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      What we must understand is that the industries, processes, and inventions created by modern science can be used either to subjugate or liberate. The choice is up to us.

      
        
        Henry A. Wallace
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        Food is a weapon.

      

      

      
        
        Earl Butz
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      Bija Niyama, order of germs or seeds (physical organic order) [is one of the five natural orders]; e.g., rice produced from rice-seed, sugary taste from sugar cane or honey etc.

      
        
        “Buddhism in a Nutshell,” Narada Mahathera, Access to Insight (BCBS Edition), 30 November 2013

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Onatah, Illinois

        Just before midnight, Sunday night

      

      

      Zhang San slipped through the garden on silent feet. Guided only by the moon and the faint glow of lights from the distant highway, he crept confidently along the path leading to the meditation labyrinth.

      He reached the maze and skirted its left edge. Then he continued into the tall grass of the meadow buffering the property from the narrow road. He emerged from the grass and swung his head around. He dropped down into the drainage ditch and landed in a crouch.

      When he straightened to standing, his mouth was dry. This brief period of visibility from the road was the most nerve-wracking part of the trip. He broke into a run.

      Just two tenths of a kilometer, he reminded himself. A mere minute—slightly less, actually. At his pace, he generally covered the distance in just over fifty-five seconds.

      He flew over the uneven ground until the road curved to the right. He kept running, no longer exposed to any cars that might happen by at this hour. He stopped when he reached the corner of a metal cattle fence.

      He counted in three posts from the end, crouched directly to the right of the third post, and felt around on the ground for the top of the hollow metal spike. A cloud that had been covering the moon graciously moved, providing more light. He spotted the spike’s head, just slightly protruding from the dirt, and yanked it out of the damp earth.

      He pried the cap off and turned the spike upside down over his palm. A folded slip of paper fluttered into his hand. He pocketed the scrap and placed a wadded-up tissue inside the spike.

      As he recapped the spike, he scanned the empty fields around him. He’d yet to encounter another living soul on one of his dead drop runs, but complacency was an agent’s worst enemy. Especially in a place like this—all wide open spaces and windswept fields. There were no choke points at which to shake a tail—or at least make him for what he was. San felt as though the prairie itself had eyes and was watching him.

      He was ready for this assignment to be over. He longed for congested urban streets, elbow-to-elbow pedestrians jostling for place, as cars, trucks, and buses sped by in the streets. He missed the noise.

      He returned the spike to the dirt and used the heel of his shoe to drive it into the ground. He took a deep breath and filled his lungs with the cool night air. Then he turned back the way he’d come and ran.
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      From his post in the old barn, Gavriil trained his binoculars on the Chinese man and watched his quick, economical movements. San was fast. He held the dead drop spike in his hand for less than twenty seconds before it was back in the dirt and he was sprinting away.

      Gavriil pushed himself up from the floor and brushed the hay from the elbows of his sweater. Now, he had a decision to make: Did he intercept San and take the paper from his right front pocket; remove the item San had deposited in the spike; or wait to see who came to get it—getting a bead on San’s contact?

      Back when he’d worked for the agency, it would have been a no-brainer. Identify San’s contact. Anyone San had turned was already vulnerable and could be a wealth of information—or, even more valuable, a prospective double agent.

      But, Gavriil reminded himself, he didn’t work for the agency anymore. And he hadn’t been hired to turn a Chinese spy. He also hadn’t been hired to tail San, although doing so made his work easier. But he knew where to find San. He could keep his paper—for now.

      Decision made, he crept out of the barn and stepped in among the tall rows of corn. The soft swish of cornstalks giving way as he brushed past them was covered by the whisper of the wind. Like a shadow, he wound his way through the corn.

      When he reached the last row, he cut a fast diagonal line to the fenced-in pasture. At the third post from the left, he dug the spike out of the ground. Still crouching, he uncapped it and removed a tissue that had been folded into a small, thick square, as if an elementary school kid had lost a tooth at lunchtime and was keeping it safe inside until he could slip it under his pillow.

      He unfolded the tissue to reveal a smooth item roughly the size and shape of a baby tooth. But this was no pearly white. It was a single, pale yellow seed. Gavriil allowed himself a small smile before he removed a tiny plastic bag, the type that held extra buttons for a jacket, from his pocket.

      He shook a darker yellow seed out of the bag and dropped the one from the spike into it. After carefully resealing the bag, he returned it to his pocket. Then he wrapped his replacement seed in San’s tissue, stuffed it into the spike, and jabbed the spike into the ground.

      Only then did he return to standing. He cracked his back, stiff from the hours of surveillance, then rolled his neck.

