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      It was colder outside than she’d anticipated.  Her breath plumed billowy clouds into the icy air, leaving a trail behind her.  The addition of another layer of clothing would have been ideal, but by the time she had gone a half-mile, her body heat compensated for her lack of planning.

      Night runs were her favorite, especially in the winter when a light blanket of snow covered the ground.  The trail wound through the wintry woods and across wide expanses of prairie, quiet and calming.  She could hear the rush of the nearby river, but she concentrated on listening to her breathing, as was her ritual.  Her ice cleats gripped the ground beneath them, a perfect amount of traction to keep her pace quick.

      She’d planned only to run a light three miles as a warm-up for tomorrow’s race, but the tranquil trail beckoned her to keep going.  She wasn’t ready to give up the peace this particular run was inspiring in her.  Tacking on an extra few miles to a workout was nothing to an old pro like her.

      Slowing her pace to a jog to conserve energy for tomorrow, she continued on, focusing on the rhythmic crunch, crunch, crunch of the snow under her feet as she inhaled and exhaled in time.  It took her a few breath cycles to notice a different rhythm creeping in.  It was faster than hers, and growing louder.

      She turned her head to glance back down the trail.  Another runner was gaining on her.  She thought she’d be alone out here.  A flicker of anxiety shot through her.  It was darker along this wooded part of the trail, her headlamp only illuminating a few feet in front of her.  She brushed off her apprehension and kept going.

      The runner passed her, waving and only offering a muffled, “Hey” through a cold-weather mask.  She watched the person disappear around the next bend in the trail, her flow beginning to return as she relaxed.

      Running, especially long-distance, afforded her the chance to unplug from life.  To worry about nothing besides putting one foot in front of the other for miles on end.  To turn off her always-humming brain and just be.

      After another mile, she’d found the zone.  She closed her eyes.  She hadn’t felt this free in a long time.

      A rustling to her right broke her out of her too-short reverie.  Frustrated, she opened her eyes in time to see a sudden blur of movement and experience a blinding blow to her right kneecap.  Her leg gave out, the pain engulfing her as she stumbled and landed in the snow.  She screeched in agony, only to have her cries cut off as something sharp slashed across her throat, cinching tight as someone dragged her off the trail.  She fought back, kicking her feet and clawing at her throat to pry the wire away.  It loosened for a moment, only long enough for her to gasp for a partial breath.  Then a searing pain encircled her neck, slicing from all directions.  Tighter and tighter, it dug into her flesh, burning and robbing her of all air.  She struggled with all her might, but she couldn’t get free.  The world became hazy around her.  The pain ebbed.  She was in the zone again.

      Free…peaceful…

      Unplugged.
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        Earlier that evening

      

      

      “Sorry I’m late.  My meeting ran long.”

      Vic Manetti took my hand and pulled me through the doorway to his home.  “It’s okay.  Good meeting?”

      “It was a meeting.”

      He pressed a kiss against my lips.  “Come on in and I’ll introduce you to the club.”

      I dawdled behind him, removing my coat and purse and taking my time hanging them on the rack in the foyer.  After the day I’d had, the thought of having to be polite and conversational with a group of strangers made me want to run away screaming.

      Vic announced to the small crowd in his living room, “Everyone, this is Ellie Matthews.  I’m sure I’ve told all of you about her.”

      Vic’s guests, easily the seven most physically fit humans I’d ever seen in a room together, stopped what they were doing and turned toward me.  They all grinned at me, every one of them trying to hide the fact that they were giving my body a quick scan to size me up.  Runners are the worst.

      One of the men snapped out of it.  “Vic talks about you all the time, Ellie.  Nice to finally meet you.  I’m Mateo.”

      “Hi, Mateo.”

      The first woman to determine I was absolutely no threat to her tossed her long hair back over her shoulder and let out a giggle.  “We’ve met before, but I don’t know if you remember me.  I’m Shawna.  We ran into each other a few weeks ago on the Monon Trail in Carmel, but you weren’t in much shape to talk.”

      “Right, hi,” I said.  When Vic and I went out running, he regularly saw people he knew and often stopped to chat.  I was usually disheveled, out of breath, and unable to carry on a coherent conversation.

      The rest of Vic’s running club—Chris, Tracy, Jonathan, Rebecca, and Eve—chimed in to greet me.

      I pasted on a smile.  “Nice to meet you all.”

      Vic put his arm around me.  “Since tomorrow’s run is Ellie’s first competitive race…”  He paused while everyone gave me a way-too-enthusiastic round of applause.  “I’m sure she’d love to hear any tips you guys have for staying focused, keeping up pacing, and most importantly, staying warm out there.”

      I hoped no one would actually pull me aside and talk running.  I’d agreed to exercise with Vic to get myself into better shape.  He’d somehow mistaken that to mean I wanted to become an Olympian.  When he found out I’d been on the cross-country team for one measly year in high school, he immediately signed me up for a 10k and made it his mission to train me for it.  I enjoyed the weight loss benefits of running, but I wasn’t interested in the competitive side of it, nor did I care about focus or technique.  But of course Vic’s well-meaning friends didn’t hesitate to bombard me with “tips.”

      “Go with layers.  Layering is the key to a good cold-weather run.  I have so little body fat, it’s hard for me not to freeze out there,” Eve said, her big doe eyes wide with sincerity.

      Tracy asked me, “Do you listen to music while you run?”

      “Always,” I replied.

      She turned up her nose.  “Well, you shouldn’t.  You should be listening to your breathing, and your mind should be free from distractions.”

      I listened to music for the express purpose of distracting my cluttered mind.  And also so I didn’t have to hear my wheezy breathing.

      Mateo said to Tracy, “Not everyone subscribes to that elitist theory, you know.  If she’s been training with music, then she should use it tomorrow.”  He turned to me.  “It could throw off your stride if you’re used to running in time to the beat.  Plus, I don’t know about you, but I get bored without my tunes.”

      I noticed a haughty glance pass between Tracy and Shawna.

      Chris said, “I’m susceptible to exercised-induced asthma, so I like to wear a runner’s mask.  A mask makes all the difference when it’s cold out.”

      Tracy evidently wasn’t ready to let the music thing go.  “Vic, I’m shocked you allow her to listen to music while you train her.”

      Before Vic could say anything, Mateo let out a bark of laughter.  “Allow her?  He’s not the boss of her.”

      I caught Mateo’s eye and nodded my appreciation for his snappy retort.

      Shawna turned her attention to me.  Her tone was super condescending.  “Ellie, your first race will seem the longest.  It’s really important to be in the right frame of mind.  Break down the mileage into segments and push yourself from one segment to the next.  I never compete without writing out a race plan, even in short races like this one.  Like my trainer always says, if you don’t plan to win, you’d better plan on failing.”

      My only “plan” was to bundle up and jog it out.  It was only a low-key trek through the woods, not the Boston freaking Marathon.  And it would burn off enough calories that I could reward myself with a candy bar later in the day without feeling guilty about it.  That was a win in my book.

      Rebecca frowned.  “Or she can just have fun with it and not worry about the competitive stuff.”

