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Whisper Island, Empire of the Three Realms

New Year’s Eve

    FASTER—WE HAVE TO BEAT THEM.

Masa clutched the thick, furry ruff around the kirin’s neck. It snorted in response and took on a burst of speed. She did her best to hang on as the great beast galloped across the island’s shore, trying not to slide around on the iridescent scales armoring the creature’s powerful flanks. Its massive hooves flew over the wet sand shimmering in the moonlight, away from the celebratory bonfires and festivities of the village. A shout went up behind her.

“Come on, now!” Her brother, Mau, urged his mount to run faster. Masa glanced back to see Mau sitting atop the winged lion, its feathered wings shooting out and flapping a few times, skimming just above the sand. Masa rolled her eyes. Piyaos. They had such a penchant for showing off. And they hated to lose. But not as much as she did.

“No flying!” She glared at the creature and her brother, then turned back and hunched low against her own monster. They’re cheating, she warned. She squinted through the kirin’s antlers and saw the fire tree glimmering in the distance. We’re almost to the finish. Give it one last push! In a few hundred paces she’d win the race and get her pick of beasts to work with in the new year.

But her mount had other ideas. It lurched to a stop and bucked, kicking its back hooves straight at the piyao. Masa tumbled off the kirin’s back and heard her brother cry out as his mount shied at the last second, roaring in surprise. The piyao wheeled around, its forked tail raised in warning. Snarling, it lunged and swiped its claws at the kirin. The kirin grunted and tossed its antlered head.

“Control your creature!” Masa yelled. “Or I’ll tell Father!”

Her brother ducked as a sharp antler barely missed him. “You control yours, or I’ll tell him you started it!” Mau yelled back. He bent and whispered into the piyao’s ear.

Masa scrambled to her feet. She met the kirin’s golden eyes and held its gaze. With every fiber of her being, she commanded the monster to stop. I know kirins don’t like wicked behavior, but piyaos are hotheads. This is not the way. We were having a friendly race. The great beast shook itself as if it heartily disagreed and danced back and forth on its hooves a few times before settling down with a disgruntled huff, exhaling a cloud of hot breath.

Okay, Masa soothed, stroking the kirin’s scaly pelt. It’s okay.

BOOM. An enormous explosion shook the island. Masa whirled in the direction of their village. The sky lit with flame and several more blasts went off. “Strange. Mother said fireworks wouldn’t be till midnight.” Then she frowned. “Those don’t look like the usual display.” Uneasily, she reached for the kirin and remounted.

“The elders would never approve of this,” agreed her twin. “Something’s off. We’d better go back.”

A three-legged green crow streaked through the night, cawing over their heads. “Big fire! Big fire!”

Masa started to ask more, but an eerie wailing went up, filling her ears. Then a low mournful note sounded, long and urgent. It was the call of the shell trumpet, which was rarely used. “They’re blowing the horn. Why? What’s happening?”

“Those aren’t fireworks,” Mau said. His face was pale. “We’re under attack.”

Both the kirin and the piyao shifted restlessly with uneasy growls, their dispute forgotten. A chorus of cries and roars erupted from the beasts on the island, echoing the distress call of their caretakers. Masa’s blood ran cold as the icy night air filled with piercing sound. All of Whisper Island was screaming.
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Chapter 1

The Imperial Bestiary

JIN KNEW HE WASN’T SUPPOSED to go into the Diviners’ Salon, but he couldn’t help himself. The imperial bestiary was kept there, and he’d been forbidden to look through its ancient pages for weeks now, even though he’d be turning thirteen in a matter of months. But on this spring morning, with everyone at the Palace of Monsters preoccupied with the biggest festival of the year, he might have a chance to take a quick peek. He strode through the long halls. As he neared the great doors of the Diviners’ Salon, he glanced around—and stopped himself just in time.

“Your Brilliance.” A trio of women swathed in bright silks bowed deeply. They were his grandmother’s attendants. He slouched against a tall, lacquered pillar and assumed a look of boredom, giving them a curt nod. Looking like colorful birds in their shimmering finery, they swished past in a cloud of scented oils. They were hardly halfway down the corridor when their whispers floated back.

“Good beasts, I thought it was a servant at first,” murmured one. “Why does he dress so plainly? In worker’s trousers instead of robes! You’d never know it was the crown prince from the back.”

“That hair doesn’t help!” said another with a sniff. “Shouldn’t it be tied in the proper court style? It’s all chopped off like the bristles of a pig.”

“Hush, Lady Opal! Lady Coral, I’m surprised at you,” hissed the third attendant. “He’s still a pup. His hair may stay short till he comes of age. And as a royal, he can wear whatever he likes.”

