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Earth

“Within every branch of the zodiac resides the Earth element, for out of it everything is born.”

—Book of Elements, from The Way of the Twelve





Chapter 1

Rice Run

USAGI CROUCHED IN THE DIRT, praying to the gods that the falling dusk would hide her from the Guard. She pulled some fern fronds from the forest floor and stuck them in her dark braids, then crept closer with her foraging sack to the edge of the rice fields. Tall bundles of harvested rice stalks had been left there to dry in the late summer heat, dotting the landscape like a regiment of the Dragonlord’s troops. Her mouth watered at the thought of a steaming bowl of rice. Hardly anyone got to eat rice these days. Most of what was grown in their island’s rich soil was sent to the neighboring empires that had invaded Midaga. The rest went to the Dragonlord and his Guard. 

Her stomach growled and she pressed a hand to her hollow belly, trying in vain to silence it. It had been days since she’d had a decent meal. On the other side of the fields was her friend Tora, whose vision remained sharp even in the dark, as befitting a youngling born in the year of the Tiger. The Guard always marched the workers back to the town of Goldentusk at day’s end. When the quilt of rice fields was clear, Tora would give the signal.

In the fading light of the hour of the Dog, the workers gathered under the watchful eye of the Guard, who roughly inspected the sleeves of the workers’ tunics and made them remove their broad straw hats to make sure not a single grain left the fields. Usagi shifted impatiently, hiking up her long, patched skirt to stretch out a leg at a time. The last thing she needed was for her limbs to fall asleep right before a rice run. Her little sister, Uma, was waiting with Tora on the other side of the fields, ready to take whatever Usagi could grab and run it to safety, fast as a horse. Usagi’s job now was to make use of her own zodiac powers and listen, her hearing sharp as a rabbit’s.

Beyond the buzzing drone of the cicadas and the rustling creak of the forest canopy, Usagi could hear the distant footsteps of the night watch marching from town toward the fields. She caught the squeal of the pigs in the town sties, and the rattle of wheels in the dusty streets. Farther still was the sigh of waves crashing onto shore, the sea barely a dozen miles away. If she filtered out those sounds, reeling in her focus, Usagi’s sensitive ears could detect the fluttering heartbeat of the squirrel perched on the branch above her, hear the plop of a wood frog in the irrigation ditches, listen to the tapping legs and gnashing jaws of the shiny black beetle crawling at her feet. The beetle’s dark shell reminded her of the armor worn by the Dragonlord’s elite force, the Strikers. Rumor was they hauled younglings with zodiac powers away, by special order of the Dragonlord himself, and punished them horribly—torturing some to the point of death. They’d caught so many that she, her sister, and Tora were the only ones left around here.

Twee hee, hoo hoo.

Usagi stiffened at Tora’s birdcall. It was time. She tilted her head in the direction of the fields, listening, and heard quiet. Tora was right, the workers and the day Guard had left. There would only be a brief moment where the fields would be clear, the Guard’s night squadron not yet fully dispersed around the borders. She cupped her hands around her mouth and replied. Twee hee, hoo hoo hoo.

She straightened and backed up a few steps into the forest, rubbing at the tiny wooden rabbit she wore around her neck for luck. Squinting at a stack of drying rice in the middle of the field, Usagi took a few skipping steps before launching herself at the pile of rice bundles. The ground fell away as she soared into the air past the treetops, catching a glimpse of the setting sun as it slid toward the horizon in a pink-tinged sky. Usagi’s laugh slipped out in the summer dusk. She’d leaped like this countless times, and it still felt like a miracle. 

“There she is!” Uma’s excited whisper carried across the fields.

“Yes, I see her,” came Tora’s reply.

Usagi tore her gaze from the sunset. She still had to land, which was tricky. Focusing on a spot near the rice stack, she reached out a tentative toe and held her breath, steeling herself as the earth rushed up to meet her. With a jolt, Usagi hit the ground, crumpling into a heap like a rag doll. “Oof.”

“Awww.” Both Tora and Uma let out groans of disappointment.

“Thanks a lot,” Usagi muttered, though she knew they couldn’t hear her in return. Grimacing, she rolled to her hands and knees. It wasn’t her fault that she hadn’t yet mastered all her animal talents. Back when Midaga was still protected by the Twelve, those with such talents were honored and celebrated. She would have gone to one of their schools as soon as her rabbit leaping had presented itself. She’d have been trained. Her mother might even have been one of her teachers. But that was five years ago, before the war, when Usagi was seven. Her hearing had just begun to change when the island was shaken by an earthquake, beset by tidal waves, and invaded soon after. Though the Warriors of the Zodiac had shielded Midaga from outsiders for centuries, a warlord known as the Blue Dragon and his troops breached their forces and those of the king’s court in the space of a few weeks. And now the Blue Dragon sat on King Ogana’s throne (may his spirit rest), calling himself Dragonlord.

