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            Prologue

         
         The clarity comes in moments. Most of the time I am separated from myself and operate purely on a monster’s instinct. The
               divide is painful. Sometimes the only way to soothe it is to distract myself with a different sort of sensation. A pinch,
               a tug, a smack—just enough that my body takes over from the agony that is my mind. I know I am not myself. And I feel trapped.

         
         I thought I had a chance to change everything.

         
         But now I can only hope that the truth will come out before it’s too late.

         
         An angry scream tore through the air, turning the head of every being within earshot. By the lake, Manora pushed aside the dense shrubbery with her hands and peered through to see what was causing the commotion. Her eyes widened and her wings flapped back in surprise. A human—a woman like she once was—stood near the base of the waterfall, hands on her hips. Flying in circles above her was a vivid red monster bird, its feathers tipped in gold. A phoenix. It headed for the nearby trees but then veered sharply back, as if tied by an invisible thread to the woman. The phoenix opened its sharp beak and screamed again. 

         
         The woman laughed. “That’s all right, my pet. We won’t be here forever. Just long enough to build up our strength.” She smiled
            up at the circling monster bird, her crimson lips curving into a blackened void.
         

         
         “Where are her teeth?” Manora murmured. She touched the tip of her tongue to her own, white and even and among the few parts
            that were still very much human. But another question troubled her even more.
         

         
         Where did she come from?

         
         It had been ages since any humans had been seen around here, let alone one with a pet phoenix. By the design of the gods,
            the Wild was near impossible to reach.
         

         
         She looked hungrily at the gleaming robes that the woman wore, richly embroidered and clearly silk. A hairpin with nine trailing
            strands of gold flowers was fastened in her dark hair, and it tinkled as the woman tilted her head up at the phoenix. She’d
            never seen such a style. Was that what people were wearing now? Manora ruffled her feathers in envy and watched the woman
            bend down with something round and luminous in her palm.
         

         
         “You may have thought you were so clever, taking the key, but that’s hardly important now that we’re here,” the woman said
            airily, pulling Manora’s attention back to her. “So I forgive you. Just be a good monstermate, my feathered friend.”
         

         
         A rumble came from deep inside the mountain. The cliffs shook and the veil of water spilling over them swayed. An annoyed expression crossed the woman’s face. “Not that beast again,” she said, irritated. “For something that sleeps all year long, it’s far too restless.” 

         
         The phoenix crash-landed in the bushes near Manora. “Oh!” she said, startled. The monster bird turned its head and its gaze
            met hers. It began to scream as if in warning. The strange woman straightened up and narrowed her eyes. As she headed their
            way, light pulsed from the pale orb in her hand, shining between the long, sharp claws on her fingertips.
         

         
         Manora turned and ran.
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             Chapter 1
The Creature Exposition

         
         “Boiling beasts, I’m dying!”

         
         In the stifling heat of the midday sun, Jin yanked open the nearest window of the royal carriage and peered outside as it
            sped along the road pulled by a team of sleek horses. He sighed as a cooling breeze blew in and took a deep breath, trying
            to calm himself. “This is going to work,” he muttered to himself. “It just has to.”
         

         
         “Nervous, young emperor?” A magnificent scaly kirin looked at him curiously with golden eyes as it trotted easily beside his carriage, its great cloven
            hooves thumping on the wide dirt road.
         

         
         “Who, me?” Jin scoffed. “Of course not. I’m just excited, is all. The first-ever monster exhibition is finally about to happen,
            and it’s going to show the Samtei people just how much we can gain by introducing creatures back into the Three Realms.”
         

         
         The kirin tossed its antlered head, as if to shake something off its furry mane, and gave a disbelieving snort. “Right. You’ve only been thinking, planning, and talking about this project for months while all the court advisors and ministers
               have argued against it. No reason to be nervous indeed.”

         
         There was no fooling a royal monstermate, Jin thought ruefully. It was true that when he’d ascended the Triad Throne nearly
            a year ago with not just one monstermate but two, he’d thought people would welcome the reintroduction of uncanny beasts to
            a land that had not seen any in decades. He hadn’t expected there to be so much resistance to his ideas.
         

         
         He changed the subject. “By the way, Chi—do you see the city walls of Five Foxtails yet?” Jin craned his neck out the window.
            After the capital, Shining Claw, it was the next largest city and served as a trading hub for the eastern part of Samtei,
            formally called the Empire of the Three Realms.
         

         
         “I don’t, but I can scent it,” the kirin replied. “Tao just took to the air and will have a better view.”

         
         Jin looked up to see the silhouette of the piyao against the blue autumn sky. Its wings were fully outstretched as it glided
            back and forth high above the imperial tour’s long line of carriages, wagons, and carts. “I hope the people in Five Foxtails
            don’t panic at the sight of a winged lion flying around.”
         

         
         A small, bony shoulder jostled him as a young girl in a dark servant’s uniform joined him at the window. She gazed up at the piyao in flight. “If you ask me, Tao looks more impressive than scary. Besides, everyone knows that you have two monstermates. Once people catch a glimpse of them, they’ll know the emperor has arrived.” She looked at Jin, and dimples appeared in her cheeks. “But promise me you’ll get back into your robes before you show yourself—you don’t look particularly royal right now.” 

         
         Jin glanced down at the simple tunic and pants that served as his travel clothes. Since becoming emperor, he rarely had a
            chance to shed the crown, formal robes, and other trappings of his station. He shrugged. “Maybe I don’t look great—but I feel great.”
         

         
         “I don’t blame him, Bingyoo,” said a lanky boy leaning back in his seat across from them. He tugged at the collar of the formal
            palace robe worn by members of the Bureau of Divination. “It’s hot enough in here without those heavy silks.” He pointed to
            the small, squat dog sprawled out listlessly on the floor of the carriage. “I bet even Shishi wouldn’t mind shedding her fur
            now.” As if in response, Jin’s dog roused herself and scratched vigorously at her thick ruff before plopping back down.
         

