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To Rupert, thank you for everything.

We’ll always have two cherry-berry colas and a cheeky chops.
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The city was sullen in the last of the light. The clouds—rolling in on a raw wind that whipped the waters of the Des Moines River into peaks—had swallowed the gold dome of the capitol and were engulfing the tops of the skyscrapers downtown. Here and there lights still glowed, winking through the murk.

Hayley Abbot wrapped her arms around herself as she waited by her car, frowning at the sky. The weather forecaster had said it wouldn’t snow today, but she could feel the threat of it in the air that sliced through her thermals and tore tears from her eyes.

A black pickup streaked with dirt pulled into the lot. The vehicle jolted through puddles, ice splintering beneath snow chains. A man climbed out. He looked over at her, standing there alone, shivering in her windbreaker.

Hayley pulled her cell phone from her pocket. No messages. She’d tugged off a glove with her teeth and was scrolling through her contacts, fingers clumsy with cold, when she heard a shout behind her. Something slammed into her back, knocking the phone from her hand. She stumbled against the door of her car as something thrust intrusively between her legs.

“Banjo! Goddamn!”

Hayley straightened to find an Irish setter bounding around her. She pushed the dog’s eager nose away.

The man from the pickup came over, hood held up against the wind. “Banjo, get here!”

Hayley bent to pick up her fallen glove, reeling from the dog’s tongue as it curled toward her face. Meaty breath moistened her cheek. She snatched her phone from a puddle. The dog jumped up as she stood, planting muddy paws on her leggings.

The man grabbed the animal’s collar. “Sorry, sweetheart,” he said, glancing sideways at her.

He should be on a leash, she wanted to say. “No problem,” she said instead.

As the man hauled Banjo toward the dog park, Hayley brushed the mud from her thighs. Her phone rang and she exhaled as she saw the name. “Tara! Where are you?”

“Hayley, don’t hate me. My sitter’s gone and canceled on me again.”

“What? You’re not coming?”

“I can’t!” A child was screaming in the background. “Look, I’ll speak to you tomorrow, OK? I’m sorry!”

The call cut off.

Hayley swore at the screen. Turning, she scanned the riverside path that curved out of sight beneath an overpass. A man was sprinting along it alone. He was overtaken by a couple of cyclists racing past in RAGBRAI jerseys. There were a few people in the dog park, swaddled in winter coats. Banjo was streaking circles around a lumbering pit bull. In the distance, cars streamed along the Grand Avenue and Locust Street bridges, headlights tracing through the gloom.

Scenes from the recent press conferences flashed in her mind. The cops grim-faced on the evening news.

Be vigilant.

But she’d left work early, driven all the way across town. It wasn’t late—the darkness just storm.

Stuffing her phone into her pocket with a curse for Tara’s useless babysitter, Hayley left the parking lot and set off at a jog along the path, skirting icy puddles that looked like cracked glass. Her muscles were stiff, but she quickened her pace as she entered the dank shadows beneath the interstate bridge, filled with the muffled thunder of trucks.

The squat concrete piers of the overpass were swirled with manic loops of graffiti—MAGA shouted scarlet among faded scrawls. There was a poster from the recent presidential campaign, peeling in the damp. On it, the president-elect’s mouth had been sprayed with a wide black slash. A mask or a muzzle.

Emerging into the dim daylight, Hayley headed for the pale arch of the Iowa Women of Achievement Bridge. Built in honor of female civil rights leaders, scientists, and war veterans, it pinched the east and west sides of Des Moines together like a delicate brooch. The wind picked up, unsettling the river.

She ran faster, past the Wells Fargo Arena, fronted with a billboard for the Iowa Wolves. Howl all season long! The air filled with a freezing mist of drizzle. She tugged her pink beanie over her ears, nodding to the few joggers and walkers she passed who’d braved the wild evening. Her annoyance at being stood up by Tara dropped away, along with other worries and frustrations of the day: her mom’s frantic call about her dad, who might need his operation sooner than expected, her boss’s demand she work this weekend. Yards became miles.

Down by Principal Park, where the Des Moines and Raccoon rivers converged, the trail continued, snaking toward a wooded area. A group of young men were loitering on a patch of snow-mottled wasteland. A couple of them straddled bikes. The rest hunched together, hoods up, cigarettes smoldering between clenched fingers. Heads turned to Hayley as she approached. An inaudible comment from one was followed by laughter from the others.

She slowed, sweat stinging her eyes. The trail beyond the youths ran on, empty, to a dark line of trees hissing in the wind. She and Tara would normally continue for another few miles. But it really was getting dark now and she was tired. At least, that’s what she told herself as she turned and ran back the way she’d come. She heard more laughter behind her, felt the familiar prickle in her spine.

She had started running a year ago, after all the shit that went down with Bret Childs. It had helped with the stress, pounding out her anger beneath her feet, each mile a challenge she could overcome. But, in time, she discovered her new hobby came with its own issues. Sometimes, men would whistle from their cars or shout obscene things. Tara usually flipped them off, but Hayley had been wary ever since a man once followed her in his pickup on a lonely stretch of road, never speaking, just the low shudder of his engine over her running footsteps.

Once back alongside the main roads, puddled by streetlights, she shrugged off her unease and focused on the return stretch, pushing her legs into a sprint, lungs burning. The rain turned to sleet. The thought of a hot shower and a guilt-free glass of wine glowed in her mind. Under the bridges, back past the arena, its bank of windows reflecting the glowering sky. She could see the lights of the parking lot, her car a distant smudge of blue in the frozen rain. The overpass was coming up, a slab of shadow widening to receive her.

