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For the Halloween People




Night of the Reaper (1980)


Script Pages Courtesy of Pinnacle Studios


EXT. CAMPFIRE - ASHLAND SUMMER CAMP - NIGHT


Camp director TIM sits in front of the campfire, surrounded by a ring of TEENAGED COUNSELORS.


TIM


You guys know the legend, right?


Nerdy SHEILA pushes her glasses up the bridge of her nose.


SHEILA


What legend?


TIM


The legend of why Ashland quit farming in the fifties. Why they turned the cornfields into campgrounds. The land is cursed. The curse … of the Reaper!


Tough guy AXEL flips out his switchblade, carving a stick to roast marshmallows.


AXEL


What the hell’s a Reaper?


TIM


Not what. Who?


Tim leans toward the crackling flames.


TIM


His name was Lester Jensen. And his bloodline dated all the way back to this town’s Danish founders. But Lester grew up an orphaned outcast. A mute who lived alone in an old, abandoned barn and never spoke a word to anyone. Some people feared the man, but others hired him as their farmhand because he worked hard and never complained. Then one year, a blight struck every crop. The corn didn’t sprout and the leaves just wilted and died on the stalk. Nobody knew why, but it didn’t take long for the rumors to start swirling in town.


A gust of wind HOWLS through the circle as the counselors shiver and the fire flickers.


TIM


They said that Lester the mute was practicing animal sacrifice out in that barn of his. That he brought on the blight by worshipping the Devil. Folks worked themselves into a frenzy until that fateful harvest moon, when they all decided … Lester Jensen had to pay.


SHEILA


What’d they do to him?


TIM


This God-fearing community went medieval. And the punishment for heresy meant getting dragged behind a horse into the village square to be dismembered in front of a cheering crowd. So Farmer Joe and his sons drove out to Lester’s barn to bring him to justice. They tied a rusty chain to the back of their truck and dragged the accused heretic straight through the rotting cornfields toward town. Lester may have been a mute, but that night, everyone in Ashland could hear his cries, echoing across the land.


Axel twirls a blackening marshmallow on the end of his stick.


AXEL


So did they chop him up or what?


TIM


Never got a chance to. Because at some point, that chain came loose.


Farmer Joe and his sons, they spent all night searching the field for his body, but Lester Jensen was gone. And so was the rusty chain.


SHEILA


You mean … Lester survived?


TIM


Some say he did. Some say he didn’t. Either way, Lester came back … for revenge. The next day, the town awakened to a stream of blood flowing down Main Street. They found three gruesome scarecrows hanging in the town square. It was Farmer Joe and his sons. They’d been hacked limb from limb and nailed back together in mismatched pieces. Served up as a grisly message to the people of Ashland. A warning from the monster they now called … the Reaper.


A shudder ripples through the circle of teens.


TIM


And every harvest moon, just like tonight, they say he’s out here.


Roaming in the dark where the cornfields used to be. Hunting down trespassers and harvesting their souls. They say if you listen closely, if it’s veeery quiet … you can hear the distant clanking … of his rusty chain.


Silence falls upon the group, listening for any sound they can hear over the SNAPS and POPS of logs between them.


AXEL


Boo!


Axel jumps to his feet, scaring the other counselors as he laughs in their faces.


SHEILA


That’s not funny, Axel!


AXEL


Oh, come on. Are you really scared that some freak farmhand is gonna--


CLANK! A rusty chain whips out of the darkness, snapping around Axel’s neck. He grasps at the metal links, eyes bulging until—CRACK!—Axel’s neck snaps and his rag doll body is yanked back into the shadows.


The counselors are paralyzed in terror as …


THE REAPER steps into the firelight! His shredded face oozes blood as ribbons of flesh hang above ragged overalls. He growls through shattered teeth, voice hoarse with gravel.


THE REAPER


Children of Ashland … it’s time to reap what you’ve sown.


The teens SCREAM and scatter as the monster swings his rusty chain, CACKLING into the night as the blood harvest begins.




PART I:


RESIGNATION
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“What was your favorite kill?”


Howard had been asked the question countless times over the years. With so many guttings and bludgeonings and dismemberments to choose from, he used to enjoy indulging his fans with a colorful selection from his résumé of mayhem. But today, fifteen years since his last lethal outing, he could no longer hide his weariness as he leaned on a rote response.


“My favorite kill is at the end of Part IV: The Final Reaping, when the Reaper himself is finally slain and burned to ashes.”


The balding fan on the other side of the table frowned, cracking the foundation of his homemade zombie makeup. “Yeah, but … you came back.” Zombie Man pointed over Howard’s shoulder, where posters for all eight Night of the Reaper films hung on display in the cramped convention booth. “The Reaper always rises again.”


Howard felt the weight of every flimsy poster like another millstone around the neck of his sunken career as he forced a nod. “Indeed he does.”


Zombie Man grinned at the woman beside him, who blushed in her bloodstained prom dress. “My wife, she’s too scared to ask,” he explained, holding up a digital camera. “But do you think she could get a photo with you?”


“Of course,” Howard replied, accustomed to the request. “That’ll be twenty dollars.” The exchange always felt a bit tacky, but he’d decided long ago that it was a matter of artistic principle to reinforce the worth of a professional actor’s labor.


