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PROLOGUE

~ OCTOBER 13 ~

On a crisp autumn game day, a wave of danger slithers up and over the rim of the Dallas Lonestars’ football stadium. As it skitters to the center of the jam-packed arena, it begins to creep along the turfgrass like a deadly rattlesnake.

Jentry Rae Randall—the captain of the Dallas Lonestars Cheerleaders—is lined up with her teammates inside the stadium tunnel. About to perform, she feels her stomach knot and her lungs tighten. Today’s matchup against the Philadelphia Condors will be broadcast to eighteen million viewers. She should be excited. Instead, the encroaching danger she senses is shredding her nerves like jagged glass.

Lips trembling into a smile, she explodes out of the tunnel like a sky-bound rocket. Ninety thousand fans in the stands leap to their feet when they see her and the other cheerleaders on the sidelines. Some spectators wave foam fingers, some chomp on Touchdown Tater Tots, and others hold signs that read, SHIMMY AND SHAKE, JENTRY RAE! Or MARRY ME, J.R . . . YOU’RE HOTTER ’N HOT!!

The enthusiasm is ordinary.

Typical.

Familiar.

Not only is Jentry Rae the most popular dancer in the Federation Football League, but she is also a calendar cover girl and the Point—the star cheerleader who spearheads every triangular dance formation.

She should be over the moon with her life and her luck, but how can she be?

Vengeful eyes are fastened on her. She feels it in her bones.

Disguising her panic, she whirls her pom-poms and sashays to centerfield. Cameras flash. The crowd hoots. Her skin crawls.

Pregame routines don’t normally make her anxious, but this afternoon she could barely put on her uniform. She isn’t worried about another Lonestars’ dismal season. Or a crazed fan. Or even remembering the dance steps. Her fear stems from what she has done. Guilt is a terrible thing, and it’s squeezing her heart like a lasso.

Gulping, she assumes the opening pose. Once her teammates mimic her, a hush descends over the stadium.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” an announcer booms on the PA system. “Here they are . . . America’s Angels! Often copied, never surpassed, these are Your! Dallas! Lonestars! Cheerleaders!”

As the first bars of Shania Twain’s “Giddy Up!” vibrate ­Jentry Rae’s body, she snaps her head up and catches the beat. Twirling vivaciously, she exudes enthusiasm but, instead of connecting with the rowdy fans, her stare flits to the sidelines. There, she locks eyes with a Lonestars’ football player. Anger reddens his face while he grinds his teeth. Is he wondering how she can pretend like nothing’s wrong?

Sensing disapproval from the team owner’s skybox, too, she squints up at the reflective glass. And when a fellow cheerleader flings Jentry Rae an icy glare, more worry freewheels in her veins.

She might be projecting confidence, but deep down she hates herself. She deserves to be scared. She used to be a simple country girl, but now she’s drawn to complicated. And despite her capacity for compassion, she can be careless . . . even cavalier.

One thing Jentry Rae isn’t, is stupid. Being a walking oxymoron is hardly a punishable sin. She is guilty of playing puppet master. And since people aren’t toys to be manipulated, she’s terrified that the puppets will come alive and exact revenge.

Moments ago, the field was deemed in-compliance, the players finished their warm-up, and touch tablets were activated. The preparations are standard football fare, but what isn’t normal is the evil closing in on Jentry Rae. As she bats her blue eyes and flips her honey-blonde hair, she rallies the crowd into hysteria. Yet, the only noise she hears is trouble. And when it crescendos above the whoosh of her pom-poms and the stomp of her cowgirl boots, it blares in her ears like a penalty whistle.






PART I

As Texans say,

“That just ain’t right.”





CHAPTER ONE

THE FILMMAKER

~ OCTOBER 14 ~

Nikki Keegan clears her throat, turns on the microphone, and narrates.

“On October 13, 2024, a Dallas Lonestars Cheerleader named Jentry Rae Randall was savagely murdered inside the dance squad’s locker room. Found in a pool of blood following a home game, the twenty-three-year-old veteran had been left alone by her teammates when they went to sign autographs in the parking lot. Reports confirm that the killer punched Jentry Rae so hard it sent her reeling backward into a knifelike corner of a locker. Sadly, she died from a massive brain hemorrhage.

“According to the stadium employee who discovered the beauty, horror and defeat marred her frozen expression.”



