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			Chapter One

			If people knew how horror movies were made, they wouldn’t be scared of them.

			That actress running terrified through the woods? Bored and exhausted from reshooting the scene a dozen times.

			That abandoned hospital those teens are trapped in? Actually a warehouse filled with carefully curated vintage medical equipment from a supplier in LA.

			That bad guy chasing them? Just some dude named Todd who will be hotboxing and eating Doritos in his trailer once the director calls cut.

			The point is, movies are very different behind the scenes. On-screen, stylists have made everyone look otherworldly gorgeous, editors have coaxed the story into perfect shape, and composers have crafted scores to depict just the right sense of impending doom. But in reality, actors are often tired, hungry, or uncomfortable.

			

			Or, if they’re anything like me on the first day of filming my last horror movie, all three.

			Bursting out of my trailer into the early September air, I double-checked that the buttons of my candy-pink cardigan were straight as my stomach grumbled. Thanks to a misread call time, I’d arrived on set an hour late and there’d been no time to grab a snack from craft services. I’d never screwed up a shooting schedule before, but my subconscious must have been trying to protect me.

			I was absolutely dreading making this movie.

			Production assistants whizzed by as I wound through base camp, the community of trailers that would be our home while filming House of Reckoning on the outskirts of the Virginian ­mountains. Wardrobe assistants shuttled costumes to the actors’ trailers and crew members hollered for people to get out of the way as they swung props and equipment into the backs of tiny golf carts that would transport the objects to set. Because the house we’d be filming in was located a half mile away in the middle of the woods, I’d need to find my own golf cart to get there.

			And judging by the time, I needed to find it now.

			I swept through camp, looking for the line of carts I’d been told would be waiting. Thankfully, there was one left. A young, gangly PA with shaggy, sand-colored hair and an eager smile on his face waved from the driver’s seat.

			“Need a lift?” he asked, reaching for the ignition.

			“Yes.” I gratefully hopped in next to him. “I do.”

			He steered us onto the dirt path that led through the woods, leaves that were just starting to turn orange rustling pleasantly on either side of us as we bumped along. The PA kept glancing at me out of the corner of his eye, opening his mouth but never saying anything. Finally, he broke the silence.

			

			“Excuse me for asking, but you’re Quinn Prescott, right?”

			My stomach sank. After more than two decades of making movies, I was used to being recognized. But in the three months since my disastrous previous film, it usually came with either a snide comment or look of pity. I couldn’t decide which was worse.

			“Guilty.” I braced myself for what was coming next.

			The PA’s face broke into a grin. “Wow, it’s amazing to meet you! I’ve seen all your stuff. Your performance in The Exorcism of Luna LeGrand? Genius.”

			Some of the tightness eased from my chest. “Thanks.”

			“Gosh, I was so excited when I learned I’d be working on one of your movies. This sounds so lame, but can I get your autograph later?”

			“Of course.”

			“Amazing, thank you. Seriously, you’ve got a fan for life. Anything you’re in, I’ll be watching!”

			I didn’t have the heart to tell him that after this, there wouldn’t be any others.

			“My name’s Trevor, by the way. I’m so rude.” He took one of his hands off the wheel and reached for a handshake.

			“Nice to meet you.” As I shook his hand, I noticed a brightly colored friendship bracelet on his wrist. “I like your bracelet.”

			“Thanks! My niece made it for me a few weeks ago at camp and I haven’t taken it off since. She’s the best, just the cutest kid.”

			My mind wandering as Trevor chatted away, I scanned the landscape for any sign of the set. In the movie, four college students rent an Airbnb where they accidentally conjure the spirit of an evil witch, who then proceeds to slaughter them one by one. The setting and atmosphere would be one of the most important aspects of the movie.

			

			At first, all I saw were trees as we wound through the woods. They leaned close, their branches brushing the cart like they might snatch us if they had the chance. Finally, a weathervane peeked above the treetops, twirling in the wind and spinning lazily as though by an invisible hand.

			Then we rounded a corner, and the entire house lurched into view. With sides of gray stone and a roof of black shingles, the towering Gothic mansion looked straight out of a Hitchcock movie—complete with turrets, creeping vines, and shadowy windows. It had been nicely maintained, clearly loved, but still had the air of a house with secrets.

			I shivered. It was perfect.

			“Here we go.” Trevor steered us to the far side of the driveway and threw the cart in park. “I hope—”

			But I was already out of the cart and gone, waving in thanks over my shoulder. Weaving between a grip wheeling a camera rig and two prop assistants lugging a rolled-up carpet, I slipped through the front doors.

			The foyer was spacious, paneled in dark shining wood and featuring a grand staircase. Briefly, I wondered how a gaggle of college students would be able to afford such a fancy Airbnb, but decided not to raise that particular plot hole with production. An archway to the right led to a dim dining room, but it was in the room to the left that we’d be filming. The parlor had been dressed like a college party was underway: a large sound system dominated one corner and a beer keg sat on one of the chairs.

			

			I took a moment, soaking in the last first day on a set I’d ever have.

			Had my decision to leave the movie industry last month been hasty? Yes. Had selling my LA apartment and putting all my belongings in storage until I figured out a new plan been even more impulsive? Also yes. I’d been making horror movies since I was eight—a bit part I’d nabbed solely because my dad had been playing the infamous horror villain Puzzle Face since the nineties—and in the years since, I’d worked my way up to become one of Hollywood’s go-to scream queens. Horror was my thing, my passion. My happy place.