The woman handed Howard a red-tinged bill as he stood beside her now, careful not to bump his freshly pressed slacks against her sticky dress. At six-foot three, he was used to dwarfing most people with his slender frame as he hunched his head above her shoulder, adjusting his parted silver hair before giving a gentle smile for the camera.


Zombie Man frowned again, lowering his lens. “Sorry, it’s just … Could you …”


“Be the Reaper,” Howard blushed. He sometimes forgot that it wasn’t him the fans were coming to meet. It was the sinister slasher who punished countless teens for trespassing on his land through the entire decade of the 1980s. Howard never wore the Reaper’s true face at these horror film conventions, but even without the marred flesh that would’ve taken five hours in a makeup chair to construct, he still knew how to give the fans their twenty dollars’ worth.


He wrapped his hands around the eager woman’s neck for a faux choke, snarling the monster’s rage toward the camera until Zombie Man finally snapped his photo with a gleeful giggle. The flash lingered in Howard’s blurry vision as he released his death grip and the once-silent wife leapt off her feet to plant a kiss on his freshly shaven cheek.


“You’re my favorite,” she breathily confessed. “Freddy and Jason are scrubs. I know the Reaper could take them in a heartbeat.”


Howard offered a gracious, “Thank you,” as he backed away from her starry eyes and returned safely behind the fold-up table. He knew not to engage with the die-hard fans too deeply, lest he find himself with a stalker.


“Have a lovely weekend, you two,” Howard dismissed Zombie Man and his bloody bride. As they skipped away together, hand in hand, he lowered himself back into the folding chair, arthritic knees creaking. His gaze fell now to the glossy publicity stills on the table, where his alter ego cast a mocking grin up at him, swinging the iconic rusty chain with eternal exuberance. Howard had signed thousands of these grotesque glamour shots over the years, so many that his right hand was now permanently cramped from gripping the black Sharpie as he scrawled:


Dear So-and-So, Happy Harvest! XX The Reaper.


It used to be that he hardly had time for a bathroom break as his devotees flocked to conference centers all over the globe, lining up for hours just to meet their beloved monster. But there was no line now as Howard looked up at the scattered attendees, moseying among a few dozen pop-up booths for other cult horror films. This happened to be a local event, which meant returning to the comfort of his own bed rather than suffering the night beneath a scratchy hotel bedspread. The thought of a warm bath beckoned as he decided to call it an early day, packing his tote bag along with the conspicuously light envelope of twenty-dollar bills.


As he lumbered toward the hotel conference room exit, a cleaning crew was already pushing their vacuums along the carpets. The stale smell of sweat seemed permanently soaked into these places, and Howard was desperate to breathe fresh air that hadn’t been recycled through mouths that munched on microwaved snack-bar pizza.


A banner thanked him for attending Dead World Weekend 2005 as he stepped through the automatic doors of the airport Radisson into the warm Los Angeles spring. Peeling off the sweater he wore to combat the frigid air-conditioning, he traversed the near-empty parking lot to his brown Cadillac DeVille. He tossed his tote bag in the trunk before easing behind the wheel and turning the ignition, only to be met with a resistant gurgle.


“Come on, old gal,” he begged as the hot sun beat through the windshield. “Not today.” The car he’d proudly bought after the success of the first film was pushing over 200,000 miles now, but Howard wasn’t ready to give up on her yet. Sure, the paint had faded from its original walnut shine into a dull rust tint, but he’d be damned if he ever traded her in for one of those shiny new electric monstrosities. Howard was all for saving the planet, but he resented a throwaway culture that discarded things before they’d lived out their full terms of purpose, always seeking some newer, sleeker model.


After a few more persistent grinds, the engine finally grumbled to life. He exhaled with relief, reaching for the gear stick only to find a Post-it Note there with a reminder spelled out in his own careful cursive: Cat Food.


Every time he came across one of these notes, he was reminded anew of Dr. Cho’s recent diagnosis of Alzheimer’s disease. Howard resented her suggestion that he was already going senile and in need of such degrading mental assistance, but he couldn’t deny that he’d been relying on these little yellow squares more and more of late.


It seemed that warm bath would have to wait as he plucked the Post-it from the shifter, steeling himself for the two-hour odyssey of creeping crosstown traffic toward his neighborhood grocery store. As he rolled out of the lot, a departing plane roared overhead, sending a sweeping shadow over the asphalt like the specter of death itself, passing him by.


By the time Howard arrived home, a purple dusk was settling over the old Victorian house at the end of the cul-de-sac. Nestled in the Altadena foothills, his home was just far enough from the madness of Hollywood to make it feel like living in the real world, which is exactly why he and Emma had chosen it. Ascending the porch steps now, he eyed the pair of Adirondack chairs where they used to share their morning tea. Flecks of white paint peeled from the sunbaked wood as the chairs had long since fallen into disuse, but he just couldn’t bring himself to throw them away. He half expected to open the front door now and find Emma waiting in the parlor, swaying to a Joni Mitchell record with a smile on her face. But as he entered the silent house, the only one coming to greet him in the foyer was Stanley.


