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To my dad, Harvey Sollberger, who raised me on the creepy legends of the old Southwest
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COMPILATION OF LEAKED SECURITY FOOTAGE POSTED ANONYMOUSLY ON AUGUST 4 AT 5:05 PM



She walks out of the desert painted with his blood.


It’s July 28, 6:30 PM, in a convenience store on a sandy two-lane highway in New Mexico. I’ve never been there, but you can see it on Street View. It looks like the last gas station for miles around, a few red-and-white pumps and a squat building in a seething sea of sun and sand and dirt.


We see her walking up to the counter: a tall, lanky girl with platinum-blond hair in a ponytail, wearing a tank top and shorts and a sweatshirt tied around her waist. She takes her time, head held high.


The sweatshirt is his. She left all the rest of her gear—their gear—back at the campsite. The cops and park rangers will have to recover it later.


From the cam behind the counter, her expression looks serious, as if she’s giving a presentation in school. On the way back to Los Alamos in the state police cruiser, she’ll pass out from fatigue and dehydration. But here you can’t tell how close she is to the edge.


You also can’t see that the sweatshirt is stiff with dried blood. You can’t see the additional traces—much of it rubbed off after five days—that still show on her hands and forearms and collarbone.


The stains are faint enough that the clerk probably thinks she’s seeing only the remnants of windblown sand. “Can I help you?” she asks, used to dealing with hikers and campers who look ragged after a few days or a week in Lost Village National Monument.


The girl speaks so softly the clerk asks her to repeat herself.


“My boyfriend is in the park, out past Lonely Mesa. No one’s answering his phone. You have to help him. I think he’s dead.”

















POLICE SEARCH FOR MISSING INFLUENCER IN LOST VILLAGE NATIONAL MONUMENT



Los Alamos, NM, July 29


By Lani Sandoval for the Associated Press


The disappearance of a young “survival guru” with hundreds of thousands of YouTube followers has rocked the rural towns surrounding Lost Village National Monument and raised questions about the lengths to which social media influencers will go for a viral post.


Callum Massey, 24, disappeared from the site where he and his girlfriend, Kiri Dunsmore, 18, were camped on the west side of Lonely Mesa, 22 miles from the park entrance in a rarely traveled area.


On July 28, Dunsmore entered the Phillips 66 service station in White Ledge, on the edge of the park, wearing a sweatshirt covered with dark stains, according to employee Lyla Garrison-Cruz. Dunsmore told Garrison-Cruz, and later the state police, that on July 23, she and Massey had left the campsite separately to gather firewood.


When she returned to the campsite, Dunsmore said, she found Massey’s bloody sweatshirt. Panicking, she barricaded herself in a cave on the mesa for the night.


The next night, July 24, Dunsmore posted a video using Massey’s account. She would post three more short videos before hiking out of the park, eventually hitching a ride in a family’s RV. While she spoke only vaguely of Massey’s disappearance in the videos, they alarmed some viewers of the feed. In one video, she pointed out what she claimed were a stranger’s footprints in the campsite. Dunsmore’s parents began trying to reach her on July 25, according to a press release from the National Park Service’s Investigative Services Branch (ISB), but she did not pick up their calls.


Both young people are residents of Vermont, where Massey built a large following with videos portraying his “ultra-minimalist, apocalypse-ready lifestyle.” On June 5, the couple left on the road trip that eventually brought them to Lost Village. There they planned to hunt for the notorious German’s Gulch treasure, which has fascinated thrill seekers since it was reportedly buried near Lonely Mesa in 1908. In videos shot along the way, Massey described the trip as a test of his desert survival skills. The last video in which he appears was posted on the morning of July 23.


Massey is the son of Jared Massey, a vice president at Brauer Pharmaceutical, and constitutional lawyer Amanda Tripp-Massey. The couple reside in Annandale, VA, and are well known in Washington, DC, social circles.


At a press conference this morning in Los Alamos, Park Ranger Randy Michaels said he had seen no recent reports of suspicious activity in the park. Emily Garza of the ISB, which investigates crimes within the National Park System, asked for volunteers to aid in the extensive search for Massey.


Asked why Dunsmore did not use her phone to call for help from the park, or answer her parents’ calls, Michaels said the young woman was malnourished and dehydrated when she was found.


“This was a gal who was shaken and not thinking clearly,” he said, noting that the park’s more rugged areas are challenging even to survival experts. “We think these two young people did not know what they were getting into. These kids on social media, going for the perfect photo op, sometimes they forget to watch out for their own safety.”