			But then a year of horrible, no good, very bad events made me realize I needed to leave the industry—and LA—for good.

			I’d just have to suffer through one last movie first.

			As I stepped into the parlor, the room was abuzz—crackling with the special energy only found at the beginning of a new production. Like the first day of school, but better. The energy followed you everywhere, from your trailer to the set and back to your hotel room. It sizzled through the atmosphere, electric and full of anticipation, rife with the possibility that this could be it: the blockbuster that could catapult everyone to fame and superstardom.

			The optimism made me want to puke, but it was impossible not to feel.

			“Girl, what did you do to your makeup? I saw you less than an hour ago!”

			A makeup brush appeared out of nowhere, bristles fluttering dangerously close to my cornea. The hand wielding it belonged to Mara, who today was dressed in a floral-print dress with her chestnut hair styled in vintage victory rolls. Last month she’d been sporting high-end athleisure almost exclusively, but now she seemed to be favoring a 1940s pin-up aesthetic. Thankfully, her commitment to being my best friend was far more constant than her fashion du jour.

			

			“Sorry.” I waved my hand vaguely in the air. “I’m feeling a little off today.”

			Mara eyed me warily. “I bet. You’re sure this is the last one?”

			Saying nothing, I nodded.

			We’d met ten years ago when we were both nineteen and working on the slasher My Mom Married a Demon 2: Zaddy Zebub Returns. We instantly clicked, bonding over being two of the only women on set and a mutual love of the TV show Scream Queens. I loved the campy horror; she loved the frothy fashion. We’d been inseparable ever since—and even more so over the last month, once I’d started crashing on her couch after selling my apartment.

			“You don’t want to spend more than a few weeks deciding whether to end a twenty-plus-year career?” Mara rustled around in the fanny pack that held her on-set supplies. “You don’t think that’s a little rash?”

			“Shh!” I glanced around frantically, hoping no one had overheard. “I’d prefer to keep this under wraps for now. And yes, I’m sure. I told you—”

			“I know, I know. I get it.” She dabbed some fresh concealer under my eyes and started to blend. “By the way, did you hear your co-star had to drop out?”

			

			“Wait, what?”

			“I just found out. A motorcycle accident, apparently. He only broke his thumbs, but production thought he wouldn’t be able to do his stunts, so they replaced him.”

			“With who?” Endless possibilities flashed through my mind. Could it be Adam Driver? Chris Hemsworth? Zac Efron?

			“You know that reality show from a couple months ago? Pleasure Island Paradise?”

			I rolled my eyes. “The one with that guy who’s been all over the press for dating every supermodel in the continental US?”

			Mara stared at me pointedly.

			“Are you serious?”

			“Dead. Sorry, girl.” She sighed. “Looks like your luck hasn’t turned around just yet.”

			My brain spun like an overloaded computer as I tried to comprehend this development. This could not be right. Teddy James was a vapid reality star, not an actor. He was nothing but an opportunistic fame-chaser. After Pleasure Island wrapped, the tabloids had spent the summer analyzing paparazzi shots and social media interactions to predict which starlet he was dating that week. The more famous the better. I’d only met Teddy once, but it had told me everything I needed to know: that he was a jerk, a player, and a fuck boy of the worst order.

			This was not good.

			My anxiety ten times higher, I glanced at my phone. I’d thought I was running late, but it still didn’t look like we were ready to start.

			“What are we waiting on?” I spotted our director, Natasha Vossey, pacing the length of the room, peering out the window each time she passed. I’d worked with her before and knew she hated starting even a minute late.

			

			“Teddy,” Mara said. “He’s hot, but can he read a clock?”

			Then, right on cue, the sound of the front door opening echoed through the room.

			It was Teddy. Golden sunlight slanted through a nearby window, illuminating him like something from a Renaissance painting. His sun-kissed skin looked lit from within and his hair shone like burnished bronze as he moved leisurely into the room, no sense of urgency or remorse, clearly unconcerned that he’d kept everyone waiting. He slung a letterman jacket over his shoulder as he greeted the cast and crew, his biceps straining his white tee-shirt as he made sure every person in the room had noticed his arrival.

			He was, unfortunately, even hotter than I remembered.

			“There you are!” Natasha stormed across the set. She was a petite woman, but you hardly noticed when she was stomping toward you in a leather jacket and Doc Martens.

			Teddy’s eyes widened as she approached, and I silently cheered her on, hoping she’d give him the dressing-down he deserved.

			Instead, she simply motioned toward the set. “Over there. Now. We’re running behind and we haven’t even started blocking, for Christ’s sake!”

			“Sorry. Yes, ma’am.”

			Natasha gave him a withering look. “Never call me that again.” She spun around to take her place behind the camera, motioning for everyone else to get moving.

			The whole room shifted. Actors moved toward the set, crew members headed toward the lighting rigs and sound systems, and PAs scurried to get out of the way. Meanwhile, I prayed Teddy wouldn’t remember me. Our interaction earlier that summer had been so brief. So meaningless, so nothing. I hadn’t even given him my name. Ideally, he wouldn’t recognize me and we’d never have to address what happened. After all, my character did wear a wig. I could assume a fake identity and remain in the wig at all times.

			

			That was it. The new plan.

