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        Boo! I’m the Boogie Man.

        The terrible, horrible Boogie Man.

        I come in the middle of the night

        and frighten bad little girls like you.

      

        

      
        - Todd Rollins & His Orchestra

      

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER I

          

        

      

    

    
      DRIPPING WITH HER best friend’s blood, Molly crept through the dining area of the darkened restaurant. Her hands shook upon the handle of the butcher knife, eyes frantically shifting back and forth. A single tear rolled down one cheek. She had to get out of this place. Everyone knew that. But she moved slowly, the weight of the carnage she’d witnessed crippling her. An adult would have succumbed to terror under these circumstances, and Molly was just a teenager. Her friends had been brutally murdered. The manager of Clear River Rafting had been impaled on a set of rowing oars. Down by the docks, the corpse of Molly’s boyfriend Joey lay decapitated in an inflatable tube. The head was nowhere to be seen, but she would find it soon enough.

      As she moved through the restaurant’s kitchen, she gasped at the blood splatters on the counter and the meat hook hung from the ceiling by a length of chain. The hook glistened, dripping red, the light catching it perfectly. Molly gulped but pressed on, drawing closer to the oven. It glowed like a jack-o-lantern. For some reason, she had to see what was inside. Voices rose out of the darkness, telling her to get the hell out of the diner, but Molly reached out with one hand, the blade held high in the other, and opened the oven door.

      Joey’s crispy head sat upon a cooking tray like a Christmas ham. The voices became screams. Molly stepped back, bumping right into the creeping shadow behind her—the menacing shape of a man in a butcher’s coat.

      A meat cleaver rose over Molly’s head, but it was no normal cutlery. This cleaver’s handle was like a set of brass knuckles, the user’s fingers going through the metal grips, which were lined by a series of sharp spikes. Molly’s feathered hair spun as she tried to escape, her too-tight shorts clinging to her, and the cleaver came down, slicing her arm as she dodged out of the way.

      A single beam of moonlight fell into the kitchen. The killer had not been fully revealed to her yet, but everyone here knew who it was. In a daring effort, Molly lunged at her attacker with the knife, and the blade entered his eye socket in a grotesque display of gore, drawing cheers out of the darkness. This was the defining moment where Molly Harrison left her mark on the murderer, one that would become iconic.

      Watching himself on the big screen, John Zain sipped from the bottle of Pepsi he’d improved with bourbon to get through what felt like his millionth viewing of Lunatic. He’d ducked out for most of the movie but had to be here for the Q&A session with Lola and the promoter. Not that John expected to be asked any questions he hadn’t answered at other conventions in the past, or in interviews with Fangoria, Gorezone, Horrorhound, Rue Morgue Magazine, and the rest. Not to mention all the DVD commentaries he did every time there was a re-release of the Lunatic boxed set. But John didn’t mind the repetition. It made it easier for him to give answers. He also didn’t mind talking to his fans. He rather enjoyed it. It was nice to be appreciated by someone. Besides, he needed the money.

      As the credits rolled and the lights came up, he spotted Lola Lang two rows ahead. Even though she was well into her forties now, she still looked phenomenal. She wasn’t seventeen anymore, as she had been when she’d first played Molly Harrison in 1982, but those pouty lips and dazzling blue eyes remained, as did her trim figure. A lot of the old scream queens had maintained their looks. John saw them frequently on the convention circuit, signing autographs and taking photos with fans just as he did. But while he had a slight beer belly and his hair had gone gray, the famous final girls seemed to have aged at half his pace. Hellraiser’s Ashley Laurence was a certified knockout, and Re-Animator’s Barbara Crampton was as ageless as a vampire. John’s former co-star looked just as good as those ladies, if not better, and it pained him to see her that way. He’d blown his one chance with Lola decades ago and had never forgiven himself for it.

      The event’s promoter came to the front of the theater with microphone in hand. Adam Wood was a self-proclaimed super fanboy, but he was one of the better event organizers John had worked with. He actually bothered to read the contracts and wasn’t just in the convention business for the money. He cared about his guests because he cared so much about their movies, so John said yes anytime Adam invited him to something.

      “Let’s hear it for Lunatic!” Adam said, pumping up the already excited crowd of long-time fans. “And a round of applause for collector Nancy Gomez for loaning us a pristine thirty-five millimeter reel of the movie.”

      The crowd clapped and a heavyset woman rose from her seat to give a wave.

      “Now,” Adam said, “let’s welcome our guests of honor, Lola Lang and Jonathan Zain!”

      John rose from his seat. Someone patted him on the shoulder. John looked back but didn’t recognize the man. He was wearing a t-shirt of Lunatic III: Blood River that depicted the scene where John’s character—killer Nicky Hector—puts a victim’s head into an oversized meat grinder. That sequel was a fan favorite, and this particular kill was one of the goriest in the series. It had taken half a day to film the scene and John’s makeup was reapplied twice as the blood of his victim kept hitting him in the face like water from a busted hydrant. It was the bloodiest scene of its kind until Evil Dead 2 came along three years later. Looking at the shirt now, John wondered if it was made by a legit company (which meant residual payments for his likeness) or just another bootleg (in which case he got bupkis).

      Joining Adam and Lola at the front, John smiled and waved to the half-full theater. It was only Friday. Most ticket holders didn’t show up to the conventions until Saturday, and the film showings weren’t as popular as the meet-and-greets and panels. Those in attendance tonight were a sea of horror movie t-shirts, many baring images from Lunatic or one of its many sequels. One guy was even dressed as Nicky Hector, complete with butcher’s coat and a latex mask that bore a stunning likeness to John, much better than the flimsy, rubbery ones from the ’80s. A heavily tattooed girl in the front row had fashioned a dress out of an oversized shirt of Lunatic 2: Nicky’s Back, with the sleeves cut off and little frilly things around the bottom. She wore a silver necklace with a miniature replica of the famous meat cleaver as its pendant, complete with the spikes on the handle.

      Adam went through the usual questions.

      What’s it like to see so much love for the Nicky Hector and Molly Harrison characters almost thirty years later? Which of the series is your favorite? Is it true Tobe Hooper was once attached to do a sequel? Damien Thompson is an icon—how does he go about directing his cast? Did you have any idea while making Lunatic that it would become such a huge success and spawn fourteen sequels?

      John gave his standard answers, smiling all the while and taking little sips from his soda, mindful not to get fully drunk. He managed to only stare at Lola when she was speaking, giving the same answers he’d heard countless times before. She had no wrinkles, only slight laugh lines. No gray hairs, only the same sweet strawberry blonde hair she’d had in ’82, if a little less red and no longer feathered. John’s chest grew warm, and not because of the bourbon.

      “Ms. Lang,” a young woman in the audience said, “You’re my all-time favorite scream queen, even more than Jamie Lee Curtis. I just want to thank you for being Molly Harrison. She was the final girl that really kicked ass. It meant a lot to me growing up to have a hero like her.”

      Lola put her hands over her heart. “Oh my. How sweet of you to say. Thank you.”

      The young woman’s eyes grew wet, and she sat down, not wanting to embarrass herself, but she was hardly the first woman to praise the character for being a strong female lead. Molly Harrison was a final girl stereotype in the first film, but as early as part two she was not so much a victim as she was a heroine, and by the time Lola made her return to the series in ’86, her character was actually hunting the seemingly deathless slasher, hence the title Lunatic V: The Revenge of Molly Harrison.

      The man who’d patted John on the shoulder stood up next. “Hey guys, I’m Ricki. Big fan of the whole series, even the ones at the end.”

      Giggles fluttered through the crowd. John had grown used to the lukewarm reaction regarding the later sequels. He told himself it wasn’t mockery and kept on smiling.

      “Anyway,” Ricki said. “I was wondering what projects y’all are working on right now and if you can tell us anything about ’em.”

      The warmth in John’s chest left him and he looked at the floor, wondering what he could possibly say. It was hard to lie to super fans. They knew more about what was going on in the genre than he did.

      Stalling for time, John turned to Lola. “Ladies first.”

      “Thanks, John.” Lola interlinked her delicate fingers, the diamond of her wedding ring sending knives of light into John’s eye. She gave the fan her Colgate grin. “I’ve just directed a short film that’ll be making the festival circuits this fall. And yes, it’s horror.” Chuckles and light applause. “It was more of a passion project for me. I don’t do much acting these days. I enjoy being behind the scenes and spend most of my time on the charity.”

      Always the philanthropist, Lola was involved with a program that brought war veterans together with service dogs. She always put half her earnings from these events toward the cause, which made John feel like a scumbag for keeping every dime he made, even though these events were his main source of income.

      Suddenly aware of the silence, John realized everyone was looking at him. It was his turn. His mouth lost all moisture. He brought up his soda, but the bottle was empty.

      “Well,” he said, “right now I’m sorta between projects.”

      Yeah, he thought, seven years between.

      “But I’ve been in talks for a new horror piece,” he lied. “I can’t share much about it yet though.”

      Ricki nodded. “Cool. Can you at least tell us if it has to do with the remake?”

      John furrowed his brow. “Remake?”

      “Well, yeah.” The fan looked to his fellow fans, some of which were nodding. “I read about it on Bloody Disgusting.”

      “Uh huh,” the girl in the dress said. “I saw it on Dread Central the other day.”

      Someone mentioned a Twitter feed, followed by other remarks from the crowd. John only heard murmurs. It was as if his ears had closed up to protect him. This had to be a bogus report. A remake? No one had said anything to him about a remake. He turned to Lola, hoping she could give him some answers, but she seemed aloof and disinterested. Did she know? Had anyone reached out to her about it? It would be ridiculous for Lola to have been approached before him. He’d starred in every single movie. Lola was only in three of them. He was the man who’d made Nicky Hector one of the most celebrated villains in the history of scary movies, on par with Michael Myers and Jason Voorhees, and like Freddy Krueger his character wasn’t taciturn and didn’t wear a mask. John was that character, just as Stallone was Rocky and Arnold was The Terminator. After the first film, there had never been any discussion about the Lunatic franchise that didn’t involve him.

      “The remake,” he said, as if he knew what he was talking about. “Right. The remake.”

      “Are you gonna be in it? Maybe in a cameo or something?”

      John bit the inside of his cheek. Cameo…

      “Well,” he told his adoring fans, “like I said—I can’t divulge anything at this stage.”

      Thankfully the rest of the questions were banal, and John could answer them on autopilot. An inferno was germinating inside him now, fueled by insult, anger, and paranoia. He told himself it was just one of those Hollywood rumors that don’t mean anything. Maybe it was some blogger’s prank to dupe fans of the franchise. If there were any truth behind it, surely he would have received a phone call. He damned well better. He was Nicky Hector. Lunatic was nothing without him.

      Remake, he thought. Over my dead body.

      

      
        
        ————

      

      

      

      Unable to reach his former agent, John called Damien Thompson. They hadn’t spoken in a while, but John figured he was the best person to ask about this nonsense, Damien being the writer and director of the first film. John jumped right into it.

      “I’ve just heard there’s talk of a remake. Is that true?”

      “Yes,” Damien said, his accent as Yorkshire as ever, though he’d lived in America for decades. “They’ve reached out to you already, have they?”

      “No. They didn’t. I’m just hearing this through the grapevine. A fan told me, for Christ’s sake! That’s why I called you. I figured you might know what the hell’s going on.”

      Damien cleared his throat. “I probably know as much as you or that fan.”

      “I doubt it. You’ve been involved in all of them, same as me.”

      “Not much since we all reunited for part five. I’m retired now, John. All I want to do is drink wine, roll a joint, and play video games with my son.” Damien chuckled, trying to lighten John’s mood. “I just sit back and collect checks.”

      “But this isn’t just another direct-to-video sequel, right? They must want you involved. I mean, Lunatic is your baby.”

      “It was my baby. The series is its own monster now. There’ve been so many chefs in that kitchen—no pun intended—I can hardly take credit for what it has become. It was my baby, but it grew to be the child of Redmax Studios.”

      “But they reached out to you, right?”

      “They did. More of a courtesy at this point.”

      “Why a remake, though? Why not a sequel?”

      Damien chuckled again. “Come on. Didn’t you have a good enough run with the twenty movies you made already?”

      “It was fifteen.”

      “Whatever. That’s a damn long stint. More than Friday the 13th or Chucky. More than Witchcraft even. The studio wants to go big with this one, bringing the franchise back to theaters, and they just can’t do that with another campy sequel. They want to return to its more frightening roots. Remakes are big now, John. The Hills Have Eyes, Texas Chainsaw. Those Halloween remakes were enormously profitable for Dimension and—”

      “The Rob Zombie Halloween movies? Those are total trash!”

      “Rubbish or not, they were cash cows.”

      “So, they’re not even going for quality?”

      “I’m not saying that, exactly. I’m sure there’ll be an effort. They’ve got a hot shot new director—a kid named Rob Siricho. He did a couple of those Saw rip-offs. Chop Block, I think they’re called. Anyway, he wants to sort of reinvent it.”

      “Reinvent? Christ, man! They can’t reinvent Lunatic—it’s a classic! I saw Chop Block—it’s hot garbage. This is why we ought to be involved, man. We can’t let these kids ruin our series.”

      “John, please,” Damien sighed. “Let’s be realistic here. The series already ruined itself, didn’t it? I mean, once Nicky Goes Hawaiian came out, he was more stand-up comic than slasher.”

      “Hey, that one was supposed to be called Lunatic XIII: Blood Cruise. I didn’t like that they renamed it.”

      “The title isn’t the point. Nicky became the character the audience rooted for. Instead of being afraid of him, they laughed as he did all his wacky kills. And what was that last one you made? The one on the moon?”

      Now it was John’s turn to sigh. “Lunatic XV: Nicky on Mars. But that was supposed to be Space Madness. The director was a hack. He added all those corny jokes to the script.”

      “Either way, it was horror-comedy, and that’s just not in right now. And besides, the film did very poorly, right? That’s why there hasn’t been another one in almost a bloody decade. Redmax isn’t interested in continuing with that incarnation of Lunatic. They want to make it scary again and frankly I don’t blame them.”

      John took a deep breath to keep from shouting. “They can’t do it without me. I am Nicky Hector.”

      “John, think about it. You’re what now—fifty? In the first film, Nicky was only a teenager. He blended in with all his victims. The whole shock ending was it being the son of the restaurateur doing the killings and not the man himself. They can hardly have you playing a teenager now, can they? It’s not 1982, John. It’s 2010.”

      “I know what year it is.”

      “No need to get snippy with me. I’m just telling you the facts of the matter. Now look, I was thinking maybe you could do a cameo. At first I thought it’d be fun if you played Nicky’s father but—”

      “So you are involved in this?”

      “Well, not as such. I did one lousy conference call. They’re giving me an executive producer credit, but it’s merely a marketing ploy. ‘Damien Thompson Presents’. If they put my name on it somewhere it’ll draw in the fans. You know how they can be.”

      “Course I do. I’m at a fucking horror con right now. The fans still love me too, you know.”

      “Without question.” A dog barked in the background. “Look, John, I have to get going. I think the dog needs to have a poo. But hey, don’t get worked up about all this. The film is only in pre-production. They’d have to be mad not to put you in a cameo, even if they are trying to clean the slate, as it were.”

      The idea of appearing as a cameo made John’s blood burn. Even a supporting role would be an insult, no matter the size of the paycheck. If he couldn’t portray the character he’d made famous—the only role he’d ever been known for—he’d rather die before starring in another Lunatic movie.

      “It was good talking to you, John. If you ever do a con out here in L.A., do let me know. We should do dinner.” The dog barked again. “Gotta go.”

      John said goodbye but Damien had already hung up. The retired director had pets to tend to and wine bottles to open. What did he care about Lunatic as long as he kept getting checks for his intellectual property? He’d had a long career, both in indie films and big Hollywood productions. Mostly scary movies, but a few action and sci-fi adventures too. He wasn’t as big of a deal with horror fans as John Carpenter or Wes Craven, but he was close. Damien could afford to retire and live comfortably off royalties. He didn’t have to make whorish public appearances just to pay the rent on a crummy apartment. He wasn’t divorced with two estranged kids. The director didn’t need to hang on to Lunatic, because he’d had so much success outside of it.

      If John wasn’t Nicky Hector, he was nobody.

      Just an ex-boogeyman.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER II

          

        

      

    

    
      Even with the windows rolled down, the heat inside the bus was stifling. Rachel wished she hadn’t worn jeans, but this far north the mornings were cool even in the summer. She tied back her long, dirty-blonde hair to get it off her neck and was startled when the bus shuddered over a pothole. It reminded her of riding the school bus, something she hadn’t endured since getting a car. She wasn’t too thrilled to be taking a bus to the rafting center, but the parking lot was two miles away, so the staff provided transportation. The hooptie actually was an old school bus, only they’d painted it white with a blue stripe made to look like a rushing stream, the words “Clear River Rafting” stenciled on each side.

      While Rachel couldn’t wait for the ride to end, Ellie seemed positively delighted to be aboard this rusted express. The joy of anticipation—sweeter, some say, than the event itself. At twelve years old, this was Ellie’s first adventure away from home without their parents, and there was an extra air of mischief in her eyes. Rachel liked seeing it there. Her little sister was withdrawn whenever Rachel wasn’t around, or so she was told. With her, Ellie was bouncy and bright, but apparently shut down with others, growing angry and brooding, even with their parents. She had trouble making friends at school but was very sociable as long as Rachel was with her. It was a dependence that concerned Ellie’s whole family. Though they hadn’t said so, Rachel knew they were counting on her regarding this trip. They wanted her to bring Ellie out of her shell, as if she were some sort of genie in a lamp. But how could Rachel help Ellie with her problem if she never saw it in action?

      Still, Rachel had been looking forward to this trip too. This was their last hurrah before she went off to college, a retreat just for the two sisters. After all the stress of getting into a decent school, and the heartache of her breakup with Luke, Rachel was ready to let loose and enjoy the sunshine. She’d just turned eighteen and her adult life lay ahead. She wasn’t exactly a kid anymore, but this was going to be her last summer as one, and she and Ellie knew it. It would be a bittersweet vacation, and no one was looking forward to Ellie’s reaction when Rachel inevitably moved out of the house in the fall. As for right now though, Ellie was all smiles as she gazed out the window at the Klamath mountains.

      “Pretty day,” Rachel said.

      Ellie turned to her, braces gleaming in the sunlight. “It’s perfect! I can’t wait to get there.” For what had to be the hundredth time, Ellie unfolded the brochure to review all the activities the center offered. “A waterfall where you can actually walk behind the water. Tubing and canoeing. Water pistol fights. I still don’t know what I wanna do first.”

      “We’ll figure it out once we get there and see it all in person.” Rachel leaned into her sister as if conspiring. “So…how’s it feel to be out on your own in this world, making your own decisions?”

      Ellie smirked. “I’m not on my own—you’re here. Besides, we’re not that far from home. I looked it up. Clear River Rafting is approximately one hundred and sixty miles from home.”

      “Approximately? You sound so scientific.”

      “It is across state lines though. I’ve never been to Oregon before. Barely ever been out of California at all. I guess that’s something.”

      Rachel certainly thought so. When she was twelve, her parents never would have allowed her to go this far away without them, even with a trusted chaperone. Ellie was the second child, so Mom and Dad were less strict with her than they’d been with their firstborn daughter. Rachel wondered if Ellie knew just how lucky she was that her big sister broke their folks in.

      The bus driver was a friendly man named Chico. He had olive skin and a Cuban accent, and wore an unbuttoned Hawaiian shirt, as if he were on a permanent vacation working here. He helped them with their bags and tried to engage Ellie as she stepped aboard, but she was far too shy to reciprocate. Rachel hoped they hadn’t offended him. At the back of the bus, a group of teens cackled with laughter, growing rowdier the closer they got to the rafting center. Rachel had noticed them passing a joint in the parking lot. One of the guys must have been over eighteen, for he was sleeved in tattoos, his gangly arms fully revealed in his sleeveless Stone Temple Pilots shirt. Across from this group was a pair of female twins, pretty brunettes with skin-tight shorts and smiles forged by perfect teeth. They wore bandanas like sweatbands upon their heads, huge sunglasses, and flip-flops. They looked like the kind of girls who lived for bonfire parties, wine coolers, and guys with fast cars. Rachel hoped these people would only be staying for the day so she wouldn’t have to put up with them all week.

      There were a few parents with their kids on the bus (obvious day-trippers), an adult couple that looked way too serious in their wetsuits, and an old man with a fishing pole. At the front of the bus—and literally on the edge of their seat—was a couple in their thirties, clad in all black. The woman had bleached white hair and wore too much eyeshadow, and her boyfriend had one of those scraggly beards with holes in it where hair refused to grow. They were taking pictures of the passing woods and each other. When they’d first got on the bus, Rachel couldn’t help but notice their t-shirts. The girl’s had the image of a doctor holding a syringe filled with glowing green fluid, with “Re-Animator” written across the top. The man’s shirt was ghastlier, with a dead woman covered in stitches as if she’d been put together like Frankenstein, and a chainsaw on a table behind her. Beneath the image were busted letters spelling out “Pieces”. Rachel wasn’t sure what these shirts were all about, but guessed they were of heavy metal bands. The couple seemed a bit weird, but their childlike excitement made them appear harmless.

      “This is totally worth not playing softball,” Ellie said. “It’s my first time missing it in since I started, but I’ll be back soon enough to finish the season.”

      “The team can get by without you for a few days,” Rachel said.

      “I dunno. Sean’s not the pitcher I am.”

      “I’m sure he’ll be happy to be off the bench for once.”

      The sisters giggled. The team’s backup pitcher was a poor understudy to Ellie, but he didn’t seem to realize it. Ellie had joined Little League at age nine and had been playing ever since. For such a small girl, she had a pitching arm like a bazooka, and rarely missed a swing of her bat. Though she could be shy and antisocial, Ellie was the team’s star player, and Rachel expected her sister would go on to win many more trophies in her life.

      “I think I know the first thing I wanna do when we get to the rafting place,” Ellie said.

      “What’s that?”

      “Get a hot dog.”

      Rachel chuckled. “Yeah. I could go for some lunch too.”

      But the first thing Rachel really wanted was to see the living quarters. God, she hoped the cabins weren’t too rustic. Better to pay the extra fee for one though. She was not a fan of camping. Humans came up with houses to escape the awfulness of sleeping in the woods. Now they left perfectly good homes for the forest and called it recreation. It made no sense to Rachel. Something about being alone in the woods at night made her want to scream at every little sound and every passing shadow.

      She and Ellie being alone in a cabin would be freaky enough, thank you very much.

      Let the lunatics sleep in the woods.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER III

          

        

      

    

    
      “You’re really such an amazing actress. You should star in everything.”

      Lola looked up at the adoring fan. He stood before her signing table, carrying a backpack with rolled posters sticking out.

      “You’re so sweet to say that,” she said. “Thank you.”

      “Seriously. I wish you’d been in more ’80s horror movies.”

      Well, so did I, she thought but didn’t say. There were things about being a child star that couldn’t be explained to those who never were one. The fan drew a poster from its cardboard tube for her to autograph. It was of Lunatic V: The Revenge of Molly Harrison, her final appearance in the series.

      “You know what movie of yours I love the most?” he asked.

      She nodded toward the poster. “I’m guessing this one?”

      “Nah. I do love it, though. The series turned to shit after part five.”

      Lola didn’t disagree, but it was common courtesy not to bash other people’s work.

      “My favorite movie you did is Goodnight, Nurse,” the fan said. “It’s probably my favorite movie of all time.”

      Lola had heard a lot of crazy things from fans, but this was a new one. Some people were fans of Goodnight, Nurse, of course, but to say that campy, cheap knock-off of Halloween II was your favorite movie was simply ridiculous. The film was originally called Medical Center Massacre, then was changed to Hospital Horror Night after it lost funding and was picked up by another production company almost a year after the initial footage had been shot. A new director was brought on—a novice who didn’t know what he was doing—who rewrote the script, resulting in a mess of a plot. Combined with the poor editing, the movie’s story hardly made sense. Lola often attributed the cinematic ineptitude of Goodnight, Nurse to her career’s disintegration. It was loathed by audiences as well as critics, resulting in Lola not acting again until the Lunatic series came calling for her to reprise her role for part five. So it wasn’t exactly a thrill for anyone to bring up Goodnight, Nurse, let alone praise it.

      “Well, thanks,” she said with a polite smile. “I’m glad you liked it.”

      The line kept moving. Lola signed posters and headshots and old VHS tapes. She took pictures with adoring fans. When these horror conventions had first started, she’d thought they were a silly, passing fad. Now they were big business. A decade ago, she only charged ten dollars for an autographed photo. Now people would pay up to thirty, and ten to take a picture with her. Being a junior high school teacher, the added income made all the difference, and reconnecting with people in the industry had led her to appearing in some short films and now, even directing one. It was all nostalgic horror shlock, but she knew what her audience wanted and didn’t stray from what had given her that fifteen minutes of fame.

      Behind Lola, the convention’s assistant to her, Jeffery, kept the cash box in order, and supplied her with bottled water and whatever else she needed so she wouldn’t have to leave the table during signing hours. She didn’t want a single fan to miss their chance to meet her. They came from all over the country to go to these things, so she felt she owed them a good experience.

      As the line thinned, Lola stretched as Jeffery counted the intake. When she turned her head, she saw a long line winding through a maze of velvet ropes. It all led to Jonathan Zain—the top billing of the con’s celebrities.

      He stood before a specially made background that resembled the restaurant’s kitchen from the first Lunatic, and he was in full makeup—bald cap, eye gouged out, and adorned in terrible scars. He wore the butcher’s coat too, spattered in fake blood. Fans were eating it up. They came in their Lunatic t-shirts and costumes, men and women both dressed as the famous slasher, with some dressed as final girl, Molly. The line was impressive, particularly because it had been backed up like this all day, even though John was given three assistants to help keep things moving efficiently. If this was the turnout today, tomorrow’s photo op session would be even crazier, for that was when Lola would be joining John in her Molly costume, doing the shoot before a green screen so fans could pick one of four Lunatic-themed backgrounds for one hundred dollars a pop.

      Seeing how big the turnout was for John alone, Lola grew nervous. She enjoyed meeting fans, but this level of adoration made her uneasy. She was just a schoolteacher! Coming to these cons was a surreal experience. Horror fans treated her like an A list celebrity, and then she went home, back to being nothing special. Sometimes a student would discover she’d been in a slasher film (thank God she’d played the virginal good girl and never did any nude scenes), but for the most part middle school kids didn’t watch movies that were older than they were. In her daily life, Lola’s brief stardom was rarely acknowledged. Frankly, she rather preferred it that way. At these conventions, she couldn’t even go to the bathroom without someone stopping her to ask for a picture or something. It was overwhelming.

      But John seemed to thrive on it. There was no denying the excitement he brought to every fan encounter. He couldn’t be faking his passion for it; he wasn’t a good enough actor to lie his way through a whole weekend. She supposed she was a little harsh on him to think that. Whatever hard feelings she’d felt toward John all those years ago had vanished over time. Just one of those brief affairs that happens on movie sets. She’d been young and just foolish enough to fall in love with him. John simply didn’t want to commit to a relationship back then, and once they’d wrapped filming on Lunatic II, he’d stopped returning her calls. It made things a little awkward when they reunited three years later for the fifth sequel, after she’d not appeared in parts three and four, but they managed to stay professional despite their torrid past. They’d both matured by then and were even more mature now—Lunatic II was shot almost thirty years ago. She found it difficult to hold a grudge against what had been a boy of twenty-two at the time. John wasn’t that boy she’d lost her virginity to anymore. He was a man she hardly knew. She only ever saw or spoke to him at these horror cons, and that was fine. She was a married woman and wasn’t interested in friendships with old flames, especially ones who stared at her a little longer than she liked.

      

      
        
        ————

      

      

      

      John spent the night getting drunk alone in his hotel room, watching one of his old movies and lamenting time gone by. Not only were the ’80s and ’90s a more exciting time in his career, but he was also younger and in better shape. Even in Lunatic XIV: Evil Easter, which had been made in 2000, he looked far better than he did right now. There was just that big of a difference between being forty and being fifty.

      As a male actor, he was supposed to have more longevity in his career than actresses, who generally stopped getting roles when they reached middle age, unless they were Meryl Streep or some prestigious actress like that. But John had fallen victim to another one of Hollywood’s death sentences—typecasting.

      Nicky Hector was so popular in the ’80s that John appeared on MTV in character, did an album as Nicky covering songs like “Monster Mash” and “I’m Your Boogeyman”, and even had his own 976 hotline where callers could listen to recordings of him reading scary stories in the Nicky voice for three dollars the first minute, fifty cents each additional minute. But while being Nicky brought John a small fortune, his fame faded when the fad ended, and because he’d become so synonymous with yesterday’s slasher megastar, he couldn’t land roles playing an average guy. The best he could do outside of the ongoing Lunatic films were small parts in other horror movies, his pop-ups mere stunt casting to please fans. And while he continued to play Nicky with a new Lunatic movie coming out every year from 1982 to 1992, after the box office bomb of Lunatic XI: The Carving, there was a five-year hiatus that felt like the end. It wasn’t until Wes Craven rejuvenated the genre with Scream in ’96 that John was called back to star in Lunatic: Reborn in ’97, which turned out to be an even bigger stink bomb than its Thanksgiving-themed predecessor, dooming the franchise to the straight-to-video market from that point on. Now they were bringing Lunatic back to the big screen but were literally leaving John out of the picture.

      This was the time he needed Nicky most. He was drowning in debt, particularly after rehab, and while he’d kicked drugs he still drank too much. Alice had remarried whereas he’d not had a relationship since the divorce, only the occasional one-night stands with hardcore groupies at conventions. His son Timmy—well, Tim now—hadn’t spoken to him in over three years; such was the sting of seeing his old man smack his mother around when high, drunk, or both. His daughter Kelly was a little more forgiving of her dad, having been younger when John was at his worst and therefore not as aware of the family’s true dysfunction. But she was in her twenties now—older than John had been when he’d first played Nicky—and never contacted her father. She would speak to John if he called, but he rarely had the courage to do so.

      John hadn’t been a full-time actor in seven years and had been unable to hold a regular job. He couldn’t do anything where he worked with the public for fear of being mocked for being a fallen star. If not for these conventions, he wouldn’t have anything to live off of, or anything to live for.

      Nicky had returned from the dead so many times. John felt it was his turn.

      In the morning, he ate alone in the hotel restaurant, only being interrupted by fans four times. It stung when he hadn’t even had his coffee yet, but he plastered on a smile anyway. After breakfast, he went to the makeup artist’s room to be transformed into Nicky Hector. John still had many of the props from the films and had brought along his butcher’s coat and the famous meat cleaver (the plastic model used in kill scenes, not the real one used in most shots). He wanted to look perfect. Today were the photo ops with Lola Lang. Maybe he could show her what a fun-loving guy he’d become, that he’d matured over the years. He knew she was married, but also knew from personal experience that those sacred vows didn’t count for shit. Maybe he and Lola could rekindle some facsimile of the fire they’d started back in ’83. At the same time he hoped for that, he knew how ridiculous he was for even thinking it. Lola was a wife, mother, and schoolteacher, living in Nebraska or some other fly-over state. She’d moved on a hell of a long time ago, just as he had. The difference was, she had no reason to circle back.

      She’s not a loser like you, John thought as he stared into the mirror, watching the makeup woman apply the latex to his worn face. No. You’re not a loser, damn it. Not here. At these cons, you’re a fucking god. You’re Nicky Hector and always will be. You can’t let Redmax Studios change that. Don’t let some young punk take that role from you.

      If they took Nicky away, they might as well take away John’s whole identity.

      

      
        
        ————

      

      

      

      The turnout was massive. John had never seen anything like it, not even when he’d made his appearance at New York Comic Con. The line ran all the way through the paths of velvet rope, down the length of the event hall, and out the door to the parking lot. It was as if every horror fanatic in the country had come out to get their photo taken with Nicky Hector and Molly Harrison. He and Lola had never done something like this before. Considering its success, he hoped she could be talked into doing it again.

      “It’s such an honor to meet you!” a man in his forties shouted, tears in his eyes.

      Sometimes the fans could get a little intense, but John was too pumped with excitement to mind. The fan got between John and Lola, who looked sensational in the old Molly outfit. John raised the plastic cleaver and Lola made a face as if she were screaming. The fan stood there smiling, ruining the illusion of him being in the movie, but hey, it was his money.

      More photos. More posters. More autographs. More people celebrating John and Lola. The fans were thrilled to see the two of them reunited. If only Lola felt the same. She was polite to John and cordial enough, but hardly enamored. Just two former coworkers doing a new job. It pained him.

      After a pair of sisters did a great photo, wherein they were dressed as some of the other characters from the film, a wan young man with dark circles under his eyes approached the booth. He breathed through his mouth and looked like he hadn’t slept for days. Getting a weird vibe, John watched him closely. Sometimes fans could be inappropriate, particularly with female celebrity guests. Conventions had strict no weapons policies, not even allowing people to bring in their own replicas of Nicky’s spiked cleaver to sign, but they didn’t set up metal detectors. It was all on an honor system. The same thing went for not pinching the asses of scream queens.

      “I can’t believe it’s really you,” the bug-eyed fan said, gawking at Lola.

      She must have gotten a bad feeling about him too, for she backed up a step but held on to her smile, however strained.

      “Heads up, buddy-boy,” John said in his Nicky voice, spouting one of his famous one-liners.

      The fan barely seemed to register John was there. His stare had a vice grip on Lola, and he was drawing closer.

      “I’ve loved you all my life,” he told her, arms outstretched.

      Lola raised her eyebrows. “Oh, um…thanks for being a fan…”

      John stepped closer to her just in case, and when the weirdo closed in on them, he was glad he had.

      “I want you right now, baby,” the fan said, diving at Lola, his hands going right for her breasts.

      Lola jumped out of reach, shrieking and swatting at the weirdo’s hands.

      John got between them. “That’s enough!”

      But the crazed fan didn’t seem to think so. He shoved John and reached for Lola’s crotch. As she dodged away from him, John grabbed the man’s arm and twisted it up behind his back, then knocked the creep to the floor. The convention assistants rushed over as the fans in line gathered around, their phones and digital cameras held high. The creep squirmed beneath John, so he put a knee into his back and used his other hand to grind the bastard’s face to the floor.

      “Don’t you move!” John said. He leaned in and whispered in his ear so only the creep could hear what he said next. “You move and I’ll snap your arm like a fucking twig. You wanna die today? Try me.”

      John held the man down until the security guards appeared, and when he stood up it was to wild applause from the onlookers.

      “Holy shit!” one man said. “That was crazy!”

      A young lady shouted. “John Zain’s a hero!”

      “I can’t believe I just saw Nicky save Molly!” said another.

      The guards took the creep away, cuffing him with zip ties. One of the assistants was talking to Lola now, asking her if she was all right, assuring her the police would be there soon. John went to the line of fans to keep them entertained while Lola gathered herself. He gave high fives and fist bumps and allowed people to snap pictures with him for free. When it seemed Lola had collected herself, John asked the fans to be patient.

      “You doin’ okay?” he asked her.

      She smiled but her eyes were still misty. “Yeah. Just a little rattled.” She put her hand on his shoulder. “That was…that was amazing, John. Thank you so much. You’re a real gentleman.”

      John couldn’t remember the last time someone had called him that. He supposed he hadn’t ever earned it before. Had he wanted to impress Lola by playing the fearless protector, or was he just glad to have an excuse to take out his anger on someone?

      “It was nothing,” he said, giving her the farm boy grin that had once won her heart.

      “Guess I should get a bodyguard for these things, huh?”

      “Hey, not if you keep doing your photo shoots with me.” He mimed a boxer for laughs. “You okay to continue? I’m sure everyone would understand if—”

      “No, no. I wouldn’t think of disappointing all these people. They’ve waited in line for hours.”

      She dabbed at her eyes. John noticed her hands were shaking. He took them in his, giving them a squeeze as their eyes locked.

      “Hey,” he said. “Don’t you know you’re here with Nicky Hector, the most savage killer in movie history?”

      “Oh, John,” she said with a snicker.

      “What? I’m more than just one of the horror genre’s rock stars. I’ve got the highest body count in scary movie history. One hundred and ninety-two. That’s even more than Jason. But even through all that, I still couldn’t kill you! Hell, Molly killed Nicky three freakin’ times.”

      Now she laughed. “You’re ridiculous. Thanks again, John. For everything.”

      The rest of the day was like magic.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER IV

          

        

      

    

    
      Ellie had never been inside a building this small. The bunk beds made her smile. She didn’t think they even made those anymore, as she’d only seen them in old movies. Rachel didn’t seem too thrilled with their temporary living quarters, but Ellie liked the cabin. They had a mini-fridge and a window unit air conditioner, and a small stove top with no oven. There was a bookshelf with some worn paperbacks, some of which she’d read. Like her father, Ellie was an avid reader, and she was pursuing mature fiction now that she was growing out of young adult books. Her days of reading about wizard schools were over, but she still lived for novels and short stories.

      While Rachel put away her things, Ellie skimmed the rest of the cabin’s little library. There was Vonnegut, Atwood, King, Patterson, and Ellie’s favorite book, Harper Lee’s To Kill a Mockingbird. There were many children’s books, and some non-fiction about Oregon and boating, which made sense considering where they were. But it was a book titled Lunatic that caught her eye. Withdrawing the paperback, the cover made her shiver. It was a realistic illustration of a butcher with scars all over his face and head. His right eye was gouged out, leaving a cave of dark tissue. He towered over a young woman who was splayed out on the ground, holding her hands out to protect herself as the butcher wielded a cleaver. Above the title were the words: the novelization of the smash horror hit! Ellie didn’t even know movie novelizations were a thing. Did they still make them? The book looked old, the spine worn from frequent use. She checked the title page. Copyright 1983.

      “Weird,” she said, but thumbed through the book anyhow. In the middle of it were black and white pictures from the film. The mad butcher was even scarier looking in actual photographs. “Holy sh—”

      “What’re you doing?” Rachel asked, appearing behind her.

      “Check out this old book I found!”

      Rachel glanced at it. “Oh, yeah. I saw that movie once.”

      “Was it scary?”

      “Well, it scared me back when I saw it. I don’t know if it would now. I hadn’t seen any scary movies yet when I first saw Lunatic.”

      “It looks freaky.”

      “It’s one of those slasher movies that were popular back in Mom and Dad’s day. They made, like, thirty sequels.”

      Ellie furrowed her brow. “Seriously?”

      “Well, not literally thirty, but yeah, there were a crazy amount of them. I used to see them all at the video store. They had these creepy cover boxes back then, just like the cover of that book. I got scared just looking at them.”

      Ellie stared at the image. She’d read a few spooky books, but nothing with a cleaver-wielding murderer in it. Ghosts, not gore. Monsters, not madmen. Something about holding the book made her feel naughty, as if it were a dirty magazine.

      “Why would they have this at a rafting center?” she asked.

      Rachel gave her a sinister grin. “Because…it happened here.”

      “Oh my god!” Ellie’s stomach hollowed out. “This really happened? There was a killer here?”

      “No, no,” Rachel giggled. “It’s just a movie, El, not a documentary. But they filmed it here.”

      That was less disturbing, but somehow it still made Ellie uneasy. Flipping the book over, she read the synopsis on the back.

      They call him The Holiday Man.

      On every holiday he appears and sends someone to the grave. This Labor Day Weekend, when the river rafting begins, so does the body count. A madman is out there…hiding in the shadows…hidden in the woods…stalking his victims. One by one he’ll get them. One by one they’ll feel the sting of the cleaver! From director Damien Thompson comes a new nightmare that is now a terrifying novel! LUNATIC! Don’t read it alone!!!

      Ellie grinned. “Whoa, this is kinda cool, huh? I mean, I’ve never been on a movie set before.”

      “El, they’re not filming it now. They made that movie decades ago.”

      “I know, but you said they make sequels.”

      “No, I think they’re finally done with all that. Those movies got campy after a while. Besides, the actor who played the lunatic guy must be old, if not dead by now.”

      “But it’s still cool to see a place where a movie was made. I thought they only made movies in Hollywood.”

      Rachel shrugged. “Guess not.”

      “So, do they have, like, stuff from the movie here too? Do they do a haunted house, like at the Halloween hayride back home?”

      “I think this place downplays the horror movie stuff and just wants to be a rafting center.”

      Ellie’s shoulders dropped and she was surprised at her own disappointment.

      “I so wanna watch this movie when we get home,” she said. “Maybe Mom and Dad will let me.”

      “Good luck with that. There’s a lot of gore and half-naked people, from what I remember. I covered my eyes a lot when I watched it and I was older than you are now.”

      “Yeah,” Ellie said, “but you’re a wuss.”

      Rachel grabbed a pillow from the bed and tossed it at her sister, both of them laughing.

      “C’mon, nerd,” Rachel said. “Put the book away. We’re here to party, remember?”

      

      
        
        ————

      

      

      

      Through a gorge of black river rock, the water raced around crannies in gushes of white foam. From the bridge, Rachel gazed at the rapids and the rolling hills of maple and sycamore all beautifully accentuated by the summer sky. She wished it didn’t make her think of Luke, but most things did. A pretty day reminded her how cute he looked in the sunshine, his hair seeming almost blonde when the light hit it just right. People said the breakup with your first love was always the hardest. She was learning just how true that was. Even though she’d initiated the separation, it still hurt. She kept asking herself if she’d made the wrong choice. Part of her still loved Luke, and she would always care for him, but she just felt like it was time to move on now that she’d be going to college upstate. That he’d made out with Seri Hall at her brother’s graduation party made the choice all the easier. Of course, he’d been drunk, and things hadn’t gone very far, but Rachel caught him in the act, so who knew just how far he would have taken things with Seri if they’d been left alone. Luke had done all he could to make things up to Rachel, and she believed he was sincerely sorry, but as far as their relationship was concerned it was a big hole punched into an already sinking ship.

      Ellie tugged Rachel’s t-shirt, pulling her out of her somber thoughts.

      “Hey, Rach. Can we go paddle boarding here too?”

      “I dunno. Probably need to find a spot where the water is calmer.”

      Ellie leaned over the railing for another look at Clear River. She put her sunglasses atop her head, her long hair blowing about on the gentle breeze. Rachel marveled to see her sister approaching her teen years. A six-year age difference was a lot between sisters, and it seemed like Ellie had gone from a child to a young woman overnight. Her body was developing female features that were more noticeable now that she was wearing only her one-piece bathing suit. Rachel had blossomed early, which had made her a precocious tween. She hoped Ellie would have more sense than she’d had. Her excellent grades and love of books certainly suggested so.

      At the shore below, a small group had gathered by the inner tube station.

      “Looks like they’re opening up for tubing,” Rachel said.

      Ellie bounced on her toes, flip-flops smacking her heels. “Let’s go!”

      She ran off, and then Rachel was running too, away from the bridge, and away from Luke.

      The sisters joined the throng of eager swimmers at the shore. Rachel recognized the stoner and Doublemint twins from the bus. A couple of little kids were there too, carrying floatation devices adorned in superhero graphics. As Rachel and Ellie chose inner tubes from the stack, a shadow fell across them.

      “You ready for some fun?” asked a male voice.

      Rachel turned around, setting her eyes on a young man with dark hair and thick eyebrows. He was maybe a year or two older than her, and a good foot and a half taller. His eyes were the same color as the river, a blueish green that could cut glass. His jawline was as strong as his biceps and pectorals, which she had a great view of, for he wore only a pair of red swim trunks like a lifeguard, his bare feet covered in socks of sand. She tried to say hello but was taken back by the plentiful eye candy.

      “What’s your names?” the dream date asked.

      Ellie smiled up at him. “I’m Ellie. This is my sister, Rachel.”

      “What’s up? My name’s Brady.” He returned his attention to Rachel. “Nice to meet you, Rachel.”

      She brushed her hair behind her ear. “Oh. Um, hi.”

      “I’m an instructor here.” As he spoke, he gave her a quick look up and down though he tried to hide it, which she found exciting. “I’ll be your guide when you’re ready to go whitewater rafting. But it’s best to start out with something light. Say hello to Clear River before you take ’er on.”

      He winked. Rachel’s breath caught in her throat. She wished she’d already removed the baggy t-shirt she’d worn over her bikini, to give him even more to look at it. Her time on the track team had given her a summer-friendly body and she wasn’t shy about showing it off.

      “Cool,” Rachel said, feeling like an idiot when nothing followed.

      “You guys staying long?” Brady asked.

      Ellie butted in. “Nope. We’re going in the water.”

      She stepped into the tube and put it around her waist like a hula-hoop, then practically skipped her way down to the bank.

      “Ellie, wait up,” Rachel said, not wanting to leave Brady just yet. She smiled at him and managed to get the right words out. “Actually, we’ll be here for the week.”

      He raised those heavy eyebrows. “Awesome. Guess I’ll be seein’ ya, then.”

      “Right! I mean, yeah. Guess so.”

      Brady handed her an inner tube. This was the perfect opportunity to discard the t-shirt before stepping into the tube, but as she pulled it over her head someone pulled Brady away with some stupid question, and he was gone before she could deliver the goods. She exhaled and threw the shirt over her shoulder, feeling a little foolish. She was just trying to flirt a bit. There was nothing wrong with that. After all, she was single now, wasn’t she?

      Impatient, Ellie had already waded into the water. Rachel went to the shore and hoisted up the inner tube, wincing as the river chilled her thighs. Ellie didn’t seem to mind the drastic temperature change. She was already having a grand time and splashed her sister to emphasize it. Rachel got it over with and jumped in, kicking her way to her sister.

