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Epigraph


. . . Drop down, fleecy Fog! and hide

Her sceptic sneer, and all her pride.

Wrap her, Fog, in gown and hood

Of her Franciscan Brotherhood.

Hide me her faults, her sin and blame;

With thy gray mantle cloak her shame!

So shall she, cowlèd, sit and pray

Till morning bears her sins away.

Then rise, O fleecy Fog, and raise

The glory of her coming days . . .

—BRET HARTE, “SAN FRANCISCO”
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CHAPTER 1



APRIL 15, 1906
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Ingrid hated her shoes with the same unholy passion she hated corsets, chewing tobacco, and men who clipped their fingernails in public. It wasn’t that her shoes were ugly or didn’t fit; no, it was the fact she had to wear them at all.

In the meeting chambers of the Earth Wardens Cordilleran Auxiliary, she was the only woman, and the only one in shoes.

The men seated at the table wore fine black suits, most tailored to precision, and a few downright natty. If she glanced beneath the table, though, she would see two rows of white-socked feet.

Cloth fibers conducted the earth’s currents best; thick leather or rubberized soles dampened the effect. The wood floor was also an excellent conductor, though plain ground was the best of all. Nearby double doors opened to the back garden. In the event of an earthquake, it would take a mere fifteen seconds for the mob of middle-aged and elderly men to bound outside for direct contact with the soil. Ingrid knew. She had timed the exercise more than once. As personal secretary to Warden Sakaguchi, she performed many vital functions for all five wardens—four in attendance today. A dozen senior adepts occupied the rest of the table.

“Would you like more coffee, Mr. Kealoha?” she whispered as she bent over his shoulder.

The silver-haired Hawaiian warden nodded, his thick fingers already twitching on the mug. In private at Mr. Sakaguchi’s house, he would smile at her and call her hanai niece, which meant foster niece in Hawaiian. He liked to joke that she could pass as a family member, but it was a dangerous jest. The Japanese overlords of the Hawaiian Islands had forbidden any use of his native language. Even on American soil, as a warden, he could lose his tongue for the offense—especially with a Japanese man as witness.

Mr. Sakaguchi, however, was not like most Japanese.

In any case, a Hawaiian would still be afforded more leniency than anyone from China. To speak any Chinese dialect was sedition and a quick path to a noose.

Around the table, the members’ argument on Vesuvius continued as it had for the previous three hours. The ancient volcano’s eruptions began on April 6, deluging Naples with hot boulders and toxic plumes of smoke. Mr. Sakaguchi had argued that they should send delegates to assist their European colleagues in quelling the eruption. “They report it’s worse than the eruption in year 79 that took Pompeii and Herculaneum,” he had said in his quiet way.

Others agreed that the Cordilleran auxiliary should dispatch wardens to Italy. “We have bountiful reserves of kermanite. This is a fine opportunity to harvest energy and fill our crystals. California has been extremely quiet of late,” said an adept.

It had gone back and forth from there, how geomancers from all over the world would converge on Naples for the same reason, how those numbers would likely stop the eruption before representatives from San Francisco could even arrive, and on and on. Their words growled and tumbled together like fighting tomcats, and nothing would likely come of it. If Ingrid hazarded a guess at an outcome, a majority would resolve that California should remain their priority, and they’d send along a signed sympathy note to the suffering in Italy.

An ornate shield on the far wall was emblazoned with the Latin motto to guide all geomancers: PRO POPULO, “for the people,” a reminder that auxiliaries acted as businesses but that their ultimate goal was to use their magic for the welfare of the public.

Magic itself was common throughout San Francisco. Advertisements for Reiki doctors spanned the exposed bricks of skyscrapers, while the wealthy of Nob Hill journeyed to Sunday picnics in wagons teamed by iron-shackled pookas.

Geomancy, however, was a rare skill among people and relied upon kermanite, an even rarer crystal that acted as a supreme electrical capacitor. Wardens absorbed the earth’s energy from earthquakes and then channeled their power into kermanite, which was then installed in all varieties of machine. No other battery could keep airships aloft.

Kermanite had stimulated the Roman Empire two millennia past; now it was the manifest destiny of the Unified Pacific to govern the world, thanks in no small part to geomancers.

Ingrid poured coffee into Warden Kealoha’s cup. He grunted his gratitude.

A few seats down, Warden Thornton twirled his teacup in his hands, his lips frowning along with his imperial mustache. She caught his eye, but he jerked his head in a negative. He had been brooding for the past few days, probably due to more dire news from India.

She refilled an adept’s mug just as he bellowed, “Airship fares will be lower to that part of Europe! No one will want to fly near an eruption! We can charter a flight—”

“And for that very reason, any sensible pilot would charge more,” said Senior Warden Antonelli with a blatant eye roll.

The earth shifted. It was the tiniest twitch, like the tickle of a gnat landing on her skin—not even enough to coax a blue sheen to rise from the ground. The men, unshod as they were, showed no response. These were supposed to be the most gifted wardens west of the Rockies. In nearby classrooms, they cultivated the next generation of geomancers, but no barefoot boys trampled onto the lawn to absorb energy either.

Women weren’t supposed to be geomancers, but Ingrid was, and a damn better one than any of these men.

Earth magic was considered a hereditary trait among men, like baldness or an affinity for foul-smelling cigars. But then, women weren’t supposed to do anything as well as men. No, Ingrid shouldn’t be interested in reading, or learning, or anything that—heaven forbid—involved thinking. It was the dawn of the twentieth century, and given her skirts and complexion, she should be content to carry laundry for the rest of her life.

She carried something else instead: power.

The night before, Ingrid had fallen asleep in the first-floor library—Mr. Sakaguchi would launch into a tirade if he knew—and early in the morning an earthquake occurred. The energy coursed through her, hot and heady, like the time one of the adepts kissed her in a broom closet.

Hours later, power continued to course beneath her skin. Here she was, more sensitive to the earth than any warden, even with her feet stuffed in shoes. Shoes!

She squeezed the handle of her pitcher. Beneath the pressure of her anger, the ceramic cracked with a delicate tink. A foot nudged her below the table. She knew without looking that it was Mr. Sakaguchi. He would notice, as closely as he watched her.

Ingrid pasted on a smile. Not a very pretty smile, judging by the quick jerk of his head. She tried to dampen her constipated grimace as she softened her grip on the pitcher.

