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            Prologue

         
         
            Three Weeks Ago

         

         
            Fulton, Missouri

         

         Andy Sims sat up in bed.

         
         “Kids,” he said.

         
         A single word spoken to an empty room.

         
         An angry word.

         
         He blinked, his eyes fighting to adjust to the darkness.

         
         There was another sound outside. The shuffle of feet? Someone dragging something?
         

         
         He tilted his head, listened.

         
         The kids were out there.
         

         
         The little bastards had returned.

         
         He placed his feet flat on the floor, hoisted himself up.

         
         “Kids,” he said again, his hands shaking with rage.

         
         They weren’t kids, but that’s what their parents—his neighbors—had called the teens to excuse their behavior.

         
         “C’mon, Andy, they’re just kids messing around.”
         

         
         Andy crept toward the far wall. As he passed, he reached for the lamp, then stopped.

         
         Don’t turn on the lights, he told himself.
         

         
         Don’t let them know you’re awake. You’ll lose the element of surprise.

         
         He’d prepared for this, rehearsed.

         
         Andy had been sleeping in long johns this week, to be ready. It was spring, breaking into summer, and the nights were getting
            warmer. His pajamas were damp with night sweat.
         

         
         Outside, there was a bellow and then a long moo.

         
         Animal voices.

         
         The girls were agitated.

         
         He strained, listening for a few heartbeats.

         
         He didn’t hear any human voices in the night, none of the “kids.”
         

         
         But that didn’t mean they weren’t out there.

         
         In the dark, distracted with listening, Andy missed the third number on the combination lock for the gun safe and had to begin
            again.
         

         
         “God damn shittin’ fucking kids,” he said.

         
         He forced several deep breaths to calm himself and smiled at the click as the safe unlocked on his second attempt.

         
         The shotgun felt cool, lacquer and wood stock warming against his hands.

         
         Andy carried the firearm out of the bedroom.

         
         He fed shells into the magazine as he descended the stairs to the first floor.

         
         Halfway across the living room, he stopped.

         
         Outside, there was another mooooooo.
         

         
         If the cows were safe in the barn, he shouldn’t be able to hear them this clearly from inside the house.

         
         What were their girls doing—

         
         His girls, he thought.
         

         
         Not their girls or our cows.
         

         
         His cows.

         
         It was Andy’s farm. His alone.

         
         His dairy farm. The last time the neighbor “kids”—all old enough to drink and screw and leave scraggly tattoos on each other—had snuck
            onto his property to light fireworks, they’d frightened the cows so bad it’d stunted milk production for a month.
         

         
         The teens’ deadbeat parents had argued that the “kids” hadn’t “hurt” the animals, physically. But physical didn’t mean shit.

         
         Those kids had fucked with Andy’s livelihood.

         
         Tonight, they were going to regret it.

         
         Andy stomped into his boots, almost losing his balance in the dark, not wanting to set the shotgun down.

         
         There were more moos.

         
         Louder.

         
         Louder or closer?
         

         
         Why were they so close?

         
         “Boss! Caboss,” Andy said through the door, trying to calm the cows. “Caboss. Come, boss.”

         
         Andy was yelling—screaming, really—the cow calls he’d learned from his father.

         
         Andy didn’t know where he wanted the cattle to come to. He just wanted the animals to know he was there, that he was going to protect them.
         

         
         Andy turned off the Remington’s safety. The snap-slide of the metal catch centered him, gun-oiled familiarity in the chaos.

         
         The world became serious with a loaded gun in your hand.

         
         He grabbed for the doorknob.

         
         Then he stopped and spoke to himself:

         
         “You’re not going to shoot them, Andy,” he said.

         
         He reminded himself that the Remington was loaded with birdshot. That he couldn’t kill a human being with it even if he tried.

         
         “You’re probably not going to shoot them,” he answered back as he pulled the door wide.
         

         
         Behind the door were his cows.

         
         All twenty of them.

         
         Agitated, but not frenzied.

         
         Not biting each other’s necks in an attempt to flee from flung cigarette butts or firecrackers.

         
         The cows were standing ten yards from the house, peeking out at Andy from between the slats of their holding pen.

         
         Twenty cows in a pen rated for a dozen head, maximum. Andy had been meaning to expand the enclosure. It was on his to-do list.
            But he hadn’t felt much like driving fence poles since Martha left, taking the kid.
         

         
         Most days he couldn’t find the motivation to—

         
         No. Focus on the here and now, he told himself.
         

         
         Why were his cows out of their barn and standing in the pen?

         
         And why were they arrayed against the fence, looking out?

         
         Why did their bovine eyes look glassy in the night?

         
         They had the same look they did on vaccination days, when they’d be herded toward the back of the pen, one by one. The pen
            wasn’t a circle, instead was shaped like an egg, tapered at the north end. At the northern tip of the fence was a squeeze
            chute, a large metal device, about the size of an elevator car. Cows were walked into the chute, then a door would close and
            the sides would hydraulically press inward, a gentle but firm hold on the animals, yoking their necks so they could be given
            injections. It was an expensive piece of equipment, but paid dividends in animal and farmhand safety.
         

         
         All at once the sweat in the back of Andy’s long johns cooled, chilled his whole body.

         
         The cows are upset because something’s in there with them.

         
         There was a presence on the far end of the pen, near the chute, that was distressing the animals enough that they wanted out
            of the enclosure, but not so badly that they were running circles along the fence, threatening to stampede.
         