      Ellie smirked. “Jeez, Rachel. You should’ve brought a bib.”

      “Shut up.”

      “You were drooling over that guy worse than Rex does when it’s treat time.”

      Rachel splashed her sister. “I said shut up, nerd.”

      “He is kinda cute though.”

      “Now who’s drooling like a dog?”

      “I said ‘kinda cute’. You’re the one who started babbling.” She lowered her voice to sound imbecilic. “Duh, I’m Rachel. Oh, um, hi there, Superman. Wanna make out?”

      “You’re so gonna get it…”

      Ellie pulled herself up through the tube, stretching out so her butt was through the hole, her legs and arms dangling over the sides.

      “Gotta catch me first, Rach!”

      As if on command, the stream took hold of the sisters and they entered the middle of Clear River, the walls of the gorge growing higher around them. Rachel turned her face to the sky and closed her eyes, feeling warm and blessed. It was beautiful today; she didn’t need to ruin it by dwelling on a bad yesterday. All the black shadows were drowned out by the sun—for now.

      

      
        
        ————

      

      

      

      “So, like, where’s all the Nicky stuff?” Zed asked.

      The girl behind the counter stared back at him blankly.

      “You know,” he said. “Lunatic. The horror movie? It was filmed here.”

      The girl blinked and came back to earth. “Oh, right. They told me about that when I first started working here. I remember now.”

      Zed turned to Brianna, and they shared a smile of excitement. They’d come all the way from Pennsylvania to see the actual place where Lunatic, Lunatic II, and some of Lunatic V were filmed. This was the next stop on their tour of famous horror movie locations, which was how they’d planned out their summer vacation, being hardcore fans of the genre.

      Last summer, they’d gone to the Lone Star State and visited the gas station used in The Texas Chainsaw Massacre in Bastrop, as well as the farmhouse, which had been moved from La Frontera to Kingsland and restored for use as a hotel restaurant. So far this year, they’d walked down Bridge Street in Blairstown, New Jersey, where Annie had walked in Friday the 13th. They wanted to visit the place that had served as Camp Crystal Lake in the film, but Camp No-Be-Bo-Sco was an operating Boy Scout camp and didn’t allow visitors in the summer, so Zed and Brianna had toured the other areas around Hardwick where scenes had been shot. In the fall, they planned to see the original Myers house from Halloween in South Pasadena, California, but nothing thrilled them more than seeing the birthplace of Nicky Hector.

      Lunatic was Zed’s favorite horror franchise. He found it astonishing that the clerk at the welcome center wasn’t familiar with it, even if she was too young to have experienced the Nicky craze.

      “So, where’s the stuff?” he asked. “My buddy came here once and told me there was a statue of Nicky Hector you could take pictures with and a little gift shop with memorabilia and all sorts of shit.”

      The clerk shrugged. “Yeah, um, they got rid of that stuff before I started working here.”

      Zed looked to his girlfriend again. She mirrored his disappointment.

      “What?” he asked the clerk. “Why would they do that?”

      “I heard that they were, like, gonna get sued by the people who made the movie or something. Like, a copyright thing.”

      Brianna grumbled. “Redmax Studios threatened to sue?”

      The girl shrugged again, saying nothing.

      “Dude,” Zed said. “That blows so hard.”

      “Universal did the same thing,” Brianna said. “That place in Florida where they shot Creature from the Black Lagoon. They made the owners tear down all the Gillman stuff. You go there now, and you’d never know it was the filming location of a classic.”

      “Greedy studios, man,” Zed said, shaking his head. “Why they gotta be like that? It’s these sorta stupid, corporate toolbags that keep remaking and ruining everything. They only care about the money.”

      The clerk furrowed her brow. “Well, yeah. Movies are a business, right?”

      Zed felt Brianna’s hand go to his arm, a silent signal to hold his temper. When it came to his love of cinema—particularly scary movies—he tended to overheat upon his soapbox.

      “C’mon, babe,” she told him. “Let’s go look around. I’m sure things haven’t changed so much that we won’t recognize them from the movies.”

      “Yeah. I feel like I already know this river up and down.”

      “And better yet, the restaurant is still standing. And it’s not far from here.”

      Zed forgot about the heathen behind the counter and took his girlfriend by the hand. He’d lucked out finding Brianna and knew it, and once he had a little more cash saved up, he was going to buy a ring to put on that pale, little hand of hers. Every other woman he’d been in a relationship with had merely tolerated his obsession with fright films, but Brianna strapped on her snorkeler and dived right into the horror abyss with him. She’d been a fan of the genre when they’d met, but over the past year and a half his mania had rubbed off on her, and now she was almost as fanatical as he was, collecting toys of their slasher icons and making homemade dresses out of Halloween fabrics. She looked damn good in those dresses, and even better out of them.

      “C’mon, babe,” Zed said, guiding Brianna to the door. “Let’s check out the woods. I wanna see where Nicky tore Gregg’s arms off and beat Darla with them.”

      Brianna squeaked. “Fuck yeah.”

      .

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER V

          

        

      

    

    
      “It’s all over social media,” Lola said.

      John signaled the passing waitress for another beer. At his request, Lola had joined him for a late lunch at the hotel’s restaurant.

      “So many of the fans took pictures and videos,” she continued, “and they shared them online. The horror bloggers are eating it up.”

      “Sounds like ‘Nicky Saves Molly’ is the talk of the town.”

      She nodded. “Yeah. I doubt that would make a good sequel though, huh? Nicky was never known for being a nice guy.”

      They shared a small laugh, but while John was happy to hear Lola refer to him as ‘a nice guy’ the mere mention of a sequel made him think of the remake, which made him want something stronger than beer.

      “You hear about this remake shit?” he asked.

      Lola raised an eyebrow. “Of Lunatic? No. Are they really doing that?”

      She seemed curious but not outraged. John would have to make her understand.

      “Yes, Lola. Our Lunatic. They want to remake it, just like Leatherface and Michael Myers, and now Freddy too. One by one they’re going down the line of horror icons. Nicky Hector is next on the chopping block, and Molly Harrison is coming with him.”

      “You make it sound like a bad thing.”

      Something inside John shifted and snapped, grinding into his core like a rusty railroad spike. He put both hands on the table and leaned in toward his former co-star.

      “Of course it’s a bad thing. They’re remaking our movie. Don’t you understand what that means?”

      “It means there’ll be a new Lunatic movie. So what?”

      “Jesus, Lola. Lunatic is our saga—you, me, and Damien. Not that he seems to care much about what they do with his creation, but I do, and so should you.”

      “What’s the problem with it being remade, John? What does it hurt?”

      “Everything!” he said, catching himself before he got too loud. “It takes the legacy we spent decades building up and flushes it down the crapper. When they remake something, they start over from the beginning and change everything that made the original so good.”

      “John…don’t you think you’re overreacting just a little? I mean, even if the remake isn’t good, that doesn’t do any harm to the movies we made. We’ll always be the original Nicky and Molly.”

      “Screw being the ‘original’. Is Orson Welles the ‘original’ Citizen Kane?”

      “That’s a bit of a stretch, don’t you think?”

      He didn’t think so. Not at all. But he wanted her on his side in this.

      “Is that what’s really bothering you?” Lola asked. “That they’re making Lunatic without you?”

      “It won’t be Lunatic. Not without Jonathan Zain as Nicky. Don’t you see? They won’t want you to come back either. Once we’re out, we’re out for good. They replace us with a couple of young actors who probably haven’t even seen the original.”

      “John, listen to what you’re saying.” She smiled good-naturedly, a mother trying to talk sense into a babbling child. “You and I were young actors who didn’t know anything when we made Lunatic in ’82. I was a teenager for God’s sake. We didn’t know this cheap slasher flick would become such a hit. We were just a bunch of friends making a scary movie at a rafting center. Now here it is, 2010, and people are lining up just to take pictures with us. It’s an amazing thing—especially for you. You were on top of the world for a few years there as Nicky, almost as big as Freddy Krueger. The series has been good to us; let it be good to someone else. There’s no shame in passing the torch.”

      Her words made John’s bile churn. The waitress returned with his beer. He drank from it furiously and slammed it on the table. A concerned look flickered across Lola’s face as she watched him guzzle it down, the same judgmental worry his ex-wife used to paint herself up with.

      “Easy for you to say,” John said. “You were only in three movies. I was in them all.”

      “Exactly. You had an amazing run. Nothing lasts forever.”

      “Christ, don’t you understand the implications of this?” he asked, his face flushing from booze and annoyance. “They’re saying they want to remake Lunatic, but what they’re really saying is I’m all washed up. They’re saying it’s my fault the series got so campy—”

      “John…”

      “—that it’s my fault the last few sucked. Two of them got slapped with an Alan Smithee director credit because the real directors wanted their names taken off the films. That’s how bad they were! It wasn’t my idea to take Nicky to fuckin’ Hawaii and Mars, for Christ’s sakes. I didn’t write that shit!”

      “John, calm d—”

      “They’re saying I’m expendable, Lola, that Lunatic is better off without me—without Nicky fucking Hector!” He punched his chest. “I am Nicky, damn it! I am The Holiday Man! I am Lunatic!”

      Lola grabbed his wrist. “You’re certainly acting like one.”

      Her touch brought John out of the surging, black place his rage sometimes hurled him into. As she dragged him back to reality, he realized just how loud he’d been, how sweaty he’d become. People were murmuring throughout the restaurant, looking at him from the corners of their eyes.

      “Will you please calm down?” Lola whispered.

      Embarrassed, John took a deep breath, then finished his beer in one chug. Lola took her napkin off her lap and placed it on the table beside her half-eaten meal, a sign she was preparing to leave.

      “Don’t go,” John said.

      “Listen, John, I have an early flight and—”

      “Please, I’m sorry I got upset.”

      “It’s okay. I can see you’re passionate about this. Sorry, but I really should be going now. It’s been nice reconnecting with you, though.”

      “Just a few hours ago I was your big hero. Now you can’t wait to get away from me.”

      Lola abruptly stood and reached into her purse for her wallet. “You’re drunk, John. You should go to your room and get some sleep.”

      “Go to my room…” he muttered.

      “I’ll try to remember how nice you were this weekend and forget about this.”

      She put money on the table and ignored him when he tried to push it back to her, insisting it was his treat. Lola didn’t want anything from him anymore. If she didn’t even care about Lunatic, what chance did he have?

      “I ain’t the only one Redmax don’t want,” John said, slurring now. “They think you’re too old to be a scream queen. A new Molly means a new piece of ass. One that doesn’t sag.”

      He delighted in seeing Lola’s face flush. The redness reminded him of all those times she’d been dripping with fake blood while he chased her down river trails. But this was no corn syrup; this was outrage, the kind she should have had when he told her about the stupid remake in the first place.

      “Screw you, John.”

      “Whatever.”

      “You know, for a moment there I almost respected you. I thought you’d finally grown up. Now I see you’re even more childish than you were back then.”

      He looked away as his vision blurred and grumbled something unintelligible.

      “I’m embarrassed for you,” Lola said as she turned to leave. “No wonder you cling to this Nicky bullshit. It’s all you have. It’s all you ever had. Pretty sad when you think about it, isn’t it?”

      Lola turned her back on him—just as Redmax Studios had, just as his agent had, just as his wife and children had—and as she walked away John grumbled again, reciting his most popular movie quote.

      “You can’t run from me, Molly.”
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      Ellie chewed her straw, watching her sister talk to a skinny, redheaded boy by the food stand. He was cutting off segments of an apple with a Swiss Army Knife, sharing it with her. Rachel was always good at getting people’s attention—especially boys. Ellie tried not to stare. She could never do what Rachel did. It was impossible to just go up and start talking to a boy on her own. It was more than shyness—she wasn’t sure how to describe it really—but being around someone new when Rachel wasn’t with her made Ellie’s stomach quiver. Sometimes she even trembled from the anxiety, growing angry at herself and even the person speaking to her. Rachel’s sociability was like a shield that allowed Ellie to do and say whatever she wished. It was something no one else in her life had been able to provide, and because of that she was truly dreading her sister’s departure for college. Imagining life without Rachel didn’t just frighten her; it made her furious, though she never took out this rage on Rachel. Instead, she had her fits around Mom and Dad, or vented in an emotional outburst at school. Otherwise a well-behaved honor roll student, Ellie wasn’t treated as a troublemaker, but was instead given “emotional support” from a guidance counselor, an old woman she simply couldn’t confide in. Ellie was incapable of sharing her feelings with anyone who wasn’t her big sister. That was the whole problem.

      When Rachel returned to the picnic table, the skinny boy came with her, and when Ellie was introduced to him, she realized Noah wasn’t the type of boy who would be interested in Rachel in that way. He was effeminate and cheery, with a certain tone of voice that came naturally to some gay males. Noah joined them as they finished their lunches, and Ellie liked him immediately. He was Rachel’s age but paid just as much attention to Ellie as he did Rachel, treating her like an equal instead of a little girl.

      “It’s so cool you’re staying all week,” Noah said. “Aren’t you worried you’ll get bored though?”

      Ellie and Rachel shared a glance and shrugged.

      “I think this place is exciting enough,” Rachel said.

      “I don’t know why I pre-paid for such a long stay,” Noah said, putting his elbow on the table and his head in his hand. “My friend got the flu just before it was time to leave—who gets the flu in the summer?” He sighed. “I almost didn’t come, but I couldn’t get a refund so here I am, all by my lonesome. Woopty-doo.”

      “But you’re not alone now,” Ellie said with a smile.

      Noah lifted his head. “Sweet and beautiful? You’re going to be trouble in a few years.”

      Ellie laughed. She was here to cherish what little time remained with Rachel, but already hoped Noah would spend more time with them. An idea struck her when she remembered their plans for tomorrow.

      “We can use an extra person for white water rafting,” Ellie said. “Right, Rachel?”

      “That’s true,” her sister said, giving Noah the side eye. “We’re going in the morning. I think you just volunteered yourself.”

      “Have you seen those rapids?” he said. “Looks pretty intense for a first-timer.”

      “We’re first-timers too,” Ellie said. “They have a guide that goes with you.” She wiggled her eyebrows at her sister. “Maybe Brady will hold your hand, Rach.”

      Rachel squinted comically.

      “Brady?” Noah asked. “Oh, boy. I dunno. Maybe we should get another guide. He didn’t seem very friendly.”

      “He did to me,” Rachel said.

      “Uh huh. To you I’m sure he was.” He looked her up and down. She was still in her bikini, the t-shirt over it damp and clingy. “I’m sure he was just as sweet as pie to you. But he didn’t seem to like me very much.”

      Ellie didn’t understand why anybody wouldn’t like Noah. There was charm to him that seemed to throw a rope around you and pull you into his orbit. People often used the term “lit up a room”, but Noah seemed to do exactly that, even lighting the whole outdoors.

      “I’m sure it was a misunderstanding,” Rachel said.

      “Yeah,” Ellie agreed. “Besides, he has to be nice. He works here, so our tickets pay his salary.”

      Noah laughed riotously and Rachel spit up her drink. Ellie didn’t realize she’d been so funny, but she laughed to, if a little confused.

      “Oh, I’m definitely going with you two,” Noah said. “No question about it.”

      After lunch, Ellie and Rachel returned to the cabin to change out of their bathing suits, then joined Noah on the Red Rabbit hiking trail. The path wound up the side of the mountain overlooking Clear River. The few clouds that had been out earlier in the day disappeared, leaving the sky a baby boy blue, and the covering of maple trees gave them some relief from the powerful summer sun. Sweating, Ellie found herself wishing she’d just stayed in her bathing suit.

      The trail wound higher up the hillside and the trio journeyed deeper into the forest, their own voices the only sound now that they were far from the rafting center. When the conversation about school and summer break waned, Ellie changed topics before the others could start discussing college. She didn’t want to think about Rachel’s departure right now, not on a pleasant day like this.

      “Hey, Noah,” Ellie said. “Did you know they made movies here?”

      “For real?”

      “It’s true. Right, Rachel?”

      Her sister nodded. Noah picked up his pace to be alongside Ellie.

      “What movies?” he asked.

      “Scary ones. They’re called Lunatic.”

      “Oh my God, I know those movies. My older brother tortured me with them when we were growing up. They freaked me out. So terrifying, right?”

      “I dunno. I haven’t seen them yet, but I want to.”

      “You’d better brace yourself.”

      “What happens in them?”

      “Oh, I don’t know if I’ve seen them all. But I’ve seen the first one and some others. Basically, there’s all these teenagers staying at a rafting camp—that must be this one! Oh my God, I can’t believe this is the place. So crazy! I wonder if my brother knows. Maybe there’s—”

      “Noah,” Ellie said. “You were telling the story.”

      Ellie was surprised by her own pushiness, but she wanted to know more of the movie’s plot. She wanted to read the novelization, but was their week too packed with activities for her to have enough time?

      “Okay,” Noah said. “So anyway, there’s this diner near the rafting center. It’s run by this creepy butcher guy who has, like, a walk-in cooler in the back of the place where he chops and grinds up meat.”

      “Gross.”

      “Well just hang on to your ponytail, missy, ’cause it gets a lot worse. One by one, everybody is stalked and murdered, and we don’t know who the killer is, and then we’re down to this girl Molly and this guy Nicky she met earlier in the week, right? He’s kind of cute but she’s there with her boyfriend, who is kind of a jerk. So anyway, she discovers the butcher guy has a dark past, like a history of violence, and he’s pissed off ’cause the rafting center brings all these teenagers around and it hurts the diner’s business. They loiter around the place and the butcher thinks they chase off his regular customers. So, sure enough, he’s been hacking them up and using their bodies as burger meat! He’s feeding the teens their own friends!”

      “Ew!” Ellie squirmed. “Gross!”

      Rachel chuckled. “He warned you, Ellie.”

      “Anyway,” Noah said, “it gets even crazier. Molly discovers some of the mutilated bodies and the butcher chases her through the woods. She finally kills him with an axe. So, Molly chops his head in half—”

      Ellie’s eyes widened. “Whoa…”

      “—and she runs around looking for her boyfriend. She finds him down by the bank, but he’s decapitated. So, she runs away, back toward the diner.”

      “What? Why would she go there?”

      “People do dumb things in these sorts of movies. I think she goes there to use the phone to call the police. It’s an ’80s movie, so people didn’t have cell phones yet. Not that they do much good way up here. Have you guys been able to get a signal?”

      “Good luck with that,” Rachel said.

      “Anyway, the phone line has been cut, so it’s dead, but she finds Nicky and is like ‘we’ve gotta get out of here’! She tells him she’s killed the butcher, and Nicky gives her a look like…” Noah turned to Ellie, giving her a deathly serious glare. “And Nicky pulls this crazy looking cleaver from the block on the counter. Turns out he was the butcher’s son and was helping his father with the killings all along!”

      A chill went through Ellie despite the summer heat. “Did…did he kill Molly?”

      “No. Molly runs away. She knocks him down with a broom or something and tries to hide. Oh! I almost forgot—at some point she finds her boyfriend’s head in the oven, all burnt and everything.” He grinned at Ellie, but she wasn’t smiling anymore. She was getting scared. “Just then, Nicky sneaks up behind her with the cleaver and—”

      “No!” Ellie shouted, freezing in her tracks.

      It suddenly occurred to her that she’d been picturing Rachel as Molly. Noah’s smiled faded. Rachel came to her sister and put her hand on her shoulder.

      “It’s just a movie, El.”

      “Yeah,” Noah said. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      Ellie crossed her arms in a huff and looked away. She suddenly didn’t want to be in these woods anymore. She wondered if she wanted to be at this rafting center at all. Maybe it would be better if they just went home.

      “He doesn’t get her,” Noah added. “Molly kills the bad guy and gets away.”

      “No, she doesn’t,” Ellie said. “Not if he comes back in the sequels.”

      “The killer always comes back,” Rachel said. “That’s just what happens in horror movies. The monsters rise from the grave. It’s just like in superhero movies where you know they’re gonna be okay no matter what happens. That’s ’cause these are just movies. They’re nothing to be scared of.”

      “Totally,” Noah agreed. “Besides, this movie is way old. All the killing and stuff looks so fake. You’d just laugh at it, Ellie. Believe me.”

      “You think so?” she asked.

      “And you’d laugh even harder at the sequels,” Rachel said. “That Nicky guy becomes a corny joke.”

      “Oh, yeah,” Noah said. “I remember he’s a mall Santa in one. I think he fights aliens in another. They’re totally stupid.”

      The beginning of a smile came upon Ellie’s lips. She couldn’t help it. If this were true, she couldn’t imagine being scared by the sequels, even if the first one sounded terrifying. It lessened her dread, but still she felt a tremor of unease being in the woods like this. Hearing about a fictitious, blade-wielding psycho reminded her a real one could be anywhere, needing just one little thing to trigger his killing spree.
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      John was in the hotel’s business center, using their computer to watch online videos of himself saving Lola from the creep who’d tried to grope her. The comments from fans were glowingly positive. Reading through them cheered him up in the wake of Lola chewing him out. Her words had cut deep, making him feel like a washed-up, tanked-up loser. They were particularly cutting because they were accurate. Playing Nicky was all he had left to hold on to, and he was clinging to the Lunatic series like a tick.

      But what else was he going to do? Get a job on a loading dock somewhere and end up as miserable as his old man had been? John’s father had died of a heart attack at thirty-nine, eleven years younger than John was right now, and there was no question that a strenuous, manual labor job—as well as a quarter bottle of vodka every night—contributed to his early demise. Not that John minded. Albert Wilson was cruel and abusive to his family—particularly John’s mother, Francine, who he beat with his fists until her face was purple. When John tried to intervene, Albert would tie up his young son and force him to watch as he brutalized his mother. Once, after Francine had dropped and shattered a pitcher on the kitchen floor, Albert decided to “fix her butterfingers” and took to breaking her right hand with a hammer. She was pregnant with her second child at the time, and unable to fight back. Albert made his young son watch that too, and John would never forget the awful sound of his mother’s fingers snapping one by one.

      When the old man died loading pallets at work, John had been riddled by conflicting feelings. He knew he should mourn the death of his father but was so relieved not to have to hide in his room whenever he heard the old man’s car pulling into the driveway. Widowed, Francine changed her last name back to Zain, and John requested she do the same for him. Four months later, Francine gave birth to John’s sister. Erica never knew the horror that was her birthfather, and John envied her for that. She had a normal life. She’d married a cop and had two daughters, a nice little house and two cars in the garage. It was the kind of no-frills lifestyle John had scoffed at when he was still making movies. He found it harder to laugh at now.

      As he scrolled through another horror movie news website, reading their take on his heroic deed, John came across a related article, the headline of which made his teeth grind.

      A Lunatic Remake in the Works!

      He leaned in, reading with cold, dead eyes.

      More details have been released regarding the latest installment in the Lunatic franchise, a remake coming from director Rob Siricho (Chop Block, Hostile). Actress Dominique Neilson will be making her big screen debut as Molly Harrison, the original classic’s final girl, previously played by Lola Lang in several installments in the long-running franchise. Neilson—who turned eighteen this year—is mostly known for her roles in Disney’s Talkin’ About Rea and Nickelodeon’s Dance Jam, as well as her voice acting in the popular animated series Solar Girls, but says she’s “very excited” to be starring in the upcoming film.

      Perhaps the most interesting of all for horror fans is the announcement that the role of Nicky Hector, the iconic killer from Lunatic and all of its fourteen sequels, has been officially recast.

      John shifted his jaw and read on.

      Keith Whitlock of the sci-fi series Black Angel will be playing the slasher made famous by actor Jonathan Zain. This has been a controversial decision amongst fans, as Zain played the character for two decades, and is the only actor to have portrayed Nicky Hector to date. Zain is credited for driving the character into super-stardom in the late ’80s and early ’90s, but Siricho and Redmax Studios have stated they want to go in a new direction.

      “We’re completely re-imagining the legend of Nicky Hector,” Siricho said in an interview with Rue Morgue Magazine. “We’re going to make him scary again. In fact, I’m gonna make him scarier than ever. My Lunatic will top them all in that department.”

      John’s fists clenched. The young punk’s quote filled him with a toxic fury. The audacity to think he could outdo the originals! And who was this pipsqueak dipshit they’d cast as Nicky? John had never heard of him or the little bitch they expected to fill Lola’s role.

      Redmax Studios also announced plans to shoot at least some of the movie using original locations from the first Lunatic film. In 1982, director Damien Thompson created a pop-culture phenomena when he—

      Scrolling down, John read through the comments under the article. Some fans were on his side, showing outrage that anyone other than John would play the infamous slasher. But other horror fans claimed he’d mucked up the series over the past decade, with one saying John should be ashamed of the gutters he’d dragged Nicky through in the new millennium. Many praised the studio’s decision to take the series in this new direction and retire Jonathan Zain for good.

      “Holy shit,” someone behind him said.

      John snapped out of his rage and turned around slowly, the veins at his temples slowing their pulsations. A stout young woman with bleach-blonde hair stood behind him, her eyes bright with excitement. He noticed her tight jean shorts and fishnet stockings, and the spiked heels of her ankle boots. She wore a leather vest covered in pinback buttons of old horror movies, and he could see the Lunatic II t-shirt she wore underneath, the neck torn out wide enough to show cleavage.

      “Sorry to bother you, Mr. Zain,” she said, turning pink in her cheeks, “but I’m your biggest fan!”

      

      
        
        ————

      

      

      

      Now he had her.

      Melanie was splayed out on the bed, the only light in the room coming from the TV. Her jean shorts and fishnets lay crumpled on the floor by John’s bare feet, the young fan’s legs wrapped around his waist. All she had on now was the Lunatic II t-shirt, John’s own face looking back at him from an image he’d posed for decades ago. He raised the shirt over her soft, pale belly and squeezed her breasts. Melanie’s eyes closed, the black eyeshadow making them smoky and mysterious. John knew her kind. Another goth girl looking for a claim to fame by giving herself to a horror idol, like a groupie does with rock stars. They shopped at Hot Topic and listened to Siouxsie and the Banshees and considered themselves unique individuals, but this girl had paid to take a photo with John and Lola earlier in the day and he didn’t remember her at all. She was cute, though hardly beautiful, and he was grateful for the lay. The older he got, the less sexual advances he received from female fans attractive enough to take up to his room. The highest quality ones he’d enjoyed was when he was still married, but he may have only thought that because it was so nice to take a break from having sex with the same woman.

      Melanie moaned beneath John, took one of his hands in hers, and brought it to her lips to suck on his thumb. Then she put his hand to her throat.

      “Choke me,” she said.

      John squeezed gently.

      “Harder,” she said. “Choke me like Nicky choked Tina in part two.”

      John was taken aback. This was a new one.

      Fans often wanted to recreate scenes from the films with him, but he’d never had such a request while in bed with someone. In the scene Melanie referenced, Nicky lifted the expendable Tina off the ground with one hand and strangled her to death. John doubted he was strong enough to lift someone in the air one-handed in real life, but he could certainly squeeze Melanie’s throat with a little more force. He clenched tighter, pushing down. The masochistic girl grinned and soon went pink in the face. Thrusting faster, John realized just how much this fan girl looked like the actress who’d played Tina in the movie. That actress was old now, of course, and John had trouble remembering her name, but in Melanie the character of Tina was recreated just as she’d been on film. He closed his eyes and flashed back to the scene, recalling how Nicky crushed Tina’s neck until the vertebrae crackled like tin foil. When John opened his eyes again, he saw Tina’s face turning purple, her smoky eyes bulging from the skull, and he thrust harder and deeper, approaching orgasm as Tina beat at his arm in a failed effort to get free. When he climaxed, his vision distorted, Tina’s face warping back into Melanie’s. He saw blood where she’d clawed into his arm and her face was the color of a ripe plumb. Mascara tears streaked her cheeks.

      John gasped and released her. The girl breathed with desperation, the imprint of John’s fingers on her throat like a phantom. He stepped away from the bed and Melanie’s legs fell limp as she regained her air. John watched her in a stunned state, not knowing what to say or do. Finally, the girl sat up, rubbing her sore neck as she stared at him.

      He almost asked her if she was okay but didn’t. She’d been asking for it.

      “Holy shit,” Melanie said, wheezing. “I thought…I thought you were gonna kill me.”

      John remained silent.

      “That…” Melanie said, “…that was awesome. For a minute there, I was a victim of Nicky Hector.”

      “Almost,” John muttered.

      “What?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Sorry I clawed you. I just got kinda wrapped up in the moment. And I was a little…you know…scared.”

      John cleared his throat. “Listen, this has been great and all, but I have an early flight and—”

      “Yeah,” she said. “I won’t keep you, but before I go can we take some pictures together?”

      John gave her a quizzical look.

      Melanie smiled. “My friends aren’t gonna believe this.”
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      The last thing Lola expected was to get a call from Redmax Studios, but that’s what her publicist was telling her. She’d hired Susan to arrange convention appearances and get her short film into festivals, not wanting these chores to take time away from being a mother and teacher. Lola wasn’t an active actress anymore and hadn’t had an agent in over a decade. She’d thought her roles in Hollywood productions were behind her.

      “They want you in the remake,” Susan said. “Not as Molly, of course, but in a supporting role as the head rafting instructor. They changed the character’s gender from the original.”

      Lola had to sit down. “This is incredible. I mean, I can’t believe it.”

      “The director is a big fan of yours. Says he grew up watching you and wants you in his movie.”

      Lola couldn’t help but think of John. Since coming home, she’d felt bad about their last exchange at the restaurant. His comments had been inappropriate, but maybe she’d retaliated a little too harshly. She’d hoped they could make up at a convention in the future, but now it seemed they might be reunited by a feature film instead. If the new director wanted the original Molly to make an appearance, surely he wanted the old Nicky too. But would John ever deign to appearing in a Lunatic without playing Nicky?

      “What about John Zain?” she asked. “Is he on board?”

      “I asked that too. Redmax isn’t interested.”

      Lola’s mouth fell open. “What? That doesn’t make any sense.”

      “They just want you, Lola. The director insists having John in the movie will remind the audience of the campy Nicky Hector. He wants to avoid that. You starred in the ones that were actually scary, so there’s no concern there.”

      “Oh, my. I don’t know about this. I don’t think it’d be right for me to do it without John, would it?”

      “Honey, John is toast as far as the studio is concerned. A little birdie told me he caused problems on the set of the last couple of sequels. He was demanding and difficult, telling the directors how they should set up every shot and getting mad when he felt like he wasn’t getting enough screen time. He refused to finish filming on the last movie until they accepted all his script notes. I heard he even pushed a grip and screamed at a cameraman.”

      “Jeez. I didn’t know that.”

      “It’s not public knowledge, but my source on this is reliable. Jonathan Zain is all washed up, and he did it to himself. You shouldn’t let his exclusion from the movie keep you from this opportunity, especially because they want you as a creative consultant too.”

      “Wait…what?”

      Susan giggled excitedly. “I saved that part for last. Like I said, this new director, Rob Siricho, is a super fanboy when it comes to you. He considers you the high priestess of horror or something. He wants to bring you in as a creative consultant on the project!”

      “Susan, this is unbelievable!”

      Lola paced around the living room, fluttering with nervous energy.

      “Do you realize what this kind of film credit could do for you?” Susan said. “This will get your foot back in that door, honey. Producers see you were creative consultant on a major Hollywood production, and you could get funding to make more short films—maybe even a feature, if it’s horror. ’80s nostalgia is big right now and only getting bigger.”

      Lola squealed. “Yes, yes, yes! Where do I sign?”

      “I’ll set up a meeting for you with Siricho and the studio. They’ve already offered to fly you out to Oregon.”

      Lola stopped pacing. Los Angeles would have made sense, it being the home of Redmax Studios, but Oregon seemed odd, unless…

      “Oregon? You mean…”

      “That’s right. They want to scout out the same locations used in the original.” Susan chuckled. “Are you ready to go back to Blood River?”
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      The twins were sunbathing when Rachel returned to the shore, Ellie and Noah tailing behind her. Stretched out on beach towels upon a slab of river rock, the twins wore matching American flag bikinis, their ample bodies catching the eye of every boy as they passed by in their canoes and inner tubes.

      “I like your bathing suits,” Ellie said, social provided Rachel was around.

      Like mirror images, the twins raised their sunglasses to see her better. Each had immaculate, wavy hair, something Rachel would have killed for, given her flat locks. The twins thanked Ellie and before she knew it Rachel was being introduced.

      “I’m Vivia,” one of the twins said. “This is my sister, Phoebe.”

      Phoebe smiled. “We’re twins.”

      Rachel and Noah shared a glance, saying ‘no shit’ without a word.

      “Have you been to the waterfall yet?” Ellie asked.

      “Oh yeah,” Vivia said. “It’s so cool. You walk behind the water on this small path of rock.”

      “Sounds awesome. We’re supposed to do that tomorrow. We’re staying for a few days.”

      “Us too.”

      They learned the twins were celebrating their eighteenth birthday, and Ellie glowed like a lightning bug. She’d always had a thing for birthdays, believing they were the most special holidays of all.

      “We should celebrate,” Ellie said. “Want to come with us to—”

      Rachel cringed inside, not wanting Ellie to just invite everyone they met to tag along with them or, worse yet, come back to their cabin. But before Ellie could finish extending her welcome, the pothead with the white boy dreadlocks came upon the group, interrupting. Jean cutoffs came down to his knees, a sleeveless Korn t-shirt showing off his tattoos. His eyes were bloodshot, the lids half closed. A flask was in his hand.

      “Yo! Sup everybody?”  he said with a crooked grin.

      The twins were happy to see him. Probably because he’s a source of free drugs, Rachel thought. She wasn’t interested in weed and certainly wasn’t interested in this dummy. She’d smoked once at a party and it left her feeling paranoid and completely separated from herself, so much so that she’d demanded Luke take her home. She also didn’t enjoy being around people when they were stoned, as they tended to become childish and insufferable. Not wanting her little sister to be around drugs, it relieved Rachel to see the look of distaste on Ellie’s face when she saw the stoner. This was one friend neither of them wanted to make.

      “Hey, Dudder,” Vivia said, standing up to greet him. “What’s goin’ on?”

      Rachel noticed how Vivia pushed her chest out and bent one leg at the knee, bending her toes upon the rock. Clearly, she was here to play with this guy. Whether she was genuinely interested in him or just wanted to dip her fingers in his bag of dope remained to be seen, but Rachel was leaning toward the latter.

      “Dudder?” Ellie asked, looking at the stoner. “Is that really your name?”

      He smirked in smug fatuousness. “That’s what they call me.”

      “But…it makes you sound like you’re a dud. That’s kind of stupid, isn’t it?”

      Rachel held back a burst of laughter, but a snort squeezed through. Noah covered his smile with one hand. Even the twins giggled. Ellie’s brazen behavior with this Dudder person was part of the snarky side Rachel’s sister had been displaying lately. It seemed puberty had brought out this kitten’s claws.

      Dudder turned away and Rachel noticed with some disgust the pair of big breasts tattooed on his neck. Dudder wasn’t as amused as everyone else was by Ellie’s observation about his name. He seemed embarrassed and more than a little miffed.

      “Yeah?” he said, defensively. “Well, what’s your name, kid?”

      “Ellie.”

      “Yeah, well, some people might think that makes you sound like a dud.”

      “It doesn’t though.”

      His nostrils flared. “Does to me.”

      “How?”

      Dudder looked off to the side, searching for a comeback, but he had nothing.

      Typical stoner, Rachel thought.

      “Don’t pick on, Dudder,” Vivia said. “He’s a good guy.”

      Phoebe sat up on her towel, flashing a smile worthy of a magazine ad. “Yeah. He’s cool. Don’t be a bully.”

      Ellie glowered. “Hey, I’m not a bully.”

      “Ellie’s just kidding,” Rachel said, putting her hands on her sister’s shoulders.

      “No I wasn’t.”

      Rachel squeezed her sister’s shoulders, sending her a message—be nice.

      “Ellie was just talking about celebrating our birthday,” Vivia told Dudder.

      He bobbed his head as if to a song only he could hear. “Hell yeah.”

      “You got that birthday present you promised?” Phoebe asked him.

      Now Rachel knew they were just leading him on for drugs, but Dudder seemed oblivious to the manipulations of pretty girls. It was amazing what a bikini could do to a man.

      “Yeah, sure do,” he said, patting his pocket. It made a crinkling plastic sound. “Brought some for on the water too.”

      Rachel turned Ellie away from the others. It was time they moved on.

      “Well,” she said, “we’ll be seeing you.”

      “Leaving so soon?” Vivia asked. “We’re just about to party.” She looked at Ellie. “You like to party, don’t you?”

      Rachel tensed at the insinuation. Ellie smiled but looked away, clearly sensing something was off. Noah spoke so Rachel didn’t have to.

      “We’re gonna get out of the sun for a bit,” he said. “I’m sure we’ll see you guys later.”

      As they stepped away, Ellie waved to the others, and Rachel winced at what her sister said next.

      “We’re going to the bonfire tonight!”

      Vivia and Phoebe waved back and told Ellie they’d see her there. Once they were out of earshot, Rachel advised her sister to steer clear of the troublesome group.

      “But those girls seemed nice,” Ellie said. “It was just that guy who seemed like a moron.”

      “I’m sure he is one.”

      “He had boobs tattooed on his neck! What an idiot.”

      Noah snickered. “That boy had a lot of stupid tattoos. I think I saw a Power Ranger with a bong in there.”

      “Well,” Rachel said, “I don’t exactly trust those twins either. Something tells me they’re looking to get into trouble.”

      Ellie rolled her eyes.

      “I’m with Rachel,” Noah told her. “Girls like that always party too hard. They’re the ones who end up in bad situations, especially with bad boys.”

      Ellie frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean—”

      Rachel batted his arm. She knew where he was going with this. Noah wasn’t wrong in his assumption, but she didn’t want him bringing up such things around her little sister.

      “Oh, I get it,” Ellie said. “You don’t have to shield me from this stuff, Rachel. I’m old enough to know what rape is.”

      Rachel cringed. “Let’s not talk about this, okay?”

      “I wasn’t going to say that, Ellie,” Noah said. “I mean…not exactly. But party girls end up pregnant before they’re twenty and get tossed in jail for showing their lady parts in public. And yeah, sometimes they’re…let’s say ‘taken advantage of’…when they’ve had too much to drink.”

      “Or smoked too much weed, right?” Ellie said.

      Rachel shook her head. “Jesus.”

      “I’m not a kid anymore, Rach.”

      “Didn’t say you were, El.”

      “Well, I’m not stupid either. I hear those ‘play it safe’ speeches all the time. Drugs and sex and all the dangers that come with them. I just thought Vivia and Phoebe seemed cool. It doesn’t mean I’m gonna get high with them and show my chest to that jack-off Dudder.”

      Noah laughed. Despite it all, so did Rachel. Ellie crossed her arms and smiled, victorious.

      “I know not to talk to strangers too,” Ellie added, rubbing it in. “There are a lot of twisted, evil people out there. There are men who want to take girls like us and cut our—”

      “Okay, okay,” Rachel said. “Enough. You’re my little sister, alright? Sometimes I forget you’re not my kid sister though.”

      She put her arm around Ellie as they walked on.

      “I’m just sayin’,” Ellie said. “I know how to deal with bad guys.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER X

          

        

      

    

    
      There had to be a way to get ahold of these pricks and convince them not to do this goddamned movie. John sat at his computer in his dusty apartment, an open box of cold pizza on the desk beside him as he searched for more information. He tried to find a way to contact the director, Rob Siricho, but couldn’t even locate his agent’s info. John had Paul Shayne’s number, but he was a former producer with Redmax Studios who’d not only retired but also died. Paul had been one of the last few people John got along with at the company. He didn’t know any of the new people who’d inherited it, so the best he could do was leave a message with a receptionist, but felt it was too pathetic a tactic. The popularity of John’s Nicky movies had practically built that company. He shouldn’t leave a message like some average nobody.

      As a last-ditch effort, he looked into the remake’s cast, but few announcements had been made in that regard. The only actors locked in were Keith Whitlock as Nicky and Dominique Neilson as Molly. Only Dominique’s agent info was available, but John soon discovered he wouldn’t be needing it.

      Dominique Neilson had done voice work as a lead character on a superhero cartoon called Solar Girls. The show was about teen sisters that develop powers after an encounter with a UFO, and it had established a loyal fan base after just two seasons. Because of this, she too was involved in the convention circuits—comic book cons instead of horror cons. Her next scheduled appearance was part of a four-day event in Long Beach, only half an hour’s drive from where John lived. She would be signing posters and doing Q&A tomorrow.

      John grinned. Things were looking up. If this girl were going to be the new Molly Harrison, she would have to heed the words of the true Nicky Hector. This was a legacy she was stepping into, and he would be damned sure she understood the ramifications of that.

      He stared at her picture on the website, then did an image search for more. He scrolled through a litany of them, the cute teen smiling with little dimples in her cheeks. She’d been a child star and many of the photos were of her at a young age, but the more recent ones showed how well she’d developed. She’d changed her hair from brunette to red and was clearly eager to show off those thighs and cleavage. There were no nudes, but some candid photos of her on a boat were close enough. She certainly had the right look to play Molly, and even reminded John of Lola with those doe eyes and full lips. It would be a pleasure to put on the Nicky costume and roll around in the mud with her, just as he and Lola had for the fight scene in part two. If they could just get this movie altered, John believed he and Dominique could have real chemistry on film, and he looked forward to hearing how loud she could scream.

      

      
        
        ————

      

      

      

      The line enraged John.

      This was just a teenage girl and already she had a legion of fans. He told himself her Solar Girls popularity was just a passing fad, that her star wouldn’t shine as long as his had, but she was scheduled to star in the new Lunatic and he wasn’t. Anger simmered in his belly. He’d never been able to stomach his peers doing better than he was. Even when he’d always been friendly with them, whenever another actor got a coveted role, John always secretly hoped the production would be a nightmare and the film would be a box office turd, nuking their career. He didn’t mind his peers doing well, as long as they weren’t doing as well as he was, and certainly not better. And it looked like Dominique Neilson was doing very well for herself indeed. She was somehow even prettier in person, which also filled him with bile. He not only envied her youth but also resented that he could never have a chance with a girl like her anymore. The best he could do were goth sluts like the one he’d nearly strangled at the last con. Thinking back on it, John experienced an undeniable thrill, the memory as titillating as the act itself. The pleasure choking her had given him was not entirely sexual, though he’d been having sex while doing it. Instead, strangling the girl gave him a feeling of released stress, like steam being freed from an overworked engine. Best of all, it made him feel like Nicky again. He seemed to be transported through time and split between two realities, one of which had its roots in pure fiction. There was darkness there, and though John could not quite identify it, he understood its driving power. Perhaps spending a lifetime playing a killer had a way of making you identify with the role in ways you might not even be aware of until the opportunity to kill arose.

      John chose not to stand in line. It was a chump move, even worse than talking to Redmax’s secretary. He had to approach Dominique as professionals and equals, not as one of these pathetic nobodies. To avoid being identified by his own fans, he wore a baseball cap and dark glasses inside the auditorium. Though he’d deliberately hindered people’s ability to recognize him, it stung his ego not to be recognized anyway, creating an internal struggle that made him grind his teeth. He moved through the throng of comic book nerds, half of them dressed as characters he couldn’t identify. Many were young and it dawned on John they might have no idea what Lunatic even was. They moved all about him—just another old man shuffling around where he didn’t belong.

      He attended the Q&A session in the main hall. Every seat was taken, and he had to stand at the back. Dominique and her teen co-stars talked about their cartoon and grown adults clapped at their narcissistic anecdotes. They bragged about an upcoming feature film for Solar Girls and the audience lapped at the news like thirsty dogs. John despised them all. No one even asked Dominique about her involvement in the upcoming Lunatic. It took great intestinal fortitude for John to not interrupt the whole stupid program just to grill her on it. That would be a viral video he didn’t need.

      When the event came to a close, he followed the crowd to the photo op where Dominique and her co-stars took pictures with paying fans, just as John and Lola had. He stood to the back—watching, waiting. There were staff members working as security, but it didn’t seem as if Dominique had personal bodyguards. She was also scheduled to appear at the event tomorrow for an exclusive screening of the first episode of season three of Solar Girls, so she was most likely staying at the attached hotel. It was standard for these events to book a specific floor for the celebrity guests. If John could just find out which one, he might be able to intercept Dominique on her way to her room. He could tell her who he was and invite her for a drink down at the bar, his treat, so he could explain why she needed to either pull out of this movie altogether or help force the studio to include him. She was a novice in this industry, and a total virgin in regard to horror cinema. He predicted she would be grateful to him for sharing his wisdom and stopping her from making a huge mistake.

      When the long photo session finally ended and things began to wrap, John ducked into the bathroom as ticket holders left the auditorium. He hid in a stall, waiting for the convention floor to let out, leaving behind only the vendors and special guests as they gathered their things and wrapped up for the day. John peaked out the bathroom door, watching for security. Seeing no one, he removed his sunglasses and hat. Not only would he look less conspicuous, but if anyone questioned him, he could lie and say he was part of the convention—Nicky Hector himself, Jonathan Zain. Even if the person asking didn’t know about Lunatic, a quick Google search would reveal John was indeed a celebrity. He could claim to be a last-minute add on to the event. No one would question it.