      With the same snooty attitude she’d had with me, Shawna turned to her and said, “Training is when we’re allowed to have fun—in moderation, of course.  Racing is serious.  You could stand to be more serious about your own running, Rebecca.  You might do better tomorrow if you can increase your focus and mindfulness.  Your last few races haven’t exactly been your best effort.”

      Rebecca’s cheeks colored.  “Not everything has to be a competition.”

      Snorting, Tracy said, “It’s literally a competition.”

      Shawna gave Rebecca a fake smile and tossed her hair again.  “What’s the point of even getting up in the morning if you’re not in it to win it?”

      Rolling her eyes, Rebecca griped, “There’s no way for anyone else to ‘win it’ with Shawna the Ultramarathoner around.  I guess the rest of us should all go ahead and plan on failing.”

      Shawna thrust out her bottom lip, but other than that didn’t seem too offended by Rebecca’s comment.  I wondered who she was trying to impress with the full-on sexy pout and all the hair tossing.  Mateo was rolling his eyes along with Rebecca.  Chris was secretly ogling Eve while he thought no one was watching.  Jonathan’s concerned gaze was focused on his wife, Rebecca.  Vic was the only guy paying any attention to Shawna.  Although I didn’t blame her for trying to flirt with my handsome date, it definitely made me like her even less.

      Jonathan changed the subject.  “You know, there’s a lot to be said for enjoying the scenery.  I hear we’re going to get another couple of inches of snow overnight.  I love a fresh snow.  Should make a beautiful backdrop for the race.  Nature can be a pretty good remedy for when it gets boring out there.”

      Mateo said in a loud aside to me, “This is all bullshit.  All you need to do is picture a big glass of wine waiting for you at the finish line.  You’ll run like the wind.”

      Vic’s grip on my shoulder tightened.  “Thanks for sharing your advice, guys.  But none of us are going to run our best if we don’t fuel up.  Let’s eat.”  As everyone else headed toward the kitchen, he backed me into the empty foyer and put his arms around my waist.  “Sorry about that.  They mean well.  I probably shouldn’t have encouraged them.”

      “It’s fine, really.”  I leaned into him and lowered my voice.  “What I want to know is, why did you stand there and let them pick at each other?  I figured a lawman such as yourself would want to keep the peace.”  Vic was an FBI agent I’d met a couple of months ago while working a multiple homicide case for the Hamilton County Sheriff’s Department.

      He shrugged, a smile playing at his lips.  “They always start bickering when someone brings up technique.  I figured you’d get a kick out of it.”

      “And that is why I like you, Agent Manetti.”

      We joined his guests in the kitchen.  The countertop was covered with dishes full of food.  Healthy food.  Everything was gluten free, vegan, or Paleo; not the typical fare you’d normally find at a potluck-style dinner in central Indiana.  No casseroles crowned with tater tots or buttery dump cakes here.  No “salads” with mayonnaise as the main ingredient or bacon-wrapped anything.  Damn.  I would have killed for some comfort food.  At least I knew I’d be able to stomach the beef stew Vic and I had put in the slow cooker during our lunch break.

      Eve handed me a plate with a square of something on it.  “I bet you like pizza, right, Ellie?”

      What was that supposed to mean?  “Um…sure.”

      “Then you’ll love my Paleo pizza.  The crust is made of cauliflower!  Dig in.”

      The flaccid object on my plate was most certainly not pizza.  And I would eat cooked cauliflower when hell froze over.

      “As good as this looks, I’m afraid I have to pass.  I’m allergic to cauliflower.”

      Eve’s jaw dropped.  “That’s terrible!  How do you keep Paleo without cauliflower?  I’d be so fat without a substitute for carbs.”

      The truth?  I only kept Paleo while Vic was watching.  The rest of the time, I simply tried to eat less and keep the junk food to an acceptable minimum.  With all the running Vic was having me do, that was enough to shed most of the weight I’d put on over the past few months.

      Chris joined us, his face stuck in a permanent smile.  “Cauliflower isn’t my favorite, so I often turn to turnips as a carb alternative.  In fact, I brought a bowl of turnip mash you’ve got to try.  I used to be quite heavy, and one of my biggest weaknesses was mashed potatoes.  Once I found healthy replacements for the foods I binged on, the pounds melted away.”

      The next hour went much the same, with people pulling me aside to share their personal journeys and the gross food they’d brought.  All in all, this dinner party wasn’t a whole lot different than the AA meeting I’d attended earlier.  Same addictive behavior; different monkey.  Same boring stories of how they’d overcome a bad habit and were now so damn fabulous at being healthy.  Even worse, Tracy and Shawna took their shirts off and began comparing sports bras in the middle of Vic’s living room.

      I had to get the hell out of here.

      I beckoned Vic into the laundry room off his kitchen so we could speak in private.  “Vic, I’m exhausted.  I hate to cut out early, but⁠—”

      “No you don’t.  You’ve been ready to leave since you got here.”

      He didn’t seem perturbed, so I didn’t try to sugarcoat the truth.  “You got me.  These are not my people.”

      “I know, and that’s okay.”  He gave me a kiss.  “Although if you leave now, you’ll miss Pictionary.”

      I snorted.  “Pictionary with these competitive divas?  It’s going to be a bloodbath.”

      “Always is.”

      “Well, please don’t let it get to that.  The last thing I want is a phone call in the middle of the night for me to drive back over here to process a crime scene.”
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        * * *

      

      I didn’t expect home to be much more pleasurable than Vic’s dinner party.  I’d had an argument with my sister earlier in the day, a far too common occurrence in the past couple of months.

      To make things worse, when I pulled into my driveway, I learned Rachel had company.  I took a moment to inhale and exhale a deep breath, hoping to control the mixed emotions swirling in me.

      I peeked through the window on my way to the front door.  Nick Baxter, my colleague from the sheriff’s department, was on the floor of my living room, wrestling both my Golden Retriever and my three-year-old nephew.  Rachel was sitting on the couch, laughing at the good-natured mayhem.  My heart swelled.  I hadn’t seen a smile on her face in days.

      During the last case I worked, Rachel had been abducted and held against her will.  The psychopath our department had been chasing had taken her to get to me.  Rachel had lingering post-traumatic stress, and I had lingering guilt.  The two of us living under the same roof was at times too much of a reminder of the incident.

      Baxter had taken it upon himself to be available when Rachel needed someone to talk to, having first-hand experience with family recovery after a kidnapping.  On particularly bad days, she wouldn’t speak to anyone but him.  Although he wouldn’t admit it, he also harbored serious guilt over Rachel being taken and held for as long as she had been.  He’d been on the case as well, working tirelessly to get her back safely and working just as hard to keep me sane.  After all we’d been through together, I hated that he and I had ended up leaving things strained between us.

      When I went inside, Trixie and Nate immediately abandoned their wrestling match and ran to greet me.  I patted Trixie’s head and scooped Nate into my arms.

      “How are you, big boy?”

