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1.

Voice on the phone said a single name.

Lesser.

Woman’s voice. Hung up quickly.

Money cleared an hour later.

I wrote the name on a scrap of paper. Put it in one pocket.

Box-cutter in the other.

Simple.

And no way to know, when she said that name, that it would go so wrong.


2.

This used to be a city of locks.

Every home, at least five, down the door, like a vault.

Chain lock.

Rim lock.

Fox lock.

Knob lock.

Deadbolt.

Funny name, that last one.

Dead. Bolt.

Neither word exactly conjures security.

But no one bothers with that many locks in New York anymore. City’s safer. Or at least emptier. No end of vacancies. And no one bothers to burgle anymore. Nothing left to burgle. Everything’s picked clean, and anyone who still lives in Manhattan and has something of real value to protect—family, dignity, vintage baseball-card collection—does it with a shotgun, not a deadbolt. So the real problem, for the burglar, isn’t getting in. It’s getting back out.

After all, if you apply enough force, deadbolts give.

Shotguns take.

The richest folk still have lots of fancy stuff, of course. They just don’t keep most of that fancy stuff out here.

Out here, all they need is a bed and a connection.

Everything else they keep in the limn.

And if you’re that rich, rich enough to go off-body all day, to tap in and slip away into the limnosphere, then you probably live in a glass tower somewhere, sealed up tight, behind code locks and round-the-clock doormen who watch the street with shotguns propped on their knees.

Where you don’t live, if you’re rich, is in a place like this: a squat, sprawling, crumbling tenement complex like Stuyvesant Town. A few dozen forlorn lowrise apartment buildings scattered over several city blocks on the east side of downtown Manhattan, just close enough to the waterfront to smell the river. Brick towers clustered around central courtyards, grass long ago scoured to brown. Communal playgrounds left to ruin, slides warped, swings hanging lopsided on one chain, iron rockinghorses splotched with raw-rust sores, stricken by some rockinghorse plague. The apartment buildings themselves are about as inviting as a low-security prison, except without the tennis courts or fences or guards to give a shit if anyone tries to escape.

Now everyone’s escaped.

Courtyard’s a ghost town.

Lobby left wide open.

Waltz right in.

Stuyvesant Town was built decades ago for the middle class, back when there was such a thing as a middle class. Eventually sold by the city to private interests. Left to rot after Times Square. Now basically a free-for-all, home to squatters, deadbeats, homesteaders, claim-jumpers, freeloaders, and bed-hoppers.

It’s that last kind I’m after, by the way.

Bed-hopper.

One hopper in particular.

I have to admit. I miss this.

I’ve been distracted lately. On a kind of hiatus. Family business. Since I seem to have a family now. Of sorts.

It’s complicated.

But this?

This is simple.

You ask. I act.

Cause and consequence. Old as Cain and Abel. Old as the universe.

And not many things feel that simple anymore. Not in my life. Not in New York. Not in the universe.

Save this.

You may think it’s cold and cruel, and you’re right. On both counts.

Cold and cruel.

But then again, so is the universe.

Just ask it.

Apartment number scrawled on the scrap next to Lesser’s name.

2B.

End of the hall, under a failing fluorescent.

Turns out our friend Lesser’s less trusting than most. Has double deadbolts and a rim lock besides. So I pull out the lock-picking tools I keep hidden in my hair—

Kidding.

Heft a twelve-pound sledge from my duffel bag.

Let the duffel drop.

Before I swing, I spot a business card wedged in the doorjamb.

Pluck the card out.

Read it.

PUSHBROOM.

No number.

No nothing.

Just Pushbroom.

I pocket it.

Get back to work.

Heft the sledge.

Open Sesame.

Knock three times.

Jamb gives first.

Thank God for cheap doorframes and negligent landlords. And neighbors who know which noises to ignore.

I kick the door in, then wonder if Lesser’s got company.

Don’t have to worry about waking Lesser. He’s a notoriously heavy sleeper. Not the picture of health, either. He’s fat, and generally smells like there’s places he can’t reach to wash.

I met Lesser once through my friend Mark Ray, but mostly I know him because he has something of a reputation, at least with the hard-core tap-in crowd. Some kind of whiz kid, used to be a hotshot at something. But he pissed it all away to become a bed-hopper, waste his days peeping on other people’s dreams.