      He jammed his hands into his pockets and walked along the berm of the road, the binoculars bouncing on the strap hung around his neck. He strolled at a casual pace, just an owl lover, out for his nightly nocturnal walkabout, hoping to catch a glimpse of a great horned owl, a barn owl, or maybe, if he was very lucky, a snowy white.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Chicago, Illinois

        Monday afternoon

      

      

      

      Bodhi King closed his eyes for just a moment after he settled in the back of the cab. He’d left the hotel in Quebec City well before dawn to make the day’s first flight to Toronto, only to encounter a delay on the second leg.

      After a long, unexplained wait, the prop plane took off for Chicago nearly two hours late. He’d been traveling for ten hours by this point and yearned for a still, quiet moment.

      The driver had other plans. “You in town for business or pleasure?”

      He opened his eyes. “Just passing through. I’m meeting a friend for lunch then heading to Onatah.”

      In the rearview mirror, he could see the cab driver furrow his forehead. “Onatah, huh? Never heard of it. What’s there?”

      “Mainly cornfields,” Bodhi told him, unsurprised that a Chicagoan had no familiarity with the postage-stamp town just about ninety minutes due south. “But there’s also a monastery. I’m going for a retreat.”

      “A retreat. You a monk?”

      “No.”

      He wasn’t a monk. Just someone in need of seven days of silence to clear his mind, reset his course, and work through an issue that had arisen out of nowhere.

      After more than a decade of celibacy and solitude, he’d just spent a week in the company of the only woman he’d ever loved. To say the encounter had knocked him off-balance didn’t begin to do justice to the unmoored feeling in his center.

      A week spent in contemplative quiet at The Prairie Buddhist Center would put him back on his path. Or, at least, it would point him in the right direction.

      “Huh.” A brief silence. Then, “How ‘bout those Bears?”

      It took him a moment to realize the man was talking football, not asking him his thoughts on the animal.

      He flashed a wry smile. “Sorry, pal. I’m a Steelers fan.”

      “Bah.” The cab driver lifted a hand and batted the thought out of the air. For the rest of the drive, he delivered a running monologue on the comparative greatness of the Steel Curtain Defense of the 1970s versus the Bears’ famed 46 Defense of 1985.

      Bodhi settled back against the seat, stopped listening, and let the words rush over him like water.
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      Nolan was waiting for him in front of the Thai restaurant when the cab driver pulled over, still waxing poetic about Buddy Ryan’s defensive genius. Bodhi paid the fare, shouldered his bag, and exited the back seat.

      Nolan greeted him with an enthusiastic handshake and a slap on the back.

      “Long time, no see, man. How’s it going?”

      “Great. You could’ve waited inside.”

      Nolan waved his hand. “Nah. I’ll be inside for eighteen hours today.”

      As the Chief of the Emergency Medicine Department of a busy urban hospital, Nolan McDermott worked an unforgiving schedule. But Bodhi had never seen the man without a grin on his still-boyish, freckled face.

      “Does this place have patio seating? Or we could get it to go—eat in a park somewhere?” Bodhi offered.

      “No worries. I’ll walk to the hospital after lunch. I’ll get my allotment of Vitamin D and fresh air on the way.” He pulled the door open and ushered Bodhi inside.

      The restaurant was spa-like with simple furnishing, bamboo, and natural fabrics. Nolan greeted the waiter like an old friend and ordered water and jasmine tea for the table.

      “Do you mind leaving ourselves in Chef Aran’s hands? He’s a magician with vegan food.”

      Bodhi blinked. “Sure. But since when are you a vegan?”

      “Since I hit the big 4-0 and cheeseburgers started collecting at my waistline.” He laughed then turned to the waiter, “Please tell Aran to wow my vegan friend.”

      The waiter bowed his head and smiled. As he turned to leave, he said to Bodhi, “You’re in for a treat.”

      Nolan leaned back and arranged his long legs under the table. “So, what were you doing in Canada anyway?”

      He was one of a handful of friends who Bodhi considered like brothers—and, in one case, a sister. Bodhi and Nolan weren’t particularly diligent about staying in contact, but they could seamlessly pick back up as if there’d been no lapse—no matter how many years had gone by without their having spoken. In this case, it had been eight—the last time he’d seen Nolan was on his wedding day. He made a mental note to ask how Katie was doing.

      “I was on a panel at the North American Forensic Pathology Symposium.”

      “Sweet. That’s a nice get.”

      “Eliza Rollins was on the panel, too.”

      Nolan’s red eyebrows shot up and met at his hairline. “Eliza, whoa … have you seen her since med school?”

      “No. And, if you remember, we weren’t exactly on good terms when we graduated.”