      “Good,” Nate replied, grinning ear-to-ear.  “Did you see me, Auntie Ellie?  I had Detective Nick in a headlock!”

      “Yes, I saw that.  Nice work.”  I said to Rachel and Baxter, “Hi, guys.”

      Baxter gave me a half-hearted wave.  “Hey.”

      Rachel’s smile had vanished. “You’re home early.”

      Tough crowd.  I let out a nervous chuckle.  “Yeah, I was afraid I’d lose it if one more person tried to pass off cauliflower and turnips as edible food.”

      Nate asked, “What’s cauliflower and turnips?”

      “Gross veggies I would never ever make you eat,” I replied, tickling his belly.  I said to Rachel, “Want me to put the boy to bed?”

      “Bed?  No!” Nate cried, slithering out of my arms and running toward his mom for protection.

      She gave him a hug and a kiss.  “Say goodnight to Detective Nick and go get ready for bed, kiddo.”

      Pouting, Nate went over and gave Baxter a high five.

      Baxter smiled at him.  “Goodnight, Nate.  Sweet dreams, buddy.”

      As Nate dragged his feet on the way toward his bedroom, I said, “I guess I’ll say goodnight, too.”

      Rachel didn’t acknowledge me.

      Baxter nodded in response, his eyes bearing the same wounded expression they always did when he looked at me.
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      “Manetti, why did I let you talk me into this?” I griped, bouncing from foot to foot to keep from freezing to death in the biting, cold wind.  “And why do these races all start so damn early?”

      Jonathan had been right about the forecast.  It had snowed another couple of inches overnight, blanketing Strawtown Koteewi Park with a layer of pristine white.  While pretty, the snow had brought cloud cover with it, and the temperature had tanked.  I would have been happier with melting gray slush if it meant the chance for a few rays of sunshine.

      Vic smiled and rubbed his hands up and down my arms.  “You’ll warm up once you start running, I promise.  And the early starts help out your friends in local law enforcement.  This particular one isn’t such an issue since it’s on a trail, but road races are scheduled early so there’s less traffic to divert along the race route.  Plus, the EMTs aren’t as busy on Saturday mornings, so they can hang around here in case they’re needed.”

      “I was looking for sympathy, not answers.”

      He laughed.  “Fair enough.  I think we can head to the starting line now.”

      We did a few final stretches, I put my earbuds in, and we were off.  I tried to concentrate on not being cold, but nothing was working.  I glanced at Vic, who was already in his zone, looking relaxed and happy to be here.  I was pretty sure I was scowling with everything I had.  But as we came up on the first mile, damned if I didn’t warm right up and start feeling a lot better.  I soldiered on, surprising myself by being able to make a bit of pleasant conversation.

      The trail at Strawtown Koteewi Park wound through quiet stretches of woods and prairie in a rural area of northern Hamilton County.  Three sides of the park were edged by the White River, which you could see at certain points along the trail.  It was gorgeous in the snow, but for running purposes, my preference would have been full foliage and warm sunshine.

      As we came up on the start of mile five, nearing the end, we noticed runners slowing a hundred yards ahead of us.  A knot of people began to form on the right side of the trail, their attention directed toward the woods.

      “I bet someone fell.  I’ll go see what I can do.”  Vic took off at a sprint toward the crowd.

      How he could pick up the pace at this point was beyond me.  But then again, he’d been sandbagging it this whole race in order to stay with me.  He was probably excited to get to finally run at his usual speed.  I, on the other hand, jumped at the opportunity to slow to a walk and catch my breath.  Before I could get my breathing under control, I saw Vic begin waving at me to come on.  Bummed that he caught me slacking, I started jogging again.  But then I noticed something didn’t seem right up there.  I popped out my earbuds in time to hear Vic yelling my name.  His voice sounded strained.  With every ounce of strength I had left, I powered up the trail, stopping only when I got to the crowd of runners, who Vic had managed to push back from where they’d originally congregated.

      “Please stay back.  Don’t step off the trail.  I know you’re all upset, but you need to keep going and clear this area.  No photos or videos.”  Vic’s voice was commanding as he held out his hands, his expression hard and unreadable.  That was his cop face.  Something was wrong.  “Ellie, I need you over here.”

      I pushed my way through the runners making a feeble attempt to do as Vic had instructed.  When I was able to get to the front of the crowd, I noticed trampled pink and red splotched snow at his feet and a woman lying a few yards behind him, partially blocked from view by a downed tree trunk.  The only thing she was wearing was a dusting of snow, a stark contrast to the dark blood caked across her neck and chest.

      Snapping to attention, I shut down the emotions stirring inside me, except the irritation I felt at the people who’d dragged their feet through what was clearly blood.  I turned to the stragglers who were only pretending to disperse and barked, “Back up and move out, people!  You are making a mess of my crime scene.  Go!”

      Vic muttered to me, “Have a little empathy, Ellie.  Besides, this isn’t your crime scene yet.”

      I retrieved my phone from a zipper compartment inside my jacket.  “Give me two minutes and it will be.”  I dialed my friend Jayne Walsh’s number.  She gave a groggy hello, to which I replied, “Good morning, Sheriff.  I hate to wake you with bad news, but a body has been found in Strawtown Koteewi Park.  Definite foul play going on here.”

      Jayne slipped into her sheriff voice.  “Where exactly in the park?  And do you by chance have an ID?”

      “On the northern trail loop.  I’ll drop you a pin.”  I said to Vic, “Any idea who the victim is?”

      He stared at me, his eyes strained.  “Shawna Meehan.”

      “Shawna from last night?”  When I’d come onto the scene, I’d concentrated on the victim’s mangled neck rather than her face.

      He nodded.

      I placed my hand on his arm.  “I’m sorry, Vic.”  To Jayne, I replied, “Shawna Meehan.  I personally saw her at seven last night, so TOD is within the last fourteen hours.”

      “Okay.  Do you know her well?”

      “No, only an acquaintance.”

      “Do you want this one?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good.  I’ll get everything in motion.  Do what you can to secure the area until we can get a deputy out there.”

      “Already on it.  Vic’s here, too.”

      She paused.  “Okay.”

      I knew what she was thinking.  Locals didn’t like it when the Feds horned in on our investigations.  Manetti had been assigned to lead our last homicide investigation when it veered into serial killer territory.  While he wasn’t bad as Feds went, all of us butted heads with him at one point or another over his bureaucratic practices.  Plus, he was bossy as hell, even when he wasn’t in charge.

      “I got this, Jayne.”

      Her voice took on a motherly warmth.  “You always do.”

      I ended the call as Vic finished shooing away the last of the looky-loos, except for two women, who had stayed put and were huddled together on the other side of the trail, their backs to the scene.

      As Vic and I stood guarding the access point between the trail and the crime scene, I asked him quietly, “What’s up with those two?”

      His voice rough, he replied, “They found her.  One of them stopped to tie her shoe, and her friend stayed with her.  While the friend was waiting, she noticed the body and ran over to see if she could help.”

