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			Prologue 
(Otto)
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			My imagination—or rather, my current lack thereof—is a curse.

			Just after midnight, I brew a cup of coffee, resigning myself to another sleepless night. I feel as though my latest film script has gained sentience; it argues with me, shaking off my words like droplets of rain. Every sentence I tap out on my Smith-Corona typewriter ends up balled up on the floor, kicked under the couch, or launched into the dark corners of my study. I don’t dare throw them away; it would be like lobbing off the head of the Hydra. I imagine drowning under the weight of millions of paper balls, made heavy with half-sentences and diatribes.

			I drink my coffee black, letting the bitterness settle on the back of my tongue. Then, I chase it with a drag from my menthol cigarette. The caffeine and nicotine in concert make my fingers tingle, and I flex them above the keys.

			Write!

			But I can’t bring myself to make a single keystroke. The ink will only ruin the page—a blemish that, once made, I can’t wipe away. I unravel one of the most recent castaways still on the desktop, reading:

			It was a dark and stormy night. Daphne felt uneasy...

			“Unimaginative dreck,” I grumble. If I give MGM a prosaic, run-of-the-mill flick, I’ll be finished. They expect excellence. I’ve delivered it before. I glare at the statuette sitting above my mantle, the crackling fire turning its slim, gold-plated body into a beacon. My name adorns the base: Otto J. Lang, Best Director, Crazed (1946).

			I should have been mediocre. It will hurt terribly to fall from this great height. I stub out my cigarette in my amber-colored ashtray, adding the filter to the pile.

			I should take a walk.

			Yes, that will help. Surely, it will shake the cobwebs loose. I just need a change of scenery. I’ve been staring at the blank page for far too long, under the disdainful eye of Oscar. I should take advantage of all of the tools at my disposal, shouldn’t I?

			Typically, when I tell industry cohorts that I live an hour outside of Los Angeles, I am met with wide eyes and wrinkled brows. They are all firmly rooted in the city, toiling away in vermin-infested apartments, just in case they get the opportunity to boast I live just five minutes from Hollywood and Highlands. But I prefer the solitude of the Santa Ana Mountains.

			In L.A. proper, I felt small, trodden upon by hundreds of others vying for my position. But in Black Star Canyon, it’s just me, myself, and I. When I walk the dirt paths, packed firm by the hooves of cattle, I often don’t see a single soul—especially at nighttime. The ranchers who work the rugged landscape go to bed before the sun goes down.

			I walk for a mile uphill. It feels good to pant, to toil in a purely physical way. The trail becomes indistinct up here; the ranchers tend to stay down in the basin, where their animals won’t twist an ankle or fall into a crevasse. Tall California buckwheat plants brush against my legs, and I can’t help but think of rattlesnakes even though I know they are sleeping in their burrows.

			Enormous limestone boulders mark the entrance to a long-abandoned silver mine, and I clamber up onto one of them to get an unobstructed view of the night sky. Some of the bored teenagers who live out here have carved graffiti into the soft rock. I trace a lopsided skull and crossbones, initials encased within a valentine heart, and a Killroy whose oblong nose has been altered into an elephant’s trunk.

			The stars above are numerous and impossibly bright; in the canyon, there is no pollution to obfuscate them. If I screw my eyes up just right, I can find Ursa Major, the great ladle in the sky. I imagine it stirring up the other constellations as though they are in a large pot, tangling Cassiopeia with Centaurus.

			Suddenly, I hear a low growl in the distance. It must be the wind whipping down the mountain. I’ve lived out here long enough to hear the wind scream, the earth groan, and the sage scrub whisper.

			“Hello?” I call, immediately feeling foolish. My voice echoes. Hello-lo-o. Of course, no one answers. I’m utterly alone.

			But now, my solitude feels reckless. I can’t help but think of the stories that persist about the canyon: murders, massacres, and mayhem. This land harbors ghosts. I’m not entirely sure whether I believe any of the tales of hauntings, but the growl sounded genuine enough.

