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Dedication

For Jen. Again.





One

David Rush was an Eagle Scout.

Was.

In addition to his scout training, he had secured an ROTC scholarship for his first two years at Missouri State and frequently spent weekends camping with his uncle, Lt. John Rush, a retired medical officer in the United States Marine Corps.

If there was anyone in Paul Tillerson’s B-field that fateful night who possessed the know-how to survive the carnage—possibly even lead the other victims out of danger—it was David.

David Rush had the skills to survive.

And his attackers knew that.

Which is why he was one of the first targets of the ambush.

What follows in this documentary is not conjecture. These are facts, confirmed and verified by a panel of independent researchers and forensic specialists.

“Is this going to be gory? I can’t deal with gore. Especially eye stuff. And finger—”

“Shhhh.”

—first crossbow bolt to enter David Rush’s body entered below his knee, severing tendons and chipping bone. The pain must have been excruciating.

“Ew.”

“Shut up!”

—vestigators unanimously agree that the second bolt entered David’s rib cage while he was lying on his stomach, already prone. Despite being fired at close range, this second shot missed all of David’s vital organs. Which means that he would have been able to survive both of these injuries if he had received light triage and been taken to a hospital.

But there was no hospital. An hour after he had been shot, the injured David Rush was finished off by the group’s ringleader with a single, smooth cut across his jugular vein.

“Where is this going?”

“No, I’m serious, be quiet. You got me to watch this thing. Now let me watch it. She’s my roommate and I want to—”

“Okay.”

—as widely reported by the mainstream media, the perpetrators of the Kettle Springs Massacre were each dressed as Frendo the Clown, a character used to promote Baypen corn syrup and the town’s unofficial mascot.

But, as the next hour will show, this is one of the very few accurate details circulated by the media in the days and weeks after the crimes. What follows will—

“My bullshit sense is tingling. Where did you find this, Pete?”

“My uncle.”

“By any chance an uncle who thinks the president is a lizard person?”

“I’m kicking you both out soon. I can’t hear.”

“Sorry.”

—nica Queen. Matthew Trent. David Rush. It will sound shocking. Maybe even offensive to some viewers, but the truth is that there were only three teenage victims of the Kettle Springs Massacre. Not twenty-six as reported. And the killers were not Sheriff Dunne and the townsfolk. Nor was the mastermind Arthur Hill, the town’s main jobs creator. No—the killers were the students of Kettle Springs themselves.

The police, the FBI, the media corporations that control our television and internet and want to keep us in a perpetual state of fear, all were complicit in this cover-up. All furthered the false narrative of twenty-six helpless school-age casualties. Why? Why would they undertake such an elaborate false flag operation? Why lie to the American people? And who were the real victims, lured to first the field and then the Baypen refinery that night?

“Okay. True. This does seem far-fetched, but hear it out.”

“SHHHH!”

—to understand why, we have to take a closer look at the real sociopath at the heart of this story. The first person in Kettle Springs to don a Frendo the Clown mask in anger. The organizer of the entire plan. The girl who leveraged the pain of a divided small town, a divided nation, and has gone on to make that schism even worse.

The girl who dragged a hunting knife across David Rush’s throat while he lay begging for help.

The girl who hatched the plan to kill and frame the town’s authority figures.

A girl who, before the murders, if you were to believe everything you hear on the news, had been living in Missouri for less than a week at the time of the attack. None other than—

“Quinn Maybrook.”

“See! Told you. She’s been lying!”

“Oh please. That isn’t real footage. I recognize the costume. It’s from that Lifetime movie they made.”

“Keep watching. It’s not about the footage, which, yeah, is a little janky. They have facts. I was skeptical, too, at first, but—”

“Shh. Do you hear that?”

“Oh fuck, hide it, hide it.”

Quinn Maybrook stood in the doorway and saw her face on the laptop screen before Mason could fumble the computer closed.

Then she shrugged.

It wasn’t worth getting mad about anymore. She couldn’t get away from this shit. No matter where she went. Not even after a long day of classes, not even in her own dorm room.

Figured.

She was familiar with the specific video they were watching. It was the most popular one for some reason. The “documentary” was titled The Baypen Hoax, and even though Quinn, Cole, and Rust had successfully petitioned to have the original video removed from Facebook, the same “documentary” was re-uploaded to YouTube multiple times a day, the takedown notices unable to keep up. The facts in the video were all wrong, of course. And the conclusion that Quinn, Cole, and Rust had committed mass murder and then framed their victims—Sheriff Dunne, Arthur Hill, and the rest of the town’s adults—was as laughable as it was convoluted. There were even sequences where Quinn’s face had been deepfaked (poorly) onto the actress who played Ronnie Queen in one of the made-for-TV movies. Bad as the effect was, the image seemed to stick with an audience eager to see what Quinn would look like wearing a Frendo the Clown costume herself.

Never discount the gullibility of people on the internet, though. Janky production values and all, there were people who believed. Or at least wanted to believe, needed that outrage in their lives like a handrail.

Quinn had thought Dev was smarter than that.

