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			Katie Bohn is a communications specialist by day and a fiction writer by night. Located in Pennsylvania, USA, she writes about love and all the mysteries that go along with it. In her spare time, she enjoys spending time with her husband and son, as well as being bossed around by her cat.
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			Prologue

			People.com — Hush Little Baby director denies rumors of on-set drama

			 

			“Any time you’re filming a movie with such high emotional stakes, it can take its toll on the actors. But fighting amongst the cast? A hostile work environment? Absolutely not.”

			 

			TMZ.com — Diane Benét: “I wouldn’t be caught dead at the premiere!”

			 

			Diane Benét, lead actress of the highly anticipated finale to the Along Came a Spider trilogy, was recently quoted saying she won’t be attending the film’s premiere amid rumored drama.

			 

			PageSix.com — Hush Little Baby set a “total shitshow nightmare,” says co-star

			 

			In a now-deleted TikTok, actress Gianna Moretti claimed that rumors of in-fighting on set aren’t just true but actually an understatement.

			

		

	
		
			

			Chapter One

			“Ma’am, your luggage is vibrating.”

			I ignore the TSA agent. My eyes are glued to my e-reader, where the kidnapped princess and her captor have just discovered there’s only one bed in the tavern room they’re renting for the night. I’m busy.

			The agent clears his throat. “Ma’am, this is serious.”

			I doubt it but lift my eyes anyway. “What’s the problem?”

			“I need to search your luggage.”

			I turn my attention to my carry-on, which is indeed persistently buzzing.

			“Oh. That’s just—”

			But the pale red-haired man who looks scarcely old enough to be out of college is already reaching confidently for my bag. I want to save him from the embarrassment, but arguing with a TSA agent is a one-way ticket to a no-fly list, so I stand back and watch instead. He makes a show of hauling the bag off the conveyor belt and snapping on a pair of blue latex gloves before reaching for the zipper.

			

			Clearly, he means business.

			The buzzing intensifies as the agent pulls out my makeup tote, a folded stack of loungewear and a silk robe. Finally identifying the source of the commotion, he grabs it and lifts it in victory, the curved magenta shaft vibrating wildly in his hand.

			In my defense, if I’d packed it in my suitcase and it went missing in transit, then where would I be? Up the creek without a dildo.

			It takes the agent a beat to realize what he’s holding but by then it’s too late—he’s standing in the middle of LAX waving a vibrator like a prize he just won at the state fair.

			“At least you’re wearing gloves,” I offer helpfully.

			“I’ll just . . .” Face red, he fumbles with it, desperately searching for the off switch as other travelers start to look our way. He, perhaps unsurprisingly, can’t find the button.

			I reach out a hand. “May I?”

			He wordlessly hands it over and I give the base a good twist, cutting off the buzzing for good. His blood pressure appears to drop by about ten points.

			“Does that clear everything up?” I ask, dropping the toy back into the carry-on.

			“Um, yes, I think so.” He doesn’t meet my eyes as he hurries to repack my makeup and loungewear. “You’re good to go.”

			“Thanks!” I blow him a kiss. “And sorry about that. Usually, I get a guy’s name before he handles my hardware.” Without a second glance, I sling the bag over my shoulder and stride away.

			

			Making my way through the throngs of people, I pull out my phone and tap open TikTok.

			“Hey, guys.” I put on a megawatt smile for my followers. “Fit check for the airplane.” I angle the camera to get my outfit—yoga pants, a cropped tank top, and a slouchy sweater because these planes get cold—into the frame.

			Next to me, a man sporting an expensive-looking fitted suit and tiny wireframe glasses looks startled. I used to feel self-conscious filming content in public, but now it’s second nature. Giving him a small smile of apology, I turn back to my phone and continue.

			“I can’t give away where I’m headed—it’s a top-secret destination—but I promise I’ll be back soon. I wouldn’t miss Monday for the world.” I give the camera a cheeky wink and blow a kiss before stopping the video.

			As I make my way to the gate, I quickly upload the video before boarding the plane that will fly me across the country. I squeeze down the aisle, pausing to help a harried-looking woman juggling two toddlers and an overflowing diaper bag before settling into my own seat. Within moments, my neck pillow is on, ear plugs are in, and e-reader is in hand. The intercom crackles to life as we start to taxi across the pavement, and by some small miracle, our takeoff is right on time.

			As a Hollywood makeup artist, I’m used to long flights zipping me from one production to another. But I’m unusually antsy as we jettison across the US, the Rocky Mountains falling away beneath us. I try to focus on my book, but even the princess’s captor telling her she’s a “good girl” in the middle of their sex scene fails to distract me.

			

			Because even though I’m intending to keep this trip strictly professional, the group of people waiting for me at my destination have a history of mixing business with pleasure. And the last time I saw them, we didn’t exactly part on good terms.