Usagi’s ears pricked. The night watch was getting closer—no farther than a hundred paces away from entering the fields. She needed to get out fast. She grabbed a bundle of rice from the drying stack, still warm and scented of the sun, the long golden heads of grain dangling from their stalks like so many bead necklaces. Stuffing the bundle into her foraging sack, she dashed toward the trees on the other side of the fields, where she could hear Uma and Tora urging her on. It’d be safer to make a run for it instead of trying to leap again, for she couldn’t see where she’d be landing, and one bad crash was enough for the day. Passing the last stack of rice at the edge of the fields, Usagi couldn’t resist snatching up another bundle. Who knew when they’d get another chance at this harvest?

But the straw binding around the stalks tore open, and the heavy bundle scattered to the ground in a cascade of grassy stems and rattling rice husks. “Spit and spleen!” Usagi swore. Hurriedly she picked at the fallen stalks, jamming them into her burlap bag as quickly as her shaking fingers would allow. If she left the scattered rice behind, the Guard would know that someone was stealing—and an alarm would be raised. Security around the rice fields would be tightened with increased patrols, and then they’d never be able to get rice again—even with all their zodiac powers between them.

The marching footsteps of the approaching Guard grew louder. Two dozen of them, from the sounds of it. She glanced up to see their torches glimmering in the twilight at the far end of the fields. Just a few more handfuls and she’d get it all.

“What are you doing?” hissed Tora. Her friend stalked out of the shadows, sleek and lithe as a cat, her amber eyes glinting. Crouching beside Usagi, she swept up the remaining rice stalks and dumped them, dirt and all, into the bag. She grabbed Usagi firmly by the arm and together they ran for the trees, where Uma stood waiting, hopping from foot to foot, her wide-set eyes anxious in her thin face.

Tora thrust the bag at Uma. “Go. We’ll meet you at the turtleback.” With a nod, Uma took off like a shot, her dark hair streaming behind her as she disappeared into the forest. Usagi’s sister was not quite yet nine, but she could run circles around Usagi, who was a fast runner herself. Even Tora, who at thirteen was a year older than Usagi and often acted like she’d seen everything already, was impressed when Uma first began to run as fast as a galloping horse. Uma now could run so quickly that if you tried to keep eyes on her, she’d be but a blur. 

“That was close,” Tora muttered, unconsciously rubbing the scars on her arm, slashed across her tawny skin in pale stripes. She shook her head as they moved deeper into the forest. “What were you thinking?”

Shamefaced, Usagi glanced back at the fields, filling with the bobbing light of torches. “I figured I was already there and had room in my bag. Just in case we couldn’t do another rice run.”

“You didn’t need to risk it. There’s going to be a third planting,” Tora told her, frowning. “The Empire’s rice grows so much faster than Midagian rice. We’d have another chance at a run.” She softened and pulled the fern fronds from Usagi’s hair, sticking one in her own unruly locks. “Look, I’m glad we got that extra rice, but that bag’s twice as heavy now. Let’s make sure Uma got to the grave safely.”

They broke into a jog, weaving around moss-covered trees and stands of bamboo, their worn rope slippers hushed on the leaf-strewn earth. With the help of Tora’s sharp vision in the deepening gloom, they ducked under low-hanging branches, steered past prickly shrubs, and hopped over wayward roots and fallen logs. It was near dark by the time they made their way to the turtleback hill deep in the heart of the forest.

Rising almost to the treetops, the hill was a mass grave where more than a quarter of the township was said to be buried. After the Blue Dragon destroyed the Twelve, the invaders had rounded up every soul they could find with animal talents and elemental gifts. Few people nowadays went near the giant mound, and even the Guard avoided it on their patrols, as though the grave of those with zodiac powers frightened them. Maybe the Guard thought that the ghosts of their victims, with all their powers intact, would come back to punish them.

If only.

For Usagi, it was a place of comfort, for her parents were buried in that grassy knoll. She whispered a silent greeting to them as she ran up the slope, and sighed with relief to see Uma. Her sister was waiting at a craggy knot of rocks that she and Tora had arranged around a small hollow. It was there that they hid their stash of rice. They’d begun braving the fields last year when Uma started displaying her talent for incredible speed, and it still worried Usagi to let her sister do something so dangerous. But Uma was perched happily on the largest stone with a handful of mustard flowers, chewing on the stem of one and weaving the rest into a crown.

“What took you two so long?” Uma’s thin cheeks were flushed from her run, and her long hair had become a tangled mess.

Tora collapsed onto a rock beside her with a mock groan. “It’s not us. You’re just getting faster and faster.”

