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			Chapter One

			“Incoming, Hayley,” my friend Cody Smith whispers in my ear. “Limo alert!”

			I squint into the bright Southern California sun. Cody and I are sitting in a little patch of grass in front of Silver Screen Studios, a movie set in Los Angeles, watching fancy cars roll through the front security gate. In line right now are a red sports car, a silver luxury sedan, and what looks like a monster truck with giant chrome wheels. And then our favorite vehicle, a limousine, waits at the back of the line for the guard to check IDs.

			My friends and I are crazy about limos. They always scream big star.

			“Who do you think is in there?” I whisper to Cody.

			He leans forward, his mop of blond curls falling over his face. “Totally one of the actors on that top secret movie, I bet. Hey, we should follow it! Finally figure out the mystery about the famous actor on set.” He nudges me playfully. “We do need a new mystery to solve…”

			I nudge his shoulder back. “Uh, we have jobs to do, remember?”

			Cody grins. “Fine. Spoil all my fun!”

			We do have jobs to do, though. Cody and I both star in a show called Sadie Solves It, which is about a young sleuth named Sadie—I play her, and Cody plays one of my best friends, Markus. Together with Sadie’s other friend, Kiki—played by my other best friend, Aubrey Rivera—the team has solved a lot of mysteries.

			And these days, life has been imitating art, because there have been a few mysteries at Silver Screen Studios, too. First there was a mysterious ghost. Then came some missing jewels. And guess who solved both of those? Me, Cody, and Aubrey…who isn’t on set yet. She’d better be here soon, though. We’re starting a new episode today.

			Anyway, we’ve done a good job cracking the cases. Aubrey even coined a name for us: the Silver Screen Sleuthios. The name makes me groan, but Aubrey insists it’s perfect. It hasn’t been easy, though. We’ve avoided some scary situations. Also, the creator of our show, Paul, insists that we should be focusing on acting, not solving mysteries. But I think, deep down, he’s happy for our help. We’ve saved our show from being canceled. And we’ve recovered some precious objects and jewels that would have cost the show some money.

			Cody checks his watch. “We have a few minutes before we’re due for the table read. Let’s at least see if we can get a glimpse of who’s in the limo.”

			I nod as the line of cars inches forward. Finally, it’s the limo’s turn. Timothy, the head guard, frowns and asks for ID. After a moment, he nods and waves the limo through.

			“That’s interesting,” I say. “Timothy doesn’t know whoever is in there. It means it isn’t a Silver Screen Studios regular.”

			“So maybe it’s a new star?” Cody squints to try and see through the limo’s tinted windows, but it’s no use. “I wonder what show they’ll be working on?”

			“It could be anyone.” A lot of exciting things happen at Silver Screen Studios besides just our show. An animal program, Animals Extraordinaire, films on the soundstage next to us. Down the way, a famous sitcom that’s been on for almost ten years shoots—I love it when I spot some of the stars in the commissary lunchroom. Walking tours for the public take place every afternoon. And somewhere on this set, a top secret movie is filming—with some really A-list stars. It’s so secret, though, that not even Silver Screen Studios regulars know anything about it.

			As we watch the limo pull beyond the gate, it turns right toward our soundstage, not left toward some of the other stages, where we suspect the top secret movie is shooting.

			I look at Cody. “Is the limo for someone on Sadie?”

			Cody frowns. Most of the actors on Sadie aren’t big enough names to have a driver. Actually…a lot of the actors on the show are my age, so our parents drive us.

			But then Cody brightens. “Wait! There’s a guest star for this episode!”

			“Really? Who?” I recall the scenes I read this morning. Our director, Monique, never gives us the entire script, only the day’s scenes—she likes us to be genuinely surprised by how everything plays out. This episode is the Halloween Special. Sadie and her friends are in class when the principal announces that the town is going to hold a special fall fair in a few days, complete with a spooky haunted house. I didn’t see anything about a guest star, though.

			Cody starts following the limo as it drives over the speed bumps. “I heard Paul and Monique talking about it this morning. Someone named…Alex Vangoth?”

			I stop short. “Alex Vangoth from The Vampire Thief movies?”

			“The…what?” Cody looks confused.

			“Cody!” I screech. “You’ve never heard of The Vampire Thief?” Seeing his blank look, I add, “It’s only the most popular movie series in the world! Alex Vangoth plays this spooky vampire who sucks everyone’s blood?”

			Cody shrugs. “Uh, hello? Remember that time we watched Murder House and I hid under the blanket? Scary movies aren’t really my thing.”

			“Right,” I admit. We now have a strict no-horror-movies policy in my tree house, where my friends and I gather to hang out. “But it’s like you’re obligated to like spooky stuff while we’re shooting this episode.” Since our show schedule means we have to shoot the Halloween episode when it’s not Halloween season, the Sadie cast and crew has started a tradition of holding a costume contest to help get everyone in the mood. The extras are invited, and sometimes even staff from the studio and other shows join in the fun. My friends and I already have our costumes picked out. Cody’s going to be a hot dog on a bun, and Aubrey and I are going to be bottles of mustard and ketchup.

			“It’s gotta be Alex in that limo,” cries a voice from behind us. “I totally agree, Hayley.”

			I wheel around. At first, all I see is the thick line of trees that line “the Woods,” the creepy outdoor space in the back lot. The Woods seem enchanted, so I wouldn’t be surprised if a haunted tree was speaking to us.

			But then Amelia Hart, who plays Pepper, Sadie’s little sister, steps from behind a giant tree trunk. As usual, her new pet, a bearded dragon named Thena—short for Athena—perches on her shoulder like a parrot.

			“I love Alex Vangoth too, Hayley!” Amelia cries. “We’re twinsies!”

			I put my hand on my hip. “Did you follow us, Amelia?” While Aubrey and I are thirteen and Cody is twelve, Amelia is ten…and sneaky. She always thinks she’s missing out on something and is forever trying to insert herself into conversations. She’s an honorary member of the Silver Screen Sleuthios, sometimes even coming up with good ideas on how to solve the cases. But she still drives us crazy.

			Amelia shakes her head. “I wasn’t following you. I was following Kara, the new PA. I have a question for her, and swear I saw her heading into the Woods.”

			Cody snorts. “What would a production assistant be doing in the Woods? We’re not shooting there for this episode.”

			I agree. It’s a flimsy excuse. Amelia was totally spying on us and just doesn’t want to admit it.

			“I really saw her go in there.” Amelia shrugs. Then she turns toward the trees. “Someone is in there, anyway. Someone with dark hair. Kara? Is that you?”

			We all stare into the trees too. Sure enough, I swear I see a shape shifting and some shadows moving. But whoever it is doesn’t answer Amelia’s calls.

			“Hello?” I call out. “Kara?”

			Leaves rustle. A shiver travels up my spine.

			Cody shrugs and spins around. “The limo!” he says, pointing in the other direction. The limo has stopped in front of Stage Five, where Sadie shoots.

			We hurry over to see what’s up. Amelia chatters excitedly. “Alex Vangoth and I like the exact same accounts on Instagram. And a few years ago, we were at the same premiere, and he interviewed with Ryan Seacrest right before I did.” She raises her chin. “I’m sure he remembers me.”

			“Naturally,” Cody mutters under his breath, rolling his eyes. Amelia has a very inflated opinion of herself.

			I’m excited to see Alex Vangoth too. He’s an amazing actor even if his movies are a little scary. I wonder who he’s playing in our episode. Someone scary, I bet. Probably someone having to do with the fall fair or the town’s haunted house.

			My heart picks up speed as the back door to the limo opens. A sneakered foot steps out…and then a second one. But it’s not Alex.

			Cody gasps. Amelia lets out a confused sniff. And I whoop with excited glee. It’s Aubrey—our third best friend. She’s wearing a furry jacket and oversized movie- star sunglasses.

			Aubrey turns and grins at us. “Sorry I’m late!”
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			Chapter Two

			“Whoa!” I cry as my other best friend steps from the limo and the sleek black car pulls away. “Someone is living the high life!”

			Aubrey takes off the huge sunglasses and sheds the furry jacket. Underneath, she wears the purple soccer jersey for her traveling team, baggy jeans, and high-top sneakers. She looks more like herself again. Aubrey is still keeping up her soccer practice despite working on two sets at once.

			“Sorry! We were doing some early reshoots for Sing Your Heart this morning. I knew I had to be here, but my mom got a flat tire, so the studio said I could take the limo.” She waves her hand to show it off. “There’s a mini fridge inside. And a TV! I guess they really like me if they’re sending me here in such a sweet ride.”

			“I wish we had time for a ride around the back lot!” Cody whoops. “So how’s it going on the movie? Are you singing your heart out?” He winks at the cheesy reference to the title.

			“Totally,” Aubrey says shyly. “I’m loving it.”

			About a month ago, Aubrey got cast in a movie adaptation of a famous Broadway musical, Sing Your Heart. Cody and I pushed her to try out. Aubrey’s voice is amazing, but she was afraid to sing in front of other people. I just knew she’d get a part, though, and she did! I’m so excited for her—it’s her first big movie. Also, it sounds like everything is going great. All Aubrey does is talk about the people she’s met, the amazing director and writer, and all the press they’re going to have to do before the premiere.

			“Anyway,” Amelia interrupts, sourly. It’s clear she’s mad Aubrey stole the attention. “Did you hear, Aubrey? Alex Vangoth is in this episode.”

			Aubrey raises her eyebrows. “Let me guess. Alex Vangoth is playing a vampire?”

			“Did someone say my name?”

			We all whip around. Coming toward us is the guy who only plays the coolest vampire in the world. Alex is about twenty years old, tall, pale, and dressed all in black. He looks suspicious of us too, like he doesn’t understand why we’d be talking about him.

			“Hi Alex!” Amelia rushes over. “It’s Amelia Hart! Remember me from the Treasure Hunt premiere?”
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			Alex looks like he has absolutely no clue what Amelia is talking about, but he shrugs and points at the bearded dragon on Amelia’s shoulder. “Cool lizard.”

			“Thanks! Her name’s Thena. Anyway, we’re so happy you’re going to be on this episode. Though I kind of wish you’d been on episode one of this season—given all your spooky movies, you would have been totally comfortable with our ghost!”

			“You had a ghost?” Alex’s eyes widen. “For real?”

			Cody shoots Amelia a look. Paul, Sadie’s creator, doesn’t like us talking about the whole ghost mess. It nearly got the show shut down.

			“It’s not a big deal,” Aubrey says quickly.

			Amelia points around at all of us. “And we solved the mystery of where it came from.”

			“And that’s all we’ll say about that,” I add, in a hurry.

			“Oh,” Alex says in a small voice. He looks really concerned. Goes to show you that though an actor can play someone scary in a movie, they can also have lots of fears in real life.

			“So,” Amelia sidles closer. “You must be really into Halloween, Alex.”

			Alex shrugs. “Not really…”

			“What are you going to dress up as for the costume contest?” Amelia talks over him.

			Alex blinks. “Costume contest?”

			“Oh, it’s going to be great!” Amelia cries. “It’s next week. All the Sadie Solves It cast and crew members participate. You have to come up with a costume. You’ll probably win. Do you want me to help you? I have some amazing costume hookups.”

			“Amelia, stop smothering him,” I groan. Sometimes Amelia doesn’t know when to quit.

			Alex shrugs. “It’s okay. But I don’t know if I’ll be in the costume contest. I may be done shooting by then.”

			“So who are you playing in this episode?” Cody asks shyly. “A vampire again?”

			Alex opens his mouth to answer, but before he can, the door to Stage Five bangs open. Paul, Monique, our director, and a few of the PAs spill out—one of them is Kara, the newest member of the team. Kara is very tall—even taller than soccer star Aubrey—with thick, dark hair, swept into a loose braid.

			I glance at Amelia. “I thought you said Kara was in the Woods.”

			“I swear it was her,” Amelia murmurs.

			Everyone heads up to Alex. Paul and Monique shake his hand and say they’re thrilled to have him on board. Paul looks a little starstruck. He trips over his words and shakes Alex’s hand a little too long.

			While they’re gushing, Amelia turns to Kara. “Were you in The Woods just now?”

			The new PA’s gaze shifts from side to side. “Um, I’ve been working on Stage Five all morning. Where are The Woods?”

			Amelia looks puzzled, and I feel the same. I could have sworn someone was in The Woods. Maybe watching us.

			But maybe it’s not worth thinking about.

			* * *

			I spend the morning rehearsing today’s scenes with Aubrey and Cody. My cat, Salmon, gets to come to the set too. Everyone at Sadie is nice enough to let Salmon hang out. He’s the perfect spooky mascot for shooting this episode since he’s all black with yellow eyes. I bet Alex Vangoth would like him. Or, actually, maybe Alex wouldn’t, considering how jumpy he’d been about the Silver Screen Studios ghost and our questions about the costume contest.

			Speaking of Alex, when we break for lunch, I look around for him on set, but he isn’t anywhere. As we walk toward craft services to grab some food, Aubrey says she hasn’t seen him either.

			“I get the feeling he’s kind of shy,” she says. “Maybe he’s hiding in his trailer.”

			“But we’re all so friendly!” I cry. “I’d love to get to know him, how he got his start, what it’s like working on those big movies…” He’s the biggest star I’ve met to date—and I’ve met some really famous people!

			We reach the craft services table. It’s inside Stage Five, and the two managers, Tina and Clem, are standing over the big platter of goodies, looking puzzled. Tina appears to be counting a line of wrapped sandwiches on a huge tray. She’s cut all of them into the shape of skeleton heads, to get us into a spooky mood. They look amazing.

			“I swear I made more of these,” she murmurs. “But now they’re just…gone.”

			“Maybe you miscounted?” Clem asks.

			“What’s up?” I ask.

			Tina and Clem look up. “We’re short a few sandwiches,” Tina admits. “I swear I made enough. I counted…and then recounted. This is bizarre.”

			“Maybe someone grabbed a few already?” Aubrey suggests.

			“Maybe,” Tina says. “But I just put them out. I turned my back for only a minute—and I haven’t even seen anyone come by!”

			“I don’t need a sandwich for lunch if you haven’t made enough,” I say, grabbing a yogurt, a granola bar, and some other snacks. “No big deal.”