“Hello, my little brute.” Howard bent down to scratch his feline companion behind the ears. “You must be famished.” He cracked the off-brand can of Frisky Whiskers, releasing a pungent odor into the air as he placed the tin on the hardwood floor. The black cat sniffed at the globby mixture and recoiled.


“They were fresh out of Fancy Feast,” Howard explained. “Don’t be difficult, Stanley.”


The animal conceded, pecking at his subpar meal with a domestic displeasure befitting his namesake. Stanley Kowalski had been Howard’s first starring role back at the conservatory when A Streetcar Named Desire was chosen for their graduate showcase. The violent character served as a formative challenge then for the bookish young actor. “Stage drama is not real life,” his professor had told him. “It’s more real than real life.”


The cordless phone rang to life on the end table as Howard shot across the hall to answer it. “This is Howard Browning.”


“Howie!” squawked the voice on the other end.


There was only one person in the world who called Howard “Howie,” against consistent requests to the contrary. All Hollywood agents were trained to be schmoozy, but twenty-five-year-old Jake Friedman was a bit too overzealous for someone who’d never landed his client an acting job. As soon as public appearances became Howard’s primary occupation, the powers that be at Universal Talent Incorporated began shuffling him from one fledgling representative to another.


“How’s my favorite client?” asked this current incarnation of false enthusiasm.


“Fine, Jacob.” Howard twisted his vertebrae back into alignment. “Nice of you to return my call, two weeks later.”


“Sorry, buddy, it’s been crazy. Pilot season and all that.”


“That so?” There was a time when Howard wouldn’t dream of stooping to the level of televised dramas, but he couldn’t help perking up now at the thought of all those new series with dozens of roles, fresh for the casting. “Anything you’re sending me out for?”


“Unless you can play a ‘twentysomething girl, as smart as she is sexy,’” Jake said, “this may not be your season. But hey, if you’re itching to act, I could give Lunatic Pictures a call back. See if they still want you for the mad scientist role in that zombie movie.”


“No, no,” Howard swatted away the suggestion. After being permanently typecast as a genre villain, the only offers that ever came down the pipeline were slight cameos in direct-to-video horror fare, and even those were few and far between. He’d made the mistake of taking such a job once about ten years ago, still optimistic and eager to practice his craft again in earnest. Instead, he found himself trapped on a shoestring amateur production in rural Bulgaria, where he spent most of his days curled up on the outhouse floor with a crippling stomach bug.


“I’m not that desperate,” Howard said.


“Damn straight,” Jake responded. “That’s because I’ve been busy booking your ass up and down the coast. How was Death Fest?”


“Dead World,” Howard corrected, carrying his tote bag down the hall.


“What?”


“Death Fest was last month in Sacramento,” Howard explained. “This weekend is Dead World.”


“Right, right, Death World.” Still wrong. “So how’s it going?”


“I’d say it’s aptly named.” Howard opened the cellar door and walked down the creaky steps into darkness. He tugged the cord of the swinging bulb as the light dimly illuminated an endless collection of Reaper memorabilia, packed onto shelves and spilling out into piles on the floor. Claustrophobia sunk in every time he came down here, crowded in by boxes of T-shirts and posters, cardboard standees and costume masks, action figures wielding tiny plastic chains, all preserved in pristine packaging. These collectibles only grew more extensive as the sequels got kitschier and the Reaper’s hellish charisma earned him pop culture icon status. By the end of the 80s, the monster’s image and quotable quips could be found plastered on everything from mugs and beach towels to lunchboxes and watches. Howard sold what he could at conventions and stashed the rest here, in this defunct Reaper museum with no curator.


He dropped his tote bag onto the closest pile of basement detritus, next to a bloodstained basketball. This notable gem was from the ’86 Bulls halftime show where he appeared in full makeup to promote Part VI: Urban Harvest. He still couldn’t believe he’d sunk that free throw over the sound of the arena’s electric roar, thousands of voices chanting as their energy pulsed through his fingertips.


“REAP-ER! REAP-ER! REAP-ER!”


“So what do you need?” Jake chirped through the phone, shaking him from the visceral reverie. “More publicity stills? I could check with the studio, see if they’ve got anything stowed away.”


“No, I have plenty of photos. That’s the problem. I hardly signed half a stack today and I don’t even bother lugging the memorabilia anymore. The fans just aren’t coming out the way they used to.”


Howard suspected the cause for this decline in attendance could be summed up in one word: Internet. Conventions used to be the only place that like-minded oddballs could congregate, but now instant-gratification outlets for fandom were found online. These virtual forums might scratch a temporary itch, but Howard still believed that there was simply no substitute for flesh-and-blood human interaction.


“You short on cash, Howie?” Jake asked. “Times are tight for everyone right now, but if you want to hold on to my ten percent of the autograph cash from this weekend, I’d do that for you, buddy. You know I take care of you.”


Howard resisted pointing out what a generous sacrifice that forty dollars would be, as making such a petty jab would have required admitting just how thin his collections had been.


“I appreciate that, Jacob, but it’s not about the money. I’m just not sure who I’m doing this for anymore. And I’m tired,” Howard finally admitted, still slightly out of breath from descending the cellar steps. “Perhaps it’s time I called it quits.”