Uma beamed. “Fast enough to become the Horse Warrior?”

“You’d have to be the Heir to the Horse Warrior first,” Usagi snorted. Before the Twelve’s demise, a few younglings were chosen to compete for the honor of becoming an Heir and apprentice to a Warrior. They were always excellent students from one of the schools, often with multiple powers or the rare combination of both animal talents and elemental gifts. Her sister would have been a good Heir, what with her incredible speed and her abilities with fire. But such a competition only happened when a Warrior died or stepped down, and the new Warrior needed to find an Heir of their own. With no Warriors left, there were no Heirs either. Usagi pulled a comb wrapped in tattered silk from the folds of her belt. “Here, Horse Girl. I’ll fix your mane.” 

She unwrapped the wooden comb carefully. It was the only thing of her father’s she’d managed to keep, besides the little charm around her neck. She’d had to trade the rest of his fine carvings and his woodworker’s tools for food and clothing. Just before the invaders had come sweeping through Goldentusk, her father had given her the intricately carved comb. “No matter what happens to me or your mother, you must look after Uma,” he’d told her, looking unusually serious. “She’s only three and you’re a big girl of seven. Right?” He gave her an encouraging smile, but it was crooked and his eyes were red. “And whatever you do, keep this comb close. It’s very special—full of great magic from Mount Jade. I can’t tell you much more, but it’s not to be played with. Don’t drop it, for that will unleash its powers, and don’t ever let it out of your sight. Can you promise me that, my rabbit?” He’d made her swear on the Twelve. Back when there was a Twelve.

With a sigh, she traced the circle of zodiac animals on the handle. As the moon brightened in the sky and fireflies began to wink their greenish glow in the warm evening air, Usagi ran the smooth, wooden teeth through her sister’s tangled mane. “Sorry,” she soothed as Uma yelped and grumbled. She tied her sister’s hair into a neat tail and crowned her with the wreath of mustard flowers. “There you go.” Her stomach rumbled again and she peered into the hollow. “Any chance we can taste a bit of this rice? I’m starving.”

Tora swatted her lightly. “We need every bit for trade.”

“But I got us an extra bundle,” Usagi pointed out.

“Winter will be here before we know it, and we’ll need warm clothes that aren’t falling apart,” Tora replied. “And your shoes are a mess.”

Usagi wiggled her toes, tied snugly in loops of fraying rope. Her straw sandals were barely holding together, it was true. They all needed new shoes, especially Uma, who was wearing through her slippers in a matter of days, not months. Even the hand-me-downs her sister wore were more patch than whole cloth. She glanced down at Uma and smiled. “I’ll just eat your flowers then.”

Giggling, Uma thrust a mustard blossom at her, and Usagi bit off the frilly yellow bloom. “Mmm, peppery.” It would take a lot more to quell her hunger. If only her sister had thought to pluck the more substantial leaves.

Tora pulled out a small sack and shook it. “There wasn’t anything in the traps today, but I did find us a few beetles and grub worms.”

“I’ll get us a fire going and we’ll toast them!” Clapping her hands, Uma jumped up.

Usagi stopped her. “Is that such a good idea? It’s already dark. What if the Guard see the flames?” It was challenge enough to keep their zodiac powers under wraps, but a fire was especially hard to hide, even in the depths of the forest. It had only been since the start of summer that her sister had begun to display special abilities with fire. She was still exploring what she could do with her fire gift, which made Usagi nervous.

“Maybe I can get it started faster this time,” Uma protested. “I’ll keep it tiny—just enough to roast the grubs. They’ll taste so much better.”

Tora opened the sack. “It won’t take long—there’s not a whole lot. I’ll try to catch us a frog later.”

Biting her lip, Usagi listened hard, searching for the marching footsteps of a patrol nearby. In the distance, she could hear the sounds of the workers’ convoy shuffling back to town, punctuated by an occasional swear by a Guard and the crack of a whip. In the forest around them, though, it was quiet. She relented. “Okay, but make sure it’s not too big.”

“I’ll try.” Uma began to rub her hands, softly at first, then faster, her wide brown eyes narrowing in concentration till they were nearly shut. At last a small flame sprang up between Uma’s palms, and she cradled it as painlessly as if it were one of the mustard blossoms. “I did it!” she crowed, her face alight in the glow. “Here, give me the bugs.”

Tora emptied the sack into Uma’s cupped hands, where the grubs and beetles quickly roasted with a sizzle and a pop in the dancing flame.

“Do you remember how to put it out?” Usagi asked her sister.

“Of course!” Uma pulled her hands apart over a large rock, letting the roasted bugs fall to the rough surface, and shook her hands as if she were trying to dry them. The flame disappeared, sparks flying everywhere as Usagi and Tora ducked.

