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THE DOOR TO THE CABIN opened with a loud creak, its hinges rusted and neglected like much of the property for the last twenty years or more. Vernon and Yolanda poked their heads through the opening. The darkness broke only when Vernon shined his mini flashlight inside.

"This is incredible," he breathed.

"Yeah," Yolanda agreed, "if you like dusty old cabins where a bunch of little kids used to sleep." 

He noted her sarcasm and opted to ignore it. "This is more than just a dusty old kids' room," he argued. "This is a piece of history."

"Ancient." She stared at the dust and cobwebs everywhere, just as all the rest of the rickety buildings on the property had contained. And just like those, she seemed disinclined to enter.

He couldn't blame her. Two decades of dirt tended to make things stuffy and unpleasant. He hadn't even gone into more than the first cabin himself, but he was determined to explore them all.

It didn't help that it was close to midnight, either. With the history this place had, he was more than 50% certain that Yolanda probably expected there to be literal ghosts. He had already seen a few figurative ones here.

"One more to go," he said as he closed the door.

The pair walked toward the largest building on the property, which Vernon knew held the main administrative office. That was a building that he would eventually examine in its entirety. For tonight, a quick look around would have to do. Yolanda was about to leap out of her skin; he could hear the tension in her voice as she complained.

Like the rest of them, this door was locked. The master key he had been given rectified that. It was heavier and stuck a little, but a good shoulder shove convinced the door to let them in. The hinges shrieked in protest, and Yolanda froze for a moment. Vernon smirked. It had sounded almost demonic, warning them to stay out if they knew what was good for them. She had seen all the same slasher movies he had, which was what made this place perfect.

His light entered seconds before he did, casting everything it touched in a creepy glow. He drank in every ghostly inch of it. "There's gonna be a lot of work to do," he mused.

"Can we go?" Yolanda whined for what felt like the thousandth time. "I'm cold, and it's so freaking dirty here."

"Just another couple of minutes, okay? I want to look around a little bit."

"Why can't it wait until tomorrow? You'll see a hell of a lot more in daylight."

She was right, but seeing clearly wasn't the point just now. It was to see this place like this, at night. Yolanda was never going to understand. There was no way she could. Even though she had seen all those movies, she didn't appreciate them the way he did. She didn't love them. She had already told him that she sure as hell didn't want to live them.

He did.

Three long desks adorned the room, one parallel to the wall the door was set in, the other two perpendicular on either end. The chair of the one directly in front of them was situated such that this would have been the person to greet someone coming into the office. The other two chairs were wall-side, so the workers would be facing each other, slightly behind the greeter. The space behind the greeter desk was void of anything.

This place was perfect.

Vernon wanted to stay another three hours, exploring every drawer, every folder on the desks, the glass-encased bulletin board on the left side. The rotten corkboard to the right. No way in hell Yolanda would let that happen.

"All right," he conceded with one last sweep of the flashlight. "I guess I've seen what I need to. "I'll come back tomorrow without you."

He closed and relocked the door, and when he turned to lead them back to the car, the beam of his light caught something that was not the grass that should have been behind him.

It was a man in dirty, gray coveralls and work gloves, dark boots, and no face. Or, to be more accurate, wearing a featureless mask.

Most importantly, the knife held aloft in one hand gleamed in the night.

Yolanda screamed.

The man with the knife laughed.

"God damn it, Zach!" Vernon yelled, shoving the coveralls of the hulking man and causing him to stagger backward.

Zach lifted the mask from his face, a move that made him seem less intimidating. Though he was still grinning like the Cheshire Cat, he managed to stop his laughing. "This place is fan-fucking-tastic! Don't you see how much money we're going to make?"

"Calm down, nutcase. Two things: One, we haven't bought the place yet. Two, how do you know people are going to go in for this?"

"Okay. One, that's just a matter of time. God, they're practically giving it away, just cause some psychopath hacked up some people here a few years ago. And two, people love being scared. I mean, look at how many lame haunted houses crop up at Halloween every year? Plus, we're talking about Camp Death Massacre fans, not average nobodies."

"So, extraordinary nobodies," Yolanda sniped. Oh, yeah, she was pissed now. She had been on edge since they'd gotten here, and Zach's scare stunt wasn't helping her demeanor.

"My point," Vernon continued, "is that one movie franchise cannot a business sustain. Yeah, I can see Halloween bringing in some folks, but the rest of the year?"

"So we make the place seasonal and rent it out for events or something the rest of the year. Come on, Vernon. You know this is the kind of thing we've dreamed about doing ever since we were kids."