      He spotted Dominique standing by her signing table, texting on her phone. She’d gathered her purse and propped her sunglasses atop her head, clearly ready to go. John tensed, wondering if she were waiting for someone. It would be much easier to have a good conversation if she were alone. The thought of having to deal with some damned boyfriend made him acidic. John took a deep breath and tailed her as she walked through the center, her heels clacking on the tile floor. She was dressed light for this July day, a simple skirt with a flower pattern and sleeveless blouse. Plenty of skin. Big hoop earrings shimmered behind the curtains of her strawberry hair. Despite these feminine attributes, John could still see the little girl within, the child she’d so recently been. He wondered how much of her childhood had been robbed of her, if she’d suffered the same way so many child actors do. John had become a sensation as Nicky when he was barely in his twenties. A low budget film had changed his life forever. Maybe he and Dominique had some things in common, despite the generational gap. Maybe he could be a coach to her in more ways than one, like a cool uncle on top of being a mentor. He had a good feeling about this.

      John followed the girl down the north corridor connecting to the hotel, staying on her as they crossed the lobby to the elevators. She was texting again, oblivious to his tail even as he drew closer. Dominique pressed the up button as John joined her in front of the elevators. Others moved about the lobby but no one else seemed interested in a lift. The doors opened. Two men with a wheel cart full of comic books exited the elevator and Dominique entered, followed by John. She was still texting and hadn’t even looked at him. In these close quarters he could smell the girl, a sweet combination of lingering shampoo and fabric softener.

      As the doors began to close, a man waved at John in a request for him to hold the elevator. John glanced at Dominique. Her eyes remained on her phone’s screen. She hadn’t noticed the man approaching. John ignored him as the doors closed across his glowering face.

      At last, John and Lunatic’s new final girl were alone. Nicky and Molly, together again.

      John turned to her. “Say, I recognize you. Dominique Neilson.”

      She glanced at him only briefly. The look was one of mild irritation, a star just trying to go about their day without being stopped by people who’d seen their movies.

      “Yeah,” she said. “Hi.”

      She offered a fraction of a smile and went back to texting, hinting at her desire to be left alone. Obviously, she thought he was just some comic book nerd here to drool over her and her insipid TV show.

      “Don’t you recognize me?” he asked, forcing a smile. “Some people don’t without all the makeup on. I’m Jonathan Zain.”

      She nodded, merely a polite acknowledgement, no trace of recognition in her eyes.

      “Jonathan Zain,” he said again. “I’m the actor who plays Nicky Hector.”

      She squinted. “Sorry…I don’t know that show.”

      An evil flame ignited within John’s chest. He swallowed back the instinct to snap at the girl, though the back of his hand twitched in a plea to smack her.

      “Nicky Hector is the main character from Lunatic,” he said. “Aren’t you starring in the remake?”

      “Oh…” Dominique said. “Yeah, I’m attached, but…”

      “But what?”

      She shrugged. “We don’t have, like, a final script yet or anything, so I don’t know all the character names.”

      John bit the inside of his cheek hard enough to taste blood.

      “You’re saying you’re in it too?” Dominique asked, smirking. “The main character? I’m the top bill. You must mean, like, the bad guy. Anyway, Keith Whitlock is playing him.”

      “I know that. I’m not the new Nicky, I’m the o—” He cut himself short before saying old. “—the original Nicky. I starred in the film you’re going to remake.”

      The elevator stopped and the doors came open.

      “Okay,” Dominique said with a shrug. “I mean, I’ve never seen it or the sequel.”

      John followed her out, his fists in tight knots. “You’ve never seen it? You’re starring in the freakin’ remake, and you’ve never seen the original?”

      Another shrug. “I’m not into old movies.”

      She returned to texting and started down the hall.

      John cringed. “What does the movie’s age matter? If you’re starring in the new one you should respect the source material!”

      She stopped and cocked her head to one side. “Look, mister. I don’t know who you are but—”

      “Jonathan Zain! I told you. I’m the original Nicky Hector.”

      “Okay, fine. Whatever. I believe you, but I just don’t care, okay? Now, if you wanna talk about the source material we can do it at the studio, alright?”

      “You don’t understand. I’m not in the remake. That’s the problem!”

      “Uh, sounds like your problem. I’m going to my room.” She turned away and he took her by the arm. She jerked herself free. “Don’t fuckin’ touch me, you old bastard!”

      “Sorry, I—”

      “Fuck off!”

      She moved away, walking down the hall much faster now. John exhaled. He couldn’t let it end like this. He pressed on as she reached into her purse and retrieved her door key.

      “Dominique, wait. I really need to talk to you about the movie. Please, come down and have a drink with me.”

      “I said fuck off, creep!”

      She slid the key card into the door handle. It beeped open.

      John stepped forward. “I said wait, damn it! Would you just wait a second?”

      He stepped too close. Dominique spun on him, holding something other than just her key card. She raised the plastic tube toward his face and pressed the red top. Nothing happened, but he realized what she was holding, what she was trying to do to him.

      “Jesus!” he shouted, grabbing her arm.

      He twisted her hand back and the tube of pepper spray fell to the floor. The latch was still closed. In her panic, Dominique had forgotten to open the trigger. It was the only thing that had spared John the agony of a face full of mace.

      “What the hell is wrong with you?” he demanded.

      “Let me go, you fucki—”

      She was too loud. John put his other hand over her mouth, forced her into the room, and closed the door behind them. Dominique struggled, but he was bigger than the lithe girl and managed to pin her against the wall. She used one heel to stomp on his foot and John yelped and knocked her back into the wall, harder this time. Her mouth free, Dominique screamed, forcing him to punch her in the kidneys to silence her. He jabbed twice, hitting her ribs, then tossed her onto the bed and tore a pillow from its case as she moaned below him, tears welling in her pretty little eyes. He quickly stuffed the pillowcase into her mouth as a gag, shoving it deep so it would stay in. She bit him. John punched Dominique in the stomach, and when she gasped for air, he forced the pillowcase down her throat.

      “I thought you’d be different,” he growled. “I thought you might have respect for a film legacy you’ve been graciously invited to be a part of, but you don’t know shit about shit. You’re just another vapid bitch from Hollywood, a fuckin’ Shirley Temple for the new millennium. Bet you don’t know who that is either, huh?”

      She tried to reach her gag and he sat on top of her, pinning down her arms. She heaved beneath him, kicking her legs, face flushing.

      “You kids have no respect for the classics,” John snarled. “You think I’m just gonna sit on my ass and watch you all take a giant shit on my life’s work?”

      As the girl’s eyes bulged with terror, John thought of one of the more gruesome kill scenes he’d done. In Lunatic VII: Silent Night, Violent Night, a young co-ed is applying for a seasonal job as an elf at the mall. She thinks she’ll be assisting Saint Nick, but she actually meets Saint Nicky, who’s killed the mall Santa and stolen the costume, hiding the body in a broom closet to be discovered later. This co-ed isn’t lucky enough to be the final girl. She’s merely gore fodder, another busty bimbo to add to Nicky’s cinematic slaughter, a little chum thrown to the fright fans. In her kill scene, Nicky takes two candy canes from a Christmas tree and plunges them into her eyes, ripping them from the sockets. Then he hangs them on the tree as bloody ornaments.

      “You’re not fit to fill Lola’s shoes,” John told Dominique. “And you know what? You can’t have a slasher without the final girl. No Molly Harrison, no remake.”

      Scanning the room, John spotted pens and a pad of paper on the nightstand. Dominique was nearly convulsing beneath him now, and turning purple. John gazed upon her bloating face. Clearly, she was choking to death on the pillowcase. She resembled a practical special effects prop, something by Rick Baker or Tom Savini. Veins pulsed at her neck and temples like feeding leeches. Her sounds were part grunts and part moans, almost sexual in their way, and as John reached for the pens on the counter he heard the doom drone of a synthesizer, the same music cue made in the early Lunatic films whenever Nicky was about to take a fresh victim. When he turned back to Dominique, he saw that young co-ed with the poofy bangs, a common women’s hairstyle in the late ’80s. A Christmas sweater was taut across her bountiful breasts, her jeans tight as a wetsuit.

      John raised his fists, brandishing a pen in each, but when he brought them down upon Dominique, they were candy canes that pierced her eyes.
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      Plywood covered most of the diner’s windows. A small one was uncovered, so Zed put his face to it and cupped his hands to get a look inside. He would be able to see a lot better without this latex patch covering one eye, but the costume wouldn’t be complete without it. The interior of the diner wasn’t as depressing as the exterior. Though dirty, the booths and counter remained. He couldn’t see the jukebox Randal had played monster ballads on in Lunatic II, nor the cigarette machine Lindsey had been thrown right through in Lunatic V, but there appeared to be only cosmetic structural damage.

      Zed stepped down from the milk crate he’d been standing on and hoisted up his girlfriend. Brianna peeked inside, squeaky with schoolgirl giddiness.

      “I wanna go in there so bad,” she said.

      “Hell yeah. Let’s go around back.”

      Brianna pointed to the sign on the bolted front door—no trespassing.

      “Hey,” Zed said, “it’s a sign, not a cop. Besides, look around.”

      He gestured to the bare parking lot where weeds had grown through the cracked pavement. Beyond the lot was only the pebbled road winding through the desolate hills of Clear River. Just like in 1982, the diner was the only building that shared the rural area with the rafting center, but it obviously hadn’t fared as well.

      “We can’t just break in,” Brianna said.

      “Babe, I didn’t come all this way and put on this outfit to not go into Hector’s diner. If we can creep around Crystal Lake when it’s crawling with Boy Scout leaders we can sure as shit pop in this abandoned place.”

      “It’s not abandoned.” She gestured about. “There’s all these for rent signs. It doesn’t even look like it’s been closed all that long.”

      “Long enough.” He nodded toward the graffiti and empty beer cans on the side of the building. “I’ll bet we won’t even be the first to go in uninvited.”

      Despite her reservations, Zed managed to lure Brianna to the rear of the diner, and as he predicted, one of the plywood covers had been yanked from a window, leaving a small opening that could be pulled back like a wooden curtain.

      “Shit, babe,” Brianna said. “What if some homeless guy is living in there?”

      “Way the hell out here? No way. I’ll bet teenagers just use this place to get high and screw while their parents are kayaking.”

      She shook her head. “Can’t believe we’re doing this.”

      But it was easy, and soon they were inside, propping up their digital camera so they could pose together for photos. Zed touched every table, marveling at the movie history these walls contained. If only he had the money, he would buy this place and turn it into a sort of Lunatic museum and restaurant. He and Brianna could name dishes after scary movies, sell t-shirts and other memorabilia, and maybe even build a small drive-in theater behind the place to show old grindhouse films. It was a damn shame to see such a sacred place rotting in dust and obscurity.

      The sound of tires crunching over the pebbled path made Zed tense. He and Brianna shared a quick glance. The vehicles grew louder, a beam of sunlight reflecting off chrome as they approached the diner.

      “Oh, shitballs,” Brianna said.

      Zed went to the window, standing in the booth to reach it. A slick minivan and a beat-up old truck parked side-by-side, just before the front doors.

      “Cops?” Brianna said in a hushed panic. “Tell me it’s not fuckin’ cops, babe.”

      “It’s not.”

      The door of the minivan slid open.

      “You sure?” Brianna asked.

      Zed shrugged. “Pretty sure.”

      “Babe, we gotta get outta here.”

      “Okay. C’mon, we’ll sneak out the—”

      Zed froze when he saw a thin, young man in a baseball cap and cargo shorts hop down from the van. The man looked all about his surroundings, and when he removed his sunglasses, Zed was sure the guy was who he thought he was.

      “Holy shit…”

      “What is it?” Brianna asked.

      “I don’t believe this.”

      “Fucking what, Zed?”

      “Babe…it’s Rob Siricho!”

      Brianna smirked. “Say what?”

      “I’m serious. It’s the Rob Siricho. The guy who directed Hostile and Ghoul Driver.”

      “Hey, I know who Rob Siricho is.”

      “Will you just come look?”

      Her arms were crossed, anxious to leave, so he reached out and guided her into the booth. They switched places so she could look out the window, and when she did her jaw dropped.

      “Holy shit, Zed!”

      “I know, right? I mean, he must be here about the remake, right? I’m not a huge fan of his stuff, but—”

      “To hell with Rob Siricho. Did you see who’s with him?”

      Zed shook his head.

      Brianna gave him the widest smile. “Babe. Who’s your favorite scream queen?”

      Now it was Zed’s jaw that dropped.

      

      
        
        ————

      

      

      

      “This shithole should be condemned,” Rob Siricho said.

      Lola hooked her thumbs in the belt loops of her jeans as she stared up at the old diner. Once it had been “Mitzy’s Place”, but another sign reading “Dash Diner” had been placed over it while filming the movies (in subsequent sequels the characters referred to it as “Slash Diner”). Both signs were long gone now, leaving a blank, rusted slab of metal like some forgotten flag. It was sad in a way, but it would be easy enough to repair the place. Much like the producers, she felt it’d be worth the cost to have the original filming location for the remake, but the more she talked to Siricho, the more she realized the director wanted to create his own vision, which made her wonder why he’d asked her to be a consultant in the first place.

      Jip, the maintenance man that led them to the diner, was an elderly gentleman with a fine, white beard and stained overalls. He reminded Lola of Uncle Jesse from The Dukes of Hazzard. As he stepped down from his truck, he carried a ring of keys like a jailer. Rob was taking pictures of everything, his perky assistant Reese tailing him like a puppy in her business skirt, her clipboard pressed against her chest. Lola took a deep breath, savoring the clean mountain air. She inhaled the fresh froth of the river—a pleasant, crisp aroma that reminded her of long-lost summers. Being here was something of a rewind. There was virtually no cell phone reception this deep in the northern hills, and the rafting center had barely updated anything since she’d last been here, filming Lunatic V: The Revenge of Molly Harrison in 1986. The welcome center’s rustic face looked like it belonged in Disney World’s Frontier Land. Inside, the ’70s carpet remained, as did the fireplace and the old double-barrel shotgun that hung above it. The quarters-only cola machine and wooden rockers on the porch made Lola feel like a teenager again, one who was on a lazy vacation from school. It made her wish she wasn’t here for a movie at all but was instead in her bathing suit and flip-flops. She wanted to bring her own teenage children here so they could experience this—a time capsule of simplicity in a needlessly busy and intrusive modern world.

      “Holy shit!” a man said.

      The voice startled Lola. She spun around to see John Zain in full Nicky Hector costume—bald cap, latex cuts, and butcher’s smock included. What was he doing here? Did the studio reconsider? She was about to ask him when the man stepped out of the shade and she realized it wasn’t John at all, but a cosplayer. A bleach-blonde woman was with him, wearing a Dr. Giggles t-shirt.

      Oh, no, Lola thought. You’ve been spotted. How did these people even know she’d be here? The thought of stalkers made Lola gulp. But as the couple approached, the look of surprise on their faces suggested this was—incredibly—just a freak coincidence.

      “Ms. Lang,” the man said, beaming. “We’re your absolute biggest fans!”

      Rob Siricho looked to the newcomers with a suspicious gaze. Reese pushed her glasses up the bridge of her nose and clutched her clipboard closer to her chest. It was old Jip who replied to the giddy fans first.

      “What’re you two doin’ here?” he asked. “Don’t ya know this here’s private property?”

      The couple’s smiles faded.

      “We were just looking,” the blonde said. She returned her attention to Lola, extending her hand. “Hi. I’m Brianna and this is my boyfriend, Zed.”

      Lola hesitated but, not wanting to be rude, she shook hands. After the run-in with the weirdo at the last convention, she was a bit leary of fans, especially ones that appeared in the middle of nowhere.

      “Nice to meet you,” she managed.

      “What brings you two out here?” Jip asked the couple.

      “Right, um,” Zed said, “we just came to see all the filming locations for Lunatic.”

      Brianna beamed. “And the sequels!”

      “Right. And the sequels. We thought it’d be fun to take some pictures at the famous Hector diner.”

      Lola realized Brianna was holding a digital camera and it made her breathe a little easier.

      “What a surprise this is,” Zed said. “Whoa. I can’t believe it’s really you, Ms. Lang. You’re the greatest final girl of all time.”

      “Oh, thank you so much.”

      “Naw, I really mean it. You’re better than even the great ones like Danielle Harris, Amy Steel, Marilyn Burns—even Janet Leigh and her daughter Jamie! I love all of them, but you’re tops in my book.”

      “You’re so kind to say so. Thank you.”

      Rob stepped closer to Lola, as if presenting himself. Was it possible he was irritated for not being recognized?

      “And Mr. Siricho,” Zed said. “So cool to meet you too.”

      Zed extended his hand to shake but Rob only offered a fist-bump. He seemed annoyed to be an afterthought. As far as Lola knew, he’d never done a convention appearance, and yet he seemed to crave the very sort of attention they offered. He gave the couple a sour smile, almost condescending.

      “The pleasure’s mine, I’m sure,” he said.

      Zed shrugged, his face bright as a rainbow. “So…you guys must be here for the Lunatic remake, huh?”

      “It’s not a remake,” Rob said cuttingly. “It’s a re-imagining.”

      Zed’s smile faded a bit. “Oh, um, okay. Cool.”

      “I’m going in a new direction. My movie will actually be scary.”

      Now Zed’s smile vanished completely. “But the original Lunatic movies were totally scary.”

      “Yeah,” Brianna agreed. “The first five are horror classics.”

      Rob rolled his eyes. “Pfft. Oh, please. They’re cornier than a ’50s sitcom.”

      The couple looked to Lola, insulted on her behalf. She wasn’t sure if they expected her to stand up to Rob’s poor review or if they wanted her permission to do it themselves. All she did was smile politely and look away.

      “Well, we love them,” Brianna said. “The whole world does, dude.”

      Rob wagged his finger. “The whole world did love them. Now they’re out of fashion. Nicky Hector might as well be Vanilla Ice or Pauly Shore.”

      “Hey!” Brianna said. “Don’t say things like that.”

      “Yeah,” Zed agreed. “If you hate them so much why’d you sign on for the remake?”

      Rob put up a hand in a passive gesture. “I don’t hate them. I grew up loving them too. I just think they’re outdated.”

      He looked to Lola and rolled his eyes again, as if to say: hardcore fans are the worst, aren’t they? She didn’t respond. Rob was being rude for no reason. It was embarrassing.

      “Well,” Zed said, still trying to be friendly despite Rob’s obnoxiousness. “I’m really glad to see Ms. Lang is involved.”

      Before Rob could make another snarky comment, Lola stepped toward Zed and his girlfriend, cutting Rob off.

      “You two are so sweet,” she said. “How about a picture?”

      The couple’s joy returned in an awesome swoop. They took multiple pictures with Lola, thanking her and telling her it was an honor. That they took the photos in front of the diner made it even more special. Lola didn’t want to be vain, but she knew something like this was a big deal for fans. Zed had to wipe a tear away. He apologized for being emotional but couldn’t stop himself. Brianna hugged his arm, bouncing on her toes in excitement. It made Lola warm up to the young couple. They were a bit intense, as some fans can be, but they were clearly good people, and while high praise sometimes made Lola uncomfortable it was always nice to be complimented. She wanted to give people a good experience even if they weren’t paying to meet her. She could never forgive herself for being rude to a fan. At conventions, she sometimes saw other celebrity guests behave as if they were annoyed to even be there. Breaking the hearts of people who grew up enjoying what you did was simply despicable. She hoped Rob Siricho would learn that sooner rather than later.

      “So, when does filming start?” Brianna asked, directing her question at Lola instead of Rob.

      “We’re just scouting and brainstorming right now,” she said.

      Annoyed, Rob walked away and took more pictures of the diner, as if he needed them. No one was sad to see him go.

      “This is so cool,” Zed said. “But I guess we don’t want to take up any more of your time. Thank you for being so gracious.”

      “Hey, thank you for being a fan.”

      “Always. We’ll be around the center. Let us know if we can help in any way.”

      “You bet. Nice meeting you, Zed and Brianna.”

      As the couple started toward the dirt road, Zed grinned back at Lola and gave her a quote from one of the movies. “Watch out for Nicky, Molly! He’s out there, and he’s mad as hell!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER XII

          

        

      

    

    
      John stared in the mirror, hardly recognizing the old man staring back at him. What had he become? Where had the successful young actor gone? He wanted the ’80s back, or at least the ’90s. This new millennium was a serious diminishment. It had brought only failure, wrinkling his face and emptying his bank account. If only life had a rewind button like a VCR. Maybe he could fix the mistakes he’d made along the way, mistakes made by a younger self he felt so incredibly distant from now, as if it’d been a figment, a bittersweet dream.

      Leaning in, he glowered at his pale reflection. “Who are you?”

      He got closer, squinting. His hands gripped the sink, knuckles aching from punching Dominique in the ribs. But for a few minor scrapes, and the throbbing in his foot where she’d stomped on it, John was fine, at least physically. Mentally, he wasn’t so sure.

      “Who the fuck are you?”

      His image seemed to flicker before him, jumping like the projection of a film going off the reel. He saw scratches—not cuts on his face, but scratches dancing across his vision like damage to a worn, old movie. A cigarette burn appeared and disappeared in the right corner of his vision. He even heard the snapping and crackling of aged audio. The hotel room’s bathroom grew dark as a theater on opening night, but he could still see himself in the mirror—the spotlighted star.

      Only it wasn’t John.

      The badly scarred face of Nicky Hector stared back at him, his blackened teeth forming a rictus grin as if he’d just climbed out of the grave. One eye was clear and blue while the other, having been destroyed in a previous film, was a small, yellow pebble in a pinkish hole of hardened tissue. His lips were pale and cracked. His head was clean-shaven and decorated with deep cuts. Nicky stared at John and John did not avert his gaze. He knew he should be afraid. The apparition had to be a sign of fractured sanity, not some macabre impossibility come true. On top of this, there was a dead girl just outside the door, one he’d brutally murdered with a pillowcase and candy canes. No. They weren’t really candy canes. They were writing utensils. But instead of feeling any logical fear, John found himself happy to see his old friend, even elated.

      “Is it really you, buddy?” John asked.

      When Nicky spoke, blood dribbled from the corners of his mouth. “In the flesh.”

      Nicky reached into the pocket of his butcher’s smock and held up a slab of red meat. John realized it was a severed human face. In 1997’s Lunatic XII: Butcher of the Brook, Nicky had worn the faces of several of his victims, giving the film a bizarre whodunit twist before revealing it was Nicky all along. Suggesting the killings might not be caused by Nicky, but instead a murderous cult called The Nickheads, was a ballsy move on the part of the writer and director. Just three years earlier, fans had been absolutely livid over the twist ending of Lunatic IX: The Next Chapter. It was the sequel that followed 1989’s Lunatic VIII: The Death of Nicky Hector, in which Nicky was supposedly destroyed for good. The Next Chapter made the same mistake as Halloween III: Season of the Witch and Friday the 13th Part V: A New Beginning. The killer wasn’t Nicky in The Next Chapter, but one of the survivors of his previous rampage who becomes the new version of Nicky. John appeared as Nicky in dream sequences, encouraging the new slasher from beyond the grave. He’d not been a fan of the idea but went along with it because of a sizeable paycheck and a contract to bring the Nicky Hector character back to the forefront in the following movie, one of at least three more sequels. The first of them was deliberately titled Lunatic X: The Return of Nicky Hector, like an insurance policy for movie-going audiences. John was back. Nicky was back. All was well.

      Now Nicky was back again. Not on the silver screen, but reflected back at John from the bathroom mirror in a dead girl’s hotel room.

      “You’re not gonna let ’em do this to us, are ya?” Nicky asked, his voice full of gravel.

      John raised his chin. “Hell no.”

      Nicky grinned wider, blood sluicing through the gaps in his teeth. “You can’t let ’em ruin our legacy the way they ruined Dad’s. They killed Hector’s Diner, so Nicky Hector killed them.”

      “An eye for an eye.”

      Nicky’s yellow eye seemed to glow within its pocket of scar tissue. Molly Harrison had blinded him in that eye, but she hadn’t been strong enough to drive the knife all the way through his skull. John, however, had had no difficulty expunging Dominique’s peepers. He was getting older, but was still strong, perhaps stronger than ever now that he was motivated, like how a parent can muster superhuman strength when their child is in danger. John had flesh and blood children, but Lunatic was his true baby. He knew now he’d do anything to protect it.

      He would die for it. He would kill for it.

      “This is just the beginning,” Nicky said.

      

      
        
        ————

      

      

      

      After wrapping the body in sheets and rolling it under the bed, John put on his hat and sunglasses, popped his collar, and exited the room. He put the do not disturb sign on the handle. He left the hotel without incident and didn’t believe anyone had taken notice of him. His every nerve was pinched, but he managed to keep his cool with Nicky’s internal coaching, the slasher whispering through his head like a stuck song. He was just arriving back to his apartment when his phone rang. He checked the ID. His sister.

      “What’s up, Erica?”

      “Hey, John.”

      They exchanged trivial small talk, asking each other about their kids before getting down to the point of Erica’s call. It was rare for her to ring him simply for social reasons. Odds were good she wanted something, and seeing as he owed her almost two grand, John was in no position to refuse. But when Erica finally asked the favor, he found it was one he didn’t mind doing, one that might even prove beneficial.

      “Sorry to spring this on you,” Erica said.

      “No problem. I’ve got a key and it’s not a big deal to stop by. How long are you guys going to be in Portland?”

      “It depends. Sam’s Mom will need help recovering once she’s out of the hospital. He’s cleared time off down at the station and will probably stay up there for a while even after I come back, which I’m guessing will be within a week, as long as his mother’s condition keeps improving.”

      “Kids coming too, huh?”

      “Yeah. They love their Gamma. Tyler especially.”

      “Okay. Give Sam my best. Tyler and Maddie too.”

      “Absolutely. I really appreciate this, John. Just, you know, collect the mail and water the plants. Air the place out. With Sam’s patrol car in the driveway, we’re not really worried about the house, but it’s a relief to have someone check in on it anyway. Oh, and we’re taking the cat with us—Maddie wouldn’t have it any other way—so you won’t have to worry about a litterbox or anything. You can enjoy the pool and—”

      “Okay, okay,” he said. “You already made your sale, lady, you can lay off the pitch.”

      “Right. Sorry. Just flustered, you know? I mean, things just happen out of nowhere and suddenly it’s like your whole life is out of order.”

      John looked at the little cuts on his arm the groupie had made when he’d choked her, and the swollen knuckles from his assault on Dominique Neilson.

      “Yeah,” he said. “I know how that goes.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER XIII

          

        

      

    

    
      Rachel stopped.

      They were just a few feet away from the bonfire when she saw him. At first, she thought it was just her mind pulling a prank on her eyes—a mean prank. But when he turned around his face was lit by the glow of the flames, and a tremor of fear went through her. She swallowed hard, her throat suddenly dry.

      Shaking her head, Rachel pondered her reaction. Why was she scared? Maybe it was more like worried, concerned. She’d been taken totally by surprise.

      “Rach,” Ellie whispered, tugging her arm. “Look, it’s Luke.”

      Rachel hadn’t taken her eyes off her ex-boyfriend. Luckily, he hadn’t spotted her and Ellie yet, due to the darkness at the end of the trail leading from the cabins.

      “I thought you guys broke up,” Ellie said.

      “We did.”

      “Then what’s he doing here?” A look of betrayal quivered upon Ellie’s face. “I thought this vacation was just for you and me.”

      “It is,” Rachel said. “I didn’t invite him. I’m as surprised as you.”

      “Seriously?” Ellie’s brow lowered.

      “I had no idea he was gonna show up.”

      Maybe it was a coincidence, but somehow Rachel doubted that. Luke was passionate; it was one of the things she’d always adored about him. If his heart told him he needed to do something, he’d act upon it without hesitation or any sense of embarrassment. He didn’t fear rejection as much as regret. Their relationship having ended with him in tears, it was likely he’d followed her to Clear River to make some grand, romantic gesture, a last-ditch effort to put the pieces of his broken heart back together. If that were the case, Rachel felt sorry for him. There was a difference between passionate and pathetic, but Luke had failed to recognize it.

      “You gonna talk to him?” Ellie asked.

      “Don’t think I have a choice.”

      Ellie put her hands on her hips, a general strategizing. “Sure you do. I wanted to go to the bonfire, but we can skip it if you don’t wanna be around him. I understand.”

      “I appreciate that, but who knows how long he’s gonna be here. If he came all this way, I doubt he’s gonna leave without seeing me first.”

      “What a jerk,” Ellie said in a huff. “Why can’t he just accept that no means no? You dumped him and he deserved it.”

      Ellie had always liked Luke, but she’d heard what he’d done with Seri Hall at the graduation party, and since then she’d looked upon him sourly, calling him a cheater. Being young and inexperienced with boys, there were no gray areas in Ellie’s view of love. One day soon enough she’d learn how complex relationships can get, and Rachel didn’t envy her for that initiation. It was better for a girl to believe in Disney’s portrayal of love for as long as they could. No need to express deliver the news that Prince Charming often turned right back into a toad.

      But Luke didn’t look like a toad to her now, even if he was acting like one. He was shorter than most guys, but handsome and slender with wavy brown hair and large eyes. Beer in hand, he smiled at the others, but his eyes gave away the hurt he was carrying. He barely seemed present at all. Luke was so deep, so sensitive and—

      “Is he stalking you?” Ellie asked, bringing Rachel back to reality.

      “What? No, no. He’s not like that. This is just his way of trying to smooth things over between us.”

      “Are you sure? Because I’ll tell him to get lost if he’s bothering you. I don’t even care.”

      “Easy, Mama Bear. I can handle my own relationships.”

      Just then Noah came toward the fire, joining Dudder and the twins. He glanced back and forth, obviously looking for Rachel and Ellie.

      “There’s our buddy,” Rachel said. “Why don’t you go hang out with Noah for a bit. I’ll talk to Luke to get it over with, and that will be that. Then we can enjoy the party.”

      Ellie took a deep breath, as if it were she who had a difficult situation to face instead of her sister. “Alright. But if he starts acting like a jerk, he’s outta here.”

      Rachel smirked. “What’re you gonna do? Beat him up?”

      “I’ll think of something.”

      Rachel’s smirk faded, for her sister seemed way too serious.

      “Ellie, just chill out, okay? Let me handle it.”

      Ellie reluctantly nodded, then emerged from the shadows of the trees to join the revelry. Luke spotted her but she ignored his gaze, practically skipping past to get to Noah. She sat on the log with him. Rachel expected Luke to say something to her sister, but instead he just stared toward the opening of the trail where Rachel stood, not seeing but knowing, waiting.

      Rachel readied herself and stepped out of the dark.

      Luke gave her a smile and a wave and maneuvered through the small crowd. Rachel waited with arms crossed, not angry but guarded, ready to be firm. They were just distant enough from the others for privacy.

      “Don’t be pissed, okay?” he said.

      What an opener.

      “Luke, you shouldn’t be here.”

      “But…you don’t even know why I’m here.”

      “Yes, I do.”

      “I just wanna talk.”

      Rachel sighed. “We already said everything there is to say.”

      “No…I need to tell you that—”

      “This isn’t going to be one of those you’re the best person in the world speeches, is it?”

      The look on his face told Rachel she’d rolled a strike. Luke reached into his pocket anyway, producing a sheet of notebook paper scribbled with verse.

      “Just let me read this,” he said.

      “Luke, don’t.”

      “Please.”

      “No, Luke. Jeez. You follow me all the way up here to read me a poem?”

      His face sank. “You always said you liked my poems.”

      “I do. Or maybe I should say I did. It was sweet when we were together, but we’re not together anymore. I came here to be with my sister, not beat the dead horse of our relationship again. Coming here was a way to get away from all of that. I mean, c’mon, haven’t we both cried enough?”

      Luke came closer and when he tried to take her hand she gently pulled away, keeping her arms crossed over her like a barricade. If she could just maintain her resolve, she could shed tears in her cabin instead of out here in front of everyone. She didn’t want them to see, didn’t want Ellie to see, and most of all didn’t want Luke to see.

      “I’m sorry,” Luke said, stepping back.

      “You don’t have to be sorry, Luke. Not if you leave right now.”

      He stared down at his shoes and sighed. “I already paid for a cabin.”

      “Why would you do that?”

      “I had to see you!”

      Some of the others looked their way.

      “Keep your voice down,” Rachel said.

      “I’m going crazy, babe. I can’t eat. Can’t sleep. I can’t think about anything but you. Please, give me one more chance. I know I screwed up, but you also know how much I love you.”

      Rachel’s chest grew tighter. She didn’t know how much longer she could hold all this in. She needed to get away from Luke. She wanted him gone.

      “If you really care about me,” she said, “then you’ll give me the space I need.”

      Luke finally shut his mouth. He stood up straight.

      “I know you think what you’re doing here is romantic,” Rachel said, “but that’s not how it’s coming off. You’re being desperate and intrusive. I need you to respect that I want to work through everything I’m feeling. Don’t be so selfish. You’re not the only one who’s been hurt by this.”

      “I know…it’s just…”

      “If you know it, then acknowledge it, and respect it. Respect me.”

      Breathing deep, Luke nodded. “You’re right. Of course, you’re right. You need time. Space. I get it.”

      He was still clinging to the false hope they’d get back together. Rachel could see that clearly, but it was a problem she would address at a later date. The only pressing matter was getting him to leave the rafting center.

      “Look,” he said. “I’ll go back to my cabin so you can be with your friends and stuff. But I’m paid up—used all my savings—and now that I’m here it’s non-refundable. I’d like to at least go tubing tomorrow so I feel like I’ve gotten my money’s worth. Maybe do some hiking.”

      For a moment there she’d believed he really was going to think of her instead of himself. Catching her frowning, Luke put up his hands in a passive gesture.

      “I’ll give you plenty of space,” he said. “I promise I won’t hover. I’ll do activities you guys aren’t doing and won’t talk to you until you’re ready to talk to me.”

      “If I want to talk to you.”

      “Right, right.”

      She sighed again. “Luke…”

      “Scout’s honor,” he said, giving the salute. “I’ll start keeping that promise right now. I’m gonna go back to my cabin. You and Ellie have fun.”

      He made to leave, then stopped.

      “Just one thing.” He reached out and managed to take her hand, and before she could pull away, he’d planted something in it. “Have a good night, Rachel.”

      Luke started on the trail and once he was out of sight Rachel opened her hand. She looked at the fire, knowing it was the perfect home for the folded piece of paper, but she ended up putting in her pocket instead, just as she was sure Luke knew she would.

      

      
        
        ————

      

      

      

      Watching Rachel with Luke caused something cold to move through Ellie’s belly. Someone really should teach that silly boy some manners. It was so rude of him to barge in on this special time between sisters. He knew damn well Rachel was going away in the fall. He wanted to steal this time away from Ellie. Rachel was right. He really was selfish.

      Though Ellie liked Noah, without Rachel by her side she found herself shutting down, unable to talk to him as freely as she’d had earlier. Noah seemed to think she was too focused on watching Rachel and Luke’s little encounter, which made the silence less awkward, but she was very aware of her social inadequacy. It pained her. Why couldn’t she just be normal? Why couldn’t she be more like Rachel? She certainly wanted to be. Ellie idolized her sister in so many ways, some of which she wasn’t even aware of. Though she would never tell Rachel this, Ellie studied her, mimicking her subtly when she was around and overtly when she wasn’t. Being herself wasn’t exactly working for Ellie. Maybe she’d have better luck being somebody else, somebody she already looked like and shared a home and blood with. Except for this recent fiasco with Luke (which wasn’t her fault), Rachel’s life was in order, whereas Ellie’s was only calm on the surface. Inside she was a hurricane of emotions, ravaged by insecurities and sudden bouts of unprovoked rage so hot they actually made her sweat. Not liking yourself was bad enough, but not understanding yourself? She often heard it was normal for kids her age to be searching for an identity, but everyone around her seemed so much more put-together than she was. It was as if everyone but her knew what they were doing. She felt like a fraud when she engaged with them, a pathetic imposter who wasn’t fooling anyone. Her whole being struck her as a failed grift.

      But when she was with Rachel, all those doubts seemed to blow off like a leaf on the breeze. Rachel’s presence was a social suit of armor. Any faux pas could be smoothed over, any error of social graces forgiven. A feeling of belonging in the world outside her own mind would rise around Ellie, an incoming tide that washed her anxiety away. And in those brief moments she could express herself without having to be herself. Instead, she was someone better, if only by extension.

      “Everything okay?” Noah asked as Rachel sat down.

      Rachel huffed. “Yeah. Just my ex.”

      She briefly explained and Noah nodded, an understanding ally. Ellie tried to change the subject, hoping to take Rachel’s mind off Luke, but though her sister perked up it was clearly forced. Ellie would just have to try that much harder tonight and bring the fun on behalf of them both. Already excited to be hanging out with all these older teens, she figured she could do it, as long as Rachel stayed close by.
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      Helping himself to a beer, John wandered about his sister’s house, poking through drawers and searching the medicine cabinets. He was always a snoop, but maybe he’d find some fun prescriptions he could tap into too. He failed in that regard but found something better in the master bedroom.

      The walk-in closet was divided in four sections, three of which were clearly Erica’s, with his brother-in-law Sam’s clothes and shoes designated to a mere fraction of the space. John sucked his teeth as he rummaged, sifting through Sam’s uniform and dumbass police t-shirts until he found what he’d been hoping for.

      He would take them with him when he left.

      Deciding to take Erica up on her invitation to use the pool, John stripped down to his boxers, snagged a fresh beer from the fridge, and came out to the patio. The summer day was clear and baking, utterly ruthless. Humidity had settled over the valley, and John immediately jumped into the pool to escape it.

      Underwater, he closed his eyes and let the deafness settle in as he went weightless. He pulled his knees to his chest and drifted, a fetus in a cold, blue womb.

      You killed someone.

      He suddenly thought it might be peaceful to simply drown here. There would be pain as his lungs begged for air, but then there would only be sweet somnolence as the deepest of sleeps moved across him with its all-encompassing shadow. But he would never make it. Within seconds he was heading to the surface again. The splash and upward momentum made him think of a scene from Lunatic III: Blood River, where a group of teens load up into a canoe in a desperate attempt to flee from Nicky, who’s slaughtered nearly everyone else at the camp after hacking and slashing his victims and starting a fire in the recreation center. The teens manage to survive the rapids in the dark, but just when the waters go still and the everything-is-going-to-be-alright music swells, Nicky jumps out of the water just like young Jason in the end of Friday the 13th, and proceeds to rip the teenagers apart in a gory frenzy that rivals Cropsey’s raft attack in The Burning. Many horror fans made those comparisons, but audiences still fell for the jump-scare tactic and shrieked like banshees at the ensuing carnage.

      John floated on his back now, Nicky’s whispers growing louder in his skull.

      How can anyone think they can outdo a slaughter like that?

      “They can’t,” John replied.

      This other actor…Keith Whitlock? Just a kid, really. He’s not fit to wield the cleaver!

      John opened his eyes and stared directly into the sun. Nicky went on in his gravelly voice, sounding like a demonic Tom Waits, one of the many touches John had given Nicky over the years.

      You showed that little bimbo she had no business being any final girl, let alone my Molly. You’re off to a good start, buddy-boy, but now you’ve gotta reclaim your throne, and you can’t do that with some little pipsqueak sitting in it!

      Closing his eyes, John sank below the surface again, Nicky’s voice the only thing he could hear, the only thing he wanted to.

      

      
        
        ————

      

      

      

      Keith Whitlock was represented by Outer Circle, a well-known agency in Hollywood. John discovered this while searching online. IMDb was a trove of information. He called Outer Circle, explained who he was, and told them he wanted to get in touch with Keith to discuss Lunatic, to give him a detailed background of the character and pointers on how to play him. Though the agency wouldn’t give him Keith’s contact information, they did take John’s number and assured him they’d pass it on. But there was no guarantee John would be called back.

      He spent the afternoon eating leftover Chinese takeout right out of the carton, sitting in his worn recliner watching a VHS copy of Lunatic VI: Labor Day Slay. He’d always been fond of this one because he had more screen time. The series was beginning to get campy by then, but the gore effects were tremendously rendered, and the chicks were real stunners, including one porn star. He couldn’t remember the names of the actresses, but he remembered the names of their characters. To John—to Nicky—these women were the characters, and in the world within the movie they would forever be young and beautiful, available to be naked and butchered all over again at the press of a rewind button. A better relationship John had never had.

      Just as Nicky was killing a victim with a riding mower on screen, John’s phone rang.

      Keith Whitlock wanted to have dinner tonight. Quite the improvement from Dominque Neilson’s reaction to John. This would make things easier.

      

      
        
        ————

      

      

      

      “I really appreciate this,” Keith said.

      John sipped his Jack and Coke and sat back in the booth. It’d been a long time since he’d been in a restaurant this classy, but it was Keith’s treat, so he figured he’d enjoy himself. He deliberately ordered the most expensive steak on the menu, but Keith didn’t even flinch.

      “My pleasure to be here,” John said.

      “It’s so gracious of you to offer. I mean, who better to fill me in on the series than the man who made it.”

      Keith Whitlock flashed his million-dollar smile, dimpling his cheeks. John resented the man’s youth and good looks, his full head of hair and high shoulders. Though in his twenties, Keith could easily pass for a teenager, hence him getting the role. His looks recalled a young Johnny Depp or Skeet Ulrich. He was even taller than John was, and certainly wealthier judging by his designer clothing and choice of dining. Keith would fit as the young Nicky at the start of the saga but seemed an odd choice to play a villain. He seemed too handsome to be a monster, even with prosthetics. Most of his previous films had been romantic comedies he had supporting roles in, which suited him better than the role of Nicky Hector. It was just another poor decision by the bozos who thought a remake was a good idea.

      “I definitely wanted to meet you,” Keith said, “to talk about the part.”

      Then why didn’t you contact me instead of the other way around? John thought.

      “I mean,” Keith continued, “Nicky isn’t like most of those old slashers. He actually talks and has a personality. Anybody can put on a Michael Myers mask and slowly walk up and down a flight of stairs, but to play a killer with a personality—that takes skill. That’s why I jumped at the opportunity. I’ve wanted to do horror for some time now.”

      “That so?”

      Keith waved his hand, a little more femininely than John was comfortable with. “Absolutely. I mean, the ability to scare someone with your performance is the sign of a true thespian. Think of Bette Davis in What Ever Happened to Baby Jane? or Bela Lugosi in Dracula. Characters like Claudius in Hamlet or Lady Macbeth. With the wrong actor, a villain can either fall flat or come off as a spoof. Horror must be earnest. When I was performing Our Town for the stage in New York, even the in-between worlds aspect of that fine play contains an element of horror. So does A Christmas Carol and some of Hemingway’s grim tomes.” Keith rolled his eyes at himself and chuckled. “Oh, listen to me prattle on. It’s ridiculous to compare Lunatic to Hemingway and Shakespeare. I mean, it’s like comparing hamburger to steak.”

      In the back of John’s mind, Nicky began to stir. John clenched his fists beneath the table.

      “Why do you say that?” John asked.

      “Well,” Keith said, smirking. “I mean, it’s not like Lunatic is high art. It’s just a silly slasher movie.”

      “Weren’t you just saying it takes true talent to scare somebody? That playing Nicky takes skill?”

      Keith’s eyebrows drew closer together. “Well, sure, it does. All I mean to say is there are some things that are timeless, and other things that just don’t hold up. You did a fine job as Nicky, but those stalk-and-kill nasties went out with leg warmers and Cyndi Lauper. They’re cheesy now. Isn’t that why the sequels were so corny? I haven’t seen all of them but at a certain point it becomes self-parody, right?”

      John could feel the spikes of Nicky’s cleaver digging inside his skull.

      “They weren’t self-parody,” he said. “They were just different.”

      “Experimental? Perhaps.”

      “You haven’t even seen them all,” John said between clenched teeth. “And how the hell is a remake any less experimental?”

      Keith’s smile collapsed. He sat back from the table.

      “Forgive me, John. I didn’t mean to insult your films.”

      “Then why did you?”

      Keith cleared his throat and looked away. “I apologize. It was just actor talk. You know. It’s like gossiping, only about our movies. I’ve certainly done some I’m not too proud of.”

      “Yeah? Well, I’m proud of all the Lunatic movies. If you think Nicky Hector is so cornball, why’d you take the part?”

      “John, please. Lunatic was popular for a reason, and remakes are hot right now. Besides, Rob Siricho is creating a whole new world for it while still acknowledging the history. He’s in Oregon as we speak, at that rafting center where you filmed the original.”

      John lowered his brow. “He’s at Clear River?”

      “Yes, he is. So you see, there are little Easter eggs like that, but Rob is practically turning the whole concept inside out and upside-down. Our Lunatic will be more of a psychological thriller than a bloody splatter movie.”

      John’s stomach suddenly felt hollow. “A psychological thriller?”

      “Think Se7en or Silence of the Lambs, but with a touch of M. Night Shyamalan. Slasher movies worked in your day, but nobody wants to see half-naked bimbos being chopped up with a machete anymore.”

      “That’s funny. That’s all I wanna see.”

      Keith’s face soured.

      “And I’m not alone in that,” John said. “I go to the conventions and meet the fans. I read the horror magazines. Lots of people still love slashers. Lots of people love Nicky.”

      “You’re talking about a niche group. Redmax wants to appeal to mass audiences, not just nostalgic nerds. So does Rob, and so do I.”

      “Let me tell you something,” John said, pointing. “Those nerds are the reason Lunatic is still marketable after all these years. Redmax owes them.”