“Make sure you never do that around any kindling.” Tora chuckled. She bent and scooped up the scattered grubs and beetles, popping one into her mouth as she divided them into equal portions. “Well done, Fire Horse.”

Sitting on the grassy slope of the hill grave, Uma crunched on her beetles, and Usagi did the same. There was a time when they had meals that looked like feasts to her now, with plenty of rice alongside the savory dishes her mother would make. Back then, the mere sight of a bug disgusted them, and Uma would wail while Usagi flapped her hands and squealed for their father to crush it and sweep it out of sight. But now grubs and beetles were precious morsels. Roasted, they were warm and nutty-tasting, and softened the empty ache in their bellies. They’d more than once fought over them. “Mama and Papa would be proud,” Usagi told her sister. “You’d be a star pupil at the School of the Twelve for sure.”

“As good as Mori, the second Horse Warrior?” Uma asked. “He was born under the sign of the Fire Horse too.”

Usagi raised an eyebrow. “Mori was the model Heir to all Warrior Heirs. Don’t get full of yourself!” She tweaked the crown of flowers on her sister’s head. Ever since they’d lost their parents, Usagi had dutifully recounted the stories her mother had told her about the Warriors of the Zodiac. She would huddle together with Uma and Tora and tell them like dream tales before they all fell asleep. In those moments, they would forget that they were hiding in the forest, hunted for their powers, with no family left to protect them.

Screams and shouts erupted in the distance. Usagi stiffened at the high-pitched cries. “Do you hear that?”

“All I hear are cicadas,” Uma piped up.

“Gods, those bugs never stop,” Tora said, annoyed. “We should collect a few for dinner.” She paused and looked more closely at Usagi. “What is it?”

“Something’s happening by the rice fields.”

A loud bang cracked the evening air, echoing through the trees. “I heard that,” Uma gasped. “A firecannon!” She trotted down the hill.

“Where do you think you’re going?” Usagi scrambled to her feet. “Uma, get back here!”

“I’m just taking a quick look,” Uma called over her shoulder. “I’ll be back before you can blink!” Her spindly legs kicked into a run and she darted into the trees.

“Uma, no!” Usagi called.

But her voice only echoed in the darkness. Her sister was gone.





Chapter 2

Three Masked Bandits

UMA VANISHED. FEAR COURSED THROUGH Usagi as she ran after her sister through the forest, Tora hard on her heels.

“That girl,” Tora panted. “Tell her she’s got talent enough to be a Warrior and she loses all sense.”

Usagi couldn’t answer. Panic squeezed her throat. She heard angry shouts and the clang of metal. Whatever was happening in the rice fields, it didn’t sound like something to be running toward. She stumbled over an exposed root, but Tora caught her. Hand in hand, they raced through the trees, moonlight splashing silver patches on the forest floor. Usagi followed the quick patter of her sister’s feet, which led them to the edge of the forest overlooking the flat expanse of the fields. With the help of Tora’s tiger vision, they found Uma in the shadows, crouched behind a boulder. They knelt beside her, and before Usagi could start scolding, Uma pointed to the torchlit fields. “Look!”

Three figures, dressed all in black, were fighting with the Guard. Their faces were covered so that only their eyes could be seen, and they weren’t wearing any armor. The Guard outnumbered them four-to-one, their curved swords gleaming as they surrounded the masked figures. Usagi stared, astonished. The masked ones didn’t have swords—no one but the Dragonlord’s men were permitted to carry weapons—but two were keeping their foes at bay with a wooden flail used for threshing and a pair of harvesting sickles. If they were field workers, they were either supremely foolhardy or incredibly brave.

The figure with the wooden flail whipped it about so the sentries couldn’t find an opening to attack. One who tried was clipped in the face and jerked away with a yell. Another Guard thrust his sword at the figure with the harvesting sickles, who hooked the blade aside with one sickle and slashed at the Guard’s arm with the other, forcing him to drop his sword, howling. The third figure threw something that flashed in the moonlight and made a tiny whistling sound. It struck a charging Guard, who stopped short and collapsed as if he’d run into a wall.

Usagi gasped. “What was that?” How were these masked men overcoming the Guard, with nothing but their simple tools? She felt like she was watching a dream tale come to life—the underdog heroes defeating a powerful enemy. The masked figure threw again. With a whistle and a thud, another Guard fell with a moan.

“Blades,” Tora hissed. “They look like little metal stars—dipped in some sort of potion.”

Uma pulled on Usagi’s sleeve. “Over there—the Guards with firecannon are down.” From the far end of the field, where the men lay, came the buzzing sound of snoring.

“A sleeping potion?” Usagi wondered.