“If you’re going to watch conspiracy theory videos about me, there are better ones. More fun ones,” Quinn said. She didn’t know why she was engaging with this right now. “There’s one where I’m secretly Cole’s half sister and we framed Arthur Hill to split his fortune. That’s a good one. And one where I was trained by the Zodiac Killer at a defunct summer camp in Virginia. Also good.”

Sitting on the carpet, Dev swallowed a big gulp of air. Guilt stuck in her throat.

Quinn didn’t wait to hear what excuse her roommate was going to stammer out. She hitched up her computer bag, leaned into the dorm room, and plucked the pillow off her bed.

“Oh, and FYI,” she said, “David Rush wasn’t even a real person. But Rust Vance really is an Eagle Scout, so that’s probably where they got that tidbit from.”

Dev started to get up from the floor, where Pete and Mason, two boys from down the hall, were sitting cross-legged and staring at the carpet.

Good. Let them squirm.

“Quinn—I’m sorry, we were just . . . ,” Dev started.

“I guess I’ll go sleep in the study lounge tonight,” Quinn said, and slammed the door in Dev’s face as she approached.

Quinn had only made it a couple of feet down the hall when she heard their door open again. She forced herself not to look back.

“I’m sorry!” Dev yelled. “I’m really sorry!” Her apology was loud enough that she must have embarrassed herself, because their door squeaked closed just as quickly as it was opened.

Quinn and Dev had only known each other for a few weeks. They hadn’t talked much in that time, despite sleeping in twin beds five feet apart, facing each other. Every night was like an awkward sleepover. Even so, most of their conversations had been Dev apologizing to Quinn. Sorry, but I mixed up our shower caddies and used your shampoo. Sorry, but did you take Econ notes? Sorry if I’m loud on the phone, but it’s still early where my parents are.

And there were more apologies. Dev was sorry about the smell of her microwaved breakfast burritos. And also sorry that the RA had found the contraband microwave she kept in their shared closet.

Even with all these annoyances, Quinn didn’t dislike the girl. She didn’t think much about Dev at all, outside of pitying her for the hard time she seemed to be having adjusting to city life; the long hours she spent on the phone with her parents; and the trunk of arts and crafts materials, markers, and bracelet looms that she kept under her bed. But now the thought of Dev gossiping with those boys, speculating about Quinn’s complicity in a mass murder . . .

Quinn was angry. So angry it’d be hard to sleep.

In the hallway, a few faces prairie-dogged out of their rooms to see what was up, who was doing all this yelling and stomping. It was a long walk. Quinn and Dev were the last door at the end of the hallway. The lookie-loos caught a glimpse of Quinn marching to the elevator before they each disappeared back inside.

Oh. Her. The Clown Girl. Figures.

It wasn’t that everyone in the country believed the lunatic theories they saw online. No, those were fringe ideas with tiny fringe audiences. Most of America knew what really happened in Kettle Springs. Or knew a close-enough-to-the-ballpark version of the truth, which varied depending on the documentaries they’d seen, the podcasts they listened to, or which cable news station was on at their parents’ house. But a few rejected that truth, thought Quinn was a criminal mastermind who’d roped two small-town gay lovers into a heavily armed assault against traditional American values.

It was only a few weeks after the attack that the conspiracy theories and abuse started. And as a result, Quinn had spent most of the last year with her social media deactivated to try to step away from the toxic stew of lies online and stem the constant—and sometimes quite detailed—death threats. She didn’t have Instagram or TikTok on her phone, but still she never went anywhere without the device. It connected her to the people she loved. It could connect her to help.

Before leaving for college, she’d sat with her dad at the kitchen table and they’d performed timed drills to see how quickly she could set the phone to emergency mode. Then they’d tested which was faster, emergency mode or dialing 911 the traditional way. If she needed, Quinn could reach the Philly police without even looking down at her phone screen.

The dorm elevator smelled like chicken fingers, and Quinn could see why. Someone had let half a nugget slip from their late-night snack, probably while trying to hit a button for their floor, judging from the streaks of ketchup.

Quinn pressed M for Mezzanine. This building used to be a hotel, before the university bought it and converted it, quickly and cheaply, into freshman and sophomore suites. During that construction, they’d also portioned up the ballrooms of the second floor into residence life offices and study lounges.

The elevator car shuddered, and Quinn stared at the oily splotch of ketchup.

For the rest of the students in this building, college life was all fun and parties. With a little bit of learning thrown in. Maybe college wasn’t the total freedom they’d imagined, but it was much more freedom than they’d ever had at home. Quinn’s classmates had a bustling city at their front door. They knew about that one corner store that didn’t card. There was a small dining hall in the building’s basement that served fried food any time you were hungry, even at—Quinn checked her phone—nearly midnight.

Quinn wished she felt the same way. Was able to feel the same way.

She wanted to enjoy the curly fries. A little over a year ago, after pulling into Kettle Springs for the first time, coming back to Philly for school had been the plan. The dream.

This, being here, being back in the city she called home, was what she’d wanted. She’d wanted to be far from Missouri, live right on Broad Street, a few blocks’ walk from City Hall and the heart of Philadelphia. But now that she’d seen death—now that she’d killed to survive—Quinn just couldn’t get as excited about an eight a.m. Intro to Lit class, or how much detergent was enough in the dorm’s strange washing machines, or complaining that her roommate was taking so long in the shower. The alienness of college, its freedoms, all seemed like inconveniences at best, dangers at worst.