         
         Andy brought the shotgun to his shoulder.

         
         He couldn’t see anything. The cows and darkness completely obscured his vision of the north end of the pen.

         
         “Who’s in there?” he asked, his voice clear, authoritative. He’d been waiting for something like this to happen, another visit
            from the “kids.” He’d cut his evening beer habit down from four cans to two, so he’d be a lighter sleeper, sharper when he
            woke in the middle of the night.
         

         
         The kids weren’t his only problem, of course.

         
         Andy Sims’s life was full of frustrations. Full of problems.

         
         Martha leaving.

         
         Holt’s Mechanic and Supply refusing to extend him any more credit.

         
         Mastitis scares and the associated veterinarian bills.

         
         Being forced to sell land to the neighboring farms, grazing fields disappearing, corn and soy fields going up in their place.

         
         And even with that temporary cash flow: bankers calling.

         
         Bankers calling “on behalf” of movie people wanting to buy his barn. Not the farm, they clarified, not the land. Just the barn, the structure itself, they said. It was a lot of money. A deal Andy would have taken, if it didn’t sound like a bullshit scam, some backdoor way for the bank to take his house. Besides, without the barn, where would he keep the cows? 

         
         No. The neighbors’ kids weren’t his only problem.

         
         But they were the one problem he could wave a shotgun at.

         
         “I have a gun.” Andy spoke into the night, his voice carrying out over the heads of his cows. “This is private property. You
            know what I’m allowed to do.”
         

         
         One of the cows mooed.

         
         “Come on out of there,” Andy said, approaching the pen. “You’re trespassin’.”

         
         On this side, the pen had a simple swing gate, not a double gate or divider. And the girls were crowding the entrance, had
            their flanks pressed tight against the bars.
         

         
         If he tried to undo the latch, the gate would swing wide and he’d lose a cow or two into the night before he could work it
            closed.
         

         
         Andy had no choice but to hop the fence.

         
         He looked down at his long johns, at the gun.

         
         Forty-three wasn’t old.

         
         No. Not old at all.

         
         As farmers went, Andy was young.

         
         Still, forty-three wasn’t hop-a-fence-like-it-was-nothing young.

         
         Wasn’t too-young-to-be-divorced young.

         
         Shaking his head, he replaced the Remington’s safety and began to climb.

         
         With one leg on either side of the fence, cold metal bar between his legs, Andy dug down with his foot. He put the toe of
            his boot between two cows crowding the gate. He began to wiggle the bootheel, creating some space between a shoulder and a
            rump.
         

         
         “Caboss. Let me through, come, girl,” he yelled, swatting at ears, pushing out with the gunstock, holding the Remington like
            a boat oar.
         

         
         Eventually the cows parted enough that he could see a sliver of ground.

         
         He lowered both boots down to the dirt and instantly wished he hadn’t.

         
         Andy stood in the pen. Around him, he could hear soft, anxious vocalizations and the smack of cud chews.

         
         He smelled dung and animal dandruff.

         
         And then the fuzzy walls around him began to close in.

         
         Andy felt the squeeze of furred rib cages. His own breath caught in his lungs.

         
         He wasn’t a claustrophobic person, normally, but anyone would get claustrophobic, in the middle of the night, feeling about
            to be crushed to death.
         

         
         “Get away,” he said, unable to do more than rasp the words. His left elbow dug into a flank, his right hand pressing flat against his own stomach. “Let me through.” He could feel the nearest cow’s heartbeat against his chest, their beats syncing, human and animal. 

         
         Then, just when Andy’s vision started to fail, the stars above him flickering to black, the cows parted, allowing their farmer
            to slip through into the rest of the pen. Allowing him to breathe.
         

         
         Disoriented, Andy hunched over his knees.

         
         “You girls had me worried there for a second,” he said.

         
         The barn stood above him, its weather vane bisecting a full moon. He studied the night sky for a moment, breathing.

         
         Then he looked down to the barn itself.

         
         One of the double doors stood open, rolled away on its track. There, in that rectangle of an open barn door, was complete
            darkness.
         

         
         Were the kids in there? Were they watching him?

         
         Andy peered into the black.

         
         No glow of cigarette cherries, no glint of beer cans.

         
         He looked around the pen, expecting to see an empty expanse of dirt, the cows crowded against the fence behind him.

         
         But he wasn’t alone.

         
         There was another human in here with him.

         
         A few yards away, standing inside the door of the squeeze chute, stood a clown.

         
         “Shit!”

         
         Andy pulled his weapon up.

         
         He was able to slip the safety off, but fumbled the rest of his stance.

         
         The stock was against his belly.

         
         But he wasn’t thinking about proper firing stances now.

         
         He’d been expecting a group of skinny neighbor kids.

         
         He’d been expecting drunken bluster and a pale ear he could reach out, grab, and wring like a dish towel.

         
         He hadn’t been expecting a clown, quiet and motionless, peeking out at him from the shadow of the chute.
         

         
         Something about one person, one man, because the clown was tall, head nearly scraping the top bars of the chute, out here alone it . . .
         

         
         “Wrong town, asshole,” Andy said. He looked into the clown’s eyes. Those black, emotionless eyes, and faltered. “You’re f-fifty . . .”

         
         Fifty miles west of where you’re supposed to be, he wanted to say but couldn’t.
         

         
         This wasn’t Kettle Springs. Far from it.

         
         But Andy couldn’t get those words out. He couldn’t find the courage to be flippant.

