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The Pen of Truth

USAGI WINCED AT THE SCREECH of seabirds and hurried along the harbor’s busy waterfront, squinting against the reflection of the morning sun as she followed her target. A crisp spring breeze, sharp with the tang of salt and fishrot, threatened to blow off her headwrap and expose her dark braids. She shifted the pole across her shoulders, empty baskets dangling from either end, and tugged the white kerchief down more securely. While there were girl porters working the docks here in Port Wingbow, they were few and far between, and the last thing she wanted was to call attention to herself.

“To your left, Rabbit Girl,” said a familiar voice, twenty paces back. Most passersby would think that Nezu was just muttering to the other young porter hauling a basketload of packages beside him, but Usagi could hear the Heir to the Rat Warrior loud and clear, thanks to her ability to hear as well as a rabbit. She didn’t dare risk trying to reply to him and her friend Tora, neither of whom shared that particular animal talent. Raising her arm, she scratched her shoulder to show that she’d heard, then veered across the crushed-shell path toward the main pier.

“Tell her the Guards have arrived,” hissed Tora, who was keeping a lookout with her sharp tiger vision. “We’re too late. We’ll have to wait till the harbormaster’s done for the day and his Guard detail goes away.”

“You can tell her yourself,” said Nezu. “Are you forgetting she hears us?”

“I’ve known Usagi a lot longer than you—I know exactly how well she can hear. You’re the one who insisted on a protocol. ‘Everything must go through the head of the mission!’” Tora mimicked. Usagi heard her best friend stroking imaginary fuzz on her upper lip, something the Rat Heir often did when he was pleased, nervous, or deep in thought.

“Stop it, Tiger Girl. I’ve been doing this for a few years now.”

“Doesn’t mean you know everything, Rat Boy.”

“You’re just upset about not wearing the belt, but I’m telling you, it fits me better—and as head of the mission, why shouldn’t I?”

Usagi groaned. In all her thirteen years, she’d never known anyone to squabble as much as this pair. She turned and retraced her steps, pretending to look for something she’d dropped, until she bumped right into them, knocking some of their decoy parcels to the ground. Usagi yelped a false apology, and as they all bent down to collect the scattered packages, she glared at them.

“What’s wrong with you two? We’re close to getting one of the Treasures back, and you’re arguing!”

Looking abashed, Nezu reached up and tugged at the barest wisp of whiskers on his upper lip. It didn’t help them get any longer, but he’d been doing it since he first sprouted peach fuzz, and now it was a habit. “Sorry, Rabbit Girl. You’re right. We’re just on edge after waiting for so long—and now we have to wait some more.” He flashed an apologetic smile, his usual grin dimmed somewhat. At sixteen and the seniormost Warrior Heir on the mission, he was responsible for leading them, and the difficulty they’d had securing their target these last few days was wearing on him.

“If you’d only trusted me the first time I said I saw the harbormaster, we might have gotten to him sooner.” Tora’s amber eyes flamed with indignation. She was a year older than Usagi but wasn’t yet a Warrior Heir. She was hoping to become one by proving herself on this assignment.

Long before Usagi had become the Rabbit Heir, before ever meeting Nezu and the other Warrior Heirs, Tora had been by her side. For years after the Dragonlord’s overthrow of Midaga’s king and the Warriors of the Zodiac, she and Tora had been orphans in the forest. Along with Usagi’s sister, Uma, the three of them had been just trying to survive and keep their zodiac powers hidden. Until—

Until . . .

Usagi pushed the painful thought of her little sister away and handed over a stack of parcels to her friend. “Can the two of you please behave?”

“Of course,” said Tora, baring her sharp white canines. They were snaggleteeth that stuck out from the rest of her smile, making her look extra fierce even when she wasn’t annoyed. When she was truly furious, her tiger teeth would grow till they protruded from her upper lip. Thankfully they were currently in check. An angry youngling sprouting long fangs would draw attention—too much attention on a mission to steal back the Pen of Truth.

One of twelve Treasures that once belonged to the Warriors, the pen was now in the possession of a man who ran the kingdom’s main seaport—and he was using its powers for profit.

“You said you saw the Guard?” Usagi asked Tora. Her stomach clenched at the thought of the armed troops who kept order for the ruler of Midaga. Though she’d bested one in a fight once, it was always better to avoid tangling with the Dragonlord’s men.

Her friend nodded. “Two of them, right as the harbormaster got to the dock.”

“So we wait until he’s alone again. Might as well stick together till then.” Usagi straightened. “My apologies!” she said loudly. “Let me help you.” She made a show of taking some of their bundles—mostly just straw wrapped in squares of cloth—and putting them in her empty baskets. She hoisted her pole over her shoulders, making sure the sword hidden inside was secure. Nezu’s walking stick also hid a blade, as weapons had been forbidden for all but those serving the Dragonlord. Since Tora was not yet an Heir, her pole was just solid wood. She was eager to earn her place as the Tiger Heir, and with it, a hidden weapon of her own.

Together they headed toward the largest pier in port, where the harbormaster’s station was perched. Weaving between rumbling ox carts, they ducked and dodged as bales of wool, cords of exotic woods, bundles of sharkskin leather, and other imports were unloaded from the myriad ships docked along the piers built all throughout the cove. Though they’d been on Feather Island for nearly a week, Usagi was still dazzled by the sight of all the boats. Who knew there could be so many types of vessels to travel across water? There were ships with battened sails that folded like fans, sloops with white canvas billowing from the masts like puffed-out frogs’ throats, flat-keeled boats propelled by paddlewheels, longships that sported rows of oars manned by oarsmen, squat boats with chimneys that belched smoke, armored ships bristling with firecannon.

