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*** Introduction ***

In the second novel of my collection, I decided to recreate a classic horror, monster thrasher story with modern modifications. Scheduled for release just in time for the holiday season, Halloween, this spooky tale would make a fine addition to my collection. Throughout my life, I've had the honor of hearing numerous spooky stories. Naturally, I decided to come up with one of my own, drawing on my experiences and being a bit creative in the process.

This novel serves as an origin story for what I plan to be a series, but concludes just in case this is just a one and done novel. Like many classic horror tales, it revolves around teenagers, facing a monster—specifically, a classic monster-thrasher—but with a contemporary twist that incorporates mobile technology, phones, and live-streaming services, making the encounter interactive. I refer to this live-streaming element as introducing a new character archetype that I call the "ultimate trickster." With multiple users involved, you never know what to expect, as I have never encountered anything like this before.

While my first novel focused heavily on world-building elements in literary writing, this book emphasizes the story itself, character development, and, of course, world-building as well. McCougar Creek is an entirely fictional world that begins in a more recent timeframe, specifically in the 1980s, rather than going back to the 1800s. This choice makes the backstory more relevant to today's readers. Overall, writing my first horror story was a fantastic experience, and I hope you enjoy it!

Todd Fabyanic 

Quote:

“The strength of a great and powerful wind... does not ask to move the Earth.”
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Chapter 01: Gas Up
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In the Ozark Mountains of Missouri, USA, a silver Land Rover cruises along the highways of the summertime mountainside. The highway runs along the side of a hill in the valley mountains. Nature is in full bloom in the summertime. The green trees blend with the light-colored Ozark rocks. Crystal-clear creeks weave throughout the forest. It's like gazing upon nature's art at its finest moment.

A group of five high school graduates has decided to camp out at Cougar Creek State Park for a week. Driving the silver Land Rover is Travis, an All-American high school athlete. His everyday hometown sweetheart, Kim, sits in the passenger seat. Kim's best friend, Emily, sits in the back seat. In between Cody and Malcolm. This is their last summer together before they go off to college. The Land Rover drives around the valley mountain bend. Travis exits the highway and pulls into the Cougar Creek visitor center. Everyone stops at this location before they enter Cougar Creek. Campers call it 'The last taste of society.' It's become a local tradition before going camping.

The Cougar Creek State Park was established in 1982. It was opened to the general public in 1989 for camping, hiking, and other outdoor recreational activities. The visitor center was built in the mid-90s. It sells gas and accessories, including food, beverages, camping gear, survival supplies, and emergency medical kits, as well as tourist T-shirts and ball caps. The gas pumps are set on concrete, but the rest of the driveway and parking area have been laid with Ozark stones. Travis drives to the gas pump and parks. The whole group gets out and takes a big stretch as they exit the vehicle. Travis notices the pumps are pre-pay only.

"You guys ready?" Travis calls out, the sound of his door clicking shut, echoing in the warm air.

The group nods eagerly with excitement as they stride towards the visitor center store. Emily takes a moment to steady herself on the uneven Ozark stones beneath her feet, nearly losing her balance. Malcolm, ever the gentleman, reaches out to steady her. "How do they keep these stones so clean?" she utters aloud, glancing around.

"Rain," Malcolm replies with a grin, his eyes twinkling with mischief.

Travis chimes in, nodding thoughtfully. "Yeah, rain! It makes total sense," he adds. "Just one good storm, and these stones will sparkle for days. It's like nature's own cleaning crew!" 

Emily laughs, feeling the camaraderie of the group as they step together with renewed energy, surrounded by the beauty of the Ozarks.

As they approach the store doorway, the air buzzes with anticipation. An older man in his late 40s, with a friendly glint in his eye, steps out and holds the door wide open. Travis and his friends exchange curious glances, thinking he's being courteous. But little do they know, he's actually waiting for an elderly gentleman just behind them.

