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      The movie theater lurked on a Soho street between a pizzeria and a now-vacant leather shop. The theater’s marquee advertised Glory Hole 13 and Zombie Luna.

      “I don’t like zombies,” David said. “I don’t like horror movies. We went through this over Blair Witch.”

      “You went with me anyway.”

      “And I regretted it.”

      “You weren’t scared,” Jazz said.

      “Because it was stupid. And I’m not scared of horror movies. I dislike them. There’s a difference.”

      “This one’s going to be stupid too, don’t worry. Stupid horror movies are the best. You were fine with Tremors too.”

      “Was that supposed to be horror?”

      Jazz gripped his arm above the elbow and steered him inside. “I’ll buy you popcorn. And chocolate raisins. It’s research.”

      “How is a zombie movie research for anything?”

      “It was shot in Argentina.”

      “Are the zombies going to spend a week at a high altitude vineyard?”

      “I don’t know. They might. Maybe they like wine. Maybe they only eat people who are drunk on wine. Maybe they’re really snobby zombies. You’d be a snobby zombie if you got bit.”

      “Being a wine snob is literally my job, and you have no room to talk. Should I point out the slight hipster vibe I’m getting from this excursion? Braving a dingy porno theater to see an unknown South American horror film?”

      “We can go see Glory Hole 13 when we’re done if you want. Then it’s just an excuse to grope you in public.”

      “No sex in the theaters, please,” the girl behind the counter said. She handed over their tickets with no expression and no sign of interest. “Concessions down the hall to the left. Theaters to the right. Enjoy the show.”

      Jazz caught David’s arm again and hurried them along. “Forgot she was standing there,” he muttered.

      “I don’t think you shocked her.”

      “Not the point.”

      “You’re cute when you blush.”

      “Shut up.” Jazz dragged him closer with a hand at his waist.

      David smirked and shut up.

      The theater was unsurprisingly empty, though it was only five minutes till showtime. David wished they’d put the lights down already. The sound and feel of his shoes sticking to the floor was bad enough. He didn’t need to see the sticky patches as well, dark and shiny and too large to avoid.

      Jazz took off his jacket and draped it over a seat before gesturing for David to sit down, which left David feeling a bit better about the outing. “Thank you,” he said.

      Jazz put a hand on the back of his neck and squeezed.

      The lights dimmed. With no previews, music, credits, or introduction, the camera panned down from the black sky to the dry earth. A rotting hand pushed its way up and flexed in the moonlight like a night-blooming plant. A wider shot showed the rusting pickaxes, shovels, and shacks of an abandoned mining camp – and the dead coming up out of the ground.

      They took dragging steps across the desert plain and tore into an alpaca in a way that looked too realistic for the movie’s probable budget. The animal shrieked, and David couldn’t help thinking it wasn’t a sound effect. When they moved on, bloody trails followed them across the cracked earth.

      Jazz nudged the popcorn against his hand. David shook his head.

      The zombies were the only thing on screen. No more screaming animals. No living people running in terror. Just the slow inevitable advance of half-decayed feet. The wind hissed, blowing dust through tufts of dry grass. The dead let out an occasional groan. David heard the wet sounds of the alpaca’s blood dribbling from a rotted face or of skin losing integrity to allow rotted intestines to spill out.

      David looked down at his hands in the dark and wished he could plug his ears as well.

      Jazz put an arm around him. A thin, high wail split the air. David jumped and tried to pretend he hadn’t. Horror movies left him with a bad taste in his mouth and the feeling of having wasted two hours of his life in exchange for a few jump scares and the sight of more raw meat than he ever wanted to encounter outside of a butcher’s shop, but they didn’t usually frighten him. Not like this.

      “When does this actually start?” he muttered to Jazz.

      “I think this might be it. The review said it was weird and there wasn’t much plot.”

      One of the dead split off from the herd. It had a long braid, now half-detached from its rotting scalp, and a flowered dress stained with dirt and blood and other fluids. It lurched between two dead trees, tumbled in a haphazard flail of limbs down a gravel embankment, and skidded to a stop at the edge of a cliff. It sat there, legs dangling over the side.

      It took off its sandals and set them aside. It smoothed back its braid. A hunk of hair came free and stuck to the mess of flesh that had been its hand. It looked at that, and the camera focused in close on the remnants of its life, perhaps its beauty. A small barrette clung to the hair, silver with some dull red stone set into it. The zombie put the barrette on top of the sandals. It stood and walked off the edge of the cliff. The camera followed it all the way down.

      David closed his eyes and turned his face toward Jazz’s shoulder.

      “You want to go?” Jazz said quietly.

      “I’m fine.” He didn’t jump when he heard the splat, but only because he’d tensed every muscle in his body waiting for it.

      A minute or two passed with the groans and the sound of shuffling feet filling the small theater. Jazz curled his hand over the back of David’s head.