A roar erupted from three Guards as they raised their swords and attacked the masked man holding the wooden thresher. The figure waited, still and silent. When the Guards were as close as a whisker, he ducked into a somersault, jumped up behind them, and swung the flail hard. Their helmets rang like a set of temple bells. Usagi clapped her hands over her ears.

“Nicely done,” Tora murmured. The Guards swayed, then toppled like felled trees. Uma gave a delighted giggle. Usagi herself couldn’t help but grin. 

Transfixed, they watched as one by one the night watch was knocked out, the three masked figures moving almost in unison, ducking and blocking every attack with hard kicks and sudden blows. The number of assailing Guard shrank as the figures in black fought, until they were the only ones left standing.

“They did it!” Uma whispered excitedly.

“Every single Guard is down,” Usagi marveled. It was incredible. She’d never seen anyone dare to challenge the Guard, let alone fight them and win. Who were these people?

The masked trio pulled out empty sacks big enough to fit a grown man and began stuffing them with bundles of rice.

“Bandits,” Tora observed. “They’re getting enough rice to feed a whole town.”

Usagi let out a low whistle. “That could fetch a lot of shoes.”

“Or gold,” said Tora.

They watched the bandits strip the drying racks until the sound of marching feet caught Usagi’s attention. “That firecannon shot must have alerted Guard headquarters,” she muttered nervously. “They’ve sent reinforcements.” A whole host of men appeared at the far end of the fields, flaming torches aloft. A loud crack sounded and a plume of dirt flew up near the bandits. “And they’ve brought more cannon!”

The new squadron poured onto the field. With silent efficiency, the figures in black hauled up their bags and came barreling in Usagi’s direction.

“Run!” she shouted to the others. But before they could move from behind the boulder, the masked bandits swept right past them. Despite carrying bulging sacks of rice large as a Guard in full armor, the bandits ran at a dizzying speed. A breeze left in their wake ruffled the fine hairs around Usagi’s face. “Zodiac powers,” she whispered.

As the black-clad figures melted away into the darkness, she heard one of them whoop, sounding like an excited boy. Another voice—a young woman’s—floated back. “Hush, Nezu! Not till we’re out of the woods!”

Usagi started. The bandits sounded like younglings—and at least one of those fighters was female. She craned to hear more, but her sister grabbed her arm.

“The Guard are getting close,” Uma said, pointing at the approaching torches. Shouts and the thunder of pounding feet filled the air.

“Back to the grave mound,” Tora ordered.

They hurried into the depths of the forest, retreating toward the safety of the turtleback hill. There, they hunkered by the rocks that hid their rice stash, holding themselves still and quiet while Guard units lumbered through the trees with torches aloft. For once, Usagi was thankful that the Guard had been angered, for their cursing and shouting made them easy to track. Several times a unit would draw close and Usagi would squeeze Uma’s and Tora’s hands to warn them. But as soon as the men neared the clearing and saw the dark rise of the grave mound, they would bellow and back away, too quickly to notice three younglings crouched in the shadows.

As the hour of the Rat approached, signaled by the moon rising directly overhead, the Guard moved elsewhere and the sounds of patrols faded. At last they could make their way safely to the shack they’d built themselves in the forest. Not far from a small brook that meandered off the forest stream, where the outer reaches of Goldentusk melted into dense tree growth, they’d fashioned a lean-to of thatch and discarded bamboo poles against an exposed outcropping of rock. It was tall enough for Uma to stand in, and if Tora and Usagi, both a head taller, hunched over, they could at least stretch their legs. More importantly, it was just wide enough for the three of them to lie down, protected from the elements.

“Home sweet home,” Tora murmured, lifting the thatch door.

A weary Usagi crawled inside after Tora and Uma. She tucked a threadbare blanket around her sister, who couldn’t stop talking about what they’d seen.

“They must have been workers, with those tools,” Uma guessed. “I never thought you could use them as weapons!”

“If the Dragonlord catches wind of that, he’ll ban them too,” said Usagi, yawning.

Tora scoffed. “Then everyone will have to pick rice with their bare hands. Ol’ Blue Dragon won’t have the patience.”

“But did you see how they fought?” Uma sounded awed.

Usagi rubbed her eyes. “I don’t think they were ordinary workers. You saw how fast they ran with those enormous sacks of rice. And I heard their voices. They’re younglings with zodiac powers, just like us.”

“No younglings could fight the Guard the way they did.” Tora tossed and turned on the hard-packed earth. “Those bandits took so much rice, they might as well have taken all of it,” she grumbled. “Thank the gods we got there before they did.”

Usagi’s heavy eyelids cracked open. “And got the extra bundle.” She propped herself up on an elbow. “Uma, we might be able to get you a coat for the winter!”

