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Hoarder houses are like happy families: all alike. Detective Vicky Paterson holds her breath. There will be cat piss.


With a gloved hand she pushes the front door open as far as it will go. The old wood, swollen in the summer heat, creaks in its frame. In the bad light of the foyer she can see a canyon of stacked magazines, boxes of yard-sale kitsch, the glint of scattered doll eyes. A tangled mess of kitchen playsets, their plastic skillets caked in charred lumps.


Did someone actually use them to cook?


Vicky’s eyes water. It’s only a matter of time before she’ll have to take a breath. Barely inside and particulate matter sticks to her skin. Her heebie-jeebies are no joke. Two swipes of menthol ChapStick under her nose and she risks an inhale.


Vicky knows this, right here, is the best it’s going to get, just inside the door, a few feet from the Adirondack mountain air. One last glance at the two uniforms lighting cigarettes by the cruiser parked down the gravel path reveals queasy upset all over their faces. Rookies on the graveyard shift doing a wellness check, not expecting this.


Whatever this is.


Vicky shuffles fully inside. Her vinyl shoe covers make a crispy sound in the wee-hours silence. Filth’s in sedimentary layers on the floor: rat droppings, fur, dust, pebbles, beads, petrified food scraps, kibble. A single lamp is perched atop a tower of board game boxes, their labels faded and yellowed. Old-school Clue and Monopoly along with more obscure titles she’s never heard of. One’s called Jiminy Cracker Skin.


It’s a miracle that electricity still runs to this place. Vicky supposes whichever relative called in the wellness check keeps the utility bills up to date. Without any kind of judgment, she wonders why this daughter or brother or niece didn’t have the resident old lady committed.


Well, maybe they did. Seventy-two-hour hold in the overcrowded, underfunded psych ward and then pop goes the weasel. That peculiar combination of maddening stubbornness and heartbreaking mental illness that alienates folks with hoarder tendencies. The old lady’s burning resentment that she was ever committed in the first place. The slow dispersal of fed-up friends and family. The cycle of ingrained habit and solitude that begets itself. The ruin. The junk. The cat piss.


Vicky moves slowly past typewriters and candles, holiday lights and nutcrackers. A crooked sign says BLESS THIS MESS, a heavy-handed detail no one will believe. Books and moist cardboard fused into unholy lumps, stuffed animals and clothes with yellowed tags attached—all of it conspires to render the hallway at a strange angle. Vicky feels like she’s treading the deck of a ship listing hard to port. Nausea rises. She makes a mental note to ask the ME for some of that medical-grade menthol rub. ChapStick is useless. Ten million cats used this place as their litter box.


A muffled conversation drifts in. The uniforms outside, embellishing their war story. She turns a corner past a pair of end tables stacked atop an ottoman, all draped in cobwebs. She tries to remember the name of the Dickensian lady in the wedding dress in the crumbling mansion. The drama club at Halcott Central did that play back when she was a teenager, and everyone was forced to attend an afternoon performance. It felt like it was six hours long.


Vicky turns another corner and squeezes through the middle of what was once a living room. Clear plastic recycling bags stuffed with odds and ends rise from an adjustable hospital bed. The light fades. The stench grows. A cold pressure grips her head, at odds with the stifling air. She clicks on her flashlight. The beam plays along old iron bed frames, soiled blankets, frozen dinners bought in bulk. The toe of her shoe catches on a rain slicker, and something scuttles across her path. She freezes, spooked, hand on her holstered Glock, until she hears the critter burrow deeper into the labyrinth. Her flashlight illuminates a rare section of exposed wall. At first it looks burnt. Then she realizes it’s mold, black and speckled and moist. An oily sheen covers everything, as if the rotten drywall is sweating. She makes a note to ask the ME for a hazmat suit too.


Vicky moves into the dining room. An archway, perhaps once grand, is festooned with threadbare garlands. Here she stops. Her mouth opens—something she’s been trying hard to avoid. She sucks in a breath. A new and pungent stench is in the back of her throat now, the cloying, hot-garbage odor of decay. The only smell on earth that delivers a synesthetic rush to her head, all the drab and muted colors of death popping like sad fireworks behind her eyes.


She smears more ChapStick across her upper lip and takes in the scene.


This perfectly square and windowless room has been cleared out, except for a long dining table that shines as if doused in lemon Pledge. Lingering patches of torn carpet cling to ancient linoleum. She makes note of the sheer effort it must have taken to remove a thousand pounds of junk from the room. This had not been accomplished in a single hasty visit.


The old woman is lying on the table, dressed in a clean floral housecoat. Her hands are folded across her stomach. There is no immediate indication of violence. What strikes Vicky about the scene is the total lack of that lurid snapshot quality of most homicides. Rage and terror in the rude angles of splayed limbs, fury scrawled across walls in great spatters of blood. Not here. Here there is funereal peace.


Vicky sweeps her light across the bare, decrepit walls, then the ceiling. No sign of a light switch or overhead fixture. No lamps either. She’ll have to be careful. She keeps the light trained on the floor as she walks to the table, careful not to disrupt any errant debris. At the table’s edge, she shifts the light to the woman’s face. Mottled skin is drawn tight against the cheekbones. The lips are stretched into a grimace that Vicky chalks up to gravity, not pain. Her heart begins to pound. Eight years into her career in the Fort Halcott Police Department—the last two in Major Crimes—and still, the proximity to death gets its claws into her.


She can already feel tomorrow’s cold sweat, waking to the hint of afternoon light slinking around the edges of her blackout curtains, the sinewy tenderness of the old woman’s frail throat invading the corners of her mind.


But for now she has a job to do. Being alone in this place is unpleasant, but she’s grateful for the chance to perform a thorough, solitary appraisal before someone careless disturbs her scene. She takes a video of the corpse from head to toe, panning slowly, following the flashlight. The mental notes tick themselves off. Snap judgments and fledgling theories arrive and she acknowledges their presence and lets them drift away. Vicky’s Buddhist shit, her partner calls it. A leaf on the wind or whatever.


The woman’s bald head captures her attention. There are no wispy strands of hair, but there is what appears to be soft stubble. Peach fuzz. Shaved, Vicky thinks. With clippers. No obvious signs of violence on the scalp, face, or neck. She notes again the spotless nature of the housecoat, at least on the fabric that covers the torso. Fluids have begun to pool in the lower half. She pauses on the woman’s folded hands. There’s something odd about them. Vicky has to look for a long time before it hits her: All ten fingernails are gone. Not clipped or torn. Removed entirely. On a hunch, she pans down to the bare feet.


The toenails are missing too, nail beds pale and shriveled. No blood. The killer or killers were careful, almost surgical, in their precision here.


A sudden feverish rush forces her to grip the edge of the table. She lets the dizzy spell wash over her and waits for it to pass. Methodical killings aren’t exactly a staple of Fort Halcott. New York’s twenty-sixth largest city (population sixty-four thousand, just behind Schenectady and with a healthy lead on Utica) sees its share of robberies gone wrong, wannabe-gang killings, the odd domestic that escalates to murder, some darker-than-garden-variety drunken mayhem.


This is something different. The thought of a man standing right where she is now, bending over the corpse, taking his time with various grooming tools, cranks up those heebie-jeebies. She kills the video and pockets the phone. Then she takes a moment to raise the flashlight and aim the beam down the hall. Light settles into the nooks of the hoard. Plastic organizers draped in ancient linens. Curtain rods and fireplace tools. Hundreds of paperbacks. She dispels the notion that she’s being watched.


All alone, Vicky.


Another sweep of the room reveals nothing new. There’s only one more place to look. She kneels down to peek under the table.


“Dang.”


Three small cardboard boxes are lined up in a neat row. Their flaps are closed but not sealed.


Down on one knee, she pauses. This crime scene is already doused in off-kilter energy. A profiler would call it ritualistic. This likely won’t be the only killing. It might not even be the first. It certainly won’t be the last. There’s also an element of all this that’s nagging her and has nothing to do with the death itself. She can’t yet give this hunch form and meaning.


“Oh, dang it all,” she says. Tentatively, with a gloved hand, she flips up the first box’s flaps. She leans forward, ducking fully under the table, and peers in. Within the cone of light sits a nest of gray hair streaked with white.


So the killer shaves the old lady’s head and tucks the hair neatly into a box like he’s prepping an Easter basket with a bed of grass.


Her whole body is tingling, pins and needles in her fingers and toes. All over Fort Halcott, people are settling in for an air-conditioned slumber, cuing up late-night shows, raiding fridges for midnight snacks. Normalcy abounds. And then there’s this.


She reaches for the second box and steels herself. She thinks she knows what it’s going to be, but it doesn’t make the process of discovery any less harrowing. Up go the flaps, and there’s the small pile of gnarled, corroded nails. Thick and amber-colored, fungal in a way that breaks her heart. Not a drop of blood. A word comes to her and she wants to dismiss it but she can’t. Harvested. At the third box, she pauses. Hair and nails. What else could be missing?


Her phone buzzes in her pocket. She ignores it. If it’s the babysitter she’ll call back in a minute. Her hand is poised over the third box.