Before the fall of the Shield of Concealment, the kingdom of Midaga had never seen so many visitors to its shores. It had remained hidden from the rest of the world, safe and protected by the Warriors of the Zodiac, until Druk the Dragon Warrior betrayed his oath to the Circle of the Twelve. He shattered the Shield, allowing invasion and war to devastate the land, and seized the throne as Dragonlord.

Now, seven years into his reign, ships from lands near and far came to Midaga, eager to see and trade with the kingdom that had been but a myth for hundreds of years. The port in the Bantam Islands, once the only part of Midaga that the world was allowed to see, had been expanded by leaps and bounds, per the order of the Dragonlord. A harbor that had received at most four ships a year when the Shield was up now saw many times that each week. And from his spare wooden lean-to on the main pier, the harbormaster ruled over it all.

They drew close and saw the line of ship captains and various agents waiting to report their cargo to the harbormaster. The front of the shanty was wide open, flanked by two armored Guard. They glowered beneath metal helmets that sat on their heads like overturned cookpots. Their burly torsos were shielded by iron breastplates, and their leather- sleeved arms cradled firecannon. At the sight of them, Usagi quailed. It was an old reflex. She forced herself to hold her head up. She was the Heir to the Rabbit Warrior, after all. She’d spent months training and could handle them both if need be!

She spotted the harbormaster’s bulky form and tall official’s hat but was unable to see the Treasure. Fortunately, they had Tora’s tiger vision, just as Usagi’s sharp ears listened for them all. “Is it there?” Usagi whispered.

Tora’s eyes narrowed. “On his desk there’s a pen, in a brush stand beside the cargo registry. It’s bigger than an ordinary ink brush, with a gold handle decorated with the twelve animals of the zodiac. It’s got a gold cap, but he’s taken it off. I see the bristles. They look like ox hair.”

“Ox—the animal embodying truthfulness,” Nezu said. “That’s the Treasure, all right.” They continued farther down the pier until they came to the last ship, which looked nearly deserted, its cargo unloaded, most of its crew likely in one of the port taverns. They set their baskets down. Nezu took his headcloth off and wiped his face, then retied it around his close-cropped hair, taking care to tuck in the long, thin rat-tail braid at the base of his skull. He flashed a smile at Usagi. “How are your rabbit ears from here?”

She tilted her head and squeezed her eyes shut, listening. Out of habit, Usagi reached for the pendant she wore around her neck and rubbed the little silver rabbit with its chips of green jade for eyes. Over the cries of seagulls, the shouts of dockworkers, the splash of seawater against ships and dock pilings, the creak of wooden hulls, the clattering of wheels on cobblestones and planks, Usagi located the gravelly voice of the harbormaster, which she’d come to recognize after several days of surveillance. He was interrogating his latest quarry in the line of ship captains and cargo masters waiting to report to him.

“Name and vessel name?”

“Captain Golae of the Fleet-Finned Whale.”

“Home port?”

“Port Busana in Solonos.”

The harbormaster would always ask about the cargo, and then hand over the Pen of Truth to sign off. That was the part that always made Usagi feel a little sorry for the harbormaster’s prey.

“Oh! Wait! I—I didn’t mean to write that! Th—that’s a mistake!”

“Is it really, Captain? You aren’t trying to skimp on paying your import duties, are you? If I have the Guard go to your ship right now and search it, do you swear on your life we will only find ten bales of cotton for trade instead of fifteen?”

After some threats detailing what could happen to those caught trying to cheat the Dragonlord, the harbormaster would then offer the hapless victim an opportunity to buy his way out of trouble. In this way, Usagi noticed, the harbormaster was becoming a very rich man.

“He’s up to his usual tricks,” she reported. “Just got a Soloni ship captain to hand over five gold mon for lying about his cargo.”

Nezu whistled. “That’s more than some people make in a lifetime.” He peered into the water. “Anyone getting hungry?”

Glancing around to make sure no one was looking, he made a little swirling motion with his hands until a small cyclone of water rose from the sea. Knitting his brow, he gestured sharply upward, and the cyclone spat a silvery fish onto the pier, where it flipped and flopped at their feet.

“Mealtime!” Tora exclaimed. She pounced on the wriggling fish and dispatched it with a quick thump against the dock. With his knife, Nezu cleaned the fish, slicing it into neat filets. He portioned it out between the three of them and pulled out fist-sized balls of salted rice wrapped in seaweed.

“It’s too bad none of us have a fire gift,” he remarked. “A little blast of flame would sear this fish nicely.”

Usagi couldn’t help but think of Uma at that moment. Her sister was able to conjure fire with her bare hands and had used her elemental gift to cook whatever they could scavenge, back when they lived with Tora in the forest outside Goldentusk. Now Uma was part of the Dragonlord’s troops, a prized cadet in a corps of younglings with zodiac powers, her fire gift and horse speed to be used by the Dragonlord as tools in maintaining order over all Midagians. Usagi’s rabbit locket felt heavy at her neck, and she rubbed its hollow belly. It contained the charred remains of the wooden rabbit she used to wear—until Uma had burned it in a fury. That was the last time Usagi had seen her sister.

With a sigh, she sat with the others on the edge of the dock, dangling their feet over the swirling seawater. Clumps of kelp drifted on the surface while a pair of black-tailed gulls bobbed alongside, staring up at their meal with hungry yellow eyes. She was about to take a bite of her rice ball when Tora stopped chewing and squinted down the pier.