         
         “You have t-ten seconds to get your ass out of there and off my property,” Andy yelled.

         
         The clown didn’t move.

         
         Bastard was skinny. Tall and skinny, and the dark eyes of that mask didn’t waver.

         
         “Okay, then,” Andy said, making a decision and feeling more confident because he’d decided.

         
         Andy shifted the stock of the shotgun to his hip, braced, and fired.

         
         Half the load of birdshot tore up the thin grass ahead of the clown’s feet, tinged off the metal at the base of the squeeze
            chute.
         

         
         The other half of the blast peppered the trespasser below the knees.

         
         The gunshot echoed out into the barn and over the fields.

         
         The cows mooed. Loud, worried.

         
         Andy hated that he was causing distress to his girls.

         
         He waited for the clown inside the metal enclosure to scream, but the clown didn’t.

         
         That had to have hurt.
         

         
         He wouldn’t need the hospital, just a pair of tweezers. But he’d spend the rest of the night digging pellets out of his shins.

         
         But . . .

         
         The clown didn’t cry out.

         
         Didn’t even flinch.

         
         Because . . .

         
         Andy took a step closer to the trespasser, to the chute.

         
         “Oh, Andy,” he said to himself, seeing the situation more clearly now. “You blockhead.”

         
         He was annoyed, yes, but no longer terrified.

         
         He approached the squeeze chute to inspect the clown dummy.

         
         He dipped his head under the crossbar, the entrance to the chute.

         
         The tall, thin construction was a pair of two-by-fours nailed together into a cross, draped in a pair of overalls, topped
            with a Halloween mask.
         

         
         The mask smiled at him.

         
         Andy replaced the safety, then pushed the scarecrow backward. The mask landed on the floor of the chute, a puff of dust rising
            through each of its eyeless sockets.
         

         
         “Okay, I’ll admit,” Andy said into the chute, his words echoing off the cold metal bars, “that wasn’t bad.”

         
         He was laughing. Maybe it was the endorphins. Maybe it was remembering what he’d been like when he’d been a “kid” himself.

         
         “Not a bad prank at all,” he said, starting to turn, ready to leave the clown dummy in the cage until morning. “But party’s
            over. Get off my land before I really shoot you—”
         

         
         ZZZZZttt.

         
         The sting of a horsefly shut Andy Sims up.

         
         A sharp pain and the too-loud zap of wings against his neck, tickling his earlobe.

         
         He tried to raise his hand to swat at the bite, but couldn’t.

         
         ZZZZZZtt.

         
         Again.

         
         His lower back this time.

         
         Through his long johns.
         

         
         No. Not an insect bite.

         
         Insects don’t make the hairs on your neck burn, smell like ozone.

         
         Insects don’t sound exactly like cattle prods.

         
         Andy fell forward, arms locked, hands unable to protect his face from impact with the squeeze chute floor.

         
         Andy had chipped teeth before, but never felt the full Chiclet mass of his two front teeth pressed against the roof of his
            mouth as he tried to speak.
         

         
         “Wh—”

         
         Who are you?

         
         What are you doing here?

         
         Why are you doing this?

         
         The sound could have become any of those questions. But instead it was a whhh that ended in a bloody drool, the muscles of Andy’s neck still seizing, jaw locked, a pathetic whistle escaping from where
            his two front teeth used to be.
         

         
         The figure standing above him didn’t answer.

         
         Zzzzztt.

         
         He was shocked a third time, but could barely feel it.

         
         Was his attacker wearing a clown mask?

         
         Or was that just for the dummy?

         
         Andy didn’t know, he wasn’t able to turn his head. The dummy’s mask was pressed up against the side of his head, kissing his ear. 

         
         And the trespasser was walking away. Leaving Andy to lie in the warm puddle spreading across the front of his long johns.

         
         He was walking away.

         
         Good.

         
         Kids bite off more than they can chew.

         
         Kids do terrible, mean shit, and then instantly regret it.

         
         Most kids are good.

         
         Even the bad ones.

         
         Walk away, boy, and keep walking.

         
         That’s who it was, right? The neighbor boy?

         
         Had to be.

         
         But then: Zzzztt.

         
         The sound again.

         
         Andy flinched. Felt the warmth of his long johns get warmer.

         
         But . . .

         
         He hadn’t been electrocuted again.

         
         The cattle prod wasn’t prodding him. The cattle prod was far away, feet and yards away.

         
         Zzzzt. Zzzzt zzzt.

         
         Three more zaps, in quick succession. Andy couldn’t see it, facedown, but he could imagine that blue arch, jumping between
            the contacts of the device.
         

         
         But who was being shocked?

         
         Then, as if on a delay, the moos began.

         
         Zzzzzt. Zzzzt. Zzzzzt.

         
         The screams of the cows built, overlapped, crescendoed.

         
         Stop it, Andy thought. Please don’t hurt them.

         
         They’re my only source of income, yes. But they’re also my girls. Stop.

         
         Please.

         
         Please. So much has been taken from me. Nobody wants to buy the house. And even if they did, I owe too much. They just want
            to buy the barn, for some reason.
         

         
         But then where would the girls sleep?

         
         The clop of hooves approached. The herd moving as one, not running, just getting away. A stampede starting, in slow motion.
         

         
         Andy tried to lift his head, only succeeding in turning his chin to the left. The muscles in his neck were regaining sensation,
            but still too weak.
         

         
         Here they came. Twenty cows. Four legs each. That was . . . Andy didn’t know, couldn’t do math right now.

