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			Prologue

			The Slasher

			It was astounding how much blood the human body held. How much it could fountain out of a teenage boy’s neck, where someone had sliced away a wedge of flesh like it was an apple pie. How much time it took for the boy to realize he was a dead man walking. No, not walking. Thrashing. Performing a suite of full-body lurches like an air dancer in front of a used car dealership, while his girlfriend’s severed head rocked at his feet.

			Gurgling, the boy clutched helplessly at his spraying wound. In front of him, a pretty blonde girl shrieked as a crimson jet hit her squarely in the chest and splattered across her chin. She grabbed her boyfriend’s arm – and the shriek collapsed into laughter as the fake blood dripped down her disposable plastic rain poncho. Printed with the Slasher movie logo on the back, it had been included in the ticket price and was a prized souvenir for those who braved the front row of the Rialto Theatre.

			The audience erupted in hoots and catcalls. ‘Die, jock!’ someone yelled from the back. The high school football player shambled about on screen, his eyes bulging in a comical rictus of terror as a hulking figure in a plain white mask and red buffalo plaid jacket hacked at him with a machete. In front of the screen, on what had been a stage in the Rialto’s pre-cinema heyday, a teenager in a mullet wig and blood-stained jersey mimicked the actor’s exaggerated death throes. A grubby mannequin head in a blonde wig – which looked about as realistic as the severed head on screen – leered at the audience. Meanwhile, another cast member in the wings gleefully sprayed the front row of the theatre with a Super Soaker of watered-down red poster paint.

			It was just another Friday night in Cedar Lake.

			At the very back of the theatre, the only one not cheering or hollering, a hooded figure observed the mayhem with the keen eye of a scientist. The figure’s attention was drawn to the ‘shadow cast’, the group of teens who were hammily re-enacting Slasher on the stage in front of the film while the audience got splashed with fake blood.

			The hooded figure didn’t know whose idea that had been. Probably an enterprising Rialto manager who’d been a fan of The Rocky Horror Picture Show and Evil Dead: The Musical and needed a gimmick to pump up ticket sales. Slasher had never dominated the box office like Friday the 13th or Nightmare on Elm Street. It had modestly debuted during the ’80s horror movie rush, spawning two direct-to-video sequels and a gritty reboot directed by Rob Zombie in the early ’00s. But the franchise would’ve never reached cult status if not for the fact that the cabin where it had been filmed was still standing on the outskirts of town. Just as Seneca Falls, New York, celebrated It’s a Wonderful Life and Phoenixville, Pennsylvania, had their Blobfest, Cedar Lake leaned on Slasher to transform their otherwise quiet small town into a popular – and lucrative – tourist destination.

			‘Virgin!’ the audience yelled as Slasher’s fresh-faced ‘Final Girl’, the only survivor at the end of the movie, appeared on screen. Below, a winsome brunette in a white tank top padded on stage, her look of bewilderment so pronounced it could’ve been seen from the diner across the street. Despite the girl’s terrible acting, the hooded figure drew in a sharp breath.

			The movie audience erupted in cheers as the Slasher reemerged from stage right, wielding a plastic machete. On screen, the girl gasped and sprinted into the woods, the Slasher right on her heels even though he walked with slow, purposeful strides.

			Onstage, the actress jogged on the spot, looking over her shoulder as the Slasher approached. The shadow cast’s Slasher was usually a lucky audience member, or sometimes a local celebrity who’d be unmasked at the end of the night. Cedar Lake High’s principal had played the part a few times. Mock-slaughtering teenagers was probably the only thing that kept cranky old Mr Cunningham going through the school year.

			This year, however, was Slasher’s 40th anniversary and Slasher Summer’s 20th. Slasher Summer didn’t have as huge a fandom to draw on as the Twilight festival in Forks, Washington, but recently the fan convention had attracted higher-profile guests. Most of the original movie cast was scheduled to appear next week, along with special effects artist Tom Savini. It was already rumoured they were each going to play the Slasher at various screenings and the forthcoming shows were almost sold out.

			It was going to be a summer to remember. On stage, the Slasher double waved their plastic machete as the brunette cowered. The hooded figure’s lips twisted in a smile. But it wouldn’t be memorable for the reasons everyone thought.

			Soon, very soon, the people of Cedar Lake would find out these performances had only been a dress rehearsal.
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			Carrie

			The little voice in the back of Carrie’s head, the one that sounded unnervingly like Mama, told her again that she was doing the wrong thing. That she was going to screw up, like she always did. Carrie had thought she’d learned to quiet that voice with the help of her therapist, but there it was, whispering in her ear as she pulled into the gas station.

			She knew she shouldn’t have visited her mother earlier that day. But a month ago Aunt Deb had emailed to tell her that Mama was very ill. Formidable Mama, who rarely had a chance to sit unless she was in church or polishing someone else’s silverware, was confined to her bed.

			Had Mama asked for her? No, Aunt Deb had admitted. She’d thought Carrie should come anyway. Even though the last Carrie had seen of her mother was a callused palm flying towards her cheek, a month into her senior year at Cedar Lake High. Mama had finally found out what had happened at the cabin and instead of comforting her heartsick daughter, she’d responded with uncontrollable rage. Carrie had packed a bag, taken a bus to her dad’s, and never looked back. Until today.

			No one would’ve blamed Carrie if she cut Mama out of her life. Her therapist had even encouraged it. Carrie still needed to learn how to end toxic relationships, especially after her messy split with her ex-boyfriend Daniel.

			But when the opportunity to return to Cedar Lake presented itself, Carrie had decided to drop by her old home. Even though, according to Mama, she’d lost any claim to being her daughter four years ago.

