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Prologue — After the Lights

The lights at Memorial Field always went out in banks, with a dull clunk, like doors being shut one by one at the far end of a long corridor. Brooke Lawson knew the sound by heart. In Willow Creek, the stadium wasn't just a stadium: it was the heart that beat for the whole town. On Friday nights in the fall, four thousand people came and sat on those concrete bleachers, and you could hear them shouting all the way out to the farms along Route 12. The rest of the week, the field belonged to the girls who trained on it in the shadows — and in the two years she'd been captain, Brooke made a point of being the last to leave on practice nights. She loved that exact moment: the grass still warm from the day, emptied of everyone, and the great prairie silence settling back over Willow Creek the instant the girls drifted off toward the parking lot, laughing.

That Tuesday, October 7th, the cold had come on faster than expected. Nebraska autumns never gave any warning. At six it had still been mild; by eleven-thirty her breath came out of her mouth in little clouds and the metal of the bleachers wept with damp. Brooke zipped up her Wolves hoodie, the red faded by a hundred trips through the wash, and blew into her hands to warm them.

"You locking up, Brooke?" Maritza had called from the exit, an hour earlier.

"Still doing my jumps. Go ahead, I've got it."

She had it. That was what she did, always had. While the others went home to their homework, their boyfriends, their shows, Brooke stayed. The video of her routine had to go out before midnight to the recruiter at the state university, and one botched toe touch had been haunting her for two days. Ten more jumps. Maybe fifteen. The kind of stubbornness her mother called, half-proud, half-worried, the thing that would cost her dearly one day. Her father said nothing about it: he'd played quarterback on this same grass, once, back when the stadium carried the dreams of the whole town on its shoulders, and he knew what it cost, and what it was worth, to want to be the best in a town that had nothing else to offer but Friday night.

She propped her phone against the water bottle so it would film straight, and backed up to the center of the field. The screen threw a faint bluish glow over the black grass. Above her, only a single bank of lights was still burning, on the east side, carving her shadow into a long thin smear stretched out in front of her feet.

Five, six, seven, eight.

She counted in her head, took her run-up, ripped her arms toward the sky, and snapped the jump. The landing was clean, ankles solid, and for one second she felt perfect — light, sure, untouchable. It was for that one second that she got up at dawn, that she trained until her palms bled, that she smiled even when everything in her was screaming with exhaustion. For that one second when the world looked at her and decided she never missed a thing.

The lights went out.

Not in banks, this time. All at once. The last light in the stadium snapped off with a sputtering crackle, and darkness dropped over the field like a sheet pulled up over a face.

Brooke stood still, her breath caught. The dark wasn't total: the moon sliced the bleachers into silver staircases, and far off, across the road, the sign for the Bluebird Diner blinked weakly. But the field itself had become a pool of ink. She couldn't even see the grass under her own sneakers.

"Anybody there?"

Her voice came out small, ridiculous, swallowed up by the vastness of the field. The electrical panel was under the bleachers, on the visitors' side, in a room only the caretaker was allowed to open with his big square-headed key. Nobody ever cut the power at this hour. Nobody stayed on a Tuesday night but her.

Her eyes drifted, in spite of her, toward the doorway of that room, over there, under the bleachers: a mouth of shadow blacker than the night itself, where the service stairwell plunged down. That was where the power came from. That was where, surely, it had been cut. The thought of going to look, of going down those damp steps toward the electrical box, turned her stomach. She wouldn't go. Not for anything in the world.

She told herself it was a timer. An energy-saving thing. The county had been cutting corners on everything since the cannery closed; it was perfectly capable of having programmed a shutoff at eleven-thirty to scrape together a few dollars in electricity. There. A timer. She'd grab her phone, her bottle, her bag, and she'd go. Her mother was probably already watching for the Corolla's headlights in the driveway, her tea cooling between her hands, because a Willow Creek mother never slept until her daughter was home.

She felt her way toward the little blue glow of the screen, still lit near the ten-yard line. The wet grass soaked the bottom of her leggings. A smell rose from the ground, heavy, sweet — the turned earth of the cornfields they were harvesting on the edge of town, and something else underneath it, a sharp scent she couldn't have named, a smell of chemicals and clean, like a hospital product.

She picked up the phone. The flashlight blazed out, white and brutal. She swept it across the field in front of her.

Nothing. The goalposts. The midline. The white booster circle. The empty bleachers climbing toward the sky.

She turned toward the parking lot.

And the figure was there.

At the far edge of the field, right at the line where her light dissolved into the night, someone was standing. Motionless. The shape of a man, tall, shoulders slightly hunched, as if bent under a weight. The beam barely caught him — jeans, a dark jacket, the lower half of a face. The rest was lost in the shadow of a hood.

Brooke's heart gave a stupid leap, then settled into a more reassuring beat. An adult. The caretaker, surely. Or a parent come to pick up a girl who'd already gone. She knew everyone in Willow Creek. It was a town where you knew everyone, where faces were handed down from one generation to the next like the church pews and the names carved on the war memorial.