Nikki’s voice catches, and she covers the microphone. She is all for embellishing stories in the name of filmmaking, but she knew sunny Jentry Rae. At least she interviewed her for the football documentary she’s directing. The effervescent dancer lit up the room.

Swallowing a lump of emotion, she continues. “The whodunit homicide of a beloved American Angel has rippled shockwaves around the nation. Jentry Rae Randall kicked high and prayed deeply, and her leadership style was feisty but fair. As popular on social media as she was on the football field, she enjoyed being a member of the most prestigious cheerleading squad in the world.

“On the other side of the coin toss, the ‘sexploitation’ of the Dallas Lonestars Cheerleaders has been under debate for decades—showcased primarily on the cable series Cheers and Tears. The plug-and-play show drew heavy criticism for body-shaming and for promoting unrealistic societal ­standards.

“The show was recently canceled, but with that kind of controversy, the shocking murder of Jentry Rae begs two questions: Is there a dark side to the cheerleaders’ razzmatazz? Or, did the Dallas Lonestars’ four-season losing slump come into play on the day of the vicious killing?

“We begin our story by saying, ‘Bless your heart, America’s Angel. May you rest in peace.’”

Nikki shuts off the microphone and sits back. As she chews on the end of a pen, tension fills her rental apartment. What on earth is she doing? Her producer hasn’t hired her to drag the Lonestars’ name through the mud. And she isn’t being paid to make a salacious tell-all about the team’s cheerleaders.



What she is being paid to do is make a documentary about the Lonestars’ potential comeback this season.

Period.

End of story.

But that’s snooze-city, isn’t it? How many floundering sports teams proclaim resurrection? Besides, unsolved murders—not football games—are Nikki’s jam. She’s an advocate for female victims; her first film covered that subject and, in her mind, Jentry Rae’s death is ten times more important than the Lonestars having a new owner, new players, and a new director of the cheerleaders.

So far, none of those things are turning the team around.

Chugging an energy drink, Nikki focuses on a different reason she babbled out the narration. If she were to create a side hustle, reality-crime series featuring a murdered Dallas Lonestars Cheerleader, major streaming services might snatch it up.

A deal like that could earn her more than she’s making for the sports documentary. God knows she needs money, especially since her unwell father started relying on her financially.

Chances are, creating a hit series would abolish Nikki’s imposter syndrome, too. She comes from nothing, so she broke into the movie business through a back door. Her starter film about a cold case murder in the Kansas heartland did win an impressive award. Pure luck, though, wasn’t it? Then, a Hollywood producer put her in touch with the Dallas Lonestars.

But Christ. What does she know about tackles and touchbacks?

Talk about self-doubt.

Frowning, she sets the drink can down and wipes her mouth. It’d be possible to assemble a top-notch, unauthorized miniseries if she doesn’t eat or sleep much. And having a backup plan will be worth the stress. Botching this football documentary means her rivals in the male-dominated movie industry won’t let her forget the failure.

Ugh. A lot is at stake. Damn it that she already signed an obligatory contract with the Lonestars.

Hit with a caffeine overdose, Nikki pushes to her feet. As she starts to pace, she hears the toilet flush.

Vince Whittle, her capable but talkative videographer, comes out of the bathroom scratching his full beard. “While I was taking a dump, Nik—you’re out of toilet paper, by the way. Plus, there’s nothing to read in there. Anywhoozit, I got to wondering why you’re narrating already when we’re still gathering footage. Oh, and ending the voiceover with ‘Bless your heart’ is a little much.”

“Really?” She blinks. “I thought it was a sweet, Texan expression.” She’s a Californian who is still learning Southern culture. But the real issue is: did Vince hear the rest of her titillating narration? She hasn’t shared the idea of a crime series with him yet.

“You don’t get it.” He takes off his thick glasses. “In Texas, the phrase ‘Bless your heart’ means only your mama thinks you’re smart.”

“Shit.”

“Are we done now?” he asks. “We have been storyboarding since the crack of dawn, and I’m starving.”

“I’m famished, too, so let’s go for a bite. Put gas in the van then come back for me, okay?” Hopefully, her bank account isn’t overdrawn.