DING!

The elevator doors opened onto darkness.

The building’s second floor was often like this when Quinn came down late at night, looking for a little peace, but the darkness was still sometimes unnerving.

Quinn readjusted her pillow under one arm and waved a hand over her head.

There was a mechanical click somewhere, a circuit switched on, and cool bright fluorescent lights lit the hallway.

The lights were on a motion sensor. The darkness was good, actually, Quinn told herself. It meant she was alone down here.

Quinn walked forward into the hall, her phone buzzing with a text. She looked down.

Oh. Surprise, surprise. Dev was sorry.

Quinn opened Messages and silenced the conversation. She did not silence her phone. She never silenced her phone, even while she slept. There was always a chance that her dad or Cole or Rust could call with an emergency.

It was quiet down here, abandoned on this floor that the school hadn’t bothered to remodel from when it was a hotel. Even with the sound-dampening qualities of the carpet and the popcorn ceilings that must’ve dated back to the ’70s, Quinn’s footsteps seemed to echo. The university offered cleaner, more modern places for students to study at night, but this one was closest, and a place where Quinn Maybrook could be alone. Maybe the only location on campus without classmates whispering into their hands, a barista asking her for her autograph on the back of a receipt, or a group in the dining hall trying to “accidentally” catch her in the background of a selfie.

At the end of this hall there was a large, open room with circular tables, booths, and a small kitchenette to make coffee or tea, but Quinn wasn’t headed that way. Instead, she turned on her phone’s flashlight and directed it into the slim, rectangular windows of the doors on either side of her.

These were private study rooms. They were empty now, but during midterms and finals were so in demand that they had to be reserved ahead of time.

She peered into a few windows before settling on a room with three chairs and stepping inside.

“Shit.”

A blanket.

She’d left her room in such a hurry, she hadn’t grabbed a blanket. It was fine. At least she had her bag, which meant she had her laptop, her phone charger, and the small collapsible combat baton she kept for self-defense.

Quinn rarely arrived back at the dorm after dark, but on Thursdays it was unavoidable. Her only elective was a film class that consisted of an hour of lecture on Friday mornings and a two-hour screening block the night before. Tonight’s film had been Man of a Thousand Faces. Rust would have liked it. It was an old black-and-white movie starring an old black-and-white movie star that was about an even older black-and-white movie star. She’d been enjoying it well enough until there was a scene where the actor was in clown makeup. Then she had a hard time focusing on anything but the faces in the screening room around her. How some of her classmates were watching for her reaction.

Quinn placed her laptop on the desk and opened it, not to use the computer but just to make it look plausible if anyone peeked in that she could be studying. She then pushed the three chairs together in a line to make a kind of bed.

She put her pillow against her back and stretched her feet out, trying to get cozy.

In the hallway, through the long rectangular window, she watched as the overhead lights clicked off, one by one. She liked that. Liked that the timer attached to the motion sensor was pretty short. It let her know there was nobody else on this floor with her. This dorm, of all the housing on campus that allowed freshmen, was the only one with a single entrance. This entrance was guarded overnight, and every guest, even if they were students, had to sign in and leave their IDs kept in a flex-folder behind the desk for the length of their stay.

In the dark, feeling safe, Quinn scrolled her phone and hoped she’d soon get sleepy.

Apple News was all depressing stories. But at least she wasn’t featured in any of them. Two months ago, there’d been an entire week where she hadn’t shown up in any Google Alerts. Which was nice, but it was the calm before the storm. Two weeks and a few days ago had been the one-year anniversary of the Kettle Springs Massacre, and the retrospective think pieces had been out of hand. And the coverage was still ongoing.

She left the News app and went to Messages.

The top message, most recent, was Dev.

Quinn left the girl muted and unread.

Under Dev was her father, not in her phone as “Glenn Maybrook” but as “Dad.” His last message—was it this morning or had he sent it before she went into the screening room for the movie?—was a simple Love you.

Under Glenn Maybrook was a group chat she’d labeled “The Boys.”

That was Cole and Rust.

Then there was an automatic message from the last time she’d ordered takeout. And under that, inactive for days, was a three-person group text labeled “The Girls.” Tessa and Jace. Were her best friends from high school still “The Girls” if she had only seen them once since moving back to Philly? Nothing had gone wrong, not outwardly at least, the last time they’d been together. Tessa was even living here, on campus, a five-minute walk from Quinn. But there was something about the way they both looked at her. Like they had questions they weren’t sure they were allowed to ask. Like Quinn was someone famous that they used to know. Or maybe that was too self-serving. Maybe Tessa and Jace looked at Quinn like a curiosity. The damaged girl they used to know.

She didn’t want to think about that right now, wonder if she still had two of her closest friends, so instead she opened up the text with the boys and tried to focus on something that made her happy. Something she’d been looking forward to.

Where are you now?

She waited a few seconds; then when neither of them replied, she buzzed their phones with an emoji. If they were trying to sleep? Then tough. She wanted to know how close they were.