         
         But they didn’t rush him. Didn’t trample him.

         
         Because he’d fallen inside the squeeze chute. And the girls didn’t want to go in the chute. They knew the heavy-duty metal
            cage meant hoof care, injections, maybe even a veterinarian sticking an arm up their rear end.
         

         
         Inside here, he was safe.

         
         There was another quick zzt, the prod turned to half power.
         

         
         Then the inside of the chute got incrementally darker, the shadow of a cow covering the full moon.

         
         A cow was being led into the chute with Andy.

         
         No! he thought, then tried to scream it: “Nffff!” was all he could get out, half-paralyzed, with no front teeth.
         

         
         The cow walked into the chute with him. He could smell it, sense its mass, its weight, hanging over him like a boulder or
            one of those big cartoon anvils.
         

         
         But the animal knew he was here, stepped over him, not on him.

         
         His girl didn’t want to hurt him.

         
         The door of the chute closed with a shush and a clank.

         
         A hoof moved tentatively, searching for the ground, space on the textured rubber, but found the back of Andy’s left knee instead.

         
         It was painful, but it was a glancing blow. The animal was heavy, but the hoof rolled off the meat of his leg with a heavy
            pressure, then a release. Nothing more than a bruise tomorrow, probably.
         

         
         But then there was a clack.

         
         The pull of a lever, a spring beginning to unwind, hydraulics hissing.

         
         The walls were beginning to press in.

         
         The squeeze chute was beginning to . . . squeeze.

         
         Above him the animal mooooooed. Not an overly frightened sound. More like an apology. An I’m sorry, bud, but there’s nowhere else for me to step.
         

         
         The pain was intense. Andy had never visited a chiropractor, but the sound of the crack was what he imagined it’d be like:
            a sharp pain and then numbness as the ball joint of his arm dislocated from the rest of his body.
         

         
         The hoof readjusted, the cow standing on his left hand. He heard the bones break with a sustained series of small cracks,
            like rolling a hard-boiled egg along a countertop.
         

         
         They stayed like this for what felt like a long time, the cow above him was heavy. Possibly pregnant, at least four of the
            girls were.
         

         
         Then the metal around them began to contract, whoever was out there in the dark, they were working the level, loosening the
            chute’s grip on the animal.
         

         
         There was a zap again.

         
         Andy started to scream, but his face was pushed down into the rubber mat, his mouth pressed closed.

         
         The cow was standing on the back of his head. Not with all of its weight, but with its knee flexed.

         
         The cleft in the beast’s two toes fit neatly over the back of Andy’s skull.

         
         Outside the chute, the rest of the herd seemed to calm. No more stampeding.

         
         The squeal of metal and springs began again, the squeeze returning to the cow’s body . . . causing its knee to straighten.

         
         The pressure built.

         
         It hadn’t rained in four days.

         
         The ground under the rubber mat wasn’t parched, but it wasn’t muddy, either.

         
         There wasn’t a much give, but with the pressure of a thousand-pound cow on the back of Andy’s head, his face sank a half inch
            into the earth.
         

         
         It was like a migraine.

         
         But only briefly.

         
         Fine, Andy had a moment to think. It was fine.

         
         Martha. The banks. Hell, Hollywood.

         
         They could have it. They could take it all.

         
         The pressure on the back of his head reached its limit, and Andy’s skull shattered, collapsing inward.

         
         Andy Sims’s body cooled as it was taken from the chute, his killer carrying him out of the moonlit shadow of his barn.

         
         
      

      
      
         
            One

         
         
            Now

         

         
            St. Louis, Missouri

         

         Jerri Shaw had finally escaped Kettle Springs. . . .

         
         Sure, it was for one night only.

         
         But this one night felt incredible.

         
         She squinted into the club’s lights. They were on a dimmer, now dialed up by about 50 percent. There were few faces in front
            of her, mostly necks and backs, patrons headed off the dance floor for another drink between sets. The crowd glimmered, but,
            on closer inspection, the sheen was less about glitter, more about sweat and spilled drinks. People trampled wet confetti
            and plastic cups.
         

         
         Overhead, the club’s large speakers were no longer pulsating with Jerri’s DJ set. Instead they resumed the bar standards that’d
            been playing before she took the stage. “Toxic” by Britney Spears at a volume just loud enough that people could carry conversations,
            if they spoke up.
         

         
         Yes, the applause—generous but brief—had faded, and now Jerri had to load out her gear.

         
         She pulled the first cord from the back of her mixer, not breaking her stare out at the club. The small bar was not glamorous,
            and the soundtrack was a little . . . dated, but still Jerri clutched at the afterglow.
         

         
         Jerri Shaw wanted to leave here with a nice memory to associate with DJ-ing.
         

         
         There would be more like this, she assured herself, now that her first professional show was in the books.

         
         Well, she’d only been paid fifty dollars, so maybe semiprofessional.

         
         But the money wasn’t the point.

         
         She was healing.

         
         Healing and wrapping mic cords. Time was a factor, but she tried not to rush: loose circles around her palm and elbow. The
            rubberized cordage was sticky with spilled drinks. Her arms were streaked with ancient mai tais and vodka cranberries.
         

         
         Nothing Jerri could drink, not with the two big X ’s permanent-markered onto her hands. But that was okay. Jerri was just happy the club’s owner had allowed her to play. Only
            after booking the gig had she revealed she was underage. A high schooler. Not even a junior. A rising junior, next week, since
            it was the last week of school, start of summer.
         

