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            “The fiery trial through which we pass, will light us down, in honor or dishonor, to the latest generation.”
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            Chapter 1

         
         
            Thursday, April 19, 1906

         

         If Ingrid Carmichael closed her eyes, her thoughts immediately drifted to her beloved San Francisco as she last knew it: a
            city ravaged by earthquakes, the ruins afire, with the unfurled blue energy of the earth coiling up her legs in a turbulent
            fog.
         

         
         She sat in one of the pilot’s chairs on the airship Palmetto Bug and sipped coffee from a lidded mug. The stuff tasted foul enough to scour pipes clean, but the caffeine kept her eyes pried
            as wide open as a china doll’s, which was exactly what she needed.
         

         
         Between Ingrid’s feet sat the simple pine box that her mentor, Mr. Sakaguchi, had asked her to recover. He had told her that
            the letters inside would explain why she must flee the city before something terrible happened.
         

         
         Unfortunately, she had not been able to leave fast enough.

         
         Her estranged father had caused the destruction of San Francisco. Ingrid had pulled in enough energy to mitigate the attack,
            and it almost killed her. Even so, guilt and regret persisted, stubborn as nettles in cloth. She loved San Francisco. It had
            been her home. Now it lay in rubble, buried in ashes.
         

         
         Her thumb caressed the edges of the letters on her lap as she looked out the glass that spanned the front of the cabin. Pine
            trees coated seemingly endless mountain ridges. A few distant peaks still carried snow. Sporadic trails of smoke denoted settlements.
            No blue energy fogged the ground as it had around San Francisco Bay.
         

         
         The Palmetto Bug had flown for a full day now. Ingrid surmised that they had crossed into Oregon. Cy had said that they should arrive in Portland
            that night.
         

         
         “Goddamn it.” Fenris scowled in his pilot’s chair a foot away. He stared at the dashboard dials the way Ingrid would look
            at a large spider.
         

         
         “What?” she asked.

         
         “When I used to imagine the Palmetto Bug’s maiden flight, I thought it would be something—I don’t know—pleasant. Like a trip to the salvage yards down in San Jose. A day-trip. A chance to test the vessel and tweak things afterward. Not
            this.” He waved a hand toward the wilderness below. “A prolonged flight over nothingness, not a damned mooring mast in sight.”
         

         
         “Do you think we’re going to crash?” Ingrid tucked the letters in their box again and sat up straight. “If we get everyone
            together, I can—”
         

         
         Fenris raised an eyebrow, cutting her off. “If we were going to crash, I’d just announce, ‘We’re going to crash.’ Simple and
            effective.”
         

         
         “Good to know.” Adrenaline and caffeine had mingled together in Ingrid’s blood, making her even more jittery and anxious.
            Not that she had been steady at all over the past day. Mystical and mysterious as her powers might be, the repercussions manifested
            in very physical—and damned annoying—forms. Even if Fenris had said they were going to crash, she wasn’t sure she should—or
            could—hold the energy to protect them.
         

         
         “That said,” Fenris continued, “go rouse Cy. I need to talk to him.”

         
         Ingrid locked her mug into a holder built at foot level of the dashboard, then pushed herself up off the arms of the upholstered
            wooden chair. She felt Fenris’s scrutiny, his worry, as he waited for her to show signs of frailty. She set her jaw and made
            her rubbery legs move like normal, one hand to the wall as she entered the narrow central corridor of the airship. Her stocking
            feet whispered against the tatami matting.
         

         
         Her left hand kept the pine box tucked close to her ribs. She needed to discuss the contents with Lee—a talk that had to come
            sooner rather than later.
         

         
         The Palmetto Bug was a Sprite-class airship designed to fit up to four passengers, though not in comfort. The entire gondola was about thirty
            feet in length from control cabin to engine room. Just outside the cockpit was a large floor hatch with stairs that folded
            flat; Ingrid didn’t like stepping on grates or manhole lids—her mother had raised her to be skeptical of such infrastructure
            in San Francisco—so she took mincing steps around this potential opening as well.
         

         
         Just past the hatch was the kitchenette of the craft. It consisted of a packed pantry of boxed and canned foods or other things
            that could be eaten with minimal preparation, as a lone stove burner was their only means to heat food on board. Within hours
            of being under way, Ingrid had realized that the coffee percolator had a permanent home there, so it was best to eat straight
            out of the cupboard.
         

         
         The thought of food made her pause. She had been relentlessly hungry over the past day as her body recovered. It was appalling,
            really. She felt like a sumo wrestler before a bout.
         

         
         Ingrid slid up the pantry door. Fenris had made it clear that the situation in the cabin wasn’t an emergency. Awakening Cy
            would wait a minute more.
         

         
         None of the cabinets opened outward to impede movement within the limited space in the corridor. High-sided boxes and elasticized
            straps secured food in place as a precaution against turbulence. An entire shelf was devoted to fine liquor that they had
            raided from Mr. Thornton’s airship, thinking that the bottles might prove useful to sell.
         

         
         Her fingers glanced over boxed crackers and canned chicken. She pulled out a parcel wrapped in parchment and twine, and she
            sniffed it to guess the contents.
         

         
         “That’s hard cheese.”

         
         Ingrid looked up in surprise. Heat fluttered in her chest. Cy leaned against the wall a few feet away. His button-up blue
            cotton shirt hung crooked on his lanky form, the tails partially tucked into brown trousers. Pince-nez sat atop his rather
            long nose. He smiled at her, his brown eyes kind.
         

         
         “You can cut into that block, if you like, but we always need some cheese handy in case gremlins latch on to the ship. The
            critters aren’t as attracted to orichalcum as they are to silver, but they still like to cause mischief, and that’s a bad
            thing in flight.” His voice stayed at a low rumble out of respect for those still sleeping nearby.
         

         
         “The cheese is bait, then?”

         
         He nodded, and she noticed his jaw was lightly covered with a fine scruff that was redder than his brown hair. “I chuck cheese
            out a window and gremlins dive for it like a wyvern on sheep.” He grinned. “Sometimes I wonder if gremlins’ve trained people
            to do that very thing, just so they get cheese.” His southern accent was sweet enough to flavor a pitcher of tea.
         

         
         Ingrid closed the cupboard. She was too self-conscious about her terrible hunger to grab anything with Cy right there. Which
            was silly, really, considering how the man had seen her slathered in blood, gore, and manure.
         

         
         “Did you sleep well?” she murmured.

         
         “Well enough.” He worked his shoulders, quirking his neck to either side as he frowned. Cy stood at about six and a half feet,
            and he certainly didn’t fit well into the small, stacked sleeping racks on board.
         