If Ingrid had to be a clandestine geomancer for the rest of her life, she’d probably explode—and to Mr. Sakaguchi’s chagrin, that might be literal, and at the cost of several windows or dishware sets. Ingrid ached for the earth’s vibrations to break out her skin in goose bumps and create eddies of heat along the length of her legs. She wanted—

“Da-drat,” she muttered, almost cursing aloud. She was around old men too often, picking up their language and other bad habits. Heaven forbid she start growing a mustache.

She pulled a rag from her waist to mop up spilled coffee. Mr. Antonelli shot her a frown as he paused while clipping his fingernails. She wished she could stick her tongue out at him, like when she was little, even if the action caused Mama to wallop her upside the head. It had been worth it.

The coffee pitcher was empty; time to resupply. She scooted backward. The men paid her no heed.

Ingrid slipped out into the hallway where her father always stared her down.

“Papa,” Ingrid whispered, offering his portrait a nod.

From the time she was very young, her greeting had become part of her daily ritual in the auxiliary. Mama always brought her along for a day of cooking and cleaning; the employment had been the least the auxiliary could do for a widow of their own. Abram Carmichael’s aptitude had earned him the title of warden by age thirty and killed him by thirty-five.

Like the other dead men memorialized in portraiture, Papa’s gaze was rendered as cold and haughty. Thick black hair had a slight kink to it and spiked out over his ears. His skin had the perfect hue of caramel, his eyes narrowed and bold as if lined by kohl. Broad lips smiled as if he barely contained a secret.

Ingrid’s face mirrored Papa’s but with long hair, while her body took after Mama’s curvaceous form. No matter how Ingrid pinned or lacquered her hair, it defied any attempt at containment. It wasn’t at all like Mama’s hair had been—as bright and straight as stalks of wheat. Ingrid had always envied that hair.

“Girl!”

She turned toward the voice. One of the older adepts leaned from a classroom. White streaked his mustache, though his hair remained as black as slate.

“We need more kermanite. The classroom safe is out.”

“I’ll tend to it, sir,” she said. She set down the pitcher. The adept granted her an abrupt nod and ducked back inside.

Girl. As if she was permanently a child, not twenty-five years old. “Heaven forbid you take care of anything yourself, or call me by my name after you’ve known me for a decade,” she muttered.

Still, she knew which lesson the class was engaged in, and she hurried down the hall for the students’ sake. She rounded the corner and stopped cold.

A stack of desks blocked the entrance to the basement. She huffed in annoyance. Someone chose a fine time to clean out storage. She could go outside and come in through the back of the building, but it would take twice as long, and likely three more adepts would stop her with other urgent requests.

“It’s supposed to be blocked for a while yet, Ingrid.” A deep baritone voice rang out behind her. An adept hobbled out of a side room. “Thornton is having the basement fumigated. Rats, again. What do you need?”

“The junior classroom ran out of kermanite.”

The older man clicked his teeth. “Again? Those quantities should have been checked before the end of day yesterday. Come along. There are some smaller crystals in the senior room. No point in letting those young’uns suffer.”

She followed him back up the hall and into an empty classroom. The seniors were sequestered in the library just up the hall as they prepared for the end of term; with tests so soon, all of the students were required to work half days on Sundays through the month. The fact that it was Easter didn’t grant them any reprieve.

Ingrid feigned patience as he opened the safe and pulled out a small leather bag. He poured the contents into his palm, counting beneath his breath, and then trickled the crystals back into the pouch.

“Here. I hope no one else comes up short in the next while. Everything else is downstairs.” He stooped over as he scribbled the transaction in a ledger.

“Thank you, sir.”

He whisked her away with a motion of his hand. “Run along, girl.”

She did. Her presence in the meeting would be missed by now, and Mr. Antonelli was sure to give her a gimlet eye as he gestured to an empty mug.

Whimpers and moans welcomed her to the junior classroom. Nearest to the door, a dozen boys half sprawled over their desks. A blue mist overlay their skin, and beneath that mist were the sure signs of power sickness—skin flushed by high fever, thick sweat, dull eyes. The rest of the class stared, their expressions ranging from curiosity to horror. Some of them still showed signs of very recent recovery in their bloodshot eyes. None of these boys was older than ten; the youngest was a pudgy-faced eight.

“There you are!” The teacher scowled, as if it were Ingrid’s fault he’d been so inept with his accounting. Biting her lip, she held out the bag. He snatched it from her fingertips.

The chalkboard laid out the terminology of the lesson, one Ingrid had seen taught dozens of times: hyperthermia, hypothermia, and the quick timeline to a geomancer’s death. These young boys experienced the hard lesson of hyperthermia. The last earthquake noticeable by the wardens had taken place three days before. These students had been directly exposed to the current and hadn’t been allowed access to any kermanite. As a result, they spent the past few days bed-bound in misery as though gripped by influenza.

Thank God none of them were as sensitive as Ingrid. Another direct tremor would cause their temperatures to spike even more, and could even lead to death.

The teacher adept pressed a piece of kermanite to a boy’s skin. He gasped at the contact. Blue mist eddied over his body, the color evaporating as it was pulled inside the rock.

If she could see the kermanite in the adept’s hand, the clear crystal would be filling with a permanent smoky swirl. It took a trained mechanic to rig an electrical current to tap the trapped magic as a battery. When the energy within was exhausted, a crystal turned dull and dark. Once that happened, kermanite became a useless rock.

The young boy sat up straighter. “Thank you, sir,” he whispered, voice still ragged. It would take him hours to fully recover.

Ingrid looked away, that familiar anger heavy in her chest. Wardens and boys in training carried kermanite openly from watch fobs and cuff links, or most any other accessory where stones could be easily switched out once they were full.

She had to be far more subtle. Her kermanite chunks clinked together in her dress pocket. She had to take care not to touch them today, or the energy she held would be siphoned away.

Ingrid loved this slight flush of power, because that’s what it was—power. It sizzled just beneath her skin, intoxicated her with how it prickled at her nerves. Certainly, if she absorbed any more energy, she’d use the kermanite. She didn’t want to feel sick, though she could hold much more power than these boys, or even the wardens. Mr. Sakaguchi said she took after Papa—that she stored power like a bank vault, while most everyone else had the capacity of a private safe.

When it came to her natural skill, Ingrid often regarded herself as a rare fantastic or yokai—not like garden ornamentals such as the kappas or naiads sold to the stuffed shirts on Market Street—but like the geomantic Hidden Ones Mr. Sakaguchi so loved to research. She was a creature relegated to idle fancy and obscure mythology, and aggravating shoes.

