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She ran without thinking, without direction, desperation driving her deep into the fields. The endless rows of corn were an oppressive labyrinth, ripe heads bowing above her, snagging her hair. Blades whipped her palms as she thrashed through the towering stalks, not looking back.

She stumbled on rutted ground, dry soil crumbling beneath her feet. Her sneaker, rucked half off her heel, slipped from her foot. She let it go, the earth spiking through her sock. Blood thrummed in her ears. The night was clotted with clouds, the darkness pressing. She could feel the pollen erupting around her, gritting her eyes. Her mother’s voice sing-songed in her mind. Don’t forget your meds, sweetheart! A sob burst between her breaths.

Her lungs were burning. The thrumming in her ears was louder. Something out there. Coming closer. She felt a fresh stab of terror as light smeared the shadows, the knotted canopy shimmering green above her. She threw herself down, curling around the brace roots, eyes squeezed shut. The drone circled overhead, whining like a dentist’s drill. Her eyelids were rinsed with a pallid glow.

Slowly it passed, strobing the fields. Was that a shout she heard beneath its fading hum? Low growl of an engine in the distance? She curled herself tighter into stillness, at one with the roots and the soil. A mouse hiding from a hawk.

As her breaths slowed, the pain—kept at bay by adrenaline—came on. There were points of it across her body: the back of her skull, struck so hard her vision had exploded with light, two fingers of her left hand where she’d fallen, bending back with a nauseating snap, her thigh where the flimsy cotton of her clothes had been ripped open. But worst of all was her neck, where the pain was concentrating in a burning pool.

She went to touch her throat, but flinched back when her fingers slid into something slick and pulpy. Her T-shirt was soaked. She had thought it was sweat, the night air so close she could barely breathe. But she could smell the blood now. Warm metal. Iron and rust. Sparks of memory: a tumble from her bike, knees split open on blistering asphalt, her uncle’s abattoir in Fayette, squeal of half-stunned hogs and arcing blades, red beads on her palm welling at the razor’s sting, hot press of another hand to hers.

Her whole body was shaking, teeth chattering. She knew she should get up, but her limbs were leaden. Her breath quickened. The darkness swayed in front of her, a murmur of wind to shiver the corn. There was laughter in her mind. The fields, waist-high with spring crops, rippled before her as she ran. He was behind her, coming up fast. The delicious shock of his arms catching around her waist, her laugh ending in a shriek as she was lifted into the air. His lips on hers; salt-sweat and corn dust. Desire striking a bell inside her.

James.

Her thoughts snagged on him. Shaking confetti from his hair on their wedding day. Straightening his tie in the mirror on his way to work, blowing her a kiss from the front door that she would catch in her hand and pitch back to him. Nights in the beautiful home they had made together, buzz of cicadas through the windows, his brow a knot of concentration, screen-glare reflected in his glasses, equations gliding up the lenses. The creak of their bed as he crept in, murmuring an apology as she shifted awake.

“Where have you been?”

“Working.”

“What time is it?”

“Time for sleep.”

Her neck throbbed. The wetness was spreading. She felt a strange fluttering deep inside and realized it was her own heart, fast and faint like tiny wings, beating against her chest.

She saw herself in the kitchen mirror, hours earlier—eyes red, blond hair wayward—as she snatched up the keys and left the house. The drive: AC drying her eyes, the calm-voiced directions of the GPS. Out from manicured neighborhoods along the blaze of the strip mall, Wendy’s and a funeral parlor, Bob’s Lube and the dentist, a woman grinning on the billboard outside, bugs swarming her neon smile. Past the Kum & Go gas station, over the railroad tracks, skirting the oil-black slick of the river, streetlights fading behind. A water tower rising ahead, standing sentinel over the vast dark of the cornfields. She had driven this route before, her mind on him, but fear had always made her turn back before she reached that flag on the edge of the screen, not knowing what she might find. Moths tilting at the windshield. Distant taillights bleeding red streaks through the darkness.

The fluttering in her chest was fainter. Soil puffed up with each gasp of breath to speckle her dry lips. She had never felt so thirsty. James, leaning in close on their wedding day, champagne fizzing in his glass. Oh God. James? Her thoughts were ebbing, memories fading like a freight train rumbling across the prairie night, wind in its wake.

So thirsty. So tired.

Time for sleep.
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Riley Fisher glanced at the screen again. The GPS still wanted her to turn right, the arrow flashing insistently. Twenty-three minutes since dispatch had called. She drummed her fingers on the wheel, willing the lights to change. The usual flow of morning traffic—pickups and eighteen-wheelers—thundered past on the highway.

“I can walk from here.”

Glancing in the rearview mirror, Riley saw Madison had looked up from her phone. “It’s fine, sweetheart.”

Her niece held her gaze for a moment, then returned to whatever it was she’d been engrossed in since Riley had rushed her from the house, grabbing the girl’s backpack and hustling her into the car. The screen’s glow highlighted the sharpness of Maddie’s cheeks.

The blast of a horn behind told her the lights had changed. Riley turned left. She was driving down Lafayette passing the department—the opposite direction to where she should be headed—when she saw Logan Wood in the parking lot, sunlight winking off his badge.

Spotting her, he jogged to the sidewalk, hand raised. As she stopped, Logan opened the door and ducked his head in. He was wearing aviators. A black T-shirt beneath his khaki shirt was embossed with the department’s letters in white across the neck: BHCSO. Black Hawk County Sheriff’s Office. “You headed to the scene? I just got the call, but Carter isn’t off shift yet and we’re short on cruisers.”

“Get in.”

Logan slid in, repositioning the Mobile Data Terminal so his broad frame would fit in the Dodge Charger’s low-slung seat. He spotted the girl in the back. “Oh. Hey, Maddie.”

“Hi,” she said, not looking up.

Logan looked at Riley, his tanned brow creasing.

“Ethan,” she murmured in answer, maneuvering her way into the traffic. “I’ve just got to drop her home.”

Six blocks later, Riley pulled up outside the house on the shabby fringes of one of the poorer neighborhoods in Waterloo. The street was potholed, weeds growing between the cracks. The houses hunched close together, flags limp in the airless morning. Rusted grills and sagging lawn chairs protruded from grass grown wild. Outside her sister-in-law’s house a hulking red tow truck was parked on the curb. On the door, Mason Lee’s Auto Repairs was underlined with a wrench.