After Vince disappears, Nikki immediately deadbolts the door. But what’s with her paranoia? The Dallas rental the Lonestars have set her up in is located in a safe neighborhood—safer than where she’s from. Violent crime in Greater Los Angeles is rampant and survival is iffy.

Her father has worked two jobs his entire life. Then Covid hit. When Pop was laid off from both positions, he slipped into a deep depression. Nikki’s mom died when she was a child, and if she thinks back, things started going downhill then.

Pop is her go-to best friend. His heart is always in the right place, but without his income, he might lose his mobile home soon. She had been staying there to keep him company, so she might be out on the street, too.

Jesus. Hollywood doesn’t hire directors who live in their car.

Panic for herself and for her father circles her back to the idea of a lucrative crime series.
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As Nikki waits for Vince’s return, she considers calling her dad, except he’ll have taken a sedative by now. Fueled by curiosity, she scrolls through her phone. The homicide of Jentry Rae Randall is splashed across every mainstream and social media site. No wonder; it aggrandizes all the juicy ingredients the public craves. Online sleuths have already conjured a conspiracy theory. That the cheerleader was killed by someone inside the Lonestars’ organization. A jealous squad mate, maybe? Who else had access to the dancers’ locker room?

Turning on the television, Nikki sees that CNN, FOX, and MSNB are exhibiting an identical crime scene photo: the blonde, damp-from-a-shower cheerleading captain spread across a tile floor. Jentry Rae’s hair is fanned in all directions, and a gold infinity bracelet with a sapphire center is by her side. Those details are clear, but the majority of her body is pixelated out.

Nikki steps closer to the TV screen. Since the photograph has been fog-censored, it’s impossible to tell if Jentry Rae was wearing a towel when she was assaulted. People are abuzz—speculating that if the star dancer died in the nude after a shower and a brain bash, it must have been a humiliating way to go.

Something else on the newscast catches Nikki’s eye. As runoff shower water mixed with Jentry Rae’s blood, eerie pink rivulets formed inside the tile grout. Hell. The photos are a little too graphic to be displayed on air, aren’t they? Maybe somebody bribed a forensic photographer to release them.

“Jentry Rae Randall announced on social media that this football season was to be her last as a professional cheerleader,” drones a television anchorman. “Unfortunately, somebody sped up that retirement decision.”

Shuddering, Nikki watches the frame cut to Sonny Randall, Jentry Rae’s elderly father. As the old man emerges from his Beaumont, Texas, farmhouse he is mobbed by reporters on his way to a dilapidated truck. “There’s no kind ’a fury like a daddy who loses his baby girl!” he declares. “The killer will pay. I won’t have my late wife turning over in ’er grave.”

The crestfallen farmer tugs at Nikki’s heartstrings. More so when she notices that his teary eyes are jaundiced and that his skin is pasty. He is obviously sick. During this tragedy? It makes her think of her father’s own fight with health issues.

In her opinion, Sonny Randall’s steadfast conviction points out the obvious question. Who hated his daughter enough to kill her? It took an incredibly strong person to propel Jentry Rae across the room and smash her against a locker. Two people might have done the job. Which is another hypothesis keyboard warriors are kicking around.

Going to her computer, Nikki watches the “Jentry Rae” interview she conducted weeks ago. On tape, she notices body language she missed. The superstar cheerleader couldn’t sit still, and her lack of eye contact was evident. There was also the way the cheer captain rambled on and on—does this behavior indicate dishonesty? Or fright?

Guilt niggles at Nikki. She should have tuned in to the odd conduct sooner, but she was too busy being concerned with the Lonestars Cheerleaders’ suggestiveness. The women might think winking for the camera and shaking their hips alluringly are harmless actions, but being in-your-face-sexy can attract weirdos. Cuckoos don’t just prowl around Hollywood.

When Nikki clicks into Jentry Rae’s Instagram account, she sees that each of the dancer’s posts ring with a cute, Southern charm. Mainly, Jentry Rae spoke about wellness, her love of the DLC, the end of animal cruelty, and her day job as an administrative assistant.

Sure, a few judgy judgers commented Lose the hair extensions, girl. Stop trying so hard. And Don’t you believe in modesty? But nobody seemed to have had a serious problem with the glamorous cheerleader.

Nikki taps her foot. Maybe she should forget playing detective. This murder could be good for her career, but it’s shitty to think that. She should just wrap up the sports documentary, mind her own business, and return to California. Even though her brother is looking after Pop, Dave can’t stay for long.

