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Chapter One

Monster Maker

“MAKE YOUR OWN MONSTER AND COMPETE IN MONSTROUS EXCITEMENT IN THE TERROR CLUB, A THRILLING NEW HORROR GAME YOU CAN PLAY BY MAIL.”

The ad seemed to jump off the page of Derek Cliver’s new copy of Scare magazine, and even though it was a little like kid stuff, the summer was dragging slowly enough to make any diversion seem promising. Tomorrow he’d be starting a summer acting workshop, but he had to survive the hours in between.

He’d had the subscription to Scare since he’d been twelve, and originally it had seemed exciting. He’d wanted to be a film director at the time, and Scare had helped him keep up with the horror-movie industry. Now it seemed a little behind him, but he still thumbed it even though he had just turned seventeen and was almost ready for his junior year in high school. He’d changed his mind about directing low-budget horror movies. After doing a play last semester he was becoming more serious about acting, and he didn’t want to limit himself to playing dead teenagers.

On this endless summer afternoon, the magazine was to be the only thing to keep him from going completely bonkers, however. He was glad his subscription hadn’t run out.

Sitting up on the bed where he’d been reclining against the pillows, he read further, his eyes darting down to the smaller print in the advertisement:

How to Play

Create the scariest monster you can imagine.

Write us a letter about your creature. Tell us what he looks like. Tell us about his powers.

Send the monster to Scare to the address listed below, and if we get scared we’ll assign an artist to sketch the being for a “Monster Gallery” spread in a future issue.

You’ll also be eligible to play in the new Scare competition with other monster makers. Enclose a self-addressed stamped envelope for details if you send by mail.

 

Brushing back a lock of his sandy hair, Derek slid immediately off the bed and hurried across the room to the old desk in the corner. A rolltop that had belonged to a distant uncle, it had become his storage space for pencils and other materials from the past school year. Maybe the game would keep him busy for a while, and creating a monster wasn’t that removed from creating a character in a play. It might be a good exercise in imagination.

From one of the lower drawers, he picked out a notebook, the formerly bright yellow cover now cracked and marred by stickman drawings created during two semesters of dull lectures. The front pages were filled with notes and history assignments, but in the back there were still some blank sheets.

With a Papermate also leftover over from school, he wrote his return address as a heading and began to describe a beast as dire and dreadful as he could imagine. Memories of movie monsters and old H.P. Lovecraft stories fueled his thoughts as the pen scribbled out details—hideous features, horrible rasping breath and hulking size. It wasn’t a werewolf, though he imagined it covered with fur. It wasn’t a vampire, but he decided it could drink blood. It wasn’t a zombie, yet he imagined it lumbering through the shadows, stalking, peering through the darkness with red glowing eyes capable of night vision.

Tiny bumps of gooseflesh began to form on his arms as he continued, making him chuckle at his own shudders as he jotted a few notes about the creature’s claws and fangs. The feet would be like a second set of hands, the yellowed, jagged nails sharp as razors. He could picture it stalking the night, lurking through the neighborhoods.

The fur was thick and gray over the slightly stooped shoulder, partially because of the heavy musculature of the creature’s chest and back. It had the basic form of a man, after all, a very massive and powerful man. The shape of the head would be a little more bestial, however, with ridges along the skull, not quite horns, but strong and pronounced though overgrown with wild tufts of hair. The eyes were not human at all. The pupils were slits, like a cat’s, the lids thick hoods with thin tufts of hair shooting off them.

Satisfied with the horrific nature of the physical description, he decided to add an additional touch, the kind of depth he’d learned about in acting class, the extra layer that made a character seem real. He threw in a few lines about the creature’s intelligence. It was not just some hulking brute, lurking through the night to commit mindless carnage against whatever unfortunate crossed its path. No, it was more formidable. It was an intelligent beast, a cunning haunt that could do more than lumber along. It was capable of trickery and unpredictable moves.

Derek had watched horror movies on late-night television, especially on nights his mom had dates and was not home to tell him he didn’t need to be watching that sort of thing into the wee hours. Most of the flicks were pretty bad, but now and then he tuned in some good ones, and he found the ones that came closest to scaring him were those with monsters that managed to be more than killing machines.

Monsters that were clever, monsters that might outsmart you even if you were displaying more intelligence than the average teenager in a horror movie, were what made him shiver the most. One or two of those had done more than raise shivers.

They’d prompted him to turn the ceiling lights on and wait for the sound of tires pulling into the driveway even though he felt silly and childish. That was the curse of a fertile imagination, but he was getting too old to jump at creaks in the night.