			Tina looks crestfallen. “But you love my sandwiches, Hayley. I made one with chicken salad and sprouts just for you!”

			“Aw!” I croon. Tina’s such a sweetheart. Chicken salad sandwiches with sprouts are my favorite.

			“I know,” Clem pipes up. “What if someone ran over to the commissary and bought a few extra so everyone has something to eat?”

			“I could cut commissary sandwiches into the skeleton shapes, I guess,” Tina murmurs.

			“I will,” I volunteer. I want to get back on Clem’s good side. When we were having the issue with the jewel thief, Clem was one of our suspects, but he had nothing to do with it. I feel bad that we’d accused him. “I don’t mind at all.”

			Tina and Clem thank me. I set off to the commissary, which is a fancy name for the Silver Screen Studios cafeteria.

			It’s drizzling, and I stare up at the thick gathering clouds. Drizzle in LA is odd. You just don’t expect rain here. And no one is ever prepared. I don’t even know if I own an umbrella.

			Then I spy Stage Six.

			Stage Six is right next door to us. No show is shooting in there, so the building is empty—and the door is propped open. Cutting through the stage to the other side is a direct path to the commissary. Otherwise, I’d have to walk all the way around in the rain.

			I step through the open door and into the building. With no sets, cameras, lights, offices, craft service tables, or anything else to take up space, the building is echoing and much darker than I’d like, with only a few bare bulbs hanging in random places.

			I swallow hard and spin my ring around my finger—it’s Sadie’s special ring for the show, and I’ve taken to wearing it all the time. I always fiddle with it when I’m nervous. When I skirt around a wall, I’m startled by a tall, spindly object that almost looks like a person. I yelp, but when I step back, I realize it’s only a bunch of lighting. Calm down, I tell myself.

			I spy the exit sign on the other side of the stage and head there, taking careful steps. But when I’m about twenty feet from the exit, I nearly stumble over something bulky sticking into my path. It looks like sneakers. The sneakers are attached to legs, and the legs are attached to something else, something hidden under a drop cloth.

			And the something else isn’t moving.

			I move faster than we’ve ever moved before. Only when I rush out the other side of Stage Six do I realize what just happened.

			Did I just see a dead body?

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			I can’t stop shaking. I barely notice the rain or that it’s started to thunder. How can there be a dead body at Silver Screen Studios?

			Get a grip, Hayley, I tell myself. I need to tell someone. Then I spy Lars, one of the security guards, riding past in a golf cart.

			I flag him down. As he drives over, he must see how distraught I am, because his face wrinkles in concern.

			“What is it?” he asks.

			I point to Stage Six. “Th-There’s something in there. A…a person? They’re not moving. I’m afraid…”

			“Wait, what?” All of a sudden, Cody, Aubrey, and Vee, our makeup artist, are in the alleyway too. Kara, the new PA, is parked on a golf cart a few yards away.

			I look at my friends, trying to explain, but my words are garbled: “Stage Six…darkness…sneakers…feet…dead body?”

			Aubrey claps a hand over her mouth. “You saw a dead body? Are you sure?”

			Lars the guard waves his hands. “Let’s not overreact. No one has used that stage in months,” he says. “In fact, it’s not supposed to be unlocked.”

			“Well, it is.” I explain that I’d cut through the soundstage to get to the commissary. The door was propped open—anyone could go in.

			I tug on his sleeve. “You have to check it out, Lars. The person in there might not be dead—just really hurt!”

			“And if they are dead, we need to figure out what happened.” Vee, our makeup artist, is chewing on her fingernail.

			“Okay, okay,” Lars says, heading into the stage. He glances at me over his shoulder. “You want to come? Show me where you saw whatever this is?”

			I stiffen. “No way.”

			Lars rolls his eyes and then disappears into the stage alone. I try to take some deep breaths, but I don’t feel calm.

			“Hayley, this is terrible,” Aubrey whispers when he’s gone. “I wonder what happened?”

			“I don’t know.” I want to cry. I don’t want bad things to happen at Silver Screen Studios again. I want things to be peaceful.

			Vee pats my arm. “It’ll be okay. I’m sure there’s an explanation.”

			I muster up a smile for her. Vee is one of my favorite people on the set. She always makes me feel better.

			Vee gets a phone call, so she steps around the corner to take it, leaving me alone with Cody and Aubrey. A few moments later, Lars steps back out of the huge building, hands tucked behind his back. He doesn’t look very worried.

			My heart leaps to my throat. “Did you see it? The body?”

			Lars shakes his head. “Did a sweep—there’s no one in there at all.”

			“What?” I peer toward the Stage Six door. How could he have missed it? He has a flashlight. I saw the feet practically in the dark.

			Lars puts his hands on his hips. “Why don’t you show me where you saw what you saw?”

			“Okay…” Trembling, I step into Stage Six with Aubrey and Cody by my side. Retracing my steps, I reach the spot where I’d seen the feet.

			Except Lars is right. The drop cloth is still there, but the feet are gone. So is the bulky shape under the cloth—the shape I thought was a body.

			My head starts to spin. “I swear someone was here just minutes ago.”

			“It’s dark,” Lars says with a shrug. “And with the thunder—and all the scary decorations around—maybe your imagination went a little wild.” Then he grumbles, “But try and control your jumpiness, Hayley. We have a lot to do on this lot. Next time, don’t sound the alarm unless someone goes missing.”
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			I glare at his back as he walks out of the stage. That’s it? He just…doesn’t believe me?

			I turn to my friends. “I really did see something. I swear.”

			“We know,” Aubrey says. “We believe you.”

			“You’re not easily spooked—especially after all we’ve been through,” Cody adds. “But what do you think happened?”

			“Maybe it was a prank,” Aubrey says. “Meant for someone else, perhaps, and you stumbled upon it instead.” She shifts her weight. “People at Sing Your Heart play pranks all the time. The other day, my co-star put plastic wrap over the toilet seat in another star’s trailer. So gross.”

			“Or maybe it is a dead body,” Cody whispers. “And the killer heard you scream—and he moved it?” He looks around. “Should we search the rest of the stage?”

			“Us? No way.” I hurry out of Stage Six. I hate the idea that there might be a killer on the loose.

			As I step into the fresh air again, more thunder rumbles. Maybe Lars was right. Maybe I was letting my imagination get to me.

			“We should let this go for now, I guess,” I tell my friends. “But maybe we should stay alert. Just in case something is going on.”

			“Agreed,” Cody says.

			And then, we all hear something rustling. I shift my weight, looking around nervously. “Hello? Who’s there?”

			The alley is dark. More thunder rumbles. I have a horrible feeling someone is lurking close. Someone trying to stay very still, watching and listening.

			“Hello?” I call again. “Who is it?”

			A shadow shifts behind a dumpster. I spot the telltale glow of a cell phone. Long, thin fingers tap the phone’s screen. A figure all in black steps into the dim light. I blink hard.

			It’s…Alex.

			Alex Vangoth peers uneasily at all of us like we’ve interrupted something important. And then, without saying a word, he spins around and heads out of the alleyway, straight into the pouring rain.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			I try to put the dead body out of my mind when I head out for the show the next day. It’s important that I concentrate on being Sadie, I tell myself—not some random sneakers I thought I saw.

			As I ride in the car with my dad on the way to Silver Screen Studios, I review today’s scenes. It’s Halloween in Sadie’s town, and there’s a new haunted house attraction at the edge of town with plenty of actors dressed as scary monsters.

			Or, rather, everyone thinks it’s a haunted house attraction. Problem is, after going through it, a few people have mysterious bite marks on their necks—maybe a real vampire is working in the haunted house! Aha! This is totally who Alex is playing. There’s also a reference to a Professor Moriarty, Vampire Expert. If anyone can help dispel a vampire rumor, it’s him.

			I flip the pages of my script eagerly, waiting for Alex’s part—the vampire—to appear. But it doesn’t. Huh. I wonder why he’s on set already. Usually, actors don’t show up to work until they’re going to be in front of the camera.

			On the drive, my dad listens to his goofy morning radio talk show where the hosts make corny jokes and use sound effects like air horns and xylophones. When we pull into Silver Screen Studios, he eyes me in the rearview mirror. “You were really concentrating hard on those pages, Hayley. You didn’t groan once at my choice of radio stations!”

			I try to smile. “I’m just really getting into this script.”

			“Must be a good one!”

			“It’s a little scary,” I admit, noticing all the scenes with jump scares and people dressed as monsters.

			Dad lets me off at Stage Five. My call sheet—which is movie talk for the schedule for the actors—says that I need to go up to wardrobe for a fitting. I head into the offices, passing Vee on the way. Her daughter, Ava, is with her.

			“Ava!” I cry. “How are you feeling? How was the surgery?”

			Ava bounces on her toes. “Good!” she says, pointing to her ear. “I can hear you!” She looks dazzled. Not long ago, Ava had a cochlear implant, which is a tiny device doctors install in her ear to help her hear sounds. It’s worked wonders.

			“She’s doing great,” Vee says, smiling proudly. Then she looks at Ava. “We’re searching for Alex Vangoth. I’m doing his makeup today, and Ava is a huge fan.”

			“I love vampires,” Ava says excitedly.

			“Have you seen Alex anywhere?” Vee asks.

			I shake my head. “Just got here,” I say. I want to add that I hope Alex Vangoth is friendlier to Vee and Ava than he’s been to my crew. I can’t get the image of him lurking in the rain yesterday out of my head.

			I push into the office building and climb the stairs. To my surprise, the normally cheerful Romy, head of wardrobe, is hissing noisily at someone behind a large clothing rack. I draw back, not wanting to make a scene.

			“What have I told you about putting things where they belong, Kelsey?” Romy groans. “We need that sweater for Hayley.”

			“I swear I put it right there!” Kelsey, her assistant, cries. “I’d bet my dog’s life on it! A plaid sweater, right?”

			“Yep. But it’s gone now,” Romy grumbles.

			A sour feeling roils in my gut. Stuff is going missing again? This is what happened with the jewels.

			When I waltz into wardrobe, Romy and Kelsey paste big smiles on their faces like they haven’t been arguing, but I can still feel that they’re a little off. Romy insists that the sweater they intended for me to wear has been “misplaced”—and she casts a sour look in Kelsey’s direction—but it’s fine, she’ll just find me something else to wear. Kelsey hangs her head. Ugh, I hate it when I see anyone on the set get in trouble.

			But trouble seems to be contagious. After wardrobe, I head into Stage Five to get my microphone hooked up. But I’m distracted by irritated voices coming from Sadie’s bedroom set.

			“This is all wrong! Why has everything moved?”

			I round the corner. Lucinda, our props designer, stands in Sadie’s set-bedroom, which we keep permanently installed on Stage Five. It’s amazing how much it looks like a real bedroom—it’s got all the normal furniture like a bed, a dresser, and a bureau, and there are real books on the shelves, real photos of Sadie and her friends on the bulletin board, and even clothes hanging in her closet.

			Lucinda has her hands on his hips. She’s staring at some items strewn across Sadie’s desk. She peers at me as I enter.

			“Did you touch anything in here, Hayley? We had things set up in a specific way, but now it’s all been changed around.”

			I shake my head. “No way. I haven’t been in this room since the last scene.” I know better than to move any props around when we aren’t shooting. They’re all carefully placed for a reason. I also notice that since I’ve been here last, Sadie’s room has some new Halloween touches: a fake spiderweb hanging in the window, dotted with plastic spiders, and a smiling, glowing pumpkin on her desk.

			“Well, someone did. Sadie’s backpack is supposed to be right here. Now it’s gone.” Lucinda drops to her knees and peers under Sadie’s desk.

			I decide to help. First I look on the bookshelf, but the backpack isn’t there. Then, I peer under the bed. In one scene a few episodes ago, Sadie had to hide under her bed so her mom wouldn’t know she was skipping school. I know firsthand that the only thing that’s supposed to be under the bed are a few storage boxes and an old stuffed bear.

			But today, when I look under the bed, I notice something made of cloth. A shirt? I pull at the sleeve. It’s a sweater. A plaid sweater—the same one that Romy was looking for.
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			“Hey!” Romy, who happens to be walking by, stops short when she sees the sweater in my hands. “Where’d you find that?”

			“Under the bed,” I admit, staring at the sweater. It’s a little dusty. “That’s…weird.”

			Romy casts an irritated look at Lucinda. “Did you put it there?”

			Lucinda snorts. “Why would I put a sweater under a bed?”

			“Someone did. Someone took it from wardrobe.”

			“It wasn’t me!” Kelsey exclaims from behind Romy. “I haven’t been on set all day!”

			Romy glares at Lucinda. “And you’re in this room all the time.”

			“For the last time, I didn’t put your sweater under the bed,” Lucinda complains.

			By this time, we’ve accumulated quite an audience. Most of the sound crew and camera people are staring at us. And Amelia is with her mother, Mrs. Hart, who also acts as Amelia’s manager. They’re both smirking, like they’re enjoying seeing people bicker with each other.

			“Wait, stop, it’s fine,” I interrupt. I turn to Romy. “The sweater has been found. It’s all good.”

			“Yes, but the backpack’s still missing,” Lucinda grumbles. She looks at Romy. “Maybe you stole that.”

			“Why would I steal a backpack?” Romy seems exasperated.

			“Here it is,” I cry, spying the backpack under a pillow on Sadie’s bed. I have no idea how it wound up there, but it doesn’t matter. “All our problems solved! Happy, happy!”

			Lucinda mutters under her breath. Romy whisks the sweater away, saying it needs to be steamed. I close my eyes and rub my temples. People are on edge today. It’s just a sweater and a backpack. Nothing serious went missing.

			“Hayley?” Paul pokes his head into Sadie’s bedroom. He’s wearing a headset and holding a clipboard—likely the schedule for the day. “We need you in a few minutes for the classroom scene. And have you seen Aubrey?”

			“Aubrey?” I cock my head. “Isn’t she in hair and makeup?” I remember seeing my friend’s name on the call sheet to see Vee at 9 a.m.

			“Actually, no.” Paul’s smile fades. “Vee just texted me. Aubrey never came in. We’re not even sure she’s on set.”

			“Wait, what?” I reach for my phone. Aubrey’s never late.

