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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Rudy was the product of a mixed marriage, a fact of no concern to his parents since they were too. His face and body seemed composed of spare parts. His hair, a mix of white and brown, was wiry and close-cropped. A pair of deep-set brown eyes overlooked a pointed nose that ceaselessly probed the air, and his ears stuck up like sails. Though he was small and compact, he had powerful legs and could outrun anyone or anything in the neighborhood.

      Cindy, who ran behind him as they made their way out of the apartment complex on Old Mill Road, didn’t care. She knew he lacked breeding, but bristled when her girlfriends call him a mutt. She loved this combination of Shetland sheepdog, miniature pinscher, and whatever else had invaded the yards of his forebears over the years.

      At the moment, the seven-year-old wasn’t thinking about her companion, who pulled her along at a clip that belied his appearance, but at a sense of anticipation she ascribed to the first scent of spring in the air. The dog pulled her along as he tore down the road from their apartment. The last vestiges of snow lay piled on either side, forcing her to walk in the roadway. This was something her mother had instructed her not to do, but Rudy had a mind of his own this morning. Runoff formed rivulets that gathered into a stream. She tried to dodge the worst of it, but her running shoes kicked up spray that crept up her jeans from her ankles to her knees. Her father would be furious, and Cindy wondered whether she could slip them off and shove them into the washer before he returned from work.

      They reached the bottom of the hill, where the road crossed North Branch Creek and joined the busy highway that shared its name. Cars raced along it at fifty miles per hour and more. “C’mon, Rudy,” she said. “Time to turn back.”

      The dog stopped in his tracks and went into alert like a pointer, something she’d never seen him do before. “C’mon, boy,” she repeated. She tugged at the leash, but Rudy strained against it with such force she feared he might rip her arm from its socket. She switched the leash from one hand to the other. Sensing a moment of freedom, the dog took off, plunging down the slick embankment toward the culvert that passed beneath the bridge.

      “Rudy, come back,” she yelled, but the dog didn’t respond, barking at a snowpack that lay alongside the stream. He looked up at her, then returned his attention to the white mound, which bore a dark crust from the mud thrown up by passing automobiles.

      Cindy burst into tears. “Darned dog,” she said. “I’m in trouble now.” She scrambled down the bank after him, losing her balance and sliding down the ice-covered vegetation. Her jeans were soaked; mud caked the back of her legs and her bottom. Reaching the animal, who continued to shift his attention between her and the snowpack, she grabbed his leash and yanked on it.

      “Move!” she called. “Now!”

      The dog barked, strained at the lead, and scratched at the icy patch. “What is it?” she said, curious to see what had his attention. He dug furiously at the frozen surface, frantic to get at something trapped under a pile of broken wood. A piece of fencing? she wondered.

      Something round and pale green jutted out from the icy debris, so light she wouldn’t have noticed it if the snow weren’t so dirty. As she leaned forward to study the object, Rudy relaxed, content now that his human had taken charge. Fishing gloves from her coat pocket, the girl scraped at the snow, clearing a path around the spherical object, then noticed it was attached to what looked like a small branch.

      She drew back in terror as she realized she was looking at a bare heel, an ankle, and God only knew what more hidden in the snow.
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        * * *

      

      Ten miles to the east, another dog was out for a walk, being led rather than the other way round. Howie, a white Westie, dawdled, sniffing at every patch of newly exposed grass he could find. The woman who led him was four times Cindy’s age, and unlike the young girl, thought not of the first stirrings of spring but of mud season.

      She was of medium height, but her erect posture created an impression she was two inches taller. She concealed tight blond curls beneath a knit cap that bore the emblem of the US women’s national soccer team. Two prominent features dominated her triangular shaped face. One was a prominent nose that would have gained more notice were it not for deep-set cerulean eyes so piercing they arrested the attention of anyone who met her.

      Lydia Barnwell had adopted Howie after his owner, a fellow police officer and her former lover, was killed during a domestic disturbance four months earlier. The Westie had gone into depression, and the late officer’s parents had forced him on her. At first she’d resisted, but as she pulled him out of his doldrums, she found an equal measure of comfort. Lydia had grown so attached to him she’d just bought a two-bedroom house halfway up a hill in Carnegie, which she was working to bring into the 21st century.