"You scared me half to death," she said, and she heard her own laugh, too high, break in the cold. "The lights went off, I don't even know how to turn the—"

The man didn't answer.

He didn't move, either. He watched her with a patience that had nothing human in it, his head tilted very slightly to one side, the way you tip your head at a painting to understand it better. And it was that detail — that gentle, almost tender tilt — that turned something over deep in Brooke's belly. An old alarm, animal, older than reason. The kind of fear you don't argue with, that knows before you know.

"Okay," she said, lower. "I'm going to go."

She put the light back toward the parking lot and walked. Fast, not running, the gym bag knocking against her hip with every step, the car keys clenched in her fist the way she'd been taught — one key pointing out between each finger. Her mother had been telling her that since she was fifteen. You grip your keys, sweetheart, and you go for the eyes. She'd never believed she'd need it. Not here. Not in Willow Creek, where the worst that ever happened was a deer on the highway or a drunk outside the Bluebird on the night of a loss.

Behind her, the grass hissed. A step. Then another. Unhurried. At the exact cadence of her own. When she slowed, the step slowed. When she stopped breathing, it too seemed to hold its breath.

She sped up. The hissing sped up.

When she reached the chain-link fence that separated the field from the parking lot, she broke into a real run. She was fast — the fastest on the team over the forty, everyone knew it — and the lot was only twenty strides away; her old Corolla was waiting under the single lamppost still burning, and its headlights already seemed like the only safe place in the world. She heard her own breathing, the slap of her soles on the asphalt, the frantic jangle of the keys. Twenty strides. Fifteen. Ten.

The arm took her around the waist with a strength she'd never have imagined in so thin a shape. She was torn off the ground like a child. The bag flew, the keys bounced on the blacktop in a metallic flash, slid under the car, out of reach, out of everything.

Brooke fought. She was strong — years of core work, of lifts, of pyramids where three girls balanced on her shoulders — and she hit, clawed, dug her nails into fabric, into skin, everywhere she could reach. A grunt, right against her ear. She felt herself connect, felt herself hurt him, and a wild flush of hope went through her. She opened her mouth to scream, to wake the whole town, to be heard all the way out to the sleeping farms, all the way into the bedroom where her mother was waiting for headlights that would never come.

Then a rag was crushed over her nose and mouth.

The smell came back, the one from before, sweet and chemical, but enormous this time, filling her skull, going down her throat like cold water. She held her breath as long as she could. Her lungs burned. Her legs, her sprinter's legs, no longer obeyed her; they were becoming distant, foreign, two soft things that no longer belonged to her. The parking lot spun, the lamppost became two lampposts, then four, blurred suns sliding slowly off the side of the world.

A voice spoke, against her temple. Low, almost gentle, almost sad.

"Shh. Smile now. You always knew how to smile so well."

She didn't understand. Or rather she did — she understood that she didn't know this voice, and that at the same time this voice knew her, had known her, for far longer than she would ever know.

Her last clear thought was neither for her mother, nor for the recruiter, nor for the video that had never gone out. It was an absurd, tiny thing: her pom-poms had been left on the sideline bench, two red smudges in the dark, and no one was going to think to bring them in before the morning dew. They'd be soaked. They'd have to be dried out.

Then the sweet cold took her whole, and Memorial Field, and the moon on the bleachers, and the Bluebird sign blinking out there for no one — all of it slid away from her, far away, very far, until there was nothing left but the dark, and the silence of the prairie, and the patient breathing of the man who was already carrying her toward the mouth of shadow, under the bleachers.

At dawn, when the caretaker pushed open the gate and discovered what was waiting beneath it, he didn't cry out right away. He stood there, his thermos of coffee steaming in his hand, the breath knocked out of him, trying to understand why the captain of the Wolves was sitting so straight in the shadow, arms raised in a perfect V toward an absent crowd, and why, beneath the silver tape sealing her mouth, you would have sworn she was smiling.

On her chest, laid out flat, a small tarnished metal badge gleamed. A mascot's face, a number, a date.

WOLVES — HOMECOMING 2008.

Brooke Lawson was seventeen. In 2008, she hadn't been born yet.

 


ACT I

 


Chapter 1 — The Five O'Clock Voice

Nora Vance's voice was the first thing Willow Creek heard in the morning, and it was just about the only thing Nora Vance had left.

At four-fifty that Wednesday, October 8th, she was already in the KWLC studio, headphones on, drinking coffee too old in a chipped mug that read CORN FESTIVAL 1996. The station fit into two rooms above the hardware store on Main Street: a studio the size of a closet and an office where the filing cabinets had been rusting since the days when radio still counted for something. The heat banged in the pipes. Through the window the street was black, glazed with frost, and the water tower stood cut out against a sky that hadn't yet decided to rise.

