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  So I became a dreamer, and acquired an indisposition to all bodily activity; and I was fretful and inordinately passionate, and as I could not play at anything, and was

  slothful, I was despised and hated by the boys.




   




  

    

      

        

          —SAMUEL TAYLOR COLERIDGE,




          

            

              in a letter to his friend Thomas Poole
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  Rector “Wreck’em” Sherman was delivered to the Sisters of Loving Grace Home for Orphans the week it opened, on February 9, 1864. His precise age was

  undetermined, but estimated at approximately two years. He was filthy, hungry, and shoeless, wearing nothing on his feet except a pair of wool socks someone, somewhere, had lovingly knitted for him

  before the city went to hell. Whether she had been mother or nursemaid, governess or grandmother, no one knew and no one ever learned; but the child’s vivid red hair, pearl white skin, and

  early suggestions of freckles implied rather strongly that he was no relation to the Duwamish woman who brought him to the shelter. She’d carried him there, along with another child who did

  not survive the month. Her own name was lost to history, or it was lost to incomplete records only sometimes kept in the wake of the Boneshaker catastrophe.




  The little boy who lived, the one with hair the color of freshly cut carrots, was handed over to a nun with eyes too sad for someone so young and a habit too large for someone so small. The

  native woman who toted Rector told her only his name, and that “There is no one left to love him. I do not know this other boy, or what he is called. I found him in the bricks.”




  For a long time, Rector did not talk.




  He did not babble or gesture or make any sound at all, except to cry. When he did, it was a strange cry—all the nuns agreed, and nodded their accord sadly, as though something ought to be

  done about it—a soft, hooting sob like the desolate summons of a baby owl. And when the dark-haired boy who’d been his circumstantial companion passed away from Blight poisoning, or

  typhoid, or cholera, or whatever else ravaged the surviving population that week . . . Rector stopped crying as well.




  He grew into a pallid, gangly thing, skinny like most of the refugees. At first, people in the Outskirts had bartered for what they could and took ships and airships out into the Sound to fish;

  but within six months, Blight-poisoned rainwater meant that little would grow near the abandoned city. And many of the children—the ones like Rector, lost and recovered—were stunted by

  the taint of what had happened. They were halted, slowed, or twisted by the very air they’d breathed when they were still young enough to be shaped by such things.




  All in all, Rector’s teenage condition could’ve been worse.




  He could’ve had legs of uneven lengths, or eyes without whites—only yellows. He might’ve become a young man without any hair, even eyebrows or lashes. He might’ve had far

  too many teeth, or none at all. His spine might have turned as his height overtook him, leaving him lame and coiled, walking with tremendous difficulty and sitting in pain.




  But there was nothing wrong with him on the outside.




  And therefore, able-bodied and quick-minded (if sometimes mean, and sometimes accused of petty criminal acts), he was expected to become a man and support himself. Either he could join the

  church and take up the ministry—which no one expected, or even, frankly, wanted—or he could trudge across the mud flats and take up a job in the new sawmill (if he was lucky) or at the

  waterworks plant (if he was not). Regardless, time had run out on Rector Sherman, specific age unknown, but certainly—by now—at least eighteen years.




  And that meant he had to go.




  Today.




  Sometime after midnight and long before breakfast—the time at which he would be required to vacate the premises—Rector awoke as he usually did: confused and cold, and with an aching

  head, and absolutely everything hurting.




  Everything often hurt, so he had taken to soothing the pain with the aid of sap, which would bring on another pain and call for a stronger dose. And when it had all cycled through him, when his

  blood was thick and sluggish, when there was nothing else to stimulate or sedate or propel him through his nightmares . . . he woke up. And he wanted more.




  It was all he could think about, usurping even the astonishing fact that he had no idea where he was going to sleep the next night, or how he was going to feed himself after breakfast.




  He lay still for a full minute, listening to his heart surge, bang, slam, and settle.




  This loop, this perpetual rolling hiccup of discomfort, was an old friend. His hours stuttered. They stammered, repeated themselves, and left him at the same place as always, back at the

  beginning. Reaching for more, even when there wasn’t any.




  Downstairs in the common room the great grandfather clock chimed two—so that was one mystery solved without lifting his head off the pillow. A minor victory, but one worth counting. It was

  two o’clock in the morning, so he had five hours left before the nuns would feed him and send him on his way.




  Rector’s thoughts moved as if they struggled through glue, but they gradually churned at a more ordinary pace as his body reluctantly pulled itself together. He listened over the thudding,

  dull bang of his heart and detected two sets of snores, one slumbering mumble, and the low, steady breaths of a deep, silent sleeper.




  Five boys to a room. He was the oldest.




  And he was the last one present who’d been orphaned by the Blight. Everyone else from that poisoned generation had grown up and moved on to something else by now—everyone but Rector,

  who had done his noble best to refuse adulthood or die before meeting it, whichever was easier.




  He whispered to the ceiling, “One more thing I failed at for sure.” Because, goddammit, he was still alive.




  In the back of his mind, a shadow shook. It wavered across his vision, a flash of darkness shaped like someone familiar, someone gone. He blinked to banish it, but failed at that, too.




  It hovered at the far edge of what he could see, as opposed to what he couldn’t.




  He breathed, “No,” knowing that the word had no power. He added, “I know you’re not really here.” But that was a lie, and it was meaningless. He didn’t know.

  He wasn’t sure. Even with his eyes smashed shut like they were welded that way, he could see the figure outlined against the inside of his lids. It was skinny like him, and a little younger.

  Not much, but enough to make a difference in size. It moved with the furtive unhappiness of something that has often been mocked or kicked.




  It shifted on featherlight feet between the boys’ beds, like a feral cat ready to dodge a hurled shoe.




  Rector huddled beneath his insufficient blankets and drew his feet against himself, knees up, panting under the covers and smelling his own stale breath. “Go away,” he commanded

  aloud. “I don’t know why you keep coming here.”




  Because you’re here.




  “I didn’t hurt you.”




  You sent me someplace where you knew I’d get hurt.




  “No, I only told you how to get there. Everything else was you. It was all your own doing. You’re just looking for someone to blame. You’re just mad about being

  dead.”




  You murdered me. The least you could do is bury me.




  The ghost of Ezekiel Wilkes quivered. It came forward, moth-like, to the candle of Rector’s guilt.