Vernon nodded, sparing a glance at his girlfriend, who still wore a scowl. "But we're not kids anymore."

Yolanda rolled her eyes. "You know you're going to do it, so just kiss and make up, already!"

"YES!" Zach fist-pumped and lunged forward to hug Yolanda.

"I mean him! Kiss him! I'm still mad at you."

Zach switched targets and planted a huge kiss on Vernon's cheek.

As the trio walked away to return to the civilized world, no one saw the figure watching them from one of the cabin's dark windows.
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ONE YEAR LATER...ish
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She was young. Not kid young, but the kind of young where you were supposed to think she was still in high school, even though you could tell she wasn't. She was alone in the woods at night, surrounded by the threatening sounds of the forest. Her eyes darted from side to side, looking for the trouble she could hear but not see.

Without any warning, a man in a white mask lunged out from behind a tree, brandishing a bladed weapon that could have been a sword, but it wasn't long enough. He raised it over his head. He was going to kill her. She screamed out all of her terror in one long, piercing shriek.

The frame froze, and a deep-voiced announcer finished the commercial. "Come for the terror. Stay for the fun."

The picture faded, and a pair of men entered the frame from either side of the screen. The one on the left began the sales pitch. "You love horror movies, right?"

The one on the right continued. "Sure. Who doesn't?"

"What if I told you that you could be part of a simulated horror movie, in which one by one you and all your friends are murdered by a psycho in a mask?"

"I don't know... sounds painful."

"No actual danger, you dummy. It's Camp Wannaslayem, a summer camp style experience for adults that features loads of terror. It's all the fun of your favorite slasher movies without all that pesky dying getting in the way."

"Thrills and chills but no real danger? Where do I sign up?"

"Just go to campwannaslayem.com, or call 1-800-U-SLAY-ME for all the details. 21 and older, please!"

Sidney paused the video playback as the information came up on the screen. He reached for his phone and typed the URL into the device's browser. A mobile-friendly site popped up that featured blood effects and eerie pictures of camp cabins. He checked the pricing. It was a little steep for a single weekend experience, but it was based on double or quadruple occupancy. If he could get a couple of his friends to go in with him...

He closed the browser and dialed a number on his phone.

"Dude, you are not going to believe what I just saw!"

––––––––
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"REALLY, DOMINGO? YOU think we have that much money to just throw away?"

"No," he said, "but I still think we should do this."

Xanna twisted her head and sighed heavily. "The kids can stay with my parents that weekend, I guess." She sounded reluctant. "I don't know, though."

"It's fine," he said, relenting. "We don't have to if you don't want to."

"I didn't say..." She sighed again. "Why is this so important to you?"

He didn't flinch. He looked right into her eyes as he answered. "Because I feel like I'm losing you. I just can't bear that."

That was apparently the right answer, because she nodded. "Okay. We'll figure it out."

––––––––
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WHEN VERNON ARRIVED in his office, the rest of the team were already gathered together as he'd requested.

"Good news," he said. "Full house for Opening Weekend."

He had expected more of a reaction from his friends, but he supposed he wasn't telling them anything they didn't already know. They had the same information he had. Lyssa was the one taking most of the phone reservations, even.

"Site B is set for inspection by the end of this week. Site A is already good to go. I gotta admit, this has gone much more smoothly than I would have thought."

"And only a year of our lives gone," Yolanda said.

"Smoothly?" argued Randy, whom Zach had brought on board early on. "Three accidents during the reconstruction is not what I would call smooth."

"Could have been worse," Zach said. "Any or all of those accidents could have been fatal, and that would have set us back even longer."

Vernon had to admit he had thought the same thing a few times. Rumors abound about what had been going on with the property for the last decade or so. Some others had tried to renovate and do something with the place, but there had been accidents then, too, and some of them had not been nearly as lucky as they had so far.

"So, guys, this is it: In just a couple of weeks, our little idea comes to fruition." He looked around the little office, the same one in which Zach had scared him and Yolanda before they bought it. Now there were five desks instead of three, and the space was full. Almost crowded. "I kind of wish I had brought some champagne or something."

"How about this, boss?" Zach said, pulling some sparkling grape juice from god-knew-where, followed by five plastic cups. He poured juice into each cup and passed them out, each of the five equal owners in Camp Wannaslayem taking one.

"To dreams," Vernon said, holding his cup aloft. "And the poor saps who strive to make them happen."

"Dreams," Randy agreed, clunking his cup with Yolanda's and then Lyssa's before sipping the fizzy drink.

"You know," Yolanda said, setting her cup down before wrapping her arms around Vern's shoulders and squeezing, "I have to admit I wasn't that keen on this little venture of yours."

