[image: cover-image, The Thicket ]



THE
THICKET


 

Noelle W. Ihli



[image: Macmillan logo]

First published 2021 by Dynamite Books

This electronic edition first published in the UK 2025 by Macmillan

an imprint of Pan Macmillan

The Smithson, 6 Briset Street, London EC1M 5NR

EU representative: Macmillan Publishers Ireland Ltd, 1st Floor,

The Liffey Trust Centre, 117–126 Sheriff Street Upper,

Dublin 1, D01 YC43

Associated companies throughout the world

www.panmacmillan.com

ISBN 978-1-0350-8009-0

Copyright © Noelle West Ihli 2021

Cover design: Dynamite Books, LLC

The right of Noelle West Ihli to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

You may not copy, store, distribute, transmit, reproduce or otherwise make available this publication (or any part of it) in any form, or by any means (electronic, digital, optical, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise), without the prior written permission of the publisher. Any person who does any unauthorized act in relation to this publication may be liable to criminal prosecution and civil claims for damage.

Any references to historical events, real people, or real places are used fictitiously. Names, characters, and places are products of the author’s imagination.

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

Visit www.panmacmillan.com to read more about all our books and to buy them. You will also find features, author interviews and news of any author events, and you can sign up for e-newsletters so that you’re always first to hear about our new releases.







Contents




1





2





3





4





5





6





7





8





9




10



11



12



13



14



15



16



17



18



19



20



21



22



23



24



25



26



27



28



29



30



31



32



33



34



35



36



37



38



39



40



41



42



43



44



45



46



47



48



49



50



51



52



53



NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS



ABOUT THE AUTHOR



1. MEGHAN



2. BRECIA



3. SKYE


 

For Nate, my high-school sweetheart twice removed.


September 17th


The blond news anchor reveals hardly anything about the two victims except their ages.

But that’s all it takes to keep Taylor’s phone chirping out text notifications from Maren and Jamie, who are sure that one of the victims went to East Minico Middle School. Braden. Or possibly Brandon. Nobody can remember his name. 

His sister, Norah, was briefly part of their friend group in middle school. According to Maren, Norah deleted her Facebook profile an hour ago when someone tagged her in the comments section of the breaking story on KQRZ.

Already 605 people in Rupert, Idaho have marked themselves “safe” from the incident at the Thicket. The news story has 1,000 shares and nearly as many comments. There are the kids who almost went to the Thicket tonight but had too much homework. There are the frantic parents whose teenager was supposed to be at the Thicket tonight and now isn’t responding to texts. There are the wannabe sleuths posting close-ups of still-frame news footage. There are the creeps who are already insisting that the tragedy is fake news. And there are several people who insist they saw the bodies on the floor of the cabin before anyone realized the blood was real.

Taylor sets her phone to silent and turns on the TV in her room. The news is replaying the same grainy footage of a body bag being loaded into an ambulance. At one point as the camera pans, the flashing lights from the ambulance collide with the strobing light show of the DJ booth at the center of the plaza. For a moment, Taylor’s bedroom is bathed in a spray of rainbow beams.

As the blond news anchor—Caroline—repeats the same information about the “horrific tragedy” and “no new information yet,” the camera cuts to the facade of a dark cabin. The open door yawns like a mouth. First responders duck beneath the crime scene tape then disappear inside.

Caroline reassures viewers that the glinting blood on the exterior walls of the cabin isn't real, but rather part of the decor at the Thicket. 

Taylor wonders how Caroline can tell the difference. 


Her stomach clenches a little tighter as she pulls her bedspread closer around her shoulders and imagines what the real blood—on the inside of the cabin—must look like. She glances at the lock screen of her phone and reads the latest text from Jamie. 
Does this mean they’re gonna close the whole thing down?
 It’s followed by a frowny emoji. 


Taylor frowns too and reaches for the remote to turn off the TV. She’ll text Maren and Jamie back in the morning. But before she climbs into bed, she logs into Facebook and marks herself safe—then double-checks the lock on her bedroom window. She’s being silly, she chides herself. The person who brought a knife into the Thicket is almost certainly not outside her bedroom window right now. She’s just feeling anxious after watching the news.


But then again, he’s somewhere.
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Five hours earlier

“Whatcha been sneaking down to the boiler room, Freddy?” Norah’s brother Brandon points a finger in the direction of the short and slightly overweight Freddy Krueger who is standing directly in his path with an unreadable expression. 