She loved this hour. It was the only one when the town belonged to her. At five sharp she would open the mic, her voice would slip into the kitchens, into the pickups starting up under the porches, into the barns where the milking was already underway, and for three hours she would be someone. Not Greg Vance's ex-wife. Not Hank's daughter, the one who'd left thinking she was too good for Willow Creek. Not the woman who'd come back, at forty, with her tail between her legs, because Omaha had spit her out.

Just the voice. The five o'clock voice.

Omaha — she worked hard not to think about it anymore, but Omaha always came back at this hour, in the hollow before going on air. She'd had a real show there, once. Two hundred thousand listeners, a producer, a name people recognized in line at the store. And then there had been that story — a man of standing, an accusation, a source she'd believed because she'd wanted to believe it, because it made too good a story to check twice. She'd put it on the air. The man was innocent. By the end of the defamation trial she had neither a show, nor a husband, nor the least desire to listen to herself talk. Willow Creek had taken her back the way you take back a dog that comes home skin and bone: without asking questions, but without forgiving, either. She'd sworn, coming home, never again to run a story she hadn't checked three times over. It was an easy promise to keep in a town where nothing ever happened.

She read over her rundown. Weather: first real frost of the season, twenty-eight at daybreak, clear and cold after. Sports: the Wolves were hosting Carter County on Friday, and the whole town could talk of nothing else. Announcements: the pie sale at First Light church, a cow loose on the Halsey road, the book club meeting at the Bluebird. The obituary slot was empty, for once. Nora had learned, in a year, that in Willow Creek an empty obit column was good news no one dared say out loud.

In the corner of the studio, on the shelf between a stack of old 45s and a dead cactus, the police scanner crackled. She left it on out of habit — an Omaha habit, from the days when she had the nose to smell a story before anyone else. Here, the scanner only ever spat out deer collisions, alarms set off by the wind, drunks scraped up outside the Spur. The background noise of a town where nothing ever happened.

She was reaching for the mic switch when the scanner spat out something else.

"—Dispatch, this is Unit Two. I'm at Memorial Field. I've got…" A pause. A breath, in the speaker, that resembled nothing she was used to hearing in this town. "Dispatch, I need the sheriff out here. Right now. And the M.E."

Nora froze, her hand in the air.

The voice belonged to young Travis Boone, the deputy with the kid's face who blushed when she asked his opinion on the day's weather. Except now his voice had skidded up an octave, and behind it there was another sound, distant, high, that it took Nora two seconds to place. Someone crying. A man, crying and unable to stop.

"—Unit Two, dispatch, copy. Nature of the call?"

"—…A body." Boone sounded out of breath, as if he'd been running. "A girl. Under the bleachers. It's… it's one of the kids. A cheerleader."

The coffee went cold in Nora's hand.

She knew that silence, the one that followed on the air: the silence of people who, at the other end of the frequency, had just understood that their day — and maybe their years to come — would look like nothing they'd planned. She'd heard it once, in Omaha, the morning of the school fire. She'd sworn never to hear it again.

Three minutes to five.

She should have opened the mic. Given the weather, the cow, the pies. It was her job, the only one they still let her have, and she barely had enough to cover the studio rent. She should have stayed in her chair, waited for the news to come up through the normal channels, the sheriff's office, the careful statement at mid-morning, and given it then, calmly, the way you give news to a town you love.

Instead she tore off her headphones, grabbed her coat off the back of the chair, and queued the hold-music tape — an old instrumental bed that looped when she stepped away. The farmers would think it was a glitch, at first. So be it.

She bolted down the stairs two at a time. The hardware-store door slammed behind her, and the cold of the street leaped at her face like ice water.

Her old Subaru started on the third try. The windshield was glazed with frost; she scraped a circle the size of a plate and drove hunched over the wheel to see through it. Main Street was deserted. The Bluebird's neon wasn't lit yet. In front of the church, the lighted sign still showed Sunday's message — GOD SEES ALL, EVEN WHAT YOU HIDE — and Nora, who no longer believed in much of anything, shivered without knowing why.

Memorial Field sat at the north edge, where the town frayed off into farms and Route 12 ran out toward the fields. It was the only place in Willow Creek that still brought everyone together: the rich and the poor, the believer and the drunk, the old man with no teeth left and the kid with none yet. On Friday nights, under the lights, the town forgot the closed cannery and the farms the bank had taken, and believed in itself again. It took seven minutes to get there. Nora made it in four.

She saw the flashers before the stadium: two red-and-blue smears pulsing in the low fog, hooked to the parking lot like sick hearts. The sky was turning dirty gray in the east, and the stadium lights were off — off on the one morning you'd have wanted as much light as possible. She parked crooked on the shoulder, at a good distance, by professional reflex: you never parked in the line of sight of the responders, you stayed where you could observe without getting in the way, where you could stay.

A single patrol car. The caretaker's pickup, door open, headlights shining on nothing. And, standing by the gate, bent double, an old man Nora recognized: Earl Tucker, who'd been the stadium's caretaker for thirty years, who mowed the grass singing off-key and slipped candy to the kids on Friday nights. He was still holding his thermos of coffee in his hand, as if he'd forgotten it existed, and he was the one crying. It was his voice she'd heard behind Boone's.

