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  This one’s for Team Seattle—




  Mark Henry, Caitlin Kittredge,




  Richelle Mead, and Kat Richardson—




  for they are the heart and soul of this place.
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  In this age of invention the science of arms has made great progress. In fact, the most remarkable inventions have been made since the prolonged wars of Europe in the early

  part of the century, and the short Italian campaign of France in 1859 served to illustrate how great a power the engines of destruction can exert.


 


  

    

      

        

          —THOMAS P. KETTELL, History of the Great Rebellion. From its commencement to its close, giving an account of its origin, The Secession

          of the Southern States, and the Formation of the Confederate Government, the concentration of the Military and Financial resources of the federal government, the development of its vast

          power, the raising, organizing, and equipping of the contending armies and navies; lucid, vivid, and accurate descriptions of battles and bombardments, sieges and surrender of forts,

          captured batteries, etc., etc.; the immense financial resources and comprehensive measures of the government, the enthusiasm and patriotic contributions of the people, together with

          sketches of the lives of all the eminent statesmen and military and naval commanders, with a full and complete index. From Official Sources (1862)


        


      


    


  




  





  From Unlikely Episodes in Western History




  CHAPTER 7: Seattle’s Walled and Peculiar State




  Work in progress, by Hale Quarter (1880)




  Unpaved, uneven trails pretended to be roads; they tied the nation’s coasts together like laces holding a boot, binding it with crossed strings and crossed fingers. And

  over the great river, across the plains, between the mountain passes, the settlers pushed from east to west. They trickled over the Rockies in dribs and drabs, in wagons and coaches.




  Or this is how it began.




  In California there were nuggets the size of walnuts lying on the ground—or so it was said, and truth travels slowly when rumors have wings of gold. The trickle of humanity became a

  magnificent flow. The glittering western shores swarmed with prospectors, pushing their luck and pushing their pans into the gravelly streams, praying for fortunes.




  In time, the earth grew crowded, and claims became more tenuous. Gold came out of the ground in dust so fine that the men who mined it could’ve inhaled it.




  In 1850 another rumor, winged and sparkling, came swiftly from the north.




  The Klondike, it said. Come and cut your way through the ice you find there. A fortune in gold awaits a determined enough man.




  The tide shifted, and looked to the northern latitudes. This meant very, very good things for the last frontier stop before the Canadian border—a backwater mill town on Puget Sound called

  Seattle after the native chief of the local tribes. The muddy village became a tiny empire nearly overnight as explorers and prospectors paused to trade and stock up on supplies.




  While American legislators argued over whether or not to buy the Alaska territory, Russia hedged its bets and considered its asking price. If the land really was pocked with gold deposits, the

  game would absolutely change; but even if a steady supply of gold could be located, could it be retrieved? A potential vein, spotted intermittently but mostly buried beneath a hundred feet of

  permanent ice, would make for an ideal testing ground.




  In 1860, the Russians announced a contest, offering a 100,000 ruble prize to the inventor who could produce or propose a machine that could mine through ice in search of gold. And in this way, a

  scientific arms race began despite a budding civil war.




  Across the Pacific Northwest, big machines and small machines were tinkered into existence. They were tricky affairs designed to withstand bitter cold and tear through turf that was frozen

  diamond-hard. They were powered by steam and coal, and lubricated with special solutions that protected their mechanisms from the elements. These machines were made for men to drive like

  stagecoaches, or designed to dig on their own, controlled by clockwork and ingenious guiding devices.




  But none of them were rugged enough to tackle the buried vein, and the Russians were on the verge of selling the land to America for a relative pittance . . . when a Seattle inventor approached

  them with plans for an amazing machine. It would be the greatest mining vehicle ever constructed: fifty feet long and fully mechanized, powered by compressed steam. It would boast three primary

  drilling and cutting heads, positioned at the front of the craft; and a system of spiral shoveling devices mounted along the back and sides would scoop the bored-through ice, rocks, or earth back

  out of the drilling path. Carefully weighted and meticulously reinforced, this machine could drill in an almost perfect vertical or horizontal path, depending on the whims of the man in the

  driver’s seat. Its precision would be unprecedented, and its power would set the standard for all such devices to come.




  But it had not yet been built.




  The inventor, a man named Leviticus Blue, convinced the Russians to advance him a sum great enough to gather the parts and fund the labor on Dr. Blue’s Incredible Bone-Shaking Drill

  Engine. He asked for six months, and promised a public test display.




  Leviticus Blue took his funding, returned to his home in Seattle, and began to build the remarkable machine in his basement. Piece by piece he assembled his contraption out of sight of his

  fellow townsmen; and night by night the sounds of mysterious tools and instruments startled the neighbors. But eventually, and well before the six-month deadline, the inventor declared his

  masterpiece “complete.”




  What happened next remains a subject of much debate.




  It might have been only an accident, after all—a terrible malfunction of equipment running amuck. It may have been nothing more than confusion, or bad timing, or improper calculations. Or

  then again, it might have been a calculated move after all, plotted to bring down a city’s core with unprecedented violence and mercenary greed.




  What motivated Dr. Blue may never be known.




  He was an avaricious man in his way, but no more so than most; and it’s possible that he wished only to take the money and run—with a bit of extra cash in his pocket to fund a larger

  escape. The inventor had recently married (as tongues did wag, his bride was some twenty-five years his junior), and there was much speculation that perhaps she had a hand in his decisions. Perhaps

  she urged his haste or she wished herself married to a richer husband. Or perhaps, as she long maintained, she knew nothing of anything.




  What is certain is this: On the afternoon of January 2, 1863, something appalling burst out from the basement and tore a trail of havoc from the house on Denny Hill to the central business

  district, and then back home again.




  Few witnesses agree, and fewer still were granted a glimpse of the Incredible Bone-Shaking Drill Engine. Its course took it under the earth and down the hills, gouging up the land beneath the

  luxurious homes of wealthy mariners and shipping magnates, under the muddy flats where sat the sprawling sawmill, and down along the corridors, cellars, and storage rooms of general stores,

  ladies’ notions shops, apothecaries, and yes . . . the banks.




  Four of the major ones, where they were lined up in a row—all four of those banks were ravaged as their foundations were ground into mulch. Their walls rattled, buckled, and fell. Their

  floors collapsed downward in a V-shaped implosion as their bottom buttresses dropped away, and then the space was partially filled with the toppling roofs. And these four banks held three million

  dollars or better between them, accumulated from the California miners cashing in their nuggets and heading north in search of more.




  Scores of innocent bystanders were killed indoors as they stood in line for deposits or withdrawals. Many more died outside on the street, crushed by the leaning, trembling walls as they gave up

  their mortar and crashed heavily down.




  Citizens clamored for safety, but where could it be found? The earth itself opened up and swallowed them, here and there where the Drill Engine’s tunnel was too shallow to maintain even

  the thinnest crust of land. The quaking, rolling street flung itself like a rug being flapped before beaten clean. It moved hard from side to side, and in waves. And wherever the machine had gone,

  there came the sounds of crumbling and boring from the underground passages left by its passing.




  To call the scene a disaster does it a terrific disservice. The final death toll was never fully calculated, for heaven only knew how many bodies might lie wedged in the rubble. And alas, there

  was no time for excavation.




  For after Dr. Blue lodged his machine back beneath his own home, and after the wails of the injured were tended, and the first of the angry questions were being shouted from the remaining

  rooftops, a second wave of horror would come to afflict the city. It was difficult for Seattle’s residents to conclude that this second wave was unrelated to the first wave, but the details

  of their suspicions have never been explained to anyone’s collective satisfaction.