			Aunt Deb had smiled nervously when she’d let Carrie into the old apartment. Aunt Deb, Mama’s sister who’d painted nails in a town two hours away, had always seemed carefree and glamorous to Carrie. Now the lines around her mouth pinched with worry instead of laughter. Mama wasn’t an easy woman to live with. Carrie knew that first-hand. Unfortunately, neither Mama nor Deb could afford to hire the nurse Mama needed, so Deb had moved into Carrie’s old bedroom and taken a job at the Cedar Lake spa.

			The apartment was shabbier than Carrie remembered, or perhaps Aunt Deb wasn’t as finicky a housekeeper as Mama. The glass covering the portrait of the Virgin Mary was smudged. Dust blanketed the votive candles and religious tchotchkes that crowded the shelves. The only shining thing was Mama’s rosary, sitting on the arm of the threadbare sofa, the beads glossy from years of use.

			All the childhood photos of Carrie had been taken down, which didn’t sting as much as she thought it would. It only strengthened her resolve to move on. Mama had; why shouldn’t she?

			The apartment still smelled the same, however. Like mothballs, canned soup, and the sickly-sweet wax of the candles Mama prayed over. The scent triggered a cascade of unwelcome memories. Carrie steeled herself with a deep breath and silently repeated the affirmation she and her therapist had come up with. I am a strong woman who can’t be hurt anymore.

			All of her courage dissipated as a shockingly weak voice called from the main bedroom. ‘Who is it, Deb?’

			Aunt Deb gestured at Carrie to go in. Carrie swallowed hard. ‘Hello, Mama.’ She stared down at the wisp of a woman buried in the sheets.

			Mama’s thin eyebrows drew together and she struggled to sit up among the lumpy pillows. ‘Oh, it’s you. Just when everyone was starting to forget what you did. Have you returned to disgrace me again?’

			The sneer on Mama’s lips and malicious glimmer in her eyes were a gut-punch even though Carrie hadn’t expected to be welcomed with open arms. ‘Of course not, Mama,’ she answered in a small voice, the old shame searing through her like molten lead.

			‘Why’d you have to come back here?’

			Carrie was reminded of the scene in Friday the 13th Part 3 when Chris’s old flame Rick asks why she’d returned home. To prove her own inner strength to herself after a traumatic past event, Chris had replied. But Carrie couldn’t tell Mama that. Her mother would scoff and tell her that only praying would give her strength.

			Carrie had tried prayer, with zero results. Now it was time for action.

			‘I just wanted to –’ she started.

			‘Have you returned for him? I hear he’s back in town.’

			Carrie’s mouth dried up. Flushing to the tips of her ears, she fled the room.

			Aunt Deb hovered anxiously outside the doorway, wringing her hands. ‘She’s not having a good day today,’ she whispered. ‘Maybe come back later.’

			Carrie had nodded, blinking back the humiliated tears she’d sworn she would never cry again. This would be the last time she’d see Mama. There was nothing for her here anymore.

			And so she was heading up to the cabin a little earlier than she’d planned. Via the scenic route. She avoided Cedar Lake’s main roads and instead stopped at a gas station closer to a neighbouring town. She didn’t want more people to recognize her than was necessary, even though her therapist had told her it was important to acknowledge the past in order to move on from it. She didn’t know what she’d do if the people of Cedar Lake reacted how Mama had. Returning to the cabin was intimidating enough.

			But her therapist was right. Leaving home four years ago hadn’t solved a thing. It hadn’t taken away the devastating shame. She needed to accept her mistakes, or else her regrets would follow wherever she went, stalking her like the killer in a horror movie. Otherwise she’d always be looking over her shoulder, terrified that everyone she met would recognize her from The Photo.

			And a weekend in the woods was a good way of dealing with the emotional fallout from her breakup. She was still processing how things had gone down between her and Daniel. His domineering personality couldn’t follow her to the cabin, not with the secluded location and spotty cell service. She shuddered, thinking of his last text message from the night before. She should’ve blocked his number but knew he would’ve bought a burner phone and kept texting her anyway.

			I’m coming for you, Carrie.

			He wouldn’t be able to find her now.

			The gas station was deserted, save for a white SUV with a Park Services logo parked beside one of the pumps. Cedar trees rose from both sides of the highway, obscuring all signs of human civilization. Just what Carrie hoped for. The lonelier, the better. She pulled up beside the second pump, behind the SUV, and climbed out of her car.

			The smell of cedar hit her in the face like Mama’s farewell slap. It was shocking how many feelings the scent of her hometown evoked. Anguish, remorse and a deep longing. She thought she’d changed since her teenage years, but the minute she stepped out of the car, the woods reminded her she was still Carrie Zhao. The good girl who’d made a terrible mistake.

			The gas station was self-service and stood in front of an abandoned-looking convenience store with dusty windows and a faded Coca-Cola sign. Even better for keeping a low profile. Carrie inserted her credit card, and as she filled the tank she registered the tall, hulking figure of the SUV’s driver as he finished pumping gas. She shivered, despite the warm July sunshine on her bare arms. His height and hunching shoulders reminded her of Daniel.

			The ranger’s narrow face turned, and pale eyes met hers. Carrie pulled the bill of her baseball cap lower over her forehead, afraid he would recognize her. As a teenager, she’d volunteered at a few lakeshore cleanups. The ranger grabbed the squeegee from the cleaning station and stoically turned back to wash his windshield, and her breathing eased.

			Door chimes tinkled behind her. Startled, she spun around. An old man in grubby denim overalls stepped out of the convenience store, scratching his wispy white hair and squinting under the bright sun.