“Huh. Tell that to Grandmother,” Jin muttered. The three ladies-in-waiting turned their heads at his voice, but he cleared his throat and coughed, pretending he hadn’t heard them. As they hurried away, he smirked. Keep people on their toes, and their service will remain properly attentive, his grandmother liked to say. Not that he’d ever berate them like she would, or worse, have her pet phoenix teach them a lesson. Though the empress dowager would likely agree with her attendants about his clothes, she would never abide their insolent comments. Jin adjusted his dark linen tunic, defiantly tightening its belt. As soon as the hall was empty, he slipped into the room of diviners’ tools and treasures.

It was deserted at this hour, with carved wooden shutters closed tight against the sun. The room was dimly lit by tall bronze butter lamps that flickered with a golden glow. Jin hurried past dozens of prized artifacts used by the Bureau of Divination, past the chart of the heavens, the gilt fortune sticks in their solid jade shaker, the scrolls and scales used by the alchemists, the silver compass of the geomancers. His soft felt boots scuffed along the polished wooden floor, which gleamed with reflected light. He went around the long table that held the imperial bestiary and secured the doors connecting the room to the royal library. Then he turned to the jeweled case. It winked invitingly.

He stroked its gold brocade cover and smiled. “Reunited at last.”

Jin unlatched the thick lid and lifted it with both hands. Larger than any other book or scroll that existed in the imperial collection, the bestiary documented every monster, every magical beast, every creature of the enchanted land between realms. He riffled through the giant case, nearly the size of a large footstool, and pulled out one of the enormous bound volumes, its soft worn pages covered in inked diagrams and highly detailed painted illustrations of the wondrous beings that had once roamed the palace. Though the cages of the palace menagerie were now dusty and abandoned, he still wanted to know everything he could about its former occupants. After all, the custom and the rule was he’d need to gain the trust and companionship of a monster if he was to ever become emperor of Samtei. There might be fewer magical beasts than ever before—it was rumored that his grandmother’s phoenix was the only one left—but Jin wanted to be prepared. Pulling out a chair, he sat at the table and flipped idly through the pages, landing on the one about the kirin. He practically had it memorized but read through it again.

“The ‘king of beasts’ is so gentle it won’t even bend the grass beneath its feet.” He frowned at the illustration of the cloven-hoofed creature. It was certainly handsome with a scaly coat and shining antlers, but if it was afraid to bend blades of grass, then it must be the worst in battle. He could never understand why this monster was held in such high regard. Then again, several of the greatest rulers in the empire’s history had been bonded with a kirin, including one that he’d been named after, Jin the Mighty. He eagerly moved on to the extensive section on dragons—winged, horned, sea-dwelling, mountain-dwelling, shapeshifting mirage-makers. Dragons were so much more interesting. They controlled water, bringing rain or preventing floods. Rumor had it that in some lands of the far west, they actually breathed fire instead. They inspired awe immediately.

His father’s creature companion, or monstermate, had been said to be a dragon. But from what Jin had seen depicted in portraits, it looked suspiciously like an ordinary, if large, lizard. Perhaps that was why Emperor Jen only ruled a short while. Both the emperor and his empress consort had died not long after ascending the throne, when Jin was a baby. Though he’d pieced together bits and pieces from snatches heard around the palace, no one ever would tell Jin more. Not his tutors, not his old nurse, and certainly not his grandmother, who’d only stared at him with steely eyes the one time he’d mustered the courage to ask. “What’s past is past,” the empress dowager had replied. “You must think about your future. The fate of the Three Realms depends on it.” She’d then looked at his tutor, at the time an elderly fellow who shifted nervously and twirled his white beard, and at everyone else in the room. “Anyone caught gossiping about the dead and departed will be punished for dishonoring their memory. If you are caught, my phoenix will happily take your tongue for a snack.”

Jin dared not ask again after that. But it didn’t stop him from wondering about his parents. For as long as he could remember, only he and his grandmother had lived at the Palace of Monsters, surrounded by servants, attendants, guards, and courtiers, but no other family. He was the last surviving scion of the imperial line. And yet his grandmother rarely saw him, leaving him to the care of nursemaids and a rotation of various instructors, each with orders to make sure he was taught in all the subjects a good ruler of the Three Realms must know.

If only they hadn’t been so painfully dull. Political history, economics, war strategy, land management, agriculture—they put him to sleep almost immediately, especially during a tutor’s droning lectures. The only subject he never tired of studying was monsters and the art of handling and communicating with them, commonly known as Whispering. For nearly a month now, he’d not had a chance to thumb through the massive book of monsters that he loved so much. His latest tutor, Master Sonsen, had told Jin that he was forbidden from going into the Diviners’ Salon alone to look at the bestiary, on orders from the empress dowager herself, until he’d improved his scores on his other subjects. Being banned from the salon was almost as torturous as sitting through a lesson on crop rotation and irrigation principles.

Jin turned back to the volume he held and traced a finger over the image of a dragon. So many emperors had kept these magnificent creatures as companions, roaming the halls of this very palace. What if he was the next?

A rattle echoed through the room, and the paneled doors from the library shook. Jin’s head snapped up.