			I dial her number. Voicemail. After leaving a message for her to call me, I call the next person I can think of—Aubrey’s mom.

			Mrs. Rivera picks up on the second ring. “Hayley? To what do I owe this honor?”

			“Is Aubrey on her way?” I ask.

			There’s a pause. “I thought she was already at Silver Screen Studios. Didn’t she have a call time at nine?”

			My heart starts to pound. I swallow hard and tell Mrs. Rivera I’m sure everything’s fine. It’s probably just a mix-up.

			But everything is definitely not fine. I think of what Lars the security guard told me yesterday: Don’t sound the alarm until someone goes missing.

			Well, now someone is missing. One of my best friends.

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			“I’m sure we’ll get this sorted out,” Paul says hurriedly as we rush out of Stage Five. “Aubrey’s probably taking a nap in her trailer.”

			Except Aubrey never naps in her trailer. Aubrey’s one of those people who barely needs six hours of sleep at night. She’s always ready and raring to go.

			I follow Paul and Monique as we head down the ramp and straight to Aubrey’s trailer, which is right next to mine.

			Paul raps on the door. “Aubrey? You in there?”

			No answer.

			My heart pounds. I try Aubrey’s phone once more, expecting to hear it ringing inside the trailer. But I don’t. And no one answers the door either.

			After a moment, Paul twists the knob to open the door. It swings open. The lights are off. Aubrey’s couch is bare.

			“You talked to her mom,” Paul says to me. “Did she say who was driving Aubrey here today?”

			“I-I didn’t think to ask,” I say. I’d hung up before I got the information. I’m afraid to call back because I don’t want her mom to get worried. At least, not yet.

			“What are we going to do?” Monique asks, slapping her sides. “We can’t shoot that scene without Aubrey.”

			Paul flips some pages on his clipboard. “I suppose we could shoot Scene Seven. Everyone’s here for that one.” He speaks into his walkie-talkie, alerting the PA to grab Cody and Siobhan Cross, who plays Madame Curio, a psychic Sadie and her crew often consult. He turns to me. “You ready with Scene Seven?”

			I nod even though I can’t even remember what Scene Seven is about.

			Paul seems to notice my anxiety, because he puts a hand on my shoulder. “Don’t overthink this. This is not another mystery for you to solve.”

			I nod. Paul has had to lecture me a few times about being more focused on solving mysteries around here than actually playing Sadie. It’s not true…and also, I’ve solved some important mysteries on set. But now it seems like there are two mysteries: that body I saw, and now Aubrey.

			We head back to Stage Five. Just before I step onto the ramp, I notice that the door to Stage Six is propped open again. A chill goes through me. Didn’t Lars lock it? Even spookier, I notice a shadow shifting across the open doorway.

			I edge toward it. Maybe I can catch the prankster in action. “Hayley?” Monique sounds impatient. “Where are you going?”

			“Hold on a sec.” Lars definitely said Stage Six needs to be locked. What if it’s the killer in there? Or what if it’s the person attached to those shoes I saw? I want to berate whoever it is for scaring me.

			The sound of soft movement and crinkling fabric passes through the doorway. “I won’t tell anyone…I know it’s important…don’t worry…”

			I peek inside, my heart pounding, and almost run straight into Amelia. She lurches back with a shriek. “What are you doing?”
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			“What are you doing?” I cry. “Stage Six is supposed to be locked! Didn’t you know there was a…”

			But then I trail off. The last thing I need is for Amelia to know about the dead body rumor.

			Amelia raises an eyebrow. “A what?”

			“Forget it,” I mutter. I frown at her. “Who were you talking to?”

			Amelia straightens. “It’s a secret.”

			I look around. Even her mother isn’t here. Which is weird—Amelia’s mom is usually present for everything in Amelia’s life. The only thing they’ve ever butted heads about is Amelia’s bearded dragon. Mrs. Hart still doesn’t seem to have warmed up to Thena.

			Behind me, Monique clears her throat. “Hayley? We’re waiting.”

			I stare at Amelia a beat longer, but she gives nothing away. However, she doesn’t look guilty either. So maybe she isn’t the prankster.

			Finally, I scurry up the ramp to Stage Five, not wanting to be late.

			Paul is with Monique. He gives me a strange look, probably for taking a detour and holding everyone up. I lower my eyes. “Sorry. I’m here. I’m good.”

			Paul leads me around a maze of sets to the newly constructed haunted house for this episode. Black light fills the space, making everything glow. There are cobwebs with fake spiders everywhere. Smoke from dry ice hangs in the air.

			I shiver. A scary set isn’t really what I need. And when a figure steps out from behind a dark tomb, I let out a blood-curdling scream.

			“Hayley!” Paul puts a hand on my arm. “Relax! It’s just Alex. He was heading into hair and makeup with Vee.”

			Alex Vangoth is pale and dressed all in black. He already looks like he’s been through hair and makeup.

			“Oh.” I try to laugh it off. “Wow. You already look like the vampire.”

			“Huh?” Alex asks.

			“You know. For this episode? Aren’t you being the—”

			Alex stalks off before I can finish my sentence. Wow, I think. What’s his problem?

			When I wheel around, I notice Cody standing behind me, shaking his head.

			“What was that about?” I whisper. “With Alex?”

			“He seems kind of moody,” he murmurs back.

			Then he notices the worry on my face, and asks what’s going on. I can’t keep things bottled up. We have a few minutes before we actually start shooting while the lights people adjust all of the bulbs and angles.

			Quickly, I tell Cody that no one can find Aubrey.

			Cody’s eyes widen. “Wasn’t she supposed to be here at nine?”

			“That’s what her schedule says. What if something happened?” I move closer. “I can’t stop thinking about what I saw yesterday. In Stage Six.”

			“The…body?” Cody claps a hand over his mouth. “You think whatever happened to that person…happened to Aubrey?”

			I shiver. I don’t want to think that. I also have to remember that when Lars and I went back in there, the body was gone. Maybe I’m overreacting?

			I hear a snicker coming from the other side of the set. The resident vampire—otherwise known as Alex Vangoth—leans against a table that holds a candelabra, rolling his eyes. It seems he’s been listening in on our conversation. Isn’t he supposed to be in hair and makeup?

			“Alex?” I ask, trying to paste on a smile. “You haven’t seen Aubrey, have you?”

			Alex makes a face. “Why would I have seen her?” And then he turns away coldly, shaking his head. I hear him muttering something I don’t quite understand. It sounds like he said This better not be a big deal.

			But to me, it’s a very big deal. Because Aubrey is still gone.

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			Somehow, I make it through shooting the scene. It should be fun—Sadie is talking to Madame Curio, and it’s always amusing when she reads the future in her crystal ball. But I’m distracted. The moment we wrap, I dart over to my director’s chair and turn on my phone.

			Still no call from Aubrey. I hurry out of Stage Five and to her trailer. She isn’t there. My stomach is starting to hurt with all this stress.

			Cody closes the door to her trailer again. “I mean, how can a person just go missing?” he asks. “What if she got in an accident on her way here? Should we be calling emergency rooms?”

			I hate the idea of Aubrey being in the hospital. I try to put it out of my mind. Then, a voice pipes up behind us: “Why don’t we talk to Timothy?”

			Amelia stands a few feet back, her bearded dragon perched on her arm. I’m too worked up to even be annoyed that she’s spying on us. Maybe she’ll even have a good idea.

			“Would Timothy really know something we don’t?” I ask her.

			“Aubrey had a call time at 9 a.m. We can see if she checked in at the front office. This still could be a misunderstanding. She might be in the commissary or something. Or on the back lot.”

			“Wouldn’t Paul have already checked with him?” Cody asks.

			Amelia shrugs. “Paul’s scrambling around like a chicken with his head cut off, trying to impress Alex Vangoth. He’s being pulled in too many directions.”

			It’s worth a try, so we head over to Timothy’s check-in booth. As we walk, I give Amelia a strange look. “What were you whispering about when you were in Stage Six?”

			Amelia stiffens. “It doesn’t matter.”

			“It wasn’t about Aubrey, is it?”

			Amelia looks offended. “Why would it be about Aubrey? Are you accusing me of something again?”

			“No, no, never mind,” I say quickly. When we had a jewel thief, I accused Amelia of stealing. She took it hard, and I felt terrible. But I do wonder what she was whispering about. With all the strange stuff happening, I feel like there’s no room for secrets.

			For some reason, the windows in Timothy’s booth are fogged up. I knock timidly, and a grim reaper stares through the glass. I scream and jump back, nearly stumbling off the curb. The door flies open, and the grim reaper rips off his mask. Underneath, it’s Timothy.

			“Just me, Hayley!” he cries. “It’s my costume for the contest! Don’t be scared!”
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			It takes a moment for my heart to slow. I don’t need all these extra frights.

			“Amazing mask!” Amelia says excitedly. “Is it custom-made?”

			“Nah, got it at the costume store on Melrose,” Timothy answers.

			“I love that store,” Amelia says. “But my mask for the contest is custom.”

			“Aren’t you fancy!” Timothy crows. “What are you being?”

			“Not telling!” Amelia says, slyly. “It’s a surprise.”

			I want to groan. We don’t have time to talk about costumes! “Um, Timothy?” I pipe up. “Aubrey didn’t check in, did she?”

			Timothy frowns and checks a clipboard. “Aubrey? Nope. Not yet.”

			My heart sinks.

			But then Timothy adds, “Her call time isn’t until…actually, she should be showing up right about now.”

			“Now?” I’m confused. “But it’s noon. Her call time was nine.”

			“That’s not what my list says.”

			At that very moment, a vehicle pulls into the lot. This time, it’s an SUV-style limo, a car so huge that it can barely make the turn. The back window rolls down, and Aubrey sticks her head out.

			“Hey, party people! Arriving in style again!”

			I rush over to her before the limo totally comes to a stop. “Where have you been?” I shout through the window. “Why weren’t you here at nine? Why weren’t you answering your phone?” Sometimes, when I get nervous, I ask a whole bunch of questions at once.

			Aubrey looks bewildered…and taken aback. “I wasn’t supposed to be here at nine.”

			“Yeah, you were. It’s on the schedule. Everyone was freaking out! We had to move around a scene!”

			“I was at the musical this morning.” Aubrey looks at Timothy. “I gave you the new schedule last night, and I gave it to people on set.” She turns back to me. “That’s why I didn’t answer my phone—I was shooting. Sorry.”

			I blink, confused. “Why did your mom not know where you were?”

			Aubrey waves a hand. “My mom is so busy with my brothers and sisters, and she knows I can handle my own schedule. She doesn’t always know where I am, especially because she doesn’t have to drive me.” She gestures to the limo. “I ride in style! Isn’t this limo the coolest? This one has this cool disco lighting system inside!”

			I shrug, barely looking at the interior of the SUV. I’m still so confused. “How did Paul not know about your new schedule, though? He’s been looking for you all morning.”

			“I told Paul. Or, no, wait—I gave my schedule change to Kara, the new PA. I told her to give it to Paul.” She clicks her seat belt and climbs out of the limo. “I feel terrible. I thought he got the message. I guess I should have double-checked.”

			“I’m sure it’ll be okay,” Cody says quickly. “We’re just glad you’re alive and well. My mind went to scary places.”

			“Scary?” Aubrey searches my face. “Why?”

			I lick my lips, thinking about what I thought I’d seen in Stage Six. Then I glance at Timothy. Maybe I am making people go on wild goose chases.

			I let out a sigh. “Never mind. Come on. Let’s tell Paul you’re here.”

			“Glad you found her!” Timothy says happily as the limo pulls through the gate. “I knew it would all work out!”

			The guard is about to put his Grim Reaper mask back on when his walkie-talkie bleeps. Normally, I don’t listen to a private security message, but crackly, garbled words from another guard catch my attention: Body. Another one. Stage Eight.

			I stop short. Timothy shoots to attention. I see the Grim Reaper mask slip from Timothy’s fingers. And then he’s running toward Stage Eight, signaling for another one of the guards to take over at the gate.

			“We need to get all the guards on this,” he says into the walkie-talkie. “Tell them I’m on my way.”

			He sprints past us. I glance around at my friends. Everyone looks spooked. “Should we follow him?” I whisper.

			Aubrey, Cody, and Amelia nod. “Totally,” they all say at the same time.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			“What’s going on?” Amelia hisses as we hurry after Timothy down the maze of streets between the soundstages. “Why are you guys running after Timothy like he’s going to lead us to a buried treasure?”

			“Not a buried treasure,” Cody mutters. “But maybe an unburied—”

			I cut him off before he can say body. But Amelia’s curiosity is high. As much as I don’t want to tell Amelia about the newest weird discovery, I’m not sure we have a choice.

			I stop and look at her. “I…saw something, yesterday. I thought it was a person. And the person wasn’t moving.”

			Amelia’s eyes pop wide. “Where?”

			“Stage Six,” I admit.

			“I was just in Stage Six!” Amelia cries. “You’re telling me I was near a dead person?”

			“That’s why I was so suspicious,” I whisper. “One of the guards went in there and didn’t find anything, so maybe it’s nothing. But I think I heard the word body on the walkie-talkie just now.”

			“That’s what we’re chasing after?” Amelia clutches Thena the lizard. “This is terrible! I’m not sure I can handle this. As an Aquarius, I don’t do well with death.”

			“Let’s not overreact,” Cody says quickly. I can tell he’s trying not to roll his eyes. Amelia is always making references to the fact that she’s an Aquarius. “We’re just seeing what’s up. This might be a false alarm. Or a prank.”

			“Or it might be a new mystery!” Amelia whispers excitedly. “For the Silver Screen Sleuthios!”

			“It’s not,” I insist. “And we’re not the Silver Screen Sleuthios.”

			We’re passing Stage Seven now, which is where a game show shoots. Just as we round another corner at Stage Eight, Paul steps into the alleyway, looking at us suspiciously. Where’d he come from? I don’t know if he was following us or was just cutting through the stages to get somewhere else, but he looks absolutely shocked that we’re here. His eyes bug out when he sees that Aubrey is with us too.

			“When did you get here?” Paul cries, pointing at her.

			Aubrey shrinks back. “Paul, I am so sorry. I swear I gave Kara my schedule change. I literally put it in her hand. I don’t know how this got so messed up.”