			Once the plane lands, I exit the jet bridge and emerge into the airport, which is considerably smaller than LAX. After picking up my suitcase from luggage claim, I scan the crowd, looking for the man I was told would be waiting to escort me to the helicopter for the last leg of my journey. Thankfully, he’s easy to find. Tall, with broad shoulders and a shiny bald head, he’s dressed in a dark suit and holding a sign reading “Mara Moore” in plain, neat type. His expression is hidden behind sunglasses, but he nods tersely as I approach.

			“That’s me.” I stretch out my hand in greeting. “Are you the one whisking me away?”

			He ignores my hand, his mouth unsmiling. “I’m not a pilot.”

			My arm falls limply to my side. Between the TSA agent and this guy, I’m not having very good luck with the men so far on this journey—a concept I’m not terribly familiar with.

			“This way, please.” He takes my luggage and takes off, giving a wide berth to a group of college students that appear to have already started pregaming and a family arguing about whether they have the correct bags or not.

			Hurrying to keep up, I follow him out of the airport and onto a vast expanse of asphalt where a helicopter is waiting. He loads my luggage and helps me climb into the aircraft, finally deigning to touch my hand as he guides me up the steps. Inside, the helicopter is spacious, nothing like the cramped quarters I’ve seen in the movies. It’s downright luxurious: wide, leather seats with champagne waiting in an ice bucket and crystal-clear glasses in cup holders built into the armrests.

			

			That’s it. I need to marry into money.

			I wait to pop the champagne until we’re in the air. It’s perfect, dry and sparkly, and my bloodstream fizzes as it makes its way through my system.

			“Would you like some?” I hold out the bottle to my beefy chaperone.

			“No.”

			“Do I get to know your name or do I need to buy you dinner first?”

			“Todd.”

			“Nice to meet you, Todd.” I take another swig of champagne. “Are you looking forward to this weekend as much as I am? That is to say, not at all?”

			I don’t receive an answer.

			As I stare out the window, I try to convince myself that the trip won’t be so bad. The view is spectacular as we soar over the ocean, the water sparkling and shimmering. And surely the secluded estate on a private island (who actually owns a private island?) will be stunning.

			But soon, even the beauty of the Atlantic and the promise of luxe living for the next two days can’t distract me from the nerves rippling through my stomach.

			Last summer, filming wrapped on Hush Little Baby, the final movie of a horror trilogy I’d worked on since its very beginning. Based on a fairly standard concept—a virus emerges that turns children into cannibalistic zombies—the first two movies were huge successes at the box office even though they weren’t considered high art. The reviews were downright condescending, labeling them as schlocky horror with no real message. But somehow, despite the fact that filming ended in disaster, something magical is happening with the final installment: we’re getting positive buzz. The premiere of Hush Little Baby is a week away, but for the last few months, there have been whispers of award nominations.

			

			As a makeup artist, my part in a movie is over as soon as the last scene wraps. And especially in this case, I was happy to get some distance from the other cast and crew. But a few weeks ago, our director Keith called me for a favor. He wanted to hold a celebratory murder mystery party ahead of the film’s premiere, and could I help out by doing everyone’s hair and makeup? There would be a surprise announcement at the end of the weekend, he teased. It might be worth it to make the trip?

			I hesitated.

			Over the past few weeks, I watched with the rest of the country as drama unfolded during the movie’s press tour. I love gossip as much as (or more than) the next person, but that doesn’t mean I want to directly insert myself into it. More than that, there was the matter of my own private part in the drama: getting dumped by Austin, the movie’s leading man, on the last day on set.

			If you look closely at the scene where he rescues his on-screen wife from the lead zombie’s grip, you’ll notice a giant zit by his temple that wasn’t there in any other scenes. I couldn’t resist.

			The press didn’t pick up on our breakup, thanks to our efforts to keep our relationship top secret. Austin wanted it to stay special, or so he told me. He wanted to keep us in a little bubble, safe from prying eyes. I thought that was sweet until he started dating America’s sweetheart Kayla Aikawa a week after we broke up—and debuted their romance on the cover of People magazine.

			

			So much for keeping relationships in a bubble.

			Needless to say, I wasn’t keen on the idea of seeing him again for Keith’s murder mystery weekend. Somehow, two months of clandestine screwing—and an entire year spent trying to untangle myself from the emotional wreckage—have left me feeling scooped out, like some vital part of me has been sliced clean. Ridiculous! I had a nasty bout of mono in college that lasted longer than our non-relationship.

			And besides, I’m a Cancer. He’s a Leo, for God’s sake. It was never going to work.

			So I told Keith no. I’d prefer to spend that weekend lounging in bed with my cat, eating snacks and rewatching the Twilight movies for the thirty-sixth time, thank you very much. But when Keith told me that Austin wasn’t going to be there, I started to reconsider.