When asked if Dunsmore was a person of interest in Massey’s disappearance, Investigator Garza declined to comment.
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VIDEO POSTED TO CALLUM MASSEY’S CHANNEL ON JULY 24 AT 11:05 PM



Darkness.


Then a flash of light on a tear-stained white face. Trembling lips. Bright, scared eyes. The camera darts away to give us a blurry view of a rounded, clay-walled chamber that looks barely large enough to stand up in.


She keeps the camera there, off her face, and talks:


“Everybody’s wondering where Callum is today, right?” A nervous giggle. “Right. I hope you’re okay out there, Cal.”


Her breath catches. “I hope you aren’t too lonely, but I guess you wouldn’t be. You’re so much stronger than me. Stay strong. Stay safe.” Pause. “I know you told me not to sleep in these caves. They were spiritually important to the people who lived here, like, seven hundred years ago.”


Another raspy sound—a laugh? “And I respect that! But I’m so scared, Cal, and I’m alone. I know you think I don’t listen to you, that I don’t care about you and the things you try to teach me. But I do.”


Thirteen seconds of silence, except for her breathing.


“Can I tell you a secret, Cal? I didn’t always believe you when you said the world was ending, but now I feel it’s true. We dropped off the edge of the planet, and nobody’s left but you and me. Or maybe just me.”
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AUGUST 4, MIDNIGHT


The first time the video popped up in my feed, I recognized her straightaway.


But not the name, because I’d known her only as Katie, never as Kiri. And all the posts in my feed were screaming “Kiri’s Eerie Cave Video” and “Does Kiri’s Story Hold Up?” and “What Was Really Happening with Kiri and Callum?”


I recognized that face, though, and that voice, low-pitched and wispy, from more than a year earlier when Katie Dunsmore sat behind me in junior English.


Katie was a girl who took up space, maybe six feet tall with long legs and broad shoulders—a girl who looked like a Valkyrie even in those days, when her hair was mousy brown, but who seemed to try to minimize her Valkyrie-ness by hunching over and crumpling into herself. She ran track and sat alone in the cafeteria or with some teammate friends. No boyfriend or girlfriend that I knew of.


We paired up for the final project in that class because there was nobody else for us to pair up with. Katie focused on the work, which was fine with me, and I don’t remember a single in-class conversation about anything else. No nudging, no private jokes, no texts that weren’t about meetings and deadlines. She made a label for our joint portfolio—strange, fey hand lettering wrapped in intricate flowers and vines—and when I complimented it, she said, “I used to want to be an artist, but I can’t do perspective.”


On the last day of school, Katie gave me a ride home. Pulling up at my place, she said, “We aren’t that far apart.”


For a second I thought she meant we were both shy, or both antisocial, but then I realized she was talking about where we lived. Geographically, it was true. But when she told me her address—“The very last house on Dumont Street in Queen City Park”—I felt the gulf between us. My mom and I live up by the highway in a rental duplex with mangy vinyl siding and a view of Kinney Drugs and the neighborhood sports bar where people get rowdy on weekend nights.


If Katie’s saying we were close was a shy way of asking me to hang out, I didn’t take the bait. Back then, I spent all my free time taping and editing my podcast about serial killer Drea Flint, thinking I could be the next true-crime sensation. By the time I realized I had nothing new to say and no subscribers except my friends and my mom, it was summer. I ditched the podcast and started working at the multiplex and met Regina Chen—Reggie. She made my life more exciting, so I basically blew off fall semester. I barely cared that I was tanking my grades until later, after the January night when everything went to pieces.


I didn’t graduate with honors the way Katie probably did. I spotted her after the ceremony on the UVM campus green, one arm around a man who was probably her dad and the other around a hot guy with black hair tumbling in his eyes. I noticed Katie’s new hair color and threw her a wave. If she saw me, she gave no sign.


The hot guy was Callum Massey—you can see the graduation pics online—but I didn’t know that. I’d never heard of him until he went missing.


It’s a strange thing to go looking for random distraction, lying in the dark with your phone because it’s too hot to sleep, and to find videos describing your English project partner as an “ice queen” and a “murderous femme fatale” and a “stone-cold killer.”


I watched video after video, starting with Kiri/Katie’s videos from the park. They were hard to watch, because she didn’t make a lot of sense and moved the phone so the angles made me seasick, but it was her. It was Katie. And everybody was talking.


Murderer. Victim. Killer. Survivor.