			‘You headin’ to Cedar Lake?’ He eyed the full duffel bag riding in the passenger seat of her car.

			‘Yes, I am,’ Carrie said. She didn’t see any point in lying.

			The man spat onto the ground. ‘Whaddya wanna go there for? That’s where they’re holding that weird horror movie festival next week.’

			‘Oh, I’m not going into town. I’m heading to a cabin by the lake,’ she said.

			‘Even worse. It’s real lonely in the woods. No internet or cell phones, and nothin’ but trees and crazy movie fans for miles around.’ He clicked his tongue disapprovingly. ‘Nice girl like you won’t be safe. There are some B’n’Bs close by that I can recommend.’

			Carrie hid a smile. This old man was straight out of central casting. The grizzled local, from all the slasher movies she’d watched in high school, who warns young people away from the deserted house or summer camp. Little did he know that she was local too. She and the Cedar Lake High horror film club had once been those crazy fans.

			‘I’ll be okay. I’m meeting friends.’

			The old man didn’t seem to hear her. ‘Russ!’ he hollered to the ranger.

			Panic surged in her chest like a rogue wave. ‘No, you don’t have to –’

			It was too late. The ranger stuck the squeegee back into its bucket and ambled towards them, thumbs hooked in his belt loops. Carrie noted with alarm he was in his early twenties, around her age. That meant he might have gone to Cedar Lake High. She didn’t recognize him, and prayed to all of Mama’s saints he didn’t recognize her.

			‘This young lady’s headin’ for Cedar Lake cottage country. Keep an eye on her, will ya?’

			The ranger looked Carrie up and down. She shrank back, resisting the urge to yank her hat down further over her face.

			The ranger nodded. ‘Sure will, Jeb.’

			Carrie’s smile was starting to hurt her aching cheeks. ‘You don’t have to, it’s just a little weekend getaway.’

			The ranger said nothing as he returned to his car, stony-faced.

			As she drove away, she felt the ranger’s gaze boring into her back. Her pounding heart warned her she wasn’t getting away from anything. Instead, she was diving right into a hornet’s nest.
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			Patrick

			‘Do you like scary movies?’

			The sinister voice hissed out of Patrick’s car speakers as he’d paired his cell phone for hands-free driving. Under different circumstances it might have sent a chill up his spine, but the ID on his phone screen, visible from its dashboard mount, gave the caller away.

			‘Hello to you too, Jen,’ said Mikey, leaning forward from the backseat.

			The voice cackled, no longer so creepy. ‘Tiff wanted me to call. Says ETA twenty minutes. Someone needed to go back for her fucking hair dryer.’

			‘The hair dryer at the cabin will probably be from the ’80s!’ a girl yelled in the background.

			Patrick cast a glance at Jason, who was riding shotgun. He was worried Tiffany’s shout might’ve upset him, but Jason had turned to the window as if they were passing an especially interesting cluster of trees. ‘We’ll be there in ten,’ Patrick said.

			‘See, Tiff? Patrick’s not losing his shit because we fucked up his schedule,’ Jen said.

			‘I built in a buffer in case one of us got caught in traffic.’

			‘Of course you did. All right. Later, losers.’

			‘Don’t call them losers!’ Tiffany said.

			‘Fine,’ Jen said. Patrick smiled at the exasperation in her voice. ‘See you lovely gentlemen in a trice. I anticipate our reunion with bated breath.’

			Jen disconnected. Despite her usual sarcasm, she’d summed up Patrick’s feelings exactly. Anticipation with bated breath. One last meeting of the Jumpscare Society, before their old hangout got razed in the autumn.

			Patrick had started the Jumpscare Society in his junior year of high school. His father had moved them from the nearby city of Fairvale after his sister Clare’s murder, thinking Cedar Lake was sleepy and safe. It had turned out to be too sleepy for his parents; his father escaped on countless business trips, while his mother treated her grief and boredom with the best rosé her husband’s money could buy.

			Mom had been appalled Patrick would start a club dedicated to watching horror movies, especially after what had happened to Clare. She’d been ready to disown him when he and his friends had been invited to join the Rialto’s shadow cast, acting out Slasher for the fans who flocked to the theatre on October weekends and three days a week in the summer.

			Patrick didn’t know how to explain it was his way of processing Clare’s death. There were so many questions no one could answer. Had her murder really been random? Clare had been the only Black girl at the Sigma Kappa house, but she’d recently traded bedrooms with a sorority sister. Did Patrick wish the other girl had been strangled by an unknown intruder instead, and her family shattered by the tragedy? It wasn’t a fate he’d wish on anyone.

			Underneath the B-movie camp, Slasher showed that sometimes senseless violence happened for no good reason, and contrary to his father’s belief, no amount of money could save you. But more importantly, slasher movies showed there was always a chance of escape. A girl could fight back. It was like that G. K. Chesterton quote about fairy tales. The point wasn’t that dragons were real, but that they could be defeated.

			The Jumpscare Society had understood this, that slashers were more than just one campy cult classic that flooded the town with annoying tourists. Patrick had sorely missed the club’s acceptance over the past few years. At Harvard, his friends in the economics programme either thought slashers were too lowbrow, or they clamoured for his opinion, as a Black man, on Jordan Peele’s oeuvre.

			‘Can’t you go any faster?’ Mikey bounced impatiently in his seat as if he were a small child who needed to use the toilet. Jason and Mikey were cousins, and the same age, but Mikey’s puppyish manner had always made him seem more like a little brother.