Brandon puffs out his stomach and pats it. “Love those Twinkies, huh?” 

Norah puts her head down in embarrassment and keeps walking, hoping Brandon will follow. “He’s not really Freddy Krueger,” she hisses in Brandon’s ear as she passes. “Stop being a jerk.” 

A group of kids just ahead of them have stopped to watch the standoff. One boy snickers as Norah trips over a crack in the floor, and one of the girls sends a withering glance at Norah, then shifts her glare to Brandon. “Asshole,” she mutters to the two girls beside her, zipping her pink bomber jacket tighter and smacking her thickly glossed lips. “Come on, let’s walk faster.” 

A blast of steam shoots out of the wall beside Norah with a high-pitched whistle and she screams, feeling her face burn red. She hears another ripple of laughter from the group ahead. 

For the hundredth time, Norah regrets agreeing to take her brother to the Thicket tonight. Not that she’d had much of a choice. Brandon somehow knew that Norah had not only skipped last period on Friday but that she’d also spent the stolen hour smoking weed with a couple of juniors from Raft River.

So basically, he’s blackmailing her.

“Bitch,” Brandon calls after the group ahead of them as he finally gives up on getting a reaction out of Freddy. He says it quietly enough that the girl and her friends probably don’t hear the insult above the other screams and a new blast of steam from the wall. 

Norah turns around and tries to set a faster pace, leading the way through the big, red-lit cabin that has been modeled after a boiler room. 

More rapid-fire blasts of warm steam shoot through the cool air that smells like pavement after a storm. Bogeymen from Freddy’s Nightmare—these ones robotic—pop out from dark corners. Norah bites back a scream each time, and she finally looks behind her to see what’s taking Brandon so long. 

He’s meandering slower than ever. 

“Can you please hurry up?” she shouts back to him, exasperated and on edge. Haunted houses have never been her cup of tea, but Brandon is obsessed. She stands where she is in the dark room, gritting her teeth at the chaos, waiting until Brandon is finally within earshot. 

“Wasn’t Jace’s mom supposed to drive you here tonight? What happened to your actual friends?” she explodes when he is a few steps away.

She feels the sting of the words before they are even out of her mouth. She knows they will dig at her obnoxious but sensitive little brother. Part of her wants to apologize. To ruffle his hair like she used to and try to enjoy their time together. And the other part—the bigger part—just feels mean and annoyed. 

Brandon’s jaw tightens, but he doesn’t look at her. Instead, he studies the metal pipes that snake up the concrete walls, dripping tiny rivulets of water onto the floor below. Just ahead, there is a glowing furnace. It belches out what looks like hot coals—and bone fragments. 

Norah clenches her jaw. “Can we at least move faster? It’s gross in here.” 

If anything, Brandon just walks slower. “How long do you think Mom and Dad would ground you if I told them about your friends?” he says.

Someone wearing a black coat and mask brushes past Norah in the dark, and she involuntarily yelps yet again. She’s had enough. “I said I would bring you here. I didn’t say I’d walk through this freak show all night.” 

She points to a dimly glowing exit sign a few yards to their right. “I’m waiting in the plaza.”

Norah stomps toward the exit sign without looking back at him, so she won’t see whether he has a sneer or a wounded look on his baby face. 

She can already feel the anger evaporating as she pushes her way through a wooden exit door and proceeds along the wooded trail that promises to lead her back to the plaza. 

Ten minutes later, the volume of the thumping music from the DJ booth tells her she’s almost there. It’s still mostly light out. The monsters roaming through the plaza aren’t nearly as scary as they are in the wooded trails and cabins. The smell of mini donuts makes her mouth water.

Norah decides she will get the largest pack of donuts they have. The kind with cinnamon and sugar. She’ll save some for Brandon. 
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Brandon pretends to study the pipes, the furnace, anything until he’s sure Norah is gone. For the hundredth time, he wishes he hadn’t come here at all. 

Andrew had sent out a group text fifteen minutes before Brandon was supposed to leave for the Thicket. 

Sorry, bros. 2 much homework.

Five minutes later, Brandon’s phone had pinged again. Cole. Then Jace, whose mom was supposed to chauffeur. 