         
         “Mau’s right,” said Jin. “You’d think it was high summer still.” He grinned at his friends. Though Bingyoo was a servant and
            Mau was a Whisperer, in charge of the uncanny beasts at the palace, they rode in the emperor’s carriage with Jin at his insistence.
            They were more like family to him than his only known relative: his grandmother, the former empress dowager and regent of
            the Three Realms. She’d been cold and cruel, even threatening Jin with execution last year. It was only thanks to Mau, Bingyoo,
            and Mau’s twin sister, Masa, that he’d managed to escape.
         

         
         The empress dowager had run off shortly after, and he’d been on the Triad Throne ever since.

         
         Bingyoo moved across to the window on the other side of the carriage. “All we need is a cross breeze,” she said briskly, opening
            it to a sudden gust of cool air. She let out a little squeal and pointed. “Tao just landed!”
         

         
         Through the window, the piyao’s hulking form appeared a short distance away, its feathered wings outstretched. It folded them
            close to its furred flanks and stalked up. Two short, sharp antlers poked out of its maned head, which was larger than the
            window. As it padded alongside the carriage, the creature peered inside. “It won’t be long till we get there,” Tao reported. “After the next rise, it’s a straight line to Five Foxtails—shouldn’t take more than an hour’s ride. The tent pavilion has
               been erected in the city center and looks nearly complete.”

         
         “Then it should be ready by the time we get there,” said Jin with an approving nod. He poked his head back out and squinted
            up ahead, but all he could see was the long line of carts and carriages bearing the rest of the imperial procession. “Just
            an hour more, eh? Guess I’ll have to start changing soon.”
         

         
         A small knot of nerves formed in his stomach. Everything had to go well with this showcase of monster might, especially since so many at the palace had expressed doubts about the idea. It had taken him months to get to this point. It probably didn’t help that, having taken up the trident scepter at thirteen, he was the youngest ruler the Three Realms had ever seen. He was surrounded by men who’d served at court for years, and though they bowed and addressed him with all sorts of flowery titles, it wasn’t hard to tell they thought they knew better than a mere boy. Especially one who hadn’t yet sprouted any whiskers, and whose voice still cracked at times. At least he was a bit taller now, he thought mulishly, though he hadn’t filled out and was wiry at best. 

         
         He sighed and scooped up Shishi. With his fingers, Jin began combing out the thick ruff around her neck that made her look
            like a little lion-dog. “Let’s make you presentable first!”
         

         
         Bingyoo reached out and scratched the base of Shishi’s stubby tail while the dog wriggled happily. “I hope Masa isn’t disappointed
            to be staying behind at the palace,” she remarked.
         

         
         “She’s a big girl of fourteen,” Mau said cheerfully. “And someone has to take care of the palace monsters while we’re away.
            We played rock, paper, scissors for this trip and I won. My sister can be the Whisperer with the next creature exhibition.”
         

         
         Jin nodded. “This is just the first one,” he declared. “Once people see what it’s all about, there are certain to be more
            events all over Samtei. It’ll be nice to have people comfortable with monsters again. We’re sure to find good candidates for
            Whisperers, too, especially if they’re close to our age.”
         

         
         “You mean my age,” said Bingyoo. Her dimples deepened. “You’ll be fourteen soon, and you’ve said yourself that that’s too late for Whispering
            powers to appear. I’m not even twelve yet, so I might still have a chance. You were so worried about reaching thirteen without
            connecting with a monster that you broke every rule given to you.”
         

         
         Chuckling, Jin put Shishi down. “I didn’t have a choice!” As Bingyoo scoffed, he held the end of his belt toward Shishi. She snatched it up like the fighting dog she’d once been, and they played tug-of-war. Jin felt his anxiety ease. It was true that he’d gone against his grandmother’s wishes to find his monstermates, but if he had to do it all over again, he would in a heartbeat. 

         
          

         When at last they reached the city, the streets were lined with people waiting to see the arrival of the imperial procession.
            Gasps of wonder and excitement went up as the kirin and piyao were spotted striding at a stately pace on either side of Jin’s
            carriage. His monstermates were nearly as large as the vehicle itself and made for an impressive sight. The afternoon sun
            lit the kirin’s iridescent blue scales aglow and highlighted the sharp twisting antlers on its dragon-like head. The piyao’s
            fur gleamed silvery white, and it padded silently on massive clawed paws, its long forked tail twitching as it eyed the gathered
            crowds with watchful golden eyes. Jin could hear the people’s exclamations through the windows.
         

         
         “Look at those monsters! That must be the emperor’s carriage.”

         
         “Of course—they’re obviously guarding it.”

         
         “Claw me now, real monsters among us! My grandfather used to tell me stories. Never thought I’d see the day.”

         
         The carriage lurched to a stop. The head of the special imperial guards known as Beaststalkers came to open the doors and help them out. He wore an imposing helmet shaped like a lion’s head, but the grizzled face peering through the open snarling mouth was jovial. “Watch your step, Your Majesty—you might want to tuck the end of your belt there.” 

         
         “Thanks, Old Fang.” Jin adjusted his heavy robe.

         
         A slender, bespectacled man hurried over, the long trailing sleeves of his court minister’s garb fluttering as he flapped
            his hands. “Your Heavenly Brilliance!” he cried. “You didn’t get sick on the ride today, did you? The roads out here are terrible—that
            last bump was just . . .” He placed his palm on his chest and shook his head.
         

         
         “You all right there, Chief Minister Sonsen?” asked Old Fang, his eyes twinkling.

         
         “Did you go airborne?” Bingyoo giggled. “We actually flew out of our seats!”

         
         “In the emperor’s carriage? Oh no,” fretted the chief minister, consternation all over his pale face. “Commander Fang, you
            were right there beside the driver—I hope you gave him a good scolding!”
         

         
         “It’s all right, Master Sonsen,” Jin said with an affectionate smile. “It kept things interesting.” Jin had thought the man
            sickly, weak, and nervous when he’d been hired as the palace tutor last year, but he’d proven to be braver than he looked.
            He’d spoken up for Jin when few would, infuriating the empress dowager and putting himself at risk. Upon becoming emperor,
            Jin had elevated him to the highest position at court. Though everyone else now addressed him as Chief Minister Sonsen, Jin
            was the only one who could still call him Master Sonsen.
         