			‘I’m driving the speed limit.’ A weather notification popped up on the screen of Patrick’s phone. Chance of a thunderstorm later. That was fine, there was plenty of fun to be had indoors. Patrick swiped the message away.

			‘Exactly.’ As if to prove Mikey’s point, a couple of cars passed them on the left, including a Park Services SUV. ‘C’mon, there was a little old lady at the wheel of that Cadillac.’

			‘I’m driving the speed limit,’ Patrick repeated firmly. Mikey didn’t understand. He’d never gotten in trouble with anyone, thanks to Jason looking out for him in high school. If the cops pulled Mikey over, his blond hair and blue eyes ensured the most he had to fear was a speeding ticket. Patrick, on the other hand, walked the path of the straight and narrow – which was ironic, since he was anything but straight.

			Also, risk attracted the unknown. Patrick hated himself for often wondering if Clare had inadvertently done something to draw a killer’s attention. Had she flirted with the wrong guy? Said something flippant to a stranger? He would never know. Violence could be random, but he still felt it prudent to play it safe and not tempt fate.

			‘I don’t know why we have to go back there,’ Jason said, his head still turned to the window.

			Mikey spoke first, giving Patrick time to nurse his hurt feelings. ‘The Slasher cabin? Are you kidding? When it’s gonna be torn down soon?’

			Patrick bit his lip. ‘I wanted to get everyone together. We haven’t all been in the same place since high school grad.’

			His parents had finally split up after he’d graduated, Dad relocating to his Chicago office and Mom spending her divorce settlement in New York, and he had no reason to come back to Cedar Lake anymore. He would’ve happily visited Jason over the holidays, but Jason had never asked, and Patrick didn’t want to torture himself by fishing for an invite. He was done pining for boys he couldn’t have.

			Mikey was also attending college in the Boston area but had repeatedly ghosted Patrick’s texts. Patrick understood. College was a fresh start for Mikey, who’d been picked on in high school even after a late growth spurt that put him an inch taller than Jason. Mikey was probably afraid Patrick would accidentally reveal some of the more embarrassing episodes to his new MIT friends.

			‘We could’ve come to Boston since you and Mikey are already there. Or we could’ve had a fun weekend in Vegas,’ Jason said.

			‘It’s not the same.’ Patrick knew he sounded like a petulant toddler, but he didn’t care. The cabin was the only appropriate place for a Jumpscare Society reunion.

			Jason turned to him, his words cracking like a whip. ‘When are you going to live in the present, Patrick?’

			The intensity in Jason’s voice took Patrick aback. He cleared his throat and tried to focus on the winding road. ‘I don’t –’

			‘You’ve always been stuck in the past, or the future.’

			‘That’s not –’

			But it was true. Patrick diligently planned for the future, because of what had happened in his past. ‘It’s always good to be prepared,’ he said, stubbornly.

			Jason said nothing else, only turned away again. Patrick let out a small sigh. This reunion was getting off to a great start. Something was eating at Jason, and he wished he knew what it was and how he could help. Jason was on the outs with Tiffany yet again, which was why he was riding up with Patrick and Mikey. It was too much to hope they were broken up for good. Bad things happened when people thought Cedar Lake’s reigning young couple were over. Just look at Carrie Zhao.

			There weren’t any signs along the highway directing tourists to the cabin, to discourage unsanctioned gawkers. The car’s GPS told Patrick to turn right on an innocuous dirt road, though he could’ve driven there in his sleep. This was his favourite part. The tall conifers seemed to part for them, the golden evening sun flashing through the branches like a magic lantern, and then all they could see was the sprawling cedar forest the town was named for. Mikey drummed his hands on Jason’s headrest. Jason ignored him, his head tilted towards the window like he was reading a message in the feathery cedar needles.

			Something sparkled in the distance, the light at the end of the long tunnel of trees. The surface of Cedar Lake, catching the last rays of light. Patrick’s heart beat quicker. A few minutes later and the road fanned out into a clearing, the lake a shining backdrop behind their destination.

			The cabin where Slasher had been filmed.

			Patrick let out an exultant breath and parked the car on the patchy dirt driveway in front of the familiar structure. Tucked within a copse of tall trees, a wooden veranda hugged a two-storey cabin with a steeply pitched roof, looking like something out of – well, a movie.

			He was amazed it appeared the same, cozy and ominous at the same time, its weathered log siding making it look like it had just sprouted out of the dirt as a respite for weary travellers. He didn’t know what he’d been expecting. It had only been four years since he’d last been here, after all. It just felt like a lifetime, now that they’d left high school behind.

			Mikey shot out of the car, not bothering to close the door. His eyes goggled as he stared at the cabin. ‘Wow! I can’t believe you managed to get us in for the weekend. I thought there’d be a waiting list since Slasher Summer starts next week and this is the last season they’re renting it out.’

			Patrick climbed out of the driver’s seat and leaned against the roof of the car to take in the view. The familiar scent of pine and damp earth was a balm for his soul. ‘Anything for you guys. There was a last-minute cancellation and Jason’s mom called me right away.’ Mrs Ackerman worked in the rental office and had been happy to hear from Patrick when he’d first hatched his plan. Anything that brought her son home to visit was fine with her.

			Mikey ran up to the front porch like a kid trick-or-treating for the first time, leaving Patrick standing awkwardly by the car with Jason. Jason’s face was closed as tight as a clam, and Patrick didn’t know if it was because of the breakup with Tiffany, or his inexplicable disapproval of the choice of reunion site. He’d thought Jason also had good memories of this place.