      “Forgive me for saying so, John, but you’re being a little ridiculous, don’t you think? All a studio owes its ticketholders is a good show. We can’t give them that if we just offer the same old tropes.”

      “You know so much about what the fans want, then why the hell did you want to talk to me?”

      Keith looked right at him now. “You called me.”

      John’s fingers had gone numb. His heart was racing.

      “It would’ve been rude not to discuss the project with you,” Keith said, no longer making an effort to smile. “I thought you were making a kind gesture. Passing the torch, so to speak. But it seems you want to hold on to that torch for yourself, forever.”

      John didn’t reply. How could he speak with Nicky growling so loud?

      “I’m sorry if I upset you,” Keith said.

      John was about to snap at the little bastard when Nicky suddenly spoke internally, cutting him off.

      Not yet. Keep your cool and be nice for now. This is your one chance to get close to him. Blend in, just as I blended in with my early victims. Be one of them—then destroy them.

      After a deep breath, John gave Keith a humble smile.

      “No,” he said. “I’m the one who should apologize. I did call you and I do want to pass the torch. It’s just that Nicky Hector was such a huge part of my life. I just want the remake to shine the way the original did. That’s all. I’m sorry if I got a little protective.” He chuckled for good measure. “You know how us actors are when we get attached to a role.”

      Keith warmed up instantly. “Oh, I understand, John. It’s okay. Lord, when I played Sammi in My Hollywood Wedding, I was very particular about how I portrayed him, right down to what he would eat. I stayed in character even when the cameras weren’t rolling. It was my first time playing a homosexual and I wanted Sammi to be a realistic portrayal and not just there for laughs, to be more than the typical leading lady’s gay best friend with sassy quips. We thespians do become our roles in a way, don’t we?”

      You have no idea, John thought.

      The conversation went on. John maintained a friendly tone no matter how infuriating Keith’s pretentious actor talk got. It became increasingly obvious the young prick hadn’t seen many Lunatic movies at all, for he was oblivious to the big reveals in parts three and five. John kindly explained the series in order, but while Keith expressed interest, he clearly couldn’t have cared less about any of them other than the original. While John was talking, Keith occasionally checked his Blackberry and flagged down waiters for more drinks. John kept his cool and asked for refills too, having no doubt he could hold his liquor better than this twerp.

      That’s it, Nicky told John. Get him nice and liquored up.

      By the time John concluded his extensive review of the Lunatic saga, he had a good buzz and Keith was drunk. He’d been bored and entertained himself with booze while Nicky and John formed a plan. John invited Keith to talk about himself again, which the man obviously relished in doing. He blathered on about his love of acting and his theater background, and proudly listed off all his appearances, big screen and small. John threw questions at him, and Keith opened like a blooming flower, all the while growing happier, giddier, drunker. By the time John suggested they continue the night elsewhere, it was as if he and Keith had been friends for years, two movie stars out on the town.

      Keith invited him back to his apartment for more drinks.

      Nicky’s laughter echoed through John’s mind.

      

      
        
        ————

      

      

      

      The fifteenth-floor apartment was a hell of a lot nicer than John’s. Big, clean, spacious. New paint. No cobwebs in the corners. John couldn’t name the brands of furniture but could tell they were expensive items. The massive television hung on the wall beside framed posters of the films Keith had starred in. The kitchen was all stainless steel, the stove a glass top, the counters spotless. John noticed a magnetic holder with stainless steel cutlery—butcher and filet knives gleaming in the soft light. When he went to the bathroom to unload some of that whiskey, he saw Keith had a two-person tub with jacuzzi jets. John pissed in it instead of the toilet. Checking the medicine cabinet, he saw antidepressants. When he returned to the living room, Keith had poured glasses of wine and laid down rails of cocaine on a copy of Entertainment Weekly, the white dust like a belt of stars around Julianne Moore’s waist.

      “A little coke to go with your whiskey,” Keith said, giggling, almost flirty. “Figured this would pick us up so we can keep the party going.”

      John was never one to pass up free cocaine. “Absolutely.”

      Going to his impressive stereo, Keith lifted the turntable’s lid and dropped the needle, kicking on some pop music John didn’t recognize or care for. The speakers pulsed, causing him to step back, and Keith lowered the volume.

      “Sorry,” he said. “Must’ve been rocking out last time. One of the things I love about this place is the concrete walls. I can blast my music without bothering anyone.”

      They snorted lines and Keith spread out on the wraparound sofa with John sitting upright at one end. Eventually John was able to steer the conversation back to Lunatic, telling Keith of his inspiration behind playing the character, how he’d studied footage of real-life killers like Ted Bundy and David Berkowitz to capture the menace behind their eyes. Energized by cocaine, Keith was more interested than he’d been at the restaurant, and when John got to the walk and talk of Nicky Hector, they rose from the couch as John became an acting coach.

      “See,” he said, “Michael Myers walks in a slow gait, which tells his victims, and the audience, that death is inevitable.” He mimicked the footfalls from Halloween. “Now, Jason Voorhees is more aggressive in his approach. He’s practically a speed-walker by comparison. For him, killing is more like a sport. He’s going for the touchdown every time.”

      John demonstrated and Keith smiled behind his glass of wine.

      “For Nicky,” John said, “I created a sort of cowboy loping. It came to me watching John Wayne movies. It’s almost like a boxer getting ready to throw a punch.”

      John strutted and Keith put down his wine glass to applaud.

      “That is fantastic,” Keith said. “Let me try.”

      To John’s surprise, Keith did the walk rather well.

      “Now with Freddy Krueger,” John said, “he fluctuates between a stalking pace and sudden bursts of clownish running. It’s more about what he does with his arms really, which of course leads the audience to focus on his weapon.”

      “The glove of knives!” Keith’s eyes went wide. “Oh my God. Scared me to death as a kid, but at the same time I wanted one so bad. I think every little boy did.”

      “No question. It’s important for a horror movie villain to have a unique weapon. Machetes and knives are fine for some, but Freddy’s glove and the balls from Phantasm leave a lasting impression. The cleaver Nicky has in Lunatic is just as memorable with its brass knuckle handle and razor-sharp spikes.”

      “Definitely.”

      “But the weapon is only as good as the person holding it.”

      Keith stepped closer, touching John’s shoulder. “You’re so right. You were so fucking menacing with that. Especially when you snuck up on Molly in the diner. Oh my God.”

      “You wanna practice?”

      “Uh…yeah,” Keith said. “That would be amaze balls.”

      John led him to the kitchen and drew the meat cleaver from the magnetic rack. The cool touch of the steel was like a kiss, one that roused the slasher within. Nicky rumbled like thunder, giving John chills.

      “So, what do we do?” Keith asked.

      John looked at the cleaver. “It’s not quite the cleaver from the movie, but we’ll imagine it is.”

      Keith raised the wine bottle and started refilling his glass. Watching him, a sinister possession riddled John, an essence filling him like he was a mere vessel for some diabolical force. He closed his eyes and when he opened them Keith was looking at him curiously.

      “I’m Nicky,” John said. “And you’re gonna be my victim.”

      Pursing his lips, Keith took a step forward, almost daringly. To him, it was all a performance. There was no real substance to Nicky in this pretentious douchebag’s mind. To him, it was just another gig, a stepping-stone on his way to bigger and better things. He thought his good looks and general charm would be enough to carry him into the upper echelons of Hollywood stars, and the thing that enraged John most was the bastard was probably right. It was not Keith’s feminine traits that infuriated John. It wasn’t that he was already more successful than John would ever be again. What made him see red was that Keith would never value the role of Nicky the way he did. He would never love Nicky like a twin brother, as John had for most of his life. And yet, Keith was trying to take Nicky away from him.

      “So,” Keith said, “should I scream like a girl?”

      John raised the cleaver. “Let’s just see how good a method actor you really are.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER XV

          

        

      

    

    
      Watching the teens from her cabin window, Lola sighed and rested her forehead on the glass. The sight of them was bittersweet, for in a way it seemed like yesterday that she and her co-stars were first here filming Lunatic. But in reality, it was a lifetime ago. She was no longer seventeen; one of her kids was. Not that she thought of herself as having kids anymore. It was more like she had adults. While a proud and happy mother, Lola was sometimes jealous of her children, for they were currently enjoying what many considered the best years of a person’s life. What she wouldn’t give to hop in a car with friends and pass around a joint, Joan Jett and The Blackhearts, Peter Gabriel, or Whitesnake on the radio, the first day of summer open to limitless possibilities and unstoppable fun.

      Lola knew she’d been lucky. Many people didn’t have the luxury of a good childhood the way she had. On top of this, she’d starred in a movie that went on to be a thousand times more popular than she and her costars ever would have expected. To be a celebrity while still in high school was a treat very few got to experience. Sure, there’d been times when that stardom caused people to tease and mock her, pretending to be Nicky and trying to scare her. But those idiots were few and far between. What had been a bigger nuisance were the fake friends who only got close to her in an effort to get into the film industry, as if Lola had any control over such things. Still, she considered the overall experience a blessing. She cherished the memories of movie premiers and being on the cover of horror magazines. But when she saw young people enjoying a bonfire like this, it was not being a teen celebrity she missed, but being a teenager in general. Sometimes it was hard to accept she would never enjoy those times again.

      She sat in the rocker and kicked off her sneakers. Rob had walked them all over the grounds today. Lola hardly knew why they bothered. The director bad-mouthed nearly every location, saying Clear River Rafting looked too outdated to put it in a modern setting. Lola utilized her consultant status to remind him of the importance of pleasing fans of the original, using the couple they’d met earlier as an example. Zed and Brianna were here simply because this was where some of the Lunatic movies were filmed. To Lola, that spoke volumes about the location’s worth. Rob had trouble disagreeing with that, but his snotty attitude hardly changed. He did, however, agree to give the place more consideration. Now they were staying overnight with plans to hike the trails in the morning and get a deeper look at the river. Lola wondered if she even should have bothered, but her manager was right. Creative consultant was a hell of a film credit. For that, she could put up with Rob Siricho’s nonsense, just as surely as she could face Nicky Hector one more time.

      Her one stipulation for being in the new film, however, was Nicky couldn’t kill her. Even though she wouldn’t be playing Molly, the fans would still make that association, and Lola believed it just wasn’t right for Nicky to take her out. Luckily the producers agreed. Rob could make all the silly changes he wanted to the original story, but Nicky killing the original final girl was off limits.

      

      
        
        ————

      

      

      

      Before Brianna turned in, she went back to the main building to use the small business center. She logged into her Facebook account to see how her post was doing. After she and Zed met Lola Lang, she’d plugged her digital camera into the center’s computer and uploaded the photos they’d taken with her. Checking on the post now, hours later, Brianna was pleased with the responses, but hardly surprised. She’d made a lot of friends online in horror groups and chatrooms, all of which had linked to her on social media. Many were super fans, just as she and Zed were, and the post likes and comments were an avalanche of popularity. After all, the pics were with Lola Lang—Molly fucking Harrison—at the very place Lunatic had been filmed. And Zed made a damn good Nicky Hector. The applause was thunderous.

      Brianna decided to share the pictures everywhere she could—her blog, forums, Myspace, and message boards. Knowing Zed used the same password for everything, she logged into his social media accounts and shared the photos there too.

      They were the ultimate horror movie fans, and the whole world deserved to know it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER XVI

          

        

      

    

    
      Ellie feared she was going to drown.

      She told herself that was all part of the fun, but as the raft bounced upon the rapids, she found she was holding her breath, bracing to be thrown out. But she kept paddling, raising the paddle high when the waves crashed, just as Brady advised, and so far, she hadn’t flown overboard. Beside her, Rachel cheered, the sisters right up front with Noah behind them, along with an older couple, a boy a little younger than Ellie, and Brady at the back shouting instructions over the roaring currents.

      It was hard to believe this was the same river they’d gone tubing on the day before. The water had been so mellow back at that spot. Here the water was ferocious, a living thing they’d enraged. It made for a fun but frightening ride. Ellie wondered what her parents might say if they saw her and Rachel doing this. Somehow she doubted they’d be okay with it. But Mom and Dad weren’t here now, were they? For these few days, Ellie was getting her first taste of the freedom being a teenager would offer. It was exhilarating. Despite the bursts of terror that came with white-water rafting, a wide smile stayed on her face all the way downriver.

      When they reached a calm, level spot, everyone took a collective breath as the adrenaline turned to endorphins.

      “You guys can actually get out here and float,” Brady said.

      The instructor was shirtless beneath his life vest, his tanned biceps and pectorals tight from exertion. It was a good thing he’d been behind Rachel, Ellie thought, otherwise she would have been too distracted to paddle.

      With everyone already soaked, they took Brady’s advice and jumped into the mellow water. Ellie drifted on her back, looking up at the black rock wall of the mountain and the jagged cliff edge that poked over the river like a giant talon. A dragonfly zipped past. A flock of birds made a formation. Tiny cloud clusters steered clear of the sun, the rays of light making the waterfall in the distance glimmer like diamonds. And the water wasn’t too cold and the day wasn’t too hot. This was what summer was supposed to be. Watersports, hiking, sunbathing. Burgers, watermelons, and lemonade. Bonfires, new friends, and—best of all—daily adventures with Rachel. It was rare for Ellie to be this happy.

      She just hoped boys wouldn’t find some way to ruin it. First there was this hunk Brady, who could try to steal Rachel away from her. Now there was Luke too, a ghost from Rachel’s recent past who should’ve stayed buried. In the past year, Ellie had seen her few friends at school pulled away from her by a newfound interest in boys. Ellie wasn’t without her crushes, but her friends acted upon them, whereas she could never be so brazen. So, not having a boy to go on dates with, Ellie was often left abandoned at lunchtime and on weekends. She couldn’t let that happen here.

      When she stopped floating on her back, she saw Rachel by the side of the raft, hanging on it while talking to Brady. He still sat on his instructor’s throne at the rear, his tight body still glistening from the spray. He wore a necklace made of seashells, small enough to be a choker, and sunglasses with those rainbow-mirror lenses.

      What a chode.

      But Rachel didn’t seem to think so. She stared up at him as if he were a rock star and she a front row groupie. And in that bikini, she was bound to keep his attention.

      Ellie’s face pruned. Mean words inched toward her tongue, but before she could bark them out, Noah swam up behind her, splashing the back of her head.

      “Hey!” she said.

      “Hey yourself.”

      She grinned and splashed him back.

      “Having fun?” Noah asked.

      “Yeah. This is great.”

      “You looked kinda grumpy there.”

      Ellie looked away. “No. I’m good.”

      Noah glanced at Rachel and Brady, then back at Ellie. “I saw you watching them. Don’t worry. Rachel’s just having a little fun.”

      “She’s supposed to be having fun with me.”

      “Ellie, come on. You know she is. She’s just doing a little harmless flirting. Can’t say I blame her. I don’t particularly like Brady, but he’s super cute, right?”

      Ellie hated to admit it was true. “I guess.”

      “After that crap her ex pulled last night,” he said, rolling his eyes, “she needs a little pick-me-up in the boy department.”

      “Yeah, I guess. I just want her to myself.”

      “You made friends with me.”

      “That’s different. We all hang out together. Brady will want to get her alone.”

      Noah made a fist on the surface of the water and squeezed it, squirting her. Ellie splashed him again, her smile returning.

      “Don’t worry so much,” he said. “We’re here to have fun, and we are. Don’t let jealousy get in the way. Besides, you might meet a boy here too.”

      Her mouth opened wide in surprise. “Noah!”

      “What about that one?” he said, pointing to the sunburned, heavyset boy who’d come on the rafting trip with them. Though close to Ellie’s age, he was definitely not her type, with his buck teeth and blonde mullet.

      “Gross,” Ellie said, keeping her voice down.

      “Yeah, maybe you’re right. But there are plenty of cute boys running around here. It’s fun to flirt a little and you’re a pretty girl, Ellie. Maybe you’ll meet a hunk too, and then you can make Rachel jealous.”

      “I’m not doing that,” she said, scoffing. “And I’m not jealous.”

      “Okay then,” Noah said. “I hope so. That shade of green doesn’t look good on anybody.”

      Soon they were all back into their helmets and loaded into the raft.

      Rachel turned to Ellie. “Is this awesome or what?”

      And that was all it took to make Ellie happy again.

      

      
        
        ————

      

      

      

      When Rachel told Ellie she would catch up with her, there was no denying the disdain that entered her little sister’s gaze. Sometimes her clinginess was irritating as hell. Ellie wanted to go back to the cabin and change into dry clothes. Why couldn’t she do that without her? They’d been together every other second of this getaway. Rachel only wanted some time by herself.

      Well, not all by herself.

      Noah seemed to understand better than Ellie did. He told the sisters they could meet up later, that he wanted to go to the main building to use the payphone. Rachel knew he was just giving her space so she could take that little walk Brady invited her on. Beneath the bridge, a wooden walkway carried on down a stream, going under a small boardwalk area. Brady said he knew a way to the waterfall the tourists didn’t know about and wanted to show her, that it was a bit of a hike, but worth it. There was no way she could say no to those deep, ocean eyes of his—not that she wanted to.

      With a huff, Ellie started back toward the cabin. Rachel rolled her eyes, not looking forward to having to deal with this later. But at least she was free of her shadow for a while, before Ellie could become a total parasite. A line had to be drawn somewhere.

      “Ready?” Brady asked, coming back from securing the rafting gear.

      “You know it.”

      They headed down the sandy path, passing a gaggle of children playing a game of tag. She walked beside Brady as he headed down the shoreline where the adults were sunbathing, some reading books, others listening to headphones, none having a care in the world. The pathway grew rockier toward the wooden underpass and into the shade cast by the bridge.

      “So, Rachel,” Brady said. “You got a boyfriend?”

      Rachel’s blood rerouted to more sensitive areas. Brady hadn’t been at the bonfire last night, but had someone told him about Luke blubbering all over her? Was Luke asking around about her? She hadn’t seen him yet today, so he was at least being true to his word to leave her alone—for now.

      “I was just wondering,” Brady said before she could answer. “You know, like, if you’re single or not.”

      They walked a little slower now. They had the underpass to themselves, and large clusters of rock hid them from the sunbathers and their frolicking kids. The only sounds were the rushing water and the people rafting downriver, their screams echoing off the mountainside.

      “I’m single,” she said, blushing.

      “Wow,” Brady said, flashing her an aw shucks look. “I find that hard to believe.”

      “Oh yeah?”

      “I mean…look at you.”

      She tucked her damp blonde hair behind one ear.

      “Are you flirting with me?” she said, flirting herself.

      “How could I not?”

      “What about you?” she asked. “Got a girlfriend?”

      “Not here I don’t.”

      Rachel furrowed her brow and Brady chuckled.

      “I’m just kidding you,” he said. “I’m single too.”

      As he moved in closer, Rachel couldn’t help but smile, cocking her head to one side in a subtle invite. The muscular stud was almost close enough to feel his body heat in the gentle chill of this shaded spot. The intimacy was exciting, the privacy romantic. He looked down at her with a mischievous smirk, giving himself away, and when he leaned in, Rachel put her hands upon his chest and rose on her tiptoes so her lips would meet his.

      As they kissed, his hands went to her waist, and she felt a sudden rush that pimpled her skin. She touched the back of his neck, her fingers entering his shaggy hair, and he pulled her in so her breasts pressed against him.

      Then his hands went lower, cupping her buttocks.

      Rachel tensed and started to pull back, but he squeezed her butt harder and grinded their pelvises together. She felt the stiffness of an erection press against her. She tried to pull away, more forcefully this time, and Brady slid one hand into the back of her bikini bottom.

      “Slow down,” she said.

      She grabbed his wrist and tried to shove his hand out of her bathing suit, but he fought her, and his other hand reached up to cup her breast.

      “Stop it!” she said, batting his hand away.

      “C’mon,” he said. “You know you want it. I’ve seen how you look at me.”

      “No. I don’t want this.” She wiggled away so his hand came out of her bikini bottom. “Just cut it out.”

      Brady came toward her again. “You kissed me.”

      “I was ready for that. But not this.”

      “Not what?” he said, taking her by the arm.

      When she tried to pull away, Brady tightened his grip, pulling Rachel into him. This time his free hand went to the front of her bikini bottom. Rachel tried to slap him, but he was too fast.

      “Stop fighting it,” he chuckled.

      “I’ll scream.”

      “We’re too far away. People will think you’re just white-water rafting.”

      His hand slid into her bikini bottom again.

      “I said no!” Rachel shouted, kicking him in the shin.

      Brady seemed genuinely surprised. “Will you just take it easy?”

      “No! Leave me alone.”

      “Enough with the playing hard to get,” he said, grabbing her again. “Don’t act like you’re some virgin girl. Look at what you’re wearing. I know you wore this just for me. You’re acting like a good girl, but you’ve been begging for this all day.”

      “Let me go!”

      Brady shook his head, laughing to himself. He really did seem to think she was just playing with him, and somehow that frightened Rachel even more. She smacked him but he only smiled. Rachel screamed, and at first she thought the second scream she heard was her own echo, but when Brady suddenly fell, she realized they weren’t alone anymore.

      He rolled over on the planks, his forehead gushing blood into his eyes. The large rock he’d been struck with was splattered red. Rachel turned, seeing who’d chucked it, the same person who’d joined her in screaming.

      

      
        
        ————

      

      

      

      Instead of going back to the cabin, Ellie followed them. She certainly hadn’t thought Rachel would need her help like this. She’d only wanted to see where things were going with Brady and her sister, and if she had to worry Rachel might end up spending the rest of the day with him instead of her. Despite Noah’s advice, she’d been unable to subdue her jealousy. And it was a good thing too. It turned out she had more to dislike about Brady than she’d thought.

      If the jerk would have taken things slower, Ellie would have left them alone. Seeing Rachel kiss him, she’d decided not to peep, and gave them privacy. She’d turned to leave but struggled upon the shoreline where she was tucked behind the boulders, and was around long enough to hear Rachel rejecting Brady’s advances, and when she turned to look, she was shocked by the unfolding scene. When Rachel first struggled against Brady, Ellie thought of running to get help, but changed her mind when he put his hand down her sister’s bikini. In the time it would take Ellie to get help, it might be too late. Brady might have done something even worse.

      That’s when Ellie chose a rock.

      Both Rachel and Brady were too wrapped up in their struggle to notice her. Ellie had a clear shot at the bastard’s skull. She didn’t think twice. All those years of pitching on the softball field paid off, the chunk of river rock smashing into the side of Brady’s head like a wrecking ball, and he dropped like the turd he was. Rachel stepped away but Ellie ran up, reared back her leg, and kicked Brady in the crotch.

      Seeing the creep gasp in pain made Ellie feel warm. Not just safe, but powerful. She tried to kick him again, but he had his hands over his privates, finally keeping them to himself, so Ellie kicked him in the butt instead. The warmth within her intensified until it was a sinister heat. She bared her teeth, hissing. As she was about to strike again, her sister grabbed her and pulled her away from Brady.

      “C’mon,” Rachel said, her voice quivering. “That’s enough.”

      “The hell it is!”

      Ellie went for him again. Rachel stopped her.

      “Let’s just get out of here,” Rachel said. “Now.”

      Why was she still afraid? They had him now. Together they could make him pay for what he did. Nobody hurt Rachel while Ellie was around. Nobody.

      Rachel tugged her up the walkway. Ellie followed but kept her eyes on the fallen creep.

      “You’re dead!” Ellie shouted back at Brady, who remained curled on the planks like a fetus. “You hear me, asshole? You’re fucking dead!”

      

      
        
        ————

      

      

      

      Rachel didn’t say anything until they’d returned to the shoreline and were around other people. Everyone was casual, lounging just as they had been before. It seemed no one had heard or seen anything. In a way, she was glad. She was embarrassed enough already.

      How could she have been so stupid? Why did she go with him? Why didn’t she see him for what he was? Not only had she put herself in danger, but she’d put her sister in danger too. This whole thing could have been avoided. She’d flirted with Brady. She’d led him on. She strutted around in her bikini—asking for it, just as Brady said. It was her own fault.

      No.

      She couldn’t think like that. She couldn’t victim-shame herself. Why was she thinking this way?

      Guilt.

      What if Ellie had missed when she’d thrown the rock at Brady? Would he have been aggressive with her, maybe even sexually aggressive? Who knew what a guy like that was capable of? But was he really a guy like that? He acted as if he genuinely believed Rachel was just playing hard to get. Maybe he was just oblivious. Was it possible he was more innocent in this than she thought?

      No. She’d told him no!

      That should have been enough, right? That was clearly stated. But maybe he’d just misconstrued the situation. Maybe she was giving him non-verbal signals. He’d been a little rough, but he hadn’t struck her. He hadn’t forced her to the ground. It wasn’t like he was a…

      Rapist.

      The word chilled her to the core.

      Rape. You could’ve been raped.

      “You should have let me kick his ass some more,” Ellie said. It’d been a mantra since they’d left Brady. “I could’ve picked up the rock again and—”

      “It’s okay,” Rachel said, somewhat surprised by her twelve-year-old sister’s toughness. “We got away from him. There was no sense sticking around.”

      “I would’ve loved to hit him again.”

      Rachel sniffed back the emotions rising in her gullet. “It’s okay. It’s all okay.”

      They walked on toward the trails leading back to the cabin, getting out of earshot of other people.

      “I’ll get him for this, Rach,” Ellie said. “Believe me. He’s dead meat.”

      Rachel stopped. “Ellie. What has gotten into you?”

      Ellie gave her a look of confusion. “Huh?”

      “All this…violence.”

      “But I saved you!”

      Rachel shut her eyes and put her hand to her forehead. “I know. Thank you, Ellie. I don’t know why you were there, but it doesn’t matter. I’m glad you were there to help me get away. It’s all over now.” She opened her eyes and put her hand on her sister’s shoulder. “You’re a great sister. I love you.”

      Normally the three little words would make Ellie’s cheeks turn rosy, but she clearly wasn’t in the mood for sisterly love. Her eyes were dark with venom against Brady, and nothing about her demeanor suggested her wrath had been satiated.

      “Rachel,” she said, “we have to at least tell on him.”

      It was as if Rachel had been punched so hard her heart stopped. The thought of telling anyone about this made her sick inside, especially because it would certainly end up getting back to Mom and Dad. She’d gotten away from Brady before he could do any real damage. Better to leave things alone.

      “Maybe we shouldn’t,” Rachel said.

      “But Rachel—”

      “Ellie, c’mon. It’s over and he got what he deserved. There’s no way he’s going to tell on us, right?”

      “For doing what?”

      “Ellie…you bashed his head in with a rock and kicked him in the you-know-where.”

      “So what? No court in America would convict me.”

      Rachel almost smiled at that, but neither of them would have been happy if she did.

      “Listen,” she said. “We got back at him, right? You got back at him. Let’s not let him ruin the rest of our vacation.”

      “He won’t ruin jack squat. We’ll ruin him. We’ll get him kicked out of here forever and put in jail.”

      “No, no. Listen to me, okay? We do all that and we’ll have to deal with cops and everything, and then everyone here will know what happened. The cops will tell Mom and Dad and they’ll make us come home, and then they’ll never let us go anywhere without them ever again. You don’t want that, do you?”

      Ellie glowered but had nothing to say.

      “Do you?”

      “Of course I don’t want that. But I don’t want that jerk getting away with this either.”

      “He didn’t. He got what was coming to him. We’re the ones who got away.”

      “Yeah?” Ellie asked. “And what if the next girl he takes down there doesn’t have a sister with a rock?”

      Rachel’s stomach hollowed out. Guilt returned, surging up to fill it. She thought of Brady’s fingers pressing against her, amongst other things. She didn’t want anyone else to experience that. But hopefully he’d learned his lesson. Ellie had cracked his head open, and he probably wouldn’t walk right for weeks after that kick to the groin. Rachel’s sister displayed a ferocity she never would have thought her capable of. The violence was defensive, but also savage. Ellie had also used the F-word, which was rare for her, and made threats, something Rachel had never seen her do.

      Now Ellie was staring at her, waiting for an answer.

      “Listen,” Rachel said. “I know what he did was super wrong. But you made him pay for it, and I’m glad. I doubt he’ll ever try something like this again.”

      Ellie’s frown deepened. She remained silent, which was worse than anything she could possibly say. Rachel’s eyes filled with tears. She crossed her arms and looked at the ground, sniffling. Ellie put her arms around her.

      “Alright, Rach. It’s up to you.” Ellie kissed her cheek. “I just want you to be okay. So, we’ll do whatever you want. I’ll be beside you either way. And I’ll protect you, always.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER XVII

          

        

      

    

    
      The whirlpool tub was the first thing John thought of. The body was chopped and sliced and covered in blood. He could dismember it and wrap up the limbs and torso to be discarded. But where would he take it all? Leaving it here would be much easier than bringing it to the elevator, going out to the parking lot, and loading it into his car, without anyone noticing. However, if he did leave the body in the apartment, even if no one came to check on Keith after he went missing for a few days, surely the stink of decomposing flesh would draw attention, and then his mangled corpse would be discovered.

      It’d been bothering John that he’d left Dominique Neilson’s body the way he had. He wanted to go back and rearrange the scene or find a way to take her out of there, but Nicky vehemently rejected the idea. Returning to the scene of the crime was how murderers got caught. John knew that from all the serial killer research he’d done to play one on film.

      Staring down at Keith’s bloody corpse on the kitchen floor, John knew this was his one chance to do this right. They’d been seen together at the restaurant. Someone was bound to remember, but could anyone identify him? Keith’s representatives knew who John was. The authorities were bound to come knocking on his door eventually.

      “Son of a…”

      John grabbed the bottle of wine and drank straight from it, aggravated. He’d killed again. Nicky’s bloodlust had kicked in before he’d had time to think about what he was doing. The cleaver had gone into Keith’s neck like it was margarine, a warm arterial spray splashing across John’s face as his victim gargled blood. With those concrete walls Keith loved so much, no one would hear him. John had ripped the cleaver free and went at the actor’s face, splitting it down the center. No more glamorous head shots for this pretty boy, for he wasn’t pretty anymore. Keith made a pathetic effort to punch John and tried to run away, and his momentum pulled the cleaver from his head, allowing John to swing it again, drops of blood flying from the blade as it came down. Keith raised a hand to protect himself, and the cleaver sliced halfway through his hand. After that, he was easy prey. He stumbled into the cabinet, trying to grab a butcher knife to defend himself, and John hacked him square in the back. Gasping, Keith fell against the counter, smearing blood, and John held him down by the hair and chopped him in the back of his neck again and again until his head came free.

      The eyelids were still blinking when it hit the floor.

      John laughed, but it wasn’t his own laugh. It was the demonic cackle of Nicky Hector.

      With blood on his hands—literally and figuratively—John realized it didn’t really matter what he did with Keith-fucking-Whitlock. This was the beginning of something bigger than John was, something better. He was going from direct-to-video to the biggest silver screen of all. This was the next chapter, and if it were to be the last, he had to face that, for it would give him clarity and motivation to make sure Nicky went out on top.

      He returned to the bathroom, intending to clean himself up, but while washing his hands he caught himself in the mirror. He didn’t like what he saw. This wasn’t the way it was supposed to be at all. He opened the drawers until he found Keith’s electric shaver, and plugged it in. Nicky was bald, after all. When he’d removed the bulk of his hair, John took the razor from the toothbrush carousel, lathered his skull, and shaved it clean. He tilted his head, the lights gleaming off his slick dome. It was a good start. He could continue the transformation later. Gathering his hair, he flushed it down the toilet and rinsed out the sink, then returned to the pretentious, decapitated asshole on the kitchen floor, and spoke in Nicky’s voice.

      “Sorry,” John told Keith’s head. “You didn’t get the part.”

      He spent the next twenty minutes emptying everything out of the stainless-steel refrigerator and dumping it all into the trash. Keith was clearly a fan of eating out. The contents of his fridge barely filled a single bag. John removed all the shelving and stashed them behind the refrigerator.

      Then he went for the body.

      It took some finagling, but he managed to stuff it inside the fridge, and tossed the severed head into the vegetable crisper. This would keep the apartment from stinking.

      Reliant on maids, Keith had no mop, only some 409 and paper towels. But John managed to clean up. If a forensics team went at the kitchen, they’d surely find flecks of blood, but at first glance everything would appear normal.

      John did one more pass through the apartment, wiping any splatter he’d missed, then stripped to his underwear, and managed to find sweatpants and a t-shirt that fit in the bedroom closet. He left the apartment with the trash bag double-lined and stuffed into Keith’s gym bag, a relic from the actor’s high school days, Cheerleading Squad etched onto the side. John’s clothes, the wine glasses, and the cleaver were thrown in it with the rest of the mess.

      It was late and he didn’t cross paths with anyone on his way out. The gym bag soon found its way to a dumpster behind an In-N-Out Burger.

      “There,” John said in Nicky’s voice, talking to himself in the rearview mirror as he headed home. “You happy now, John boy?”

      John returned to his own voice. “Not your style, I know. Lunatic’s a horror movie, not a…what did that twerp call it? A psychological thriller?”

      “You should have thrown his body off the balcony,” Nicky grumbled.

      “If I’d have done that, attention would be brought to it right away. This way, we buy us some time.”

      Nicky’s raspy laughter rumbled within the cab of the car. “We’re going home, aren’t we, Johnny?”

      It was more statement than question. Nicky knew exactly what was happening here. It was as if he were driving instead of John, taking them to their shared destiny. John remembered what Keith had said about Rob Siricho—what the director was doing and where he was doing it.

      “One stop,” John said. “We’re going home, Nicky, but we’re not half-assing it like these remake people. When we do Lunatic, we do it right.”

      At his apartment, John disposed of the clothes he was wearing and took a long, hot shower, readying himself for what had to be done. He paced around the apartment naked, cooling his core and letting the bathroom mirror de-fog. All the while, Nicky growled impatiently. John didn’t blame him. It’d been so long. Too long.

      From his closet, John retrieved the white butcher’s coat and lay it upon the bed like a lover. He ran his fingertips across the old, pilled material, the touch of it sending jolts into his blood. He licked his lips and opened the dresser drawer.

      The spikes of the cleaver shined like stars. This wasn’t the safe prop he brought to the conventions; this was the one they used for closeups—the real one. It was a keepsake he’d always cherished. He ran his fingertip across the blade and his flesh opened. Sharp as ever.

      The phone rang, jolting John back to reality, if he could even call it that anymore. As it vibrated across the nightstand, John glowered. Phones, emails—he was done with that sort of thing now. But then he saw the name on the caller I.D. When he said hello, his voice was low and rocky.

      “Getting into character already?” Damien Thompson said.

      “Character?”

      “Wow! Hearing that Nicky voice sure does take me back. Brilliant!”

      John hadn’t realized he’d been doing it.

      “You’ve still got it, John. But hey, we both knew that. How about Clear River? I hear it looks the same as it did back in our day. How about the teepee I had sex with that stunt woman in?” The director chuckled. “That still there?”

      It was as if John had been thrust into someone else’s consciousness. He struggled to make sense of what Damien was saying, the man’s words hitting him in fragments as his mind raced with thoughts, some not entirely his own. Dark thoughts. Violent thoughts.

      “Teepee?” he asked.

      John recalled hacking into a teepee with a gaff hook and dragging a screaming victim out by the throat. But it wasn’t the memory of shooting a scene, it was a memory of murder—one of Nicky’s killings. The corn syrup was replaced with real gore, the overacting replaced by sheer terror as the teen girl’s neck was ripped open.

      “What was her name?” Damien said. “It was something fun, like Muffy or Buffy or something. I can’t remember anything these days, but I remember the wild ride she gave me.”

      He laughed again. John heard Damien flick a lighter, then his voice went deeper, the sound of someone speaking with lungs full of smoke.

      “Don’t mind the joint,” Damien said. “I’ve always enjoyed good weed, but now it has the added benefit of helping my eyes. Damn cataracts.” He exhaled. “Anyway, all teepees aside, how’s Clear River? It’s so beautiful up there this time of year.”

      Tasting blood, John realized he’d somehow bit his lip. He cleared his throat but the distortion in his voice remained. His tonsils burned. His teeth ached.

      “Beautiful?” he asked.

      Damien took another hit, coughed. “It looked pretty in the picture of you and Lola. So did that little blonde number you had your arm around.”

      John squinted, trying to understand. Damien must have seen a picture from the last convention and been duped by the greenscreen image of the river.

      “I can’t believe that old shitbox of a diner is still standing,” Damien said.

      Diner. Had they done a backdrop of the outside of the diner? He didn’t think so.

      “What’re you talking about, Damien?” he managed to ask.

      “Come now. Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten Hector’s Diner!” He laughed and coughed again, the song of the smoker. “I recognized it right away. After so much time spent filming there, it’s almost like the house I grew up in. And seeing you with Lola—and you in the costume! It’s no wonder that picture has been all over the internet.”

      “It has?”

      “Yes. That girl posted it and leaked info about the remake being filmed there. It’s all over Bloody Disgusting, Dread Central, horror blogs and such. I’ve had people asking me about the remake all day now.”

      Like a tremor before a volcanic eruption, John shook as his core heated up. Nicky rolled within his chest like a tornado, wrecking him.

      “Send it to me,” John said.

      “You mean you haven’t seen it?”

      “Send it to me.”

      Damien paused. “Are you feeling alright, John? You don’t sound like yourself. I hesitate to say it, but you sound more like Nicky. Is that why you put on the costume? Method acting from the start? Brilliant. But…you’re not playing Nicky, so…I don’t know, I’m stoned. I just wanted to congratulate you on changing the executives’ minds. Nobody even told me you’d been brought on board, but I haven’t talked with anyone at Redmax recently. I do hope my speaking on your behalf helped turn them around.”

      John nearly growled now. “Send me the damn picture.”

      A longer pause.

      “Alright,” Damien said. “Let me get to my laptop.”

      John waited, listening to the clicking of fingers on a keyboard.

      “What’s your email again?” Damien asked. “I’ll send it to…”

      Damien trailed off.

      “What is it?” John asked.

      “Oh, my. Oh, John, I’m dreadfully sorry. It seems I’ve made a mistake.”

      “What mistake is that, Damien?”

      “I just pulled up the image online and…now that I look closer…it’s not you. It’s a guy in costume. It says here he and the blonde girl are fans who just happened to meet Lola and Siricho at the Clear River Rafting Center yesterday.” He sighed. “Oh, John. I feel like a right bastard.”

      “Yesterday…”

      “It’s my vision, John. It’s gotten worse in the past year. I really thought it was you. Christ, you’re still not involved in the film then, are you? I’m a right bastard.”

      John breathed deep to contain the burning within. “Send it to me.”

      “Done. Just sent it over. It’s definitely not you. I’m sorry, John, I made a mista—”

      John hung up the phone and went to his computer. It was an old, slow PC he’d held on to despite no longer being able to update the software. If not for keeping up on convention appearances, he wouldn’t use computers much at all.

      When the image loaded, John stared at it, gripping the mouse so hard a piece cracked off in his hand.

      Lola Lang was standing in front of Hector’s diner.

      No. Molly Harrison was standing in front of his father’s diner.

      “You’ve gone where it all began,” he said to her picture.

      Why? Nicky asked John. Why have you spent so much effort trying to be friends with your mortal enemy?

      Lola’s smile shifted, the photo contorting before his eyes, giving her a sinister rictus. She was mocking him.

      Dominque Neilson was nothing, Nicky said. You take out one final girl, and another one pops up to take their place. They were all expendable. All except one.

      Through the monitor, Molly Harrison stared into his eyes in a silent invitation to one last dance.

      A slasher’s relationship with his true final girl was like a long-lasting marriage, and their films were the offspring of that sacred union. They tied the heroine to the madman forever in a battle between good and evil as timeless as a bible story.

      We must kill Molly, Nicky instructed. The real Molly. Only her demise is a worthy finale of the Lunatic saga. Without the final girl, there can be no remake or retelling.

      John swallowed hard, now fully engulfed in the flames of Nicky’s wrath. A smile curled upon his lips.

      “Molly,” he said.

      But he wasn’t the one speaking anymore.

      

      
        
        ————

      

      

      

      Over the years, special effects artists had made many molds of John’s face, and he’d sat for hours in the makeup chair while they applied all the scars and gave him the appearance of having a gouged-out eye, Nicky having had it destroyed by Molly Harrison early in the series. As the production of the films got cheaper, so did those makeup effects, and by the final sequels John looked little better than the rubber Nicky masks that had filled drugstore shelves at Halloween time throughout the ’80s.

      There was no excuse for that, and now there was no need for it either.

      He carried the cleaver to the bathroom.

      John faced himself in a mirror for the second time that night. He stood and stared for a long time, his fingers tight in the loops of the cleaver’s handle. His lips moved but he wasn’t the one doing the talking.

      He began with his torso, dragging the razor-sharp blade over his chest and cutting into his arms. He made X marks and jagged lines, some deep and some surface level. He went at his back, drawing blood from his shoulder blades and behind his neck. He turned, staring at his face as he carved it up, watching Nicky appear clearer with every slice, like putting together a puzzle.

      John hardly felt the pain. His excitement was too high.

      He opened his cheek right where Bobby had hit him with the axe in part four. He pulled down his earlobe and lobbed off the bottom fleshy part where Julie had gone at him with the weed whacker in part eight. Another gash, where Sandy smashed a Christmas ornament across his face in part seven. A cut on top of his head, where Wes got a lucky shot with a machete in part twelve.

      Then he started using the spikes.

      He rolled the handle over his belly, poking a perfect line of holes to show where Nicky had been wrapped in barbwire in part six. He stuck himself in the arms and thighs, red dots appearing as he tattooed himself. And when he was satisfied with the mutilation, he looked at his reflection one last time, then turned his face up, gazing at the ceiling as the last spike on the cleaver inched closer to his left eye.

      Where Molly had gotten him.

      John closed his right eye so the spike was all he would see. He didn’t flinch, didn’t even blink. He refused to miss a single second. Slowly, the spike pierced his cornea, ocular fluid rising. He blinked it away, shuddering as the spike drove deeper, invading the anterior chamber while zeroing in on a pupil dilated by madness. The tip of the spike gave way to its wider body, and John turned it like a screw, the cold steel entering the vitreous body of the eye.

      Then the blood came.

      The blood and the darkness.
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      “This could work.”

      Rob stood upon the rocks, looking out across the cliff at the peak of the trail. Below, the river frothed and lapped, and Lola preferred listening to its soothing rhythm rather than the young director’s blathering. At least he was being positive today instead of poo-pooing every single location. He wasn’t shooting down any suggestions that weren’t his own, but he was completely changing everything Lola believed was great about the original Lunatic.

      “We could do a literal cliffhanger,” Rob said. “Molly could be hanging by her hands on the edge of the cliff here, and Nicky could be standing up here, swinging at her fingers with the cleaver.”

      He turned to Reese. As always, the assistant’s face brightened when the director looked at her, a complimentary mask of agreement. Reese knew what she wanted and would kiss every butt cheek in Hollywood to get it.

      Good for her, Lola thought.

      “Brilliant,” Reese said, taking notes. “I love it, Rob.”

      “It’s all coming to me,” he said with pride. “That’s the creative process, Reese. When you have vision, it comes to you like this, like fireworks going off inside your mind.” He flashed his hands. “Boom-pop-pop-boom.”

      “This is going to be huge, Rob. I can feel it.”

      “It’s in the air today, isn’t it?” he asked. He looked to Lola. “You’re feeling it too, right? Sure you are. I’m on fire.”

      He framed imagined scenes with his hands, a caricature of a director, more Bugs Bunny than Alfred Hitchcock. Lola turned away so Reese and Rob wouldn’t see her eyes roll.

      This was what happened when fanboys became filmmakers. Just because someone liked the horror genre and could rattle off arcane facts about movies didn’t mean they could make a good one themselves. The more they talked about this remake—reimagining, as Rob Siricho called it—the more it sounded like they were making a fan film for YouTube instead of a major motion picture. For all Rob’s talk about wanting to turn Lunatic into his own vision, he clearly didn’t have one. Like some egotistical Ed Wood Jr., he went with whatever came to him in the moment rather than thinking it over or trying to improve upon the concept, never realizing that the first thing you think of is the first thing other people would too, and therefore the furthest thing from creative. If he worked this way when writing the script, there’d be only the scrambled writings of a hack for the cast and crew to work with. And if Rob worked this way once the cameras were rolling, the final product would be complete shit.

      It's not your movie, Lola kept telling herself.

      But that wasn’t exactly true. It was no conceit for her to say she was one of the founders of Lunatic. She hadn’t created it the way Damien Thompson had, and hadn’t carried the series for all fifteen films the way John Zain had, but she’d been an integral part of the saga. She was to Nicky Hector what Jamie Lee Curtis was to Michael Myers, what Sigourney Weaver was to the xenomorphs in the Alien series. So, in no small way, this was her movie. Over the years, she may have been embarrassed by it at times, but as she’d matured, Lola had grown to appreciate what these wacky slasher films meant not just to her, but to the world. The longevity of the series and its adoring legions of fans made her proud of Lunatic, and that pride made her protective of the property, as if it were a third child. She hadn’t realized this until someone came along who was obviously going to crap all over it, whether they intended to or not. Working with Rob Siricho was like seeing an ex-con show up in a van to pick up your daughter for a date. It made Lola uneasy. It made her mad.

      “A cliffhanger?” Lola said. “You really want to do that?”

      Rob scrunched his nose. “Yeah. Why not?”

      “Well,” she said, unable to hold back a bitter laugh. “It’s a cliché. In fact, it’s a huge cliché. I mean, it goes all the way back to the days of silent films.”