         
         “I told the drivers to be more mindful of the roads so you could rest, but they don’t listen.” Frowning, Master Sonsen took off his round spectacles and polished them with the trailing end of his sleeve. He peered at them before putting them back on. The chief minister blinked at Bingyoo and Mau owlishly. “His Heavenly Brilliance is just trying not to upset me, right? It was an exceptionally rough ride today.” 

         
         Bingyoo’s dimples reappeared. “There were definitely some exciting moments, but . . .”

         
         “But we got here in one piece!” Mau interjected with a nonchalant shrug.

         
         The Beaststalker commander patted the minister’s arm. “The important thing is that no one’s the worse for wear.”

         
         “Exactly. No worries, Chief Minister! Now if you’ll excuse us, we’ve got lots to do.” The Whisperer boy glanced at Jin and
            grinned before he and Bingyoo took their leave, bringing Shishi with them.
         

         
         Jin turned his attention back to Master Sonsen. Mau was right: there would be no time to think of anything else but the monster
            exhibition now that they’d arrived. The displays needed to be set up, the creatures brought in and settled in their enclosures;
            there were city officials and dignitaries to meet, as well as countless other things that he’d planned. “Are there enough
            thank-you gifts for the people invited to the opening feast?” he asked.
         

         
         The chief minister’s anxious frown disappeared. “Everything is nearly ready, Your Brilliant Majesty.”

         
         “Perfect,” said Jin. “I can always count on you to care about all the details. You’re the best, Master Sonsen.” He gave his
            former tutor a playful salute.
         

         
         A tiny flush of pink colored the chief minister’s sallow cheeks. “I must speak to the city magistrate before the welcoming festivities begin,” he said, looking pleased. He turned to Old Fang. “Commander, I trust you to escort the August One to the magistrate’s house. He should rest there before the inspection of the exposition grounds.” 

         
         “Of course, Chief Minister.” As Master Sonsen hurried off, the head Beaststalker chuckled. “He might not be the most relaxed
            person around, but he definitely keeps everyone on their toes.”
         

         
         Jin glanced at his monstermates and smiled. “If all goes well, then maybe Master Sonsen and all the other people at court
            will finally stop being such naysayers.” He stretched, feeling stiff after bouncing in a carriage for so long, and began walking.
            Old Fang kept pace, while the kirin and piyao flanked them both.
         

         
         “What do you mean?” asked the commander.

         
         “Take the summer storm season—I wanted to send the palace dragons to dredge flooded farmland. But the ministers said it would better to let the waters recede naturally. And I wanted to add the use of monster dung to the imperial military arsenal. Powdered monster dung instead of regular gunpowder would give our cannon a bigger kick. But the provinces that produce iron, coal, and saltpeter sent officials who objected to any decrease in production.” Jin sighed and frowned. “Oh, and we ended up having our ambassadors present paintings of the palace creatures to neighboring kingdoms, which is hardly as effective as if we’d had live ones pay a visit. What’s a better reminder to leave our borders alone: a painting of a lion-dog or one in the flesh?” 

         
         Old Fang nodded thoughtfully. “People don’t like change, Your Majesty. None of the envoys were yet prepared to travel with
            a creature. And those who work in the mines fear losing their livelihoods. The use of dragons to dredge floodwaters is the
            stuff of legend now—sometimes things have to be seen to be believed.”
         

         
         “That’s exactly why I’m doing this,” Jin declared.

         
          

         By the end of the day, all was ready. Mau had brought a contingent of creatures to show, including a flock of fire-chickens,
            a tiger-headed fish called a shachi, several three-legged green crows, a long-nosed furry creature known as a baku, and a
            pair of young lion-dog cubs not yet fully grown. They would be on display in the tent, all carefully selected to impress but
            not frighten, since the residents of Five Foxtails and the surrounding areas had likely never encountered live monsters.
         

         
         There would be exhibits of products made from creature waste, demonstrating the strength of shed dragon scales, the sticky resilience of golden earth spider silk, and the intense heat and light that came from burning specially treated monster dung. Until last year, uncanny beasts had essentially become extinct in Samtei except on the preserve of Whisper Island. When the preserve was invaded by armed men sent by the Empire of Hulagu to collect creatures, a tiny group comprised of Jin, Bingyoo, the Whisperer twins, and their aunt had managed to fight them off. It was all thanks to the defensive use of flaming dungballs, the extraordinary silk from a monster spider, and the fierce creatures themselves. The only reason the five of them—and Shishi—had been able to protect the island was because of uncanny beasts and their powerful properties. 

         
         At the farthest end of the tent, the emperor’s men had set up a portable wooden throne that was modeled after the sumptuously
            carved Triad Throne at the palace, but smaller and lighter. Jin’s plan was to greet exposition attendees face-to-face and
            listen to any concerns. Instead of only ever waving at crowds, he would talk directly with his subjects.
         

         
         His court advisors had been less than pleased with his idea. “All that will lead to is hearing commoners complain and ask
            for things,” Master Sonsen had fretted. “That’s what we’re here for, Your Brilliance. Let us shield you from such tedium. I find it quite distasteful to allow the unwashed masses to
            approach you so easily.”
         

         
         “He’s got a good point there,” Old Fang had agreed. “Can’t you just get their concerns from the city elders instead?”

         
         But Jin had insisted. “It’s all well and good to meet with local magistrates, but I want to hear what the people have to say.”
            When Old Fang worried about his safety, Jin pointed out that his monstermates would be flanking him just as they did in the
            throne room. “This will also be a way for people to get a good look at the creatures. Tao and Chi will be watching over me
            the whole time.”
         

         
         The piyao had bared its fangs then, and the kirin had stamped a giant hoof, startling Master Sonsen, who’d blanched and edged away. Seeing that, Old Fang had relented. “Anyone who tried to hurt you would be crushed and shredded in an instant,” he’d conceded. It took weeks of many such discussions to set things up the way Jin wanted. 