Inside the apartment, I hear snoring. I follow it down the hallway, like Pepé Le Pew trailing perfume.

I used to love Bugs Bunny cartoons as a kid. Wascally wabbit.

Hated the Coyote though. Really hated the Road Runner.

That was some pointless desert bullshit.

Le Pew I could take or leave.

I find the bedroom. Nudge the door.

No furniture. One visitor. Skinny kid, junkie thin. Camped out bedside, watching Lesser, like a worried relative on vigil.

Lesser’s bed is no more than a cot. Coils of wires, homemade solder-job, like a grade-school science project gone awry.

Bought myself a word-a-day calendar, by the way.

Awry. Yesterday’s word.

Lesser’s under, snoozing in the dream. Occasional snorts let us know he’s still alive.

Light in the room is the color of rusty water. Newsprint for curtains. All the windows papered over. Old headlines scream at the world unheeded, like crazy sidewalk prophets.

The End Is Nigh.

Lesser’s naked, by the way.

It’s a hopper thing. Some like to do it in the buff. Bigger kick, apparently.

The other kid, the skinny one, just sits there, staring, gape-mouthed, as a stranger walks in carrying a sledgehammer. Maybe this happens a lot.

So I put down the sledge. Gently. Hold a hand out.

Name’s Spademan.

Kid blinks once. Sign of life.

I’m Moore.

Funny. Lesser and Moore. Fat and skinny. Like a comedy duo. And no shake. Fair enough. I put the hand away.

Can you give me a moment? I need to talk to Lesser.

I don’t think he’d want to be disturbed.

Trust me, I’ll only take a minute.

But I’m supposed to watch him.

I don’t think you want to watch this.

Skinny gets the hint. Grabs his things. Army rucksack and a surplus khaki coat, still has the soldier’s name stitched on it.

Bows to me once as he leaves, like a geisha. Which is weird.

Once he’s gone, I reach into my pocket.

Find my box-cutter.

About the time I get the blade extended, Lesser bolts upright, awake, already screaming. Louder than a five-alarm fire.

Rips his tubes out.

So that’s messy.

Still screaming.

Tears off the sensor pads, yanks out the IV. Also messy.

Still screaming.

It’s called the wake-up call. Senses coming back online. The sudden shock of the real-time world.

Slaps at himself like he thinks he’s on fire.

Still screaming.

Skinny ducks back in. For some reason.

Maybe curiosity trumped the survival instinct. Or maybe he’s genuinely concerned for his friend. Though that wouldn’t explain his quiet exit a second ago.

Who knows. Hopper logic. It’s—what do they call it?

Oxymoronic.

Today’s word.

Bed-hoppers hop from dream to dream in the limnosphere, unseen. They’re like peeping Toms, except worse, because they’re basically inside your mind. They peep on your fantasy, the one so twisted that you’d only ever dare to act it out in the limn, in total secrecy that costs top dollar.

It’s those dreams that hoppers are interested in. Because that’s what hoppers do.

Hoppers watch.

For that reason, they’re not too popular. Trouble is, if they do it right, you never even know that they’re there. They just watch, undetected. Like Scrooge, from that old Christmas story.

Ghosts of Perverts Present.

Hopping is highly illegal, of course, but if you get caught, you don’t end up contending with cops. People hire private dream-sweepers. They’re like bouncers, but less gentle. Sweepers catch you bed-hopping, they make you regret your actions. In a memorable way.

And not out here.

In there.

That’s why smart hoppers usually hop in pairs. Have a buddy out here to keep watch, like old Skinny here. Someone to tap you back out if you get detained. Otherwise, I’ve heard tales of hoppers who got held in the limn for weeks, leg-breakers working on them round-the-clock. Won’t let them wake up, won’t let them tap out, and if there’s no one out here keeping watch, then the sweepers can just whale away. Take their time. Weeks on end. Mark Xs on a calendar. Leave different marks on you.

The sweepers can’t kill you. After all, you can’t die in the limn. But sweepers find a way to use that to their advantage.

Then again, if the person you peeped on is especially vengeful, they might skip the sweepers altogether.

Hire someone like me.

Someone to find you out here, in the nuts-and-bolts world.

Where punishments tend to be more permanent.

Lesser’s still screaming, by the way.

I assume he ran into some limnosphere heavies. That maybe I caught him in the midst of a lesson and he only just barely broke free. Which is bad timing for him, given the fact that I’m here.