Coastal sunshine and lulling ocean waves might be beckoning her, but too bad she doesn’t have a boyfriend to run back to. At twenty-nine years old, she is married to the fickle film industry. She’s also consumed with taking care of her father while she fosters her fascination with justice. She’d probably hate a boyfriend breathing down her neck, anyway.

Nikki might have good intentions when it comes to her projects—who doesn’t want to make a difference with crime journalism?—but her little secret is she’s willing to sneak around protocol to make her work shine.

She is also willing to do anything for her down-and-out father.

With a mega-hit crime series under her belt, she could buy him a mansion.







CHAPTER TWO

THE DALLAS LONESTARS CHEERLEADER

~ OCTOBER 14 ~

The morning after the murder, Shaunette Simmons is crying buckets inside her car.

As she drives along State Highway 360, she keeps glancing at a glorious Texas sunrise in the rearview mirror. The sight is stoking her emotions. Jentry Rae, her best friend and teammate, loved daybreak. But she won’t see another rising sun. Ever again.

Correction, Shaunette thinks.

Her ex-best friend won’t.

Mercy! Thinking about their contentious falling-out brings on more crying.

Wiping away globs of runny mascara, Shaunette cannot believe Jentry Rae is dead. The two of them used to be super close. They were inseparable at the start of the season—like sisters! But then their toxic friendship ripped them apart. Shockingly, Jentry Rae expressed how much she despised Shaunette hours before she was killed.

Good gravy.

Shaunette really should bury that information in a deep hole.

Gripping the steering wheel tighter, she tries to reflect on some cheerful memories. Jentry Rae was a larger-than-life role model who hyped people up. She never spoke unkind words, and she always encouraged the cheerleaders to be their best selves. Because that is what she was. The best.

Few people can claim that title.

But still. Shaunette clenches her jaw.

Performers aren’t always who they seem to be.
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Shaunette is headed to church this morning to say a prayer for her deceased friend. As she drives faster, she assumes she will be one of many mourners. But isn’t that another ironic factoid? Jentry Rae’s fans can’t know how infuriating the “real” Jentry Rae was. She acted like an irritating wind-up doll, cranking out inspirational advice nonstop. She could also be a five-star flirt . . . an enchantress of men who didn’t know when to back off. Her demise has left behind scorched earth, so what monster despised her enough to kill her?

Taking an exit lane, Shaunette admits she is no angel, either. Piping-hot jealousy built inside her as she pivoted and paraded next to her ex-bestie during yesterday’s performance. It made her screw up the DLC’s famous kick-line.

Pulse racing, she flashes on the sequence.



1-2-3-4.

Head snap.

Bend knee.

Kick.

Repeat.

Even though she did her best to eclipse incandescent Jentry Rae, she just heaved and ho-ed breathlessly. She even flicked the wrong foot and bungled the final jump-split . . . unacceptable! But heck. Who could have competed with Jentry Rae’s Colgate smile, Can-Can girl charisma, and Care Bear heart?

As the church appears on the horizon, Shaunette releases a sputtery breath. She needs to remind herself that she does possess looks, style, and spunkiness—all the requirements of a Dallas Lonestars Cheerleader.

Four months ago, she tried out for the squad because her mama—stage-mother Kaylene Simmons—was a proud DLC in the 1980s. When Shaunette was born, she was put in pricey kiddie pageants and endless gymnastics lessons in anticipation of becoming a DLC, too. It took her two tryouts, but now that she is a rookie cheerleader, her showbiz mother wants her to outmatch, outdo, outdance, and outdazzle everybody else.

Come hell or high water, she will do her mama proud. As if on cue, Mama’s omnipresent voice echoes inside the car. “Shaunette Lynn, if you want to BE the best, you have to BEAT the best!”

It’s unfortunate that the clock is racing for Shaunette to step up. She bites her bottom lip until it’s raw because Mama’s stage-four breast cancer diagnosis has been a horrible blow. But with Jentry Rae gone, can her mother hang in there until Shaunette reaches the top?

She has to!



Well—Shaunette muses as she pulls up to the church—­Jentry Rae would always have been number one. Everybody knows it. Everyone except her mama, apparently. And that makes Shaunette wonder why her frenemy played with fire and risked getting booted off the DLC squad.