  You left me there.




  “And I told you, I’ll come find you. I’ll come fix it, if I can.”




  He waited until his heart had calmed, and he heard only the farts, sniffles, and sighs that made up the nighttime music of the orphans’ home. He moved his legs slowly beneath the blanket

  until his feet dangled off the edge of the flat straw mattress.




  The air on the other side of the blanket was cold, but no colder than usual; it seeped through the holes in his socks and stabbed at the soft places between his toes. He flexed them and

  shivered. His boots were positioned just right, so he could drop down into them without even looking. He did so, wriggling his ankles until he’d wedged his feet securely into the worn brown

  leather, and he did not bother to reach down and tie their laces. The boots flopped quietly against the floor as he extracted himself from the bedding and reached for the jacket he’d left

  over the footboard. He put it on and stood there shaking in the frigid morning darkness. He blew on his hands to briefly warm them, then took a deep breath that he held inside to stretch his chest

  and urge himself more fully awake.




  He was already wearing gray wool pants and a dull flannel shirt. He slept in them, more often than not. It was entirely too cold in the orphan’s home to sleep in more civilized,

  sleep-specific attire—even in what was considered summer almost anywhere else in the country.




  In the Northwest, they called this time of year the June Gloom.




  Until the end of July, the clouds always hung low and close and cold. Everything stayed damp even if it wasn’t raining, and usually, it was. Most of the time it wasn’t a

  hard rain, but a slow, persistent patter that never dried or went away. The days didn’t warm, and at least once a week there was frost in the morning. People grumbled about how It’s

  never usually like this, but as far as Rector could recall, it was never usually any different. So on the third of June in 1880, Rector’s teeth chattered and he wished for something

  warmer to take with him.




  Cobwebs stirred in the corners of Rector’s mind, reminding him that something dead was prone to walking there. It kept its distance for now—maybe this was one of the benefits to

  being unwillingly sober and alert, but Rector didn’t want to count on it. He knew too well how the thing came and went, how it hovered and accused, whether he was waking or sleeping.




  And it was getting stronger.




  Why was that? He had his theories.




  The way Rector saw it, he was dying—killing himself slowly and nastily with sap, the potent, terrible drug made from the poisoned air inside the city walls. No one used it more than a year

  or two and lived, or lived in any condition worth calling that. Rector had no illusions. He didn’t even mind. If anything, his death would factor nicely into his plan to evade responsibility

  in the long term, even if he was being forced to address it in the short term.




  Dead was easier than alive. But the closer he got to being dead, the nearer his dead old chums were able to get to him. It wasn’t fair, really—it was hard to fight with a ghost when

  he wasn’t yet a ghost himself. He suspected it’d be a much simpler interaction when he and Zeke were both in a position to scare the bejeezus out of each other, or however that

  worked.




  He exhaled hard, and was dimly glad to note that he could not see his breath. This morning was not as cold as some.




  And, dammit all, he was almost out of sap.




  In the bottom of his left coat pocket, Rector had constructed a secret corner pocket, between the two threadbare layers that made up his only outerwear. Down there, nestled in a crinkly piece of

  waxed wrapper, a folded slip held a very small amount of the perilous yellow dust.




  Rector resisted the urge to seize it, lest the added noise from the paper summon someone’s half-asleep attention. Instead, he comforted himself with the knowledge that it (still, barely)

  existed, and he jammed a black knit hat down over his ears.




  He surveyed the room.




  It was too dark to see anything clearly. But he knew the layout, knew the beds.




  Seizing his own blanket by the corner, he folded it in half and laid out his few personal effects: One extra pair of socks, in no better shape than the ones he wore already. One additional

  shirt, neither smelling fresher nor appearing newer than what he had on. A box of matches. An old gas mask, soft from years of being worn by somebody else, but still working fine. Rector

  didn’t have any extra filters, but the ones in the mask were new. He’d stolen them last week, just like he stole everything else he’d ever owned: on a whim, or so he’d

  thought at the time. In retrospect, the idea might’ve already been brewing, bubbling on a back burner where he hadn’t noticed it yet.




  He reached underneath the mattress, to a spot where the fabric covering had rubbed itself threadbare against the slats that held it above the floor. Feeling around with his left hand, he

  retrieved a small bag he’d stitched together from strips of a burlap bag that once held horse feed. Now it held other things, things he didn’t particularly want found, or taken

  away.




  He added this pouch to the stash on the bed and tied up the corners of the blanket. The blanket wasn’t really his to commandeer, but that wouldn’t stop him. The Home was throwing him

  out, wasn’t it? He figured that meant that the muttering nuns and the cadaverous priest practically owed him. How could they expect a young man to make his way through life with nothing but

  the clothes on his back? The least they could do is give him a blanket.




  Slipping his hand inside the makeshift bag’s loops, he lifted it off the bed and slung it over one shoulder. It wasn’t heavy.




  He stopped in the doorway and glared for the last time into the room he’d called “home” for more than fifteen years. He saw nothing, and he felt little more than that. Possibly

  a twinge, some tweak of memory or sentiment that should’ve been burned out of operation ages ago.




  More likely, it was a tiny jolt of worry. Not that Rector liked the idea of worrying any better than he liked the idea of nostalgia, but the last of his sap would take care of it. All he needed

  was a safe, quiet place to fire up the last of the precious powder, and then he’d be free again for . . . Another few hours at most, he thought sadly. Need to go see Harry. This

  won’t be enough.




  But first things first.




  Into the hall he crept, pausing by the stairs to loosely, hastily tie his boots so they wouldn’t flap against the floor. Down the stairs he climbed, listening with every step for the sound

  of swishing nun robes or insomniac priest grumblings. Hearing nothing, he descended to the first floor.




  A candle stub squatted invitingly on the end table near Father Harris’s favorite reading chair beside the fireplace in the main room. Rector collected the stub and rifled through his

  makeshift bag to find his matches. He lit the candle and carried it with him, guarding the little flame with the cup of his hand as he went.




  Tiptoeing into the kitchen, he gently pushed the swinging door aside. He wondered if there was any soup, dried up for boiling and mixing. Even if it wasn’t anything he wanted to eat, he

  might be able to barter with it later. And honestly, he wasn’t picky. When food was around, he ate it. Whatever it was.