It came from the left—sharp and sudden—a flash of movement in the darkness of the pass. Something slammed into her stomach. Hayley doubled over and dropped to her knees, all the wind knocked out of her. She fell forward on her hands, ice and grit spiking through her gloves. She tried to drag in a breath, but pain had squeezed her lungs into an airless knot. Frantic thoughts scatter-gunned. Her nostrils flared, filling with a briny whiff of urine and river mud. Something loomed over her. Someone.

“Please!” The word wheezed out of her.

She caught a glitter of eyes in the shadows of a hood. There was darkness where a face should be. No, not darkness—a mask—some sort of symbol on it, red and sinuous, distorted by the curves of nose and jaw. There was something long and slender brandished in the figure’s fists. She was struck by an image of her father on a baseball field in soft summer light, calling her to pitch the ball.

As the bat swung toward her, Hayley’s cry was lost in the heedless roar of traffic on the interstate above.
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The northeastern suburbs scrolled slowly across the cab’s grime-smeared window. Riley Fisher watched the streets thread past, eyes fixing on scenes that lingered in the stop-start of morning traffic. Children dashing across an intersection, book bags bouncing on their backs. The dark opening of a body shop, spit of sparks within. The bare scar of a railroad yard crowded with rusting tank cars, power lines drooping overhead. Everywhere, sidewalks were banked with dirty heaps of snow, the last fall four days ago, and more to come.

On the cab’s radio, a Christian rock ballad faded into a commercial for a free prayer app. “Hold salvation in the palm of your hand!”

The driver reached out and twisted the dial. The cab filled with the strident voice of a morning news anchor. “Coming up, after the weather, we bring you more on that breaking story of the young woman, believed to be the latest victim. Hayley Abbot remains in critical condition at MercyOne. Her parents, keeping vigil at her bedside, have demanded answers from the police. The same question is surely on all our minds—how many more must fall prey to this monster before he is caught? Now, Chuck, with the forecast …”

Another twist and the voice was replaced by Johnny Cash’s deep-down drawl.

In the window, the timber-fronted houses and railroad crossings of the suburbs jumbled into fast-food joints and motels. Beyond, in gaps between the buildings, Riley caught glimpses of the capitol, its dome a dull yellow in the winter light. The imposing structure—political and judicial heart of Iowa for nearly one hundred and fifty years—glowered over modern-day Des Moines, from the taprooms and boutiques of the East Village to the glass and steel high-rises of downtown.

It was twenty-six years since Riley had left this city and moved with her family to Cedar Falls. At the sight of the towering blocks of the Financial Center and the Plaza Building, memories stirred and whispered. Dinner with her parents at some fancy top-floor restaurant, her father entertaining clients, her and her brother, Ethan, pressing their noses to the glass over the plunging view. Walking hand in hand with her mom through the hazy humidity of the botanical gardens. A school trip to the State Historical Museum, tracing the changing city from the Sac and Fox Nation to the first European settlers and its beginnings as a railroad hub and powerhouse of coal mining. Through the expansion years when skyscrapers rose from the riverbanks and Des Moines shook itself from the smoke and dust of industry, transformed into a center for giants of finance and insurance.

Those memories belonged to another her. Another life. Before Hunter and that night at the state fair that shattered her childhood. Before those lost months in California, salt breeze and surging ocean. Before the car wreck that killed her parents and Ethan’s downward spiral. Long before Iowa’s disgraced former governor, Bill Hamilton, her father’s old boss, was caught at the heart of a national scandal. A scandal that almost cost Riley her career and, very nearly, her life.

As the cab swung into a line of traffic, she had a last clear view of the capitol. The puckered scar in her shoulder twinged as she turned to look. The surgeon who’d removed the bullet had proclaimed she was fully healed, but even now, two years later, it ached whenever she was tense.

“That’s where it happened.” The driver’s voice came muffled through his mask.

“I’m sorry?”

“The attack. That young woman.” He nodded toward the window. They were on the interstate, crossing the river. “Down there. My wife has a friend at MercyOne. A nurse. Said she’d never seen injuries like it. Girl was beat to a pulp.”

Riley glimpsed figures in the shadows of an underpass. The familiar yellow line of crime scene tape that always opened a pit in her stomach. A satellite van emblazoned with the logo of a local news station. A single latex glove snagged in a patch of weeds, limp blue fingers waving up.

“The cops should set a curfew,” said the driver, putting his foot on the gas. “No good just telling women to be vigilant when some crazy son of a bitch is on the loose. Out alone, down there? She was asking for trouble.” He glanced at Riley in the mirror, waiting for her to agree. When she returned her gaze to the window, he sniffed and turned up the radio.

Fifteen minutes later, they were in West Des Moines—Des Moines’s well-heeled neighbor. An out-of-date magazine Riley had found in her apartment informed her it had been voted one of the top one hundred hippest places to live in America. There were golf courses, a country club, and smart corporate hotels, a weekly farmers market and a state park that cast a dark green web along the banks of the Raccoon River. It felt a long way from Black Hawk County—from cornfields and small-town manners, back roads and endless skies.

Following the GPS, the driver entered a labyrinthine business park, where the broad, tree-lined streets all looked the same. Offices of realtors and insurers rose from snow-stippled lawns. It was early, but many of the parking lots were already full. Every look-alike corner had some sort of eatery. A Red Lobster and a Panda Express, an Irish tavern called Molly Malone’s, an Italian deli called Gio’s. You could feast your way around the world without ever leaving Iowa.