			Paul blinks. “Kara? She knew all along? Why didn’t she say anything? This has totally messed with our schedule.”

			Aubrey’s lip twitches. “I don’t know…”

			Paul puts his fingers to his temples, taking a deep breath. “It doesn’t matter. You’re here now. Let’s make up that scene we missed this morning.”

			“I thought we were on a lunch break,” Cody pipes up, casting a gaze toward Stage Eight. Timothy has disappeared through the side door. I wonder if he’s encountering a dead body right this minute.

			“Grab lunch quickly,” Paul says. “Don’t go anywhere else.” He looks at us suspiciously like he can somehow tell what we’re up to. “And actually,” he adds, “do you mind asking Alex if he’d like to come to lunch with you? I have a sense he’s feeling a little left out.”

			“Left out?” Cody crosses his arms. “Alex hasn’t wanted anything to do with us.”

			Paul looks surprised. “Really?”

			He turns to me, and I just shrug. Cody’s right. But maybe we haven’t given Alex a chance.

			“Of course we’ll ask him,” I say. “By the way, it’s Alex who’s playing the vampire, right? I haven’t seen anything about it in the script.”

			Paul wags his finger. “You know how Monique likes things. No learning about the plot ahead of time. That way, you’ll be surprised.”

			Then Paul hurries ahead, saying he needs to have a “talk” with Kara about not passing along the message that Aubrey’s schedule changed. He looks annoyed.

			“I hope Kara doesn’t get in trouble,” Aubrey whispers.

			“Maybe she should, though,” Amelia says. “It was kind of her fault.”

			“I don’t understand how she forgot,” Aubrey says. “I put the schedule in her hand. I specifically told her to give it to Paul.” Then she looks around. “Which one is Alex’s trailer, anyway?”

			We find Alex’s trailer set apart from some of the others, near the parking lot. I’m nervous to knock on the door, but Amelia marches right up the little steps and does it instead.

			“Alex?” she calls. “You there?”

			We wait a moment. No answer.

			Cody frowns. “So much for feeling left out. Guess he has plans.”

			“Has anyone actually shot a scene with him yet?” I ask the group.

			Everyone shakes their heads. “I really want to, though,” Amelia says.

			“I’m not sure I do,” Aubrey blurts. She swallows hard. “I’ve kind of…heard some things.”

			We stare at her. This seems like something that needs to be said in secret, though, so we grab whatever we can find at the craft services table and then retreat to my trailer. Salmon is happy to see us, winding around all of our legs—except Amelia’s, of course, because she always claims she’s allergic.

			“Spill,” Cody says as he plops down on one of my couches. “What have you heard about Alex?”

			Aubrey looks guilty. “Alex’s vampire movies shoot at the same studio where I’m doing Sing Your Heart. And, um…people have talked.” She twists her hands. “I’ve heard he behaves weirdly during production. Sleeps in a coffin during the day. Rehearses late at night. Keeps a skeleton in his trailer. And a live bat.”

			“What?” Amelia cries.

			I shudder at the idea of a bat in a trailer. “Maybe it’s to get into character? He does play a vampire in those movies.”

			“Yeah, and he plays a vampire on our episode too,” Aubrey reminds us. “Which makes me wonder if maybe he’s doing the same sort of creepy things here.”
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			“Like…what?” I ask. Alex has definitely seemed off, appearing from out of nowhere, vanishing just as quickly, and generally acting mysterious. When I look at Aubrey again, I think I know what she’s getting at.

			I pull in a deep breath. “You think Alex is behind the mysterious body sightings?” I whisper.

			Aubrey nods. “Maybe.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Eight

			“Fall Carnival Scene, take one!” Monique shouts. “Action!”

			Cody, Amelia and I start walking down the sidewalk past a dunk booth, some bobbing-for-apples barrels, and a pumpkin patch. The set designers have whipped up a fall festival in Sadie’s town, taking place outside the mysterious haunted house. In this scene, Sadie, her younger sister Pepper, and Markus are supposed to walk through the festival and have a conversation about how they need to go inside the spooky haunted house to solve the mystery of the vampire…but they really, really don’t want to.

			We say our lines as one of the camera crew pushes our main cameraman, Jasper, on a dolly to keep up with our walking pace. Sometimes, it takes a lot for me to access Sadie’s emotions, but right now, it’s easy for me to channel fear and dread about going into a spooky haunted house. All I have to think about is the dead body I saw in Stage Six and bam, I have my mood.

			“Cut!” Monique calls out when we get to the end of the sidewalk. “Let’s do another take, this time from another angle!”

			“Great job, Amelia baby!” Amelia’s mother calls from the sidelines. She is always watching Amelia’s scenes. I notice that Amelia has tasked her with holding Thena while she shoots. Mrs. Hart has the lizard outstretched on her forearm like she’s afraid it’s going to give her warts.

			Monique walks onto the set, hands on hips, and looks around at the extras who were called in for the scene. Extras are a cool thing about our business. Sometimes, a scene calls for a big crowd—say the actors are walking through a busy city, or they’re sitting in a packed auditorium, or maybe it’s just a chaotic school hallway. The producers hire “extras,” people off the street who basically populate the scene but don’t have any lines. All extras have to do is walk back and forth, or maybe sit at a table and have a fake conversation—stuff like that.

			Some of the extras here are working the dunk tank, manning the pumpkin patch, and standing around dressed up in Halloween costumes. What’s cool about this scene is that most of the extras are pretty young—only a little older than me. There’s a whole industry of people who work as extras in Los Angeles. It’s a long, boring job, but it gets you up close and personal with the stars!

			Monique turns to one of the extras in the dunk tank, a tall, pale girl with dark hair, a shy smile, and a dark purple gown that looks like something out of a monster movie.

			“What’s your name?” she asks the girl.

			The girl looks freaked out. She whispers something to Monique that I can’t make out—it sounds like “Molly.”

			“I like your look, Molly,” Monique says. “Would you be okay having a few lines? We need someone in the script to ask Sadie if she’d like to try her hand at the dunk tank. Think you can do that?”

			Molly blinks. All the color has drained from her face. It takes her a long moment to nod.

			“Ouch,” Amelia murmurs. “Why would you volunteer to be an extra if you don’t want to act?”

			“She does look freaked,” Cody mumbles.

			“Speaking of freaked,” I say out of the corner of my mouth, “what’s the word about Stage Eight, Amelia?”

			Amelia perks up. Just before we started shooting, I saw her talking to Timothy—and I bet she got some information about the “body sighting” we weren’t allowed to investigate.

			“Well,” she whispers. “You were sort of right, Hayley. Timothy told me that someone thought they saw a body again.”

			“Oh no!”

			I must say this a little too loudly, because Monique looks over for a beat. I clamp my mouth shut. Then she goes back to the extra, Molly, about her brand-new lines.

			“Yeah, but he also said that by the time he and the other guards got to Stage Eight, the body was gone,” Amelia continues. “Again.”

			I bite down hard on my lip, considering this. “It’s a prank, then. It must be.”

			“Agreed,” Cody says.

			“They’d better watch out.” I shove my hands into my pockets. “If they keep pulling pranks and scaring people, the studio might take away our costume contest as punishment.”

			Amelia widens her eyes. “Not the costume contest!”

			I give her a weird look. “What’s your fascination with this costume contest, anyway?”

			Amelia stands straighter. “I have a really good costume.”

			“Oh yeah?” Cody asks. “What is it?”

			“I already told you. It’s a surprise. Not even my mom knows.”

			I groan, and so does Cody.

			But then I’m distracted by commotion at the end of the sidewalk. Paul is talking to a tall guy with sandy hair and glasses who is wearing a professor-style blazer with patches on the elbows. I’ve never seen him before. Maybe he’s a network executive, though, because Mrs. Hart is eyeing him too. She always butters up the network people, hoping she can convince them to give Amelia a better role.

			I feel a twist in my stomach. Network executives make big decisions about shows. Why is one hanging around our set? It might spell bad news.

			“Has anyone seen Alex?” Cody asks, out of nowhere.

			“Not lately,” I admit.

			“Do you think he’s behind the bodies prank?” Cody whispers.

			“I’m not sure,” I admit, considering Aubrey’s theory. “I don’t understand why he’d create problems on the set. Having a live bat in your trailer is one thing, but faking a dead body is another. And also, we don’t even know he does any of those things. It’s just gossip.”

			“Yeah,” Cody nods uneasily. “I don’t want to point fingers at people unless we have proof.”

			Monique claps her hands. “Okay, everyone! Let’s take it again. Places!”

			The four of us hurry back to our marks at the start of the sidewalk. I glance at Molly the extra, who’s shifting from foot to foot, looking scared.

			Vee steps forward to powder our noses and make sure our hair looks okay. “That extra, Molly, is so sweet,” she says. “I gave her a pep talk. Told her she can say some lines. It seemed to help.”

			“That was nice of you,” I say. Vee has such a gentle spirit. If anyone can make someone feel better, it’s her.

			Monique calls Action. The camera starts to follow us again. I say my line about the haunted house, and then Cody and Amelia jump into the conversation. We’re approaching Molly’s dunk tank booth, and I already feel nervous for her. But to my surprise, she steps from the booth with surprising confidence she didn’t have a moment before.

			“Bet you can’t dunk my friend here,” she says, pointing over her shoulder to the extra sitting on the dunk tank’s chair. “Winner gets a special prize.”
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			I stop short. Molly is so convincing I’m ready to hand over a bunch of dollars to try my hand. Then I remember my lines, shake my head, and move on. Moments later, the scene ends.

			Monique lets out a whoop. “Great job, Molly!”

			“She really came out of her shell,” Cody says.

			Molly beams. I walk back over to her. “You did great!”

			“Thanks,” the girl admits, ducking her head. She glances at Vee, who’s packing up her makeup supplies on the sidelines. “Thank you for so much for helping me.”

			“No problem, sweetie,” Vee calls.

			“Amazing costume too,” Amelia says. “Are you going to be part of the costume contest? With a wig, you could look amazing.”

			Molly looks down at herself. “Oh, um…I just…I didn’t…”

			“You just might win,” Amelia interrupts. “Though you’ll have to beat me.”

			Everyone on set chuckles at this. And suddenly, thinking about everything we’ve just discussed, I have a thought. An interesting one.

			About…motive.

		

	
		
			Chapter Nine

			“Wow, this place is amazing.” Amelia peers into my tree house in wonderment. “Definitely the coolest tree house I’ve ever seen.”

			“Thanks,” I say proudly.

			“I did the decorating,” Cody says quickly.

			“I supplied all the games,” Aubrey volunteers.

			“It was a group effort, making the tree house so cool,” I agree.

			“And this is where you do your mystery brainstorming?” Amelia looks around. “With the Silver Screen Sleuthios?”

			“That’s not really our name,” I say quickly.

			Aubrey nudges me. “Yes, it is, Hayley. Just admit it.”

			“But it’s so cheesy,” I whine.

			“I don’t think so,” Aubrey says, putting her hands on her hips. “But maybe you don’t like it because I thought of it.”

			I pause and peer at her. “Huh?”

			Aubrey shrugs. “Forget it.”

			I wait for her to say something else, but she doesn’t. Aubrey has been acting sort of strange this afternoon. Almost…mad about something.

			Cody flops down in one of the cozy chairs we dragged up here. “You said you had a thought, Hayley? About all these mystery bodies?”

			I settle into a beanbag chair. “Yeah. I do. Bodies showing up and then disappearing? It feels like a prank.”

			“We’ve already decided that,” Cody says. He reaches into his backpack and pulls out a bag of salt and vinegar potato chips. “Anyone want some?”
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			We all reach into the chip bag. Even Salmon slinks over and smells the bag suspiciously. I offer him a tiny sliver of a chip, but he walks away uninterested.

			“Anyway,” I say. “I was wondering if maybe someone is playing this prank because they don’t like the costume contest. And maybe they want to get the studio in trouble so that we shut down the costume contest, the parade, all of that.”

			Aubrey narrows her eyes. “Why would someone do that?”

			“Who knows? I’ve heard some people think the costume contest is just a big distraction. And we all said that if the guards keep getting these suspicious reports, the studio might impose stricter rules or cancel events until they can figure out what’s going on.”

			Amelia looks worried. “I don’t want them to cancel the costume contest! My costume is amazing!”

			“I guess you’re not a suspect,” I tease.

			“But who is?” Amelia asks.

			We’re silent. I think about everyone on Sadie Solves It, but I can’t come up with anyone who has seemed bitter about the costume contest. Most people, in fact, have said they’re going to participate.

			“I know someone who seems to hate everything,” Aubrey pipes up, leaning back on the chair. “Alex Vangoth.”

			I bite my lip. “He just doesn’t seem like the type who’d play pranks, though.”

			“How do you know?” Aubrey asks, crunching into a chip. “It’s not like you’ve talked to him much.”

			“None of us have,” Cody says.

			“Yeah, but I have information from the other studio,” Aubrey says. “The coffin? The bat? The skeleton?”

			I cock my head. “But those are only rumors.”

			Amelia takes a handful of chips. “Does anyone know where Alex has been when these body sightings happened?”

			Cody and I shake our heads. “I think we need to figure out who was on the scene,” I say. “Like, who went into Stage Six and Stage Eight.”

			“It totally makes sense that it could be Alex,” Aubrey says. “The guy sleeps in a coffin. He carries around a life-size skeleton. He’s obsessed with death. It seems like him.”

			“Hold up,” I say. “We don’t actually know for sure if any of that stuff is true.”

			Aubrey shrugs. “That’s what they say at my other studio. Why would people lie?”

			“Yeah, but who says it, exactly?” I ask. “And do you trust the people who are gossiping? I mean, I thought it might be Alex too, but I don’t want to just randomly accuse anyone of something they didn’t do.”

			“Like when you accused me,” Amelia pipes up. “That felt terrible.”

			“And we accused Clem in craft services,” I add. “I felt so bad about that. I don’t want to get on anyone else’s bad side.”

			Aubrey crosses her arms. “The people I heard this from are trustworthy, Hayley. I think you’re upset because you weren’t the one who got this information.”

			I sit back against the beanbag, surprised by Aubrey’s tone. “This has nothing to do with me. We’re all solving this together. I just don’t think we should use gossip as evidence.”