So he’d blackmailed Norah into taking him. If his mom knew that Jace and the others had ditched him, she’d make him go to that stupid “Buddies” workshop during lunch again. The one he’d been forced to attend last year when he cried like a dumb baby after some kids wrote “skid mark” in permanent marker on his locker two days into the school year. 

Screw Andrew and Jace and Cole. Tomorrow at school he’d tell everyone in first period how he’d walked through the Thicket alone and wasn’t even scared. He’d leave out the fact that it was still mostly light out and that he’d conned his sister into taking him. The Thicket made the list of “10 Scariest Haunted Houses in the United States” on SocialBuzz every year. People would be impressed.

As Brandon reaches the exit to Cabin Nine, the boiler room, he hears a piercing chorus of screams coming from somewhere down the trail. The sun has dipped down a little more, and the shadows from the thick trees are getting longer. He hadn’t anticipated how massive the Thicket would be, despite his classmates’ assertions. The marked trail connecting the network of haunted cabins cuts a path through thick underbrush, pine trees, and dense stands of aspens. In the summer, when the elaborate props are dismantled and the generators are gone, the Thicket is a popular hiking spot.

A few feet off the trail, a branch snaps with a quiet pop. 

Brandon stops walking but keeps his face neutral in case it’s Norah returning with a change of heart. 

When he doesn’t hear anything else—except a cacophony of screams coming from somewhere in the distance—his stomach clenches. Why couldn’t Andrew have texted earlier? Why was everyone else suddenly busy at the last minute too? 

The knot in his stomach tightens. Did any of them actually like him? Was this year different? He had homeroom with all three boys. They’d laughed last week when Brandon stuck the peanut-butter-and-jam side of his sandwich to the whiteboard while Ms. Leavitt had her back turned. And the day after that, Cole had dared him to take down a few of the magnetic letters on the classroom door to turn “Welcome to Our Class” to “Welcome to ur ass.” He’d done it. 

“They like me,” he mutters quietly under his breath and forces himself to keep walking along the trail littered with fallen leaves. But he can’t help but wonder if Jace, Andrew, and Cole are together right now. Playing video games at Andrew’s house while they eat pizza. Laughing at the fact that Brandon is at the Thicket alone. 

Brandon pushes the thoughts away and peers through the thick trees lining the trail to his right. He decides he’ll be nicer to Norah when he finally reaches the exit to the plaza. Do the corn maze with her like she wanted. Stop being a jerk. He suddenly remembers the twenty dollars his mom gave him—to buy treats for himself and the other boys. He feels around in his pocket for the wrinkled bill and decides he will buy one of everything in the plaza. Then find Norah.

As Brandon comes around a bend in the trail, he finally sees the next looming structure—a decrepit barn with one side nearly caved in. The planks of wood holding the structure together are bowing and splintering under the strain.

When Brandon pushes aside the rickety door, the acrid smell makes his nostrils flare. He covers his nose with his hoodie. Does fake blood smell that way? 

The room is suspiciously quiet. And dark. 

As he takes another step forward, the lights suddenly flash on, and the room erupts into motion. 

 Half of a cow carcass, spotted skin still attached to its body, is jerking violently against the side of the inner wall, making a wet thumping sound. Hanging from the ceiling from enormous meat hooks are more carcasses, glistening red, swinging as they’re pulled back and forth by a series of metal wires. 

Brandon jumps and swears under his breath, then he quickly looks behind him. 

When nothing else leaps out at him, he walks past the swinging carcasses and leans forward to study the half-butchered cow hanging against the wall. The detail is pretty awesome. Gnarled, black-and-white whorls of hair are streaked with smears of manure. And there are actual flies swarming across the jagged, bloody slashes near the head. He can hear them buzzing. 

He squints closer, wondering how they get the flies to stay. He’s maybe a foot away when he realizes that the “flies” are coming from a tiny projector in the corner of the room, its beam of light masked by the strobing of the spotlights on the carcasses. 

In the distance, there’s a long, rattling scream, followed by a loud thumping noise.

He looks behind him, then ahead. Still nobody. 

Pulling his phone out of his pocket, he snaps a photo of the cow’s half-closed, swollen eye covered in flies. Then he sends it to Jace without a caption. There. 

