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​Opening Night
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Lexi Vale stood on top of the concession trailer roof, one boot planted firmly on the edge, the other nudging a flickering neon bulb that hadn’t pulsed properly since 1989.

With a sharp pop, the tube went dark.

“Perfect,” she muttered, hands on hips. “Welcome to Starfall Drive-In. Now with fifty percent less working signage.”

Below, rows of vintage cars rolled in as the sun melted into the Mojave horizon. Desert wind carried the scent of popcorn and exhaust. The Night of Screams horror movie marathon—her first big event since inheriting the drive-in from Uncle Ray—was underway, and already, she felt the nervous twitch of a former stage tech watching everything unfold without a backup plan.

“You’re gonna fall and sue yourself,” a voice called up.

Lexi glanced down to see Emmett, her younger cousin and the Starfall’s projectionist, holding a coil of film like a lasso. His hoodie was stained with grease, and his hair looked like it had lost a fight with a dust devil.

“Only if this sign shorts out and I die dramatically,” she replied. “In which case, use it as promo. ‘One Final Scream: The Lexi Vale Story.’”

“Not funny.” He squinted up at her. “You know he’s here, right?”

Lexi froze. “Who?”

“Noah Tully. Parked right behind the snack bar. With sunglasses. At night.”

Of course he was. The B-list horror legend. Or, as the press kit called him, “icon of the midnight scream.” Noah had agreed to appear for the event’s Q&A, and from what Lexi had heard, he was equal parts charm and chaos—like an open flame in a warehouse full of fireworks.

“Please tell me he’s sober,” she said, climbing down the back ladder.

“Define sober.”

Lexi landed with a thud, dusted off her jeans, and headed around the snack bar. Sure enough, Noah’s cherry-red convertible was pulled in backwards, his window down, and a cigarette balanced precariously between his fingers. His sunglasses reflected the darkening sky, and his smirk could’ve been carved into Mount Rushmore.

“Lexi Vale,” he drawled, without being introduced. “The new queen of the cult screen. Your uncle spoke of you.”

“Funny, he never mentioned you.” She offered her hand. “Thanks for showing.”

Noah ignored the handshake. “I show when it matters.”

A beat of awkward silence stretched as he stubbed the cigarette into a soda can.

“I trust your fans won’t faint when they see how I’ve aged,” he added, stepping out. “Although some women prefer a touch of gray.”

Lexi blinked. “You’re doing the Q&A after the first film, right?”

“Assuming your tech guy doesn’t blow the speakers,” Noah said, walking past her toward the concession stand. “And no autographs in the restroom. I learned that the hard way.”

Lexi exhaled through her nose. So this was her night. Broken lights, big egos, and a crowd of horror junkies thirsty for blood—on-screen only, she hoped.

She slipped back toward the projector booth just as the crowd began settling into their parking spots. Costumed fans walked between cars dressed as scream queens, chainsaw maniacs, and camp counselors who’d definitely made poor life choices.

Inside the booth, Emmett was threading film through the old 35mm reel.

“You’re sure everything’s solid?” she asked.

“Solid-ish. Power’s clean. No skips. Audio’s patched.”
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