Maddie climbed out, phone still gripped in her hand. There was a white skull on the case, hollow eye sockets staring between her fingers. Riley didn’t know when it had changed from the sparkled pink one she’d bought for her niece’s fourteenth birthday.

“I’ll see you soon,” she called through the window.

Maddie turned to go, tossing her dark hair and swinging her backpack on to her shoulder.

“Hey! I love you.”

The girl glanced back. A smile softened her face, briefly. “Love you too.” Then she was gone, disappearing behind the tow truck’s red bulk.

Riley waited until the screen door closed, then pulled away.

“About as chatty as Jake and Callie first thing in the morning,” Logan observed.

Riley didn’t answer. She’d met Logan’s niece and nephew a couple of times and had found them bright and garrulous. A surprise, given what they’d been through. Maddie had been more like that: quicker with smiles and affection, a year or so ago. The frayed friendship bracelet on her wrist the girl had spent hours braiding for her, all her favorite colors—peacock blues and ocean greens—was testament to that. It’s her age, Aunt Rose had said. But Riley wasn’t so sure that was the problem. Her gaze went to the rearview, the tow truck still visible as she turned the corner, then put her foot on the gas.

Moments later they were crossing the Cedar River, which gleamed like a sheet of steel, winding its way through miles of farmland and prairie to join the Iowa River that flowed into the mighty Mississippi. Fumes from factories on the riverbanks smeared the sky. The Cedar soon disappeared behind them but maintained its presence in the creeks that fingered their way through the dense woods of the state park. All the waterways here were joined like green veins.

Logan tilted the screen of the MDT, enough for him to read the details listed alongside the GPS map. The destination flag was planted in the middle of nowhere. “A farmer called it in?”

“Just under an hour ago.”

“Who’s on scene?”

“Schmidt and Nolan. Cole took the call.”

Riley tried to keep her tone neutral, but she saw Logan look sideways at her and knew he’d caught the bite in it.

She turned off the highway before they reached Cedar Falls, where she’d started her journey, and finally she was on track, heading north into the county on empty back roads. Cornfields stretched away, signs naming the types and provenance of the corn staked along the roadside. Most bore the name Agri-Co—one of the largest corporations in America, responsible for much of the country’s seed development and major suppliers of agrochemicals. There weren’t many farms in the Corn Belt that didn’t use their products, either sowed in the soil or sprayed on it.

Logan slapped at his neck. “Goddamn bugs.” He studied his hand, then fished a bottle of sanitizer from a pouch on his utility belt, next to his gun. He squeezed a blob into his palm and rubbed his hands together, filling the car with a chemical whiff. “Bugs, shit, and corn.” He slid his disinfected palm toward the blade straight road, lancing ahead beyond the windshield, clouded with dust. “On and fucking on.”

It was almost a year since Logan joined the department, moving with his folks from Flint. His father, niece, and nephew had been badly affected by the crisis there—when lead seeped into Flint’s water supply after city officials changed the system in an attempt to save money, then tried to cover up the devastating consequences. His mother had determined that a new start in the great green-gold of the Iowa prairie would be good for them all. But Logan seemed to be finding it hard to adjust, not least because he’d been a detective back in Flint, and the transfer had seen him demoted to a deputy in Patrol, and a rookie at that.

“Might as well start calling it home,” Riley told him, looking out over the fields of soy and maize unfurling before them in gentle waves. Here and there, red barns rose from the rippling green like the prows of graceful ships, the blades of Aeromotor windmills rising like masts above them. Further off, silver towers of wind turbines and grain silos marked some of the larger farms in the county, the air gauzy with dust. Closer was a water tower, its pot-bellied bowl teetering on spindly steel legs. The sky was a blaze of blue, just a few wisps of white cloud. A cottontail day, her mom would have called it.

“So damn flat,” murmured Logan. “Like God went and stomped on it.”

“Missing the purple mountain majesties of Michigan?”

“We had hills. Hills like you’ve never seen, flatlander.”

“It’s Sergeant Flatlander to you, hill-boy.” Riley checked herself as she said it. They’d bantered like this through the six months he’d been assigned as her partner, back when she’d still been a deputy in Patrol—Logan mocking all things Iowan, usually the performance of the Hawkeyes, her ribbing him about his obsession with the gym, his regime of vitamins and his need for cleanliness.

But things were different now.

Logan was grinning though, teeth white against his fake tan. Radiation bronze, she’d joked once, regretting the words even as they were leaving her mouth. He hadn’t laughed at that one, his family still suffering the aftereffects of the lead-poisoned water—his father almost dying from Legionnaires’ disease, his niece and nephew struggling with learning difficulties and behavioral problems.

Ahead, someone had nailed a sign to a utility pole. Riley caught a flash of red, white, and blue painted letters.


VOTE LOCAL! VOTE COOK!!



That morning the news’ stations had been chattering about State Senator Jess Cook’s lead against Governor Bill Hamilton in the latest gubernatorial polls. Cook, a farmer’s daughter and staunch advocate for environmental protection and sustainable agriculture, seemed to be riding well on small, but forceful waves of protest that had dogged Hamilton’s campaign. Only yesterday, the governor’s car had been egged by demonstrators in Des Moines, protesting his ties to Big Ag firms, whose backing had helped keep him in power for three terms, but whose practices had forced families out of business and damaged whole ecosystems.

Riley had caught the coverage as she’d been getting ready, pausing as she towel dried her hair, to watch Hamilton striding up the steps of the capitol with a brisk wave for the cameras. He was looking older these days, hair stippled gray at the sides, but still with that confident walk and self-assured smile. It was years since she’d seen the governor in person, on the day of her parents’ funeral.

A billboard loomed up, decorated with a logo—three yellow ears of corn against a red rising sun. The lettering became clear as they approached.


ZEPHYR FARMS.

KNOWIN’ WHAT’S BLOWIN’ IN THE WIND.



The GPS indicated a right turn just after it.

“So it’s Zephyr’s land she was found on?” Logan was frowning at the billboard.

“You know them?”

“Me and Carol took the kids to an event they ran last Halloween. Haunted farm thing—creepy hayrides, pick your own pumpkin. Zephyr’s a cooperative.”