			Before I could leave, Teddy broke away from the wardrobe assistant who had been taking her time double-checking the fit of his tee-shirt and locked eyes with me. Something like recognition flashed across his face—a startled raising of his eyebrows and opening of his mouth. Panic flared in my chest, and even though my brain told my feet to flee, they remained rooted in place.

			A second later, a body crashed into me—and my entire torso was suddenly soaked in boiling hot liquid.

			I screamed and tore at my sweater. It was hot, way too hot. I tried to rip it over my head, but the wet material merely bunched on itself and I only got it half off. I was no longer being boiled alive, but I was stuck with my sweater wrapped around my head and my arms twisted helplessly in the fabric. Which meant I was now standing in front of the entire cast and crew in my jeans and a soaking-wet bra.

			And the person with a front-row seat to this spectacle was Teddy.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Two

			Please don’t let my nipples be showing, I prayed to whatever deity might happen to be listening. I’d love it if everyone on set couldn’t see my nipples right now. Would be absolutely thrilled.

			“Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God,” a voice shrieked nearby. “I’m so sorry!”

			I assumed the panicked voice came from whoever had just drenched me in boiling hot liquid. Straining to peek above the fabric bunched around my head, I spotted the culprit: Trevor, the PA who had driven me to set.

			And right in front of me, now in direct eyeline with my bare, scalded chest, was Teddy.

			“Trevor!” The urgent call came from another room. Probably someone wondering where their coffee was. They were about to be disappointed.

			“Sorry,” Trevor squeaked once more before scurrying away, the cup caddy dribbling as he went.

			I craned my neck, still swaddled in my sweater, scanning the room for Mara. She’d just been here—where the heck could she have gone? I finally spotted her across the room, where she was helping a young, blonde woman who was desperately gesticulating to her face in an apparent eyeliner-related emergency. I silently cursed the wardrobe department. They’d been so determined for my character to look “sexy in a nerdy way” that the sweater they’d given me was at least a size too small. I’d struggled to pull it on before it was soaked in coffee; there was no way I’d get out of it by myself now. I was looking for the nearest wardrobe assistant, my arms still pinned in the air and my hands losing circulation quickly, when Teddy cleared his throat.

			

			“Do you need some help?” His smile was smug and self-satisfied, like he assumed I’d been waiting on pins and needles for him specifically to rescue me.

			Which, maybe I did need rescuing. But not by him.

			“I’ve got this under control, thanks.”

			Teddy stared at me wryly. “Suit yourself.” He started to walk away.

			“Actually!” I swallowed, my pride slipping down my throat. “Some help would be great.”

			“I gotcha.” Teddy said, taking another step closer. Without my neck having its full range of motion, I was stuck staring at whatever part of his body was at eye level, which turned out to be his collarbone. This close, he smelled of pine and something earthy—like the forest after it rains. It was . . . pleasant.

			How annoying.

			Teddy mimed rolling up his sleeves as he widened his stance. “You ready, hon?”

			

			My skin crawled at being called “hon”, but I nodded, at least as much as my limited range of motion allowed.

			Carefully, he pulled the bottom edge of the sweater, his fingertips grazing my arms as he lifted the garment up and over my head. The touch sent pleasant tingles along my shoulders and down my spine, and I was transported back to the night we met—and the way his fingertips along my skin had set my entire body aflame.

			Stop it, I reminded myself. You know how that ended.

			With one final unceremonious yank, Teddy finally succeeded in pulling the sweater over my head. I shivered as my body was freed of its acrylic-and-wool-blend prison and immediately glanced down. Yes, my nipples were indeed visible beneath the wet, ivory fabric of my bra. Not only that, they were now hard and pointed. Great.

			Teddy, however, seemed unfazed. “That’s a new record—it usually takes longer than ten seconds after I meet a girl to help her undress.” He grinned, my now-ruined sweater still in his hands.

			I reached up to adjust my wig, which was now horribly askew, before snatching the top back. “I’ll take that.”

			Teddy let the fabric slip through his hands. “You’re welcome, by the way.”

			“Thanks,” I said grudgingly.

			“I’m Teddy.” He reached out a hand, his expression belying no hint that we’d met before.

			On the plus side, it looked like my plan to remain incognito was working. On the downside, it still stung that I was just that unmemorable.

			

			“Quinn. Nice to meet you.”

			I took Teddy’s palm with as little enthusiasm as I could muster. His skin was warm and dry, his grip firm but not aggressive. A perfectly normal handshake. But the moment our skin touched, tingles once again ignited the nerves from my fingers all the way up my arm and down into my stomach.

			I jerked away, dropping his hand unceremoniously. “I, uh, didn’t even know you were part of the cast until this morning.”

			“I was sort of a last-minute addition.”

			“Poor Drew. And his thumbs.”

			“You know what they say. One man’s thumb injury is another man’s treasure.”

			I cocked my head. “Do people say that?”

			“Now they do.” He smiled, his eyes crinkling and his gaze boring into mine like we were the only people in the room.

			A strange warmth bloomed in my chest, and I found myself unable to break my eyes away from his. What were we doing? Bantering? Had I no self-control?

			Thankfully, before we could continue, the assistant director loudly cleared her throat.

			“Positions!” She cupped her hands around her mouth and repeated herself. “Positions, people!” She looked me up and down, a withering expression on her face. “And you. Get some clothes on.”

			 

			I rarely got embarrassed on set. After years of filming scenes running around half naked while screaming and ugly crying, it took a lot for me to feel self-conscious. So while stripping off my top in front of everyone on day one wasn’t ideal, it also wasn’t the worst thing to have ever happened to me at work.