Frying pan. Fire. Etcetera.

Finally Lesser stops shouting. Slides into stuttering.

Mumbles something.

What he’s saying:

Not her not her not her not her not her not her not her.

Not here.


3.

Damn.

Quick house call turning into a fifty-minute couch session. With me in the role of therapist.

And here I forgot my turtleneck and pipe.

Frankly, I could still finish my business and get home early. But I’m curious.

Not her.

Not here.

So I pull up a chair and send Skinny to the deli for a six-pack and a quart of milk. Press two twenties into his palm, which is one more than he’ll need. Hope the tip means he’ll come back, looking for more.

He comes back.

Brings me a six-pack, a quart of milk, and a turkey-on-a-hard-roll besides. In case I’m hungry.

I’m starting to warm up to Skinny.

Crack the carton.

Milk calms hoppers.

No, I don’t know why.

Six-pack’s for me. Skinny’s on his own.

Lesser sits up in the bed, guzzling milk.

Cascade of white splashes off his chest. Runs down his belly. Pools over his privates. Covers them up.

Small mercies.

Then I ask Lesser to spill exactly what he saw.

Finance dude. Orgy. Saturday nights. Like clockwork.

Milk bubbles on Lesser’s lips as he speeds to spit the story out.

I’ve hopped it plenty of times before. So easy to get in it’s almost like he knows you’re coming, wants you there, gets off on someone watching.

Skip to the punch line, Lesser.

Lesser wipes his lips. Looks around. Realizes he’s naked in a darkened room with his skinny friend and a quasi-stranger. And, for some reason, a sledgehammer.

Puts the empty carton down.

Can I have my robe?

Lesser, I thought you’d never ask.

Lesser’s out of the bed, in an overstuffed chair now, in his robe. Terry-cloth. Underwashed. Seen better days. Hopefully better bodies too.

Lesser’s only early twenties, but he’s flabby enough for fifty. Stringy chin-length hair. Skin the color of the great indoors. Complexion like drywall.

He continues.

So I slip in, full-on cloak-mode? I can see him, no one can see me, unless they’re looking for me, which they definitely aren’t. Not in a room that’s so full of distractions. We’re talking wall-to-wall centerfolds. Oiled-up curves in all directions. Like some vintage Playboy-mansion shit. And this dude—

Lesser leans in, like he’s telling us a secret.

—this dude has a thing for amputees. Total weirdo fetish. So half of these ladies are, like, legless. Armless. I don’t know. A few—

That’s interesting, Lesser. But I’m guessing that’s not what sent you out here screaming.

No. So. Any case. Finance dude. Buff as shit. In there, anyway. On the outside, he’s, like, seventy. But in there, dude’s a Golden God. Like he just surfed down from Olympus—

Lesser—

Okay. So orgy. The usual. Room is decked out in this kind of, I don’t know, Victorian drawing-room wallpaper. Couches everywhere, the old-fashioned kind, with velvet. Dude is jacked. Really overdoes it on the cock length. God, these coots and their fantasies. I’m talking javelin—

Lesser—

Sorry. So all proceeds as expected. Then there’s a knock at the door. And—dude seems surprised. Not scared, exactly. Not yet. Just—curious. Maybe a little annoyed. At first.

Okay.

So the door opens, and holy shit—there’s like—first the temperature drops. Like sub-zero. And these—the centerfolds? They start just—glitching out. Freezing up. Like the whole program’s seizing. So of course finance dude is super-pissed now. Because this is a mad-expensive construct—

But who’s at the door?

Lesser crosses his arms. Holds himself. Looks around.

I gotta go. We can’t stay here. We gotta go.

Stares back at me.

We gotta get out of here.

Lesser, who was there?

Black eyes.

Says it twice.

Black eyes.

Black guys?

No. Black eyes. Just her eyes. Floating there. You couldn’t see her at all. She was cloaked. Floating. She was wearing—what do you call it—

Lesser gestures. Full-body. Head-to-toe. Searches for the word.

—you know, like a ghost.

A ghost?

Yeah. A black ghost.

I puzzle it out. Find the word.

You mean a burqa?

Lesser nods.

Yeah. A burqa. So all you could see were her eyes. These black eyes.

Lesser shivers.