Her sister made a noise halfway between a happy squeal and a sleepy sigh. “I want new shoes,” she murmured.

Curling herself around her sister’s small form, Usagi gave Uma a squeeze. “Then that’s what you’ll get,” she promised. As she drifted off to sleep alongside the others, Usagi touched the carved wooden rabbit at her neck and smiled.

Several days later, Tora retrieved their rice from its hiding place and threshed the heads off the stalks with an old flail she’d salvaged long ago from a garbage pile. She twirled it experimentally over her head, nearly clipping her own ear. “If I used this like those bandits, think I’d stand a chance against the Guard?”

“At least one of them,” said Uma loyally. “Maybe two.”

Tora gave a mock snarl and bared her teeth. Two of them had grown in rather crookedly, looking almost like fangs. She called them her tiger teeth.

Usagi grinned back. After the invaders had “cleansed” Goldentusk of those with zodiac powers, more than a dozen orphaned younglings had taken refuge in the forest, their homes looted and razed, and the three of them had been among the youngest. Though Tora was just eight at the time, she was fierce and skilled with catching small game in a way that made even the older ones include her in their hunting runs. Her ability to sneak about quietly was like no one else’s. Helped by Usagi’s increasingly keen hearing, it was why, after so many others had been caught, they’d managed to stay free.

Pouring the threshed grains into small bags, Usagi tied some to their legs, hiding them beneath their skirts. She stuffed them in their pockets and beneath their wide belts, thickening their middles.

“Look, I’m a juggler!” Uma threw several bags into the air at once, trying to catch them as they fell. One tumbled to the ground and burst open, spilling golden heads of rice.

“Uma! Those aren’t toys,” Usagi snapped. “This isn’t a game!” She took a deep breath to calm herself. There was no pinning down a girl of the Horse year. But one of these days her sister would get all of them in trouble. “Clean that up now.”

Uma bent down and quietly picked up every last grain, her lower lip pushed out as far as it would go. Tora put an arm around her. “Come on, Fire Horse. Let’s see what we can do about getting you some new shoes.”

They emerged from the forest, waddling somewhat under the bulk of the stolen goods, into the town of Goldentusk. It was still the seat of Stone River Province, long famed for its rice even before the Dragonlord introduced faster-growing plants from the Empire of Hulagu. But the formerly fine buildings that lined Goldentusk’s streets were in various states of ruin and disrepair, some abandoned with shredded paper in the windows, others taken over by Guard officers, who liked to practice their shooting on the ornamental figures that graced the roofs.

Nearing the town center, Usagi spotted the high, peaked rooftop of the former School of the Twelve and grimaced. It was headquarters for the Guard now. Hacked stumps and ugly gashes remained where the carved figures of the Twelve once stood. Someone had painted over the stumps with blackened pitch, but the roof was horribly disfigured. It made Usagi want to cry every time she saw it. Her father would be devastated by the destruction of his handiwork, her mother aghast at the occupation of invaders who’d razed the attached shrine to the ground. Usagi’s stomach twisted and she slowed to a stop.

“What’re you staring at, lass?” A Guard’s hissing Hulagan accent startled her. He was leaning against the nearby wall of the Tusk & Bristle. The old inn had become a pub frequented by Guards. Now the townsfolk secretly called it the Squealing Pig. The Guard before Usagi rather looked like one, with a broad, flat face and beady eyes. His metal helmet was cradled in his arms, which were covered with thick leather sleeves, and his iron breastplate barely covered his enormous belly. Usagi glanced nervously at the curved sword he wore and said nothing. He pushed off the wall with a grunt, picking at teeth stained bloodred with the juice of chew-nut. Usagi tried not to wrinkle her nose at the reek of stale garlic and rice wine as he got closer. “What’s the matter? Your head nothing but an empty dumpling skin? Ghost got your tongue?”

“Something like that, sir,” Tora said quickly. “She was . . . born mute—just like old King Ogana.”

May his spirit rest. Usagi bit her lip to keep from blurting it.

The Guard spat. “Backward islanders. How you allowed a man who wasn’t even whole to be king is beyond me. Lucky the Dragonlord’s in charge now. He got rid of that useless king and his demon warriors, started trade with the twin empires—and look how well off this little island is now!” 

Usagi and Tora nodded uncertainly. Uma piped up, “Yes sir. More rice in the fields than ever!”

“That there is,” said the Guard. He peered at the three of them with his piggy eyes. “We should put the three of you to work out there, ragged as you are. You look able-bodied enough. Even you, mute girl.” Usagi squirmed and looked down at her feet. Piggy Eyes laughed until his face was as red as his teeth. “The looks on your faces!” He coughed and waved a lazy arm. “Get out of my sight before I take you to the next work detail.”