			

			(That honor belonged to the time I accidentally ate the prop food for a picnic scene set in a graveyard. It was potato salad. It had been sitting in the sun for hours. I was immediately sick everywhere.)

			And yet hours later, after we’d finished blocking the scene and wardrobe had fetched me a new sweater, I was still flustered. I didn’t mind that I’d flashed half the cast and crew, but I was unnerved by how easily I’d been swept into conversing and joking with Teddy. One smoldering look, and I’d immediately dropped my defenses.

			The heat from the spilled coffee must have momentarily overcooked my brain.

			“Last looks!” the AD hollered, once we were in position to begin filming. “Finishing touches, let’s go.”

			The makeup and wardrobe assistants waiting in the wings jumped into action, ready to make any last-minute tweaks to ensure we all were camera-ready. Mara scurried over, giving my face a quick study.

			“You got this,” Mara whispered as she gave my makeup a final touch-up. “Think about capybaras.” It was an inside joke, something we’d come up with years ago as a way of saying good luck. And for the smallest second, it grounded me.

			“Think about capybaras.” I squeezed her hand and walked onto set.

			In addition to Teddy and me, there were three other actors in the main cast. I already knew Brent, a surfer type with shaggy blond hair and sun-kissed skin, from our time filming Killer Croc Attack together a few years ago. He was playing the resident bad boy in the group of friends and was currently staring at his phone as the hair stylist touched up his slicked-back hair. I suspected the faint whiff of marijuana detectable on set was coming from him.

			

			In contrast, Chloe—an actress a bit younger than me, with bright blue eyes and a tumble of long blonde waves—was chatting Mara’s ear off as she touched up her lip stain. If I remembered correctly, this was her debut film. I resisted the urge to tell her to run, quickly, before the industry could ruin her life too.

			A loud giggle pierced the air. It was Audrey, a pretty British woman who would be playing the film’s villain: the witch. She had one hand over her mouth, trying to contain her laughter at something Teddy had just said. Because much of the witch’s look would be added by special effects in post-production, she was decked out in a special bodysuit covered in inch-wide sensors that looked like ping-pong balls and would be used to align the digital costume and effects with her movements.

			Teddy whispered something in her ear and she shook even harder, the sensors jiggling even more frantically.

			Gross.

			Deciding to ignore them, I closed my eyes and whispered my traditional prayer to the patron saint of scream queens herself, Ms. Jamie Lee Curtis.

			“Oh, badass mother of final girls,” I murmured, “watch over me while I carry the torch as yet another girl in the wrong place at the wrong time. May my screams be convincing, my acting adequate, and my legs strong enough to run for more than half of this movie. Am—”

			

			“Am I standing in the right place?”

			I opened my eyes in irritation. It was Teddy, who had apparently had enough of flirting with Audrey and was now posing his question to me.

			“How should I know? Am I supposed to remember your marks?” I did have them memorized, actually, but that was beside the point.

			“I just thought—”

			“And they didn’t tell us to hit our marks yet anyway.”

			“I was just asking a question. You don’t have to be so uptight.”

			“Uptight? Are you serious? I—”

			An older man who was moving very fast for his age brushed past us, knocking me off balance and interrupting our ­squabbling.

			“Took me near a dozen flea markets before I found the perfect one,” he said proudly, setting down an ornate lamp and rubbing a microscopic smudge off one of the stained-glass panels in the shade.

			Ah. The props master.

			“Couldn’t just pick one up at Pier One?” Teddy grinned, clearly impressed with his own joke.

			I winced. As a general rule, props masters were not only extremely particular about their props, but also took their jobs extremely seriously.

			Indeed, the man did not find this amusing. Instead, he looked downright offended. “Why, so it can look like every other house in this country?” He adjusted the lamp once more before he left, grumbling as he went. “Young people. No respect for the art form. Always want instant gratification.”

			

			I waited until he was gone before turning back to Teddy. “Trying to piss off every member of the cast and crew before filming even starts?”

			He frowned, clearly annoyed that at least one person on set hadn’t been swayed by his charms. But before he could reply, the AD reappeared.

			“Lock it up!” she shouted, sending the last makeup artist scurrying off set.

			A moment later, Natasha took her place behind the camera. Everyone who was out of view of the cameras hushed and I took a deep breath, closing my eyes as I slipped into my character. It was showtime.

			In the script, it’s the group’s first night in the house. Their plans consist of nothing but drinking and hooking up—they have no idea that all but one of them will be dead by Monday. The scene culminates with Teddy’s character running backward to catch a football, saving it before it crashes into an expensive floor lamp. Over his shoulder, the witch emerges from the shadows for a brief moment. It’s the audience’s first glimpse of the bad guy and a hint that things will soon go terribly wrong.

			Meanwhile, everyone but my character was supposed to be drunk. You know, because she’s such a goody-goody. Yawn.

			“Roll, camera!” And then, a moment later, “Action!”

			Everyone sprang into motion.

			Chloe stumbled around in the background, tripping over herself and slurring her words. I sat primly on an armchair, surveying the group with judgment. Meanwhile, Brent tossed around a football, looking for someone to join a game of catch.

			

			“Hey, captain! Catch!” Brent shouted. He pulled back his arm, which was Teddy’s cue to try and stop him.

			But instead, Teddy froze—his expression growing more panicked by the second.