Pocketing the phone, Brandon moves toward a swath of dirty sheets hanging from the ceiling of the barn, midway through the slaughterhouse. When he pushes the sheets aside, the strobing lights are gone, replaced by a dim, flickering bulb in the center of the dark room. Lining the walls and the cement pathway are cages full of twitching chickens. Some are missing beaks. Some legs. Some, their entire heads. The floor is covered in a thick layer of white feathers and stained red with blood.

A big guy wearing overalls and a burlap sack covering his face is standing in the corner of the room. He’s positioned just behind the farthest row of cages, and he is holding a glinting ax. 

The guy takes a step toward Brandon. The front of his overalls is covered with more of the white feathers—and dark splotches of blood. Two eyeholes and a ragged mouth have been cut into the burlap sack. 

He smiles, revealing jagged, haphazard teeth. Then he bellows like an ox and rushes toward Brandon, holding the ax over his head. 

Brandon exhales hard and forces himself to stay where he is. “You can’t touch me,” he scoffs loudly, relieved when his voice doesn’t crack. 

The guy stops just short of where Brandon is standing, the bellowing scream tapering into a wheedling moan. With one gloved hand, soaked through with red liquid, he points to the twitching chickens on the floor then back at Brandon. He waves the ax back and forth with his free hand. 

Brandon lifts both middle fingers and stares back at the actor, adrenaline prickling its way down his back. It’s all fake. All he has to do is remember that. A smile tugs at the corner of his mouth as the guy slowly lowers the ax then turns and walks back to the corner of the room, pointing to the exit. 

“That’s right,” Brandon calls behind him and walks through another swath of sheets into the next room. 

This room is smaller and more brightly lit. A sawhorse dining table has been set with a red-checked tablecloth, tin cups, and plates. Facing away from him, a woman sits slumped in her chair, face down. There is an ax head buried between the loose apron strings on her back. 

Brandon takes a wary step forward.

When the woman doesn’t jump up, he takes a quick photo of the ax head wedged into her spine. He sends this photo to Cole. Then, pocketing the phone again, he walks through the exit door and back into the gathering twilight. 

This night hasn’t been so bad after all.
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The body in the grimy bathtub lurches, sending a ripple through the brackish water. The man’s protruding intestines slap lazily against the filthy porcelain. 

Plap, plap, plap.

Spencer sighs and resists the urge to pick at a new rash of acne on his chin.

The mechanics at the Thicket are good this year. When the guy in the bathtub—Spencer calls him “Norman”—writhes around every thirty seconds, the motion is just the right mix of jerky and smooth. 

On opening day, he’d heard more than one kid shriek that the effects were “freaking amazing.” 

Spencer shifts on his heels to crouch a little lower, trying to ease the strain on his stinging calves. At 6'4", his frame barely fits inside the broken cabinet where he is now stooped, waiting to leap out at the kids as they shuffle through the cabin in sparse, tight clusters.

It’s coming up on 7:30 p.m. Still mostly light out. This means he’s only seen a couple dozen kids on the trails. Like last year, the surge on opening day has dwindled to a trickle after only a week or so. The lull will last until the beginning of October, especially during the slow hours between opening and sunset. 

Spencer understands. While the temperature is hovering near seventy and dim light is still filtering through the chinks in the rough log walls, he’s just a too-tall kid in a costume. And Norman is just a machine, rolling around in fake blood. 

When the sun goes down, it’s different. 

The robot lurches again on cue, its pulpy face pitching to the right, mouth open wide, back arching out of the pool of blood and guts. Norman has gone off at least a hundred times now, for an audience of one. 

Spencer tries shifting his weight to one leg, letting the other leg slide over the splintering edge of the cupboard so it’s at least partially extended. 

As the sound of high-pitched laughter and muffled, thudding footsteps drift into earshot, Spencer quickly draws his left foot back into the cupboard. He rocks forward onto the balls of his feet, careful not to jostle the cabinet door. 

It sounds like a bigger group. Maybe tonight will pick up after all. 

As the swinging door creaks open, the laughter goes quiet. By design, the kids’ eyes are drawn first to the bathtub. Even in the partial light filtering through the doorway of the cabin, Spencer knows he is nearly invisible crouched inside the frame of the decrepit cabinet. 

“Oh my god,” the first kid shrieks as Norman abruptly thrashes to life in the bloody bathtub water. “Whoa.” The last part tumbles out with a delighted laugh.