As she neared the meeting room, she heard the sound of chairs scuffing against the wood slat floor. The door opened and voices rose in volume. Warden Thornton exited first, one hand pressed to his gut while the other held a folded newspaper to his chest.

“My pardon,” he said, moaning. “I think—I do believe I’m getting ill. Maybe the same thing as Mr. Calhoun.”

“Oh dear,” Ingrid said. Warden Calhoun had come down sick quite suddenly the day before, which had been quite a surprise considering he was hale and active in the way of Theodore Roosevelt. “Here, Mr. Thornton. I’ll help you to the door and fetch a cab.”

“Thank you, child.” He moaned again. Mr. Thornton wasn’t deathly pale as Mr. Calhoun had been, but his red eyes and shaky hands weren’t normal. He was an experienced warden, so this certainly wasn’t power sickness.

They passed the open door to the library. Inside, the seniors—teenagers—muttered as they stared at open texts on a table. Auxiliaries functioned like boarding schools for those gifted with geomancy, with the Cordilleran the largest in the country. Boys from age six through twenty resided in dormitories just above. During the day, they attended classes for their general education, and supplemented that with the basics of geomancy. Ingrid had absorbed their lessons as she ferried coal or scrubbed floors. Mr. Sakaguchi taught her more during evening tutorial sessions.

Mr. Thornton released a shaky breath. He stepped alongside her and fumbled open his watch. His fingers could barely manage the case. “Time. Such a peculiar thing. Passes so slowly, and then so fast.” His British accent lightened the words as he looked out the windows overlooking the street.

Ingrid nodded, all the more certain the man was coming down with a genuine fever.

Mr. Thornton, like his ill comrade Mr. Calhoun, was from Britannia and had spent many years in India. The Cordilleran Auxiliary took pride in the acquisition of both experienced wardens—two priceless jewels thieved from the Unified Pacific’s greatest rival. The Chinese had once held that distinction.

Ingrid followed Mr. Thornton’s gaze and frowned. A laundry truck idled at the curb. Its canvas cover advertised a laundry company in Chinatown. “Odd. Laundry day is tomorrow.”

“Oh, is it?” He sat on a bench in the genkan and handed off the newspaper to her. The small side room was modeled on Japanese households and featured cubbies where men and boys stored their shoes. The space served a practical purpose in the auxiliary, but like many other Japanese customs, had become quite commonplace in San Francisco and the rest of the country. Ingrid retrieved his shoes from the wardens’ getabako and set them by his feet. She quickly replaced her house shoes with a thicker-soled set to go outside.

As he tied his laces, she donned a hat and headed out to the street. The laundry truck had departed, but plenty of other vehicles had taken its place. The auxiliary’s stately brick building faced Battery Street. “This is a city built by geomancers, as surely as if we carried every brick,” Mr. Sakaguchi had commented more than once. Tony buildings stretched ten to twenty stories high—such height would have been foolhardy without the presence of the wardens and adepts to siphon from the earth. It created a fine cycle of business. Even Mayor Butterfield had once proclaimed that San Francisco prospered due to the grace of God, the Gold Rush, and geomancy.

The thoroughfare was busy for a late Sunday morning, but by the finery of passersby, it seemed nearby churches had just finished their Easter services. Out of sight, a cable car chimed as it traveled along Clay Street. The stench of manure, autocar exhaust, and oil mingled like a rancid soup. A messenger bicyclist squealed to a stop at the steps, and leaning his transport against the stone railing, bounded toward the door.

Ingrid skimmed the northbound traffic. Mr. Thornton joined her.

“Nothing yet?” he wheezed.

“No.” She glanced at the newspaper in her hand. “I should give this back to you. Is there news about India, sir?”

He straightened as if he was suddenly well, his eyes narrowing. “Here? Americans caring about that sort of news?” He almost shoved the paper in her face. “Page thirteen. About a half inch of a column. Another twenty thousand estimated dead in hellfire bombardments in Calcutta over the past two months.”

“I’m sorry, sir,” she said softly. News of Japan and China dominated the headlines. The rebellion in India was Britannia’s concern, and most in America didn’t really care how many died on either side there so long as it kept Britain busy. Only horrific killings by the modern incarnation of Thuggees seemed to get special attention. Ingrid often heard young boys in the auxiliary excitedly discussing the gruesome executions said to be committed in the name of Kali.

“Sorry. Yes, well.” He stopped himself, shaking his head. He glanced at his watch again and pressed a fist to his stomach.

Since Mrs. Thornton’s passing, it seemed Mr. Thornton took all happenings in India as a personal affront. He’d called the place home for much of his life, and now its cities and jungles were being rendered to ash as the rebellion continued.

Ingrid spied a red flag on a car and waved. The cab puttered their way.

She held the door wide as Mr. Thornton stepped inside. The light vehicle lurched and squawked as he settled in. As she swung the door closed, he held out a hand to halt her.

“I’m sorry, Miss Carmichael,” he said, his voice tremulous. She gawked at him. Mr. Thornton had never regarded her with as much arrogance as other men, nor had he ever been friendly. “You—you and your mother—have always been so kind to me. I still remember well how you tended to my wife at the end.”

Mrs. Thornton had always been a pleasant soul, her dark cheeks rosy and her saris bright against the gloom of fog. Influenza took her quite quickly not long before Mama died.

“It was only right, sir,” Ingrid said.

Mr. Thornton flinched, his fist again curling against his gut.

“I’m sure Mr. Sakaguchi will ring you later to check in. I hope you feel better quickly, sir!”

She shut the door with a hollow metal click. The cab pulled away from the curb. The foulness of manure slapped her nostrils as the wheels rolled through fresh nuggets. Several men shoved past her, one granting her enough warning to snap, “Move, girl.”

She hopped up the stairs, that familiar annoyance prickling at her chest. The messenger boy exited the front door and almost cleared the whole staircase in a leap.

“Miss! Pardon me, miss?”

Ingrid turned. A man stood on the first step, his body lean beneath a draped brown leather coat. He wasn’t slender in a fragile way, not like some men who could be bowled over by a stiff bay wind. Chestnut hair with a slight wave was cropped to a few inches in length, and framed a face with a rather angular nose. He stared back at her through a pair of pincenez glasses and smiled. Not a leer, not the stiff smile of someone exercising their dominion over her. No, he looked on her with genuine pleasantness.

She cleared her throat. “Yes, sir? Can I help you?”