“Right.” Riley nodded.

Cooperatives were how some smaller Iowa farms had been able to survive the relentless advances of Big Ag. By dominating the market in hybrid seeds, fertilizer and pesticides—the holy trinity of crop production—through aggressive trademarking, swallowing up the competition and tactical lobbying at the highest levels of government, giants like Agri-Co had come to control much of the nation’s agricultural wealth. A necessary evil, some called them. Progress, said more. But to those whose forefathers had farmed this land since the days of the first families from New York, Philadelphia, and Virginia, who’d settled here after the Black Hawk War when the Ioway had been driven west, these corporations were vultures, polluters and thieves.

“I’m surprised you haven’t heard of them, Sarge. They won some commendation from the mayor last year. It was in The Courier.” Logan grinned at her. “But then Zephyr are all about organic produce. Farm to table. You know, real food. Not that chemical swill you eat.”

Riley saw the dirt track at the last second, obscured by a fringe of maize. She turned sharply, wheels skidding in grit, seatbelt tightening against her chest, Logan grabbing for the door handle. The car forged a path between the green rows, bouncing over rutted soil, each shock jolting through Riley’s hands, tight on the wheel. Overhanging stalks bent back from the grille, ears of corn bumping off the roof. A bird darted across the windshield.

“Did you meet the owner of Zephyr when you came?” Riley checked the MDT for the name. “John Brown?”

Before Logan could answer, the radio crackled. Someone was calling dispatch.

“I called half an hour ago. Where the hell are they?”

That voice, all force and arrogance, was unmistakable. Jackson Cole.

Riley brought the car to a halt in front of a group of vehicles blocking the narrow dirt channel between two high walls of maize. A John Deere tractor loomed like a green giant over a cruiser and another black Dodge Charger, older and more battered than hers—Cam Schmidt’s. As the dust settled, Riley opened the door. The heat closed around her like a fist.
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The men were just beyond the vehicles, dwarfed by the corn. There was Deputy Cameron Schmidt, awkwardly tall and too old now to wear those extra inches well—so old, in fact, that no one in the department knew whether it was his stooping shoulders or his twenty plus years as a detective that had earned him the nickname, Hunch. 

Cam Schmidt was speaking to a man Riley didn’t recognize—late sixties and spindle-limbed, with a brown face that was as wrinkled as a raisin. The farmer, she guessed. He was carrying a shotgun, broken over one arm. At Schmidt’s side was Jackson Cole. The deputy’s arms were folded, creasing the khaki shirt across his back.

Cole was the first to turn at Riley’s approach. “Thought you’d got lost, Sarge.”

His smirk showed the crooked front tooth she’d once found charming, back when they started together in the department as rookies. A humble blemish in this otherwise perfect Iowa man, linebacker broad with a thatch of corn-blond hair and denim-blue eyes. She’d discovered, in the years since, the tooth wasn’t his only flaw.

It was six months since her promotion, but Cole hadn’t let her forget how pissed he was about it. Barely a day went by without some comment or look—nothing she could ever discipline him for, just enough to let her know she’d never win his respect.

Cole’s eyes narrowed as Logan appeared from behind the tractor. He was clearly wondering what the deputy was doing arriving with her. Good. Let him wonder.

“Sarge.” Schmidt gestured to the man beside him. “This is John Brown. He made the call.”

Riley extended her hand. “Sergeant Riley Fisher, head of Investigations, Field Services Division.” She caught the tic that jumped at the corner of Cole’s mouth and felt a little surge of satisfaction.

“An honor, ma’am.” Brown’s drawl was low and long. Pure Iowa.

Riley was surprised by the earnestness in his tone and the strength of his hand, gripping hers. She could feel the calluses roughing his palm. He wore an old Hawkeyes T-shirt faded from too many wears and washes. There was writing carved into the stock of his gun. God Bless America. 

“I knew your grandfather, ma’am. Sheriff Joe Fisher was a friend to us, even after he left the department. Worked with the mayor and the city council. Made sure we kept our lands, even though them sons of bitches tried every trick to take them. Haven’t seen him for years. How’s he doing?”

Riley released Brown’s hand, her mind filling with an image of her grandfather, staring from the worn depths of the armchair in the old folks’ home, drool stringing from his puckered mouth. Last week’s visit had been brutal. “He’s fine, thank you. Tried every trick? Do you mean Agri-Co?” She’d heard this complaint before about the agricultural giant. Brown nodded. His lips pursed and Riley thought he might spit. “How much of this land is yours, sir?”

“Well, between us here at Zephyr Farms we have fifteen hundred acres.” There was a clear note of pride in his tone. “From the banks of the Cedar to the county line.”

“That’s pretty sizeable, isn’t it?”

“The Browns are in a cooperative with the Garrett, Davis and Wilson farms, Sarge,” Schmidt said.

Brown nodded. “We grow vegetables and soy, but most of our crop is dent corn.”

“Dent corn?” asked Logan.

Brown smiled, his eyes creasing. “Not from around here are you, son? Most of what you see in Iowa is dent—gets its name because the kernels are all indented by harvest time.”

“It’s mostly used for livestock feed,” Riley added, for Logan’s benefit. “And ethanol production.”

“That’s true, ma’am. But here at Zephyr we only use ours for cornmeal. Real good flavor when it’s dry milled.”

“My sister got a bag when we were here at Halloween,” Logan said. “My mom swore she’s never made better cornbread.”

Brown’s smile made Jackson Cole scowl.

“It’s a new variety. We’ve been working on it for over three years. It’s up for the Iowa Food Prize.” Brown scanned their faces, expecting a reaction. “It’s a big deal. The winner will be announced at the state fair in August. Near ninety thousand farms in Iowa and most of them’ll be there. If we win that prize, Zephyr will sure be front and center of the map. Knock on wood, we’ll be set for life. Let Agri-Co try and come for us then.” His zeal faltered, his eyes darting to the corn. “But if word gets out that …?”

“It was you who found the body?” Riley asked. 

“Yup, ma’am. Had the eagle out this morning.”

“Eagle?”

“That’s what we call our crop drone. She helps us check things are growing as they should. I saw some stalks in the north of this field were damaged.” He gestured. “Took her in for a closer look and …” He trailed off, his gaze sliding back to the dense web of corn.