“This is it,” said the driver, pulling into the entrance of one precinct, bordered by two fountains. “So, what is it you do here?” He peered up at the faceless brown building, with its tinted wraparound windows that showed only reflections of the outside world—ashen sky, bare trees, lifeless flag.

Riley said the first thing that came to mind. “I’m not sure.”

It was also the truest thing.

After the cab’s stuffy interior, the air was a shock. The mercury had plunged below freezing a week ago and showed no sign of slowing its descent. Meteorologists reckoned this winter could break records of previous years when it hit forty below, turning water in toilets to ice, freezing people’s clothes and hair, and killing thirteen across the Midwest.

The cab pulled away, leaving Riley alone. She straightened the jacket of her new gray suit, which felt stiff and formal—a far cry from her old uniform of polo shirts and cargo pants. As she made her way toward the entrance, her black leather ankle boots crunched in rock salt. Maddie had helped her pick them out in T.J. Maxx a week ago, in the whirlwind of her departure. Afterward, Riley had taken her niece to Wendy’s. Their last meal together.

Maddie had been unusually talkative, gabbling through mouthfuls of fries about coming to stay with her over the holidays; how they could go ice-skating and to the Christmas markets. Riley had nodded silently through the conversation. Maddie had been so upset on learning of her move to Des Moines that, in a fit of guilt, Riley had painted a glittering picture of all the fun they could have in the city, without—until that moment—any thought of the practicalities.

New boots, new suit. New job. New life.

The only old thing about her was the long, black wool coat that had belonged to her mother. She’d come across it in a closet while packing. The inside pocket contained a one-cent coin, dated the year her mom died. Riley had left it in there.

She paused before the front doors, greeted by her reflection. Her mind swarmed with the events that had brought her here—from the phone call two years ago, standing in her backyard, Logan at her side, looking quizzical as she turned away, Elijah Klein’s voice coming down the line. All those months of doubt and indecision, Klein’s letter of recommendation sitting on her desk, greeting her each morning with the same question.

At last, the decision. Followed by the punishing interviews, the forms and tests. The confines of the lie-detector room: blood pressure cuff squeezing her arm, metal plates clamped on her fingers. The conversation she’d had to have with her family—Ethan stony and silent, Maddie in tears, Aunt Rose putting on a brave face.

Then, just when she thought she was ready, she’d faced some of the toughest months of her life, where all the questions that had dogged her from the start had been ground down—through relentless weeks of training and study, each day a wheel of exertion and exhaustion—to a single one.

What the hell are you doing here?

As she reached for the door and her reflection reached for her, Riley felt a lurch inside like vertigo.

Hot air billowed as she entered. There were plants and chairs along one wall, an elevator and a set of stairs marching up. Most of the space was taken up by a long desk. Two receptionists wearing headsets sat behind plastic screens. A security guard observed Riley as she walked to the desk, gun on display at his hip. A phone shrilled.

Behind her, the door opened again, the frigid draft teasing her hair. A young man in old-fashioned thick-rimmed glasses and an olive green trench coat struggled through, Starbucks cup in one hand, a laptop and a black file squeezed under his arm. Before she could help, he stumbled in, cursing as he slopped coffee on the floor. He wiped ineffectively at the spill with a polished brogue.

“How can I assist you?”

Riley turned back at the receptionist’s question. “I’m here to see Connie Meadows.”

“Riley Fisher?” The voice came from behind. The young man in glasses approached. He went to offer his hand, then laughed apologetically as he held out his coffee cup. “Noah Case.” He spoke over Riley’s shoulder to the receptionist. “I can take her down.” He nodded Riley toward the elevator. “Some weather we’re having, Henry?”

“Colder than a well digger’s feet,” agreed the security guard.

Noah Case called the elevator, outside which were signs with the names and logos of the various businesses that occupied the building. Riley didn’t see the one she was looking for. She noticed the file the man was clutching was in fact a slim bag with a lock on the zipper. Up close, he was younger than she’d first thought and the glasses she’d taken for old-fashioned were Tom Ford. A paisley-print silk scarf was ruched at his neck. He looked nothing like most of the men she’d worked with over the years—all buzz cuts, mirrored shades, and gun-toting attitude. Even in her new suit, Riley felt dowdy and awkward in comparison, like she was playing dress-up for a role she hadn’t fully understood.

“After you,” said Noah, gesturing with his cup as the doors opened. Once they were in, he pressed a button with his knuckle and the elevator slid smoothly down. “Oh, and you can take that off here. Meadows hates them. Says they’re a license for criminals and a hindrance for law enforcement. How can you read a face if you can’t see it?”

Riley hesitated, then peeled off her mask and stuffed it in the pocket of her mother’s coat.

“What a year, huh?” Noah breathed, shaking his head.

The question was too big to answer and there was no time as the elevator doors opened.

Noah smiled brightly. “Welcome to the dungeon.”

Riley stepped out into a short corridor with a door at the end. On the door was a seal—a blue circle, adorned with thirteen gold stars. Scales for justice, laurel leaves for honor, red and white stripes for courage and valor, and a scroll with the motto FIDELITY, BRAVERY, INTEGRITY. As she got closer, the words that circumscribed the seal became clearer.


DEPARTMENT OF JUSTICE.

FEDERAL BUREAU OF INVESTIGATION.
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The two men and the woman passed through the police barricade, ignoring the camera crew and calls from reporters. Dog walkers peered down from the grassy bank above the closed-off path. A couple had cell phones out. Traffic juddered across the interstate bridge, drivers slowing to rubberneck as they caught sight of the array of police vehicles on the riverside. Squad cars, unmarked SUVs and the DCI Crime Scene Unit van.