      On most days, she enjoyed these morning walks, for they wiped everything else from her mind. For twenty minutes, she didn’t mull over pending investigations, fret about her testimony in an upcoming court case, or worry about her safety. She and Howie just walked together, enjoying or cursing the weather, depending on what it was doing to them.

      But not today. Days after the new year, she’d joined the Allegheny County Police Department as a detective. It was a lateral move from the small police force she’d served in Boyleston, but the pay and benefits were better and, more important to her, provided the opportunity to work on tougher cases.

      Or so she’d hoped, but it wasn’t working out that way. In the two months since making the change, she’d been assigned to work under other detectives, handle small robberies, or, as one of the few bilingual officers on the force, question Spanish-speaking victims and suspects. Rather than advancing her career, she’d taken a step backward. This morning, resentment burned within her, upending her one carefree moment of the day.

      As Howie buried his muzzle in the soil at the base of a fire hydrant, her cell phone rang. She answered it with her last name.

      “Sorry to disturb you on your day off,” detective sergeant Glen Carpenter said, “but a child has discovered a body in a culvert in North Fayette. The locals have secured the site, and the crime scene investigators are on the way, but we need you to take charge of the investigation.”

      “Any sign of foul play?” she said.

      “We won’t know that until the medical examiner has examined the body. It may be nothing more than the victim stumbling on an icy patch and falling off the road.” He said he’d text the location to her phone and rang off without apologizing for ruining a day on which she’d intended to start redoing the upstairs bathroom.

      Thanks a lot, she thought. Another routine assignment.

      At the moment, Lydia Barnwell wished she’d never left the Boyleston force, but although the position she’d vacated remained open, returning was out of the question. She had mixed business with pleasure, and her role there would never be the same.
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        * * *

      

      Lydia took her personal car, since returning to headquarters off Greentree Road would have taken her in the wrong direction. She also carried what equipment she’d need in her trunk. She wound north on Chartiers Avenue, joined I-376 at Campbell’s Run Road, and exited on Route 30 toward Weirton, West Virginia. Within minutes, she’d left behind the blight of malls and big box stores: Home Depot competing with Lowe’s; Costco vying with Sam’s Club; Target versus Walmart; an Ikea, Macy’s, and a T.J. Maxx; banks seeking deposits and hawking loans; hotels, car rental agencies, and long-term parking lots surrounding Pittsburgh International Airport; and a slew of restaurants dishing up every cuisine from China to Mexico, Italy to Japan, Tex-Mex to country cooking, and ubiquitous fast-food drive-ins serving burgers, pizza, and tacos.

      Turning off the highway was like entering another world, a pastoral panorama of rolling hills and verdant valleys, brooks flowing into streams lining the road. Even on a day when gray clouds boiled and frothed on the horizon, Barnwell was captivated by the bucolic scene and vowed to return once the weather changed. Only later would she discover that area homes faced frequent subsidence caused by abandoned coal mines and that behind the hills, energy companies had drilled into a former strip mine to extract natural gas through hydraulic fracking, injecting thousands of gallons of fresh water into the Marcellus Shale, its foul rivulets flowing into the streams she found so inviting.

      Orange cones narrowed North Branch Road to a single lane. Patrol officers from North Fayette Township directed traffic, allowing one lane through at a time. Lydia wished she’d returned to Greentree for a cruiser, for her unmarked vehicle was indistinguishable from every other car on the road. Turning on the warning blinkers only annoyed other drivers.

      She sat in traffic for seven minutes, enduring three stoppages, until she reached the officer directing traffic. After studying her ID, he held up oncoming cars until she could cross the bridge onto Old Mill Road. She passed another line of cones, parked on the side, and walked back to where the crime lab van was parked.

      Barnwell flashed her ID at the county patrol officer, whose name on the aluminum clip on his pocket identified him as Patrolman J. Mullins. He leaned forward to get a close view of her badge, then raised his eyes to her face. “You’re the new one,” he said.

      “Detective Barnwell,” she said. “What do we have here?”