Riley shifted her position, drawing his attention, keeping him focused while checking his face for any sign of a lie. “We’ll need to see the drone footage.”

“All arranged, Sarge,” Schmidt interjected. “Mr. Brown says he was driving home three nights ago when he saw another drone—not his—over his fields.”

“I’d been out at our grain silos with Ed Wilson,” Brown explained. “We saw its lights from the road. I knew our bird wasn’t up—she was in my truck. We thought it might be one of the sellouts.” He tilted his head east, then west.

“Sellouts?”

“There’re a lot of them around here now—farms who’ve signed up with Agri-Co.” Brown’s voice strengthened. “Men here used to understand everything about what they were growing. Been sharing seeds since settler times. As my daddy would say, go to your neighbor’s field with many pockets. But then Agri-Co got to trademarking everything, taking away our God-given right to save seeds and share our knowledge. Now, most folk don’t even know what they’re putting in the ground. Just get their seeds delivered from Agri-Co’s labs, sign their NDAs, and accept their share when the reaping’s done. Those farms are nothing more than—wombs. Where Agri-Co gets to test their crops and gain the data for themselves. Data worth billions. Heck, I understand their need. I wouldn’t be here now if we hadn’t formed Zephyr. You sink or swim on getting big or selling out. But our neighbors have helped make Agri-Co the monopoly it is today. Too powerful to challenge. Too big to fail. Corn breeding and genetic engineering—you name it, they’re in it. Just a handful of firms now control America’s food supply. They set prices for consumers and wages in the industry.”

Riley noticed Logan nodding at Brown’s words. She’d heard Senator Cook on the radio, railing against these same issues that were driving family farms into the ground.

“They’re protected by levels of insurance and government subsides us little folk can only dream of,” continued Brown. “And they get to go to all these poor, struggling farmers who’re not so proud anymore that they won’t offer up their own soil for another man’s seed, if it’ll see them through another harvest.”

“And you think this drone might have belonged to one of these farms?” Riley cut in before Brown could continue his diatribe.

“Well, I’m pretty sure it was one of Agri-Co’s bootlickers that sabotaged Frank Garret four years back, before he joined us. Five acres of soy, ready for harvest, sprayed with the wrong herbicide. An accident, they said. Killed the whole crop.” Brown’s gaze returned to Riley. “This drone I saw was moving low over my fields. Flew off when me and Ed tried to follow it in my truck. I’d have taken it out if I could.” He jogged the shotgun on his arm.

Riley ignored, for the moment, Brown’s willingness to break a federal law. “You didn’t come out here when you saw the footage? Have a look yourself?”

“No need.” Brown’s nose wrinkled. “I knew what I was seeing. I called it in right away, just came to meet your men here.”

Riley met Schmidt’s eye. With luck they had a clean scene. As clean as could be in this heat at least. “And Mr. Wilson will attest that you were with him? The night you saw this drone?”

John Brown started to nod, then realized the implication of Riley’s question. “Oh, certainly, ma’am,” he said quickly. “And my sons were with me at the farm later that evening. Wives and grandkids too. We’ve been working all hours. Getting ready for the state fair.”

“We’ll need a list of your colleagues and employees in the cooperative. Anyone with access to your lands.”

Brown thrust a hand through his thinning hair. He looked pained, but nodded. “Anything you need.” He hesitated. “How quiet can we keep this, ma’am? Will it be made public it’s Zephyr’s land she’s been found on? I mean, God knows I’m sorry for her. But with our corn up for the award—?” He wedged his thumbs in the pockets of his faded jeans. “Woman had no business out here, far as I can see.” Brown shook his head. “No business at all.”

“We’ll do what we can,” said Riley, her calm tone not revealing what she knew to be true.

The Courier would have this within hours. But even before that, locals would spread it like pollen, the news jumping from farm to store, auto repair shop to bar, leaving its traces everywhere, in grave tones and shaking heads, another Bud ordered out of respect. Kids would come, take selfies with crime scene tape. Post them on Instagram.

Riley turned to Schmidt. “Nolan’s with the body? OK, I’ll take a look. You called the ME?”

“Just about to, Sarge.”

Riley nodded to Cole and Logan. “Set up a cordon and start the log. I don’t want anyone else entering these fields until we’ve worked the scene.”

After pulling on a pair of protective overshoes, she pushed her way into the corn, following Schmidt’s directions. The detective’s last words played in her mind.

She ain’t pretty, Sarge.

The corn reared around her, knitted close, the silks like russet hair hanging limp from the ears. Her grandfather’s voice sang out of the past. Knee-high by Fourth of July. The old sayings no longer worked. These crops were well over her head and it was only late June.

There was some shade from the sun’s nuclear glare, but the heat was suffocating, trapped inside the green thicket. It had been a humid start to the season, following a wild wet spring, tornadoes skipping about the state, eight deadly touchdowns since April.

It wasn’t long before she smelled it—the rot-sweet stink of death. A few yards later, she heard the bleep of a camera. Flies buzzed her face. Ahead, she picked out Bob Nolan’s bulk. The crime scene investigator was crouched among the roots. His green polo shirt, with the yellow letters, CSI, had ridden up, while his cargo pants had slid down, exposing an unfortunate amount of pale skin, fuzz, and crack. The blue gloves at the end of his freckled arms made him look clown-like.

Nolan rose at her approach, fending off the encroaching stalks. Gripping his camera in one hand, he hitched up his pants. His equipment case was open on the ground. He wore overshoes and a facemask, from around which his auburn beard tufted. “There’s a spare mask in there, Sarge,” he nodded to the case. “She’s ripe.”

Riley had seen many bodies over her twelve-year career in Black Hawk County. RTA victims hacked from twisted metal. Overdoses and suicides. Victims of summer tragedies pulled from lakes and winter misfortunes dug from frozen fields. Farmers drowned in their own grain bins. But it was still a punch to the gut as she looked over Nolan’s shoulder to see what the cocoon of roots contained.