Even though Spencer has witnessed this reaction dozens of times over the past week, he smiles. Norman is pretty cool. And realistic. And unlike most of the kids who walk through the swinging door to the ramshackle cabin, Spencer has seen Norman up close. Even his eyes—down to the bloodshot whites and the glassy red corneas—look real.

Three girls, cell phones held in front of them like shields, follow the boy into the room. Unsurprisingly, they’re a few years younger than the usual crowd. Spencer has even seen a few elementary-age kids this year—while it’s light out, anyway. He made the mistake of jumping out at one the week before, which got him a lecture from management.

In tandem, the kids scan the room for more surprises. Then, thinking they are alone with the gruesome robot, they huddle together in front of the bathtub for a selfie as the phone camera flashes go off, one by one. 

The nearest girl’s ankle is just a few inches from Spencer’s right hand. Stylishly threadbare jeans and plaid flats with the soles half-covered in mud. 

Spencer keeps his hand tucked against his chest, thinking of his supervisor, a loud, short woman with wide-set eyes and an androgynous haircut. You can’t touch the guests, and they can’t touch you, she’d repeated, wagging her finger back and forth between herself and the staffers at least twenty times during orientation. 

Shifting back onto his heels, Spencer drums up a rattling moan in the back of his throat. Quiet at first. Then louder, harsher. The girls stop taking selfies and call out to the boy, who is almost out the back of the cabin. “Do you hear—”

Just as Norman springs back to life again in the bathtub, Spencer slams one hand on the plywood cabinet, sending the crooked door flying against the wall behind him with a hollow smack. Then, careful not to bang his head on the top of the cupboard—it happened once last week—he leaps upright. 

The girl in the plaid flats jumps as if she has just been electrocuted, scrambling toward her friends. All four kids scream. The boy, who has doubled back through the open exit door, trips over the taped-down wiring that leads from the cabin to a generator tucked behind it. He gasps loudly as he clambers to his feet again, eyes wide. 

“Holy crap, that mask is creepy,” the kid exclaims, unhurt and clearly impressed. He moves closer, trying to get a glimpse of Spencer’s eyes inside the dark sockets. They all do this. 

Spencer takes another slow, sinister step. He reminds himself to check the generator connection on Norman once the kids crash out of the shed and disappear down the trail. 

When he’s about a foot away, he stomps his foot and lurches forward. The girls scatter past him, squealing in delight this time.

Spencer counts the seconds as he folds himself back into the cupboard. Norman goes off once, twice, three times. The connection is fine. 

Exhaling, Spencer repositions himself against the scratchy plywood, checking the time on his cell phone before crouching on his heels. It’s 7:34. Still half an hour until sunset. 

He lifts the edge of his mask to prod at the tiny red bumps on his chin again. He wonders absently if he might be allergic to latex.

Thinking better of touching the inflamed skin, he curls his fingers back into a fist, running a hand lightly over the contours of the mask he’s wearing instead. A sleek, sharp beak juts out in the front. The beak curves downward over his nose and mouth, nearly reaching his chin. The only other embellishment on the mask is a thick line of metal rivets surrounding the gaping black eye sockets. 

Originally, he thought the stark, black mask was supposed to be some kind of bird. A crow, maybe. But when his girlfriend Dana saw it, she told him it was an old-fashioned medical mask, meant to hold flowers and other good-smelling stuff for medieval doctors who traveled from town to town, treating victims of the plague. To hide the smell of death. 

When several minutes pass without any sign of another group of kids approaching, Spencer gives up crouching and sits down, letting both feet hang outside the cabinet door. He’s going to get a charley horse if he sits like this much longer. 

Most of the time he can hear the kids coming a mile away, exclaiming about how they’re going to pull the next guy’s mask off, or how many bags of cotton candy they can eat by the time they have to leave, or who just made out with whom in the corn maze. 

He’ll have plenty of time to get back into position.

Except he doesn’t.

Spencer doesn’t realize he’s closed his eyes until he feels, rather than sees, that someone has not only entered the room but is standing in front of the cabinet.

It takes a few seconds for his eyes to focus on the shape in front of him through the cabinet’s partially open crooked door.

It’s a man. He’s wearing a mask too, one of the generic blood-and-guts latex faces. Bloody lips peel back over bloody teeth. The mask has bulging yellow eyes and a thick, bulbous nose. 