After that, I went down the rabbit hole: the local and national news reports, the top influencers’ takes, Callum’s videos, especially the ones with Kiri in them. There were a bunch from their road trip and Lost Village National Monument, some a whole half hour long.


I watched the road trip videos over and over: Katie driving on heat-hazed highways toward glowing pink horizons, her skin burnished gold. And this is going to sound weird, but I was jealous.


I’d spent the summer pedaling the four blocks between home and my job through molasses-thick air, helping my friends pack to leave town for fancy colleges and knowing that all I had to look forward to were shitty blockbusters and smoke breaks outside a half-abandoned movie theater. Every night I scrolled through videos in the dark, here in my mom’s apartment where the moments were sticky and endless and even the crickets sounded like they’d given up on the possibility of change.


Meanwhile, Katie was frolicking in the spray on the Jersey Shore. She was climbing the Washington Monument; running her fingers through the tassels of midwestern cornstalks; munching on authentic tamales at roadside stands; watching sunsets with her head on her boyfriend’s shoulder. It made me itch a little, imagining myself so close to someone. Imagining her head on my shoulder, her long hair tickling my cheek.


But even though Kiri was usually the one on-screen, the story still belonged to Callum. It was his channel. He was the one behind the camera, making everything look good.


Then Kiri walked into that gas station. And the story became hers.
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When I was twelve, the whole town was plastered with posters of a college girl named Kelsey Detwiler who’d gone missing after a night out. Weeks later, they found her strangled body in the woods, and after a month, they caught the killer—a guy who’d lent her his phone, then followed her back to campus. He was a family man with a loving wife and two daughters, and everyone who knew him said he was kind and generous—he attended church every single Sunday, so he must be, right? But my dad became a churchgoer, too, after spending years as a raging, ass-kicking drunk and walking out on us when I was nine. These days, he acts like he invented human goodness.


I hate hypocrites. If you’re going to be a waste of space in this world, own it.


After what happened to Kelsey, I couldn’t stop thinking about all the evil out there—the fine, upstanding family men I passed on the street who might secretly be rapist-murderers. I craved more stories about killers, so I ate up library books and went down Wiki rabbit holes. When Mom and I took the long drive to see my dad, we listened to murder podcasts, and that made it easier to tolerate my stepmom’s sanctimonious eyebrows and knowing that I could never be as sweet and picture-perfect as my half siblings.


Stories about serial killers get depressing, though, because most of them are insecure creeps who try to make themselves feel bigger by hurting women (or whoever else they can get away with hurting). Even the cleverest killers, the ones who lead elaborate double lives, basically just do variations on that same ugly MO.


Every now and then, though, I found a story about a woman who tried to even the score, and those were my favorites.


What makes a woman want to kill? I don’t think it should even be a question—don’t we have plenty of reasons?—but because it’s more rare, everyone wonders.


Sometimes being spurned by a man pushes a woman over the line. Sometimes it’s money. Sometimes despair. And sometimes she just wants payback for all the crap she’s had to put up with. My favorite example was Drea Flint, a twenty-one-year-old who started out by killing her stepfather, then joined up with an older boyfriend and cut a bloody swath across the Southwest, robbing a bunch of guys and leaving five truckers and a gas station attendant dead.


“Cut a bloody swath” is sensationalist language, my friend Lore would say. Lore was happy to watch Hannibal and Natural Born Killers with me, but look at crime scene photos? No way. And in junior year, when I told Lore about my podcast idea, they got all uptight about my “obsession.” Was I a murder hound? A police groupie? Did I know that murders of pretty white girls get disproportionate attention?


I knew all that, of course. I also knew that most murders aren’t mysteries at all, and the ones that do go cold rarely get solved. My podcast was not about being an armchair detective. I just hated how people talked online about Drea Flint, treating her as if she were sicker and more disgusting than her boyfriend, though he was just as abusive as the other men in her life. Nobody seemed to care that her stepfather used to beat her, or that her teachers remembered her as a talented poet, or that she couldn’t seem to shake her addiction to sleazebag guys who told her what to do. I wanted to tell all of her sad story.


In the end, I just didn’t have enough to tell. Or maybe the problem was how I told it, with my wobbly voice and crappy home recording setup. I was another clueless kid desperate to be part of the conversation, and when I realized the whole thing was embarrassing, I stopped. Soon after that, I met Reggie, so I didn’t mind being just a true-crime consumer. We’d swap our most horrendous murder stories at the Grand Nine, trying to gross or freak each other out and usually failing.


It gets boring just collecting stories, though. Deep down, I still wanted to be the one to tell a story no one else could.