  The pantry wasn’t much to write home about. It was never stocked to overflowing, but it never went empty, either. Someone in some big church far away saw to it that the little outposts and

  Homes and sanctuaries like these were kept in the bare essentials of food and medicine. It wasn’t a lot—any fool could see this was no prosperous private hospital or sanatorium for rich

  people—but it was enough to make Rector understand why so many folks took up places in the church, regardless. Daily bread was daily bread, and hardly anybody leftover from the city that used

  to be Seattle had enough to go around.




  “They owe me,” he murmured as he scanned the pantry’s contents.




  They owed him that loaf of bread wrapped in a dish towel. It hadn’t even hardened into a stone-crusted brick yet, so this was a lucky find indeed. They owed him a bag of raisins, too, and

  jar of pickles, and some oatmeal. They might’ve owed him more, but a half-heard noise from upstairs startled Rector into cutting short his plunder.




  Were those footsteps? Or merely the ordinary creaks and groans of the rickety wood building? Rector blew out the candle, closed his eyes, and prayed that it was only a small earthquake shaking

  the Sound.




  But nothing moved, and whatever he’d heard upstairs went silent as well, so it didn’t matter much what it’d been. Some niggling accusation in the back of his drug-singed mind

  suggested that he was dawdling, wasting time, delaying the inevitable; he argued back that he was scavenging in one of the choicest spots in the Outskirts, and not merely standing stock-still in

  front of an open pantry, wondering where the nuns kept the sugar locked up.




  Sugar could be traded for some serious sap. It was more valuable than tobacco, even, and the gluttonous, sick part of his brain that always wanted more gave a little shudder of

  joy at the prospect of presenting such an item to his favorite chemist.




  He remained frozen a moment more, suspended between his greed and his fear.




  The fear won, but not by much.




  Rector retied his blanket-bag and was pleased to note that it was now considerably heavier. He didn’t feel wealthy by any means, but he no longer felt empty-handed.




  Leaving the kitchen and passing through the dining area, he kept his eyes peeled against the Home’s gloomy interior and scanned the walls for more candle stubs. Three more had been left

  behind, so into his bag they went. To his delight, he also found a second box of matches. He felt his way back to the kitchen, and onward to the rear door. Then with a fumbled turning of the lock

  and a nervous heave, he stumbled into the open air behind the Home.




  Outside wasn’t much colder than inside, where all the fires had died down and all the sleeping children were as snug as they could expect to get. Out here, the temperature was barely

  brittle enough to show Rector a thin stream of his own white-cloud breath gusting weakly before him, and even this chill would probably evaporate with dawn, whenever that came.




  What time was it again?




  He listened for the clock and heard nothing. He couldn’t quite remember, but he thought the last number he’d heard it chime was two. Yes, that was right. It’d been two when he

  awoke, and now it was sometime before three, he had to assume. Not quite three o’clock, on what had been deemed his “official” eighteenth birthday, and the year was off to one

  hell of a start. Cold and uncomfortable. Toting stolen goods. Looking for a quiet place to cook up some sap.




  So far, eighteen wasn’t looking terribly different from seventeen.




  Rector let his eyes adjust to the moonlight and the oil lamp glow from one of the few street posts the Outskirts could boast. Between the sky and the smoking flicker of the civic illumination,

  he could just make out the faint, unsettling lean of the three-story building he’d lived in all his life. A jagged crack ran from one foundation corner up to the second floor, terminating in

  a hairline fracture that would undoubtedly stretch with time, or split violently in the next big quake.




  Before the Boneshaker and before the Blight, the Home had been housing for workers at Seattle’s first sawmill. Rector figured that if the next big quake took its time coming, the Home

  would house something or somebody else entirely someday. Everything got repurposed out there, after all. No one tore anything down, or threw anything away. Nobody could spare the waste.




  He sighed. A sickly cloud haloed his head, and was gone.




  Better make myself scarce, he thought. Before they find out what all I took.




  Inertia fought him, and he fought it back—stamping one foot down in front of the other and leaving, walking away with ponderous, sullen footsteps. “Good-bye, then,” he said

  without looking over his shoulder. He made for the edge of the flats, where the tide had not come in all the way and the shorebirds were sleeping, their heads tucked under their wings on ledges,

  sills, and rocky outcroppings all along the edge of Puget Sound.
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  Past the burned-out husk of the first sawmill and over the rocks, Rector found a familiar fissure in the ground. He hopped over the great crack as easily as crossing a creek,

  though it unnerved him. It unnerved everyone, ever since it was opened by the last earthquake of the previous year—the same quake that had collapsed the brick water-runoff tunnels that led

  into the city. It was too much a memento, this scar in the earth. It whispered warnings from the Boneshaker, and reminded the Outskirts how the world’s foundation could be rattled apart.




  Rector glared at the crevice. He sniffed, but it was not a gesture of disdain, just curiosity. No, nothing suspicious. The odor of Blight was no stronger here at this unsettling cranny than

  anywhere else on the mudflats outside the wall.




  “They still ought to fill you in,” he told the crack. “Shouldn’t leave it to chance.”




  Because what would happen then, if the Blight escaped? Everyone quietly knew that it was bound to overflow the wall someday, but it would be far worse if it didn’t need to—if the

  fumes found their way up other passages, like this one. It’d poison the whole earth, given time enough to leak.




  He shuddered and clutched his shoulders, then looked around to make sure no one had seen him act like a chicken. No, he was alone as far as he could tell. No lights, no commotion. No footsteps.

  Not even the quivering scuttles of wharf rats rustling through the grass.




  Beyond the crack and past the clot of dead trees—which Rector always thought looked like monsters, though he wouldn’t have told anyone—he started following a narrow path. He

  knew it by heart and needed no light. Before long he reached a small ring of five shacks. They were run-down and rotting, propped up by half-hearted measures and patched together with afterthoughts

  that kept them upright, but did nothing to improve their appearance.




  This was a logging camp, abandoned in 1879 like so many other things near the ruined city. Once there’d been eight buildings, then none, but a combination of dangerous, illegal work and

  the need for privacy had revived three of the uninspiring structures. In time, convenience had restored two more to something like their former glory.




  Dim, half-shuttered lights burned in four of the occupied shacks, but a vivid light shot out from the cracks of the largest. This near-blinding whiteness streaked past broken slats in the old

  shutters, speared through the weatherworn splits in the walls, and shot out from around the door.