“They’re locked!” exclaimed a petulant voice from the other side. It was one of the ministers in the Bureau of Divination.

“Then we’ll go through the corridor. Stop grumbling.”

Jin sprang from his chair. If he was caught in here, it would immediately be reported to the empress dowager, and he might get a caning—a punishment reserved for when he went expressly against her direct orders. It had been a few years, but he still quailed thinking of the last time, when he was whipped for feeding pieces of sea cucumber to her phoenix from his plate. It didn’t matter that he hated the rubbery delicacy, or that the creature had eagerly gulped it down without suffering any ill effects. He’d not been able to sit for nearly a week.

Quickly he slipped the volume he’d been reading into the bestiary’s case, then hesitated. Better put it exactly where he’d found it. As he dug through the unwieldy volumes, perspiration gathered on his forehead and threatened to trickle down. He frantically tried to remember the proper order. There! Right between the volume on feathered monsters and the one on furred beasts. He wedged the book in place between the other volumes, then secured the latch on the cover just as the ministers’ footsteps sounded out in the hallway.

Monstermuck, he swore silently. He couldn’t run out now—they’d be sure to tell his grandmother, even if he ordered them not to. He might be crown prince, but her word was law. He searched about the room. No use hiding under the table or behind any of the seating arrangements. But framing the doors to the library were two tall folding screens, painted with a famous battle scene from centuries prior, when fantastical monsters had helped the Samtei people defeat their neighbors. Those who could control such monsters were hailed as heroes and protectors, and the Empire of the Three Realms—said to be the realms of humans, animals, and monsters—was born.

The doors of the salon opened, and Jin dove behind a screen just in time. He peeked through the crack between two panels to see several diviners bustle in, all dressed in deep blue robes with decorated sashes and enameled monster pins signifying their rank as high ministers. There entered the head herbalist, who specialized in medicinal potions, wearing a tall cloth hat nearly as narrow as his face and a silk stole embroidered with leaves; a stout, bespectacled astrologer, who read the stars, his stole and flat folded cap stitched with a pattern of the heavens in silver and gold thread; and the head Whisperer, his black hat bearing wide wings and his silk stole beaded with bits of polished tortoiseshell.

“I asked for tea and sweets in here,” said the astrologer as he lowered himself heavily onto a cushioned armchair. “What’s so urgent that it couldn’t wait till after lunch? I heard there was going to be roast peacock to celebrate the start of the Monster Festival.”

“We can’t risk being overheard,” warned the Whisperer. “Certain things are too sensitive to be discussed anywhere other than behind closed doors.” He looked at the long table where the bestiary sat and frowned. Jin stifled a groan. He’d forgotten to push back his chair, which stood conspicuously away from the table. He held his breath as the Whisperer drew close, head tilted and tugging at his dark beard as he approached the chair. Then with an exasperated sigh, the man shoved it back in place and returned to where the other two ministers sat. Jin began breathing again, but his mind raced. What was so sensitive that they had to meet in secret? If the ministers caught him eavesdropping in here, would he be in bigger trouble with them or with his grandmother? How long would he need to stay hidden?

There was a knock, and then a servant appeared with a tray. The ministers grunted their approval as tea was prepared and dishes of candied fruit and sweetened rice cakes were laid out before them. When they thought they were alone again, talk resumed.

“So, is it about the borderlands?” asked the herbalist. He slurped his tea noisily. “Word is that raiders from the Empire of Hulagu are back.”

“More like scouts—the Hulagans are in a never-ending quest for expansion. The stars tell it true; they are always looking for opportunities to strike,” said the astrologist, his mouth full of gooey rice cake. “Which is why, treaties or not, Her Majesty wants to fortify the northern border. The Three Realms might do well to build a true wall between us and our neighbors. There are too many unguarded sections.”

The floral fragrance of the tea wafted through the room, and as Jin watched the three diviners stuffing themselves with sweets, his mouth watered. He’d barely touched his breakfast this morning, intent on visiting the bestiary before anyone could see him, but now he was sorry. His stomach twisted and rumbled in complaint. He shoved a fist against it, trying to silence it.

“A wall will cost money. The treasury minister says taxes must be raised again. The floods and crop failures of the last several years have taken a toll,” the herbalist said, his long face doleful. “The people will be in an uproar.”

The astrologist shrugged. “If the Samtei are reminded of the danger posed by their enemies, all will remain united behind the throne. If not, the masses will direct their discontent inward at the empress . . . and all those who serve her.”

“That threat has only grown over the last twelve years with Empress Soro in charge,” agreed the Whisperer. “Not in seven hundred years has the Triad Throne been occupied by a woman for this long. It’s unheard of.”

The astrologer adjusted his spectacles. “Unprecedented!”

“Unseemly,” sniffed the herbalist. “But she is only regent, holding the throne for Prince Jin. It’s rightfully his.”