      “A body in the culvert,” he said, pointing toward the bridge that crossed the creek. “Been there for some time, from the looks of it. The CSI team has just started.” They’d traveled farther to reach the scene, but in their well-marked van hadn’t been forced to sit in traffic.

      She asked who’d discovered the body. “A young girl,” Mullins said. “Her mother called it in. Name’s Thorson.”

      “Where is she?” Barnwell asked.

      “We took her information and sent her home. She lives in one of the apartment buildings up the hill.” Barnwell looked around, spotting a row of townhomes to the west of the bridge and three apartment buildings overlooking the scene from above. She took down the information and posed a few questions about how the youngster had found the body, but Mullins had told her everything he knew.

      “Who was first on the scene?” she asked.

      Mullins pointed to a female officer from North Fayette who stood inside a guardrail observing the technicians. “Name’s Foster,” he said. “She’d climbed down to examine the body. I hope she didn’t screw things up.”

      “Why would you say that?” the detective asked.

      “Being local and all.”

      Barnwell bristled. “North Fayette is a professional force. Twenty well-trained officers let by an experienced chief. I’m sure she knew what she was doing.”

      Did the officer know Barnwell had joined the county from one of the smaller forces that dotted the area? Some were staffed by amateurs and part-timers, but not North Fayette. Barnwell didn’t care whether his disdain was directed at the township’s police force or because the first to arrive was a woman. She was having none of it.

      She introduced herself to the patrol officer, noticing as she approached she was a light-skinned Black woman. Was this another reason Officer Mullins had been so contemptuous? She identified herself as Nadine Foster and proved to be more forthcoming than Mullins had been. She described how Cindy Thorson’s mother had called 911 in near hysteria.

      “Her daughter told her she’d found a body, but Cathy—that’s the woman’s name—didn’t believe her, so she came down the hill to look for herself. I don’t know how she made it down the bank. It’s overgrown with weeds, and the runoff makes it slippery. But somehow she did, found a foot sticking out from beneath some leaves, and called dispatch as she stood there.”

      The officer arrived minutes after the call. “Our headquarters is just up the road, so I got here before Mrs. Thorson was even out of the culvert,” she said.

      “Did you examine the body?” Barnwell asked.

      “No. I only got close enough to confirm what the mother said and radioed you folks. I didn’t want to disturb the scene.”

      “You did well, Officer,” she said, feeling a smug sense of satisfaction that Foster had, indeed, followed procedure. Barnwell returned to her car and opened a packet of white paper protective gear, knowing that the booties, bottom of the suit, and gloves would become muddy messes by the time she reached the body.

      As she started down the bank, her feet slid out from beneath her. Only by crouching and extending her arms did she regain her balance. She crept the rest of the way by walking crablike, maintaining purchase with the sides of her boots. Barnwell approached the medical examiner’s investigative team and introduced herself to the white-coated figure bent over the body. “Is there anything you can tell me?” she asked.

      The investigator peered over her shoulder and smiled. “Brandy Timmons,” she said. Barnwell recalled her from the case in which David Kimrey, her former lover, had been slain, but with her head enveloped in the white bonnet, hadn’t recognized her. “The photographer finished moments ago, so I’m just getting underway.” Timmons wiped a sleeve of the white gown across her forehead. “It’s a white male, approximately 5-10. That’s all I can tell you now, except he was nude. Not a stitch of clothing.”

      “Strange,” Barnwell said. “Any wounds or other signs of trauma?”

      “I can’t tell yet because he’s lying face down, but nothing on his back, at least.”

      “How long has his body been here?”

      “We won’t know until the autopsy, but I’d say weeks rather than days. Give me half-an-hour, and I may have more.”

      Barnwell thanked her, made her way up the bank, and approached Mullins, the county officer. “I want you to head up the hill, cross the road, and go to the first residence you find. Ask whether they’ve seen or noticed any strange activity here over the last few weeks.”

      “Do you have anything more to go on?” he asked.

      “Not yet, but residents will have seen all this commotion, so let’s question them before they start telling themselves stories.” She had seen memories fade over time, and embellishments overtake facts.