      I groaned and swore under my breath.  Well-meaning people trying to help the victim were the biggest threat to a crime scene.  They moved the body.  They made new fingerprints and footprints and ruined existing ones.  They wiped away DNA and trace and added their own.  Sometimes they even went so far as to restage the scene if they felt the manner of death was embarrassing for the deceased.

      “They were friends of Shawna’s.  Of course they were going to do anything they could for her,” he said, frowning.  “I guess I’ve never been around you when you’re gearing up to work a death scene.  It’s a good thing you normally stay behind the tape and away from the public.  You’re not good with people, especially those in crisis.”

      I let his assessment slide, considering he was upset by the death of his friend.

      Two EMTs came driving up the trail in a two-seater ATV pulling a trailer.

      Vic flagged them down before they got to the clearing and instructed them to park there, keeping the trail bordering the crime scene clear.  The more perimeter area the better, because where there was blood, there was always more blood.  It was easier to block off a larger area than you needed rather than having to expand the scene later.

      Vic said to the EMTs, “I’m Special Agent Vic Manetti, FBI.”  He gestured toward the downed log.  “Body’s over there.  Not much you can do.”

      One of them replied, “We’ll check it out.”

      While the EMTs checked for a pulse and went about their procedures with the victim, Vic went over to speak with the two women.  I diverted several upcoming runners off the trail, away from the crime scene, letting them know to keep going and that there was nothing to see here.

      Mid-conversation with one of the women, Vic jerked his head up and began striding toward me.  He brushed past me, heading for the body.

      “Whoa there, Manetti,” I said, hurrying to get between him and my scene.  While I didn’t begrudge the EMTs having to do their jobs, they were doing enough additional damage.  “I’m currently in charge of securing the scene, and only essential personnel get access.  That doesn’t include you.”

      “I want to look at something.”

      “Then do it from here.”

      His expression became hard.  “You can’t tell me what to do.  I’m a Federal Agent.  I outrank you.”

      I huffed.  “Are we going to do this again?  I know we don’t work well together professionally, but at least respect me enough as a person to allow me to do the job entrusted to me by the Sheriff of this county.”

      “Come on, Ellie.  The women said they noticed Shawna’s knee had a good deal of blood on it, too.”

      “If they saw it, then so will Dr. Berg.  He’ll examine it and fully document it in his autopsy report.”

      He stared down at me, frowning.

      “Vic, if the situation were reversed, would you let me traipse all over a federal scene?  I don’t think so.”

      Without another word, he stalked back over to where we’d been standing before.  I joined him, the air between us thick with tension.  I hadn’t seen this side of him since we’d first met.  I hadn’t missed it.

      As the EMTs were packing up and completing their report, a harried race official and a security guard came zooming up in another side-by-side ATV.  They tried to insert themselves into the situation, asking all kinds of questions and demanding to see the body up close.  I informed them that the Hamilton County Sheriff’s Department—not the race officials or their rent-a-cops—held jurisdiction over the area and that they’d better not try to step a toe into the scene.  When they pouted about being left out of the action, Vic asked them if they would find an alternate route for any runners still on the course and take charge of sealing off this portion of the trail from everyone except emergency personnel.  That seemed to placate them enough that they left.

      Moments later, two Hamilton County sheriff’s deputies drove up in yet another ATV and approached us and the EMTs to introduce themselves.  After Vic and I gave them a quick rundown of what had happened since we’d arrived on the scene, they excused us from our post and informed me that my team would be here shortly with my gear.  After conferring with the EMTs, they cut off the trail at each end of the clearing with crime scene tape and staked a line of tape down the opposite side of the trail, giving the scene extra perimeter room.  One of them stood guard at the tape while the other deputy went to speak to the two women who’d found Shawna.  The EMTs left the scene.

      That left Vic and me alone together.

      I said, “I guess I’ll see you later, then.  Depending on how much we find here, I may be busy for a while.”

      “Or I could save you the trouble and tell you who killed Shawna.”

      My eyebrows shot up.  “What?  You know who killed her?  How long have you been sitting on that information, and why didn’t you share it with the deputies?”

      “First responders don’t need to worry about the investigation.”

      I regarded him for a moment.  If I had to guess, I’d assume he was planning to use this angle to try to worm his way into the investigation.  I could see him itching to take the lead on this case and be the one to avenge his friend’s death.  But that wasn’t going to happen.  The locals weren’t going to simply hand over their case.  And even if they did, the people in charge of the FBI’s purse strings wouldn’t want to waste resources on a non-Federal matter.  The most Vic could hope for was the courtesy of being kept in the loop of our investigation, and even that wasn’t a given.

      When he offered nothing else, I prompted him, “So are you going to tell me who killed Shawna, or were you just being dramatic?”

      His face twisting into a scowl, he said, “Her good-for-nothing boyfriend.”
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      I had to fight the urge to blurt out, “No shit, Sherlock.”  When a woman met a violent end, it was nearly always the “good-for-nothing” significant other.  That was always where the detectives started.  Not exactly a brilliant revelation.

      Instead, I said, “I take it you know him.”

      “Unfortunately.”

      Thanks to the abrupt halt of my run and the cold air, my joints were stiffening at an uncomfortable pace.  Waiting with Vic in a tense, awkward silence for the cavalry to arrive didn’t help matters, either.  After a few minutes, three side-by-side ATVs pulled up, hauling two detectives, the coroner and his assistant, a criminalist, the sheriff, and a mountain of gear.

      Jayne approached Vic and me first while the others gathered their things and began preparations to cross the tape.  “Thank you both for being here and getting this area under control.  Ellie, get suited up, and all of us will have a quick conference before we get started.”

      “Will do.”  I headed to the ATVs and said to the team, “Morning, everyone.”

      I got cheerful responses from my fellow criminalist, Amanda Carmack, the coroner, Dr. Everett Berg, and his assistant, Kenny Strange.  I got lukewarm reactions from Detectives Jason Sterling and Nick Baxter.

      Baxter handed me a duffel bag.  “This is yours.”

      “Thanks.”

      I opened the bag, thrilled to find they’d brought me lined winter coveralls.  I put them on and traded my running shoes, ice cleats, and gaiters for heavy boots, hoping it wouldn’t be too long before the feeling returned to my icy toes.  I cinched up the hood of my coveralls and put on a respirator mask.  Much better.

      Amanda handed me an insulated travel mug.  “We thought you might need this.”

      Letting out a yelp, I grabbed it from her and ripped off my mask to take a drink.  Hot coffee seared my tongue and throat.  It felt wonderful.  “You’re the best.  I’ve been freezing my ass off out here.”

      She murmured to me, “You should thank Nick.  It was his idea.”

      “Okay everyone, gather up,” Jayne called.  The team—plus Vic—circled around the sheriff.  “Agent Manetti and Ms. Matthews were on the scene shortly after the body of our victim, Shawna Meehan, was discovered by two runners who’d stopped along the trail.  I’ll let them bring us up to speed.”