Fogg pulled on a pair of gloves as he approached the underpass with his two colleagues, who were dressed in full protective suits. Fogg’s eyes fixed on the figure trudging through the mud to meet them. The gold badge on Mike Whitfield’s black cap marked his rank in the Des Moines PD. He’d moved up a rung on the ladder since Fogg had been at the department. The sky was the color of milk and the sergeant’s face was wan in the curdled light. His jawline was a shade darker with nightshift shadow.

“Morning, Fogg.”

“Morning, Mike.”

They nodded to one another in that new, awkward way, handshakes now problematic.

Whitfield lifted the caution tape. He tilted his head toward the reporters. “Been on the news all goddamn morning. They’re claiming it’s another before we’ve even worked the scene.”

Fogg ducked under the yellow line with a grunt of effort. His younger colleagues followed, agile despite the bulky equipment cases they carried. “Is the officer here?”

“Yup.” Whitfield motioned to the underpass, where two cops guarded a barrier.

There was no white tent at least. No body. Not yet. Fogg knew the young woman’s injuries from the doctor he’d spoken to in the dawn hours at MercyOne—that it was still touch and go.

He’s escalating.

“Your girls back for Thanksgiving?” Whitfield asked.

“Sherri’s here. Keira’s back from college next week.”

“Law school, isn’t it?” Whitfield smiled when Fogg nodded. “My boys are back tomorrow. My wife’s been cooking up a storm.” He led them beneath the bridge. Scraps of trash left by the paramedics drifted in the weeds. “Sure gonna be good to have them home.”

“Sure is,” echoed Fogg, scanning the squalid shadows. Graffiti and broken glass. Footprints in the dirt. Muddy scuff of wheels from a gurney. Heavy boom of traffic overhead, shuddering through the concrete.

Whitfield called to the cops at the barrier. One of them came over. His eyes went from Fogg to the two crime scene technicians, who’d set down their equipment cases. The woman crouched and pulled out a camera. There were dark spatters on the path ahead. As she took a test photograph, the flash lit them up in shocks of red.

“Officer Emery here was first on scene,” Whitfield told Fogg.

Fogg nodded to the young man, who looked like he’d walked right out of training. “I’m Detective Julius Verne, from the Division of Criminal Investigations. My colleagues here are from the crime lab. While they work, perhaps you could walk me through what happened?”

Whitfield’s radio crackled, a voice breaking through the static. He nodded to Fogg as he answered, moving back out into the cold morning light.

Fogg gestured Emery down to the waterside, away from the intrusive flash of the camera. The shallow bank was treacherous with ice and his knees protested at the shift in weight. Everything seemed that little bit harder these days—putting on shoes, emptying the trash, climbing out of his car. His body, which had always been taut on his tall frame, was slowing and softening. Marcia had taken to playfully tweaking the doughy fold around his waist. It was done with a teasing grin and love in her eyes, but somewhere in Fogg’s mind it had set a clock ticking. The mirror each morning, razor blade scraping away more white than black. Words like retirement, pension, downsizing, nudging their way into thoughts and conversations.

“What time did you get the call?”

Emery pulled a notebook from his pocket and flipped it open. Fogg caught a glimpse of neatly joined up writing. Conscientious. Eager. Rookie.

“I was on patrol downtown. Arrived just after the paramedics.” Emery glanced at his pad. “Five fifteen. The um … the victim was being tended to.”

“Was she conscious?”

“Barely.” The young man’s eyes drifted to the spot where blood stained the path. “She was …” He trailed off, shaking his head.

Fogg recalled the doctor’s description of Hayley Abbot’s injuries. Multisystem trauma. Broken nose, indirect orbital floor fracture, internal bruising, craniocerebral injury. “I was told a dog walker found her?”

“Yeah. Well, his dog.”

“What’s his name?”

“Banjo.”

Fogg smiled slightly. “The owner?”

“Oh. Right.” Emery flicked through his pad, blushing. “Bob Slater. Said he’d seen her about an hour earlier, in the parking lot.” The officer pointed beyond the police barrier, back the way Fogg had come. “Her car’s still there.”

“Did Mr. Slater see anyone else in the area?”

Emery reeled off a list—dog owners Slater knew by name, others he knew by sight. Random joggers and cyclists. “It’s a well-used area.”

Fogg nodded. That meant he might actually have some witnesses to this one. It would also mean a lot of interviews and legwork. He thought of Marcia’s excitement about Thanksgiving. First time in a while they’d had both their daughters back. Thought of the conversation he would have to have.

His wife had always understood there were three of them in the relationship. That the job was an insatiable mistress. But something about this past year—the world turned upside down—had made her less amenable to the long hours and unexpected late shifts. Maybe it wasn’t even the pandemic. Maybe it was just this investigation.

Fogg knew she could see how it was eating him, however much he tried to hide it from her. He’d seen other detectives, over the years, pushed into a hole of horror by some monster that lurked out of reach. Part of them still trapped down there, even after they retired. Haunted by the victims they hadn’t been able to save, shattered lives in their rearview like wrecks on a highway. He’d been determined he wouldn’t be like them. Assured himself he was good at his job, good at compartmentalizing. But these past months—his boss’s breath hot on his neck and the feverish media coverage—this investigation had been compelling him, inch by inch, toward that dark edge.

“Was the victim able to tell you anything?”

“She indicated her attacker took something from her. She kept touching her head, so I think it might have been a hat. Weird thing is, she still had her cell phone on her. Worth at least a few hundred dollars. But the psycho takes a hat?”

Trophy.

“You think it’s the same guy?” asked Emery, in Fogg’s silence. “The one who attacked those other women?”