			Aubrey shrugs and looks down. There’s something off about her. She looks like she wants to say something else, but then she changes her mind.

			I lean closer. “What is it? Say whatever you’re thinking.”

			Aubrey opens her mouth a few times, but nothing comes out. Then she blurts, “I think you’re jealous that I’m shooting a movie at another studio. That I’m doing something that’s taking me away from Sadie Solves It.”

			My mouth drops open. “But I’m the one who pushed you to try out for Sing Your Heart!”

			“Yeah, but maybe you can’t believe I got the part,” Aubrey raises her eyebrows.

			“Wait, what?” I feel stunned. “Why would you say that?”

			“Guys,” Cody looks between us. “Um, maybe take it down a notch?”

			But I barely hear him. I can’t believe what Aubrey’s accusing me of. “I’m thrilled you’re doing the movie, Aubrey. Seriously.”

			Aubrey crosses her arms. “I don’t think so. You didn’t seem excited about me showing up in a limo. And you bit my head off when I showed up late after that schedule mix-up. That wasn’t my fault, you know.”

			“I didn’t bite your head off,” I cry. But then I think back. I had bombarded Aubrey with questions when she showed up in the limo. But that’s only because I was really worried.

			“And you don’t want to hear about anything that happens on that other set,” Aubrey goes on.

			“I don’t want to listen to gossip.” Now there are tears in my eyes. “I’m not jealous, Aubrey. I can’t believe you’d think that.”

			“Yeah, well, that’s how it feels to me,” Aubrey snaps. And suddenly, she stands from the couch and heads for the ladder.

			“Aubrey!” I cry. “W-Where are you going?”

			But she has already climbed down the ladder. I watch as she sprints across my yard. Then, I turn back to Amelia and Cody. I feel stunned.

			What just happened?

		

	
		
			Chapter Ten

			“Script delivery,” Kara the new PA says, pulling open my trailer door. She hands me a few stapled pages, my scenes for the day. Then she looks at me carefully. “You okay, Hayley? You look worried.”

			I shrug. I’m almost about to tell him that I barely slept last night, but I don’t want to get into it.

			“I’m fine. Thanks,” I murmur.

			Kara lingers in the doorway. “If you’re sure…”

			I shrug and look at the day’s scenes. Once again, Alex Vangoth isn’t one of the actors on the list.

			“Has Alex shot any scenes yet?” I ask Kara. “When does the vampire make his big appearance?”

			Kara flips some pages on his clipboard. “Apparently, Vee’s still working on him in hair and makeup. She wants to get his look just right. It’s why he’s been on set a few days early.” She bites her lip. “That is, if I’ve got the right schedule. I just don’t understand what’s going on. I feel like I’m always one step behind, or I always have the wrong information. Paul’s ready to fire me.”

			I shrug at her helplessly. “Aubrey says she gave you her schedule. I don’t know why she’d lie.”

			“But she didn’t,” Kara protests. “I swear.” She lets out a whimper. “I want to keep this job. It means so much to me to be part of Silver Screen Studios. My grandfather worked here years ago. I’m carrying on the tradition.”

			I open my mouth to reply, but Kara shakes her head and leaves before I can. I don’t know what to tell her anyway. She’s made some mistakes and maybe she does need to step it up.

			I flop back down on my couch, and Salmon leaps on my lap, purring loudly. When he meows, his breath smells strange.

			“What have you been eating?” I ask him. I sniff again. It smells like the dried squid Tina sometimes brings to craft services. But I’d never give that to Salmon. Did he find it somewhere? Did some random person feed him? That annoys me. I don’t want anyone feeding my cat. Certain things upset Salmon’s stomach.

			Then, my phone beeps. Aubrey has texted. Just want you to know that I’m going to be on time today. And everyone has my schedule.

			I grit my teeth. How could she think I’m mad? Or jealous? I’m thrilled she’s doing the movie. And her text makes it sound like I’m here mom.

			Good for you, I text back.

			But before I hit send, I wiggle my fingers over the keyboard. Should I apologize? Only, what am I even apologizing for? I stand by my decision not to accuse Alex based on gossip. And I also don’t think I acted jealous about her limo or about the other studio. Really, Aubrey should be the one apologizing, not me.

			It kept me up last night. I’ve never fought with Aubrey. I hate that she’s mad at me…and that I’m mad at her. I don’t even want to solve the mystery if it means we’re going to fight more.

			There’s a knock on my door, and I bolt upright. Aubrey? Maybe she’s come to talk.

			It’s just Cody. “Don’t look so disappointed to see me,” he says as I silently let him in. His gaze drifts to my phone. “Are you and Aubrey still sending each other frosty texts?”

			“No,” I say automatically. Then I sigh. “Sort of.”

			“Hayley. You need to make up.”

			My phone pings with another text. Aubrey again. Also didn’t come in a LIMO today.

			I let out a frustrated whine, but Cody grabs my phone before I can text back. “I’m holding this. I don’t want you to send something you can’t unsend.”

			“Cody.” I reach for my phone, but Cody holds it up high.

			“Uh-uh. No texting. You guys can talk at the sleepover tonight.”

			“What sleepover?”

			Cody grins mysteriously. “I might have arranged a sleepover at your tree house with all of us. Even Amelia.” He shrugs. “I figure she and her lizard will be a good buffer. And Salmon, of course.” He pets under Salmon’s chin.

			“Speaking of Salmon, you didn’t feed him dried squid, did you?” I ask. “His breath smells awful.”

			“No…” Cody looks thoughtful. “Although, I think I saw Kara feeding him yesterday. When you were shooting one of your scenes and he was in Stage Five, roaming around?”

			“Really?” Kara was just in here. I’m surprised she didn’t mention it. Doesn’t she know you shouldn’t feed other people’s cats? For someone who desperately wants to keep her job, she’s doing a lot of strange stuff.

			Cody holds the door open for me. “Anyway, we have another mystery to solve. An exec is on set again today.”

			“That guy with the glasses and the teacher blazer?” I frown. “I saw him yesterday too! Why do you think he’s here again?”

			“I’m not sure. At first, I thought he was keeping tabs on Alex Vangoth—you know how execs are sometimes around more when there’s a big star on set? But I haven’t seen him at all this morning.”

			“Apparently he’s in hair and makeup. Undergoing some top secret vampire transformation.” I roll my eyes. “I don’t like the idea of an exec hanging around. You don’t think it has to do with the body sightings, does it?”

			“I hope not.”

			“What if it’s about the show? They wouldn’t want to shut us down again, would they?”

			“But why?” Cody asks.

			I shrug. I have no idea. But execs are never a good sign.

			Cody glances at my script. “What’s your scene about today, anyway?”

			“Sadie goes into the haunted house—which, I have to say, after all the spooky stuff this week, I’m not really excited about. But she can’t find the vampire. When’s this vampire going to show up, anyway? We only have a few more days of shooting.”

			Suddenly, my phone beeps in Cody’s hand. He glances at it and then frowns. “What is it?” I ask, having a sneaking suspicion that Aubrey has sent another text.

			“Maybe I was wrong about the sleepover,” Cody says. “Maybe you guys need to talk now.” He shows me the screen. Aubrey has written: What, I’m not good enough to answer?

			“She’s mad,” I agree. I reach for my phone. “Let me see.”

			“No way.” Cody heads back into my trailer, stands on his tiptoes, and places it on a top shelf. “You need to wait at least ten minutes before you send a text. In fact…” He closes the trailer door again. “Why don’t we just find her now?”

			We pivot away from Stage Five and head, instead, to Aubrey’s trailer. But just as we’re nearly there, I notice a flash down the alleyway. I grab Cody’s arm. “Is that Aubrey?”

			Aubrey’s dark head disappears around a corner. We hurry down the alley, but something about Aubrey’s body language prevents me from calling out to her. She looks around nervously like she’s hiding something. She’s holding a flashlight too. And then I watch as she opens the doors to one of the props storage sheds—a huge container filled with old props the studio doesn’t use anymore, even bigger than the one inside Stage Five.
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			Cody and I exchange a look. “What’s she doing in there?” I whisper.

			“Doesn’t she know there are dead bodies around?” Cody says back.

			The storage shed door slams shut. Cody and I look at each other one more…and then we go in after her.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eleven

			The Props shed is pitch black and smells like mildew. I hear rustling in the distance—Aubrey?—but I can’t see enough to know for sure. I hold on to Cody’s hand so we don’t get separated, and I’m careful of where I step, as I don’t want to fall over something.

			“Should we call out to her?” Cody whispers.

			I don’t know what to do. Why is Aubrey lurking in a props shed? Why is she acting so secretive? Something crazy occurs to me—is it possible Aubrey is pulling the dead body pranks? I remember how she said people at her other studio pulled pranks all the time. Maybe she got inspired. I don’t want to suspect my friend, but she’s acting so strangely…

			A beam from a flashlight streaks across one of the walls. It seems like Aubrey is toward the back of the shed. Cody and I tiptoe toward the light. Then, we hear rummaging. Is Aubrey looking for something?

			Cody and I skirt around a large chest. All at once, we have a clear view of what Aubrey’s doing. The beam of her flashlight shines against something big, wooden, and rectangular. Aubrey’s pulling at the sides, trying to get it open.

			Then I realize what it is. A coffin.

			As I move closer, my foot bangs into something metal on the ground. It falls over with a clang. Aubrey lets out a scream.

			“Who’s there?”

			Her flashlight beams wildly around the room. Something else falls over, and this time I scream. The flashlight shines right on us. I hold up my hands in surrender.

			“It’s just us!” I cry. “Me and Cody! What are you doing?”

			Aubrey’s face is in shadow, but I can tell she’s scowling. “Go away, Hayley.”

			“Why are you in front of a coffin?” I ask. “What’s in there?”

			“You want to know?” Aubrey asks. “Fine. Come see.”

			We rush over to her as she pulls at the coffin’s lid. My heart is jumping all over the place. I don’t know what to expect. A real dead body?

			“Aubrey,” I whisper, grabbing her hand. “Maybe you shouldn’t…”

			But Aubrey pushes me away, yanking the coffin open. I let out a shriek in preparation for what I’m about to see. Cody covers his eyes. But as Aubrey shines her flashlight into the box, we realize…it’s empty.
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			“What?” Aubrey says, dumbfounded. “But…but I thought he’d be in here!”

			I blink hard, suddenly realizing what Aubrey is looking for. “You thought you were going to find Alex Vangoth, didn’t you?”

			Aubrey looks embarrassed. “I just thought…I wanted to prove…” She feels around the inside of the coffin. There’s nothing there. “I really believed I was going to find Alex sleeping in here. I did, Hayley.”

			I let out a sigh. “So you were trying to prove me wrong.”

			“You must think I’m a fool,” Aubrey says stiffly.

			“Aubrey, no!” I cry. “Please.” It’s definitely time for that conversation in the tree house. “Look, I think Alex has been acting strangely too. I just didn’t want to accuse someone before knowing all the facts. This has nothing to do with you at Sing Your Heart—I promise. I’m thrilled you’re doing that movie. It’s been your dream.”

			Aubrey hangs her head. “Please. I’ve dropped the ball with Sadie. You’re disappointed in me. You think I can’t do anything right.”

			“What are you talking about?” I cry. “I don’t think that at all!”

			“Um, guys?” Cody says. “Can we take this outside, maybe? I’m not a vampire, and I need to get back into the sunshine.”

			I slam the coffin shut. “Let’s go.”

			“Fine,” Aubrey grumbles.

			We’re tense as we walk toward the door. But when Cody reaches for the knob, he gasps sharply.

			“Uh, we have a problem.” His voice quivers. He rattles the knob again and again. “I think we’re locked in.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twelve

			“Help!” I cry, pounding on the door. “Someone? Is anyone there?”

			I whirl around and look at Aubrey. “Do you have your phone?”

			“I left it in my trailer,” Aubrey admits.

			“After you wrote me that snarky text,” I remind her.

			Aubrey’s nostrils flare. “Your texts were just as snarky. And where’s your phone?”

			“She doesn’t have it,” Cody says. “I told her she had to wait and actually talk to you because you both were writing snarky texts. I put it on a shelf in your trailer.” Then he clears his throat awkwardly. “I don’t have my phone either. It’s in my bag. In my trailer.”

			“This is just great, Cody!” Aubrey cries. “Now what are we going to do? What are the chances that all three of us don’t have our phones!”

			“Sorry! I’m not as phone-addicted as you two are.” Cody crosses his arms. “And I thought I was doing a good thing for you both. Do you even hear yourselves? You’re supposed to be best friends! What are you even fighting about?”

			My shoulders slump. Maybe Cody’s right. Aubrey and I shouldn’t be fighting right now. It does seem silly.

			I turn toward Aubrey, trying to put aside my pride. “I’m not mad at you. I promise.”

			She crosses her arms tightly but doesn’t say anything.

			“But…” My voice cracks. “Are you mad at me?” Her silence says everything. “Aubrey, why? What did I do?”

			Aubrey breathes out. She’s staring at the ground.

			“Aubrey, if I seemed jealous, I’m sorry. I mean, yeah, I’d love for us to work on all our movies and shows together, but this is your thing. And I think that’s amazing.”

			“Same here,” Cody volunteers, raising his hand. “In case anyone is wondering.”

			For a while, Aubrey just concentrates on her shoes. Then she heaves a sigh. “It was pretty silly of me to believe those rumors about Alex sleeping in a coffin. I just wanted to get something right for once.”

			I frown. “What do you mean? Have I really been making you feel like you’ve been doing things wrong?” I add that I’m sorry, again, for making her feel bad for showing up late the other day—and anything else.

			“It’s not that, not really.” Aubrey leans back. “I think it’s about the movie shoot. Sing Your Heart, I mean. Everyone there is so good, Hayley. So talented. Their singing is, like, next-level. I feel like a little kid. An imposter, even.”

			“Don’t say that!” I urge. “You deserve to be there as much as anyone else! And anyway, I thought it was going great! Why didn’t you say anything?”

			“I don’t know. I felt embarrassed. And also, who wants to hear complaints? I got my dream role. You guys pushed me to do it. It’s supposed to be perfect.”

			“Yeah, but we’re your friends,” Cody says. “You can tell us anything.”

			“Is it really that bad?” I ask.