  Rector winced. His eyes weren’t ready for the light, not quite yet, but here he was at Harry’s place, and he was almost out of sap. He felt woefully ill-prepared to begin this whole

  adulthood thing without it, and that meant it was time to beg, borrow, or steal.




  Christ knew he didn’t have a dime to call his own.




  Steeling himself against the inevitable wash of light, he put one hand on the door and gave it a gentle push. Its hinges let out a small squeak, and the damp-swollen wood scraped against the

  doorjamb, then scooted inward, revealing a jumble of tall stills, jars, boxes, tubes, and funnels. And light, always the light . . . so much light that Rector wondered how anyone could see anything

  at all.




  He shielded his eyes and stepped inside, calling out, “Harry? It’s just me.”




  Harry Sharpe, chemist or alchemist or something between the two, was hunched over a table of delicate equipment, measuring spoons, and beakers. He did not immediately look up from his work, but

  he stopped what he was doing. “Stay where you are, Rector. I won’t have you jostling me now, boy—you hear?”




  “Sure, Harry. Whatever you say.”




  He closed the door behind himself and leaned against it, fully prepared to do as he’d been told. Harry was cooking, and cooking was dangerous. One ill-timed interruption or misplaced hand,

  one extra drop of the wrong ingredient in the wrong decanter, and the resulting explosion could level the old lumber camp like a meteor. Even Rector knew better than to interfere, so he stayed

  where he was. He watched Harry’s wide back, and the resumed motion of his shoulders, and the back of the man’s salt-and-pepper hair, which had gone flat with perspiration.




  “You shouldn’t show up without warning like this. If I hadn’t been cooking, I might’ve had a gun in my hand.”




  “Sorry,” Rector mumbled.




  Harry made a finishing gesture—adding a final dose of something sizzling and bleak—and stood up straighter than before, though he did not yet turn around. He watched the chemical

  reaction before him, waiting to see if anything needed adjustment before deciding all was well.




  Still keeping his back to the boy, he said, “I don’t suppose there’s a chance in hell you’re here with a fistful of money, is there?”




  Rector shifted his weight from one foot to the other and scratched idly at his elbow. “Well, you see, Harry, it’s been a strange week.”




  “Nothing strange at all about you coming by empty-handed.”




  “Aw, don’t be like that. It’s my birthday.”




  “Birthdays aren’t strange either.”




  “But this is my eighteenth birthday,” he insisted, not sure the approach would work, but not yet ready to abandon it. “I been kicked out of the Home.”




  Harry did not immediately respond. He waited for some faint smoldering sound to level off, then turned his head. A large, multi-lensed set of spectacles was fastened around his face, and each

  round slip of glass was polarized. The apparatus looked heavy, and indeed, the straps had worn grooves into Harry’s fleshy pink jowls. He pushed the glasses up onto his forehead, then farther

  up onto his skull. He wiped at one sweaty cheek with the back of his hand.




  “That day was bound to come.”




  “Yep. So now I’m ready to—”




  Harry interrupted. “You’re a man now, Rector, in every way that counts. And I’ve been treating you like a boy for all this time.” Finally too annoyed with the spectacles,

  he pulled them away. The strap snapped off his head with a humid pop. “I haven’t really done you any favors.”




  “You done me plenty of favors, Harry.”




  “Not the good kind. I felt sorry for you, but it wasn’t very helpful.”




  Rector sensed a shift in the conversation and didn’t like it, but he wasn’t sure how to play it. “You’ve helped me out for years, and I appreciate it like a good

  Christian orphan ought to. Now I’m here to earn a proper living, and get myself a proper job.”




  Harry laughed, maybe at the “Christian” part. “Selling ain’t no trade. And you’ve been using more than you’ve been selling.”




  Rector mustered a smattering of false dignity. “I do not believe that’s a fair assessment.”




  “Goes to show how much you’ve smoked then, don’t it? Look, kid,” he said more kindly, but not by any great measure. “I’ve always let you slide, haven’t

  I?”




  “And that’s my favorite thing about you.”




  “Boys get room to slide, Rector. Men have to make their own way.”




  Rector was being dismissed. He could see it coming, as surely as he’d seen his birthday looming. And now the fateful day had clicked, and here he was, more desperate than he’d

  realized even five minutes ago for a good, solid dose of his favorite habit.




  Hastily, trying to get ahead of the inevitable shutdown, he said, “Then Harry, teach me how to cook. Teach me a trade, like the one you got. I’m smart enough to learn it.”




  “Smart enough, I reckon. But not careful enough.” He took another swipe at his glowing, overheated face, then wiped his own body’s grease on the brown canvas overcoat he wore

  to keep his clothes covered. “You’d send yourself sky high with your first batch.”




  “No, I wouldn’t. Harry, I’m begging you, I don’t have noplace to go, and I don’t have anyone waiting for me, or looking out for me. I need for you to teach

  me.” Nervously, his eyes skittered across the apparatuses and gloves, the tables, the charts, and the supply boxes. Something jumped out at him—something he should’ve noticed

  sooner, but hadn’t. “You’re expanding shop here, aren’t you? This is more sap than I’ve ever seen you work.”




  Harry’s eyes darkened. Rector couldn’t imagine what he’d said to make things worse than they already were.




  “Yes, I’ve been busy. There’s a war going on, remember? It’s all I can do to keep up with demand back East.”




  “And that’s all the more reason you need a . . . an apprentice. Or a helper, or something. Harry, please.”




  “If I liked you any less or trusted you any better, I might consider it. But neither of them things are true, so I’ve got to tell you no. You don’t want to be part of this

  right now, Wreck. Things are getting hot back East, and . . .” He faltered and stopped, like there was something else he meant to say, but he couldn’t figure out how to add it.




  “That stupid war’s been happening longer than I been alive. It’ll peter out one of these days, don’t you think?”




  Harry shook his head. “It might. But right now, let’s pray it’s not replaced with something even worse.”




  “What’s worse than war? And why would we have a war out here, on this coast? That don’t make any sense.”




  With a grim chuckle, the older man stood up straighter, and quickly checked a simmering beaker. “It’s a shame you have to ask. Maybe you’ll go inside the wall sometime, and you

  won’t wonder anymore.”




  He stepped away from the cluttered table, revealing a still much larger than his old system. A vast network of tubes, tubs, and valves stretched almost to the ceiling. Another foot, and

  it’d jut up through the tinplate roof.