At least it allowed him to create a great creature. Someone with just a little common sense might escape the average hairy ape, but a hairy ape with a genius IQ was another proposition.

He pointed that out in his final sentence, a closing statement which should win him a few contest points, he decided. Then he reread the entire piece. It filled a page and a half in the notebook. He’d managed to keep his handwriting neat throughout, but he considered rewriting, then decided against it.

This was a lark, not something as serious as an English paper, nor was it important enough to require meticulous effort. Ripping the pages out of the notebook, he took some scissors from a drawer and clipped off the jagged edges left by the spirals.

He had to go into his mom’s room and rifle her desk for a stamp and envelope, but he decided she wouldn’t miss just one of each. Her attention was more focused on Neil these days.

She’d met him at the supermarket and they spent almost all of their free time together. They were always going to movies or out to dinner, leaving Derek to fend for himself.

Sometimes Derek worried his mom was too smitten with Neil. The guy was almost too handsome and too smooth. He was like a grown-up jock. He obviously wanted to get married, but Derek didn’t want a new father. He didn’t really think his mom needed a new husband either. They’d done just fine before Neil had slipped into their lives.

He had a good job and was nice enough, but Derek didn’t like the efforts Neil made to be a pal. He’d adjusted to living without his father. He didn’t need a big brother. He and his mom had been happy before, but now she sometimes seemed like a schoolgirl. She didn’t need to be dating. She needed to be a mom.

Derek knew he wasn’t supposed to be upset about her having dates. That was childish, but he couldn’t exactly help feeling a little neglected sometimes. Especially when there was nothing but television to pass the hours. His best friend, Logan, was away for the summer, and another really good friend, Peter Stamford, had moved away last year, so he didn’t exactly have a crowd to hang around with in the vicinity.

At least acting class would give him something to do, he thought as he headed out the front door and climbed into the battered old used Mustang he drove. He’d signed up for the workshop to decide if he had some acting skills. The play had given him a taste of theater, but he still wasn’t sure he was cut out for the work. People liked to rib him about being an “ac-tor” acting, and he wasn’t fond of being teased.

Sometimes he wished he was a few pounds heavier and inclined toward football. Football players got the girls. Almost-skinny actors only turned heads if they managed to become movie stars.

But, he told himself, even Tom Cruise had to start somewhere. The sun was high and bright, and even though the air was hot, the day seemed fresh and newly exciting. Getting the creative juices flowing with a monster had lifted his funk a little.

He might be a long time hearing from the good folks at Scare, but at least they’d allowed him to pick up his spirits a little. If he had enough imagination to be a monster maker, maybe he could be a good actor, too.

Coaxing the old car’s engine to life, he backed out of the driveway, ignoring the shudders and complaints. If he made a decent actor, he’d be able to afford a new car, someday.

Maybe he’d go into film and make some money, he thought. Maybe he’d make some serious films and then do a scary movie for the fun of it. Maybe he’d even use his monster. It could be wishful thinking, but he could give it a shot.

As his car coasted along the street that ran in front of the neat brick ranch-style houses of his neighborhood, he let his imagination conjure a monster movie set right here in Pembrook. He could picture his monster stalking this neighborhood, ducking behind the oak trees in some yards or crouching behind fences in others.. After all, there were plenty of places for a monster to hide.


Chapter Two

The New Girl

The acting workshop was scheduled in the Pembrook High gymnasium. While it was used mostly for basketball, the building had a large neglected stage. In recent years it had been used more for assemblies than plays, and the stage floor was scuffed and dingy while the old burgundy draperies were faded and smelled of dust.

Tables and metal chairs had been set up on the stage to accommodate the crowd of kids who showed up for the opening session. Derek wandered in through a side door as students began to cluster, their voices echoing through the cavernous gym. He was hoping to find some friends in the group, but he realized many of the faces were unfamiliar, or they were only people he knew in passing. Some were freshmen who wouldn’t become full-time students at Pembrook until the fall. They were probably trying to get an early orientation so they’d be prepared to find their way around and know places to hide from senior hazing.

Other kids, he realized, were on hand because they wanted to get away from their parents. While their folks might not grant them liberty to go water skiing or engage in other summer activities, they would grant permission to go to school.

That was a little disheartening, because Derek had been hoping for a fun session. If there were a bunch of kids around who thought acting was geeky the whole summer was shot. He was not up to a competition among the in crowd.