Without a word, they hurried away, the Guard still laughing at them. Uma slipped her hand into Usagi’s and squeezed. Usagi squeezed back gratefully. She smoothed her belt, heavy with rice, her heart pounding so hard she could hear nothing else.

“Come on,” muttered Tora. “Let’s go see Aunt Bobo.”

It was late afternoon, well into the hour of the Monkey. Many were still in the fields or preparing harvested crops for transport. But there was one person who didn’t work the fields, and always purchased whatever they brought her. Everyone called her Aunt Bobo, a midwife who lived with her young son in the workers’ quarter, where she dispensed herbs and salves for people’s pains and ailments.

The cramped quarter had been hastily built after the war, after many of the people who’d farmed on their own in the province had been herded into Goldentusk, along with those whose villages had been destroyed. They lived in rows of modest homes raised on stilts, known as “floating houses.” Chickens pecked in the dirt beneath them, while goats tied to the houses’ stilts stood impassively chewing. Communal pig sties, built of sturdy scraps of marble and granite from Midagian quarries, were filled with pungent droves of hairy pigs rooting in the mud.

As they passed one, Usagi spotted a chunk of sugarcane that had missed the pigs’ trough, lying in the dirt just outside the sty. Sugarcane was even harder to come by than rice. It was half dried out and covered in ants, but what a treat it would make! She picked it up and quickly brushed it off before squeezing it into her already full pocket, then hurried to catch up with Tora and Uma, who’d slipped through the door of Aunt Bobo’s floating house.

Inside the one-room hut, drying herbs that hung from the slatted bamboo walls chased away the pig sty smell seeping through the quarter. Aunt Bobo had them sit on cushions nearly as round as she, and poured them cups of watery green tea. “It’s been a while since you three came by,” she said with a gentle smile. She tucked a loose lock of silver-streaked hair into her careless bun. “I hope you’ve brought some good additions to my bitterroot stock. I’ve been running low.”

They’d first met Aunt Bobo right after the war, when she was in the forest hunting for herbs and fungi to replenish her store of medicines. She’d just arrived in Goldentusk with her baby, and was thinner then, with a haunted look in her eyes. Usagi still remembered how startled she’d been upon coming across a pack of younglings in the forest, and yet she never screamed or alerted the Guard. Instead, she left little gifts of food, and invited them to collect plants for her. As people in town flocked to her for remedies and help with birthing, she received plenty in barter that she then would trade with the younglings from the forest. If it weren’t for Aunt Bobo, they’d have been barefoot and stark naked long ago. 

Now her son, Jago, was six, wiry and browned with jet-black hair that stuck straight up from his crown like so many feathers, and bursting to tell the latest news.

“My bottom tooth is loose!” he exclaimed, showing them. He bounced up and down. “And everyone’s got rice! There was a bag of rice at every door this morning!”

“Every door?” asked a disbelieving Tora. “That can’t be.”

“How big a bag?” Uma asked.

“But . . . we brought rice,” Usagi said, dismayed.

The laugh lines around Aunt Bobo’s mouth deepened. “It’s true, there was rice left outside every home in town—enough to feed a household for a month if stretched with millet and beans. I’ve not seen such generosity since the days of King Ogana, may his spirit rest.” She showed them the burlap sack, which was the size of a roasted chicken.

“Where did it come from?” Uma’s eyes were round.

Jago danced about, kicking up his bare feet. “No one knows! It showed up in the middle of the night! We had to bring it in before the Guard saw it!”

Usagi thought of the masked bandits, and the bulging sacks of rice they’d carried off. Could it possibly have come from them? But what sort of thieves would just give away their loot? She showed Aunt Bobo the rice they’d collected. “We were hoping you’d be able to take this in trade.”

Shaking her head regretfully, Aunt Bobo weighed the rice in one hand. “With everyone in town suddenly flush with rice, I won’t be able to give you as much as usual. But I’ll take it if it’s all you have.”

Disappointed, Usagi nodded, but Tora put a hand on her arm. “Maybe we’ll hold on to it for a while. When rice gets scarce again, we can get more for it.”

“Spoken like a shrewd merchant,” Aunt Bobo laughed. “That’s why I like dealing with you three.” She offered them some roasted seeds rolled in honey, which Uma devoured in two bites before going off to play with Jago. Tora ate hers delicately and licked her fingers, while Usagi couldn’t help stuffing as many sticky clusters in her cheeks as they would hold. As she tried to chew through them, Aunt Bobo asked how her sister’s fire gift was developing. 

“Word is that Strikers captured another youngling last week in River Bend,” Aunt Bobo told Tora and Usagi. “A youngling of the Snake year. Apparently the Dragonlord wants them brought directly to him now. You girls had better be careful out there. I don’t know that Jago has any zodiac powers, but he’s starting to lose his first teeth. Until his voice changes and I know he’s safe, I’m keeping a close eye on him.”