This banker dude, he just starts laughing. Completely naked. Starts laughing, like this is some present someone sent him to spice things up. Like some prank. This woman in a burqa. She isn’t moving. Just watching him. And he, like, walks right up to her, totally naked, this javelin dude. And he looks at her and says, What’s this? A present? For me? Well, then, let’s unwrap it. He leans in real close. Says to her, all low-like, I’m going to peel you.

Then what happened?

Lesser’s eyes empty. Answers in a whisper.

Oh. She peeled him.

Skinny pipes up.

Oh shit.

Lesser spooked now.

She had this blade—

Barely croaking out his story.

—this curved blade. Just cut him right down the front. Just skinned him—but left him alive—

And then what?

I mean, everyone else there is freaking. Centerfolds just glitching. Two or three start scrambling for the exit—I don’t know, I think maybe two or three of the women were real? I mean, attached to someone real, out here. Girlfriends, call girls, I don’t know. But they’re shrieking, yelling Security! Security! like that’s going to help, and this woman’s got some fucking curved, I don’t know, like, sword that she’s pulled out. From beneath her robe. Blade’s all bloody now. She just split him, man. Down the front. And this fucking skin—she’s holding his fucking skin—

Lesser stops. Gags. Throws up milk.

Splatters on the hardwood.

Wipes his mouth.

Proceeds to paint a vivid picture, despite the occasional retching.

Woman in a black burqa. With a bloody blade.

Floats among the centerfolds.

Makes new amputees.

What then, Lesser?

What then? What then is I’m scrambling and fucking signaling this shitstain to tap me out—

Points to Skinny.

—I’m fucking screaming every safe word I know—

And that’s when you tapped out?

No. No, not right then. But thank God he started pulling me back—

What happened?

What happened? She blew up.

Lesser relives it. Voice rasping now.

She just reached her arms around the banker and then she blew herself up—

We watch it flicker across his face like a movie screen.

—everyone everywhere. Body parts. Fucking fire. I’m on fire—

Skinny flinches.

Holy shit—

—and I’m fucking screaming, they’re all screaming, and I’m burning—

Story ends. Movie’s over.

Last frame of the horror film looping on Lesser’s blank face.

Lesser and Moore have both more or less lost it.

Moore crying. Lesser babbling.

Don’t you see? If she’s figured that out—

I press him.

Lesser, figured what out—

—if they can bust in to a construct, blow it up, and kill you like that, blow you to shit, then we’re all fucked. Don’t you see?

Who, Lesser?

That dude. The banker—

But Lesser, he’s not dead. Not really—

Trust me, man, I’ve seen a million deaths in the limn. This was different. Someone cracked it—

Lesser, that’s nuts—

—and if they could bust in there, and do that, and now that dude is dead for real—

But you didn’t die, Lesser. You’re fine. You got out—

Don’t you get it? It’s bad enough when they blew it all up out here. They blew this fucking city up. Don’t you remember? Out here—

Lesser, you’re out. You’re okay—

—limn’s the last place we have. But now if they’re in there? In the fucking limn?—

You’ll be okay.

—if they can find you in the fucking dream—

Lesser—

—find you in there and fucking kill you there too? Then no one’s safe. No one’s safe. Don’t you see?

Obviously, after that, I let Lesser live.

Hard to hear a story like that, then say, Great. Thanks. Just one more thing—

Plus I want to figure out exactly what Lesser saw in there. Because what Lesser’s describing, in his babbling way, shouldn’t be possible.

To be killed while you’re inside the limn.

But then, no one understands that better than a hopper like Lesser. And he certainly seems convinced.

I ask him one last time.

Who was it, Lesser? Who did you see in there?

He pauses. Says nothing. Like he’s thinking. Weighing something. Then says simply.

I don’t know. I don’t know.

What about the banker?

Just some guy I peep on. Don’t know his real-time details.

So how can we find out if he’s actually dead?

Lesser looks up at me. Still spooked. And still certain.

Trust me. He is. I know.

I leave Lesser with Skinny and another twenty dollars. Don’t know why. Maybe buy some Band-Aids.

Then I head back to Hoboken, thinking about what he said.

Not her. Not here.

Terrorists blew this city up twice. The real one, I mean.

World Trade and Times Square. Both left a lingering impression. And the last one left a toxic aftertaste.

It’s been quiet for a while. What with everybody dreaming.

But if they’ve found a way to break into the dream—

Personally, I’m not much for the tap-in.

I did my time in the beds but it didn’t stick.