         
          

         The morning of the expo’s first day came at last, and Jin was filled with nervous anticipation as he entered the pavilion
            tent. He climbed the dais and settled himself on the throne, while Tao and Chi took up their spots on either side of him.
            They were so large that they still towered over him, despite the throne being on a raised platform. Finally it was time to
            start the exposition—a big part of Jin’s plan to bring monsters back to the Three Realms.
         

         
         Though there were uncanny beasts at the palace once more, they were still so rare that the vast majority of people in the
            Three Realms had never seen one in the flesh. After seeing how uncomfortable those in the palace were around the sudden presence
            of monsters, Jin had realized he would need people to become more familiar with them. Once they saw how glorious live creatures
            were, everyone in the empire would clamor to have them around again. They’d have to bring more creatures from Whisper Island,
            or perhaps start a breeding program with the ones they had at the Palace of Monsters, but he wouldn’t worry about that until
            later. 
         

         
         For now, it was enough that so many Samtei people would see creatures for the first time. Jin was convinced that the empire
            would be stronger and better off if monsters were brought back. He just needed to remind its citizens of how great they were,
            and it was all going to start here.
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             Chapter 2
Up in Smoke

         
         The creature expo was off to a grand start, Jin thought happily. The first day was nearly over, and from his perch on the
            dais, everything appeared to be running smoothly. The pavilion tent had filled with visitors as soon as it opened, and the
            crowds had never ebbed. Rainbow-colored flames danced from torches fueled by monster dung, and acrobats bounced high and tumbled
            about on nets woven from an elastic type of monster spider silk. Bingyoo invited adventurous spectators to hop up and down
            on smaller nets set close to the ground, and lines of people soon formed, eager to test the endurance of the monster spider
            silk for themselves.
         

         
         Around the live-creature enclosures, young and old alike gazed in fascination at the fire-chickens, which glowed with blue flame, gasped at the shachi’s ability to swallow an entire barrel of water in a body no bigger than a cat, and bantered with the three-legged green crows, laughing at their comments about passersby. Squeals of excitement went up as the baku reached its long nose toward little hands stretched through the slats of its enclosure and snuffled at children’s open palms. “This is a baku, or dreameater,” Mau told them. “It’s perfect to have around if you ever have nightmares, because it especially loves to eat bad dreams.” At that, the children oohed and stretched their hands closer. 

         
         “It’s going better than I expected,” said Jin to his monstermates. He nodded at Mau with the baku and their appreciative audience.

         
         “Children don’t know to be afraid of uncanny beasts,” said the kirin. “They see us more clearly and without judgment. By the time humans get to a certain age, they become more fearful.”

         
         “Perhaps as they grow older, they are aware of how truly powerless they are,” growled the piyao. “And the lens of fear distorts everything.”

         
         “I don’t know about that,” said Jin. “I was pretty afraid when I got to Whisper Island—seeing creatures up close is nothing
            like seeing them in paintings and carvings. Bingyoo wasn’t too comfortable at first either.”
         

         
         “But you were taught to fear and revere monsters, weren’t you?” Chi pointed out. “And I’m sure Bingyoo had heard plenty of stories too. Had both of you known nothing about them before coming to the island,
               you might have been cautious, but I doubt you’d have been terrified. Fearlessness comes naturally with youth.”

         
         “Exactly,” Tao grunted.
         

         
         Jin surveyed the pavilion. “I bet if the children get comfortable with uncanny beasts, their parents will too.” He took a big gulp of tea, his throat still dry from hours of greeting and talking to people. Visitors had queued up in lines that extended outside and wrapped around the pavilion, waiting for a chance to come before the emperor. Most had simply bowed and wished him good health, their eyes wide at seeing not just Emperor Jin up close, but his kirin and piyao as well. When he asked for their opinion on whether help from uncanny beasts would be welcomed, most people were quick to say they found monsters impressive and left it at that. But a few were more forthcoming. 

         
         “For sure it’s exciting to see creatures in these parts again,” said one farmer. “They’ve always been a display of strength
            for the royal family. But unless they can make my land fertile and my crops grow, they strike me more as an interesting curiosity
            than anything else.” He shrugged apologetically and bowed. “I’ve never had the chance to speak with even the city magistrate,
            let alone the emperor, so I beg pardon if I’ve said anything to displease you.”
         

         
         “They’re marvelous to behold,” said a millworker. “And leave no doubt in my mind that we have a blessed ruler.” The millworker
            hesitated. “I’ve heard their powers are so great that sacrifices by the people need to be made to keep them happy. Does that
            mean . . . They don’t eat people, do they?”
         

         
         “It’s an honor to see these creatures, Your Heavenly Brilliance,” said a local schoolmaster. “But uncanny beasts won’t stray beyond the Palace of Monsters otherwise, right? Many are worried about safety here in Five Foxtails, especially since no one in these parts has any proven Whispering talent.” 

         
         Once again, Jin felt the enormity of the task ahead of him. How was he meant to convince the entire Three Realms that the
            return of uncanny beasts was a blessing that would help them all? At the end of the first day, Master Sonsen handed over the
            ledger in which he’d recorded citizens’ concerns. Jin paged through it and sighed. “Looks like we’ll have to work even harder
            than I thought to get people comfortable with creatures.” He took off his cap, an elaborate black silk headpiece worn only
            by the emperor, and rubbed his temples.
         

         
         It didn’t help that his grandmother, Empress Dowager Soro, was fueling people’s fears. She’d disappeared after her phoenix had flown off, and no one knew exactly what had happened to either of them. Dozens of sightings were reported for a while. The sightings had been rather unusual, in that Jin’s grandmother was said to appear, fully garbed in her royal regalia, in places like a rice field, a hillside of tea bushes, or the deep woods. Yet whenever someone tried to get closer, a great crimson monster bird would appear, startling them with a sharp cry, and when they turned back to where the empress dowager had stood, she would be gone. Rumors had begun to fly: the empress dowager had died and become a ghost, or she was using sorcery to confuse and scare people. Some speculated she was staking her claim and reminding people that she still existed. Whatever explanation was given for her appearances, they kept some at court on edge—and apparently the citizens of Samtei as well. 