         
         Ingrid wanted to feel the tightness of his shoulder muscles beneath her hands. She wanted to feel a lot more than that, actually.
            The memory of kissing Cy brought a magma-like flare to her body.
         

         
         She swallowed, her throat dry. This was neither the time nor the place to be lusting after Cy, not with Lee and Fenris in
            such close quarters. She leaned against the wall, partly to give her weakened legs a break, partly to create distance between
            them. “Fenris wanted me to fetch you. Something about the ship is aggravating him.”
         

         
         Cy snorted softly. “Everything aggravates Fenris like a woolen union suit. I’ll see what the matter is.” His hand grazed her
            shoulder as he sidled past. She turned to watch him walk toward the cockpit. Even rumpled, his trousers fit him in a fine
            way.
         

         
         As soon as he left, Ingrid slid open the pantry again and secured the pine box on a high shelf. From her eye level, she grabbed
            a box of British digestive biscuits, more salvage from the late Mr. Thornton’s airship. The British-born warden had never
            disguised his deep passion for India, a place Britannia was currently bombing with civilized efficiency to quell rebellion.
            But Ingrid had never suspected that Mr. Thornton had joined the modern incarnation of the Thuggees to ruthlessly fight for
            India’s independence. Current bestselling dime novels liked to romanticize Thuggees as dark-skinned pagans with weighted scarves
            in hand to strangle their victims, carrying on the legacy of the reputed cult of Kali that had existed earlier in the nineteenth
            century. In reality, the name had been fully appropriated by pasty-skinned Brits with natty suits and Oxford and Cambridge
            egos.
         

         
         San Francisco had become their testing ground for a new brand of warfare. Four days ago Mr. Thornton had orchestrated an explosion
            at the Cordilleran Auxiliary, killing almost everyone Ingrid knew. She and her mentor, Mr. Sakaguchi, would have died as well
            if she hadn’t spontaneously created a strange pressure-wave bubble to keep them safe in the debris.
         

         
         She had thought things couldn’t get worse than that. How little she knew.

         
         Ingrid moved to sink onto the bunk vacated by Cy, the biscuit tin on her lap. He had tugged the sheets straight but the mattress
            still carried some of his warmth. In the rack above, Lee made soft noises as he slept.
         

         
         Directly across from her, their one unexpected passenger, Miss Victoria Rossi, remained utterly still in the bottom bunk.
            She hadn’t awakened since Papa, flushed with earth energy, had tossed her the way a temperamental child might fling a doll.
         

         
         Miss Rossi and Mr. Thornton had been lovers and partners in their plot to create an earthquake. Miss Rossi’s goals had been
            twofold: vengeance against San Francisco, and a chance to provoke the Hidden One within the San Andreas Fault to emerge and
            be immortalized by her camera lens. Papa injured Miss Rossi before she had the chance to witness the massive two-headed snake
            that had reared up from the fault line in Olema. Tragic justice, that.
         

         
         Miss Rossi had yet to make a sound. When they had carried her onto the ship, her body had been bruised and bloodied, both
            of her legs broken, and worst of all, her spine hadn’t rested at the right angle.
         

         
         Ingrid leaned forward and tugged back the curtains that offered a modicum of privacy to each bunk. Miss Rossi lay curled on
            her side, facing the corridor. Her tumultuous black hair framed her face as if she posed for a Pre-Raphaelite artist. Purple
            bruises, puffed like pillows, encircled her eyes. Her chapped lips gaped open.
         

         
         “I want you to know that even though I hate you, I still don’t wish for you to die,” Ingrid whispered, her voice wobbly with
            unspent emotion. “There’s too much on Papa already. He killed Mr. Thornton and that other man. He tried to kill me, too.”
            She touched her neck. Her throat was still raw from when Papa choked her with his invisible grip. He said if he had known
            about her power, he would have smothered her to death as a child. She believed him.
         

         
         “We’ll be in Portland soon, Miss Rossi. We’ll get you to a doctor.” She touched Miss Rossi’s hand. It was cold.

         
         Ingrid recoiled with a slight cry then lunged forward to press her hand to Miss Rossi’s cheek. It was likewise cold and stiff.

         
         “Ing?” Lee’s muffled voice came from above.

         
         “Lee, you need to get up.” Ingrid gripped the wall to pull herself upright again. “Cy?” she called. Then she saw he was already
            walking their way, his expression grim.
         

         
         “Ingrid, we have a mite of a problem. Lee? Glad to see you’re awake. We need to palaver.”

         
         “Yes, we do.” Emotion squeezed Ingrid’s throat, as if Papa had hold of her again. “Miss Rossi’s dead.”

         
          

         “A dead woman on board. That’s just dandy.” Fenris remained in his pilot’s chair. The cabin glass showed the same view as
            before, with forested mountains stretching to a cloudy horizon. “I suppose the plan to quiz her for more information is out
            unless someone knows how to conduct a séance.”
         

         
         “I knew mediums in Chinatown.” Lee sat on one of the wooden benches that flanked the door to the control cabin; Ingrid had
            claimed the other seat, though by Cy’s frown, he would have much rather she had taken the plush copilot’s chair. “But the
            way Chinatown was when we left, the mediums might need mediums.” The joke fell flat even for him.
         

         
         Cy angled to look at each of them in turn. “It would have helped matters to question Miss Rossi, true—”

         
         “‘Helped’?” Lee echoed. “Helped is putting it mildly. She’s the only one who could’ve given us any information at this point about the attack on the auxiliary
            and the attack on the city. Both of which, I might remind you, are being blamed on the Chinese. On me.”
         

         
         He ran a hand through his wild black hair and released a huffy breath. Ingrid nudged his shoulder with her knuckles. His grin
            for her was thin.
         

         
         The allied forces of Japan and the United States, known as the Unified Pacific, had worked together for over a decade to subjugate
            the Chinese people. Many refugees had fled to America, but the Land of Liberty had not granted them refuge.
         

         
         In public, Lee Fong had been a meek errand boy for Mr. Sakaguchi, in every way subservient to his Japanese master. In private,
            Lee was fully educated and treated with outright fondness.
         

         
         Ingrid had thought this was simply part of Mr. Sakaguchi’s kind nature—he was dangerously outspoken on behalf of the Chinese
            people—but things were more complicated than she had ever realized.
         

         
         Lee Fong, the boy she had engaged in tickle wars with, was in fact the only surviving child of China’s emperor Qixiang. Mr.
            Sakaguchi had known the truth and had nurtured Lee as he kept him hidden from both American and Japanese forces.
         

         
         “We can’t take Miss Rossi to authorities in Portland. It brings too much attention to us.” Cy’s brows scrunched together.
            “Much as I’d prefer to treat her body with dignity, our circumstances make that a challenge.”
         