  “Maybe I’ll do that. Maybe I’ll go inside the wall,” Rector said as if he hadn’t been planning it anyway. “But it looks to me like you need help. That’s

  a mighty big kit you’ve got there.”




  “I don’t need help, and you don’t know what you’re asking. You want to stay here with me, maybe sleep out in one of the side houses? You want to take up a place in the

  war that’s coming? I don’t think you do, boy.”




  “What are you talking about? The war stops at the river, don’t it?”




  “That’s not what I mean,” Harry said. “Things are getting uncomfortable for fellows like me, you understand?”




  “No, I don’t.”




  “There are plenty of men out here, much closer to home, who want a piece of what we’re doing. Especially since business has boomed so big.” Rector wanted to jump in and ask

  again, Why? but Harry was too fast for him. “Yaozu’s no dummy, but he’s only one man. Half the dealers and distributors on the West Coast are thinking about coming up

  here and taking the operation away from him.”




  “You think that could happen?”




  Halfway under his breath, he said, “It’s happening already.” Then he bent over a wooden crate stacked on the floor with others of its kind, looking for something.

  “They’re already coming, already circling like sharks. It won’t be long before I have to head inside the wall myself, much as I don’t like the prospect of it. I’m not

  defenseless, but I’ll be outdone by the kind of men coming up from Mexico, California, and the Oregon Territory.”




  “How do you know they’re coming, Harry? Who tells you anything, except me and maybe Bishop? And he’s inside the wall. He don’t know nothing.”




  Harry looked back at Rector with a chilly, unhappy frown clamped down on his face. “I hear things. I heard the thunder last week—did you? It wasn’t natural.”




  “You’re going ’round the bend, old man.”




  “Maybe, but soon the last of us here—the last of us original makers, I mean—will need a fortress.”




  “You could do worse than Seattle,” Rector noted.




  “I agree, but the thought of a life spent in a gas mask doesn’t agree with me much. I may have to find some other line of work.”




  “You could go east, if that’s where the demand is.”




  Harry found whatever he was fishing for. His knees popped when he stood back up to his full height. “True. Inside the wall with the rotters and gas, or back East into the war. If it

  weren’t for shitty options, I’d have no options at all. Anyway, here,” he said, offering up a very small packet.




  Rector tried to keep his eyes from lighting up. He tried to stop himself from gliding across the rough-hewn floors and snatching the small fold of waxed paper right out of Harry’s

  outstretched hands. But there he was, eager as a dog at the prospect of a bone. Some small part of him had the grace to be embarrassed.




  “What’s this?” he asked coolly. “A birthday present?”




  “It’s what you came here for, and the only thing you want. You don’t want to learn anything, and you don’t want to work if you can help it. I’ve watched you run and

  burn for what now . . . a couple of years?”




  “Something like that,” Rector muttered, taking the packet and stuffing it into his pocket while pretending not to care.




  “I was dealing with a child before, and today you’re a man. So from here on out, you pay your own debts. I won’t protect you if you don’t.”




  “Never asked you to,” Rector snapped before he could stop himself. That small, embarrassed corner of his soul grew a size or two. He felt himself blushing, and he wasn’t

  entirely sure why. “But thanks for the birthday present. I’ll use it wisely.”




  “Nobody uses sap wisely.”




  Rector turned on his heels and grabbed the door, pushing it open and launching himself out into the night, where the trees were too thick and the sky too dark to show him anything but a bright

  stain in his vision from the brilliant lights of the chemist’s shack.




  When he could see again, he looked toward the wall.




  “Wait for me,” he told it. “I’ll deal with you soon enough.” And he headed off toward the water instead.
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  The beach was deserted.




  It was also shiny with a glaze of moonlight and the intermittent sweep and flash of a powerful lamp scanning the water a few miles away. The lighthouse wasn’t for boats, not mostly. Not

  anymore. These days it guided the airships and their crews coming and going from Bainbridge Island, serving as a beacon for the kind of madmen who didn’t mind flying at night—or the

  kind of ships that had no choice in the matter. The distant beam came and went, blinking in and out, grazing the tops of the subtle waves and glinting off the edge of the Outskirts.




  Rector picked a large, flat rock that looked more dry than not and sat on it. For a moment he thought about staying and watching the sun rise, and then he realized what a dumb idea that was,

  considering he was facing west. But it might be pretty anyway, seeing the sky go from black to smoky foam gray.




  The last time he’d sat on this strip of coastline, the sky had gone the other way—from an overcast panorama of sickly white clouds to a deep, rolling, ominous shade of dark. A storm

  had crashed in from the north, coming over the ocean like it did only once in a great blue moon. One week before, he’d watched the sky change above him without caring. When the rain came

  down, pelting him so hard the droplets stung, he didn’t care about that, either. But when the thunder had begun, he’d gathered his things and headed inside.




  He almost hadn’t. He’d waited a few minutes in the downpour to see the lightning that always came with thunder—he thought those brilliant gold lines cracking across the waves

  might look like God on a bender. But there wasn’t any lightning, and he didn’t know why. He’d asked around, but no one could tell him. What did Northwesterners know about weather?

  Practically nothing, unless they were the sort who sailed. And the old mariners told him there hadn’t been any thunder at all—they said he’d only imagined it.




  But Harry’d heard it, too, and so did a bunch of other people. Rector might make things up and hear or see things once in a while, but he wasn’t wrong about the thunder.




  He untied a corner of his blanket pouch and shoved his hand down inside it, withdrawing a box of matches and the burlap pouch. Then he reached for the packet Harry had handed him on the way out

  the door, his birthday present. He deserved this one, and deserved it richly.




  But when he unfolded the little package, he found only another folded piece of paper stuffed inside it. The paper was blank and empty.




  “Goddammit, Harry! Some lousy goddamn birthday present from you. Goddammit! I thought we were friends, you old horse’s ass!” He shouted louder than someone who wished to remain

  inconspicuous ought to, but it was dark and he was mad. He crushed the waxed paper and the blank paper up into a ball and chucked it toward the ocean.




  If it hit the waves or just made it to the beach, he didn’t know. He didn’t hear it land.




  “All that talk about doing me a favor,” he growled. “Maybe I could do him the favor of burning down that stupid shack. Save him the trouble of deciding where to go, yeah. How

  would he like that favor?”