  Only the observable facts can be recorded now, and perhaps in time a future analyst may provide a better answer than can presently be guessed at.




  This much is known: In the aftermath of the Drill Engine’s astonishing trail of destruction, a peculiar illness afflicted the reconstruction workers nearest the wreckage of the bank

  blocks. By all reports this illness was eventually traced to the Drill Engine tunnels, and to a gas which came from them. At first, this gas appeared odorless and colorless, but over time it built

  up to such an extent that it could be discerned by the human eye, if spied through a bit of polarized glass.




  Through trial and error, a few particulars of the gas were determined. It was a thick, slow-moving substance that killed by contamination, and it could be generally halted or stilled by simple

  barriers. Temporary stopgap measures cropped up across the city as an evacuation was organized. Tents were disassembled and treated with pitch in order to form makeshift walls.




  As these barriers failed one ring at a time, and as thousands more of the city’s inhabitants fell fatally ill, sterner measures were called for. Hasty plans were drawn up and enacted, and

  within one year from the incident with Dr. Blue’s Incredible Bone-Shaking Drill Engine, the entire downtown area was surrounded by an immense brick, mortar, and stone wall.




  The wall stands approximately two hundred feet high—depending on the city’s diverse geographic constraints—and it averages a width of fifteen to twenty feet. It wholly

  encircles the damaged blocks, containing an area of nearly two square miles. Truly, it is a marvel of engineering.




  However, within this wall the city spoils, utterly dead except for the rats and crows that are rumored to be there. The gas which still seeps from the ground ruins everything it touches. What

  once was a bustling metropolis is now a ghost town, surrounded by the surviving and resettled population. These people are fugitives from their hometown, and although many of them relocated north

  to Vancouver, or south to Tacoma or Portland, a significant number have stayed close to the wall.




  They live on the mudflats and up against the hills, in a sprawling nontown most often called the Outskirts; and there, they have begun their lives anew.




  





  One
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  She saw him, and she stopped a few feet from the stairs.




  “I’m sorry,” he said quickly. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”




  The woman in the dull black overcoat didn’t blink and didn’t move. “What do you want?”




  He’d prepared a speech, but he couldn’t remember it. “To talk. To you. I want to talk to you.”




  Briar Wilkes closed her eyes hard. When she opened them again, she asked, “Is it about Zeke? What’s he done now?”




  “No, no, it’s not about him,” he insisted. “Ma’am, I was hoping we could talk about your father.”




  Her shoulders lost their stiff, defensive right angles, and she shook her head. “That figures. I swear to God, all the men in my life, they . . .” She stopped herself. And then she

  said, “My father was a tyrant, and everyone he loved was afraid of him. Is that what you want to hear?”




  He held his position while she climbed the eleven crooked stairs that led the way to her home, and to him. When she reached the narrow porch he asked, “Is it true?”




  “More true than not.”




  She stood before him with her fingers wrapped around a ring of keys. The top of her head was level with his chin. Her keys were aimed at his waist, he thought, until he realized he was standing

  in front of the door. He shuffled out of her way.




  “How long have you been waiting for me?” she asked.




  He strongly considered lying, but she pinned him to the wall with her stare. “Several hours. I wanted to be here when you got home.”




  The door clacked, clicked, and scooted inward. “I took an extra shift at the ’works. You could’ve come back later.”




  “Please, ma’am. May I come inside?”




  She shrugged, but she didn’t say no, and she didn’t close him out in the cold, so he followed behind her, shutting the door and standing beside it while Briar found a lamp and lit

  it.




  She carried the lamp to the fireplace, where the logs had burned down cold. Beside the mantle there was a poker and a set of bellows, and a flat iron basket with a cache of split logs. She

  jabbed the poker against the charred lumps and found a few live coals lingering at the bottom.




  With gentle encouragement, a handful of kindling, and two more lengths of wood, a slow flame caught and held.




  One arm at a time, Briar pried herself out of the overcoat and left it hanging on a peg. Without the coat, her body had a lean look to it—as if she worked too long, and ate too little or

  too poorly. Her gloves and tall brown boots were caked with the filth of the plant, and she was wearing pants like a man. Her long, dark hair was piled up and back, but two shifts of labor had

  picked it apart and heavy strands had scattered, escaping the combs she’d used to hold it all aloft.




  She was thirty-five, and she did not look a minute younger.




  In front of the growing, glowing fire there was a large and ancient leather chair. Briar dropped herself into it. “Tell me, Mr. . . . I’m sorry. You didn’t say your

  name.”




  “Hale. Hale Quarter. And I must say, it’s an honor to meet you.”




  For a moment he thought she was going to laugh, but she didn’t.




  She reached over to a small table beside the chair and retrieved a pouch. “All right, Hale Quarter. Tell me. Why did you wait outside so long in this bitter weather?” From within the

  pouch she picked a small piece of paper and a large pinch of tobacco. She worked the two together until she had a cigarette, and she used the lamp’s flame to coax the cigarette alight.




  He’d gotten this far by telling the truth, so he risked another confession. “I came when I knew you wouldn’t be home. Someone told me that if I knocked, you’d shoot

  through the peephole.”




  She nodded, and pressed the back of her head against the leather. “I’ve heard that story, too. It doesn’t keep nearly as many folks away as you might expect.”




  He couldn’t tell if she was serious, or if her response was a denial. “Then I thank you double, for not shooting me and for letting me come inside.”




  “You’re welcome.”




  “May I . . . may I take a seat? Would that be all right?”




  “Suit yourself, but you won’t be here long,” she predicted.




  “You don’t want to talk?”




  “I don’t want to talk about Maynard, no. I don’t have any answers about anything that happened to him. Nobody does. But you can ask whatever you want. And you can take your

  leave when I get tired of you, or when you get bored with all the ways I can say ‘I don’t know’—whichever comes first.”




  Encouraged, he reached for a tall-backed wooden chair and dragged it forward, putting his body directly into her line of sight. His notebook folded open to reveal an unlined sheet with a few

  small words scribbled at the top.




  While he was getting situated, she asked him, “Why do you want to know about Maynard? Why now? He’s been dead for fifteen years. Nearly sixteen.”




  “Why not now?” Hale scanned his previous page of notes, and settled down with his pencil hovering over the next blank section. “But to answer you more directly, I’m

  writing a book.”




  “Another book?” she said, and it sounded sharp and fast.




  “Not a sensational piece,” he was careful to clarify. “I want to write a proper biography of Maynard Wilkes, because I believe he’s been done a great disservice.

  Don’t you agree?”




  “No, I don’t agree. He got exactly what he should have expected. He spent thirty years working hard, for nothing, and he was treated disgracefully by the city he served.” She

  fiddled with the half-smoked wand of tobacco. “He allowed it. And I hated him for it.”




  “But your father believed in the law.”




  She almost snapped at him. “So does every criminal.”




  Hale perked. “Then you do think he was a criminal?”




  One more hard draw on the cigarette came and went, and then she said, “Don’t twist my words. But you’re right. He believed in the law. There were times I wasn’t sure he

  believed in anything else, but yes. He believed in that.”




  Spits and sparks from the fireplace filled the short silence that fell between them. Finally, Hale said, “I’m trying to get it right, ma’am. That’s all. I think there was

  more to it than a jailbreak—”




  “Why?” she interrupted. “Why do you think he did it? Which theory do you want to write your book about, Mr. Quarter?”




  He hesitated, because he didn’t know what to think, not yet. He gambled on the theory that he hoped Briar would find least offensive. “I think he was doing what he thought was right.

  But I really want to know what you think. Maynard raised you alone, didn’t he? You must’ve known him better than anyone.”