“Yet the crown prince is still a child and therefore unproven,” the Whisperer replied. He shook his head. “He’s a bit of a runt, frankly—much like that frail-looking new tutor of his. Each generation of this family seems to weaken.”

A runt? Jin pulled away from the crack between the screen panels, insulted. He was nothing like Master Sonsen. He hadn’t hit a growth spurt yet was all.

“Very true,” agreed the astrologer, chewing on a walnut-stuffed date. “And how can he make his claim, with such a scarcity of monsters? Let us say what must be said. But for the empress dowager’s phoenix, no creatures have been seen around here for years.” He smacked his lips and licked his fingers.

The Whisperer sighed. “We might as well be the Empire of Two Realms now. It was difficult enough coming up with something passable for his father.”

Jin frowned. What did that mean? He peered through the crack once again.

“But that leads precisely to what I wanted to discuss.” The Whisperer glanced fearfully at the closed doors. “In less than six months, the prince will turn thirteen—and he has yet to find a monstermate.”

The herbalist took another slurp of tea. “So what if he does not?”

“It has never happened before! No ruler of the Three Realms has reached the age of thirteen without bonding with a creature of the in between,” spluttered the Whisperer. “Prince Jin cannot ascend the throne without the authority of a monstermate. Everyone else in the royal line has either been banished or has met an untimely fate—and without a clear order of succession, the empire will be in peril from within as well as without.”

A sinking feeling came over Jin. His grandmother had always told him that if he prepared properly to be emperor, a monster would present itself at the right moment. It was why he’d studied the bestiary as much as he had. But this? This was much more complicated—and urgent—than his grandmother had let on.

The astrologist wiped a sugary smudge from his spectacles. “Could you shave a scaly pattern on a water buffalo and call it a kirin? Nowadays people wouldn’t know any different.”

“I suppose,” said the Whisperer. “I’ve been loath to mention it to Her Majesty. But it’s a looming problem.”

“We must advise the empress dowager properly or things will only get worse,” said the herbalist. “Come now, sirs, we head the most important imperial bureau in the land. Without us, the regent is but a mere woman.”

A high-pitched shriek filled the air outside the room, and the men jumped. They sprang to their feet as the doors opened and the empress swept in, followed by a large, shimmering bird with a serrated beak. It sailed about the room on vermilion wings tipped in gold, casting its piercing yellow eyes on the three divination ministers. Jin shrank back as the phoenix came alarmingly close to the folding screen, but it banked hard before the wall and flew to the empress dowager, who held out a jeweled scepter shaped like a trident.

The monster bird landed by the scepter’s three-tined head, grasping the thick gold handle with fearsome claws. As his grandmother drew the trident closer, her rouged cheeks pleated in a rare smile at the phoenix, her fashionably blackened teeth a dark crescent against her pale powdered skin. Her hair, the coal-black strands famously unmarred by any sign of gray, was pulled into an elaborate hairstyle, with nine flower hairpins worked in gold. The phoenix snapped at the tinkling golden flowers cascading from the pins, then began to preen its long, curling tail feathers.

The ministers had fallen to their knees, and their heads were pressed to the floor. His grandmother’s smile vanished as her gaze raked over them. She adjusted her voluminous formal robes, took her seat, then curtly bade them to get up and return to their chairs.

“As I thought.” The empress dowager looked pointedly at the spread of sweets and tea before them. “Indulging in refreshment between affairs of state?”

“Forgive us, Your Brilliant Majesty,” said the astrologer. “We thought it best to move here to discuss a few matters before the Bureau of Divination, and we got a little parched.” Bowing, he offered a cup of tea.

She waved it aside. “I don’t remember dismissing you from the throne room.”

“Begging your mercy, madam,” said the herbalist smoothly. “We were under the impression that you were busy with other matters, what with the Monster Festival beginning tonight.”

The Whisperer chimed in. “But speaking of monsters, we were just discussing the problem of their scarcity.” He hesitated. “Perhaps . . . Prince Jin should pay Whisper Island a visit?”

Jin’s eyes widened. Whisper Island? The sanctuary? Oh, that’d be far better than paging through the bestiary or even reveling at the Monster Festival.

Whisper Island had been established more than a hundred years earlier, after the empire’s long-standing wars with its neighbors had taken a toll on its prized array of monsters. His great-great-grandfather had ordered Whisperers to spirit away creatures to an island off Samtei’s coast, creating a refuge named after those with power over the uncanny beasts. Surely he’d find a monstermate there!

His grandmother sniffed. “That would be quite an undertaking.”

“His new tutor seems to think that Prince Jin has immense potential with the Whispering powers of his ancestors,” offered the astrologer. “He’s shown great interest in the subject.”

The gilt flowers in the empress dowager’s hair clinked with a bright, brittle sound as she shook her head. “My grandson must focus on his other studies. The last thing he needs is to be distracted by the demands of a pet monster.”