"Tell me about it."

"Fine, I was an outright asshole. But you did it, and against my better judgement, I'm proud of you. You found something you're passionate about, and you didn't let anything stand in your way. Not even me, for which I will never forgive you." She said this last with a smile and a peck on the cheek.

"I love you," Vernon said, losing all pretense of joviality. He moved in for a more intimate kiss. "And I want to remind you that we did this together. You, me, these guys. None of this would have happened if it weren't for you."

"Try not to forget that, huh?"

"I mean it," he said. His stomach fluttered, and he set his own cup on the desk beside hers. "Most women would have run screaming for the hills at the idea of trying to open a slasher camp. But you saw how important it was to me, and in spite of your misgivings you supported me. You never tried to belittle it or sabotage it."

"I made jokes," she pointed out.

"Yeah, but they were fun ones, not mean ones. What I'm trying to say is that..." He couldn't believe what he was about to do, reaching into his pocket for the black velvet box he'd been carrying around for a few weeks now. "You're the one I've been looking for my whole life. The one who loves me not just in spite of my quirks, but sometimes because of them." He sank to one knee and presented the box, now opened, to her.

"You ass," she breathed, but there was not a trace of negativity in her voice.

"I found my partner, not just in business, but in life. I found her, and I don't ever want to let her go."

"Is he actually...?" Randy asked, but Lyssa shushed him.

"Will you marry me?" Vernon finished.

Yolanda nodded, and he swore he saw a tear fall. He couldn't be sure, though, because his own eyes were full of them. He stood up, wrapped her in his arms, and kissed her.

The small smattering of applause from three very surprised friends brought him back to reality. His cheeks warmed as he realized he had gone from toasting their enterprise to proposing to his soulmate.

"I'm not marrying the rest of you," he said by way of a lame attempt at humor.

"Aw, man!" Zach complained, though he did so with a grin as big as Texas. "Seriously, though, congrats, guys!"

Vernon took a second to slip the ring onto Yolanda's finger, and then the quintet got down to the business of planning their opening weekend.
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THURSDAY THE 19TH
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Cars packed the tiny parking lot, and a single yellow school bus with the words CAMP WANNASLAYEM on the side punctuated all of it.

"You're kidding me," said Mark, turning to his sister. "A school bus? Seriously? When did we return to the days of pimples and bullies?"

"You never left," shot André, Edith's neanderthal boyfriend.

"That's enough, both of you," Edith said, standing between them. "It's part of the summer camp experience, okay? Your parents drop you off in one place, then a bus takes you to the camp itself. Don't you remember?"

The only part of summer camp Mark remembered clearly were the wedgies from guys like André and the fact that none of the counselors ever seemed to see anything that was happening right in front of them. It was not an experience he was looking forward to repeating. How the hell had Sis talked him into this?

"There will be fishing, right? You said there would be fishing."

"Yes," she intoned in her sisterly "you're bugging me again" way. "I showed it to you on the website fifty times."

"Why did you have to bring him along?" André complained. "What if we want to have a little alone time?"

"That's exactly why I wanted him to come along," Edith said, shooting André a disgusted look. 

Now it was André who shot her a dirty look. "So, what... you're just gonna freeze me out the whole trip?"

"We've only been going out for a few weeks. Can't we take things slow? Maybe find out if we have enough in common to be more than just bed buddies?"

"I have enough friends." He looked like he was ready to just get back in his car and drive away. Good riddance, thought Mark.

"Tell you what. If I get really scared, you can cuddle me until the boogeyman goes away."

"He is the boogeyman," Mark muttered, but it didn't seem like either of them heard him. Probably for the best.

There was a good group of people here, some of whom were just as appalled by the thought of getting on a school bus as Mark was. He heard a few people singing that "Wheels on the Bus" song. Ironically, of course.

A man in a gray polo shirt and shorts, wearing a lanyard with the name RANDY clearly visible, was playing the part of harried camp counselor as he checked names off of a clipboard and ushered people aboard.

"Name?" he asked when their group got to him.

"Edith," Sis answered. "Plus two."

"Their names?" Randy asked.

"Mark and André."

Randy wrote something on his clipboard, checked them off, and motioned for them to board.

The moment Mark stepped aboard the bus, it was like he was back in the fifth grade. Kids were everywhere, screaming at the top of their lungs, throwing paper airplanes and shooting spitballs at one another. Only... they weren't really kids. They were all his age, some even older, in their thirties or forties. And to be fair, the airplanes and spitballs were all in his memories, not reality. But they were all fairly loud.