      Mullins wasn’t happy, but walked toward his patrol car to do as he was told. Barnwell turned toward the North Fayette officer. “I’m heading up the hill to talk to the mother,” she said. “While I’m gone, you’re in charge.”

      “Understood,” Officer Foster answered, puffing out her chest.
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        * * *

      

      The apartment where the child lived was in the topmost of the three recently constructed buildings. Barnwell rode the elevator to the third floor and pushed the doorbell. Seconds later, a man answered. He appeared to be in his early thirties, had brown hair and eyes, and his delicate features were almost feminine. His trousers appeared to be part of a uniform, but he wore a sweatshirt emblazoned with the logo of the Tennessee Titans. “Mr. Thorson?” Barnwell said.

      “Ben,” he answered. “And you are…?”

      “Detective Lydia Barnwell, Allegheny County Police Department. May I come in?”

      “I guess,” he said and drew back from the doorway, “but my wife says she’s told you everything we know.”

      Through the hallway, Barnwell saw a woman standing with her back to the window, observing the conversation. The furnishings were by Ikea, and the walls were bare, creating an impression of impermanence. “Mrs. Thorson,” she said, striding into the room and extending her hand.

      “I’ve already told your officers how she found the body. She wasn’t supposed to be there. I’ve told her not to go that far. I was doing laundry, and she promised she was just walking the dog.” She kneaded her hands and cast an inquiring look at her husband. Barnwell wondered if the explanation was meant for her or for him.

      “I’d like to speak with your daughter. Cindy, is it?”

      The pair exchanged glances, some private conversation passing between them. “Is it necessary?” the husband said.

      “She found the body. I need to know how she came to discover it, if she saw anything else at the site, how close she came…”

      “We don’t want to involve her any more than she already has,” Ben Thorson said. “There’s nothing she can tell you.”

      Before Barnwell could respond, his wife said, “We don’t want her name in the paper or her picture on television. These are dangerous times.”

      “We won’t release her name, and news media never identity minors,” Barnwell said. “I have to ask her a few questions for the record. That’s all.”

      “She found a body,” he said. “Cathy reported it. What more can we tell you?”

      Barnwell trained her gaze on him, and he looked away. “What do you do for a living?” she asked in a calm voice.

      “What difference does it make?”

      “Please answer my question. Where do you work?”

      “At the airport,” he said.

      “And what do you do there?”

      Thorson glanced toward his wife, then gave up. “I’m a shift manager with the TSA. I left work to deal with this. I’ll need to get back soon.”

      Barnwell gave him the slightest of smiles. “If I were to come through security this afternoon and set off the metal detector, your people would want to search me, correct? And if I resisted, you’d pull me aside until I submitted, even if it meant I missed my plane.”

      “Yes, but I don’t see⁠—”

      “I’m about to do the same thing,” she interrupted. “I can’t act with impunity, as you can, but I can get a court order allowing me to question your daughter. Once I have it, I can keep you from your work while I question her and take my sweet time about it.” She finished with a sharp nod of her head.

      “All right,” he said, “but we want to be present.”

      “Of course.” Barnwell glanced at Cathy Thorson, who continued to fold one hand over the other as though washing them. The detective cocked her head toward the woman as her husband left the room, but she averted her eyes.

      Thorson returned with his daughter, glaring at Barnwell as he led her into the room that served both as a living and dining area. He tried to direct the girl toward the end of the dinner table and to place himself alongside her, but Barnwell intervened. “Sit by me, Cindy,” she said. “How old are you?”

      “I’ve just turned seven,” she answered, casting a sidelong glance at her father. Was she seeking his permission to speak? Barnwell didn’t like the vibe she was getting.

      “You’re our hero,” she said with what she hoped was a reassuring smile. “If it weren’t for you, it might have been some time before we discovered the man lying there.”

      “It was a man?” the youngster said, her eyes widening.

      “Yes, but that’s all we know right now. We’ll have to find his family and learn what we can about him. That’s my job.” At last, Cindy returned Lydia’s grin. “Tell me how you found him.”

      Cindy shifted in her chair, twisted a stray lock of hair, and turned toward her parents for reassurance. “It wasn’t me who found him. It was Rudy.”