“You work for the auxiliary, miss?” He doffed a brown derby hat that looked like it had been sat on more than once. Despite being popped back into place, little ridges marred the top of the dome.

“I do, sir. I’m a secretary for Warden Sakaguchi, but I help the entire board.”

“The name’s Cypress Jennings, miss, and Mr. Thornton expected me to call on him today about the private sale of some kermanite. He said he’d be in meetings and wasn’t sure about a particularly good time?” A southern accent, luscious as sorghum, flavored his words.

“Oh. Yes. I’m sorry, sir. The board just adjourned for a break, but Mr. Thornton’s come down ill. He left not a moment ago.”

The brightness in his face dimmed. Ingrid wished she could tell him to buy from Mr. Sakaguchi or Mr. Kealoha, but he’d already initiated business with Mr. Thornton. It’d be rude to poach away a customer.

“You might try calling on him at home later,” she said. “Maybe he’ll feel better. I can write his address for you—”

“Don’t fuss over it, miss. I can look him up. I do hope I can buy that kermanite today, though, before my business partner goes apoplectic.”

“I hope you can make the purchase, too.”

They stared at each other, the silence suddenly drawn out and awkward. He scratched at his chin, his lips working like he wanted to say something more.

“I had best get back to work, sir,” Ingrid said, lowering her eyes as she knew was proper.

“Certainly, miss. Thank you kindly for your time.”

What a nice man! She slipped back inside the auxiliary and shut the big door behind her, then paused to lean on it. She felt the sudden melodramatic need to fan herself, and almost giggled out loud. Good grief, but that man’s accent alone could sweeten a pitcher of tea. She set her hat on its hook and switched shoes.

Wardens and adepts cluttered the hall, hunkered down in their cliques. She passed by, mostly ignored. One man spat a juicy wad of tobacco into an ornate copper spittoon. Mr. Sakaguchi was nowhere in sight, so she crossed the hallway and knocked on a wooden door. At the sound of his voice, she entered the office.

He stood in front of a furnace along the back wall. Dark cherry paneling and overloaded bookshelves created a claustrophobic cave. As she walked toward him, he shut the small iron door of the furnace. Odd; he used to always burn the notes he received from Theodore Roosevelt in that exact manner, but their friendship had been fractured for several months now. More likely, he needed to stoke the fire. Ingrid certainly hadn’t been in there to tend it.

Instead, she contained lingering warmth from both the earth’s power and her brief yet pleasant interaction with that man on the steps.

She fought the urge to smile too broadly, which would only invite nosiness. Mr. Sakaguchi had prodded her a bit too much of late. You need more friends your own age. You are too dependent on Lee. You need a life outside the auxiliary.

A life, where? Ingrid loved Mr. Sakaguchi dearly, but sometimes her ojisan seemed to exist in a world of delightful ignorance where he had achieved enlightenment and expected everyone else to be on the cusp of it as well.

He tended to ignore the fact that, at a glance, most people assumed Ingrid to be an immigrant and likely illiterate or ignorant of English and Japanese. She didn’t fit in anywhere. Too educated to mingle with house staff in the off hours, too low in class to blend with the elite society with whom Mr. Sakaguchi often did business. Her age classified her as doomed to spinsterhood. Not to mention the complication of her magic.

As for her dependence on Lee, well, that wasn’t about to change. She loved him like a little brother. It didn’t matter a whit to her that he was Chinese and regarded with contempt by much of society.

Ingrid stopped in the middle of the room. To her surprise, Mr. Sakaguchi’s brows were drawn together, his expression sober.

“Is there bad news?” she asked, again thinking of Mr. Roosevelt.

“Perhaps.” He stood by his desk with his hands clasped at his back. “We may have company soon.” By his expression, these guests were about as welcome as a kraken at a ship’s christening.

“Should I send a note along to the house, ask Jiao to prepare dinner or rooms?”

“No. I don’t think that will be necessary.” Mr. Sakaguchi sighed and looked to the clock on his desk. “At least this matter of Vesuvius will conclude soon, my efforts as ineffectual as ever.”

Ingrid frowned. It wasn’t like him to be this grim. What sort of horrid company were they expecting? She pivoted to lock the door, then walked to the Victor Graphophone on the cramped bookshelf. She thumbed through the sleeved record albums stacked to one side.

“Ingrid, the meeting will commence in minutes—”

She set the record on the spindle and fastened it into place. A tug of the lever and the black disc began to spin. She set the needle on the outer edge of the album. Static screeched through the horn and then the twanged notes of the shamisen rang through. The three-stringed instrument resembled an American banjo, and here it played a short, simple melody in repetition for some thirty minutes. Not that she would need to play the album for that long.

“Then we have enough time for this. Here,” she said, motioning to the rug.

He didn’t look enthusiastic, but he still walked over and lowered himself to the floor.

She knelt to face him and tilted an ear toward the Graphophone, her hands poised in midair. Simultaneously, she and Mr. Sakaguchi clapped hands to a beat of three. She quickly moved her hands to make two Vs atop her head—fox ears—while at the same time Mr. Sakaguchi briefly rested his hands on his lap.

Ingrid cackled. She won that round—a kitsune’s magic could bewitch a chief. Mr. Sakaguchi’s face twitched as they began the clapping again. This time, she positioned her hands as if on a rifle, with her right hand on a trigger and her left extended like the barrel of a gun. Mr. Sakaguchi made fox ears. The hunter’s gun could kill the kitsune. She won again.

“At least try,” she teased.

He did—the next round, he laid his hands on his lap again to symbolize the role of the chief, outranking Ingrid’s hand motion of the hunter with a gun.

The twanged music played on as they continued. A regular game of kitsune-ken ended after a player won thrice, but Ingrid didn’t care about the numbers. They found the rhythm. Ingrid made fox ears and stuck out her tongue. Mr. Sakaguchi burst out laughing.

His next motion of the rifle turned into wiggling fingers as if he threatened to tickle her like when she was a little girl—an act that used to make her screech and roll with giggles without a hand being laid on her.

Kitsune-ken had been played for centuries in Japan along with a number of other hand-gesture games. This one was their favorite, though, because it was about a fantastic. Kitsune were powerful fox spirits known for their wiles and shapeshifting. Something about the game—about play-acting a being of power—inspired Ingrid to puff her cheeks, blow raspberries, and turn her pointy fox ears into arm-long ears like a donkey.