With a frown, the Whisperer stroked his beard. “The people are restive, my lady, and will not take well to the news of new taxes for a border wall. If they see the crown prince matched with a suitably commanding beast, they may be mollified.”

“Which is why their attention must be turned to the true threats facing the Three Realms,” his grandmother replied. “Even with a monstermate, a young boy is no match for the many enemies of Samtei. He will be too weak.”

The Whisperer chuckled. “Weak? No, my lady. Not if the prince is seen with his own creature. It will show everyone there is a strong successor for the leadership of the empire! Isn’t that what we want?”

The empress dowager cocked her head. “Are you in that much of a hurry to get my grandson onto the Triad Throne?” Her voice had become soft. Too soft. Jin cringed.

The minister’s face paled. “Oh, no,” said the Whisperer nervously. “We just got to talking about monsters because of the Monster Festival and thought there was a point of concern.”

“I would have thought that my decisions were long beyond questioning by now,” said Empress Soro after a long pause. “Yet it seems to me that you are not only challenging them but scheming to push Jin onto the throne.” She delicately stroked the phoenix’s crested head with a gilt-lacquered nail. “A reckless move, especially when he is not ready. Wouldn’t you agree, my pet?”

With a shriek, the phoenix launched at the Whisperer in a blur of scarlet and gold. As the bird tore off the minister’s hat and scratched at him with its claws, a streak of blood trickled down his forehead and dripped onto his silk stole, staining it with crimson. He yelped and covered his head to no avail, while the other ministers leaned as far from him as possible, looking pained.

Jin grimaced and averted his gaze. Whisperers were supposed to be able to handle monsters with ease, but with so few left, their skills were rarely put to the test. How in the realms was this man the head Whisperer? No wonder he was always jumpy around the phoenix. As the minister let out a catlike yowl, Jin snorted in disbelief.

Despite the commotion, the phoenix halted as if it had heard. It swiveled its head and leveled a piercing stare right at Jin. He jerked back from the crack between the screen panels. There was an agonizing silence, and Jin breathed as quietly as he could, his heart hammering in his ears, praying to the gods that the phoenix would resume bothering the minister. Then a rustle of silks drew closer and closer. Jin looked up to see the empress dowager standing over him, the phoenix on her shoulder.

“Well,” she said, arching a painted brow. “What have we here?”
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Chapter 2

Tea and Consequences

CROUCHED BEHIND THE FOLDING SCREENS in the Diviners’ Salon, Jin flinched under the empress dowager’s dark gaze. His mouth went dry. “H-he-hello, G-Grandmother.” The monster bird on her shoulder stared down at him with sharp yellow eyes. It must have alerted the empress dowager to his presence. With a few snaps of its beak and a toss of its crested head, it seemed to be laughing at him. His gut clenched.

“Get up,” ordered Empress Soro, her voice edged with impatience. Awkwardly, he stood, trying to keep his chin high.

The three ministers came shuffling up behind the empress and peered over her other shoulder. Upon seeing Jin, they drew sharp breaths and exchanged alarmed glances.

“Prince Jin!” Though the head Whisperer bore scratches on his face from the phoenix and had blood running down his temple, he frowned at Jin, the attack by the monster bird temporarily forgotten. “Your Majesty, we had no idea the crown prince was here!”

“Indeed, indeed,” huffed the astrologer. “This is most distressing.”

The empress dowager stepped back with a curt wave. “Come out, boy.”

Jin emerged from behind the screen and faced his grandmother, the three ministers of divination glaring at him like a trio of baleful owls. Nervously he fiddled with the end of his cloth belt. The empress dowager’s lips were pressed in a thin line.

“I thought I made it clear that you were not to be in here,” she said. “Were you looking at the bestiary again?”

The phoenix launched from her shoulder and Jin ducked, but the monster bird flapped past him and began circling the room. Looking down at his feet, Jin nodded meekly. “I’m sorry, Grandmother.” His voice cracked, and he felt his insides shrinking as she examined him. Was she going to make him pick out a bamboo stick for his own beating? The first time that had happened, after the offense of not practicing for his instrument lessons, he’d made the mistake of selecting the thinnest stalk of bamboo—even thinner than the bow of his upright fiddle—thinking it would hurt less. Instead, the flexible rod had whipped painful cuts across his back. Though he’d known to choose thicker stalks after that, there was no escaping their sting.

It would do no good to beg for mercy. But in a sudden burst of desperation, he tried to explain. “I haven’t looked at it in ages, really. I just didn’t want to forget anything that I’ve learned.” His voice cracked again, and he cleared his throat. “You always say that study is important. If I’m to find a monstermate, I need to be ready.”

With a screech, the phoenix glided toward the empress dowager. Without looking, she held out her scepter, and the monster bird landed neatly on the carved handle. As the creature cocked its head at Jin, his grandmother regarded him with eyes as dark as obsidian. “I see this is a matter to be discussed privately.” She glanced at the tea and sweets that the ministers had been devouring. “Come. While I take refreshment in my quarters, I should like to hear you defend this breach of my orders.”