			Thanks to a recent bout of retail therapy, I had a new vintage-inspired bikini that emphasized both my waist and my breasts. (I was convinced they’d gotten bigger since the breakup.) My salon was able to squeeze me in to refresh my hair color at the last minute. (My chocolate-brown tresses require more upkeep than I’m willing to admit.) And a glamorous tropical getaway would give me so many opportunities to film content for my social channels. (With the bonus of showing him how well I was doing without him.)

			Why not take advantage of a free vacation to a private island?

			

			Now, breaking through my reverie, my headphones crackle to life.

			“There she is,” I hear the pilot say in my ear. “Just a few more minutes now.”

			I squint through the window, and sure enough, an island has appeared on the horizon. As we zoom closer, I see that it’s small, covered in sprawling lush jungle. A lavish vacation home with an infinity swimming pool and private helicopter pad are perched near a cliff, with wooden stairs leading down to the beach below. The water is so blue it looks like it’s been photoshopped.

			The entire scene is so Keith: extravagant, unnecessary, and picture-perfect.

			Heading for the landing pad, we start to descend. A small group of people is gathered around the pool, and I press my nose to the glass, eager to see who’s already arrived. I spot Keith right away, and next to him is Diane, one of the film’s lead actresses. She’s decked out in a white linen dress and hat, looking effortlessly chic as per usual. And there, across from them—

			No. My stomach lurches. This can’t be happening.

			Taking a deep, shaking breath, I lean back in my seat, my heart pounding to such an alarming degree that it’s clear I’m having a heart attack. Or stroke. Or other medical emergency that will require immediate hospitalization. Whatever will get me off this island.

			Todd leans in, his eyebrows creased with concern. “Are you alright?”

			All I can manage is a nod. My voice has been sucked out of my body, replaced with an all-consuming panic. Because sitting across from Keith and Diane, reclined in a deck chair with one foot resting on his knee and his hand moving animatedly as he talks, is Austin.

			

			He came after all.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Two

			The helicopter jostles only slightly as it touches down on the helipad, but my stomach feels like it’s been dropped off a cliff, hitting every branch on the way down before plummeting into a briar patch. There’s about a hundred yards between us and the deck, and I can just make out the group craning their necks, eager to see who the next arrival is.

			I’m not ready for this.

			“You have to help me.” I lean forward and grasp Todd’s hands, which are roughly the size of baseball mitts. His eyes widen in surprise—the most expression I’ve seen from him yet—and he gently eases away from my grip.

			“With what?”

			“That’s my ex down there,” I hiss.

			“Who?” Todd grips the back of his seat as he swivels to look out the window. “Didn’t you know he was going to be here?”

			“Keith let that little detail slip,” I say through gritted teeth. “Hence why I can’t face him right now.”

			

			Why did Keith lie to me?

			“Not sure we can do anything about that.” Todd nods to the door, which opens mere milliseconds later.

			The pilot pops his head in, beaming, apparently not noticing my all-encompassing dread. “Alright, folks, we’re ready to disembark! Your luggage is waiting, ma’am, and I’m sure Todd here will be happy to assist you.”

			“Wait, actually—”

			“Hope you enjoyed your flight!” A tiny salute later, he’s gone.

			“You heard the boss.” Todd unbuckles his seatbelt and moves out of the way so I can get out of my own seat. “We gotta get going.”

			Miserable, I climb out of the chopper, the tropical breeze swirling around me as I descend the steps. The air brings hints of salt off the ocean and some vaguely sweet flower, which would be heavenly if only I could enjoy it. My feet hit the heli­pad, the concrete hot beneath my sandals, and I peer around the helicopter, which is currently—thankfully—still between me and the deck.

			The group has apparently lost interest in trying to identify who has just arrived. Keith—a man slightly shorter than average with a head of thick silver hair—and Diane are once again facing away from us, Keith’s arm waving wildly as he talks, probably recounting some grand tale from another film he’s produced. (Or, one he thinks is grand.)

			Austin is relaxed, leaning back on the lounger in his short-sleeved black linen shirt that is unbuttoned halfway to his navel, the tattoos on his arms and chest fully on display. Austin is many things, but modest is not one of them. He runs a hand through his perfectly coiffed hair, so dark it’s almost black, and a singular silver ring flashes in the sunlight. I hate the way my heart squeezes as I take him in for the first time in months, a reflex that disturbs me in its intensity. It’s been a year—much longer than the entirety of our unofficial relationship. I should be well on my way to indifference now, or at least mild disgust.

			

			“This way, please.” Todd hauls up my suitcase and carry-on and moves like he’s about to walk around the helicopter for the path that will take us to the house, which is ridiculous.

			I pull on his arm, yanking him to a stop. “You have to hide me.”

			“Pardon?” His face blanches.

			“Hide! Me!” I grab a handful of his jacket at his shoulder. “Maybe with this?”

			Forty-five seconds later, Todd’s holding my suitcase, I’ve got my carry-on, and both of us have a hand on his jacket, which we’re holding out like a parachute so I can shelter behind it.