His sixty-fifth birthday had passed quietly like any other day, save for the letter he received from the Screen Actors Guild congratulating him on reaching the union’s standard retirement age. The pension benefits could easily cover his modest lifestyle for years to come, but the question remained what he would do with himself if he embraced true retirement. As much as these conventions were wearing him down, they at least provided some semblance of structure and purpose to his otherwise empty days.


“I know the circuit’s a grind and turnout can be hit or miss,” Jake responded with strained empathy, having never attended a convention with Howard before, “but don’t forget we’ve got HorrorCon ’05 just around the corner. The Reaper-heads will be coming out in the thousands for that one, and you can’t quit on them now, Howie. I mean, a Lifetime Achievement Award is a serious honor.”


“Yes.” Howard’s eyes caught on a collectible tin lunchbox in the corner. An image of the Reaper impaling a victim through the mouth with an ear of corn as the speech bubble read: Eat your veggies! “A serious honor.”


“Listen, I’ve got to hop off for another call right now, but let’s just focus on one convention at a time. You give ’em hell at Death Fest this weekend and we’ll touch base before the next one, all right? All right! Catch you later, Howie!”


The line went dead before Howard could utter a response. Staring out at the heaps of pop culture relics collecting dust in a dank cellar, he was reminded of his favorite Shelley poem.


“My name is Ozymandias, king of kings,” the epitaph of that arrogant emperor read. “Look upon my works, ye Mighty, and despair!” But his statue lay shattered and forgotten in the vast desert as the narrator observed: “Nothing beside remains. Round the decay of that colossal wreck, boundless and bare, the lone and level sands stretch far away.”


Howard looked upon his own wreckage now with the cold realization that this wasn’t a museum, no. This was a graveyard. A tomb. He reached up to tug the light bulb cord, casting his haunted history back into darkness as the future grew fainter than ever.
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Howard wasn’t sure where the night had gone as he pulled up to the airport Radisson the next morning. He never did take that warm bath, having fallen asleep in the parlor chair with Stanley curled in his lap. Groggily awakening to daylight with Dostoevsky’s Demons open on his chest, he’d found himself uncharacteristically late. On top of that, there was hardly a free space in the lot this morning, likely airport overflow on a popular weekend travel day.


When he finally found a spot some distance from the hotel entrance, he wished he hadn’t skipped his usual English breakfast tea. He’d long given up coffee, finding that it rattled his nerves to the point where he couldn’t keep the Sharpie steady, but he yearned for some kind of artificial pep now as he climbed out of his car. Voicing his fatigue to Jake had only cemented his awareness of it as he popped the trunk and stared at his tote bag of publicity stills.


Perhaps he should just play hooky today. Get back in his car and drive away before—


“Howard fucking Browning.” The hoarse voice muttered inches from his ear as a hand clamped down on his shoulder.


Howard shuddered, having thought himself well past the days of fans rushing him in the parking lot. But as he turned toward his accoster, he was surprised to find a familiar woman’s face, weathered behind thick black glasses and topped with a white crew cut.


“Joan,” Howard breathed through a relieved smile.


“Christ, it’s good to see you.” Joan gave a tobacco-stained grin as she pulled Howard in for a hug against her green army jacket. The smell of Parliament cigarettes wafting from her clothing brought Howard right back to Joan’s makeup chair. He’d sit on her throne for hours every shoot day while she painstakingly crafted the Reaper’s grisly visage, regaling him with stories from her past life as a Vietnam War combat photographer. There weren’t many women on the front lines in those days, let alone openly gay women, but “Jersey Joan” was an Army brat who could hold her own with the foulmouthed grunts. She also snuck her fair share of passionate trysts with lonely nurses when she wasn’t documenting the visceral devastation that would someday inspire her gory special effects wizardry.


Joan’s work on the Reaper’s gruesome demise in Part IV rightfully won her a Fexie Award, but it had been years since Howard had seen his old friend on the convention circuit. As he finally released from the hug, he realized it was the first physical human contact he’d had in some time, outside of awkwardly staged photo ops.


“I had no idea you were on the schedule,” Howard said.


“I wasn’t. They’re doing this special effects panel, wanted to have the old guard chatting with the new,” Joan explained, lighting a fresh cigarette. “Marty Brogan was supposed to be on it. You remember Marty, right?”


“Of course. He designed the Reaper spawn for Part VII.”


Seed of the Reaper was Howard’s least favorite entry in the series, starting with the problematic dream-rape sequence and culminating in the birth of the “Baby Reaper.” Marty was nothing if not creative, but the rusty chain umbilical cord was a particularly misguided touch.


“Well, he dropped dead last week,” Joan puffed. “Heart attack. Face-first in a plate of eggs, right in front of his poor wife.”


“That’s awful,” Howard replied. Awful, but not uncommon. He couldn’t help noticing that the many ailments of old age were starting to pick off his cinematic comrades one by one, like the victims of their films.


“Anyway,” Joan explained, “they asked me to fill in, and I figured screw it. Might be fun to jump back into the trenches for a day. It’s a trip doing these things every now and then, don’t you think?”