The herbalist narrowed his eyes at Jin. “If you like, my lady, I can come up with a special tea that will compel obedience.”

“Thank you, Minister Jandi, but that won’t be necessary right now,” replied the empress dowager. “Get along, boy.”

He was doomed. With a last longing look at the bestiary, Jin followed his grandmother out of the Diviners’ Salon. Standing just outside were two of her personal guards, Imperial Beaststalkers, looking almost like monsters themselves, their helmets shaped like snarling lion heads. The elder Beaststalker, Old Fang, had been there for as long as Jin could remember. His grizzled cheeks creased in pleased surprise at the sight of Jin. Jin grimaced. An understanding expression crossed Old Fang’s face, and he stepped up to flank the empress dowager.

Trailing a couple of respectful steps behind his grandmother and her guards, Jin kept his eyes on the train of her robes as the empress dowager glided through the pillared corridors and sunlit courtyards of the palace, her golden slippers whispering along glossy wood floors, colored tile mosaics, and polished stone. Everywhere they went, servants, guards, and courtiers bowed low. “Tea for the crown prince and me in my apartments,” she said as she passed a prostrating pair of servants, who scrambled to their feet to do her bidding.

The phoenix fixed an eye on Jin and screeched. He flinched. The empress dowager might have ordered refreshments, but it couldn’t distract him from what might be forthcoming. Thinking of his grandmother’s temper and her unpredictable monster bird, Jin’s stomach flip-flopped with dread.

They reached the pavilion that housed the empress’s chambers. Guards flanking the entrance opened the doors and saluted as they passed. Jin collided with a cloud of incense smoke, the perfume heavy and sickly sweet. He sneezed.

“Your Brilliant Majesty,” chirped his grandmother’s attendants. They bowed to her, and then Jin. “Your Brilliance.” The ladies-in-waiting descended upon them like a flock of bright parrotines and settled Jin and his grandmother onto wide carved couches, offering padded stools for their feet.

The phoenix launched off the empress dowager’s scepter and landed on an ornate metal stand, a twisted leafless tree made of pure silver. It proceeded to pick irritably at its feathers, plucking bits of crimson and gold that floated to the floor. Patches of pale down on its breast peeked through where it had plucked itself nearly bare. The empress dowager frowned and pointed her scepter at the monster bird. “Stop that,” she hissed. The phoenix jerked its head up, then grumbled and started sharpening its beak on a silver branch. Satisfied, the empress dowager set down the jeweled trident. She produced an enormous shining pearl the size of a plum from her robes and began idly playing with it, hefting it in her hand and rolling it around on her palm as she studied her grandson.

Several servants hurried in with heavy trays and began preparing tea, filling a low table between them with small plates piled high with delicacies. Jin welcomed the interruption, but his appetite was long gone. As a servant placed a dish of savory dumplings before him, he looked up to see it was a young girl. Among the palace staff, there were always a few children who’d been offered by their families to serve the throne. Despite their presence, Jin had never been allowed to play with them. Still, he couldn’t help but notice anyone close to his own age. This girl looked to be a couple years younger than he, though her face was unfamiliar. Her thick hair was tied back from her round cheeks in tight pigtails, and the oversized kitchen smock she wore was still stiff and new. Nodding his thanks, Jin smiled.

Dimples appeared in her cheeks. She picked up a steaming iron kettle and began filling a teapot with hot water. In the corner, the phoenix stretched its wings on its silver tree and gave an ear-splitting screech. Startled, the servant girl jumped, splashing hot water onto the table and on Jin’s leg. They both yelped. One of the empress’s attendants smacked the back of the girl’s head with a folded fan.

“Look what you did, clumsy fool!” scolded Lady Opal. “You’ve burned the prince!”

The young girl flushed, her lip trembling. She dropped to her knees and pressed her head to the floor. “Forgive me, Your Brilliance.”

Lady Opal smacked the girl again. “Clean up this mess! Your Brilliance, shall we ask the herbalist for a poultice?”

As the girl scrambled to wipe up the spilled water, Jin blotted himself with a napkin. “No need. Most of it just hit my trousers without even touching the skin. I was taken by surprise, is all.”

“Still, this is unacceptable.” The lady-in-waiting was unsatisfied. She whirled on the servant. “You’re new, aren’t you? What’s your name, girl?”

Her dimples long gone, the servant’s wide eyes reminded Jin of a frightened deer. She stood mutely until Lady Opal clucked disapprovingly. “Bingyoo, my lady,” the young girl whispered.

“Well, Bingyoo, you clearly haven’t been trained properly. How the kitchen could send someone so green to serve Their Majesties is beyond me!” She glanced at the empress dowager, who merely sipped at her tea, watching in impassive silence. Puffing herself up like an angry hen, the attendant pointed at the hapless new servant. “Who’s been training you? And for how long?”