      Rob put his hands on his hips, a chicken about to peck corn. “So it’ll be an homage.”

      “No, homage is a word people use when they’re trying to justify ripping something off. It’s just like when someone says a movie subverts what a genre calls for when really it just fails to deliver what an audience wants.”

      The director’s face flushed while his assistant went pale. The first tingle of regret went through Lola. Great, she thought. You just had to poke the lizard who thinks he’s a dragon.

      Rob’s nostrils flared. “Are you saying I don’t know what my audience wants?”

      “No, no. I didn’t mean it like that.”

      “Then what did you mean?”

      “I’m just saying the first thought isn’t always the best one. When Damien Thompson wrote the original Lunatic, he did more than ten drafts of the script. I believe there were even more when we did part five. He was his own worst critic and that drove him to create something unique instead of just churning out what had already been done.” Lola exhaled. “I mean, c’mon, Rob, look at these ideas you’ve had today. Molly hanging from a cliff; a cat jump scare; an old man telling the teens this rafting center is cursed; Molly seeing Nicky standing behind a bush, and then he goes behind it and is gone before her friends can see him too. You’re a fan of the genre. You know as well as I do these things have been done to death.”

      Rob tapped one foot, his arms crossed. “So now you’re saying I’m unoriginal. That I can’t be as good as Damien Thompson.”

      “Rob, c’mon…”

      “No, you c’mon! You think just because you starred in a handful of these movies you could make a better one than I can? You’re an actress, not a screenwriter, not a director.”

      “Actually, I’ve done both of those things.”

      “Well, certainly not on my level.”

      “That’s true, but—”

      “Let me explain something to you, Lola Lang. You’re only here because I wanted you in my movie. I grew up watching you. I guess part of me still has that innocent crush on you I had back in the day. Yes, I’m a fan, but that doesn’t mean I’m gonna let some—no offense—washed-up scream queen come along and tell me how to make my movie.”

      “Rob, I just—”

      “There’s a reason Redmax gave me this gig. I have credentials. Chop Block made bank on a shoestring budget. Sure, people like you said it was just a Saw rip-off, but they just don’t understand my stuff. They said my movie Hostile was nothing but torture porn and wasn’t scary at all, that it only appealed to the lowest common denominator horror fans. Everybody thinks they’re Siskel and Ebert! Well, I didn’t listen to the critics. I kept on being me, and now I’m making big budget films.”

      “Rob—”

      “People see you in this movie, they’ll probably criticize me for stunt casting. Ever think of that?”

      Lola crossed her arms. “Are you allowing me to speak now?”

      Pursing his lips, Rob seemed to come back down from his soapbox. At least one foot. He waited for Lola’s reply.

      “You asked me to be a creative consultant,” she said. “Now, is that what you really want, or do you just want to surround yourself with sycophants like Reese here?”

      Reese glared but Rob said nothing to defend her.

      “Look,” Lola said, “Some creatives ask what people think but they don’t really want to hear it. They just want applause and nothing else. If you can’t see the value in constructive criticism, then what am I even doing here?”

      Rob tapped his foot some more, looking away. The sound of the river emphasized the silence that had fallen between her and the director.

      “You’re right,” he said.

      Relieved, Lola began to smile.

      “You don’t belong here,” Rob said.

      Lola’s smile fell. “What?”

      “You heard me. You’re right. I don’t know why you’re here. I’ll call James at the studio. We’ll get you on the first flight out in the morning.”

      “Wait…are you firing me?”

      “No, Lola. You fired yourself.”

      “That’s not fair.”

      “Neither is telling me I don’t know how to make a good horror movie.”

      “Damn it, Rob, that’s not what I said!”

      He put up his hand, a final rejection. “I’m sure the producers will compensate you for the termination of the contract.”

      Lola looked to Reese. The assistant flipped her dyed hair, a cute smirk telling Lola just how she felt about the situation. But even if Lola hadn’t criticized her, Reese never would have defended Lola or anyone else. If Rob wanted something, it was always for the best.

      “So that’s it?” Lola said. “I don’t get to keep my creative consultant credit?”

      “Was I not clear enough? You’re off the picture, Lola. You’re not going to be a creative consultant, and you’re not gonna star in it either. I’ll find someone more agreeable to fill the role.”

      “Jesus. You’re not even going to let me star in it now?”

      “You’re not the only scream queen out there. I could probably get Dee Wallace Stone or Kathleen Kinmont. Maybe Felicia Rose. Hell, all three could make cameos.”

      “But not the woman who actually played Molly Harrison.”

      “For fuck’s sake—you’re off the picture! How many more ways do I have to say it, lady?”

      “Don’t call me lady.”

      Rob sighed in annoyance and started walking away.

      “And don’t turn your back on me when I’m talking to you!” Lola said. “Where are your manners?”

      He spun back. “What’re you, my mother?”

      “No, I’m the actress you claimed to revere so much. I’m the one fans across the world associate with the good Lunatic movies. Did you notice how that couple at the diner wanted to take pictures with me but not you? That’s because I am more a part of this legacy than you could ever hope to be, you self-obsessed, snot-nosed, thin-skinned prick. So go ahead. Make your trope-filled, hackneyed remake. I’m sure it’ll be just as highly regarded as all horror remakes, which are placed right in the shitter.”

      Rob struggled with what to say.

      “A writer-director who can’t find words,” Lola said, smirking. “You need to get over yourself, kid. I’ve seen your other films. You’re not the next Wes Craven or Damien Thompson. Hell, you’re not even the next Uwe Boll.”

      “Hey!” Rob shouted in outrage.

      But it was Lola’s turn to walk away.

      “We’re done here,” she said. “Now I see what Jonathan Zain was talking about. This remake is going to be a load of garbage. He has every reason to be pissed off about it.”
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      Ellie understood Rachel wanting to take a shower after having Brady’s uninvited hands all over her. The shower stalls were located in the recreation center, in gender designated locker rooms. It made Ellie uncomfortable to shower with other girls, especially ones that were older than her and had fully developed. If she could avoid it, she wasn’t going to take any showers while she was here. The river would wash her clean enough.

      While Rachel bathed, Ellie took a walk around the grounds, enjoying the scenic view of Oregon. There were mountains back home in California too, but something about these ones were more awe-inspiring. Perhaps it was because she was standing here on her own. No parents, no Rachel, no friends. Just her and a seemingly endless mountain range. The woods around the center were lush and green, tree limbs reaching toward the sun. She outstretched her arms, tilted her head back, and shut her eyes, feeling the warmth on her skin and the gentle breeze in her hair.

      “Hey,” a woman said.

      Ellie opened her eyes, following the voice.

      It was the bleach-blonde woman they’d seen on the bus, the one with the spiked bracelets and knee-high boots. Heavy eyeshadow smoked her eyes and her nose ring gleamed in the sunlight. She was sitting on a picnic table, smoking a cigarette.

      “How’re you doing?” the woman asked.

      Ellie looked both ways as if she were crossing a street. No Rachel. She wasn’t frightened to be alone with this woman; she was just worried her shyness would cause her to embarrass herself, that she would say something idiotic that would haunt her all day.

      “I’m fine,” she managed to say. “You?”

      The woman blew smoke from her nostrils. “I’m good. Nice day, huh?”

      Ellie nodded, hands clasped together in front of her.

      “A bit hot out, though,” the woman said. “I must’ve changed shirts three times today. Of course, it would help if I didn’t wear all black, but I committed to that a long time ago.” She hopped off the table. “I’m Brianna. What’s your name?”

      “Um…Ellie.”

      “You almost sound like you’re not sure.”

      Ellie looked away, nerves rising.

      “Hey,” Brianna said, grinning. “I was just joking. Boy, you’re a shy one, huh? That’s okay. I used to be the same way when I was your age. You grow out of it.”

      This made Ellie smile. “I like your makeup.”

      “Thanks.”

      “I wish my Mom and Dad would let me wear makeup.”

      Ellie could’ve kicked herself. Why did she say that? She sounded like a child!

      Brianna gave her a mischievous look. “Are your parents here?”

      Ellie shook her head.

      “Then they won’t have to know if we give you a little makeover.”

      Brianna winked and Ellie giggled. She liked Brianna instantly. It was often easier to talk to a woman than girls her own age, especially if the women were younger. In women in their twenties, Ellie saw what she would soon become. Women like Brianna weren’t like her mother, aunts, or teachers. They liked good music and wore cool outfits and had cute boyfriends. Admiration loosened Ellie up.

      “So, what’re you up to?” Brianna asked.

      “Just waiting on my sister.”

      “Yeah, I’m waiting on my boyfriend. He had to go change into regular clothes. He had on this cool outfit.”

      “What’s that?” Ellie asked.

      Brianna pulled down the bottom of her t-shirt so the picture was clear. Ellie stared at the image of the one-eyed madman with a cleaver hovering over a terrified woman. Above the picture were the words “Lunatic XII: Butcher of the Brook” in bloody red letters.

      “Hey,” Ellie said. “I know that. They filmed some of those movies here.”

      Brianna’s eyes went wide. “Whoa. You know Lunatic?”

      Ellie nodded.

      “I’m impressed. You a horror movie fan?”

      “Well, I haven’t actually seen it yet, but I want to. I only just learned about it yesterday. There’s a book of it in my sister and I’s cabin.”

      “Girl, are you serious? There’s a book? You mean, like, the novelization?”

      “Yep. Of the first movie.”

      Brianna put her hands into her hair. “Holy shit. That book is, like, super rare. My boyfriend’s been looking for it for forever.”

      Ellie suddenly felt possessive. She wanted to read the book too. Ellie expected Brianna to ask her for it, but Brianna seemed to brush the whole thing off. It made sense. The book didn’t belong to either of them.

      “My sister says there’s a lot of those movies,” Ellie said.

      “Fifteen. More than Ernest P. Worrell.”

      “Who?”

      Brianna snickered. “Never mind. Before your time. Anyway, I think only James Bond has Nicky Hector beat for the number of movies.”

      “Nicky. That’s the bad guy, right?”

      Brianna nodded.

      “How could they make so many movies about the same thing?” Ellie asked.

      “Oh, they’re all different. I mean, the first few are pretty similar because they all take place at a place like this, you know? A rafting center or camp. But the third one amps things up with the kill count, and the gore effects are super bitchin’.”

      Brianna leaned in conspiratorially and Ellie smiled wider, feeling oddly at ease with her.

      “In part four,” Brianna said, “is where Nicky Hector really becomes The Holiday Man. I mean, he attacked people on vacations in the first three, so those times were mostly holidays too, but in part four it became a bigger part of his identity and mythos. It’s like Jason getting the hockey mask in Friday the 13th 3D. Pretty cool. But Lunatic four isn’t the best. It kind of drags and the kills are pretty tame. The thing everybody really bitches about though is the characters. They’re all either annoying or dull, so with no one to like, there’s no one to root for. That’s why they brought Molly back for the next one.”

      “Molly?”

      “Yeah. She’s the final girl. The ultimate final girl, if you ask me.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Sorry. Sometimes I forget not everybody’s a horror nerd. A final girl is like the last man standing, but it’s a chick. She’s the last person alive after the killer knocks off everyone else. But she’s more than that. A final girl is not just someone to be afraid for, they’re someone to really root for. They usually take on the killer in the end and survive.”

      “So, they’re the heroine.”

      “Yeah, but they’re not like Wonder Woman or a cop or something like that. They’re just, like, regular people. Usually, they’re teenagers who have to stand up and fight to save themselves.”

      Ellie’s eyes went wide. “Whoa. That’s pretty badass.”

      “Hell yeah. And the most badass of all is Molly Harrison. When she comes back in part five, she is ready for the motherfucker.”

      Ellie blushed at the language but didn’t mind. That Brianna cursed around her without thinking about it made her feel more grown-up.

      “She’s tougher than Sarah Conner in Terminator 2,” Brianna continued, “and years before that movie even existed. Definitely the most kickass chick in horror. And you know what the best part is?”

      “What?”

      Brianna leaned in closer. “She’s heeeeerrrre.”

      “Wait…what?”

      “The actress who played her. Lola Lang. She’s here right now. My boyfriend and I met her yesterday. She was super nice. Really a laid-back chick.”

      “Oh, okay. The actress. Does she vacation here a lot or something?”

      “Nah, it’s better than that. She’s here with these other people from Hollywood. They’re scouting the place out for the next Lunatic movie.”

      Ellie’s eyebrows drew closer together. “Wait…they still make those movies? I thought they were from the ’80s.”

      Brianna shrugged. “That’s the thing about slashers. You can never really kill ’em.”

      The idea of that gave Ellie goosebumps—a monster that can’t be killed. But she realized Brianna meant the movies were unstoppable, not an actual madman with a cleaver.

      These were just stupid horror movies.

      There was no such thing as Nicky Hector.
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      Nicky put on his butcher coat. It was the final piece of the ensemble, the final step in John’s transformation. The weeping cuts on his arms made lovely blood dots through the white fabric. There would be no corn syrup and red number five this time. The coat would be decorated properly.

      Stuffing his gorged-out socket with gauze, he taped it down and wrapped the bandage around his head. The cuts on his bald dome would soon scab over, and he would be his old self again. Not the Nicky in a bloody Santa suit from part seven, Silent Night, Violent Night; not the Nicky in the pilgrim costume from part eleven, The Carving; not the loathsome Nicky in flip-flops and carrying a ukulele, as he’d been in part thirteen, Nicky Goes Hawaiian. No, this was classic Nicky, the iconic look he’d had from parts two through six, the classic one-eyed butcher. This was the Nicky they made collectible action figures of. This was the one people remembered from the covers of VHS boxes.

      He smiled at himself in the mirror.

      The world was about to witness the resurrection of Nicky Hector.

      That would make a good title too. Lunatic XVI: The Resurrection of Nicky Hector.

      Leaving the bathroom, Nicky dug the old combat boots out of John’s closet and dusted them off. Fake blood was still crusted on the laces from previous features. His brother-in-law had given them to him years ago. They matched well with the new items John had stolen from the cop’s closet. The boots still fit his feet perfectly too, just as his fingers did through the grip of the cleaver. It was all meant to be.

      Nicky headed for the front door, leaving everything behind. He had no desire for this apartment or the comforts it offered. His only desire was for revenge, a lust that was never satiated. He had a remake to stop, but it’d also been too long since he’d ripped apart those damned teenagers who ruined his father’s business. He was bloodthirsty for them.

      He snatched the keys to John’s car and headed out.

      Nicky knew exactly where he was going.
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      Luke kept his promise.

      For a few hours.

      As Rachel walked across the field, bypassing the volleyball game going on between the twins and their friends, she saw her ex-boyfriend standing alone in the shade offered by a cluster of red alders. He tried to appear casual but kept glancing over at her with puppy-dog eyes. Rachel exhaled. She’d just washed the bad vibes of one boy off her, and here came another.

      She should have insisted Luke go home last night. She’d known he wouldn’t be able to just enjoy the rafting center and leave her be. It pissed her off, adding to the residual anger over what happened with Brady. It was time to ventilate.

      Picking up the pace, Rachel made a beeline toward Luke. He must have sensed the fury in her stride, for she saw him gulp. Still, he stood there, waiting for her. It seemed he’d rather have her yelling at him than ignoring him.

      “I’ve had it with this shit!” Rachel said, drawing close to him.

      Luke put up his hands. “Can we just talk?”

      “You’re stalking me, you creep.”

      “Whoa, whoa. No I’m not.”

      “I want this to end. Now.”

      “Rachel, please, if you’ll just—”

      “Yeah, I know. I’ve read your love letter, so I’ve heard everything you have to say.”

      Luke’s shoulders drooped. “Oh. You read it? So then you…”

      “No, Luke. For the thousandth time—no.”

      He looked at the ground. “I thought coming here would make things better, but it only made them worse.”

      “Well, Luke, when you’re right, you’re right.”

      When she saw the hurt these words put in him, Rachel almost wished she hadn’t said them. Almost. She’d come to realize she had to be tough with Luke if she were ever going to shake him off. She’d tried letting him down easy, but he just kept popping back up like some pathetic jack-in-the-box, blubbering and showering her with praise and simply being everything she didn’t want in a boyfriend. Not anymore. Since their breakup, she’d seen his sniveling fragility in a way she never had before, and it sickened her. There had to be some sort of middle ground between cocky, macho assholes like Brady and whiny creeps with no pride like the one who stood before her now.

      Luke and Brady. Neither of them listened when Rachel said no. There had to be guys out there who would.

      “Get out of here,” she told him.

      “Okay,” Luke said, nodding. “I will. I just wanna do a few things first.”

      “No!” she said, turning red. “No, no, no! I said no, Luke, and I fucking mean it! Either leave this place or I’ll report you to the management and then they’ll throw you out.”

      Luke huffed. “You can’t do that. I paid to be here, same as you.”

      She was about to tear into him again when someone interrupted them.

      “This guy bothering you?” a man said.

      It was the guy from the bus, the one with the crazy t-shirts. The one he had on now read Ice Cream Man and pictured a weirdo holding an ice cream cone dripping with blood. Beside the t-shirt man stood his girlfriend. So did Ellie. Rachel looked at the trio, stunned speechless. In Ellie’s eyes she saw flurries of protective rage and wondered if she would have to shield Luke from an assault on his testicles.

      “Yes,” Ellie said, answering for Rachel. “This guy is bothering her, Zed.”

      Luke gulped again. The man in the scary t-shirt was taller than Luke and thicker in body. He didn’t appear mean, but he did appear serious.

      “I heard her yelling ‘no’ over and over,” Zed said to Luke. “A decent man understands what no means and respects a lady’s wishes.”

      Luke always struggled to stand up for himself, and this situation was no different.

      “We were having a private conversation,” he said, meek as a titmouse.

      “Sorry, dude, but it seems to me she doesn’t wanna talk to you anymore.”

      Rachel turned to the man. “I’m sorry…who are you?”

      “Zed.”

      “Okay, well, Zed, it’s nice of you to care but I don’t need you to swoop in and protect me, okay? I’m a big girl and I can handle myself.”

      “I dig that. It’s just that your sister here was concerned. She asked me to check on you and make sure everything was cool.”

      Ellie frowned at him. “No, I didn’t. I asked you to come over here and punch Luke’s brains in.”

      “That’s true,” Zed said with a chuckle. “But I was hoping that wouldn’t be necessary.”

      “Yeah, Ellie,” his girlfriend said. “Violence should always be the last option.”

      Ellie’s jaw dropped. “What? What’re you talking about, Brianna? What about final girls and Molly kicking Nicky’s ass? You were just saying that—”

      “That’s just a movie, Ellie. Movie blood and guts is fun, but I don’t approve of the real thing. You can be a tough chick without always resorting to violence.”

      Ellie seemed genuinely hurt by this, like a child who’s just found out Santa was a hoax and their parents had been lying to them their entire lives. Rachel didn’t even know what the hell was going on anymore. The rafting center had become an insane asylum.

      “Ellie,” Rachel said. “Just mellow out, okay? I’m fine.” She nodded at Zed. “Thank you. Really. But I’ve got this.”

      “Okeydokey.”

      As he walked away, Rachel was more grateful for the man’s respect than his chivalry. Brianna stayed behind, aware Ellie was upset with her and not knowing what to say. Zed took Brianna’s hand and urged her along. But Ellie wasn’t going anywhere. She stood with her hands on her hips, her face pinched like a snarling Rottweiler.

      “Ellie,” Rachel said. “I’ve got this, okay?”

      “You mean like you got Brady?”

      Rachel went cold. “Don’t say things like that.”

      Before the sisters could argue any further, Luke threw up his hands in defeat and started walking away.

      “Fine,” he said with a sniff. “I can take a hint, Rachel.”

      A hint? she thought. Jesus Christ, Luke.

      “I’ll never bother you again,” he said, his voice cracking. “I’ll leave first thing in the morning. You’ll never have to see me again!”

      Then the levee burst, and Luke sobbed as he followed the trail toward the cabins, his head hung low into his chest, his whole posture crippled by sadness. But he kept moving, finally ashamed enough to run for cover. When he was gone, Rachel sighed with relief.

      “Unbelievable,” she muttered.

      “You should’ve let my friend punch him,” Ellie said.

      “El, who even were those people?”

      “Zed and Brianna. They may look weird, but they’re really nice.”

      Rachel was torn. She wasn’t happy Ellie had dragged other people into her business, but she was thrilled Ellie had managed to talk to people when she wasn’t there to hold her hand, even if they were adults instead of Ellie’s age.

      “Brianna’s gonna give me a makeover,” Ellie said.

      “Oh, brother. That’s just what you need, to be twelve with bleached hair and more makeup on than a Paris prostitute.”

      “Hey! Don’t talk about my friend that way!”

      “Okay, okay. I’m sorry. I’m glad you’re making friends. Really, I am. It’s just been a stressful day for me.”

      “I know. I’m sorry too.” She went to Rachel and wrapped her arms around her. “I just hate seeing people treat you bad. First Luke, then Brady, now Luke again!”

      “Believe me, I’m sick of it too.”

      Ellie released Rachel and put her hands back on her hips, serious again, her eyes like hard onyx.

      “Next guy who messes with you,” she said, “is gonna be real sorry.”
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      It was past seven in the evening, but the sun was still out, the dog days of summer bordering on endless. Most of Clear River’s guests had gone home. In the golden glow that welcomed the night, Zed and Brianna squeezed comfortably together in a hammock, taking breaks from sipping craft beers to kiss. From his cabin, Luke peeped on the couple, mourning the loss of what he’d once had. Dudder gathered kindling for another bonfire while Vivia and Phoebe passed his joint back and forth. Ellie and Rachel floated on inner tubes with Noah, staying clear of Brady’s station without mentioning why, and Noah was courteous enough not to ask. Rob had Reese pack his bags for tomorrow, satisfied with the day’s surge of creative revelation. The assistant fantasized as she did so, dreaming of the day she wouldn’t have to dote on this self-absorbed dipshit any longer. Alone, Lola took to a stroll on Red Rabbit Trail, soaking in the good memories the place held, knowing it was likely the last time she’d ever come here, at least for any involvement with Lunatic.

      Far from view of anyone at the rafting center, a lone car came up the dirt road, heading toward the parking lot a couple of miles from Clear River. On the seat was a small pile of bloody gauze that had been removed from the driver’s head. It’d been a long journey. The car pulled beside the converted school bus. The driver’s door came open, a pair of combat boots hitting the dirt, sending a dust cloud up around a long, white coat.

      Chico had been snoozing in the driver’s seat of the bus. The hot day had worn him down. The bus had no air conditioning, so only the small fan mounted on the dashboard offered any relief over the many hours he’d spent driving vacationers back and forth from the rafting center. The final haul was over, but he still had to do an equipment check and sweep up before signing out. He’d only meant to rest his eyes. Instead, he’d conked out for almost half an hour. The sound of a car door slamming shut pulled him out of a dream about those twins who’d been frolicking about Clear River like something out of a racy movie. It’d been too long since he’d taken a woman to bed. Maybe he’d hit the bars tonight and see what happened. He wasn’t quite fifty yet. There was still time to meet someone new, maybe even someone to grow old with. He wasn’t averse to trying marriage a third time.

      Rising from his seat, Chico looked out the window at the bald man walking around his car.

      Come on, man, he thought. A little late to come to the river, isn’t it?

      Chico pulled the lever to open the door and went down the steps, staying on the last one. Sure enough, Baldy was heading toward the bus.

      “Sorry, pal,” Chico said. “No more rides today, eh? Clear River’s closing up for tonight.”

      The man didn’t reply. Chico groaned, not wanting to deal with a difficult customer right now. He wanted to go home, splash on some Old Spice, and get a few beers in him as soon as possible.

      “Hey, man,” he said. “You hear what I say? Sorry, but no more rides. Come back tomorrow and I take you, ’kay? No charge for you, my friend.”

      The man came in a slow gait, looking at the ground, the setting sun behind him. There was something off about the guy. Why was he wearing a coat in this heat? He must have used an old razor to shave his head, for his dome was sprinkled with cuts. When he came closer, Chico realized the wounds were serious.

      “My friend, were you in an accident?” Chico stepped out of the bus. “Shit, man, you’re all banged up! Listen, don’t worry. I didn’t know you was hurt. I drive you to the center building. We can get you an ambulance, yeah?”

      Something flashed in the man’s hand, catching an orange beam of the dying light.

      Chico froze. The man’s head came up, and when Chico saw his face, he couldn’t help but shout in horror. He’d never seen anything so grotesque. He swore in Spanish, then mumbled a little prayer and crossed himself.

      “My friend, you—”

      He cut himself short when he saw what the man was holding. Chico turned toward the bus, running for the steps as the man raised the cleaver. Chico jumped inside and went for the lever to close the door, but the man jumped into the gap, the door wedging him partway in. His arm thrashed inside, his weapon cutting the air. Chico dropped into the driver’s seat and reached for the ignition.

      No keys.

      “Shit!”

      He stood to dig into his shorts for the keys, and the cleaver-wielding lunatic forced his way into the bus and lunged up the stairs. Chico hurled himself into the aisle but stumbled when he lost a flip-flop. The lunatic grabbed him and the cleaver came down, just missing Chico’s skull but slicing his right ear in half. He screamed as his neck went warm with blood. He managed to right himself and took a swing at his attacker, going for the gaping wound where his eye had been. Though Chico socked him good, whatever pain he inflicted seemed to only add to the lunatic’s rage, and the cleaver came down again. Chico put his arms over his face to protect himself and fell backward as he was hacked and slashed. Blood whipped the air like lariats, kites of flesh sailing, terror pounding in Chico’s heart. He begged for his life but was ignored.

      Another chop and the cleaver dug into bone. The lunatic twisted Chico’s arm once more, tearing it from his body. Chico collapsed. The lunatic grinned, a sight even more horrible than his mutilation.

      He held up Chico’s severed limb. “Never go into a fight unarmed!”

      The laughter of the truly mad followed, gravelly yet robust, and then the cleaver’s spiked knuckles came down upon Chico’s head. Soon he was being dragged off the bus and out into the field, and as he lay there dying, Chico heard the lunatic shout into the distance.

      “Watch out for Nicky, Molly! He’s out there, and he’s mad as hell!”
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      His father’s old diner was a dark shadow in the gloaming. No lights on inside. No lights for the parking lot. Everything was cracked and overrun with weeds. The boards on the windows caused Nicky to grimace. He could imagine years of rotten punk teenagers breaking into the place to befoul it with graffiti, used condoms, and cigarette butts, further insulting the Hector family’s legacy. Many years ago, they’d poisoned the business by turning this whole area into a hangout where they did drugs and drank beer and screwed in their cars, blasting that damned heavy metal music. Dad was right to want to bury them all—literally. Young Nicky had been happy to assist in the mass murder, blending into the original group of no-good kids so he could pick them off one by one. His little dandelions of blood.

      They called him a lunatic, but there was nothing crazy about wanting to protect the family business. Nicky didn’t truly go insane until his father was killed. Dad was revealed to be The Butcher of the Brook, and the lone survivor of that bloody weekend in 1982 had only escaped by taking him out. This final girl thought she’d killed Nicky that night too, but he kept coming back, year after year, forever seeking his revenge.

      Now he was back again, and so was Molly Harrison.

      A pair of headlights caught Nicky’s eye, causing him to retreat to the cover of maple trees. An old pickup shuddered over the rocky path and pulled into the lot, backing up so its bed faced the diner. Nicky gripped the cleaver tight. The handle was still tacky with the bus driver’s blood. It felt so right in his hand. He was complete again. He was himself. There were no longer any illusions of being failed actor Jonathan Zain. At Blood River, Nicky was the only reality.

      A grayed man in overalls came out of the truck. He shuffled his steps, slightly hunched from decades of manual labor. Nicky would be doing the old-timer a favor…but he was going to kill him anyway. The old man began unloading stacks of two-by-fours at the front of the diner.

      Renovations, Nicky thought. Renovations for the remake.

      He’d stopped the remake’s cast. Now he had to stop its crew.

      The old-timer unlocked the diner’s front door and carried two electric lanterns inside. It seemed he would be working late, probably to benefit from the cooler temperatures the night brought. All boarded up, the diner would be stifling by day in the summer heat. The old-timer went back and forth from his truck to the building, carrying power tools and paint cans, and finally a red toolbox, completing his straight-out-of-Norman-Rockwell motif.

      In a moment, he’d look more like a Lucio Fulci film.

      Nicky snuck out of the woods. Inside the diner, the old man hung up one of the lanterns, casting the work area in a harsh glow. Nicky crept toward the doorway like a shadow. The old man had his back to the entrance, busy unloading his tools of the trade. A metal lunchbox with the name Jip on it was by his feet. With no electricity in the diner, the power tools were all either on batteries or ran on gas, the latter being Nicky’s personal preference. Near the entryway lay a handheld circular saw. Nicky smiled as he picked it up.

      When the metallic squeal of the blade echoed through the diner, the startled old man spun around. He was frightened for only a split second, then grew angry.

      “Damn it!” Jip shouted over the saw. “You again? Didn’t you and your girlfriend take enough pictures earlier? I done told you this here’s private property!”

      “That’s right,” Nicky said with a hiss, “this property belongs to Lunatic, not some cheap imitation.”

      Jip wasn’t even listening. “Get lost ’fore I call the cops! And put down that there saw, it ain’t yours to play with, son.”

      “I ain’t your son. I’m the son of the Butcher of the Brook, and I’m here to carry on his legacy.”

      He revved the saw and as he stepped into the light, Jip’s mouth fell open at the sight of Nicky’s mutilated face.

      “Holy moly…” Jip muttered.

      Now the old-timer seemed to sense the danger he was in. He stepped back, Nicky blocking the doorway so he couldn’t escape. The saw spun with an ear-splitting screech.

      “Stay away from me!” Jip said.

      He reached into his pocket and drew out a boxcutter. Hardly a challenge for a power saw, but Nicky respected the effort. It was incredible how many people just stood there and got killed. A fight was always more fun.

      Nicky lunged. Jip stumbled backward and tripped over his lunchbox. Ham on rye rolled along, a Twinkie chasing it. Jip managed to hold on to the boxcutter and swung up at Nicky with it. The blade caught the sleeve of his butcher’s coat but barely broke the skin beneath. The sting of the cut only made Nicky giggle. He pressed the trigger all the way and the saw roared as he swung it down at Jip’s screaming face, splitting it right down the center.

      

      
        
        ————

      

      

      

      Before leaving the parking lot, Nicky had dragged the bus driver’s corpse into the nearby field. Now that he had his diner back, he could stash the rest of his victims here, just as Dad had done. Flinging Jip over his shoulder in a fireman’s carry, Nicky walked around the counter and into the kitchen. He opened the door to the walk-in cooler. Hanging by lengths of chain were the old meat hooks Dad used for carcasses, be they cattle or teens. It was all the same to Dad. Nicky dropped the old man, lowered the chain, and swung the hook with both hands, driving it between Jip’s shoulder blades. Then he pulled the chain until the corpse was suspended in the air like a bandit at the gallows in an old western movie.

      Nicky cocked his head to one side, then the other, staring up at his victim. Slaying adults was a pleasure, but nothing compared to tearing teenagers apart. For too long now he’d been a joke to young people. They only laughed at the latter sequels and called the original films old and outdated, even corny. And so, he’d disappeared. But after seven years of silence, the cleaver was back, and this time, no one would be left alive.

      Exiting the cooler, Nicky returned to the dining area and shut off the lanterns so he would once again be swallowed by the darkness of the diner he called home. He carried his chosen tools to Jip’s truck bed and drove it down the dirt road, parking in a less traveled patch of woods close to the cabins. He could easily transport corpses and switch out his weapons. It was important to have variety so the kills could be creative. Any good slasher film followed that golden rule.

      On foot, he started toward the river and the glow of a bonfire, and the sound of teenagers having a good time, unaware it was to be their last.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER XXIV

          

        

      

    

    
      With the last of the inner tubes roped up by the shed, Brady could finally end his shift. He was way behind, having spent over an hour icing his head and balls. That little brat had socked him good. His head had stopped bleeding, but now he had a knot almost as big as the rock that caused it. Luckily his hair covered the lump, so he wouldn’t have to explain what happened. He could always say he’d fallen but was too proud of his image to be deemed a klutz. He also thought he was way too good-looking to be deemed a molester.

      Hours had gone by since the little incident with Rachel. Surely if the sisters were going to rat on him, they’d have done it by now. Not that he expected anyone to believe them. Why would a handsome, strapping young man like Brady need to force himself on anyone? There were plenty of girls who’d be happy to take their bikinis off for a top-shelf stud like him. As soon as his testicles felt better, he’d start working on the twins. They had better bodies than Rachel anyway—bigger tits, tanner thighs. He’d only gone for Rachel because she was so clearly flustered when they’d met, devouring him with her eyes and giving herself away. Brady figured she’d be easy to snag. Turned out her knees were stitched together.

      Dumb bitch. You blew it big time.

      “Whatever,” he said to himself as he closed the shed.

      He didn’t want to think about this anymore. It was stupid that it even happened. He considered reporting the sisters to his boss and getting them kicked out, but knew they would over-exaggerate, saying he pushed himself on Rachel. He didn’t need the headache of explaining what really happened, especially when he was planning on asking for a raise.

      Brady linked the canoes together on the bank, then returned to the shed with the padlock to find the door open. Hadn’t he just closed it after putting the oars away? It wasn’t like him to leave doors hanging open. He shut it and snapped on the padlock. The moon was nearly full, the cloudless night making the woodland glow enough that he didn’t need the flashlight to walk back to the recreation center. Even on the other side of the river, Brady could smell the smoke of the bonfire going. He was ready to crush some cold ones. Mute the throbbing in his skull and scrotum.

      At the opening of the trail, there was a swift movement of shadow, and the sound of wind being cut as the oar hit Brady in the face. It pulverized his nose and sent his two front teeth flying to the back of his throat. Brady collapsed, but before he could even hit the ground the oar came at him again, bashing against his spine like some medieval torture device. He hit the dirt but managed to scramble to his hands and knees. Through blurred vision, he saw a pair of black combat boots and the bottom of what looked like a doctor’s coat. Brady gazed up at his attacker. He held the oar, slick with Brady’s blood. Silhouetted by the moon, the figure was an unrecognizable, menacing shadow.

      Brady was being assaulted by a lunatic. There was only one thing to do.

      He reached for the lifeguard whistle that hung around his neck. Putting it to his lips, he blew in a panic, hoping to alert help, unaware of the irony of using it like a rape whistle. The lunatic smacked the oar against Brady’s pelvic bone, and he fell again.

      “Please,” Brady whimpered. “Please, stop…”

      The lunatic ignored his cries and hammered Brady’s knees.

      “No!” Brady sobbed. “Please, don’t!”

      When he reached for the whistle this time, the lunatic snatched it, breaking the string. He flung the oar away, snapped Brady’s head back by the hair, and drove the whistle up into one mashed nostril. Brady screamed as the hard metal was driven deeper into his nasal cavity, and soon his every breath sounded like a referee. It blew and blew but no one came running. He was alone with his attacker, and when moonlight gleamed off a blade, Brady knew his suffering wasn’t over yet.

      

      
        
        ————

      

      

      

      Instead of hacking the hunk with the cleaver, Nicky decided to tenderize him with the spikes. He pounded his victim in the stomach until it was a pool of blood. When the young man tried to cover up his wound, Nicky punished him with a spike-punch to the groin, then twisted the handle. Something popped free from the body. Whatever it was, this boy wouldn’t be needing it anymore.

      When his victim finally went still and the whistling fell silent, Nicky wiped his cleaver clean on his coat and smiled down at the mangled remains of the once handsome young man. It was good to have a hunk in a slasher movie. Male producers always gave the audience plenty of T&A, with gratuitous scenes of teen girls showering, changing clothes, or even getting it on in the woods. But too often the movies lacked a heartthrob for the ladies to gawk at. Many of the Lunatic films had that flaw, but not this one. This final entry in the series was going to be perfect. For once Nicky would have it all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER XXV

          

        

      

    

    
      Lola’s breath caught in her chest.

      What the hell was that?

      At first it sounded like screaming, startling her as she wandered alone on Red Rabbit Trail, using a flashlight on her way back to the cabin. But then the screaming became a series of whistles. Someone was playing a game. Through the brush she saw the flickering glow of a bonfire.

      When you’re young, she thought, every night is a party.

      She wondered if she could join the fun or if she’d only crash it by trying. She wasn’t an old lady, but she was a mature adult, and that was old enough to people under twenty-five, as these revelers were. Perhaps if she told them of her scream queen status…

      Drawing closer to the clearing, the smell of open beers and marijuana intensified the nostalgia Lola had felt since arriving at Clear River. But when she saw the crowd up close, she was reminded just how long ago her teen years were. To Lola, these people looked even younger than they were. At some point, twenty-year-olds had started looking like twelve-year-olds to her. Once you passed forty, anyone under thirty was practically a baby, and having teenage kids of your own only intensified the feeling. One of the boys was dangerously close to the fire, and Lola had the urge to tell him to step back. The twins were still in their skimpy bikinis, and she wanted to tell them to put some clothes on. Maternal instincts kicked in before the urge to pop a beer. No matter how much she missed it, she simply didn’t belong here anymore.

      She decided to retire for the night, effectively retiring from Lunatic too, but as she reached the cabin a girl approached her. This one really was twelve—bright-faced and pigtailed, smiling with a mouthful of braces. She held a composition book with both hands.

      “Excuse me,” the girl said. “Are you Molly Harrison?”

      Lola grinned. It was always nice to be appreciated by younger generations.

      “I’m Lola Lang,” she said, “but I played Molly Harrison.”

      The girl looked away, embarrassed. Lola noticed a slightly older girl coming up behind her, and the resemblance told Lola they were sisters. When the eldest approached, the younger one’s bashfulness ebbed.

      “Sorry,” she told Lola. “I got the names mixed up. I haven’t seen Lunatic yet, but I really want to. My new friends Zed and Brianna told me it’s the best scary movie ever.”

      “Well, that was nice of them.”

      “Brianna said you were the most badass heroine ever too! I think that’s really cool, so I was wondering if I could get your autograph?”

      The girl was so giddy, bouncing and biting her bottom lip. Lola wouldn’t think of turning her down. She wouldn’t charge the way she did at conventions. Sometimes just meeting fans, be they old or new, was all she needed. The girl asked her to sign it to Ellie, and Lola inscribed “girls are tough too!”, adding a little heart at the bottom of the letter G in Lang. Ellie showed it to her sister, Rachel, as if it were a winning lottery ticket.

      “Thanks so much,” Ellie told Lola. “I want to be like you someday.”

      “An actress?”

      “No. A badass heroine who stops all the bad guys.”

      Lola chuckled. “You seem pretty badass to me already.”

      “Thanks. I’m trying to build up my courage. I get…shy.”

      “Well, what some people call shy is really just politeness. That’s a rare trait in this day and age. Don’t worry. You’ll come out of your shell soon enough.” She winked. “I know a fellow heroine when I see one.”

      

      
        
        ————

      

      

      

      They weren’t real OxyContin. But Vivia and Phoebe didn’t need to know that. It wasn’t like Dudder was making the twins pay for the pills—not with cash anyway. And it wouldn’t hurt them to take these things either. What was the harm in preventing acid reflux with a little over-the-counter remedy? They wouldn’t get the high of a real opioid, but maybe they’d enjoy a placebo effect. Whatever. By the time they started questioning what they’d taken, Dudder would have already gotten what he wanted. Well, maybe not everything he wanted. He wanted to bang these babes, or at least one of them. He didn’t care which one; couldn’t tell them apart anyway. But it had become more and more obvious neither of the twins would go down as easily as these acid reflux tablets. He might have to settle for simpler thrills.

      “I just wanna see ’em,” he said.

      Dudder had lured the girls to his cabin with the promise of painkillers. He could hardly believe he was alone with them, both hotties standing before him in their scandalous bikinis, their luscious hooters practically bursting from the cups, the tops of their ass cracks showing over their lowcut bikini bottoms.

      “C’mon, Dudder,” Phoebe said. “You didn’t say anything about a peepshow when you invited us here.”

      “Yeah,” Vivia agreed. “You said you had Oxy.”

      “I do.” He drew the plastic baggie from his backpack. “But I’ve given you guys a ton of free weed already. Can’t you give something to ol’ Dudder in return?”

      The twins looked at each other. That they hadn’t immediately rejected him gave Dudder hope they just might go through with it.

      “You’re almost naked already,” Dudder said. “Those bikinis are basically dental floss and eye patches.”

      Phoebe snickered. “Shut up, nerd.”

      “I just want to see those tig ol’ bitties you got. You babes have such bangin’ bods.”

      He drew a joint from his pocket and lit up. The twins smiled at this, Vivia biting her bottom lip, Phoebe raising her eyebrows in a suggestive flirt. When she reached for the joint, Dudder slowly pulled back.

      “You first,” he said. “Unless you’re too chicken shit.”

      “Oooh,” she teased. “Double dog dare me. Then I’ll just have to do it.”

      Vivia smirked. “Yeah, Dudder. What’re you, ten years old?”

      “Guess I’m a kid at heart,” he said.

      “With a kid-sized dick.”

      The sisters shared a laugh. Dudder felt the sting but acted like he hadn’t been affected. Had the twins seen the imprint of his penis through his wet swim trunks earlier in the day? Girls knew how guys shrank in cold water, right?

      “I’ve got three Oxy,” Dudder said, holding the joint in his mouth while he opened the baggie. “You girls want one, you know what to do.”

      “How do we know they’re not roofies?” Vivia asked, smirking again.

      “Yeah,” her sister said. “How do we know you’re not trying to get us naked and drug us?”

      “Simple” Dudder told them. “Imma take one right now. You can even pick out which one I take. They’re all the same.”

      That much was true.

      “Okay,” Phoebe said, at last. “I guess you’ve earned a little peekaboo.”

      Dudder’s loins stirred like a roused pit of snakes.

      “But that’s it,” Vivia added. “No touching. And if you try anything we’ll beat your ass. Our Dad does Muay Thai and he taught us how to kick.”

      Dudder put up his hands in a passive manner. “No prob.”

      “And we want the pills first.”

      After they all took their doses, the twins took turns passing the joint, then took turns removing their tops, giving Dudder a striptease that could lead a man to leave his family. Both girls’ breasts were perfect reflections of the other’s, every inch of the twins a carbon copy. They even seemed to strip in sync, as if they’d been practicing for this moment. Dudder sat on the bed with mouth agape. The twins turned around and bent over, rolling down their bikini bottoms only halfway, but enough to make him moan. The twins giggled.

      “Oooh, I think I’m in Heaven,” Dudder said.

      The weed made his eyes bloodshot, but the female forms before him kept them wide open, so he saw the lumbering figure appear in the window behind Phoebe just before the glass exploded.

      The twins screamed. Dudder sat stunned as a bald lunatic burst through from the waist up and wrapped his arms around Phoebe. Something sharp was in his hand—something cruel. Dudder’s fear froze him, and though Vivia tried to help her sister the cleaver moved too quickly, sinking into Phoebe’s left breast. The sound of cracking ribs made Dudder drop his joint. The lunatic left the cleaver in Phoebe, grabbed her head with both hands, and with one twist snapped her neck. She crumbled to the floor like discarded clothes and the lunatic jumped through the window, spraying glass as he entered the cabin. Vivia shrieked and made a run for the door, and in an act of brute strength the lunatic picked up Phoebe’s body and swung it like he was hitting a grand slam. Vivia crumbled as her sister’s head took her out at the knees, and she hit her forehead on the edge of the table.

      The lunatic went for his cleaver.

      Dudder ran for the window. He felt as if he were in one of those dreams where he was trying to run away from something but it was like he was moving through quicksand. Though his adrenaline was electric, the weed he’d been smoking all day ruined his coordination, and he stumbled as he tried to escape, giving the lunatic plenty of time to grab him and slam him into the windowsill. Broken glass pierced Dudder’s neck. The lunatic pushed him down harder, grinding him back and forth so the shards went deeper. He tried to scream but was muted by the blood flooding his throat. The lunatic swung his cleaver down on the back of Dudder’s neck. Now it was being pierced from both sides. Soon there would be nothing left to keep it intact.

      The lunatic’s voice was like a rattling can of rusty nails. “Seems you know how to make it with the ladies. You must have a pretty good head on your shoulders!” The cleaver sank into the vertebrae in Dudder’s neck. “I think I’ll keep it!”

      Another hack and Dudder’s head fell outside, giving him one last glimpse of the stars before his corpse in the window gushed blood across his face, and then there was only darkness, forever.

      

      
        
        ————

      

      

      

      Bloody. Topless. Terrified.

      Vivia ran through the woods, not even sticking to the trails. She blinked blood from her eyes. Was it her own or did it belong to her sister?

      Your dead sister, she thought, her chest going tight.

      Vivia would have sobbed if she weren’t running so fast. If she didn’t jog four times a week, she might not have gotten away from their attacker and gained this much ground. Despite his strength and power, the killer was too slow to catch her as she bolted out the door and vanished down Red Rabbit Trail. She dodged into the woods so he couldn’t track her. She doubted he could see very well in the dark, especially with just one eye.

      Who the hell was he? Why did he attack them? Was he some kind of lunatic?