A heavy blanket of shame envelops her as she blows her nose in a tissue. Does anyone realize how relieved she is that ­Jentry Rae is dead? Gracious. The entire world is mourning the star frontwoman, but if Shaunette were to die, what would her passing look like?

Stop it, she chides herself. Thanks to beauty pageants, she ranks herself on a scale compared to others, but she doesn’t have to compete with her biggest rival anymore.
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Looking at the time on her phone, Shaunette knows she cannot be late for the DLC vigil honoring Jentry Rae later today. It’s being held at the dancers’ practice facility in Plano, and if she’s late to anything again, Vana Lockwood, the director of the Dallas Lonestars Cheerleaders, will pitch a fit. Shaunette is a first-year newbie who can’t afford to keep screwing up. So much is riding on how she measures up to her showstopping mother!

About to park at the church, she dries her tears and is grateful that at least Mama didn’t have murder to deal with when she was a Lonestars Cheerleader. It’s unfathomable that Jentry Rae died inside the squad’s dressing room . . . the dancers’ sanctuary . . . where they go to escape enthusiastic fans and bright spotlights. And since it’s a high security area, land sakes. Did one of the girls take Jentry Rae’s life?



No way, Shaunette thinks. The cheerleaders might have minor spats, but they aren’t killers.

Fingers crossed that the group will be safe from intruders in the future. Except, will the scandal stop her from achieving what her mother wants her to?

Picturing her friend in a pool of blood makes Shaunette weep all over again. However, she isn’t bawling from grief this time. Things don’t look good for her. She was alone with Jentry Rae in the locker room minutes before the football game started. She initiated a screaming match. And—Holy Moses! She won’t think about the rest.

As worry and fear thicken Shaunette’s throat, she U-turns her car in the direction of the Americana Memorial Stadium. A plan is forming. If she can get into the crime scene and find Jentry Rae’s phone, it might delay the police discovering something incriminating on it. By any stroke of luck, the bedazzled device was kicked into an unseen corner. Which might be a silly thought but worth a try. After all, Shaunette will do anything to keep Jentry Rae’s secrets and her own from being revealed.







CHAPTER THREE

THE FILMMAKER

~ OCTOBER 14 ~

Nikki is in the driver’s seat of the equipment van, waiting for Vince who’s picking up their order at a juice bar. Peering out at the threat of rain, she hates how lousy the weather is this morning. Agitation sparks inside her because if Vince doesn’t hurry up, they might waste a day of filming.

Then again, who is she fooling? Weather has nothing to do with her foul mood.

A phone call from her brother minutes ago deepened her concern for Pop. Her dad isn’t running the heat to save money, so he and Dave are freezing inside the mobile home. Plus, the City of San Bernadino will be shutting Pop’s water off next week.

Shit. She can’t keep getting credit card advances.



And she won’t receive the balance of her payment from the Lonestars until she finishes the sports documentary. God. Her poor father. She’s letting him down.

Inadequacy pins her like a needle in a voodoo doll.

Pinching the tension between her eyes, Nikki wishes Dave was more help financially. But in his defense, her brother does have his own family, and he is staying with Pop until she returns. Their father is so despondent that he can’t be left alone.

She introspectively returns to the idea of creating a crime series. Should she do it? She wants to, but with her luck there’ll be consequences for acting without permission. Her career might never recover.

The chime of Nikki’s cell phone breaks into her thoughts. Goose bumps fan across her skin when a text message from an unknown number appears.

Someone on the Lonestars’ roster is breaking rules.

What the hell?

Who is being so weird and mysterious? And which football player is breaking rules?

Her stomach gnarls tightly. Then alarm pounds through her as she glances around. The only people who have her number are family members, Vince, her producer, and Lonestars’ associates.

With fright blaring in her ears like a bullhorn, she crouches down in her seat. The next second, she realizes that the strange text might be an omen from above—telling her she’d be on the right track if she made a true-crime show.

Her phone pings again, only this time she breathes easier. It’s a Google alert about the murder. Clicking into it, she watches a news blip.



“Our top story remains yesterday’s tragic homicide of a Dallas Lonestars Cheerleader. The image we are about to show you is disturbing, so viewers be advised.”

