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			CHAPTER ONE

			The First Murder

			Tony staggers and nearly topples before reaching the park bench and collapsing into a seated position. His backpack leaks random food wrappers from a ragged gash up the side and his shoulders slump so sharply he nearly tumbles to the grass at his feet. Exhausted and barely able to stay upright, he lies back the bench and within moments falls into a deep sleep.

			Wind kicks up leaves around the bench, and thick shade trees obscure most of the illumination cast by the nearest streetlight. The park is empty, the adjacent street devoid of movement, and no city sounds penetrate this deep in the suburbs.

			Tony slumbers on, arms draped across his chest as though he’s posing for the part of a corpse in some murder mystery. Shadows surround him, shifting in the meager light, trembling in the wind.

			Tony’s face is twisted with pain, yet serene, as though this minor respite is the best thing that’s happened to him all day. He doesn’t look more than twenty-three or four, but the ravages of street life have taken their toll, and he could easily pass for thirty-four if given a cursory inspection.

			So sudden it’s almost too fast to follow, a gloved hand shoots out from under the bench from beneath and clamps down on Tony’s mouth. His eyelids flip open like window shades and the whites glow bright with shock. Before he can even struggle, the sharp tip of an arrow exits his throat from beneath, tearing through the skin with a sound like ripping cloth.

			Blood erupts from his trachea as his eyes bug out in anguish and stunned horror. His mouth opens and closes like a fish out of water as the tip of the arrow dribbles dark red blood into a rapidly growing pool, spilling through the slats of the wooden bench beneath him. He twists and flops, but the hand keeps his forehead pinned to the bench until all movement stops and his mouth ceases its desperate attempts to suck in air. The eyes remain open, the pupils etched with terror and disbelief. Slowly, the gloved hand slips off his face and vanishes beneath the bench. The metal spear remains in place, blood bubbling from the jagged flesh around it like lava from a volcano.

			Footsteps run away and Tony remains pinned to the bench, finally at peace.

			“Cut!” Ashley leans away from the monitor and applauds with gusto. “That’s a wrap for tonight, everyone. It looked fantastic!”

			The teen who’s been filming lowers his camera as the twenty-something actor on the bench sits up and grins.

			“Somebody help Grant get that arrow out of his throat,” Ashley adds with a laugh.

			Grant chuckles as several teen crew members scurry over and set about removing the apparatus that encircles his neck.

			“This Karo syrup is nasty, Ashley,” Grant says, twisting his face into a grimace. “And cold, too.”

			Ashley saunters over. “What, you expect me to heat it up for you? You’re just an expendable extra so get over yourself.”

			He sticks out his tongue and she laughs.

			The image freezes and then goes black.

			“Okay, I’m going to stop here since the bell’s about to ring.”

			Bright light fills the room as Mr. Ketchum flicks on the overheads. Cassie beams with pride as the class of high school seniors applauds. A bank of open windows opposite the door allows a slight breeze to waft through the room, partially offsetting the warm spring temperature outside.

			On the white board behind Mr. Ketchum’s desk is scrawled in large red letters, HAPPY FRIDAY THE 13TH. Also, in the upper right corner are the words Filming Always Permitted in this Classroom, and beneath that two signatures—Mr. K and Mrs. K.

			Cassie flips an errant strand of auburn hair off her freckled face and tosses Donovan a smile of triumph. That sequence, including the kill, was lensed just last weekend, which means they spent long hours in the school’s editing room to have it ready for today. Watching that particular murder on Friday the 13th is especially delicious since the “kill” is an homage to that very movie.

			The applause dies down as Kristen Corte, playing “Ashley” in the film, stands and bows. “Thank you, thank you.”

			Two rows over, attractive brunette Olivia Taylor scowls. “We’re clapping for the kill scene, not you, Kristen.”

			Kristen loses her gloating smile. “I keep hoping they’ll rewrite the script and kill you off sooner.”