         
         “I can argue about how much dignity she should be granted, considering the hell she caused. This woman wandered all over San
            Francisco taking pictures of the city in its final days so she could sell the prints later, remember?” Fenris scowled over
            his shoulder.
         

         
         “What if we find a mooring mast before Portland?” Ingrid asked. “We can dock long enough to bury her and speak some words.”

         
         “Mooring masts also mean civilization. A docked airship will draw attention and people will talk, especially if a dead woman’s
            involved. We can’t risk that,” said Cy.
         

         
         No, they couldn’t. Not with the Unified Pacific and Ambassador Blum after them.

         
         “Dignity.” Lee worked the word as if he had something stuck between his teeth. “Miss Rossi’s actions say a great deal about
            her soul. She’ll be judged. She might even become a ghost. I hope she’s tormented for all eternity, quite honestly, but it’s
            only right for us to treat her body with respect as long as it doesn’t endanger us.”
         

         
         Cy nodded at Lee. “Wisely said. I think that leaves us one option. We need to drop her from the air. Maybe into a lake.”

         
         “Bodies float,” Fenris said. “We need to weigh her down. We don’t have much deadweight aboard—pardon the expression.” His
            lips quirked in a split-second smile.
         

         
         Cy thought for a moment, and then his expression twisted in disgust. “Well. We can seal bilge waste in buckets. It’s not exactly
            respectful, but it would weigh her down.”
         

         
         “Sounds appropriate to me,” said Fenris.

         
         Ingrid shook her head in disbelief of the whole conversation. “Where’s the dignity in that?”

         
         “It’s a better fate than she would have given any of us,” said Cy.

         
         Ingrid wanted to argue for some other means of disposal, but nothing came to mind. She sighed, resigned. “I’ll wrap up her
            body best as I can.”
         

         
         “Since I made the suggestion, it’s only right that I take on bucket duty,” Cy said.

         
         “I can help,” Lee added, tone quiet.

         
         Fenris sighed. “And I can fly my poor beleaguered airship, who in her two days of functionality has been shot, repaired, and
            hosted a dead woman who might possibly become a ghost. I’d also like to remind you that I had important revelations of my
            own before this problem with a corpse cropped up.”
         

         
         Cy froze as he started to stand. “That’s right. Sorry.”

         
         Fenris flicked a wrist over his shoulder. “It’s not as though the issues are that dire. Yet. Some of the dial readings don’t feel accurate based on other data. Our viewing windows and mirrors at the back
            keep frosting over. The vents must not be angled quite right. And I think the ballast weight isn’t quite balanced because—”
         

         
         A squeak of alarm escaped from Lee’s throat.

         
         Cy held up a hand. “That’s enough, Fenris. They get it.”

         
         Fenris grunted. “When we moor in Portland, we’ll need to stay for a few days. I know, I know, it’s not ideal with the UP on
            our tails, but the city has a good stockpile of parts. We shouldn’t need to wait for anything like we might in some Podunk
            town.”
         

         
         “Will these repairs completely prevent the ship from flight?” Ingrid couldn’t bear the thought of being stuck, of being as
            vulnerable as a kappa without water in its crown. “Blum’s going to come after me. You know she will.”
         

         
         The combined power of Japan and America was governed by twelve ambassadors. Most of them remained unknown to the public, while
            others, like Theodore Roosevelt, were darlings of the daily newspapers. Ambassador Blum was not a public figure—nor was she
            human. In the brief time that Blum had held Ingrid captive in San Francisco, the ambassador had taken care to demonstrate
            that she was a kitsune, a Japanese fox spirit. A very powerful one, judging by the way she emanated magic. With each century
            of life, a kitsune gained new tails and new human forms that she could don at will. Ingrid had encountered Blum in the form
            of an elderly Japanese woman, while Cy had once known her as a beautiful, young redhead.
         

         
         “I’ll do what I can to keep the Bug operational in case we need to vamoose. I don’t relish the idea of being a sitting duck either, you know. Blum’s a big reason
            why I made the Bug in the first place. She’d like to get her hands—paws—on Cy again, too.”
         

         
         With reason. Cy was a brilliant inventor. As a teenager, he had designed the Durendal tank, one of the Unified Pacific’s greatest
            assets in the wars against the Spanish Empire and now China. He had deserted the Army & Airship Corps, become an avowed pacifist,
            and had spent almost half his life on the run so that his skills could never again be used to create weapons of mass murder.
            Not to mention Blum had apparently delighted in flirting with Cy in the brief time they had known each other.
         

         
         Cy cleared his throat. “Enough about Blum. We’ll stay on the move.”

         
         Ingrid welcomed the subject change. She was repulsed by the very idea of Cy and Blum acting friendly, even though she knew
            that he had believed Blum to be a normal human at the time.
         

         
         “You’re not alone, Ingrid. We’re right here with you,” Cy said, misreading the dismay on her face. “We’ll outfox that old
            fox.” The fierceness in his eyes made her forget the faint brush of jealousy and want to crush her lips against his instead.
         

         
         “That’s right. Why hang alone when you can hang as a group?” Fenris mimicked pulling a noose at his neck.

         
         Ingrid couldn’t help laughing, as horrible as the joke was. The truth was, she’d never be lucky enough to die in Blum’s possession.
            No, she’d be treated like Papa was while in Unified Pacific custody: brought to the brink of death time and again in order
            to agitate Hidden Ones and level whole cities.
         

         
         As she worked her way down the hallway to prepare Miss Rossi’s body, Ingrid promised herself that she’d never be abused as
            Papa was. She’d make certain that she died first.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         
            Friday, April 20, 1906

         

         Rooftops across Portland gleamed in the morning light. The heart of the city clung to the bends of the Willamette River, with
            buildings and roads stretching into the green hills at all sides and spreading north to the wide cut of the Columbia. Farther
            north still, Mount St. Helens squatted, a snowcapped dome. To the east, Mount Hood stood dominant.
         

         
         But Ingrid’s gaze was focused downtown, where black plumes rose high into the sky.

         
         “Is it like San Francisco all over again?” she hoarsely whispered.

         
         “I don’t think so, Ing. I traveled here with Mr. Sakaguchi once a few years ago. That smoke looks like it’s from their Chinatown.”
            Lee spoke up from the other bench seat. “It doesn’t seem like the fire spread very far.”
         

         
         “Yes.” Cy was at the rudder wheel, as he had been much of the night. Fenris’s steady diet of coffee couldn’t fully eradicate
            the need for sleep, despite his efforts. “That looks about right. We lived in Seattle for a while and came down here more
            than once. Portland used to treat their Chinese better than most cities. They didn’t even confine them to a set area back
            then. As the war’s gone on, well . . .” Cy’s voice trailed off.
         