"Thanks, Keagan! Have a fantastic day!" the elderly man beams as he strolls out, clutching a small bag of goodies.

Keagan nods, a warm smile lighting up his face as he spots Travis and his friends approaching. With a sudden burst of enthusiasm, he broadens his stance, holding the door even wider as if it's the grand entrance to a world of adventure.

"Thanks, Keagan!" Travis exclaims, grinning as he strides inside, feeling like a hero entering a new realm.

"Much obliged!" Keagan responds, his voice rings with a cheerful confidence as he sees the excitement reflecting in the eyes of the young group. The pulse of the day quickens, and they all step into the store, ready to embrace whatever escapades await them.

Travis and his friends enter the store, exploring the various items on display. "Did you grab the marshmallows?" Kim asks, turning back to look at Cody, who is in charge of the snacks.

Cody nods, a wide grin spreading across his face. "And chocolate! We're definitely making s'mores tonight!" The mention of s'mores prompts a chorus of cheers from the group, and they share a moment of delightful grins, imagining the gooey treats melting on their lips. As they finish shopping, they head to the cashier to check out. Travis goes last and pre-pays for gasoline before they all exit the store together.

Outside, Keagan leans against the porch wall, smoking a cigarette. He notices Travis and his friends passing by. "Have fun camping," He shouts.

"Thanks," Cody replies.

Keagan points to a sign posted on the wall. "No fires after dark," He informs them with authority. "Seriously, it's for your safety." His eyes squint, and a look of suspicion crosses his face as he studies Travis. Keagan cares about their safety, but has a funny way of showing it. He knows how teenagers can behave. As Travis and his friends start to walk away, Keagan calls out, "They post these signs for a reason. Don't say I didn't warn you."

"Yes, sir," Travis shouts back.

Kim notices a strangely odd suspicion coming from Keagan's demeanor. She instinctively grabs Travis's arm, her heart racing. A bit of creepy tension hangs in the air as she squeezes tighter. 

"No need to be afraid," Keagan says gently to Kim. "I just want to let you know so you don't get into any trouble."

Malcolm wraps his arm protectively around Emily while Cody lingers close, scanning the surroundings. Kim forces a fake smile, masking her unease. "Okay! Got it! Thank you," she replies, but her voice trembles slightly, betraying her nerves. They make their way back to the Land Rover at the gas pump, each step heavier.

Travis turns to Keagan politely and says, "Nice to meet you, Sir." Expressing a warm admiration, comforting emotions hang in the air like an unspoken sympathy. Keagan nods, but there's something in his gaze that suggests he knows more than he lets on.

Travis pumps gas; his hands move mechanically as the tension ripples through the flowing pump. Once back in the vehicle, they all fasten their seatbelts, the clicking sound echoing ominously. The engine cranks and roars to life, but an unsettling feeling lingers as they pull away, the sense that they are all part of something much bigger—and darker—than they realize.

A couple of miles later, as the Land Rover cruises along the winding highway, the silence is broken with a conversation that takes on a life of its own. Kim starts a conversation by shouting out in the car. "What the hell was that guy's problem?"

Travis flinches, a dramatic pause, tapping his fingers on the steering wheel, "Relax, he was just looking out for us."

Malcolm erupts in laughter. "Old dudes be like that," he says, chuckling.

Travis nods along, tilting his head back in wonder; he asks Malcolm and states, "What is it? Are they trying to relive their youth through us?"

Malcolm reaches into his bag of potato chips and pulls out a big chip. "He's just keeping it O.G. player," Malcolm says as he crunches down on a huge potato chip.

Unable to resist the opportunity, Cody jumps in. "Hey! Maybe one day, I'll be O.G." The car bursts into laughter. They all laugh at Cody's jest.

Travis replies, "If anyone here ends up like that guy... It's definitely you, Cody."