      So many questions blazed through her mind, fueled by the greatest horror she had ever known. She called out for help, but though the bonfire was nearby, the music was too loud to expect anyone to hear her. Instead, Vivia followed the porch light of another cabin and pounded on the door, praying for the first time since she was a little girl in Sunday school. Religion didn’t matter to Vivia anymore, but her belief in God skyrocketed when she was scared, and she’d never been this scared before. She begged Jesus to save her, for someone to answer the door, and when her prayers were answered she leapt into the cabin and into the arms of the young man who stood before her. His eyes went wide at the sight of Vivia. Despite her blood and tears, his gaze went right to her bare chest.

      “Close the door!” she said. “He’s out there!”

      “Who? Who?” the guy said. “What’s going—”

      Vivia flicked off the lights and ran behind the bed and crouched there.

      “Hide!” she said.

      “What the hell is going on here?”

      “Just hide!”

      The guy walked to her and crouched down beside her, two kids playing hide-and-seek.

      “Just calm down,” he said. “I can see you’ve been hurt. We’ll get help. My name’s Luke. I think I saw you at the bonfire last night.”

      She shushed him but he kept on yammering.

      “Did you slip on some wet rocks? Man, I almost did earlier today. I was taking a stroll along the riverbank for inspiration. I’m a poet. Nature brings out the—”

      Vivia grabbed Luke’s shirt collar. “Shut your fucking mouth!”

      “Calm down. Jeez.” He looked her over again. “You don’t look too beat up. That’s good. I mean, you obviously hit your head on something with that gash, but your body looks great. Or, um…I mean, you look like you’re alright.”

      “Why won’t you listen to me?” she whispered. “Somebody’s after me. If we’re not quiet, he’ll know we’re in here.”

      Luke gave her a condescending glance. “Who’s after you?”

      “I don’t know. Some crazy guy with one eye. He had on a white coat and had this…this cleaver thing.”

      “Wait,” Luke said. “One eye? A white coat? This cleaver—did it have spikes?”

      Vivia’s eyes went wide. “Yes! You know who he is?”

      “Course I do.” Luke snorted a laugh. “He’s Nicky Hector.”

      He said it so casually. Vivia’s stomach went hollow. She struggled for words despite the many questions she wanted to scream in Luke’s face.

      “Very funny,” he said, smirking. “The fake blood is okay, but the makeup on your head is excellent. I appreciate you going topless. That’s a hell of an added bonus.”

      “What?”

      “You must’ve done your homework. The Lunatic movies always delivered on the T&A. You’re really committed to this bit, huh? Are you one of those horror fanatics like that freak Zed and his girlfriend?”

      “What the fuck are you talking about?”

      “Oh, c’mon.”

      Luke went to the light switch, flicking it on even as Vivia begged him not to.

      “You think you’re the only ones who’ve seen those movies?” he said. “They were pretty popular for a while there.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “And I don’t have time for pranks.”

      “Please, turn off the light.”

      “You had me going for a second there, so you can be happy about that, but I’m working on a poem and need to concentrate.” Luke rubbed his chin, staring at Vivia’s bare flesh again. “Unless you want to stop this charade and just, like, hang out. I could read my work to you. I’d love to get your feedback. You seem like a smart woman. And beautiful.”

      Vivia frowned. “For Christ’s sake…are you hitting on me? Now?”

      “Hey, you’re the one who came to my cabin with no top on and jumped into my arms.”

      “Someone’s trying to kill me!” She began to cry. “He killed my sister. He took Dudder’s fucking head off!”

      Luke’s demeanor shifted. He got down on one knee beside her, patting her back.

      “There, there,” he said.

      Vivia wasn’t sure if he was patronizing her or starting to believe her, but the spinning saw that pierced through the door told her there wasn’t time to figure that out. The wood split, sending a blizzard of splinters and sawdust into the cabin. Luke shrieked even louder than Vivia. The saw blade continued to rip through the door like it was toilet paper. Soon the lunatic would be inside, and there was no other exit. Vivia had to act fast.

      She scanned the room for anything she could use as a weapon. Notebooks and pens on the table. The wooden chair would be too heavy. On a mat by the stove, she noticed Luke’s hiking boots, the laces undone. She thought of her father, of the things he’d taught her about self-defense, and snatched up the boots just as the lunatic burst through the door like some horrible Kool-Aid Man. Luke stood there in shock as the killer came closer, the circular saw roaring, the smell of gasoline permeating the cabin. As the lunatic raised it above his head, Vivia screamed but Luke just stood there, paralyzed with fear as the saw came down upon him, striking him in the chest and digging in, spitting shreds of flesh in the lunatic’s cackling face. Somehow Luke remained standing as the saw went deeper. Vivia heard the blade’s teeth hit bone. Blood poured from Luke’s agape mouth.

      The lunatic still blocked the doorway. Vivia would have to fight.

      She whispered to herself. “Up and over, side to side.”

      Dad’s instructions on using nunchakus. She didn’t have the weapons now, but she held the boots by the laces as she ran at the lunatic. He was still busy sawing Luke apart. She swung a boot into his head and the man merely flinched, so she swung the other one, repeating the pattern—up and over, side to side. He put up his hands to defend himself, letting go of the circular saw. Luke fell with a splat. Vivia batted at the bastard who’d killed her sister, her fear giving way to anger now that she was on the offense. When the lunatic grabbed one of the boots, Vivia kicked him in the knee, losing a flipflop in the process. She wasn’t as skilled as her father but still managed to trip the man up.

      Nicky, she thought. Luke said his name was Nicky.

      She clobbered him once more, then dashed for the open door but slipped in the massive puddle of Luke. She landed on her stomach in the warm pool but bounced right up and ran outside, screaming and drenched with blood.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER XXVI

          

        

      

    

    
      “What the fuck?”

      Zed watched from his lawn chair as the screaming teen ran across the pathway and into the thicket. She was far enough away that she didn’t hear him, but close enough for him to see she was topless. It looked like she had paint on in place of clothes. One of those hippie types, he thought. But why was she screaming like she was being chased by a grizzly? He took a few steps, but the girl had vanished into the woods. He finished his seventh beer of the evening and returned to the cabin.

      Brianna stood in the doorway. “What’s up?”

      “One of those twins just ran by.”

      “The ones who look like Debi Sue Voorhees?”

      Zed returned his girlfriend’s smirk. She knew how hard he’d always crushed on the actress who played Tina in Friday the 13th Part V: A New Beginning. How many hours had he spent searching for the original three-minute sex scene she did in that film, before the MPAA made director Danny Steinmann trim it down? And Brianna was right. These twins really did look like her, including the impeccable boobs.

      “I think she was naked,” he said.

      Brianna snorted a laugh. “You wish.”

      “No, for real. She had on paint or something. It was hard to tell in the dark.”

      “Those two have been getting stoned all day. Body paint wouldn’t surprise me.”

      “Yeah, well, she was running like Jason really was after her.”

      Brianna stepped out of the cabin. “Where’d she go?”

      “Dove into the woods there.”

      “Down the trail?”

      “No, not the trail. I mean she jumped into the woods.”

      Brianna shrugged. “Probably tripping on shrooms.”

      “Shit. You think so?”

      Brianna shrugged again, a little too drunk to care.

      “Seems kinda dangerous,” Zed said. “With the rocky slopes leading down to the river and all.”

      “Oh, don’t be such an old man.” She batted his arm. “We’re reckless too.”

      Brianna put her arms around his waist and pulled him into her, a sure sign she was in the mood. Zed was always up for a triple-x throwdown, as they called it, but was concerned about the twin. What if she really was in danger?

      “We really oughta check on her,” he said.

      Brianna pressed against him. “Check on me, instead.”

      Zed kissed the top of her head. “Real quick. Just to make sure she’s okay.”

      “So chivalrous. You’re just rescuing all the ladies today.” She snickered. “You sure you’re not just hoping to get a better look at her tits?”

      “C’mon. Real quick. Then we can go inside.”

      Zed finally got her to agree. They headed to where he’d seen the girl vanish into the bushes and called out. No one answered. If only he’d brought a flashlight.

      “She’s gone, babe,” Brianna told him.

      Zed sighed. He hadn’t seen anything chasing the girl. Maybe she was just high and screwing around, just as Brianna said.

      “For a moment there,” he said, “I thought she might be pursued by some axe-wielding psychopath.”

      “Babe…maybe you just watch too many horror movies.”

      Zed scoffed. “There’s no such thing as too many horror movies. Bite your tongue, missy.”

      “I’d rather bite you.”

      She proved it by nibbling his nipple through his shirt.

      They hurried back to the cabin.

      

      
        
        ————

      

      

      

      All the bitch really hurt was his pride.

      Nicky allowed the twin to get away. It was important to have someone run and tell the others there was a killer on the loose, particularly if they were hysterical. This one was topless and soused with blood, making her perfect for the part. It was worth taking a boot to the face to have her around. Besides, not chasing after her would give him time to take care of a few things.

      If there was one thing Nicky Hector valued, it was tradition.
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      Ellie couldn’t believe what she was seeing. Vivia came out of nowhere and ran toward the bonfire, nearly naked and splattered with what looked like blood. She was crying. Noah stood up from the log he’d been sitting on. Ellie waited for Rachel to rise before doing so herself. She took her sister’s hand.

      “Jesus,” Noah said. “Is that you Phoebe?”

      But the twin only sobbed.

      “That’s Vivia,” Ellie said.

      Noah took his shirt off and helped Vivia into it. She pressed into him, and he wrapped his arms around her, giving Rachel and Ellie a concerned glance.

      “Easy,” Noah told Vivia. “You’re okay. What happened? Where’s—”

      “Dead…” Vivia said, shaking. “They’re all dead.”

      Ellie felt a sudden chill. “Dead?”

      “We have to get out of here,” Vivia said. “He’s still out there.”

      Rachel stepped toward her. “Wait…what?”

      “He’s coming!” Vivia shouted. “He’s gonna kill us!”

      “Who?” Ellie asked.

      Vivia’s eyes were like flint in the glow of the flames. “Nicky Hector.”

      Noah sighed in annoyance. Rachel shook her head. Ellie wondered if this was some sort of interactive theater no one had told her about.

      “Very funny,” Rachel said.

      Vivia didn’t seem to think so. Her face twisted as if in pain.

      “Man,” Noah said, “you sure went a long way for a prank, exposing yourself like that.”

      Vivia shrieked. “I’m not fucking joking! I’m serious!”

      The others didn’t believe her, but Ellie did. She’d never seen anyone look so scared. If Vivia were faking, she needed to move to Hollywood, because she was destined for the big screen.

      “Nicky Hector,” Vivia said. “That’s what Luke told me.”

      “Luke?” Rachel asked. “You were with Luke?”

      Ellie detected a hint of jealously in her sister’s tone. Even though she’d pushed Luke away, Rachel didn’t seem too pleased to hear a pretty girl was spending time with him. Ellie figured she would never understand love.

      “He let me in,” Vivia said, “but then that Nicky guy came with a saw and…”

      Ellie tensed. “And what?”

      Vivia couldn’t say it, but she didn’t have to. The look in her eyes said it for her.

      “Luke’s dead?” Ellie asked.

      Noah huffed. “Alright, Vivia. Enough’s enough. You’re freaking Ellie out now.”

      “She’s only twelve you know,” Rachel added.

      Ellie wanted to tell them she could handle it, but she wasn’t so sure that was true. Vivia’s terror was contagious.

      “We have to get the hell out of here!” Vivia shouted.

      A light came on behind them. Vivia shrieked, jumping into Noah’s arms again. Uphill, two figures exited a cabin. At the edge of the trail came Lola Lang carrying a flashlight. She was dressed down in pajamas.

      “What’s going on?” Lola asked. “I heard screaming.”

      The couple from the cabin approached the fire. Lola didn’t seem too happy to see them.

      “What’s all the noise?” the man asked.

      He wore a baseball cap that read Chop Block. The woman with him was dressed in more professional attire, despite the hour.

      “It’s Vivia,” Ellie said. “She says there’s a killer on the loose.”

      Lola squinted. “Are you being serious?”

      “More fans,” said the man in the hat. “They must wanna act out a scene.”

      “Shut up, Rob,” Lola said.

      Rob glowered and turned to his companion. “See that, Reese? Actresses. They all think they’re royalty. Even the has-beens and the never—”

      Ellie cut him off. “She said shut up, Rob! This is serious, you guys.”

      “We have to get out of here,” Vivia said, pulling her face out of Noah’s chest.

      “Jesus,” Rob said. “What the hell happened to you?”

      Vivia told them everything, and when she named the killer there was a collective groan from the others.

      “This isn’t funny,” Rob said. “Are you trying to get a part in my remake or something? Is this your audition?”

      “This is no joke,” Vivia said. “They’re dead. And if we don’t get out of here, we’ll be next.”

      Rob looked at the others. “Are you all in on this too?”

      “Hey,” Noah said, “all I know is what she’s told us. I didn’t believe her at first but…”

      Ellie was glad to see Noah coming around on this. She would feel a lot safer if everyone took this seriously.

      “Listen,” Lola said, calm but firm. “Nicky Hector isn’t real. He’s a character from the movies that were filmed here.”

      “Whoever this guy is,” Vivia said. “He’s real. I swear.”

      Rob laughed. “Wait a minute. I know who it is!”

      “What? Who?”

      He looked to Reese. “That fanboy from the diner. What was his name? Zack?”

      “Zed,” Reese said.

      “Right.” Rob turned to Lola for further confirmation. “You saw him. He was dressed up as Nicky, just like this girl says. He must be trying to scare everyone.”

      “I told you this is no joke!” Vivia said.

      Reese took a more serious approach. “Maybe Zed took his cosplay a little too far.”

      “No!” Ellie said. “Zed wouldn’t do that. He’s nice.”

      Lola got into the center of the group. “Alright, alright. Maybe we should check things out. Vivia says this all happened in the cabins up on the bluff. I say we take a look.”

      Vivia paled. “No!”

      “What a surprise,” Rob said, “she doesn’t want us to go to the scene of the crime. That’s because there were no crimes.”

      Vivia began to cry. Ellie was compelled to go to her.

      “We’ll all go together,” Ellie said. “Safety in numbers.”

      “I can’t let you go up there,” Vivia said. “It’s too dangerous. Doesn’t anybody have a car?”

      Rachel shook her head. “They’re all back at the parking lot.”

      “The phone. The payphone in the lobby. We can call 911.”

      “It’s all locked up for the night. Everybody’s gone home.”

      “Shit!” Vivia nearly collapsed into Ellie. “We have to run for the parking lot.”

      “It’s miles away,” Reese said.

      “I don’t care. I’m going.”

      Ellie didn’t want Vivia running off alone. “There must be, like, a groundskeeper or something.”

      “That old guy, Jip?” Reese said. “Or maybe the bus driver?”

      “Even if they’re around,” Noah said, “we don’t know where they’d be.”

      “Enough,” Lola said. “First, we go check out the cabins.”

      Ellie liked this side of Lola. The badass heroine was starting to show.

      

      
        
        ————

      

      

      This is exactly what happened in part two, Lola couldn’t help but think as she guided the others up Red Rabbit Trail. In the second Lunatic film, the character of Adrienne ran to the rest of the teens after discovering a series of bodies. Molly, having previously dealt with Nicky and his insane father, was thrust into the role of leader, and took the others to investigate.

      That’s when Nicky went into a murderous frenzy.

      But there was no such thing as Nicky here in the real world. She didn’t think Vivia was the one behind this prank, but it had to be one. She must’ve been a victim of whoever decided to give everyone a good scare. Maybe Rob was right. Maybe it was Zed. He’d gone through the trouble of dressing up like Nicky. If anyone was going to pull a stunt like this, it would make sense that it be him, particularly seeing how Vivia described her attacker as looking the way Nicky did. Hopefully Lola could talk some sense into the guy and get him to cut this crap out so everyone could calm down and get some sleep.

      The only thing that didn’t add up was Vivia insisting her sister had been murdered. Could Phoebe have been in on the joke, tricking her sister into thinking she’d been slain? It would be a vicious ruse to pull, but siblings liked to torture each other at that age. Lola knew that from experience, both as a sister and a mother. But one thing that certainly wasn’t a joke was the gash on Vivia’s head. It might even need stitches. If Phoebe saw her sister get hurt, wouldn’t she have put an end to this charade to help her?

      Before joining them, Rob Siricho had run back to his cabin to fetch his video camera. It was just another way for the little prick to mock everyone. At least it gave them another source of light. Clouds had gathered and the woods were growing darker, a low mist crawling through the grass.

      When they reached cabin seven, Lola’s shoulders tensed as she saw the front door hanging open. The lights were out. She was ready for someone to leap out and startle her. In the movies, this was known as a jump scare, the lazy filmmaker’s tactic—horror dumbed down. Rob’s films were loaded with them.

      “I don’t see anything,” Reese said, nearly as snide as her master.

      But as Lola approached with her flashlight, she saw the door wasn’t open—it was torn apart.

      Ellie saw it too. “Whoa.”

      “Stay back,” Lola told her.

      She was starting to believe Vivia. If this were a joke, the pranksters were looking at a hefty fee for damaging the cabin like this. That they would go this far didn’t make sense. When Lola drew closer, she saw busted planks and sawdust on the floor.

      “What happened here?” Rachel asked, staying close to her sister.

      Vivia whispered. “He had some kind of buzzsaw.”

      “Hey,” Rob said. “That’s not a bad idea. I could use that.”

      As usual, the director had no original ideas for his movies. Lola had already wished she’d never come out here to meet with him. Now she wanted out with a little more urgency.

      “I don’t like this,” she said. “Something’s going on here.”

      “I think so too,” Rachel said. Her sister agreed.

      Noah approached the doorway, despite the others trying to keep him back. Lola followed to give him light.

      “What do you see?” she asked.

      “It’s pink.”

      “What?”

      He looked back at her. “The sawdust is pink for some reason.”

      Lola aimed the flashlight inside. The sawdust was indeed pink, and there were red streaks on the floor.

      “It absorbed the blood,” she said.

      “You mean the fake blood, right?”

      “I’m…I’m not so sure now.”

      Noah dropped his voice so the others wouldn’t hear. “You don’t really think there’s a Nicky Hector copycat killer here, do you?”

      “I’m not sure what I think.”

      “Wait. Wasn’t a copycat killer the big twist in one of the Lunatic sequels? The New Chapter or something? Is this some kinda homage to that?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      As Lola retreated from the cabin, Vivia nearly choked on her words.

      “Did you see him?”

      “There’s nobody in there.”

      Rob snorted. “You mean there’s no body in there.”

      “But…Luke was…,” Vivia said, “he was all cut up. He was…”

      “Butchered?” Rob asked, entering the cabin with his camera held high, filming the scene.

      Vivia turned to the others. “I swear to God, he was right there!”

      “Look!” Ellie said, pointing. “I can see the blood!”

      Rachel came to Lola, dread upon the girl’s face. She was turning to her for direction, for Lola was the adult here. Rob and Reese were adults too, but less approachable, less parental.

      “What do we do?” Rachel asked.

      “We get out of here. It won’t take that long to walk to the parking lot.”

      “Hold it,” Reese said. “Things are getting a little out of hand here. Are you really going to walk these kids the four or five miles back to the lot? In the dark? And for what? A stupid prank?”

      “Nobody’s forcing you to go, Reese.”

      “Maybe not, but it’s dark and we’re in the middle of freaking nowhere. Don’t you think that walk will be a little dangerous?”

      Lola hated to admit it, but Reese had a point. It was a thin, winding dirt road. If a car came around one of those sharp turns, the driver wouldn’t see them until it was too late. And then there were all the animals to worry about, not to mention juggling four frightened teenagers, one of whom was injured and at her breaking point. But what other option was there? Search for a groundskeeper? Try to break into the welcoming center to use the phone?

      “Wait,” Noah said. “There must be some vehicle at the center for emergencies, right?”

      “Hey, yeah,” Rachel said. “The bus driver said at sundown the bus gets parked by the center, not in the parking lot.”

      “So someone who works here must stay overnight then,” Lola said. “They must have the keys.”

      “But who is it?” Ellie asked. “Another bus driver?”

      No one knew.

      Rob exited the cabin, looking smug. “Let’s go check out the other one. Girlie here says there were two kills there. I wanna see.”

      Lola could have punched him. Whether this whole thing was a charade or not, Vivia clearly believed one of those “kills” was her sister.

      “No!” Vivia cried. “I’m not going back there!”

      “Real quick,” Rob said.

      “I said I’m not going!”

      An argument ensued, everyone talking at once. Panic, anger, annoyance, terror. It made for a hellish brew, and they were all caught in its cauldron. Lola didn’t just have teenagers to manage, but Rob as well, who might be the most childish of all.

      “You wanna go?” Lola asked him. “Then go. I’m taking these kids to the lot.”

      “We drove there together,” Reese pointed out.

      “I have a car,” Rachel said.

      “Big enough for all five of you?”

      Rachel exhaled, shaking her head.

      “Wait,” Ellie said. “What about Zed and Brianna? We’ve gotta get them too.”

      Zed, Lola thought bitterly. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

      “But…we can’t leave them behind if…”

      Reese crossed her arms. “He’s the one behind this, kid. And his girlfriend is probably helping him.”

      This was another good point. Zed being behind this mess was the most logical explanation. And if Vivia was right and three victims had been taken, searching for Zed was a terrible idea. It was bad enough that he may be searching for them.

      “Let’s just get going,” Lola said. “I don’t know what’s going on, but I don’t like it, and it’s better safe than sorry.”

      “My car’s in the lot too,” Noah said. “With two there’ll be plenty of room for all of us.”

      “That’s good.” At least something was going right. “C’mon everyone.”

      “Weapons,” someone said.

      Lola turned to see the youngest girl, Ellie, looking up at her with a stern expression, as if she were psyching herself up for a big football game.

      “We need weapons,” Ellie said. “Right, Lola? Just like when you were Molly.”

      Lola thought arming themselves was a little much, but Noah took something red and silver from his pocket.

      “I have a Swiss Army Knife,” he said.

      Ellie looked to the others. Like her, they had nothing.

      “Let’s at least get some big sticks or something,” Ellie said. “I can throw a rock pretty hard.”

      “We’ll find some along the way,” Lola said, turning toward the trail.

      She took only a single step.

      The sight of Nicky Hector made Lola freeze, inside and out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER XXVIII

          

        

      

    

    
      Rachel gasped.

      Even in the distance and with only Lola’s flashlight illuminating his face, the man standing in the center of the trail was a dead ringer for Nicky Hector, only older. He was horribly disfigured and freckled with blood, holding the infamous cleaver in one clenched fist. He cackled like some horrible clown. A rictus grin stretched his face, causing his eye wound to weep red.

      Vivia screamed. So did Ellie. Even Noah released a startled “Oh, fuck!”. But Lola Lang remained stoic, standing before the youngsters like a mother bear with her cubs.

      Reese remained unconvinced. “This is bullshit.” She called out to the Nicky lookalike. “Hey, you! Will you cut the shit already?”

      Rob giggled and zoomed in on the man.

      Instinct told Rachel to run and take Ellie with her, but somehow she understood they were in a sort of standoff with this lookalike, and if they ran, he would surely pursue. Besides, it would be safer if they all stuck together. Reese was the only one daring enough to move out of their circle. Lola tried to hold her back, but Reese pulled her arm free, storming toward Nicky’s doppelgänger with attitude.

      “This has gone on long enough,” she said. “Enough with this playtime and dress up. You’re a grown man, Zed. Where’s your dignity for God’s sake?”

      Lola whispered. “Reese, don’t…”

      But the woman paid her no mind.

      “They’re just movies, Zed,” she said. “And you didn’t even have anything to do with them. You fanboy types are pathetic, you know that? Collecting autographs of D-list celebrities just because you saw them in Ghoulies or Nightmare on Elm Street part twenty-five or some other piece of crap decades ago. You must have Peter Pan syndrome. Buying masks and toys of movie monsters, for God’s sake. At what point do you put away childish things and become a man, huh?”

      The lookalike stood perfectly still upon the trail.

      “You managed to scare a bunch of kids,” Reese said. “Bravo. Now put it away until Halloween, okay?”

      Rob aimed his camera at Reese, then at the Nicky clone, and back again, grinning like a moron.

      “This is the tits!” he said. “The straight-up, soapy tits. I might just scrap the other remake ideas and make my Lunatic a found footage movie! Aw, man, that is genius.”

      From the corner of her eye, Rachel saw a brief flash. Noah was unfolding the blade of his Swiss Army Knife. She prayed he wasn’t going to do anything stupid. Being a hero in this situation could have dire ramifications.

      Seeing she was getting nowhere, Reese threw up her hands. “Whatever. We’re going, Zed, so you better get out of our way.”

      Reese started up the trail toward the doppelgänger, and Vivia whimpered, hiding behind Lola, who seemed to stand with every muscle taut. Rob got in front of the others to film his assistant’s confrontation, getting down on one knee for the perfect angle. Rachel resisted the urge to kick the cocky turd.

      Ellie called to Reese, “Don’t do it!”

      Reese ignored her—ignored everyone—and when she drew closer the Nicky clone waved her in, his grotesque smile widening. It was that moment when Rachel became convinced everything Vivia had said was true, and she knew Ellie had already figured that out for herself. This man was a killer. For some twisted reason, he had become the slasher from Lunatic. Maybe he was an obsessed fan, a mentally unsound copycat of a fictional character. It didn’t matter. Here at Clear River, he was Nicky Hector.

      And Reese was now toe-to-toe with him.

      “Step aside, dipshit,” Reese said in a huff.

      Rachel watched in wonder as Nicky slowly moved out of the way. She had only a split second to doubt the conclusion she’d just come to. When Reese walked past Nicky, he snatched her hair and dragged her into him. Rachel had just enough time to put her hand over Ellie’s eyes before the cleaver whipped through the air, then went halfway through Reese’s neck.

      

      
        
        ————

      

      

      

      Screams delighted Nicky. It was like a gospel chorus, praising him as a true slasher icon. All it needed was a synthesizer score behind it. Because of the beams of their flashlights, Nicky couldn’t see the faces of his future victims, but could tell by their voices they were mostly teenagers. But among all the shouts and curses and cries, there was one scream as good as a signature. High and piercing, it rose above the others like a banshee cry. He would know that scream anywhere.

      Molly…

      His ultimate rival. A scream queen worthy of the title.

      He grumbled her name. But it wasn’t time for her yet. There were other little lambs to come to the slaughter before he would close in on his final girl. It was simple etiquette, due respect. There was an order to his actions, no matter how chaotic they might seem.

      Nicky noticed one of his victim’s flashlights had a glowing red dot beside it.

      Lights. Camera. Action.

      The best part of any slasher movie was the kill scenes. They were the horror fan’s money shot. And no one gave more intense, creative kills than Nicky Hector. His fans would consider it a prerequisite, one he was happy to provide.

      With one more hack he could take Reese’s head off, but was that enough? He’d already decapitated that dumbass stoner. He’d always enjoyed beheadings. But even if he were to repeat himself, it was simply too early to, so he let Reese gag on her own blood, then put his arm around her waist and his other hand on top of her skull.

      He began to twist.

      Turning the woman’s head like the lid of a mayonnaise jar, the flesh ripped at the base of the cut, and there was a popping sound as something snapped free within her neck. Nicky reached into the wound with his bare hand and snatched Reese’s trachea. He pulled, blood spraying in a sudden mist. He licked it from his lips as he forced the trachea into his victim’s mouth, and then jammed his thumb in there, and pushed his fingers into her eye sockets.

      Nicky lifted the head off the shoulders as if he were taking a bowling ball from an alley carousel, letting the body drop so gravity would decapitate it. The now headless corpse fell to the dirt, and he reared back with the skull and got into a bowler’s stance, and just before his future victims dispersed, he rolled the severed head at them, using them as human pins.

      “C’monnnnn strike!” he shouted.

      The head rolled into the legs of the man holding the camera. He tripped over it, shrieking. He got up quickly to catch up with the others as they vanished into the darkness of Blood River’s woods—Nicky’s woods.

      “Better one pin than a gutter ball,” Nicky said.

      He let them run. For now.
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      “Something’s going on,” Zed said.

      Brianna, always a heavy sleeper, gave him a non-committal grunt as she rolled over. She always fell asleep first and stayed in bed longer than he did. They often laughed about it, but there were many nights when he envied her as he tossed and turned. With all the commotion outside, he doubted he’d have been able to sleep tonight anyway. He could swear he’d heard screaming. Combining that with the teen girl he’d seen running half-naked through the woods, Zed was more than a little uneasy.

      “Brianna,” he said, nudging her.

      She groaned in irritation and scooted away, her bare bottom mooning him.

      “I’m gonna check things out,” he told her.

      “Mmhmm.”

      “I heard screaming.”

      “Mmm.”

      He rose from the bed and put on his jeans and a fresh t-shirt of Lunatic X: The Return of Nicky Hector. He grabbed the lantern Brianna had brought along to make the atmosphere more romantic. As he walked through the tiny kitchen space, he opened the silverware drawer and took out a dinner knife. It was small, but it was something. He told himself he was overreacting but brought it along anyway as he went out the door, locking it behind him. The woods seemed much darker than they’d been earlier that night. It may have been his own nerves distorting his perception, but there was something sinister about his surroundings now, a hint of danger lurking in the shadowy thicket.

      Zed approached Red Rabbit Trail. He held the lantern high, an old man descending a castle’s staircase in a Hammer horror film.

      Who goes there?

      He peered through the blackness in search of the bonfire’s flame but could detect no glow. It was getting late. Perhaps even the rowdiest of teens had decided to pack it in for the night. Somehow Zed doubted that. It was summer and there was minimal adult supervision at Clear River. If he was one of those kids, he’d party until sunrise. Even at his age he might be able to pull an all-night rager. It was Brianna who always dragged him to bed before he was ready, because she hated sleeping without him. To her, he was a living teddy bear. She felt safe with him beside her. Standing out here in the dark, Zed wished he had a protector too. Despite how he loved scary movies, he was too desensitized to be frightened by them. The same could not be said for real danger. He was no wuss, but he wasn’t impervious to dread either.

      There was a rustle in the brush.

      Zed turned the lantern, the bushes swaying from whatever had shaken them. Something scurried, snapping twigs as it darted through the night.

      “Hello?” Zed called.

      No reply. Chipmunks, coyotes, and deer wouldn’t have much to say. Hopefully that was all he had to worry about, but as he walked on, he held the knife out in front of him.

      “Is anybody there?”

      If there was, they weren’t admitting it. Zed watched the woods closely as he pressed on, descending the hillside, heading to the nearest cabin. He hated to wake anyone, but figured it was best to check in on his neighbors. Someone might be hurt and in need of medical attention.

      Or someone might be screaming for their lives, he thought.

      Not wanting to believe it didn’t mean he could stop doing so. He knew what he’d heard, and it was screams of terror. He’d heard enough phony ones in horror films to recognize the real thing. But the woods were silent now, still and nebulous.

      When he reached cabin eight, Zed noted the broken window. Raising the lantern, he saw the waterfall of a blood stain that ran from the windowsill to the ground.

      “Oh shit.”

      He stepped up, wishing he didn’t feel obligated to check, knowing he wouldn’t like what he saw. The front door was open, but all the lights were off inside the cabin. Two pair of red footprints decorated the tiny porch, one small and the other large and waffled like—combat boots. Zed stepped over them and into the doorway, wincing as he turned on the lights.

      The flies it attracted proved the gore was real.

      “Oh shit. Oh shit oh shit oh shit.”

      There were no bodies, but from the amount of blood on the floor, walls, and furniture, corpses had been made on this spot. Someone must have moved them to another location. He didn’t know what had happened here, but knew where the bodies must have been taken. After all, he’d seen it repeated in every Lunatic movie since the first one. But it was crazy to think that. Life wasn’t a movie. Lunatic wasn’t a documentary. Wasn’t it more likely that whoever this blood belonged to was rushed to a hospital?

      No, he thought. You know damn well where they’re stashed.

      

      
        
        ————

      

      

      

      If her bladder hadn’t woke her, Brianna wouldn’t have noticed Zed was gone. She touched his side of the bed. Cold.

      “Babe?”

      Wearing the bedsheet like a towel, she rose from the mattress and felt for the lantern. Gone. Maybe her boyfriend needed to go to the outhouse too. When she pulled on the front door, she was surprised to find it locked. Zed wouldn’t have done that if he were just going out to use the jakes. So where had he gone? She had a fuzzy recollection of him trying to rouse her but couldn’t recall what he’d said.

      She opened the front door. “Babe? Zed?”

      Brianna called louder. Still nothing. She stepped outside, seeing only darkness, no moon or stars. Gloom had befallen Clear River. She flicked on the porch light. Though it was summer, the night’s gentle breeze carried a chill that cut through the bedsheet, raising the peach fuzz on Brianna’s nude body. She had to get dressed and find Zed, but first she had to pee. Tiptoeing through the dewy grass, she crossed to the outhouse and closed the door. She’d just started when she heard someone grunting. They sounded male, not far away.

      There were tiny cracks between the boards of the outhouse, and Brianna leaned forward, shutting one eye to peek, expecting to see Zed wandering back from wherever he’d gone, probably a late-night stroll to help his insomnia. Fresh air always did him good.

      What Brianna saw made her stop her urine stream. At first, she thought Zed had put his Nicky Hector costume back on, that he was going to play a prank on her. But it wasn’t like him to try to scare her like that, particularly when she was sleeping. And this Nicky clearly wasn’t Zed. She knew her boyfriend’s body well enough to see that. This Nicky was shorter and stockier. His outfit was more convincing than Zed’s too. The man walked hunched over, dragging something up the trail, groaning from the exertion.

      Could it be something for the new movie? If so, where was everyone else? She saw no cameraman, no grip, no director or other crew. No cameras, no lights, no microphones. Rob Siricho and Lola Lang had only been scouting locations. It was far too early in pre-production for them to be filming anything, right?

      Suddenly Brianna recalled what Zed had told her—I heard screaming.

      Brianna put her hand over her mouth in case the urge to scream struck her, for as the man stepped into the light of the porch, she saw this Nicky was dragging another person by the ankles. It was a woman in business attire. One shoe, her skirt dirty and raised on one side from being dragged, her blouse red.

      No. It was white. The stains were red.

      She had no head.

      Brianna shut both eyes now, swallowing back bile. She took another look to be sure. This was no mannequin or dummy. This was a goddamned headless corpse.

      Panic made her tremble in her seat. It was a cliché for terrified people to pee themselves, but Brianna knew if she continued the sound of water hitting water might alert the Nicky to her presence. With Zed gone, the outhouse was her only security. She could hide here, a child under a blanket, shielded from the boogeyman.

      This can’t be happening, she thought. You’re asleep. This is a nightmare.

      It was as if a scene from a Lunatic film was playing out in real life. The man was even the spitting image of Jonathan Zain. Brianna felt as if she’d passed through a membrane into an alternate reality where fiction was fact, that she’d been pulled into a story like Sam Neill in In the Mouth of Madness or that kid in The Last Action Hero. Had she gone insane? Was she hallucinating all of this? It’d been years since she’d dropped acid, but weren’t flashbacks possible? Maybe she’d gotten food poisoning or something. She kept trying to make sense of what she was seeing, kept hoping for an explanation less mortifying, but her gut told her exactly what she was witnessing, and it was the aftermath of a brutal murder.

      The Nicky stopped just before the cabin. Brianna wondered if she’d left the door open. She couldn’t remember. The man let go of the corpse’s legs and stared at the cabin. In the bronze light, his face was more gruesome than the most impressive Halloween mask, and when he drew the cleaver from his coat it gleamed in the porch light.

      Holy fuck…

      When the Nicky stepped up to the porch, Brianna could no longer see him, but had no doubts he’d gone inside the cabin. That he’d brought out the cleaver confirmed her fears that one victim wouldn’t be enough for this killer. She had a choice to make, the most important decision of her life.

      Stay hidden, or make a run for it?
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      One after another, Nicky had taken the bodies to Jip’s truck. All but one. When he returned to the tubing shore, the rafting instructor he thought he’d slain wasn’t where he’d left him. He was nowhere to be found. The hunk had squealed like a little girl as Nicky attacked him, but perhaps he was tougher than he appeared. He would have to be dealt with later. For now, he could serve as another beloved trope of the slasher genre—the near-death doomsayer who frightens the others even further and gives a good jump scare to the audience. Nicky smiled imagining the formerly handsome youth wandering through the woods with the whistle still tooting in his mashed nostril.

      Reese’s murder took place furthest away from the truck, and Nicky had to trench uphill with her in a fireman’s carry. When his back began to hurt, he dropped the dead woman to the ground and dragged her along until he reached another cabin.

      The front door was ajar.

      He had to go inside. Except for his final girl, no one on Clear River would be spared tonight. Entering the cabin, he quickly ascertained it was empty but hadn’t been for very long. Had someone seen him coming and gotten out of there as fast as they could? Most people would have reacted by bolting the place up and hiding, but someone may have been smart enough to know that wouldn’t be enough to stop Nicky Hector. Many knew the legend—his legacy of butchery. They would know they were up against a force of evil more powerful than anything they’d ever encountered.

      And besides, he had a power saw. A locked door didn’t mean shit. He’d returned it to the truck but could always fetch it again. Right now, he was focused on his signature cleaver. It was important to give the fans what they wanted.

      Exiting, Nicky breathed deep of the night air. He was sweating from exertion but under no circumstances would he take off his butcher’s coat. That would be like taking away Pinhead’s leather man-skirt or Freddy Krueger’s striped sweater. Nicky’s attire was as vital to his essence as the cleaver.

      He was bending over to snag Reese’s ankles when he noticed the outhouse.

      Nicky dropped Reese’s foot. He sucked his teeth, picturing another victim curled up inside the jakes, hoping he’d just pass them on by. The door was closed. All was silent. It might very well be empty, but given the state of the cabin, which suggested a rushed exit, he had an inkling this shitbox was occupied. He moved toward it slowly, a lustful predator teasing its prey.

      

      
        
        ————

      

      

      

      Fuck.

      Brianna thought of the mace she kept on her keyring. A lot of good it did her now, sitting on the table in the cabin while she sat unarmed in an outhouse, a fictional killer sprung to life barreling down on her like she was lunch. She scanned the interior of the jakes, looking for anything she could use to protect herself, but there was only an extra roll of toilet paper. Her best bet was her fists and fingernails. She told herself to stay focused, to not panic, but couldn’t believe this was even happening. It was surreal. It was madness.

      Nicky reached the outhouse and tried the handle. Finding it locked, he shook the frame and Brianna put her hand over her mouth so not to scream. The outhouse rattled, Nicky growing more forceful. He did the rhythmic seven knocks everyone does.

      “Shave and a haircut,” he sang as he knocked, “two bits.”

      Brianna heard scratching and knew he was running the spikes of the cleaver up and down the wooden planks of the door.

      “Want me to shave your legs?” he asked. “I’ll go right down to the bone.”

      Not only did he know someone was in here, but somehow, he’d guessed they were female. Perhaps he thought a man would have jumped out and tried to fight by now. It was more typical for women to hide from a killer, at least in Lunatic movies. And now Brianna was living in one. Maybe she had to rewrite the script. Do something he wouldn’t expect.

      Slowly, silently, she slid back the bolt on the door, unlocking it. She put her hands on the side of the outhouse and waited.

      Nicky shook the frame again, laughing.

      “Little pig, little pig, let me in,” he chanted. “The Butcher of the Brook is at it again!”

      Finally, he pulled the handle, not expecting it to give so easily. He stumbled and Brianna seized upon his moment of confusion, kicking him with all her might. She’d aimed for his balls, but his momentum turned his body and she caught him in the lower belly. It was strangely hard against her foot. Nicky hit the dirt and Brianna ran past him, but he snatched ahold of the bedsheet, and she had to let it go to escape. Now she was running barefoot and naked through the dark, going for the cabin. Was it Nicky’s footsteps she heard pounding behind her, or was it her heart racing? She didn’t turn around to look. She just kept running until she reached the porch. When she got inside, she spun to slam the door and almost made it, but an arm shot through the gap, wielding the horrible cleaver in her face.

      Brianna put her shoulder to the door, squeezing the man’s arm in the jam. Nicky grunted. She looked to the table for the mace but didn’t see it. But they’d made sandwiches for dinner and left the dishes in the sink, including the butcher knife she’d used to cut the tomatoes. Would she be able to get to it in time if she backed off the door? Nicky was going to bash his way in either way. He was stronger and Brianna couldn’t hold him back much longer.

      She dove for the sink. The door swung open so hard it hit the wall. Brianna didn’t look back. Didn’t even breathe. She grabbed the butcher knife and spun around just as Nicky was coming down upon her, and with both hands she lunged the blade in an upward motion, driving it into his stomach.

      His belly was like a wall of granite, but she stabbed again and Nicky bent forward, groaning as he grabbed the handle, holding the blade inside him. He fell to his knees and Brianna jumped past him, grabbed the cutting board off the counter, and cracked it over his bald head. When he crashed to the floor his body went still, the knife planted in his gut.

      Brianna ran. Out into the night. Naked. Screaming.

      

      
        
        ————

      

      

      

      “Why’re you still filming?”

      Lola wanted to smack the damn thing right out of Rob Siricho’s hands. Even as they ran from a demented murderer, he had to be behind a camera.

      “It’s the ultimate found footage,” he said. “Think about it. When everyone saw The Blair Witch Project, they thought it was real. Then they found out it wasn’t, that it was just a movie. Well, my Lunatic will be the real deal!”

      Lola grimaced. “You’re excited about this?”

      “Hey, I didn’t say—”

      “Reese is dead!”

      “I’m just saying it’s—”

      Lola shoved him. “Shut up!”

      “You know, I was starting to reconsider having you be in this. Don’t blow your chance, lady!”

      “I have no choice but to be in this! None of us do. This isn’t a movie, you moron. This is our lives, and they’re in danger.”

      Noah was trembling, holding his knife out in front of him. Rachel had her arms around Ellie. The sisters were drying their tears on each other. Sitting on a boulder, poor Vivia had gone sickly pale. Her eyes were vacant, two broken windows in a haunted house. They all looked just as Lola felt, only she tried to hide her trepidation, swallowing her fear for the sake of the youths. If she could keep it together, it might give the kids hope, which would fuel their escape.

      “What do we do now?” Rachel asked.

      Lola breathed deep. “We stick to the plan.”

      “Some plan,” Rob said. “In the time it takes to get to the parking lot, Nicky Hector could—”

      “He’s not Nicky Hector. Don’t be ridiculous.”

      “I calls ’em like I sees ’em. For all purposes, that crazy son of a bitch is Nicky Hector.”

      Ellie, despite being the youngest, was one of the staunchest contesters of Rob’s bullshit. She broke free of her sister and kicked him in the shin.

      “You’re a jack off!” she said.

      If the situation hadn’t been so dire, Lola would have laughed. Rob hopped on one leg, holding the other.

      “You little brat!” he said.

      “Hey,” Rachel said, “don’t talk to my sister that way.”

      “She kicked me! Get the little shit under control!”

      “You deserved it!” Ellie said.

      Once again, a shouting match rose, until Vivia broke it up by shouting the loudest.

      “All of you shut up! My sister is dead, okay? Dead! And you’re all fighting about nothing.”

      Ellie went to her. “I’m sorry, Vivia. You’re right.”

      “Let’s just go already.”

      Rob huffed. “Still catching my breath.”

      “Fine,” Lola said. “Breathe all you want. The rest of us are moving on.”

      In the distance, the welcoming center was a hulking shadow. A single spotlight shone at the front entrance, otherwise it was black as death.

      “We get to the phone first,” Lola said. “Then we hit the road and watch each other’s backs.”

      “Weapons,” Ellie said. “We’ll need weapons, right, Lola?”

      She almost told the girl there weren’t any weapons around she could think of, but then she remembered something else in the recreation center, a rustic bit of décor that had sat above the fireplace since even before the filming of the original Lunatic.

      “There’s a shotgun,” she said.

      Someone charged out of the darkness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER XXXI

          

        

      

    

    
      Nicky limped out of the cabin, giggling all the way. He couldn’t be happier with the way things were going. Two hysterical, naked girls in one night? It was classic Lunatic material. Better still, this one stabbed him. She’d driven a butcher knife into his gut, the sort of assault that would have been fatal to a normal man. When the blonde finally reached the others, as Nicky knew she would, she’d tell them she’d buried a knife into the killer’s belly, giving everyone hope that he was dead. It would make things more exquisite when Nicky made his return appearance.

      Unbuttoning his butcher’s coat, he inspected the vest. Of all the police department equipment Nicky had pawed through in Jonathan Zain’s brother-in-law’s closet, it was the multi-threat vest he chose to swipe. A bulletproof vest was practically useless against a blade or spike, and he’d expected to be hit by handheld weapons more than gunfire. Any knife could pierce the fabric of a bulletproof vest. Kevlar absorbed the energy of a blow, making it ideal to prevent a bullet from being lethal, but for sharp and spiked objects one needed a multi-threat vest, forged of Kevlar with a chain metal coating. Zain had learned that from stunt men on film sets.

      When the blonde stabbed him the first time, the blade bounced off like rubber, so when she tried again Nicky grabbed the handle and acted as if he’d been gutted by the blow, bending over and even allowing her to whack him with the cutting board so not to ruin the illusion. He wanted her to believe she’d killed him. He wanted her to tell the others she had. When she saw him again, walking around as if nothing happened, she would be convinced he was immortal, unstoppable, as any good slasher should be.

      

      
        
        ————

      

      

      

      Another naked woman.

      Ellie gasped and grabbed onto Rachel, expecting the killer to be chasing her. When the woman came closer, Ellie realized it was Brianna; terrified, but alone.