      “That’s her dog,” Thorson said.

      “He was tugging at his leash so hard, I lost control. He tore off and splashed into the stream.”

      “A thousand times I’ve told you to stay in the complex,” her mother said, turning toward her husband. “I was washing sheets. I can’t watch her every minute.”

      “No harm done,” Barnwell told her. “As I said, it’s fortunate she found him.” She turned back to the girl. “Now, Cindy, your dog went down the embankment, and you followed?”

      “I couldn’t leave him there,” she said, as though answering an allegation.

      “Of course not,” Barnwell said. She was about to add that, had she let the dog go, he might have disturbed the body, but thought better of it. “So you followed him and … what then?”

      “Rudy was digging at something. I tried pulling him back, but he wouldn’t stop. So then I saw it.”

      “Saw what?” Barnwell asked. “Tell me exactly what you found.”

      “A foot,” the girl exclaimed as she recalled her discovery. “I didn’t know what it was at first. Just a round greenish thing. It was only when I looked closer that I saw the ankle.”

      “Did Rudy uncover it?” Cindy squirmed and again turned toward her father. “I’m hoping you did,” Barnwell said.

      “Yeah, that’s what happened. I spotted this round thing underneath a pile of wood. Rudy kept digging at it, so I scraped some leaves away. Then I made out an ankle.”

      “And what did you do then?” Barnwell asked.

      “I ran home. I grabbed Rudy by the collar and made it up to the road and ran to get mom.”

      “Good for you,” Barnwell said. Turning to Cathy, she said, “And what did you do?”

      “I didn’t believe her at first, but she insisted, so I walked down the road. We left Rudy home.”

      Barnwell nodded. “Good thinking.”

      “I made Cindy stay on the bank while I climbed beneath the bridge.” She glanced at her husband and turned back. “I’m afraid I scraped some more leaves away, just to be sure.”

      “Of course,” Barnwell said. “You didn’t want to waste our time sending out a false alarm.”

      “That’s what I thought.” A look of relief passed over her face. “But once I was sure, I called 911 from my cell phone. Then we waited for the police.”

      “And you didn’t see or touch anything else?” she asked. The woman shook her head. “Did you notice any cars passing as you looked? Anyone stop or display unusual interest?”

      “I didn’t notice,” she said. “I was so busy. Cindy, did you see anyone?”

      “No, ma’am,” the girl said. Ma’am, Barnwell thought. A well-disciplined child.

      The detective closed her notebook. “You’re a brave little girl, respectful and bright. You did well.”

      The girl beamed, turning to her father as though seeking his approval. Barnwell thanked them and rose to leave. She looked around, seeking an excuse to separate Cathy Thorson from her husband. “Walk me out, please,” she said.

      “I’ll do it,” her husband said.

      “I want her to show me where in this building we can see the bridge.”

      “You can’t,” he said.

      Barnwell took on a firmer tone. “You should return to work. I’m sure they need you. Thanks again for your help.”

      Thorson shrugged with obvious reluctance, but allowed the two women to pass through the front door. Barnwell walked her to the end of the hall, but all the entrances were closed, and there was nothing to see but the exit sign. Barnwell reached in her pocket, pulled out a business card, and scrawled her personal number on the back. “Keep this somewhere safe. If you think of anything else, or you need help,” she said, emphasizing the last three words, “call. Any time, day or night. Just call.”

      Cathy Thorson nodded and shoved the card into the pocket of her slacks.
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        * * *

      

      Barnwell returned to the site with her jaw locked in a grimace. Reviewing the exchanged glances between the couple and Thorson’s resistance to questioning their daughter, she suspected he was domineering, even abusive. Would Cathy be brave enough to reach out to her if the need arose? Lydia hoped so. She’d encountered too many women trapped in unhealthy relationships, particularly those who lacked independent incomes, which appeared to be the case here. The husband worked, the woman stayed home to care for their child. She wondered if Cathy had her own means of transportation and made a mental note to find out.

      At the moment, Barnwell had no time to devote to the issue. Mullins stood alongside the metal guardrail, peering at the scene below. “Anything?” she asked.