			“Ready?” The look behind Todd’s eyes suggests he’s regretting every decision that landed him here.

			“As I’ll ever be.”

			We begin our trek down the path, which leads across a large swathe of grass before branching off. One way leads to the pool deck, where the enemy currently resides, and the other curves around to the front entrance to the house. We move slowly but surely, constantly readjusting Todd’s jacket so I remain hidden from view. I know my logic’s about as solid as a two-year-old’s—if I can’t see them, surely they can’t see me?—but it’s the only option I’ve got.

			

			“What’s going on down there?” Diane yells with a laugh.

			“What do we tell them?” Todd whispers out of the corner of his mouth.

			“Um . . .” I didn’t think that far. “Tell them it’s a surprise.”

			As Todd hollers up to the others, I keep my focus on the ground. The path is paved with seashells mixed in with the cement, and while it’s beautiful, the toes of my sandals keep snagging on errant shell edges.

			“Does the person have a surprise or are they the surprise?” It’s Austin, and the sound of his voice after so long throws me off—emotionally and physically. I try to find my balance, but my sandal snags on another shell and I start to go down.

			“Help!” My voice comes out weak and strangled as I hit the ground.

			Todd is still standing sturdily above me as my carry-on bounces off the path, the force causing the clasp to pop open and spill its contents everywhere. And then, because of course it does, my vibrator rolls across the grass, turning itself on and buzzing along the lawn.

			Why did I have to opt for the model with the easy-twist base?

			“Sorry!” I squeak to Todd before taking the only logical next step: abandoning him and absolutely booking it for the house.

			I scrabble to my feet, ignoring Keith as he hollers from the deck, asking if I’m alright. This is already such a catastrophe. There’s no saving it, and I need out of here asap. My feet slap against the path and my purse knocks against my hip as someone calls, “Is she alright?”

			Just a few more yards. I thud toward the entrance: glass French doors that reach to the second floor under a shady awning. I pound on one of them, hoping someone is inside to greet new guests as they arrive.

			

			The door flies open to reveal Keith, who has somehow made it inside and is smiling at me as though he didn’t just witness the most embarrassing moment of my life.

			“Mara!” Moving to the side, he extends a hand. “Welcome.”

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Three

			“Keith, what the hell?!” I push through the doorframe, bumping into him as I thrust myself into the house. “You said he wouldn’t be here!”

			“Austin? He had a change of plans.”

			“Clearly.”

			Keith arches an eyebrow. “Is that a problem?”

			“I . . .” I study his face, searching for any hint that Keith knows what happened between me and Austin. Now that we’re not together, I don’t see the point in keeping our previous relationship a secret. But I don’t see the point in revealing it, either. “No. It’s not.”

			“Splendid!”

			As my eyes adjust to the dim light inside, I glance around the foyer. There’s a sweeping staircase that curves out of sight to the floor above, and fitted beneath it are twin aquariums, stocked with colorful fish that are swimming lazily. Everything is constructed of warm wood and neutral fabrics—a little boring for my taste, but undeniably serene.

			

			“Wow,” I breathe, temporarily distracted from my toe-curling embarrassment. “This place is beautiful.”

			“Thank you!” Keith beams. “Let me give you the tour before I show you to your room?”

			I want to tell him I can skip it because I’ll be spending the entire weekend in my room, but he looks so pleased at the prospect of showing me around that I can’t bring myself to burst his bubble.

			Even if he did blindside me with Austin, which I’m still not convinced was a mistake.

			“That’d be wonderful,” I say. “Show me everything.”

			As Keith leads me out of the foyer and deeper into the first floor, I’m slightly breathless at the sheer beauty of the villa. Coming from a family that could barely scrape together rent for a rundown two-bedroom apartment, the thought of someone buying a private island had originally seemed preposterous to me. But taking in our ostentatiously luxurious surroundings, I think that whatever Keith paid for it—and I’m sure it was an exorbitant amount—it may have been worth it.

			Or, at least almost worth it.

			The open-plan ground floor is airy and spacious, with the kitchen tucked into one corner and the dining space and living area melding together. The decor is eclectic—an elegant dining table and chairs mixed effortlessly with rattan lounge chairs and colorful rugs. The entire back side of the house consists of slatted wooden doors that look like they slide open to reveal the view, with access to the wraparound balcony I spied from the helicopter.

			

			It’s only when stepping through one of these doors that I realize the floor we’re on is actually the second floor—below us is the ground floor, which opens up to the infinity pool and various decks, patios, and areas for entertaining. The view is stunning, with the ocean in the background, waves gently lapping the shore. I swear I even see a dolphin jumping through the surf. The entire property has clearly been designed to be as soothing as possible, with its trickling fountains, non-pretentious furnishings, and ocean breezes. I feel it working—my heart rate has slowed much quicker since my catastrophic arrival than it normally would.

			Still, reality slowly seeps back in: I’m trapped on a private island that is impossibly beautiful, yes, but my ex-boyfriend is also here. And I have no way out for forty-eight hours.