CH: Motel outside Pittsburgh.

She smiled, then responded.

Motel? You’re in my state! Can’t you just drive it in shifts? You’d get here tonight.

CH: It’s a very long state. If you didn’t know.

Ha. I know. You two be safe in Pennsultucky. Try not to be an asshole.

RV: What’s that?

Oh he can text.

RV: I do if I’m not allowed to sleep.

Quinn started to type them out an explanation of Pennsultucky, but halfway through looked up, the smile on her face wilting.

She’d been so absorbed in the conversation, so looking forward to her friends coming in for a visit tomorrow as part of their road-trip week away from Kettle Springs, that she hadn’t even noticed that the hallway lights had switched back on.

There was somebody out there.

Was it Dev? Had she come down to apologize in person since her texts had gone unanswered?

Had Quinn been so wrapped up in texting Cole and Rust that she hadn’t heard the elevator ding?

She didn’t stand from her makeshift bed, but did stare at the skinny privacy window that faced into the hall.

There. Softened by the carpet, but still distinct, she could hear footsteps.

Footsteps and something else. Between the steps there was a kind of dragging sound. Something rubbing against the wall.

The sound came closer. And Quinn, her legs still propped up on the bed she’d made, moved her hands to her computer bag.

A shadow fell over the wall opposite the window; then whoever was casting the shadow stopped. They were trying not to be seen.

She unzipped the top compartment on her bag and reached inside.

The combat baton was not legal to own in Pennsylvania. Or most of the states that bordered PA. But for thirty dollars, shipping included, she’d had a couple of them delivered to her Missouri address no problem. Rust had suggested the baton. It was light, easy to carry . . . discreet enough for college.

Quinn gripped the handle of the baton, but didn’t take it out of the bag. If she needed to take it out, she would also need an extra second to flick her wrist and extend the steel bar, tipped with a textured steel knob, to its full length.

“Dev?”

A face appeared in the window. It was certainly not Dev.

It wasn’t a fellow student, either.

“Knock knock?” the man at the window said, and smiled.

As he stepped forward, filling the sliver of window, she could see he was wearing maroon coveralls.

Quinn’s hand unclenched. Her heart rate slowed. Those coveralls meant he worked in the building. That he was one of the maintenance crew.

Quinn nodded and the man opened the door a crack, just wide enough for his face.

The man had a couple days’ worth of salt-and-pepper scruff, a wrinkled neck, and a bad tooth that she could only see because he was smiling so wide.

“You aren’t sleeping down here, are youse?”

Youse. She’d missed that.

“No. I’m studying.”

Was there a rule against sleeping in one of these rooms? She didn’t think so. She’d done it before. But she didn’t feel like debating that fact if there was.

“Where’s your books, then?”

Where’s your cleaning supplies? And let me see what you’re dragging behind you. But she didn’t say that. Instead she said:

“Do you know how expensive course textbooks are?” She pointed to her laptop and added: “PDFs.”

“Well, I’m going to be running my vacuum, so I’m sorry if it disturbs you.”

She nodded. “No problem.”

He started to let the door close.

A vacuum. He’s a maintenance man with a South Philly accent who’s wheeling a vacuum behind him. And you’re ready to bash his head in with a two-pound steel baton. Dad’s right—therapy should be more than once a week.

She felt silly. Then angry that she felt so silly.

As tired as she was—and she was tired all the time—anger was the one thing Quinn never seemed to run out of energy for.

“Hey,” the maintenance man said, stopping the door before it could close. “You’re her, aren’t you?”

Quinn slowly put her hand back into her bag and wrapped her fingers around the baton.

“Yes. I’m her.”

His expression changed. His mouth was a line. She could no longer see the bad tooth. What kind of videos would they find, in this guy’s search history? Was he more of a Baypen Hoax or an Antipatriot Agenda kind of guy?

He seemed to carefully think about what he was about to say next, then started:

“I want you to know, I—”

DING!

He stopped what he was saying, snapped out of whatever starstruck or indignant path he was about to take their conversation down, and looked to his left to watch the stretch of hallway that led to the elevator.

Over the last year, Quinn had been part of so many interactions that started with “I want you to know . . .” Sometimes they ended with “. . . how sorry I am for all that happened to you.”

And sometimes they didn’t. Sometimes it was something cryptic like “I know what you did.”

A few moments later, Dev was in the doorway, holding the blanket from Quinn’s bed folded in front of her. Quinn told her she could come in, and the maintenance man left them without a word, just nodded to Quinn with sad eyes. Or were they angry eyes?

Quinn gave up one of her three chairs so Dev could sit down and they could talk through the girl’s apology. Quinn figured now, while she had her roommate in an extra-apologetic position, that it was finally time to tell her how Cole and Rust would be visiting for the weekend.

In the hallway, the maintenance man began vacuuming, and Quinn realized she never did get to hear what he wanted to say.





Two

The motel drapes were thin and did little to stop morning light from flooding the room.

The light put an amber tint over the walls . . . which made the grubby motel room look even worse.

Rust had been awake for hours, watching his surroundings change from the cool muted-television blue of night to this soiled hue of morning.