The man is tall. Almost as tall as Spencer. He’s dressed in loose-fitting army fatigues and a heavy black coat that seems out of place with the faint sunlight still streaming through the door at the other end of the cabin. 

He’s standing close enough that Spencer isn’t sure how to gracefully get to his feet in the cabinet again, let alone jump out.

The man has seen him, anyway.

Pushing the cabinet door open until it just grazes the man’s pant leg, Spencer shifts one foot beneath him.

The guy doesn’t move.

“I like your mask.” The man’s voice is soft, almost feminine. It’s disconcertingly at odds with his hulking frame and the mask’s grinning, bloodstained lips. 

Spencer glances toward the entrance of the cabin as he tucks his other foot beneath him, hoping nobody else is watching this strange exchange. 

Nobody is.

The man shuffles back just slightly as Spencer moves to stand. When he speaks again, his real lips are visible inside the puckered, stitched mouth hole. “I said, I like your mask.” 

And yours is boring, Spencer thinks, annoyed now. Drawing himself upright and trying to muster some kind of authority, he points toward the exit. The opportunity for a scare has passed. He’ll punt on this one. 

The kids that tramp through the woods and the cabins are, without fail, annoying. But the adults are usually worse. 

The man doesn’t budge. If anything, he’s leaning forward, closer to Spencer. “Will you let me try your mask on?”

Spencer opens his mouth, ready to break character. He didn’t sign up for this. And another group of kids will walk through the door any second now. 

In the bathtub, Norman bolts upright as the dark water laps back and forth against his grimy toes.

“Hey, man, if you’ll just exit that—” 

Spencer closes his mouth as the guy pulls something out of the inner pocket of his thick black jacket. 

It’s a long knife. 

Spencer looks for the telltale glint of plastic. They can’t touch you. Then he takes a step sideways, still unwilling to give ground. “I’m sorry, I’m going to have to ask you to—”

Behind the latex mouth, the man’s real lips stretch into a smile. “I’m going to try it on now.”
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Norah pops a cinnamon-sugar donut into her mouth whole, deciding she will eat two more and save the rest for Brandon. Her phone pings, and she feels a little spark of excitement when she sees the reply from Aaron—the junior from Raft River who knew where to find pot. The thrill is tempered by a pang of guilt.

Sry. Ur brother sounds like a D.

Bored and still annoyed, Norah had sent Aaron a text complaining about Brandon and his lack of social skills. It’s not like her. She’s always been the first to defend her brother, despite how obnoxious he can be. Brandon doesn’t have an official diagnosis, but she suspects he might be on the spectrum. 

 Norah wipes her hands on her jeans, tucks her phone back into her sweatshirt, and scans the dusky plaza. A symphony of screams dip and swell across the plaza in waves, becoming the undercurrent for the chaotic music the DJ is playing on a loop from the center of the main square. Every few minutes, a chainsaw starts to buzz, eliciting more screams, then laughter. 

Norah wonders idly if the security guard in the tan uniform and hat she saw earlier has been trained to tell whether or not someone actually needs help. From where Norah sits, all the screaming sounds the same.

Shaking the thought aside, she texts Aaron back and eats another donut. There’s plenty left. And as soon as Brandon appears from the exit, he’ll eat the rest without so much as a thank you.
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While Brandon walks, he pulls his phone out of his pocket to see if Jace or Cole has replied. There’s nothing. Somewhere behind him, he hears a distant series of rapid-fire screams, followed by the blare of a car horn. 

The trail has turned narrow, winding through a thick grove of elms then across an empty creek bed. The remains of an old stone fence run parallel to the rocky ground, blocking the rest of the trails from view. Finally, the path opens up to yet another small structure, this one a smaller cabin with a basic log facade. 

As Brandon approaches the entrance, dark liquid seeps from beneath the half-open doorway, dripping onto the dirt trail and staining it a sickly black. From just inside he hears muffled, frantic splashing and loud gurgling noises. 

It’s not real, he reminds himself, feeling the knot in his stomach yield just a little. He decides that whatever is inside, he’ll take one last photo to send to Andrew. Screw those guys anyway. 

He’s glad he stayed tonight after all. SocialBuzz was right. Aside from that porky Freddy Krueger, the Thicket is legit this year. 