“Just flippin’ do it,” she tells herself. Her fingers go to work. The light shines in. Her sharp intake of breath pulls foul air down her throat. “Oh no.”


The box contains a bloodless pile of teeth. Only about a dozen or so, which makes sense: The woman must be in her eighties or nineties.


Vicky straightens up. She lays a finger against the woman’s lower lip and pulls lightly. The exposed gums are drained of color, the toothless ridges unmarred by signs of violence. Like the hair and nails, the teeth have been extracted with great care. She steps back and contemplates the scene. The feeling that she’s overlooked something ratchets up. She takes another step back. A sticky softness tingles against the back of her neck. Swatting at her skin, she pulls long strands of dusty cobwebs away from her body. She flicks her wrist and they sail out into the humid air.


Bugs.


That’s it. That’s what’s missing.


Judging by the condition of the body, this woman has been lying here for several days. The entire room should be a hellscape of corpse-feeding insects. Yet there’s not a single maggot clinging to the lips or nostrils. Not a single fly buzzing around the table.


Vicky backs away. She doesn’t want to lean against the wall, doesn’t want her body to touch any part of this house, but her legs feel weak. The anticipation that strikes her at crime scenes, when she knows just how the images will manifest as she sleeps, is amplified to shrieking levels in this place.


How can there be no maggots, no flies, not even one of those disgusting beetles that actually feed on maggots?


The walls are covered with spiderwebs, but not a single spider. In defiance of all forensics, pathology, and entomology that she is aware of, insects have completely vacated a room where a person lies dead. Vicky pulls off a glove, jabs at her phone, and lifts it to her ear.


“Victoria.” Her partner’s caffeinated voice comes on after half a ring. “You really should be here. You’re missing out. Corner of Stanton and Wheeler, so, you know, the garden district. They got the whole ladies’ auxiliary handing out lemonades.” He pauses. “I’m shitting you, there’s nobody here except the vic. Get this, he caught four in the chest, center mass, like somebody used him for target practice. We’re looking for a real marksman here. You know, I hate when they split us up. But this is what happens when you hit peak summer killing season, we gotta divide and conquer.”


“I need you here, Kenny.”


“Shit, you okay?”


“I need more eyes on this.”


“Weird one?”


“You just have to see it.”


“Ten four, they can roll mine up now anyway. You need anything? Green tea? Granola bar? Methamphetamine in butterfly stamp bags?”


“Don’t stop for any food, please, Kenny.”


“I’m rushing to your side as we speak.”


“I can hear you chewing already.”


“That’s gum. Over and out.”


Vicky kills the call and texts her babysitter: 90% sure it’s going to be a late one. You might be on breakfast duty. So sorry!


Kim hits her back immediately. All good. The peanut’s in bed. We lost George and it was touch and go for a minute, but we discovered him under the radiator in the front hall.


Vicky smiles. George, the stuffed ladybug, her daughter Sadie’s favorite toy, the one she clings to at bedtime. She closes her eyes and imagines Sadie clutching George to the side of her head, claiming it’s the only way she can hear words in ladybug language. Vicky tries to swim inside the memory, but the menthol under her nose fades, the head-spinning ammonia of cat piss rushes in, and she opens her eyes. Her flashlight beam is pointed at the floor, so the corpse on the table is draped in deep shadow.


To live a long life and end up this way, Vicky thinks.


There was once a girlhood, laughter and beach trips, friends and gossip and charm and suitors. If someone could have shown the young version of this woman her sad house and horrible death, what would the girl think? Would it ruin everything, or would she dismiss it with a laugh and a flutter of her hand, something so far off as to be inconsequential? To have no bearing at all upon the girl at the boardwalk linking arms with her best friend and skipping into the wide-open night.


Vicky thinks of Sadie once again, sleeping soundly with George the ladybug. Then she shakes it off and goes outside to wait for her partner.
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The crickets aren’t supposed to be this loud. Will Bennett’s got the windows of his RAV4 up. Still it’s like a thousand insects are in here with him, crawling over the back seat. There’s no way to drown them out with air-conditioning and music. He can’t turn on the car. He can’t do anything but sit and watch. And listen to the goddamn chirping drone.


He wonders if it’s an upstate thing. If a city boy like him just isn’t used to the noise. Used to it or not, it seems to Will that the good people of Fort Halcott would not stand for it. How could they live like this?


He unwraps another Starburst and trains his binoculars on the warehouse, a low-slung brick of a building with an empty row of loading docks. A single streetlight sends a lonely cone of light down onto the blacktop.


Will’s parked on an embankment in a lot choked with weeds. Thick stems shoot up through cracks in the pavement. Behind him is the empty shell of an old fast-food joint. There are metal speaker boxes on poles for each parking space, the kind of retro 1950s setup where they bring you the food on a tray. Maybe even on roller skates. Fort Halcott’s own Saturday-night malt shop, where the greasers and the preps cruise with their best girls. Or maybe just a Sonic that went out of business.


The warehouse he’s staking out sits empty and silent. Will sweeps the binoculars away from the building. Just down the embankment is the access road that curls through the northeast part of town, where the residential streets give way to office parks and manufacturing centers. Posters on an empty bus shelter advertise last year’s movies. A hubcap sits in a drainage ditch. Cattails sprout from a runoff swamp. He wonders if that’s where all these crickets live.


Will lowers the binoculars. He works the lemon candy around the roof of his mouth. What’s left of it sticks to the back of his front teeth. He should have picked up something else, something with chocolate and peanuts. The motel vending machine had Snickers. He imagines for a moment that he will turn his head and see that the fast-food joint has sprung magically to life. He can smell the cooking oil and grease. Lights shine as bright as a carnival midway. The other cars are long and low, and some of them have fins. A girl glides out on skates to deliver him pristine cheeseburgers and salty fries. She wears a paper hat. Her eyes sparkle in the light. When she gets close to his car, she smiles and his heart stops beating. He knows this girl. She’s been waiting for him. But he can’t roll down his window. Can’t even move. Her smile falters.


THWACK. Knuckles on glass.


Will jolts upright in his seat. He blinks away vestiges of twinkling light. In the rearview the old restaurant is dark.


“Fuckface!” There’s a woman’s voice outside the passenger door. A shadowy figure stands there, radiating impatience.


Will unlocks the car and his ex-wife slides in and shuts the door behind her. Her black leggings and T-shirt are a match for his, more or less.


He fights the urge to lean over and give her a kiss. Old habits. “Hey, Alicia.”


The former Mrs. Alicia Bennett reaches over the console to take the Starburst pack from his lap. “Nice dream?”


“I wasn’t sleeping.”


“Bullshit. There were visible Z’s floating up out of your drooly mouth. It’s not even late, Will. In stakeout time it’s like noon.” She unwraps a little square.


“Don’t eat all the lemon ones.”


“First of all, not a problem, because nobody likes those.”


“I do.”


“Yeah, ’cause your palate is pure old man. Your favorite candy is Werther’s Original. When it’s early-bird-special time at the diner you call an Uber and you’re like, step on it.” She palms a handful of Starburst and flings the pack back into his lap, aiming straight for his crotch. “We should’ve stopped at the 7-Eleven.”


Will grabs his phone and pulls up his photos. He swipes through and stops at the smiling face from his dream. It’s a portrait of a fair-haired woman in her early twenties. She’s posed in business casual against a blank wall. There’s something perfunctory about it. A corporate ID or a college key card shot.


Alicia leans over and affects a deep southern accent. “Violet Carmichael, as I live and breathe, how are you?”


Will makes the photo bounce as he does a posh rich-girl voice in response. “I’ve been positively kidnapped by a freaky sex cult!”


Alicia’s face snaps to all business. She looks at him with those admonishing eyes. “Will. Be serious. This is a life-and-death situation here.”


He takes one more quick look at Violet Carmichael’s eyes and puts the phone to sleep. “You started it, but speaking of life and death, what did you see down there?”


“A warehouse.”


“I knew there was a reason I asked you to come.”


“It’s honestly nondescript as fuck. Words fail me.”


Will pauses. The buzzing cacophony sets his teeth on edge. “You hear those bugs?”


Alicia frowns as she unwraps another candy. “What, the crickets?”


“I can’t believe they’re this loud.”


She shrugs. “Country living.”


“Fort Halcott’s bigger than White Plains. That’s hardly the sticks.”


She gestures out the window at what could generously be called nothingness. “Not exactly Atlantic Avenue either. Plus, there might be a quote-unquote downtown with a few office buildings, but the whole city’s surrounded by the forest preserve. It’s like they stuck Rochester in the middle of a national park or something.”


“We were here the last two nights and I don’t remember them sounding like this.”


“Full moon.”


“That’s your answer for everything.”


“I assure you it is not.”


“It’s always some astrological, Mercury in retrograde—”


“Don’t say always. Nothing is ever always.”


Will falls silent. This is an acknowledged problem for him when he gets worked up. They talked about it in couples therapy with Dr. Capaldi. Will does a quick breathing exercise to center himself. He lifts the binoculars to his eyes for due diligence. Still nothing going on at the warehouse. He lowers the binoculars to his lap and rephrases, working from a place of calm, respect, and clarity.