Lying next to Rust, with the top sheet pulled up over his face and twisted at the top like a cocoon, Cole snored.

It was not a soft, endearing movie-star snore.

No, Cole Hill’s outsize TV-ready persona disintegrated when he let his guard down. It was rare that Cole let his control slip away, but it was unavoidable when he slept. In sleep, Rust’s boyfriend honked and sputtered like any other mere mortal. Worse than most mere mortals, perhaps. Maybe he should get checked for apnea, Rust thought.

And of course, then there were the night terrors, though Rust knew Cole wasn’t having one now.

But it wasn’t Cole’s snoring that kept Rust awake.

Ruston Vance didn’t sleep much anymore. Sure, he could fall asleep no problem. Especially on the nights he stayed over with Cole, where the company meant things felt safer. It was staying asleep that was the issue.

Rust shifted in bed. At first to actually get more comfortable, and then again a few moments later because it felt like time to get back on the road.

“Come on. Stop,” Cole said without removing the sheet from his face. “It’s, like, dawn.” Cole knew exactly what Rust was trying to do. And he was right.

“It’s almost eight,” Rust said. “We’ll hit rush hour.”

Cole pulled down the sheet, squinted at the light of the room.

“No, we won’t. And don’t act like hitting a little traffic one time in Indianapolis means you’re an expert.”

“If you want to respond to all her ‘Where are you guys?’ texts while I drive, then be my guest, sleep in.”

“Fine.”

“Fine.”

Cole pulled the sheet up over his face like a sleep mask.

This was a bluff. Cole liked driving. Rust had only driven a single shift in seven hundred miles.

Rust waited.

He looked at the small, stained bed around them, then tweezed a bit of fuzz off his elbow. His skin did that now with some fabrics. The sheen of his scar tissue was like a magnet for lint.

“Fine, fine . . . Let’s go,” Cole said. “The covers smell like bagged cabbage anyway.”

Cole jumped up, started stepping into the jeans he’d crushed last night and left on the floor next to the bed. He stretched up before fishing his T-shirt from where it’d slipped behind the bedside table.

Cole looked good as he was petulantly getting dressed, but this wasn’t how Rust treated his clothes. Certainly not in a room like this.

Last night Rust had folded his shirt and jeans and placed them on the highest surface he could find. Not that Rust could be accused of being a neat freak, or even germ-conscious. He’d field-dressed too many animals for that. He just didn’t want mice or roaches—which this motel probably had plenty of—scurrying over and nesting in his flannels.

Cole didn’t think about this kind of thing. Cole had grown up with a maid service that came in twice a week. In a big, clean house. A mansion, really. He didn’t seem to realize that the rest of the world wasn’t Hill Manor. There was also no way Rust would suggest Cole pick his clothes up off the floor. Any time he offered advice like that, it became a fight. Not that the fights were ever more than a few minutes, some heated words defused with a kiss. But Cole would get defensive if he thought Rust was judging him for growing up privileged.

Rust stood from the bed but didn’t dress immediately. He couldn’t. He went over to his duffel bag, removed the small, travel-sized tube there, and went into the bathroom.

Starting with a fingertip squeeze of lotion—nothing prescription or fancy, just the generic brand from the pharmacy—Rust began moisturizing the areas where he’d been burned last year.

His scars were the price he’d paid to survive. The cost of a resurrection. And they would grow scaly and chafe if he didn’t take care of them. The fire messed up the pores and sweat glands when it damaged his skin.

Ear. Neck. Left arm, upper. Right arm, lower. Stomach. Lower back. A three- or four-inch rectangle below both knees.

The routine had become automatic, but it felt strange to be doing it here, in a roadside motel in Pennsylvania.

Last night, he’d woken up and in a rare moment of “Let me google that,” Rust had done the math: this was over twice as far as he’d ever been from Kettle Springs.

And today they were going to go farther.

He couldn’t help it. The idea made him nervous.

Being called “Redneck Rust” had never bothered him. There were worse nicknames. Plenty of them. Also, something about it rang true. Rust did enjoy things that were simple, old-fashioned, and he didn’t view “growing up on a farm like your grandparents before you” like it was some kind of death sentence.

But something about a city . . .

Something about how in five hours—four and a half if they sped, which Cole would—they’d be in Philadelphia . . .

The thought put him in a Redneck Rust mindset, but in a bad way. He worried that once they were hanging out with Quinn’s new friends, or her old friends from Philly, that he wouldn’t be able to keep up. Cole would be fine. But Rust would get quiet, locked up in his own head and overwhelmed.

Or maybe that wasn’t the reason he was uneasy.

There would be so many people.

Unlike Cole, since the massacre, Rust had stayed out of the spotlight the best he could—just a few interviews to make sure his story was told right. But to be in a city with that many strangers, some of them were bound to recognize him. Especially if he were standing next to Cole and Quinn. Add to that these crazy fuckers on the internet saying that they’d been aggressors, not survivors, and they—

There was a quick knock at the door.

Cole opened the bathroom door a crack to peek in, not waiting for a response. There was a slight smile at one corner of his mouth.

“Hey Harvey, I gotta pee.”

Harvey. Like Harvey Dent. Two-Face, the Batman villain.