  Shaking now with rage as well as the symptoms of withdrawal, he retrieved the last dregs of his personal stash from his jacket pocket. With quivering hands he tapped the bottom edge against his

  palm to settle the contents, and he assembled his tools.




  The pouch held scraps of tinfoil, a tiny teaspoon, a wooden napkin ring, and a broken glass pipe. He wouldn’t need the spoon; there wasn’t enough sap left to measure. He left the

  glass pipe’s bowl wrapped in the old handkerchief he’d found someplace, since he couldn’t use it and he didn’t want to cut himself.




  He extracted a square of foil and held it firmly between his fingers, suddenly second-guessing his decision to do this out on the beach. But the wind wasn’t strong; if anything, it was

  almost curiously absent. The birds were still sleeping, the world was still dark, and no one was watching.




  No one saw as he bent the foil around the napkin ring so that it made a shiny little surface like the top of a drum.




  No one saw him dump the last few precious grains of yellow dust onto the foil, or strike the first match to cook the stuff into fumes. Not even the birds yawned and peeked, and not even the most

  curious tide-pool residents winked up at him as he bent his head down low over the foil, held it firmly but gently in his fingers, closed his eyes, and lowered the glass stem.




  In a rush of concentrated, sulfurous fog, the cobwebs in his head were blasted clean.




  Urine-colored fire washed over his brain; brimstone and brine simmered and smoked, and in the wake of that first astonishing explosion (which never became less astonishing with time, or less

  painful, or less needful and joyful), a placid, pale nothingness dawned.




  Rector privately suspected that this was what it felt like to die. First there’d be shock, an outburst of fear and sensation. Then would come this calm, this warmth and smoothness, and the

  pleasant apathy drawn from an ironclad knowledge that the world no longer mattered.




  Given time for the powder to cool and the residue to blow away . . . given scorched fingertips and a nose that ran with pink and yellow mucus, blood, and Blight in a biological slime . . . this

  harmonious eggshell of bliss would . . . crack.




  And shortly after that, Rector’s eyes also cracked.




  All the light, all the darkness, all the rustling sounds of nearby water, the scuttling clicks of crabs and the tiny splurts of spitting clams half buried in the soggy sand . . . every soft

  noise scraped against the inside of his skull—loudly, but not quite unpleasantly, rather like a headache made of candy.




  He was lying on his back, and he didn’t remember how he’d gotten that way—if he’d fallen over, or opted to lie down. An odd-shaped rock or starfish was wedged against one

  of his lower vertebrae, so he shifted his weight and clenched his fists, flexing his fingers and remembering that he needed to breathe even as he realized that his nose was too stuffy to help with

  the task. It was clogged with the flavor of copper (his own blood) and tin (from the foil) and whatever other salty gunk saw fit to occupy the great sloshing space behind his eyes.




  Still high enough to not mind any pain very much, Rector struggled to a seated position. His few worldly possessions remained right where he left them, and the incoming tide was within a few

  yards of soaking the lot.




  Shakily at first, and then stronger as the drug was given more room to move, more blood flow to carry it through his system, he grabbed his supplies and packed them back up. Foil and pipe stem

  and matches into the pouch. Empty waxed packet tossed into the oncoming waves. Blanket tied back up at its corners. Everything over his shoulder, bouncing against his back as he left the beach.




  He’d already forgotten that he was angry at Harry.




  Just for now, for this stretch of minutes—hours, if he was lucky—he did not worry about where he’d sleep or what he’d eat, or whether or not Zeke’s phantom was

  coming for him. He didn’t even worry about how he was going to get past the Seattle wall, or what would happen once he got inside. For these moments, everything was clear. The path was as

  straight and illuminated as if it’d been painted onto the ground at his feet. And not only would there be no deviation from this course, but he could see no peril whatsoever attached to

  following it.




  First, up onto the mudflats. Then, into the Outskirts and around their edge.




  Next, up to the wall at the far southeast side of its expanse.




  And then, through it. Into the lost, poisoned, abandoned city of Seattle.




  It used to be that there were only two ways into Seattle: under the wall, or over it. Going over could be trouble, because it meant finding an air captain who was bribable enough to bring you

  into the roiling cauldron of thick, ugly air inside the wall. By and large this meant pirates, and pirates were, by definition, not the most trustworthy sort.




  Rector did not like pirates.




  He didn’t care so much for scrabbling around through soft, wet, smelly underground tunnels, either, but that was the better option up until six months ago, when an earthquake had collapsed

  the last easy access point—a water-runoff tube made of brick, part of the old sewer system from back when the city was alive. There were other ways to get underneath; Rector was positive of

  that. But he didn’t know any off the top of his head, and he didn’t want to ask the kind of people who could’ve told him. He owed them all money.




  Anyway, these days he knew a third means into the city. A very recent one, still under construction: a gate cut into the wall about forty feet up. He’d seen men working on it by the

  water’s edge where the old piers rotted in the tidal muck. They’d picked a spot where no one was likely to see them working, and with King Street Station just on the other side of the

  barrier.




  As a professional delinquent and occasional trafficker in illicit substances, Rector had access to a great deal of information that wasn’t strictly common knowledge—including the

  often disbelieved truth that people still lived inside the city . . . and the fact that most of them weren’t very nice.




  Some of the city’s least nice residents lived and worked in King Street Station, which was ruled like a small, wicked kingdom by a mysterious Chinaman named Yaozu. Rector had never

  personally set eyes on Yaozu, but his imagination suggested an enormous, evil-looking man in billowy black clothing and a gas mask set with spikes. He might have tattoos on his face, or fingernails

  filed to points, or a terrible voice that sounded like it came from the chest of the devil himself.




  No man who rules by the power of his name could be anything less than fearsome.




  Rector knew roughly how the world worked, and he had no interest in meeting the monstrous Chinaman or his army of minions. Even if his empire had been built on sap, and even if his

  Station was where most of Rector’s drug of choice was presently made. But somewhere in the back of Rector’s head—bouncing feebly among the parts of his brain that still

  worked the best—he was prepared to admit that he had considered asking Yaozu for a job.