			My anxiety once again building, I retrieve my phone from my bag while Keith is busy explaining the schedule for the weekend. I catch mentions of an elaborate kick-off dinner, a full day of murder mystery sleuthing tomorrow (thank God I won’t be participating in that), and yet another reference to his special announcement, but I’m too distracted to fully focus.

			Nodding to make Keith think I’m still listening, I pull up my text thread with my friend Quinn, desperate for her guidance. To the rest of the world, she’s our generation’s ultimate scream queen—the star of the best horror movies of the past decade and future auteur once she makes her directorial debut.

			But to me, she’s my best friend, my partner in crime, and—right now—my only lifeline.

			 

			Mara: SOS. Austin is here.

			Quinn: WHAT? On the island?

			

			Mara: No, on the bottom of the ocean.

			Quinn: Get out of there, girl! Do you need backup? I’ll book a flight.

			 

			Keith is looking at me expectantly, my inattention now too obvious to miss, so I quickly type out a response telling Quinn that won’t be necessary and I’ll talk to her later, and I slip my device back in my bag.

			“Your room is on the upper floor, if you’d like to follow me?”

			“Of course.” I smile, praying there won’t be a pop quiz later on whatever I missed while I was busy texting Quinn.

			Keith nods, satisfied, and leads me back toward the stairs. We walk up the curved staircase and into the upstairs hall, where he leads me to the third door on the right. He twists the doorknob and pushes it open gently.

			“I’m sure you’re exhausted from traveling, so please make yourself comfortable,” he says. “But tonight’s schedule is a bit tight, I’m afraid.”

			“No worries.” I jump onto the bed, testing its softness. It’s plush. “When do you need everyone dolled up by?”

			“Dinner will be served at eight, and our little game”—his eyebrows jump in anticipation—“will begin at nine.”

			“I can have everyone made up by seven thirty.” I glance at my phone—it’s already five thirty. Time will be tight, but I’ve worked under tighter timelines before.

			“Wonderful.” Keith beams.

			“Of course.” And you lied to me to make sure you got it, I can’t help but think.

			Downstairs, the doorbell rings. Keith makes it two steps into the hallway before abruptly turning back around.

			

			“Oh! One more thing. I need your phone.”

			I stare at him blankly. “My phone?”

			“Yes. I’ll be taking everyone’s devices while the game is in progress. You’ll get it back, obviously, at the end of the weekend.”

			I pull out my phone, slowly, hesitantly. “Why?”

			An inscrutable look passes across his face. “I don’t want anyone distracted.”

			Still uneasy, I hand it over and Keith takes it with a smile. For a split second, I have the urge to snatch it back, but I somehow manage to control myself.

			“But can I have it back early? I need it to prepare for a work thing on Monday.”

			“A work thing?” Keith frowns. “Another movie already?”

			I shake my head. “Something new. Maybe I’ll make my own special announcement this weekend.”

			“Alright.” He smiles tightly as he turns to leave. “I’ll see you soon.”

			Watching him retreat down the stairs, my lingering feeling of trepidation morphs into full-on dread. It’s one thing to be cut off from my social media and phone contacts, it’s another to be very alone on an island with no means of escape.

			What would we do in an emergency if we had no way to call for help?

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Four

			I dump my suitcase on the floor, pawing through the clothes that tumble out. My airplane outfit was cute enough when I thought Austin would be thousands of miles away, but now that we’re on the same tiny island in the middle of the ocean, it will definitely not do.

			My options laid out in front of me, I still struggle to make a decision. Should I go with the breezy linen two-piece, for a casual “I can’t be bothered to care about you” vibe, or a body-clinging sundress, for something a little sluttier?

			Not for the first time since I barricaded myself in this room, I catch myself reaching for my phone, wishing I could send a photo to Quinn to ask for her opinion. I know that wherever Keith’s taken it, it will be filled with messages from her, telling me exactly how I should handle being around Austin. And when I don’t answer those, chiding me for ignoring her. I’m desperate for the support, as well as the many insults about Austin I’m sure she’s lobbing on my behalf.

			

			And even in the midst of my current sartorial and relationship crises, I also catch myself wishing I could snap some photos for my social media: the gorgeous ocean vista or the vase of lush tropical flowers on the desk under the window. It’s become part of my brand—not just sharing makeup and outfit inspo, but building a loyal following by allowing them little glimpses into my life.

			These little moments of authenticity have become vital to maintaining my ten million followers, an audience that began almost entirely accidentally.

			Reeling from a strange first date a couple of years ago, I set up my camera to film as I removed my makeup layer by layer and told the story of an evening gone horribly awry. The woman was lovely and I’d been already planning our second date in my head when I started to notice that her laugh sounded awfully familiar. It wasn’t until she started talking about her family that I realized I’d been on a date with her twin brother just a few weeks before. I knew it wasn’t actually incestual, but it somehow still felt like it was.