“It sometimes feels like you use things related to the stars, or astrology, to shut down whatever I’m saying. Like, it’s a way of being dismissive without actually saying, You’re an idiot, I don’t want to talk about this with you anymore.”


“Like when you start to point out aspects of the scenery we’re driving through when I’m trying to engage you in serious discussions you never want to have.”


“Okay, but this is about the specific thing I just tried to bring up, not other hypothetical—”


“They’re not hypothetical—”


“Dr. Capaldi said—”


“Car coming.”


They both go quiet. The car turns out to be a Sprinter van, tall and boxy, heading up the access road from the south. It rounds a long, easy curve. Headlights roam the drainage ditch. The hubcap glints and disappears.


The van hangs a right off the road and heads up the driveway to the warehouse. The fence along the entry glides open on big metal wheels.


“Remote control,” Alicia says. Will agrees, unless there’s someone inside, a guard with a bank of monitors in a security room. She lifts up her night-vision camera with its telephoto lens. “I’m at a weird angle here.”


Will ducks down in his seat. “Better?”


“Can you open the window?”


“It’s like a bug war zone out there.”


“Oh my God.”


“I’ll have to turn on the car to roll down the windows. It might get somebody’s attention.”


Without another word, Alicia opens the passenger door and scampers out to the edge of the embankment. Her body language is pitched at a forward lean, all productive energy and a lack of tolerance for bullshit. He senses a familiar flutter down by the Starburst pack and realizes with a bittersweet pang how much this aspect of her character turns him on. Will figures she left the door open on purpose. It’s a petty move that he also finds arousing.


He keeps an eye on her silhouette and tries to acclimate to the insect noise. The bugs are throwing a rager down in that swamp. He doesn’t know if it’s some kind of mating thing or what. There’s just enough off-key overlap to drive him nuts. It sounds like bugs have crawled inside his head to rub their wings against his brain. He wonders if it really doesn’t bother Alicia or if she just doesn’t want to give him the satisfaction.


Her scent lingers in the car: lavender hair stuff. The insects drone on. He raises the binoculars.


The Sprinter van is parked in one of the loading dock spaces. The dome light goes on inside as the doors open. A man and a woman step out—the driver and passenger. They’re dressed in jeans and T-shirts. The woman slides open the back door of the van and a trio of kids piles out. Not kids, Will corrects himself. Early twenties. Like Violet in the photo her parents supplied. He scans their faces, barely lit by the dome light, and adjusts the focus. Two girls and a guy. He doesn’t think Violet is among them but it’s hard to tell. The woman slides the door shut. The light goes off. He switches to his own night-vision binocs: panoramic quad tubes, PNVGs. The actual view is disappointing. Like every other kid raised on action movies, Will had always expected a certain depth of field from night vision, like the daylight world but greener. The reality is more like tunnel vision with an odd flattening effect. He watches the trio of acolytes from the back of the van carry several large boxes inside the warehouse. Then all is quiet.


Alicia gets in and shuts the door carefully. The volume of the cricket song is barely halved.


“She wasn’t there.”


Will sighs. “Another fun call with the Carmichaels awaits.”


The clients—Violet’s parents—insisted on daily reports. Will bargained them down to every other day. These conference calls are miserable. Will feels like an asshole, finding new ways to wring dubious notes of progress from their methodology. It’s not like he’s lying about anything, it’s just that the realities of this operation don’t lend themselves to exciting updates. This particular cult doesn’t have a single compound where they all live communally and do their composting and perform tantric rituals or whatever. They’re embedded in the fabric of Fort Halcott. They’ve been here for years. Decades, maybe. They own all kinds of property buried in shell corporations. They’re made up of the professional class. Will and Alicia follow leads that aren’t linear. They snake all over town, doubling back, overlapping. Sitting and watching and eating vending machine candy. Their per diem dwindles. And while they’re mired in a web, the Carmichaels grow more impatient by the day.


And these are not people accustomed to waiting around, or to helplessness, or to the feral kind of desperation that the vast swath of non-rich society has learned to weather. That hunger—for decent food, a good job, a full night’s sleep—is an alien feeling to Ed and Fiona Carmichael.


You’re supposed to be the best, Ed is fond of saying in sheer exasperation.


Will wishes he could tell Ed the truth: that he got lucky once. Lucky enough to establish a reputation and burnish it to high heaven.


“Tell them their precious Violet is probably having the time of her life,” Alicia says, “and if they’d been more attentive and understanding, she probably wouldn’t have joined a cult in the wilds of upstate New York. She would have stuck it out in grad school and moved back to the city to help administer her parents’ various philanthropic foundations.”


Will unwraps the last Starburst. “Maybe you can tell them that.”


Alicia twists off the massive lens and cycles through her photos in the viewfinder. She turns the camera so Will can see. Instead of muted green, her photos are a strange combination of sharper imagery and wacky colors: a vibrancy that brings to mind the way the Predator sees.


“New thermal imaging looks good,” Will says with admiration.


“Courtesy of Ed and Fiona.”


Will’s thankful he had the presence of mind to call in his ex in time for Alicia to sweet-talk the client into more cash up front for expenses and equipment. He also has her to thank for their funky hipster motel, the Mountain View Lodge, a comfy tourist trap that beats the hell out of Fort Halcott’s bastions of extended-stay sadness.


Together they cycle through photos while the crickets chirp on and on. The two women are the right age, roughly the same athletic build, but most definitely not Violet.


He closes his eyes. Christ, nothing is easy. In the darkness of his self-pity, the crickets shriek and shriek.


“Will!”


Alicia hits him on the shoulder. His eyes snap open. She points at the warehouse.


A bright flash lights the building from within. Then another. Staccato, off-time bursts that fill the three square windows set high in the wall.


Gunshots. There’s no report from any firearm, but the sound could be dampened by thick warehouse walls. And the hellish chorus of crickets. Will reaches across Alicia’s lap to open the glove box and remove the Sig Sauer pistol.


“Jesus, Will, let it be.”


“No.” He opens the door.


“Violet’s not even in there!”


“We don’t know what’s in there,” he says, stepping out onto the weed-choked blacktop. The day’s humidity hasn’t quite burned away, and he’s instantly coated in a sheen of sweat. Outside, the crickets are percussive, with a deep bass thump to their cries. The noise is incredible.


A moment later, Alicia is at his side, pulling on his arm. “Will, I’m serious.” Her eyes are wide pearlescent circles in the night. “Don’t go in there.”


“I can’t just sit here.”


“You don’t have to prove anything to me!”


He shakes free of her grip. “You think that’s why I do things?”


“Dr. Capaldi says—”


“Fuck off, Alicia.” He starts down the embankment.
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Detective Ken Grimes lights a fresh cigarette from the smoldering end of his last one. He pinches it between thumb and forefinger and closes one eye as he takes a drag. His open eye settles on Vicky and narrows with disdain.


“Don’t say it,” he growls.


“There are mindfulness techniques you can learn.”


He blows smoke into the night air. “They’re all bullshit.”


Three cruisers, an unmarked, and a van full of CSU equipment are parked in front of the old lady’s house. The porch is taped off. A pair of crime scene techs file out, leaving one still inside.


Grimes is only a few years older than Vicky, but he’s an elder statesman on the FHPD. The kind of man that’s been a weathered, world-weary old guy since he was a senior in high school. The jokes are endless: Grimes in the cafeteria drinking chocolate milk out of a flask. Grimes taking on one last big homework assignment. Grimes being twice divorced before graduation.


Vicky lets him smoke. She doesn’t prod him. He’s just spent some time inside the house and now he’s processing.


“Reeks in there,” he says after a while. Half his lip curls as he exhales smoke. Remnants of a boyhood cleft repair operation that left some nerve damage. “It’s always the cats with these people.”


“Don’t say these people, please.”


“You know what I mean.”


Vicky has to concede that in this case, she does. She tells herself that her heart can go out to the illness while still acknowledging that it does indeed reek in there. “I was thinking, back in that room—that lady had a life once, you know? I mean, at some point she was a young person with dreams.”


“Could’ve been a young hoarder cat lady too.” He bends over to stub out his cigarette then pockets the butt. Vicky has long become accustomed to her partner’s general miasma of ashtray. He takes a piece of spearmint gum from the other jacket pocket and pops it in his mouth with his tongue out like he’s getting his tonsils examined. He’s quiet until he lands on what he thinks might be troubling her. “Sadie’s gonna turn out fine, Vic. She’s a good egg.”


“She loves her uncle Kenny. But I wasn’t thinking about Sadie.”


“You’ll meet a nice gal someday, just keep swiping.”


“I wasn’t thinking about me, either. You know, sometimes people can have empathetic feelings without having to center their own lives in everything.”


“Jesus. You join the fun police too?”


“So what do you think?”


“About what, the boxes full of teeth and hair and nails? I think it’s pretty run of the mill, open and shut. We can probably close the file.”