         
         The Japanese alliance with America had existed since the brief War Between the States in the 1860s, when Japanese airship
            technology enabled the Union to crush the fledging Confederacy; the Unified Pacific gained true cohesion in the 1890s as America
            joined with the Japanese to dominate China. American hatred of the Chinese had evolved with the rising death tolls of subsequent
            generations of young men.
         

         
         “Mr. Sakaguchi might be down there, caught in the cross fire,” she murmured.

         
         Lee shot her a glance. “Uncle Moon will take care of him.”

         
         “He might heal Mr. Sakaguchi if he’s injured, yes, but forgive me for not placing too much trust in your uncle,” she snapped,
            her worry for Mr. Sakaguchi making her voice sharper than she intended. Lee said nothing more.
         

         
         After Mr. Sakaguchi survived the auxiliary explosion in San Francisco, a sniper had attacked him in his home. Desperate to
            save her ojisan, Ingrid had begged Lee to take Mr. Sakaguchi into Chinatown to a powerful lingqi doctor. She knew it was risky for a Japanese man to be in the grotto, much less an esteemed geomancer, but at the time she
            had no idea Uncle Moon actually led one of the tongs that had filled the power vacuum left by the fall of the Chinese government. When the tongs fled the city before the earthquake, they had taken Mr. Sakaguchi along as a hostage.
         

         
         Wui Seng Tong would demand that Mr. Sakaguchi use geomancy to transfer earth energy to kermanite to power Chinese machines
            and airships. He wouldn’t. He had long refused to fill any kermanite that directly powered the war effort for either side.
         

         
         Ingrid wondered how long the tongs would tolerate an uncooperative Japanese man in their midst. The Chinese were fleeing for their lives, after all. Mr. Sakaguchi
            would be a burden.
         

         
         The airship swooped lower to follow the Willamette River northward. Ships flecked the water. Along the river stood an airship
            dock with rows of tall mooring masts like lighthouses of exposed steel. Dozens of towers were spaced out on what seemed to
            be an island that connected to the river’s eastern bank by a small land bridge.
         

         
         Cy adjusted two levers in the dashboard. The engine noise shifted to become more guttural.

         
         “We’re mooring.” Fenris leaned in the doorway, arms crossed. He had a small, straight figure, his brown skin pale enough to
            make him socially acceptable. His wardrobe consisted of oil-stained cotton shirts and brown dungarees.
         

         
         “Yep.” Cy didn’t turn. His focus was on an empty tower just below. Two boys raced up the metal staircase to the top and beckoned
            the Bug forward.
         

         
         The Palmetto Bug hovered closer, closer, the engine noise dropping to a mere purr. The red ball atop the mooring tower loomed close, as if
            Ingrid could open up a window and tap it. A small lurch shook the craft and the engine noise wound down to nothing.
         

         
         “There. Welcome to Portland.” Cy planted his hands on his lap and looked back at Ingrid, as if seeking approval. She gave
            him a small smile; his eyes brightened in response. Cy beckoned to Fenris. “There’s already hot coffee in the pot. Maybe you
            can be somewhat pleasant in discourse with other folks here.”
         

         
         Fenris muttered something indecipherable as he turned away.

         
         Cy stood and stretched as much as he could in the confined space. “I’ll get us set up here and find out the scuttlebutt. That
            shouldn’t take too long. You both need to stay aboard.” His gaze flicked between Ingrid and Lee.
         

         
         “For now,” Ingrid said. Cy shot her a look as he continued down the hallway, pausing only to tug on his shoes.

         
         She understood his caution about letting her wander the city, even if the need for it rankled her. Her deep brown skin, inherited
            from Papa, caused folks to label her everything from Cherokee to Mexican. San Francisco was probably more tolerant of her
            than many places because the population abounded with new immigrants from all over the world. She knew that wasn’t the case
            in Cascadia, where the demographics favored Japanese and Anglo-Saxons.
         

         
         Cy yanked open the hatch. Heavy metal clanged and the stairs jangled free. “Hey there! G’morning!” he called. “Fine sunny
            day up here . . .” His voice faded with his footsteps. Cy had a graceful way with people; he was slick as butter on a hot
            cast-iron skillet.
         

         
         Lee remained in place and stared out the glass with a frown.

         
         “Hey,” Ingrid said softly, nudging him. “You seem to still be up in the clouds.”

         
         “I’m trying to figure out how to handle this. I haven’t been outside of San Francisco on my own, you know. With reason.”

         
         She studied him. He wore a white button-up shirt, the paper collar fresh, and dungarees like he would wear most every day.
            Lee had the foresight to bring clothes aboard for both himself and Ingrid. This had been a very good thing since the gorgeous
            dress she last wore in San Francisco had been coated with manure, blood, and unidentified filth. They had stuffed it into
            a furnace before they departed California.
         

         
         “Other than Wui Seng Tong, do you think you might know anyone else around here?” she asked.

         
         “Maybe. Depends on how many other Chinese came this way from California. I don’t think I know anyone who lives here.”

         
         “Well, here’s my suggestion: don’t wear your brassard.” Her words scared her a bit, but at the same time the suggestion felt
            right. In public, all Chinese were required to wear yellow cloth on an upper arm that bore the kanji for Shina, as well as
            carry an identification booklet. To do otherwise was sedition.
         

         
         “When you speak in Japanese on the phone, people think you are Japanese,” she continued. “You’re as fluent as I am.”

         
         “Ah yes, I’m very good at saying ‘moshi moshi.’”

         
         That made Ingrid laugh. Those words were the standard Japanese greeting via telephone, akin to saying hello. According to
            mythology, kitsune couldn’t pronounce the syllables in “moshi moshi.” Hence its use as a phone greeting; if the person on
            the other end couldn’t reply in turn, they might not be human.
         

         
         “I should say that to Blum sometime, see if she can reply.” She smiled at Lee. “Think about this. You know how to act Japanese.”

         
         “That’s true.” He looked thoughtful. “You know what? It could work. I knew too many people in San Francisco to ever get away
            with such a masquerade there, but here, maybe.”
         

         
         “These clothes are clean and look like something a working-class Japanese boy might wear into town, too. You just have to
            carry yourself in a different way.” If anyone noticed his bruised face, the slight discoloration could be readily excused
            as a martial arts injury.
         

         
         They stopped talking as Fenris grumbled into the hallway and clomped down the stairs. Outside, a large staircase wheeled closer.
            Ingrid recalled seeing a similar structure in Fenris and Cy’s workshop.
         