By the time I’d watched all the essential videos in the Callum/Kiri saga, it was nearly 2:00 AM. But it was tough to sleep when everybody online was buzzing.


Was Kiri involved in Callum’s death? She had to be, right? (Have you seen those vids?)


Why’d the cops even let her fly back to Vermont? Shouldn’t they have held her in New Mexico for more questioning? What if she made a break for the Canadian border?


My fingertips itched, I wanted so badly to write my own comment. I know this girl! We went to high school together! After all my years of true-crime obsession, finally I knew a person of interest.


But what did I know, exactly? That Kiri/Katie was shy? That she used to have brown hair? I cringed at the thought of posting that.


So I just lay there between the sweaty sheets, scrolling and scrolling, listening to the happy laughter and zydeco beats that wafted across the parking lot from Molly B’s Bar & Grill. I switched from feed to feed, finding the influencers who had the most active comment sections, waiting for one of Katie’s friends or teammates to post real insider info. My shift the next day didn’t start until noon.


The more I read, the smaller and grubbier I felt. Between junior year and now, Katie Dunsmore had grown larger than life.


Maybe she’d gotten some earlier attention on the YouTube channel, but it was nothing compared with this. Whatever happened in the desert had made her every action and motive worthy of dissection—the tilt of her head, the way she wore her hair when she boarded the plane back to Vermont, the tone of voice she used to say, I think he’s dead.


It was partly because she was pretty—but not in a good way, people kept saying. Her eyes are so dead, several insisted.


So many people were already trying to spin the story the way they read it.


Her eyes? What about his?!


Callum’s an inspiration. If you don’t see that, you need to wake up.


Callum’s a perv. If Kiri didn’t ice him, she should’ve.


But if Katie really was a killer—I couldn’t assume that, of course—how had she become one from the person I had known? What was her story, and would she ever be able to tell it on her own terms?


People kept reposting the same still of Kiri and Callum standing arm in arm in the late desert sunlight. With matching dark sunglasses, gleaming teeth, and brilliant smiles, they were a movie poster. They felt immortal.


Aliza Deene of Murder Most F**ked Up, my favorite true-crime source, posted a video encouraging people to stop jumping to conclusions and wait for more evidence. That was typical Aliza: Instead of going for the most sensational angle, she tried to understand what made criminals tick. But it did no good: Everybody already had a take, had their assumptions.


She’s obvs mentally unstable.


He’s six years older. Classic grooming.


That doesn’t make it okay to kill him.


We don’t even know he’s dead!


She’s a sociopath. I can always tell.


Last call came and went at Molly B’s. At nearly three, I couldn’t take all the voices buzzing in my head anymore (look at her hair, look at her smile, look at her bitch face), so I got up quietly and locked the apartment and wheeled my bike down the steps to the pavement.


Aside from the groan of the four-lane highway just up the road, my neighborhood was dead quiet. Classic Burlington. There aren’t many houses around here, just warehouses and city utilities sitting in big patches of concrete and pools of orange light. I took the left turn away from Burton Snowboards and along the park, then into the woods, until I came out in a tiny neighborhood that curves around the lakeshore.


Katie’s house was as nice as I expected. It wasn’t right on the water, but it stood up away from the street with a good view: two stories, clean and modern, surrounded by placid globes of light. There was a window under the second-floor gable, facing the lake. Maybe that was hers.


I stood there in the middle of the street, holding my bike, thinking about how alone Katie—Kiri—must have felt in the desert and how alone I was now. Just me and the keening katydids and the dull clang, clang of a boat’s mast as the waves sloshed it back and forth. The winking lights on the far side of the lake cast a hazy glow that showed me the outlines of the Adirondacks.


Had I been envying Katie because she was famous for possibly committing a murder? Out here in the fresh air, closer to where she was hiding out, I didn’t feel good about that.


But it wasn’t like I had anything better to do. Should I be getting my beauty sleep so I could scoop popcorn for kiddies tomorrow? Reading community college catalogs? These days, “waste of space” kind of described me.


A mass of trees rose behind Katie’s house; the yard must back onto the park. I’d probably seen this house a million times from the other side, walking the trails, and never realized it was hers. Never had a reason to care.


I snapped a photo, careful not to use the flash. If I were an even bigger waste of space, I might have posted it: Hey, guess what, y’all? I’m outside Kiri Dunsmore’s house right now!


Instead, I kept it for myself. A wild plan was already forming in my head, and that plan required me to be more subtle. More cunning.