“It’s too early to say.”

Emery was back to looking at his notebook. “Oh, yeah, one of the paramedics told me she was saying something when they first arrived. He wasn’t sure, but he thought it sounded like—my sorrows?”

Fogg felt the chill go right through him. “Thy sorrows,” he murmured.

“Hey, Fogg!”

They both looked around as the female technician called out. She was standing a little way up the bank, where mud rose in a wave of black to meet the bridge. Her camera was slack in her hands. She was staring at one of the piers. Fogg made his way to her, Emery following.

Behind the pier, where the concrete was scrawled with old graffiti, a symbol had been sprayed in red. It was fresh, still tacky, paint bleeding down the wall. It looked like the letter S. But Fogg had seen it enough times—in old photographs—to know it was meant to be a serpent.

His mind flooded with images. A bloody nightdress. A knife-nick in bone. A red fray of rope. Women lying in hospital beds and on mortuary slabs. And, always, that sinuous, blood-bright swerve on the walls of deserted parking lots and back alleys. A driveway. A bedroom.

A lot of cops in this city had retired since those days, a youthful parade marching in to take their places, but Fogg remembered. Back then, he’d been fresh out of the Iowa Law Enforcement Academy, years before he’d risen through the ranks of Des Moines PD to run homicide, before he met Marcia, then joined the DCI, felt the age in his bones. Over the past months of this investigation, those echoes had begun calling down the years, faint but familiar, each new scene of a woman’s torment itching fingers up his spine.

He’d not been certain—not enough to push his chief to reveal his growing suspicions to the media or the public. But, now, as he stared at that serpentine sweep of red, there could be no denying it.

He had returned.
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Riley sat in front of the desk, the chair creaking intrusively. Connie Meadow’s windowless office was oppressively hot. The dry air smelled of furniture polish and burned coffee. Riley draped her coat over the chair’s arm and placed her purse on the floor, where it sagged at her feet.

Her new boss was a slim, erect woman in her early fifties, dressed in black slacks and a crisp white shirt, rolled to the elbows. Her short-cropped hair was threaded with gray. The skin was starting to crease at the corners of her eyes—a bracing winter blue.

Meadows laced her hands on her desk, which gleamed under the glare of the overhead lights. Its surface was as neat and uncluttered as the rest of the room. Just a laptop, a white mug with the FBI seal on it and a single closed file. “So, what brings you to us?”

Riley faltered at the question. She felt for a moment like a schoolkid who’d wandered into the principal’s office by mistake. Her eyes went to the closed file, which she suspected might be hers. If it was, it would contain her FD-302: the form that began every FBI investigation—including the one begun on her, when she sent in her application.

Meadows would know she’d gone to elementary here in Des Moines. Would know about her father, Michael Fisher, the eminent lawyer, and her mother, Jenny, the legal secretary, who’d given up that job to become a mom, then carer for Michael’s ailing mother in Cedar Falls. She would know Riley had missed her last year of school there and the reason why.

Riley had spent most of her adult life hiding that part of her past—her rape by her brother’s best friend, Hunter, that night at the state fair. A night that detonated a toxic bomb of shame and guilt and rage in the heart of her family. Her running away from home, hitchhiking west to California. The girl she’d become on that wild shore. Lost, until her grandfather found her, all those miles and months later. But she’d been unable to hide from any of it in the bureau’s interview room. The lie detector measuring every skipped heartbeat, every bead of sweat.

Meadows would know she returned to Cedar Falls to finish high school, before majoring in criminology at the University of Northern Iowa. Accepted into the Iowa Law Enforcement Academy. Straightened out and buttoned up. She would know about the deaths of Riley’s parents, just after she was sworn in. Her grandfather’s slide from the world—the dementia that carried him to the old folks’ home, then slowly ate his mind. Her brother’s broken marriage and arrest for possession, which had left his troubled daughter, more often than not, in Riley’s care.

Meadows had access to the testimonies of her friends and colleagues, her financial records, her test scores at Quantico and her instructors’ reports. The woman would know her, in some ways, more intimately than her own family did. That question was a trick. What, she guessed, Meadows wanted to know was why she’d chosen this obscure resident agency, buried in a basement, to be her first choice of posting. Not a vast field office in some dazzling city, darkened by the seething morass of human crime. White-collar and cyber. Terrorism and homicide. A chance to shine.

Riley thought of her fellow recruits at Quantico in those final weeks—the oldest still several years younger than her—listing their top choices. New York. Chicago. Miami. “I wanted to be close to my family, ma’am.”

Half truth, half lie.

“In Black Hawk County?”

“That’s right.”

Meadows’s expression was inscrutable, but her eyes flicked to the closed file, adding weight to Riley’s suspicion. “You were twelve years at the sheriff’s office?”

“Thirteen, ma’am. I worked Patrol for most of those, but I was head of Investigations for two.”

“What got you into law enforcement?”

“My grandfather used to be the sheriff there. He encouraged me.”

Saved me.

Recent memories flickered: bright, painful sparks. Her roommate at Quantico calling her in from the training ground. Sweat cooling on her cheeks, smell of gunpowder on her fingers as she pressed the receiver to her ear. Aunt Rose’s voice soft on the line. He’s gone, Riley. Joe’s gone.

The virus had swept like fire through the old folks’ home. Joe Fisher hadn’t stood a chance. One of millions. A drop in an ocean of tears. Her leave approved: the long drive home to a subdued funeral under weeping fall skies, the cornfields cut down to bristles. The truth—that her grandfather had been gone in all the ways that mattered for years already—didn’t lessen the sorrow. When Riley graduated from the academy, weeks later, and she’d opened that envelope to see her first choice of posting listed, she’d returned to his graveside to tell him.