Nikki leans forward. The photo is a different fog-censored picture than the one she saw before. Snapped from a reverse angle, it shows Jentry Rae’s blurred head and torso, but what’s visible now is that the cheerleader’s arm is outstretched and her shoulder is raised—as if she was reaching for something in death.

Reaching for what, though?

Jentry Rae’s gold infinity bracelet is lying on the other side of her body.

Nikki presses her lips together. The explanation might be simple; the dancer could have just fallen with her arm out. In addition, police procedure dictates that evidence is bagged and tagged on site. But if that’s the case, why is the infinity bracelet there, unbagged?

The reel continues. “Investigators haven’t revealed possible leads in Miss Randall’s murder yet,” the newscaster says. “However, field correspondent Mason Boone may have a development. What can you tell us, Mason?”

“Hello, Candice. I’m at Jentry Rae Randall’s Highland Park apartment complex where it’s a frenzied scene. Police officers are trying to maintain order, but neighbors and restless mourners are demanding answers in this merciless slaying.”

The camera pans across a large crowd to a sea of bluebonnets—the official state flower of Texas. Beyond the commemorative flowers are stuffed animals and framed photos of Jentry Rae set against a tree. As a uniformed officer emerges from the apartment building, he carries a box with a laptop protruding from it.



“I spoke with law enforcement officials earlier,” the reporter says once he’s in the shot again. “They have come to collect evidence, but what will they discover? And will it be of any importance? Back to you, Candice.”

Just then, Sonny Randall, Jentry Rae’s grieving father, barges into camera-range. Scowling, he pushes past reporters, ducks under a band of police tape, and barrels his way to the front door of the complex. Two cops stop him from going further.

“Please back up, sir,” one of the officers commands. “We are still collecting—”

“See here; I’m Jentry Rae’s papa. T’aint no one gonna invade her privacy without my consent. Let me in ’er unit.”

“Sir—”

The old man blazes forward, reciting his amendment rights. Seconds later, he is wrestled to his knees, and in the scuffle, his tattered cowboy hat gets misshapen.

The crowd gasps.

Onlookers seem upset.

As terrible as it is, though, the police are following standard procedure.

Nikki cups a hand over her mouth. Tears fill her eyes because she thinks of her own vulnerable father.

What the news blip shows next shocks her a second time. Good-looking, twenty-eight-year-old Royce Holt—the second-­string quarterback for the Dallas Lonestars—is nestled among the bystanders. His muscular bod and square jaw are ­distinctive; they certainly made an impression on Nikki when she ­interviewed him for the documentary. Only, what she remembers most about him was the way he kept mentioning his social media star wife and his darling toddler while he laid on the charm with her.

She didn’t react to Royce’s flirtations, of course. A man can be handsome, but in her book, he needs a brain and a sense of humor, too.

Seeing him in the crowd shifts her mind into overdrive. What is married Royce doing outside Jentry Rae’s building? Paying his respects to a fellow member of the Lonestars’ tribe? Carrying out a publicity stunt, maybe?

Judging from the football player’s dark sunglasses and pulled-low beanie, Nikki doubts either explanation. Royce is hiding his face. So, why make the trip if he won’t be acknowledged for a photo op?

A decision jolts her like a lightning strike. She’ll go ahead with the crime series. Yes, her dad needs central heating. And yes, the anonymous text message she received is spurring her on. But Jentry Rae has become a spectacle in the wrong sort of way. What would she think of this circus, or of going down in history as a victim?

There must’ve been more to her than being a beautiful ­Barbie doll. Maybe no one knew the real her.

With Nikki’s access to the DL Cheerleaders, she owes it to Jentry Rae to find her killer.







CHAPTER FOUR

THE DALLAS LONESTARS CHEERLEADER

~ OCTOBER 14 ~

Shaunette reaches the Americana Memorial Stadium, wiping her brow and nervously smoothing her long brown hair. The venue is still swarming with police vehicles, so she parks far away and debates about going in. A memory fills her head. She would carpool here with Jentry Rae, and in her friend’s Mustang, they’d sing to Taylor Swift, munch on Jack Link’s beef sticks, and giggle about guys. The good ole days.

Other fond memories involved weekend trips to Jentry Rae’s family farm. The girls would sit in porch rocking chairs and gab like two old ladies. It’s just what Shaunette needed. She never had a sister growing up, and friendships tend to evade her.