Happy tears streamed down Mr. Sakaguchi’s cheeks. He gasped for breath as he doubled over in deep laughter. Cozy warmth filled Ingrid’s chest as she looked on him. This was how Mr. Sakaguchi should be—his spirit buoyant, eyes bright, a smile branded on his lips, even if it was to her aggravation.

A bell chimed in the hallway; time for the meeting to resume. She turned off the Graphophone.

Mr. Sakaguchi wiped his cheeks with his sleeve. A few final laughs wheezed from him as he stood. “Well. I believe you won, Ingrid.”

“I wasn’t keeping score.”

“I wasn’t either, but you still won.”

They entered the hallway as some adepts rushed by. She glanced back at him. “If you need another reason to cheer up, remember that Lincoln premieres the day after tomorrow.”

She was puzzled when his smile diminished. “I do hope I can still attend.”

“Of course you can attend! There’s no reason for you to be called away. You’ll even have protesters lined up outside the Damcyan Theatre.” At that reminder, he grinned.

Mr. Sakaguchi was a fiend for opera, and had been delighted that a company dared to perform Lincoln in San Francisco. It had outraged critics for a decade with the parallels it drew between Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation and his late-life work on behalf of the Chinese in America. The fact that Mr. Sakaguchi would attend such a pro-Chinese—and therefore anti-Japanese—work might raise a few eyebrows, but he had a reputation for attending every operatic performance in the city. He was also known to bring his secretary in tow so she could hold calling cards on his behalf.

Ingrid greatly enjoyed the outings. She could never dress like the other women in their furs, pearls, and masterful hats, but there was still something electric about the place. Plus, it was a delight to share in something that Mr. Sakaguchi adored.

Mr. Sakaguchi paused at the table outside the boardroom and picked up Ingrid’s white pitcher.

“At least it’s a small crack this time,” he said in a conspiratorial whisper. “Not like that Wedgwood you shattered. Your warfare on dishware continues.”

“Maybe I should do something more rewarding than handle dishes all day.”

“You shouldn’t hold power like that. You’ll make yourself sick.”

“I doubt I’m even running a fever.” A lie. A small one. But her fever was under a hundred.

“Don’t you have kermanite?”

“I’m fine. I haven’t held this power for long, just since this morning.” She noted the brief widening of his eyes as he took in that information. He hadn’t felt the tremor at dawn, then. “And of course I have kermanite. I’ve been extra careful not to touch it.”

Mr. Sakaguchi pursed his lips in disapproval. Here came the lecture. “Now, Ingrid, you know better—”

She felt the sudden shift of matter beneath her. Pressure. Raw power. Surging upward. Heat. In that space of two seconds, she threw herself over Mr. Sakaguchi, catching the briefest glimpse of shock on his face as the hallway shattered around them.





CHAPTER 2



The world exploded. Bricks, wood, and heat—searing pain that unfurled from her heart and roared through her extremities. Death. Fire. Agony evoked the worst descriptions of the hellfire of Atlanta or Charleston, but in the space of a gasp, the pain was gone. The sudden cacophony silenced, darkness falling over them in a suffocating quilt. Ingrid’s ragged breaths echoed. The solidness of Mr. Sakaguchi’s shoulder pressed against her chest. That’s when she noticed her arm lifted above, her palm braced against something. She wiggled her fingers, just a tiny bit. The surface felt like glass heated by afternoon sunshine.

Heat. The tingle of power had evaporated from her skin. That’s what she had felt—she had used her reserves to do this. It had never poured from her before, not like this, but then it never had cause to.

“Are you hurt?” Mr. Sakaguchi’s voice was muffled in their tight confines.

“No. I don’t think so.” Her voice sounded raw and strange to her own ears. “You?”

“I’m unharmed.”

“What happened?”

“Pardon me while I reach into my pocket.” He shifted beneath her. Leave it to Mr. Sakaguchi to employ fine manners even in these circumstances.

Something clicked and a beam of soft blue light sliced the darkness and burned her eyes. He’d pulled out his pocket-sized kermanite lantern. The light angled upward to reveal sand of all shades pressed against a translucent bowl, along with larger debris—bricks, splintered boards, nails. An adult hand. Fingers limp and curled, as if reaching for a pencil. At the wrist a cuff link of kermanite glinted, still brilliant in its clarity, but there was only a scant inch of sleeve cloth. Where the forearm should be, white bone jabbed against a knob of brick. Ingrid stared, blinking, wondering if she could identify the hand’s owner, and then realized anew that it was a hand. There. By itself.

“Oh God,” she whispered.

Whatever just happened had been nothing like a full earthquake that rippled and rolled through soil. It should have felt like tugging on a taut string and knowing it stretched far beyond sight.

“This was too immediate, too abrupt,” she said. “Like an explosion.”

“An explosion. Yes.”

The light aimed downward. The wooden floor was gone, replaced by gray tiles—the basement floor. They had fallen and she didn’t even remember the sensation. Her only thought had been to grab Mr. Sakaguchi and keep him safe.

His knuckles rapped on the ground beneath them. It echoed and clinked like glass, not sounding at all like tile. Sweat dribbled from the end of her nose and created a dark splotch on his suit.

“You seem to have created a bubble around us. Very nice work.”

“I try.” The tremble in her voice ruined the attempt at flippancy.

“I never even saw your father do anything like this.”

“I decided that if I’m going to do the impossible, I should make it unique. No copying.” She took in a rattling breath. Her lungs felt strained, tight. “The air . . . ?”

“We’re trapped in here with a limited supply, it seems. I don’t think it will last us long.”

“Oh.” A pause. “I suppose I should remedy that next time. Make a bigger bubble.”

“Yes.” He craned his head to look up, frowning all the while. “It’s always good to plan ahead for the next time we’re buried like this.”

Ingrid took in a shallower breath to calm herself. A hundred questions raced through her mind. How had she done this? What had exploded? Her power had always been such a fickle thing—as if its existence wasn’t baffling enough. Very few geomancers could see the blue aura of the earth’s power on the ground or in people, and no other geomancer could expel energy the way she could; not now, not in the histories. Everyone else took in the magic of the earth, could contain it for a time, and then poured it into kermanite.

Ingrid connected with the earth. That was the simplest way to state it. Now that connection had saved their lives, or at least extended them for a few minutes.

“You’re going to have to open this bubble soon,” Mr. Sakaguchi said. His voice was mild as always. In all her life, Ingrid had seen his veneer completely break only once, when Mama died. Apparently, exploding buildings and disembodied hands weren’t of that caliber. “And don’t look at me that way, Ingchan. You made this field around us. You can unmake it.”