  Her face stayed a little too carefully blank. “You’d be surprised. We weren’t that close.”




  “But your mother died—”




  “When I was born, that’s right. He was the only parent I ever had, and he wasn’t much of one. He didn’t know what to do with a daughter any more than I know what to do

  with a map of Spain.”




  Hale sensed a brick wall, so he backed up and tried another way around, and into her good graces. His eyes scanned the smallish room with its solid and unadorned furniture, and its clean but

  battered floors. He noted the corridor that led to the back side of the house. And from his seat, he could see that all four doors at the end of it were closed.




  “You grew up here, didn’t you? In this house?” he pretended to guess.




  She didn’t soften. “Everybody knows that.”




  “They brought him back here, though. One of the boys from the prison break, and his brother—they brought him here and tried to save him. A doctor was sent for, but . . .”




  Briar retrieved the dangled thread of conversation and pulled it. “But he’d inhaled too much of the Blight. He was dead before the doctor ever got the message, and I

  swear”—she flicked a fingertip’s worth of ash into the fire—“it’s just as well. Can you imagine what would’ve happened to him, if he’d lived? Tried

  for treason, or gross insubordination at least. Jailed, at the minimum. Shot, at the worst. My father and I had our disagreements, but I wouldn’t have wished that upon him. It’s just as

  well,” she said again, and she stared into the fire.




  Hale spent a few seconds trying to assemble a response. At last he said, “Did you get to see him, before he died? I know you were one of the last to leave Seattle—and I know you came

  here. Did you see him, one last time?”




  “I saw him.” She nodded. “He was lying alone in that back room, on his bed, under a sheet that was soaked with the vomit that finally choked him to death. The doctor

  wasn’t here, and as far as I know, he never did come. I don’t know if you could even find one, in those days, in the middle of the evacuation.”




  “So, he was alone? Dead, in this house?”




  “He was alone,” she confirmed. “The front door was broken, but closed. Someone had left him on the bed, laid out with respect, I do remember that. Someone had covered him with

  a sheet, and left his rifle on the bed beside him with his badge. But he was dead, and he stayed dead. The Blight didn’t start him walking again, so thank God for small things, I

  suppose.”




  Hale jotted it all down, mumbling encouraging sounds as his pencil skipped across the paper. “Do you think the prisoners did that?”




  “You do,” she said. It wasn’t quite an accusation.




  “I suspect as much,” he replied, but he was giddily certain of it. The prison-boy’s brother had told him they’d left Maynard’s place clean, and they didn’t

  take a thing. He’d said they’d laid him out on the bed, his face covered up. These were details that no one else had ever mentioned, not in all the speculation or investigation into the

  Great Blight Jailbreak. And there had been plenty of it over the years.




  “And then . . . ,” he tried to prompt her.




  “I dragged him out back and buried him under the tree, beside his old dog. A couple days later, two city officers came out and dug him back up again.”




  “To make sure?”




  She grunted. “To make sure he hadn’t skipped town and gone back east; to make sure the Blight hadn’t started him moving again; to make sure I’d put him where I said I

  did. Take your pick.”




  He finished chasing her words with his pencil and raised his eyes. “What you just said, about the Blight. Did they know, so soon, about what it could do?”




  “They knew. They figured it out real quick. Not all the Blight-dead started moving, but the ones who did climbed up and went prowling pretty fast, within a few days. But mostly,

  people wanted to make sure Maynard hadn’t gotten away with anything. And when they were satisfied that he was out of their reach, they dumped him back here. They didn’t even bury him

  again. They just left him out there by the tree. I had to put him in the ground twice.”




  Hale’s pencil and his chin hung over the paper. “I’m sorry, did you say—do you mean . . . ?”




  “Don’t look so shocked.” She shifted in the chair and the leather tugged squeakily at her skin. “At least they didn’t fill in the hole, the first time. The second

  time was a lot faster. Let me ask you a question, Mr. Quarter.”




  “Hale, please.”




  “Hale, as you like. Tell me, how old were you when the Blight came calling?”




  His pencil was shuddering, so he placed it flat against the notebook and answered her. “I was almost six.”




  “That’s about what I figured. So you were a little thing, then. You don’t even remember it, do you—what it was like before the wall?”




  He turned his head back and forth; no, he didn’t. Not really. “But I remember the wall, when it first went up. I remember watching it rise, foot by foot, around the contaminated

  blocks. All two hundred feet of it, all the way around the evacuated neighborhoods.”




  “I remember it, too. I watched it from here. You could see it from that back window, by the kitchen.” She waved her hand toward the stove, and a small rectangular portal behind it.

  “All day and all night for seven months, two weeks, and three days they worked to build that wall.”




  “That’s very precise. Do you always keep count of such things?”




  “No,” she said. “But it’s easy to remember. They finished construction on the day my son was born. I used to wonder if he didn’t miss it, all the noise from the

  workers. It was all he ever heard, while I was carrying him—the swinging of the hammers, the pounding of the masons’ chisels. As soon as the poor child arrived, the world fell

  silent.”




  Something occurred to her, and she sat up straight. The chair hissed.




  She glanced at the door. “Speaking of the boy, it’s getting late. Where’s he gotten off to, I wonder? He’s usually home by now.” She corrected herself.

  “He’s often home by now, and it’s damnably cold out there.”




  Hale settled against the stiff wood back of his borrowed seat. “It’s a shame he never got to meet his grandfather. I’m sure Maynard would’ve been proud.”




  Briar leaned forward, her elbows on her knees. She put her face in her hands and rubbed her eyes. “I don’t know,” she said. She straightened herself and wiped her forehead with

  the back of her arm. She peeled off her gloves and dropped them onto the squat, round table between the chair and the fireplace.




  “You don’t know? But there aren’t any other grandchildren, are there? He had no other children, did he?”




  “Not as far as I know, but I guess there’s no telling.” She leaned forward and began to unlace her boots. “I hope you’ll excuse me,” she said.

  “I’ve been wearing these since six o’clock this morning.”




  “No, no, don’t mind me,” he said, and kept his eyes on the fire. “I’m sorry. I know I’m intruding.”




  “You are intruding, but I let you in, so the fault is mine.” One boot came free of her foot with a sucking pop. She went to work on the other one. “And I don’t

  know if Maynard would’ve cared much for Zeke, or vice versa. They’re not the same kind.”




  “Is Zeke . . .” Hale was tiptoeing toward dangerous ground, and he knew it, but he couldn’t stop himself. “Too much like his father, perhaps?”




  Briar didn’t flinch, or frown. Again she kept that poker-flat stare firmly in place as she removed the other boot and set it down beside the first one. “It’s possible. Blood

  may tell, but he’s still just a boy. There’s time yet for him to sort himself out. But as for you, Mr. Hale, I’m afraid I’m going to have to see you on your way. It’s

  getting late, and dawn comes before long.”




  Hale sighed and nodded. He’d pushed too hard, and too far. He should’ve stayed on topic, on the dead father—not the dead husband.




  “I’m sorry,” he told her as he rose and stuffed his notebook under his arm. He replaced his hat, pulled his coat tightly across his chest, and said, “And I thank you for

  your time. I appreciate everything you’ve told me, and if my book is ever published, I’ll make note of your help.”




  “Sure,” she said.




  She closed Hale out, and into the night. He braced himself to face the windy winter evening, tugging his scarf tighter around his neck and adjusting his wool gloves.




  





  Two
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  At the edge of the house’s corner a shadow darted and hid. Then it whispered, “Hey. Hey, you.”