Fortunately, she and Jentry Rae got along from the get-go. They were the same age, and both of them were raised by single parents in small Texas towns. Shaunette felt lucky when ­Jentry Rae was assigned to mentor her. They’d practice routines late into the night, followed by giddy, two a.m. junk-food runs. Everything was great. That is, until the cheer captain dove into trouble and stopped taking Shaunette’s advice.

Deciding to go ahead with her mission, Shaunette enters the stadium by flashing her ID at a familiar security guard. Then, doing her best to be invisible, she makes her way to the DLC wing layered in shades of gold and royal blue. ­Lonestars’ colors.

As her heart booms like a ticking bomb, she positions herself behind the half-open dressing room door. Thankfully, police personnel don’t notice her there. Without meaning to, she envisions Jentry Rae in every corner of the place. Leading a group prayer. Stretching her long legs before a game. And urging the squad to rock performances. But the moment you thought you had her figured out, she surprised you.

Bristling, Shaunette enters the dressing room and scurries to the edge of the locker room. Evidence placards outline a body shape on the bloodied tile floor. And a dented locker nearby shows a razor-sharp, blood-covered corner. Devastating sights.

“Miss?” A uniformed cop approaches her. “How did you get back here? This is an active crime scene.”

“I’m a Dallas Lonestars Cheerleader, sir. I need something from my locker.” She presents her lanyard ID.

“Honey, believe me when I say you don’t want to see this. You should leave.”

“Yes, sir.” Sweat beads her upper lip as she glances around. Jentry Rae’s phone isn’t in sight, and panic torches her like a flamethrower.



Quickly, she looks up at the life-sized posters of her teammates hanging above the dressing room cubbies. They display come-hither smiles, slung-to-the-side hips, and creamy cleavage, but Jentry Rae’s poster is the standout. She had the curviest figure, the glossiest hair, and the most alluring grin. However, her image exudes a spine-tingling quality now. Like a spooky oil portrait with a shifting stare.

Lordy! The girl can make Shaunette feel inferior even in death.

Surveying her own poster, she acknowledges that she looked her best the day her cameo photo was taken. A trick is the cheerleaders knot the tassels of their cropped tops tightly around the center of their bras to pump up their cleavage. But she wishes her legs were longer, and her cheekbones were higher like ­Jentry Rae’s.

The cop who told her to leave comes over again. Maybe he’s noticing her jittery nerves. When he starts to chide her, she feels the color drain from her face in a slow fade-out.

“I’ll go this time,” she promises.

“Let me escort you out,” somebody offers behind her.

[image: img]

Shaunette turns and sees Dante Marconi, the chief security guard who allowed her into the stadium. Seeing his teddy-bear physique and sensitive brown eyes fills her with fleeting comfort.

They share a moment of despondency before she sags against him.

“Whoa there.” Dante steadies her by the shoulders. “I guess we’re both missing Miss Jentry Rae something awful, huh?”



She nods.

After the guard releases her, he wipes tears away. He seems sweet—but to an extreme degree. He would do anything for the Dallas Lonestars and their cheerleaders. In particular, he panted after Jentry Rae like a puppy dog.

“This is unreal, don’t you think?” Shaunette whispers.

“Sure is. But, um, can I ask you something? Did Miss Jentry Rae seem ‘off’ to you lately?”

She answers yes, although “off” is an understatement. Her friend was acting like a mouse at the end of a maze in her final days. Desperation wasn’t Jentry Rae’s style.

More curiosity chills Shaunette’s skin as Dante escorts her away from the dressing room. Maybe the surveillance camera aimed at the cheerleaders’ entrance door captured something suspicious. Does the guard know anything? “I heard you found Jentry Rae’s body. Is that right?” she asks him.

“Yes, ma’am. Worst day ever.”

“Did you see or hear anything odd before she died?”

He thinks for a minute. “I walked past the door and heard two tinkling sounds. Like somebody dropped jewelry, maybe.”

Perspiration drips down Shaunette’s back. If Dante was by the door prior to that, did he hear me argue with Jentry Rae before the game? And why didn’t he hear the murder occur?

“There was a fan fight, so I left to take care of it.” He shrugs.

His words don’t sit right with her. He runs the stadium. Wouldn’t he send other staff members to break up tussles?