“What do you know about our resident agency?”

Riley reeled off the facts. That it was a small outfit, one of eight satellite offices spread across Iowa and Nebraska, all reporting to the FBI field office in Omaha. That the Des Moines agency covered thirty-five of Iowa’s ninety-nine counties, from Winnebago and Hancock in the north to Appanoose and Decatur in the south. And that Meadows was resident agent in charge, reporting to the special agent in charge—the SAC—in the field office.

When she first learned about the organizational structure of the FBI, Riley had imagined all the field offices and resident agencies spread out across North America, and beyond, like the cogs and gears of some giant clock, moving beneath the face of the bureau in Washington, turning over information and chiming out threats.

She’d realized in her lessons since that, just like regular law enforcement, it wasn’t as precise as all that. Sometimes, those chimes came too late. Sometimes, they never came at all. Chatter unnoticed. Signals missed. Thunder out of a blue sky.

Meadows nodded at her summary. “There are six of us here, including you. Myself, Agents Peter Altman, Stan Parks, Noah Case, and Audrey, our secretary. Covering such a wide area, you need to rely on developing good relations with state and local police. I require my agents to be proactive and efficient. To think for themselves. You’ll likely be on your own a great deal. This won’t be like the sheriff’s office. I’m not a helicopter boss, hovering over your every move and decision. But I do expect results.” She paused, her blue eyes implacable. “Cops and deputies usually come to the bureau from a big, messy family of partners and teams. Those of us at resident agencies are more like only children, capable and comfortable in our own company. It’s why I normally only accept experienced agents.”

Riley had known this when she made her choices from the list of departments with openings. Rookie agents learned best in a large field office with more guidance on hand. Dettman, one of her instructors at Quantico, had snorted derisively when he’d read over her shoulder and seen Des Moines at the top. You’re pissing in the wind with that one, Fisher.

She hesitated, then asked Meadows the question she’d been wondering for weeks. “Can I ask why you accepted me, ma’am?”

Meadows’s lip twitched, a tic of a smile. “It seems you have friends in high places here.”

Riley thought she meant Klein—the special agent from the Behavioral Analysis Unit, who’d recommended her to the bureau. The man she’d worked with in Black Hawk County, when she helped expose the truth behind a series of bizarre and brutal murders: a trail of blood and secrets that led her through cornfields and abandoned farms to a horrifying conspiracy. But no. Meadows had put the emphasis on here. There was only one person she could mean.

Jess Cook—the newly-elected governor, who had risen to power on the scandalous fall of her predecessor, Bill Hamilton.

Riley shifted in her seat. How much influence did Meadows think she had with Cook? True, it was her investigation that had helped secure the woman’s win for office, but she’d had no communication with the governor since the election two years ago.

She had the uneasy sense that she’d stepped out onto some precarious pedestal. She’d fought hard for this position in the bureau—had upended her whole life for it. She wanted her own grit and determination to have won her this role. Not some flimsy political connection over which she had no control.

The room’s blank white walls pressed in, the lengthening silence racked and loaded.

At last, Meadows sat back and opened a drawer beside her. “To start with, you’ll be taking over the case files of Agent Roach. He served notice two months ago.”

Riley caught a bite in her voice. Disappointment? No—more like contempt.

“Audrey has your laptop and gun.” Meadows pulled a black billfold wallet from the drawer and placed it on the desk. It was open to show an ID card with Riley’s name and photograph on one side. On the other side was a gold badge crowned by a bald eagle and embossed with Justice holding up torch and scales, her eyes bound and blind. Meadows kept one finger on it when Riley reached for it. “The role has a two-year probationary period, Agent Fisher.”

They’d been told the statistics as soon as they arrived at Quantico. Only six hundred per year make it to the academy, out of twelve thousand applicants who even qualify. Of those six hundred, up to twenty percent won’t make it through training.

At each step, from the interviews where her life had been laid out before her like so much shabby junk at a yard sale, to those first days in Virginia where she’d dragged herself through the mud and rain, fighting to keep up with her younger classmates, Riley had felt like she shouldn’t be here.

It was true what she’d told Meadows: that she’d chosen the agency because she wanted to be close to her family, Maddie doing better in school, but still struggling at home, Ethan just out of probation, stumbling through one dead-end job after another. What she hadn’t said was that she wanted them to be close to her. Two hours to home—to her old house and her old job. Two hours to the graves of her parents and grandfather. To all the parts of her, packed down and rooted in that black soil.

The only time in her life, other than the academy, that she’d left the state—spread her wings west—she’d flown straight into trouble. She had picked Des Moines to be her safety net. But now that net seemed weak, insubstantial.

What if she couldn’t hack it? Could she really go home? Back to her crumbling house and her brother’s troubles? And her place in the sheriff’s office? Her old partner, Logan Wood, was head of Investigations now. There was no job for her there.

She had no choice but to make it here.

Riley took the badge, the gold hard and cool beneath her fingers. What had felt like vertigo now felt like falling.
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Above the capitol, the sky was a bright and bitter blue. The morning sun turned the sandstone walls to honey and dazzled on the dome. Crows made harsh conversation in the branches of trees.

Governor Jess Cook made her way up the capitol’s steps, passing the statue that depicted a pioneer and his son being guided to their new home by a Native American, whose bronze feather caught the sun’s shimmer in its barbs. As a senator she’d walked past this statue for years without thought, hurrying to meetings and senate sessions, but several conversations she’d had with protestors over the last few months had altered her view of it. Was the Native seated at the feet of the white men really a willing guide, or had he been persuaded by the axe in the pioneer’s hand and the rifle in the boy’s?