  Hale held still and waited while a shaggy brown head peered around the side. The head was followed by the skinny but heavily covered body of a teenaged boy with hollow cheeks and vaguely wild

  eyes. Firelight from inside the house wobbled through the front window and half shadowed, half illuminated his face.




  “You were asking about my grandfather?”




  “Ezekiel?” Hale made a safe and easy guess.




  The boy crept forward, taking care to stay away from the parted place in the curtains so he couldn’t be seen from the home’s interior. “What did my mother say?”




  “Not much.”




  “Did she tell you he’s a hero?”




  Hale said, “No. She didn’t tell me that.”




  The boy made an angry snort and ran a mittened hand up his head, across his matted hair. “Of course she didn’t. She doesn’t believe it, or if she does, she doesn’t give a

  damn.”




  “I don’t know about that.”




  “I do,” he said. “She acts like he didn’t do anything good. She acts like everyone’s right, and he emptied out the jail because someone paid him to do it—but

  if he did, then where’s the money? Do we look like we have any money?”




  Zeke gave the biographer enough time to answer, but Hale didn’t know what to say.




  Zeke continued. “Once everyone understood about the Blight, they evacuated everything they could, right? They cleared out the hospital and even the jail, but the people stuck at the

  station—the folks who’d gotten arrested, but not charged with anything yet—they just left them there, locked up. And they couldn’t get away. The Blight was coming, and

  everyone knew it. All those people in there, they were going to die.”




  He sniffed and rubbed the back of his hand under his nose. It might have been running, or simply numb from cold.




  “But my grandfather, Maynard, you know? The captain told him to seal off the last end of the quarter, but he wouldn’t do it while there were people inside. And those people, they

  were poor folks, like us. They weren’t all bad, not all of them. They’d mostly been picked up for little things, for stealing little things or breaking little things.




  “And my grandfather, he wouldn’t do it. He wouldn’t seal ’em in to die there. The Blight gas was coming for them; and it’d already eaten up the shortest way back to

  the station. But he ran back into the Blight, covering his face up as much as he could.




  “When he got there, he threw the lever that held all the cells locked, and he leaned on it—he held it down with his own weight, because you had to, to keep the doors open. So while

  everyone ran, he stayed behind.




  “And the last two out were a pair of brothers. They understood what he’d done, and they helped him. He was real sick with the gas, though, and it was too late. So they brought him

  home, trying to help him even though they knew that if anybody saw them, they’d get arrested all over again. But they did it, same as why Maynard did what he did. ’Cause ain’t

  nobody all bad, through and through. Maybe Maynard was a little bad, doing what he did; and maybe those last two guys were a little good.




  “But here’s the long and short of it,” Zeke said, holding up a finger and pushing it under Hale’s nose. “There were twenty-two people inside those cells, and

  Maynard saved them, every last one. It cost him his life, and he didn’t get nothing for it.”




  As the kid turned to his front door and reached for the knob, he added, “And neither did we.”




  





  Three
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  Briar Wilkes closed the door behind the biographer.




  She leaned her forehead against it for a moment and walked away, back to the fire. She warmed her hands there, collected her boots, and began to unbutton her shirt and loosen the support cinch

  that held it close against her body.




  Down the hall she passed the doors to her father’s room and her son’s room. Both doors may as well have been nailed shut for all she ever opened them. She hadn’t been inside

  her father’s room in years. She hadn’t been inside her son’s room since . . . she couldn’t remember a specific time, no matter how hard she tried—nor could she even

  recall what it looked like.




  Out in the hall she stopped in front of Ezekiel’s door.




  Her decision to abandon Maynard’s room had come from philosophical necessity; but the boy’s room she avoided for no real reason. If anyone ever asked (and of course, no one ever

  did) then she might’ve made an excuse about respecting his privacy; but it was simpler than that, and possibly worse. She left the room alone because she was purely uncurious about it.

  Her lack of interest might have been interpreted as a lack of caring, but it was only a side effect of permanent exhaustion. Even knowing this, she felt a pang of guilt and she said out loud,

  because there was no one to hear her—or agree with her, or argue with her—“I’m a terrible mother.”




  It was only an observation, but she felt the need to refute it in some way, so she put her hand on the knob and gave it a twist.




  The door drooped inward, and Briar leaned her lantern into the cave-black darkness.




  A bed with a flat, familiar-looking headboard was pushed into the corner. It was the one she’d slept in as a child, and it was long enough to hold a grown man, but only half as wide as her

  own. The slats were covered with an old feather mattress that had been flattened until it was barely an inch or two thick. A heavy comforter flopped atop it, folded backward and tangled around in a

  dirty sheet.




  Beside the window at the foot of the bed there lurked a blocky brown chest of drawers and a pile of dirty clothes that was pocked with stray and unmatched boots.




  “I need to wash his clothes,” she mumbled, knowing that it would have to wait until Sunday unless she planned to do laundry at night—and knowing also that Zeke was likely to

  get fed up and do his own before then. She’d never heard of a boy who performed so much of his own upkeep, but things were different for families all over since the Blight. Things were

  different for everyone, yes. But things were especially different for Briar and Zeke.




  She liked to think that he understood, at least a little bit, why she saw him as infrequently as she did. And she preferred to assume that he didn’t blame her too badly. Boys wanted

  freedom, didn’t they? They valued their independence, and wore it as a sign of maturity; and if she thought about it that way, then her son was a lucky fellow indeed.




  A bump and a fumble rattled the front door.




  Briar jumped, and closed the bedroom door, and walked quickly down the hall.




  From behind the safety of her own bedroom door she finished peeling away her work clothes, and when she heard the stomp of her son’s shoes in the front room, she called out, “Zeke,

  you home?” She felt silly for asking, but it was as good a greeting as any.




  “What?”




  “I said, you’re home, aren’t you?”




  “I’m home,” he hollered. “Where are you?”




  “I’ll be out in a second,” she told him. More like a minute later she emerged wearing something that smelled less like industrial lubricant and coal dust. “Where have you

  been?” she asked.




  “Out.” He had already removed his coat and left it to hang on the rack by the door.




  “Did you eat?” she asked, trying not to notice how thin he looked. “I got paid yesterday. I know we’re low on cupboard fixings, but I can change that soon. And

  we’ve still got a little something left around here.”




  “No, I already ate.” He always said that. She never knew if he was telling the truth. He deflected any follow-up questions by asking, “Did you get home late tonight? It’s

  cold in here. I take it the fire hasn’t been up very long.”




  She nodded, and went to the pantry. She was starving, but she was so often hungry that she’d learned to think around it. “I took an extra shift. We had somebody out sick.” On

  the top shelf of the pantry there was a mixture of dried beans and corn that cooked up into a light stew. Briar pulled it down and wished she had meat to go with it, but she didn’t wish very

  long or hard.




  She set a pot of water to boil and reached under a towel for a bit of bread that was almost too stale to eat anymore, but she stuffed it into her mouth and chewed it fast.




  Ezekiel took the seat that Hale had borrowed and dragged it over to the fire to toast some of the frigid stiffness out of his hands. “I saw that man leaving,” he said, loud enough

  that she would hear him around the corner.




  “You did, did you?”




  “What did he want?”




  A rattling dump of poured soup mix splashed into the pot. “To talk. It’s late, I know. I guess it looks bad, but what would the neighbors do about it—talk nasty behind our

  backs?”




  She heard a grin in her son’s voice when he asked, “What did he want to talk about?”




  She didn’t answer him. She finished chewing the bread and asked, “Are you sure you don’t want any of this? There’s plenty for two, and you should see yourself.

  You’re skin and bones.”




  “I told you, I ate already. You fill up. You’re skinnier than me.”