      He nodded slowly. “That’s right. You broke up with her to focus on your residency.”

      It was an oversimplification, but Bodhi resisted the urge to defend his younger self’s actions. “Basically.”

      Nolan sucked in his breath. “Awkward. How’s she doing?”

      “It was awkward, at first; but we ended up spending a lot of time together.”

      “Oh, really?” His grin spoke volumes.

      “Not like that. Eliza’s doing great. She’s the parish coroner in some small town in Louisiana. And she’s dating the local chief of police. It sounded like they were pretty serious. We didn’t really talk about it—we were too busy figuring out what happened to a woman who’d been declared dead but we found wandering along a country road.”

      The waiter returned with two glasses of water, a small teapot, and a set of mugs. He placed the drinkware and teapot on the table and asked if there was anything else they needed.

      “We’re all set,” Nolan assured him.

      Bodhi poured the tea while Nolan mused under his breath.

      “Declared dead woman hanging out on the side of the road.” He lifted his head and twisted his mouth to the side. “What kind of symposium was this, exactly?”

      “It was a standard medical conference. The interesting stuff was all extracurricular. Well, except for one of our co-panelists trying to have us killed. Look, it’s a long story—”

      “You don’t say,” Nolan deadpanned.

      Bodhi nearly spit his tea on the tablecloth when he burst into laughter. After he caught his breath, he summarized the highlights for Nolan.

      “There’s a designer drug—at least in Canada, it’s called Solo. You should be on the lookout for it in your ER because it’s nasty. The developer’s in custody and working with the authorities on an antidote, but you know how it goes. Some other enterprising dealer is no doubt trying to reverse engineer the formula as we sit here. I hope it doesn’t cross the border.”

      Nolan nodded sadly. “Me, too. We’ve got enough to deal with here without a hot new killer drug. What is it?”

      “A combination of neurotoxins that apparently caused an animating, invigorating high. But can cause central nervous system and respiratory paralysis and, eventually, the arrest of brain function.”

      Nolan grimaced. “Not a nice way to go.”

      “Or not go. Some of the overdoses didn’t actually die. They were more or less zombified. Anyway, Eliza and I worked together to help the victims and find the black market chemist.”

      “And then she went back home to her hunky police chief and you realized you’re approaching middle age all alone?”

      Bodhi sipped his tea. “Something like that.”

      “Which brings you to Chicago, why?”

      “I’m on my way to the Prairie Buddhist Center for a week-long silent retreat. I figure it’ll do me good to have some quiet contemplative time.”

      “Where’s this center?”

      “A town in central Illinois called Onatah.”

      Nolan snorted. “It should be plenty quiet down there. Nothing but cornfields and ... cornfields.”

      “It sounds perfect.”

      “So, really, no talking for a week? What will you do?”

      They paused as steaming dishes of fragrant curries and bowls of soup arrived at the table. After the food had been served, he tried to explain the allure of a silent retreat to a man who thrived on the cacophony of the emergency room at work and the more joyous racket of a five-year old and three-year old at home.

      “The Prairie Center is sort of unusual. Here in the U.S., many of the retreat centers are secular. Of those that aren’t, most are Mayahana, or Zen focused. A handful practice Theravada Buddhism. Even fewer are esoteric or tantric. But The Prairie Center is explicitly not secular and isn’t tied to a specific school or sect of Buddhism.”

      “So it’s the equivalent of a nondenominational or nonsectarian church?”

      “Right. So, at Prairie, retreats are an opportunity for practitioners to expand their knowledge of other practices. That means there are lectures, meditations, and readings based on the various sects and schools, in addition to the usual mindful eating and working sessions, noble silences, and seated and walking meditations.”

      “Sounds boring.”

      Bodhi shrugged. “I could use some boredom.”

      He lifted a spoonful of soup to his mouth. An explosion of ginger, lemongrass, and chilies burst onto his taste buds. Nolan watched his face.

      “Pretty amazing, isn’t it?”

      “It really is.”

      Nolan laughed. “Told you.”

      They ate in silence for a few moments. Then Bodhi rested his spoon on the side of his saucer. “How are Katie and the kids?”

      “They’re great, man. Katie’s planning to join a pediatric practice in our neighborhood next year when the little one starts pre-K. It’s a wild ride with Noah and Serena; I won’t pretend it’s not. But they’re fun, you know? Exhausting, but fun.”

      Bodhi nodded. A week ago, Nolan’s idea of fun would have struck him as a messy attachment. But now? Well, now he didn’t know. That’s why he was headed to Onatah. To figure it out in a place of peace.
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        Onatah, Illinois

        Monday, suppertime

      

      

      Chief of Police Bette Clark stifled a sigh and raked her fingers through her long white hair. She wasn’t old enough to have white hair, she thought for what had to be the eight thousandth time. It was her oft-repeated silent lament.