			The post went viral overnight. I woke up to hundreds of new followers and comments asking not only about my date, but also how they could achieve the makeup look I’d been sporting at the beginning of the video. I filmed a quick tutorial and was stunned when it, too, got a staggering number of views.

			Once I started posting regularly, my following grew at an exponential rate. Of course, there were some missteps along the way. Posting a collab with a reality TV contestant who was cancelled for kicking a pelican on her last episode definitely cost me a few followers. (In her defence, that pelican was definitely out to get her.) But still, the positive growth far outweighed any stumbles. After a year, brand deals started trickling in, and last summer I started my most exciting project yet.

			

			Coincidentally, the culmination of all that work will be happening Monday, the day after I get home from this trip.

			So yes, I’m looking forward to putting this weekend behind me, in every sense.

			Refocusing on the dilemma at hand, I decide on a third option: a baby tee paired with a flowy maxi skirt. Cute, but not trying too hard. I’ve just finished pulling on the skirt when my door opens a crack.

			“Knock, knock.” Diane pops her head into my room. I glance at the clock on the nightstand—it’s six on the dot. Diane’s right on schedule, as always.

			“Ready for me?” she asks.

			I motion toward the spare chair. “Come on in.” Considering how things went the last time I saw everyone, I figured she’d be the most neutral way to start the evening. If any of us could forget the drama and put on a professional front, my bet would be on Diane. Out of all of us, she’s been in the industry the longest, with a list of award nominations long enough to rival Meryl Streep’s.

			True to form, Diane breezes in and sits down, smiling pleasantly as though the group of us gathered here on an island is perfectly normal and not a recipe for disaster.

			I grab a wipe, ready to remove the little makeup she’s already wearing. “Ready for this?”

			“As I’ll ever be.” She looks at me wryly. “This announcement better be worth it.”

			

			I get to work. I’ve got a rom-com playing on the TV behind us just like I used to do on set in my makeup trailer. Reese Witherspoon is yelling at her ex, her voice slipping into a Southern accent the madder she gets. He’s giving it right back, even though it’s obvious that by the end of the movie, they’ll realize they belong together.

			I’ve seen Sweet Home Alabama so many times I can still see it playing in my mind as I focus on applying primer to Diane’s already flawless skin. The familiarity is comforting, helping me shut out everything else and focus on my task at hand.

			“Any idea what the announcement might be?” I sneak a glance at her as I reach for some concealer. Given her and Keith’s coziness on set and rumors of a romance between them, I’m curious if she has intel that the rest of us don’t.

			Diane exhales through her nose, which is the closest I’ve ever seen to a laugh from her. I’ve been her makeup artist for the past two years, but I’ve never been treated to a full-on chuckle. “Not a clue.”

			“It’s something to do with the movie, I’m assuming?”

			“Must be.” She presses her lips closed, and I wait for her to elaborate, but she doesn’t. It’s another virtue of hers: an unwillingness to gossip. I respect it, even if it’s very unhelpful to me.

			Disappointed but unsurprised that I can’t squeeze any information from her, I finish her makeup and send her on her way. She slips out of the room as smoothly as she entered, closing the door behind her on the way out.

			Waiting for my next victim, I turn back to the movie and watch as the main characters reminisce about their past in the moonlight, sharing a kiss before they break it off. These are my favorite moments in rom-coms: the push and pull of tension before the two main characters realize they’re actually perfect for each other. I’ve seen them all a hundred times, but they never get old.

			

			Love and security may have evaded me for most of my life, but rom-coms? They always deliver the warm and fuzzies.

			Footsteps approach down the hall. I spin away from the TV and back to my dressing table, piled high with all my favorite products. According to the schedule, it should be Gianna, another of the trilogy’s star actors. She’s another person I’m anxious to see again—we may have bonded over the course of the three movies, but we didn’t exactly leave on good terms.

			“Hey, girl!” I call over my shoulder, as though I have nothing to be worried about at all. Fairly new to the industry, Gianna is always anxious about looking absolutely perfect, which isn’t difficult given her bone structure. I double-check the bottle of foundation in my hand, making sure I grabbed the right one. Thankfully, doing someone’s makeup is like riding a bike. Once you find the perfect shade, you don’t forget.

			“Long time no see,” I call over my shoulder at the knock on the door, my back still turned. “How have you been?”

			“Pretty well, kind of you to ask.” But it isn’t Gianna’s New Jersey accent that I hear—the voice is deep, slightly raspy, and familiar in a way that is not at all welcome.

			Austin. There’s no missing that honey-rich tone and general air of superiority.

			Irritated, I toss Gianna’s foundation back on the tray. It’s so typical of Austin to expect others to adapt to his schedule. If I didn’t know better, I’d say he was doing it on purpose to piss me off as much as possible.

			

			And if that’s the case, bring it on.