This was not a pet name Cole used when anyone else could hear. It also wasn’t as mean as it sounded. Rust was fine with it, really. It was a little gallows humor from Cole Hill, someone who’d been standing atop an actual gallows not that long ago. And had been put there, condemned to die, by his own father, Arthur Hill.

Rust had bad dreams and would never be able to forget the smell of his own cooked flesh, but there were days when he knew too well that for Cole Hill, things were worse.

Even if Cole was better at hiding it.

Great at hiding it, actually, an Olympic gold medalist in concealing his anxiety. And Cole’s secret, how he was able to stay a few steps ahead of the darkness, was keeping busy.

Cole’s magnetism, that star quality that had gotten him in this trouble in the first place, was also his saving grace. A winning smile and a quick wit saw him through TV interviews and talking-head spots, and were essential to his social media, where he engaged in what he called “celebrity advocacy.”

And that was only a small portion of how Cole spent his time. As the executor of Arthur Hill’s estate—at least all the funds that the government hadn’t frozen as part of ongoing legal fallout—Cole had taken an active hand in rebuilding Kettle Springs. He’d invested in new businesses on Main Street. Not only that, but he’d vetted and handpicked new management for all the killer clown–owned businesses he’d taken controlling interest in. This after their former owners had gone to jail—or had been interred in the Kettle Springs cemetery.

Rust had been by Cole’s side during it all. The management of all Cole’s new assets was so demanding that both of them needed to take what Cole called a “leap year.” And what Rust called “I don’t think I was going to college anyway, but sure.”

But make no mistake: Rust was proud of Cole. Intensely proud.

His boyfriend was doing immeasurable good for the town. For the country, really, by using his platform to speak out against violence and hate in all forms.

There were also days when Rust was concerned. Not only that Cole was working too hard, but that all of this was too public. Too heated. Cole was making himself a target.

A year ago they’d been shot, choked, stabbed, blown up . . .

No matter how vigilant Rust was in watching over Cole, if someone wanted to do his boyfriend harm, eventually they’d catch Rust sleeping. Cole was still pissing people off, which was his way, even if now he was no longer doing it through immature stunts and prank videos. One day, Rust feared those pissed-off people would strike back—and one day, they’d succeed.

“Ready?” Cole asked, his lips somehow a half inch from Rust’s ear.

Rust nodded, fixing the second-to-top button on his flannel, the shirt tacky against his freshly lotioned skin.

They walked out into the October sun, the day bright but breeze-cooled, the blacktop of the motel parking lot smelling warm.

“Do we, like, need to check out? I paid in full last night.”

Rust shrugged. Both of them were so confident at home, but that confidence went right out the window on the road. What did either of them know about motels? Kettle Springs had one, on the outskirts, but they’d never been.

“Let’s give them their keys back at least.”

So Cole headed over to the small office with the wire-mesh-encased front desk to take care of that while Rust tossed their bags into the trunk.

Tucking the bags away, Rust looked down.

Well. Cole wasn’t spending all his money for the betterment of the town. He’d kept a little for himself to enjoy.

It was a ridiculous car for someone a few months out of high school. But then again: Cole sometimes reveled in being a bit ridiculous.

A 2021 Dodge Challenger SRT Hellcat. Black, like the 1974 Challenger that had been junked after parking it in Tillerson’s B-field. It wasn’t that Cole’s old car couldn’t have been salvaged. All it would have taken was new tires and a couple of parts special-ordered. But Cole didn’t want the memories associated with it. The new Challenger was the same color and model, but there was fifty years of difference between the two vehicles. Even though they’d been sitting in the sleek car for days now, Rust still marveled at the Hellcat. It was like a spaceship. A spaceship with heated seats.

“Want to start us off?” Cole said, crossing the lot.

He underhand tossed the keys to Rust.

Rust did want to start them off. He liked driving. At least highway driving, when traffic was sparse. He hadn’t liked when they’d passed through St. Louis or Indy, how close all the other cars seemed.

“Can you put in directions?” Rust asked, coming around to the driver’s side.

Cole was already on his phone, no doubt deep into an email back to some lawyer or real estate agent.

“Huh?”

“I said—” Rust began, leaning his arm across the car roof, trying to get Cole to make eye contact.

Which was when Rust saw it, the second before Cole looked up. The little smile. Same he’d been wearing when he’d peeked in on Rust in the bathroom.

But now the smile was for someone else.

The smile was a reminder of the other thing that Ruston Vance was concerned about.

Rust opened the driver’s side door, getting behind the wheel. Cole got in beside him.

“Is that Quinn?”

“Huh?” Cole asked again, this time his dreamy smile gone, making a show of readjusting and checking the rearview mirror. Guilty fidgeting.

“Did Quinn just text you?”

“No. It was just someone else.”

“Who?” Rust asked, knowing.

“Come on. What is this? Am I under arrest or something? I’m not allowed to respond to a text?”

Well. That answered it.

Even if the trip meant Rust traveling out of his comfort zone. Ruston Vance was happy to be away from Kettle Springs.

This was a week when Cole wouldn’t have a chance to see Hunter Duvall. And Cole wouldn’t be smiling like that, in person, with another guy who he swore was just a friend.