Vicky looks off into the woods, lets her partner’s mind spin off silently until he’s ready for some real talk. She eavesdrops on two of the techs who are trying to look busy but mostly killing time. One says, “He hates watering plants but he wants a goddamn kid.” She flashes to Sadie’s sweet, sleeping face. Babysitter Kim dozing on the sofa in the glow of the TV. She fights the urge to prod Grimes along on his journey toward earnest police work. She lets the sounds of the woods wash over her. Bullfrogs. A distant owl. About a million crickets.


“I think it isn’t his first and it won’t be his last,” Grimes says after a while.


Vicky frowns. The crickets are loud out here. They sound like a screaming chorus. She pictures little bug mouths stretched into human-like howls of despair. The thought makes her shudder.


“I agree,” she says. “But.” She pops a sugar-free ginger candy in her mouth. “You don’t think we’d have heard of something like this, if it’s happened before?”


There are eighteen officers in the Major Crimes Division. Four of them investigate homicides. They’re all clustered together in the same decaying institutional office. If a killing beyond the usual shootings and domestics crops up, the whole division knows about it.


“I know, I know.” Grimes makes a gravelly noise, the acceptance of a bad memory. “All of Major Crimes oughta be juiced. Like the Winters kid. The whole building was running a fever.”


Billy Winters, yanked into a Chrysler LeBaron in broad daylight up in the Royal Terrace Apartments, found twenty-six hours later with a railroad spike through his stomach, pinned to an oak along the trails behind Collins Park. Vicky lets a dizzy spell wash over her.


“That was the last incident that was even in the same ballpark,” she says.


“Well, this sure as shit wasn’t Silas Nedry.”


The rest is unspoken. Nedry’s dead, courtesy of Vicky’s Glock. The only time she’s ever fired her service weapon, and it’s to give a child killer exactly what he wanted: suicide by cop.


“But Nedry was from Manitoba,” Grimes says. “Which is my point. Plenty of psychos—sorry, Vic, disturbed individuals—are nomadic. Can you think of a more sinister word than drifter? I can’t.”


“We’re getting ahead of ourselves,” Vicky says. Profiling, theories, gut instincts, victimology—all of it is desk-bound work, study and conversation and whiteboards and a-ha moments. She doesn’t want to waste precious time at the scene on premature speculation. “What stood out to you in the dining room?”


“Probably the boxes of hair, teeth, and nails, if I had to pick something.”


Vicky opens her mouth to reply, then shakes her head. She glances in mild annoyance at the dark woods. It’s probably her imagination, but the bugs are suddenly louder, like somebody cranked up the volume.


“Do you hear those crickets?” she says.


“Those aren’t crickets.”


“Then what are they?”


“What am I, the bug police?”


“Kenny, I’m exhausted and I’ve got Kim at home with Sadie on overtime.”


Grimes chomps his gum. “They don’t sound anything like crickets to me, is all. I can’t identify them, and yes they are loud. I also know what you’re fishing for. What is arguably weirder than the shit in the boxes is the total absence of maggots or flies in and around the corpse.” He pauses. “Now I guess I am the bug police.”


“It’s not possible,” Vicky says. “Maybe if a body was trapped inside a hermetically sealed environment, or a freezer, but we’re talking about that house. It’s already a breeding ground. The whole dining room should be crawling with insects.” She pauses. A thought forms, tenuously connected, but nagging enough to voice. “I backed into this huge spiderweb while I was in there. No spider, though. And I didn’t see any roaches. These kinds of situations always have roaches.”


Grimes takes this in. “Maybe some kind of cleaning agent our guy used to wash the body. Something caustic that fucked up the breeding ground.”


“Maybe,” Vicky says. She’s never heard of any kind of solvent that would have this effect, but anything is possible.


“Detectives!” One of the techs beckons from the edge of the sagging porch. She’s fully suited up, hazmat-style, in a white plastic onesie, surgical mask, goggles, and gloves. “You might want to take a look at this.”


“Nah, Frannie, we’re good!” Grimes calls back with a cheerful wave.


Vicky turns her back on her partner and heads for the house. She crunches the last bit of ginger candy.


“Ignore him,” she says to Francesca Morales, a veteran tech.


“I always do.”


Vicky lifts the yellow tape and joins Francesca on the creaking, rotted boards of the porch. A floodlight’s been set up, and the front of the house is bathed in a bright glow. An empty picture frame juts from a broken window. A chainless porch swing, long since collapsed, is piled with sun-faded cereal boxes.


Francesca motions toward the door with the camera dangling from a strap around her neck. “I lifted the vic’s housecoat to document the torso.” She pauses. “Did you look under there?”


“I didn’t.” It sounds odd to say this out loud. Like she’s admitting to a small failure. A bout of laziness.


The tech hesitates, but Vicky knows it isn’t tacit disapproval. Fran’s body language, normally confident and graceful, is anxious and halting. “I need to show you.”


Vicky follows her into the front hallway. The narrow canyons of sedimentary clutter rise to the ceiling. The smell assaults her nasal passages. A moment later, Grimes is plodding along behind her. The crickets are muted by layers of the old lady’s hoard, but Vicky notes with some surprise that she can still hear their droning buzz. She thinks that Grimes is probably right. Crickets don’t sound this angry, this pointed, this mission-driven. Crickets float and trill. These insects bellow and shriek.


They reach the dining room together. A pair of smaller floodlights have been rigged up so that the table with its corpse looks like a stage set. The old woman’s flesh is nearly translucent in the brightness. Blue veins snake just beneath the skin. Vicky glances over her shoulder. Half of the massive spiderweb she backed into is still clinging to the wall. With the room lit up like a stadium, she confirms what she already knows: no maggots, no flies, no roaches.


Fran clutches the bottom hem of the old lady’s housecoat, down by her knobby, scarred knees.


“All right,” the tech says. She pauses. Then she whips the fabric back like she’s ripping off a bandage.


“What the fuck?” Grimes exclaims. His hand reaches out, finds Vicky’s shoulder. His fingers dig in. His other hand goes to cover his mouth.


Vicky blinks. She takes a deep breath, takes in the stench, and forces a steadiness through her body. At the same time she knows her dreams will spiral down into sightless depths with this desecration flashing like a strobe. This is something unprecedented, and as such it will command her nights for a long time to come.


“I don’t know,” Fran says, backing away from the table as if this new sight is giving off infernal heat. “I really don’t.”


Vicky wills herself to move in for a closer look. Grimes lingers at her back. The fact that he’s gone quiet is deeply unsettling.


But she understands why.


The old woman’s torso is a patchwork of fibrous flesh the color of Lipton tea. It’s woven in some mad pattern, like a crosshatched pie crust gone horribly wrong. Pale, papery skin appears at odd intervals. Without touching the blemish, Vicky has an impression of its texture. Smooth and hard. A half-formed carapace. The blemish extends down the woman’s left side and becomes a mottled mess as if it has dripped, unfinished, then hardened like wax.


This is not a postmortem mutilation. Vicky doesn’t believe a human being could have done this. Not because of its depravity but because of logistics, methodology. What even is this?


“She had some kind of disease,” Grimes says, sounding unsure of himself. “That flesh-eating virus. I don’t know. Fuckin’ leprosy.”


“We need a pathologist here,” Vicky says. “And a forensic entomologist.”


“We need to burn this place down,” Grimes says, “and salt the earth.”


Vicky is glad for her partner and Francesca. She clings to human company in the presence of this aberration and tries not to think of the coming dreams.


She will certainly be alone in those.
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Will finds Alicia’s carefully snipped chain links around the east side of the warehouse. A hill rises at his back, beyond which the industrial edge of Fort Halcott dribbles out into wilderness. He pushes the fence. After a moment’s give, the opening reveals itself and he slips though.


You don’t have to prove anything to me.


This has nothing to do with you, Alicia. Their argument unspools in his mind. As usual in hypothetical discussions, he is articulate and reasonable. It’s the right thing to do.


No. He shakes his head.


Helping people is the right thing to do. He adds a perfect little dig: Always.


He’ll put an end to whatever is happening in there, and Alicia will see that he was right.


Will would like to see that guy she’s dating, the lawyer—Will would like to see Carter rush headlong into danger. Dude would probably piss himself at the sight of muzzle flashes.


The thought of Carter shrieking like a small child at the merest hint of conflict makes his heart pound, flooded with gleeful adrenaline.


He jogs in a low crouch along the pavement that circles the warehouse like a moat. The crickets thunder in his ears. He knows it’s all wrong: Crickets don’t thunder. Yet here he is, moving through the eye of a once-in-a-lifetime cricket storm. He shudders with the prickly sensation that there are millions of them all around him, flitting in and out of the shrubbery that lines the drab brick building. Screaming.


There’s another bright flash in the windows, imprinting afterimages on the night. Yet even now, twenty feet from the building, Will can’t hear the shots. Not even a muffled pop. Your basic 9mm can hit the decibel level of a jet engine. Either the soundproofing is heavy duty, the weapon is silenced, or the shots are drowned out by the ambient cricket noise.