The woman was lying on her side, face obscured by her hair that streaked blond across her cheeks, matted with dried blood. Her legs were bunched up, arms flopped in the soil close to her head, as though she were curled asleep. One sneaker was missing, a foot protruding, white ankle sock grimed with dirt. Her clothes—cotton pants and T-shirt—were ripped in places, revealing gray-green mottled skin. She was swollen with decay and rent with dark wounds, the blood black and congealed, the flesh pulped raw. Her insides squirmed with maggots.

Riley grimaced as she reached for a mask, trying not to breathe through her nose or mouth. The stench—a toxic perfume of pungent methane and acrid ammonia—was trying to enter her any way it could. Her whole being felt assaulted by it.

“She’s been out here a few days at least. And in this temperature …?” Nolan shook his head.

“Do you have a rough time of death?”

“At this point, I’d say it’s going to be three or four days ago. The maggots are still in the early stages and much of the tissue is intact.”

“So around the same time as this drone the farmer says he saw?”

“Could be. Webb will hopefully be able to give us a more exact time after she’s done the autopsy. Has Hunch called her?”

“He’s doing it now. First impressions on cause?” Riley looked past Nolan at the body. Those wounds? The woman looked as though she’d been torn at by something.

A fly landed on Nolan’s mask and twitched across it. “It’s too soon to say for sure. These scratches on her arms—” He moved with care, his protected feet soft on the soil. Despite his size he was always remarkably delicate at crime scenes. “They look like defensive wounds. Two of her fingers appear broken, torn nails too, and there’s a pretty big welt on the back of her skull. I think this is probably our culprit though.” Nolan pointed a blue finger toward a jagged, maggoty wound in the woman’s neck, partially obscured by her hair. “Blood loss would have been substantial.”

“Weapon?”

Nolan’s sweat-greased brow furrowed. “I don’t know. It’s an odd wound, for sure. The skin’s too ripped up for a knife I’d say, unless maybe a serrated one?” He paused. “Whatever it was, this was a vicious attack. Tore right through the muscle in places.”

Riley felt a tightening in her gut like a knot being pulled taut. Her eyes strayed to the woman’s hands, clutched in front of her face. She could see the pink glimmer of polish on one chipped nail, the soil black beneath. She imagined those hands splayed in the dirt, digging in against the pain. Something on top of her. Ripping at her.

Stay still, or I’ ll hurt you.

“Sarge?”

Riley realized Nolan had been speaking. “Sorry?”

“I said I’ve done most of my midrange shots. Going to move her hair now. Get a look at her face. See if we can start on identification.”

She nodded, watching as Nolan parted the woman’s hair, gentle as if she were a lover. Riley took in the woman’s gray-hued face. High forehead and snub nose, a small mouth, and soft jaw. The features shifted in her mind, redefining themselves into a woman alive. Alive and much younger. Shock pulsed through Riley. “My God.”

“What is it?” Nolan asked. “Sarge?”

“Chloe,” murmured Riley.

Girlish laughter, a head bent close to hers, blond hair tickling her arm. A whisper in her ear. Warm breath, sickly with cotton candy.

He’s looking at you, Ri!

Riley’s hand curled into a fist, fingers digging into her palm, which was veined with a tiny white scar. The same scar she knew would be there, under all the blood and grime, on the dead woman’s palm. “Chloe Clark,” she repeated, not taking her eyes off the body. “We were—” She faltered on the word, then let it out. “Friends.”
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They arrived through the course of the day, dust from the cars pluming over the dirt track. Sheriff Reed, two deputies from the K-9 unit and more from Patrol called to help search the fields, or stopping by to rubberneck and talk with colleagues, mopping their brows in the stewed heat of the afternoon. Yellow lines of crime scene tape were strung up to garland the fields. Thunderheads mushroomed in the west.

Twilight brought the bugs, followed by reporters from The Courier and a local news’ crew, hovering at the edges of the tape, cajoling the officers they knew for information. Things like this didn’t happen in Black Hawk County, where stores still closed on Sundays and strangers were noticed.

The missing sneaker was found some distance from the body, then a partial set of tire prints on a narrow track that ran along the north line of the field, eventually joining the road. The whole state was crisscrossed with such tracks: nameless arteries connecting countless isolated farms to the world.

Bob Nolan’s camera continued to click in the bruised evening light, each flash exposing a new aspect of the body. Every livid wound. Every inch of spoiling flesh. Soil samples were taken, maggots collected. The day shift changed over, deputies leaving, Logan Wood and Jackson Cole among them, others arriving, checking in with Riley before being entered in the scene log.

It was late when she finally left Zephyr’s fields, driving the few miles to Cedar Falls, the lights of the town drawing her in from the cornfields’ deep dark. Crossing the railroad tracks, she turned down the road toward her house, on the edge of a creek among the shadowy fringes of the state park. The porch light was on, a dull star glimmering between the sycamore trees. Our Victorian dame, her grandfather had called the house; her pale blue turret perched high as a bonnet above the porch that wrapped around her like a white petticoat.

Riley pulled up in the yard next to her grandfather’s pickup—an ancient, full-throated Dodge, half-eaten by rust. It was parked outside the old storage shed, which stood a short distance from the house, where the overgrown lawn sloped down to the creek. The rotten structure was piled with the odds and ends of generations of the Fisher family. Strata of things stored, junked or forgotten: broken furniture, collars from dead dogs, and Fourth of July bunting tangled in Christmas lights, mildewed tents, and hunting gear.

As she killed the engine, Riley caught music coming through the open windows of the house. Ethan was home.

She sat there for a moment, feeling the day dragging at her. The smell of the body—Chloe’s body—lingered. It would be days, she knew, before it left her. Willing herself to move, she slid out of the car. The night seethed with the live wire hum of cicadas. Scrounger was barking at the screen door. There was a halo of moths around the porch light, shadows fluttering over the sun-bleached cushions of the porch swing. Crushed beer cans lay scattered beside an overflowing ashtray.

Riley nudged Scrounger back as she entered. The dog was an ex K-9 from Bremer, destined for lethal retirement. After reading his story in the paper, she’d found herself driving across the county line to the shelter where he’d ended up after a long, distinguished career. Sad eyes behind the cage bars, whiskered face pressing hopeful against her hand.