Nora got out of the car. The air smelled of frozen grass, of exhaust, and of something underneath it — the earth of the cornfields they were harvesting half a mile off, heavy and sweet. The silence was broken only by the sputtering of radios and by a crow, somewhere, repeating its cry without tiring of it.

"Earl," she said gently, coming closer. "Earl, it's Nora."

The old man raised toward her a face she'd never seen on him, undone, aged ten years since the previous Sunday.

"Don't go look, Miss Nora." His mouth was trembling. "Don't. Nobody should see that. I found her when I opened up. I just wanted to bring in the pom-poms, they'd left them out, and I thought they'd be soaked, so I…"

He couldn't finish. Nora laid a hand on his arm and squeezed, because there was nothing else to do, and over the old man's shoulder she looked toward the bleachers.

Boone stood guard at the foot of the service stairwell, pale, one hand on the grip of his weapon for no reason, the other holding a length of yellow tape he hadn't yet strung up, as if he didn't know where to start to close off what could no longer be closed. Behind him, in the vaulted shadow under the bleachers, there was a shape. Nora couldn't make it out clearly, and she thanked heaven for that. She saw only that it was seated, upright, and that something stuck out — two arms, raised, open upward, motionless in a position that made no sense in this place, at this hour, in this cold. A position of celebration. A stadium position on the night of a win.

Something in her closed down, professional, protective. She looked away. She had spent twenty years learning to look at things without letting them in, and she had come to understand that it was a skill that ate you from the inside, slowly, the way the rust ate the filing cabinets at KWLC.

"Vance."

The voice came from behind her, and she didn't need to turn around to know whose it was. No one else in Willow Creek pronounced her name like a door being shut.

Sheriff Dan Harlan was crossing the parking lot in long strides, his massive silhouette cut out against the flashers. Forty-two, the shoulders of a football player who'd never stopped being one, a jaw he clenched so often you could tell it was tired. He hadn't put on his hat. His gray hair was a mess, and he had the eyes of a man pulled out of bed on the worst of mornings. But what Nora noticed wasn't the exhaustion. It was something else, underneath, something she couldn't have named and that looked like fear — not the fear of what he was about to find, but the fear of something he already knew.

"You've got no business here," he said, stopping between her and the bleachers, blocking her view of the body. "You know that."

"Earl called dispatch at three to five." Nora held his gaze. "I heard it on the scanner. I came because you're going to need someone to talk to this town before noon, Dan, and it had better be me than a TV crew from Omaha rolling in four hours from now."

"There'll be nothing to say until I know what to say."

"There's a dead girl under the bleachers of your stadium." Her own voice surprised her, harder than she'd meant it. "By six, half the town will know from a text. By seven, the other half will make up the rest. You want the grapevine telling the parents, or you want someone who'll do it right?"

Harlan looked at her a long time. There was an old history between them that had never been spoken, made of everything they'd known about each other since childhood and never brought up. Nora had grown up three streets over from the Harlans. She'd known Dan as a teenager, a shy giant who blushed in catechism class. And she'd known his little sister too — Lila, pretty Lila, who laughed too loud and jumped too high, and who wore the red Wolves uniform like a second skin. Nora had left town the year before it happened; but she'd come back for the holidays that Christmas, and she still remembered the silence in the Harlans' driveway, the funeral wreaths no one knew where to set down, and Dan's face, twenty-two at the time, a brand-new young deputy who hadn't been able to protect the one person he should have. The whole town knew what had happened to Lila, without ever saying it, and everyone knew why the word cheerleader had the same effect on Dan Harlan as a blade slipped between the ribs.

And that was maybe why, Nora thought, watching him, she had stayed despite the order. Because she too, in her way, had come back to Willow Creek with a death on her conscience, and she recognized, in this man, the way you carry a fault you'll never be able to repair. They were more alike than either would have cared to admit, the sheriff and the fallen broadcaster: two castaways the town had taken in without really loving them, and who stayed standing out of habit, for lack of anything better.

"Who is it?" she asked, lower.

He didn't answer right away. Behind him, the day was coming up for real now, gray and pitiless, and it revealed the stadium little by little, the sidelines, the scoreboard frozen on the score of the last game. And on the Wolves' bench, two red smudges soaked with dew: the pom-poms no one had brought in.

"Brooke Lawson," Harlan said at last.

Nora closed her eyes for a second. She knew that name. Everyone knew it. The captain. The perfect girl, the one whose photo spread across the front page of the Courier every fall, the one who smiled on the banners hung from the lampposts of Main Street. The daughter of Brett Lawson, who had been quarterback here himself, once, and who had never left town because you didn't leave Willow Creek when you'd been a king there at eighteen.

"Seventeen," she murmured. "God, Dan, she was seventeen."

"I know how old she was."