“Oh, yes.” Howard finally turned to close the trunk and hide his blushing face. “Every now and then.” He deftly changed the subject as he motioned to the canvas duffel bag over Joan’s shoulder. “Which one did you bring today?”


Joan dug into the bag, unearthing a severed silicon head with its mouth agape in death. The flesh-colored paint was chipping away, but it still looked remarkably convincing with the glistening red splatter at the torn neck giving it that wet feel.


“Ah,” Howard grinned, “Part III, wasn’t it? Fields of Blood. I believe the poor fellow’s name was Brad.”


Joan shrugged. “Who remembers the names?”


“Well, as I recall, the Reaper only tore Brad’s head off after giving it a good squeeze,” Howard grinned. “So let’s see the real effect, maestro.”


It was Joan who blushed now, embarrassed of her own work as she reached for a small hand-pump attached to the air tube that ran up the back of the severed head. Joan gave the pump a hard squeeze, sending Brad’s left eyeball popping out of the socket to hang by stringy red tendons. Howard let out an amused laugh as Joan muttered, “Old dog, old tricks.”


“You invented the tricks,” Howard noted as they began their walk to the hotel. “How have you been? Last we spoke you were opening a military supply store?”


“Army Navy, yeah,” Joan replied. “Business ain’t exactly booming, mostly just obnoxious hipsters looking for vintage T-shirts. But it keeps me busy, ya know? At my age, that’s all I can really ask for. Especially with these son-of-a-bitchin’ cataracts,” she motioned to the cloudy eyes behind her glasses. “What about you? Still in the acting game?”


“Yes, of course, busy as ever,” Howard responded on reflex, hoping the quick lie wasn’t too obvious.


“Glad to hear it,” Joan smiled, tossing her cigarette butt as she motioned to the Dead World Weekend 2005 banner over the hotel entrance. “You ready to face the fiends?”


“If today’s anything like yesterday, I’m afraid we’re in for a rather quiet one.”


“Suits me. It’ll give us more time to catch up.” Joan gave him a sturdy pat on the back.


“I’d like that, Joan. Very much,” Howard replied with a grateful smile. The automatic doors whirred open as the sound of a clamoring crowd engulfed them. The place was packed, hundreds of people milling about, far more than yesterday.


“Quiet my ass,” Joan muttered.


Howard was stunned, searching for some explanation. “Perhaps there’s a memorial for Marty?”


“Perhaps,” Joan playfully echoed. “Catch you later, Frasier.”


Joan walked off as Howard headed in the direction of his booth, squeezing his way through the throng of masked monsters. The closer he got, the more he saw that the masses were forming into a line, stretching all the way along the wall, rounding a corner and continuing onward. What were they all lined up for? Had the snack bar just restocked with microwaved pizza?


Heads began to turn toward him, whispering and murmuring with a building excitement as he noticed that their attire was becoming more uniform. The T-shirts and masks and swinging plastic chains …


These were Reaper fans.


Howard finally arrived at his little fold-up table to see that it was all leading here. This crowd was here for him, and they began to cheer now at the sight of him. He gave a confused smile as Jake emerged from the makeshift curtain behind the booth, wearing a suit that was two sizes too big as he talked into his cellular phone.


“Yes, sir,” Jake stuttered, wiping the sweat from his boyish brow. “He just got here. I’ll take care of it.” He snapped the phone shut and rushed toward Howard.


“Jacob? What are you doing here? What’s going on?” Howard had to raise his voice over the crowd’s growing cheers.


“We need to talk,” Jake practically shouted as he moved back behind the curtain, pulling a confused Howard, whose senses were awakened by the exuberant buzz he hadn’t heard in ages.


“That was Chuck Slattery on the phone,” Jake explained.


“Chuck?”


It had been years since Howard last heard from the franchise executive producer, who made the first Night of the Reaper film on an independent budget before selling it to Pinnacle Studios and raking in a small fortune in sequels. Back when the franchise was alive and well, Chuck would treat his slasher star to the occasional dinner in expensive Beverly Hills restaurants. It wasn’t exactly a friendship, but at least it was cordial. After the films ended, Howard would sporadically call to suggest a lunch catch-up, but was consistently told that the busy man was “on the other line.”


“What did he want?” Howard wondered aloud now, after all those years of call dodging.


“Some news leaked this morning,” Jake explained. “Pinnacle was going to announce it at the end of the month, but these kids with their blogs, rumors spread faster than chlamyd—”


“Just tell me,” Howard demanded, more curt than he had intended. His head was starting to throb from the cacophony of voices on the other side of the curtain as Jake finally answered.


“They’re remaking Night of the Reaper.”


Howard heard the words, but could hardly process them as they bounced around inside his skull, yearning to land in some place of understanding until one of them slipped its way back out of his mouth.


“Remaking?” Howard repeated.


If there was one thing Howard knew about remakes from his days on the convention circuit, it was that the fans were not fans of this recent trend. There was something sacred about the original texts, however rough around the edges they may be. More often than not, these remakes replaced the grit with gloss, effectively removing the soul of the horror itself. Participating in such an unforgivable recreation of his own work amounted to sacrilege, but even that artistic consideration was secondary to Howard’s primary concern at this moment.