      “There was no answer at the house on the left, but I awoke the man in the one to the right. He wasn’t happy.”

      “And?” she said, uninterested in whether she was brightening the day of a potential witness.

      “He claims he hasn’t noticed anything, but he works nights, so if your mystery man down there went into the ditch after dark, he wouldn’t have been around.”

      “He lives alone?” she asked. Mullins's blank look showed he’d neglected to ask.

      Shaking her head in disgust, she stepped away, standing to one side as the evidence team placed the corpse in a body bag. Brandy Timmons approached, her white protective gear caked in mud. “Let me slip these off, and we’ll talk.”

      Barnwell followed the investigator to the van and held her arm as she removed the booties, then stepped out of the snowman’s suit. Only when she’d finished and knotted her dark brown hair at the back of her head did she speak. “He appears to have been a young man, late twenties or early thirties We’ll be able to narrow that down after the autopsy. There are no identifying marks or tattoos. Nor is there any sign of trauma in the usual sense. No bullet or knife wounds. No bruises about the face or body.”

      “But?” Barnwell said, having caught the woman’s qualified response.

      “Two things,” she said. “First, he didn’t fall into this ditch. He was deposited here.”

      “How can you tell?” Barnwell said, fixing her blue eyes on the woman. Her pulse quickened. This was no drunk falling into a stream and drowning. Something more was involved.

      “Scratches along his back and buttocks are consistent with his having been dragged. In addition, I found plant debris in his rectum that appears to be identical to that found on the slope. I'll test to be sure, but I think the person who left him here had him wrapped in a blanket or tarp. He either fell out or the individual pulled him out for the last few yards to hide his body.”

      She paused as she rubbed her hands together to warm them up and watched the evidence team slip and slide as they maneuvered a stretcher up the embankment. “Whoever did so covered the corpse with pieces of broken fence. The big snowfall we got in early February covered the body, and when the hard freeze came a few days later, it turned to ice.”

      “So he’s been here since at least February 7th,” Barnwell said. She could pinpoint the date because she’d had to dig her car out after the storm.

      “And not much before that. I hope we can fix the date fairly closely.”

      Barnwell was always impressed by what the forensics team could learn from a corpse. They were a group of trained scientists who saw their work as a calling. They investigated every death involving trauma in the county. The Division of Forensic Laboratories tested latent prints, trace evidence, drugs, toxicology, and DNA. They even did environmental testing, analyzing food and air samples not only for the county, but for the state of Delaware. Examiners like Brandy Timmons trained for years before being allowed to touch evidence.

      “You said there were two things,” Barnwell said.

      “You’re going to love this. Take a look.”

      She led the detective to the evidence van, where the forensics team was lifting the gurney containing the body bag into the rear. “Hold on a minute,” she told them. She donned another pair of white gloves from her pocket, unzipped the bag, and revealed the victim’s ankles. “See those marks?”

      Barnwell bent over to study them. “Bruises,” she said. “Black and blue.” She straightened up and looked at the examiner. “What am I seeing?”

      Timmons continued unzipping the bag, revealing a hand encased in plastic. “I’ve bagged both wrists. I’ll explain why in a moment. But notice how the hair has been stripped from his wrist?” She inclined her head to look up. “This man’s arms and legs had been bound with tape of some sort.”

      Barnwell suppressed an urge to smile. The department had sent her out on a routine matter, something of little consequence. A man who’d stumbled into the ditch in the darkness while under the influence of drugs or alcohol. Nothing with which veteran detectives need concern themselves. Let the new gal handle it. But this was something more. “What’s your guess? Was he kidnapped and murdered?”

      “Or died from natural causes after a night of rough sex,” Timmons said.

      “S&M?” Barnwell said. “I can’t imagine tying both his arms and legs.”

      “I can,” Timmons said. “In this job, we see it all. The coroner’s team may be able to tell after the postmortem. There’s one more thing, however.”