There was a crack in his voice that he mastered at once. He ran a hand over his face, and when he took it away, he was the sheriff again, the smooth front behind which a man stayed standing by the sheer force of his job.

"Listen to me, Vance." He stepped closer, dropped his voice so Boone wouldn't hear. "What you're going to do is go back to your station, and you're going to tell this town the bare minimum. That a young woman has died. That the sheriff's office is investigating. That we'll release information when the time comes. Nothing else. Not the name, not until I've seen the parents. Not a word about the place. And above all, above all, not a word about the how."

"The how." Nora lifted her head. "What how?"

The slip crossed Harlan's face like a shadow — he'd said too much, and he knew it. But before he could catch himself, a sound reached them from the bleachers: Boone, who had crouched near the shape, had just jerked back, and something had fallen from his gloved hands onto the concrete, with a small clear ring of metal.

"Sheriff?" the deputy called in a white voice. "Sheriff, you need to see this. There was something set on… on her."

Harlan swore under his breath and turned around. Nora should have stayed where she was. It was the order, it was decency, it was even the law. But her legs carried her forward a few steps, just enough, and her gaze caught the object Boone was pointing at without daring to pick it up a second time, there where it had rolled against the base of a post.

It was a small round badge, metal, the kind you pinned to a jacket lapel on gala nights. The morning frost had half covered it, but you could still make out the engraved design: a wolf's head, fangs bared, the Wolves' mascot, and around it, in letters worn by the years, an inscription Nora read upside down, from thirty feet away, in the dirty light of dawn.

WOLVES — HOMECOMING 2008.

And the cold that went through her then had nothing to do with the month of October.

Two thousand eight. Brooke Lawson was seventeen; she'd been born the same year as that badge, near enough. That badge wasn't hers. That badge belonged to someone else, to another fall, to a night Nora herself kept only a blurred memory of — she'd already left, in 2008, but she came back for the holidays, and there were always, in Willow Creek conversations, those years people cited like scars. Two thousand five. Two thousand eight. Years when something had broken in this town, under the Friday-night lights, and that no one had ever repaired.

"Boone, don't touch it again." Harlan's voice cracked out, and all the fear he'd swallowed had come back, naked, in those three words. "You don't touch anything else. You wait for Brennan. You hear me? Nobody goes near it."

But Nora was no longer looking at the deputy. She was looking at Harlan. She was looking at the sheriff's face at the exact moment he'd read the date on the badge, and she'd seen — she'd have sworn it before any court in the land — she'd seen this man recognize something. Not the badge. The date. As if someone had just spoken aloud a word he'd spent twenty years burying.

"Dan," she said very low. "What is 2008?"

He didn't answer. He'd turned away, and he was already climbing toward the bleachers, toward the thing sitting in the shadow with its arms raised in a V, and his broad shoulders said everything his mouth refused to say.

Nora stayed alone in the parking lot, near old Earl who was still crying in silence, his thermos gone cold in his hand. Day had broken now. Far off, on Route 12, the first farmers' pickups went by slowing down, and their drivers turned their heads toward the flashers, and Nora knew that each of them, arriving at the silo or the co-op, would tell what he thought he'd seen, and that the story would already be distorted before the sun was fully up.

She took out her phone. Her thumb hovered over the screen.

She had the story of her life in her hands. She knew it with a cold, sickening certainty, the same certainty that had ruined her in Omaha — that little voice whispering that no one would tell it better than she would, that this was her redemption, her way out, the mic that would carry her back to the world she'd fallen from. A young woman was dead, staged like a cheer routine under the stadium bleachers, with an object out of another time laid over her heart, and the first thing Nora Vance had felt, before the grief, before the horror, had been that hunger. She hated herself for it. She always hated herself for it.

She put the phone away.

When she climbed back into her Subaru, her hands were shaking, and it wasn't only the cold. She sat a moment without moving, looking at the stadium through the circle she'd scraped in the frost, that stadium which was the heart of the town and had just become something else. Then she started the engine and took the road back to Main Street, where, in two rooms above the hardware store, a hold-music tape was still turning in the void, waiting for the five o'clock voice to come back and tell Willow Creek that nothing, from now on, would be the way it was before.

On the air, ten minutes later, she said only what Harlan had asked her to say. A young woman deceased. An investigation underway. More information to come. Her voice didn't shake — twenty years in the business were good for at least that. But she hadn't finished her first sentence before the switchboard line had begun to blink, then a second, then all three at once, little red fireflies on the dusty console. The town was waking up. The town wanted to know. A mother, somewhere, was already dialing the number to hear that it wasn't her own daughter. Nora let it ring. She had nothing else to offer but what she'd just said, and she knew it would be not enough, and that it would be not enough for a long time.

When she finally set the headphones down and the silence settled back over the little studio, she sat a long while staring at the mute scanner, on its shelf, between the old 45s and the dead cactus.

Two thousand eight.

Somewhere in this town, someone had kept a badge for seventeen years to lay it, this morning, on a child's chest. And the sheriff of Willow Creek knew why.