Edith and André took a seat near the front of the bus. Most of the other seats were taken by couples or other pairs of people, with just a few seats that currently had only one person.

One such seat, about the center of the bus, was taken up by a guy with a baseball cap and sunglasses.

"Is this seat taken?" Mark asked, hoping he'd be allowed to sit at some point and not have to stand for the trip to the campground.

"Nah, man. Knock yourself out."

Mark sat and introduced himself.

"Noel," Glasses Guy replied, not taking the extended hand.

"So you're the odd man out of your group too, huh?"

Noel shook his head. "Single. Solo. Here by myself."

That seemed odd. And expensive. Edith had mentioned how much the cabins were for this trip, but if a single person had to pay for that... unless Noel would end up paired with another single person. He had to admit, he didn't know how it worked.

"You like horror movies, then?" Mark asked.

The head turned, and Noel's eyes, concealed as they were, bored into him. "I know people say there's no such thing, but that is probably the stupidest question anyone has ever asked me."

"Why?"

"This whole thing is a camp for fans of these movies. If you don't like slasher flicks, what the heck would you be doing on this bus?"

"I don't know," Mark said with a shrug. "Maybe because my sister asked me to come along to keep her boyfriend from getting into her pants?"

"Ouch. That's pretty harsh. You know the people at this place are going to eat you alive, right?"

"So it's a zombie camp?"

"No, it was a figure of speech. I just mean that you're going to be the butt of a lot of jokes if you're not into this stuff. Horror fans are nice, for the most part, but not always to the people who aren't in the club, know what I mean?"

Mark did. Noel's words just reinforced his earlier associations. "Story of my life," he muttered. "I just want to go fishing."

––––––––

[image: ]


"THE NEIGHBOR KIDS ARE going to water the plants outside, right?" Jean asked yet again.

Umi put her forehead into the palm of her hand. "Yes, love. And your sister has the cat. And the newspaper already has instructions not to deliver this weekend. Would you relax already?"

"It's just that this is our first trip. I don't want things to go wrong while we're gone."

"They're not. We should be more worried that this here is going to go wrong." She indicated the people on the bus around them. "Slasher movies aren't exactly known for their representation."

Jean put a hand over hers. "Maybe not the ones in the 80s and 90s, but this is the 21st century."

"Yeah, and we're celebrating a franchise from the 80s and 90s. Look at those mouth-breathers over there." Umi indicated three guys who were laughing a little too loudly at something the one sitting by himself had said. "I'd just feel better if there was at least one other couple like us, you know?"

"Like them, maybe?" Jean pointed to the seat directly ahead of them, where two men were quietly having a conversation, heads together, just like they were. She leaned forward and tapped one of them on the shoulder. He looked back. "I'm sorry to interrupt, but my girlfriend and I were just wondering..."

"Oh, God..." Umi put her head into her hands again. She was not really just about to ask if these guys were a couple. She couldn't be.

"Yes," the one Jean had tapped replied. "We're together. Sorry, Caleb heard part of your conversation."

The one on the right gave a tiny wave, accompanied by a shy smile. "Yeah, sorry. But you're right, there haven't been many gay slasher characters, and absolutely no heroes, unless you count the gay movies that happen to be horror."

"This is Caleb, as you probably figured out," the one on the left said. "I'm Patrick. Have you been horror fans your whole lives, too?"

Jean nodded. "Oh, absolutely. I'm Jean, by the way, and this is Umi. Tell me, Patrick... who's your favorite?"

"Victim or killer?"

"Yes."

"Well, killer has to be Zeke from Camp Death Massacre. His mask is the scariest fucking thing I have ever seen."

"It's just a plain plastic mask painted white."

"Exactly. It has no emotion. No soul. The hockey mask of that one guy is creepy, sure, but it's aggressive and full of rage. And the one they painted over a science fiction character comes close, but it has features. Zeke's is just blank. There's nothing there. When you stare into the eyeholes of that mask, it's like you're looking into the abyss. And like Nietzche said, that abyss stares right back."

Umi stared at Patrick as he spoke, enraptured. In just a few seconds, this guy had captured every single thing she had ever felt about slasher movies and had never been able to articulate. "You know what, Patrick and Caleb? I think the four of us should hang out during this thing."

Patrick smiled at her and nodded. "I think you're absolutely right. What do you think, honey?"

"Sure," Caleb answered.

––––––––
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THE BUS PULLED OUT of the parking lot about five minutes later than the itinerary stated. No one was late, really, but Randy had needed to double-check some procedures and give some instructions to the driver before standing at the head of the aisle and addressing the campers. It was a short spiel about how safety came first in all things and that everyone should remain seated while the bus was in motion.