He could tell that was how things would shape up when he saw Amber Sawyer and Craig Montgomery standing at the edge of the stage along with a brood of other kids from their social clique.

Amber and Craig were practically the king and queen of Pembrook High’s aristocracy, and their subjects consisted of some of the worst snobs Derek had ever encountered. They tended to look down on any kid who didn’t fit into their circle or who didn’t wear clothes by the same designers they did.

Craig was the football-team captain, and he looked almost too perfect with a square jawed face and hair he kept trimmed and moussed into place. Today he was wearing an expensive pullover shirt and designer shorts that would have torpedoed Derek’s allowance for months.

Amber was well suited for Craig. She had Caribbean blue eyes and wore her shiny blond hair trimmed in a neat shoulder-length style that framed a smooth heart-shaped face. She was beautiful, but Derek always found her looks severe. Her expression was one of perpetual dissatisfaction. Like Craig she was dressed this morning in designer clothes, a short white skirt and a blue blouse with her initials stenciled into the fabric.

The friends around them were equally well dressed and were exchanging expressions of disapproval as they viewed the other kids who entered. Derek watched them for a moment as they wrinkled their noses and rolled their eyes.

The snobs he recognized one and all. There was Joseph Stanley, a dark-haired version of Craig except that he was taller. He played on the basketball team. With Joseph was his girlfriend, Suzi Crandle. She’d been voted as one of the most beautiful girls on campus, a fact that was not arguable. She was a redhead with emerald eyes and a perfect figure, but her personality did not match her looks. She was always quick to spout her contempt for those she considered inferior.

Also standing in the group were Jude Sheffield, who was tall and thin with curly hair and freckles. He looked like a geek, but he had the most expensive clothes of any of them, and he drove a fiery red sports car that everybody envied. Everyone suspected the car was how he kept his girlfriend, Denise Hubbard, a brunette who headed the pep squad and was destined for the cover of a Sports Illustrated swimsuit edition someday. Derek suspected the jewelry Jude bought her didn’t hurt either.

With this crowd, there was no way the workshop would be any fun. Derek knew he could give the performance of his lifetime and they’d only snicker or yawn and pat their open mouths, and he didn’t need that kind of aggravation.

He could do better staying home and playing his Terror Club game. He was about to turn and make his way back to the door when someone else caught his eye.

She was about his age, but she could’ve passed for nineteen easy. She was beautiful, with dark hair that tumbled down her back in a mass of curls, and her form was slender at the waist yet full in the right places. She was wearing a blue tee shirt and white shorts, and he couldn’t help but notice her long legs, tanned by the summer sun.

She looked like a candidate for the in crowd, but when she turned around, he got a look at her face. She lacked the snobbish expression. She had soft features, rounded cheeks, and brown eyes—big brown eyes. As the corners of her mouth turned up into a sweet smile, he realized his gaze must be locked on her.

He almost jerked his neck out of its socket as he turned his head toward the tables where some kids were already beginning to get seated. Only after a second did he let his head turn again, just slightly, so that he was looking at her once more. He managed a half smile in spite of his sudden feeling of stupidity.

“Hi,” she said, as she took a couple of steps forward.

His reply was almost a croak, a hoarse sound from the back of his throat. This wasn’t the kind of girl that noticed him. He felt dim-witted as she continued to smile, and he knew some color had crept into his cheeks. Her giggle confirmed it.

A tingling sting of embarrassment crept up through his legs as he tried to think of something to say, something that could redeem the situation. After all, he was looking at the best alternative to the summer doldrums he could imagine.

He’d only had a couple of girlfriends, never a steady really. He’d gone on bowling trips with groups and taken girls to sporting events or dances, but those things hadn’t amounted to much. He was shy for the most part, uncertain of himself around girls. There weren’t really that many girls around that he could talk to, certainly none as appealing as the one in front of him.

Possibilities of movie matinees and walks at dusk hit him. She must be new around here, which meant she was less likely to have a boyfriend. Something could happen, right here, right now—if he could just manage to form syllables, or at least to smile. He felt one corner of his mouth twitch, not quite a smile but not totally a smirk. At least ideas of making for the door had faded.

“So, you signing up for the workshop?” he asked. Stupid question. He didn’t even have to consider what he’d said to realize that. Of course she was. Why else would she be here. What was he, a guidance counselor?

She giggled again. It wasn’t a silly giggle, more an acknowledgment that he’d spoken. Maybe she didn’t think he was a total idiot. “I just thought it
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