			I head home, keeping my eyes on the tiny light deep in the canyon’s basin. It’s the porchlight of my cabin—my north star. In my peripheral vision, the amorphous shadows seem to take shape, resembling the hulking grizzlies that once made this region their home. There are no bears in the canyon, I soothe myself. Not anymore. Still, I break into a jog and reach the established cattle trail in half the time.

			My porchlight grows brighter. Nearly there.

			I pass the sign for the Atkins’ Ranch and consider making a beeline down their winding driveway. But what would I possibly say? I can’t be sure I’m being followed. They’ll just see me as a city slicker, out of his depth, balking at shadows like a horse too green to be under saddle.

			Instead, I continue on my way, hurrying past fields of dozing long-horned cattle. They would bolt if there was a predator nearby, wouldn’t they? I let out a shaky breath and, with it, a nervous laugh.

			My cabin is just west of the Atkins’ property and butts up against a small crater lake. When I hear the water lapping against the bank, I finally slow my pace. But as soon as I step into the porchlight’s warm glow, the light blinks out. Startled, I yelp.

			Plunged into darkness, I dimly hear the tinkling of glass. “Hello?” I call, hesitantly inching forward. No one answers, of course; there’s no one there. The bulb simply overheated; that’s all. I climb the porch steps and fumble amidst the inky blackness for the doorknob. Glass crunches beneath the soles of my hiking shoes.

			I’d left the door unlocked, as is the custom out here. “We’re all friends in the sticks,” Lionel Atkins had told me just after I bought the property, his ropy arms resting on the fence rail, “and we ain’t thieves, besides.”

			Just as I open it, the growl sounds again. It’s closer now, reverberating through my chest wall. With a strangled shout, I throw myself through the threshold, slamming the door shut behind me.

			For a long moment, everything is still. I stand on the braided rug in the foyer, panting. Then, the doorknob jiggles. “Who’s there?” I shout, sliding the deadbolt as the knob begins to slowly turn.

			“I have a gun!” I add as an afterthought. It’s a lie—I have nothing of the sort, just a Louisville slugger and a dull Bowie knife.

			The doorknob stops, mid-turn. Then, laughter comes from the other side of the door. There are several voices: a boisterous guffaw, a tinkling titter, and a muffled snigger. It’s an ostensibly human sound but makes me feel more on edge than the growl. Animals are dangerous. Humans, conversely, are cruel.

			“Get off my property,” I yell. I rush to my bedroom and pull the baseball bat from under the bed. Slowly, I inch back toward the foyer, turning lights off as I go. If I can’t see them, I don’t want them to see me either.

			It’s not lost on me that I wrote a scene just like this in Crazed. In it, the female protagonist dances in the mirror, wearing only panties, her only companion a bottle of Prosecco. Throughout the scene, she is unaware that the killer is standing on the terrace, knife in hand. He can see every inch of her. But to her, he’s just a shade among shadows.

			In the living room, I turn off the green banker’s lamp upon the desk. The rotary phone sits beside the typewriter, and I turn the dial to call the Atkins’ residence. Lionel has a double-barreled shotgun mounted above his fireplace.

			“Is it loaded?” I had asked him, curious.

			“What good is it, otherwise?” He had laughed, taking it down to show me the Winchester brass inside. He let me hold it, and I was struck by how heavy it was.

			The phone rings, and rings. No one picks up. “Shit!” I groan, dropping the receiver back onto the cradle. I consider calling the police, but they are miles away.

			I can still faintly hear the chortling outside; it seems to come from every direction, as though they are surrounding the cabin. How many are there? I readjust my grip on the baseball bat’s tape-wrapped handle, my palms slick with sweat. I haven’t been in a fight since high school when Jake Crawford broke my nose and left me spitting teeth onto the sidewalk. Surely, I can’t take on the intruders if they breach the locked door or break a window.

			Something scrapes against the nearby bay window. At first, I think it was only the branch of the looming Coastal Oak tree. Its thick, contorted trunk curves toward the awning, its branches draped across the rooftop like a lover’s arms. I’ve been meaning to hire someone to cut it back before it damages the shingles.