"We'll have a short gathering in the mess hall when we arrive, to go over the ground rules and for everyone to sign the waivers. We'll explain how the slasher part of the experience works, and then let the games begin!"

The pronouncement was met with thunderous applause, which was far too loud in such an enclosed space, but as long as the guests were enthusiastic, there wasn't much to complain about. He consulted his clipboard: 19 guests, with two members of staff posing as guests to help encourage the interactivity of the experience. He knew the names of the "imposters" because he had the roster in front of him, but he had already forgotten which two they were. Zach had been the one who hired them.

The trip was a whopping fifteen minutes, and the bus pulled into the packed dirt roundabout that acted as a drop-off point. Randy led the campers off the bus, where another member of the staff, a friendly woman by the name of Lyssa, took them a short distance into the woods via a little dirt path. Just far enough to give the illusion of complete seclusion, the trees gave way to a large clearing, where stood a series of small cabins surrounded in a semi-circle by four larger buildings with the same construction.

"This here," she said, pointing to the building directly in front of her, "is the activities hall. This is mostly for the group activities that we'll hold in the morning and evening, completely optional, of course."

She walked a little farther, and the crowd followed.  She stopped in front of the next building. "Main office," she announced. "If you have any problems or questions, there will always be a member of staff on duty to assist you."

The smallest of these buildings was next. "First aid, in case anyone needs it. There shouldn't be any problem, but we have it just in case. Our on-duty nurse will not be joining us this weekend, so please don't do more than scrape a knee, okay?" She chuckled at her joke, but no one else did.

"And finally," she said as they approached the opposite side of the clearing from where they had come, "the mess hall. If you will please go in and find some seats, our head counselor will let you know what's next for you."

––––––––
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HEIDI TOOK A SEAT AT what she assumed was the front of the room, based on the orientation of the chairs and the projection screen situated before them. Gary sat beside her, looking less than thrilled to be here.

"Will you relax?" she said, patting his knee.

"You relax," he shot back. "I'm in full panic mode, here."

"What for?"

"I don't know, maybe I just don't find entertainment in the idea of offering myself up for a literal slaughter."

"Literal...?" She scoffed at his words. "Simulated. You are aware that advertising a slasher movie experience with actual murder would be illegal, right?"

"Yeah, well so is placing a personal ad for a cannibalistic relationship, but that happens too."

"In a British sitcom, maybe." Heidi shook her head at her friend. She could have chosen some of her girlfriends to come to this with her, but Gary was the only friend she had that a) loved horror movies as much as she did and b) she could count on not to ditch her at the first chance to get laid. "Let's at least hear them out."

He nodded, just as a man stepped up to the front of the audience.

"I'm Vernon," he said, "and it is my great privilege to welcome you to the inaugural weekend of  Camp Wannaslayem."

There was a light smattering of applause, not the raucous cheering that this kind of fan base usually gave off. Heidi wondered if any of them were actually fans.

A geeky guy in the back row called out, "Wouldn't last weekend have been more thematically appropriate?" The question was met with chuckles.

Even Vernon smiled at it. "Well, yes, to be honest, but we weren't quite ready for it last weekend. Plus, we didn't want to get sued for infringing on trademark." This time the laughter was louder, somehow lighter.

He continued: "I wanted to meet with everyone before the cabin assignments to give you a bit of a heads-up on what to expect this weekend. Camp Wannaslayem is not the first horror weekend experience of its kind, but it is the first to be on the site of one of the most grisly mass murders in history."

Gasps, but not as many or as huge as one might have expected this kind of revelation to be. Heidi smirked, knowing full well where this was going. It had been the primary reason she wanted to do this.

"Who here is familiar with the Camp Death Massacre franchise?"

Every hand in the room but one shot up.

"And who here knew that the first Camp Death Massacre was inspired by real-life events?"

Not all hands went up, but at least half did.

"Last question. Who here knows where those events took place?"

Only Heidi's hand went up. Vernon nodded to her, and she answered, "Right here at this campground."

"Brownie point for the woman in the front row. Right now, you are sitting in the same mess hall where Zeke Crandall fed his victims to the unwitting campers of Camp Fun Day. Trespassers, homeless people, or just people who pissed him off ended up in stews and chilis that the kids at this camp enjoyed."

"That's disgusting," said Gary. He turned to Heidi. "That part wasn't in the movies."

"The movies were primarily focused on what happened in the off-season," Vernon said in answer. "Specifically, like I said, the first one. Zeke was caught, tried, sentenced to prison, and has not been heard from since. The common belief is that he is serving consecutive life sentences with no parole possible for at least 150 years."
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