			“One second!” I reach over to the nightstand and grab my perfume. It’s a fruity vanilla, a blend that was always his favorite. In fact, he credited it with making him want to kiss me for the first time. I might not want him to kiss me now, but I’ll do anything that might give me the upper hand.

			I give myself a few good spritzes before calling, “Come in!”

			The door creaks open.

			Despite my attempts to control my physiological response, seeing Austin up close after all this time makes my heart stutter. He holds himself with a self-confidence I can only assume comes from growing up rich—easy and assured, like he’s never questioned his place in the world. His thick dark hair is all twisted and mussed, like he’s been twining his fingers through it. And the sleeves of his linen shirt are rolled up, putting his muscled forearms on full display, which is very slutty of him.

			In short, he looks exactly the same.

			“It’s Gianna’s turn.” I focus on straightening up my makeshift workstation, an excuse not to look him in the eye. “You can come back when I’m finished with her.”

			“Hello to you too.” He smirks, crossing his arms and leaning against the doorway like he plans to stay a while.

			I ball my hand into a fist and rest it on my hip, waiting for him to explain why he’s here.

			“I just wanted to say hi. And that I hope this weekend doesn’t have to be weird.”

			“Why would it be weird?”

			“Mara, please.” One side of his mouth quirks, like he knows I’m full of shit. “‘Normal’ isn’t the word I’d use for your entrance earlier.”

			

			Flinching at the sound of my name in his mouth, my cheeks heat at the memory of me and my most private possession spilling onto the lawn. I really need to remember to apologize to Todd for that one.

			“That was just a little game we play.”

			“Oh, really? You and your close personal friend, Todd?”

			“Yes. How would you know who my friends are these days?”

			He doesn’t take the bait. “I know it might have been a shock to see me here—”

			“That wasn’t the problem.” I say it so quickly and with such conviction that I almost make myself believe this is true. There’s nothing I want less than for Austin to know how much his presence rattled me.

			“Fine.” Austin sighs, like deigning to have this conversation with me is a waste of his time. “You know, I’m really just trying to do the right thing here.”

			I can’t help myself. I burst out laughing. “Now you’re trying to do the right thing?”

			He has the audacity to look like he doesn’t know what I’m talking about. “Yes, I’m here checking on you, that’s what I said.”

			He seems oblivious to how absurd this sounds after not once inquiring about my well-being over the past year.

			This. Mother. Fucker.

			“Well, you checked. And I’m fine. So you can be on your way with a clear conscience and come back when it’s your turn.”

			“Fine.” His blue eyes, usually a clear blue gray, turn stormy. “And that actually won’t be necessary.”

			

			“What won’t?”

			“Your”—he motions to my pile of makeup—“services.”

			The truth is, he’s probably right. I’ve always liked him better without. Makeup, even applied with a light hand, has the tendency to dull his sharp edges, take his features from charmingly rugged to something verging on a little too pretty. Which, for the record, the vast majority of people attracted to men seem to be a fan of. But I always liked his roughness, appreciated the version of him that only I got to see.

			Not that he had to know that.

			I shrug. “If you say so.” I spot a tiny red mark on the side of his nose, a blemish that’s only a day or two away from fading. Something that no one else will notice, and even if they do, won’t pay any mind to. But I fixate on it anyway, make sure Austin sees me staring.

			Sure enough, his hand flies to his face. “I mean, I guess you can. If you want to.”

			“Up to you. I just know Keith has . . . high standards.”

			This does the trick. Austin’s eyes narrow but he makes his way to the chair that I’ve set up near the bed. I rifle through my concealer collection, annoyed that I remember his shade and know to grab one darker because he’s gotten a tan in the warmer months. It feels like a victory, getting him into the makeup chair. But now I have to actually sit across from him, so close I can feel his breath.

			I ignore this, the intimacy, as I make quick work of wiping his skin with a makeup wipe. I feel his eyes on me, his breath tickling my face, his mouth just inches away.

			“What?” I finally ask.

			

			“How have you been?” His eyes and voice are softer now, making me want to soften, too. As I grab some concealer and start to dab on the creamy liquid, I remind myself why I can’t.

			“Great!” But I overshoot and my voice is too loud, too cheery. I take a deep breath, trying to sound more normal. “I’ve been great. Working. Traveling. Dating.”

			That last one is a lie. Still, honesty isn’t going to be my best policy this weekend.

			“That’s fantastic.” He clears his throat. “And, about Kayla . . .”

			Oh, God. My stomach clenches and I stiffen at the mention of his new girlfriend, my hand pausing where I’d been dabbing foundation along his jawline. I can’t stand the idea of him pandering to me, trying to make me feel better about him dumping me for her. I force my body to relax and finish brushing the sponge along his skin.

			“She seems lovely.” I grab for the finishing spray. “I’m really happy for you guys.”

			“Oh. Alright then.” He notices the bottle and grimaces in disgust. “Do we have to use that? It makes me sneeze.”

			“Yes.”