			He’d forgotten his line.

			“Cut!” Natasha popped up from behind the camera, glowering in Teddy’s direction. “Let’s try that again.”

			We started over. This time, he remembered to jump in front of the lamp, but still couldn’t remember the words. The next time, he remembered the line but failed to catch the football before it sailed into the hall. I tried to hide my frustration. He might have been a late addition to the cast, but surely he’d had some time to prepare.

			“Cut!”

			Another take, and yet another line missed.

			Again, and again.

			“How about we take a break?” Natasha suggested. Her voice was even, but the pounding vein on her forehead suggested she was anything but calm.

			When we returned, Brent once again delivered his line, winding his arm back to throw the ball. I held my breath, praying Teddy would finally nail the take.

			“No!” Teddy shouted, jumping to his feet to intercept the ball. “Not in the house, there’s priceless antiques in here!”

			The air whooshed out of me in relief. He’d got it.

			Brent released the football and it sailed across the room, heading straight for the lamp. As Teddy ran backward to catch it, the joy of remembering his line must have wiped everything else from his brain. Instead of stopping on his mark, he kept going. And going.

			

			And then, he crashed right into the lamp. The priceless, twelve-flea-market lamp. It teetered back and forth dramatically, its wide base lurching first to one side and then the other, and a voice called out from somewhere off set.

			“I got it!” Trevor the PA hurried over, grabbing for the lamp. But instead of getting a firm grip, he tripped over the base, sending both himself and the lamp careening toward the ground. On his way down, Trevor grappled for anything that could save him. Unfortunately, he only succeeded in pulling Teddy down too. Audrey poked her head around the corner to see what the commotion was, resulting in Trevor hitting her with his flailing arms and knocking several sensors off her special CGI suit.

			By the time they all hit the floor, the set was deathly silent—except for the sound of the extremely expensive-looking glass lampshade shattering into a million pieces.

			“Cut!” Natasha jumped out from behind the camera, hands braced behind her head. “Are you fucking kidding me, people!” For a moment, it looked like she was going to throttle Teddy, or Trevor, or both. Instead, she just marched off the set in dismay, slamming the front door as she went.

			“I am so sorry!” Trevor said to no one in particular, looking at the wreckage in dismay.

			Teddy remained where he’d landed on the floor, seemingly in shock.

			“My lamp!” The props master, who had apparently stayed to watch the performance of his beloved lamp, charged onto set. He made a beeline straight for Teddy and Trevor, who backed up in fright until he was pressed against the wall.

			

			“You.” He leaned in until he was mere inches from Trevor’s face. “And you.” His glare pivoted to Teddy. “Do you have any idea how long it took me to find that lamp?”

			“Um.” Trevor’s voice trembled. “Hopefully not very long?”

			“Two months! All for the two of you to break it in two seconds!” Spit spewed from his mouth as he yelled. “This industry is riddled with people like you. You don’t give a damn about anyone else’s time. Selfish. Selfish!”

			“I’m so sorry,” Trevor squeaked.

			Teddy, meanwhile, said nothing, sitting on the floor with his head in his hands.

			The props master straightened his shoulders. “You’re not sorry. But you will be.” Then he too stormed off, out the back door.

			After an excruciatingly long moment of awkward eye contact, everyone else started to leave too. Brent murmured a few words to Trevor and Teddy before giving them claps on the shoulders and wandering off. Chloe and Audrey followed shortly after, throwing sympathetic looks behind them as they disappeared around the corner. Trevor looked like he was going to cry as he fled, but Teddy stayed on the floor, not bothering to move.

			What a disaster.

			I wanted to have empathy, but the irritation that had been building all day instead ignited into anger. Just like I’d predicted, Teddy was inexperienced and unprofessional. Worst-case scenarios ran through my head: production losing money due to filming running long, rumors of discord amongst the cast leaking out, and the movie being doomed before it even hit theaters.

			

			I stalked over to him, the words bursting from my mouth as soon as I got close. “What the hell was that?”

			He lifted his head “I really don’t need another bag of shit right now. I think I got enough from Natasha and that props guy.”

			I ignored him. “Didn’t you prepare at all?”

			“Not enough, apparently.”

			“No, that’s pretty obvious.”

			“I had, like, two weeks to prepare, you could cut me some slack.”

			“You couldn’t learn the first scene at least?” I balled my fists and placed them on my hips. “If you keep wasting everyone’s time, we’re going to fall behind schedule.”

			His face clouded. “So it’ll take a little longer. What’s the big deal?”

			“Are you serious?” I let out a humorless laugh. “If we fall behind, that means we’re also going to go over budget, which means it’s less likely that the film will, you know, earn money. And what do you think happens if this movie flops?”

			“Hey, I already got my paycheck.”

			I narrowed my eyes. This was the Teddy I remembered from the party. “You don’t care about anyone but yourself. What about Chloe? She’s just getting started. What if her first film is a flop? And this could be a really big break for Brent and Audrey.” I poked my finger in the middle of his broad, firm chest. “This is bigger than you. Don’t be such an asshole.”

			“Asshole?” Teddy huffed out a laugh. “You’re making a lot of snap judgments about someone you don’t even know.”

			

			“I think I’ve seen all I need to see.” Determined to leave on a high note, I spun around. I strode forward, intent on storming off set as quickly and efficiently as possible. Unfortunately, I’d forgotten about the toppled light fixture that still lay sprawled across the floor. My foot snagged on the hunk of metal, sending me falling painfully to my knees.