“There’s the harbormaster’s daughter,” she muttered. Usagi turned and caught a bit of movement as a small figure ducked behind the railing of a docked ship. Since coming to Port Wingbow, they’d seen the girl hanging around the docks—the only youngling who wasn’t a porter, though she might as well have been one, dressed as she was in a ragged tunic and pants, a grimy white kerchief tied over a frizzled braid.

Nezu draped a piece of fish over his rice ball and took a bite. “Are you sure she’s his daughter? Seems like more of a servant to me. He’s always ordering her around.”

“And slapping her if she’s too slow,” said Tora with a frown. They had witnessed the harbormaster boxing the girl about the ears when he wasn’t in his shed extorting payment from ship captains. It had disgusted Usagi—the girl couldn’t have been more than seven or eight and was spindly with large dark eyes that reminded her of Uma.

Usagi got to her feet. “I’ll be right back.”

“Where are you going?” Tora cocked her head.

Waving a vague hand, Usagi headed for the ship, eyes on where she’d last seen movement. As she drew closer, she heard the growling of an empty stomach—only for once it wasn’t hers. She stopped at the base of the lowered gangplank. “Merciful spirits! What a lot of rice and fish,” Usagi exclaimed. “I can’t eat all of this by myself! What to do?” As a dark head with wide eyes peered out, Usagi smiled. “Oh, hello!” She held up her rice ball. “I’ve got a little too much here. Would you like some?”

The girl hesistated, then nodded. Usagi waved at her to come down, and she crept down the gangplank. Her face was smudged with dirt and soot, and she smelled like she’d been sleeping in a pile of fishnets. Usagi broke her rice ball in half and gave her most of her raw fish. Shyly, the girl took it, then stuffed everything in her mouth all at once, as if she were afraid Usagi would change her mind. Usagi laughed. “Slow down! You’ll give yourself a bellyache.” She took a bite of her own and then looked at the girl chewing mightily, eyes half-closed in relief. It reminded Usagi so much of Uma that a lump came into her throat. Swallowing hard, she held out the rest of her food. “Here, why don’t you have some more?”

Eyes shining, the little girl took it. She bobbed her head in thanks.

“What’s your name?” asked Usagi, and pointed to herself. “I’m Usagi, born in the year of the Wood Rabbit.”

The girl paused in her chewing and mumbled through a mouthful of rice. “Ji. Year of the Rooster.”

“I knew a boy back home who was born a Metal Rooster,” Usagi said. “Jago was always full of energy, as Roosters often are.” She took care not to mention that little Jago had developed the talent of flying or had been hauled away by Strikers to serve the Dragonlord. She waved a casual hand at the harbormaster’s station. “So, is that your father in there?”

Ji stopped chewing, startled. Slowly, she nodded.

“You know that gold pen of his?” Usagi pressed. “It’s so pretty. Do you know where he got it?”

Shaking her head, Ji backed away, eyes wide.

“No, wait!” Usagi hadn’t meant to alarm her, but the girl turned and ran back up the gangplank, disappearing onto the ship. She’d said too much. Spit and spleen. Usagi stood there a moment, cursing herself, then returned to her friends.

Nezu looked at her curiously. “What were you trying to do there?”

“I remember what it’s like to be hungry,” said Usagi with a sigh. “And I thought maybe she could tell me a little bit about the pen. But she ran away before saying anything.”

“Better to leave her alone,” Nezu advised. “The fewer people we speak to today, the better. We don’t need anyone recognizing us after we’ve lifted the pen.” He polished off the last of his rice ball and licked his fingers. “Spirits. I could’ve eaten five of those.” He tightened the leather belt at his waist. Decorated with silver, wood, and horn fittings, the Belt of Passage was a precious heirloom passed down from warrior to warrior in the Circle of the Twelve. That was, until the war had decimated their ranks and scattered their treasured artifacts around the kingdom. The belt had only recently been recovered, and the other Warrior Heirs had insisted that Nezu wear it on this mission, in case its powers were needed.

Tora stiffened. “The harbormaster’s leaving his station and dismissing the Guard. He must be off to the teahouse for midday meal. Should we try for the pen now?”

“Is it on him?” asked Usagi. From where she stood, more than two hundred paces away, she saw the harbormaster closing the doors to his shed but couldn’t see much more than that.

Narrowing her eyes, Tora nodded. “He’s sticking it in the back of his belt, just as he has for the last three days. He’s consistent, at least.”

“Perfect.” Nezu rubbed his hands and flashed a grin. “I think we’ve watched and waited long enough.”

He and Tora lifted their poles onto their shoulders, balancing their baskets of decoy parcels. They waited for Usagi to pick up her own baskets, then followed her off the pier. They hurried after the official with his tall winged hat. Usagi kept her eyes on the wide cloth belt where he’d stashed the pen. The harbormaster lumbered toward the main thoroughfare, where shops, teahouses, and taverns had sprung up to offer goods, food, and drink to the countless crews coming through Port Wingbow. All throughout the port were Guard patrols, swaggering in pairs, or small teams of armored men, crunching along streets paved in crushed shells.

“Okay, Rabbit Girl,” said Nezu. “You know what to do. Be quick before he gets too far away—there’ll only be more of the Dragonlord’s men around at the teahouse.”

Taking a deep breath, Usagi nodded. She could hear the harbormaster jingling a few coins in his hand. Several of the gold mon he’d gotten that morning, it sounded like. She was half-tempted to try for them, too, but shook off the impulse. They were here for one thing only.