“I can’t hear anyone or anything up there. We must have two floors’ worth of debris over us. If that bubble’s gone, we’ll be crushed to death.”

And that hand would drop directly on her shoulder. Somehow, that seemed far worse than blades of wood and heavy bricks.

“Death by oxygen deprivation might be gentler, true, but sometimes you must take a risk. Sometimes you must fight.”

Ingrid stared up at her hand where it was braced against the top of the bubble. If they were huddled on the basement floor, how would anyone find them?

Condensation beads formed across the top of the shield. Closing her eyes, she drew inward, searching for any remnants of energy. Heat fluttered through her chest, like the last swirl of water as it drained from a bathtub. Would that power be adequate? Sweat coursed along her arm.

Mr. Sakaguchi was right. They couldn’t go out without a fight.

“I’m going to try something,” she said.

“You’ll succeed.”

“Ojisan, no. Not the optimism like that, not now.” Not like when Mama was dying, when he insisted everything would be fine.

“You prefer I be a pessimist? Very well. We may die in the next few minutes, but since we should already be dead, I’m grateful for these extra minutes we’ve had together.”

“You’re a lousy pessimist.”

“I’ve been accused of worse,” he said, then paused. “Ingrid, I know I’m not forthright with my emotions. Your mother’s passing . . . I was never as open with her as I should have been. I regret that now. I regret many things.”

“Ojisan . . .”

“I love you, Ingrid. I never expected to have children or a family, not with my wandering life as a warden, but I’ve watched you grow from a young child to a beautiful young woman. You are, in all ways but blood, my daughter.”

Tears burned in her eyes. “I love you, too, Mr. Sakaguchi. I never knew Papa. I never needed to. I always had you.”

She heard the hitch in his breath, that rare sound that showed how close he was to losing all composure. “I fear I’ve been selfish in keeping you here with me. I should have sent you away.”

“Away? Where? I don’t understand.”

“How is your skin feeling?”

“Mr. Sakaguchi! You can’t change the subject like that! Why would you send me away?”

“Answer me, Ingrid. How much energy do you hold?”

Mr. Sakaguchi couldn’t see the auras of geomancers who held magic. Very few had that knack—no others in the Cordilleran Auxiliary, thank God. When any such wardens came to town, she had been housebound as a precaution.

She swallowed down her frustration. “I’m still holding some power, but it’s dwindling.”

She felt his body move as he nodded slightly. “If we wait much longer, you’ll succumb to hypothermia.”

The opposite extreme of what the students had endured earlier. Most geomancers only expelled the earth’s energy into kermanite. A rare few—usually those who saw auras—poured out their very life force if they stayed in contact with large kermanite for too long. The consequences of that were the same as standard hypothermia, as if someone succumbed to snow or cold water: confusion, a drop in heart rate and body temperature, and death.

“Our options are suffocation, hypothermia, or to be crushed? Can we get a fourth, better choice?” she asked.

“If an earthquake strikes us down here, we won’t have any means to disrupt contact, so we could both die of hyperthermia.”

Ingrid half choked on a laugh. Her lungs felt tight in the swampy air. “And then be crushed.”

“I think our need for oxygen is the most dire. Act now, Ingrid. You can do this.”

Whether she could or not, by God, she had to try. Taking a shallow but long breath, Ingrid stood with her hand still straight up. Heat flowed up her arm and burned through her fingertips. An airy sensation filled her skull as a sudden chill quaked through her. She ground her teeth together to prevent them from chattering.

Above, debris rattled and roared as it shifted. The shape of the bubble had changed with the contour of her body, creating a tall cone. Mr. Sakaguchi scrambled to his feet. They were of almost equal height. Tears burned in her eyes as he hugged her. She wrapped her free arm around him and squeezed.

“We’re not dead yet,” she whispered.

“Maybe today is our lucky day.” He craned up his head. “Light.”

A pencil-thin beam of honest-to-goodness sunlight pierced the mound of debris over them. Seeing a sunbeam on a foggy spring day often felt as precious as encountering a unicorn, but at this moment it was like God ripped a hole through the clouds, just to shine down on them.

But they were still heavily buried by boards and pipes and what looked to be slats of the roof. The hand was gone, fallen to one side. Blood stained the glasslike sheen.

“Anyone there?” A male voice boomed from somewhere close.

She opened her mouth to yell back. Mr. Sakaguchi squeezed her forearm.

“You have to open the bubble now, before they find us.”

“What would really happen if they knew what I could do?”

“You don’t want to know.” He said this with a strange tremble in his voice, as if he knew the answer all too well.

“If I drop this bubble, we could still be crushed or killed.”

“Yes, but we can stand now, and we’re that much closer to the top. Ingrid . . .” He hesitated. “I don’t want you to be hurt.”

“Mr. Sakaguchi, you and Mama have always fussed over me too much. I know you say I can’t handle pain, but I can deal with—”

She screeched in shock as Mr. Sakaguchi grabbed her around the waist and heaved her toward the light. Her upheld arm shoved through more debris until her focus slipped. Everything slid inward with a horrible rumble. Her gasp cut short as dust and fibers clogged her throat. Pressure crushed her. Not the comforting waves that arose from the earth, but painful weight squeezing and stabbing her entire body.

“Help!” Her cry bounced and echoed back at her. “Help! Ojisan, are you okay?” She didn’t care if anyone heard the familial term, not now.

She couldn’t hear a reply, but his hand squeezed her leg.

“Help! Help!” Ingrid screamed with renewed vigor. Her right arm was still above her head, and she clawed at the slats. Grit burned her eyes and dusted her tongue. Raw pain radiated from her lower back, her thigh, her ribs. She still felt strangely cold, but from those points of agony, she recognized the heat of blood. The hole above opened a wee bit more. “Help! Down here!”

A small earthquake shivered through the wreckage. Blue flared around her for a scant second. Debris rumbled. She took in the heat as dread twisted her stomach. God, don’t let a major earthquake hit now, not with the two of them and every other warden and student trapped in rubble.

“Hey! Hey!” The crunch of footsteps. A shadow, blocking the light. “We got one over here, alive! A woman!”

“Two of us!” Ingrid shouted. She could only see through slits; her eyes felt like they contained ground glass. Maybe they did. “Warden Sakaguchi’s here, too! Alive!”

“Sakaguchi! Sir! Sakaguchi’s over here!” the man yelled.