			“There’s a lamp there,” Teddy offered helpfully as I staggered to my feet. “I hear it was expensive.”

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Three

			Mara: You back at the hotel? We’re celebrating in my room!

			Mara: Hello?? I know you’re not busy!

			Mara: BITCH. When are you getting here?

			 

			“I don’t know what you expected.” Mara collapsed into one of the armchairs in my trailer. “You ignored my texts—what am I supposed to do? Not come kidnap you?”

			“Yes,” I grumbled, sitting back down on my sofa. It was nine o’clock at night and I was still in my trailer, lounging in a pair of ratty old leggings and an oversized Rolling Stones tee-shirt. And, until thirty-seven seconds ago, I’d been blissfully alone. “That’s exactly what you were supposed to do.”

			“Too bad. I’m not letting you mope all night.”

			“Good luck trying to stop me.” I picked up my crochet project, a half-finished gray-and-white chevron blanket. An older co-star had taught me when I was seventeen, shortly after my parents had gotten divorced during my first time shooting on location away from home. The woman, a grandmotherly type playing a murderous fortune-teller, showed me how to stitch simple washcloths during downtime between scenes, something to take my mind off my angst and homesickness. Now, whenever I had a hard time turning off my thoughts, the rhythmic movements of a crochet pattern helped tune them out.

			

			At home, I had a whole shelf filled with tiny, crocheted figures of Freddy Krueger, Pennywise, and other horror icons, but on set I preferred a mindless project like a scarf or a blanket.

			“Oh, stop. Today wasn’t that bad, was it?”

			“It really was.”

			Even with my expectations for the industry on the floor, I still hadn’t expected filming to start this poorly. This was my eighteenth movie. I was a pro! It was supposed to be an easy last job that I could check off my to-do list before figuring out what I wanted from the rest of my life. Destroyed property, cast and crew walk-outs, and cussing out my co-star had not been on my last-first-day bingo card. Although, I considered, maybe it was actually a blessing in disguise. Maybe I needed a sign that quitting was the right thing to do. If I hadn’t been convinced before, I certainly was now.

			“Well, I brought goodies.” Mara reached into her bag and pulled out a packet of all red and pink Starbursts. “I figured you’d need cheering up at some point—I just didn’t think it was going to be the first day.”

			I immediately perked up. “See, I told you I was happy you came over.” I didn’t want to know how many bags of candy the two of us had demolished over various disappointments, heartbreaks, and late-night shoots, but I was happy to add one to the tally.

			

			“Mm-hmm.” She eyed me warily as she tossed me the sweets. “How are you feeling? Lamp disaster aside.”

			“I don’t know,” I admitted, carefully unwrapping one of the candies. “It still doesn’t feel real. That this is the last one.”

			“It doesn’t have to be.”

			I sighed. “It does though.”

			My decision to quit making movies at the age of twenty-nine after a twenty-one-year career may have been hasty, but it wasn’t without reason. The first strike was the reception of my most recent film, at the beginning of the summer. Maybe in retrospect, I should have known that a film called Zombie vs. Vampire: Battle of the Undead wasn’t destined for greatness, but it was campy and fun and I loved it. Critics did not agree.

			One reviewer called the movie “notable only for the towering heights of terribleness it achieves.” Another said they were “worse off having viewed it than if their eyeballs had been removed.” Several called out my performance in particular, with one claiming I must have “suffered zombification myself to agree to the film.”

			Ouch.

			As the rotten cherry on top of the shit sundae, my agent called a week after the premiere to say she was dropping me. She was retiring the following year, but apparently couldn’t bear to keep representing me until then.

			As Mara and I sat around later that night slugging wine and mainlining Snickers in her apartment, I’d realized I was a year away from my thirties and not only was I at the lowest part of my career, but I was burnt out. I was tired. Tired of the cold scrutiny of auditions and the criticism of my performance in the roles I did manage to snag. Tired from making a movie almost every year since I was eight. Tired of the tabloids speculating about my body and blasting every detail of my personal life for the world to see. Just a week earlier, a TikTok from a Hollywood gossip account had gone viral for saying House of Reckoning would be a smash success—but only if they replaced me as the lead.

			

			Still, my final decision to quit had been reserved for a month later, when I met Teddy for the first, awful time. That night had been enough to make me throw it all away for good.

			“Things will get better. First days are always rough,” Mara said. “And hey, at least you have a hot co-worker to stare at every day.”

			“Gross. You better not be talking about Teddy.”

			“You’re still mad at him? You should have seen the way he filled out his sweatpants when he showed up first thing this morning.”

			“Please never talk about his sweatpants area around me ever again.”

			“Fine, but you should still give him a chance as a colleague. Or filming is going to be really miserable.” Mara glanced at her phone and stood, tapping something on the screen. “Are you coming back for the party or what? You know it’s tradition for the first night of filming.”

			“I’m sorry. I really just want to be alone tonight.”

			“Fine.” Mara sighed heavily, grabbing her bag. “You’ll have to make it up to me another time, though.”

			I blew her a kiss. “I promise.”

			

			As the door clattered shut behind her, I picked my blanket back up and tried to focus on stitching. But I couldn’t stop my thoughts from straying back to Teddy. He was an annoying itch I couldn’t scratch, an irritating noise that wouldn’t let me focus. Who didn’t know you had to have your lines memorized before filming began? Who couldn’t hit a mark without destroying an expensive prop and injuring themselves?