 


Chapter 2 — Arms in a V

Dan Harlan had seen the dead. Twenty years on the job in Haldane County had shown him their share: farmers crushed under an overturned tractor, drowned men fished out of the Willow in spring, old people who'd died alone and gone undiscovered for days. He believed nothing could surprise him anymore. He believed he'd built, inside himself, a locked room where he could store those images so they wouldn't come back at night.

When he finished climbing the damp steps of the service stairwell and saw what was waiting for him under the bleachers, he understood that the room would not be enough.

Brooke Lawson was seated against a concrete pillar, her back perfectly straight, the way you teach little girls to sit for the class photo. They had dressed her in her Wolves uniform — the red and white, the pleated skirt, the high socks — clean, pressed, without a single crease, as if she were about to take the field. Both her arms were raised, spread in a V above her head, in the figure the whole town knew by heart, the one that opened every routine, the one they screamed from the stands. High V. Someone had held them up that way, lifted toward the sky, with thin ties looped around the wrists and fixed to the chain-link behind her, so they wouldn't drop.

And over her mouth, laid flat, a piece of silver tape had been stuck, then cut at the corners and turned up at both ends, upward, to draw a smile. A wide fixed smile, perfect, one that would never fade.

Harlan stood still for a very long time. The air under the bleachers was frozen and smelled of wet concrete, of rust, and underneath, faint, a sweet chemical smell he didn't place at first and that turned his stomach. Somewhere behind him he could hear Boone breathing too fast, in jerks, and the distant crackle of the radio on his hip. But all of it reached him from very far off, as if through water.

Because he had already seen a cheerleader sitting too straight in the morning light.

He had seen it twenty years ago, in another life, under another roof. The fall of 2005. Lila had been sixteen, and she was the most beautiful thing Willow Creek had ever produced — at least that was how he remembered her, the big brother who had carried her on his shoulders when she was small. And then there had been that homecoming Friday, that photo that had passed from phone to phone, that humiliation whose details he had never fully known because she had never wanted to tell him. Lila had stopped eating. Lila had stopped laughing. Lila had begun to stand, in the evenings, in front of the hall mirror, looking at herself the way you look at an enemy. Dan had been nineteen, fresh out of the police academy, too busy becoming a man to see that his sister was disappearing. One November morning, he was the one who opened the garage door. No one had posed her; no one had forced her to smile. She'd done it to herself, alone, because an entire school had mocked her and not even her brother had seen that she was going under.

But it was the same uniform. The same red. The same high socks. And for one atrocious second, under those bleachers, it was no longer Brooke Lawson's face that Dan Harlan saw, but his sister's, and he had to brace a hand against the pillar to keep from falling.

"Sheriff?" Boone's voice, behind him, cracked. "Sheriff, you okay?"

"Back up," Harlan said. His own voice sounded foreign to him. "Back up to the gate. You don't let anyone in. Nobody, you hear me, Travis. Not the press, not a gawker, not a parent. Above all not a parent. And call the state police. Tell them what we've got. Tell them we're going to need them."

The young man obeyed, too glad to be given a reason to step away. Harlan was left alone with her.

He forced his gaze to become a cop's again. It was the only way to hold on: turn the horror into a list, the child into a scene, the grief into procedure. He took his notebook out with a hand that barely trembled, took his phone, and began to photograph — wide first, the whole, then the details, methodically, forcing himself to name each thing by its cold name. The flash snapped in the gloom, and each burst printed the image on his retinas for an instant, then the dark came back, and he had to start again.

No sign of a struggle in this spot. The concrete floor was clean, the uniform intact, the nails neat. She hadn't been killed here. She'd been killed somewhere else, washed perhaps, dressed, then carried here and set in place, with a care, a patience, that frightened him more than violence would have. The ties at the wrists were knotted cleanly, without haste, with what looked like fishing line. The skirt had been pulled to hang straight. Someone had taken his time. Someone had stepped back to judge the effect, like a man hanging a picture who steps away to check that it's level, then comes back to fix it by half an inch.

Around Brooke's neck, half hidden by the collar, Harlan made out a fine, regular mark, a furrow no ordinary rope would have left. Something flat, silky. A ribbon. He knew those ribbons: they were tied in the girls' hair, red and white, the team's colors, sold by the basketful at the stadium gate every Friday, two dollars apiece, to benefit the booster club. She'd been strangled with her own colors.

And then he saw the lock of hair.

On the right side of her skull, in the blond mass the dew had matted, a tuft was missing. Cut clean, with scissors, close. Not torn out in a struggle: taken. Carried off. The way you keep a curl of a loved one in a locket.

Harlan lowered his notebook. For a moment he was no longer able to write.

A screech of tires on the gravel outside pulled him out of that state. A car door slammed, heavy steps approached, and the stooped silhouette of Dr. Lyle Brennan appeared at the foot of the stairs, black bag in hand, short of breath, a sixty-year-old man who'd been pulled out of bed before dawn. Brennan had been the county medical examiner so long he'd signed the death certificate of Harlan's own father. He had seen it all too. He was a man you didn't rattle.