From fifty yards behind him, in the farmhouse, Brandon hears more squeals of terror. “Speaking of oinkers,” he murmurs, liking the sound of it. “Bunch of oinkers,” he whispers again, making a mental note to use the phrase at school. Maybe about Ms. Leavitt. 

As Brandon walks through the threshold of the doorway, stepping over the dark swaths of liquid in the dirt, a sudden movement draws his eye to the left. 

There’s a large, dingy clawfoot tub in the corner. 

A man, whose face has been almost completely hacked away, is writhing on the floor of the tub, sloshing the water back and forth. Each movement sends tiny brown waves rippling over over his feet. His intestines, limp gray curls, are floating just above his stomach in the brackish water.

Gore oozes from his nose and mouth. 

“Ungh,” the bloody figure gurgles, flopping against the edge of the tub toward Brandon, making some of the water splash out of the tub. 

A few drops of liquid land on the sleeve of Brandon’s sweatshirt. 

Despite himself, he takes one step backward at the sound the man is making. The air has a foul, metallic tang to it, and he wonders if it’s coming from the liquid pooling at the bottom of the tub. 

The rest of the room is quiet and nondescript. The only sound is the bubbling liquid on the man’s lips and the wet flopping noises. 

Brandon stares at the man in the bathtub for a few seconds, wondering whether there will be more to the performance. But after a few seconds, the feeble thrashing stops and his head lolls to the side. 

Brandon pulls his phone out of his pocket and snaps a photo of the man’s face, this one for Andrew. Then he takes another step into the cabin. On the floor a few feet away from the tub is a dusty, broken-looking cabinet with its door hanging by one hinge. 

In the dim light, Brandon can see that another figure, a second man, is concealed partway inside the cabinet.

Brandon waits for the man to jump out. When nothing happens, he moves closer. 

Something about the position of the man’s legs is wrong. 

Brandon leaves over and tentatively tugs at the cabinet door to open it all the way. 

The slumped figure is covered in blood, his head tilted back and to the side so that his chin juts out in front of him, defiant and a little cocky. What’s visible of his blood-spattered, grimacing face is obscured by tufts of long brown hair, blocking his eyes. 

Brandon’s gaze follows the bloody form down to its feet, where a long, copper wire peeks out of one shoe. He cautiously reaches out to touch the man’s visible chin. 

Plastic.

It’s a robot. And it appears to be broken. 

Brandon shakes his head as the guy in the bathtub thrashes around a little more. 

A quiet scuffling noise suddenly draws Brandon’s attention to the farthest corner of the shack. Caught off guard, he braces and peers forward. Most of the cabins along the trail have had just one real scarer and one or more robots. This tiny cabin has two. 

The second scarer dressed in black takes a step toward him. He’s wearing a simple mask with deep-set eyeholes and a sharp, bulging beak. A creepy bird, maybe. Metal rivets flash in the dim light as the figure moves.

Of everything Brandon has seen tonight, this room shouldn’t be that scary. Still, his stomach coils tight. 

“Do you like my mask?” 

Brandon furrows his brows. This is the first time one of the staff members has spoken to him. He feels a little annoyed. It ruins the effect.

“That guy’s mask is better,” Brandon retorts, pointing to the man in the bathtub, whose thrashing has become more erratic. 

Brandon turns to look at the bathtub behind him. He suddenly notices thin copper wires sticking out of the pool of dark blood in the bathtub, too. However, the wires don’t seem to be connected to anything. 

Puzzled, he looks back at the robot in the cabinet. When he glances up, the scarer in the beaked mask has crossed half the distance between them.

As Brandon watches, the scarer uses one gloved hand to pull a long knife from within his coat. 

The weapon isn’t that impressive compared to the ax in the slaughterhouse, but there is something different about the way the figure in the beaked mask holds it. 

“Do you wish you had a mask like his?” The masked figure points at the bloody lump thrashing in the bathtub.

His voice is quiet, gentle even. 

Run, something insists in the back of Brandon’s mind. But he tells it to shut up and takes a step toward the man holding the knife. 

“It’s not that great,” Brandon says, headed for the exit a few feet away. 

That’s when he feels the tip of the knife run lightly over the back of his hoodie. Just a teasing, dragging pressure. 

They can’t touch you.

Anger flares through him along with a new kind of fear that doesn’t ask but rather tells this time. 

Run. 

So he does. 