But why lie?

As Shaunette reaches her beat-up Honda in the parking lot, she can’t wait to leave the disturbing crime scene behind. ­Frazzled, she’ll go to her apartment and redo her hair and makeup before the DLC vigil. What is it Mama always says? “The higher the hair, the closer to God.”

Pulling out of the stadium parking lot, she wonders if police detectives will construct a character profile of Jentry Rae. The Dallas Lonestars Cheerleaders are coached to say that being on the squad is enough for them—that they aren’t using the experience as a springboard to bigger fame.

But Shaunette knew better when it came to glittery Jentry Rae. Worse, Shaunette is hiding her own selfish motives.







ONE WEEK EARLIER

INSTAGRAM POST

@JENTRYRAE_DLC

PHOTO: Rays of sunshine catch the sapphire on Jentry Rae’s gold infinity bracelet. A bouquet of flowers is visible in the background.

401k followers / 38,990 likes

#RandomActsOfKindness

My co-workers @HiedemanLaw are the best, y’all! They pooled their money together and bought me roses for my work-a-versary. I feel like a queen!

I’m also psyched that my boyfriend had this incredible bracelet made for me. He Who Shall Not Be Named is thoughtful and considerate. Sorry for keeping his identity a secret. Hopefully I can reveal it later! ☺



Let us be kind to one another every day—not just on special occasions. Aggression is appropriate during football games only. Am I right? [image: img] [image: img]

Watch the Lonestars eat the Condors for lunch on October 13.

Cheers and Godspeed xx







CHAPTER FIVE

THE FILMMAKER

~ OCTOBER 14 ~

In the equipment van, Nikki replays the newsreel showing quarterback Royce Holt outside Jentry Rae’s apartment complex. Just then, Vince opens the van’s passenger door with a clatter. The noise makes her jump, jostle her phone, and come out of her thoughts.

“Finally, right?” Grinning, her six-foot-four, bony videographer hands over a fruit smoothie and avocado toast in a container.

She sips the cold drink while Vince settles in the seat beside her. He is an awkward guy with no filter, but he’s also a skilled, amiable co-worker. Overall, she’s grateful for their easy rapport.

“Brr, Nik! Turn on the heat!” Shivering, he bundles his coat around his neck.



“Nah. Cold weather clears my mind.” She smiles.

Rolling his eyes, he slurps his smoothie loudly through a straw. “’Preciate you treating me today.”

“You’re welcome. Did they punch my Yonder Free Card?”

“Yep.” He passes it to her.

“Why does everything in Texas have to reference being a Texan?” Nikki cocks her head.

“Huh?”

“Yonder Juice Bar. As in ‘over yonder.’ That’s a typical Texan phrase, right?”

“I reckon so, little lady, but I haven’t lived in these here parts for long.” Eventually, Vince drops his jovial expression. “Dang, I’m getting colder by the minute. Let’s head back to your place before I freeze my nuts off—”

“What if we switch gears?” Desperate times call for desperate measures.

“Pardon?”

“Please don’t freak out,” she entreats. “Okay, listen. I’m going to level with you. I’ve decided to create a limited, true-crime series on the side. About the murder of Jentry Rae Randall.”

His silence is chillier than the van’s interior. “Are you crazy, Nik? Our producer won’t like that. You and I are being paid to make a documentary about the new faces of the Lonestars. They’re on Comeback Road with no detours.”

“The project is a yawn fest.”

“But you’re a bottomless cup of creative solutions,” Vince argues. “And you’re fearless. If anyone can make a football film interesting, it’s you.”

“Thanks. I’m not totally fearless, but I am tempted to take an off-ramp. High profile murders go unsolved too often.”



“Ah, can we stop making road analogies now?” He inhales a breath. “Believe me, I’d love to get up close with the hot cheerleaders. Hairy linebackers are disgusting, but we have bills to pay. Let’s not break our contract on a whim.”

His reasoning resonates with her. But not enough to change her mind. “You’re right about us having bills. So, hear me out. There is a loophole in our contract allowing us to create side projects.”

“Are you serious?”

“Yeah. I was just reading over the clauses. But if you’re worried, we can crank out this bone-dry documentary about the fight for the Supreme Bowl, and that’s all.”

“Um, not so fast.” Vince crosses his arms.

Let’s do
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