			Unless Jason was just as embarrassed as Patrick by what had happened the last time they’d been alone together. Four years ago, the last night the Jumpscare Society had convened on the cabin grounds, Jason had followed Patrick into the toolshed, expounding on the merits of the second Nightmare on Elm Street. Patrick had turned around and discovered Jason right in his path, their faces inches apart. Jason had stopped mid-sentence and they’d locked eyes, their breath rasping heavily in the charged silence. Jason’s glance had flicked to Patrick’s mouth and for three thunderous and sweaty heartbeats, Patrick had foolishly thought Jason was going to kiss him. Until Tiffany hollered from outside that Jen had arrived with the beer, and Jason had ambled out of the shed as if he hadn’t just set Patrick’s heart – and body – on fire.

			Patrick told himself not to be silly. Jason would’ve totally forgotten the incident. It was only wishful thinking on Patrick’s part that it had meant something.

			Jason leaned against the side of the car with his arms crossed. ‘I do appreciate you organizing this,’ he finally said, although he didn’t sound like he meant it.

			He didn’t meet Patrick’s gaze, instead watching Mikey, who was peering excitedly through the cabin’s windows. Mikey wore his old Jumpscare Society T-shirt, which Jen had designed when they were in high school. Patrick had Jen to thank for coming up with the club’s name. He’d toyed with calling it the Cinebites as a nod to Hellraiser, or the Losers’ Club, but Jen had pointed out that even if their classmates got the reference to It, no one wanted to be called a loser. In the end, the name didn’t matter. The Jumpscare Society only ever had seven core members. Because Slasher Summer drew so many eager tourists, Cedar Lake teens thought horror movies were desperately uncool and not even Jason and Tiffany’s popularity could get them to join.

			Jason sighed reluctantly. ‘Just look how happy Mikey is.’

			Patrick nodded, hiding his hurt that Jason wasn’t as enthused. But he wasn’t going to let Jason’s bad attitude ruin this weekend. Even though seeing him again was what Patrick had been looking forward to the most.

			A honk interrupted his thoughts. Tiffany’s purple Jeep came rambling down the road to the cabin. Jason’s bland expression never wavered. He had a lot of practice at existing in the same space as Tiffany during their breakups.

			The Jeep parked beside Patrick’s silver Audi. Jen and Tiffany spilled out, bickering over Tiffany’s driving skills. They were an unlikely pair, Tiffany bright and sunny, and Jen dark and scowling. They were that meme of the black beach house next to the pink beach house, although Jen had traded in the Hot Topic corsets for an oversized Siouxsie and the Banshees T-shirt and paint-spattered denim shorts over black fishnets. The kohl that rimmed her brown eyes had been applied with remarkable restraint.

			‘The native Cedar Lake goth displays her summer plumage,’ Mikey said in a plummy David Attenborough voice. Patrick laughed. Mikey had always been good at imitations.

			Jen rewarded Mikey with the finger. ‘Nice to see you too, Pipsqueak.’

			Mikey was hardly a pipsqueak now. His Jumpscare Society T-shirt stretched across his chest, whereas in high school it had hung off his shoulders like a bedsheet. ‘I have a name,’ he protested, hopping down the porch steps.

			‘Sorry. Nice to see you too, Mikey. Great T-shirt.’

			Mikey’s jaw hardened. ‘I go by Michael now.’

			Jen slung an arm around Mikey’s neck and affectionately pulled down his head to muss up his carefully coiffed blond hair. ‘You’ll always be Mikey to us. Right, Carlton?’ she said to Patrick.

			Patrick rolled his eyes. Jen’s predilection for insulting nicknames was one of her greatest flaws and charms.

			‘Hello, boys!’ Tiffany chirped, her golden ponytail swinging. She ran her gaze along the assembled company. ‘Is Freddy not coming?’

			Patrick checked his phone. Cell service had dwindled to one bar and data had disappeared, as expected. A few local news headlines had popped up while they’d still had internet access. A six-car pile-up, a man found dead in an alley in downtown Fairvale, a celebrity accused of harassment. Patrick swiped the notifications away. They were here to escape the grim cruelty of the real world.

			There were no messages from Freddy. ‘He’s probably mopping up at the theatre.’

			‘You mean, trying to lure girls into his serial-killer van,’ Jen said.

			Tiffany made a face. ‘I can’t believe the Mystery Machine hasn’t broken down yet.’

			‘The mystery is how he manages to pick up girls in it,’ said Mikey.

			‘It’s called weed,’ Jen deadpanned. ‘All right. Are we gonna get this party started or what? Come on, Patrick, let’s start the tour.’

			Tiffany took Patrick’s arm, probably so she wouldn’t be alone with Jason. Patrick didn’t mind. He liked Tiffany even though her flair for drama constantly put Jason through the wringer. She had a bigger heart than she let on. She’d joined the Jumpscare Society because of Jason, but had stuck around through their breakups. To pad out the extracurriculars on her college applications, she claimed, but Patrick knew it was also because she and Jen had rekindled their friendship. Next-door neighbours and grade-school besties, they’d drifted apart after Jen’s parents divorced. Patrick was gratified he’d brought them back together. The Jumpscare Society screenings on Tuesdays after school were the only place the head cheerleader and the scowling goth girl could hang out without disrupting Cedar Lake High’s strict social hierarchy.

			He was glad he’d brought everyone back together this weekend.

			Well, almost everyone.

			He and Tiffany promenaded up the veranda steps, the others following. ‘I’m so excited!’ she squealed, mirroring his own enthusiasm.

			Patrick took the keyring from the pocket of his khakis and found the right key. He opened the door and turned on the light. They all crowded eagerly inside, making noises of appreciation.