“They’re coming,” she yelled down to him. “Hold on.” Her voice sounded so strange, her throat tight with pain.

More male voices, along with more crunches and clatter. Light dawned over her. Everything became a chaotic blur. Her lungs sucked in full breaths. Iron-strong hands gripped her arm.

“Don’t pull me out yet! Everything will fall in on Mr. Sakaguchi,” she cried.

“Where is he?” someone asked.

“Down by my legs. We were standing together when—when everything happened. I . . . I managed to climb up.”

“Lieutenant, you and the rest move this beam. Start a line to carry this debris to the street. We need this warden alive.”

Ingrid waited, her shoulders exposed to the air. Reality seemed to waver around her like a heat mirage, and she wasn’t quite sure of the passage of time. Bit by bit, the weight against her vanished. The bodies around her flashed like shadows behind a campfire, and then hands grabbed hold of her again, and this time they pulled her out. Reality clarified itself as a hot lance of pain seared her backside. Someone screamed. She lay atop the rubble, acutely aware of pebbles and chunks of bricks grinding into the softness of her palms.

The earth moved once more.

The pressure wave was small, almost gentle. She braced herself, wondering if the building would swallow her again. The ruins shifted, but not much. Maybe the debris had already compacted. She absorbed the lap of heat, the risk of hypothermia fully gone, and blinked the grit from her eyes.

“Get her to the doctor.” The commanding voice came from directly above.

“Mr. Sakaguchi?” she asked.

“We can see him. He’s alive and almost out.”

“Thank you. Thank God,” Ingrid said. She looked up to see a pant leg of dark blue with gold trim down the calf.

They’d been rescued by the Unified Pacific’s American Army & Airship Corps.

Located a block away from the auxiliary, Dr. Hatsumi’s Reiki practice had been familiar to Ingrid for as long as she could remember. “You can’t handle pain well,” Mama always said, and rushed Ingrid there for everything from sliced fingertips to digestive irregularities.

Never had a visit been as urgent as this, though, nor had soldiers ever stood guard outside the door. She lay on her belly, lip pinched between her teeth, as the doctor muttered in Japanese. He didn’t seem to consider or care that she could understand his gripes about filthy American soldiers taking over his shop, but he always conducted his business with brusqueness.

An assistant poured fresh seeds into the bin. Mustiness fogged the air. Dr. Hatsumi began work on Ingrid.

Reiki magic was one of Japan’s many contributions to everyday American life. Its culture had infused society since the Unified Pacific had formed some forty years before during the brief War Between the States. Back then, Japanese airship technology had granted Union forces a quick victory over the Confederacy. The partnership had only grown stronger in recent years. Over a million Japanese citizens—mostly engineers of unparalleled skill—had moved to America’s shores, though their native isles still abounded with billions of people in need of land. Hence the need to clear China for settlement.

In truth, America’s contributions were milder, but vital—California contained kermanite, and the nation offered bountiful young men to serve in the Unified Pacific’s armed forces.

With sinuous motions, the Reiki doctor drew inherent life from the seeds and directed energy into Ingrid’s ki. Seeing auras was a rare skill for geomancers, but all Reiki doctors were said to see colors as they tugged on strings of life.

Ingrid gripped the thin mat on the wooden platform. Little earthquakes had continued since she was pulled from the rubble. A gauzy blue fog drifted across the floor. Ingrid looked to the pendulum light overhead and noted a smidgen of sway. With so many geomancers nearby, it was rare for a trembler to cause a physical reaction.

Pain spiked in her back again, and she muffled a yelp.

She couldn’t see the magic of Reiki, but she felt it like a dry electric spark in the air. No power existed in a vacuum. Reiki relied on the power of life to heal life, just as any geomancer relied on the roiling strength of the earth. Hatsumi was properly licensed, and used seeds and plants. Less reputable practitioners were more potent and bloody, and yanked life from chickens, dogs, cats, or even worse, other humans. Willing or otherwise.

“Still!” Dr. Hatsumi barked. His accent was thick, even in one word. Quite different from Mr. Sakaguchi, who had an almost aristocratic British lilt from his early years as a warden in Europe.

Ingrid pressed herself impossibly deeper into the mat. Cool tendrils radiated from the cut in her back. The wound smarted something fierce.

The sight of the auxiliary had hurt far more than her injury. Its three floors had dropped into the basement, creating a mound that seemed scarcely higher than the street. She knew that the ground beneath the building and much of downtown San Francisco was considered “made,” filled in with old rubble and other dirt to stabilize it enough to build on. In an earthquake zone, that generally wasn’t wise, as a severe tremor could liquefy the unstable ground. However, that also meant that the earth was a potent conductor—ideal for the wardens, and for the boys in training.

With wardens present, made ground was safe. The city existed as it did because of the auxiliary.

The doctor’s grunt signaled that her time on the table was done. She pushed herself upright, a blanket pressed against her chest, but the two men had already filed out and shut the door behind them. Her movement sent a mild stab of pain through her back. Reiki by plants didn’t heal wounds completely, but it quickened the process. Within a few days, she expected to feel normal. Normal as one could be, after being buried alive.

She shuddered at the memory. Whose hand had been there, draped above her bubble? Had it belonged to a warden or an adept? She shoved the terrible image from her mind.

The earth shivered again as her feet met the blue-fogged ground. Warmth flooded her feet, her legs, and whirled into a cozy knot in her torso. She welcomed the heat, her eyes closing briefly in bliss. Within seconds, the trembling stopped.

Her clothes were bloodied and torn, but decent enough for the trek home. She certainly had nothing to be ashamed of, surviving that. She had just finished dressing when a heavy knock shuddered through the door.

“Yes?” she called.

“Captain Sutcliff will talk to you.” No request, no niceties about it.

Ingrid opened the door. Despite her having shaken out her dress, every rustle of fabric emitted a cloud of dust. The soldier in the hallway gawked, his gaze unable to surmount her chest.

Indignation caused absorbed energy to flare to her skin. The current fashion was Orientalist and less formfitting, but Ingrid’s dress was weighted by plastered layers of muck. Not that the dress’s cut did much to hide her form anyway. Her body had the sensuous curves of the California foothills, her waist naturally defined as if she wore an antiquated corset.

“If you’re done leering, sir,” she said coolly, “I can speak with the captain now.”

Surprised anger furrowed his brows as he turned away. She could read his expression—you’re not supposed to talk back to me. She stood straighter, chin lifted as she followed him into the front parlor.