I prefer the nuts-and-bolts world.

Aches and pains. Bricks and mortar.

Treasure it, really.

But I take Lesser’s point.

This crippled city can’t live without its crutch.


4.

Mark Ray picks me up the next day, early Sunday morning, at my apartment in Hoboken, for our weekly drive upstate. I tell him Lesser’s story, then ask him to explain what it means to me.

Turns out his explanation is very short.

It’s not possible.

You sure about that?

He laughs, then steers our rented minivan toward the mouth of the Holland Tunnel.

What’s the first rule of the limnosphere, Spademan?

Mark says this like he’s talking to a child.

You tell me, Mark.

You can’t be killed through the limn. That’s the first and only rule. Not even a rule, really. More like a law. Like gravity.

I thought anything was possible in the limn. I thought that was the whole sales pitch.

Anything but that.

Why not?

Mark gets serious. After all, he’s a bed-rest junkie. So he can only joke about the limn for so long.

Says solemnly.

Because if you could find a way to kill someone through the limn, Spademan—to find someone in there and kill them so that they died out here? That would be the end of it. The limn would no longer be viable. If it was that dangerous? Game over. They’d have to flip the switch and shut the whole thing down.

Mark’s a former youth pastor, hails from Minnesota, with a moptop of unruly blond curls, so he looks like the heartthrob lead singer for some ’60s surfer band, the guy all the girls would swoon over. Sadly for them, girls aren’t his preference. Misplaced guilt over that is what drove him out of the ministry. Away from the church. Toward New York and full-time bed-rest.

Good heart, though. Good person. Probably the best one I know, though that might be faint praise, given the kind of people I know. And he would probably take issue at the compliment. Mark’s hard on himself that way.

Grips the steering wheel with two tattooed hands, DAMN written across the knuckles of one fist, ABLE across the other.

DAMN and ABLE.

DAMNABLE.

Pretty much sums up Mark’s life philosophy.

He slows the van as we get closer to the Holland Tunnel, inching us past the rows of cops keeping watch. Finally one waves us through and we speed up and plunge into the shiny swallowing brightness of the tunnel. We could easily just drive straight north through Jersey, hook up with the Thruway once we’re far from the city, since we’re headed to upstate New York. But like a proud Manhattanite, Mark wants to show off the rebuilt Holland, fully restored and back to full capacity, ribbon cut just a few weeks ago. The Holland Tunnel spent most of the years since Times Square half-closed and under construction, ever since a Times Square copycat barreled a wood-paneled station wagon packed with homemade explosives down the tunnel’s windpipe, got halfway to Manhattan, then blew the car up.

Took out a tour bus, two taxis, and a tiny chunk of the tunnel’s ceiling.

But when you’re a tunnel buried under a hundred feet of water, a tiny chunk of the ceiling is enough.

Tunnel flooded. Then lay abandoned for a long while, waiting for federal funds that weren’t forthcoming. Then the city finally pumped it out and patched it and reopened it at half capacity, the occasional cars braving the darkness with fingers crossed and highbeams on.

Cars full of people packed up and leaving New York.

Then this year the mayor made a big deal of restoring it. A more cynical mind might suggest the mayor’s newfound interest in infrastructure has something to do with his reelection campaign. Or the fact that, for the first time since Times Square, he’s facing a real fight this fall. Supercop named Robert Bellarmine. Tabloids dubbed him Top Cop. He’s head of the city’s antiterrorism task force, appointed after Times Square to try and stop the bleeding. Return a few punches, which he did. Not sure how many of those punches landed on actual terrorists, but they definitely sent a message.

Now Robert Bellarmine’s back with a new message.

As we exit the tunnel into Manhattan, we pass a huge billboard that reads BELLARMINE FOR MAYOR.

Serious scowl under a bristling black mustache and, below that, a campaign slogan that looms two stories high.

VOTE BELLARMINE. SLEEP TIGHT.

Every Sunday Mark and I take the same drive upstate. Mark picks me up in Jersey, then we head north out of New York. Always rents the same car for us too. Big white minivan, even though it’s just the two of us. Says he likes the legroom. Rents it from this discount place, one of the last few that still bother to operate in the city. None of the national chains stuck around, so you settle for dicey mom-and-pops like this one.

Check-Off Rentals. Slogan stenciled on the side of the minivan.