         
         The owner—who didn’t seem like a stickler for rules—had simply responded, “Saves me on drink tickets, then.”

         
         If he’d asked for a note or a permission slip from a parent, Jerri would not have been able to provide one. Things between
            Jerri and Joanne Shaw had been better recently, more supportive, but not let-your-daughter-play-a-DJ-set-at-a-gay-bar-in-St.-Louis good.
         

         
         Jerri looked out into the club. The patrons who’d been pointing up at her, dancing below her booth, kissing, were returning
            to the dance floor with fresh drinks.
         

         
         Happy, smiling people.

         
         Not a one of them threatening.

         
         There had been nothing to worry about.

         
         Performing hadn’t been . . . triggering.

         
         Nothing like what Jerri’s therapist had feared.

         
         Not that she had a real therapist, not since her school-appointed sessions with Ms. Slade had ended.

         
         But she had Mayor Maybrook, which was kind of the same thing. Even if he wasn’t that kind of doctor.
         

         
         No.

         
         Glenn Maybrook had been wrong.

         
         She’d made it through her forty-minute set: No panic attacks. No flashbacks. No imagined crossbow bolts winging up at her
            from the crowd.
         

         
         The sweet pheromone stink of dancing and stale beer hadn’t induced sense memories of screams and gunfire.

         
         Not one.

         
         Now in the club’s dimness and old music, the cool-hot snake of panic wasn’t crawling up Jerri’s spine, slipping into her chest, and coiling its diamond scales around her heart to squeeze until—
         

         
         A clawed hand fell onto Jerri’s shoulder, causing her to jolt forward.

         
         The mic cord flung from her hand, uncoiling down the front of the DJ booth.

         
         “Oh, sorry,” a voice said.

         
         Jerri turned.

         
         The next act, a drag performer, lifted her nails from Jerri’s shoulder.

         
         “I didn’t mean to scare you. Just wanted to say great job, darling.”

         
         The drag queen held a laptop, a drink balanced on top, her tall beehive wig and outfit styled like a waitress from a 1950s
            diner.
         

         
         “Thanks.” Jerri gathered up the cord she’d thrown, then shoved it, unspooled, into her gear bag. “It was my first show.”

         
         “Really?” the next act asked. She had neon-green lipstick and eyelashes that were nearly as long as the hair on Jerri’s head.

         
         “Yes. Well, my first paid show. I practice a lot, at home, but it’s been a while, since middle school, actually, since I last performed. . . .”
         

         
         Jerri took in the drag queen’s body language, that the performer still had her laptop aloft . . . and realized that she was
            being polite.
         

         
         Jerri was holding things up. The promoter had warned her: “Ten minutes between sets. Finish and gather up your shit, then
            it’s Drag Queen Quiz Night. You’re the warm-up to the warm-up. Real DJ goes on at midnight.”
         

         
         “Sorry,” Jerri said.

         
         “Need any help?”

         
         “No, I’ve got it,” Jerri said, laying her mixer into its case and closing the clasps. “Have a good show,” she said, and pushed
            by, costume sequins scratching her arms.
         

         
         Jerri was halfway to the door when the drag queen whistled, causing her to turn. “Keep it up, kid. You’ve got the magic.”

         
         Jerri exited the club the way she’d entered, ignoring the flutter in her heart and the wetness in her eyes.

         
         The back door clacked shut behind her with a finality that felt like:

         
         Back to reality.
         

         
         Back to Kettle Springs.

         
         Back to the start of a summer vacation that wouldn’t be—by any definition of the term—a vacation.

         
         Which reminded her: she should stop by the Eureka on her way back into town to make sure Thomas locked the theater.

         
         Except . . . where was her ride?

         
         Cole and Rust . . . the club wasn’t their scene. Well, it would have been Cole’s scene, if he could have convinced Rust. Instead
            the boys had gone out to “see the sights” of St. Louis. Which Jerri was pretty sure meant park somewhere so Rust could watch
            the skyline while Cole sat on his phone, sending emails to the movie people.
         

         
         She was grateful for the ride, though.

         
         Or would have been, if Cole’s car had been idling in the alleyway.

         
         They were supposed to be here.

         
         But the alley was empty.

         
         The area behind the bars and businesses was dark, the wet pavement looking a lot scarier than when she’d loaded in during
            the daylight. There was no room to stop a car long, enough to back in from the street, between the dumpsters and trash heaps.
         

         
         Jerri took her phone off Do Not Disturb and saw the texts:

         
         
            Cole: Sorry.
            

            Cole: Traffic.
            

            Cole: Going to be a few minutes late. Stay in the club.
            

            Cole: New ETA 10:00
            

            Rust: Stay in the club.
            

            Cole: 10:15
            

            Cole: Sorry.
            

            Rust: We’ll be there soon. He wanted drive-thru. Stay in the club.
            

         

         Jerri swiped away the texts, saw that it was 10:14.

         
         Stay in the club.

         
         It was okay. They’d be here in a minute.

         
         10:14.

         
         A literal minute.

         
         She looked around, checking if there was a dry and not grime-caked surface where she could set down her gear.
         

         
         There wasn’t.

         
         She exited the group text with Cole and Rust and looked over the rest of her text threads.

         
         She didn’t have a lot of conversations going.

         
         Mayor Maybrook’s work phone. Mayor Maybrook’s personal phone. Her mom. And Sandra Wright.