I hadn’t been able to tell Drea’s untold story because I didn’t know her. She’d died by suicide in prison, and all my sources were second- and third-hand accounts. But Katie’s story—I was close to it already, and maybe I could get closer.
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Two days later, on my day off, I dug out some old running gear, biked to the park, locked up the bike, and “jogged” the trail behind Katie’s house. I’m no runner, so the best I could actually do was fast-walk most of the way.


When I reached the stretch of woods that I suspected adjoined her backyard, I did start running (slowly). It was a good thing, because up ahead stood a young guy wearing city clothes—nice jeans and a leather jacket—and talking into a headset. He leaned against one of the boulders on the other side of the trail. I ran past him and around the curve, forcing myself not to glance in the direction of her house.


Probably media, doing exactly what I was—monitoring the area for sightings. He was still there the second time I came around the loop, but not the third. I left the trail and did hamstring stretches while I chanced some glimpses through the screen of trees: a garden bright with zinnias and tiny tomatoes. A deck draped with colorful beach towels. A big slider window.


I did several more loops, dripping with sweat despite doing more walking than actual running. By then, it was nearly dinnertime, and the park was emptying out. I lingered opposite the house for twenty minutes, long enough to see flashes of TV inside and a skinny bald guy (Katie’s dad?) pacing the lawn, having an inaudible phone conversation.


But no Kiri—Katie. I kept having to remind myself to use the name I’d known her by, because Kiri wasn’t someone I knew yet, even if I wanted to think I did. Katie was my English classmate; Kiri lived on screens and might be a murderer.


Come out, Katie. Come out.


Should I text her? She was still in my contacts, but her inbox would be full of media people and old friends suddenly wanting to reconnect. I needed a reason, something plausible that had nothing to do with the case. I racked my brain.


Lore texted to ask if I wanted to hang at the waterfront. I texted back that I had community college enrollment paperwork to do.


You’re stalking her. You’re better than this. I could just see Lore saying that, shaking their head sadly. On the other hand, Brenna, my stepmom, wouldn’t be sad at all. To her, everything I’d done today would be proof of my unfitness for salvation in her high-class heaven, right in line with my punk T-shirts and my mom’s tattoos and the fact that I’d been watching R-rated movies since I was ten.


Sometimes I wonder if Brenna knows that Dad used to hit Mom while I cowered under the covers. Sometimes I wonder if she thinks it was Mom’s fault for not being the amazing wife that Brenna thinks she is.


Screw her. Screw everyone. I wasn’t hurting anyone by scoping out a backyard.


On my way out of the park, I detoured to the mouth of Katie’s street and saw two news vans, one local and one national, with their antennae stretching up into the sky. The reporters in those vans wanted candid pics and sound bites that they could twist into a juicy narrative about an unhinged little rich girl. I already saw it happening when I scanned the headlines.


What I wanted was so much harder to grasp. Her story. In her own words.
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The next morning before work, I ran the loop in the park again. This time, I found only one van on the street and no headset guy lurking in the woods. The curtains were drawn across the slider window of Kiri’s house. No one came into the yard in the ten minutes I dared to stay.


The frenzy was dying down. The #kiridunsmore hashtag wasn’t trending anymore, knocked out by some meme about a tortoise. Maybe it was time for me to let it go, too.


But that night, the feeds exploded with new intel.


The blood on the sweatshirt was the same type as Callum’s; DNA results were pending. The medical examiner said Callum could have bled that much and survived, but it was unlikely without prompt medical attention.


As for the footprints of a stranger that Kiri claimed to have seen around the campsite in one of her videos, investigators found no trace of them—or any useful prints at all. In the days between Callum’s disappearance and Kiri’s arrival at the gas station, there’d been a rainstorm in the desert. The amateur detectives online were busy comparing Kiri’s video to earlier footage of the campsite, trying to establish whether the footprints she pointed out in the sandy soil had already been there before Callum disappeared.


Just like that, #kiridunsmore was trending again.


That girl is a dirty lying h-bag.


Callum was big and jacked, tho. No way she killed him.


Maybe she got him by surprise.


I tried to care about Callum Massey being dead. By this time I knew every angle of his face, every plane of his ripped chest. I knew how his voice sounded when he was schooling his loyal viewers on building a chicken coop or making your own venison jerky or finding a safe way to eat a cactus. Patient, but with an edge.


It was the edge I didn’t like. It made me think he was holding things back. And you heard it most often when he was addressing Kiri, as if he didn’t quite trust her to get things right.