  Of course, this would only come up if he survived his little quest, which he didn’t expect to. Which was fine by him. And even if he did survive, there was always the chance that Yaozu

  wouldn’t be in charge very long anyway. Nobody in the Outskirts except the chemists cared whether or not Yaozu managed the flow of sap that oozed out of the walled-up city. If some newcomer

  came along, up from Tacoma or Portland, or even from as far away as San Francisco, or wherever Harry was talking about . . .




  Rector cared only insomuch as it might affect the supply chain, but he didn’t give two small shits if the operation was run by a Chinaman named Yaozu, or an Irishman named Hark

  O’Reilly, or a New Yorker named Louis Melville, or a Californian named Otis Caplan. Let them fight over it all they liked. Just let the best man win, and let the sap flow.




  Let the whole world burn, for all Rector Sherman cared. After all, it had no place for him.
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  Rector’s quest was fuzzy, but it was not altogether ridiculous: If he could find his way into the city, locate his deceased friend’s corpse, and treat it with a

  smidge of dignity, he could perhaps be freed from the nagging phantom that dogged his waking dreams.




  It was not the worst plan he’d ever had. It didn’t rank among the finest, either, but the end of Rector’s rope was dangling near, and it was this or nothing. It might even

  redeem him a little bit if his last act on earth was an attempt at recompense, in case of pearly gates or skeptical angels.




  A short, sparkling pang of guilt poked through the muffling layers of sap and jabbed him in the chest. “Zeke, I’m coming, goddammit. Isn’t that enough?” he said under his

  breath. “Christ, that’s all I can do now, ain’t it?” He trudged through darkness over the mudflats, to the wall looming blacker than any starless midnight—a false

  horizon created from something thicker and worse than the mere absence of illumination.




  He could see the wall best when he did not look at it directly. It was most apparent from the corner of his eyes, from a sideways gaze as he hiked past ramshackle clusters of houses and

  businesses.




  Over at the waterworks plant a steam whistle blew and something heavy clanked, like a large clock’s gears tipping together. One shift was ending, and another would soon begin. The plant

  ran day and night because there’d never be enough clean water if it didn’t—and without clean water, the Blight truly would have wiped out the Sound.




  Rector remembered a stray, sharp fact in an uninvited flash: Briar Wilkes, Zeke’s mother, used to work there. She’d gone inside the wall after her son. She’d never come out,

  and, like her son, she was almost certainly dead. It weighed on Rector somewhat less than Zeke’s untimely passing, as he hadn’t liked Briar at all: the last time he’d seen her,

  she’d threatened him with bodily and spiritual harm, so if she was gone, well, that didn’t keep him up at night—and neither did her ghost.




  The churning cranks and hisses of steam from the waterworks plant faded as he hiked farther away from the Sound, higher up the ungroomed hills, and along the worn dirt roads that had settled

  into uncomfortable ruts. He left the ruts and took to the grassy spots between the houses and sheds and barns. As these buildings thinned out, the open spaces became wider, more open, and almost

  more frightening because they gave him nowhere to hide.




  Standing out in the wet scrub with mossy rocks and trees that rotted where they’d fallen, Rector felt small and conspicuous as he approached the looming monolith of the Seattle city

  wall.




  Flat and plain, the wall was made of unevenly sized stones, mortared swiftly together. The overall color was gray with a hint of sickly green, for even the ever-present mold and mildew took its

  cues from the Blight-tainted air. It was inscrutable and blank. It appeared unbreachable by all but the most foolhardy daredevils, given the slippery flora, wet slime, and treacherous patches of

  fickle moss that would slough away without remorse even under the desperate fingers of a fervently praying climber.




  But once he got up close, Rector could see that it harbored secrets and promises.




  He tiptoed, moving his legs more carefully through the vegetation and keeping his eyes peeled against the heavy darkness that kept him guessing about his progress. He did not want to light a

  candle, not yet. Besides the fact that he had so few, he did not wish to draw attention to himself. Not until he figured out exactly where he meant to go, and exactly whose attention he needed.




  This next part would be tricky.




  He listened for all he was worth and, around the swirling fuzz of the sap still sparkling between his ears, he heard the gruff, intermittent chatter of men who were bored and not very happy.

  Rector turned himself sideways and walked along the tall stone barrier, its shadow made thicker still by the wee morning hours and a moon smudged over by clouds.




  The men were somewhere above him and ahead of him. He followed their voices.




  His footsteps ground into wet grass and against slippery pebbles, leaving streaked prints along the groove at the wall’s base. The path was uneven, broken by tree roots and fallen pieces

  of rock; it was clotted with the detritus of leaves, dead grass, and human trash blown by ocean winds to collect against the stones like snowdrifts.




  At times, he sank to his calves in rotting mulch, the compost of things lost, forgotten, and turned damp by the climate.




  Rector muttered a sour curse and wished out loud that, just this once, the June Gloom would take it up a notch and freeze. Frozen mud would be easier to navigate, and ice was no slicker than the

  vitreous slime that squished down the grade.




  The conversation above him grew louder.




  Both participants were wearing gas masks. Rector could hear it from the muffled hum to their words, and the way their consonants were rubbed off around the edges, but as he came closer, he could

  pick out the gossip more clearly.




  “I just don’t want to hear about it later, that’s all. If Yaozu tries to cuss me about it, I’ll . . . I won’t be real happy. But if we’re late, that’s

  what he gets for putting a kid in charge. That ain’t right.”




  “Can you install the gears?”




  “No.”




  “Then you aren’t right for the job. Me either,” the other man added quickly, possibly in response to some threat Rector couldn’t see. “If Houjin knows how, let him.

  He mess it up, it’s not our fault. He do it right, we look good for helping. See?”




  “Yeah, I see,” came the grudging response. “That don’t mean I like it.”




  A crackling snap of pleasure or pain—Rector couldn’t tell which—zipped across his vision and was gone, leaving a comet trail of contentment in its wake. He smiled and listened

  a little longer, until he was absolutely confident that these were workmen and not guards. Almost certainly an older white man and a somewhat younger Chinese man.




  Rector took a deep breath and flinched as a pang of tomorrow’s hangover made itself known in the soft spot just behind his ear. He shook it off and stepped away from the wall, but not far

  enough out to be easily seen or shot at.




  “Hey, you fellas up there?” he called, not in a big shout, but loud enough to make it clear that he wasn’t sneaking up on anybody.




  The two men above went silent, then the Chinaman called back, “Who is there? What do you want?”