Jin rolled his eyes. “It was just a little water. I’m fine. Nothing’s broken, either. Can’t we just have our tea without an interrogation?” Annoyed, he reached for a delicately fluted cucumber cup stuffed with minced shrimp and popped it in his mouth.

Nonplussed, Lady Opal’s plump powdered face scrunched into dozens of folds. Then she bared her blackened teeth. “I suppose so, Your Brilliance,” she simpered. Her smile vanished as she glared at the servant girl. “Well, what are you gawking at? Haven’t you done enough?”

With a hasty bow, Bingyoo stepped back from the table with her empty tray. Bowing again with the other servants, she hurried out of the room.

“I’m sorry you had to endure such incompetence, Your Brillant Majesty,” Lady Opal began.

“And not for the first time.” The empress dowager put down her cup. “Leave us,” she ordered her attendants. As Lady Opal glanced back at Jin, he made a mocking face. Snapping open her fan with a huff, she swept out of the room after the other ladies-in-waiting. Jin smirked, but sobered and sat up straight as his grandmother turned her attention to him. “Let’s talk about what happened. Now, I expressly forbade you to waste time with the bestiary, did I not?”

Jin swallowed and started to answer at the same time. A bit of shrimp went down the wrong way, and he coughed violently. He could feel himself turning bright red as he fought to clear his throat. His grandmother wrinkled her nose in distaste. Finally, he could speak. “Yes, Grandmother.” He bowed his head in contrition. “It was wrong of me—I have no excuse.”

“I thought you said it was because you wanted to prepare for a monster of your own,” she said dryly. “I’m well aware that your birthday will be coming soon.” Her lips curved at the corners in a tiny smile.

His heart leaped. Maybe she finally saw that he was old enough to be taken seriously. “That’s true, too, Grandmother,” he said eagerly. “And I couldn’t help but overhear the ministers telling you that they thought that I might go to Whisper Island to find a beast. Don’t you think that’s a good idea?”

“Mmm. Possibly.”

Possibly? Jin beamed, ready to make his case and convince her. The dangling gilt flowers in her hair clinked as she tilted her head. “What were they talking about before I arrived in the salon?”

He stopped and frowned. Some of what the ministers discussed might set his grandmother off, especially the complaints about her being on the throne, and their fear of the empire’s decline. They might be pompous and far too satisifed with themselves, especially that useless head Whisperer, but they at least seemed to understand the importance of him finding a monstermate. “They were worried about the borderlands,” he said carefully. “They thought the people might rise up if taxes were raised. And uh . . . they said monsters were hard to find nowadays.”

His grandmother’s eyes grew keen. “I see. And what else?”

“I—I don’t know. You came in right then.”

“Ah.” The empress dowager stabbed a glazed sour cherry with a bamboo skewer. Her mouth puckered as she chewed. “Interesting as that is, you should not have been in there. Regardless of what the ministers think or said, I know what is best for you. Your focus should be on studying and preparing for your future.”

“But doesn’t studying the bestiary count?” protested Jin. “How else should I prepare for a monstermate? You’ve always said if I studied hard enough, one would appear as my reward. Well, I’m ready. Ask me about a creature, any creature, and I’ll tell you about it.”

“Only knowing about creatures is not enough,” sniffed his grandmother. “A worthy ruler doesn’t just have control of a monster. If that were the case, any Whisperer could rule the empire. No, you must learn about the administration of power, and what an empire needs. I should not have to repeat myself about it. As punishment, you are barred from attending the Monster Festival this year. You will remain at the palace for its duration, and write me an essay instead.”

“An essay?” Jin stared at his grandmother in dismay. Just moments before, they had been talking about Whisper Island. The conversation had taken a terrible turn. “About what?”

The empress dowager raised an eyebrow and dabbed at a corner of her mouth with a linen napkin. “You could write about the Monster Festival.” She picked up her pearl ball, looking pleased with herself, and began rolling it in her fingers again. “Include its history, and its importance to the people. You will learn something useful and pay the price for your disobedience at the same time.” Her lips thinned. “And if you disobey me again, I will personally make sure that you wish you hadn’t.” Her monster bird screeched on its silver tree and snapped its serrated beak when the empress dowager tossed it a dumpling. “You may be excused.”

Jin sat there, stunned. Then he swallowed hard. “Y-yes, Grandmother.” He bowed deeply and hurried to leave her chambers before she could see his expression.

Silently seething, he strode through the halls of the palace. His jaw was clenched so tight, Jin could barely nod an acknowledgment as courtiers and servants bowed and greeted him. Not only was he now barred from looking at the bestiary, he was banned from attending the biggest festival of the year. To have to write an essay about it without going? “This is pure monstermuck,” he muttered.

“Your Brilliance!” said Old Fang as Jin rounded a corner. “How was your tea?” His weathered face beamed cheerfully from below his snarling lion helmet. A veteran of many wars that had been waged by the empire, he had served under both Jin’s grandfather and Jin’s father before becoming the commander of the empress dowager’s personal guard.