  “Am not,” she fussed back.




  “Are too. But what did that man want?” he asked again.




  She came around the corner and leaned against the wall, her arms folded and her hair more fallen down than pinned up. She said, “He’s writing a book about your grandfather. Or he

  says he is.”




  “You think maybe he’s not?”




  Briar stared intently at her son, trying to figure out who he looked like when he made that carefully emotionless, innocent face. Not his father, certainly, though the poor child had inherited

  the preposterous hair. Neither as dark as hers, nor as light as his father’s, the mop could not be combed nor oiled into decent behavior. It was exactly the sort of hair that, when it

  occurred on a baby, old ladies would fondly disturb while making cooing noises. But the older Zeke grew, the more ridiculous it looked.




  “Mother?” he tried again. “You think maybe that man was lying?”




  She shook her head quickly, not in answer but to clear it. “Oh. Well, I don’t know. Maybe, maybe not.”




  “Are you all right?”




  “I’m fine,” she said. “I was just . . . I was looking at you, that’s all. I don’t see you enough, I don’t think. We should, I don’t know . . . We

  should do something together, sometime.”




  He squirmed. “Like what?”




  His squirming did not go unnoticed. She tried to back away from the suggestion. “I didn’t have anything in mind. And maybe it’s a bad idea. It’s probably . . .

  well.” She turned and went back into the kitchen so she could talk to him without having to watch his discomfort while she confessed the truth. “It’s probably easier for you

  anyway, that I keep my distance. I imagine you have a hard enough time living it down, being my boy. Sometimes I think the kindest thing I can do is let you pretend I don’t exist.”




  No argument came from the fireplace until he said, “It’s not so bad being yours. I’m not ashamed of you or anything, you know.” But he didn’t leave the fire to come

  and say it to her face.




  “Thanks.” She wound a wooden spoon around in the pot and made swirling designs in the frothing mixture.




  “Well, I’m really not. And for that matter, it’s not so bad being Maynard’s, either. In some circles, it works out pretty good,” he added, and Briar heard a

  quick cutting off in his voice, as if he was afraid that he’d said too much.




  As if she weren’t already aware.




  “I wish you’d keep a better circle of company,” she told him, though even as she said it, she guessed more than she wanted to know. Where else could a child of hers seek

  friends? Who else would have anything to do with him, except for the quarters where Maynard Wilkes was a folk hero—and not a fortunate crook who died before he could be judged?




  “Mother—”




  “No, listen to me.” She abandoned the pot and stood again by the edge of the wall. “If you’re ever going to have any hope of a normal life, you’ve got to stay out

  of trouble, and that means staying out of those places, away from those people.”




  “Normal life? How’s that going to happen, do you think? I could spend my whole life being poor-but-honest, if that’s what you want, but—”




  “I know you’re young and you don’t believe me, but you have to trust me—it’s better than the alternative. Stay poor-but-honest, if that’s what keeps a

  roof over your head and keeps you out of prison. There’s nothing so good out there that it’s worth . . .” She wasn’t sure how to finish, but she felt she’d made her

  point, so she stopped talking. She turned on her heel and went back to the stove.




  Ezekiel left the fireplace and followed her. He stood at the end of the kitchen, blocking her exit and forcing her to look at him.




  “That it’s worth what? What do I have to lose, Mother? All this?” With a sweeping, sarcastic gesture he indicated the dark gray home in which they squatted. “All

  the friends and money?”




  She smacked the spoon down on the edge of the basin and grabbed a bowl to dish herself some half-cooked supper, and so she could stop gazing at the child she’d made. He looked nothing like

  her, but every day he looked a little more like one man, then the other. Depending on the light and depending on his mood he could’ve been her father, or her husband.




  She poured herself a bowl of bland stew and struggled to keep from spilling it as she stalked past him.




  “You’d rather escape? I understand that. There’s not much keeping you here, and maybe when you’re a grown man you’ll up and leave,” she said, dropping the

  stoneware bowl onto the table and inserting herself into the chair beside it. “I realize that I don’t make an honest day’s work look very appealing; and I realize too that you

  think you’ve been cheated out of a better life, and I don’t blame you. But here we are, and this is what we have. The circumstances have damned us both.”




  “Circumstances?”




  She took a deep swallow of the stew and tried not to look at him. She said, “All right, circumstances and me. You can blame me if you want, just like I can blame your father, or

  my father if I want—it doesn’t matter. It doesn’t change anything. Your future was broken before you were born, and there’s no one left living for you to pin that on

  except for me.”




  From the corner of her eye, she watched Ezekiel clench and unclench his fists. She waited for it. Any moment, and his control would slip, and that wild, wicked look would fill his face with the

  ghost of his father, and she’d have to close her eyes to shut him out.




  But the snap didn’t occur, and the madness didn’t cover him with a terrible veil. Instead, he said, in a deadpan voice that matched the empty gaze he’d given her earlier,

  “But that’s the most unfair part of all: You didn’t do anything.”




  She was surprised, but cautiously so. “Is that what you think?”




  “It’s what I’ve figured.”




  She snorted a bitter-sounding laugh. “So you’ve got it all figured out now, have you?”




  “More than you’d think, I bet. And you should’ve told that writer about what Maynard did, because if more people knew, and understood, then maybe some respectable folks

  would know he wasn’t a criminal, and you could live a little less like a leper.”




  She used the stew to buy herself another few bites to think. It did not escape her notice that Zeke must’ve spoken to Hale, but she chose not to call attention to it.




  “I didn’t tell the biographer anything about Maynard because he already knew plenty, and he’d already made up his mind about it. If it makes you feel any better, he agrees with

  you. He thinks Maynard was a hero, too.”




  Zeke threw his hands up in the air and said, “See? I’m not the only one. And as for the company I keep, maybe my friends aren’t high society, but they know good guys when they

  see them.”




  “Your friends are crooks,” she said.




  “You don’t know that. You don’t even know any of my friends; you’ve never met any of them except for Rector, and he ain’t so bad as far as bad friends go, you even

  said so. And you should know: It’s like a secret handshake, Maynard’s name. They say it like spitting in your hand to swear. It’s like swearing on a Bible, except everybody knows

  Maynard actually did something.”




  “Don’t talk that way,” she stopped him. “You’re asking for trouble, trying to rewrite history, trying to shuffle things around until they mean something

  better.”




  “I’m not trying to rewrite anything!” And she heard it, the frightening timbre in his freshly broken, almost man-sounding voice. “I’m only trying to make it

  right!”




  She swallowed the last of the stew too fast, almost scalding her throat in her hurry to be done with it, and to quit being hungry so she could focus on this fight—if that’s what it

  was becoming.




  “You don’t understand,” she breathed, and the words were hot on her nearly burned throat. “Here’s the hard and horrible truth of life, Zeke, and if you never hear

  another thing I ever tell you, hear this: It doesn’t matter if Maynard was a hero. It doesn’t matter if your father was an honest man with good intentions. It doesn’t matter if I

  never did anything to deserve what happened, and it doesn’t matter that your life was hexed before I even knew about you.”




  “But how can it not? If everyone just understood, and if everyone just knew all the facts about my grandfather and my dad, then . . .” Despair crackled through his objection.




  “Then what? Then suddenly we’d be rich, and loved, and happy? You’re young, yes, but you’re not stupid enough to believe that. Maybe in a few generations, when

  plenty of time has passed, and no one really remembers the havoc or the fear anymore, and your grandfather has had time to fade into legend, then storytellers like young Mr. Quarter will have the

  final word. . . .”