“It’s been fifteen years,” he uttered. “Does Chuck really think I have another one in me?”


The mere thought of chasing teenagers nearly fifty years his younger made his joints ache. Besides, this wasn’t the first time Chuck had lured Howard to return when he thought the franchise was dead and buried. Signing on for Part V: The New Crop had been the final straw that broke his marriage’s back, and Howard was living with the consequences of that choice every day now. All alone in that big empty house.


“Don’t worry,” Jake said, as if responding to Howard’s inner thoughts. “You’re off the hook. They’re recasting the role.”


The din of the crowd muted and the floor dropped out below him as Howard tried again to grasp what he was being told.


Recasting the Reaper? The character was his creation, painstakingly built through the actor’s craft from a mere sketch on the page into a living, breathing thing. From the slow cadence of his gravelly voice to the slight limp in his gait, the Reaper wasn’t simply a role he performed. It was a skin he wore, wet and sticky on the inside as latex constricted the blood vessels beneath his face, contributing to the monster’s visceral rage. Regardless of whether or not he was up to the task of playing the role again, there simply was no Reaper without Howard Browning.


“The fans don’t know yet,” Jake continued, “but Pinnacle wants to take the character in a new direction, skewing younger for a new generation.” His phone chimed, drawing his attention away from Howard as he flipped it open. “You know how it is.”


Jake seemed oblivious to the fact that he was a perfect display of “how it was” with today’s youth, clicking away on his phone in the middle of a conversation. Modern technology was making it worse, but the self-centeredness of adolescence was a timeless phenomenon that Howard had witnessed while mentoring so many teen actors throughout the Reaper franchise. He would coach his bright-eyed young costars into professionalism, and they would inevitably graduate into breakout careers, leaving him trapped in the dust of Ashland without so much as a glance over their shoulders. That old wound was being pried back open now as Howard wondered what fresh-faced fool was being groomed to take up the mantle for this wretched remake.


“Who could possibly,” came the words from his mouth, which he quickly adjusted for propriety’s sake. “I mean, do they have someone in mind?”


“You remember Family Genius? Sitcom from the nineties? Little Trevor Mane. ‘Indubitably!’” Jake laughed at his own imitation of a kitschy catchphrase that was utterly lost on Howard.


“I’m afraid I’m not familiar with his work,” he coldly replied.


“Anyway, kid’s all grown up and into front-page news, so Chuck’s making a big push for him at the studio. The teen demographic loves him.”


A baffled Howard motioned toward the curtain, where the fans’ grumbling impatience was starting to rise. “What about the fan demographic? Does Chuck really think they’ll accept a new Reaper?”


“He’s not concerned,” Jake responded dismissively. “Sure, they’ll whine in the online comments sections right up until the release date. Then they’ll shell out their ten bucks and whine some more when they get home.”


Howard bit his tongue, knowing it was true. The fans’ distaste for remakes didn’t stop them from showing up on opening weekend, if only to confirm their own righteous indignation. “And what, exactly, am I supposed to tell them now?” he asked, raising his voice above the rowdy crowd.


“Got that covered, too,” Jake said, reaching into his suit pocket to unfold a printed sheet of paper as he handed it to Howard. “Chuck faxed this over to the business center.”


For Howard Browning—Official Statement Re: Reaper Replacement.


There it was, in cold black and white. He’d gotten through “remake” and “recasting,” only to be stabbed through the heart with this third alliterative dagger.


Replacement.


There was something so damningly personal about the word that knocked the wind straight out of him. As Howard struggled to regain his breath, the chanting on the other side of the curtain became undeniable, their raving energy giving a steady shock to his system.


“REAP-ER! REAP-ER! REAP-ER!”


“You better get out there,” Jake advised. “The villagers are getting restless.”


The single sheet of paper was heavy in his hands as Howard crossed the curtained threshold to face his fans, no longer waiting in a neatly formed line, but eagerly pressed up against the table in a messy mob. All eyes hungrily locked on him as they cheered relentlessly. It was all he could do to stand there and let this wave of adoration wash over him, until Jake finally gave him a gentle pat on the back, pulling him back to earth for the laborious task at hand.


He lowered himself into the folding chair as he clutched the statement in front of him and the crowd hushed, reverently awaiting his words. It was so quiet, he could hear the gentle hum of the air-conditioning vent overhead as he opened his mouth to speak.


“Hello,” Howard tentatively began, reaching into his shirt pocket to retrieve his reading glasses. The slight frames trembled as he slipped them onto his face, clearing his throat as he started to read the statement for the first time, aloud.


“As you all know, the news broke this morning that Pinnacle Studios is remaking Night of the Reaper. Many of you may be wondering whether or not I will be returning to this iconic role.”


The silence gave way as the ravenous group before him once again erupted with expectant cheers. The lump in Howard’s throat grew larger as a sad smile crept across his face and he lowered his gaze to press onward.


“I’m sorry to disappoint you all. But the time has come for me to pass the rusty chain.” Howard looked up into the crowd, watching in real time as every face turned. Expressions of joy and elation now reverting to confusion and anger as Howard felt the sting of every scowl. Then the shouting began, all voices clamoring above each other so furiously that Howard could barely make out complete sentences.