         
         Sandra . . .

         
         They’d kissed one time, in the middle of a riot. Nothing else had happened. How could it? The girl had risen from junior to
            senior and had already moved out of Kettle Springs.
         

         
         They texted sometimes, though.

         
         Well, not often. Their last exchange had been when it’d been national news that Quinn Maybrook had—

         
         The light above Jerri’s head flickered, then died. It must have been connected to the door. Or it was on a motion sensor. Jerri shifted her load onto one arm and waved, trying to coax the light back. 

         
         No, not a motion sensor.

         
         Jerri was alone, in an alley in a strange city . . . in the dark.

         
         That was when she heard it.

         
         “No,” a feminine voice said.

         
         The word was small and fearful. Like the squeak of a mouse.

         
         Jerri couldn’t even be sure she’d heard anything at all, until the voice spoke again.

         
         “No, Davis.”

         
         “Come on,” a masculine voice, Davis, said in response.

         
         “I said no. I mean it. Not like this. Not here.”

         
         The words were growing stronger, but the voice speaking them was now muffled, trembling.

         
         Jerri stepped from under the awning of the club’s back door, deeper into the alley.

         
         The two figures were across from her, a few yards away. They, like Jerri, were under an awning, torn and sun-bleached. Another
            bar, its own dumpster spilling over with beer cans packed in clear recycling bags.
         

         
         “I’ll be quick. Nobody will see. I can hold you up and keep you dry. Look at me, I’m strong.”

         
         His voice echoed in the night, Jerri filtering out the buzz of applause and music seeping through the wall behind her, as Drag Queen Quiz Night began. 

         
         “I said no, Davis,” the woman said, pushing him away.

         
         That was when Davis hit her.

         
         It was a quick slap. A slap delivered with an instant apology: “Sorry. But. Look. I don’t do that. Not normally. But it’s
            been a long night.”
         

         
         Jerri set down her box, no longer caring if her mixer got a little damp, and took her bag from her shoulder.

         
         Cole and Rust would be here in a minute. Right?

         
         Less than a minute.

         
         Seconds.

         
         Jerri stumbled forward, her hand still in her purse.

         
         In the dark, Jerri’s foot collided with a crate of glass bottles.

         
         “Who’s back there?” Davis said.

         
         Jerri held her breath, stopped digging in her bag, tried to disappear. Then she heard heels on asphalt as Davis turned back
            to the woman and said, “See? There’s nobody out there peeping, don’t worry.”
         

         
         But instead of responding, the woman looked in Jerri’s direction and yelled, “Help!”

         
         Rust and Cole weren’t coming.

         
         Jerri stepped out from behind her dumpster.

         
         She’d found what she’d been looking for in the bag. There were two options, but this felt like the right decision.

         
         “Leave her alone,” Jerri said.

         
         The man had the woman by the back of the neck, not quite pulling her hair, but the way you’d hold on to a pet that’d just
            messed the carpet.
         

         
         The woman was crying.

         
         His features seemed to relax, a smile coming to his lips as he took in Jerri under the small pool of light.

         
         “I was worried for a second,” Davis said. “You sounded like a guy.”

         
         “Get your hands off her,” Jerri said, hating how unsure the words felt.

         
         She’d rehearsed moments like this. Sometimes in the mirror, sometimes with Rust. Sometimes in Rust’s garage, sometimes in
            the meeting room of the municipal building, where he held weekly self-defense classes for the community.
         

         
         Jerri’s arm and hand were beginning to sweat.

         
         By feel she’d found the tube, removed the plastic cap, and put her thumb on the trigger. It was an item she’d gripped many
            times, in many parking lots, on many rain-slicked nights when there ended up being nothing out in the dark.
         

         
         “Ha. Sounds like a guy and is a—” Davis shook his head. “Look, little buddy. Why don’t you go back to your club.” The man pointed, letting his wrist go limp. “And my woman and I will—”
         

         
         Then Davis pushed the woman in red.

         
         She was thrown toward Jerri, stumbling. Jerri crouched forward, trying to catch her before she hit the ground.

         
         Instead, the top of the falling woman’s head collided with Jerri’s chin.

         
         Jerri bit her tongue, tasted blood.

         
         A diversion.

         
         Davis had thrown the woman at Jerri as a diversion.

         
         It was the kind of fighting a coward does.

         
         And Jerri, who didn’t get in fights, cowardly or otherwise, had fallen for it. Still staggering, she looked up, fast enough
            to glimpse the man’s fist drop straight into the bridge of her nose.
         

         
         The impact made the alley go swimmy for a moment, but didn’t knock Jerri unconscious.

         
         She yanked her hand out of the bag, beginning to spray before the tube was free of the zipper.

         
         “Ayyyyyyyyy,” Davis said, the word cut off as droplets of Mace landed on his tongue.

         
         Jerri kept spraying, stumbling forward, lips pressed into a tight line, trying not to breathe through her throbbing nose.

         
         She’d breathed this stuff in before, had no intention of ever doing so again.

         
         “Stop, stop!” the man shrieked.

         
         Davis coughed, coughing becoming vomiting.

         
         The pepper spray wasn’t a weapon with pinpoint accuracy, though. The woman in red screamed as the cloud of orange mist overtook her. Jerri wished she knew her name. Davis’s date? Davis’s victim? Davis’s wife? 

         
         “Oh God,” Davis said. “Stop. Stop. You bitch—” He hurked again, a yellow string of bile connecting him to the pavement.