      Her job had drained the color right out of her hair. But it would hardly do for Onatah’s head law enforcement officer to be seen in Shelia’s Shear Beauty Salon, sitting under a bubble dryer with dye on her head. It was undignified. So, she rocked her white locks with authority but secretly planned to dye them mermaid blue the day she retired. Or maybe a shocking pink.

      Regardless, the mess she was dealing with right now was Exhibit A in the collection of evidence that her job was prematurely aging her.

      On the other side of her battered metal desk, Jason Durbin, red-faced and blustering, was struggling mightily to keep hold of his temper. Judging from the way the veins bulged out on his tanned forearms, he was losing the battle.

      A few feet away from him—just out of reach of Jason’s meaty fists—Mark Olson was sneering. Whether the sneer was directed at her or Jason, Bette couldn’t tell, but regardless of the target, it was pissing them both off. She allowed herself a brief fantasy of wiping the expression off Olson’s face with a right hook of her own.

      Then, she pushed herself to standing and threw back her shoulders. She reflexively rested her right hand on the butt of the gun at her hip. A wordless reminder as to who was in charge around here.

      “Now, that’s enough, you two.” She waited until the glaring men looked away from one another and met her eyes before continuing. “Jason, I know you know that Supra Seed has a commission especially to address the issue of crop death from pesticide drift. If you’ve got a problem with Mark’s spraying practices, that’s the venue to—”

      “And you and I also both know Mark’s been warned before about using Crop-Clear when the winds are up. Supra Seed’s just gonna slap him on the wrist again. Meanwhile, I’ve got a field full of withering corn, chief. That’s a lost harvest.” Jason was just about shaking with fury.

      Mark shrugged, unconcerned. “Take it up with the commission, Jason. Like she said, there’s a process in place. They’ll compensate you for your lost crop, if you can substantiate your damages. Or you could go to the state about it. Now, if we’re done here, Donna’s holding my dinner.”

      Bette narrowed her eyes. The crack about complaining to the state was just an effort to get under Jason’s skin. The state regulatory board had a backlog that stretched into the last millennium, which was the whole reason Supra Seed set up a private board in the first place.

      “You go on home, Mark. Give Donna my best. But I don’t want any more calls from you or her about Jason trespassing. Hear?”

      “Talk to him.”

      “I’m talking to you. If you see him near your land, go on out and offer him a cup of coffee, don’t call in a complaint. You’re neighbors for Pete’s sake.”

      Mark appeared to be chewing on the inside of his cheek in an effort to bite back his words. The effort failed. “You’re right, Chief Clark. We’re neighbors. So, let me give you some neighborly advice, Jason. Stop being a stubborn hippie. Sign up for Supra Seed’s grower program, already. You’ll increase your crop yield; your quality will be more even; and you can buy their crop management software and automate your growing. Embrace progress; embrace technology.”

      Bette massaged her forehead. Why would Mark give an organic farmer the Supra Seed hard sell? Was he trying to get Jason arrested?

      As if on cue, Jason lunged at him, shrieking, “Poison! You’re poisoning the earth and your children with that crap! What do you think is in your precious seeds? How do you think they can be immune to that blasted pesticide—do you think it’s magic?”

      Bette raced around to the front of the desk and shoved herself between the two men. Jason bumped up against her, trying to get at Mark, and she grabbed his forearms.

      “No, Jason. I think it’s science.” Mark laughed.

      “Get out of here.” She forced the words out from between clenched teeth. “Now, Mark.”

      Mark Olson tipped his ball cap at her before striding out of her office. “Good night, chief. Jason.”

      She waited until she heard his pickup sputter to life out front. Then she released Jason from her grip.

      He lowered his eyes to the floor and mumbled, “Sorry, chief.”

      She exhaled a long, exasperated breath. “Go on home. Call the Supra Seed commission in the morning, okay?”

      His face was dark, and she could tell he was fighting back tears. “For all the good it’ll do.”

      “It won’t do any good if you don’t call them.” She paused. “You have any of those free-range eggs to sell?”

      He wouldn’t meet her eyes. “I don’t want your charity, Bette.”

      “That’s Chief Clark to you. And it’s not charity, Jason. I need to eat, for crying out loud. Now, do you have eggs or am I gonna have to go to Bag-n-Buy?”

      “I’ve got eggs.”

      “Good. I’ll stop by the stand tomorrow. Now, Jason, you’ve gotta get a handle on your temper.”