“Bullshit!”


“They can’t replace you!”


“You’re the Reaper!”


Howard shrank, helpless in the face of their blind rage, some part of him wanting nothing more than to commiserate with them in the injustice of it all. Instead, he read onward, faster now.


“I appreciate your constant support through the years, but it would be irresponsible of me to go on playing the role when I am so far past the years of my prime.” His gut churned. Past the years of his prime? Did Chuck really think this was a fair assessment of his condition? He wanted to rip the statement to shreds, but he knew he just had to get through it, letting himself be dragged along by the words as he white-knuckled the paper in his hands.


“You deserve more. The Reaper deserves more. And I fully support Chuck Slattery and Pinnacle Studios as they plan to give the monster new life with fresh blood.” A wave of nausea overtook him as the shouts resounded once again, now muted by the fog in his brain as he looked out at the blur of angry mugs.


“We deserve you!”


“You’re the best, Howard!”


“Fuck Pinnacle!”


I’ll give them fresh blood.


Howard shuddered at the sound of the Reaper’s raspy voice, booming much louder than all the others. At first, he thought it was a fan doing an impression of the character, but no. That dark declaration came from within, a thought that no one else could hear. As if he’d momentarily slipped into the mindset of the character amid all that commotion. He tried to shake off this frightening mental glitch as his head pounded and he wiped the sweat from his brow, desperate to be done.


“Thank you for your time and remember … the Reaper will rise again.” The rest of the page was blank as he looked up to the confused crowd. “I’m sorry …” he mumbled. “That’s all.”


The angry mob swelled at the abrupt conclusion and Jake tried his best to corral them back into a line. Howard remained seated as, one by one, they approached his table to hold communion with their elder, venting their outrage as he nodded along with sympathy. The day passed in a strange haze as he signed several stacks of publicity stills, each fan walking away with a head hung low in disappointment until the crowd finally dissipated. Jake was quick to collect his ten percent before leaving for a “drinks meeting” and promising he’d “be in touch.” But Howard was cemented to his chair, the weight of the fans’ anger pooling within. As if they’d all dumped their rage directly into him and now it was his to sit with, simmering inside with no outlet for release.


“Hey, Browning.” The familiar smoky voice shook Howard from his stupor as he looked up to find Joan standing on the other side of the table with a sympathetic smile. “This Dead World got a bar or what?”
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Howard spun his full glass of chardonnay on its coaster, staring absently into the amber liquid as Joan pounded her third bourbon on the stool beside him. He was never much of a drinker and he certainly wasn’t in the mood now as his stomach rolled over, urging him to speak.


“I never should have read that statement. ‘The Reaper deserves more?’” Howard bitterly recited the self-reproach he’d been force-fed. “What does that even mean?” He wished he could go back in time and speak from the heart. Not from some cold declaration of defeat.


“Fuck Chuck,” Joan muttered through malted lips.


The verbiage was crude, but Howard agreed with the sentiment. Chuck never so much as gave him a warning that this Reaper remake was in the works, let alone that he’d already settled on Howard’s replacement. This entire affair had been rudely mishandled, and Howard intended to let Chuck know, if he could ever get past the producer’s assistant.


“The whole industry’s gone to shit,” Joan continued in a booze-soaked lament. “You know they don’t even do zombies with prosthetics anymore? They’ve got this bright green paint, do all the rotting flesh in the editing room. Computerized bullshit.”


Howard was familiar with the dawning age of CGI, which was used to a regrettable degree in Part VIII: Moon Reaper. The effects were nowhere near convincing in 1990, when an intergalactic space crew battled the Reaper’s chain with star-sabers and laser guns, and they’d only grown more cringeworthy with time. Howard had always viewed that laborious eighth entry as an unceremonious end for his portrayal of the character, with the Reaper getting ejected from the spaceship’s airlock toward his final lunar grave. But here he was now, being jettisoned even farther into the abyss. Where no one can hear you disappear.


“Can I get another, hon?” Joan winked at the woman behind the bar before turning her attention back to Howard. “Point is, horror just ain’t what it used to be. That’s exactly what we were saying on the panel today. See, the seventies were savage and gritty, like war documentaries. Then came the eighties, when gore FX peaked and real creativity thrived. But when the nineties rolled in with their smug-ass irony, it turned the whole genre into one big self-referential joke. So now we’re stuck in the middle of this … what’d they call it … millennial malaise. The fans feel it, too. You can tell.”


Howard hadn’t exactly been an avid fan of the genre when he was pigeonholed into it straight out of the New York theater scene, but he’d developed a reserved appreciation for it over the years. For better or worse, horror always seemed to have its finger on the pulse of humanity, projecting our timeliest fears and ugliest truths in bloody Grand Guignol fashion. But what he felt from the fans today was not inert malaise, no. It was active, aggressive.


“You should have heard them, Joan. The anger, the disappointment. I just can’t help feeling like I’m somehow abandoning them.” Even though the entire enterprise was out of his control, he truly did feel like he was letting his fans down. He understood from their perspective how it seemed as if he were simply giving up, perhaps even eager to “pass the chain.”