Three

Outside, a car drove by blasting music. The volume was too high, too loud, too booming.

And suddenly Jerri’s mind was back in Tillerson’s field: Her music was drowning out the screams of the dead and dying. Bodies collided on the dance floor. Elbows mashed faces. Sneakers crushed hands. Panic.

Jerri looked over from where she was huddled behind the walls of the DJ booth. She got down on her belly, arms outstretched. Reaching. Reaching, her shoulders aching.

If she could only pull the plug to shut the speakers off, then at least the upperclassmen at the party could hear where the shooting was coming from.

So they could try to run away.

“Get to the field! Quick!”

And then time skipped forward and she was in the field.

Jerri found Dorothy. Her sister. Her burnout, asshole sister who hadn’t spoken to her in weeks before asking Jerri if she wanted to DJ this party. Partly to be nice, but mostly because Jerri was the only person in Kettle Springs with a deck and speakers.

God. Asshole or not, Jerri was so happy to see Dorothy. They joined hands and ran together, as fast as they could. Two sisters. Trying to escape, trying—

But the field was a trap.

Jerri Shaw heard the sound of a bowstring thrum and opened her eyes.

She looked at her fingernails for a few seconds, ragged and chewed, then up at the wall.

Hanging in Ms. Slade’s office was a poster that said in rainbow letters: “You Matter.”

Jerri wasn’t in Tillerson’s B-field.

No, it was a year later and she was in the cramped counselor’s office of Kettle Springs High.

“What?” Jerri asked.

Jerri wasn’t trying to be rude; she honestly didn’t remember what Ms. Slade had asked. It wasn’t like normal remembering when she got like this. It was like living. Jerri had been in the DJ booth. She felt it all again. Time wrapped back around. Only each time she was back in that night, the struggle to get the music turned off seemed longer, small details changing, like was she pulling the cord from a generator or just detaching copper speaker wire? Memory was funny that way, when it’d had enough time to get mixed up with nightmares and anxiety dreams.

She often wondered what else she was misremembering about that night, maybe even suppressing—

“I was saying that you aren’t required to talk to me,” Ms. Slade said. “But if you’re going to keep coming to our sessions, you do need to keep your eyes open.”

Jerri said she was sorry and rubbed her eyes to check for tears. Dry. That was good.

Ms. Slade sat straighter in her chair, moused her desktop screen to life.

Click. Click.

The light of the monitor reflected in Ms. Slade’s glasses.

“A’s and B’s for the first quarter.” She pitched her head down, looked over the top of her frames at Jerri. “But I suspect that some of those B’s could be A’s.”

Ms. Slade did this, when Jerri didn’t want to talk about her feelings—she started treating their time together like college counseling. “Yes, you’re a freshman, but this is high school now. Grades are starting to matter. They . . .”

Ms. Slade kept talking, but Jerri found it hard to concentrate.

Jerri asked herself if these grief counseling sessions were better than attending second-period gym class.

She looked out the window and into the field behind the school. A sweaty Courtney Mazer took the knees out from under a sweaty Mia Novak, grass and dirt clods flying up. It was soccer today.

Yeah, better to be talking with Ms. Slade.

“I’ll try harder,” Jerri said. Was that the right answer? Were they still talking about her grades?

Ms. Slade kept talking, lecturing her about GPAs and extracurriculars.

Jerri kept watching the soccer match.

The team in the yellow pinnies was getting killed.

Someone grunted loudly and took a shot.

And like that, Jerri was back in it.

“He’s back that way,” Jerri whispered, feeling sweat cool on the peach fuzz of her upper lip. She pointed behind them. “I’m pretty sure.”

“Then we go this way, bud,” Dorothy said, a hand on Jerri’s back, urging her sister forward.

Bud. That was what Dorothy used to call her when Jerri was little. The three-letter word was too commonplace to count as a real nickname, but Jerri found comfort in hearing it. It was better than the other things Dorothy had taken to calling her. Things she said within earshot of their mother, Mom not even getting angry, because maybe secretly she called Jerri those things, too.

Dorothy was crying, mascara so dark it looked like blood in the moonlight. Jerri’s own tears were just starting. But Jerri was crying with relief. Somehow she’d found her sister in all this chaos. She thought they were going to make it out of here alive.

“Come on, don’t slow down,” Dorothy said, squeezing Jerri’s hand. “We can do this.”

They made it three more steps before the arrow smacked Dorothy in the face.

The impact snapped Dorothy’s head back so quickly that Jerri heard the vertebrae and ligaments in her sister’s neck pop and grind, stretched to their limit.

Jerri screamed as something warm and wet splashed the side of her face, and she watched her sister’s body crumple to the dirt.

A few seconds later, Frendo the Clown stepped into the row with Jerri. While the other killers Jerri had seen had been wielding crossbows, the Frendo that killed her sister was holding a compound bow.

The clown’s head tilted quizzically to the side.

“And your doctor?” Frendo asked.

But he asked with Ms. Slade’s voice.

“Huh?”

Jerri was back in the office. Coach Nielsen’s whistle blowing outside the window. Time to hit the locker room. Second period almost over.