Boldly, she trotted after the harbormaster. “Honorable sir? Your Excellency?”

The harbormaster’s belly bulged over his belt like a giant steamed bun. He frowned at her, his large jowls drooping. “Yes?”

Usagi held up a small drawstring sack. “Did you drop this, sir? I found it on the dock.” She shook it and it jingled. The harbormaster’s eyes grew keen and he stopped, giving her a fake smile.

“Why yes, I believe I did,” he said heartily. As he reached for it, he lurched forward and nearly fell onto Usagi. She threw her arms out to steady him, just as Tora piped up.

“Oh! My apologies! I didn’t see you, sir!”

Red-faced, the harbormaster turned. “Why don’t you watch where you’re going?” he bellowed. Usagi saw the glint of the pen poking out of his belt. Tora hadn’t managed to nab it when she bumped into him—she’d only dislodged it. Spit and spleen. Usagi was going to have to get it herself.

Nezu began alternately scolding Tora and apologizing to the harbormaster. Tora bowed her head, flicking a glance at Usagi.

Heart pounding, she reached for the pen. The harbormaster half turned, and she snatched her hand back. His long billowing sleeve flapped in Usagi’s face as he gestured in the direction of the docks. “I am the master here, and we do not suffer this kind of incompetence gladly!”

Tora dropped everything and got on her knees. “Please, sir! It was an accident!” She pressed her forehead to the ground at the harbormaster’s feet. Pawing at his robes, she began to wail. “Forgive me!”

“What are you doing? Don’t touch me!” He kicked and Tora ducked. The pen slid higher out of his belt, gleaming.

Now. With a swift movement, Usagi nicked the pen and shoved it into her tunic.

“Sir?” She jingled the small cloth sack. “You said this was yours, sir?”

He turned his attention back to Usagi and took the sack. “Yes, it’s mine,” he grunted. He glared at Tora and Nezu. “Get out of here, before I call the Guard on you.”

Taking up their loads, they thanked the harbormaster profusely and scurried away. Usagi bowed slightly and backed away. “Have a good day, sir.”

As she turned and walked rapidly after Tora and Nezu, she could hear the harbormaster impatiently tearing at the knots holding the sack closed. Nezu steered them down a busy side street. “Do you have it?”

With a grin, Usagi patted herself. “Right here.”

“Gods’ guts!” The harbormaster cursed behind them. “There’s no money in here!”

Usagi quickened her pace. “He just discovered the nails.”

“No running,” Nezu warned. “Just act normal.”

“My pen. Where’s my pen?! Oi!”

“And now he knows the Pen of Truth is gone,” said Usagi, clutching her tunic and hunching her shoulders.

Tora glanced back. “He’s coming this way.”

“Come back here! Guard! After those porters!”

Looking over her shoulder, Usagi saw the harbormaster with several Guard, pointing at them. “He’s sending the Guard after us.”

“This way,” said Tora. They ducked around a corner—and ran straight into a wall of tall, beefy armed men. It was a full squad of Guard.

“Flying fireballs,” groaned Nezu. “We’re trapped!”
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Escape From Feather Island

EIGHT SCOWLING GUARDS BLOCKED THE way, with more coming up to join them. They stared at Usagi and the others suspiciously. A few of them reached for their swords, while others swung their firecannon off their shoulders.

“Run!” said Nezu. Ditching their baskets, they took off at a sprint.

A shout went up. “After them!” An alarm bell began to ring insistently, answered by other bells across the port. The burst of clanging pierced Usagi’s eardrums. Dropping her walking stick, she doubled over, clapping her hands over her ears. Nezu and Tora stopped and grabbed her.

“Don’t worry about me!” Usagi shook them off.

“We’re not,” said Tora briskly. “But you’ve got the pen.”

Usagi laughed in spite of herself. They had the Pen of Truth at last! There was no way she was going to let the Guard catch her. Steeling herself against the clanging of the bells, she picked up her stick and sped off, leaving Tora and Nezu to scramble after her. The three of them raced through the streets, dodging everything and everyone crossing their path, as more Guards responded to the alarm and joined in the pursuit.

“I thought you said not to run,” she shouted as they dashed down a small lane away from three Guards.

Nezu flashed a grin. “Plans change.” He vaulted over a wheelbarrow pushed by a porter.

“Watch out!” cried Tora. An ox cart blocked their way as it trundled down the narrow lane. It was piled so high with crab cages, each crammed full of snapping, clicking crabs, that its cargo nearly grazed the shop signs hanging from the storefronts flanking the street.

Usagi didn’t even stop to think. With a bounding leap, she launched high into the air. As she sailed over the cart, she caught the astonished stare of a woman hanging nets to dry from a second-story window. “My stars! Zodiac powers,” the woman gasped. Usagi gave a little wave.

“A freakling!” shouted the pursuing Guards. “Alert the Dragonstrikers!”

Boils and blisters, Usagi swore silently. The Dragonstrikers were searching for the Twelve Treasures too. As the Dragonlord’s elite forces, they were far more skilled and fearsome than the Guard. And now Usagi had given herself away—she wasn’t supposed to be using her animal talents so openly, but she’d forgotten in the moment. Nezu was going to be furious.

Landing neatly in front of the ox cart, Usagi turned to see its driver standing beside his team of oxen, his mouth agape. She gave him a sheepish smile. The cart jostled a bit, and then Usagi heard howls of pain. “My nose!” bawled a Guard. “Get these crabs off me!”