      “They’re not doing anything,” he said. He sounded confused.

      “Just watch your movie.”

      “You want to meet me somewhere? There’s probably a Starbucks.”

      David shook his head. His chest felt tight. He wasn’t sure he could stand to move.

      The groaning faded into silence, and the footsteps stopped. David didn’t look up.

      After a second, Jazz nudged him. “Get up,” he said. “We’re going.”

      David let Jazz pull him to his feet and guide him up the dark aisle and into the light. The sidewalk outside was bright and full of people, a crush of bodies on a spring day in New York: laughter, shouting, music, and car horns. David slid on his sunglasses. He still felt frozen with the chill of the empty desert.

      Jazz kept an arm draped around his shoulders and pulled him into the nearest Starbucks.

      “You hate this place,” David said.

      “Whatever. What stupid drink do you want? Go sit down, I’ll get it.”

      “I’m fine,” David said, but in the end he did let Jazz sit him down by the window and get him a green tea Frappuccino, which was, admittedly, a fairly stupid drink.

      “I can wait here if you want to go back and watch,” David said.

      “Nah. Didn’t look that exciting. I don’t get the point. Like, what was even going on? Why did they come back? Where were they going?”

      “There was no point. That was the point.”

      “This is one of those movies that people think are deep, but they’re actually stupid, right?”

      David shrugged. “I suppose you’d have to watch it all the way through to judge.”

      “Is that where we’re going? Is it like that?”

      “Mendoza is north of there. The terrain doesn’t look all that different, but I think that was the desert, the Patagonian Desert.”

      Jazz let loose a rain of questions about their trip and the city and the winery they’d be visiting and the history of Argentina. It pulled David back from the emptiness of the dead shuffling across a dead landscape, which was probably the point.
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      David went to bed early that night. He had a breakfast meeting with Angie and Kevin and someone in wine futures the next morning. He fell asleep easily enough, even without Jazz beside him. Jazz was still playing piano at Las Cruces. He’d come in late, smelling of smoke, and wake David up when he got into bed. David grumbled at him for it, but he never told him to sleep in his own room.

      The dream was an old one. He was a child, alone in his aunt’s house. He walked from room to room, and the taste of desperation in his mouth was no less terrible for being so familiar. He looked for his parents, but even in the dream he knew he wouldn’t find them. They were gone. In real life, he had been the one sent away, but here, in his head, it was always him alone and abandoned to shadows and dark corners and looming carven furniture. Portraits looked down on him from the walls. All of them wore masks, some with the heads of beasts, some blank and eyeless things with no single feature recognizable as human.

      He went to a window and pulled aside the drapes. The horde of rotting dead stood outside, just visible in the moonlight on the desert plain. They didn’t move. They wouldn’t move. They would stand out there and wait for him forever.

      David woke with a start and fought his way clear of the sheets that clung to him, translucent in places with his sweat. No moonlight in his room, only the flat darkness he was used to with the bronze glow of streetlights edging in around his blackout shades. He sat up and rested his face in his hands. He refused to reach for the light switch.

      His heart jumped when the door swung open and bounced off the wall. Jazz flicked on the overhead lights and stared at him.

      “Are you okay?” Jazz said.

      “I’m fine. What do you want?”

      “You screamed.”

      “I did not.”

      “Fine, it was like a manly yell or whatever. It was loud.”

      “I’m fine. I was fine until you nearly knocked my door down and gave me a minor heart attack. Go away and let me sleep.”

      Jazz edged further into the room. “Was it a nightmare?”

      David said nothing.

      “From that movie?”

      “It was an old dream. I’ve had it before.” He had, many times, but never with the legion of silent dead watching him from outside the window.

      The recalled image made him dig his nails into his skin. Even within the dream, he had feared to find himself among them: the isolation of a living, walking, rotting death. He had feared he was already there.

      Jazz sat on the edge of his bed. He put a hand on the back of David’s neck. When David didn’t immediately shrug him off, Jazz squeezed lightly and tugged until David bent down to let his upper body rest over Jazz’s legs.

      “If you think I’m blowing you right now, think again.”

      “Shut up,” Jazz said. He stroked David’s sweaty hair back from his face. His hand followed the curve of his neck and spine downward, fingers sliding over the bumps of his vertebrae.

      “This isn’t necessary,” David said, but he didn’t try to sit up.

      “Lots of stuff isn’t necessary. Sex isn’t necessary.”

      “Speak for yourself.”

      Jazz made an amused sound, a tiny snort that David was, unfortunately, coming to find attractive. “You wouldn’t die without it,” Jazz said.

      “Again, speak for yourself.”

      “You want to tell me about it? The dream.”

      “No.”

      “Isn’t that what you’re supposed to do? Talk about it so it’s not

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/image-2-music-lgv22.jpg
Wene & &"7

07/
BOOK NG

IN ag” e

A BDSM Romance Novella

ELEANOR KOS





OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