  Then she lost her voice from shock and horror, because she suddenly realized that her son had only barely been talking about Maynard at all. She took a deep breath, lifted her bowl up from the

  table, and walked it over to the basin and left it there. It was too much, the prospect of pumping more water to clean it right then.




  “Mother?” Ezekiel gathered that he’d crossed some awful line and he didn’t know what it was. “Mother, what is it?”




  “You don’t understand,” she told him, even though she felt like she’d said it a thousand times in the past hour. “There’s so much you don’t understand,

  but I know you better than you think I do. I know you better than anyone, because I knew the men you mimic even when you don’t mean to—even when you have no idea what you’ve said

  or done to startle me.”




  “Mother, you aren’t making sense.”




  She slapped a hand against her chest. “I’m not making sense? You’re the one who’s telling me wonderful things about someone you never met, building up this great

  apology for one dead man because you think—because you don’t know any better—that if you can redeem one dead man you might redeem another. You gave yourself away,

  naming them both in one breath like that.” While she had his full attention, before she lost the element of shock that was holding him quiet, she continued. “That’s where

  you’re going with this, isn’t it? If Maynard wasn’t all bad, then maybe your father wasn’t all bad either? If you can vindicate the one, then there’s hope for the

  other?”




  Slowly, then with stronger rhythm, he began to nod. “Yes, but it’s not as daft as you make it sound—no, don’t. Stop it, and listen to me. Hear me out: If, all this

  time, everyone in the Outskirts has been wrong about you, then—”




  “How are they wrong about me?” she demanded to know.




  “They think everything was your fault! The jailbreak, the Blight, and the Boneshaker too. But they weren’t your fault, and the jailbreak wasn’t a big ol’ act of

  mayhem and nuisance.” He paused to take in some air, and his mother wondered where he’d ever heard such a phrase.




  “So they’re wrong about you, and I think they’re wrong about Grandfather. That’s two out of three, ain’t it? Why’s it so nuts to think they’ve all been

  wrong about Levi, too?”




  It was exactly as she’d feared, laid out in a pretty, perfect line. “You,” she tried to say, but it came out as a cough. She slowed herself down and did her best to calm

  herself, despite the awful crashing of her son’s dangerous, innocent words. “There’s . . . listen. I understand why it looks so obvious to you, and I understand why you want to

  believe that there’s something of your father’s memory worth saving. And . . . and maybe you’re right about Maynard; as likely as not he was only trying to help. Maybe he had that

  moment, that break when he realized that he could obey the letter of the law or the spirit of it—and he was chasing some kind of ideal, right into the Blight, and into his grave. I can

  believe it, and I can accept it, and I can even be a little angry about the way he’s been remembered.”




  Zeke made an adolescent squeak of disbelief and held out his hands like he wanted to shake his mother, or strangle her. “Then why haven’t you ever said anything? Why would you let

  them stomp all over his memory if you think he was trying to help people?”




  “I told you, it wouldn’t matter. And besides, even if the jailbreak had never happened, and he’d died in some other, less strange way, it wouldn’t have made a

  difference to me. I wouldn’t have remembered him any different for any last-minute heroics, and, and, and . . . Besides,” she added another fierce defense, “who would

  listen to me? People avoid me and ignore me, and it’s not Maynard’s fault, not really. Nothing I could say to defend him would sway a single soul in the Outskirts, because being his

  daughter is only a secondary curse on my head.”




  Her voice had crept up again, too close to fear for her own satisfaction. She beat it back down, and counted her breaths, and tried to keep her words in a tight, logical line to match and beat

  Ezekiel’s.




  “I didn’t choose my parents; no one does. I could be forgiven for my father’s sins. But I did choose your father, and for that, they will never let me

  rest.”




  Something salty and bright was searing a deep, angry streak in her chest, and it felt like tears clawing their way up her throat. She gulped them down. She caught her breath and crushed it into

  submission, and as her son walked away from her, back toward his bedroom where he could close her out, she tagged after him.




  He shut the door in her face. He would’ve locked it, but it had no lock, so he leaned his weight against it. Briar could hear the soft whump of his body pressing a stubborn resistance on

  the other side.




  She didn’t yank the knob, or even touch it.




  She pressed her temple against a place where she thought his head might be, and she told him, “Try and save Maynard, if that will make you happy. Make that your mission, if it gives you

  some kind of direction and if it makes you less . . . angry. But please, Zeke, please. There’s nothing to retrieve from Leviticus Blue. Nothing at all. If you dig too hard or push too far, if

  you learn too much, it will only break your heart. Sometimes, everyone is right. Not always and not even usually, but once in a while, everyone is right.”




  It took all her self-restraint to keep from saying more. Instead, she turned away and went to her own bedroom to swear and seethe.




  





  Four
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  On Friday morning, Briar rose just before dawn, like always, and lit a candle so she could see.




  Her clothes were where she’d left them. She traded yesterday’s shirt for a clean one, but she drew the same pair of pants up over her legs and tucked the narrow cuffs into her boots.

  The leather support cinch dangled on the bedpost. She picked it up and buckled it on, crushing it more tightly around her waist than was strictly comfortable. Once it warmed to her body it would

  fit her better.




  Once her boots were laced and she’d found a thick wool vest to throw over her shirt, she pulled her overcoat down off the other bedpost and slipped her arms through its sleeves.




  Down the hall, she didn’t hear a sound from her son’s room, not even a quick snore or a settling twist in the blankets. He wouldn’t be awake yet, even if he was going to

  school—and he didn’t often bother.




  Briar had already made sure that he could read all right, and he could count and add better than a lot of the kids she’d seen, so she didn’t worry about him too much. School would

  keep him out of trouble, but school itself was often trouble. Before the Blight, when the city was bustling enough to support it, there had been several schools. But in the aftermath, with so much

  of the population decimated or scattered, the teachers didn’t always stay, and the students didn’t get much in the way of discipline.




  Briar wondered when the war would end back east. The papers talked about it in exciting terms. A Civil War, a War Between the States, a War of Independence or a War of Aggression. It sounded

  epic, and after eighteen years of ongoing struggle, perhaps it was. But if it would only end, then perhaps it might be worth the trouble to head back toward the other coast. With some scraping and

  saving, maybe she could pull together the money to start over somewhere else, where no one knew anything about her dead father or husband. Or, if nothing else, Washington could become a proper

  state, and not merely a distant territory. If Seattle was part of a state, then America would have to send help, wouldn’t it? With help, they could build a better wall, or maybe do something

  about the Blight gas trapped inside it. They could get doctors to research treatments for the gas poisoning—and God only knew, maybe even cure it.




  It should’ve been a thrilling thought, but it wasn’t. Not at six o’clock in the morning, and not when Briar was beginning a two-mile walk down the mudflats.




  The sun was rising slowly and the sky was taking on the milky gray daytime hue that it would never shake, not until spring. Rain spit sideways, cast sharply by the wind until it worked its way

  under Briar’s wide-brimmed leather hat, up her sleeve cuffs, and down through her boots until her feet were frozen and her hands felt like raw chicken skin.




  By the time she reached the ’works, her face was numb from the cold but a tiny bit burned from the foul-smelling water.




  She wandered around to the back of the enormous compound that hunkered loudly at the edge of Puget Sound. Twenty-four hours of every day it cranked and pumped, sucking rainwater and ground-water

  into the plant and stripping it, processing it, cleaning it, until it was pure enough to drink and bathe in. It was a slow and laborious procedure, one that was labor intensive but not altogether

  illogical. The Blight gas had poisoned the natural systems until the creeks and streams flowed almost yellow with contagion. Even the near-constant patter of rain could not be trusted. The clouds

  that dropped it may have gusted past the walled-up city and absorbed enough toxin to wash skin raw and bleach paint.