Emily rolls her eyes but can't help but chuckle. She adds her two cents to the conversation, leaning forward from the back seat. "Actually, most of those guys were pretty cool in their day." She eyes Travis and Malcolm in particular. "You two better be careful," The guys roll their eyes like whatever as Travis sees the exit and turns off the highway onto a graveled back road.
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Chapter 02: Camp
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As the Land Rover journeys along the winding gravel back road, anticipation thrums in the air, weaving a thread of excitement through the dense forest. Finally, the vehicle drives into a mulched off-road parking area, where nature seems to embrace the setting with open arms. The shiny silver paint, once a beacon of modernity, now dulled to a rich, dark grey under the towering trees that expand overhead the parking area.

Travis, with a grin that speaks of adventure, turns off the engine. As the encompassing silence settles around them, faint sounds of whispering leaves and wildlife bird calls fill the air. Parked amid the towering pines, a playful shadow dances across the hood of the Land Rover, teasing them to explore the wonders that await.

The group grabs their bags and closes up the vehicle. They begin their camping adventure as they walk the nature trail pathway to their ideal designated campsite. The landscape is relatively level. A hiker's trail meanders through the forest terrain until it reaches the other side of the hillside, where it slopes downward toward the creek. The creek is wide, resembling a small river. Cougar Creek is the name of the river and the park's main attraction as it winds throughout the park area.

As they reach the creek, the landscape unfolds before them, a canvas of tranquility where the ground slopes gently, guiding their eyes to the cascading creek that sparkles like a river of glass under the dappled sunlight. The water flows with a soothing murmur, weaving stories of its journey through the land—a call to anyone willing to pause and listen.

Choosing a campsite on a flat ridge that proudly overlooks the creek from an elevated viewpoint, they feel an invigorating sense of connection to the world around them. Half of their haven is cloaked in the comforting embrace of the trees—nature's shelter from the unpredictable whims of weather and the relentless summer sun. The other half, an expansive open space, beckoned like an invitation from the cosmos, promising a night of wonders under a moonlit sky.

Travis stands up, spreads his arms to embrace the nature around them, and shouts to the universe for all to hear, "Look at this. It's the perfect spot."

Travis and his friends truly found the perfect spot to camp. They spend the entire afternoon playing in and around the creek, jumping into the water, splashing each other, and wrestling playfully. Having a great time, they take pictures and selfies, posting them on their social media pages.

After some time, Travis and Malcolm get out of the water and toss a football back and forth while Kim and Emily enjoy girl talk and gossip. Cody begins to feel like a third wheel, but he doesn't mind; he knows he just wanted to get out of the house and hang out with his friends. Eventually, he decides to attempt some creek fishing, so he grabs his fishing pole from his tent and then heads back down to the creek.

As Cody reaches the Creekside, he watches a group of people tubing down the river. This activity is quite popular at Cougar Creek. All day long, people float the creek from beginning to end. They rent tubes and either drive or are driven to the valley's top, where they start their river run to the finish. In between these groups, there's a chance for some decent creek fishing, and Cody has decided to try his hand at fly fishing. He has his pole and has studied and practiced his technique. 

Travis and Malcolm glance over and can't help but admire Cody's fly-fishing skills. Cody catches three nice-sized creek trout, and Travis and Malcolm immediately start calling dibs on the fresh fish as Cody returns to their campsite and places the fish on a large, flat tree stump.

Kim takes out her camping cooker, and Emily prepares some fixings to go with the fish. Cody cleans the fish on the stump and hands them to Kim. Meanwhile, Travis kicks back in his foldable chair, enjoying the scene like it's his own reality TV show. "Let me know if you guys need a hand with anything," Travis states as he relaxes without a care in the world.

Malcolm joins Travis, choosing a sturdy log among the dense trees as his seat. The log is long enough for two, and he holds onto the hope that Emily will join him later. Sitting next to Travis, he declares, "This is the life."

"Yes, it is," Travis replies.