The next day, instead of dawdling over breakfast with my phone, I put my runner disguise back on and grabbed the bike. I was halfway to the park before I even considered what I was doing (stalker stalker stalker), but by then it didn’t seem worth turning back.


This time, I wouldn’t pause by her house any longer than it took to stretch my hamstrings. Just a quick check.


I ran faster this time, legs pumping and lungs straining. Knowing it was Callum’s blood on the sweatshirt made everything seem a little more dangerously real. But with no weapon and no body, would they have a case against her?


What if I just texted her and told her I was producing a podcast? I know you’re not what people say you are. Let me tell your story.


Good luck with that. My breath came short as I reached the curve where the boulders loomed opposite her backyard. At this point, any reporter in the country would leap at the chance to interview Kiri. But she hadn’t given any interviews, probably on the advice of her high-priced lawyer.


I was so busy scolding myself that I barely noticed branches thrashing to my left. But I stopped short when a figure burst through the trees from Kiri’s backyard and dashed past me onto the trail.


Her feet were bare. Her cheeks were red, her hair knotted up and falling messily around her face, strikingly blond in the morning sunlight.


I stood stock-still, not breathing. I expected her to keep right on running, and I don’t think I would have had the guts to try to stop her. But when she reached the boulders, she paused to look around, her eyes wild, and her gaze caught on me.


I gulped. What if she thought I was one of them, like the guy with the headset?


But no, she wouldn’t think that. She knew me. “Katie?” I asked tentatively.


She frowned. For an instant, I thought she couldn’t place me—or maybe she wasn’t used to hearing her old name. Then—“Sam?”


“Been a while.” I tried to smile. Everything Lore had ever said or might say about me—murder tourist, voyeur, stalker—ran through my head, and my cheeks stung. But Kiri wouldn’t notice that. I wouldn’t let her. She’s a friend I haven’t seen in forever. That’s all.


Kiri glanced back the way she’d come, a nervous dart of the head. “I, uh—this is gonna sound weird.” She took a step toward the boulders. “But if those people ask you, could you maybe say you didn’t see me?”


Then I heard them, too—the voices of a man and woman. I could see them coming toward us through the woods from the backyard, the woman’s high heels slowing them down. She had long black hair as smooth as suede, and she didn’t sound happy.


“Worth a try,” the man said, readjusting the burden on his shoulder—a camera with the red-and-white logo of a local TV station. They were looking at each other, but any moment they might glance our way.


I didn’t think. As Kiri took another step toward the boulders, I realized she meant to hide behind them, and I grabbed her hand.


“They’ll find you there,” I said. “Come with me.”
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AUGUST 8, 11:10 AM


I veered off the path and led Kiri down a semi-overgrown trail toward the lake. She followed, but she kept glancing backward, and I said, “Don’t worry. We’d hear them. No one can see us here.”


Kiri. No matter how many times I reminded myself, I couldn’t seem to think of her as Katie anymore.


I pushed aside a tangle of hemlock and stopped on the edge of the cliff. There was the lake, sparkling sapphire eighty feet below us. The shoreline stretched to one side, dark and fuzzy with pines. The gabled roofs of the suburbs looked like toys.


Kiri reached the jagged lip of the cliff and stopped short. She grabbed a tree trunk, as if she expected a strong wind to pull her over.


Was she actually scared? I’d seen her climbing up all kinds of rock formations in Callum’s videos. “You’re not going to fall,” I said, and sat down and slid myself off the edge.


Maybe I was showing off a little. I’d been coming here for years, sometimes with Lore and sometimes alone, so I knew there was a protruding ledge below us. My feet found it easily, my hands steadying me against the rock face.


Kiri cried out. Keeping hold of the ledge, I looked up and saw her peering down at me, eyes wide and face white.


When she saw I was fine, perfectly stable on the ledge, her cheeks turned red. She laughed in a strange way, like a hiccup. “I’m so stupid. You scared me.”


“Oh God, I’m sorry!” My own cheeks burned; it hurt to see that look of fright on her face and know I’d caused it. I had to remember that she might be fragile. I hoisted myself back to the top and sat beside her, our legs swinging over the cliff. “Are you okay?”


Kiri laughed again. Her eyes were wet, yet her smile looked genuine, as if I’d released something that had been coiled tight inside her. “I should probably, um, explain everything.”


“You don’t have to, really,” I said too quickly.


“I don’t?” Kiri played with a strand of hair that had fallen out of her knot. The soles of her dangling bare feet were dirty, the nails unpainted.