         
         The chief minister smiled encouragingly and patted Jin’s shoulder. “Well then, it’s a good thing we’ll be here all week.”

         
          

         Each day, more people arrived in Five Foxtails for the exposition. Much to the delight of local officials, the city bustled
            with visitors bringing new business to its inns, shops, and markets, and the royal pavilion and the surrounding square were
            thronged with crowds.
         

         
         So far, Jin found that having his monstermates with him had inspired more curiosity and excitement than fear among the people,
            and the line of those who wanted to see him and his creature companions had grown with each day. The piyao and kirin stood
            patiently as the queue shuffled along. Both of them well understood their role in these meetings with the public, and they
            would occasionally stamp their feet, shake their manes, twitch their tails, huff their breath, or display their sharp teeth
            with a yawn—nothing too threatening, but enough movement that anyone looking at them could see that they were clearly live
            creatures of the in between. Neither Tao nor Chi ever complained, though the kirin had had some reservations when Jin had
            first talked to them about the exposition.
         

         
         “Just the sight of us isn’t enough, young emperor,” Chi had warned. “Perhaps it will help people realize that we do exist, but beyond that? You cannot build understanding, affection, or cooperation
               through a mere display.”

         
         “I’ve got to start somewhere,” Jin had said. “If people still think you and Tao are mythical, that’s even worse.”

         
         Tao had growled in agreement. “The sight of us can impress. That’s not nothing.”

         
         “Very well.” The kirin tossed its mane. “But you’d do well to keep your expectations low.”

         
         “If nothing else, I’d feel better with both of you near,” said Jin.

         
         “You think we’d let you face all those people alone?” The piyao’s fangs glinted. “We will protect you.”

         
         Yet so far it didn’t seem like much protection was necessary. Everything was running smoothly, and visitors to the exhibition
            were respectful of the creatures. It was a relief, really, for the imperial diviners’ predictions hadn’t been as rosy. If
            anything, the palace oracles had given him gloomy, catastrophic forecasts that had trampled his hopes and turned him into
            a ball of worry.
         

         
         All that was behind him now. The knots in his stomach and shoulders were gone, and Jin greeted each person before him with
            confidence.
         

         
         A pair of roughly clothed men came up and introduced themselves as tea farmers from the next province. Master Sonsen brightened.
            “The highlands of Greencrowfeather produce the finest tea in the world,” he murmured to Jin. The chief minister’s smile faded
            as he looked across the pavilion. “Good beasts, there are far too many people by the creature pens,” he said plaintively.
            “Where are the royal guards? They’re supposed to make sure that doesn’t happen. Excuse me for just a moment—I’ll be right
            back.” Hastily the chief minister hurried off.
         

         
         Jin bade the men to approach. The farmers, their wiry arms scarred and their faces weather-beaten, bowed and presented him with a canister. “It’s our best tea, Your Brilliant Majesty,” said one. “Picked from the first new leaves of last year—the year of your coronation.” 

         
         “It will only get better with age, but it has already taken on a delectable fragrance,” said the other man. He removed the
            lid of the canister and waved his hand over it. “Do you smell that?”
         

         
         A pungent odor wafted over and tickled Jin’s nostrils. Before he knew it, he was seized by a giant sneeze. “AH-choo!” He looked
            up with a sniffle and gave the tea farmers a watery smile. “That seems pretty strong already.” The smell was dizzying. He
            covered his nose with his sleeve, but his head began to pound.
         

         
         “You haven’t even gotten a good whiff yet,” insisted the man holding the canister. He shuffled closer.

         
         Chi snorted. “That does not smell like tea.” The kirin shook its antlered head, then lunged as if it had lost its balance and tripped. It caught itself and stomped a cloven
            hoof uneasily.
         

         
         “Oh!” The man jerked back, bumping into the other farmer. Shriveled dark curls of tea flew out of the canister and scattered
            on the ground before the throne. The reek of the dried leaves only grew.
         

         
         A low growl erupted from the piyao. The winged lion’s lips curled back to reveal its fangs, and the pupils of its golden eyes
            dilated till they were nearly black. Jin looked over in alarm. “What’s wrong, Tao?”
         

         
         The piyao’s long, forked tail lashed out and knocked the container from the farmer’s grasp. It fell with a clatter, spilling its contents in a spray of dark shavings. Those nearby screamed, while the two men scrambled to get away. Tao roared. “How dare they bring poison!” The piyao’s tail swept the shavings away from Jin, and the two farmers yelped and dashed off into the crowd. Tao sprang after
            them, setting off shrieks of terror from bystanders. “Gods and monsters, it’s going for the kill!” someone shouted.
         

         
         As the men split off in different directions, Chi moved swiftly to join the chase, only scaring people more. Fearful cries
            and warnings filled the air.
         

         
         “The monsters have gone crazy!”

         
         “The emperor’s lost control of his monstermates!”

         
         “Run for your life!”

         
         Pandemonium ensued. People scattered and ran, pushing and shoving in their panic and knocking over displays. Several butter lamps were toppled in the commotion, spilling burning fuel that spread in flaming rivulets and splashed on exhibits that caught on fire. By the enclosures for the creatures, screams went up. Jin strained to see what was happening amid the chaos and growing smoke. To his horror, the other creatures had gotten loose. The fire-chickens were running every which way, their bodies alight with blue flame. Though their fire was more light than heat, people dove to get out of their way. The baku’s long nose went up as the wooden slats of its enclosure were heaved aside by a streaming mass of people, and it gave a panicked bellow. The creature bolted, its thick, buffalo-sized body barreling through the crowds. The green crows flew erratically around the pavilion, calling out nonsensical instructions that only added to the confusion. “Turn three times before you start hopping! Only run if you have two legs! Hold your breath till you can’t anymore! Touch the flames to see how hot they are! Pat your head and rub your stomach! Caw!” 

         
         Beating its wings, the piyao rose above the swirling crowd to screams and shouts of fright. It began to fly about, searching
            for the men who’d brought in the canister of strange-smelling tea. Its flapping wings fanned the blaze higher and sent gusts
            of wind and embers all over the pavilion. Then flames began to eat at the thick fabric of the tent.
         