Will reaches the building and sidles between hedges trimmed to military flattops. He straightens up with his back against the wall. A silhouette darts out of the blackness and rushes up to his side.


It’s Alicia, breathing hard. “You’re acting like a total maniac!” she hisses.


“So you want to wake up tomorrow and read that five people are dead in some kind of ritual murder-suicide and know for the rest of our lives that we could have done something about it?”


“I just want to wake up tomorrow, period.”


Another flash.


“I’ve counted eleven shots so far,” Alicia says. She takes a moment to catch her breath. “Whatever was supposed to happen in there has already happened. There’s nothing we can do now. So we wait, then go in and check out the aftermath. Maybe there will be a clue.”


“A clue?”


“Information. We gather it. It’s our job.”


“So, what, you get to decide our course of action now?”


“I feel like you’re coming at me from a place of unconsidered anger.”


He tries to focus on her face in the dark. It slips in and out of shadow. “And I feel like you forgot why we started doing this work in the first place.”


“Money, Will. Because after you went away to find yourself—”


“See, you always bring up my walkabout thing, like—”


“Two years of your—of our lives is not the walkabout thing. You know, sometimes when I’m with you I feel like I’m regressing. I feel like a child, arguing with another child. It’s really uncomfortable and depressing.”


“Shh!” There’s a new sound. A musical strain, a single drawn-out note in dissonant competition with the swell of crickets. Will slides along the wall. The hedges tug at his shirt. He stops alongside a window and leans over just enough to peek inside. It’s a pitch-black void. The shrubbery rustles as Alicia follows him.


“I really don’t like this,” she says. A sour thought pops into his head: that his ex-wife just wants to get back to Carter the lawyer and his SoHo loft. Will knows about the SoHo loft because he has watched them enter it after leaving dinner at Eleven Madison. Carter must be a big shot at his stupid white-shoe firm because he has a driver who waits outside restaurants. He’s in private equity, Will recalls. His grip tightens on the Sig. What would Carter do if Will pressed the cold barrel into the center of the man’s forehead? Carter’s a squeeze-the-eyes-shut-and-beg type, Will thinks.


On the other hand, Alicia could have stayed up on the embankment. Hell, she could have stayed in the city, greeted his request to partner up one more time with a hearty no fucking way. But she didn’t. She came with him, all the way up to the Adirondacks, a hundred miles outside of bumblefuck. And just now she followed his ass down the hill.


A flash lights up the interior. He pulls his head away from the window.


“Oh shit.” He blinks. The scene is burned into the back of his eyelids. A shiver ripples down his spine.


“What?”


He doesn’t know where to begin. “They’re not gunshots.”


The man and the woman from the van are standing on either side of the vast, concrete floor. Their mouths open in unison and the bright light flares. Will has the terrible impression it’s some kind of photosynthesis—light as nourishment. Something getting fed. The three acolytes are naked and entwined on the floor between the pair Will thinks of as the leaders. Their limbs, extended strangely, form a pattern. An articulated exoskeleton that moves with a buglike, jittering movement. This bizarre conglomerate is surrounded by objects on the floor. A ring of bulbous fruits the size of beefsteak tomatoes. Flashing light catches their fuzzy skins.


A queasy rush takes him. It’s the insect drone, the noise coming from outside soundtracking what is happening inside. His mind connects the two, and now he can’t experience them unlinked.


Necks of the acolytes contort, tongues lash, teeth gnaw. The fruits are reduced to slimy pits with wet, shiny pulp hanging in tatters.


Alicia moves to the other side of the window and looks in. “Nope.” She turns away, back against the bricks, shakes her head. “No no no.”


Will is unsure if he wants to see it again but he’s compelled by some force to peer inside. He waits. All is dark.


Flash.


He can’t figure out how it’s possible that such radiance is coming from the mouths of the leaders. He keeps his eyes trained on the trio in the center of the floor, and the image imprints again as the warehouse goes dark. There are forelegs, bent at strange angles. Three faces contorted in pain or concentration. A skitter, a crawl.


Flash.


The acolytes are weaving. There is a tidal undulation. A rippling, rising action.


He can’t look away. He wishes he were inside. Wishes he could freeze time to have all night to examine this madness.


“Will!” Alicia grabs his arm. He shakes her off.


Flash.


Red eyes. Big crimson globes. Will recalls the boxes the acolytes unloaded from the van. It seems like another time. A few minutes ago. A lifetime ago.


“We’re leaving,” Alicia says.


Will presses his forehead against the glass. “I have to see.”


She exhorts him to get the fuck out of there. Her voice fades into distant obscurity. She is clawing at him, pulling hard. Rooted in place, he barely feels it. He wishes he could share this moment with Alicia, but he knows she is beyond appreciation. Her revulsion annoys him, because what is happening inside the warehouse holds a strange beauty. It has fully aligned now with the drone all around him. It buzzes from inside his head, tickling his eardrums and the back of his throat.


Flash.


The entwined acolytes have shifted to face the window. The woman at the head is staring at him with her big unblinking red eyes. At her back the bent limbs of the others rise and fall with jointed, right-angled grace. The skittering brings the trio—


Flash—


—closer to the window. Alicia is screaming from across some vast and lonely plain. Her nails rake the flesh of his arm. The leaders bend at the waist. They vomit light. The strobe effect is amplified. One flash per second. The trio arches its collective back and climbs the window and presses its flesh-woven undercarriage against the glass. A single pane separates Will’s face from breasts and bellies and genitals, ever climbing. A word pops into his head: abdomen. He had expected to encounter ritual but had no idea it would be so glorious. So impossible. So real.


The drone comes from his throat now. He is joining the chorus. His body tingles with something like warmth. Or, perhaps, acceptance.


Finally, Alicia pulls him with such force that he has no choice but to let himself be wrenched away. He glances over his shoulder as he stumbles toward the fence. Backlit, the abdomen is darkly segmented against the window. The earsplitting drone spirals out into the night, everywhere and nowhere. Will and Alicia cross the access road toward the embankment. The blank sign of the empty restaurant is a pale blotch on the night sky.
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Vicky eases her hybrid hatchback into the driveway and kills the lights. The radio plays softly. A mournful saxophone trails off and the resonant voice of the host welcomes her back to Jazz from the Witching Hour. The stench of the old lady’s house clings to her clothes. She should have tossed the whole outfit—J. Crew blazer included—and changed into some sweats from her locker at the station.


Her hands clench the steering wheel as dawn breaks across Fort Halcott. Sadie’s toys, scattered across the front lawn, emerge from the shadows. Power Wheels Jeep, tricycle, giant plastic ladybug (girlfriend of George). Lights come up in her neighbors’ houses—ranches and Craftsmen and the odd Colonial. Inside her own modest split-level, Kim the absolute godsend of a babysitter sleeps in the guest room—a glorified closet—next to Sadie’s room.


Vicky knows she too will have to sleep at some point. She will have to give in to the dreams. After two years in Major Crimes she has reached a place of acceptance. But the inciting incidents—the fuel for her nightmares—usually aren’t this bad.


The fingertips have been a particular fixation on the drive home. Shriveled nail beds. Precise extractions. Cuticles and hangnails cleaned and trimmed.


Knowing what she’s in for doesn’t make it any easier to lie down and close her eyes. She reaches into the glove box and finds her tin of Altoids, for something to do.


“All right,” the radio says, the DJ’s voice a soothing coo, “night hawks and night owls and all our friends out there in the nocturnal world, I’ve got one last cut before I fade into the morning.”


Vicky pops the mint and settles back in the driver’s seat.


“This is Miles live in ’83. No more first great quintet, no more second great quintet. So much greatness in his rearview, but he wasn’t done. Exhibit A. Berlin Jazzfest. ‘Star on Cicely.’ Until twilight brings us back together, I wish you nothing but love.”


Vicky’s eyelids are heavy. She refuses to close them.


Boxes under the table. Boxes full of hair, nails, and teeth.


And inside her lovely little house her daughter sleeps, oblivious to the world’s inexplicable evil.


If a small city in the middle of nowhere like Fort Halcott can hold such things as the Winters boy pinned to a tree and an old lady desecrated on her own dining room table, what hope is there for the wider world?


The wider world Sadie will one day enter blindly into, no matter how much Vicky prepares her. Visions of watching grown Sadie turn her back and walk away, heading into college, bag slung over her shoulder, The World waiting in the wings like a predatory demon, biding its time. Autumn leaves falling slowly, settling on the manicured grass of whatever school she can afford ten years from now. New students milling about in a daze, thunderstruck by newfound and total freedom. Party invitations chalked on sidewalks.


Sadie’s carrying a box of her things, special mementos for her dorm room. A box full of hair and nails and teeth…


Vicky’s body jerks. She’s been drifting. Muted trumpet winds into a never-ending spiral. Vicky turns off the radio and rubs her eyes. A new sound hangs in the air, only slightly muffled by the air-conditioning. Those darn crickets! Or, no, not crickets. Cricket-adjacent insects. Vicky smiles. Cricket-adjacent. Grimes would scoff at that one.