“No.” I tried to pretend that she was still Katie-who-ran-track, Katie-from-English-class, and not Kiri sitting alone in the dark cave, Kiri emerging from the desert with a bloody sweatshirt knotted around her waist. If only I could decipher the tiny shifts in her eyes, her expression, her body language, I might learn what everybody wanted to know.


What I wanted to know.


She said in a higher, anxious voice, “Is it going all around school? Are people talking about me?”


“We’re done with school, remember?”


“Oh, God.” Again the nervous laugh. “I don’t know why I’d say that. I saw you at graduation. I just imagine you at school because that’s where I always saw you.”


Because you’ve moved on from school, and I haven’t. “It’s okay,” I said, trying to sound the way Reggie might in this situation—breezy, just on the edge of snarky, like I was above caring whether anybody’s name was a trending hashtag. But I couldn’t meet her eyes. “I get it. Time is weird that way.”


“But you have to know,” she said in a lower voice. “About all the…”


This was the crucial moment. Real podcasters, the ones who tell the untold stories, know how to make people trust them.


“Those reporters are vultures,” I said. “Can’t your parents call the cops on them?”


She relaxed. A fraction, but I felt it. “My dad keeps threatening to. But they’re pros. Usually they stay on the street, but my parents were out, so I guess they got brave and snuck up along our property line. I went out to do yoga on the deck, and suddenly that woman, she was just… in my face. Asking me things.”


She tugged the knot loose and ran her fingers through her hair. It fell around her shoulders the way it did in Callum’s videos—a pale gold cloak for her face, catching the light. Her roots were showing.


I wondered why I hadn’t noticed in English class that she was beautiful. Was it the icy-blond dye job that made the difference? She’d shed any trace of softness since I last saw her, and while her new, hard physique was a little forbidding, it also emphasized her features: brow and cheekbones jutting above her full lips and cleft chin.


Barbie doll, I heard Reggie say dismissively. But she would’ve seen it, too. She would have crushed on Kiri like nobody’s business.


“I should’ve just gone back inside.” Her voice trembled. “I don’t know what made me bolt. They’ve been calling and texting ever since I got off the plane, but I guess that wasn’t enough for them.”


I wanted to know what questions the reporters had asked her, but that would put me on their side, not hers. What would Reggie say in this situation? And then I had it: the airy tone and the words: “Asshats. What’s their deal? Do they think you’ve done something wrong?”


Kiri’s head swiveled toward me. Her eyes were big and dark, such a startling contrast with the hair, and her brows were dark, too.


“Do you think I’ve done something wrong?” she asked.


I forced myself to hold her gaze. “Well, I’m not scared of you, if that’s what you’re asking.”


I remembered a series of interviews with a serial killer I’d heard. The FBI agents put him at ease by never hinting they thought there was anything wrong with him. “I mean, like, you’re the quietest person I’ve ever known,” I said. “The worst you could do is drag me off to play a board game or something.”


Her face relaxed into a smile. “Ha. Well. You might be surprised.”


I gazed up at the sky. “People just say things. The media. I kind of ignore it, honestly. Most of it’s not the truth.”


“I don’t know what people are saying anymore.” Kiri parted her hair—loose, it fell past her shoulders—and started to braid it on the left side. “They took my phone, the investigators.” She pronounced each syllable carefully, as if she were a child saying the word for the first time. “My dad won’t get me a new one. And my mom changed the Wi-Fi password so I can’t go online at all. They say it’s for my own good.”


“That’s fucked up,” I said. “You’re an adult.”


“Well, they’re still paying the bills.” Kiri undid her braid and redid it, leaning her head to that side. Then she started on the second pigtail. “What are you doing this month, Sam? Packing for college?”


She wanted to change the subject. I could do that. “Nah. Working at the Grand Nine. I’m going to start CCV in the fall and try to transfer out next year.”


“CCV? They’ve got some good programs, right?” There was the slightest condescension in her tone. If I hadn’t been the one going to community college, I might have sounded the same.


I kicked the cliff with my heel. Couldn’t help it. “I screwed up the first semester of senior year. Got a couple of Ds.”


“You?” She sounded genuinely shocked. Maybe she remembered me as a nerd, which I guess I was before I met Reggie. I was such a child then, thinking my podcast journalism would make me the next big thing. I wanted desperately to prove to my dad and Brenna that I was destined for better than a crappy apartment by the highway.