  But the Blight could be boiled away; it could be filtered and steamed and filtered again. And after seventeen hours of treatment, the water could be safely consumed.




  Great wagons drawn by teams of massive Clydesdales took the water out in tanks and delivered it block by block, funneling it into collective reservoirs that could then be pumped by individual

  families.




  But first, it had to be processed. It had to go through the Waterworks facility, where Briar Wilkes and several hundred others spent ten or fifteen hours a day hooking and unhooking brass

  cylinders and tanks, and moving them from station to station, filter to filter. Most of the tanks were overhead and could be zipped down lines and rails from place to place, but some were built

  into the floor and had to be shifted from plug to plug like pieces in a sliding puzzle.




  Briar climbed up the back steps and lifted the lever arm that secured the workers’ entrance.




  She blinked at the usual blast of steam-heated air. Over in the far corner, where workers kept company-assigned belongings in cubbyholes, she reached for her gloves. They weren’t the heavy

  wool contraptions she wore on her own time, but thick leather that protected her hands from the superheated metal of the tanks.




  She’d pulled the left one all the way down to her wrist before she noticed the paint. On the palm, down the fingers, and across the back knuckles someone had brushed bright streaks of

  blue. The right glove had been similarly vandalized.




  Briar was alone in the workers’ area. She was early, and the paint was dry. The prank had been pulled last night, after she’d left for the evening. There was no one present to

  accuse.




  She sighed and shoved her fingers into the other tainted glove. At least this time no one had filled up the interior with paint. The gloves were still wearable, and would not need replacing.

  Maybe she could even scrub them clean, later.




  “It never gets old, does it?” she said to herself. “Sixteen goddamn years and you’d think, someday, the joke might get old.”




  She left her own wool gloves up on the shelf that used to have her name on it. She’d written WILKES there, but while she wasn’t looking it had been crossed

  out and replaced with BLUE. She’d scribbled over the BLUE and rewrote WILKES, and the game had gone round and round

  until there was no room left on the ledge for anyone to write anything, but everyone knew who it belonged to.




  Her goggles hadn’t been bothered; she was thankful for that much. The gloves had been expensive enough, and the company-issued headgear would’ve cost a week’s worth of pay to

  restore.




  All the workers wore goggles with polarized lenses. For reasons no one fully understood, such lenses allowed the wearer to see the dreaded Blight. Even in trace amounts it would appear as a

  yellowish-greenish haze that oozed and dripped. Although the Blight was technically a gaseous substance, it was a very heavy one that poured or collected like a thick sludge.




  Briar strapped the clunky lenses against her face and left her overcoat on a peg. She picked up a wrench that was almost as long as her forearm and stepped out onto the main floor to begin her

  day of shuffling piping-hot crucibles from slot to slot.




  Ten hours later, she stripped off the gloves, peeled away the goggles, and abandoned them on her shelf.




  She opened the back metal door to learn that it was still raining, which came as no surprise. She tied her big, round-rimmed hat more closely under her chin. She didn’t need any more

  orange streaks twirling through her otherwise dark hair, courtesy of the nasty rain. With her overcoat fastened tightly across her chest and her hands jammed into the pockets, she set off for

  home.




  The way back from work was almost straight uphill, but the wind was behind her, billowing off the ocean and crashing up the ridges on the edges of the old city. The walk itself was a long one,

  but a familiar one, and she did it without giving much thought to the wind or the water. She’d lived with the weather so long that it was barely background music, unpleasant but unnoticed,

  except when numbness settled in her toes and she had to stomp to bring the feeling back.




  It was only barely dark when she arrived home.




  This pleased her in an almost giddy way. During the winter she was so rarely home before the sky was fully black that it astounded her to find herself scaling the crooked stone steps while there

  was still a touch of pink between the rain clouds.




  Small victory or no, she felt like celebrating it.




  But first, she thought, she should apologize to Ezekiel. She could sit him down and talk to him, if he’d listen. She could tell him a few stories, if it came to that. Not everything, of

  course.




  He couldn’t know the worst of it, even though he probably thought he did. Briar knew the stories that made the rounds. She’d heard them herself, been asked about them dozens of times

  by dozens of policemen, reporters, and furious survivors.




  So Zeke had certainly heard them, too. He’d been taunted by them when he was small enough to cry in school. Once, years ago, when he was barely as tall as her waist, he’d asked if

  any of it was true. Did his father really make the terrible machine that broke the city until pieces of it fell into the earth? Did he really bring the Blight?




  “Yes,” she had to tell him. “Yes, it happened that way, but I don’t know why. He never told me. Please don’t ask me anymore.”




  He never did ask for more, even though Briar sometimes wished he would. If he asked, she might be able to tell him something good—something nice. It hadn’t all been fear and

  strangeness, had it? She’d honestly loved her husband once, and there were reasons for it. Some of them must not have been spun from girlish stupidity, and it wasn’t all about the

  money.




  (Oh, she’d known he was rich—and maybe, in some small respect, the money had made it easier to be stupid. But it never was all about the money.)




  She could tell Zeke stories of flowers sent in secret, of notes composed in ink that was almost magical for the way it glittered, burned, and vanished. There were charming gadgets and seductive

  toys. One time Leviticus had made her a pin that looked like a coat button, but when the filigree rim was twisted, tiny clockwork gears within would chime a precious tune.




  If Zeke had ever asked, she could’ve shared an anecdote or two that made the man look like less of a monster.




  It was stupid, she realized, the way she’d been waiting for him to ask. It was suddenly as obvious as could be: She ought to just tell him. Let the poor child know that there had

  been good times too, and that there were good reasons—at least, they’d seemed like good reasons at the time—why she’d run away from home and her strict, distant father and

  married the scientist when she was hardly any older than her son was now.




  Furthermore, the night before she really should’ve told him, “You didn’t do anything either. They’re wrong about you, too, but there’s still time for you to

  prove it. You haven’t yet made the kind of choices that will cripple you for life.”




  These resolutions buoyed her spirits even more than the early homecoming, and the hope that Zeke might be inside. She could begin on the spot, righting her old wrongs—which were only

  mistakes of uncertainty, after all.




  Her key grated in the lock and the door swung inward, revealing darkness.




  “Zeke? Zeke, you home?”




  The fireplace was cold. The lantern was on the table by the door, so she took it and fumbled for a match. Not a single candle was lit within, and it irked her that she needed any extra

  illumination. It had been months since she’d come home and simply parted the curtains for light. But the sun was almost wholly down, and the rooms were black except for the places where her

  lantern pushed back the shadows.




  “Zeke?”




  She wasn’t sure why she said his name again. She already knew he wasn’t home. It wasn’t just the darkness, either; it was the way the home felt empty. It felt quiet in a way

  that couldn’t include a boy closed away in his bedroom.




  “Zeke?” The silence was unbearable, and Briar didn’t know why. She’d come home to an empty house many times before, and it’d never made her nervous.




  Her good mood evaporated.




  The lantern’s light swept the interior. Details crept into the glow. It wasn’t her imagination. Something was wrong. One of the kitchen cabinets was open; it was where she kept extra

  dry goods, when she had them—tinned crackers and oats. It had been raided, and left empty. In the middle of the floor, in front of the big leather chair, a small piece of metal glinted when

  it caught the edge of the candlelight.




  A bullet.




  “Zeke?” She tried once more, but this time it was less a question than a gasp.




  She picked up the bullet and examined it; and while she stood there, interrogating the small bit with her eyes, she felt exposed.