“Did anyone in the family have talents?” asked Usagi through a mouthful of seeds.

Aunt Bobo paused and glanced at Jago, who was showing Uma his rock collection. “His father didn’t. And I certainly don’t. But there were relatives who were gifted. So we’ll see—you can’t help how you’re born.”

A far-off quavering note, like that from a flute somewhere in the distance, caught Usagi’s attention and she turned her head. It was a beautiful sound rarely heard these days. It seemed to be coming from the Ring Road, the great big thoroughfare that circled the entire island. More notes followed, jaunty and inviting, over the snap of a drumskin. “Music!” she exclaimed. She sat stock-still, listening greedily.

Aunt Bobo frowned. “I don’t hear . . .” Then the twin grooves between her brows softened. “Ah, your gift.”

“Animal talent,” Usagi corrected. “I wish you could hear this! Traveling entertainers must be coming!” She bobbed her head a little, in time with the distant melody.

“Oh please, can we go see?” Uma asked. Her cheeks flushed with excitement as she and Jago abandoned his rock collection to lean out the window, trying to hear what her sister was hearing.

“It’s a wonder the Blue Dragon lets them keep performing,” Aunt Bobo said dryly. “They’re lucky they haven’t been shipped off to the mines like everyone else.”

Uma threw open the door. “It can’t hurt to go have a listen. The Guard won’t send people to the mines for that.”

Usagi grabbed her sister’s arm. “But they will if they see our abilities. You have to remember, you can’t do anything out of the ordinary in front of the Guard.”

“You act as if I’m the only one with powers.” Uma rolled her eyes. “What about you?”

“I know better than to leap in front of anyone,” Usagi said sternly. “And it’s not like people can tell if I’m eavesdropping.”

“It’s so unfair.” Uma sighed, then pointed at Tora. “You never say anything about Tiger Girl sneaking around in the dark.”

Tora raised an eyebrow. “That’s because no one’ll ever see me coming. Your sister’s right. You can’t be careless. No running, no fires.”

“Enough talk!” Jago pushed past them all. “Let’s go find the music!”





Chapter 3

The Flying Boy

THE MUSIC WAS LOUDER NOW, clearly heard by all, the drum like an insistent heartbeat, while the flute sang an invitation to the town center. Usagi hurried with Tora and Aunt Bobo from the workers’ quarter toward the music, chasing after her sister and Jago. The little boy could barely contain himself. “Do you think there’ll be puppeteers? Or maybe jugglers?”

“I hope so! It could be the tumbling acrobats from last time,” Uma speculated. “Remember the pyramid they made?”

“Even a few songs would be a lovely treat.” Aunt Bobo sighed. It was true—entertainment troupes appeared but once or twice a year nowadays, when before the war they’d come through at least once a month. Usagi guessed it was because there were fewer of them now. Plenty of entertainers had had animal talents and elemental gifts that allowed them to do things like spit fire in elaborate shapes, lift an ox over their heads, and conjure items out of thin air. They’d brought such joy—it hurt to think of them wiped out by the invaders. At least the surviving entertainers still traveled around the island, though their shows weren’t nearly as spectacular as the ones of old. 

A crowd was gathering in the marketplace, where a life-sized bronze statue of the Dragonlord presided. Depicting a grim-faced man in an elaborate helmet and scaled armor, the sculpture had weathered to a dull shade of blue green, including the bronze plaque on the stone base proclaiming the Dragonlord’s greatness. Usagi didn’t know which stories were actually true and what was exaggerated, but many whispered that the Dragonlord had powers of his own, allowing him to become larger than the sun or so small that he was invisible. Some said he could summon wind and rain with a wave of his hand—that he was so powerful that looking at him in the eye would strike you dead. A few even insisted that an actual dragon was at his command up on Mount Jade, Midaga’s highest peak, and that was how he destroyed the Twelve.

The stone base still showed marks where an older statue once stood, celebrating the very first Warrior of the Zodiac from the province, Bulugan the Boar Warrior. Old Bulugan had been there forever—a symbol of the Warriors’ protection. Usagi remembered climbing on him and rubbing his boar’s head helmet when she was very young.

Too young to imagine that Old Bulugan wouldn’t be there forever.

Now a trio of traveling entertainers stood before the new statue. In contrast to the townspeople in their drab dun and faded indigo clothing, they wore crisp whites with brightly patterned belts and jackets that signaled their occupation. One was a lanky boy who couldn’t have been more than fifteen, carrying a large pack on his back. His hair was cropped so closely you could see his scalp, and there was a shadow of dark fuzz on his upper
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