			But then, someone whispers, “I see you.” It’s a raspy voice, as though the speaker has swollen tonsils. It makes my skin crawl. I wrench the curtains across the glass, too frightened to search for the speaker in the velvety blackness.

			Then, the howling starts. They are taunting me, pretending to be wolves. The person outside the window barks loudly before picking up the chorus.

			My only feasible option is to hide. Clearly, these people are unhinged. I retreat to the bedroom and wedge myself into the cluttered wardrobe. Sandwiched between an ironing board and a gaggle of moth-infested winter coats, I try to calm my panting. I’m far too tall for the space, and I have to slouch, my chin against my sternum. The bat dangles from my right hand, the cool metal resting against my naked calf. In the dark, I quickly lose track of time. My muscles go stiff. Pins and needles coarse through my extremities. I wonder if this is what it feels like to be buried alive.

			After a while, I realize that the howls and tapping have stopped. I squeeze my eyes shut, as though it will enhance my hearing. It’s quiet. They must have moved on, bored of tormenting me. Mustering what remains of my courage, I ease open the door a sliver, a foot, and then the remainder of the way. No one jumps from the shadows to accost me, nor does the racket outside start up again.

			I walk stiff legged through the cabin, bat at the ready, finding it quiet. In the living room, I inch back the curtain, peering out. My eyes have adjusted to the dark somewhat, and I can just make out the trunk of the oak tree and, beyond it, the still water of the lake. The yard is empty.

			It was a bunch of dumb kids, I reassure myself. Just kids sowing their wild oats. After all, what else is there to do out here? I think of the graffiti I found, the content immature and silly.

			Just some dumb kids.

			I sink into the desk chair, resting my chin on my palm. As soon as I’m off my feet, fatigue courses though my body, gumming up my defenses. I should stay awake, I should—

			—my chin clunks hard against the desktop, waking me. The sun is up, tendrils of diffused light leaking through the curtain’s waffle knit. My neck spasms; my middle-aged body is not accustomed to sleeping at my desk. As a college-aged man, I would pop up, as refreshed as if I had slept on an innerspring mattress with the most crisp, cool sheets imaginable. Now, I’ll be sore for days. I may as well have been hit by a car.

			I long to crawl into my bed, but first, I need to be certain the interlopers are well and truly gone. Before unlocking the front door, I hesitate. What if they’re outside, waiting for me? Whether it’s bravery, stupidity or exhaustion, I unlock the door and swing it open. I inch through the threshold with the bat at the ready.

			Outside, the air is chilly and as refreshing as a cool bath. Crunch. I look down to find glass from the ruined bulb beneath my feet. The shards seem to sparkle in the half-light of morning. I step off the patio, walking a few feet down the path.

			Then, I find them: footprints in the dirt. They aren’t mine from the night before. I was wearing boots, and when I kneel to get a better look, I see five individual toes. The owner of the print was barefoot—a dangerous, foolhardy thing to be in the land of rattlesnakes and cacti.

			I look for more, walking around the side of the house. Near the oak tree, I find another and wish I hadn’t looked at all. This one isn’t a naked footprint, nor even a boot print. It is a canine’s paw print, except ten times larger. Each of its nails left a deep divot in the soft ground, all longer than my index finger. The howling!

			They weren’t humans at all.

		

	
		
			Chapter One 
(Flora)
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			I’ve never been on an airplane before.

			I gather the courage to ease open the window shade a few hours into the flight and immediately slam it shut again. The dizzying view of the halcyon sky, with its woolly clouds close enough to touch, makes me feel nauseous. I find myself staring at the emesis bag tucked into the seat in front of me. “For your convenience, from your friends at Delta!” is written upon the edge in a jaunty, strangely optimistic script.

			I’m so accustomed to having my feet firmly planted on the ground that being airborne feels like an affront against my very nature. After all, my paws are molded by the terrain upon which I run, my muscles are primed to hunt ground-dwellers, and my keen nose can parse flora from fauna. Up here, all I can smell is stale, recycled air. I find myself rubbing incessantly at the gooseflesh prickling on my arms, fearful that my wolf’s reddish fur will burst forth; she is frightened and wants to run. But there’s nowhere to go.

