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Elias sat in the velvet chair, the one with the worn seat that always made him feel slightly sunken.

The air in Teressa’s waiting room was thick with sandalwood and something else, something dry and papery, like old memories. Shelves of crystals lined one wall. Bundles of dried herbs hung from the ceiling. A dozen cheap charms dangled near the window, catching the gray afternoon light and pretending to be older than they were.

Elias ignored all of it.

He was reading a slim volume bound in cracked leather, the text written in a language that had not been spoken aloud in eight hundred years. The words were a list of forgotten sins.

The inner door swung open.

A woman in her late forties hurried out, dabbing at her eyes with a crumpled tissue but smiling as if she had been handed a miracle.

“Thank you, Teressa. Thank you so much,” she said, her voice trembling with hope. “I knew he’d come back to me.”

“My pleasure, Marjorie,” Teressa’s voice followed her out, smooth as polished amber. “Be well.”

The bell above the street door jingled, and the woman was gone.

Teressa leaned against the doorframe, her dark hair falling in a soft cloud around her shoulders. She watched Elias for a moment, head tilted.

He did not look up from his book.

“Was that accurate?” Elias asked. “The prediction.”

“You know better than to ask me that,” Teressa said, a faint smile touching her mouth. “I never lie.”

He finally lifted his gaze. His expression was flat and unreadable.

“You told that woman her husband would return to her.”

“He will.” Teressa moved into the room, bare feet silent on the frayed Persian rug. “Next Tuesday. In the county morgue. Drowned in a fishing accident. She’ll be the one who identifies the body.”

Elias closed the book with a soft thud.

A long, weary sigh escaped him, the sound of a man who had already heard the punchline to this particular joke far too many times.

“Is that why you called me? Moral support?”

“No.”

Teressa perched on the edge of her ornate reading table and scattered a deck of tarot cards with a careless sweep of her hand. They landed face down across the polished wood like a flock of black and white birds.

“I have something for you.”

She slid a single photograph across the table.

It was a crime scene photo, taken with a phone rather than official police equipment. The quality was poor, the light harsh. It showed the corner of a barn, the wood weathered to a soft silver. On the ground lay a man in dusty overalls, face down in a patch of unnaturally green grass. His head was turned at an angle that spoke of finality.

Beside the body, partially obscured by one boot, was a dark stain on the earth.

But the stain was wrong.

It was too dark. Too still.

And in the center of it, nestled in the mud and blood, was a single perfect kernel of corn.

“His name is Robert Hollis,” Teressa said, the playful softness leaving her voice. “Farmhand. Found two hours ago in Mercy County, just south of the Blackwater River. Sheriff’s department is calling it a robbery gone wrong. They found his wallet still in his pocket.”

Elias picked up the photograph. His thumb brushed over the glossy surface, tracing the impossible curve of the kernel.

“The soil,” he said quietly. “It’s the wrong color for this region.”

“It is,” Teressa confirmed. “River-bottom loam. Black. Fertile. That farm sits on five hundred acres of clay and shale. They haven’t had good topsoil there since the Dust Bowl.”

Elias slid the photograph back across the table. It glided over the scattered tarot cards like a small dark ship.

“I’ll look into it.”

“I’ll send the rest to your usual drop,” Teressa said, already straightening the cards. “Sheriff’s name is Donovan. Old guard. Doesn’t believe in anything he can’t lock in a cell.”

Elias stood, the slim leather volume tucked beneath one arm.

“Most men don’t.”

Then he walked out without another word.

The bell jingled again, bright and cheerful and entirely out of place.

He did not need to look back to feel Teressa’s gaze following him out into the gray afternoon.



The bell over the diner door was a real one, brass and loud, a cheerful clang that cut through the low murmur of conversation and the hiss of bacon on the flat-top.

Hank Nelson ducked inside, shrugging off the damp chill that had settled over the city. He scanned the booths with a cop’s gaze, efficient and habitual, even though he had not worn a badge in years.

He found Elias in the corner.

Of course Elias had chosen the corner.

Hank’s mouth tightened.

He walked over, boots making soft rhythmic squeaks on the linoleum, and slid into the booth opposite him.

“You know,” Hank said, “for a man who doesn’t drive, you’re impatient as hell.”

Elias gestured to the table.

Two white ceramic mugs sat steaming between them, both filled with coffee dark enough to look medicinal.

“I didn’t know how long you’d be,” Elias said.

“Yeah, I see that.” Hank nodded at the second mug. “What would you have done if I was twenty minutes late? Stared at it until it got cold?”