         
         So I’m a bitch now, eh? Jerri thought. Not a little buddy? Jerri’s eyes were tearing, she’d gotten herself, too, a bit.
         

         
         The woman in red was on her feet now, pulling at Jerri’s arm.

         
         “Stop!”

         
         Jerri stopped, looked over at her, hard to see anything through the dark and tears but a red smudge.

         
         Was Jerri about to be in trouble? Had she taken things too far? Had she misinterpreted something? Interrupted a consensual
            fantasy?
         

         
         “You asshole!” the woman in red screamed down at Davis.

         
         Then she kicked him twice in the neck, getting vomit on her pumps.

         
         Guess it wasn’t a fantasy.

         
         Davis barely seemed to notice the kicks. The man was too busy crying and throwing up, scratching at his eyes.

         
         Jerri stepped back, holding a hand out to steady the woman.

         
         They squinted into each other’s eyes, tears on both their red faces.

         
         It burned to look at her.

         
         And then, recognition bloomed across the woman’s face.

         
         “Hey. I know you,” the woman said. “I’ve seen you on TV.”

         
         Jerri felt her face go flush in a different, less peppery way. The droplets of Mace on her cheeks made her feel like she was
            glowing, red-hot with embarrassment.
         

         
         “Yeah, I’m . . .”

         
         I’m Jerri Shaw. I survived the Kettle Springs Massacre.

         
         And the Halloween Riots.

         
         And now that I’m older, I’m just trying to start my life so I can—

         
         “You’re Quinn Maybrook,” the woman in red finished.

         
         They both panted for a moment. In the alley, something dripped.

         
         The woman then looked unsure, may have been realizing her mistake.

         
         “Aren’t you?”

         
         “No. I’m . . .”

         
         I’m Jerri Shaw. I survived, too.

         
         Is what she wanted to say, but didn’t. Nobody knew Jerri’s name, and most days she liked it that way.

         
         Instead she said: “No. Quinn Maybrook’s dead. I knew her, though.”

         
         The woman in red nodded. Both affirmation and thanks.

         
         “Oh. Yeah. I saw that on the news,” the woman said. “Thank you anyway, though,” she said, stepping wide to avoid the puddle
            under Davis, as the two of them limped toward the mouth of the alley, one in pumps and one in Converses.
         

         
         The brake lights of Cole’s ridiculous sports car blinded them, the dumpsters of the alley bathed red.

         
         “Hey,” Cole said, leaning out the window. “How was the show? What did we miss?”

         
         
      

      
      
         
            Two

         
         
            Kettle Springs, Missouri

         

         Quinn Maybrook—tough and grizzled—readjusted in her seat.

         
         Quinn Maybrook—fugitive and vigilante—pressed her forehead to the window.

         
         Quinn Maybrook—killer and saint—pulled the hem of her skirt closer to her knees.

         
         Had the skirt been a bad choice?

         
         Was it too short for travel?

         
         It was too late to worry about that. They were almost there.

         
         A plane to another plane to a chartered minivan.

         
         And through the entire trip Sa—no, not Sabrina—Quinn Maybrook had been uncomfortable in her skin.
         

         
         There was a reservoir somewhere inside her, final-girl survivor strength. There had to be. She could feel it, like ice water inside her bones, in the marrow, but she couldn’t access it. 

         
         She’d tried talking like Quinn Maybrook, mimicking the girl’s slight Philadelphia accent she’d studied by watching hours of
            interviews. She’d tried emotional recall. She’d journaled, drafting backstory sketches based on So. Much. Research.
         

         
         All the tools in an actor’s toolbelt.

         
         Nothing had worked. Nothing had made Sabrina feel like a badass. Like Quinn.

         
         She felt like an imposter.

         
         An unknown.

         
         A nobody.

         
         “Unknown” and “nobody” were words she’d read many times over the last few days, in blogs and comment threads. There were worse
            words, on the worst of the social media platforms, but her mom had made her uninstall those apps from her phone.
         

         
         Her mom made her do a lot of things. But this was one of the positive examples of that. Sabrina shouldn’t be reading the comments.

         
         She pulled up Google Maps.

         
         Two miles.

         
         She’d be able to see it out the window soon.

         
         They’d crest a hill, and depending on how the road curved, she’d be able to look to the horizon and see Kettle Springs. Buildings and houses and farmland and . . . 

         
         Corn.

         
         This was real.

         
         This was happening.

         
         She closed her eyes.

         
         She told herself she was a hero.

         
         That she was strong.

         
         That she was—

         
         “Sabrina,” a voice said.

         
         She opened her eyes.

         
         “It is Sabrina. Right?”

         
         Sabrina Alvarez removed one earbud. They were wired earbuds. She used to have AirPods. They’d been a present from her mother,
            to celebrate booking her first commercial, but she’d lost them months ago, riding the bus. Those AirPods belonged to Valley
            Metro now. Mom, who never got angry (only disappointed), had been a little angry.
         

         
         “Sorry, yes?” Sabrina said, sitting up taller to look between the headrests in front of her.

         
         What looked back were eyes she’d seen in fragrance ads, bus stop lightboxes, in Instagram stories. These were famous eyes.

         
         “Is it true? Is that really how DFH found you?”

         
         Was what true? And what did DFH mean?

         
         The famous eyes flicked to the side.

         
         Sabrina’s gaze followed them, across the aisle to her row-mate. Another person Sabrina had seen on TV. And he was looking back at her, nodding. 