			Every minute in the air means miles between myself and the pack. It feels like pulling oneself away from magnetic north. Will our connection be broken somewhere over the Midwestern plains? Will it feel like being ripped apart? I groan, pressing the heels of my hands into my eyes. This was a mistake.

			“First time?” the woman sitting beside me asks. Like all of the other passengers, she’s dressed in her Sunday best, though she’s sporting a velveteen sleep mask trimmed with black lace over her eyes. She pulls it up onto her brow, giving me a disdainful look. “You’re fidgeting.”

			“I’m terribly sorry. It’s my first time,” I reply.

			“And you had to choose a cross-country flight?” The woman wrinkles her ski slope nose. Despite her advanced age—her face delineated by deep-set wrinkles—she sits bolt upright, her ankles primly crossed, her hands in her lap. While most of the other passengers are slouching or dozing, she looks as though she is posing for a photograph.

			“I’m moving to Los Angeles,” I say, gripping the armrests as the plane bucks, pummeled by an errant gust of wind. Or is it a sign of impending engine failure? Perhaps a hijacking, rerouting us toward Cuba.

			It’s strange to say the words aloud: I’m moving to Los Angeles! I had thought I would live in Wharton, Virginia until the Grim Reaper knocked upon my door, scythe in hand. Most Whartonites died in the same saltbox house they were born in. I fantasized about leaving, of course, but never spoke the words aloud. It was a lark, that’s all. That was, until I met Carver Merlotte.

			I can tell he’s from the West Coast as soon as he walks into the office, Goyard branded suitcase in hand. There’s something patently modernist about him; form follows function. Every movement is efficient, as though he mapped out the room before entering. Despite the heat and the less-than-reputable lodgings in which he’s found himself, he is dressed in a tan, worsted wool suit jacket with high-waisted, pressed trousers.

			As soon as he approaches the desk, he pulls a business card from his breast pocket and slides it across the countertop as though it’s as valuable as a bundle of hundred dollar bills. “CARVER MERLOTTE, Talent Scout & Agent Extraordinaire” is printed upon the ivory cardstock in block letters.

			Mr. Merlotte shifts from foot to foot as I neatly print his name in the leatherbound ledger. “How long will you be staying with us?” I ask, my pen poised.

			“Just the weekend.” He rests his weathered hands on the countertop, the knuckles thick and swollen. There’s a ring on his finger, the discolored skin seeming to balloon around the gold band. It’s too small, and he’s clearly been wearing it for decades.

			“Do you need two keys?” I ask. “For Mrs. Merlotte?”

			“It’s just me,” he replies, fishing a crumpled pack of Lucky Strikes and a Zippo from his breast pocket. He lights it and takes a drag while I finish filling in the ledger. The smoke makes the air fuzzy until the oscillating fan sweeps it away. He idly examines the hand-painted travel posters tacked to the wall, most of which are for nearby Virginia landmarks: the historic towns of Jamestown and Williamsburg, the naval yard in Norfolk, and the various beaches along the coastline. Most of the posters are outdated, the paper oxidizing and the edges curling away from the cinderblock wall.

			When I hand him the key to room twelve, he makes no move to leave the cramped office. “Say, Flora,” he begins, reading my name tag, “have you ever considered acting before?”

			“Me?” A hot blush creeps up my neck.

			“You have the face for it,” he replies. “The cheekbones of a Gene Tierney and the girl-next-door appeal of a Judy Garland.”

			“How flattering!” I chuckle. “Do you often use that line to chat up young women?”

			“I’m a married man,” he reminds me coolly, flashing the too-tight ring. “For twenty-five years—happily, in fact. I’m an agent and talent scout, as you can see on my card. You might know some of my clients. Have you ever heard of Chantelle Boucher?”

			Chantelle Boucher’s face is plastered on every Marshall Field storefront, advertising her latest fragrance: Fleuriste. This spring, she had a small part in the film Father of the Bride, alongside Spencer Tracy, Joan Bennett, and Elizabeth Taylor. Everyone has heard of her. “I bought her perfume,” I reply.