			Mr. Ketchum holds up a hand. “Enough behind the scenes drama, ladies.” He sends each of the girls a serious look that says, “I mean business here,” and they back down. Kristen retakes her seat and grabs Diego Bernal’s hand, pulling him closer and mad-dogging Olivia.

			Cassie sighs to herself. Another typical day in film class. Kristen and Olivia are probably the prettiest girls at school, and that’s the problem. Cassie doesn’t care enough about stuff like that to be jealous, but the other two girls are so much alike they can’t stand one another.

			Blonde hair tumbling past her shoulders, small nose, blue eyes, soft features, and a figure to kill for, Kristen is eye candy for every boy who sees her. Olivia is almost the opposite with short brown hair, sharp features, and piercing brown eyes, but her flirting skills are legendary and could easily give Kristen a run for her money if Kristen ever broke up with Diego, her steady boyfriend of the past two years.

			“I, for one, am very impressed,” Mr. Ketchum goes on, turning his attention Cassie’s way. “Your footage looks professional. The lighting and camerawork—great job, William.”

			Tall, skinny William Webster grins from ear to ear from behind long bangs swept across light brown eyes, his barely visible mustache stretched to pencil thin status.

			“And that opening drone shot as the victim staggered into the park and plopped onto the bench was flawless,” Mr. Ketchum goes on, his deep voice filled with pride. “Your precision with that drone astonishes me, Baxter. I can’t even keep one of those things in the air for two minutes without crashing it into something.”

			Baxter Jacobs—known as the class nerd for his large glasses and pudgy physique—basks in the glow of the compliment, lowering his eyes in embarrassed pride.

			“Your sound was clean too, Baxter,” Mr. Ketchum adds. “That’s very difficult during location shooting.” He scans the class. “Any comments or suggestions for the directors, cast, or crew before we leave for spring break?”

			Cassie’s least-favorite classmate, Robert Wilkins, leers at her. “Gonna tell us who the killer is, Cass?”

			“Not on your life. Not even the main actors have seen those pages.”

			“I’m the only one privileged to know that secret.” Mr. Ketchum grins and pulls an imaginary zipper across his lips. “But my lips are sealed under penalty of death.”

			The class laughs.

			“I’m sure it was Cassie who threatened you.” Robert smirks. “We all know Donovan’s too feeble to intimidate a fly.”

			“Ahem!” Mr. Ketchum tosses a ball painted with a frown face to Robert, who deftly plucks it from the air it with his left hand. He eyes the frowning face and shrugs.

			“Sorry, Mr. K, but it’s true.”

			Mr. Ketchum is not amused. “If you end up with Mr. Frown one more time, Robert, I’ll dock you some serious class participation points.”

			Robert looks suitably chastised, but Cassie tosses him the dirtiest look she can muster. Tall, dark-haired, handsome, and narcissistic to the max, Robert loves displaying his chiseled physique at every opportunity. Today, he’s wearing shorts and skin-tight tank top that might as well be invisible.

			Cassie hates arrogance, especially when people flaunt it. Robert has haughtily hit on her multiple times this year, clearly assuming his charm and hot bod are all he needs to conquer her.

			Considering he could have practically any girl at school, she doesn’t understand his persistence—unless he considers her a challenge. She’s turned him down as forcefully as possible and, in his self-absorbed mind, Robert assumes it’s because of Donovan.

			Donovan lowers his eyes to the floor under the scrutiny of the class. A shadow from his yellow fedora covers his face and gives him a tragic-figure look that sends Cassie’s heartbeat into raging overdrive.

			How dare Robert!

			She bites her lip, fighting the urge to cuss him out right then and there!

			“Even I’m not privileged to know the identity of the killer,” comes a husky female voice from the back of the room. “And I’m married to the producer.” She tosses off a throaty laugh and the class chuckles.

			“What did you think of my performance, Mrs. K?” Kristen chirps, her tone indicating she expects a compliment. “Do you think I might play Lady Macbeth one day like you did?”