Squeezing their way into slivers of space on either side of the cart, Tora and Nezu scuttled through and joined Usagi. “We set some of the crabs free to slow the Guards down,” said Tora, smirking. Her headwrap had gone missing, and her unruly dark locks had sprung free.

But Nezu’s usual grin was also missing. “Rabbit Girl, that was unwise.”

Usagi grimaced. “Plans change?” she offered.

He shook his head and hustled them out of the alley. They didn’t get very far before another group of Guard spotted them and gave chase. They tore through the streets, swerving around sailors and fishermen, winding about merchants and dockworkers, turning corners at the sight of a helmet or firecannon, veering around barking dogs and wagons pulled by plodding horses, till they were spit back out onto the harborfront.

Wildly, Usagi looked about. The Guard were coming from all directions—except for the docks ahead. “That way!” she shouted.

They careened down the main pier, dodging porters and stacks of cargo as the shouts of the Guard and the pounding of their boots neared.

“Now what?” panted Tora. “We can’t just jump into the water!”

Nezu reached for the belt at his waist. “Yes, we can.”

Usagi stopped him. “Wait—I hear something.” She looked around. A voice was calling from the end of the dock.

“Over here!” It was the harbormaster’s daughter, waving frantically from the deck of a ship. “You’ll be safe up here!”

Usagi started toward the ship. “There’s a place to hide!”

“With her?” Tora fretted. “Her father’s the one who’s after us.”

“I’ve got a good feeling,” Usagi said firmly, and ran up the gangplank.

With a sigh and a grunt, Tora and Nezu followed. The little girl looked at them with wide eyes. “This way,” she whispered, and scurried to the door of the hold. She held it open. “It’s empty—the crew won’t be loading till tonight.”

Usagi smiled at her and began to climb in. She looked up at the others, who stood unmoving on the deck. “What’s the problem?”

“She’s not going to lock us in, is she?” Tora demanded.

Nezu flashed a grin at Ji. “We appreciate the offer, but some of us aren’t comfortable in the dark.” Tora snorted and he elbowed her.

“You don’t have to go in there if you don’t want,” Ji said in a small voice, rubbing her dirt-smudged nose. “I can make the Guard go away.”

Crossing her arms, Tora hunkered down by a stack of barrels. “That sounds good to me.”

Exasperated, Usagi climbed back out. “The Guard are getting close. If I hear them set one foot on the gangplank, we’re going down into the hold.”

“Wait here,” said Ji. She went to the ship’s stern, which was tied in at the dock, and crouched below the railing so she couldn’t be seen.

Then Usagi started. Her own voice was coming from the direction of the pier—but she wasn’t talking. Nezu and Tora looked at her as if she’d sprouted another head—then Nezu’s voice answered, as if they were both somewhere down on the dock. Nezu put a hand to his throat, eyes wide.

“This way! Bring the pen!” called Tora’s voice. But Tora’s lips hadn’t moved. Usagi stared at her.

“Are you . . . ?”

Tora shook her head. “It’s not me!”

Nezu pointed. “It’s her!”

Out of sight of the Guards swarming on the docks, Ji was throwing her voice—or rather, the voices of Usagi, Tora, and Nezu—so that it sounded as if they were far from the ship. She cupped her hands around her mouth and imitated them, their three voices moving farther down the pier. Usagi listened with astonishment, watching tensely as the little girl called out an entire decoy conversation. “Quick, get off the pier! . . . The Guards think we’re on the ships! . . . To the Rat’s Run!”

“They’re headed for the bridge to the mainland, those little sneaks,” shouted a Guard, and the heavy footfalls stepped away from their ship. Usagi’s shoulders loosened as if a wire between them had been cut, and she breathed a sigh of relief. Ji peered out over the docks, watching for a long moment. Then she smiled.

She returned to their huddle, face aglow. “I told you I’d get rid of them.”

“You certainly did.” Usagi beamed at her, then introduced the little girl to the others. “Ji is born in the year of the Rooster.”

Nezu flashed a grin. “And what an animal talent that was! Thank you for getting the Guard off our tail.”

“I’ve met Rooster younglings with powers, but I’ve never seen that,” marveled Tora. “Have you been doing it long?”

“My rooster crow?” asked the little girl. She pinched her bottom lip, thinking. “Since last year, I guess. It started in the summer. I was making seagull sounds at first. It’s lots more fun trying to sound like other people.”

“Does your father know you can do that?” asked Usagi.

Ji shook her head. “If he did, he’d hand me over to the Dragonstrikers for coin. I’ve seen him sell off other younglings.” She glanced around. “He also doesn’t know that I can do this.” Furrowing her brow, she snapped her fingers, and a flame appeared between them.

“Spirits!” said Nezu. “You’re a Fire Rooster!”

The little girl snapped her fingers again, and the flame disappeared. “I guess so. I can’t do anything more than that, though—nothing like the way you caught that fish.” She smiled shyly at Nezu.

He nudged Tora with his elbow. “Talented and observant.”

“If you practice, I’m sure your gift of fire will grow,” Usagi told Ji. The sight of her conjuring fire struck Usagi with longing. Uma had been so proud of her elemental gift. Usagi thought of her face, alight in the glow of a flame in her hands, then straightened and pushed the memory away. Her sister was lost to her now.