			Someone whose only experience was a reality show.

			My eyes strayed to the TV. I’d never seen an episode of Pleasure Island Paradise, but now I was curious. Maybe I could check out an episode, just to see.

			For science.

			The premise was simple enough: eighteen singles arrive on an island with the ultimate goal of finding a partner and becoming engaged. Drunken antics, formulaic storylines, and dramatics ensue.

			 

			Two hours later, I was halfway through the third episode.

			Some of the contestants had fallen in love. Some had gone through devastating breakups. All favored wearing as little clothing as possible. Teddy was no exception, prancing around in nothing but a puka shell necklace and tight swim trunks as he flirted with every woman on the cast. I wanted to scoff, to make fun of the show’s ridiculousness. But honestly, it was pretty entertaining.

			A sudden rapping on my trailer door yanked me out of my reality television reverie.

			I jumped, giving a shrill yelp like the first hapless victim of a cheesy slasher. “Damn it, Mara.” I paused the TV in the middle of a challenge involving the contestants licking whipped cream off each other’s bodies and hurried to the door.

			

			But it wasn’t Mara waiting for me. Standing at the bottom of the metal steps was Teddy. No longer in his football captain costume, he’d changed into dark jeans and a gray Henley, the top button undone and sleeves pushed up past his elbows. He looked surprised, as though he hadn’t expected me to answer.

			“Um, hi.” It was jarring to see him after watching him swim shirtless in the ocean a moment ago on the TV. “What’s up?”

			“I just wanted to apologize. For earlier.”

			“Oh.” I hadn’t expected that.

			“I . . . Can I come in? It’s getting chilly out here.”

			“Uh. Sure.” I didn’t love the idea of him sticking around long enough to come inside, but I also didn’t want to miss an opportunity of being told I was right.

			“Thanks.” He hopped up the stairs, twisting sideways so he could fit his broad shoulders through the narrow doorway.

			“Do you want a seltzer or something?” I was still annoyed with him, but if he was trying to be nice, I could at least offer a snack. “Or some . . . Cheetos?” I cringed inwardly. Holey leggings and cheese-covered extruded cornmeal—so classy.

			Teddy waved away the offer. “I just wanted to say that I’m sorry for completely screwing up those shots. I know I got defensive, but . . . you were right. Everything you said.”

			I couldn’t help but soften a bit. Music to my ears. “Thanks for saying that. In that case, I’m sorry for calling you cocky and selfish.”

			He tipped his head in appreciation. “You weren’t one hundred percent wrong. I could probably do the bare minimum from now on and actually learn my lines.” He chuckled. “Shouldn’t be too hard, I suppose.”

			

			Cue the record scratch.

			“Excuse me?”

			“What?” He looked genuinely confused, as though he hadn’t just been totally condescending. Again.

			“You’ll do ‘the bare minimum’? Why are you doing this movie if you don’t give a shit?”

			He stared at me flatly, like the answer was obvious.

			“Ah,” I said. “Money. Or is it just the fame?”

			Teddy wearily ran a hand through his hair, causing a stray lock to flop over his forehead. “You’re awfully uptight about a movie you don’t even care about. It’s not exactly high art.”

			“I . . . Where’d you get the idea that I don’t care?”

			“Doesn’t take a genius—you looked miserable all day.”

			I flinched. He wasn’t wrong, but I hadn’t realized it’d been so obvious. “I don’t owe you smiles. I was just concentrating on my work. Something you might want to try.”

			“You know, I came here to apologize and you’re just—”

			“I dare you to finish that sentence.” I crossed my arms in front of my chest. “I’m not one of your girls of the week that’s going to fall over with gratitude just because you threw a half-assed apology my way.”

			He yawned, gazing lazily around my trailer. “Are you done?”

			For the second time that day, I found myself toe to toe with Teddy, furious and fuming and trying to stop staring at the way his muscles were straining the sleeves of his shirt long enough to come up with a satisfying retort. But before I could, Teddy’s eyes strayed to the TV, and a moment later, they lit up with delight. A satisfied grin spread across his face.

			

			Irritated, I followed his gaze to see what was so amusing. And then—oh no. Oh, no.

			No, no, no.

			He was staring at the TV, which had been paused in the middle of Pleasure Island Paradise. But it hadn’t stopped on, say, the ocean. Or the beach. Or even a nice view of the contestants talking.

			No. It had paused on a close-up of a giant tongue about to lick whipped cream off a nipple that filled the entire screen. And it wasn’t just any nipple. It was Teddy’s nipple.

			“Well, well, well,” he said, leaning back to admire the scene. “I didn’t know you were such a fan.”

			“Don’t flatter yourself. I was . . .” I frantically searched my brain for an excuse, but nothing came. “There was nothing else on.”

			“Nothing else on streaming? Isn’t that famously full of more content than you could ever possibly watch?”

			Cheeks burning, I grabbed the remote and turned off the TV. How much more humiliation could I endure for the day? And so much of it nipple-related.

			“I’m going back to the hotel. You need to leave.”

			“I’ll walk you out.”

			“I’ll pass.”

			He made a show of peering out the window. “It’s awfully dark out there. And we are headed to the same parking lot.”

			“I’ll give you a head start.”

			Teddy burst out with a laugh. “Wow, you’re stubborn.”