			‘It’s even more like the movie than I remember,’ Tiffany said, squeezing Patrick’s arm. The cabin was old and musty – Slasher had been filmed in the 1980s, after all – but it was no less grand. A chandelier made of antlers hung from the exposed wooden beams that criss-crossed the main room’s high, peaked ceiling. A narrow wooden staircase led up to the bedrooms on the second floor, the elaborately carved posts of the balustrade visible from the long hallway.

			Mikey gawked in wonder. Even Jason and cynical Jen had genuine smiles on their faces. ‘I can’t believe we’re here,’ Patrick said, a grin stretching his lips.

			He inhaled deeply and coughed. The pine-scented air freshener burned the back of his throat. It was probably hiding the scent of mildew. Patrick could see why the rental company had decided to tear the cabin down and rebuild closer to town. Tourists these days would expect Wi-Fi and air conditioning and an address easily found by food delivery apps. Not this isolated and ageing abode.

			It was surreal to be inside, let alone staying for the weekend. They’d never slept overnight as paying guests, only poked around as curious trespassing teens while Patrick fretted about getting into trouble. The Jumpscare Society was most familiar with the grounds, where they’d spent many nights after their Rialto performances around the fire pit by the lake. Drinking, smoking, goofing off, shooting the shit. Typical teen antics, which they would’ve never done together outside of the film club due to all the different cliques they normally ran with.

			Jason’s mom worked at the office that handled the cabin bookings, so he could easily ‘borrow’ the keys when it was vacant. The rental company and park rangers turned a blind eye, as long as the Jumpscare Society cleaned up after themselves. Everyone trusted strait-laced Patrick to keep his club in line, and Jason, Tiffany and Carrie were the ‘good’ kids at school. In return, Patrick and Jason had stocked the woodpile for guests.

			Tiffany dragged Jen with her to scope out the bedrooms, leaving the boys to explore the wood-panelled living area. It was like stepping into a time capsule. The cabin had been decorated so it was identical to how it had appeared in Slasher. As was true with the Stanley Hotel, made famous by The Shining, visitors were paying to experience a piece of movie history.

			Patrick opened the windows, hoping to remove some of the stuffiness and dissipate the fake pine scent. The yellowing, gauzy curtains billowed in the cross-breeze. Mikey ran his hand along the striped wool blanket thrown over the brown leather sofa. Faded videotapes of Slasher and its two sequels, as well as the reboot, The Slasher, sat on top of a combo TV/VCR unit. Patrick couldn’t believe people used to watch TVs that small. His laptop had a larger screen. But he hadn’t brought everyone here to watch movies, even if it was a reunion of the Jumpscare Society.

			A life-sized cardboard standee of the Slasher stood beside the TV. Mikey posed beside it, throwing an arm around the chequered shoulders. He puckered his lips in a kiss towards the masked cheek as Patrick raised his phone and took a photo.

			‘Nice,’ Patrick said, grinning.

			Jason picked up the receiver of the beige rotary phone that sat on a table behind the sofa. ‘Wow. Our grandma had one of these when Mikey and I were kids. Does it even work?’

			A dial tone droned faintly from the earpiece. Mikey crept up beside Jason and did an uncanny imitation of the Slasher’s gravelly catchphrase. ‘You’re all going to die tonight.’

			Jason rounded his eyes and mouth in exaggerated horror, like Jordan Knox, the movie’s Final Girl, when she picks up the Slasher’s phone call. Patrick took Jason’s photo, laughing. It was good to see a flash of Jason’s old easy-going self again. ‘The calls are coming from inside the house!’ Patrick cried in mock alarm.

			Jason put down the receiver. ‘Nope. If Slasher taught me one thing, it’s to never pick up the phone.’

			He and Mikey moved on, reading the spines of well-worn paperbacks and classic board games on the bookcase. Patrick inspected a stereo system with an intimidating number of dials. There didn’t seem to be any place to plug in his phone. So much for the playlists he’d carefully curated for this weekend. At least there was a turntable and the shelves were stocked with vinyl records, though he suspected they were all old to complete the retro experience.

			Patrick moved on to the kitchen and opened the heavy wooden cupboards – they really liked their wood back in the ’80s – exposing an impressive collection of vintage Corelle and CorningWare. The knife block was full, and he pulled out each knife and examined it. The knives were light and the handles made of cheap black plastic. Amateurish, but they’d do in a pinch. He couldn’t wait to get started.

			He drew the floral-patterned curtains from the window above the kitchen sink. Cedar Lake glittered below and he drank in the sight like a man who hadn’t known how thirsty he was until water hit his lips.

			Life had taught Patrick the world was dangerous. At the Rialto, as the club’s lone Black member he’d had to play the unnamed hunter who picks up the hitchhiking Slasher and gets killed in the first fifteen minutes. It wasn’t logical, and the trope had aged poorly, but because Patrick had made it inside the cabin he felt like he’d escaped his fate as the Black guy who dies first. He felt safe.

			His shoulders sagged as he let out a long breath, releasing a tension he didn’t know he was carrying.

			He was finally at the one place where he could be himself.

			He slid out the largest of the chef’s knives again, weighing it in his hand before slipping it back in with satisfaction.

			He was home.

		
	
		
			3

			Jen

			Jen asked Tiffany for the tenth time that day if she was sure she wanted to share a room. Tiffany tossed her head, ponytail flicking like a horse swatting a fly, also for the tenth time. ‘Jason and I are done for good,’ she declared.

			As if Jen hadn’t heard that before. She rolled her eyes. ‘What’s his name?’