CHECK-OFF: ONE LESS THING TO DO ON YOUR TO-DO LIST.

Personally, I’d prefer to splurge on something sporty, but Mark likes his minivan. Likes to call it a magic wagon. I told him no one ever calls them that anymore.

Not true, he said. I do.

So every Sunday, we head upstate in our magic wagon. Usually we don’t talk much. Enjoy the scenery. But today I have questions. I lay out the rest of Lesser’s scenario.

Mark shakes his head.

Like I said. Not possible.

But I’ve seen you bust into constructs before.

Sure. That woman crashing someone else’s construct is not the issue. Killing that someone is the issue. I mean, you can slice and dice a person all you like in the limn, that doesn’t mean he’s got a scratch on him out here. You sure this guy she attacked is even dead?

I’m not even sure who he is. Some banker with perversions.

Mark laughs.

That hardly narrows it down. Look, you can’t kill someone through the limn. Period. So your banker probably woke up somewhere in a high-end bed with a nasty headache and a few second thoughts. Unhappy, but unharmed.

Mark’s right. I’ve done enough tapping to know, way back when I used to tap in. You can punch me in the limn, and I’ll feel the punch, and the pain, might even taste the blood, but it’s not real, it’s all in my mind, sensations piped directly to my brain. Chances are your body and my body are miles away from each other out here, in the real-time world, strapped into our respective beds. And no amount of damage in there is actually going to kill me out here. Limn won’t allow it. It will spit me out first.

So I ask Mark.

What if I pull out an ax and chop your head off? In the limn?

Won’t kill me.

You just run around without a head?

Sure. For a while.

What if I toss you into a wood chipper? Like in that old movie?

Doesn’t matter. Construct just ejects me eventually, Spademan, once the scenario is no longer viable. You’d still be there but I’d disappear. Wake up in my bed.

And what about those tricks you do?

What tricks?

Like with the wings.

Mark smiles.

Look, if you tap in enough, you get good at stuff like that. Conjuring things. You can’t alter the basic construct but you can alter your presence in the construct. Choose your appearance. Give yourself different attributes. Like wings, for example. That part is baked into the limn, like an added feature. I once saw a guy reattach an arm that had been sliced off in a sword fight, just through sheer force of will. I have to admit, it was impressive.

And who sliced his arm off?

Mark shrugs.

He got cheeky.

Explain one last thing to me, Mark.

What’s that?

If all that’s true, then what exactly did Lesser see?

Mark frowns. Watches the road. Frowns deeper. Then says.

I don’t know.

Because Lesser’s seen a lot. My guess is he’s not easily spooked.

I know. That I can’t explain. I mean, Lesser knows his stuff. He’s a special kid, Spademan.

Why? Because he knows how to peep in on other people’s dreams?

Mark looks at me. Like he’s surprised I don’t know this part.

Spademan, Lesser’s not just some random bed-hopper. Lesser’s the one who found the glitch in the limn that makes bed-hopping possible.

We drop the conversation, continue north, watch the city shrink in the rearview. Manhattan gives way to the Bronx gives way to Westchester gives way to the woods. All of it more or less empty now.

Woods are prettier, though.

As we drive, Mark finally asks me the question I know he’s been itching to ask me.

Why in the world were you talking to Lesser anyway?

We just ran into each other.

Mark’s skeptical. Understandably.

He’s a good kid, Spademan. He doesn’t deserve whatever you had in store for him.

This time I frown.

Who does?

After that, we drive in silence. Then Mark spots our exit, turns off the freeway, and takes us deeper into the woods.

The whole time, Mark’s lost in thought. Seems puzzled. Definitely troubled. For all his self-diagnosed faults, he’s a choirboy at heart. Doesn’t drink. Doesn’t smoke. Rarely curses. So maybe that’s why I find it alarming when he finally pipes up.

Bottom line, you can’t die in the limn, Spademan. Lesser must have been wrong. He must have misunderstood.

Mutters this last part to himself, almost like a plaintive prayer.

Or at least I really fucking hope he did.


5.

Ever since Times Square, upstate is thriving.

Village of Beacon.

Case in point.

Beacon’s a onetime whistle-stop town with an optimistic name that more or less died when all the factories closed down. Sat fallow for a long while. Eventually cheap rents attracted artistic types. Then came Times Square. Then the big New York exodus.

Upstate towns started swelling again.

Beacon most of all.