  “Rector Sherman here. I want to get inside the city.” It sounded grandiose when he put it that way, but he decided he was all right with that, so he let it stand. “I

  don’t want any trouble, and I don’t want to bother nobody. I got business inside, that’s all.”




  “Business? What kind of business you got in the city? Did Yaozu send for you?”




  “No sir,” he said—fast, so the two words ran together in his mouth. “I’m looking for work.”




  “How old are you, son?” the white man asked.




  “Not sure what that’s got to do with anything. I’ve been selling for a couple of years already.”




  After a pause, the other man concluded, “So you want to come on up.”




  “That I do, sir. That I do.” He took this opportunity to step out of the wall’s shadow and into the lesser dark of the cloud-covered evening, which left him somewhat less

  invisible but still quite fuzzy to anyone that far overhead.




  A brilliant white shaft of light flared to life. It swiped at the night, curving back and forth as someone up there adjusted a focus-beam lantern. The beam settled on Rector without mercy,

  blinding him outright and forcing him to close his eyes against the sudden, painful attention. He crooked his elbow and tried to shield his face without hiding it. The last thing on earth he wanted

  was for these men to think he was up to something . . . which he was, but it wouldn’t do for them to suspect it.




  “You’re a regular ghost of a thing, ain’t you?”




  “What?”




  “Whitest man I ever see,” observed the Chinaman dispassionately. “His hair . . . what color you call that?”




  “Ginger. Hey, I think I heard about you, boy.”




  Rector forced a smile. “Is that right?”




  “You’ve been dealing from the orphanage, haven’t you? I heard about a boy so white you could see right through him, with hair the color of rust, besides. Is that

  you?”




  “I reckon it must be,” he confessed.




  The Chinaman asked, “You know this boy?”




  “I know about him,” the white man said. “He uses Harry, don’t he?” he asked down at Rector, who still cringed against the light. “Harry’s your chemist,

  ain’t he?”




  “That’s right, sir. I buy offa Harry.” Or at least I used to. “And Harry gets all his stuff right here, through Yaozu. He don’t truck with Caplan or

  O’Reilly, so you can trust I’m one of yours.”




  The white man snorted as if trust wasn’t something he handed out quite so easily, but Rector knew the lingo and he’d dropped enough names to prove himself.




  “Caplan and O’Reilly . . . Either one of them ever approach you?”




  “No sir.” But that wasn’t quite true. He’d met Caplan once in passing, through one of Harry’s rival chemists. Harry’d been laid up with consumption and

  hadn’t been able to cook, so Rector’d been forced to look up another source. “And if I did, I wouldn’t work with ’em. I know which side my bread is buttered

  on.”




  “All right, then. Hold on. We’ll throw down the ladder. Be careful hoisting yourself up. We don’t care to scrape anybody’s bits and pieces off the rocks, you hear

  me?”




  He unrolled a long ladder; it unfurled like a flag, in a great lurching arc that hit the ground mere inches from Rector’s toes. He jumped back with a start.




  “You see it?” the Chinaman prompted.




  “Sure enough, I do. Say, could you maybe aim that light somewhere else? I can’t see with it shining down in my face. You said you don’t want to scrape me off the rocks, and

  well, I’d rather not require that service, either.”




  The light wobbled, wavered, and the beam shifted a few feet to the right.




  Once Rector’s eyes stopped swimming with bold white orbs that obscured all the evening’s details, the remaining glare was enough to see by—so long as he didn’t need to

  see anything directly in front of him. But the glowing white ghosts seared into his vision refused to disperse entirely, so he held out his arms and relied on his peripheral vision until he could

  swat the rope ladder into his hands.




  He climbed its loose dowel footholds by feel, bracing himself against the wobble of the unsecured steps; one hand over the other, and then one foot following the next, he scaled it slowly,

  uncertainly, and suddenly quite glad that the light was off his face but pointed too far away for him to see anything if he were dumb enough to look down.




  He looked down.




  As predicted, he saw nothing, except for a big circle of vivid brilliance cast by the lantern above. It hit the ground someplace below, illuminating only grass, gravel, and the edge of a fire

  pit that hadn’t seen any cooking action in years.




  His stomach did a quick lurch, but there was nothing inside it to slosh or heave, so he didn’t even burp at the sudden realization of how high up he’d come, and how quickly. Was he

  climbing so fast? It was hard to tell. His hands and feet guided themselves, or maybe what was left of the sap churning around in his head was shielding him from the facts of the matter.




  Forty feet or more. Straight up. A gate into someplace like hell.




  He was half that distance before the Chinaman called down, “You got a mask?”




  “Yes, I got a mask,” he panted.




  “You put it on. The seal here not so good.”




  “I will. Put it on. When I get. Closer.” He puffed out the words in time to his climbing.




  “You put it on now. There gas up here. You smell it?”




  “Sure, I can smell it,” Rector admitted. You could almost always smell the gas if you were within five miles of the city and if the wind was canted just right. It was easy to forget

  the low-level stink because you never smelled anything else.




  But this was worse.




  There was a leak, as though someone had drilled a hole in a barrel and the contents were oozing free. It came from above, from the gate. It drooled down onto his head and up his nose, the

  yellow-fire stench of Blight slipping through the compromised wall.




  Briefly Rector wondered who’d ever thought it’d be a good idea, this gate cut into the place where poison billowed and spilled day in and day out.




  “Three cheers for bad ideas,” he wheezed, knocking his forearm against the next rung and wincing hard as the closest rope dragged a thick red mark along his wrist. He seized the

  knots, got a better grip, and kept climbing. His palms ached from the squeezing, the dragging, and the slivers of hemp and twine wedging themselves into the small wrinkles and cracks of his

  hands.




  But he was almost there.




  Maybe another dozen feet. That’s all he needed. He braced himself with one knee locked and crooked around the rope and one arm twisted and holding likewise, and he withdrew his mask from

  the blanket-bag. One-handed and gracelessly, he yanked it over his head and kept on climbing.




  The light swung back around and caught him in the eyes once more. He yelped and cried out, “What are you doing, man? I can’t see when you point that thing right at me! You trying to

  make me fall?”




  “Naw, sorry. Just looking at your progress. You’re almost here.”




  Before Rector could wonder about the particulars of “almost,” a hand jutted down into his face, smacking him between the eyes.




  “Here, come on. Get up here, would you?”
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