      “Yes, chief,” he said in a subdued tone.

      He sounded for all the world like a chastened schoolboy, which, frankly, seemed fitting since she felt for all the world like a middle school teacher.

      “Good night.”

      He nodded and shuffled out of her office.

      She eyed the clock and started to fantasize about her nightly vodka tonic. It was her one vice—a parting gift from her predecessor. Chief Williams had told her in his somber baritone at his retirement party, “Bette, pick yourself a signature cocktail. Make a date with one every night after work. But only one. You never know when that phone’s gonna ring, after all.”

      At the time, she’d smiled indulgently. But in the five years she’d been chief, that promise of that nightly drink had become a lifeline. One large ice cube, the best tonic water Bag-n-Buy sold, and two fingers of vodka consumed in complete silence while she sat on her back deck, no matter the weather.

      Just forty-five more minutes. Then she could lock the door to her office and put her warring farmers out of her mind until morning—or until one of them shot the other one, whichever came first.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      The low-cost bus from Chicago to Terre Haute, Indiana, stopped in a handful of small towns on its roughly two-hundred mile journey. Onatah wasn’t one of them. But the bus driver had assured Bodhi Onatah was just a flat, ten-mile walk from the town of Elm, which was on the route.

      So when the bus wheezed and rattled to a stop at the Traveler’s Haven in Elm, he followed the crowd down the steps and into the parking lot. They headed for the restrooms and donut counter, and he stood near the edge of the lot and oriented himself.

      The bus driver walked over, his unlit cigarette dangling from his mouth. “You want that two-lane road there. It’ll wind through a bunch of cornfields. You just stay on it, and it’ll take you to the heart of Onatah. If you’re lucky, someone will pick you up. Folks still do that around here.” He gestured at a thin ribbon of highway that intersected with the interstate.

      “Thanks.” Bodhi stuck out his hand.

      The driver blinked down at it and then gave it a cautious shake. Bodhi slung his bag over his shoulders and tightened the straps. He crossed the weedy patch that separated the parking lot from the interstate highway and waited for an opening in the flow of traffic. Then he hustled across to the cloverleaf and hiked down a grassy slope until he reached the road to Onatah.

      He squinted up at the hazy sky. The sun was low, ready to set. He checked his watch. He’d have to hurry if he didn’t want to travel most of the way to town in total darkness. He started walking.

      As promised, the road was flat. The scenery consisted almost entirely of tall cornfields on both sides of the asphalt. The occasional red barn or old farmhouse appeared back behind the fields. He encountered four trucks and one car; two deer; and a flock of migrating geese. And loads of hand-lettered signs stuck into the shoulder of the road. They read ‘Vote No on GMO’; ‘Preserve Onatah’s Family Farms’; ‘Home of a Proud Supra Seed Farmer’; ‘Hybrid Seeds = Better Yields, Lower Prices, Higher Profits’; and variations of those two apparently contrary sentiments.

      As the sun sank lower behind the small hills, a chill settled on the air. He jammed his hands deeper into his jacket pockets and quickened his pace. The tall steeple of a church was visible in the distance. He recalled Onatah’s layout from the online map he and Nolan had pulled up at the restaurant. The Lutheran church was situated on the town square right across from the feed store. The Prairie Center was just a half mile beyond the square. He was nearly there.

      A moment later, the purr of a car engine sounded behind him. He turned and saw a gleaming white sedan edging to the shoulder and slowing to a crawl. The driver was a woman, alone. She buzzed down the passenger window as the car came even with him.

      “Do you want a ride to town?” she called.

      He hesitated. Rural Illinois or not, it wasn’t safe for a single woman to be picking up hitchhikers. But his feet were numb from cold.

      “Are you sure that’s a good idea?”

      She eyed him. “You look harmless enough. But just in case you’re a serial killer, you should know I’m a third degree black belt in kung fu. So if you try anything, I’ll have to break your arms. Maybe a leg, too.”

      His laugh came from deep within his chest. “Fair enough.”

      He stepped over to the car and she unlocked the passenger side door. He hurried inside and blew on his hands to warm them. He looked over at her as she pulled back into the travel lane and brought the car up to cruising speed.

      “Thanks for the lift. I’m Bodhi King, and I’m not a serial killer.”

      She smiled. “You’re welcome, Bodhi King. I’m Hannah Lee Lin. And I really am a black belt.”

      He believed her. Even seated behind the wheel of the car, she carried herself with an unmistakable air of strength and poise. She sat completely erect, hands light on the steering wheel, eyes alert and unblinking.

      After a silence, she said, “Where are you headed, anyway? There’s not much in Onatah.”

      “I’m going to the Buddhist retreat
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