“What’s up with you?” she asked as Scrounger panted at her side through the kitchen into the central hallway—heart of the house—off which were the seldom-used family dining room, the living room and a bedroom. The music was louder here, coming from the bedroom, where light spilled beneath the door. Something country—guitars and melancholy. Crouching by the safe under the stairs, Riley unholstered her Glock 19 and typed in the code. Stowing the gun, she kicked off her soil-dusted boots and retraced her steps to the kitchen, shadowed by Scrounger.

As she flicked on the light, she saw the dog’s water and food bowls were empty, no sign of them having been refilled since the morning. She clenched down the anger that rose, hot and sudden. She didn’t have the strength for it tonight.

After feeding Scrounger, she stared uselessly into the half-empty fridge, before grabbing a couple of cheese slices and a beer. She flipped open the can and downed the beer, its cold fizz stinging her parched throat, then peeled the cellophane from the cheese and stood at the counter, tearing corners off the plastic-tasting sheets.

She’d taken another can and was heading for the stairs when Ethan emerged from his room. They stood facing one another, several yards of worm-eaten floorboards and a threadbare rug between them. She could have moved on with a perfunctory hello—nothing said about that morning or Scrounger—but for the cloud of sickly smoke that billowed out with her brother.

“God damn it, Ethan!” The words flew from her mouth with a force that surprised them both. “How many times?”

“Give me a break, Ri. It’s my house as much as yours.”

She hated when he called her that—what her friends once called her. Far too familiar for anyone, let alone him, to use now. “Yeah, and it’s my job that keeps it ours. A job I’d lose if that crap was found here.”

Ethan shook his head, moved past her into the kitchen. Stubble shadowed his face. His eyes were red-rimmed, his T-shirt grubby. Forty years old—five years older than her—and it was like living with an adolescent. “You can grow your own in California, for fuck’s sake.”

She wasn’t about to get dragged into another pointless debate on drug laws across different states: Ethan bitching about Iowa’s draconian regulations and being behind the rest of America. “It’s not just about the law.” Riley followed him into the kitchen. “What if Maddie found it?”

“You think she’s not seen pot before?” He turned on her. “Her mother and that piece of shit smoke it in front of her! Bitch,” he hissed through his teeth, yanking open the fridge.

Riley wasn’t sure whether the invective was meant for her brother’s ex-wife, Sadie, or for her. “I had to drive her home this morning. Again. I was late to a scene.”

He fished out a beer, kicked the fridge shut. “I was working late. Like you used to.”

Riley stared at him. She almost laughed. In what world could her brother think a graveyard patrol shift and pulling drinks in a dive bar for his good-for-nothing friends were the same? She had followed him intending to have a go about the dog too, but the will now left her. The fight was gone. Just the futility of an eternal argument and the smell of a dead woman on her clothes remained. “Fuck you, Ethan.”

Upstairs, the heat of the shower stung her skin. The water swirling into the drain was gray with dirt from the fields. Riley closed her eyes, letting it wash over her, her mind flickering with images. The body in the roots. The shock of recognition. Sheriff Reed’s frown deepening as she told him she had known the deceased. His questions. When had she last seen Chloe Clark? Who were her family? Where did she live?

Riley had been able to give him little. It was twenty years since she’d been friends with Chloe and Mia, and the rest of their gang from school. When she left Cedar Falls High—that summer—there had barely been a day when she didn’t think of them, or wonder if they thought of her. But time had dimmed the memories, which only returned when she’d run into one of them unexpectedly over the years. If the town had been smaller, she might not have come back, but with thirty-seven thousand inhabitants in Cedar Falls and almost double that in Waterloo—sixth most populous city in Iowa—such encounters were blessedly infrequent.

God, why did it have to be her?

After showering, she pulled on a T-shirt from her university days, Go Panthers stamped across the chest. She sat on the bed, the stitched joins of the patchwork quilt, made by her grandmother, prickling her bare legs. Her wet hair was ruffled by the ceiling fan’s revolutions. The room, with its yellow walls that the morning sun turned to butter, had witnessed the lives of four generations of her family. It was the room her grandfather had been born in and where her great-grandfather, George Fisher, had kissed his wife and son farewell before leaving with the Thirty-fourth, bound for Italy and the Winter Line. It was where they mourned him when he didn’t return, one of the many who never made it home from Europe, the blue star on the flag outside the house changed to gold for the fallen. It was the room her father had been brought home to, three years before Eisenhower deployed the first troops to Vietnam.

Later, it had become her parents’ when her father moved the family from Des Moines to care for his dying mother. He had continued to work through the week in the city, making the two-hour drive home at weekends. Riley, aged eleven, had slept in here with her mother those first few months, both of them unnerved by the depth of this new darkness; the clamor of the bugs and the naked power of the storms, the unknown things that moved in the creek, unsettling the waters.

Leaning against the headboard, Riley scanned the messages on her phone and tried to focus on the report from Schmidt, organizing her thoughts for the morning briefing Sheriff Reed had summoned her to. But soon her eyes were drifting to the photographs that decorated the vanity. Joe Fisher in his Sheriff’s uniform. Her mother and father at their wedding—Michael Fisher, the eminent lawyer, straight-backed and proud, Jenny Fisher, the legal secretary, smiling up at him. Her and Ethan perched on a John Deere tractor pulling faces at the camera. Aunt Rose and her partner, Lori, in the hospital with baby Benjamin. Maddie, two summers ago, braided hair and dimpled grin.

These were the only ones she kept on display, all the others shut away in albums in the den. But this house was one big album—every corner breathing with memory. The porch where she’d sat with Chloe and Mia, aged twelve, swelling with pride at the smile her mom flashed her as she brought out cookies for the new friends she’d made. The bed in her old room down the hall—now Maddie’s—where the three of them had scrunched in sleeping bags, sharing sweets and hushed laughter while snow pattered at the window. The green gloom of a late summer’s evening on the edge of the creek, katydids clicking in the grass as the razor stung her skin. The blood smeared across each of their palms.

Never tell.

Pushing herself off the bed, Riley crossed to the closet, floorboards creaking. Flicking on the light, she reached for the top shelf, pushing aside a tennis racket and ice skates. Behind was a saggy cardboard box, its weight surprising her as she lifted it down. Setting it on the floor, she sat cross-legged before it. Her hands rifled through its innards, pulling out trinkets and mementoes. Game tickets for the Iowa Cubs, cards for birthdays glittering her fingers. Spent shells from days shooting with her grandfather, a hunting trophy and a T-shirt from Arnold’s Park. I survived the roller coaster! A copy of the order of service from her parents’ funeral.