Suddenly it’s a boomtown. Which is also a funny phrase.

Boomtown.

Different context, same name could apply to New York.

Lots of back-to-the-land types live in Beacon now. People who figured, Fuck the toxic city—let’s move to Green Acres and start again. Found a farm. Take up needlepoint. Loose the kids to run around barefoot. Make public declarations to live limnosphere-free. A whole village unplugged. Communal rules tacked to the town-hall door, decided by a show of hands. Hippie paradise, or what used to be called hippies anyway. These types are more clean-cut. Better funded. Drive hybrids. Still wear overalls, but bespoke.

Happy hamlet on a river, more or less cut off from the wired-up world. Not much to not like. And a great place to relocate.

Or, in our case, to relocate a friend.

We skip Main Street.

Drive straight through town without stopping.

After a few more miles, find a side road that no one would ever think to notice. Follow that road for a bit to a dirt turn-off that’s little more than tire tracks in the soil. Not listed on any maps, and fuck GPS. We turn right and head down a passage choked by dead limbs. A few good-sized rocks in the mud ruts to ward off the curious.

It’s another bumpy twenty minutes before we even see the house.

Cedar cottage, tucked into a hidden pocket of the woods. You’d never spot it unless you knew to look.

Mark turns in the long dirt driveway, inching forward, branches scratching like beggars at the windows, then pulls the van around back to park.

She’s already in the doorway by the time we mount the porch.

What happened? You guys decide to stop in town for souvenirs?

Wipes her hands on her flower-print skirt. Leaves flour prints. Sees our skeptical faces. Smiles.

Yes, I’m baking a pie.

Raises one flour-dusted finger.

And if either of you says a word about it, you won’t get a fucking slice.

Wild curls hogtied in some mockery of a ponytail.

Hard to tame.

Just like her.

Persephone.

Exiled in her backwoods hideaway.

Inside, the cabin smells of cabin. Knotted rugs and rocking chairs. Drop-leaf table with a frail lace tablecloth and an honest-to-God kerosene lamp in the center, kept in case of blackout. Power’s spotty this far out from the civilized world.

Lamp’s not exactly childproof, though. I’ll have to mention that.

Look at me. Babyproofing.

Place is small but cozy. Turns out Persephone’s got a homesteader streak. Bakes a pie every so often. Even embroidered a sampler. As she’ll be the first to tell you, these days she’s got plenty of time on her hands.

Sampler’s hung over the door. Her favorite Bible verse.

2 Thessalonians, chapter 3, verse 3.

The Lord is faithful. He will establish you and protect you against the evil one.

Verse edged in needlepoint flowers and thorned ivy. Persephone’s touch. A deft stitch. She notices me noticing. So I ask her.

And who’s the evil one?

She folds her arms across her chest.

I don’t know yet. I just hope I do by the time he darkens my door.

It’s a good verse.

Yeah, I liked it as a girl. Last year I actually thought about getting it as a tattoo. Right here.

Traces her finger along the inside of her right forearm.

So why didn’t you?

She shrugs.

Not safe to get a tattoo while you’re pregnant.

So why not now?

She looks over at her daughter. Smiling baby, sitting up on a blanket, playing in the corner. Beautiful girl. Light of the world.

I have to set a good example, right?


6.

When I first met Persephone, a year or so ago, she was pregnant and on the run. From her father, or so she told me. Also told me he was the one who’d put her in a family way.

Funny phrase. Family way.

Turned out to be a lie. She was pregnant, but not by her father. I forgave her the lie, though, because the truth about her father turned out to be much worse.

Her father was a preacher. His name was T. K. Harrow. And he’d collected an extensive catalogue of sins in his life. A few of them ancient and familiar. A few of them impressively inventive.

For starters, he’d hired me to kill his own daughter.

But that didn’t work out so well for him.

T. K. Harrow was a famous evangelist and head of a megachurch called Crystal Corral, nationally known, widely influential, and completely corrupt. He’s now enjoying his eternal rest in a quiet graveyard in Vermont.

Knife through the heart at the hands of his daughter.

Twist ending.

He never saw it coming.

Okay, I confess.

I helped.

Railroad spike. Through the forehead. In his bed. While he was tapped in.

So she stabbed him in the limn while I killed him for real out here. Which means I killed him in the way that counted. But we had to kill him in both places, at the exact same moment. Only way to trap him in the loop.
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