			Aubrey sniffs. “That place just isn’t comfortable like Sadie. It’s why I’ve felt so sensitive lately…about everything. I don’t have a lot of confidence in myself right now.”

			I cluck my tongue. “Look, they wouldn’t have cast you if they didn’t think you were perfect for the role. Think of all the people who tried out for your part.”

			“I know,” Aubrey says.

			“And think of how impressed the casting directors were at your singing skills!” Aubrey grinned from ear to ear after her final audition. Normally, she doesn’t like singing in front of anyone, so it was great to hear someone thought she was really good.

			Aubrey sighs. “No, you’re totally right.”

			“And also? Sadie is comfortable, but sometimes it’s the uncomfortable experiences that help you to grow.”

			Aubrey groans. “You sound like my mom. Or some self-help influencer on Instagram.”

			“Well, maybe those influencers have the right idea!” I cry. “And I’ve always thought your mom was very wise.”

			“Look, you’re going to rock this movie,” Cody says. “We know you are.”

			“I just hope that when you give your acceptance speech at the Oscars, you remember that we were the ones who gave you the pep talk,” I add.

			“Ha, ha,” Aubrey says.

			But she’s smiling now. I can tell, even in the dim light.

			“Okay. I can do this. I will do this.” Aubrey turns toward the door with a worried expression. “If we ever get out of here. I’m sorry I ever led you into this place. I don’t know what I was thinking.”

			I peer toward the heavy metal door. I haven’t heard a single footstep go past. Where is everyone? But then I remember: the morning’s shoots are on the back lot. People aren’t coming back to Stage Five until later this afternoon.

			But wouldn’t Paul be looking for us? We’re in those scenes too.

			I ball up my fist, wishing one of us had a phone. I worry about Salmon too. My kitty expects lunch promptly at noon. He gets cranky if he doesn’t get it on time.

			It’s so quiet in this locker…and dark…and kind of cold. “Who could have locked the door, anyway?” A creepy feeling occurs to me. The prankster? The same person who’s planting dead bodies? But I don’t want to bring that up. Not now. It’s bad enough we’re sharing the space with an empty coffin.

			My fist pounds on the door once more. “Hello? Anyone?”

			“That door is too thick,” Aubrey says. “I think we have to wait for someone to open this back up.” Then she shines her flashlight on something down the corridor. She leaps up to grab whatever it is and comes back with a few pillows and blankets.

			“Thanks,” I say when she tosses me one. “I guess we’re lucky this was here.”

			“I found some food back there too.” There’s rustling, and she tosses me and Cody bags of mini pretzels.

			I look at the organic label. “Isn’t this the same brand Tina brings to craft services?”

			“There were lots more bags back there too. And some cans of sparkling water, and some packaged muffins.”

			“If this place had a little more light, you could almost live here,” Cody jokes.

			We sit down on the pillows and pull the blankets around us. Aubrey shines the flashlight across the metal walls and over the boxes and boxes of old props.

			At least I’m in here with Aubrey and Cody. I look at her, feeling a rush of guilt. “I don’t want to fight with you.”

			“Me neither!” Aubrey cries.
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			“I’m sorry if I ever sounded jealous.”

			“And I’m sorry that I lashed out at you!” Aubrey says. “And sent those snippy texts.”

			I wave my hand. “It’s all good. Always knew you were sassy!”

			We lean against each other, and everything feels right with the world again. Well, sort of. I mean, we’re stuck in a dark storage locker that also contains a coffin.

			But what’s to be afraid of?

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirteen

			I must doze off, because I’m suddenly awakened by someone banging hard on something metallic. “Hayley? Aubrey? Cody? Are you in there?”

			We both jolt upright. Aubrey and I are lying on the floor of the storage locker, the blankets we found strewn over our bodies. I was sleeping so deeply I left a puddle of drool.

			Aubrey shines a flashlight toward the door. “Hello?” she calls. “Help!”

			There’s a clicking sound, and the door opens. The sunlight is blinding after all this darkness, and I shade my eyes. “Guys!” Amelia is aghast. “What are you doing?”

			“It’s a long story.” Aubrey gets up stiffly and heads to the exit. “How did you find us?”

			“Paul looked everywhere else. It was my idea to try here.” Amelia ushers us out.

			Paul has come up behind her. He looks confused. “You were locked in there? How?”

			I shrug. “The door was open when we came in. But when we went to leave, it was locked. And I know for a fact it doesn’t lock behind you normally. I’ve been in here before. Someone had to lock it from the outside.”

			Paul swivels around and looks at Kara, the new PA. She’s standing with a few other people in the distance, watching this unfold. “Kara. I saw you over here earlier. Did you lock the unit?”

			Kara swallows hard. “No! I-I didn’t touch it! I swear!”

			Paul narrows his eyes. “There was no one else over here. Are you sure? Because it seems like since you’ve come onto our production, there have been a lot of little mishaps involving our stars.”

			Kara’s eyes widen. Her chin starts to tremble. But I’m wondering the same thing. Did she lock us in? Maybe accidentally?

			Paul looks at us again. “Come on. Let’s try and get at least one scene shot today. Are you two all right?”

			Aubrey looks at me. “We’re good, actually.”

			“Better than good,” I agree, taking her hand.

			Then I look at Kara, remembering something else. “But by the way. Can you not feed my cat anymore? He can’t really tolerate dried squid.”

			“Dried…squid?” Kara looks lost. Really lost. “And…you have a cat?”

			But I roll my eyes. Kara’s “I don’t know what’s going on” act is getting a little old.

			* * *

			“In honor of Aubrey and I being best friends again, Aubrey gets to pick takeout tonight,” I announce as I flop onto the couch in the tree house.
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			“Yes!” Aubrey cries. “Sushi, sushi, sushi!”

			Cody makes a face. “Can we not?”

			“It’s my choice, and I want some spicy tuna rolls,” Aubrey proclaims, grabbing the sushi takeout menu from the pile. “You can always get chicken teriyaki or something, Cody. Deal with it.”

			It’s later that night, and we’re at the sleepover Cody planned for us earlier in the day. We even invited Amelia, but she wasn’t able to come—and even more interestingly, she didn’t tell us why. It doesn’t seem fair. If we were trying to keep a secret, Amelia would bother us until we finally spilled. But she just expects us not to ask.

			It’s nice that it’s just the three of us, though. It also gives us time to work on our group costume. Cody’s outfit—the hot dog in the bun—just came in, and he spent the past few minutes modeling it for us. Aubrey and I are working on our ketchup and mustard hats, cutting out the patterns from big pieces of red and yellow felt.

			“So,” Cody says after we place the sushi order. He has taken off his hot dog costume, and he hugs one of my throw pillows to his chest. “Do we think Kara was telling the truth about not locking us in? Or did it slip her mind?”

			“Seems like a lot of stuff is slipping her mind lately,” Aubrey remarks as she finishes cutting out her hat. “That thing with Aubrey’s schedule? And remember when Amelia swore she saw her in The Woods but she denied it later?”

			“She’s been acting kind of weird too,” Cody adds. “Yesterday, I saw her on the back lot. Except it wasn’t where we were shooting—it was around the corner. Almost like she was doing something she didn’t want anyone to see.”

			“Did you find out what?” Aubrey grabs the hot glue gun to glue the hat’s pointy part to the brim.

			“Nope. I waved at her, but she looked at me like she had no idea who I was. And then she just ran away!”

			“Huh,” I murmur. “Like she’s keeping a secret, maybe.”

			“Yeah.” Cody nods. “But about what?”

			“Say Kara did lock us in the storage locker—on purpose,” Aubrey says. “Why would she do that?”

			I take the hot glue gun from her and start on my costume’s hat. “If she did, that’s a really mean trick.”

			“Unless she really didn’t know we were in there,” Cody says.

			“She claims she didn’t do it, though,” Aubrey argues. “So if she’s telling the truth, who else could it be?”

			I try to think who would do that, though. No one bothers with the props storage shed. I don’t know why anyone would decide it needed to be locked in the middle of the day. The more I think about it, the more it seems like someone did do it on purpose—maybe knowing we were in there.

			But why? To keep us from talking? To keep us from finding something out?

			Or maybe it’s just another prank—one of many. I shudder at the thought of that. Whoever is pulling these pranks seems to be stepping up their game. And I have to say, the pranks really aren’t that funny.

		

	
		
			Chapter Fourteen

			The next morning, whoever the prankster is at Silver Screen Studios is having a field day.

			“Where are all my special snacks?” Tina from craft services moans as she storms around Stage Five, looking from actor to actor. “I literally put twenty bags of trail mix in the basket ten minutes ago. How can they be all gone already? Are we employing a grizzly bear? A raccoon? Some sort of food-stealing thief?”

			My friends and I—including Amelia and her bearded dragon—are sitting on one of the couches near the sets. We all show Tina our empty palms. I didn’t even know there were bags of Tina’s homemade trail mix. I would have grabbed one for sure.

			“Totally the prankster,” Cody mumbles under his breath.

			“It’s not even funny, though,” Amelia complains. “Who would want all that trail mix?” We’d told her about how we were pretty sure someone was pulling pranks. She’s been on the lookout too.
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			Not ten minutes later, Monique bangs through the stage door, a clipboard in her hands. “Where are my extras?” she bellows. “We need to reshoot part of the carnival scene.” A few extras from that scene scurry over to her, but Monique looks over their heads. “Where’s that girl who has lines? What was her name—Molly?”

			The extras look around. No one has seen Molly, they report.

			Then Kara approaches, looking at a list. “Molly isn’t on the extras call list for today.”

			Monique looks like her head is going to explode. “She was supposed to be! I gave you that list last night!”

			“Look.” Kara thrusts a piece of paper at Monique. “This was the list on my desk. Molly’s name isn’t on it.”

			Monique stares hard at the list and then shakes her head. “This isn’t the list I gave you. It can’t be. Molly’s supposed to be here.”

			“I’ll wrangle up Molly,” Kara says. “I’m so sorry.”

			“Prankster strikes again,” Aubrey mumbles quietly, as Kara hurries away.

			“Or Kara’s the prankster,” I add.

			Cody thinks for a moment. “Or maybe there’s another answer.”

			“What do you mean?” I ask.

			“What if someone’s pranking Kara too?” Cody asks.

			We all think about this for a moment. Aubrey clears her throat. “It doesn’t explain why Kara didn’t give my schedule change to Paul, though.”

			“True,” Cody says. “Let’s think this through. We need to make a list of all of the pranks that have happened.”

			“Food’s gone missing,” Aubrey says. “All those sandwiches Tina made the other day, and now the trail mix.”

			Our gaze returns to Tina. She’s still flitting around the set, interrogating everyone about whether they took more than their fair share of trail mix. But so far, it seems like no one took any trail mix. The missing sandwiches had never been accounted for either.

			“And remember that sweater from wardrobe?” I think about how upset Romy was the other day. “It wound up under Sadie’s bed, of all places.”

			“And the dead body sightings,” Aubrey says. “And locking us in the storage shed. Maybe it all connects, somehow?”

			I shut my eyes. But I can’t think of a way it would connect. Is it someone who hates our costume contest? Is it Kara who’s pulling the pranks? Or maybe it’s someone else—like Alex? Maybe Aubrey was right all along. All of this started happening after Alex showed up.

			Out of the corner of my eye, I notice a new figure standing on the other side of one of the sets. It’s the new exec who’s been hanging around, the one with the glasses and the blazer with the patches on the elbows. Perfect. The exec is going to see Sadie on its worst day—we’re behind schedule, the guest star is missing, the craft services people are losing food right and left, a director is furious, and a PA is nearly in tears. Executives like to see smooth-sailing ships, not boats getting swallowed up in a tsunami.

			Then, to my surprise, the exec turns my way. His eyes lock with mine, and a little smile appears on his lips.

			I freeze. Why is he looking at me? I watch as he touches Paul’s arm and murmurs something in his ear. And then, for reasons I can’t fathom, he starts walking right toward me. Like he wants to talk.

		

	
		
			Chapter Fifteen

			My mind whirls. Am I in trouble? I barely have any interaction with the TV execs unless things are going really, really wrong. Maybe Paul told him that I was stuck in the storage shed? Maybe he whispered that my friend and I were spending more time solving mysteries than we were concentrating on our lines?

			Or what if it’s about Salmon? Please, please don’t make it be about Salmon, I think. I love having my cat here with me on set. Please don’t send him home.

			“Hayley?” Cody murmurs. He’s sitting next to me, and he’s gone really still too. “Um, why is that exec coming over?”

			“No clue,” I say nervously, trying to smile. That’s always the first rule of dealing with the network people: Act positive! Never let them see you sweat!

			“Maybe the network wants to do a Holiday Special too?” Amelia says with hope in her voice. “Or, ooh! Maybe it will center around Pepper and not Sadie this time. Or—I have a better idea! Maybe Pepper will get her own show! About mysteries…and horoscopes!”

			“Shhh,” I hiss at her. The exec can definitely hear us.

			The guy strides up to me. “Hi, Hayley,” he booms. “Nice to see you.”

			“Uh…hi?” My voice cracks. “I…I don’t think we’ve met.”

			“Sure we have.” His smile is mysterious. Almost like he’s about to laugh. “You don’t recognize me?”

			I look at my friends. Should I? Is this another prank? Sometimes I’m not good with faces and names…but I’m really, really sure I haven’t seen this guy.

			But then something strikes me about the exec’s voice. It is familiar…except, not from a meeting with the network people. The exec comes closer, and all of a sudden, I recognize his ice-blue eyes. My mouth drops open.

			“Are you…Alex Vangoth?” I whisper.

			He spreads out his arms. “Wow! You really had no idea! Vee’s makeup job is amazing!”

			“Hold up.” Cody steps closer. “You’re Alex? For real?”
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			The exec—I mean Alex—touches his sandy hair. “This baby’s a wig. And I’ve got on a ton of makeup—this is the first time I’ve ever had a tan. And I wouldn’t be caught dead in this sort of jacket normally, but it’s perfect for my part.”

			“Your part,” I repeat. “Wait. Your part on Sadie? You’re not playing the vampire?”