      Before I had a chance to say anything, Vic took the floor.  “I noticed a crowd forming on the trail ahead of me, so I went to find out what was going on.”  He pointed to the two runners still conferring with one of the deputies.  “Those women found the victim while they’d paused for one of them to tie her shoelaces.  When I spoke with them, they said they’d recognized the victim, Shawna Meehan, and rushed over to try to help her.  They said she was originally lying on her left side with her back to the trail.  They turned her face-up to check whether or not she was still alive.  She wasn’t, so they called 911 and had some of the other race participants run ahead to alert the race staff.  I had them stay behind to give their statements and sent the crowd on their way.  Ms. Matthews contacted Sheriff Walsh, and the two of us secured the area until the deputies arrived.  The EMTs were here earlier.  I believe they gave their report to the deputies and returned to their post at the finish line.”

      Jayne turned to me.  “Ellie, anything to add?”

      “Only that the scene isn’t in great shape, as you can see.  Before we could secure the area, a bunch of gawkers trampled the place.  We may lose out on some evidence where the snow is so churned up and…bloody.”

      Vic frowned at me.  “There wasn’t much we could do about it.”

      I didn’t give him or anyone else the satisfaction of a reply, especially since I saw a few of my colleagues take notice of the negative vibe he was radiating at me.

      Jayne said, “Ellie, you mentioned you’d seen the victim last night.”

      Vic cut in again.  “Shawna attended a party at my home last night.  She left around seven P.M.  She mentioned she was heading out here to finish up a couple of things.”

      I frowned.  “She did?”

      “You were standing right next to her when she said it.  She was in charge of pre-registration and got in some late entries.  She had to bring some more bibs out here to have the extra race packets ready for people to pick up at the registration tent this morning.”

      “Oh.”  That must have been around the time I started tuning everyone out.

      Vic shook his head, not even bothering to hide his disgust.

      Baxter’s brow furrowed.  “If she came to the park to drop some things at the registration tent near the starting line, what’s she doing all the way out here?”

      Vic shrugged.  “If I had to make a guess, I’d say she was warming up for today’s race.  Shawna loved her night runs.”  His voice got tight when he uttered her name.  He was taking this harder than I’d expected.

      Jason Sterling asked, “Who all knew she’d be out here?”

      Vic paused a moment before replying, “Everyone at the party.”

      Sterling smirked at me.  “Except Matthews, who was evidently off in la-la land.”

      I glared at him.  Sterling never passed up the chance to take a jab at me.

      Baxter said to Vic, “We’ll need a guest list.”

      Vic nodded, his expression troubled.

      Jayne said, “If there’s nothing else, sign in with the deputy and let’s get this show on the road.  Essentials only behind the tape.”

      Vic grumbled something, but went and stood off to the side with Jayne.

      After we’d signed the crime scene entry log and began donning our protective gloves and booties, Sterling asked me, “You and the G-man in a snit?”

      “You could say that.  He tried to pull rank on me so he could nose around the scene before you all got here.  He didn’t like being told no by a lowly criminalist.”

      Sterling snickered.  “Maybe it’s that he’s not used to being told no by Ellie Matthews.”

      “Watch it, Sterling,” Baxter barked.

      I leaned down to pick up my field kit so no one could see the blush I felt rising on my cheeks.

      Amanda tried to smooth things over.  “I’m sure emotions were running high since he knew the victim, right?”

      I straightened up.  “Right.  In fact, he knows practically everyone involved in the race.  Which is why he also didn’t appreciate my lack of empathy toward the gawkers gathered around making trouble.  He all but called me a frigid bitch.”

      Sterling said, “But you are a frigid bitch.”

      I gave him a fake smile.  “Takes one to know one.”

      “Knock it off, you two,” Baxter grumbled.  “We’ve got work to do.”
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      I put a waterproof tarp under my field kit and got out the camera to take some overall shots of the area, plus my voice recorder for notes, while the detectives watched Dr. Berg perform his field examination.  Amanda obtained shoe prints from the two women who’d found the body, in case we happened to need them for comparison.  Since the body had snow on it, any shoeprints the killer made out here would likely be buried, but it never hurt to be thorough.

      Dr. Berg stood and changed his gloves.  “Ellie, you’re welcome to get in here and take some photographs before we remove the deceased.”

      “Thanks, Doc,” I replied.

      I could see the detectives chomping at the bit to start investigating, but I needed the photos showing the area around the body as undisturbed as possible.  The snow was a mess on the side of the body closest to the trail, between the women who found Shawna, the EMTs, and Dr. Berg and Kenny all adding their foot and knee prints.  On the other side, the snow was pristine, except for where it had mixed with Shawna’s blood.

      Based on the amount of blood I’d seen at first glance, I knew the injuries Shawna sustained had been gruesome.  I hadn’t paid a great deal of attention to the body before now, because it wasn’t necessary until it was time to do my job.  Plus, it would have been hypocritical for me to barge into the belly of the crime scene while I was telling everyone else they had to stay out.

      The victim’s rosy skin had turned a translucent milky blue, with her face darker and more purple.  Her long, dark hair lay matted and frozen with blood and snow.  The skin of her slender neck had been sliced through all around.  I assumed the killer had used a garrote, a simple but deadly weapon made of nothing more than thin wire wound between two handles.  As Vic had said, her right knee was busted, a big bruise formed around an angry wound.  The only thing that seemed normal about her was that her eyes were closed, although that wasn’t always the norm for a strangling victim.  I switched on my voice recorder and murmured my observations while taking photos of the full body, then close-ups of the wounds.

      When I was done, I nodded to Dr. Berg.

      He said, “The weather has affected my ability to precisely determine the time of death, but I’m putting the window between roughly seven and eleven o’clock last night.  I’ve noted some petechial hemorrhaging, so I think the preliminary cause of death is asphyxiation as a result of ligature strangulation by garrote.  Blood loss from the ligature lacerations may have been a factor as well.  I hope to be able to determine what type of wire was used during the autopsy.”  He gestured to her knee.  “Our victim also sustained sharp force trauma to her right patella, possibly from a crowbar based on the shape of the wound.  I would assume that injury occurred first, the blow incapacitating her long enough for the killer to begin the strangulation.  There are a few scrapes and minor defensive wounds on her hands, but nothing to suggest a lengthy struggle.  Her clothes were removed postmortem.”  He pointed to her shoulders, which were smeared haphazardly with blood.  “Void patterns and blood swipes on her skin below the laceration suggest the victim was wearing clothing—at least above the waist—when she sustained her injuries.  I’ll examine the body for evidence of sexual assault during the autopsy.”  Dr. Berg turned to his assistant, Kenny.  “I suppose we’re ready for transport.”

      Kenny nodded, and the two men headed toward the trailer to get their equipment.

      Sterling and Baxter approached the body and crouched down next to it.

      Sterling said, “Is that her windpipe I’m seeing?”

      “Yes, but can we not talk about it?” Baxter said, the color fading from his face.

      “I’m just trying to help you out, man.  Heave up your breakfast so we can get down to business.  You know you want to.”

      “Jason…” Amanda warned, frowning at him.