			Mrs. Ketchum, the school’s acting teacher, brushes a loose strand of brown hair back over one ear and appears to consider the question.

			“I know you’ve always fancied that performance of mine and I confess I’m rather proud of it. But sometimes I fear you aspire to be like Lady Macbeth in real life.”

			“Of course, I do,” Kristen asserts in her usual take-no-prisoners tone. “She was a take-charge woman, the kind you’ve modeled for us.”

			“May I point out,” Mr. K adds, “that she was also an accessory to murder. But we’re getting sidetracked here.”

			“I’m proud of every one of you,” Mrs. K announces in her most dramatic tone. “The performances are stellar, especially you, Kristen. You are, after all, playing against type as a nice girl, am I right?”

			She smiles and everyone joins her, including Kristen, who may be self-absorbed and conceited, but at least makes no pretense of being otherwise.

			Cassie has always considered Mrs. K one of the most beautiful women she’s ever known, possessing true movie star attributes. Brunette with shoulder-length, wavy hair swept just off the face, full lips accented by understated lipstick, lovely green eyes beneath luxuriously long lashes. Even her high cheekbones give her that star quality, like a modern-day version of Sophia Loren.

			Mr. and Mrs. K used to be active in Hollywood—he a director and she an actress—but drinking, drugs, and partying derailed both their careers. They’ve never tried to keep their pasts a secret—Google has all the dirty details—and Mr. K, at least, has always asserted that he loves teaching more than directing any day. Cassie can’t imagine that being true, but she doesn’t argue the point.

			Mrs. Ketchum looks across the room at Cassie and Donovan. “You two are going places in Hollywood, I’ve no doubt of that. Perhaps you can convince my husband to produce your next feature.”

			Cassie’s mouth drops open. “Are you thinking of going back to making movies, Mr. K? That would be awesome!”

			Dressed in his usual sloppy wrinkled pants and long-sleeved pullover, Mr. Ketchum looks nothing like how she pictures a Hollywood producer.

			“That’s just my wife’s wishful thinking. I prefer nurturing the talent in this room. You and Donovan will do just fine on your own. I agree with Mrs. K on that score.”

			He nods at his wife and she smiles back. But something about the smile seems off to Cassie, as though Mrs. K thinks Mr. K embarrassed her in front of the students.

			“I, uh, I agree about Donovan and Cassie,” pipes up a timid voice from the back corner. “It’s an honor to work with them.”

			Cassie turns toward the back of the class.

			Jaden Merton slouches in his usual seat, black hoodie partially covering his perfectly woven cornrows, peeking out at them as though afraid he’ll be attacked at any moment.

			Donovan smiles at the compliment. “Thanks, man,” he says in that calm, quiet tone that’s soothed Cassie’s bull-in-a-china-shop nature since they were children. “You’re a great help on the set, and I mean that. You have, like, a photographic memory for details.”

			Jaden cracks what for him could pass for a smile, but he doesn’t respond to the compliment. He seldom says anything at all, but the film crew would be minus its most valuable member if he decided to quit.

			It had taken Cassie and Donovan more than a few pleading sessions before Mr. Ketchum agreed to let them co-write and co-direct a feature film for their senior project. Everyone else is making short films, but Cassie and Donovan hope to enter their movie in the local Shriek Festival, one of the oldest and biggest horror film festivals in the country. Final deadline for submissions is in July. Since their film has to be finished and polished before the June graduation date, submitting on time should be a breeze. And they both live in the San Fernando Valley, so attending the nearby Hollywood-based festival will be a cinch.

			Mr. Ketchum studies Jaden a long moment, but the lanky African American boy refuses to make eye contact.

			“I’ve heard good things about your work on this film, Jaden, and I’m happy to see you enjoying yourself.”

			“He enjoys himself too much,” Kristen spits out, squinting at Jaden from across the room. “He gets a little too into his role as the guy in the skull mask.”

			“He’s the killer?” a longhaired girl exclaims in shock.