         
         Jin shouted for the piyao to stop, but it seemed fixed on its prey. He looked for Chi and spotted the kirin tearing a hole
            in the wall of the pavilion, shredding the tent with its sharp antlers and kicking with its massive hooves. It backed away
            and its gaze met Jin’s. “Young emperor, I’ve made another exit—these people cannot stay in here.”

         
         “Everyone get out!” yelled Jin, pointing to the new opening. Those nearby stopped pushing for the other exit and began scrambling
            through. As the remaining visitors fled the pavilion, Jin caught sight of Mau trying to corral all the creatures away from
            the flames and called his name.
         

         
         The Whisperer boy turned. “I need some help over here!” he shouted.

         
         “I’m coming!” Jin ran past Beaststalkers and local firefighters, who were throwing buckets of sand and water and beating the sides of the tent in an effort to douse the blaze. He shrugged off his thick robe and thrashed it at the burning exhibits nearest the remnants of the monster pens while Mau tended to the agitated creatures. The bamboo frames supporting the spider-silk jump nets snapped and disintegrated, leaving the nets to collapse in crumpled sheets that didn’t ignite or even smolder. “Of course,” Jin breathed, remembering the attack on Whisper Island. Using spider-silk shields and armor, they’d deflected countless fiery projectiles. He snatched up several sheets and began throwing them over the nearest flames. 

         
         Old Fang took the spider silk from his hands. “Please, Your Majesty—we have to get out now,” he urged.

         
         Reluctantly, Jin headed with the commander toward the exits, the Beaststalker shielding them from flying embers with the spider
            silk. As they emerged into clearer air, Jin spotted Bingyoo, struggling to keep Shishi in her arms. At the sight of him, the
            little dog broke free and ran to him, barking. Jin scooped her up and she began licking his face madly. “Are you okay?” he
            asked Bingyoo.
         

         
         Screams and squeals of terror went up as the piyao and kirin staggered out of the burning pavilion into the open air, Mau
            herding them along. “Check on them!” he cried at Jin. “I’ll get the last few creatures left in there!”
         

         
         With Old Fang staying a few steps behind, Jin hurried up to his monstermates. “Chi! Tao! What happened?” he asked urgently.
            “Did those tea farmers really bring poison?”
         

         
         “Yes—did you not feel it?” The piyao’s ears flattened sideways, its tail lashing with agitation. “As soon as I caught its stink, it was all I could do not to tear the bearer apart.” Tao huffed indignantly. “If I hadn’t been so restrained, I wouldn’t have lost them in the chaos.”

         
         “I did feel dizzy for a bit because the smell was so strong,” said Jin hesitantly. “But I’ve never seen either of you act
            like that before—not with so many people around. I mean . . .” He gestured at the commotion in the square.
         

         
         “If Tao hadn’t done something first, I would have,” said the kirin, its sides heaving and scaly nostrils flaring. “It was like something took over all reason once I smelled what they’d brought. I tried to go after them when they ran, but
               there was such an uproar that I nearly stepped on a child. . . .” Chi trailed off. “I had to stop.”

         
         The commander cleared his throat. “Are they all right, Your Majesty? I’ve not seen them this disturbed before.”

         
         Jin frowned. “I’m not sure. A couple of farmers brought me some tea, but Tao and Chi are saying it was poison.”

         
         The caws of the green crows rang out. “The fire is no more! All hail the fish with the tiger face!” Jin turned back toward
            the smoking, tattered pavilion just as the monster birds flew out. Mau followed, shooing the fire-chickens along, while the
            lion-dog cubs cried at his feet. The shachi was in his arms, and he waved and held it aloft, looking triumphant. “This little
            monster just put out what an entire squad of firefighters couldn’t!”
         

         
         “Your Heavenly Brilliance!” Master Sonsen ran up, flapping his sleeves. He stopped short, keeping his distance from the creatures.
            “Are you all right? The monsters are quite out of control!”
         

         
         “They’re fine now, and so am I,” said Jin. “Mau just put out the fire with the shachi. You know how they used to be on rooftops as fire talismans. Let’s just say this was supposed to be a demonstration of the shachi’s abilities.” 

         
         “Yes, well . . . the city elders are very angry.” The chief minister looked around nervously. “I’ll take care of them, but
            I think we need to put a halt to everything immediately.” He flinched as one side of the blackened, smoldering tent collapsed
            with a crash. “We no longer have a pavilion for the exposition anyway.”
         

         
          

         The uproar in Five Foxtails took hours to quell. To smooth things over with the upset citizens, Jin offered to pay not just
            for the damage done but also compensation to everyone in attendance.
         

         
         “But that’s money the royal treasury cannot afford to lose,” fretted Master Sonsen.

         
         Jin threw up his hands. “What do you want me to do? I can’t have them unhappy about what happened with the creatures.”

         
         “I can’t say I didn’t warn you,” said his chief minister. He clucked his tongue. “But I thought you’d expressed your reasons
            well. I was beginning to believe you had the right idea, actually. Unfortunately, it looks like your project turned out to
            be an abject failure.”
         

         
         Ducking his head, Jin winced. “It was going well up until those men from Greencrowfeather showed up.”

         
         “Is there any evidence that those tea farmers actually brought poison?” Master Sonsen took off his spectacles and polished them with the end of his sleeve. “That seems highly unlikely.” 

         
         Glumly, Jin had to admit that the chief minister had a point. “But Tao and Chi would never get out of control like that.”

         
         “Are you sure, Your Majesty?” Old Fang ventured. “They’re monsters, after all.”

         
         A rush of heat made Jin flush. “They’re my monstermates.” His voice came out louder than he intended, and the grizzled commander’s
            eyebrows rose. Jin took a deep breath and spoke more quietly. “I have faith in them. They would never hurt me.”
         

         
         Old Fang exchanged a look with the chief minister, who cleared his throat. “Yes, but they’ve certainly hurt others.”

         
         “Which is why we need to make it up to them,” snapped Jin. “We have to fix things, right? Fine, I made a mistake. But I was
            trying to do something important here.”
         