      The two of them had been dating for a while, and she was doing her best to smooth out Sterling’s rough edges.  I didn’t think he’d ever lose his smart mouth, but the compassionate side of him tended to show more often these days.  However, when there was the added stress of a big case to solve, all bets were off.

      Sterling leaned down to get a closer look at the wound.  “Might’ve been the killer’s first rodeo.  Looks like it took a couple of tries to get the job done.”  He pointed out two different ligature marks on the victim’s neck.  “I bet this one hurt like a bitch if she was still conscious, but it didn’t do the damage.  Now this other one…the killer got right.  It sliced through all the way around, like a hot knife through butter.”

      “I’ll be back,” Baxter choked out, running for the woods.

      Sterling chuckled.  “There it is.”  He waited until Baxter returned before continuing, “Based on the false start, I think either the vic put up a fight and the killer had to regroup, or the killer needs to practice his garroting skills.

      I snorted.  “You think the killer ought to go out and practice garroting people to improve his game?”

      “You know what I mean.  To me, this job seems amateurish.  The killer decided he needed to kneecap the vic first, before he went for the throat.  This chick was, what, a buck ten at most?  I don’t feel like she would have been that hard to subdue.”

      I replied, “True, she had no body fat whatsoever, but she was an ultramarathoner.  She could outrun practically anyone alive was probably as strong as an ox.”

      Baxter cleared his throat.  “In that case, she would need more subduing than the average victim.  The killer knew that, so he prepared for it.  That makes it seem not quite so amateurish.”

      We halted our conversation as Dr. Berg and Kenny came back.  As much as we joked around and did whatever was necessary to harden ourselves against the gruesomeness at death scenes, the time when our victim was removed from the scene was one of reverence and quiet.  The four of us backed away as Dr. Berg and Kenny lifted Shawna’s body to the body bag on their gurney.  I glanced over at Vic.  He was standing alone, watching with clear pain on his face.

      I went over to him.  “You doing okay?”

      Ignoring my question, he asked, “What did the coroner say?”

      “You know I can’t tell you that.”

      He turned his troubled eyes on me.  “You didn’t seem to have a problem bending the rules when your sister was the victim.”

      My temper flared, but I managed to keep my voice steady.  “That was different.  Her life was at stake.”

      He said nothing.

      I sighed.  “Go home, Vic.  There’s nothing you can do here.”

      Vic continued to stare ahead, his expression stony as he watched the gurney being loaded onto the trailer for transport to the morgue.

      “I’ll call you later,” I muttered, leaving him alone.

      I removed my latex gloves and headed to the ATV for another hit of coffee, thankful that my colleagues had thought to pack thermal glove liners to go under our examination gloves.  I hadn’t processed an outdoor scene in weather this cold in years.  Amanda had, though, which was probably why she remembered to bring along the extra layers.

      As Kenny was securing the gurney to the trailer, Dr. Berg approached me.  “How is your sister, Ellie?”

      My heart ached.  Violence like this reminded me how much she and I had both gone through.  “It’s still tough for her.”

      He patted me on the shoulder.  “Keep your chin up.  Healing takes time.”

      “I know.  I wish I could do more for her.  She’s not as open with me as she was before.”

      “That’s perfectly normal.  Don’t forget you’re a quasi-parental figure to her.  Any rebelling she feels like doing is going to come straight at you.”

      The idea gave me a bit of comfort.  “I never thought of it that way.”

      “Does she have someone she feels as though she can confide in?”

      My gaze landed on Baxter, who had gone over to speak with one of the women who’d found Shawna.  When she began to cry, he stopped questioning her immediately so he could hand her a tissue.  Then he waited for her to dry her eyes and compose herself as if he had all the time in the world.

      I smiled.  “She does.  Nick has been wonderful with her.  He gets through to her on the days no one else can.”

      “He’s a good man.”

      I nodded.  “I know.”

      He regarded me for a moment and raised an eyebrow.  “Do you?”

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      Dr. Berg turned his attention to Vic, who had pulled Sterling aside to argue about something, then he stared pointedly at Baxter, who had his hand on the crying woman’s shoulder, consoling her.  “I’m sure you’ll figure it out eventually.”

      As Dr. Berg hopped into the ATV next to Kenny and left with Shawna’s body, my eyes wandered again toward Baxter.  He was now speaking to the other runner who’d been first on the scene, exhibiting the same patience and kindness he had with her friend.

      Amanda appeared next to me.  “I guess it’s time to roll up our sleeves, so to speak.  Although before we get too up close and personal with that snow, we need Tyvek.”

      “You are absolutely right.”

      While warm, the coveralls we were wearing weren’t made for protection against biological fluids, and that pink snow was full of them.  At some crime scenes, hazmat suits were not necessary.  This was not one of those scenes.  Plus the Tyvek material would help keep us warm out here.  These suits were borderline unbearable in the summer heat, but in the winter they were a lifesaver.  After we put on the white suits, she dug through one of the bags and came up with two handheld whisk brooms.

      Handing me one, she said, “Who’d have thought we’d get paid to play in the snow?”

      I laughed.  “You are way too perky today.”

      “To be fair, I didn’t just run six miles in the snow.”

      “I only managed four.  My official ranking for my first race is going to be ‘did not finish.’  Not exactly what I was going for.”

      She shrugged.  “There’s always next time.”

      I shivered, but not from the cold gust of air that hit us.  Until last night, Shawna Meehan had thought there was going to be a next time for a lot of things.  I hadn’t allowed myself to dwell on the bigger picture surrounding her death.  But I couldn’t help thinking back to Sterling’s question about who knew she was going to be out here last night.  Unless the detectives found someone else who ran into Shawna after she left Vic’s house, the members of his run club were the last to see her alive, and quite possibly the only ones who knew where she’d be.

      I put my worries aside and slipped on some new gloves as I followed Amanda to where the body had been.  We photographed the area, then sectioned it off into small quadrants.  We each took a quadrant and began sweeping away the snow, inch by inch.  After each quadrant we searched, Amanda and I both stopped to note what we had (or had not) found in each area.

      Not too long later, the women who’d found Shawna’s body were dismissed and given a ride by one of the deputies.  As soon as he returned with the ATV, Jayne let us know she was heading to the station.  Vic left with her but didn’t bother saying goodbye to me.  Baxter and Sterling took to the woods encircling the scene to look for anything the killer might have discarded.

      Amanda and I had worked our way through four of our twelve quadrants.  All I’d come up with was a sickening amount of bloody snow.  I gathered a sample to send to the state lab for analysis, although I was convinced the blood had to have belonged to the victim.  The blood would be diluted, but they could still work with it.  While I had my materials out, I collected another sample from the more trampled area.  I bagged and tagged both samples and filled out a request form for DNA analysis.

      Amanda gasped.

      “What is it?” I asked, peering her way.

      “I need the camera.  This may be huge.”

      I retrieved the camera for her and stood back to watch her work.  There was an end of a wooden dowel about an inch in diameter sticking out of the snow.  It was smeared with a dark substance that looked a lot like blood.  My stomach clenched.

      Amanda took a photo of her find, then set an evidence marker next to it and took another photo.  She looked up at me, eyes wide.  “Can you grab a smaller brush?”