He climbed, set his eyes on the scene, and stopped dead.

"Lord," he breathed.

That was all. But coming from Brennan, it was like a scream.

The M.E. pulled on his gloves with mechanical gestures and knelt beside the body, careful where he set his knees. Harlan watched him work in silence. There was something almost soothing in the old man's precision, in the way he brought the world back to measurable facts, to temperatures and to times.

"She's been dead several hours," Brennan said after a while, without looking up. "Rigor's complete, lividity fixed. I'd say between midnight and two in the morning, but the liver temp at the institute will pin it down." He gently lifted an eyelid, examined, set it back. "Strangulation's the probable cause, that furrow at the neck. But look at her coloring, Dan. Look at the tint of the lips under the tape, and her nails. That shade — I've seen it before. I wouldn't be surprised if she was drugged first. Sedated. Something to make her docile."

"So she wouldn't fight."

"So she wouldn't fight, yes." Brennan paused. "Or for something else. So she'd stay… presentable."

The word dropped into the cold and stayed there. Harlan hated it. It was exact.

"What'll we know for sure at autopsy?"

"If there's a substance, I'll find it. Benzodiazepines, opiates, antihistamines in a high dose, that kind of thing. Drugs you'd find in any medicine cabinet in this town." The old man finally looked up. "That's what should worry you, Dan. This isn't the work of a monster come from somewhere else. It's careful. It's patient. It's someone from here, who knows what he's doing, and who didn't shake once."

Harlan let the sentence settle, then asked the question that had haunted him since he'd understood she hadn't been killed there.

"How does he get her here, you figure? The lot's a hundred yards off. The field's wide open. You need a vehicle, you need to carry a body that distance in the dark, you need to know where to cut the power, you need to know that on a Tuesday night the stadium's deserted." He shook his head. "This isn't a man who saw Brooke at the grocery store and followed her on a crazy impulse, Lyle. It's a man who knows this stadium like the back of his hand. Who has his habits here. Who nobody would pay attention to if they crossed him here at midnight with a bag over his shoulder."

"A man from here," Brennan repeated softly. "You're circling the same idea I am."

"And this?" Harlan asked, pointing at the silver tape turned up into a smile. "Post-mortem?"

"All of it's post-mortem." The M.E. straightened with a grimace, a hand at the small of his back. "The pose, the ties, the smile, all of it was done after. He didn't torture her, if that's your question. He killed her, and then he… composed. " He searched for the right word. "He arranged her. Like a picture. You see which way she's turned?"

Harlan followed the old man's gaze and understood what he hadn't wanted to see. Brooke wasn't turned toward the wall, or curled in a corner the way you hide a shameful thing. She had been seated facing the field. Facing the empty bleachers. Arms raised, smile fixed, chin lifted toward the deserted stands — as if she were performing her routine for a full stadium, under dead lights, before a crowd that didn't exist.

"He wanted her found like this," Harlan said slowly. "He staged her so we'd look at her. So she'd be seen."

"He did more than that." Brennan pointed at the young girl's chest, where Boone had dislodged the badge earlier, and where you could still make out, in the fabric, the faint mark of the pin. "He signed it. A man who takes the time to set an object on the body, an old object, an object that has no business being there — that's not a man who panicked. That's a man with a message. And a man with a message generally has several to deliver."

Harlan knew what that meant from the mouth of an M.E. who weighed every word. It meant: she won't be the last. He'd known it, deep down, from the moment he'd climbed those steps. But hearing it said aloud, by Brennan, made it real in a way he could no longer push away.

He turned aside a moment, long enough to find his breath. Outside, the day was fully up. Through the gaps in the bleachers, he could see the field stretch away, green and indifferent, and far off the first cars slowing on the highway, faces turned toward the stadium. The news was already running. He had maybe an hour, two at most, before the lot filled with parents wild with dread, with kids phone in hand, and soon the vans of the Omaha channels with their satellite dishes. Everything had to be lifted, photographed, protected, before that. He'd have to string a wider perimeter, post Boone at the gate, bring in the other two deputies, seal the stadium, warn the principal, set up a center for the parents. The machine was already starting up in his head, cold, ordered, saving.

And yet, what occupied Dan Harlan's mind, standing under the bleachers of his own stadium, was neither the chain of procedure, nor the press, nor even, quite, the killer.

It was the year.

Homecoming 2008. The badge taunted him from the sealed pouch Boone had slipped it into. Two thousand eight. There was something there that didn't fit, a false note he couldn't isolate. Lila had died in 2005; that wound he knew every contour of, he'd carried it for twenty years the way you carry a shell fragment lodged too close to the heart to be removed. But 2008 was something else. It was after. It was a year when he'd already believed himself the unhappiest of men, and he couldn't remember what had happened in it, under the Friday-night lights, that could have been worth a man keeping a relic for seventeen years.