         
         “A proper Japanese boy shouldn’t be wandering downtown alone on a school day either,” Lee said.

         
         “Of course. You need a nanny. It’s a different sort of playacting than being a secretary, but I think I can manage.” She and
            Lee grinned at each other. Their subterfuge might be unlawful, but it certainly was titillating.
         

         
         Not only could they search for Mr. Sakaguchi here, but maybe Ingrid could find out more about Papa as well. Judging by his
            correspondence, he had lived in Portland for years. Maybe someone here would have the answers they were desperately seeking.
         

         
         Ingrid might be on the run from Ambassador Blum, but this was a strategic retreat. Information was ammunition, and she was
            determined to be well armed when the battle resumed.
         

         
         “Ingrid? Lee?” Cy’s voice carried up the stairs as he boarded. “Pardon the interruption. I want to talk with you both, but
            I need to disconnect some things right quick. Do you mind following me?”
         

         
         They walked to the engine compartment at the very back of the ship. Ingrid glanced around. This portion of the airship was
            less than ten feet across, maybe five feet long, and was crammed with tangled pipes, wires, and gadgetry. A few of the larger
            tanks looked big enough to hold a person.
         

         
         The only part of the machinery that she could name with certainty was the kermanite crystal that acted as the primary power
            source for the Bug. She had filled that rock herself just a few days before. It awed her to think that Fenris had assembled much of the engine,
            including a portion of the hull, over the course of a single night. She could stare at this mechanical jumble for a lifetime
            and she’d never understand how it functioned.
         

         
         Cy turned a valve. By his somber expression, he did not have good news. “The smoke is indeed from Chinatown. A block of buildings
            burned to the ground last night. The Chinese here’ve been jailed for their own safety.”
         

         
         Lee inhaled with a hiss. “Their own safety? Like hell.”

         
         “Therefore,” Cy continued, “it’s best for you to stay aboard, Lee. I can ask around to see if Mr. Sakaguchi has been locked
            away with the Chinese, since he could be unconscious from that gunshot wound, or he might have been coerced to stay quiet—”
         

         
         “No. No.” Lee shook his head violently, tousling his black hair. “The Chinese won’t talk to you. The police? If you slip them
            enough money, they’ll claim a giant octopus can sing opera. I need to do this. The two of us have a plan, see? I’m going to
            be Japanese today. Boku wa kawaii nihonjin desu ne?”
         

         
         Concern created wrinkles in Cy’s forehead. “I don’t like it. You’re too important, Lee. For you to wander around town—”

         
         “Anything we do has risks,” interrupted Ingrid. “Even meeting with Mr. Roosevelt. We know he was Mr. Sakaguchi’s friend, but
            we have no idea if we can trust him beyond that.”
         

         
         The Mr. Roosevelt Ingrid had known since childhood was an affable man who delighted in regaling his companions with the same
            old stories time and again and guffawing in laughter all the while. She most often lurked nearby and read books while he and
            Mr. Sakaguchi socialized, fetching drinks and snacks as requested. If he engaged in any personal conversations with her, the
            subject matter involved the book she was reading at the time; Roosevelt was a voracious reader with an astonishing memory.
            But he had never once let on that he knew the truth of her geomantic heritage—meaning he was a man who could casually conceal
            secrets.
         

         
         She continued, “Even if we can trust Mr. Roosevelt, we don’t know about the people around him, but we must approach him nevertheless.
            We’ll be smart about it. We know the dangers involved.”
         

         
         Lee offered a small nod of agreement.

         
         “I need to help Fenris start work here and then get some shut-eye, if I can. Work on the airship has to be our highest priority.
            We can always find Roosevelt later, if need be.” Cy shook his head as he unfastened some bolts. “I’m not keen on the two of
            you wandering around town, but I’m not going to lock you up in the Bug either.”
         

         
         “Good. That would not be well received,” said Ingrid, her tone cool at the very idea that he would do such a thing. Worry
            clouded Cy’s eyes as Ingrid sidled past, and she softened. She knew he fervently disagreed with their errand, but he also
            had the sense to keep his counsel. “Cy, please don’t fuss over us.”
         

         
         “Assuredly, I will worry. You’re like a kitten set loose in a room with fresh paint.”

         
         Lee snorted. “I won’t argue with that.” Ingrid shot him a glare.

         
         “Well, then, Cy, if you need to find me, look for the trail of mayhem and paw prints, though we do plan to find our own way
            back.”
         

         
         Cy’s smile created warm crinkles around his eyes. “You do that, Ingrid. I’ll leave out a saucer of milk for you, just in case.”

         
         Lee made a soft gagging noise and pressed past them to return to the cockpit. Ingrid was suddenly aware of the strange quiet
            surrounding them after days of engine noise. The nearby bunks were empty, too. She and Cy had some semblance of privacy for
            once. Cy seemed to realize it as well. His gaze averted as he flexed his neck and shoulders.
         

         
         “Your neck’s bothering you?” she asked.

         
         “I’m not about to complain.”

         
         “No, you wouldn’t do something so ungentlemanly. Would you like me to give you a little massage?”

         
         Ingrid could see the refusal poised on his lips, so she stepped closer. Their bodies almost touched. “Please? Maybe it’ll
            help some. I promise I won’t besmirch your honor. Not today.”
         

         
         A smile lit his face again. “No promises about tomorrow?”

         
         “Absolutely none.”

         
         Cy sidestepped out of the engine compartment and faced a top rack. Ingrid had never given a massage in her life, but she supposed
            this was as good a time as any to learn. She positioned her hands and thumbs where his neck met his shoulders. Through the
            thin cloth, his muscles resembled hard knots. She worked in her thumbs. Cy grunted and braced himself against the copper rail.
         

         
         “Is this helping or hurting?” she asked, easing up some.

         
         “Both, in all truth.” He flinched. “But that doesn’t mean I want you to stop. I like your touch.”

         
         “And I like touching you.” She kept her tone light as she eased her fingers beneath his collar best as she could. The task
            would certainly be easier if he took his shirt off, but she knew he wouldn’t do such a thing, as much as she might want him
            to. “I think your left side is the tightest.” She pressed harder there, her right hand gripping his other shoulder.
         

         
         An exaggerated cough rang out from down the way. “I’m going to the top of the tower for a few minutes while you, er, finish
            up here.” Lee’s feet pattered down the stairs.
         

         
         Ingrid’s cheeks flamed. She loosened her hold on Cy. “I forgot he was still here.”

         
         “Well, he’s gone now.” Cy twisted around. Ingrid had time for a small gasp of surprise and then his lips met hers, his kiss
            strong and tender all at once. Their bodies melted together, his form solid against her. Ingrid didn’t know what it was about
            Cy, but she could happily kiss him forever and a day.
         