      “On it.”  I hurried to my kit to retrieve a smaller brush while she called the detectives over.

      I handed Amanda the brush.  Baxter, Sterling, and I waited impatiently while she carefully cleared the snow away from the six-inch section of dowel, revealing a thin silver wire wrapped around the center.  She kept brushing, down the length of the wire, finally locating the other end of it, which was twisted around a second piece of dowel.

      “I didn’t think we’d be this lucky,” she breathed, staring down at her find.

      Sterling couldn’t wipe the grin from his face.  “Good job, babe,” he murmured.

      While Amanda took more close-ups of the garrote, I went to my kit to get a large manila envelope to hold the weapon.  I figured the thicker material of the envelope would stand up better than a paper bag to any melting snow left on the item.  On the evidence tag, I noted the standard information:  case number, item number, today’s date, Amanda’s name, and a brief description of the evidence contained inside.  Crouching down next to Amanda, I opened the envelope, and she lifted the garrote from the ground and placed it inside.  I also handed her a piece of red evidence tape and a marker.

      I said, “You found it.  You do the honors.”

      Eyes sparkling, she sealed the envelope with the tape and scrawled her initials across it in a few places.  That practice provided an easy way to prove evidence hadn’t been opened and tampered with.  There was no way on earth to reaffix the sticky, intentionally rippable red tape exactly the way you’d found it and line up the initials.  Low-tech, but effective.

      Baxter said, “You think you can get prints off it?”

      I shrugged.  “Depends.  I’m willing to bet the killer had gloves on last night, for the simple reason it was cold as shit.  So if he didn’t think to wear gloves while he was making the garrote and didn’t manage to smudge those fingerprints while doing the deed, maybe we can find something.  Lifting prints is going to be tricky anyway between the untreated wood and the fact that it’s been in the wet snow for twelve hours.  We’ll do what we can.  We might have a better chance finding touch DNA.”

      A frown was his only reply.

      Sterling said, “Let me see the camera.”

      Amanda handed it to him, and he shuffled through the photos she’d taken of the garrote.  He paused on one that was a close-up of where the wire attached to one of the handles.

      “What are you thinking?” Baxter asked.

      “I had a lengthy and boring discussion with the G-man about who he’s already decided the killer is.  For his money, it’s our vic’s loser boyfriend.”

      “Isn’t it always?” Amanda asked.

      “It is, which is why I initially wasn’t impressed with Special Agent Know-It-All’s not-so-groundbreaking theory.  But this time there’s a kicker.”

      Baxter said, “What’s that?”

      He showed Baxter the photo on the camera’s screen.  “The garrote was made with a guitar string.”

      “How do you know it’s a guitar string?”

      Sterling showed the screen to all of us in turn, pointing in the photo to a tiny brass cylinder on the end of the wire.  “Because of that.  The little ring is what holds the string in place under the bridge of a guitar.”

      I said, “So?  Guitar strings are strong, cheap, and easy to find.  What makes the use of one of them significant in this case?”

      Sterling replied, “According to your boyfriend, the vic’s boyfriend is a guitarist.”

      My eyebrows shot up.  “Oh.  That’s kind of damning.”

      Sterling nodded.  “Damn right it is.”

      “And to be clear, Manetti is not my boyfriend.”

      Baxter, Sterling, and Amanda stared at me, but none of them uttered a response.

      Sterling said to Baxter, “Let’s go pick up the boyfriend.”
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      “How dumb is the boyfriend to leave behind a murder weapon made from a guitar string when it’s a known fact that he’s a guitarist?  Isn’t that like shouting, ‘I did it!’?” I said, returning to my quadrant and continuing my search.

      Amanda nodded.  “It seems pretty stupid to me.”

      “But by taking every last piece of her clothing, he’s coming off not stupid about removing potential evidence.  Why leave the one thing that could tie him to a homicide and clean up everything else?  And why follow her all the way out here to kill her?  Why not kill her at her home or coming out of work or…anywhere but here.”

      “Are you saying it might not be the boyfriend?  Surely you don’t think it could have been some random person off the street.”

      “Well, I mean, you can’t rule out the fact that this could have been a random act.  Not yet, anyway.  But then again, who hangs out on a deserted trail in the snow on a Friday night with a garrote in his pocket?”

      She chuckled.  “Can’t argue with that logic.  It’s someone she knows.  Considering how she was left, this looks like a sex thing.  For that reason alone, my money is on the boyfriend.”

      We kept digging, brushing snow away layer by painstaking layer.  Even with the added inner thermal gloves, my fingers were frozen.  The Tyvek suit had helped my overall chilliness, but still all I could think about was sitting by a fire with an enormous mug of hot chocolate.  At least I wasn’t daydreaming about what kind of alcohol would work best to warm me up, which was a big step in the right direction for me.

      When we got to our final quadrant each, Amanda let out a squeal.  “I found a phone.”

      I looked over at her, smiling.  “You’re two for two today.”

      She took some photos of the android smartphone in the snow, added an evidence marker, and took more photos.  She gently shook the snow off the phone and took it over to the tarp to let it dry before processing it for fingerprints.

      When she came back my way, she said, “He took the clothes but left the phone.  Why?”

      I used this opportunity to stand and stretch, rubbing my hands together to try to get some warmth back in them.  “I suppose the killer could have thought the police might try to locate her cell signal.  If he’d taken it, it could have led them straight to him.”

      “True.  But if you’re bright enough to put that together, you probably wouldn’t have run off without the murder weapon.  Plus, don’t forget about the other weapon used on the victim—the crowbar Dr. Berg said had caused the damage to her knee.  We haven’t found anything like that yet.”

      “You’re right.  This wasn’t a quick pop-and-drop.  It was planned.  The killer came prepared, and he spent the time to remove her clothes afterward.  Even though the garrote and the phone ended up seemingly discarded, it wasn’t a rush job.”

      We finished checking our final quadrants and changed our gloves.  Amanda went to dust for fingerprints on the phone while I went for more coffee.  I used my few minutes of downtime to sit in the ATV and rest my weary legs.  After she’d finished with the phone, she took it to the deputies and put them on the task of getting it to our cyber investigators.  A phone could afford us a wealth of information, from the victim’s movements up to her death to certain kinds of financial information to whom she contacted last.  If we were lucky, we might even find a text or email argument containing a threat.

      Amanda came my way and took a long swig from her water bottle.  “I got a couple of smudgy prints off the phone, but they all seem like they’re from everyday use.  But we won’t know until we get them back to the lab.”  She wrinkled her nose as she looked past me to survey the trampled pink snow near the trail.  “Ugh.  Now for the real mess.  This is nightmare fuel.”

      So many people had tracked across it, the snow had even been beat down to the ground in places.  The area in question was about fifteen feet long by four feet deep.

      “I know.  If it had been me instead of Vic coming up first on those gawkers, there would have been even more blood.  How could you not notice you were churning up bloody snow under your feet?”

      She smiled.  “When there’s a dead naked lady ten feet away.”