			“I’m in town to attend the Miss Dogwood Pageant,” Mr. Merlotte explains. “I found Chantelle at a pageant in Lafayette, you know. She got third place; those backwoods goons didn’t see what was so special about her. But I did.” He puffs up his chest, proud.

			“I’m competing in that pageant. I did some community theater as a kid. I played Peaseblossom in A Midsummer Night’s Dream.” I don’t tell him I fainted just after entering stage left, unable to deliver my first word of dialogue in act three. “Ready,” I was meant to say, but only managed “re—” before swooning.

			“Have you ever thought about moving away from here?”

			I’ve always perceived California as a bastion of idealism: dreamy and lustrous, thickly populated by model-types and movie stars. Surely, it is the antithesis of my hometown, which can only be described as “sleepy.” Or rather, “narcoleptic.” Los Angeles, conversely, moves at top speed: luxury vehicles speeding down Route 101, heading toward auditions or premieres at Grauman’s Chinese Theatre; pedestrians speed-walking, hoping to get a table at Ciro’s or The Brown Derby; and fame itself, an amorphous, insatiable monster, chewing up bodies and spitting them out onto the sidewalk.

			I imagine being in the laundromat and looking over to see Ingrid Bergman sorting her socks. Or Orson Welles at the malt counter. Would they become as familiar to me as my friends in Wharton? Oh, hello, Humphrey Bogart, how’s the family?

			Later that night, Ama Chilton adjusts the angle of my chin with the tips of her cool fingers, applying mauve lipstick to my plump lower lip with her free hand. Then, she carefully fills in my Cupid’s bow, her brow furrowing in concentration. “How are you feeling?” my friend asks, retrieving a tissue from the box on the vanity.

			Before I can answer, she places the tissue between my lips, so I can blot the excess product. I obediently close and open my mouth, leaving the perfect impression of my lips on the paper. “Nervous!”

			“I don’t think I’ve ever seen you nervous before a pageant. You look like you’ve swallowed a pill bug.”

			I feel like I have; hot, acidic bile edges up my esophagus, but I swallow it down. I reach for my purse and pull out a packet of antacids. Crunching the chalky, thick tablets between my teeth, I grimace. “It just feels so hinky, knowing someone is watching who could change your life.”

			Ama unscrews the top of the mascara and plunges the wand into and out of the inky black liquid. “Do you really think you’d go?” Her tone is curious, but there’s a tinge of apprehension there too.

			“Oh, I don’t know. It’s a good opportunity, isn’t it?” I reply. Ama sweeps mascara onto my lashes, her upper lip quirked in concentration. “I can’t say I’ve never dreamt of it. Hollywood, I mean. I just don’t know if I have what it takes.”

			“If anyone belongs there, it’s you,” Ama relents.

			A woman in a chiffon gown peeks into the communal dressing room, holding up three well-manicured fingers. Her nails are the color of clotting blood. Curtain call is in three minutes, and all of the contestants must be onstage for the opening number. We’re singing a rendition of The Andrews Sisters’ I Can Dream, Can’t I?

			Ama pops out of her folding chair as if spring-loaded, grabs the can of Liquinet, and douses my pinned curls one last time. Once satisfied with her handiwork, she places her hands on my bony shoulders, leaning down to kiss the top of my head. She meets my eyes in the mirror. “Good luck, Flora,” she murmurs before hurrying out to find her seat in the audience.

			When the contestants are called to the backstage area, I take my place in the chorus line. Through a gap in the heavy curtain, I catch a brief glimpse of the audience before the house lights go down. It is not difficult to find the rotund talent scout; he’s sitting in the front row, his elbows infringing on his seatmates’ armrests. A leatherbound notebook sits upon his lap, and he twirls a pen between his arthritic knuckles.

			The first harmonic notes of the Andrew Sisters’ song begin as the lights dim, and I take a deep breath. When I burst from the curtain, stage right, I sing my line in a clear soprano.

			Carver Merlotte’s self-satisfied smile is as luminescent as a beacon.