A black-tailed seagull flew to the railing and nuzzled Ji’s ear. “Say hi, Nabi,” Ji cooed, stroking its feathers. A second gull circled over their heads before swooping down and landing on Ji’s shoulder. “Neko, are you jealous?” she teased. The two birds had wingspans that dwarfed Ji’s scrawny frame, but she giggled as they preened her hair with their long beaks. She turned back to Usagi and her friends. “It’s nice to be around others who aren’t afraid of zodiac powers.”

“That’s because we know there’s nothing to be afraid of,” said Tora briskly. Shading her eyes, she squinted up at the sun, which was well past its midday peak. “It’s the hour of the Ram. We’d better get out of here while the Guards are off our trail.”

“Except now they’re swarming all around Rat’s Run,” said Usagi. “How are we to get off Feather Island and back to the mainland if they’ve got the bridge surrounded?”

“We’ll just wait until dark and sneak over,” Tora said.

Nezu grinned. “Why do that when we have a bridge of our own?”

Usagi regarded the belt Nezu wore. “I don’t think the Belt of Passage can bridge a gap that wide.” On her first mission as the Rabbit Heir, she’d gone to track down the lost Treasure with Nezu and Inu, the Dog Heir. They’d found it in a remote valley, in the form of a small footbridge that spanned a deep ravine. It had been hidden there by Horse Warrior Mori the Seventh, the very last Warrior to wear the belt. The bridge had silver-capped posts and a wooden deck bound with leather and trimmed with horn inlay. When they’d located the buckle underneath and unhooked it, the bridge had transformed into a belt. It had been wondrous to behold.

Groves of trees lined the ravine the belt had bridged, so Usagi had laid her hands on one particularly large banyan tree and coaxed it into stretching its tangled, thick roots across the gap, weaving them together until a living bridge had formed. “Spirits,” Nezu had said, impressed. “Now the local villagers can still get to their hunting grounds, and we can return the Treasure to its rightful place. That’s the best work with your wood gift yet!”

“You mean second-best,” Inu had corrected. “Or have you forgotten how she freed us from an underground prison in the Dragonlord’s compound?”

Usagi had gotten to wear the Belt of Passage all the way back home to Mount Jade.

Looking at the belt now, she thought of the ravine where they’d found it, and shook her head. “The bridge to the mainland is a hundred times longer than the one in Godsbridge Valley. There’s too much water between Feather Island and the rest of Midaga.”

Nezu shrugged and winked. “Good thing it’s more than just a bridge, then.” He removed the belt at his waist and tossed it over the side of the ship. Usagi gave a startled shriek. Tora quirked an eyebrow at her.

“My heart stops when he throws it away like that,” Usagi confessed.

With a chuckle, Nezu glanced into the water. “Don’t worry. It’s not going anywhere yet. Look!”

They all peered over the side of the boat, Ji on tiptoe. The belt floated on the surface of the sea for a few moments, then began to expand, rippling and twisting as if it were a dried sponge soaking up water. Within seconds it had transformed into a long, low boat. At its stern was a wooden horse head with a flowing mane, flared nostrils, and teeth bared in a warning scream.

“Now that’s a sea horse!” said Nezu with satisfaction. He flashed a grin at Ji. “Thank you, Rooster Girl, for your help.” He threw a leg over the railing, preparing to jump down into the boat. “I’ll go first, and Usagi, you help Tora.”

The little girl tugged at his sleeve. “Wait! Could I go with you?”

The Rat Heir paused. “You don’t even know where we’re going.”

“Anywhere would be better than here,” Ji said. She twisted the hem of her tunic with dirty, calloused fingers, her eyes wide and pleading.

“Won’t your father miss you?” asked Usagi.

“And send Guard after you?” added Tora. Her hand strayed to the slashing scars that covered one arm, tokens from an old encounter with the Guard.

Ji’s gaze dropped to her feet. Rubbing her nose, she left more smudges of dirt on her face. “He’s not really my father—he just took me in when I was little. He always says I should be more grateful. But he doesn’t much care for me. All he cares about is how much work I can do and how much money he can get.”

Nezu pulled at the whiskers on his upper lip, thinking. “She’s too green to come all the way to the shrine with us, but we could take her to stay with Yunja.”

“There’re already some younglings with him,” Usagi agreed. “He won’t mind another.”

Tora frowned. “The harbormaster knows we’ve taken the pen from him. If we take his daughter too . . .”

The little girl squared her shoulders. “I’m not his daughter—and you wouldn’t be taking me. I’d be going with you.”

Nezu grinned. “Well then, come along. We know a place where you won’t have to hide your powers.”

“Oh, thank you!” Ji clapped her hands. Nezu extended his arm and pulled her up beside him.

“We’ll jump into that boat together,” he said. “Ready?”

After they leaped off the ship, Usagi helped Tora onto the railing and linked arms with her, their walking sticks in hand.

“Shall I count to three?” Usagi joked.

Tora shook her head. “I don’t know about this,” she muttered.

“Don’t worry. I’ll leap for the both of us,” Usagi reassured her.

Tora waved an impatient hand. “I don’t mean jumping. I mean bringing along a youngling—especially one who’s part of the harbormaster’s household.”

“You’ve seen how he treats her,” said Usagi. “We can’t leave her here.”

With a reluctant sigh, Tora nodded. “You’re the Heirs. You know best.”

Usagi squeezed Tora’s arm. “Ready?”

They leaped off the ship’s railing, straight into the narrow longboat bobbing on the sea. Nezu had settled Ji in the stern, right by the screaming horse head, and sat himself at the other end. There were wooden paddles lying in the bottom of the boat, tethered with thin strips of leather. Usagi put down her stick and reached for a paddle, as did Tora.