All around her, Reservoir Road is coming to life. Her next-door neighbor retrieves his newspaper in a bathrobe. The couple down the street who own the Cup ’N Saucer Café head to work together in their Jeep. The scene should be soundtracked with birds and barking dogs. But there is only the ceaseless drone.


Surely morning light should have silenced these not-crickets? What kind of nocturnal bug doesn’t go quiet at daybreak? Vicky has lived her entire life in Fort Halcott. Some regional species of 24/7 chirping bug ought to be on her radar.


She opens the door and steps out beneath an eggshell-colored sky. She takes in the neutral smell, grateful after that oppressive stench for the blandness of it all. There’s a hint of fresh blacktop from the neighbor on the other side, who just did a resurfacing yesterday, and nothing more. The insects’ chorus clings to her like the humid air. The sound is both piercing and percussive, as if they’re rubbing wings together violently in unison. A car goes by, another neighbor’s black Camry. She catches a glimpse of a silver travel mug hoisted and then he is gone. Oh, she thinks, to work normal hours. To leave the house at first light and come home before dark. Regular meals. Consistent exercise regimens.


Restorative sleep.


“All-nighter again?” It’s Sam, the neighbor in the bathrobe, yelling from his front porch. His voice strains to rise above the insects.


Vicky puts on a rueful smile. “Wasn’t supposed to be. Got caught up.”


“Everything okay?”


“Just fine.” She tosses off a casual wave. “Have a good one.”


He grins. “They’re early, huh!” He waves the paper around over his head.


Vicky pretends she can’t really make out what he’s saying and points at the front door. “Babysitter’s gonna kill me!” The smile is plastered to her face.


“The cicadas!” Sam calls out, positively screaming.


“Oh!” Vicky says. “Yeah!” Like she knew that all along. “Have a good one!”


Inside, she closes the door behind her, and the noise dies away. She lets her purse fall onto the end table. Cicadas. Sam’s a font of esoteric knowledge. He’s been on disability for eight months. From his wife Vicky knows that Sam’s internet usage is robust. She has no reason to doubt him on this one. He’s probably got eighteen cicada-related browser tabs open. The word brings to mind a hazy memory of an early high school summer when she worked at Puttin’ Plus Mini Golf. The incessant drone, the infestation of flying roach-things that shut down holes eleven through fourteen. Sweeping up their empty husks with a push broom after closing.


“Flippin’ cicadas,” she says out loud. She places her keys in the little glass dish. Her face in the flower-shaped mirror is a portrait of gloom. Her hair is a tragedy. She tames it with a stray bobby pin from the dish, smoothing out The Spot—the cowlick with its own habits and whims. Then she takes off her shoes.


Underneath the end table is a cardboard box, and Vicky’s moment of peace in a still-sleeping house is shattered. It’s a collagen supplement delivery that Kim must have accepted and taken inside. Healthy hair.


Teeth.


Nails.


Shaking it off, she heads down the hall past the framed headshots of Sadie, ages one through eight. There is space left for ten more years. After that, Vicky supposes, there will be something creepily obsessive about it, so the series will be discontinued. She suspects it may already be weird for Sadie when her friends come over.


The guest room door is ajar. Vicky peeks in. Kim’s jet-black hair is splayed across the pillow, and the blanket rises and falls with her measured breathing. On the nightstand, the babysitter’s plugged-in phone lights up with a text alert. There’s a fat paperback, a can of seltzer, a plastic case for contacts. Light sneaks in through the cheery lemon-colored curtains. How many times has Vicky come home to this exact scene, everything in its right place, no matter how chaotic her night has been? Her tired heart swells with gratitude toward kind, reliable Kim.


Vicky pays a price for what she does, and the past twelve hours have exacted their toll. Now she revels in the tranquility. The familiar domestic scene. Perhaps this is what it felt like for Grimes to come home to his wife, back when he was married. Something familiar to cushion the psychic landing. She moves down the hall to Sadie’s room, silent on stockinged feet.


She peeks in. Warmth spreads outward from her chest. Sadie’s room is a glimpse into the little girl’s wondrous brain. All her interests colliding. Big shark cutouts swim along the wall above her dresser, hammerheads and makos and a monstrous great white. Fantasy paperbacks crowd her bookshelf, stacked between bigheaded figurines. A white wicker chair hangs from the ceiling, piled with purple cushions and fuzzy blankets. A pair of stuffed owls lie in the exact center of a rug shaped like a lime slice. And in her bed, Sadie curls on her side, one arm thrown across George the ladybug.


Vicky goes into her room and undresses. In the shower, she cranks up the hot water. She imagines the steam eroding the layers of filth from the old lady’s house. She still remembers her first shower after putting Silas Nedry down: wreathed in steam, body motionless but thoughts racing. Suddenly unspeakably weary, Vicky fights the urge to close her eyes right there in the shower, lest she find herself haunted by last night’s events and Nedry too. She turns off the water. Silas Nedry had smiled as he raised his weapon. A toy, it turned out. The man who drove a railroad spike through the belly of a child had armed himself with a cap gun.


Vicky stands there dripping until the steam is gone.


In the kitchen, she makes herself a lemon ginger tea and cups her hands around the mug. Kim has the air-conditioning cranked. She sips slowly, standing at the sliding glass door to the backyard. The bright morning has chased away the vestiges of dawn. A red plastic bucket is overturned on the small square patio. She sips her tea and gazes outside, takes stock of her small yard and its weather-beaten fence.


The grass is dry and brown. Rain has been scarce. The lone tree, a stately oak, is an oddly hazy presence, as if it’s wavering in the sunlight. Indistinct and unsure of itself. Vicky sets her mug down on the counter. She looks again and rubs her eyes. The tree is wreathed by a cloud of dirt like the one that clings to Pigpen from Peanuts. She shakes her head. No, dummy. Not dirt: cicadas. She remembers the infestation from Puttin’ Plus, the way the little roachlike babies climbed the trees at the edge of the mini-golf course and emerged from their shells as fat winged adults. She folds her arms and watches, immersed in the gauzy memory.


Seventeen years old, the summer she worked at Puttin’ Plus. Senior year rushing up to meet her. Free ice cream from the soft-serve caboose. Closing shifts with Jeremy Feinberg… She smiles. The only thing she knew back then was that she’d never, ever become a cop like her father. She eats a banana and watches the insects flit about the tree trunk.


Kim’s phone alarm goes off at seven sharp, the sound of a UFO hovering just down the hall. Vicky preps the French press. A non-caffeine-user, she accommodates other people’s habits with no judgment. Though it drives her nuts when Grimes makes them wait in the drive-thru line at the Dunkin’ on Fairfax. The man’s coffee and cigarette breaks alone account for half his overtime. Grimes is in his mid-forties and still does not seem to grasp how much less chaotic his life would be without constant hangovers, an alarming caffeine intake, and a pack of Camels a day. She imagines his personal physician gets hives when he slinks in for his yearly physical.


Kim glides into the kitchen as Vicky’s pouring coffee. The babysitter tucks her shiny hair behind her ears. Tattoos curl around her forearms, complex line work, abstract patterns. Compared with the horribly misguided tattoos that Vicky comes across at work, they’re gorgeous and tasteful, befitting an art school junior. Her eyes widen as Vicky hands her a steaming mug.


“Amazing, thank you.” She takes a tentative sip. Vicky notes the hint of the fake British accent Kim’s been affecting all summer, ever since her return from study abroad in London.


“You’re a lifesaver, Kim. I am so sorry about this.”


“It’s all good, I don’t have to be at the bowling alley till tonight. Did work go okay?”


“Fine. How about here?”


“Same. I told you about the almost-catastrophe with George, but we tracked him down before the emotional collapse could fully set in.” Kim does her little smile-laugh where she sticks out the tip of her tongue. Then she goes to the fridge and retrieves the milk.


“Oh, darn it,” Vicky says. “Light and sweet. I always forget.”


Kim shakes her head in exaggerated mockery. “Maybe a cup of coffee would improve your memory.”


“Never!” Vicky laughs.


Kim dunks a spoonful of sugar and stirs. She leans against the counter by the sink and glances out the window. Vicky watches her eyes settle on the massive oak.


“They’re early,” Vicky says, parroting Sam from next door.


Kim scratches her belly under her tank top. “Who?”


“The cicadas. That’s them around the tree.”


“Wow, we get cicadas in Fort Halcott?”


“Apparently. But you would have been about three the last time they were here.”


“I don’t remember.”


“Right. You were three.”


Kim looks at her. “I actually have what’s called natal recall? Meaning I remember events from as early as two months. Actually, earlier. I have images of my birth. Like, visions.”


Vicky blinks. As far as she can tell, Kim is serious. “Wow.”


“It was a C-section,” Kim says. “I was warm then I was cold.”


“Anyway, they’re supposed to show up every seventeen years.” This is the one thing Vicky knows about cicadas. Eat your heart out, Sam. “But I guess they jumped the gun.”


Kim considers this. “Cool. Why seventeen?”


“No idea.”


“Kind of wild that bugs could have an internal clock like that.”


“It is.”


“So how early are they?”