			The woman laughs, interrupting my reverie. “Los Angeles? A little slip of a girl like you? Honey, that town will chew you up and spit you out.”

			“What makes you say that?” I ask, the now-familiar churning of my stomach reaching a fever pitch. It’s as though someone is stirring my innards with a large wooden spoon, sloshing bile up my esophagus. It’s been happening regularly since I signed with Mr. Merlotte’s agency, a symptom of uncertainty and anxiety.

			“You have stars in your eyes,” the woman remarks. “Just like I did. But they’ll all blink out in time, and you won’t be able to find your way.”

			“Are you an actress?” I ask. There’s something familiar about her, though I can’t place her. It’s something about her hair—tight grey ringlets with thin coppery strands interlaced throughout. A vague memory washes up, but it is too water-trodden to decipher: a woman’s crooked smile, red curls bouncing, and the intertitle on-screen: What fun!

			“I was, years ago,” she answers.

			A stewardess approaches our section, pushing a drink cart, and my seatmate raises her hand. “Could I get a sidecar, dear? One for my foolish friend too.”

			I open my mouth to protest, but the older woman shushes me. “I was in fifty-odd pictures, playing bit parts. I married a man who was Hollywood royalty, which made me royalty too. But it all inevitably comes to an end, doesn’t it? He cheated on me, and our divorce ruined my career. Not his, of course.”

			The stewardess hands me a cocktail glass, the fluorescent yellow liquid inside sloshing. I take a hesitant sip, mostly out of politeness; I don’t want my seatmate to think I’m ungrateful. “I’m really sorry to hear that,” I reply.

			“It’s all in the past, darling,” the woman says, patting my hand. She takes a glug of her own drink, downing nearly half. I wonder if she’s telling the truth. “But if I were you? I would take the next plane home,” she adds, swiping a bit of dampness off her bee-stung lips.
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			I am met in the terminal by a short woman holding a bit of card stock with my name printed upon it. Her hair is a shocking platinum blond, piled atop her head in a loose chignon. It washes out her face, making her look ill.

			“Flora Wright?” she asks, when I approach, lugging my overstuffed carry-on bag. “I’m Ingrid Parsons, your publicist.” She has to raise her voice to be heard above the din. The terminal is crowded, and all around us travelers reunite with their families or run to find the gate for their connecting flight.

			“I have a publicist?”

			“You have one temporarily,” Ingrid replies. “Carver Merlotte hired me to babysit you.” To babysit me? The thought of having a babysitter feels somewhat demoralizing. But I also feel rudderless. Having someone’s hand to hold is a relief.

			The woman from the plane catches my eye as she passes. A young, harried man carries her bags, having to trot to keep up with her long, elegant strides. “Good luck, Flora,” she calls before disappearing into the deluge of bodies.

			Ingrid’s green eyes bulge. “You know Bernadette Von Fleischer?” she hisses.

			“Yes … well, I mean … no. She sat beside me on the plane. Who is she?” I stand on tiptoes, trying to catch one final glimpse of the woman. But I can’t find her amongst the sea of fedoras and bouffants.

			“She’s only the most infamous actress of the 1920s. She hasn’t worked in ages because she was blacklisted.” Ingrid takes my bag from me. “Come on, kid. We’ve got to get on the road before the Harbor Freeway becomes a parking lot. You’re staying at the Hollywood Roosevelt.”

			I don’t put up a fight when Ingrid calls me “kid.” While she appears no older than I am, she traverses the bustling airport and parking lot with the confidence of a seasoned pro. I follow in her wake, looking around with wide eyes. It’s brighter in California, and the asphalt beneath my heels bakes. Even the air feels different, lacking the humidity that makes Wharton feel like sunbathing beneath a wet blanket.

			In Ingrid’s car, I stare out the window as we merge onto the freeway—a concrete behemoth with eight lanes. It’s mid-construction, fluorescent orange vehicles and crews loitering on the shoulder, seemingly doing nothing at all. “First time?” Ingrid asks, giving me a sidelong look. She’s smoking a cigarette, the window cracked. The
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