			Tiffany had the grace to look a little embarrassed as she folded back the sheets on the double bed, her peachy complexion blushing to a rosy pink. ‘Clive. He was the TA in my psych class.’

			Jen raised an eyebrow. ‘Uh huh.’ Only two syllables, but they carried a world of knowledge. Clive would offer everything Jason couldn’t – namely the sophistication and worldliness a small-town jock lacked – until the initial attraction withered and he realized Tiffany was the most basic bitch to have ever lived, laughed and loved. Tiffany was great fun, but she couldn’t imagine a future outside a white picket fence and the PTA. Her mother’s life, really. Though to be fair, Mrs Podemski seemed genuinely happy and Jen understood the appeal of a sedate, comfortable life.

			Jen didn’t blame Tiffany. She was pursuing her own mother’s life herself – flaking out and leaving everyone behind, without considering anyone else’s feelings.

			Tiffany cleared her throat and added, ‘I’d prefer if we shared a room. So I won’t get tempted to make any mistakes.’

			‘Sure.’ Typical Tiffany, putting herself just out of reach in order to taunt Jason. Although Jen didn’t think it was going to work this time. She suspected Jason was bunking with Mikey to avoid his ex. Out of sight, out of mind. Still, Jen left her overnight bag packed, ready to play musical beds if Tiffany and Jason decided to take a vacation from Splitsville for the weekend. It was hard not to feel the romantic pull of nostalgia at the cabin, and who knew? The sound of the crackling fire, scent of burnt marshmallows and taste of cheap beer might resurrect the good memories and send them into each other’s arms.

			Better the good memories, than the bad.

			‘I’m gonna see if the boys need help with anything,’ Jen said, leaving Tiffany to unpack her suitcase.

			She found Patrick in the kitchen, opening the fridge. A large picnic cooler sat by his feet. ‘Anything I can do?’ she asked.

			Patrick jerked up in surprise. ‘No!’ He angled his body as if he didn’t want her to see what he’d brought.

			‘I see three years at Harvard didn’t untwist your panties.’ God, Patrick was so fussy. He always had to have things exactly his way. Well, he was going to be in for a surprise later.

			Patrick cleared his throat. ‘Sorry. You scared me, that’s all. I’m good, thanks. Why don’t you go see if the fire pit’s usable?’

			The kitchen’s back door was already open, the screen letting in a breeze from the lake. Jen checked the time on the vintage stove’s clock, then went outside. It was early yet. She should enjoy the sunset before all hell broke loose.

			Mikey had unlocked the shed and was splitting wood, shirtless, like Patrick and Jason used to. How adorable. He almost looked like a real grownup. He’d come a long way from the nerd who’d worked at the school library, fiddling with the computers and printers between shelving books. In the years since, he’d ditched the thick glasses for contacts or corrective eye surgery, and his chest had broadened with muscle, although it only emphasized the stubbornness of his jaw. No amount of deadlifting would fix that. But hey, Mikey would be making Silicon Valley money when he graduated MIT and would be able to buy himself a new chin if he wanted.

			He grinned at Jen and flexed his pecs. He should’ve known that wouldn’t impress her, for many reasons. She gave him a sardonic thumbs-up. ‘Good job, Squeaks. Glad to see you finally hit puberty.’

			She probably shouldn’t have taunted him while he was holding an axe, but someone needed to take that endearing little geek down a peg. He’d always tried to ingratiate himself with everyone, and he never understood that trying too hard made others respect you less. Like her mother’s attempts to repair her relationship with Jen after she left Jen’s dad for her Pilates instructor. Mom had stopped dragging Jen out for mother-daughter spa days when Jen started dressing like Lydia Deetz.

			Jen picked her way down to the lake, glad she’d worn combat boots to navigate the awkward zig-zag path through the rocks and trees. The fire pit still sat on the scrubby beach. One of the rocks that made up the ring had rolled aside. Jen pushed it back, huffing from the effort. They were in business.

			Cedar Lake was a gouge in the forest, filled with liquid fire as the sun lowered over the water. The dock looked freshly stained, but she didn’t see the canoe. Maybe it was being repaired before Slasher Summer started. The rental company wouldn’t have removed it permanently. The scene in which the Slasher dragged nerdy Ralph out of the canoe was iconic. All that blood in the water and ropey entrails floating like jellyfish? Chef’s kiss.

			Jen walked out onto the dock and gazed across the lake, enjoying the tranquil moment. She was glad she’d come. One last hurrah before she blew this pop stand for greener pastures. Time to go out in a blaze of glory and kill the past. Next week she’d be twenty-one, and she was going to cash in Grandpa’s trust fund and fuck around Europe where no one from this tiny backwater would ever find her. She’d live fast, die young, and leave a beautiful corpse for the poets to write about. Like Lord Byron, Jen’s only aim in life was to have an ex-lover describe her as mad, bad, and dangerous to know.

			That would provide more inspiration for her painting than boring art school. She’d run out of hearts to break in her college town anyway. Chloe, Tanis, Bree and – what was her name? It had started with an M. Moira? Mara? It didn’t matter. She’d complained Jen had been too honest about avoiding commitment. Jen had thought honesty was a good thing. Whatever. Relationships-with-a-capital-R made shit complicated. Just look at Tiffany and Jason. Just look at her parents.

			She was about to turn around and go back to the cabin, when she saw the figure.

			They stood on the opposite shore, tiny at this distance, but clearly an adult-sized person in dark trousers and a pale short-sleeved shirt. Standing with legs planted slightly apart, hands on hips. Like they were watching her. She peered at them curiously. There was a summer camp across the lake, but by this time of day all the counsellors would be corralling the brats into their bunks. It was probably the camp director surveying his kingdom. Jen couldn’t remember his name, but knew he was Tiffany’s uncle.