  Not like she was being watched, but like she was open to attack.




  Like there was danger, and it could see a way inside.




  The doors. Down the short corridor, four doors—one to a closet and three to the bedrooms.




  Zeke’s door was open.




  She almost dropped the lantern and the bullet both. Blind fear squeezed at her chest as she stood riveted to the spot.




  The only way to shake it loose was to move, so she moved. She shuffled her feet forward, toward the corridor. Maybe she should check for intruders, but some primal instinct told her there

  weren’t any. The emptiness was too complete, and the echo too absolute. No one was home, not anyone who should or shouldn’t be.




  Zeke’s room looked almost exactly like it had when she’d peeked inside the day before. It looked unclean but uncluttered, by virtue of the fact that he owned so little.




  Only now there was a drawer sitting hollowly in the middle of the bed.




  There was nothing inside it, and Briar didn’t know what it once might’ve held, so she walked past it and on to the other drawers that remained in their place. They were empty, except

  for a stray sock too riddled with holes to cover a foot.




  He owned a bag. She knew he did; he took it to school, when he deigned to attend. She’d made it for him, stitching together stray scraps of leather and canvas until it was strong enough

  and big enough to hold the books she could scarcely afford. Not so long ago, he’d asked her to repair it, so she knew he still used it.




  And she couldn’t find it.




  A quick thrashing of the small room failed to turn it up, and failed to reveal any sign of where the boy or the bag might have gone . . . until she dropped to her knees and lifted the edge of

  the bedspread. Under the bed, there was nothing. But under the mattress, between the frame and the pressed feather pad, something left an odd and geometric bulge. She jammed her hand through the

  bedding and seized a packet of something smooth that crackled between her fingers.




  Papers. A small stack of them, various shapes and sizes.




  Including . . .




  She turned it over and checked the front, and back, and the fear was so cold in her lungs that she could hardly breathe.




  . . . a map of downtown Seattle, torn in half.




  The missing half would’ve indicated the old financial district—where the Boneshaker machine had caused a catastrophic earthquake on its very first test run . . . and where, a few

  days later, the Blight gas had first begun to ooze.




  Where had he gotten it?




  Down one side, the map had a tidily torn seam that made her think it had once been part of a book. But the city’s small library had never reopened outside the walls, and books were

  scarce—and expensive. He wouldn’t have bought it, but he might have stolen it, or . . .




  It smelled funny. She’d been holding it for half a minute before she noticed, and anyway, the smell was so familiar it almost went unremarked. She held the scrap of paper up to her face

  and sniffed it hard. It might only be her imagination. There was one good way to find out.




  Down the hall and into her own room she dashed, and she dug around in her tall, creaky wardrobe until she found it—a fragment of lens left over from the early days, the bad old days . . .

  the days when the evacuation order was fresh and vague. No one was sure what they were running from, or why; but everyone had figured out that you could see it, if you had mask or a set of goggles

  with a bit of polarized glass.




  At the time, there had been no other test. Hucksters had sold lenses on street corners at ridiculous prices, and not all of them were real. Some were pulled from broken industrial masks and

  safety eye-wear, but the cheaper knockoffs were little more than ordinary monocles and bottle-bottoms.




  Back then, money hadn’t been an object. Briar’s palm-sized piece of tinted lens was real, and it worked as well as the goggles she’d left on a shelf back at the plant.




  She lit two more candles and carried them into Zeke’s room, and with the light of the lantern added, she held up the scratched bit of transparency and used it to scry the things

  she’d found in the mattress. And all of them—the map, the leaflets, the shreds of posters—glowed with an ill yellow halo that marked them as clearly as if they’d been

  stamped with a warning.




  “Blight,” she groaned. The papers were filthy with its residue.




  In fact, the papers were so thoroughly contaminated that there were precious few places from whence they might have come. She couldn’t imagine that her son had acquired these strange slips

  from within the sealed city with its seamless, towering wall. Some of the local shops did sell artifacts the townspeople had evacuated with, but they were often costly.




  “Goddamn his stupid friends and their stupid lemon sap,” she swore. “Goddamn every last one of them.”




  She scrambled to her feet and went back to her bedroom again, this time retrieving a muslin face mask. Around her nose and mouth she wrapped and tied it, and she spread the contents of

  Zeke’s mattress out on his bed. The assortment was strange, to say the least. In addition to the map, she found old tickets and playbills, pages pulled out of novels, and clippings from

  newspapers that were older than the boy was.




  Briar wished for her leather gloves. In lieu of them, she used the lone holey sock to touch the papers, sorting them and running her eyes across them—catching her own name, or at least her

  old name.




  

    

      AUGUST 9, 1864. Authorities searched the home of Leviticus and Briar Blue, but no insight into the Boneshaker incident was found. Evidence of wrongdoing mounts as

      Blue remains missing. His wife cannot provide an explanation for the testing of the machine that nearly collapsed the city’s foundations and killed at least thirty-seven people, three

      horses.




      AUGUST 11, 1864. Briar Blue held for questioning after collapse of fourth bank on Commercial Avenue, disappearance of her husband. Her role in the events of the

      Boneshaker calamity remains unclear.


    


  




  Briar remembered the articles. She recalled trying to muster an appetite for lunch as she skimmed the damning reports, not yet knowing that there was more to her nausea than merely the stress of

  the investigation. But where had Ezekiel gotten such clippings, and how? All of the stories had been printed sixteen years ago, and distributed in a city that had been dead and closed for nearly

  that long.




  She wrinkled her nose and grabbed Zeke’s pillow, tearing off its case and stuffing the papers inside it. They shouldn’t have been too dangerous, crammed underneath his bedding; but

  the more she covered them the better she felt. She didn’t want to simply hide them or contain them; she wanted to bury them. But there wasn’t any real point.




  Zeke still hadn’t come home. She suspected that he had no intention of returning home that night.




  And that was even before she found the note he’d left on the dining room table, where she’d walked right past it. The note was brief, and pointed. It said, “My father was

  innocent, and I can prove it. I’m sorry about everything. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”




  Briar crushed the note in her fist, and shook until she screamed out in one frantic, furious blast that no doubt frightened her neighbors, but she cared so little about their opinion that she

  did it again. It didn’t make her feel any better, but she couldn’t stop herself from shrieking a third time and then picking up the nearest chair and flinging it across the

  room—into the mantel over the fireplace.




  It broke in two against the stone, but before it had time to tumble into pieces on the floor, Briar was already on her front porch and running down the stairs with a lantern.




  She tied her hat back on as she went, and pulled her overcoat tighter as she ran. The rain had mostly stopped and the wind was as harsh as ever, but she charged against it, back down the hill

  and along the mudflats to the only place she’d ever been able to reliably find Ezekiel on the odd days that he’d stayed gone long enough to make her worry.




  Down by the water, in a four-story brick building that was once a warehouse and then a whorehouse, a contingent of nuns had established a shelter for children who’d been left parentless by

  the Blight.




  The Sisters of Loving Grace Home for Orphans had raised an entire generation’s worth of boys and girls who had somehow found their way past the gas and into the Outskirts without any

  supervision. Now the very youngest of the original occupants were getting old enough that they’d soon be compelled to find homes of their own or accept work within the church.




  Among the older boys there was one Rector “Wreck’em” Sherman, a lad who was seventeen if he was a day, and who was well known as a distributor of the illegal but much-desired

  lemon sap. It was a cheap drug—a yellowish, gritty, pastelike substance distilled from the Blight gas—and its effects were pleasant, but devastating. The “sap” was cooked

  and inhaled for a blissful and apathetic high, until chronic use began to kill . . . but not quickly.
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