			Mr. Ketchum shakes his head. “He’s the body double for the killer. That way, none of the other actors know which character is really doing the killing.”

			The girl nods in admiration.

			Jaden withers beneath Kristen’s verbal assault.

			“Kristen,” Mr. Ketchum intones, his voice sounding as annoyed as Cassie has ever heard from him. “I agreed to you not having to make your own film because you’re the lead in this one. Don’t push me. If I get reports that you’re playing the prima donna on set like you do here, you’d better come up with an Oscar-caliber film of your own if you want to pass this class.”

			Olivia bursts into applause, and surprisingly Jaden joins her. Now it’s Kristen who withers—slightly—and Cassie is pleased to note that she doesn’t argue or even respond. She merely pulls Diego in closer and he whispers something—no doubt words of comfort—into her ear. That’s all he ever seems to do.

			Diego Bernal has been called the hottest boy at Performance Arts Academy High School by most of the girls Cassie knows. She agrees that he has that smoldering Latino look and he could easily be a model with his wavy black hair, smooth features untarnished by acne or beard stubble, and soft brown eyes. But he’s not her type. He’s too… beautiful.

			One thing she does know—he could do a helluva lot better in the girlfriend department that Kristen Corte. Cassie can’t imagine what he sees in her beyond beauty. That must be all he wants.

			Kristen is practically a Hollywood stereotype, the obnoxious drama queen everyone hates. That’s why it was too tempting to pass up the opportunity to cast her as the “good girl” in this film. She’s not joking when she crows about being a great actress. She really is stellar and will no doubt have the Hollywood career she craves if she can keep her attitude in check.

			Mr. Ketchum continues the discussion for a few more minutes and then quizzes other class members about the status of their scripts or film projects.

			Cassie tunes out to think about the week ahead. She and Donovan have lined up some pretty cool locations and the weather promises to be clear. Since it’s already April, Daylight Savings Time is in play. That means longer days, but also a longer wait for night shooting to begin. They’ve discussed the schedule so often they have it memorized, and plan on making the best use of every shooting moment they have.

			When Mr. Ketchum dismisses the class, Cassie gathers up her backpack and smiles as Donovan assembles his stuff. The class files out, several students wishing them success on the rest of the shoot.

			Asher, the smallest boy in the senior class despite having just turned eighteen is, in Cassie’s opinion, one of the cutest boys in the entire school. He’s around five foot five, with a ’fro of thick curly brown hair that wraps itself around his head like a Chia pet, pale blue eyes the color of Forget-Me-Not flowers, and soft, delicate features that make him look much younger.

			“See you tomorrow, Cassie,” he says in his typically upbeat voice as he passes her desk.

			“Yep.” She smiles at him as he leaves the room.

			Asher volunteered for the cameraman role in the film because he looks up to William, who also aspires to be a Director of Photography after high school. Cassie loves having Asher on set for two reasons: he’s one of the nicest kids around and he’s gorgeous. Even in a small role, he’ll be additional eye candy to lure in female viewers. Cassie is feminist to a point, but recognizes the usefulness of having good-looking people, both male and female, in a film. That’s just good business.

			She glances around for Jaden, but he was likely the first one out, as always. Jaden isn’t like Asher and, if Cassie is honest, he creeps her out a little. He gives new meaning to the word “shy”; he stares a lot and doesn’t talk. More than once in class—and now on set—she’s felt his eyes fixed on her, or maybe on her and Donovan together.

			Could he be jealous of Donovan? She’s never seen him show interest in anyone and she isn’t exactly the prettiest or most interesting girl on campus with her frizzy auburn hair and brown freckles littering her face like specks of dust. Still, for a timid kid like Jaden, a whirling dervish of energy might seem alluring. With her, he’d never have to talk, just listen.

			“Ready?” Donovan is standing beside her, his military green backpack slung over one shoulder, completely at color odds with his mismatched clothes. Cassie loves that he buys everything from thrift stores and then puts on whatever he finds in his closet without bothering to match styles or colors.