“Hold on,” called Nezu from the bow. “I don’t think you’ll need to use them.” Sticking a paddle in the water, he wiggled it gently, frowning in concentration. Before Usagi or Tora could even get their paddles wet, the boat began to move. Water foamed up and a small wave pushed them along, away from the docks and into the open water of the harbor. Usagi gave a small whoop. What a blessing to have his water gift!

Nezu steered the boat with the paddle and used his powers to churn the wave at their back. The cold salty sting of sea spray lashed their faces as they gathered speed.

Skittering over a wake, the boat went airborne for a brief moment before landing back with a splash, and Ji’s startled squeal dissolved into delighted giggles. Her two seagull friends dipped and swooped in the air, skimming alongside them. The afternoon sun bounced off the surface of the sea, sunlight scattering into diamonds on the water. Usagi tilted her face toward its warmth and basked in the glow of their success. They’d recovered another Treasure, and she’d been the one to nab it. On top of which they’d found another youngling with talents and were saving her from being sold into the Dragonlord’s forces. Gods be good, another mission would soon be complete.

They moved out of the harbor and around the tiny island to the narrow strait that separated it from the rest of Midaga. A wooden bridge, more than a thousand paces long and wide enough for three ox carts, ran across the shallow water, connecting Feather Island and its port to the mainland. They’d crossed Rat’s Run on foot last week dressed as porters.

“The Guard have set up three checkpoints on that bridge,” Tora said, pointing.

Squinting into the distance, Usagi thought she saw movement on the span, but the people were as small as ants. “Glad we’re not anywhere close.” She swiveled back to warn Nezu. “Definitely keep your distance from Rat’s Run—Tora says it’s overrun with Guard.”

Nezu made a curt nod, his brow furrowed with the effort of controlling the water around their small craft. Usagi bit her lip as she turned to face the mainland. Keeping away from the bridge meant that they were taking a longer route back. He was going to be tired when they landed.

But the sun hadn’t moved too far by the time they neared the Midagian coast, only just entering the hour of the Monkey. As the wave they were riding ebbed, the longboat slowed. Nezu steered toward a small cove that Tora pointed out, with a shallow beach that would make it easy for them to disembark. With a final grunt, Nezu made the water surge, pushing them well up onto the sand. The two seagulls circled overhead, wheeling and diving, making a show in the sky to go along with their mewling cries. Ji watched and laughed, clapping her hands.

After they hopped out onto dry land, the boat began to shrink, the head of the sea horse rearing as if it were neighing one last time before melting away. As it transformed back to its original state, Usagi looked up at the bluffs surrounding them. Plenty of footholds and potential pathways crossed the craggy rock. It would be a bit of a climb, but from here they could get to the Ring Road, which was the main thoroughfare that encircled the island, and into the wilderness beyond.

Nezu scooped the belt up and fastened it back around his waist. “Spirits, I love this thing. It almost makes up for losing the Bowl of Plenty.”

Click-clack. Click-clack.

Usagi stiffened at a noise in the distance. “Oh no.”

“You hear something?” asked Tora. “What is it?”

It was the telltale clatter of the special armor worn by the Dragonlord’s elite strike force. Formed from shiny dark plates of lacquered leather, it made them look like giant bugs. The clacking sound twisted Usagi’s stomach into knots. “Roaches,” she whispered. “Hide!”
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Fighting the Wind

OVER THE CRASH OF WAVES on the shore, Usagi could hear a troop of the Dragonlord’s most feared forces nearing the cove.

“Dragonstrikers are on the march,” she said. Frantically Usagi secured the Pen of Truth, tucking it snugly beneath her wide cloth sash. The last thing they needed was for Strikers to see that they had one of the Treasures, let alone two. “Sounds like they’ll be here any minute.”

They looked around the sunwashed beach surrounded by rocky bluffs. There was nary a tree, bush, or boulder to hide them on this curved strip of sand. The only way out of the cove seemed to be by sea or climbing up the steep bluffs.

“We’re dead fish standing in this spot. We need to get out of view at least,” Tora said, and headed to the bluffs with Ji in tow. Usagi and Nezu hurried after them, and they pressed themselves against the rock face.

Nezu gave a wry chuckle. “This isn’t much of a hiding place, Tiger Girl.”

“I know,” snapped Tora. “But I don’t have any better ideas. Do you?”

Usagi gazed up at the cliff edge. “They might miss us if they don’t look down.” She stole a glance at Nezu. His tanned face was gray with fatigue. Steering the boat through the waves had been a tremendous effort. “Water Rat, are you okay?”

He flashed a weak smile. “As long as the Strikers march on by, I’ll be just fine.”

Tora groaned. “Too late. The roaches are here—and they’re staring right at us.”

Dragonstrikers had appeared on the bluffs. Nearly a dozen stood at attention, clad in elaborate suits of scaly black armor. Their horned helmets gleamed in the afternoon sun. Usagi tried to see if a familiar figure was among them, but it was hard to tell—especially with their helmets pulled low over their foreheads.

“You were right about the unusual seagull activity, Striker Teo.” Usagi heard the one with the largest set of horns grunt in approval as he pointed to Ji’s two seagulls flying in wild patterns above the cove. “Well spotted. Go down there with Striker Mayan and interrogate those porters. Find out if they’re connected to the bandits with powers that we’re looking for.”

“I can hear the commander,” she reported. “It’s definitely not Tupa.”

Tupa—the former Ram Heir—was an imposing young man Usagi had once regarded as a big brother. He had betrayed them and become the head of the Dragonstrikers, and he was the Dragonlord’s chief aide.