He closed his eyes and searched. A homecoming, in the fall of 2008. He'd have been twenty-five at the time, a young deputy, still numb with the grief of his sister. There had been an incident that year — he kept a blurred trace of it, like a noise heard through a wall. A kid. An ambulance, maybe, outside the high school, on a Friday night. A story that had set tongues wagging for two weeks and that the town had then covered over, the way it covered everything, under layers of silence and church pies. He couldn't grasp the details. But his body remembered: reading the date on the badge, he'd felt the same hollow in his stomach as in front of the garage door, and his instinct told him that those two years — 2005, 2008 — were the two ends of a single thread, and that the thread passed somewhere through these bleachers.

"Dan." Brennan's voice, gentler. "You're somewhere else."

Harlan opened his eyes.

"This staging," he said, forcing himself to keep an even tone. "The V, the smile, the uniform. It doesn't make you think of something?"

The M.E. considered him a moment over his glasses. He was a man who had known the Harlans, who had known Lila, who knew. An understanding passed through his old gaze, and with it a caution.

"It makes me think of a man who hates what these girls represent," he answered at last, weighing his words. "Not the girls themselves, maybe. What they represent. Perfection. The smile demanded of them from morning to night. He turned them into what they're asked to be year-round — smiling, perfect, motionless — and he pushed it to the limit, to the absurd, to death." He stopped. "But it's not my job to psychoanalyze, Dan. My job is to tell you how she died. The why is yours. And if I were you, I'd be asking who, in this town, has a seventeen-year-old reason to hate cheerleaders."

Harlan nodded without a word. He'd have liked to tell Brennan about that hollow in his stomach, about 2005 and 2008, about that unreasoned certainty that he already knew, without knowing it, the face of the man who had done this. But he didn't. There were things a sheriff didn't say, even to an old friend, because to say them was to open a door he'd spent twenty years bricking up. And because a part of him, a part he despised, was afraid of what he'd find behind it. He was the man who hated cheerleading more than anyone in this county; he knew it, and he knew others knew it. The day people learned how these girls were staged, there would be people in this town who'd remember what uniform the sheriff's sister had been wearing when she was found dead.

He bent one last time over Brooke Lawson. He looked at her ribbon smile, her arms lifted toward the empty stands, her uniform without a crease. And he made himself, in silence, the only promise he still knew how to keep.

"I'm going to take you down, kid," he murmured, so low that Brennan didn't hear him. "I'm going to take you down from there and bring you back to your mother. And I'm going to find who did this to you."

Then he straightened, became the sheriff again, and went down the steps toward the light.

Boone was waiting for him at the gate, his face gray, the sealed badge pouch clutched in both hands as if it might fly away. Harlan took it from him, checked the label, the date, the time, his initials, because in the months to come this object might be worth a conviction, and a poorly kept chain of custody was the first thing a lawyer came to break. He handed the pouch back, telling him again whom to give it to and to log everything.

Then he raised his eyes to the parking lot, and what he saw there tightened his throat. There were no longer three cars, but ten, fifteen, and more were slowing on the highway. People were getting out, dazed. He recognized faces: parents, a deacon from First Light, and, pressed against one another near a pickup, three or four girls in red warmups, girls from the team, alerted by who knew what text, their faces undone, looking at the bleachers without daring to come closer. They were Lila's age. They were Brooke's age. And one of them, meeting the sheriff's gaze, began to cry without a sound, simply, the way you cry when you've understood that a thing will never be the way it was.

"Travis," Harlan said in a low voice, "get those girls away from here. Right now. They mustn't see anything. And call Principal Whitmer: no school today, I don't want eight hundred teenagers turned loose in town with this in their heads."

In the middle of this gathering crowd, a man was coming forward, alone, faster than the others. Brett Lawson. Harlan had known him in high school, a rising star of the stadium, a broad-shouldered quarterback with an easy smile, the kind of boy Willow Creek forgave everything. The man walking toward him now had nothing of that left. He came on like a sleepwalker, his face already destroyed by a thing he still refused to believe, and yet Harlan noticed, in spite of himself, by cop's reflex, that he was up, dressed, outdoors before six in the morning — and he filed that observation away in a corner of his mind, because from now on everyone in this town would be a face to watch, and that too was part of the job, and that too disgusted him.

"Sheriff." Lawson's voice broke on the word. "Dan. Tell me it isn't her. Tell me it's some other girl. You know her, my Brooke, you watched her grow up, she used to wave at you big from the field. Tell me I can go home and she's still asleep in her room."

Harlan said nothing. There was nothing to say that wouldn't be a lie, and he had promised himself, the morning he opened the door of his parents' garage, never again to lie to a man about the death of his child. He had learned, that November morning, that there is a silence worse than any words, and that this silence, when you're the one carrying it, is enough to say everything. He saw the exact moment Brett Lawson understood it in turn — when hope left his eyes the way water draws back from a beach — and he saw the man begin to fall before his knees even gave.
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