      “Jesus,” Lola said as Brianna fell into her. “Are you okay?”

      “He’s real,” she murmured. “I can’t believe it. He’s real. He’s fucking real.”

      “Where is he? Is he chasing you?”

      “Not anymore.”

      Rob filmed the interaction despite Brianna’s nudity. More exciting footage for his stupid little movie. Ellie had never hated someone she didn’t know before, but this jerk was too obnoxious to tolerate. She almost yelled at him again, but Lola took care of it for her, nearly knocking the camera out of Rob’s hands.

      “Don’t film her, you bastard! Give her your shirt.”

      Rob almost argued, but when he saw the angry glares he was getting, he pulled his shirt off and handed it to Brianna. It was just long enough to cover her groin.

      “I killed him,” she said as she put it on. “I killed Nicky Hector.”

      “Brianna…who was it?” Lola asked. “Who was it really?”

      “It was him. Like, a real version of him. I know it sounds crazy but—”

      “We saw him too,” Ellie said. “He killed Reese and the others.”

      “Brianna,” Lola said, slowly, suspiciously. “Where’s your boyfriend?”

      The group watched Brianna in silence. She sniffled and told them how she’d awoke to find Zed gone, then told them about the outhouse and her fight with Nicky in the cabin. Ellie’s stomach felt hollow and she went weightless, the same feeling she’d had while riding The Zipper at the carnival. Her world had become unrecognizable. The woods seemed suddenly darker. Every snapping twig or rustling bush was a threat.

      Lola Lang had her own ideas of what the real threat was.

      “Brianna,” she said, “Earlier, Zed was dressed like Nicky Hector. And the man we saw kill Reese was dressed that way too. Now you’re saying you don’t know where Zed is?”

      Blinking away tears, Brianna’s face filled with confusion. “He must’ve gone out for some fresh air, is all. We’ve gotta find him.”

      “Screw that,” Rob said. “I want good footage but I’m not messing with that maniac.”

      “What?”

      “Please,” Lola said to Brianna, “we need to know what’s really going on here.”

      Brianna’s eyes went wide. “You don’t think…Oh my God, no!”

      “You have to understand—”

      “You think Zed is doing this? Are you crazy?”

      “He’s the one that’s crazy,” Rob said.

      “He’s my boyfriend! We’re practically engaged. He wouldn’t try to kill me!”

      “Maybe he was just trying to scare you,” Lola said, “but he definitely killed Reese, and Vivia saw him kill her sister and two boys.”

      “No. No way, that’s insane. Zed wouldn’t hurt anybody. He’s a sweet, gentle guy.”

      “But we saw him, Brianna.”

      Ellie was compelled to jump in. “No we didn’t. All we saw was that Nicky Hector guy. It could’ve been anybody dressed up as him.”

      “Oh, c’mon,” Rob said. “We saw Zed in his cosplay Nicky outfit earlier. You’re telling me there are two Nicky Hectors running around this river?”

      “There must be,” Brianna said.

      “Bullshit. Your boyfriend’s a maniac. A killer.”

      “He is not!”

      “He got too wrapped up in the movies and now he wants to act them out.” Rob glowered at her. “And how do we know you’re not helping him.”

      “Leave her alone,” Ellie said.

      To her surprise, Lola put up a hand to silence her. “I hate to say this, but Rob has a point.” She looked to Brianna. “Are you two in this together?”

      Brianna began to cry, her face the color of strawberries. “Oh my God! You think we’re killing people? How can you say that? The only person I killed was the killer, and he isn’t Zed. This guy looks exactly like Nicky Hector. I mean spot on. I got a good look at the guy when I stabbed him in the gut, and he is not my boyfriend!”

      Ellie stepped to her even as Rachel tried to caution her back.

      “I believe you, Brianna,” Ellie said.

      She took Brianna’s hand and the woman clenched hers, smiling even as she cried. Ellie could never believe people as nice as Brianna and Zed could be behind such horrible things. Just because they liked monsters didn’t make them real ones. It had to be someone else, some rotten criminal.

      “Brianna’s been through a lot,” Ellie said. “You guys heard her story.”

      “We’ve been through a lot too,” Noah said.

      “If it’s not Zed then where is he?” Rachel asked.

      Lola nodded. “I’d like to know that too.”

      “I don’t know,” Brianna said. “I just hope he’s okay. We’ve got to find him.”

      “Don’t you think it’s a bit suspicious that he has a Nicky costume and he’s missing while all this is going on?” Lola asked.

      Brianna leaned against a tree, looking wan and drained. “It’s not him. It’s just not.”

      Ellie believed her, but figured she was alone in that.

      “I don’t think you’re involved in any of this,” Vivia suddenly said, breaking a long silence. Everyone turned to her, as if surprised she could talk at all. “But your boyfriend is involved. Maybe you don’t know it or want to believe it, but I saw it. I saw what he did to Phoebe and the others. I hope you did kill him. I hope you’re at least right about that.”

      Brianna said nothing.

      “All right,” Lola said. “Come along with us then. We’re getting the hell out of here.”

      “No,” Brianna said. “I have to find Zed.”

      Rob huffed. “Suit yourself.”

      “We can’t go back into those woods,” Lola said. “It’s too dangerous.”

      “But I killed the killer,” Brianna said. “He’s dead.”

      “No,” Rob said. “Nicky never dies, remember?”

      Lola agreed. “He might still be alive.”

      Ellie tried to gulp but her throat was too dry. She looked to Rachel for some sort of reassurance, but her sister was just as lost and frightened as she was, and that scared Ellie most of all.

      

      
        
        ————

      

      

      

      With Noah’s help, Lola picked up one of the rocking chairs on the porch and hurled it through the window of the recreation center. If they were lucky, it would set off an alarm and help would come, but if there was an alarm, it was silent. Brushing away the remaining shards of glass, she and Rachel hoisted Noah inside and he opened the front doors. They all filed inside, including Brianna. They’d convinced her to come with them with the promise of a working phone in the building.

      “Call 911,” Lola said.

      Meanwhile, she went to the mantel above the fireplace and lifted the shotgun off its hooks. It was an old-fashioned double barrel that looked like it dated back to Wyatt Earp’s days. Lola didn’t know a damn thing about guns but had seen enough movies to know how to break it open and check for shells. It was empty, but also upon the shelf was a dusty wooden box of them. She loaded both chambers and emptied the rest of the shells into her pocket, counting eight in all. Not much, but enough to kill a man with a buzzsaw. If the rounds weren’t duds.

      Rachel stood by the phone. She hit the button on the receiver, trying again. Tears of frustration flooded her eyes. Lola knew the line was dead even before the girl said it.

      “Just like in the friggin’ movies,” Noah said.

      “At least we’ve got this,” Lola said, holding up the shotgun.

      Rob stepped forward. “Better give me that.”

      “Like hell I will.”

      “C’mon, Lola. Don’t you think it’s better a man handle that thing?”

      “You can’t even shoot a decent movie. What makes you think you can shoot a shotgun?”

      Rob frowned. “Fine. Girl power, right?”

      “Right.”

      “Right!” Ellie said, defiant.

      Rob rolled his eyes and looked to Noah, the only other male in the group. “I’d ask you to back me up but, well…you know…”

      “Don’t waste your breath,” Noah told him. “Just keep your camera up.”

      “Now you guys want me to film?”

      “No. We just need the light.”

      “Yeah,” Lola said. “It’s time to go to the parking lot.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER XXXII

          

        

      

    

    
      The cabin door was wide open. The kitchen area was a mess, drops of blood across the floor. Zed stood in the doorway, stunned, then ran inside to search for Brianna, crying her name when he found the bed empty. He went back outside, calling for her, hearing only his own frightened voice echoing back at him.

      “No…”

      The outhouse door was open too. Something white lay crumpled on the ground nearby. Zed realized it was the bedsheet.

      “Jesus, no…”

      Zed bolted. Up the trailway and through the thicket, searching for the woman he loved. His blood seemed to burn, making him sweat as he charged through the woods. He was never much for sports, but with his adrenaline raging his legs pumped furiously, like he was ten years younger. It was a real-life horror movie he was in now, one he loathed.

      Brianna.

      Making his way to the dirt road, Zed followed it, going on instinct, using all he’d learned from repeat viewings of the Lunatic films. If someone was butchering people at Clear River, they had to be a Nicky Hector copycat. It was the logical conclusion to come to, despite how illogical the whole situation was. Zed knew those movies inside and out. Maybe he could use that knowledge to his advantage.

      Brianna.

      His stomach soured as he drew closer to the diner.

      Nicky Hector doesn’t take hostages.

      But Zed had to hope. The only other reason Nicky brought people here was…

      Brianna.

      He crept into the surrounding woods so not to be seen, moving around the back of the diner, watching for any sign of movement within. All was dark, but boards still covered most of the windows. When he rounded the front, he noticed the groundskeeper’s old pickup truck parked by the curb. Zed ran in a crouch and ducked behind it. The tailgate was down, and when he put one hand on it to lean forward, the surface was cold and damp. When he drew his hand away, whatever it had splattered into felt tacky and appeared syrupy in the light of the moon.

      Blood.

      Zed squinted against the blackness to see tools piled in the truck bed. He reached for a tire iron sticking out of an old milk crate, then ducked when he heard a grunt coming from the diner. His sweat grew cold. A dim light went on inside, the glow of a lantern casting a large shadow upon the walls, causing the tire iron to tremble in Zed’s hand. He waited, wanting to see who he was up against before charging inside. If the copycat killer had taken Brianna, he would have brought her here. Zed was already certain this was where the killer had brought the bodies from the other cabin. The blood in the truck bed assured it. Victims were being hauled here by a madman, just as they’d been in the films. Hopefully some of them were still alive, but Zed would let them all die a thousand times over if it meant his sweet Brianna would live. He wished he’d popped the question sooner. What if she died never knowing he wanted to marry her? He choked back a shuddering breath.

      A figure moved past the doorway.

      Zed gasped.

      The white coat. The bald head. The dragging gait.

      Nicky.

      Zed’s suspicion was not only possible—it was certain. This was a mimic of a movie murderer, and a damned convincing one at that. The man’s stern face was revealed by the amber lamplight. He was the spitting image of Nicky Hector, far more convincing than Zed looked in the same gear. He’d seen countless Nicky Hector cosplayers at horror conventions, but none were even in the same league as this. If Zed didn’t know better, he could swear it was Jonathan Zain himself.

      Again, Zed wondered if this had something to do with the remake. It had to, didn’t it? He suddenly had the dim hope that this was all some sort of elaborate surprise party Brianna had set up for him, that she’d paid for him to have the ultimate Lunatic experience, hiring actors to stage this whole thing. But he knew it wasn’t so. The danger was too palpable, the bad energy too raw. And here he was with a tire iron, ready to brain this Nicky clone once he turned his back.

      Zed’s heart accelerated. He doubted he’d ever want to see a Lunatic film again after this. He might even retire all horror movies, for what could ever be more terrifying than this awful night? If he and Brianna got out of this, he would be all scared out.

      What was Nicky doing in there?

      Whatever he was handling was out of sight behind the wall. Zed had to get closer. With the lantern on, Nicky’s eyes wouldn’t be adjusted to the darkness outside. Perhaps Zed could sneak through the parking lot. He had to try. He held the tire iron like a caveman with a club, prepared to be just as savage. Though he’d never been a violent man, he wouldn’t back down from a fight either, especially when defending someone he loved. And he loved Brianna deeply. He couldn’t stand the idea of her being in pain or danger…or worse.

      Nicky didn’t notice Zed as he crept toward the open front door. Zed heard grunting and a sound like boots going in and out of mud. Reaching the doorway, he swallowed hard against the urge to vomit.

      Splayed out on the floor was a woman’s body. At first Zed could only see the legs, and his heart sank, thinking it might be Brianna, but this woman didn’t have Brianna’s tattoos. And the legs were no longer attached to the body. Nicky’s hand rose high with the signature meat cleaver, slick with blood. When he swung down, Zed realized what the boot-in-mud sound had been as the blade hit the corpse. Zed shivered. This Nicky wasn’t just a killer. He was a mutilator, just like the fictional character. In the movies, the bodies were hacked up for meat. What did this Nicky want them for?

      Going through the doorway would put Zed at Nicky’s left side. It wasn’t possible to creep all the way up to him, but it was still possible to take the sick son of a bitch by surprise.

      Zed lunged.

      

      
        
        ————

      

      

      

      As the man barged into his father’s diner, Nicky moved just in time to avoid being bashed in the skull with a tire iron. Instead, the man fell forward from momentum and the tire iron cracked open the head of the twin Nicky had been quartering. The man whimpered as if he’d been the one who’d gotten hit, and as Nicky steadied his stance the man spun around, revealing his t-shirt.

      Lunatic X: The Return of Nicky Hector.

      His own face snarling back at him, Nicky blinked in disbelief. Why would a victim be wearing a shirt of his killer? This was too meta for his liking. It threw off the whole vibe of the scene. This guy was obviously the male hero. He might not be final boy material, but he was making an effort, unlike the last two men Nicky had slaughtered. There was no history between Nicky and this man, so he couldn’t be his Dr. Sam Loomis or Tommy Jarvis character yet, but was he being molded for such a role? Was that why he sported a t-shirt from a previous chapter in Nicky’s saga? Was he some sort of avenger obsessed with the killings, like Tommy Doyle in Halloween 6: The Curse of Michael Myers?

      The man froze, just as Nicky had. They eyed each other curiously.

      “Oh my God,” the man said. “It really is you.”

      Nicky flashed his skeletal smile. “In the flesh and blood.”

      But the man didn’t identify him the way Nicky expected.

      “You’re him,” the man said. “You’re Jonathan Zain.”

      A twinge went through Nicky’s mind at the mention of the name. It was a painful déjà vu, a ghost of a former life, more illusion than memory.

      He shook his head. “No…”

      “Jesus…what have you done, Jonathan?”

      “There is no Jonathan.”

      “Yes, there is. You’re him! No cosplay is this good. Jesus, your eye…”

      “I’m Nicky Hector! And just who the hell are you?”

      “Zed. I’m here for my girlfriend, Brianna. You took her, didn’t you? You sick bastard. She better be alive. Tell me where she is!”

      Nicky looked at the mangled corpse on the floor. Clearly this wasn’t the woman Zed spoke of. Surely the man would have recognized his girlfriend before smashing her head in. And the other woman was Reese. Nicky had heard the others call her name as he took her life. That left the blonde from the shithouse, the one he’d allowed to get away.

      “Your shirt,” Nicky said.

      Zed grimaced. “Forgot I was even wearing it.”

      “Why do you have a shirt of me?”

      “Because I’m you’re biggest fan. At least I was…before tonight.”

      Nicky squinted. “My what?”

      “Your biggest fan! I’m your biggest fan.”

      “Then why are you surprised by what I’ve done?”

      Zed raised the tire iron higher. “Where is she, Jonathan?”

      Again, the name made Nicky dizzy. He clenched the cleaver to ground himself in this reality.

      “The meat cooler,” Zed said. “That’s where you always put them in the movies.”

      Nicky seethed. Referencing the movies while within one was the sort of corny antics that had made the latter films in the series such an embarrassment. This final entry was not going to be a self-parody. He wanted screams from his audience, not chuckles or eye-rolls. But Zed was right. Nicky did bring the bodies to the cooler, just like Dad taught him. It’s where meat belonged, and that’s all these people were now, perhaps all they ever were.

      “Let’s go,” Zed said, motioning through the counter. “Move it.”

      But Nicky didn’t budge. Zed’s t-shirt stole his attention, mocking him, soiling the plot and easing the tension with aloof, self-referencing nonsense. He had to keep this movie firmly planted in the horror genre. The shirt had to go. So did the man wearing it.

      Nicky raised the cleaver, blood trickling from the spikes.

      “Drop it!” Zed said.

      The tire iron gave Zed the better reach, but Nicky sensed the man was hesitant to use force. Nicky had no such aversion to violence. He thrived on it. He’d made his career on it, one glorious kill at a time. Taking a life was a joy for him, but for Zed it would be a harrowing act, one he would try to avoid.

      “It’s closing time,” Nicky said. “I’m gonna have to axe you to leave!”

      He charged with the cleaver, slashing open Zed’s shirt and the flesh beneath. Zed yelped but countered with the tire iron, just missing Nicky’s face and connecting with his shoulder. The vest absorbed the impact, but Nicky stumbled and Zed swung again, nearly breaking Nicky’s arm. He hobbled away. With half his peripheral vision gone, his combat skills were lacking. It hadn’t been a problem for him in any of the other films. He wondered why it would hinder him now.

      Because now it’s real, he thought. Now you really have one eye.

      That such a thought would even enter his mind made Nicky wince. Zed had put that doubt in him. Zed and his stupid t-shirt that questioned Nicky’s very existence. Though the cloth was torn and wet with blood, Nicky could still see his own face staring back at him in some horrid gateway to another dimension, one where he was not an infamous slasher but a washed-up actor, dying a slow death while signing autographs for nitwits like Zed. This was the life that wasn’t real to him, for it was of no significance. His story wasn’t written with markers on glossy headshots—it was written in blood.

      But he was outmatched here. Maybe Zed really was destined to be his final boy, like a sidekick to final girl Molly, someone for her to hold as they watched the diner go up in flames just before the credits rolled. He’d come dangerously close to being goofy comic relief but was making up for it with these brave, noble efforts. Maybe all he needed was for Nicky to guide him, to help mold the Zed character into what the movie needed. For that, it would be better to let Zed live, so he’d be around to see Brianna die. This would make the fight more personal. It would bond Zed to Nicky. Zed would then be out for vengeance, and perhaps would become just as unhinged as Nicky himself, like Dennis Hopper’s Lieutenant “Lefty” Enright in Texas Chainsaw Massacre 2. Their duel could be so much more than a mere tire iron and cleaver. There could be power tools, nautical tools, swords, chainsaws, flamethrowers.

      But was there really room for a final boy in the Lunatic saga, especially this close to the end? Nicky decided against it. He had no need to build history with a new, male hero. He had Molly Harrison and the rich legacy they’d forged over decades of scary movies. The Lunatic movies always had heroines, and that left Zed as only one thing—a red herring hero. The audience would root for him, but ultimately lose him.

      So when Zed swung and missed, Nicky swung and didn’t.
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      After trying the phone at the front desk, Rachel checked the payphone, getting the same result. Had someone really cut the lines just as Nicky had in the movie? It seemed preposterous, but so did everything that had happened tonight. If she hadn’t seen Reese’s killer with her own eyes, she never would have believed these stories. She didn’t want to believe it, for if she did, she’d have to face it, and she wasn’t adequately prepared to do so. The day had been an emotional hurricane even before the threat of a deranged murderer on the loose, but even Brady’s molestation now seemed trite by comparison. She suddenly wondered where he was. Had he gone home for the day, or could he have something to do with this? Brady definitely wasn’t the man in the Nicky costume. Their body types were far too different. But could Brady be somehow involved? He was pretty damned creepy, but could he be creepy on a homicidal level?

      Rachel didn’t want to die in these woods. She didn’t want any harm to come to her little sister. She knew she had to be strong for them both but struggled to find her nerve. Ellie noticed Rachel trembling when she took her hand. Rachel knew her terror was understandable, but wished she could stifle it, nonetheless.

      At the least now they had a gun. But she wasn’t sure if that made her feel better. She loathed firearms. A gun might protect them from Nicky—from Zed—or it might be turned against them. Lola might shoot one of them by mistake. Right now, the murderer was killing by hand, which gave them a running chance. There was no running from a shotgun.

      Finding a letter-opener on the desk, Rachel grabbed it for lack of a better weapon. The shotgun was the only rustic weaponry on display here. No crossed swords mounted on the walls. No dusty revolvers. Not even an emergency fire axe behind breakable glass. But even if she had one, she felt running away was their best course of action. Making a stand seemed reckless, even though they outnumbered their pursuer. At least they thought they did. Ellie may not have believed Zed was the killer, but Rachel felt he had to be, and it made her leery of trusting Brianna. She kept one eye on the woman, waiting for a betrayal she feared was inevitable. Brianna claimed to have killed the killer, but Rachel didn’t believe that either, even though she wanted to. Most of the group seemed to agree that getting away from this place was a better move than going to the cabin to confirm Brianna’s story, but Rachel would have found solace in seeing that maniac facedown with a butcher knife in his gut, revolting as it may be.

      “We’re gonna get out of this,” Ellie told her as they left the building.

      The cool night air made Rachel’s flesh pimple. She stared into the thick bloats of fog that obscured the dirt road ahead, a foreboding landscape.

      “It’s gonna be okay,” Ellie said.

      Rachel wasn’t sure if she should be ashamed of herself or just proud of Ellie. “I’m the one who’s supposed to be assuring you.”

      “We’re in this together. We can do it. I know we can.”

      Rachel leaned over and gave her little sister a hug.

      “You know I won’t let anybody hurt you,” Ellie said.

      And Rachel couldn’t argue with that.

      

      
        
        ————

      

      

      

      “I’m not going,” Brianna said.

      “See ya!” Rob said.

      Lola ignored him. “Brianna, don’t be stupid. You have to come with us. You can’t go back there alone.”

      “Look,” Brianna said, “I was with you to try and get to a phone. But I can’t leave here without my Zed.”

      “But—”

      “It’s not up for debate, okay? He would never leave me behind and I’m not about to do it to him. Besides, I keep telling you I planted a knife in the belly of this asshole. Even if it didn’t kill him, he won’t be much of a threat with his guts split in half.”

      The sisters winced. Noah had one arm around Vivia, who looked positively stoned on fear. Shock was setting in. Rob was merely annoyed. Lola Lang was the only one who seemed ready for war. Maybe it was because of the tough-as-nails heroine Brianna had seen Lola play, or maybe it was because she was holding a double-barrel shotgun, but there was no denying Lola seemed better prepared for this than the rest of them. If not for needing to find Zed, Brianna would have followed this woman through a hail of mortar rounds. She wondered if the others realized how lucky they were to have her.

      “I know some of you think Zed is doing all this,” Brianna said, “but I assure you he isn’t. There’re millions of Nicky Hector fans in the world. Any one of them could have snapped and transformed into him. The question is why.”

      “Maybe we can figure that out together,” Lola said.

      “Only after I find Zed. He’s the love of my life. I want to marry him one day and have his children. What kind of wife would I be if I left him behind to save my own skin? And what kind of mother?”

      She and Lola locked eyes and Brianna knew she’d gotten through to her.

      “Okay,” Lola said. “I respect that. But we can’t go with you. I have to get these kids to safety.”

      “And I respect that.”

      Brianna turned toward the trailway. Ellie wanted to tag along with Brianna, bringing Rachel too, but Brianna and Rachel both rejected the idea.

      Rob spoke up. “What about my shirt?”

      Brianna didn’t even turn around, only flipped him the bird. Noah sprinted to Brianna and handed her his Swiss Army Knife.

      “Take it,” he said. “And be careful.”

      Brianna kissed the boy’s cheek, then left the others behind in the fog. It was time to find the man she loved, for better or for worse, for as long as they both shall live.

      

      
        
        ————

      

      

      

      The road leaving was always shorter than the road going in. That’s what Ellie’s parents said about road trips. In this case though, the road seemed not only longer going out, but far more dangerous. Thinking of the way the sunshine made the green of the woodland pop as they’d ridden the bus just the day before, it was hard to believe this was the same place. The sense of danger was palpable enough to be a living thing, filling its lungs with the fear on Ellie’s breath. She wanted to believe everything she and Rachel had been telling each other—that they would be all right, that they would soon get to safety—but she had the distinct feeling this wasn’t over, for they literally weren’t out of the woods yet.

      It pained her that Brianna had gone off alone, disappearing into the mist like a phantom. It was a rough goodbye. But there was nothing Ellie could do about that. Out of everyone in the group, her voice seemed to matter the least. She was the youngest; therefore, her opinion was mostly dismissed. Her life was in danger just as much as anyone else’s, and yet she had no say in her own course. Rachel had attached them to Lola Lang’s leadership, and Ellie didn’t blame her for that. The woman was older, wiser, and tougher—or at least appeared to be. She was an actress, so maybe Lola was faking this bravado. Maybe she had no idea what she was doing.

      The road climbed the incline of the next hill, the loose rocks making it somewhat treacherous in the dark. If someone snapped an ankle, they’d be screwed. Would the others help them along, or would they be left behind like Brianna? Would Rachel be left behind if something happened to her? Would Ellie herself be abandoned? The sisters would never part, but the group might move on. Even Noah, who Ellie thought of as a friend, had only known them for two days. It frightened Ellie to think she and Rachel might end up alone, that they might face an insane killer without help. For so long she’d wanted independence from her parents’ overprotective hovering. Now she craved it desperately.

      Thank goodness she had Rachel. Poor Vivia had lost her sister. Ellie should consider herself lucky—she knew that—but all she felt was fragile. If something happened to Rachel, it might as well happen to her too. She couldn’t go on without her big sister. She’d rather be slain by a madman than see it happen to Rachel. Either way, Ellie would be dead.

      Rob held his camera out in front of him to light the way, but the fog was so dense now it hardly made a difference. The group stuck close together, Lola leading with Rob beside her. Ellie wondered if he was still filming. At least it would leave some kind of record if the police found their bodies in the morning. Maybe the cops could stop Nicky. Maybe they could kill the boogeyman. Somehow Ellie doubted Brianna had been able to.

      Somewhere in that fog, a killer was coming.

      

      
        
        ————

      

      

      

      Zed got what he wanted.

      Nicky took him to the meat cooler, dragging the man beneath his armpits. He was the heaviest victim yet, and Nicky struggled to get him on a hook. Luckily there was already a gash in Zed’s back from where the cleaver had chopped into him. Nicky stuck the hook into the wound until it was secure, then pulled the chain to hoist Zed into the air. Blood dribbled from the dangling feet. Tilting his head, Nicky admired his work—the punctures in Zed’s face where he’d slugged him with the spikes; the hack to the neck that was as good as an autograph; the two stumps where Zed’s fingers had been, a blow that caused him to drop the tire iron. Even one-eyed and wounded, Nicky managed to overcome his opponent, just as any slasher just keeps coming no matter what you throw at them. There’d been a supernatural element to Nicky Hector ever since the first time he’d returned from the grave in 1983’s Lunatic II: Nicky’s Back, and being an unstoppable killing machine was his primary feature.

      He gathered the rest of Jip’s tools into the truck, placing them atop blood stains. It was getting later, and summer nights were short. By now the escapees would have found the others. Hysteria would be in motion. It was time to return like the reoccurring nightmare he was. It was time for Nicky’s revenge. Perhaps that would be the perfect title for this feature—Nicky’s Revenge: The Final Holiday. Molly Harrison had had her revenge; now it was Nicky’s turn. He liked the sound of it. It was certainly better than Nicky Goes Hawaiian or fucking Nicky On Mars. This last chapter would dismiss those sequels, just as Halloween H20 had acted like the fourth, fifth, and sixth sequels had never happened. Halloween had also suffered a terrible, idiotic remake. He still had to make sure that never happened to Lunatic.

      He got into the truck, the muffler sounding like gunfire when he turned the key. It reminded him his victims would have armed themselves by now. After cutting the phone lines, Nicky had peered through the window of the welcoming center and had been pleased to find the shotgun was still there. He’d broken in using the back door, drew the shotgun shells he’d taken from the police officer’s closet, and placed them on the mantel for his victims to find, rubbing the box in the dust to make them appear to have been there a long time.

      Lola would be the one to get the shotgun. Of that, he had no doubt. It was simple destiny, a screenplay written by the hand of fate. This was the way things were meant to be.

      He smiled as he pulled out of the parking lot.

      The ultimate ending was about to begin.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER XXXIV

          

        

      

    

    
      “Great, Brianna,” she said to herself. “Just great.”

      Walking toward the cabins, the shadows in the trees seemed to stalk her, the moonlight suffocated by clouds. Brianna moved quickly despite her fear, clutching the Swiss Army Knife in her trembling hand. Though she believed she’d killed the Nicky impersonator, her imagination got the better of her now that she was all alone. Doubt was a cancer in her mind. What if she hadn’t killed him after all? What if he were watching her right now with that godawful cleaver in his grip?

      No. She’d stabbed him and cracked a cutting board over his dome. At the very least he had to be incapacitated. Hopefully Zed wasn’t incapacitated or worse. After hearing what had happened to some of the others, a numbing dread had fused to Brianna’s heart.

      What if she was too late?

      There was a low rumble over the sound of the river. It grew louder, its source drawing closer. She spotted headlights upon the trailway.

      A truck!

      She sprinted in its direction. Tears of relief came to her as she released the breath she’d been holding. This had to be the groundskeeper she’d met earlier. He could help her. He could drive her and Zed and others out of here. She waved her arms, then realized the shirt was riding up to her waist, so she held it down with one hand to cover her nudity. The truck rolled closer, slowing down. Brianna went to it, crying out for the driver’s help, wishing she could remember the old man’s name. The truck came to a stop just a few feet ahead of her. The driver’s door opened. A shadowy figure stepped out, difficult to see behind the headlights.

      Brianna squinted. “Hello?”

      For some reason the figure moved to the back of the truck. Brianna came forward, shielding her eyes with her hand, still unable to make out the old-timer.

      “Please, mister. I need help. Something terrible has happened.”

      She heard him moving things around in the truck bed.

      “Hey!” she said, growing desperate. “Can’t you hear me? There’s a maniac on the loose!”

      A low voice replied. “Not a maniac. A lunatic!”

      Brianna didn’t even have time to scream before the sound of a starting chainsaw tore the night. She smelled gas, tasted it on her tongue. She stepped back, afraid of being chased if she ran, afraid of being chopped in half if she stood still. All too late the moonlight returned, the chainsaw glowing blue like a lightsaber, and though its shadow covered half the man’s face, the other side was visible. The gouged-out socket looked even worse than it had before—a festering, infected hole of gnarled flesh. Dried blood peppered the man’s cheek like freckles, saliva foaming between his lips.

      “No…” Brianna said. “It can’t be.”

      The chainsaw rumbled, its metal teeth hungry. Brianna’s jaw dropped. She’d been placed right in the middle of a slasher movie trope.

      “I killed you!” she said.

      Nicky grinned. “That’s what they all say.”

      He revved the saw and its blades spun in a frenzy. Brianna ran up the trail with Nicky chasing after her, swinging the chainsaw merrily, cackling over its roaring motor. He didn’t limp or stagger. He ran after her. It was as if she’d never stabbed him at all. As in the movies, Nicky Hector couldn’t be killed.

      Brianna leapt into the woods, hoping to lose him in the foggy darkness and find somewhere to hide, maybe climb a tree or crawl into a hollow log. Or maybe she should try to get to the river where the canoes were stacked, get on the water, and just paddle wherever the river took her. Anywhere was safer than here. But that would mean leaving Zed behind. The grim possibility of him being dead already was becoming realer to her, but she couldn’t know for sure, and couldn’t leave here until she did. But it wouldn’t help Zed any if she got herself killed.

      Nicky pursued her into the forest, the smoke of the chainsaw slithering around him like wraiths. Brianna jumped over exposed roots and dodged around rocks, branches whipping her, thorns cutting into her legs. Her bare feet ached as pebbles pushed into the soles, and still she pressed on, never slowing down.

      But she just couldn’t shake Nicky off, even though she was lighter, younger, and not weighed down by a chainsaw. Whenever she looked back, she worried when she faced forward again he’d appear right in front of her.

      Because he simply wasn’t human.

      He was a monster, a horror icon come to life. She didn’t know how—she just knew it was so. And just like any victim running from a slasher in the woods, Brianna eventually tripped, crashing to her hands and knees, skinning both.

      But this would be the least of her injuries.

      

      
        
        ————

      

      

      

      The saw chewed into the girl’s back.

      Nicky shoved it deeper as she twitched and cried. She screamed blood as he pierced her organs, the saw blades chewing her insides apart. He angled the saw upward and it pushed through the other side of her body, just below her solar plexus, splashing red upon the grass. She collapsed, still shaking, and Nicky dragged the saw downward through her belly. Her shirt split, revealing her naked bottom, and he guided the saw down through the crack of her butt until she was split from chest to groin. As his victim died, Nicky dropped the chainsaw, stepped on one of her legs, and pulled the other upward. The body tore further apart in a gruesome spectacle, the guts spilling free.

      Some nice practical effects for the hardcore gore fans in the audience.

      Dragging the girl’s carcass to the truck, Nicky flung her in the back, then put the truck in gear, prowling for more victims.

      The Prowler was a good slasher movie, Nicky thought, but all the good scenes happened in its first half, whereas the last half was a snoozer. It was the opposite with The Mutilator, which saved everything worth seeing until the very end. For all their flaws, both films had excellent kills, and Nicky always aimed to outdo them. He was confident in his performance so far. A chainsaw murder was a timeless classic, always a crowd-pleaser.

      Eat your heart out, Leatherface.

      Nicky drove on, past the cabins and toward the recreation center, and quoted himself.

      “You can’t run from me, Molly.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER XXXV

          

        

      

    

    
      How far was it from here to the parking lot? Two miles, roughly? How long did it take the average person to walk that far? Maybe half an hour? The group was moving quickly, fueled by fear, so maybe they could do it in less. Thirty minutes seemed like an excruciatingly long time to Lola, but there was nothing to do but press on. There’d been no sign of the killer since Reese’s murder. Lola could only hope Brianna was right, that she really had offed the lunatic. She especially hoped so for Brianna’s sake. More and more she’d come to believe Brianna’s story. If Zed really was this Nicky killer, Brianna didn’t know anything about it. Maybe she was right. Maybe Zed wasn’t the killer at all. But who else could it possibly be?

      They’d all find out soon enough. She hoped it would be safely. They would get to the police and the whole river would soon be swarming with cops. What a sensationalistic story it would be for news reporters, and the horror fan sites were going to explode with gossip and rumors. A real-life Nicky Hector on a killing spree at the movie’s filming location? It was batshit crazy. In a way, Lola understood why Rob kept hitting record. A “real found footage” film was a moronic idea, but he could use some of what he captured tonight for a documentary. Once the word got out about this, the Lunatic remake would be canceled. The studio would think it too insensitive to make one after all that had happened here. But people loved true crime stories, and this one was bound to bring attention to all the old Lunatic movies in the catalogue. In a sick way it was great publicity, only for the films already made, not some new one. But who would be interested in promoting the old movies at the expense of dooming the remake?

      A chill went through Lola. She stopped in place.

      “Lola?” Rachel asked. “You okay?”

      “It’s him.”

      “Him? Him who?”

      Lola shook her head. “No…no, he wouldn’t…”

      “Wouldn’t what?” Noah asked. “What’s going on?”

      “Jesus.” Lola put her hand over her mouth, swallowing a cry. “John…no…”

      “What did you say?” Rob asked. He pointed the camera at her, the light revealing her pinched face to the others. “John? Who’s John?”

      “Jonathan…” She tried but couldn’t get the rest out.

      “Wait a second. You saying you know who this lunatic is?”

      “What if…what if the lunatic is who’s always been the lunatic?”

      Rob furrowed his brow, still not getting it.

      “Jonathan Zain,” Lola said. “The man behind Nicky Hector.”

      “I know who Jonathan Zain is,” Rob said, snarky. “Only Christopher Lee was more prolific in a single role. But what about him?”

      “He wasn’t brought on for the remake.”

      “Hey, I wanted him to do a cameo or something, but the studio—”

      “You don’t understand. I saw John recently and he’s…he’s just not doing well. He seemed like he was coming unglued.”

      Noah cut in. “Wait…are you saying you think the actor who played Nicky is the guy we’re running from?”

      “I know how that sounds, but the Nicky Hector character is all John has. It’s his legacy. He wasn’t too happy about the remake being made. In fact, he was downright pissed. He’s made something like fifteen Nicky movies, and this was going to be the first one without his involvement.”

      “And you think that made him snap?”

      “I dunno. Maybe. The man who killed Reese looked so much like Nicky Hector it was crazy.”

      “But it was dark,” Rob said. “We couldn’t see him that well.”

      “I know, I know.”

      “And we already know that Zed asshole has the same costume, and none of us have seen him since all this started. C’mon, Lola. Use your head. Jonathan Zain is a movie slasher, not an actual murderer.”

      He was right, of course. Still, Lola had a feeling in her gut that sickened her. She remembered John rushing that weird fan, how he’d slammed him to the ground. She thought of his harsh words with her at the bar, how he’d turned on her so quickly and venomously, and recalled the red fury in his eyes when he spoke about the upcoming remake. There were also the rumors about how John treated his wife and children, and his outbursts on set and behind the scenes of conventions. She’d thought Jonathan Zain was a little unhinged, but what if the very last hinge had finally broke free, kicked in by the threat of a Lunatic remake?

      “Look,” Rachel said. “It doesn’t matter right now, does it? Whoever this guy is or was, we just need to get away from him.”

      “Yeah,” Noah said. “Let the police do the detective work. All that matters is getting to the cars.”

      They may be just kids, Lola thought, but they’re smart kids. She thought of her own children then, and the terrible notion she may never see them again, that they’d become motherless at such a young age. She thought of her husband and siblings.

      The group walked through the foggy night, and Lola’s thoughts of John continued too, an unstoppable force, much like Nicky himself. She’d long thought that Lunatic movies, much like comic book ones, would never end. There would always be a market for them, be it small or large. But there would never be another Nicky Hector like the one Jonathan Zain had created. Nicky would never again be the pop culture phenomenon John’s portrayal once made him. The original variant was too successful to be surpassed. Could it have also been too successful for its host to recover from? Was the spirit of Nicky Hector now in possession of John?

      Over the years, Lola had run from John through these very woods many times. But that was Nicky chasing Molly—always just a movie. Now it was happening again, but in another, darker form. Lola was being pursued by Nicky—whoever he may be beneath the costume—and that caused her to realize who she was here at Blood River.

      I am Molly Harrison, she thought, gripping the shotgun. I am the final girl.

      Bright beams of light suddenly pierced the fog behind them. The illumination swooped over the group, revealing their pale expressions—exhaustion, confusion, terror. The gurgle of an old engine grew louder. A vehicle was coming on fast.

      “Holy shit!” Vivia said. “We’re saved!”

      She and Noah waved at the approaching truck. Rob aimed his camera at it, perhaps hoping to capture a happy ending. But Lola was cautious, even suspicious.

      “Get out of the road,” she said, trying to urge the others to the curb.

      “But then they won’t see us!” Noah said.

      Rachel turned to him. “Maybe they shouldn’t.”

      “Right,” Lola said, Rachel and Ellie following her. “We don’t know who’s in that truck.”

      “It could be someone coming to help,” Noah said.

      “Yeah,” Vivia said. “Maybe it’s the cops.” She waved her arms in the air, her strained face like a tragic painting in the floodlights. “Help! Over here! Help us!”

      “Don’t,” Rachel said, trying to take Vivia by the arm. “We don’t know who—”

      Vivia shook her off, still calling out to the truck. Noah did the same, convinced this was their salvation, needing it to be so. Lola pulled Rachel back with her and Ellie, and to her surprise Rob joined them on the shoulder of the road, still filming.

      “Turn your light off!” Lola told him.

      He did but kept the camera rolling as the truck drew down on the others. Ellie called out to Noah and Vivia, but they were too busy trying to get the driver’s attention to pay her any mind. Puncturing the fog, the headlights illuminated the boxy shadows of automobiles just up the dirt road. Lola spotted the white school bus.

      The parking lot!

      They were so close but hadn’t gotten there soon enough.

      The truck slowed, giving Noah and Vivia the opportunity to run toward it before the driver stomped on the gas pedal, the truck heaving forward, a man’s crazed cackle accompanying the growl of the engine in a horrible duet.

      Ellie yelled to her friends. “Get outta there!”

      Rachel had to hold her sister back. Lola got in front of the girls, an instinctual guardianship, and held out the shotgun in front of her. From the corner of her eye, she saw Rob’s jaw drop as he watched the horror unfold through the camera lens. She raised the stock to her shoulder and aimed as the truck hurtled down the dirt road, coming at Vivia and Noah, two youths desperate enough to have trusted whoever was inside. At the sound of the driver’s laughter, Noah turned to run, but Vivia just stood still in the center of the road, crying and covering her eyes, as if that would make her invisible. Lola wanted to shoot at the truck, but if she did the shotgun’s spray might hit the kids. All she could do was watch and wait and pray.

      “Mommy!” was the last thing Vivia ever said.

      Lola had once read that people sometimes revert to childhood in times of mortal danger and even cry out for their mothers in the face of death. She’d never thought she’d be unfortunate enough to see it play out in front of her. But how old could this poor girl even be? From the look of her, she might still live at home. It could make perfect sense for her to still call out for her mother when in trouble. Didn’t we all do that while we were still lucky enough to have one? What chilled Lola most was not hearing the girl’s cry, but that the instant before Vivia went under the truck, Lola thought she was hearing her own daughter calling out for her.

      The truck bobbed as Vivia went beneath the tires. The sound of bones breaking was like fireworks. The driver’s mad laughter intensified, hooting as if he were on an amusement park ride.

      “Damned speedbumps!” Nicky yelled out the window. “Don’t ya just hate roadkill?”

      That voice, Lola thought. It didn’t sound like Zed. It didn’t sound like John’s voice either. It was the voice John had created for Nicky, with all its gravel and vinegar. He’d used that voice while in costume even at the last convention, and she’d been impressed John hadn’t lost his knack for it. Now the sound of that monster’s voice made her blood run cold.

      Noah finally got out of the road, but did so in the worst possible way, running to Lola and the others, leading the truck right to them. Rob turned and ran, his commitment to his footage instantly forgotten as they were all thrust into a one-sided demolition derby. Lola told the sisters to run, but they were already moving. The butt of the shotgun pressed to her shoulder, and she fired at the truck’s front tires, and even as one blew out and the old pickup rolled, she could still hear that gravelly voice, and its famous laughter.
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      Noah was pulverized.

      Rachel and Ellie screamed. Even Rob did. Seeing the young man crushed under the flipping truck caused Rachel to vomit in the bushes. Noah’s eyes had popped out, the brain matter pushed through the sockets and out his nostrils as his skull flattened. His twisted carcass transformed into a mess of guts and splintered bone. To make matters worse, the remains of Brianna flew out of the truck’s bed when it overturned, the airborne gore arching in a blood rainbow as the dead woman was tossed. The truck rolled over twice, finally stopping when it hit a strong enough tree. Smoke hissed from the busted hood. Rachel couldn’t see inside the cab. The only blood she wanted to see was that of the driver. If he’d been killed in the crash, at least then the deaths of the others wouldn’t have been in vain. The nightmare would be over.

      “C’mon,” Lola said. “Let’s get to the cars. Now.”

      She started toward the parking lot, Rob tailing behind her like a lost puppy.

      “Wait,” Rachel said. “Shouldn’t we…you know…”

      “Make sure he’s dead?” Lola asked. “I’m not going near that truck, and neither should you. It’s too dangerous. Let’s just get out of here. The parking lot is just ahead.”

      Ellie shook her head. “Rachel’s right. We’ve got to kill the bastard!”

      Rachel gave her sister a quizzical look. Her words were appropriate, but surprised Rachel, nonetheless. There was such anger in Ellie, such rage.

      “He’s probably already dead,” Lola said. “We’ll all be safer if we just leave.”

      Rob seemed to agree. He took off running toward the cars, leaving the women behind. Rachel took Ellie’s hand and they started toward the road with Lola bringing up the rear, reloading the shotgun as she trotted along. The sense of relief Rachel felt when they got to her car was sweet but short-lived. She looked at the other cars, her heart sinking.

      “Oh shit,” Rob said, on the verge of tears.

      “The tires,” Ellie said. “He slashed all the tires!”

      Rachel despaired. The killer had been thorough, puncturing every single tire on every single vehicle.

      “Damn it!” Lola said.

      “What the fuck’re we gonna do now, Lola?” Rob asked.

      Lola ran her hand through her hair and paced. Seeing her showing any sign of panic made Rachel uneasy. She was counting on Lola to get them out of this. They all were.

      “What’re we gonna do?” Rob asked, louder this time.

      Ellie snapped at him. “You’re not helping!”

      “We’re screwed, kid! Don’t you see that? We can’t walk all the way back to town. It must be twenty miles!”

      “If we have to walk, we’ll walk,” Rachel said.

      She was hoping to raise Lola’s spirit, but the woman was staring at one of the cars.

      “Lola?” Rachel asked. “What is it?”

      “I was right,” Lola said, sounding as if she wished she weren’t. “This is John Zain’s car.”

      Ellie looked at it. “The tires are slashed on it too. Why would he do that to his own car?”

      “I think…I think because he wants no one to escape. Not even himself.”

      “That’s crazy!” Rob said. “You sure that’s Zain’s car?”

      “It’s his. He was driving it at the last convention. Just look at the bumper sticker.”

      Rob aimed his camera’s light. An old sticker, cracked and yellowed, bore the image of a smiling Nicky Hector. Bloody letters read: “Nicky for President in ’04!”

      “Shit,” Rob said. “I remember that. They handed those stickers out at video stores when Nicky Goes to Mars came out.”

      “The killer…it was never Zed. There’s only one Nicky Hector, and that’s Jonathan Zain.”

      “Christ!” Rob huffed, turning red. “An actor did all this? A fucking actor?”

      Lola looked ahead, into the thinning fog. “We need to keep moving.”

      “Wait,” Ellie said, pointing. “Look!”