“What’d you expect, Browning? They love you,” Joan said as she reached for her fresh drink.


Howard had always dismissed the “L” word in the context of fandom. Obsession, yes. A form of reverence, perhaps. But was it truly love that they harbored in their hearts for him? He twisted his wineglass, recalling every disgruntled face.


“If they loved me before, they hate me now.” He’d given them so much, eight films and so many more years in Sharpie-bound servitude. But it wasn’t enough. They wanted him for life.


“They’ll come back around.” Joan turned to her friend with a smirk now. “I ever tell you how much I hated you when we first met?”


“I’m not sure you needed to tell me. I felt it rather strongly.”


“‘I felt it rather strongly.’ See, that’s exactly why.”


It wasn’t the first time Howard had been teased for the not-quite-British elocution he’d picked up while studying classical cinema from the Cary Grant era. He simply believed that in drama, every phrase, every word, every enunciation mattered.


“But it wasn’t just the phony accent,” Joan went on. “Day one of the first film, you came into my makeup trailer with a stick so far up your ass, I wasn’t sure how you were gonna sit in the chair. You were the most pompous son of a bitch I’d ever met, took yourself so goddamn seriously.”


“If your goal is to cheer me up …”


“But then you took the role seriously, too,” Joan explained. “And that’s why the franchise went on for all those years. You flipped a switch, and you gave the Reaper life.”


Howard smiled. He’d always admired the way Joan had channeled every oozing memory from the battlefield straight into her work through all those ghastly permutations of human anatomy. But he never knew just how deeply this maestro of fatal effects appreciated Howard’s own creative efforts. It warmed his heart to hear her support now, if only for a moment, before that warmth gave way to the coldness of his current reality.


“And yet this is the way it ends.” Howard looked to the stool beside him, where his tote bag of Reaper stills lay. “Not with a bang. But a whimper.”


He finally took a swig of wine, only to find his mouth filled with an acidic swill. He considered telling the bartender that the bottle may have gone bad, but it was his own fault for ordering wine from an airport hotel bar.


“Hey,” Joan offered, “just remember that you gave birth to a legend. And no one can take that away from you. Legends are forever.”


Joan killed the last of her bourbon and hopped off her stool. “All right, chief. This old lady needs her beauty sleep.” She threw a crumpled bill down on the bar before patting Howard on the back. “Take care of yourself.”


“You too, Joan.” Howard watched his friend walk off, leaving him alone with his stale wine.


“How’s your wine, sir?” the bartender asked.


“Wonderful, thank you. Just the check, please.”


Howard lay in bed that night, half-watching the end of the evening news in an effort to distract his thoughts long enough for sleep to come. They were reporting the story of a teenaged girl who had been abducted and held captive in a basement for fourteen years. Finally escaping as a grown woman, she told her tale now in a heart-wrenching interview. It was not the abject traumas she had endured at the hands of her captor that struck him, but rather the frightening notion of losing such a huge swath of one’s life. He wondered what came next for her. Could she truly reintegrate into the world again? Or would some piece of her always be missing, stumbling through her waking days as an incomplete puzzle? Some people criticized horror films for their ghastly depictions of violent behavior, but the fake terrors of the silver screen paled in comparison to what real-world psychopaths were capable of.


Emma had been one such critic of the genre. She was a women’s studies major at Barnard when they met in New York in the 1970s, and Howard was doing meaningful theater that Emma truly admired. When he got a callback for Night of the Reaper in LA and returned to their cramped studio apartment with the offer, Emma was wary of his big break. She was concerned about the harm that horror films were doing to our collective culture and psyches, citing the rampant violence against women in exploitation films that screened in the same sleazy Times Square theaters as pornography. But Howard assured Emma that this was the only horror film he’d ever make. The paycheck, he promised, would serve as a down payment on their first house, a shared dream that solidified their big move west.


“Besides,” he’d told her as he wrapped his long arms around her. “It’s only a movie. And movies can’t hurt people.”


“Who will survive? Tune in to find out who’s leaving the island on this week’s Exile.”


The booming commercial pulled Howard back from the memory as he found himself staring at the empty space in the bed beside him. He finally shuffled toward the television, a boxy old thing with a built-in VCR and a long-defunct remote, but before he could turn it off, the next program began with a cheesy jingle. The title appeared on the screen, bringing him face-to-face with Family Genius.


This was the sitcom Jake had mentioned. The one that starred Howard’s replacement.


All efforts to push the day’s traumatic events into the recesses of his mind came undone now as he squinted at the screen. He’d always despised the sitcom format, oozing with falsely peachy family values as canned laughter dictated to its audience what was funny and what wasn’t. The fact that reruns ran endlessly into the night, when insomniacs might use the vapid content to lull their brains into an unconscious state, spoke to the sitcom’s true nature as the opiate of the masses. So what possible talent could Chuck have plucked from the depths of this mind-numbing televised diversion as his top choice for the Reaper?


The opening scene unfolded against a cheap plywood kitchen set, where a mother cooking breakfast in her apron fortified golden age expectations of a woman’s role in society. Was this domestic servitude really a better model than the iconic “final girl” who survived every slasher film, outwitting and triumphantly slaying her masculine attacker?
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