			Alex shakes his head. “I’m playing the vampire expert, Professor Moriarty. He’s the guy Sadie and her friends call in to make sure the haunted house isn’t really haunted!” He’s grinning from ear to ear. I’ve never seen him so animated. “Our scene is today, actually. Monique wanted me to keep it from you as long as possible—she says she likes you guys to be surprised.”

			“That she does,” I say shakily. I can’t believe this. Alex looks so different.

			“But why didn’t you want to play the vampire?” Amelia asks.

			Alex shrugs. “I’ve already played that role. I wanted to try something new. I had to really talk Paul and Monique into letting me pay the professor, but this is the sort of thing that will expand my career. Stepping out of my comfort zone.”

			I nudge Aubrey. “See? That’s the same advice we’ve been telling you! It’s the uncomfortable situations that help you grow.” It’s nice to hear that Alex is using his time on Sadie as a learning experience. I’d thought he felt we were beneath him.

			“Do you want to run lines?” Alex asks us. “It seems like a really fun scene.”

			Admittedly, I’d barely looked at today’s scenes yet. When I saw they didn’t have the vampire in them—again—I’d leafed through them half-heartedly. Had I known Alex was in them, I would have read them much more carefully.

			“Running lines would be great.” I look at my friends. “You guys in?”

			“Alex, can I ask you a question?” Aubrey blurts. She’s looking at Alex and fidgeting nervously. “I heard some…things about you…from the other set I’m working on.”

			Cody steps on Aubrey’s toe. “Aubrey,” he says through gritted teeth. “Not now.”

			“It’s okay,” Alex says. It’s still so weird to see him with blond hair and a tan. “You mean the skeleton rumor? Sleeping in a coffin?”

			Aubrey smiles sheepishly. “So it’s true?”

			“Mr. Vangoth, we’re sorry,” Amelia says quickly. “If you don’t want to talk about that, it’s totally fine.”

			Alex waves his hand. “Everyone asks me. You want to know what really happened?”

			We look at each other. Do we?

			“One time, during a really long shoot, I fell asleep in one of the coffins while they were working on the lighting.” He rolls his eyes. “Someone snapped a picture—of course. I woke up as soon as they closed the coffin on me. I do not like tight spaces.”

			“Oh,” Aubrey says in a small voice. “Yeah, I don’t either.”

			“I’d never sleep in one normally,” Alex assures us. “Though I have to say, for that particular nap, it was pretty comfortable.”

			“And the skeleton?” Aubrey asks.

			“Oh, yeah, I have a skeleton in my trailer,” Alex says. When he sees the shocked looks on our faces, he winks. “It’s not a real one. It’s a fake plastic thing from the Halloween store. A friend put it in my trailer as a prank, but I bring it around now for good luck. But see, this is why I want to play other roles. Everyone thinks I’m actually a vampire! I want to show the world that I can play other parts too. I’m really serious about acting. It’s why I’ve been a little standoffish, actually—I needed to get into my part. Sometimes it takes me a while to feel a character.”

			“Wow,” I say quickly. Alex seems so normal. It’s great how seriously he’s taking all of this. And really, who cares if he has a skeleton in his trailer? That’s where I keep a black cat.

			“Speaking of pranks, though.” Alex’s expression clouds a little. “I’m all for jokes, but they can be sort of distracting, you know? And it seems like there have been some weird things happening at Silver Screen Studios lately. Were you guys really locked in a storage shed? And I heard something about dead bodies?”

			I shift my weight. “Maybe,” I admit.

			“We’re trying to figure it out,” Cody says. “We think it’s distracting too.”

			“Well, count me in if you want help,” Alex says. “Like I said, pranks can be fun, but we’re here to learn and grow, you know? We can’t waste time with things going missing or weird stuff holding up production.”

			“That would be amazing!” I say, my heart warming. “We’d love your help!”

			“Great.” Alex grins and extends his tweed-clad arms. “So. You ready to shoot the scene? Professor Moriarty, Vampire Hunter, is about to blow your mind!”

			“Lead the way, Professor Moriarty,” I say, giggling. “I can’t wait!”

		

	
		
			Chapter Sixteen

			Now that the mystery about Alex’s character has been solved, Alex is friendly and relaxed. He’s chatty between takes of the scene where Sadie consults Professor Moriarty about whether vampires are real. And he does an amazing job as a stuffy professor. When the scene is over, Alex lets out a long breath. “Is it crazy that I was really nervous about that?” he asks me.

			“You, nervous?” I’m shocked. “You’re a big star!”

			“I know, but I’m a star as a vampire. Not a professor.”

			“Well, you did an amazing job.” I hold the door for him so we can walk out into the sunshine. Imagine, me, giving Alex Vangoth a pep talk!

			But not everyone on set is happy. Monique stands just outside the set with her clipboard. All of the extras are gathered around her, presumably so they can reshoot part of the carnival scene. All the extras except one, that is.

			“Where is Molly?” Monique barks to Kara. “Why haven’t you found her?”

			“Um, that’s the problem,” Kara says in a small voice. “There’s no record of her. At all.”

			“Then how did she get on the set?” Monique points toward the guard’s check-in booth. “There’s absolutely no way Timothy would have let her in without a record.”

			“I don’t know.” Kara looks lost. “It’s really strange. It’s like she’s just…vanished.”

			Another person who’s vanished? I glance at Alex. He looks worried too.

			But Monique doesn’t seem to buy this. “You’ve made too many mistakes, Kara. We can’t tolerate this.”

			“No!” Kara looks chagrined. “I don’t know why this keeps happening, but it’s not my fault, I swear!”

			“What’s going on?” Paul asks, coming up behind Monique.

			Monique explains Kara’s latest mistake and how they’ve “misplaced” one of the extras, Molly. Paul frowns. “That girl in the carnival scene? She was good.”

			“I know.” Monique puts her hands on her hips. “I was thinking of giving her more lines. Kara was supposed to keep track of her.” She shakes her head. “I’m sorry, Kara. But I think we have to let you go.”

			“What? No!” Kara cries. “Please! Give me another chance.”

			“I’m afraid it isn’t working out,” Paul says. “There have been too many mistakes on your watch.”

			“And I don’t know how Molly went missing from my list.” Kara turns to Paul. “I really, really want this job. It’s my dream to work in TV. My grandfather worked at Silver Screen Studios forty years ago. He just passed away, but I want to follow in his footsteps. It would make me so proud.”

			Her lip quivers like she’s going to cry. Something turns over in my brain. Kara isn’t our prankster, making things go missing and causing trouble. She really wants to be here. She has too much to lose. So is she just unorganized, then?

			Kara fights back tears as she gathers up her things. “People keep saying they gave me things when I have no knowledge of it. And people keep thinking they saw me places I’ve never been. Either everyone else is wrong, or maybe I’m having terrible memory loss.”

			Paul sighs heavily. “I’m sorry, Kara.”
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			My heart feels wrenched as Kara walks off the set toward the exit. Is there a possibility that this isn’t her fault? All these mix-ups and mistakes…maybe they’re caused by something else?

			Once Kara is gone, Paul turns to Monique. “Funny, I thought she and Molly were related. They resemble each other.”

			“Come to think of it, they do,” Monique murmurs. “Same height, same build…same dark hair.”

			And now, something new sparks in my brain. I roll Kara’s words over and over in my brain. Either everyone else is wrong, or I’m having terrible memory loss. Kara does look a lot like Molly. They could be sisters.

			I frown, something suddenly occurring to me. I think I’ve figured it out. There might be a solution to this. And I might even be able to get Kara’s job back.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seventeen

			I’m pumped as I open the door to let Cody, Aubrey, and Amelia inside. All of them raise their eyebrows at Alex, who’s sitting on my couch, all of his Professor Moriarty makeup now washed off. “He’s one of us now,” I tell them.

			“An honorary member of the Silver Screen Sleuthios,” Alex says proudly.

			“Oh, so we are using that name now?” Aubrey sounds amused. She settles against the wall. “So what’s up, Hayley?”

			I explain what Alex and I just witnessed: the Molly mix-up, Kara getting fired, and then that comment about Kara and Molly looking like sisters. And then I tell them my idea.

			“What if people have been mistaking Molly for Kara? Think about it. Kara is brand-new. She doesn’t know everyone yet, and not everyone knows her. And if there’s someone else at Silver Screen Studios who looks just like her, isn’t it possible people might have mistaken her for Kara from time to time?”

			“That’s wild.” Aubrey pauses to think. “You know, when I gave Kara my schedule change, she did look really confused. Sort of had this look like, uh, and you’re giving this to me why?”

			“But maybe she was too shy to set you straight,” Cody suggests. “Remember how shy Molly was during that carnival scene? We barely understood her when she said her name.”

			“Exactly,” I say. “And maybe you saw Molly in The Woods instead of Kara that day, Amelia.”
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			“And maybe it was Molly who didn’t wave back to me that time on the back lot.” Cody looks relieved. “Of course she didn’t wave back! She doesn’t know me!”

			“Poor Kara, getting blamed for all these things she didn’t do,” Aubrey says.

			I add that Kara really wants to work at Silver Screen Studios—her grandfather worked here forty years before, and she wants to honor his memory. “She looked heartbroken when Monique and Paul fired her. And if this isn’t even her fault, we need to make it right.”

			“There’s just one problem,” Alex pipes up. We all turn to him, thrilled he’s an honorary member of our mystery-solving team. “It would be one thing if we could track down Molly. She’d probably verify all of this happened, and then Kara could keep her job as PA. But we have no record of her. We have no idea where she is. For all we know, she could be anywhere in LA. Or even somewhere else!”

			“What about Timothy?” Amelia asks. “He collects everyone’s IDs. He must know something about her.”

			I shake my head. “Already checked. Timothy has no record of her coming onto the lot. No ID on file. Nothing.”

			“That’s impossible,” Cody says. “Security here is so tight with that top secret movie. They’re checking everyone.”

			“Top secret movie?” Alex looks interested. “Wait, you mean the one they’re shooting over on Stage 21?”

			Amelia’s mouth drops open. “You know about it?”

			Alex is about to answer, but Aubrey waves her hand. “As much as I want to hear everything, we need to concentrate on this first. How could Molly have gotten onto set—and not only that, made her way into being an extra on our show?”

			We all stare at each other. For a moment, the only sounds are Salmon’s loud purrs and a putt-putt-putt of a golf cart driving by.

			“Did she stow away in someone’s trunk?” I ask.

			“Or maybe she hopped the fence?” Cody suggests.

			“Maybe she came in disguise as someone else?” Aubrey says, shrugging.

			“But she would have signed out when she left,” I argue. “Timothy has no record of that either.”

			“So…what, she’s staying here?” Alex asks. “On the set? Is there an on-set hotel I don’t know about?”

			Suddenly, an idea pings in my mind. It seems to hit Cody and Aubrey at the same time, because we all exchange a look. The props storage shed. All those blankets and pillows. All that food stashed there.

			More ideas cascade in my mind. What if Molly hasn’t just been hiding in the storage shed? What if she was using Stage Six too? Those big sneakers I saw sticking out from under that sheet. The dead body that kept moving. The food that kept going missing from craft services. A warm sweater that went missing from props, perfect for when it rained.

			“Could Molly be living on the set?” I say quietly.

			“Huh?” Alex looks confused. “You think?”

			At that very moment, we hear a far-off wail. We leap to our feet and burst out of the trailer just in time to see Lucinda in props flying out of Stage Five. “Help!” she screams. “There’s…someone…inside! I think she’s dead!”

			All of us stiffen. “Maybe not dead,” I say, heading toward Stage Five.

			Maybe it’s Molly. And maybe she’s much closer than we think.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eighteen

			My heart pounds as we run back into the building and up the stairs toward props. Lucinda seems nervous as she whips open the door, and she points with a shaky finger to a stack of boxes in the corner. “Th-That’s where I saw her,” she whispers. “Behind there. Scared me to death. She wasn’t moving.”

			But when we all look to where she’s gesturing, we see nothing at all. No feet. No body.

			Lucinda runs her hand over her hair. “But it was just here.”

			“Dead bodies don’t move,” I tell Lucinda. “But I think we’ve figured out what’s going on.”

			Aubrey turns to me. “Wait, what have we figured out?”

			“What if Molly is hiding out at Silver Screen Studios?” I whisper. “Like maybe she’s a runaway?”

			“Wait a minute, that could completely make sense,” Alex says. “At my other studio, we had a kid who did that once. Lived in an abandoned woodworking area for a week. And all the free food around, it made it easy for him to get by.”

			“Exactly,” I say. “Those weren’t dead bodies everyone has been seeing. It’s Molly, maybe, creeping around.” I look at Cody and Aubrey. “That props shed was full of pillows and food. She could be staying in there. And maybe she was staying in Stage Six too. And Stage Eight.”

			“So maybe she’s the one who locked the shed door?” Aubrey asks. “Like maybe she had no idea we were in there, and she didn’t want anyone to find out where she was sleeping?”

			“It makes sense,” I say. “And if everyone thought she was Kara, she could have easily swiped a key to the shed. She comes and goes as she pleases. And that’s why Paul thought Kara did it—he said he saw Kara near the shed, but he actually saw Molly.”

			“But that’s terrible,” Cody says. “Does Molly not have anywhere else to go? Does she not have a family?”

			Suddenly, there’s a bang. The back door that leads to the back stairs and service elevator opens and shut. I grab Lucinda’s arm. “That’s her. Come on.”

			We hurry through the props room, skirting around boxes, bins, and pieces of furniture. As we get to the back exit, we hear footsteps clanging on the stairs below. I pull open the door. “Molly? Is that you?”

			The steps pause for a split second but then pound again. As we start down the stairs, the door on the ground floor opens and shuts. I see a flash of dark hair—definitely the same hair as the girl who did such a good job as an extra in the carnival scene. It has to be Molly.

			“Ugh, she’s running,” Cody grumbles.

			“She’s probably scared,” Aubrey says. “We need to find her.”

			We burst out the back exit too and look around. There’s no sign of Molly anywhere. We’re in an alleyway between two studios, a bunch of trailers, and the parking lot filled with cars. Amelia heads toward the cars. “I’ll make sure she’s not hiding in the lot.”

			“I’ll check the trailers,” Alex volunteers, striding up to the first one. He knocks softly on the door, and then opens it. He glances back at us and shakes his head.