Cody hands Kim the freshly filleted fish, its glistening scales catching the last rays of the sun. Kim carefully places the fish on the grill, its slightly charred skin sizzling as the heat meets the tender flesh. With a sprinkle of specially blended spices, the air transforms into a fragrant blend of smoky, savory goodness. Adding a splash of vibrant lemon juice, Kim watches as the juices bubble and dance atop the fish, enhancing its flavor and aroma.

Meanwhile, Cody settles down on a soft patch of grass between Travis and Malcolm. He stretches out comfortably, feeling the earth beneath him as the sounds of nature play a harmonious backdrop. The crackling of the grill blends with the distant rustle of leaves and the occasional chirp of birds returning to their nests. The intoxicating scent of the grilling fish fills the air, weaving through the cool summer breeze that carries a hint of pine and earth.

As the sun dips lower and begins to set, the sky becomes a canvas painted in breathtaking hues of orange, red, and gold. Streaks of color stretch across the skyline, reflecting off the tranquil waters of Cougar Creek below. The mountains stand proudly in the background, silhouetted against the fiery sky—a timeless reminder of nature's grandeur. Cody can't help but marvel at the beauty surrounding him, a perfect blend of vibrant colors and serene landscapes.

The girls, with laughter and excitement, serve dinner on Tupperware plates, each dish a vibrant tribute to their labor. They pass around Swiss Army-style camping sporks, practical yet charming, each utensil a reminder of their adventure. As they settle into a circle on the ground, the group immerses itself in the glowing ambiance, the sunset illuminating their faces with warm light as they begin to eat.

"This is great," Cody exclaims, a broad smile brightening his face. "Thanks for inviting me, everyone."

Kim looks around at her friends, her heart swelling with happiness. "It wouldn't be the same without you, Cody."

Laughter erupts, blending with the sounds of nature, creating a symphony of friendship and warmth as they dig into the delicious meal, basking in the essence of a perfect evening. "Definitely," Malcolm adds, raising his spork in a toast to camaraderie and shared moments.

"You know what? I've got just the thing!" Travis exclaims, his eyes gleaming with mischief as he puts down his empty plate. He springs up, rummaging through his backpack with an exaggerated sense of drama before triumphantly producing a bag of marshmallows. "Get some sticks!" he commands, a grin spreading across his face.

Malcolm, ever the eager accomplice, jumps to his feet and scours the ground for the perfect sticks; his gaze drifts toward the shadows of the forest where a pile of dead branches lies, just waiting for someone with an adventurous spirit. After handing Travis a handful of sticks, he can't resist starting to build a small campfire, stacking the branches with a flair that makes it look almost too inviting.

"Nice work!" Travis cheers, a hint of wild excitement bubbling in him. Then, like a cold splash of reality, he recalls the warning from Keagan at the store. "Wait! That guy said no fires after dark!"

"Technically... It's not dark yet," Malcolm replies, the challenge apparent in his tone. There's a sparkle in his eye, a hint of rebelliousness as he looks back at the gathering twilight.

"Let's keep it small. Just in case," Travis advises, casting a nervous glance at the darkening trees.

"Good idea," Kim chimes in, the thrill of risk tingling her voice. Emily scoots closer to the log Malcolm has positioned, anticipation crackling in the air.

Malcolm chuckles to himself, "Ok... Small. Got it!" But there's a glint in his eyes, a tiny spark of mischief that plants a seed of devious thoughts. As he adjusts the smaller wood sticks into a small tin can. The shadows stretch and twist, and Malcolm's smile widens as he strikes a match, eager to ignite not just the flames but a whirlwind of adventure that dares to test the limits of the night.

Travis and Malcolm set the sturdy, enflamed tin can into the center of the group, circling around, its metal surface still cool enough to touch. Once satisfied with the arrangement, everyone watches it flicker to life, its warm glow barely breaking the enveloping twilight. Without hesitation, marshmallows are passed around, soft and pillowy, each one a promise of
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