         
         Master Sonsen shook his head sadly. “Yes, Your Brilliant Majesty, and the trying has cost you. This is why I warned you against
            this plan from the beginning—I only wanted to help prevent disaster.”
         

         
         Jin sagged. There was no denying that the attempt to bring the wonders of creatures to more of Samtei had gone all wrong.
            “So what do you suggest?”
         

         
         “We’ll settle things with the city elders as you wish,” said the chief minister. “I’ll deal with the treasury minister—he’s
            going to have a fit, but it can’t be helped. The important thing is to return to Shining Claw and the palace as soon as possible.”
         

         
         Old Fang saluted. “I’ll get everyone ready.” He bowed and left.

         
         Intent on leaving Five Foxtails as soon as possible, the imperial entourage speedily packed up, dismantling the remains of
            the pavilion and loading up the emperor’s caravan under torchlight once the sun had gone down. After Jin issued promissory
            notes of compensation to be distributed by the local magistrates, they trundled out of the city onto the road back to the
            capital. There was little fanfare, unlike when they’d arrived.
         

         
         “I hate that we’re slinking out of here with our tails between our legs,” growled the piyao as it prowled beside Jin’s carriage.
         

         
         “Speak for yourself,” the kirin snorted.
         

         
         “You were just as thrown as I was,” retorted Tao. “I wasn’t the only one who lashed out.”

         
         Chi’s nostrils flared. “I never said I didn’t. I merely meant that we can still carry ourselves with dignity, no matter what mistakes we have made.”

         
         Jin shook his head. “If there were any mistakes, they were mine. I don’t blame either of you. We’ll get to the bottom of this.
            But I think the chief minister is right—even if we were to continue with the expo, I doubt anyone would want to come after
            what just happened.”
         

         
         His monstermates huffed and grunted but said no more. Jin slumped back and rubbed his temples. Bingyoo and Mau looked at him sympathetically, while Shishi stood on her hind legs and whined, pawing at him. He picked her up and scratched the ruff around her neck while she licked his cheek. “What a mess,” he groaned. 

         
         “I’ll say.” Bingyoo’s round face was glum.

         
         Mau scratched his chin, thinking. “There’s something that doesn’t make sense to me. I saw Tao and Chi acting up—but not long
            after that, all the creatures in the exhibit became really unsettled. I’m not even sure how they broke loose, honestly—one moment I’m looking
            over at you, and the next thing I know, the fire-chickens are outside their pen and the baku is barreling around.”
         

         
         Jin just sighed. So much had gone wrong. He didn’t know what to do, and his mind kept going about in circles. As the carriage
            sped back to Shining Claw, it rocked the others to sleep. But Jin was plunged into nightmares the moment his eyes fell shut.
            Again and again, the sights and sounds of fire, rampaging monsters, and terrified screaming filled his dreams and startled
            him awake, and would for days to come.
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             Chapter 3
Palace Pains

         
         The return to the Palace of Monsters was hardly the triumph that Jin had thought it would be. As soon as they entered the
            grounds, they were met by Mau’s twin, Masa, concern filling her dark eyes. “You heard already?” Jin asked as he alighted from
            the emperor’s carriage. The Whisperer girl nodded, the corners of her wide mouth tight with sympathy.
         

         
         “Are you all right?” she asked. “Word is the imperial council wants to meet with you immediately. It sounds like it was a
            disaster.”
         

         
         Her brother shook his head. “It wasn’t exactly a raging success—but we’re okay.”

         
         “Monstermuck,” Jin sighed. Attendants came forward with the formal court crown. It featured the twisting antlers of a dragon,
            a tall spire of tridents, and trailing phoenix feathers, all fashioned in gold and festooned with precious stones.
         

         
         Master Sonsen gave it an admiring nod. “Don’t worry, Your Majesty. Put on your crown for the court and hold your head high.”

         
         Yet the weight of it seemed heavier than usual. The dangling chains of feathers clinked against his temples as he proceeded
            for the throne room with the chief minister and Old Fang, dread growing with each step.
         

         
         At the Hall of the Jade Haitai, two scaly haitai raised their furry heads as Jin approached the entrance, uncrossing their
            solitary, spear-like horns so that the emperor and his entourage could enter. The sight still took his breath away. Until
            last year, these haitai had been but gilded jade statues. With the help of his friends and Master Sonsen, Jin had brought
            them and all the other carvings and statues of monsters around the palace to life. How could they be anything but glorious?
         

         
         But as they passed by and felt the whoosh of the creatures’ breath, the chief minister flinched and clutched his chest, then
            gave a sheepish titter. “Good beasts, I don’t know if I’ll ever get used to that.”
         

         
         In the throne room, rows of ministers were solemnly assembled beneath the gilded ceiling in their embroidered dark robes and formal court caps. Despite the soft light of butter lamps reflecting off windows glazed with iridescent monster scales, their expressions were dark and disapproving. They stared up at Jin on the Triad Throne, their gazes tinged with scorn, and barraged him with questions about what had happened in Five Foxtails. News had traveled fast, and the tales of monsters running amok had grown in scale and scope. By the time people in the capital were talking about it, it sounded like it was a miracle that anyone had survived at all. Jin struggled to quell the ministers’ fears, and when he finally got a moment alone with his friends, his frustrations overflowed. 

         
         “What they’re saying is simply not true,” he spluttered. “Flattening the city? Paying money because people died? That’s not
            why—no one died. . . . How did everything get so twisted? It wasn’t half as bad as that!”
         

         
         Bingyoo made a face. “You know how it goes with gossip. Even here at the palace, rumors turn everything into something unrecognizable.
            Like how people wouldn’t stop accusing me of cheating my way into getting promoted after only being in the kitchen for a year.”
         

         
         “Or how they talk about me and Mau,” Masa pointed out. “Like we’re a pair of scary freaks who’ll send monsters after anyone
            we don’t like.”
         

         
         “No they don’t—I’d never let people talk about you two like that,” Jin blustered, though he knew she was right.

         
         Mau snorted. “There’s no stopping people from saying nonsense. But you can just prove them wrong.”