         
         They’d been talking about her.

         
         Sabrina had been a topic of conversation, between these two famous people, while she’d been zoning out and listening to the
            same ten-song playlist she always listened to before a shoot.
         

         
         “Oh,” the boy said. No. He wasn’t a boy, he just played one in the movies. He was Joseph Nyack, the actor. He’d be playing
            Cole Hill. “I was telling Francesca how you’d been a barista. That I was reading about how you served him coffee.” Sabrina
            nodded, and he continued: “The producers put on a nationwide talent search, and DFH found you at a Starbucks.”
         

         
         DFH made sense now.

         
         It was not an airport code, but stood for David Frank Hansen, the director.

         
         The madman. The bane of studio executives across the land. The renegade. The genius. The only director that Cole Hill, the
            real one, an executive producer on the film and the reason the production would be allowed to film on location in Kettle Springs,
            would approve.
         

         
         “Dutch Brothers,” Sabrina said.

         
         “Huh?”

         
         “I work at a Dutch Bros Coffee. Not a Starbucks.”

         
         Did they have Dutch Bros in Los Angeles? Or were these actors from New York originally? Sabrina had read her costars’ wikis—multiple times—but, at the moment, they were all running together, these two actors she was talking to and the ones who had arrived in Missouri yesterday. 

         
         “Wow,” Joseph Nyack said. “So it is true.”
         

         
         “Work, present tense? She’s a barista,” Francesca said.
         

         
         Francesca Dodd: famous eyes with an even more famous-sounding name. She would be playing Janet Murray. Or a character based on Janet Murray. There were versions of the script that used the real-life inspiration’s real names and versions without.
            Something to do with lingering legal questions, disputes about life rights, or something.
         

         
         Or so Sabrina had heard. Or so DFH told her.

         
         None of the actors Sabrina had talked to had seen any more pages of the script than their audition sides. David Frank Hansen
            wrote all his own material and was notoriously secretive about his scripts.
         

         
         Pages would be delivered by courier the night before the day. Or the day before, for night shoots. It wasn’t much time to
            learn lines, but the cast was expected to arrive on set off book and ready to rehearse.
         

         
         Why this process? Better yet, why did this director want to be involved in a movie about a true crime case? One that had already been picked over by a hundred podcasts,
            documentaries, like, twenty different episodes of Dateline, even a few low-budget streaming and TV movies? Nobody online or in the trades could quite agree. 

         
         But it was happening, and Sabrina was the star.

         
         And DFH wasn’t the only person on this film out of their element.

         
         Yes, it was true that Sabrina Alvarez worked as a barista at a drive-through coffee chain, but she hadn’t served the director
            coffee.
         

         
         She understood why the other actors thought that, though. She’d read the same article her costars had.

         
         The press release announcing that Sabrina had been cast as the lead in Clown in a Cornfield—the film’s working title, clearly that’d be changed before it hit theaters—was fake.
         

         
         The story given to the press was fiction, written by David Frank Hansen himself.

         
         A fanciful tale he’d emailed to contacts at Variety, The Hollywood Reporter, and Deadline.
         

         
         Sabrina had auditioned for the role of Quinn Maybrook, just like everyone else. Through her reps, she’d been issued a window
            of time to audition, then sat in a large room with, seemingly, every other actress in the state between the ages of eighteen
            and twenty-five.
         

         
         Sabrina wasn’t a modern-day Lana Turner, a Hollywood actress who’d been discovered in a malt shop in the 1930s. Sabrina hadn’t
            been discovered by happenstance, nor by kismet, and she hadn’t served DFH coffee.
         

         
         But she had been dressed like a barista.
         

         
         On the day of the audition, Sabrina’s coworker had been forty minutes late for their shift change. Which meant Sabrina was in such a rush she’d arrived at the audition wearing her work shirt, smelling like steamed milk. 

         
         Sweaty and exhausted, she’d stunk up the waiting room. She was so aware of the other girls—all primped and perfect—staring
            at her that she was unable to study her lines.
         

         
         It was a disaster. She was glad her mother was at work, hadn’t been there to make her feel even worse about it.

         
         She auditioned to a room of six people, half of them on their phones.

         
         At first, she wasn’t even sure which of the disinterested-looking men was DFH. They were all tweedy guys with facial hair
            and clipboards.
         

         
         But then the middle tweedy man, the one with a shabbier beard, curlier hair, and nicer shoes than the rest, sat forward in
            his seat and asked for the room to be cleared.
         

         
         He then asked Sabrina read again, from the top.

         
         And again.

         
         By her fifth time through the monologue, Sabrina’s tears were realer somehow. She felt hollow. Spent.

         
         “You’ve got the part,” David Frank Hansen intoned, then called the rest of his staff back into the room.

         
         “Wow. That’s, like,” Francesca said, shifting her knees under her, on her seat in the van, “a true Hollywood story.” The girl with copper red curls, maybe two or three years older than Sabrina, didn’t sound happy for her, just envious. 

         
         “A true Phoenix, Arizona, story,” Sabrina said, mumbling more than she wanted to.

         
         “A what?”

         
         “Oh. I’m from—”

         
         “You look tense,” Joseph Nyack said, pulling her attention back to the left side of the van. “Want some?”

         
         He was holding a bag of candy out toward her.

         
         Sabrina had been watching this guy play a high schooler since she was in grade school, which meant he was at least in his mid-twenties.
         

         
         He was not her age. Not her peer. But he 
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