         
         Lee’s and Fenris’s voices carried up the hatch, muffled but close.

         
         Ingrid reluctantly pulled away from Cy, but his broad hands remained on her waist, his fingers sprawled downward against the
            generous curve of her hips. The firm pressure of his touch made her yearn to press against him again, to feel more of him.
         

         
         He cleared his throat. “I’d best get to work before Fenris comes after me. And you—”

         
         “I’ll be careful as I can be,” she finished.

         
         His eyes searched hers in a silent plea for her well-being, and he stepped away.

         
          

         Lee seemed bouncy and bright in a way he hadn’t been in days. They left the port and walked through a high gate bearing the
            name swan island. A paved walkway took them along a neck of land to reach a bus stop along the frontage road.
         

         
         A few other men idled in wait as well, older men with the heavy bodies and deep scowls that Ingrid associated with dockworkers.
            They didn’t cast Lee a second glance; with his head held high and yellow armband absent, he was nondescript. Just another
            Japanese boy. Their study of Ingrid was not so discreet. She kept her posture prim as she fidgeted with the lip of her dress
            pocket.
         

         
         Ingrid hadn’t been on land for two days. When they left Olema, a blue miasma of unleashed energy had still covered the ground.
            She hadn’t been able to bear contact with the surface for long, as her fatigued body would have continued to pull in energy
            and made her even more ill.
         

         
         It was almost eerie to be on regular earth. No blue sheen. No warm energy lapping her ankles in a tide only she could see.
            Portland was seismically active, true, but there were a few geomancers stationed here to balance and harvest the energy flow.
            She blinked back tears of relief. She felt safe here; a misleading feeling, she knew, with Blum after her, but at least the
            earth didn’t threaten to quake right now. That was one less threat to contend with.
         

         
         A rusty and rumbling bus arrived in a matter of minutes. Ingrid and Lee sat side by side as the transport roared south. It
            was easy to spy downtown Portland across the river. Smoke trailed to the heavens like a banner.
         

         
         “It’s nice to sit like this,” murmured Lee, fingers brushing the worn leather seat. She could tell he was making a concerted
            effort to play his part; his vigilance was more subtle than hers, and he kept his gaze up, not on the floor, as was appropriate
            for subservient Chinese.
         

         
         “I wish that kind of freedom wasn’t so extraordinary,” Ingrid muttered. She acted out her own role as she kept her posture
            both attentive and meek. His knuckles tapped the side of her knee in a silent apology. Her skin color and gender would never
            allow for such liberty. “Did you decide where we should go first, Master Sato?” They had agreed on the common Japanese name
            for Lee to use for this trip.
         

         
         “I want to see what happened to their Chinatown.” He made no effort to lower his voice. “It looks like a lot of smoke.”

         
         One of the other passengers leaned closer. “Not enough in my opinion. Fire stopped all too soon. Didn’t burn out all the rats.”

         
         “Well, they could hardly let all of downtown burn,” said his companion. “You know how these fires get. One woman burns an
            egg for breakfast, and suddenly half the town is gone.”
         

         
         Lee faced forward, his outward expression one of excitement. Only Ingrid noticed how his hands clenched together as if to
            strangle someone.
         

         
         “That fire is the last place we need to go,” Ingrid said. “It’s not an appropriate place for you.”

         
         “A woman would say that!” One of the men leaned against their seat. “You want to see what burned? We can take you there. Give
            you a proper tour of the town.” His buddy chortled.
         

         
         “That won’t be necessary,” Ingrid said, her voice like ice. That made the men laugh even more. “You’ve seen this kind of thing
            before in San Francisco,” she whispered to Lee. “You know what you’ll see. You know the kind of people who will congregate
            there.”
         

         
         Photographers. Looters. Men cheering and toasting the destruction. Lee offered her a small nod, his demeanor now more Chinese
            than Japanese.
         

         
         “Then where should we go?” he muttered.

         
         “I can’t believe they locked up all the Chinese. Heaven forbid the residents here wash their own clothes or cook their own
            food. All of civilization would collapse.” At that, Lee snorted. “We’ll wander about as tourists do. We’ll find someone to
            talk to.”
         

         
         The bus followed the river and passed a massive rail yard and, after a few miles, finally crossed the Willamette River and
            into downtown. In the time it took for them to leave Swan Island, clouds had swept over the sky. The air carried a distinct
            scent of rain, though it was different than in San Francisco. It didn’t bring along the briny odor of the ocean.
         

         
         “We need coats,” Lee muttered. He sat taller, fully assuming his role again. “I wish I’d thought to grab some in San Francisco.”

         
         “I’m glad you managed to grab me clothes and boots at all or I’d be walking around like a newfangled nudist,” she whispered.
            She wore a westernized take on a kimono, the fabric deep purple. The sleeves puffed out at the elbow and tapered at the cuff.
            An obi-style cloth belt accentuated the waist of her thick hourglass figure. The dress overall was a bit baggy, like the others
            Lee had grabbed for her, but she couldn’t gripe.
         

         
         Most important, the dress included pockets. Ingrid had taken care to bring a handful of empty kermanite from their stash on
            the ship. If an earthquake struck, she needed the rocks handy to take in excess energy so that her lingering power sickness
            didn’t worsen.
         

         
         Lee glanced at Ingrid with an arched eyebrow. “I’m sure Cy would have lent you clothes again.”

         
         She muffled a laugh. “Yes, that would have made a good impression in Portland.”

         
         A few minutes later, they disembarked and stood beneath an awning for a moment to gain their bearings. The business district
            bustled on a Friday morning; paved roadways hosted autocars, horse-drawn vehicles, and bicycles aplenty. Brick buildings stood
            two and three floors in height, the architecture blending stark American fronts with Japanese-style curved roofs. Flags flanked
            entrance doors, the forty-five stars on the American flag set just higher than the Japanese rising sun. Others had affixed
            a third flag, the diagonal blend of the Unified Pacific.
         

         
         Ingrid wondered aloud where Mr. Roosevelt might be in the area, if he was still here at all. She purchased a newspaper and
            handed it to Lee, as was appropriate for her subservient role, and waited impatiently as he scanned the headlines. The whole
            front page was devoted to the devastation in San Francisco and the hunt for the villainous Chinese who had somehow committed
            the deed. Lee quickly skipped several pages forward.
         

         
         “Yes, there’s mention of T.R. He’s in negotiations with some trade organizations here through tomorrow.”

         
         “Does it mention if he’ll meet with the public?” He often did so in San Francisco.