			Today his red-checkered flannel shirt completely misses the mark against his green and black striped long pants and the yellow fedora resting an angle atop a mop of messy brown hair sticking out from underneath like he’s an anime character.

			She always describes him as “cute” because of those hazel eyes set beneath perfect brows that most girls would kill for and his dimpled smile, which warms her heart whenever he chooses to share it. However, the truth is he’s as gorgeous as Asher and could easily be a model himself, or a professional actor.

			Of course, he says the same thing about her, but she gazes into the mirror often enough to know the truth. She’s as ordinary as they come, character actor material, at best, if acting was her goal (which it isn’t). Not being awash in vanity like Kristen or Olivia, and having little interest in clothes or other teen-centric superficialities like makeup or fancy hairstyles, she and Donovan complement one another perfectly, even to the point of hating how they look on camera, all of which has fused their friendship over the years into an unbreakable bond.

			Mr. Ketchum steps over to them. “Now, I know I’ll see you here tomorrow for the school scenes, but you also have my cell number in case any complications arise throughout the week.”

			Cassie nods. “No worries, Mr. K. D-Boy and me have it all covered.”

			“D-Boy?” Donovan raises quizzical eyebrows. “When did you come up with that one?”

			“Just now.” She grins. “Like it?”

			He shrugs. “It could grow on me.”

			Mr. Ketchum laughs. “Go on, you two. I’ll see you tomorrow at noon.”

			They laugh and Cassie leads the way to the door, turning as Mrs. Ketchum stands and offers a smile. “Thanks for training such good actors, Mrs. K.”

			“That’s my job, Cassie. Enjoy your week off.”
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			As they cross the campus toward the student parking lot, dodging excited teens itching to start their spring break, Cassie feels penetrating eyes fixed on her back. Maybe it’s a lifetime of watching horror flicks, but her sensitivity to being surreptitiously watched has always been ultra-high. As is Donovan’s ultra-sensitivity to her moods.

			“What’s up, Cass?”

			She stops and he halts beside her. “I’m being watched. Or we are.” She spins like a pirouetting dancer and spots a black hoodie duck behind the large shade tree in the center of the quad. “It’s Jaden again.”

			Donovan squints against the bright afternoon sun. “I don’t see him.”

			“Behind the shade tree. Come on, let’s go.”

			She grabs his arm and turns him around, leading him back toward the parking lot. As they walk, she marvels as always at her amazing school, how it looks like something out of a sci-fi film. They stroll past the Performing Arts Center; having no windows, it resembles a massive upside-down golden funnel that leans to one side and sports a flat roof. She loves watching plays in the Center because the acoustics are perfect, whether you sit in the orchestra section or up in the nosebleed balconies.

			“I’ve noticed him watching us a lot lately, especially on set,” he remarks, but he doesn’t sound as creeped out as Cassie feels. “I figured maybe it was because he was waiting for us to need him for some job or other. He’s so dedicated.”

			“He’s been watching us at school too,” she says, keeping her voice neutral as they brush past chattering groups of students near the Dance Building, which looks like a Star Destroyer from Star Wars crashed into the ground with the “engine” portion bending back at an angle toward the sky.

			“Maybe he has a crush on you,” he adds, giving her a friendly nudge.

			“I’ve considered that, but it doesn’t seem likely.”

			“Why not? You’re stupendously awesome.”

			She considers a moment. “I don’t notice him watching unless I’m with you.”

			“He’s probably jealous of me like every other guy who’s into you. They all think we’re gonna get together, even though we keep saying we’re not.”

			“Yeah, that’s possible.”

			He pauses a moment, eyeing her uncertainly. “We aren’t, are we?”

			She studies his tentative demeanor, seeing in him what she always sees—the only boy she can ever imagine dating, even though they never have, at least not in any romantic sense. They’ve talked about it in a roundabout sort of way, but never decided on anything.