“I was seventeen last time they showed up, and I’m thirty-three now. So they’re one year ahead of schedule.”


“You’re thirty-three? I thought you were, like, twenty-five, tops.”


Vicky laughs. “Did you think I had Sadie in high school?”


Kim shrugs.


“Trust me, there are no twenty-five-year-old detectives.” And thirty-three-year-old detectives are rare enough.


Kim goes to the sliding door, stands next to Vicky, and peers out. She smells like face cream. “They really love that big-ass tree. Is that what’s making that noise?”


“Yeah. I thought they were just really loud crickets last night.”


Kim sips her coffee with an eager slurp. “This is so great.”


“Well, I’m glad you like it.”


“The cicadas I mean. It’s like, an event, you know? I think it’ll inform my work in a really interesting way.”


At the bowling alley? Vicky thinks but thankfully does not say. “I didn’t realize you were working on anything.”


Kim laughs. “I’m always working. Our studio intensive starts next semester, and I have to have a rationale in place by October first. There’s this one guy in my program, Foglin?”


“Foglin?”


“He’s from Montreal.”


“Oh.”


“So every incoming class has this one full-ride scholarship winner, somebody who did exceptional work in high school. It’s like a predictor of success.”


Vicky keeps an eye on the oak tree. She can’t decide if the cicadas look upset, irritated, or just busy.


“And Foglin’s that guy. Everybody loves him, and of course he’s talented but also, like, so nice too. So if you resent him in any way it makes you the asshole, right? But he’s also a big-time cokehead. Oh!” Kim catches herself. Her hand goes to her mouth. Her eyes go wide.


Vicky turns to Kim. “I’m not going to drive out to RISD and arrest Foglin, Kim. Rest easy.”


Kim relaxes and tries to look sheepish. It’s poorly done and theatrical. Vicky studies the girl as she once again turns her hazel eyes toward the yard. Kim’s giving off odd energy, and even as tired as she is, Vicky picks up the hum of a new frequency. She’s suddenly certain that what just went down was a clumsy attempt by Kim to get this Foglin character in trouble. She wonders at the wonky connections sparking in Kim’s brain.


I know a cop.


Cops arrest people.


It would be nice if Foglin were out of the way.


Vicky goes to the kettle to top off her tea. This is a moment that always comes with suspects in the interview room, with colleagues, with the few women she’s dated seriously. When the casual veneer falls away and the messy, impulsive animal at the core is revealed. Overdramatic, maybe, but the sentiment is real. Even after all Vicky has seen there’s still this naive hope she clings to, that one day another person’s wholesomeness will shine through unblemished by some shabby, illicit desire. It’s childlike, this incessant hope. Unbefitting a woman of her profession. Yet she clings to it nevertheless.


Steaming mug in hand, she dismisses her impression of Kim. It’s been a rough night, after all.


Out back, the cicadas move in frantic disarray, launching themselves from the tree, returning to cling to the bark.


“Like, the cyclical nature of time,” Kim is saying. “How our cells change every seven years so we’re literally a different person?” She drains her coffee and glances at the empty French press.


“I can make more,” Vicky says.


“Mommy?”


She turns at the small voice. Pajama-clad Sadie stands at the threshold, George dangling loosely from her fingers.


“Hey!” Vicky calls out. She sets her mug down. “It’s my favorite kid!”


Her sleepy smile is connected to a knot in Vicky’s chest that loosens as Sadie crosses the linoleum.


“Monster hug!” Vicky says, wrapping the girl in her arms and lifting her up. “I love you I love you I love you!”


She sets the girl down. “How did you sleep?”


Sadie rubs her eyes. Vicky swipes the crusties from her face with a practiced hand. “I had a dream about a dinosaur shelf. Hi, Kim.” Sadie waves.


Kim waves back. “Good morning, Sadie.”


“Thank you for helping to find George,” Sadie says.


The knot in Vicky’s chest comes totally undone. Sadie is polite and thoughtful and warm. Other kids do things like march into the kitchen demanding breakfast.


Vicky glances at the clock. Quarter after seven. “We’ve got time for Connect Four before I have to take you to camp,” Vicky says. “Best two out of three.”


Sadie is recently obsessed with the game. Vicky has noticed she is enamored with the sound of the pieces falling into place.


Sadie turns to Kim. They share a coy, mischievous look.


Vicky puts her hands on her hips. “Anything you want to share with the class?”


“You never know what day it is, Mommy.”


Vicky frowns. Kim mouths Saturday.


Right. The weekend. No summer camp today. “Okay, so we really have time for Connect Four. Best three out of five?” Sadie smiles. “Best nine out of eleven? Best seventy-seven out of ninety-four?”


Sadie laughs. “Best million out of a billion!”


“Million out of a billion it is. And since I have recently been informed that it’s Saturday, we’re having blueberry pancakes.”


“Chocolate chip!” Sadie yells. Then, sheepish at her outburst: “Please?”


“One chocolate chip and one blueberry,” Vicky says. She opens the cupboard and retrieves the box of batter mix.


Sadie sits at the table. “What’s that noise?”


“Cicadas,” Kim informs her.


“Bugs that come up out of the ground to find a mate.” Vicky clatters around the lazy Susan until she finds the nonstick skillet. “It’s very special because they only appear every seventeen years.”


“Except they’re early this time,” Kim says.


“Oh,” Sadie says, taking this in. She sets George on the table and moves an empty cup in front of him. “Do they bite?”


“No.” Vicky plunks down a mixing bowl and locates the whisk in the dishwasher. “They’re just loud.”


Her phone vibrates on the counter. Kim rinses her empty mug. Outside, the cicadas drone on and on. Vicky glances at the screen: GRIMES.


A shadow moves across the kitchen. The night she’d just managed to leave behind, creeping out of the margins. A dank, sour corruption easing its way into the morning she’s sharing with Kim and Sadie.


Cat piss.


Vicky picks up the phone and steps into the hall. Kim moves to the bowl and takes the whisk. Sadie gets up and goes to the sliding glass door.


“What’s up, Kenny?”


Grimes’s voice cracks with the smoke of his own all-nighter. “We got another one.”
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Will’s room at the Mountain View Lodge is lined with cedar panels buffed to a semi-reflective sheen. He sits on the creaky bed and stares at his blurry form in the wall. Alicia paces at his back. Will looks over his shoulder. His ex-wife goes to the balcony door and gazes out at dawn breaking over thick pines. The furniture on the balcony is plastic. An ashtray overflows with butts from a previous guest. The trees block the view of the mountain.


The bugs’ drone seeps in through the walls. Will imagines the sound like a rope, a lasso slowly squeezing the life out of this motel. The single-serve coffeemaker on the dented wooden bureau pops and shudders as it brews. A framed portrait of a nineteenth-century fur trapper hangs above the small TV. Alicia claims the motel has recently been reinvigorated, so its shabby aesthetic is actually shabby-chic. Will wonders if the dank air and stale smoke are piped in as part of the vibe. He watches Alicia tap a fingernail against the glass.


“Okay,” she says. “So what did we really see? I mean, what do we know that we saw. A ritual. Some dumb cult shit. Creepy, yes. Fucked up, yes. But beyond that, I don’t think we can be sure of anything.”


Will turns back to face the wall. His shadow-reflection raises an arm. A long thin limb grows and bends at one joint. Then two. He blinks and the limb vanishes. The coffee machine emits a sharp crack.


Will rubs his eyes. “You looked away. I know what I saw.”


Alicia whirls around. “I saw some Gen Z’ers playing a weird game.”


“Sure, for half a second. I watched the whole thing. There was light coming out of those people’s mouths.”


“That could have been anything. The angle you were looking in from. Any kind of trick.”


“Right.” Will’s eyes go slack. The room blurs. It’s as if he’s just downed a six-pack. A reckless sort of contentment washes over him. His shadow pulses in the wall.


In the wall?


He shakes his head. His vision sharpens. On the wall. Confirmed.


“Hey!” Alicia whacks his shoulder. “Space cadet Will, this is mission control, suck a dick.”


Will turns to look his ex-wife in the eyes. “I think I’m going to get some sleep.”


Her head darts forward like a snake. Her eyes bulge. It’s her look of incredulity, when she just can’t believe what she’s hearing. “We have to talk to the client at eight.”


“So wake me up at seven fifty-five.”


She lifts the paper cup off the coffeemaker’s plastic pedestal, takes a sip, winces. “This tastes like a gas station toilet.”


He gets up and pulls back the sheets. “Maybe they forgot to reinvigorate it.”


She goes to the bathroom. Will hears the coffee being dumped down the drain. “Don’t get in that bed!” She comes back out. Will takes his shirt off. “Do not lie down right now. Please.”


Will sighs. He pauses, then puts his shirt back on. “I’m not going to argue with you anymore. I’m too tired.”


“I’m not arguing with you. It’s a discussion. It’s a brainstorm. No wrong answers in brainstorming.”


“You’ve been telling me I was wrong since we got back to the motel.”


“I did not say wrong even one time. Don’t put words in my mouth.”


“I think Carter’s rubbing off on you. You’re like a lawyer now.”