         
         “No . . . yes. Not today. By appointment only, it says. Few time slots available. Sign up at a police station on Front Street
            on Saturday. Front is that way.” He motioned back toward the river. A slow drizzle began to fall, and he held the paper overhead.
         

         
         Front Street! Papa had mentioned it in his correspondence to Mr. Sakaguchi. Excitement surged in her veins.

         
         The rain fell harder. “Master Sato, that newspaper won’t be useful for long. There’s a haberdasher across the way,” she said
            respectfully, keeping up their charade.
         

         
         “Hai!” He led the way, a swagger to his step.

         
         The smell of smoke tainted the air. It put her in mind of San Francisco as she last saw it: those crosshatched lines that
            demarcated block after block of charred and crumbled masonry, the skyscrapers afire like torches held toward heaven. She grimaced
            and pushed the thoughts away. Portland was not San Francisco.
         

         
         She welcomed the chance to step inside the shop and out of the rain. The chemical sharpness of starched clothes and sachets
            of lavender cleansed her senses. A cheery piano tune rang from a Marconi on a back table.
         

         
         A few minutes later, Lee wore a lined oil slicker and a tweed flat cap that accentuated his youth. They continued down the
            street to a shop that catered to women of modest means. Lee made a show of treating his beloved nanny for her birthday, which
            delighted the older women who ran the store. Ingrid left adorned in a black hooded slicker of her own and a few headbands,
            and Lee had been provided with a handful of candied plums as if he were an adorable toddler, not fifteen years of age.
         

         
         “Don’t enjoy your acting gig too much,” Ingrid murmured.

         
         “Who knows when I’ll get to play the benevolent master again?” He paused to bow to an elderly Japanese man in natty attire.
            “Ohayou gozaimasu.”
         

         
         She felt a pang in her heart to see Lee walk down the street with such freedom and confidence. It didn’t seem right or fair
            that it was only possible as part of a masquerade.
         

         
         She glanced around. No one walked close to them. She could chance asking Lee the questions that had been on her mind ever
            since she discovered his real identity. “Lee, I’ve been wondering about Uncle Moon. He’s not related to you by blood, is he?”
         

         
         “No. It’s like how you call Mr. Sakaguchi your ojisan. ‘Uncle’ is an honorific.”

         
         “Why is he called Moon? It seems odd for someone so . . . traditional to use an English name.” Speaking in Chinese was illegal,
            but names were commonly regarded as exceptions to the rule.
         

         
         Lee casually looked around before answering, his voice low. “He came to America a long time ago and became fully westernized
            as he taught lingqi. I once saw a picture of him from back then. He had a normal head of hair and wore a seersucker suit.” He shook his head,
            still in disbelief. “He changed his name to something that was easier for white people to say. Lingqi is believed to be part of yin nature, which is connected to the moon. Hence that name.”
         

         
         Ingrid nodded for him to continue.

         
         “When the war started . . .” Lee sighed. “He kept the English name the way someone keeps a scar uncovered for all the world
            to see, Ing. He’s said he’ll only answer to his old name when China belongs to the Chinese again.”
         

         
         She wasn’t sure what to say to that. Rain thrummed on the sidewalk canopies. Above the increased noise and bustle of street
            traffic, she heard a beautiful bell-like sound that made her think of the wind chimes that Mama made from scrap and hung in
            their yard years ago. Ingrid smiled and looked around to find the source of the noise. As she did, she was startled by a flash
            of gold a block away and across the street. Along with it, she felt a tingle of magic—strange magic. In Mr. Sakaguchi’s backyard,
            pixies in close proximity had caused a vaguely similar sensation, but this one carried with it a profound sense of coziness,
            the relief that came with being in sight of home after a long day of work at the auxiliary.
         

         
         Ingrid shook herself from the reverie and grabbed Lee’s arm. “Did you see that?”

         
         “See what? Ing?”

         
         She dodged pedestrians and paused at the corner. The policeman-operated traffic light almost instantly let them cross.

         
         “What did you see?” Lee kept pace alongside her.

         
         “I don’t know.” She stopped where she had seen the flash. Through the window, a Japanese shopkeeper bowed and spoke with customers.
            Ingrid whirled around to get her bearings.
         

         
         The tintinnabulation rang in her ears again, haunting and sweet at the same time. This time, the ensuing rush of magic smelled
            ever so faintly like the French cologne that Mr. Sakaguchi wore for special occasions. Grief froze her for a moment, and then
            she took off in pursuit of the sound. She heard Lee’s surprised cry behind her, but she didn’t slow. As she rounded the corner,
            she saw the glimmer again some distance up the street.
         

         
         Then the presence of magic was gone, again. Panting for breath, she leaned on a wooden post. A white couple cast her an odd
            look as they pushed by her and into a shop.
         

         
         “Do you mind telling me what’s going on?” Lee caught up to her, a scowl on his face. “I thought we weren’t going to come to
            the burned part of town.”
         

         
         Ingrid turned on her heel. Sure enough, the full square block beyond them had been reduced to bricks and rubble, while other
            nearby buildings looked well scorched. Lee moved closer. The rain had quenched the smoke. Chinese men and women wandered through
            the destruction with long boards or rakes in hand. Curious folks, mostly whites, hovered at the edges of the street. A few
            policemen in distinct caps stood back as overseers. No Unified Pacific soldiers were present.
         

         
         “We shouldn’t be here,” Ingrid murmured.

         
         “I know that! You led us straight here. What were you chasing?”
         

         
         She opened and closed her mouth without any sound escaping. A flash of light? The sound of bells? “I don’t know,” she said
            finally. “We need to be especially cautious.”
         

         
         “Since we’re here, I’m going to make a friend,” Lee whispered, and ambled directly toward a policeman. Ingrid started to yank
            him back by the arm but stopped herself. Frowning beneath her hood, she followed him. What part of be especially cautious had he not understood?
         

         
         “Ohayou gozaimasu.” Lee deeply bowed to the white policeman.

         
         “Ohayou,” the red-haired policeman replied with a short bow. He was older, his Japanese clumsy.

         
         “I just landed in Portland. I heard part of Chinatown burned but I wanted to see it for myself. What happened? Did anyone
            die?”
         

         
         Water dripped in a steady stream from the officer’s brim. “Not that we’ve found so far, lad. Lot of injuries, though.”

         
         “Burns?” Lee’s eyes were wide with innocent wonder.

         
         “No. Injuries didn’t come from the fire. A mob awaited the Chinese as they escaped the building. A few were shot, most of
            ’em were well beaten. Folks here made it quite clear how welcome the Chinese are in the city of Portland.”
         