      The group followed her gaze to the white school bus and its perfectly intact tires.

      “He must not have been able to pop them,” Ellie said, “because they’re so big.”

      “She’s right!” Rob said.

      “Maybe we can find the keys. Maybe they’re inside.”

      “Or maybe it’s a trap,” Lola said.

      “We’ve gotta check.”

      Lola hesitated. “Okay, but stay behind me.”

      As the group converged upon the bus, Lola aimed the shotgun at the open door.

      

      
        
        ————

      

      

      

      “Fuckin’ Christ…”

      Nicky finally managed to get through the obliterated window of the pickup truck. The door had indented and jammed, making it impossible to open. Some part of it had cut into his thigh and shards of glass decorated him like raindrops.

      But he was alive.

      Better than that, he thought, I’m undead. Slashers can’t be killed. They always return. It was even in the titles and taglines. Halloween—The Night HE Came Home. Jason Lives. Freddy’s Revenge. The Texas Chainsaw Massacre 2—After a Decade of Silence, the Buzz is Back!

      Crawling through the grass, he assessed the damage to his person. He hurt but didn’t think he’d broken anything. He’d hit the steering wheel hard, but the vest cushioned the impact, protecting him in the truck that predated airbags. Getting to his feet, Nicky checked the pocket of his meat coat for the cleaver. Still there. He drew it like Zorro with his sword, a dramatic swing just for the fans.

      The show wasn’t over yet.

      

      
        
        ————

      

      

      

      The bus was empty. It was also bloody.

      Ellie stayed behind Rachel. At the front of the survivors was Lola and her peacemaker. Ellie looked all around the front of the bus, scanning the floorboards and driver’s seat for a set of keys. Finding none, despair encroached upon her fear.

      “There’s nothing here,” Rob said. “He probably didn’t have to slash the tires because he got rid of the keys. We’re wasting time.”

      “Hold up,” Rachel said. “Maybe we should reconsider things.”

      “Like how?”

      The others looked at Rachel. Ellie gave her hand a squeeze.

      “Maybe we should hide,” Rachel said. “Lock ourselves in here and wait for morning.”

      “What?” Rob asked. “That doesn’t make sense.”

      “I’m just saying. Won’t it be easier to make the hike back to town in daylight? Won’t it be safer?”

      Lola nodded. “Maybe you’re right.”

      “Oh c’mon,” Rob said. “Don’t puss out on me now.”

      “Nobody’s making you stay, Rob.”

      “For God’s sake.” The man scoffed but obviously didn’t want to go it alone. “I thought there was only one little girl here, not three.”

      “Eat shit,” Rachel said.

      “You’re all being ridiculous.” Rob sat down in one of the booths and leaned his head against the open window, looking more tired than he cared to admit. “John Zain is dead now. You saw how that truck rolled. Don’t you see we have nothing to worry about?”

      From outside the window came a bloody hand, grabbing at Rob’s hair and yanking his neck. The hand let go, then reappeared. The attacker outside was jumping up to reach the window. His mad laughter was like a broken muffler and the spikes of his cleaver screeched as he dragged them alongside the bus.

      “Fuck this!” Rob said, getting away from the window. “You all can stay if you want to. I’m outta here!”

      He sprinted toward the back door.

      “Rob, wait!” Lola said.

      No, Ellie thought. Let the asshole go. He deserves this.

      In a crazed dash, Rob pushed the door open and leapt out of the back of the bus. Lola turned to Rachel and Ellie, telling them to get down. The sisters ducked into one of the booths as Lola brought up the shotgun, waiting for Nicky Hector to appear. Rachel drew her letter opener and gripped it tight. Ellie peeked around the edge of the seat, watching Rob run like a chicken—not just frightened, but like an actual chicken, darting around franticly. Lola inched toward the open doorway. Ellie expected her to go skeet shooting for the killer. Instead, Lola grabbed the door handle and slammed it shut. Her bravery was stunning. Ellie stood up, not wanting to miss a thing. She got on her tiptoes to get a better look out the back window. It didn’t take long for the scene to get nasty.

      There was a white flash as Nicky charged by, his bloody coattails flapping. Lola raised the business end of the shotgun.

      “Shit. They’re too close together.”

      “Don’t look, Ellie,” Rachel said.

      But she did anyway. They all did, watching as Nicky pounced upon Rob. The director’s camera spun away from him, giving light to the two men as one overpowered the other. Nicky sat on Rob’s chest and raised the cleaver, and Rob held out his hands in front of him. Nicky punched at them with the spiked knuckles of his weapon as Rob begged for his life.

      Lola turned to the sisters.

      “Stay in the bus,” she said, “until it’s time not to.”

      

      
        
        ————

      

      

      

      “Wait!” the victim said. “I’m a filmmaker! I can help you! Please!”

      Nicky held off his attack and looked down upon the man curiously.

      “You’re a director?” Nicky asked.

      “Yeah. I-I-I’m R-R-Rob Siricho.”

      “Oh right…I know you.” Nicky smirked. “Didn’t you make Hostile?”

      “Yes! And Chop Block!”

      “I saw those movies. They sucked.”

      Rob gulped. “Listen…I make horror movies. We can work together. I’ve wanted to work with you right from the start. I grew up watching Lunatic movies and always dreamed of working with the great Jonathan Zain!”

      Something pinched inside Nicky’s mind. The name brought strange flashes, images that posed as memories, like a dream fading come morning. The name sounded familiar, and yet it confused him, even angered him.

      “Zain,” he muttered. “I don’t…”

      “You’re the best horror actor of all time, hands down. Forget Robert Englund, Vincent Price, Donald Pleasance. It’s all about you, man.”

      Every nerve in Nicky’s body tingled. The fire of rage began to burn within him.

      “Actor?” he asked.

      “And icon!” Rob said with a nervous smile. “Dude, I love all the Lunatic movies, even the ones everyone hates.”

      Nicky growled.

      “I mean, uh, the less popular ones,” Rob said, going for the save. “Lots of people still like them though. I sure do! That’s why I jumped at the chance to do the remake!”

      “Remake?” Nicky growled louder, the fire within now a mighty blaze.

      “Umm…y-y-yeah…”

      Using the cleaver, Nicky punched his victim in the stomach, the spikes entering Rob’s soft belly. He gasped in a reverse scream, eyes filling with tears.

      “Remakes have ruined the horror genre,” Nicky said. “People like you have taken all the creativity out of scary movies! Lunatic doesn’t need a remake. It’s a perfect horror film!” He twisted the spikes deeper into Rob’s belly. “That’s why Lunatic has endured. You can’t improve upon the work of a brilliant director like Damien Thompson. You can’t replace Molly Harrison, and you sure as shit can’t replace me.”

      “Please…I swear, I wanted you to be in it…you’re Jonathan Zain, you’re—”

      Nicky slugged Rob’s gut again, punching another set of holes. Blood spurted and oozed. Hearing the actor’s name again had detonated something brutal within Nicky. In his mind’s eye, he saw a convention center with a line of people carrying posters, but he also saw a run-down apartment where internet porn replaced a once loving wife, his children had been replaced by fanboys, and interviews in “remember when” articles replaced auditions. Everything in Jonathan Zain’s life had been replaced with something inferior to what he’d had before. Nicky wouldn’t let himself be replaced too.

      “There is no Jonathan Zain,” he said. “And there is only one Nicky Hector.”

      Nicky brought the spikes down one more time before turning the blade toward his writhing victim.

      “And you,” Nicky said, “are just a hack!”

      Then he started hacking.

      Bits of flesh filled the air, accompanied by a warm, crimson mist. Rob’s throat was chopped, and he began gagging on his own blood.

      “Can’t breathe, huh?” Nicky asked. “We better give the boy some air!”

      The cleaver came down again, slicing further through Rob’s neck, and Nicky reached in with his other hand, his fingers pushing through the tissue until he found something hard. He yanked, pulling his victim’s trachea out.

      “There. I freed up your windpipe.”

      As Rob gargled his way into death, Nicky hammed it up for the audience by trying to smoke from the trachea as if it were an actual pipe. A little something for the stoner crowd. He tossed the trachea over his shoulder and returned to chopping until the head came free. Picking it up by the hair, Nicky stood in a big stretch, pleased with his work.

      A familiar voice called his name. “Nicky! It ends here. It ends now.”

      Nicky turned to see the one and only Molly Harrison. She was holding the shotgun.

      Nicky smiled. He couldn’t have been happier with the way things were going.

      

      
        
        ————

      

      

      

      She didn’t bother calling him by his real name. Somehow Lola knew John was far beyond that. He’d entered his role so completely as to never return from it, the most extreme form of method acting imaginable. Pleading with him would be futile. He’d abandoned reason just as he’d abandoned reality.

      “So,” Nicky said. “The final chapter.”

      He twirled his bloody cleaver. Lola stood her ground, aiming the shotgun at his heart. It was a movie he wanted, so she chose her words like screenplay dialogue.

      “Leave those girls out of this, Nicky. It’s me you want. It’s always been me.”

      Nicky bared his teeth. “The final girl.”

      “I’ve come to stop you—for good.”

      “I always knew it would come to this. The first returns to be the last.”

      He stepped closer and still Lola stood her ground.

      “It was meant to be, Molly,” he said. “Our souls are entwined. An eternal struggle of life and death.”

      “Come any closer and—”

      “What? You’ll shoot?” Nicky raised his eyebrows, his face a horror in and of itself. “Oh, Molly. What good will shooting me do?”

      She didn’t reply, only held her aim. Somehow, she wasn’t trembling. Despite her fear, she was allowing herself to step into her famous heroine role one last time. Being Molly brought her confidence in front of the camera. Maybe it held power off screen too.

      “You can’t kill the boogeyman,” Nicky said.

      “Watch me.”

      He chuckled. “Well…maybe you’re right. This is our last dance, after all. If anyone is sending Nicky Hector to Hell, it has to be his final girl.”

      Was he really smiling in the face of his own death? Was he suicidal on top of homicidal? Some criminals chose death by police, preferring to go out in a blaze of bullets instead of being dragged to prison. Did Nicky want the horror movie-themed equivalent?

      “Perhaps we’ll go together,” he said. “We could die in each other’s arms.”

      “You’re insane. You’re—”

      “Yes. A lunatic.”

      She wanted to tell him this wasn’t a movie, to surrender so she wouldn’t have to kill him. Even justifiable homicide was still murder, and Lola was far more reluctant to commit it than her Molly character had been. She wished she could talk sense into him, to reach John instead of the persona he’d traded his identity for. It puzzled her that she couldn’t do it. Being with Nicky again, here at Clear River, had dropped Lola into a surreal world both familiar and alien. She was experiencing déjà vu for a false reality.

      Lola couldn’t defeat Nicky. Only Molly could do that.

      He took a step forward and she opened fire, emptying both barrels into his chest. Nicky flew backward with a short scream and landed hard on his back. Lola stood there trembling. Her eyes misted.

      “Oh God…”

      Nicky wasn’t moving. Two shells to the chest would take down anyone. Lola couldn’t believe she’d done it. Feeling sick inside, she lowered the shotgun and tried to steady her breathing, but kept her eyes on Nicky, as if he really were superhuman and would pop right back up. She told herself she was being ridiculous, but still she feared him. And she had to be sure.

      As Lola walked toward the man she’d killed, she cracked open the shotgun to reload. Her fingers shook but managed to slide the shells in. She inched forward in baby steps, wiped her eyes of tears and squinted in the dark, but couldn’t make out Nicky’s face in the shadows. The darkness must have been tricking her eyes, because she didn’t see any blood coming out of him. She knelt. Nicky’s good eye was closed, but not for long.

      The baneful eye came open, alive with murderous intent. Lola screamed and raised the shotgun, but Nicky swept her legs out from under her and she fell backward, the barrels of the gun knocked off target as Lola fired. Nicky yelped as one side of his face was peppered by the blast. Small, red holes appeared and wept, but hardly slowed him down. Just like the character from the movies, he seemed unstoppable, deathless. Flipping over, he climbed atop Lola so she couldn’t get up. They were face to face now and his blood dribbled upon her cheeks and lips. She pushed his chest and he grunted in pain, then grabbed her wrists and pinned her down as she writhed.

      “Run!” she shouted toward the bus, hoping the girls would listen.

      Nicky put one hand around her throat, silencing her, perhaps forever. Lola punched him and he grunted, but his grip only tightened. She couldn’t breathe, couldn’t break free. She tried to scratch Nicky’s good eye out but couldn’t reach. She tried to bite his hand but couldn’t turn her neck in any direction. Her lungs ached. Her heart became a drum.

      But she heard Ellie and Rachel leave the bus. It was the only relief Lola would receive.

      

      
        
        ————

      

      

      

      Choking Molly gave Nicky great pleasure. His mind flashed upon Tina from part two and how he’d throttled her to death. Images of a goth girl on a bed entered his mind, but he couldn’t recall her being in one of the films at all. Then there was a redheaded girl he’d followed in an elevator. That didn’t seem right. But he could feel the soft skin of her throat in his grip, just as he felt Molly’s now.

      The suspense must have the audience biting their nails. Girls must be hiding their faces into their boyfriends’ arms. Viewers would be cheering Molly on, wanting to see their favorite slasher get his comeuppance. Well, he was going to give them a little more fat to chew.

      The initial shotgun blast had hit him hard. The vest saved his life, but he figured he’d broken a rib or two. The pain in his chest was excruciating, but was outweighed by this moment of excitement, his grand finale’s peak. He gave the strangulation his all, putting on a show, and waited for Molly to break free from him. Surely she had a knife stashed in her pocket she could stab him with. He’d even left his cleaver laying in the dirt. If she managed to wiggle a little to the right, she might be able to reach it. How sweet would it be for the blade to enter him? The slasher killed by his own signature weapon. So apropos. He could imagine the cleaver opening the flesh of his face, the sting followed by a cool rush of air just before the pain set in. Would she be strong enough to shatter his cheekbone? Would she send the blade into his mouth and split his tongue? The possibilities made him giddy.

      Whatever Molly was going to do, she needed to do it quickly. Even in the dim light he could see she was turning purple, the vein in her forehead standing out. It was a little concerning. Not that he thought she would die; he knew that was impossible, of course. It would blow the whole movie. Nobody ever wants to see the final girl finalized. It was the one big drawback of Friday the 13th Part 2. They killed off Alice, the previous film’s final girl, in the first fifteen minutes. And worse still was Halloween: Resurrection, in which Laurie Strode, The Shape’s longtime final girl, met her grim end, also early in the movie. Well, this wasn’t some throwaway Lunatic sequel. This was the grand finale. Molly Harrison would be triumphant.

      But he couldn’t release her. It made no sense for Nicky to stop strangling Molly for no reason. She had to defeat him herself. As she shuddered beneath him, even Nicky started to feel the suspense. It was becoming real fear.

      C’mon, Molly. Hurt me. Kill me. End me forever.

      Her thrashing grew weaker. Her grip on his wrist loosened.

      C’mon! You have to do this. I can’t do it for you.

      Was this some kind of fake-out? Nicky smirked at the realization. Yes, it had to be a trick played on the audience. Nicky would think Molly was dead and so would they. Then he’d run off to find the last two girls and, just at the right moment, Molly would reappear—not dead after all—and slay him at long last. There was nothing to worry about. He could choke her all night long and she’d still survive. Fate never changes.

      Molly gave a hell of a convincing performance though. Her throat made one last clicking sound before her body went completely limp. Her eyes crossed and stayed open, unblinking. Even her tongue hung out of her mouth. When he released his grip, the impression of his hand remained on her neck. He wanted to watch to see if she breathed, maybe even check her pulse.

      No. That would be absurdly out of character. But he couldn’t help noticing she didn’t appear to be breathing. He took his time getting his cleaver, and Molly’s eyes never moved. He stood over her, admiring his handwork, but in reality, Nicky was waiting for Molly to show any sign of life. His chest ached for a different reason now. His heart was breaking, but he couldn’t confuse the audience by letting it show.

      Jesus. She’s dead. Molly Harrison is fucking dead.

      An existential crisis bombarded him in a sudden tsunami. Without his final girl, how could Nicky Hector matter anymore? Would he even exist? Did the world in which he lived fold in on itself, leaving him to wander the rafting center in an eternal loop with no audience or script, forever searching for victims in a meaningless void? Or would every iota of the franchise’s filming locations disintegrate, like film melting on a burning reel, the rafting center and his father’s diner vanishing in a series of white orbs of light that grew exponentially until they swallowed the Lunatic universe? Would he then be regulated to the horror hall of fame along with Freddy, Pinhead, Leatherface, and the lot, or would he be lost to the forgotten days of VHS along with Twister Nightmare, Home Sweet Home, Cheerleader Camp, and Lunch Meat.

      He couldn’t stare down at Molly anymore and do nothing. There were still two potential victims out there. Nicky had a job to do. The show must go on. Maybe killing the two remaining girls would give him some sort of answer. Perhaps in stalking them, he would have an epiphany, and these sudden rewrites to the script would come together in a way he could understand, a way the audience would still enjoy. It was all a slasher could hope for in a bad situation like this.

      He grabbed his cleaver.

      Then he went after the children.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER XXXVII

          

        

      

    

    
      “We can’t leave Lola,” Ellie said.

      But they had to. Rachel pulled her sister along. If they didn’t move fast, they would reach the same fate. Then the brave woman would have died for nothing.

      “Keep moving,” Rachel said.

      “But Rachel—”

      “Don’t talk!”

      Despite their exhaustion, they bolted through the open field, the feeling of exposure adding fuel to Rachel’s thundering adrenaline. Ellie managed to keep up with her even though she objected to leaving Lola behind. But Rachel knew it was too late for the actress. By now the woman had to be dead. The sisters had seen Nicky dominate and throttle her, despite being shot in the chest. And if by some chance Lola managed to get the upper hand and maybe even kill the son of a bitch, it didn’t hurt matters for Rachel and Ellie to have run away. Lola herself had told them to do it, and she’d been right. Fleeing was their best chance of survival.

      Rachel was even more afraid of Nicky than she’d been before. Was this man truly the embodiment of a movie slasher? Not only was he hacking people to pieces, but he’d survived a car wreck and a point-blank shotgun blast. How was it possible? She didn’t want to believe they were dealing with something supernatural, but after all she’d seen tonight...

      What if Nicky Hector was real? What if there really was a boogeyman?

      The sisters reached the end of the open field and darted into the brush. The sound of rushing water grew louder, and the woodland gave way to an incline leading down to the river. The smell of cool water gave Rachel a chill, as if the river was trying to warn her of something. When they reached the bank, she looked both ways, hoping to find someone, something, anything. All that greeted them was more wilderness. High above was the waterfall in a wall of rock. But running through the darkness had left Rachel discombobulated and she no longer knew which way led back to the rafting center. She didn’t want to go there but going the other way wouldn’t necessarily lead them in the direction they’d been heading on the road. The river wound deeper into miles of dense forest with no clear end.

      “What now?” Ellie asked.

      Rachel didn’t know, but she didn’t want to tell her little sister that. She wanted to give Ellie hope, however false it may be. Admitting the awful truth that there was no plan would only break both their spirits. Lola Lang wasn’t with them anymore. There were no adults now. That left Rachel in charge, whether she could handle it or not.

      “Here,” she said, handing Ellie the letter opener.

      “Rachel—”

      “Don’t argue, okay? I want you to be able to defend yourself.”

      Ellie looked up at her with eyes full of pathos as they stood upon the bank. Rachel swallowed hard and gazed out at a series of stones that ran through the river. The current was steady here, being so close to the waterfall, but there were enough large rocks to scramble their way across. But they would have to be careful. They would have to resist the urge to move quickly. If they fell into these dark waters, they could drown or be slammed against jagged rocks.

      “C’mon,” Rachel said. “We’re crossing over to the other side.”

      “What? Are you crazy?”

      “The man chasing us is hurt. He doesn’t walk as well, right? I don’t think he’d be able to scramble across these rocks, but we are. If we can get to the other side, he might not be able to reach us.”

      Ellie stared at the rushing water. “I dunno...”

      “We have to do it. We’ll be okay. We won’t just walk over them; in some spots it looks like we can scooch across and use our hands to climb around. Just take it slow and follow me.”

      Nodding, Ellie reluctantly did as Rachel asked, sliding the letter opener into her pocket to free up her hands. The water hurtling over the cliff became a deafening white noise. If Nicky were to sneak up on them, they’d never hear him coming. Rachel tried not to think about it as she approached the rocks. They were small and flat, smoothed down by thousands of years of rushing water. Here the sisters had to do a balancing act, so they walked across like trapeze artists on a tightrope until reaching a cluster of river boulders where they could scooch along on their palms and butts. Without sunlight, the temperature of the water had dropped significantly, and the girls shivered as it soaked into their clothes. They carefully avoided fallen branches, for leaning on them could be dangerous if they were to snap. As they drew closer to the center of the river, they came out from under the shade of the trees. The skies had cleared, and the moonlight was abundant. It made it easier for them to get across but would also make it easier for Nicky to spot them.

      Thinking he might have taken Lola’s shotgun with him, Rachel stirred with nauseous dread. It wasn’t like a movie slasher to use a firearm, but this wasn’t a movie. This man was insane. He was capable of anything. Looking at the next cluster of rocks, she hoped she and Ellie were capable of anything too. The next boulders in the river were jagged. There were places to grip them, but they would be slippery.

      “Hug on to these tight,” Rachel told Ellie.

      She reached for the first boulder and began to slide on the wet surface. Crying out, she fell toward the rock cluster, banging her knee and just barely escaping falling into the water.

      “Rachel!” Ellie cried.

      “I’m okay.” She reached out for Ellie so she wouldn’t fall too. “Take my hand and avoid that rock I stepped on.”

      “How?”

      “You’ll have to hop across.”

      It was only a two-foot jump, but it seemed like a canyon. Ellie’s face pinched, holding back the urge to cry. Even if she did, Rachel was still proud of her. Ellie had shown great courage tonight. There was no denying she wasn’t a kid anymore. For all her shyness, her little sister was tough.

      They locked hands, and Ellie leapt. She fell into Rachel, and they pressed into a cavity in the cluster that cradled a small pool. The water hit them, feeling like snow. As they steadied themselves, Rachel realized her knee was scraped. Trickles of blood ran down her leg.

      “You okay?” Ellie asked.

      Rachel was about to assure Ellie she was fine, but when she looked up, she realized that wasn’t true at all. Nicky Hector was slowly scrambling over the river, coming for them, and Rachel knew he wasn’t going to stop until either she and Ellie were dead, or he was. Seeing the fear on Rachel’s face, Ellie looked back and cried at the sight of the madman. He was struggling more than the sisters had but still making his way across.

      “Okay,” Rachel said. “We have to speed things up.”

      “But you said to take it slow!”

      “We can’t do that now. We’ve gotta move.”

      They climbed over the tallest rock in the cluster and Rachel scooted down the other side, then helped Ellie do the same. Nicky Hector was calling for them, but Rachel couldn’t decipher his words over the roar of the waterfall. She didn’t want to. They pressed on through the center of the river where the rocks where half hidden by the rushing water. Rachel didn’t want to let go of her sister’s hand but had to for balance. She led the way with arms outstretched, watching her every step but moving swiftly. The sooner they made it across, the sooner they could find somewhere to hide.

      Ellie suddenly screamed.

      There was a splash, but Rachel couldn’t turn around to look without falling. She didn’t have to look. She knew.

      “Ellie!”

      Her little sister came into view as she hurtled downriver, flailing and gasping for air as the current swallowed her. Rachel’s heart plummeted. Should she jump in after Ellie or try to make it to the shore and run for her?

      “Ellie, grab on to something!”

      She didn’t know if Ellie could even hear her. But Rachel heard something. It was Nicky Hector, and he was laughing, the cruel laughter of the damned. Rachel rushed across the gallery of stones toward the other side, searching desperately for her little sister. She spotted her in the water just before a rush of waves flipped Ellie on her back and slammed her headfirst into a boulder.

      Even in the moonlight, Rachel could see the burst of blood upon the slab.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER XXXVIII

          

        

      

    

    
      Watching the blonde teen run down the riverbank, crying out for the littler one called Ellie, Nicky felt a sense of deep, inner peace. The movie was progressing in an unorthodox fashion but was becoming more coherent. He was beginning to understand the new direction caused by the plot’s unexpected twist.

      Instead of the old final girl being triumphant, a new final girl had been born.

      He heard Molly’s voice in a memory, but she sounded older. He had the mental image of her in a hotel restaurant, which confused him, but what she said made sense.

      “There’s no shame in passing the torch.”

      That’s what this was—the passing of the torch to a new generation. Of course! Slasher films were mostly enjoyed by teenagers looking for an easy scare or cheap thrill. If Lunatic was going to affect them, teen viewers had to relate to the protagonist. Today’s kids couldn’t identify with some middle-aged woman. She would just remind them of their mother, their aunt, their schoolteacher. They might root for Molly but wouldn’t be able to see themselves in her. Sure, older fans of the series would be miffed by the snub of snuffing Nicky Hector’s greatest nemesis, but he could see now that this shocking twist made the narrative all the more frightening. It meant anything goes in this grand finale. No one was safe. And that the little girl had fallen into the river, cracked her head, and gone under the waves was proof of that.

      Killing a child in a horror movie was considered taboo—unless they were some kind of monster, as in Dario Argento’s Phenomena or Mary Lambert’s adaptation of Stephen King’s Pet Sematary. John Carpenter only got away with killing an innocent girl in Assault on Precinct 13 because he released the movie uncut instead of with the MPAA’s suggested edits. Later, he produced Halloween III: Season of the Witch, a movie which offed a bratty boy, this time using a mask that melted the kid’s head and infested it with creepy crawlers. It was one of many reasons Halloween III: Season of the Witch was an utterly despised failure upon release, though it had developed a loyal cult following in recent years. Perhaps that’s what the final Lunatic would do too; grow better with age, like a bottle of Scotch.

      The death of the child also served to make the audience more sympathetic to Nicky’s new final girl. Some characters in a slasher movie you just want to see get the axe—literally. Take the annoying Sheldon from Friday the 13th Part III or Spencer the stoner from Freddy’s Dead: The Final Nightmare. Take Andy in Silent Night, Deadly Night, who earns the audience’s contempt by attempting to rape a woman. Those were deaths the viewers rooted for. It was the Laurie Strodes, Nancy Thompsons, and Sally Hardestys that made the audience care, causing them to grip the arms of their seat whenever the character was in danger.

      Nicky had heard the young one cry out the blonde girl’s name.

      “Rachel,” he said as he maneuvered around the next rock. “Rachel!”

      

      
        
        ————

      

      

      

      All she could do was run downstream.

      Even with Nicky after her, Rachel wouldn’t leave her sister to drown. There was still time to rescue her. There had to be. She scanned the water as it rushed on, carrying Ellie somewhere within its murk.

      It’s your fault, Rachel told herself. Ellie didn’t want to cross the river. You made her do it. You rushed her, and she fell.

      Rachel’s heart raced and she blinked tears from her eyes. She cried Ellie’s name, for what else was she to do? Stepping into the water at the bank, Rachel scanned the area, then went deeper. The water rose around her knees and the current did its best to drag her down. She struggled, panic the only thing keeping her going.

      “Ellie! Where are you?”

      The cold water rose halfway up Rachel’s thighs. She screamed for her sister until she broke down in sobs. Mocking laughter was the only reply she received. Nicky had made it across and was walking down the riverbank, coming for her with his bloody cleaver in his fist, the blade reflecting the pale moonlight.

      “Excited for me to come, baby?” he asked. “You must be, ’cause you’re already wet!”

      He laughed ghoulishly. The innuendo made Rachel think of Brady’s unwanted sexual advances. That scary moment under the boardwalk seemed like a lifetime ago. She wouldn’t have imagined then that someone even worse awaited her here at Clear River.

      When Nicky approached the shore, Rachel waded in deeper.

      “You’re the last one left, Rachel.” That he knew her name chilled her. “You know what that makes you?”

      Rachel didn’t want to know. As Nicky stepped into the water, she threw out her arms and dove.

      She swam downriver. Better to face the current than the killer. The threat of drowning was trivial compared to being ripped apart by that meat cleaver. Water exploded around her. She scanned the river for her sister, but also had to pay close attention to not hitting a rock herself. This was the part of the river all the instructors forbade visitors from playing in, and with good cause. She didn’t even have a life preserver. A sudden rush pulled her under, and Rachel reminded herself not to try to stand if she felt the bottom. It would only assist in killing her. She broke through the surface and breathed deep, and as the water carried her Rachel caught a glimpse of a body.

      “Ellie!”

      Rachel’s sister was caught between two rocks near the riverbank. Blood covered her slack face. It was impossible to tell if she were dead or alive. Struggling against the current, Rachel tried to turn back, but it was impossible. She couldn’t swim properly in waters this intense, so she did her best to paddle to the shore and the river mocked her for it, pulling her further away from Ellie, into the black void of the forest beyond.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER XXXIX

          

        

      

    

    
      Waking up, Ellie’s first thought was her head hurt too much to go to school today. Then she felt the cold wetness and the clutching rocks. The sound of a waterfall filled her ears like radio static as she rubbed the blood from her eyes. The first light of a new dawn was turning the sky the color of slate. Pulling herself up, Ellie searched for Rachel, and her sister’s absence had never been scarier.

      “Rachel!”

      She called to the river, the woods, the sky. Nothing.

      Ellie’s skull pounded, and when she touched her forehead she felt a huge welt and the tackiness of blood. She remembered slipping and the roaring blackness that followed. Had Rachel slipped too?

      “Rachel! Where are you?”

      Something moved upriver. Ellie squinted against the spraying froth. The shadow was walking toward her. Ellie gulped. It was too big to be her sister. Climbing over the rocks, Ellie landed on the shore. She immediately darted into the woods, remembering what Rachel had said about the killer having trouble walking. It was true. He did have a bit of a limp. But he’d also survived every attack on him so far, so who knew what other surprises he might have in store. The one thing Ellie was confident she had on Nicky was speed, but she didn’t run far before her head injury caused dizziness. Still, she pressed on through the woodland, using the densely packed brush for cover. Hoping her pursuer would continue going downriver, she decided to veer left, circling back in the direction of the waterfall.

      Soon the dark of night would be gone. Ellie needed a good place to hide.

      

      
        
        ————

      

      

      

      It was impossible to tell if Rachel had drowned or simply escaped. Frustrated by yet another unforeseen twist, Nicky marched down the shoreline and spotted someone emerging from a gathering of river rocks. At first, he thought it was his final girl. Cinematically, that would have made sense. Instead, he realized it was the younger girl, Ellie. She’d survived her accident after all. This threw additional curves at him. Whatever cosmic force was directing this movie was entirely unconventional. The slasher genre had certain tropes that were vital to a film’s success. Nicky had been doing his best to adhere to them, but the script kept getting fucked up by rewrites. What was his motivation supposed to be now? What was he supposed to prioritize?

      No one gets away, he told himself. No one but the final girl.

      He had to chase after the little brat. Problem was, she ran like a fawn whereas Nicky was limping worse than ever. And due to his injuries, he was only able to take shallow breaths. Jason Voorhees had no trouble magically appearing from behind a tree, but while Nicky Hector had been capable of this trick in previous films, somehow he just couldn’t remember how he’d done it. He was exhausted. He’d hoped the heroine would have killed him by now so he could get some rest. It’d been an excellent night, rejuvenating his spirit, but now he was ready to roll credits.

      Go after the little girl, he thought. Make Rachel come to you.

      

      
        
        ————

      

      

      

      A trail had been forged up the side of the hill, leading around the edge of the waterfall and through the curve of rock just behind it, so people could stand behind the falling water at the edge of a narrow cliff. Ellie had been looking forward to this upon their arrival to the rafting center. Now that she was here alone, the place was eerie, like a foggy cemetery at night. The first bit of daylight hit the waterfall, filling this little cave with a blue glimmer. Ellie sat to catch her breath, brought her knees to her chest, and hugged her legs and cried. She tried to do so quietly, but sadness and fear overtook her, and she bawled. Maybe Nicky would hear her over the roar of the waterfall, or maybe not. Until he came for her, she was going to stay right here in this blue cocoon. She didn’t know what else to do.

      Something jabbed her side. Ellie flinched. She touched her pocket, feeling the object that had been poking her, and withdrew it. She’d forgotten all about the letter opener. It was a pathetic weapon to face Nicky with, but she clutched it just the same, trembling in the spooky azure light, waiting for the reaper to come.

      A darkness shifted inside her then. She began grinding her teeth. She squeezed the letter opener harder. The thought of Rachel being dead didn’t just upset her, it angered her. Ellie could hide here and perhaps survive the killer’s rampage, but what kind of life would she have as the sole survivor? What kind of life could she live without her sister by her side? Knowing Rachel was college-bound had been upsetting enough, but at least that came with visits. If Rachel was dead, all Ellie could visit would be a grave. She imagined herself hugging Rachel’s tombstone. She would have to be pried away from it with the jaws of life. The thought made her scream like a wounded animal.

      No one could take her sister from her and get away with it.

      Ellie stood. She wiped the tears from her cheeks. Her head’s bleeding had slowed to a trickle that ran down the bridge of her nose. She left it there. It would serve as her war paint.

      Rachel could still be alive out there. She had to be. Ellie could not accept any reality in which she wasn’t. But Nicky was out there too, and he wouldn’t stop coming for them, and they couldn’t run forever. Without her sister, Ellie was as good as dead, so what did she have to fear of a killer?

      Going to the opening of the waterfall’s cave, Ellie climbed to the highest stone and cupped her hands to her mouth.

      “Nicky! Come and get me you ugly son of a bitch!”
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      Nicky raised his face to the sky. In the pale light of dawn, his gouged-out eye socket was a swollen, purple cave, and the spattering of holes the shotgun blast had left festered in his face. But his one good eye followed the sound of his name being screamed from above like a siren song.

      Nicky smiled. Things were starting to make sense again. He’d had this movie all wrong. He’d had the twist all wrong.

      Hearing the child’s voice gave him a second wind that carried him up the slope to the trail etched into the rock wall. His pain was great but insignificant. If everything went well, it would all be over soon. He was climbing a precipice not just of earth, but of spiritual enlightenment. This was the end of a long and laborious journey. He’d had the most rewarding life a slasher could have hoped for, so now his destruction was the natural order of the cinematic universe. Nicky wouldn’t have it any other way.

      Reaching the top, the trail wound up to a ledge overlooking the waterfall from within it. This was one of the locations always featured early in the films—jovial teenagers partying before night fell and Nicky took their heads off. That the waterfall would cap the series seemed somehow poetic, especially given the beauty of the set.

      At the opening of the path stood the girl. Ellie. He didn’t know her last name. In a way, he thought that made things even better. She was mononymous. Her face had gone hard, the tears dried, the fear replaced by a vehement determination. There was a lump on her forehead like half a grapefruit, making her look like a mutant, and blood dripped from her nose and chin. But it was her eyes that dragged him in. They were piercing—the eyes of Meg Foster or Udo Kier. Perhaps it was a trick of the light coming through the rushing water, reflecting off her eyes, but it didn’t matter. What he saw, and what the audience would see, was something uncommon about those eyes, and they were the windows to the soul, weren’t they?

      Ellie backed into the aquatic cave and Nicky followed, dragging one leg, the wavering blue light within making the spikes of his cleaver sparkle like deadly little jewels. The girl stood before him holding a thin, bronze blade. Nicky chuckled when he realized what it was.

      “Special delivery,” he said.

      The girl only stared at him, as if she were in Village of the Damned or The Children.

      “For a second there,” he said, “I thought your sister was the one. But this takes things to a whole new level. You’re just a kid—certainly a virgin, and almost certainly never done drugs or drank, right? I’ll bet you’re a smart one too, huh? A bookworm. And shy. Definitely shy. And now here you are, risking your own life to save someone you care about.” His emotions were so powerful. Nicky couldn’t help but slip up, causing a meta moment wherein he referenced the plot of the film. “You’re the ultimate final girl. Who could be more sympathetic than a child? Who could be more noble in their heroics than a preteen girl? Molly Harrison had her moment, but her retirement was overdue.

      “You’ll be a different lead than Lunatic has ever had before—someone whose childhood was ruined by Nicky Hector. You’ll be forever haunted, forever looking over your shoulder for me because you know, deep down, that slashers never truly die. You’re in this now. The new heroine. All this time I’ve thought this film was my final curtain. But you’ve shown me this is the beginning of a rebooted series. Not a remake, but a new direction. We’re gonna build a fresh legacy for Lunatic!”

      The girl said nothing. She was staying in character, and Nicky cursed himself for not doing the same. The thought made his head hurt. Flashes of a failed actor’s life pierced his mind, confusing him. They were like quick aneurisms that threw him into another man’s memories.

      There were no actors here, only classic horror movie characters—a killer and his prey turned combatant. There was only the grand final act!

      Nicky raised the cleaver, but he wasn’t about to make the same mistake he had while choking Molly. He would leave nothing to chance. He would move slowly and laboriously, emphasizing his limp and other wounds to excuse his sluggishness. As he approached her, the silent girl’s stare never wavered. He purposely stumbled across a crack in the ground so he would crouch over, and the girl followed his cue perfectly.

      The letter opener pierced his neck. Gargling blood, Nicky had to resist the urge to smile. He dropped the cleaver and got down on one knee, groaning for effect, his voice echoing operatically inside the cave. The letter opener exited his neck and returned with a fierce blow to his only eye. As it ruptured in the socket, Nicky screamed, and realized it was not rushing water he heard, but applause. The audience was cheering for Ellie. They’d accepted her as their new final girl! It was no small feat to win over the die-hard fans of Molly Harrison, but there was no denying this girl had done it. The entire crowd was roaring with glee as she blinded him, and when his own cleaver came down upon the back of his neck again and again, the warmth Nicky felt grew more euphoric. It wasn’t blood—it was bliss. And just before his head left his body, he whispered to her so only she could hear.

      “See you in the sequel.”

      His head rolled over the edge and entered the waterfall, tumbling away.

      Nicky Hector faded to black.
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      The stump just kept on bleeding. Ellie remained in her batter’s stance, holding the cleaver with both hands after her home run. She stared down at the man she’d killed—or what was left of him. An actor turned madman, now a headless corpse. A fitting end, considering what he was known for. Looking down at Nicky, she felt a sense of satisfaction. She’d always swore she’d kill anyone who messed with her sister. Now she’d done it—literally. In a way, she was proud of herself. Not just for putting an end to this night of horror, but for delivering on a promise. And the violence, which she would have thought would rattle her, hadn’t been so bad, really. By now she felt numb to it. She’d simply done what had to be done.

      Leaving the waterfall, Ellie scrambled down the rocky slope and into the woods. She had to find Rachel and rescue her. She had a terrible feeling her sister was somehow still in danger. Maybe she was injured or trapped. Maybe Nicky had taken her hostage and chained her up somewhere. Or maybe he hadn’t been working alone tonight. Someone might have been helping him from the shadows, an unseen henchman assisting in his incredible feats.

      Ellie brought along her weapon just in case.

      When she reached the shore, she called out for her sister but could barely raise her voice over the sound of the falls. She felt spent, almost dead inside. The only thing keeping her going was Rachel.

      There was a rustle in the brush.

      Ellie turned, almost expecting Nicky Hector’s decapitated corpse to be chasing her, holding his own head in one hand like he was in The Legend of Sleepy Hollow. Whoever this person was, they were too tall to be Rachel. A small whistle released with their every breath, and when the figure emerged, they were covered in gruesome wounds. Their face was pulped, looking even worse than Nicky’s had. Their chest was hacked to ribbons, and they held their belly as if trying to keep their innards in place.

      It wasn’t until she saw the red instructor swim trunks that she realized who it was.

      “Kid…” Brady muttered. “Help…help me…”

      He stumbled out of the brush on busted legs. The whistling sound increased, and Ellie saw the lifeguard whistle jammed up his nose, the string hanging out.

      “Help me…” he groaned through broken teeth.

      “Brady,” she said. Not a question, but an emotionless statement of fact.

      “Please…I need help. I managed to get away from him by playing dead. I…I’ve been trying to get to town…”

      Ellie’s eyes went tight. “Brady.”

      He came closer. Too close.

      “Kid…I need a doctor. You gotta get me a doc—”

      He reached for her. Ellie jumped into a batter’s stance and swung the cleaver into Brady’s arm. He screamed as the blade cut him to the bone.

      “Keep your hands to yourself!” Ellie shouted.

      “Hey! What are you doing?”

      He tried to swing at her but was too weak from his injuries and blood loss. Ellie tugged the cleaver free and hacked at Brady again, slicing into his side, and when he put up his hand to defend himself, she drove the blade into the meat of his palm. Brady collapsed onto all fours, and Ellie punched his back repeatedly with the spikes, remembering how he’d pushed himself on her sister. Of all the people for Nicky to leave alive, it didn’t seem right for it to be this rapist.

      “No one messes with my sister,” she said. “Nobody.”

      She jabbed his side and Brady fell completely, his face splashing into the water at the edge of the river. He turned his head to the side to breathe, so Ellie straddled his back and pushed his face underwater, holding him there until the air bubbles stopped.
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      Upon reaching a calmer section of the river, Rachel had swum to shore and started running back up the bank. She had to get to Ellie. Hopefully Nicky had kept pursuing Rachel instead of her sister, but if he had, he was nowhere in sight. Was it possible he’d tried to swim after Rachel and drowned? It seemed unlikely for her to have any luck tonight that wasn’t bad. She scanned the rocks close to the bank, searching for her little sister. She called her name so loud it hurt her throat. Her voice echoed off the rock walls, sending birds flapping against the backdrop of a cloudless, orange dawn. It was going to be another beautiful day on Clear River.

      She pressed on until reaching the proximity of where they’d crossed the river. She called her sister’s name again, but the waterfall seemed to devour the sound.

      Then Rachel heard her own name, barely audible.

      “Rachel…”

      Rachel spun. Ellie was soused in blood. Rachel shrieked, thinking it was her sister’s blood, but other than the terrible welt on her head, Ellie didn’t appear injured, only dazed. Rachel went to her. Ellie was holding something that dripped red upon the sand. Rachel didn’t give it a second look. She just swept Ellie up in her arms, flushed with the greatest relief. She kissed her sister’s cheek and squeezed her tight.

      “Oh my God…Ellie…” She pulled back to see her face. “You okay?”

      Ellie nodded.

      “That’s a nasty knot you’ve got on your head.” Rachel looked all around to see if there were any lumbering shadows in the trees or lurking in the water. “C’mon. We’ve gotta keep moving and find someplace to hide. Can you run?”

      “We don’t have to run.”

      “What?”

      Ellie’s face was without expression. “We don’t have anything to hide from now.”

      Rachel stepped back to get a better look at her sister. That’s when she saw what Ellie was holding. Her fingers tightly gripped the brass knuckle handle, the cleaver’s blade so caked with gore it was hard to make out its shape.

      “Oh my God…Ellie? What…”

      Ellie looked up at her sister. “I killed him.”

      Rachel’s mouth opened. Her eyes went wide, unblinking. “You…you killed him?”

      “Yeah.”

      “But…how?”

      “It was easy,” she said, gazing into the waterfall. “I’m pretty sure he wanted me to.”

      Rachel didn’t know what to make of that. Ellie had taken a bad hit to the head; perhaps it had muddied her thinking. But she was holding Nicky’s weapon. She must have encountered him in some capacity. So maybe Nicky was dead after all. But what was Ellie trying to say? Why would Nicky want to be killed?

      Rachel decided it didn’t matter right now. Nothing had to make sense. She’d leave the pieces to be put together by police. Right now, they just had to get the hell out of this place.

      They took their time crossing over the river and made it up the incline safely. No horrible voice called for them. No one appeared behind the bushes. Nicky had vanished with the coming of dawn like a vampire retiring to its coffin. Rachel was starting to breathe normally again. Maybe Ellie really had killed the lunatic.

      The bus driver’s body had been left in the open field just fifteen yards from the lot. If it’d been daytime when they’d first run through here, the sisters would have seen him. Rachel discovered keys in the man’s pocket. She squealed with relief.

      “We’re saved!”

      Ellie nodded but said nothing. Her face remained gray and lifeless, her eyes like that of a corpse. Now Rachel believed Ellie really had killed Nicky. Her sister was in shock, which was understandable given the nightmare this night had been, but there was something more than that behind her vacant stare. She bore the look of a soldier come back from an excessively brutal war—forever changed, forever damaged. The weight of killing, however justified, was bound to cripple anyone. A girl of twelve would be even more susceptible to its terrible gravity, especially one as emotionally stunted as Ellie had always been. All Rachel could do was be there for her sister, just as she always had. If Ellie needed to cling, she was more than welcome to.

      Rachel tried not to look at Lola Lang’s body as they went to the bus. She tried not to think of Noah’s remains in the street. And she didn’t debate looking for Brianna or Zed or anyone else. Let the police search for survivors. Rachel doubted they’d find any. Nicky Hector was dead. It was time to leave this place.

      It took Rachel a minute to get the bus moving, but once she did, she slammed the gas pedal down and they hurtled up the dirt road toward the rising sun. Ellie stood beside her, holding the rail for balance with one hand, and Nicky Hector’s bloody cleaver in the other.

      “Maybe you should chuck that out the window,” Rachel said.

      Ellie stared ahead. “No. I think I’ll keep it…for a while.”

      The sisters drove on in silence, the sight of Clear River growing smaller in the rearview mirror, until it was gone.
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