“Someone’s eager.”

Jess glanced at Rebecca Page, walking in step beside her, briefcase in one hand, coffee in the other. She followed her chief of staff’s gaze to see a reporter she recognized from the Des Moines Register hovering near the entrance, stamping his feet in an effort to stay warm.

Jess fixed a composed smile on her face as the reporter spotted them. He had his phone out ready to record before they’d even reached him.

“Governor Cook, can I get your thoughts on the latest victim of what now looks to be a serial attacker? Do you have anything to say to Hayley Abbot’s parents?”

“I was appalled when I heard the news. This was a horrific and cowardly attack. Hayley and her family are in my prayers.”

The reporter was nodding encouragingly even as he jumped to the next question. “What do you think of the DCI’s handling of the investigation?”

“They have my faith that they are doing everything they can to apprehend the suspect.” Jess felt Rebecca shift at her side. “If you’ll excuse me.”

The reporter followed as they set off toward the building’s entrance. “Officers are now advising women not to go out alone at night, but some have suggested they order a formal curfew until the perpetrator is caught. What do you think of that?”

“I’ll leave law enforcement matters to the experts.”

“But would you support a curfew, Governor?”

Jess Cook paused. The reporter’s phone was outstretched, his face expectant. “I don’t think women should be punished for going about their business. Besides which, they’re in as much danger in their homes as they are outdoors—more so—as we’ve seen with the shocking rise in domestic abuse this past year.”

“Ma’am,” murmured Rebecca, her eyes flicking meaningfully toward the doors.

“Curfews won’t address the threats and challenges women continue to face in their daily lives,” Jess continued. “For that we need investment, support, and education. We should start by giving women a fair chance in the workplace. Secure employment and better pay.”

The reporter was nodding more vigorously. “You’re talking about your proposed legislation to tackle Iowa’s gender pay gap?”

“That would be a start, yes. We have one of the largest imbalances in the country. In terms of equal pay, our state is in the bottom fifth. That needs to change.” Jess turned to go.

“I’ve heard you don’t have the votes!”

She turned back, unable to keep the surprise from her face. “Heard from whom?”

The reporter smiled. “A source. Who reckons your bill won’t get past the second reading in the senate.” His phone was poised.

“Ma’am,” said Rebecca, more forcefully.

“Excuse me.” Jess headed in through the doors, arrows of sunlight lancing in behind her. “Damn it.” She yanked off her scarf, the sudden warmth of the interior deepening the flush that had colored her cheeks. “Who do you think he got that from?”

Rebecca glanced back. “I don’t know. But—” Her nose wrinkled as she seemed to weigh something up.

“What?”

“It’s not a problem. I’ll have Mindy contact the Register, arrange a proper interview with you. Get some remarks prepared.”

“Why?”

Rebecca met her gaze. “That line about women being in more danger in their own homes?”

“It’s true.”

“It’s just that—with the restrictions you implemented—well, your opponents could point out that you put them there.” Rebecca shook her head quickly at the governor’s faltering expression. “We’ll get ahead of it. Force our own angle. Talk about how the burden of care in homes and communities this year has fallen heaviest on women. How it’s clear our society still views childcare and housework primarily as a woman’s responsibility, even alongside a career. Why we need to close the gap and encourage women into higher paid roles, traditionally dominated by men. Education. Investment. Support.”

Jess drew a fortifying breath as they ascended the marble staircase to the first floor, passing beneath the grand vault of the dome that soared above them. The area was busy with clerks hastening between offices and a small group on a guided tour. The tours had only just started up again after the incident. There was a state trooper close by, keeping a watchful eye. “OK. What’s on the schedule?”

“You’ve got the crisis in social care meeting first thing and then—”

“Good morning, Governor.”

Jess turned to see Ted Pierce. The senate minority leader was crossing to the staircase that led to his third-floor office, shadowed by a flock of aides, plucked straight out of private schools. Pierce liked them young and pliable. A fresh-faced man in a pin-striped suit carried his briefcase, a petite blond woman in a pencil skirt clutched his coat.

“Good morning, Ted.” Jess heard the crispness in her tone and forced a smile to soften it. Partly because she didn’t want to give Pierce—a powerful voice in the opposition and an old friend of Bill Hamilton—any more reason, other than the natural political fault-lines between them, to go against her, but mostly because she didn’t like him seeing how much he got under her skin.

“Important vote coming up next week?”

Seeing Pierce’s thin-lipped smile, Jess knew whose camp the reporter’s source had come from.

“I’m looking forward to it,” she responded with false brightness.

His smile slipped. “And businesses? I wonder if they’re looking forward to it, given the year they’ve already had? Many have been hit hard. Is it really the time to force them to expend further?”

“Community, Ted, not corporations. That’s the platform I was elected on.”

“Indeed. I suppose you’ll just have to hope the community doesn’t knock you off that platform at the midterms. Well, I have a busy day.”

Jess watched him sweep up the stairs, shadowed by his staff. “Contact everyone in our camp,” she told Rebecca. “Have them reach out, make sure no one’s wavering on the vote.”

She strode down the corridor, past the cabinets that showcased her achievements during her first year in office. There were press clippings and photographs of her with young farmers at the state fair, speaking at a conference for crop diversification, commending state initiatives to protect native habitats and improve soil health. Although she was proud of what she and her colleagues had achieved, the display gave her a twinge of frustration. This year they’d just been firefighting. She had wanted to do so much more. It was why this bill was so important to her. If she could use the pandemic—the inequalities exposed by it—to help change legislation, create real improvement in people’s lives, then the sacrifices would have more meaning.