         
         “How?” Wearily, Jin buried his face in his hands. “I’ve already been trying to prove something, and it has gone wrong. The most dangerous rumors always have a kernel of truth in them. If enough people believe the lies flying around,
            then it’s going to get even harder.”
         

         
         “My brother has a point,” said Masa. “You know Tao and Chi, and they’ve been nothing but loyal and true since becoming your monstermates. People will come to appreciate creatures in time. Don’t give up.” 

         
         A thought came to Jin and he sat up suddenly. “What if people don’t ever see their worth? What if creatures disappear for
            good without a trace—including my monstermates?”
         

         
         “Don’t say that,” said Mau. “There’s still Whisper Island and the creatures here at the palace. There are already far more
            uncanny beasts in the Three Realms than there were before.”
         

         
         “Besides, you’re the emperor!” Bingyoo reminded him. “If you can’t protect the monsters of Samtei, then who can?”

         
         Jin stared bleakly at the ceiling. “That’s just it. What if I can’t?”

         
          

         The late afternoon sun cast shadows on the beaten earth of the field where palace guards often did their drills. Jin gripped
            a trident spear longer than he was tall, its metal tines rounded off instead of sharpened into wicked points. He raised it
            before him, pointing the trident at his foe. With a deep lunge, he thrust it forward with a loud cry. “Ha!” He shifted his
            weight and took another step, plunging the weapon downward with another cry. Repeating his footwork, he stabbed upward.
         

         
         Standing nearby with a critical eye, Old Fang grunted in approval. “That’s better, Your Majesty.” The Beaststalkers commander
            tapped an elbow. “For maximum power, use this arm to bring the trident back a bit before you strike. Yes, like that,” he said
            as Jin drew back and jabbed hard. “Do you feel the difference?”
         

         
         Panting, Jin nodded. For the first time since coming back to the Palace of Monsters, he was out in the sun, and beginning to feel like his old self again. It had been a rough week. Jin had had to face his court each day and discuss the fiasco in Five Foxtails with his advisors. Most of the ministers didn’t bother to hide their smug expressions as they said “I told you so,” and some had even had the audacity to suggest that Jin keep his monstermates out of the throne room because they were too dangerous. Even the chief minister, who’d seemed more nervous around Tao and Chi since the exposition, had suggested that the presence of monsters wasn’t really required. “The mark of a true ruler isn’t in whether or not any beasts are beside him, Your Heavenly Brilliance.” 

         
         It had taken all of Jin’s self-control to stay calm. “My monstermates are staying where they belong—with me.”

         
         Now the kirin and piyao watched from the sidelines as Old Fang corrected Jin’s trident spear technique. The commander demonstrated
            another move.
         

         
         “Try switching your grip on the handle before you attack.” Old Fang’s callused palms slid along the wooden pole of his own
            trident, changing positions in one smooth motion before thrusting the three-pronged spear with controlled force. “Give it
            a go.”
         

         
         “Wait, I think my armor is bound too tight.” Jin quickly loosened the ties of the protective vest he wore over his practice
            tunic. Woven of tough, thick silk from a golden earth spider, the vest was exceedingly light in weight but made excellent
            armor. The memory of the burning displays in the exposition pavilion flitted through his mind, but he brushed it away. “Okay.”
         

         
         The commander signaled to begin. Jin tried to switch hands on the polearm the way he’d seen Old Fang do, but awkwardly fumbled the weapon. It slipped out of his hands and clattered to the hard-packed earth with a metallic plonk. “Monstermuck,” he swore. 

         
         “That’s all right,” said Old Fang mildly. “You let go too quickly, before you got a proper grip with the other hand.” He demonstrated
            once more. “Try again.”
         

         
         It took several attempts, with a few more muttered curses and some slowing down, before Jin managed to complete the movement.
            He wasn’t able to do it as quickly or smoothly as the veteran Beaststalker, but after a while it felt less awkward.
         

         
         “Now use that same sequence against a blade,” instructed Old Fang. He put aside his trident and picked up a blunted practice
            sword. Without warning, he pointed it at Jin and lunged. Jin swung his polearm and batted it away. The Beaststalker attacked
            again and again. Parrying with the trident, Jin accidentally caught the blade between the tines. For a moment he froze. Now
            what? “Twist and thrust,” shouted Old Fang. But Jin had hesitated too long, and the commander yanked his blade free. “You
            had a chance to disarm me there. Next time, take advantage of the trident head. It can be more versatile than a single-point
            spear, but you need to use it. At least try. Trying always gives you a chance. Doing nothing will get you nothing.”
         

         
         Jin nodded and rested the end of the trident spear’s handle on the ground, leaning on it like a walking stick. He wiped his face with a sleeve and caught his breath. Old Fang was right. Nowadays he found himself hesitating, almost paralyzed, when he had to make a decision. But when there was a weapon aimed at you, that hesitation could be painful, even deadly. 

         
         Fortunately, here in the practice field, if Jin tripped or fell, the old Beaststalker would just hold out a thick-knuckled
            hand and help him up. No one was exchanging superior glances the way all those sharp-eyed ministers did at court. Just this
            morning Jin had mispronounced a word that he’d only seen in writing before, and a couple of courtiers had actually snickered.
            If that had happened around his grandmother, she would have had her phoenix rip the offenders a new scar. Jin had always found
            her ferocious severity disturbing—savage, even—but when he heard the stifled laughter, he could almost understand the urge
            to tell one of his monstermates to do something. The way the ministers had become so dismissive gnawed at him.
         

         
         “Had enough rest?” Old Fang asked. Before Jin could answer, he swung his blade. Startled, Jin raised his trident and repelled
            it with a loud clang. “Good!” shouted the Beaststalker. “There’s no such thing as rest in a fight.” He attacked again, and
            Jin was prepared this time, aiming the trident at the blade with a thrust. With a quick twist of his handle, he yanked on
            the sword, pulling it out of

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
      
   9780063064867_tpimage.jpg
« CINDY LIN

HARPER

An Imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers






9780063064867_coverimage.jpg





ch_img.jpg