         
         Ingrid pressed her arms against her torso as she tried to contain her horror. Lee’s acting was worthy of the stage as he continued
            to feign eagerness for news. Or maybe the officer’s revelation simply didn’t surprise him.
         

         
         Lee motioned toward the haggard figures in the rubble. They wore no raincoats. Their sodden and stained cotton work clothes
            drowned their slim bodies.
         

         
         “I thought all the chankoro were locked up?” Lee asked. Ingrid had to stop herself from flinching at the foul epithet he so
            casually used.
         

         
         “Most are. Folks in town were worried that traps might be set up in the buildings, though. It’s the sort of thing they do
            in China. These volunteers are walking through in a grid pattern to make sure it’s safe. If they find some gaps to the basement,
            better for them to fall through than any of our people. We’ll clean up the block soon as we know it’s safe, build something
            proper there.”
         

         
         Lee’s smile slipped ever so slightly, but he caught himself. “Interesting.”

         
         A clutch of white women attired in black approached the officer. Two figures at the back held aloft tall umbrellas.

         
         “Excuse me, sir,” said an elderly woman, “I’m Miriam Bonhoff—”

         
         “Oh. Yes. You’re the Quakers.” The policeman sounded bored. “I was told you might show up.”

         
         “It’s lunchtime. We brought some food and blankets—”

         
         “Certainly, certainly.” He motioned to another officer. “Call the Chinese out.”

         
         A whistle split the air.

         
         The drenched Chinese—mostly women and old men—dropped rags to mark their spots and hobbled toward the street at a glacial
            pace. Their faces, pale and bared to the chilly spring rain, bore dark bruises and fresh red cuts. The Quaker women waved
            them over. A few white men hauled steaming kettles closer.
         

         
         Ingrid had known that groups like the Quakers had helped black slaves escape to freedom decades before on the Underground
            Railroad. But she hadn’t seen with her own eyes the good work that they were doing now. She wanted to hug these kind people,
            thank them, but knew that if she did, there was too much danger involved, for her and for them.
         

         
         “Damned Lincoln lovers!” someone shouted. Lincoln had devoted his late-life work to securing rights and safe havens for Chinese
            refugees.
         

         
         “What’s with them pigtails getting free food?” called one of the white men playing audience. “Half the canneries are shut!
            Help the people who deserve it!” Other men grunted agreement.
         

         
         “Oh, shut it,” snapped the red-haired officer. “Half your money goes to Billy’s Bar.” At that, others burst out in laughter.

         
         “This is my chance,” Lee murmured, his gaze on the Chinese people in line for soup, his voice so tight Ingrid barely understood
            him.
         

         
         “They might give you away,” she whispered. She suddenly wished she did hold a smidgen of earth energy in order to act in their
            defense. She also worried at her endurance if she and Lee needed to run.
         

         
         “I have to try.” He walked toward an older Chinese woman standing off by herself. Two of the Quakers approached him as if
            to defend the woman, but she waved them back to confront Lee on her own.
         

         
         Ingrid’s head snapped up as she heard the chime again, so soft that it was almost lost amid the clamor of the crowd. She glanced
            around, trying to spot where it was coming from. She was ready this time when the golden flare appeared on the far side of
            the rubble. The presence of magic was faint, like the scent of cooked rice from a kitchen window. Her mouth watered in response,
            leaving her genuinely discomfited by her own reaction.
         

         
         She wanted out of here; if she had her druthers, she’d haul Lee back to the Bug straightaway. But he was close to getting the answers they so desperately needed. And now—she also wanted to know what the
            hell was going on with this magical presence.
         

         
         Slowly, she walked around the periphery of the burned building while keeping an eye on Lee. The rain lightened but continued
            to fall. Beyond the ruins, mud and random debris created a swamp where once there had been a garden with thick heads of cabbage
            and tangled beds of strawberries. A gnarled pine tree curled to one side like an overgrown bonsai. She gingerly stepped over
            a plank fence that had been knocked flat and partially burned. The garden smelled of greenery and fresh mud. Her heart racing,
            she looked around, though she half expected the sound of chimes to lure her onward again.
         

         
         Heat prickled against her skin.

         
         She stood straighter. This wasn’t the heat of earth magic. And it wasn’t what she had felt from the flash that had guided
            her here. All the hair on the back of her neck stood up as she moved toward the gnarled pine, feeling the intensity of the
            magic grow stronger with every step.
         

         
         The earth at the tree’s roots was particularly muddy, as if it had been freshly turned. She moved without thinking, reaching
            for a charred piece of plank.
         

         
         Mud slurped and slid away as she dug; she tried to appear nonchalant, a bored nanny killing time as she waited for her charge—but
            she knew she didn’t have much time before someone became suspicious.
         

         
         About a foot down, the wood struck something solid. She worked the plank to one side and pried at the object. With an obscene
            sucking sound, the mystery item came loose and poked to the top of the muddy puddle. Quick as a wyvern, she grabbed it. The
            thing was almost the length and breadth of her forearm and in a leather bag. Whatever it was, it absolutely radiated power.
            She instantly was reminded of how it had felt to stand before the two-headed snake in Olema, the Hidden One.
         

         
         She stroked the leather casing, her fingers leaving streaks in the gritty mud. She felt an intense longing to know what was
            inside.
         

         
         Ingrid glanced up and gasped. Lee was approaching. The police officer walked beside him, his glower as dark as the clouds.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         Ingrid angled her body away from the approaching policeman and tucked the leather-wrapped object beneath her coat. She fumbled
            to find the drawstring at the end and yanked it through her obi. A second later and she had it knotted in place. The rain
            fell heavier, but not heavy enough to immediately wash mud off the sleeve of her new slicker. She grabbed her digging plank
            and with a quick swipe knocked a cabbage free just in time.
         

         
         “Look, Master Sato! We haven’t had any fresh vegetables aboard the airship. Don’t these cabbages look wonderful? Officer,
            is it all right if I take one?” She punctuated that with a bright smile.
         

         
         “Leave it, girl,” he snapped, whisking her away with a gesture.

         
         “I’m sorry, Officer,” said Lee. “She’s always after me to eat more vegetables, but I didn’t think she would start raiding
            gardens to acquire produce.”
         

         
         Lee’s light tone evoked a slight chuckle from the policeman. “You’d be better off at the market. I wouldn’t trust anything
            here. Could be poisoned.” At that, Ingrid dropped the cabbage for dramatic effect, though she’d have much rather chucked it
            at the man’s head. “Now move along. This stew may very well start to boil.” He jerked his head toward the crowd, expression
            grim, then moved back that way.
         

         
         The unearthed object was as warm as a cat against Ingrid’s thigh, its presence almost stroking at her senses. What was it
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