			She waved. The watcher didn’t wave back. A frisson of unease glided down her spine. Tiffany’s uncle would’ve acknowledged her. He was essentially Mr Rogers incarnate. There was something truly unsettling about the watchfulness of this person, as if they were waiting for something.

			The two of them stood motionless, facing each other as if in a standoff. Jen didn’t want to give them the satisfaction of retreating first. Also, she didn’t know why, but she didn’t want to turn her back on them.

			The watcher finally turned, melting into the trees. Jen gave their retreat the finger and made her way back down the dock to the cabin.

			The sun had nearly dipped behind the horizon. She slipped her phone out of her shorts, meaning to turn on the flashlight, and noticed the low battery. Crap. She’d have to remember to charge it later. She’d forgotten how dark it got out here, without streetlights and with the sky blotted out by trees. Creepy McCreepster had freaked her out a little too, and she twitched at every shadow, expecting them to be standing there. Thankfully, the cabin’s lights were on, and she could see Patrick through the kitchen window. Music drifted from the open screen of the back door. Was that – Huey Lewis? And was Patrick dancing? Trust Patrick to slip immediately into the ’80s vibe of the place. He’d always been way too intense about the cabin.

			Mikey had abandoned his macho grandstanding, the axe stuck in the sheared tree trunk where he’d been splitting wood. She’d grab a flashlight or lantern – Patrick was sure to have packed them – and start bringing firewood down to the beach.

			As if her thoughts of light had summoned it, a glow began to illuminate the path to the main road. Jen strode to the front of the house. Headlights. They were growing larger, but slowly, as if the driver hadn’t quite made up their mind where they were going.

			Mikey came out on the veranda, his shirt back on. ‘Is that Freddy?’

			The car came closer, and Jen could see it was too small to be Freddy’s van. She shook her head, pleased. Tiffany and Patrick joined them outside, drawn by the lights and the sound of the engine. They filed down the steps beside Jen to greet the mystery visitor.

			Tiffany shielded her eyes from the approaching beams. ‘Can anyone see who that is?’

			‘Maybe it’s a renter who mixed up their dates,’ Patrick said.

			The car finally stopped. The engine turned off, but not the lights. Giddy anticipation thrummed through Jen’s bones. This was it. Gasoline, meet fire.

			The car door opened and a girl stepped out.

			‘Fuck me,’ said Mikey.

			Jen would recognize that graceful silhouette anywhere. Tall and slim, her pre-Raphaelite brown tresses now cut to her chin, Carrie Zhao wore the jeans and white tank top she might have sported when she’d played the Final Girl in their Slasher shadow cast. She clutched an army green canvas duffel bag like a life preserver, looking as stunned as the others probably felt, as if she couldn’t believe she’d had the nerve to show up. She said nothing, but Jen wouldn’t have known what to say either if she were in the other girl’s shoes. Other than, Holy shit, is this really happening?

			Patrick and Tiffany looked dumbfounded. Mikey’s mouth had gone slack. Jen almost felt a little sorry for him. He’d always carried a torch for Carrie. Hell, everyone had been a little in love with Carrie, Jen included. Even Patrick, and he didn’t like girls. Saint Carrie just had this aura of self-possessed goodness that you couldn’t help being drawn to, in the hope some of it would rub off. As a teenager she’d volunteered at the Cedar Lake seniors’ home, the animal rescue, the food bank. She’d read stories to kids at the library after church on Sundays and helped organize park cleanups. Which had made her fall from grace all the harder.

			Everyone stared at Carrie. Carrie stared back. Another standoff, like Jen had experienced by the lake.

			And then Jason came out.

			The front door squeaked open. ‘What are you all doing out here?’ Jason said, jogging down the steps. ‘Has Freddy finally shown up?’

			Jen amended her earlier thought. No, not everyone had been a little in love with Carrie. Everyone had felt that way, except the one person who’d mattered to her.

			Jason halted as he realized who everyone was gawking at.

			‘Care Bear?’ he said.

			Carrie’s face blanched as white as her top. She spun on her heel and fled into the woods, her duffel bag bouncing on her shoulder.

			Everyone snapped into motion, the spell broken. ‘What the fuck?’ Tiffany said.

			Jason rounded on Patrick. ‘Why would you ask her back here?’ he demanded, showing a flash of uncharacteristic anger.

			‘You didn’t tell us she was coming!’ Mikey said, his cheeks blotchy.

			Patrick backed away, his hands up, spluttering a confused protest. ‘I didn’t ask her, really I –’

			‘Then how did she find out about the reunion?’ Tiffany said.

			Jen gleefully watched them argue for a good ten minutes before stepping in. As much as she was enjoying the show, she figured she should put Patrick out of his misery. ‘Everyone, chill. It was me. I still had her email address so I invited her.’

			‘Jennifer Emilia de la Fuente!’ Tiffany screeched. ‘What the fuck were you thinking?’

			Jen crossed her arms defiantly. ‘It’s been nearly four years. We’re not dumb teens anymore. It’s time to move on.’ She gestured to the cabin and the surrounding trees. ‘If we’re saying goodbye to this place, we have to let bygones be bygones.’

			Patrick, Jason and Mikey looked suitably chastened, but Tiffany’s lips had thinned into a hard line. That girl could hold onto a grudge as tightly as Jason could carry a football. Jen glanced in the direction Carrie had run off. ‘Shit. Someone should go after her. It’s pretty
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