“No,” Elias said. “I would have drunk it, then ordered another.”

Hank let out a short breath that was half laugh, half resignation. He wrapped his hands around the warmer mug and let the heat seep into his palms.

“So,” Hank said, “another day, another spook. What is it this time? Crying statue in a cathedral? Poltergeist with a gambling problem?”

He took a sip.

The coffee was strong, the way he liked it.

At least Elias had that right.

“A murder in Mercy County,” Elias said.

He pushed the photograph across the table.

“Robert Hollis. Farmhand.”

Hank picked it up. His eyes narrowed, veteran eyes that had seen thousands of bodies in every state of violence, decay, and human stupidity.

“Blunt force trauma,” he said. “Maybe a fall. Maybe someone helped him down hard. Robbery, they’re saying?”

“They left his wallet.”

“Then either they’re amateurs, or it wasn’t about money.”

Hank pointed at the photograph with one chapped finger.

“What am I looking at?”

“The soil,” Elias said.

Hank leaned closer.

“Dirt. It’s a farm, Elias. They tend to have dirt.”

“Not this dirt.”

Hank looked up at him.

Elias’s face was calm.

“That is river loam,” Elias said. “Rich, black, fertile. I checked the geological surveys for that county. That property is clay and shale. Soil like that should not be within ten miles of the barn.”

Hank stared at the photo again.

The diner noise seemed to dull around him, settling into a low background hum. It was a familiar feeling, one he had come to dislike: the quiet click of puzzle pieces refusing to fit.

“Okay,” Hank said slowly. “So someone trucked in a load of good soil to dump on a corpse. Why?”

“To plant a seed.”

Elias tapped the dark stain beside the body.

Hank’s eyes dropped to the spot.

At first he saw only mud and dried blood. Then he saw it.

A single kernel of corn, yellow as an old tooth, resting in the center of the stain.

“Christ,” Hank muttered.

He set the photograph down, his appetite for coffee suddenly reduced.

“All right. Mercy County. That’s a long drive.”

“Three and a half hours,” Elias said, already pulling a folded sheaf of papers from his coat. “The preliminary reports. You may want to read them.”

Hank took the papers.

“May want to?”

“You dislike being uninformed.”

“I dislike a lot of things.”

“Yes,” Elias said. “I’ve noticed.”

Hank gave him a look.

Elias picked up the second mug and drank from it in silence.



Hank’s car was a sensible aging sedan, a model that had been discontinued a decade ago. It was clean inside, except for the faint smell of old coffee, fast-food fries, and rain-soaked upholstery that had never fully forgiven him.

Hank slid behind the wheel. Elias settled into the passenger seat with the meticulous care of a man arranging an instrument.

He immediately opened the leather-bound book.

“Seatbelt,” Hank said.

Elias clicked it into place without looking up.

Hank started the car. The engine turned over with a reliable cough. He reached for the radio dial, twisted it, and a classic rock station filled the car with a guitar riff loud enough to make the speakers tremble.

“Turn it off,” Elias said.

Hank kept his eyes on the road.

“It’s a three-and-a-half-hour drive.”

“It is offensive.”

“It’s The Who.”

“The frequency is abrasive,” Elias said, as if explaining a law of physics. “It interferes with my concentration.”

Hank’s jaw tightened.

He flicked the radio off.

Silence rushed in.

For a few seconds there was only the hum of tires on wet asphalt and the dry whisper of Elias turning a page.

Hank pulled into traffic, city lights streaking across the rain-spotted windshield.

“Then what are we supposed to listen to?” he asked. “Your breathing?”

Elias did not look up.

“Preferably not.”

Hank stared ahead.

“I swear to God, one of these days I’m leaving you somewhere.”

“You’ve said that before.”

“I mean it more every time.”

Elias turned another page.

“That is progress.”

They drove in silence after that, the city thinning around them by degrees. Storefronts gave way to gas stations. Gas stations gave way to industrial lots and warehouses. Then came the long gray stretch of highway that pointed south toward Mercy County.

After an hour, the rain stopped.

After two, the sky lowered into a flat sheet of iron.

By the time the first farms appeared, the road had narrowed and the fields on either side lay black and wet beneath the afternoon gloom. Fences ran in long tired lines across the land. Mailboxes leaned at the ends of gravel drives. Old barns sagged in the distance like animals too stubborn to die.

Hank drove for several minutes before something began to bother him.

He checked the road.

Then the mirrors.

Then the fields.

“What?” Elias asked.