			

			I hesitated. Everything in me wanted to insist that I could walk my own self to my own car, thank you very much. But I had to admit he was right. There were no lights and we were in the middle of nowhere—it was freaking dark out there. Jason Vorhees himself could be lurking nearby in his hockey mask with a chainsaw.

			“Go.” I pulled on my Converse and hoodie and grabbed my bag. “I’m leaving so you need to go too.”

			“Ladies first.”

			I rolled my eyes as I exited the trailer, locking it securely behind us. I was in no mood for his patronizing attempts at chivalry.

			The day had been warm, but the night air was brisk. The moon was a skinny sliver, offering almost no light to walk by. I lengthened my stride as I made my way through base camp, eager to put as much distance as possible between me and Teddy. But as we came to the long stretch of field that came before the road we had to cross to get to the parking area, I heard Teddy’s footsteps getting closer and closer.

			“Would you stop creeping up on me?” I wrapped my arms around myself, trying to ward off the chill.

			“Why, you scared?” Teddy whispered in my ear.

			“What? No. Of course not.”

			“Interesting. Then why are you pressed up against me?”

			Looking down, I realized he was right. Somehow, we’d ended up so close that we were hip to hip.

			I jerked away. “Sorry. I’ve always had trouble walking in a straight line.”

			

			“You might want to get that checked. Sounds like it could be a problem with your amygdala.”

			“I’m pretty sure it would be an inner ear issue.”

			Teddy shrugged. “Either way. Doesn’t sound normal.”

			“It’s totally normal, I just— Ah!”

			I screeched to a halt, narrowly keeping myself from running into the deep ditch separating the field from the road. I windmilled my arms, suddenly off balance, reaching for something—anything—that would keep me from toppling over. Teddy gripped my arm, steadying us both as we moved back onto stable ground. I grappled with my phone, turning up the brightness as I tried to find a way across.

			And then I screamed.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Four

			Finding a dead body in a movie is easy. You wait while the extra is oh-so-carefully arranged in a gruesome manner, listen for the AD to call “Action!” and then hit your mark and scream in a way you’ve artfully practiced in the mirror until the effect is perfect. Terrified, but in a sexy way.

			In real life, it’s different.

			At first, it took me a few beats to register what I was seeing. The ditch was deep and dark, shrouded in shadow. By the time my brain registered there was a human at the bottom, I assumed they had simply fallen down and must be awfully hurt to be lying in there, completely motionless. My stubborn brain refused to believe that what I’d simulated more than a dozen times on screen was happening in real life.

			But then I saw the blood. Gallons of it, black as ink where it had sunk between the rocks and into the earth.

			That’s when I screamed. And it wasn’t a pretty, moonlight-bouncing-off-my-tits scream. It was ugly and hurt my throat, wrenched out of my lungs like the rattling buzz of a chainsaw. I staggered back, pulling Teddy along with me. We fell to the ground and I used my feet to push us away from the ditch. My scream died in my throat, my chest constricting until I couldn’t catch my breath. Teddy wrapped an arm around my shoulders, yanking me close, and my lungs finally loosened.

			

			“Call 911!”

			“Right.”

			As Teddy fumbled through his pockets for his phone and hit the emergency call button, I crawled over to where the body—no, the person—was lying. Shock was rapidly being replaced by an all-encompassing dread. But I needed to get a closer look so we could relay information to the 911 operator.

			I lifted my phone for light as I peered into the ditch, which ran along the road. The bright orange temporary fencing that would typically keep someone from falling in and hitting the rocks below had fallen away, leaving a gap. The person was curled inside, wearing jeans and a black tee-shirt, and my stomach sank when I finally made out their face.

			Damn it, Trevor.

			“Hang on, I’ll check.” Teddy pulled his head away from his phone. “Are there any visible injuries?”

			“One second.” Bracing myself for what I might see, I scanned his body. The blood seemed to stem from a gash on his forehead, likely inflicted by the rock he’d fallen on. His clothing was dark, and the light dim, but I didn’t see any other obvious injuries.

			I relayed the information to Teddy, who passed it along to the operator.

			“A pulse, uh, I don’t know. Quinn, is there a pulse?”

			

			“Um . . .”

			I eased myself gently down into the ditch and tugged down the neck of his shirt. It didn’t look promising. I took a deep breath and pressed two fingers on his carotid artery. Nothing.

			“No!” I yelled back up to Teddy. “Shit, no, he doesn’t.”

			“No pulse,” he repeated into his phone, sounding queasy.

			As I scanned Trevor’s body, looking for anything else that might be helpful to first responders, I noticed that his wrist was conspicuously bare—there was no sign of the friendship bracelet from his niece, the one he told me he never took off. The thought that he was here, alone and without his beloved token from his niece, made me impossibly sad.

			 

			Shortly after the paramedics arrived and, grim-faced, called the coroner, the police also pulled up on the side of the road, lights flashing. Two officers climbed out of the vehicle—a pudgy man who might have been in his fifties and a woman who looked like she could have been his twin. After a quick word with one of the paramedics, they ambled over to where we stood, the man shining his flashlight in our faces as he approached.

			“You two the folks who found the body?” His mouth worked at a toothpick and he was still wearing sunglasses, even though it was well past midnight.

			I bit back a smart comment about him being able to see better if his eyes weren’t covered.

			“Yes,” I said, squinting and holding up a hand to shield myself from the blinding light. “That’s us.”
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