			She grins. “Not at the moment.”

			He returns the grin as they pass through an open gate into the student parking lot, where they skirt milling students and moving cars until they arrive at Cassie’s powder blue Civic.

			Donovan tosses both of their backpacks into the rear seat and plops into the passenger side while she slides behind the wheel. Somehow the car’s interior always smells new after it’s been sitting in the sun, and the pleasant aroma makes Cassie smile as she slips on her seat belt. She likes the car and the boy sitting beside her. The smile remains as she eases out of the parking lot.
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			They swing by Donovan’s white, two-story house to drop off his school stuff and grab the shooting schedule and storyboards—shot by shot drawings of the entire film, drawn by Donovan—and to remind his mom that he’ll be at Cassie’s for dinner. Dinner at Cassie’s is a regular “thing” for them because Donovan’s mom works a lot of nightshifts, and if she doesn’t have time to prepare food ahead of time, he usually just microwaves frozen dinners.

			Short and stout and dressed in her Caribbean blue nurse’s uniform, name badge firmly affixed to the upper left side, with dark hair tied back off her face, Marjory Quinn greets them as they enter. “Hi Hun. How was school today?”

			“Great,” Donovan replies, grinning. “Everyone loved our footage.”

			Her brown eyes cloud over with distaste and she frowns, but then shifts to a partial smile. “Yes, the horror stuff. Hopefully, you’ll outgrow it one day.”

			Donovan sighs and Cassie touches his arm as a gesture of comfort.

			“Mom, I’m eighteen and you know I plan to make horror films my career. You’ll just have to deal.”

			“You’ll change your mind,” she says in that condescending tone Cassie hates. “Children always do.”

			Donovan glances at Cassie and shrugs. This is standard procedure for his mom, which is another reason he spends so much of his time at her house.

			Marjory scoops car keys out of a colorful wicker basket sitting atop a small round table near the door. “I won’t be home till morning and I know it’s Friday, but don’t stay late at your girlfriend’s house again.”

			Cassie and Donovan exchange another glance of consternation. “She’s my best friend, mom, not my girlfriend.”

			She smiles knowingly. “Your late father was my best friend until he became my boyfriend. It’ll happen.”

			She turns her cheek, and he dutifully leans in to kiss it.

			“Don’t work too hard, Mom.”

			“How can I not? It’s a hospital.” She swooshes past him out the front door.

			Cassie and Donovan lock eyes for a long moment before shaking their heads and heading upstairs to his room.

			Cassie loves the retro feel to Donovan’s room. Just like his clothes, he loves collecting old pieces of furniture, bedding, lamps, and other stuff from thrift stores. He’s especially fond of 80s items and often buys them off eBay if he finds a good deal. He has a huge vinyl collection, while everyone else she knows listens to digital music on their phones. Even CDs are pretty much out these days. But Donovan keeps the needle on his turntable in perfect condition and she enjoys listening to his oldies.

			He’s even got a tube television that still works. It’s in color, but the picture quality is nothing like her flat screen at home. His bedcover is a muted pink and his pillowcases are purple and red. His walls are adorned with horror movie posters (what else?)—all films they’ve watched together, including his all-time favorite, the original black and white Universal classic, The Wolfman.

			Her current favorite is the 2018 Halloween because Jamie Lee Curtis portrayed such a kick-ass woman who determined she would not be victimized ever again. That poster adorns her bedroom wall.

			He tosses his backpack on the desk chair and rummages around on his neatly-arranged desktop for the storyboards and shot sheets. He likes writing everything down, while she stores notes, locations, shot and call sheets in her tablet. Both of them, however, have contact info for cast and crew in their phones, just in case.