Mr. Sakaguchi and several soldiers awaited her. The doctor and his staff had vanished. Shades covered the windows.

“Miss Carmichael.” Mr. Sakaguchi’s smile tugged at new scabs across his cheeks and jaw. His suit jacket was gone, the white shirt blotched in black, brown, and flares of red. His vest, always prim and perfectly ironed, was shredded in spots as though a kitten—no, a Sierran wyvern—had used it as a scratching post.

“How are you feeling?” Mr. Sakaguchi asked. He didn’t glow blue. He must have already funneled energy from the recent quakes into his kermanite.

“Much better now, thank you, Mr. Sakaguchi,” she murmured. “And you, sir?”

“Well enough.” He nodded to the man beside him. “This is Captain Sutcliff, newly arrived in the city. Captain, this is my secretary whom I was just telling you about.”

Captain Sutcliff could have worn sackcloth and she would have known him for a soldier. His posture was rigid, as if his spine were bolted to a metal pole. Measured calculation shone in his pale blue eyes. His vivid blond hair reminded her of the Valkyries depicted in Mr. Sakaguchi’s beloved Wagner prints, though Sutcliff’s hair was parted perfectly down the middle and cropped close to his ears.

Even more telling were his shoes. The captain’s black boots gleamed like mirrors, though she knew he’d been climbing about in the rubble.

“Carmichael.” Captain Sutcliff drew out her name. “You don’t look like a Carmichael.”

She’d been teased on the subject before, especially by the Irish sisters who did the auxiliary linens. “I look like my father, sir, and he was a Carmichael.”

“And where was he from?”

“I don’t know, sir.”

“Maybe he was Black Irish.” Captain Sutcliff snorted at his own joke. Ingrid grimaced. Mr. Sakaguchi’s smile was of poised politeness. He’d been Abram Carmichael’s friend and peer, but both he and Mama made it clear that Papa never spoke of his past. The man may as well have emerged from the wilderness at age ten, ready for formal training in geomancy.

“Maybe he was Cherokee, Mexican, or Hindu. I don’t know, sir.” She said it lightly out of practice.

“Hmm. You usually don’t have geomancers of that ilk, and he was a warden at a young age, correct? He must have been good.” The captain was not completely clueless after all, but a politician. Even more dangerous. “If you’ll both sit down, I have questions.”

“As do we.” Mr. Sakaguchi lowered himself to a red velvet seat, wincing. Ingrid sat on a carved bench across from him.

“Is there no one else from the auxiliary, sir?” Ingrid asked.

“Not yet. Soon, I hope. We have other matters to address now.” Captain Sutcliff clasped his hands at his back. “Our business is urgent. I was traveling with my men on our way to the Cordilleran Auxiliary when we heard the explosion and witnessed the plume of dust. I am glad that you’re well, Mr. Sakaguchi, and I extend the wishes of the United States and Japan that your recovery is uncomplicated.”

Pretty words, no sincerity. Ingrid rubbed the gritty fabric of her skirt.

Mr. Sakaguchi bowed his head, gracious as always. “Thank you, Captain.”

“Now, this matter I address is of a sensitive nature.” He inclined his head.

“My secretary is discreet. She’s accustomed to the ways of the auxiliary.”

“I bet she knows all sorts of things, doesn’t she? Very generous of you to take on your housekeeper’s daughter.” Captain Sutcliff’s gaze raked over her. Ingrid clenched her jaw and stared back. She wouldn’t quail. “The Cordilleran Auxiliary owns a stake in the Rex Kermanite Mine in Boron, California, does it not? How closely do your people monitor operations? Actually.” He pivoted on a heel to face her. “Perhaps this is something your secretary would know.”

Challenge accepted. “The auxiliary owns a thirty percent stake in the mine. The wardens don’t directly inspect the facilities, but our offices receive reports on a quarterly basis. I understand the Unified Pacific directly owns a third.”

Captain Sutcliff’s nostrils flared like that of a winded horse. His long face was rather equine. “Yes, yes. And Augustinian owns the other third, though that company controls damn near everything in regard to weapons. At least they’re American. Did your recent report say anything unusual?”

Mr. Sakaguchi cleared his throat, and not just to regain the captain’s attention. “Not that I heard, no, but I don’t personally inspect the quarterly reports, only the annual. Quarterly assessments go through our most senior wardens, Mr. Antonelli and Mr. Thornton.”

“Well!” Another nostril flare. “Kermanite is, as you are well familiar, a fickle rock formation. By its very nature, it tends to shatter into small pieces.”

Ingrid had read volumes on the structure and known uses of kermanite. The crystals always accompanied boron deposits, and those deposits were only currently known to be in the Ottoman Empire—in Turkey—and in the Southern California desert. The Roman Empire collapsed when their kermanite supplies were exhausted, crippling their mighty dirigible force and ushering in the Dark Ages. California’s rush to statehood was based solely on a rumor of kermanite; the discovery of gold was an added bonus.

Most pieces of the crystal were finger-sized—enough to supplement a steam-powered autocar—or smaller. Larger chunks were used for airships, naval vessels, and ambulatory tanks like Durendals. Its cost—well, there was a reason Warden Antonelli resided on Nob Hill. Wardens were paid in kermanite and set their own rates from there.

“Get to the point, please, Captain Sutcliff,” said Mr. Sakaguchi.

“An unusual specimen of kermanite was recovered recently, one as large as a horse. I don’t simply mean the body. I mean a standing horse, from hooves to withers.” He seemed pleased at their shocked gasps.

“How much does it weigh?” Mr. Sakaguchi leaned forward. “I’ve seen pieces about the size of a leg, but to be that wide and tall . . . ! How was it recovered?”

“The effort took weeks. It required multiple winches to pull it out, and a twenty-mule team to move it to the fort—”

“My God.” Mr. Sakaguchi sounded like a delighted schoolboy. “Even if it took months for us to fill, to work with kermanite like that, I . . .” His eyes shone.

It might take months for the wardens to fill, but Ingrid could do it much faster, especially if she had her hands on it during a significant earthquake.

Not like she’d ever be allowed near kermanite as priceless as that, not unless the wardens needed more coffee or tea.

Captain Sutcliff’s tanned skin turned ruddy. “Yes. Well. But.” He looked toward the window, unable to mask his scowl. “It was stolen.”

“Stolen, sir?” Ingrid gaped. “How does someone steal something that big and heavy?”

The captain’s icy gaze gouged her. “The matter
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