“I’m going to let that go in the interests of a productive client conversation this morning. So. Let’s go over it again.”


Will closes his eyes. The buzzing drone washes over and then through him. An electric current surges from his teeth to his toes. Then comes a skittering behind his eyelids, the echo of the limbs of the three acolytes, the carapace formed of their bellies. Hairless, shrunken genitals.


He opens his eyes and looks at Alicia. Like, really looks at her. Her despairing face begs him to confirm that what they saw was an illusion. He knows he need only say a few words to placate her. Then he can crawl into bed.


“You saw what I saw,” he says. The acolytes’ connection as they moved up the window. The tautness of the belly. The shiny segments. “The three of them became something else.”


Alicia laughs bitterly. She throws up her hands.


“No wrong answers in brainstorming,” he reminds her. She stalks over to the balcony door. “The ritual wasn’t just standard cult bullshit. It led to something. There was a result. I saw it.”


Alicia is silent for a moment, gazing out at the ashtray and the patio furniture. She raises her eyes to the tall pines. “Do you remember our Hawaii trip?”


“I remember you drank eighty-five piña coladas. I remember thinking, Great, she can only stand to be on a trip with me if she’s wasted every second.”


She lets her head fall forward and rests her forehead against the glass. “It was our first real vacation together, after you came back.”


“I’d been back for like a year at that point.”


“But things were a whirlwind, remember? We hit the ground running with the business and didn’t have time to breathe.” She pauses. “I really was blown away by how committed you were to making it work.” She pulls her head off the glass and turns to look at him. “I was kind of in awe of you back then, to be honest. I thought, Hey, maybe he actually did find himself out there.”


“I’m no better than anybody else.”


“But then on the plane to Hawaii, I had this weird sinking feeling. Like we hadn’t had a non-business conversation since you came home. It was all about repairing, and rebuilding, and moving forward at a dead sprint. Plus I was still pissed at myself for taking you back after you just freaked out and left.”


Will can feel heat behind his eyes, in his sinuses. The all-nighter is tweaking his emotions. He turns away from Alicia, gets interested in the tiny microwave next to the dripping coffee machine.


In awe of you, she’d said. He swipes a finger under his eye and it comes away wet. The drone swells inside his head. Legs, antennae, wings rubbing together.


He snaps back to reality. Alicia has just finished saying something. “What?”


She makes a noise of exasperation. “You space out at the weirdest times, I swear. I was saying, you remember when we went out on the rocks at the resort to watch the manta rays?”


“You fell down and cut your knee.”


“That’s a reductive take on the whole thing, plus you’re burying the lede.”


“You just threw out two accusations in one sentence.”


“Okay, but I fell down after we saw the Loch Ness monster.”


“Its Hawaiian cousin, you mean.”


“Yes. I do. But what I’m getting at is—”


“We both agreed we saw something under the water that was definitely not one of the manta rays because it was the size of a nuclear submarine.”


“You maintained it was just a quote underwater shadow, whatever that is, and I was pretty insistent that it was some kind of living thing.”


“Then you fell down. On account of the piña coladas.”


“I feel like you’re harping on that as a sort of dig. Can we go find a Starbucks, or its Podunk equivalent?”


“I don’t want coffee. I want to sleep.”


“Why are you snapping at me?”


“Because I’m fucking tired!” He knows what Dr. Capaldi would say about bottling things up until they explode. How jarring it is for their relationship. But they don’t have a relationship anymore, right? He stalks over to the balcony door and slides it open. Sound waves spiral into his head, a helix of drawn-out, desperate chirps. Pressure swells in his forehead. He cries out, staggers back to the bed, presses his palms to his temples.


Alicia slides the door shut and the sound dies down. The ringing in his head subsides. He swallows. “Oh man.”


He sits on the bed with his head in his hands. The warehouse window flashes in his mind. One of the red eyes fixed on him. Whatever the acolytes became noticed him, he’s sure of it. “That noise is really getting to me. What kind of crickets do they have in this goddamn town?”


“Reason number four million not to leave the city.”


Will goes into the bathroom and runs the cold water. The tap hiccups. He splashes his face. His eyes are so puffy, it looks like he’s been in a bar fight. He takes a deep breath and tries to focus. When he comes back out, Alicia’s typing on her phone.


“What’s up?”


“Texting the client. Buying us a few hours. You need to sleep.”


Will looks at his ex-wife in disbelief. That’s what I’ve been saying! He stops himself from raising his voice. He waits a beat. “We both do.”


She shakes her head. “I just took an Adderall. Remember after we saw the Hawaiian Loch-Ness-monster-slash-underwater-shadow?”


“We had to go to the front desk to get your knee bandaged.”


“After that.”


“Piña coladas on the terrace.”


He strips down to his boxers, aware that Alicia averts her eyes. He imagines Carter the Private Equity Attorney’s pricey, gym-toned abs. The health club membership paid for by his firm. Placing his wristwatch in a little velvet case before he works out. A locker room attendant handing him a towel, which he accepts wordlessly.


“We sat and drank and talked about what we thought we saw,” she says, staring at her phone. “Eventually, there was this moment. I remember it like it was yesterday. Everything flipped. I was suddenly arguing that it wasn’t anything at all, and you were adamant—like, leaning forward in your seat, waving your arms, adamant—that it was a previously undiscovered sea monster.”


He crawls beneath the sheets and tries to fluff the flat and uninspiring pillow. The Hawaii trip percolates in his head. “So you’re insinuating I’m wishy-washy on this stuff.”


“You’re always so quick to assume I’m accusing you of something!”


He closes his eyes. “We don’t say always.”


“Touché. But what I’m getting at is, what we see is totally different from one minute to the next depending on our moods.”


“Fine,” he says, turning onto his side and curling fetally. “I don’t know what I saw. It was just some dumb ritual. My eyes were playing tricks on me. Let’s just figure out our next move.”


He braces himself for Alicia’s response. You’re just placating me. At the same time, he can feel himself starting to believe it was just some weirdos playing naked Twister. The flashing lights could have been anything.


Silence. He opens one eye to find her frowning at her phone.


“What is it?”


“My texts to the client didn’t go through. No service.”


“Oh.”


She looks at him. “There was service earlier.”


“The Wi-Fi password’s around here somewhere.”


“There’s no signal.”


“Check with the desk. They’re probably just resetting it.”


THUNK.


Something hits the glass. Hard.


“Jesus!” Alicia whirls around.


Will sits up. “Was that a bird?”


THUNK.


This time he sees it: What looks like a cockroach comes down from the pines and careens over the balcony, buzzing erratically, and slams into the sliding door. Then it falls to the thin green Astroturf and crawls around. The three roach-things weave in a madcap route. Will throws back the covers and joins Alicia at the sliding door. He is conscious that he’s in his boxers, and it would only take the slightest movement for her to brush up against the bare skin of his chest or his thighs.


“What are those,” she says, “locusts?”


“I don’t know. Is it locust season? Is that a thing?” He has the miserable impression that Carter would know. Carter would be rattling off locust factoids by the dozen right now. Latin names, regional obscurities. I took a biology elective at Princeton on a lark.


“I have no idea.” She goes to the scuffed round Formica table and comes back with her camera. “Should we call the desk?”


“And ask if it’s locust season?”


She raises the camera to her face, peers into the viewfinder, and adjusts the lens. “I meant ask about the Wi-Fi.”


A fourth bug lands on the plastic table and drags itself through cigarette ash. It pauses long enough for Will to get a better look. Two inches long, he thinks. Dark, shiny head and midsection. Almost oily in its blue-black coloring. Wings are delicate and shot through with veins or connective tissue. Its twin antennae waver softly, deliberately. Will has the impression the insect is orienting itself to its new perch. He steps closer to the glass. The insect’s eyes are bright-red globes. An exquisite shudder cascades down from his shoulders.


The eyes of the acolytes, searing crimson dots in the night, regarding him at the window, aware of his presence.


Will finds that his fingers are splayed, their tips pressed against the glass. A current runs through the balcony and into the door. A chittering drone sifts through the whorls of his fingerprints, an invisible ink staining the patterns of his skin. More bugs come spiraling off the evergreens. Alicia’s voice rings dully in his head. She snaps photographs. The balcony’s infestation grows. The drone runs in rivulets beneath his fingernails. He can feel it like a vibrating splinter sunk deep into his skin.


“—coming off the goddamn trees,” Alicia is saying. “A million of them!”


Will stares outside. The trees shiver in a heat haze. Clouds of tiny dots are flung from their branches, curtains of swirling electrons suspended in midair. They are falling so thick on the balcony now that he can’t see the floor, only this living carpet of locusts or flying roaches or—


“Cicadas,” he says.


Alicia looks at him. “How do you know that?”


“The signal begins in the soil,” he tells her. Words flow from him like a fluid exodus of insects emerging from the dirt. “The echoes of what came before toll the moment of the rising.”


Alicia blinks. “What?”


The rightness of his words and the noise coursing through his body make him shiver with ecstasy. He looks at his ex-wife and smiles.


The cicadas hurl themselves against the glass.
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