			Amelia returns from checking the parking lot, looking defeated. “She isn’t hiding among the cars either.”

			“And someone would have seen her if she would have run out of the alley,” Aubrey says. “It’s straight onto the Sadie set. A lot of people recognize Molly from the carnival scene.”

			“Or they think she’s Kara,” Cody says.

			I spin around, looking at our other options. “Then she’s in one of the stages.” The back entrance to the office has put us in the alley between Stages Five and Six. I can’t imagine Molly would sneak into Stage Five, where we’re shooting Sadie, to hide out. It’s one thing if she snuck in and out to grab sandwiches and other things to eat. But she knows we’re on to her. Which means…

			I turn to Stage Six—the empty, spooky stage. “I bet she’s in there.”

			Cody nods. “That’s what I was thinking too.”

			We take a deep breath as we walk up the ramp to the door. Yet again, it’s unlocked—which seems like further proof that Molly is hiding inside. I feel safety in numbers, though—there are five of us going in, including Alex. In fact, Alex is the one who bravely pulls open the door.

			It’s dark inside and smells like dust. Already, I’m having flashbacks to the last time I came in here. I shiver, but I try to tell myself there aren’t any dead bodies in here—just a scared person who maybe has nowhere to turn.

			“Molly?” I call out softly. “Are you in here? It’s okay. We want to help.”

			“We aren’t going to get you in trouble,” Aubrey adds. “We just want to know what’s going on.”

			We all move forward. The shadows dance, casting scary shapes in front of us. I hear a rustling in the distance, and my stomach does a flip. Is that a mouse? A bat? Some other spooky animal? With the doors unlocked, who knows what else can get inside this stage.

			And then, something steps out into our path. We let out a scream, and Cody shines his flashlight against the figure’s face.
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			“Don’t!” a voice calls. When my vision adjusts, I realize it’s a tall, familiar girl with dark hair. She wears an oversized sweatshirt and jeans, huge sneakers, and her hair is pulled back messily.

			Molly.

			“Don’t hurt me!” she calls again.

			“We won’t,” I assure her. “We want to help you. We promise.”

			Molly looks shiftily between us. Her bottom lip trembles. She looks hungry and scared and tired. But she must realize that we’re telling the truth, because she steps toward us, sighs, and then bursts into tears.

		

	
		
			Chapter Nineteen

			Ten minutes later, Cody, Amelia, Aubrey, Alex, and I are sitting in Paul’s office with Molly. Monique hangs back in the doorway, arms crossed, while Vee sits on the couch, looking tearful and worried.

			“I’m so sorry,” Molly says. She has her head in her hands. “Please, I’ll leave Silver Screen Studios. I don’t want to get in trouble.”

			“Wait,” Paul says. “We just want to understand what’s going on.”

			“And we want to help,” Monique pipes up.

			Molly blows her nose with a tissue. When she looks around at the group, her eyes are puffy and red. “I didn’t mean for it to turn into this,” she whispers. “I snuck onto the studio during an open call for extras. And…I’ve just sort of never left.”

			Paul’s eyes boggle. “Do you have nowhere to go?”

			Molly shakes her head. “My mom passed away a few months ago. I was afraid to go into foster care, so I just…ran away.”

			“How old are you, honey?” Vee whispers.

			“Fourteen,” Molly mumbles. “But since I’m so tall, I look a little old for my age.”

			“And you’ve been on the run all this time?”

			Molly shrugs. “If you’re a runaway, a movie studio is a great place. I was able to grab stuff from craft services. Borrow warm sweaters from wardrobe. There were plenty of places to sleep.”

			I look at my friends. “The missing sweater. The one that ended up under the bed.” Then I turn to Molly. “Were you sleeping on the sets?”
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			Molly stares into her lap. “I’m really sorry. I know it’s not allowed, and I know I’ve been scaring people. I just didn’t know what to do. I had nowhere to go.”

			Paul shakes his head, dumbfounded. “We had no idea what was going on. And a few people were getting you confused with a new PA we have working for us.”

			Molly nods. “Yeah, some people kept giving me schedules and stuff. I was afraid to correct them because I knew they’d ask me why I was here.”

			“But that carnival scene.” Monique looks confused. “Why did you make yourself known if you were trying to hide?”

			Molly bites her lip. “I didn’t know you were going to shoot that scene—I was looking for some water, and then I got roped in with the other extras. And then you grabbed me and gave me some lines—I couldn’t say no.”

			“You did a really good job with those lines!” Monique says, baffled. “We were looking for you so we could use you again!”

			“Oh. Wow. I mean, it is kind of my dream to act. But I put it aside because of all my other troubles.” Molly says in a small voice. Then she peeks at Alex Vangoth. “I’m a huge fan, by the way.”

			Alex gives her a small, appreciative smile.

			“And wait,” I say, realizing something. “Did you feed my cat?”

			Molly looks caught. “Is your cat the black one? Hangs around the set?” When I nod, she puts her face in her hands. “I’m so sorry. I gave him a tiny bit of dried squid from the snack table, but he loved it so much he started following me around. I didn’t know what to do.” She glances at me worriedly. “Did I do something terrible? Is he allergic?”

			“Nah, he’s fine,” I say. “His breath stinks, but that’s it.”

			“And were you the one who locked us in the storage shed?” Aubrey asks. But before Molly can answer, she adds, “It’s okay if you did. We know it was an accident.”

			Molly hangs her head. “I was able to get my hands on a key. This is awful. I’ve been awful. And you’ve been so good to me. I’m sorry.”

			“It’s okay,” Paul says. “We’re all safe, and it’s better that this is out in the open. This is concerning, though, Molly. Obviously you can’t stay at Silver Screen Studios. And you should be in school.”

			“I know.” Molly’s eyes fill. “I want to go to back to school. I just…I didn’t know what to do. I don’t want to go into foster care. I thought I’d do okay on my own…but I guess not.”

			Everyone is quiet. We’re all worrying about Molly and how we can help her. Then, Vee speaks up. “Why don’t we talk to a foster agency about you moving in with me?”

			Molly’s head whips up. The rest of us look over at her in surprise.

			“What do you mean, Vee?” Paul asks.

			Vee shrugs. “My daughter would love an older girl around. We live in a great school district. And my place is big enough.” She smiles gently at Molly. “I know we don’t really know each other, and I know I’m not your mom, so if you feel uncomfortable about it, that’s okay. But the offer is out there. Even if we want to try it out for a little while. See how things go.”

			I’m touched by Vee’s kindness. I turn to Molly. “Vee is a great mom,” I say softly. “And you’d still get to visit Silver Screen Studios whenever you wanted.”

			Molly swallows hard. “I’d get to go to school again?”

			“You’d better,” Vee says. “Every day. And do your homework.”

			“And your daughter wouldn’t mind me being around?”

			Vee shakes her head. “I think Ava would be thrilled.”

			Molly slowly nods. We all cheer. Vee walks over to her and gives her a tentative hug. And I look at my friends, thrilled that this has had a happy ending. But as everyone starts to file out, I remember one more thing.

			“Paul,” I say, turning back. “Would you consider rehiring Kara? None of this is her fault, after all. And she really, really wants to work here.”

			Paul gives me a warm smile and holds up his cell phone. “Already on it,” he says. “Calling Kara right now.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty

			“And next up for our costume contest, we have a trio from Sadie Solves It—a hot dog and all the fixins!” crows the emcee, a bearded man from a game show that shoots a few stages over.

			He’s standing at a microphone in the town square in the back lot. Actors, writers, producers, and other staff from all corners of Silver Screen Studios are gathered here for the costume contest. Since Sadie is new to Silver Screen this year, this is the first time we’ve done the costume contest here, and I have to say, everyone is getting into the “Halloween” spirit in a big way.

			Nearly everyone is dressed up, including me and my friends. We stand on the stage now, Cody in his hot dog outfit and Aubrey and I as bottles of condiments. I’ve even dressed up Salmon as a can of chili—in case anyone wants a chili dog. Salmon isn’t happy, though. He wriggles angrily in the soft costume around his middle. Pretty soon, I’ll have to put him back in his carrier so he doesn’t sprint away.

			All the guests cheer for our costumes. The judges—a few people from the famous comedy show that shoots on Stage Seven, Timothy the guard, and one of the network execs—tally our scores. Not that we really care about winning. In fact, we’re definitely not going to win. Because Amelia takes the stage next.

			“And here we have a human dressed as a bearded dragon…and a bearded dragon dressed as a human,” the emcee says.

			Amelia waddles onto the stage. Her bearded dragon costume is full body with actual scales. She wears a mask so realistic that I swear it’s from a sophisticated Hollywood makeup department. She really looks like a human-sized bearded dragon. Thena wears a tiny, lizard-sized dress, a wig, and even what looks like lipstick. I don’t know how Amelia got her to put up with all of that, but she sits on Amelia’s shoulder calmly, like all of this is totally normal.

			[image: ]

			Mrs. Hart whistles through her teeth. “Winner winner!” Alex Vangoth crows from the sidelines. He’s still dressed as Professor Moriarty—he loved the transformation so much, he’s using it as his contest costume.

			“I love that Alex has stuck around,” Aubrey murmurs to me.

			“Right?” I say. “I guess he likes Silver Screen Studios after all.”

			We finished shooting the episode yesterday. What’s crazy is that after all that wondering who was going to play the vampire, it turns out that no one did. There was no vampire in the haunted house. It was an angry townsperson playing a prank, trying to scare people so that the haunted house would be shut down. Once again, Sadie imitated real life, as we were worried about a prankster on the set too.

			Thinking about the prankster, my thoughts turn to Molly. I glance toward Vee, who’s dressed up as the Queen of Hearts from Alice In Wonderland—her giant hoop skirt practically swallows up her tiny frame. Molly stands right next to her, smiling shyly and wearing a witch’s hat. And standing next to Molly is Ava, who’s dressed up as Hermione from Harry Potter. Ava is grinning at Molly and holding her hand. Vee was right. Her daughter does seem thrilled to have another girl around. And Molly seems pretty happy too.

			“Did you hear?” Aubrey says, following my gaze. “Monique might offer Molly a little speaking role on the next few episodes. I think she’ll play an older friend for Sadie and the group.”

			“That’s amazing!” I love the idea of Molly getting into acting. I wonder if she’ll want to come to our tree house sleepovers too. She’s a little older than us, but we’d love to have her.

			It must be so hard, I think, losing your mom and having nowhere to go. I’d feel so scared. Molly has been though a lot. But now she has Vee—and us.

			Amelia waddles off the stage, careful not to trip over her giant lizard tail. It takes quite an effort for her to lift her lizard mask off her face.

			“Whew,” she says after she pries it off. “It’s kind of hard to breathe under there!”

			“Here, baby!” Mrs. Hart rushes to her rescue and grabs her mask. She’s excited. “Did you know that Derrick Weis the horror director is in attendance? Maybe he’ll see your costume and want to cast you for something!”

			Amelia bursts out laughing. “What, a human-sized lizard? Do I actually want to play that part, Mom?”

			“Well I don’t know.” Mrs. Hart huffily puts her hands on her hips. “I’m just trying to help!”

			We all tell Amelia, once again, that she cooked up an amazing costume. After the fanfare dies down, Alex sidles over, patting Thena on top of her blond wig. He gives us a sly look.

			“You guys are curious about the top secret movie shooting over on Stage Twenty-One, aren’t you?”

			Aubrey’s eyes widen. “Why, do you know something about it?”

			“Maybe.” Alex smiles mysteriously. “I might just know a few of the stars.”

			“No way!” Amelia looks dazzled. “Who is it? Tell us!” She looks at her mom. “Now that movie I would like a part in.”

			“Want to go over and take a look?” Alex asks. “Maybe we can catch them between scenes.”

			Amelia’s mouth drops open. Aubrey and Cody look a little nervous. But I hesitate, and then I look at my friends. “Actually, I’m not sure I do.”

			“What?” Amelia stares at me like I’ve lost my mind. “Why not?”

			“Is it weird to say that I kind of like it being a mystery?” I shrug. “It’s kind of fun not knowing and just wondering. I like it being a secret that keeps us guessing.”

			Amelia sinks into one scaly hip. “You are taking this Silver Screen Sleuthios thing way too seriously, Hayley.”

			“Yeah, I thought you didn’t want any more mysteries on the set,” Cody reminds me.

			“I meant no more ghosts, thieves, or dead bodies. A top secret movie? That’s kind of fun.”

			Aubrey cocks her head. “I see your point. It is kind of fun not knowing.”

			“And besides,” Cody adds, “what better celebrity would we meet besides Alex Vangoth?”

			“Aw, you guys are too nice.” Alex ducks his head. “But seriously. You guys don’t want to go scope out the set?”

			“I do,” Amelia says quickly. She smiles at us. “Don’t worry. I won’t breathe a word of who’s over there. It’ll be my secret.”

			We all smirk as Amelia and Alex walk away. “Ten bucks says Amelia blabs the minute she comes back,” Cody mumbles. “She can’t keep anything to herself.”

			“Maybe, but maybe not,” I say. “Amelia did keep her costume a secret from us for weeks. Maybe she’s growing up.”

			“Just so she doesn’t grow up too much,” I say. “She always has to be Sadie’s little sister.” I smile at my best friends. “And you always have to be her mystery-solving crew.”

			“Definitely,” Cody wraps an arm around us. “You guys are the mustard and ketchup to my hot dog for sure.”

			We giggle about this again and settle on a bale of hay to enjoy the rest of the party. All feels right with the world. But Cody definitely has a point. I love mysteries. I love solving them. And the best thing about our latest one is that it helped someone out.

			If another mystery comes up on the set, I know I’ll be ready for it. We all will.

		

	
		
			About the Author
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			Hayley LeBlanc is a fourteen-year-old actress, artist, and social media star with more than 5.3 million followers across Instagram and YouTube. Hayley performed in the lead role of Harmony in the two hit Brat TV series Chicken Girls and Mani. Hayley lives in Los Angeles, where in her spare time she likes to hang out with friends, listen to music, read books, and watch horror and mystery films and TV shows.

		

	
		
			Playing a sleuth on TV is one thing, solving a real-life mystery is another!
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			A jewel thief on the loose? It sounds like a TV mystery—but it’s happening for real.
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