			“But—”

			I pull the trigger on the nozzle, sending a cloud of mist onto his face and directly into his mouth, triggering a coughing fit.

			“I thought you said it made you sneeze?”

			“You’re ridiculous.” He stands up to go, still struggling to calm his breathing. “I assumed we could be adults about this.”

			I blink innocently. “We can. I just know how much you enjoy playing games. Especially ones with secrets.”

			Austin’s about to reply when a vibration comes from his pants pocket. He pulls out his phone, the screen filled with the name “Kayla”.

			

			I frown. “You’re not supposed to have that.”

			“Keith knew I was waiting for this.” Without another glance my way, he answers the call as he leaves the room. “Hey, thanks for calling . . .”

			As soon as he’s gone, I collapse onto the bed. I’m suddenly exhausted, like I’ve been crying for hours when really it has just been one excruciating fifteen-minute conversation. I let myself relax back onto the pillows, letting my eyes fall close.

			Another knock on the door.

			“That better be you, Gianna, because if it’s someone else, I swear—”

			“It’s Keith!” The voice calls out.

			“Oh. One second.” I peel myself up from the bed and pad across the room. Maybe he wants the party to start earlier than planned? But he looks anxious when I open the door.

			“There’s been a snag in the plan,” he blurts out, wringing his hands. “Gianna isn’t feeling well.”

			Well, that would explain why she’s twenty minutes late.

			“Is she ok?”

			“Oh yes, she’s fine.” Keith waves away my concern. “She just doesn’t feel up to the evening’s festivities.”

			“That’s too bad.”

			“Yes, well . . . That means we’re down one of the players for the murder mystery game. Which is really not ideal. Would you be willing to fill in for her?”

			“What?” Visions of my plans for the night—another movie on the TV, more romance novels on my e-reader, and ignoring the existence of everyone downstairs—flit through my mind. “No, I—”

			

			“Great!” Keith hands me a rumpled mass of fabric that I assume is a costume. “Thanks so much!”

			“Wait—”

			“Dinner starts at eight, remember!”

			Then the door slams shut and he’s gone.

			 

			I stare at the mirror, studying the candy-red curve of my lips. Hmm. It’s not quite right. I grab a makeup wipe and remove the rich pigment, replacing it with a deeper, vampier wine red.

			There. Perfect.

			At first, I was dismayed at the prospect of spending the evening playing Keith’s little murder mystery game instead of lounging in my pajamas and cracking open a new romance novel. Have I already burned through two this week? Yes. Is there always time for another one? Also yes.

			But as I step out of my skirt, pull off my tee, and change into my costume for the evening, I feel a tug of excitement. The costume is perfect: the black dress hugs my curves like a second skin and even comes with a flirty apron for an added touch. I add a pair of killer strappy black heels that I’ve brought along, and the look is complete. (I remind myself to flaunt this detail to Quinn later—she always accuses me of overpacking on trips.)

			Besides, I’m an ace at solving mysteries. I totally called the twist in The Sixth Sense when Quinn made me watch it for the first time when I was twenty-five. She claims I absorbed it through the zeitgeist, but I know I’m just that good at reading between the lines.

			

			What better way to show Austin how great I’m doing than by looking fantastic, ignoring him the entire night, and winning the mystery game? I just have to avoid falling into his typical traps: no flirty banter, no close proximity, no rehashing things from the past. Easy.

			Heading for the door, I move through the space Austin occupied and catch a wisp of his cologne. As the scent of bergamot and leather hits my nose, I’m transported to the day we met. It sweeps me back to memories of stolen moments on set and nights languishing in his hotel room.

			Not for the first time, a question flits through my mind: how on earth did we get here?

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Five

			Three Years Ago

			The children are coming.

			Their screams are faint at first, a dim whine that could be mistaken for the droning traffic of a busy LA afternoon. But then they round the corner and pour down the street, a scrambling mass of tiny whirling limbs and gaping mouths. One little girl in overalls windmills her arms as she gnashes her teeth, two bouncing pigtails on each side of her head tempering the terrifying sight. A boy of perhaps seven trails behind the group, arms extended as he staggers down the asphalt in his tee-shirt and gym shorts. I wonder if he’s confused “zombie” with “Frankenstein”.

			Leading the pack, running in terror, is a lone adult man in jeans and a black leather jacket, glancing over his shoulder as his feet pound the pavement. He reaches up to wipe the sweat from his face, the hot summer sun beating down, and completely erases the jagged wound on his forehead in the process.

			

			“Cut!” Keith pops up from behind the camera, pinching the bridge of his nose. “Austin, are you aware that you’re removing your makeup every time you do that?”

			“Sorry, man, it’s just so damn hot out.” Austin grinds to a stop, the swarm of zombie children continuing their mad dash down the street. “Sweat keeps running in my eyes.”

			Keith motions to one of the PAs, who looks like they’re going to cry before dashing off to once again corral the
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