“Thank the gods for small favors,” said Tora. “Tupa would recognize us immediately. What are they saying up there?”

Two Strikers saluted and began making their way down the bluffs. Usagi tightened her grip on her walking stick. “They saw Ji’s birds and came to investigate. They’re looking for bandits with powers—but for now they think we’re porters. Their commander is sending those two roaches down to check us out.”

Nezu stepped forward. “Good,” he said. “We can talk ourselves out of this.” He waved. “Ah, hello!” he called. “Can you tell us which way is the Ring Road? We’ve taken a bit of a wrong turn!”

“He’s lying,” Usagi heard one roach say to the other. “See the marks on the beach? They came by some sort of boat.”

“Yes, but where is it?”

Usagi poked Nezu. “They see our tracks coming from the water—they already know you’re lying.”

“Spitting spirits.” Nezu swore softly. He put a hand on the top of his walking stick, ready to draw out the blade hidden within. “We may have to go back the way we came.”

“How?” asked Tora tersely. “You’re not suggesting that we use the Belt of Passage in front of them?”

Nezu looked back at her, his expression grim. “We might not have a choice.”

Feeling small fingers clutch at her arm, Usagi glanced down to see Ji trembling, her troubled gaze on the wheeling seagulls. She grabbed the little girl’s hand and squeezed. “It’s not your fault. Just stay close, okay?” They edged toward the sandy beach, taking slow steps back.

The Strikers drew closer, firecannon in hand. “Halt!” ordered one. “Don’t move. Show us your travel papers.”

With a shrug, Nezu handed over a set of forged papers. “Is there a problem?”

Usagi and Tora exchanged glances. How were they going to get out of this? Usagi couldn’t see how they could leave the cove without getting into some sort of fight.

Looking over the documents, the Strikers frowned. “Wait here,” said one, and climbed back up to his commander. The other roach, a young woman, stared at them from under the brim of her helmet, with hazel eyes that looked almost green. Usagi was reminded of the Tigress. Her teacher. May her spirit rest. Was this Striker one of those with zodiac powers? She prayed to the gods that they wouldn’t find out. Nezu kept up a steady commentary with the remaining Striker, sounding friendly and unconcerned.

“Everyone said we just had to follow the Ring Road to get to Feather Island, so we didn’t expect to get lost! A map would have helped, but our masters never gave us one, since the only port for ages and ages was Port Wingbow. By the gods, it was never easy reaching the Bantam Islands—I should have asked for a map. Oh, they’re going to be so angry we’re late . . .”

As he prattled on, he gestured behind him, signaling to Usagi and the others to move back. Slowly, they shuffled a few steps. The Striker narrowed her eyes and raised her firecannon. “We said halt. Don’t go any farther.”

“Sorry,” said Nezu. “We’re just trying to keep away from the bluffs. So many of you standing up there—it’s dangerous! What if someone slipped and fell? What if a rock was kicked loose? Someone could get hurt . . .”

“Ow!” exclaimed Tora. She crouched and grabbed her foot. “I stepped on something! I think I cut myself!”

Nezu broke off his stream of chatter. “Spirits save us! Are you okay?” He huddled with Usagi and Ji around Tora.

“I see blood!” Tora wailed. With a glint of her snaggleteeth, she whispered, “Get ready to run for the water. Nezu, can you lure the Striker over here?”

He smoothed his whiskers and gave a tiny nod. Then he turned and addressed the Striker. “Excuse me, you wouldn’t happen to have any bandages on you? As a warrior I expect you might know something about injuries. Could you take a look at my friend’s foot?” Tora began to keen.

The roach scowled. Lowering her firearm, she walked up and peered at Tora’s foot. “What’s the problem?”

Tora threw a handful of sand in the Striker’s face and kicked the muzzle of the firecannon away. An errant shot blasted into the air. Tora leaped at the Striker and wrenched the weapon from her hands. “Now!” she shouted.

They whirled and ran as the Striker clawed at her eyes and shrieked.

A shout went up. Usagi glanced back to see the rest of the Strikers launching themselves straight off the bluffs. They landed easily, as if the jump from the heights was nothing, and barreled after them.

Boils and blisters. “Those Strikers all have zodiac powers!” Usagi cried. “Watch out!”

They dashed for the sea, racing across the sand. Nezu fumbled for the Belt of Passage and was nearly to the surf when a gust of wind walloped them like an enormous invisible fist, knocking them all to the ground.

Scrambling back up, they made again for the water—and another blast of air hit them. Usagi screamed as it lifted them off their feet and tossed them farther from the waves. Landing with a violent thud in the sand, she groaned and looked behind them. The Striker commander stood on the bluffs alone, holding something in his hand. He raised it above his head.

“What is that?” Usagi cried.

“It’s a fan,” said Tora. “A folding fan of wood and metal.” Her eyes narrowed. “It has twelve spokes and there’s a swirling gold circle painted on it.”

“That’s no ordinary fan,” said Nezu, looking stricken.

Usagi’s heart sank. “It’s not . . .”

Nezu nodded. “They’ve got the Winds of Infinity.”

“No!” gasped Tora. “They found another one of the Treasures?”

The commander flicked the fan, and a whirling wind drew a cloud of sand into the sky. It bore down on them like a storm and whipped into their faces, the sand stinging like a swarm of bees. As the others threw their arms up and hunched over, Usagi yanked her headwrap off and tied it around her nose and mouth. She helped Ji do the
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