			He spins a few ABBA tunes on the turntable, and they sprawl out on the bed side by side to listen. Cassie enjoys ABBA’s chirpy, catchy style, which is different from other Pop music she’s heard. She’s bursting with excitement about the week to come, but senses Donovan needs a few minutes of downtime, maybe because of the “mom” thing. She’s a nice lady overall, but has always wanted him to be someone he’s not. She doesn’t push super hard, but like the incident downstairs, she implies that he’s still a child and will outgrow everything he likes. It hurts him deeply, so Cassie does her best to be supportive.

			Without warning, he sits up and hops off the bed.

			“We better go.”
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			Edward Stewart is laying out ingredients for dinner when Cassie and Donovan stroll into the kitchen. “How’s my favorite scream team?”

			Cassie smiles as he engulfs her in a hug, reaching out a long arm to pull in Donovan, as well.

			“Okay, daddy, you’re crushing us, as usual.”

			She laughs and he releases them.

			Donovan tosses her dad a lopsided grin and doesn’t look the least bit embarrassed. “Hi, Pop.”

			Edward winks and turns back to the kitchen counter, which is laid out with veggies, chicken strips, and large tortillas.

			Cassie loves how her dad treats Donovan like a son, and Donovan truly thinks of him as his dad. Never having known his own father, and with Edward always having wanted a son, it’s worked out perfectly for them both.

			Cassie’s mouth begins to water. Her dad makes the most amazing chicken burritos she’s ever eaten. For such a big man, he’s almost delicate when he manipulates utensils and sprinkles ingredients into his dishes. She’s often encouraged him to go on one of those cooking shows because his talents are so amazing, but he refuses.

			“So, how did everyone like your footage?”

			Wearing the bright red apron sporting “Kitchen Elf” in green letters that she gave him last Christmas, Edward looks like a cartoon character, especially with his wide shoulders and old-school flat-top buzz-cut tinged with gray around the temples. He chops the chicken and veggies so hard and fast that the rapid thunk thunk thunk against the cutting board sounds like muted machine gun fire.

			Cassie and Donovan slip onto barstools, which line the counter that serves as one side of their kitchen. The stove rests dead center and the sink sits beneath double windows looking out into the decent-sized backyard. Cassie typically eats breakfast in here—because there’s also a dinette set—and dinner too if her dad has to work nights and doesn’t have time to cook beforehand.

			“They loved it,” she announces proudly.

			“Not a single dig on our footage,” Donovan adds, looking relaxed, elbows propped back on the countertop. “I think we have a winner.”

			“You think?” Cassie tosses him a chastising look. “We wrote and directed it, so of course it’s fantastic.”

			He chuckles. “Now you sound like Kristen.”

			She snatches a potholder off a metal rack behind her and chucks it at him. “That’s a low blow.”

			He ducks to one side, dislodging the fedora, and the potholder strikes her dad in the back. He tosses them a look of mock annoyance.

			“Hey, time-out back there. You kill the cook, you don’t eat.” He grins and returns to his chopping. “I’m glad it went well. You still planning to enter it in that competition?”

			“Of course,” Cassie and Donovan spit out simultaneously as he replaces the fedora onto his mop of hair.

			Hat securely in place, Donovan hops off his stool. “Let us give you a hand, Pop.”

			Normally, Cassie’s dad begs off their help, but this time he asks them to heat up the tortilla warmer—a round machine resembling a waffle iron that’s strictly for tortillas—and to warm up the black beans on the stove.

			As always, dinner is a relaxed affair as Cassie and Donovan regale Edward with the goings on at school. Being a performing arts high school in Southern California, it seems to Cassie that the kids are even more dramatic than those at regular schools, being performers on the cusp of Hollywood, and all. Every little thing becomes a major “I’m ready for my close up” moment.

			“Just today, Dad, this girl in the cafeteria acted like she would die because she got cheddar cheese on her burger instead of Swiss.”

			Donovan nearly spits out his water. “Oh, my God, that was funny. She deserves an Oscar, seriously. Best performance by an entitled brat.”

			Edward laughs and takes a bite of his burrito. The salsa dribbles down his chin and onto his plate. Cassie laughs and hands him a napkin.