Outside her office, a brighter rectangle of marble marked the spot where the cabinet of dolls had stood, filled with porcelain replicas of all the First Ladies of Iowa. They’d offered to create a First Gentleman, which had greatly amused Mark, but Jess insisted the display be moved elsewhere. The rows of identical women in their dusty inaugural gowns, with their blank eyes and dead expressions, creeped her out. It reminded her of that awful expression her mother used to say: Behind every successful man there’s a good woman.

Ted Pierce, of course, had been one of the loudest voices of protest during its removal, arguing that this was part of the capitol’s history and mustn’t be erased, but she’d stood her ground. It had been a stupid hill to die on really, but it was struggle enough being Iowa’s first female governor. She didn’t need reminding of her historic, and expected, place each morning.

As Rebecca headed on in through the opulent four-room suite to the governor’s room, Jess paused at the desk of her secretary, who was picking through a pile of post. “Morning, Sylvia.”

“Good morning, ma’am.”

“Anything I need to see?” Jess asked, eyes on the pile.

“Nothing that can’t wait. More importantly, how was Ella’s celebration?”

Jess smiled. “She made a very fine pumpkin.” She took her cell from the pocket of her suit jacket, scrolled for a picture, then handed it over.

Sylvia popped on her glasses. “Oh, she’s just as sweet as sugar.”

Jess’s smile faded as she took back the phone. She’d held her breath beside her husband at the school’s Thanksgiving celebration as they’d watched their eight-year-old daughter waddle up the steps of the stage in the costume—all chicken wire, orange felt, and Krazy Glue—that Mark had made for her. It had been wonderful to see Ella back with her friends and teachers after the months alone. But it had hurt her heart to hear her daughter proclaim that the thing she was most thankful for this year was her daddy.

That night, in the mansion’s oversize bed, Mark had drawn her into the warm crook of his arm when she’d confessed to feeling jealous. “Look at what you’ve achieved, in extraordinary circumstances. But you’re not superhuman, Jess. You have to be governor first. The role demands it. We always knew that.”

“I don’t want to let Ella down. Or you.”

“You couldn’t,” he’d promised, kissing her head.

Leaving Sylvia to the post, Jess went through to her office, where Rebecca was already leafing through a stack of files.

Javier Morales, her office manager, was perched on the edge of his desk, on the phone. “Lieutenant governor,” he mouthed, cupping his hand over the receiver. He pointed to the phone and raised an eyebrow in question.

“Put him through,” Jess said, hanging up her coat and crossing to her desk, personalized with photographs of Mark and Ella. There was an envelope sitting there. A plain white one, unmarked. She opened it, guessing it was something she’d missed yesterday.

Inside were a letter and a photograph.

“Lieutenant governor on line one,” Javier told her, nodding to the phone flashing on her desk.

Jess didn’t respond. The photograph fell from her hands and slipped across the floor.

Rebecca bent and picked it up. She stared at it for a second, then looked at the governor’s pale face, her eyes still transfixed by the letter. “Call security,” she told Javier. “Now!”
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Riley found her way through the maze of streets to the agency—her first day without a wrong turn. This morning, the building’s tinted windows were deep reflective pools, filled with sunlight.

There was one space free in the lot by the front doors. She steered the white Chevy Caprice she’d inherited from Agent Roach into it. Her BuRide, Noah Case had called it, when he’d handed her the keys two days ago.

The young agent had chuckled when she’d looked blankly at him. “You know—bureau-issued? BuRide. BuGun. Goddamn BuReaucracy.”

She’d laughed to cover her embarrassment. She had so much to learn.

Killing the engine, Riley finished the two-shot coffee she’d grabbed on the drive over, steeling herself for another day picking her way through her unfamiliar caseload.

She’d stayed up late last night to try to get ahead, determined to show Connie Meadows she deserved to be here on merit. She had spent hours going through the stack of Roach’s files, squinting in the sallow light of her apartment’s kitchen to read the former agent’s writing. Suspected insurance fraud. Possible tax evasion by a local chain of sports bars. Counterfeit goods being sold from a warehouse in Madison County. Threads to unspool. Trails to follow. Step by step, just like every other investigation she’d undertaken.

The focus of the work had eased some of the doubts that had crowded in on her first day. She knew how to do this: had been doing it for years in Black Hawk County, first as a rookie, then a deputy, then as sergeant and head of Investigations. But the cautionary voice that reminded her she’d swapped her position at the top in the sheriff’s office to one here at the bottom was hard to silence.

While she’d read, the clouds that had blanketed the city since her arrival had drifted south, leaving clear skies, under which the temperature plummeted. When she traipsed into the bedroom in the early hours, the bed still marooned in a sea of cardboard boxes, she found it so cold her breath fogged the air. On closer inspection, she discovered the window, which opened onto a rusted fire escape, had warped in its frame and wouldn’t fully shut. Another defect to add to the list—the showerhead that trickled pathetically, the damp that bubbled on the walls of the communal stairwell.

After firing off an email to the landlord, she pulled on her old college sweater—Go Panthers!—and climbed under the blankets. But with the arctic air and the rumble of freight on the railroad, she’d barely slept.

Knocking back the coffee’s dregs, Riley opened the glove compartment to stash her shades. As she did so, a rolled-up piece of paper slipped out. Retrieving it from the footwell, she unfurled it. She’d seen enough of Agent Roach’s handwriting by now to recognize it.


Tomorrow never comes.



“Cheerful,” she murmured.

She
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