Then Reggie came along and taught me that I could have good things right now. That I could be someone who stayed out late, mixed a crack whiskey sour (even if the taste made me puke), and leapt from cliffs and came up scream-laughing. That I could fly.


Until that winter night when I went to see Reggie at Tierney Brenner’s place and left buzzed and crying so hard that I hopped a curb and wrapped my mom’s Hyundai around a lamppost. My BAC was close to the limit, and I was lucky I didn’t get charged and lose my license, or so Mom kept telling me.


Reggie quit the theater after that, and I hadn’t seen her since.


So, maybe I also had stuff I didn’t want to talk about, even if Kiri’s stuff was of national interest. “I’m going to transfer,” I said. “Maybe to UVM.”


Kiri’s second pigtail was done, but she hadn’t secured the ends, and both of them were unraveling. “I was supposed to go to UVM,” she said. A strip of stomach showed under her tee, hard and flat and golden—the abs of an athlete or a model-influencer, not a regular person like me.


“Aren’t you still going?”


“No.” After a moment, she said, “When the world is ending, college is a waste.”


The world was ending. That was what she’d said in her cave video, and Callum liked to talk about the “coming collapse” in his videos, too. “Wow,” I said. “That’s… intense. But I guess I know what you mean.”


We turned our heads toward each other at the same time, and our eyes almost met again, but I looked down.


“My mom changed the password because I kept reading stuff,” she said. “About, you know, me.”


My mouth went dry. “It’s messed up the way people obsess about shit that’s none of their business.”


Reggie could have said that and 100 percent meant it. She liked murder stories, but she didn’t give a flying fuck about trending anything. She was the trend. I tried to say it the way she would have, but I wasn’t sure I sold it.


When I looked up, Kiri was still gazing at me. “You said they’re vultures. Well, that’s how I feel: like a corpse in the desert being picked dry.”


A corpse in the desert. A hum rose in my ears, as if the very air around us were vibrating, and my throat closed. Was this a test? Did she want me to think about Callum’s corpse, to ask about Callum’s corpse? Or did she not want me to?


“I’m sorry,” I said. “That fucking sucks.”


She winced—maybe she didn’t like my language. Then she smiled, and I found myself looking right at her white, even teeth.


“That reporter, just now,” she said. “She asked if I thought Callum was dead.”


His name fell like a stone between us, hard and heavy. For the first time, it occurred to me to wonder what I would actually do if she confessed to me. Not that it would ever happen, but—would I keep her secret? Should I?


“Do you think that?” I asked, looking into Kiri’s eyes.


She gazed back. “I can’t be sure. But I think he is, yeah. If he wasn’t, he would come back. He wouldn’t just hide and let people… suspect me. And all those news people, they don’t know the whole story.”


My heart gave a lurch. She was testing me. If I asked for too much now, she would turn around and walk away; she would never trust me again.


“The feds know everything, though, right?” I asked. “You told them everything. I assume they just aren’t releasing it all to the media.”


“I told them most of it.” Kiri pulled up her legs. Scrambled to her feet. “I should go back. Mom freaks if I leave the house for more than a short run.”


Was that it, then? Had I passed or failed? I led the way back up the path through prickly juniper and buckthorn, panting on the steep slope. When I heard a sharp intake of breath behind me, I remembered her bare feet and held the bushes back for her.


“Careful to step over that log.” I held out my hand, and she took it. Hers felt so delicate, but I could see the bitten nails. I tried not to tremble; she would feel it.


At the top, just before we left the cover of the woods, I let her hand go. She said, “Have you ever jumped off these cliffs?”


“Not this one—the water’s too shallow.” I pointed up the coast. “There’s a better spot up there.”


“Kids have died doing it.”


“Yeah, a couple.” That’s why I’d been terrified both times, but why were we talking about cliff jumping? And before I knew what I was doing, I burst out with it: “Should I still call you Katie? Or… is Kiri better now?”


She turned to look at me, and I could swear that for the first time in our conversation, she relaxed. “My parents still call me Katie. But Kiri is who I am.”


My heart battered my chest wall, though climbing the hill was a contributing factor. “Okay. Kiri, then.”


“Will you come see me tonight? I don’t go out, but I can have visitors. My folks won’t bug us if we stay in my room or the den.”


“I have to close at work. I won’t be done till one.”


“Come then. I’m always up late. If you leave your bike under the tarp in the garage, my parents won’t even know you’re there. Just tap on the basement slider window that faces the woods.”


Her face was turned away from me, but there was a wistful note in her voice. “I get lonely sometimes at night. Scared.”
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