			He wipes away the dripping salsa. “So, everything set for filming?”

			They nod simultaneously.

			“My buddy over at Star Security will have the key for the warehouse. Just text him the day before to remind him. I gave you his number, right?”

			Cassie nods. “Yep. Bob Washington. I’ve got it.”

			“We’re so stoked you snagged that set for us,” Donovan blurts, barely containing his excitement. “That creepy warehouse is perfect for our finale.”

			Edward grins. “Just make sure to give me a credit at the end—‘creepy warehouse location snagged by Edward Stewart.’” He swigs from his glass of beer.

			“You got it,” Donovan exclaims, holding up his hand for a high five.

			Edward slaps it.

			The Theme from SWAT blasts through the room like a blizzard, startling the kids. Edward looks sheepish as he pulls the phone from his pocket.

			“Sorry, I forgot to put it on vibrate.” He glances at the number and frowns. “It’s the sergeant. Sorry, I have to take this.” He stands and steps away from the table. “Yeah, Sergeant, what’s up?”

			Cassie and Donovan exchange a look. Using electronic devices at the table is forbidden in the Stewart home, but then, the sergeant doesn’t usually call Edward at home. They watch as he listens, phone pressed to his ear, standing a few feet from the table in front of a painting of an enormous wave breaking against a pristine beach. Cassie loves that painting. Her mom completed it shortly before she died.

			Edward ends his call and absently slides the phone back into his front pants pocket.

			When he looks troubled, but doesn’t speak, Cassie says, “Dad? Everything okay?”

			“I have to work after all.”

			“You promised we’d hang out tonight, the three of us.” Cassie can’t hide her disappointment. He’s been working too many nightshifts lately and she misses having him around.

			Edward nods, his expression grave. “That was before somebody decided to take Friday the Thirteenth too far.”

			“What do you mean?” Donovan asks, his smooth brows knitted with confusion.

			“Somebody was spotted in one of those hockey masks and overalls leaving Pierson Park just after dark.”

			Cassie shrugs. “So? I’m sure lots of fans dress up like that every Friday the Thirteenth.”

			Edward nods. “But most of ’em don’t commit murder.”

			“What?” Shocked, she glances at Donovan, whose olive skin pales.

			“Sergeant didn’t give me all the details, but the killing was pretty brutal, like in one of those Jason movies you guys watch. He wants every officer out on patrol tonight, cruising the parks and keeping a lookout for weird stuff going down.”

			Cassie locks eyes with Donovan. “We just filmed there last weekend.”

			“Which is why I’m happy you’re not filming tonight because it would’ve been canceled,” Edward asserts, his no-arguments tone in full timbre. “You keep the doors and windows locked.”

			“What about taking Donovan home?”

			He shakes his head. “I don’t want either of you out tonight. Donovan can crash on my bed. I won’t be back till morning anyway.” He glances at Donovan. “That work for you, pal?”

			Looking rattled by the development, Donovan nods. “Uh, yeah, sure. Thanks.”

			“I need to suit up and get down to the station.” Edward hurries from the dining room and Cassie hears the door to his bedroom close with a click.

			A heavy silence settles over the dining room, and despite the pleasant odor of freshly cooked food, it chills her to the bone.

			“That’s so weird, a Jason murder right after we…” Cassie lets the thought trail off.

			Donovan, as always, is on the same wavelength. “Filmed a murder inspired by Friday the 13th in that same park.”

			She nods, brushing some reddish curls away from her eyes. “Except we didn’t film the kill scene at the park. We used your backyard.”

			“Yeah, but it’s supposed to take place in that park.”

			“I wonder if my dad’ll find out exactly how the person was killed.”

			“Are you thinking it could be the same? That’s not possible.”

			She considers a moment. “Ordinarily, no. But what if…?

			“What?”

			“What if someone was spying on us when we filmed that scene and then decided to act it out for real?”

			That’s…” He meets her wide-eyed gaze. “Scary as hell.”
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