But not quickly enough to avoid the knife as it cuts through the back of his hoodie with a slick ripping sound and searing, white-hot pain. 

At first, he can’t scream. 

Can’t move. 

And when the first scream does tear through his throat, he knows it’s loud enough that everyone will hear it. 

But no one will come. 
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Norah reaches for the cardboard tray to pick up one of the last remaining mini donuts, then puts her hand back in her lap. She can already feel her stomach starting to complain at what she’s eaten in the past forty minutes while waiting for Brandon to emerge from the trails. 

She pulls out her phone and stares hard at the text she sent him twenty minutes ago, hoping to see the three little dots appear at the bottom, but there is nothing. 

Norah squints through the smoky darkness at the group of kids walking toward her. She’s pretty sure she recognizes the girl with the bomber jacket and lip gloss. Everyone in the group is holding funnel cakes and caramel apples. That means they’ve been out of the trail maze long enough to wait in line at the Snak Shak across the plaza by the corn maze where Norah bought the donuts earlier. 

Norah watches the group of kids until they disappear into the darkness of the dusky plaza. The aroma of sizzling dough and sugar manages to mostly mask the ever-present smell coming from the corn syrup factory just a few miles away. But above the tree line, she can still make out the distant outline of the factory, where steady puffs of white smoke are drifting skyward. 

It’s the smell that dooms Declo to a population of about 500 most of the year. The Wind River Sugar Factory acts as a magnet of sorts for the locals willing to overlook the cloying stench—employing nearly seventy percent of the rural Idaho town, including Norah’s dad. It repels pretty much everybody else. 

Halloween is the notable exception to the rule. Every year, Declo’s infamous Thicket with its wooded trails and bordering cornfields draws kids from all over Idaho, Utah, and even Colorado and Washington.

Norah’s attention shifts to a stout security guard wearing a tan uniform. The light-colored fabric highlights the dark circles under his arms as he passes beneath a strobing light. He looks young. Norah’s gaze automatically shifts to his hip. He doesn’t have a gun, which confirms what Kenny—Aaron’s friend who sometimes joined them to smoke—told her. Kenny had worked as a scarer at the Thicket last fall after school and claimed that there was no actual security experience required. Just a tan hat, tan shirt, and an official-looking pin-on badge. 

Norah watches as the wannabe guard smiles at two girls who are trying to snap a selfie with a hooded grim reaper standing at the entrance to the trails. The reaper is blocking the gap between the hay bale walls with a scythe to prevent anyone from skipping the line. 

While the girls are focused on perfecting the photo angle, the guard motions to one of the other scarers—who is dressed as a toothy werewolf. The werewolf weaves through the sparse line until he’s right behind the girls. When the wolf pounces into the girls’ photo, they drop the phone with an ear-splitting scream, nearly colliding with the hooded grim reaper. 

Norah smiles slightly and turns her gaze back to the exit of the trails, where another huddle of kids is emerging. She can’t hear what they’re saying over the thumping music and the  screaming kids running through the plaza. 

She almost follows the guard in the tan outfit as he turns to walk the perimeter of the plaza but decides she’ll wait ten more minutes. She’s being silly. Brandon is being Brandon, and it’s his own fault the few donuts that remain will be cold. 

* * *

Norah waits twenty more minutes before tossing out the last of the cold, waxy donuts. The temperature has dropped with the sun, and she knows that Brandon is wearing only his ratty, thin Aquaman hoodie.

Norah makes her way across the park to an Airstream trailer where a woman with a pink mohawk and red eyeshadow is taking tickets. 

The line is a bit longer now, and Norah hovers in the yellow glow of the trailer’s light until the woman with the pink hair finishes her transaction. There’s a large map of the Thicket plastered across the side of the trailer, boasting “Biggest Haunted Attraction in the USA.” Norah counts twenty log cabins marked on the trail map, each with its own creepy name. “The Slaughterhouse.” “The Kill Floor.” A callout that reads “310 full acres!” is overlaid across the map of the corn maze. She tries to imagine how big 310 acres is but can’t. She feels the first tendrils of guilt for leaving Brandon on the trail. 

The woman with the pink mohawk directs Norah to wait on a bench outside the trailer, and a few minutes later a guy who introduces himself as the head security guard—Dave—appears. Dave is wearing what appears to be an actual police uniform and a badge but no gun. He listens patiently while Norah tells him about Brandon.
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