The yearbooks from Cedar Falls High were at the bottom. She discarded sophomore and junior years, took up the freshman one. Opening it, she scanned the pictures, memories sparked with every shot of the bleachers, the bad hair and acne-pocked faces, the homecomings and productions. She came upon them suddenly. Chloe, Mia and herself, all on the same page. Fourteen, on the cusp of fifteen. Best friends since junior high. She felt a stab of something. Regret? Longing? She should have gotten back in touch with them.

Too late now.

As Riley lifted the book to get a closer look, something fell out into her lap. It was a photograph, trapped between the pages all these years like a spider—long dead—but still with the power to shock.

There she was at the Iowa State Fair with Mia and Chloe, arms hanging around each other’s shoulders. Daisy Dukes cut so high you could see the pockets hanging down. Legs tanned and lean, crop tops and lip gloss. Girls playing women. Her breath caught as she saw the gold star necklace. A gift from her grandfather on her fourteenth birthday.

For my little deputy.

Her mom had whispered that her granddaddy had paid good money out of his pension for it, and she was to keep it safe. Behind her, in the photograph, the blue sky was deepening, and the fairground rides were studded with pinpricks of light. The photograph was torn. One side ripped away.

The missing image was a ghost in her mind, rushing toward her from out of the past. Smell of corn dogs and cotton candy. Harsh rattle of rides. Blare of music and spinning lights. A hand threading through hers. Fingers tightening.
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The next morning, on her way in, Riley stopped at the Sweet-Tooth bakery on Main Street for pastries and coffee. There was a copy of The Courier on the counter, news of the murder splashed across the front page, headline shouting over a shot of cornfields under a brooding sky. The young woman found dead wasn’t named. Deputies from Patrol had gone last night to inform Chloe’s parents and her husband. They were still with them, according to a text from Schmidt.

The drive from Cedar Falls to Waterloo was ten minutes on the highway, but since she was halfway down Main, Riley took the route through the suburbs, along the umbilical cord of gas stations, motels and fast-food outlets that connected the two cities.

The change was always abrupt. From the tree-shaded avenues, quaint shops and tap room bars of Cedar Falls, to the abandoned warehouses and decaying neighborhoods of Waterloo. If not for the University of Northern Iowa—where she’d majored in criminology—with its annual influx of students and money, Riley guessed Cedar Falls would have slumped into the same depression as Waterloo. There had been some brave attempts at regeneration in recent years—microbreweries sprouting on weed-covered lots, kayaks for hire on the Cedar River and an annual Pride festival, fulminated against by local churches. But they were fighting a strong downward pull.

Waterloo had once been a thriving industrial city, founded in 1845, built on corn, meat, and patriotism, connected to Chicago and Omaha by the old Illinois Railroad, and by the flow of the Cedar to the Mississippi. But the agricultural downturn of the eighties had caused a recession that changed the landscape. After that, only the biggest companies had been able—encouraged by successive governments—to survive and thrive. Many places in America were two-job towns, but in Waterloo it wasn’t unusual to work three. Even some of the deputies in the department took shifts with Fire and Rescue or as rangers for the state park to make ends meet.

Riley thought back to John Brown’s complaints against Agri-Co. Too powerful to challenge. Too big to fail. It was true that the bigger these companies became the more they were able to pull into their orbit—land and research grants, government subsidies and political support. But those weren’t the only things these giants sucked up. Across the country, whole communities were being left as ghost towns as local firms and families, unable to compete, were forced to close down. The lifeblood of rural America was being drained, leaving husks of cities, where poverty and crime rushed in to fill the void. It was a legacy all too visible in the boarded-up factories and processing plants that loomed like broken tombs around the city, haunted by vagrants and hookers, and cruised nightly by the squad cars of Waterloo PD.

Jess Cook had claimed she would put the power back in the hands of small business, investing in communities rather than companies. Perhaps she should vote for the senator? It was just habit, really, that had seen her cast her ballots for Bill Hamilton in the past. She didn’t owe the governor any loyalty. It was years ago that her father had worked for the man in Des Moines.

Turning down East Sixth, she pulled into the parking lot of the department. The brown-brick brute of a building with its pillbox windows was attached to the county jail and surrounded by the offices of bail bondsmen and attorneys. Together, the Sheriff’s office and jail were served by one hundred sworn officers and forty civilians, covering Black Hawk County. Riley parked the Dodge beside the row of cruisers and the Harley Road Kings of Motorcycle Patrol. A few of the cars’ engines were idling, keeping the interiors Arctic cold. Last night’s storm clouds had only threatened, and the humidity remained unbearably high.

Greeting the desk sergeant, she passed through security with a mental salute to her grandfather, whose picture had pride of place on the wall of heroes. Carrying the pastries, she entered the fluorescent-dazzled corridors of Field Services Division. The place smelled of cleaning chemicals and coffee.

The bullpen was more frenetic than usual, phones trilling, deputies calling to one another. On one desk a copy of USA Today was open on a page detailing a cyberattack on a petrochemical company in Polk County. Riley had caught a bit of the story on the radio. Eco-terrorists had been blamed. It was the second time the group—who called themselves Mission Earth and were thought to be Iowa-based—had made national news. The picture beside the headline showed the group’s slogan, spray painted on a wall. As the seas rise, so shall we. The FBI was investigating.

Logan was at his desk, engrossed in something on his computer. His dark hair was slick, no doubt fresh from the gym showers. Above him, taped to the wall near the dartboard, which still had a torn scrap of a picture of Hillary Clinton stuck to it, was a poster of missing teen, Gracie Foster. The sixteen-year-old, who’d disappeared without a trace from her home in Waterloo ten days ago, had been the department’s biggest case. Until yesterday.

Sergeant Hal Edwards, head of Patrol, thickset and in his late fifties with a bushy moustache last fashionable in the eighties, was in the doorway talking to Jackson Cole. They looked round as she passed. Edwards nodded, but didn’t break his conversation. Cole locked eyes with her for a beat, before turning his attention back to his sergeant. Riley guessed they’d all now heard she’d known the dead woman. The memories that had surfaced with Chloe’s body and kept her awake long into the night scratched at her mind.