      Timmons stood up, stripped off the gloves, and wiped her forehead with her hands. “I said ice covered the body, but beneath that layer, a trickle of water continued to flow in the stream. Because he was lying face down all those weeks, the skin on his face has fallen away. The same thing happened to his hands, which is why I’ve bagged them. I hope we’ll be able to take his fingerprints, but….” She curled the edge of her mouth and shrugged, conveying her uncertainty.

      “Thanks,” Barnwell said. “I know you’ll do your best.”

      How had the man died? Barnwell wondered as the van pulled away. Why were his wrists and ankles bound? Who had dragged his body down the bank and into the stream? Why this place, in full view of residences on both sides of North Fork Road and only a quarter mile from a police station?

      And more to the point, who was he?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Barnwell drove the quarter mile to North Fayette Township Park, which housed a baseball and softball field, community center, volunteer fire department, and the combination township office and police station. Chief Martin Lawson assigned Officer Foster to her. Barnwell called for two county officers to join Mullins. The chief helped establish a makeshift incident room at the community center, a stunning glass and brick building with a cantilevered roof whose glass window afforded a sweeping view of the North Branch Valley.

      She assigned Office Foster to the townhomes, and the other three to each of the buildings above the Old Mill Bridge. “Knock on the door of every unit,” she told the officers. “Ask if anyone saw activity around the bridge during a night in early February. Record every detail, no matter how small: how many were involved, what sort of vehicle they drove, the date, as close as they can recall it, and anything else that might help us.”

      Mullins piped up. “Wouldn’t we be better off identifying the body first? Then we’d know where to look.”

      She stared at him for a second, trying to think of a snappy comeback, then realized to do so was to engage him in a decision that was hers to make. “We’ll do it my way, officer. Thank you.” Nadine Foster suppressed a smile as Barnwell put Mullins, who’d been testing her, in his place. “That’s it, then,” she said. “If you find a witness, radio me, and I’ll join you.”

      When they’d gone, she expelled her breath as though she’d been holding it. There was a name for what troubled her: impostor syndrome. Deep down, she recognized her fear of being exposed as a fraud had no basis. Lydia had traveled a long road to reach this point, graduating cum laude as she earned a pre-law degree from Duquesne University and passing the Municipal Police Officers' Basic Training Program with honors. She’d then waited months until she found a position as a patrol officer with the Boyleston police force.

      She’d endured over a year working under Chief Jason Russell until he was arrested for stealing from the department. Once Karol Novak replaced him, Barnwell prospered. She studied and passed the detective’s exam. Chief Novak gave her what amounted to a battlefield promotion after she helped unravel a twenty-year-old murder case in which the wrong man had been convicted and sentenced. Her work on two subsequent cases brought her to the attention of county detectives Glen Carpenter and Lyle Jeffrey.

      Now here she was, three months into a dream job as detective for the second largest county in Pennsylvania. Yet the men with whom she served—and most were men—doubted her abilities. She had received nothing more than chickenshit assignments since joining the force.

      She’d begun doubting herself. Gone was the support of Chief Novak, who had redirected her with a gentle hand when she made a misstep, never criticizing her. At Boyleston Borough, she’d been part of a team. At ACPD, she was all alone in the ring, with spotlights trained on her and everyone in the crowded arena waiting to see if she’d fall on her face.

      Lydia Barnwell would not let that happen, nor would she allow anyone to see her sweat.
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        * * *

      

      Sharon Easterling knew better than to speed on North Branch, not with the police station a hundred yards from the road. She’d been stopped before and let off with a warning. One day, she’d get a ticket. For the past six weeks, however, she’d flown northeast along the two-lane stretch as she headed to work, her eyes focused on the road ahead, not daring to look to her left.

      When she passed Donaldson Road, saw the sign warning her of single lane traffic ahead, and encountered the long line of vehicles awaiting their turn, a knot formed in her stomach. Was the hold-up due to construction or something else? If the latter, she knew what that something was.

      She drummed her fingers on the steering wheel, eager to pass through and leave this place behind her. She turned on the radio, punched buttons, listening for soft rock. Something by The Eagles, maybe, or Fleetwood Mac. Finding nothing to suit her, she turned it off again.

      Sharon was nearing fifty, but until recently hadn’t looked it. Her dishwater blond hair was dark at the roots, and dark circles arced
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