“Any more confusion?” Ms. Slade asked. “Any more”—she searched for the right word, in the way only a well-meaning but underequipped school administrator turned “grief counselor” could—“questions about gender?”

“I, uh, have one?” Jerri said.

“Good,” Ms. Slade said. “That’s great.” The woman looked back at her computer, like there’d be a missing homework assignment or an email that’d help her get off this subject.

And now that the memory was this far into being replayed, Jerri had to finish it.

“How old are you?” a female voice asked. The real voice behind the Frendo mask.

This Frendo was a girl, like Jerri.

No. Not a girl. Older. A full-grown woman.

Jerri could see that, in the shape of the costume. The hips under the jumpsuit.

“I-I-I’m . . .”

“How old!?” the woman demanded. As she did, the tip of the arrow was leveled at Jerri’s heart. Bowstring still drawn. Ready to kill her like she’d killed Dorothy.

“Twelve,” Jerri said; she’d raised her hands before turning and kept them that way. “I’m twelve!” Actually, she’d been thirteen for months. She wasn’t consciously lying. At this moment she felt twelve. Felt younger, actually, smaller than her slight ninety pounds. Cry-for-her-mom-and-hide-under-the-kitchen-table years old.

“God. You’re too young,” the woman in the Frendo mask said, speaking to herself. The killer pointed her arrow down at the dirt. But Jerri didn’t move.

This Frendo’s shoulders were set, body language that meant some kind of decision had been reached. Still looking down, the woman in the clown mask said a single word: “Get.”

Jerri didn’t move. The woman behind the mask sighed, twice, so deep and quick it was close to hyperventilating.

The black holes of the plastic clown mask glanced up, fixing Jerri in Frendo’s stare. “Did you hear me?” the woman said. “You need to run in the same direction you were headed for at least five more minutes. Then you stop and you stay put. Even if you’re cold and scared, you stay at that spot in the field until morning. Do not go back to the barn. Don’t run for the road. They’ll find you if you try any of that. We will find you.”

Jerri kept her hands raised. Her shoulders burned but she didn’t move.

“Can you understand me?”

Jerri nodded, slow, her neck feeling rusty and pained. The blood on her face cold like her sweat.

“Then show me that you understand me: Run! Get!”

Jerri ran, half expecting this to be a trick. That an arrow would soon lodge in the back of her skull. An arrow to send her to see her sister.

But no arrow came. And Jerri listened to the woman’s instructions, ran for what felt like five minutes and then crouched in Tillerson’s B-field, listening to the screams and the occasional gunshot.

Jerri stayed in one place, past the chill of the morning dew, until the sun was slatting through the cornstalks.

Eventually a state police officer found her and tossed a blanket over her damp sweatshirt.

“You’re all right,” he’d said. “You’re all right, kid. They didn’t get you. What’s your name?”

“Jerri.”

Then. A moment later. The same word, annoyed.

“Jerri?”

“Oh, sorry. Yes?”

“I asked how are things with your peers?” Ms. Slade leaned forward, elbows on her desk. “Can’t be easy being the only person in your grade who was there.”

Would it really have made a difference? If she had friends who’d watched their older siblings die the way Jerri had watched Dorothy die?

“It’s fine. I don’t really talk about it.”

“With your friends?”

What friends?

“With anyone,” Jerri said, knowing that admitting she didn’t have any friends would be a red flag, something else Ms. Slade would want to talk about.

Ms. Slade nodded. Looked at the clock. She must have been counting the minutes just like Jerri was.

“Although,” Jerri said. Remembering something she’d read online. In the comments on a post that wasn’t hers. It was actually one of the girls who’d just been playing soccer who’d said it. “Sometimes I get the feeling that . . .”

“Yes?”

“That the people who weren’t there to see it for themselves . . .”

“Yes?”

“That no one believes me.”

And like that, she was crying, and there was still so much of the day left to get through.





Four

Glenn Maybrook screamed.

But first he scowled. He wore this sad-sack expression for eight blocks, choosing to walk from his office in the Municipal Building to the edge of town where Main Street met with MO-135.

It would have been a quick drive, but Glenn hoped the walk would calm him, give him a chance to mentally prepare. It didn’t. The walk just gave his stomach acid a few extra minutes to churn and bubble.

Reaching the base of the signpost, he took a few quick breaths before looking up. Then another moment to remove his glasses, clean them, and replace them on his face.

Even having some idea what he was about to see, he still screamed. Screamed in both shock and despair.

The image on the billboard was not Frendo the Clown.

No, Duvall was too smart for that.

The billboard—which used to be an ad for Baypen, before Glenn’s time, and up until yesterday had been a red-and-yellow “Your Business Here” sign—featured a legally distinct clown.

The clown lacked the porkpie hat, and there was a slightly different color scheme to his makeup. This not-Frendo on the billboard was using a chainsaw to carve into a jack-o’-lantern. The clown bore down with the weapon, and the pumpkin’s features contorted in pain as seeds and pulp flew in either direction.

Beside this image, the advertisement read: “Revved Up Yet? You’re Almost There. Stay Right.”

Under that was the logo for Duvall
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