Focus on the job. Just another case.

The next room along, much smaller than Patrol, belonged to Investigations. Through the internal windows, Riley saw Cam Schmidt on the phone. His suit jacket was crumpled over the back of his chair. On his desk were foam cups, manila files, and a grease-stained takeout box from Wok and Roll. Framed photographs showed his children and grandchildren. Another was of him and his wife, Sue, pink-cheeked and grinning beside their bikes. Riley had seen the maps on Schmidt’s desk, charting the cycle routes he and Sue planned to take on their next trip, red lines spidering north across the border into Canada. Wild prairie and mountains, lakes, and pines. There’s nothing like it, Riley. Like you’re really in the world. Part of it.

There were four other desks in the room, including hers and the one used by Bob Nolan, who spent most of his time between crime scenes, the lab and the evidence room. The others were empty. The department had lost two detectives in the past six months since Riley had been made sergeant—Carl Kramer to a bowel cancer diagnosis and Eric Hansen to early retirement. Hansen had talked some bullshit about wanting to spend more time with his grandkids, but she knew it wasn’t family duty that prompted his departure. Both he and Schmidt had vied for the position of sergeant, along with half a dozen deputies from Patrol, including Jackson Cole. Schmidt had taken her promotion on the chin—one of the first to buy her a beer. Others hadn’t been quite so ready to be ruled by a woman, especially not a younger woman, who might just have won it on her granddaddy’s reputation.

They would need to fill at least one of the posts, but with the department’s budget up for renewal and concerns over further cuts to their already stretched services, Sheriff Reed wanted to wait. For now, he’d assigned a rookie, Amy Fox, to help out with the day-to-day casework, answering phones and filing paperwork. Schmidt and Nolan seemed quite content to have the bright twenty-two-year-old hurrying around the place, quick with smiles and coffee.

“Morning,” Riley mouthed to Schmidt, proffering the box of pastries. 

“That’s great, Doctor Webb,” Schmidt said down the phone, fingering out a Danish with a grateful nod.

Good. He was talking to the ME already. Hopefully he’d have news on when Chloe’s autopsy report could be expected.

Throwing her jacket over her chair, Riley took the rest of the pastries and left Hunch to it.

Down the hall, past the chaplain’s room, she arrived at the Sheriff’s office. At her knock, a gruff voice called her in.

Sheriff Robert Reed was behind his desk, a stack of files beside him and a copy of The Courier open in front of him. On the wall were commendations from local organizations and charities, and a cross-stitch by his wife that spelled out the department’s motto: Excellence in Law Enforcement, a few flowers embroidered around it for good measure. Reed’s face was the color of rare steak from the afternoon spent in the fields. His cropped white hair was so thin she could see his scalp, livid red.

“Sergeant.” He eyed the pink box she set before him with a raised eyebrow. “Sweetening me up?”

Riley smiled, but said nothing. She didn’t want to show her hand quite so soon.

“You’ve seen this?” Reed tapped the paper. 

“Yes, sir.”

“I’ve had the county attorney on the line already. Less than two months from the state fair and with the gubernatorial coming up? You know how vital this next budget is to the department. I want this case handled quickly. Efficiently.” Reed reached for his coffee, fingers curling over the words on the mug: GOLD STAR FOR THE WORLD’S BEST SHERIFF. He claimed he’d been presented it by kids from one of the local elementary schools, but around the bullpen he was the prime suspect.

“I understand, sir.”

“I didn’t want to discuss it yesterday, in front of the others. But I want to be certain your history with the deceased won’t cloud your investigation in any way?”

“No, sir. I barely knew her.” The lie came easily, Riley determined to avoid more personal questions. There was no need for Reed to know any more about her past than he had to.

After a moment, Reed smoothed his green tie over his khaki shirt, decorated on the sleeve with four gold chevrons. “All right. Given the seriousness of this case, I’m prepared to grant temporary assignment for one deputy from Patrol to Investigations.”

This was what Riley had been banking on. And why she’d brought the pastries. “I want Logan Wood, sir.”

“I expected as much,” Reed responded, eyeing the pink box with pursed lips. “Is that wise? Wood’s been here five minutes.”

“He was a detective in Flint, sir. He’ll be an asset.”

“That may be so. But there are those in the squad who’d sell their mothers for such an assignment, even a temporary one.”

She knew Reed meant Jackson Cole. Knew, too, that Logan might catch some flak. But she wasn’t about to let Cole’s stung pride get in the way of this case—her case. “Wood can handle himself, sir.”

“Very well. I’ll notify Sergeant Edwards. But I’ll keep this under review.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“Fisher?” Reed said as she turned to leave. “The whole community will be watching us on this. You understand?”

“Yes, sir.” She held his gaze, and, after a pause, he nodded.

As Riley closed the door behind her, she knew the question Reed hadn’t spoken. She’d seen the same doubt in the eyes of others since her promotion as Black Hawk County’s first female sergeant.
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Good news or bad?” Schmidt asked as Riley returned to Investigations. He didn’t wait for her preference. “Kristen Webb hopes to have an initial autopsy report this morning.” He held up his hand at Riley’s surprise. “Here’s the bad. The backlog at the state lab has increased. Webb says it’ll be months before we get DNA.”

Riley cursed. So much for Reed’s insistence of a quick turnaround. They had no suspects as yet. No witnesses either. Reed’s last words lingered in her mind. That unspoken question of whether she was up to this. Ever since her promotion—the discontent of Jackson Cole and others still souring the place—she’d half-feared Reed was just waiting for her to fail so he could turn around and say he’d met some diversity quota, but it hadn’t worked out.

“Morning, Sergeant.” Amy Fox entered, a laptop and a file squeezed under one arm and a tray of drinks balanced in her hand. “Deputy Schmidt.”

“You’re an angel, my dear,” Schmidt beamed as Fox set a coffee on his desk.

Riley took one. Her first three hadn’t been enough to compensate for her lack of sleep, her thoughts circling Chloe long into the night. Chloe laughing, arm linking through hers as they met on the corner for the walk to school. Chloe lying in the cornfield, torn up and lifeless. No. Reed was wrong. She was the best person here to take this case
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