      “Okay, maybe in that case.  If we’re going to go with the theory that the killer incapacitated our victim by kneecapping her as she was running down the trail, it stands to reason that she might have been killed there before being dragged over behind the log.”

      “No doubt there was some kind of bloodshed in that area.”  She shook her head.  “I hate contaminated crime scenes.  Even if we find something, there’s a good chance it’s going to be unusable.”

      “Agreed.  My students are always appalled when I tell them that some forensic work will be a blatant exercise in futility and go against all common sense, but still be a mandatory part of the job.”

      My “real” job was teaching criminalistics courses at Ashmore College.  I’d been full-time with the crime scene unit years ago, until I’d had a case hit too close to home and switched careers.  Jayne had always been on me to return.  When I’d become involved in a case several months ago, she’d managed to talk me into consulting with the department on their high-profile investigations.

      Amanda frowned.  “Yeah, and the one time you don’t follow protocol to the letter, you get your ass handed to you in court by a defense lawyer.”

      I chuckled.  “You’re not a full-fledged criminalist until a nasty lawyer has twisted your words and made you come off like an idiot on the stand.  Welcome to the club.”

      “I definitely learned my lesson.  That said, seeing as how this area is wrecked already, do you think we can use the big brooms?”

      “I thought you’d never ask.”

      Processing this area as meticulously as the area under the body wasn’t necessary.  There were hundreds of footprints, and we couldn’t assume any trace materials we might find had been left by the killer.  At this point, I was only looking for clothing items belonging to the victim and the crowbar.

      Amanda opened a large duffle bag and got out two long handles and two angle broom heads.  The broom part wasn’t much bigger than our whisk brooms had been, but at least with the handle we didn’t have to stoop over like we had been for hours.

      We screwed the heads into the handles and started sweeping again.  This packed snow wasn’t nearly as easy to move as the untouched snow had been.  After removing the snow from the area as best we could, we netted exactly nothing, but at least the physical labor got my blood flowing again.

      Amanda glanced around the small clearing, her quick mind onto a new idea.  “We’ve processed the two areas where we believe the violence occurred.  The guys searched several feet into the woods.  Again, this is going to be absolutely no fun, but I think we need to sweep the whole clearing.”

      I wanted nothing more than to leave this frigid hellscape, but she was right.  We could miss something if we didn’t search the whole place.  And I liked the way she was taking charge.  Although I was an outside consultant, I was the lead criminalist on all homicide cases.  However, I thought it was good for her to develop her skills at running a scene, so I’d been purposely slow at giving orders so she might jump in with her thoughts of what to tackle next.  She hadn’t disappointed.

      “I agree.”

      With new broom heads, we started near the edge of the woods, sweeping snow into the brush and out of our way.  After we’d cleared about a quarter of the clearing, which in total was roughly twenty feet by thirty feet, I was sweating, an oddly welcome feeling that was bringing feeling back to my extremities.  But I was also starving.

      “Any chance you have some food in your bag of tricks?” I asked Amanda.

      She stopped sweeping to lean on her broom.  “I brought a couple of granola bars.  Will that do it for you?”

      “It will.  Thanks.”

      I headed over to the ATV and discarded my gloves, putting my own personal gloves back on while I ate a granola bar and checked my messages.

      I had a text from Rachel:  How did your race go?  Are you still good to watch Nate tonight?

      I blew out a breath.  I had no idea how long I’d be working today.  It depended on how long it took to clear the area to finish our search, how much more evidence we found that would have to be processed at the lab, and how many meetings I had to attend at the station and the morgue.  I didn’t mind the long hours.  My concern was how my last-minute change of plans was going to affect Rachel.  Her text seemed upbeat enough.  Even though she’d been unhappy with me yesterday over the petty argument we’d had, she seemed to be over it now.  That was our new normal.  Her mood swings, while unpredictable, at least didn’t last long.

      I texted back, Didn’t make it to the finish line.  But I did catch a homicide investigation.  Feeling bad about possibly ruining her plans with her friends tonight, I added, I’m sorry, but I probably won’t be home for a while.  Can you ask David to watch Nate?

      I hoped our stepfather could watch Nate in my place, because I didn’t want Rachel to have to miss out on her plans.  Tonight would only be her second time to venture out on the town with her girlfriends since the incident.  For weeks, she’d stayed holed up inside our house, refusing to even go out into our backyard to play with Nate.  She missed several days of classes at the start of the semester before she was able to pull herself together enough to rejoin society.  I didn’t blame her.  The media had hounded her for interviews, and her fellow Ashmore College students had crawled out of the woodwork, hoping to achieve some sort of status or sick satisfaction by trying to befriend her.  It was more pressure than a twenty-one-year-old full-time college student and single mom should have to endure.

      Her response was I’ll ask him.  She didn’t add a middle finger or angry face emoji, so I assumed she wasn’t too upset with me.

      “I found something,” Amanda called.

      I chucked my gloves and phone and put back on my thermals and a new set of latex exam gloves.  Hurrying over to her, I asked, “Something good?”

      She was crouched over a mostly empty Pepsi bottle.  “What do you think?  Left by the killer or random litter?”

      I crouched down next to her.  “There’s no snow under it.  Turn it over.”

      She took a quick photo, then turned the bottle over.  It was smeared with mud on the underside.  She took another photo.  “Definitely litter.  I found a good couple of inches of snow under the garrote and the phone, which makes sense since there was already a layer of snow down before the time of death window.  It snowed Thursday afternoon, right?”

      “That’s right.”

      “I’ll make a note that we found this bottle, but I’m not bagging it.”

      “Works for me.”

      We kept sweeping and found a few more food wrappers, but they were all much the same as the Pepsi bottle—on the ground under all the snow and caked with mud and leaves.  Anything dropped last night should have been pristine, encased between two layers of fairly fresh snow.

      Once we’d gone over the clearing with a fine-toothed comb, so to speak, Amanda and I stood back to survey our handiwork.  I didn’t know about her, but my back was killing me.  And I was hungry for some actual food.  Another granola bar was not going to cut it for me.

      She sighed.  “So we’ve ended up with a whopping two pieces of evidence?”

      “Four, actually.  The phone, which the cyber guys should be working on already, the garrote, and two blood samples.”

      “And we won’t be getting any clothing later from the coroner, so…this could be the easiest homicide ever.  At least for us.  Maybe for the detectives, too, if Agent Manetti’s hunch about the boyfriend is correct.”

      I shrugged.  “Could be.”

      “Something still bugging you?”

      Shaking my head, I replied, “I’m probably trying to read something into this because our last case was so nuts.  Chances are, this is a straightforward incident of domestic violence.  Let’s finish up.  I’m so ready to be indoors.”

      Amanda and I measured the area and completed a rough sketch of the scene, which we’d have to turn into a finished sketch using the lab’s computer.  It was more difficult to accurately measure an outdoor area verses an indoor area.  But since this scene was contained in a small clearing, it was easier than most.  Double-checking that we hadn’t left any stone unturned, we signed out with the deputies and drove away, on to our next task at the lab.
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