Hank frowned. “I didn’t say anything.”

“You stopped breathing normally.”

Hank looked out across the fence line.

There were no birds.

Not on the wires. Not in the fields. Not circling over the barns.

Nothing moved except the car.

Elias closed his book.

The sound was very soft.

“That’s early,” he said.
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Twenty minutes after the birds vanished, the county seat appeared.

Hank drove with one hand on the wheel and the other resting near the gearshift, his mouth set in a hard line.

“He’s not going to buy FBI,” he said.

Elias did not look up from his book. “We are not FBI.”

“That’s not comforting.”

“We are consultants.”

Hank glanced at him. “Consultants.”

“Specializing in agricultural crime.”

Hank stared at the road for a long second.

“What the hell is agricultural crime? Cow-tipping rings?”

“There is a federal statute concerning the malicious destruction of crops,” Elias said. “And another regarding the interstate transportation of diseased livestock.”

“You know, every time I think you’re joking, you make it worse.”

“It’s plausible.”

“It’s ridiculous,” Hank said. “Also illegal.”

“Only if they ask the wrong questions.”

Hank exhaled through his nose.

“I spent thirty-two years putting people in cuffs for less than this.”

“You arrested people for agricultural consultation?”

“I arrested people for lying to cops.”

“Then we should be careful.”

Hank shot him a look.

Elias turned a page.

The county seat was little more than a single traffic light, a diner with a sun-faded sign, a gas station with two pumps, a hardware store, and a solid brick building with a flag out front and MERCY COUNTY SHERIFF’S DEPARTMENT stenciled on the glass.

Hank parked across the street.

Before getting out, he looked at Elias.

“Let me talk.”

“That is usually best.”

“I mean it.”

“I know.”

“No correcting people’s soil vocabulary unless I ask.”

Elias considered that.

“I can try.”

“That is not the same as yes.”

“No,” Elias said. “It is more honest.”

Hank got out of the car before he could answer.

The sheriff’s office smelled like stale coffee, floor wax, and the faint metallic tang of bureaucracy. A deputy with a young, earnest face and a haircut that looked like it hurt sat behind the front desk. He was typing with two fingers and an expression of deep personal betrayal.

Hank leaned on the counter, flashing a smile that was all teeth and no warmth.

“Afternoon. We’re looking for Sheriff Donovan.”

The deputy stopped typing. “And you are?”

“Hank Miller,” Hank said.

He laid a thin wallet on the counter, open to a badge that was expertly forged and technically meaningless.

“This is my partner, Elias Conroy. Department of Agriculture. We’re following up on some irregularities.”

The deputy looked from Hank to Elias.

Elias stood very still beside him, black coat buttoned, leather book tucked under one arm, expression as unreadable as a closed door.

“Irregularities?” the deputy asked.

“Crop yields,” Hank said. “Soil composition. Possible contamination. Nothing exciting unless you enjoy paperwork.”

The deputy clearly did not.

He picked up the phone, murmured into it, listened, then nodded.

“Down the hall. Last door on your left.”

Hank took back the wallet.

“Appreciate it.”

Sheriff Donovan’s office was a box of worn wood and government-issue metal furniture. The blinds were dusty. The filing cabinets were dented. A clock on the wall had stopped at 3:17.

Donovan sat behind his desk with both hands flat on the blotter. He was built like a stack of bricks, with white hair cut into a severe flat top and pale blue eyes that looked washed clean of patience.

He did not stand when they entered.

“Feds,” he said.

It was not a question.

“Agent Miller,” Hank replied, easy and affable. “Department of Agriculture. This is Agent Conroy.”

Conroy was another lie. Hank had chosen it because the badge needed a surname and because no one, including Hank, knew what the C actually stood for.

Donovan’s gaze moved from Hank to Elias.

Elias had stopped just inside the door. His eyes moved once around the room, quick and dissecting. Dust on the blinds. Old coffee ring on the desk. Mud dried along one leg of Donovan’s chair. A single family photograph turned face down beside the phone.

“Agriculture,” Donovan said.

The word sounded like something he had scraped off his boot.

“This about Hollis?”

“It is,” Hank said. “We understand there were some inconsistencies at the scene.”

“We found a body,” Donovan said. His chair groaned as he leaned back. “Man got his head caved in with a wrench. Pretty goddamn consistent from where I’m sitting.”

“The soil,” Elias said.

Hank closed his eyes for half a second.

Donovan’s gaze sharpened.

“What about it?”

“It was river-bottom loam
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