Jin scowled. “I was given my punishment for sneaking into the Diviners’ Salon. No festival for me.”

“Ah,” said the Beaststalker knowingly. “Well, you know your grandmother doesn’t take kindly to being disobeyed. At least you didn’t have to kneel on uncooked rice while holding the bestiary over your head. That thing is so big it would crush you in an instant.”

“Don’t give her any ideas,” warned Jin, but he cracked a half-hearted smile. “I feel like I’m getting a lot stronger, though. I’ve been working on my boxing form like you showed me.” He stepped into a fighting stance, curling his hands into fists.

The grizzled guard gave him a critical once-over. “Shoulders down.” He pushed at one fist. “Wrist straight and firm. Knuckles flat across, thumb tucked over the fingers, not inside them. You remember why?”

“So I won’t break my thumb if I hit something. Someone.” Savagely, Jin punched at an invisible foe.

“Good,” grunted Old Fang. He reached into a leather pouch at his waist. “I was saving this for your birthday this year, but maybe it’ll cheer you up now. Open your hand.” He placed something hard and cool in Jin’s outstretched palm.

Jin examined the small metal object, looped on a waxed black cord. “A padlock?”

“It’s a lock charm forged out of sky metal—the iron that comes from fallen stars,” said Old Fang. “Your father gave it to me long ago, after I got him out of a whisker of trouble. It’s for luck and protection. To lock the bearer to this realm and guard them from death. I’ve just been waiting for the right moment to pass it on to you.”

“This was from my father?” Jin stared at the lock in wonder. No bigger than his thumb, it was shaped like a dragon on a cloud, a straight metal shackle connecting the monster’s head and tail.

The commander smiled. “He used to wear it himself when he was your age. It’s quite old—I’m sure it’s been in the family for a long time. It was a sign of gratitude when he gave it to me, but I think he’d be even more gratified if you wore it.”

“Does it have a key?” Jin asked, pulling at the shackle and peering at what appeared to be tiny keyholes.

“I was never given one.” Old Fang’s eyes crinkled. “But if anyone can unlock it, I’m sure it’s you.”

With a grin, Jin reached into his pocket and pulled out a small silken envelope. Inside were thin metal pins that he and Old Fang had hammered flat. He tried to insert one into the lock, fumbling with the minute piece.

“Keep your touch gentle,” coached the Beaststalker. “Nothing is ever truly locked, but broken locks can’t be picked no matter how good your skills. Hmm. We might have to make some narrower picks.”

A voice called out from behind him. “Commander Fang? May we speak to you?” Jin hastily stuffed the picks back in his pocket and peered over the commander’s shoulder. The astrologer and the herbalist from the Bureau of Divination stood at the other end of the corridor. Upon spotting Jin, their faces seemed to sour, but they bowed deeply.

Jin acknowledged them with a sardonic wave. He thanked Old Fang, who excused himself before striding off to talk to the diviners. Jin turned aimlessly down another corridor and through a courtyard, not really watching where he was going, entranced by his new present. A weathered bronze color, it didn’t look like much—not a speck of gold or inlaid gems anywhere. It just looked like an old beat-up lock. But that was exactly why he liked it. That, and the fact that his father had once worn it. “Luck and protection, eh?” he said out loud. “I could really use both.” He stopped to put it around his neck. It didn’t completely take away the sting of being forbidden from attending the Monster Festival, but he did feel better.

He looked up and noticed that he’d wandered halfway through a quiet garden. Before him stretched a winding walkway leading to the old palace menagerie, which had stood empty for decades. Whenever anyone caught him near the menagerie, he was quickly steered away, but no one was around now. “She didn’t say I couldn’t go there,” Jin muttered, and made his way to the giant wooden gate, its once vibrant paint now peeling, an imposing iron padlock dangling from the doors. He reached for his lockpicks.

Inserting first one pin, then another into the lock’s keyhole, Jin pressed and wiggled until the padlock’s thick shackle sprang free. Success! He was getting better and better at this. Triumphantly, he removed the lock. With a furtive glance around, he pulled open the doors, their hinges creaking in protest, and slipped through.
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Chapter 3

The Palace Menagerie

AT FIRST GLANCE, THE MENAGERIE didn’t look much different from other gardens on the imperial grounds. Jin followed its winding stone path, which surrounded a lake with a small tree-covered island in its center. Pavilions of varying sizes and shapes flanked the broad walkway, the late-morning sun gleaming off their curved tile roofs. Wooden tea houses stood at intervals, their fine latticed shutters closed to the elements. A man-made waterfall spilled over a rock formation and fed a meandering stream lined with irises. All appeared tranquil and still.

But on closer inspection, the pavilions were encased with iron bars and screens that obscured overturned feeding troughs and rotted straw within. They were cages, and the elaborate tea houses were abandoned outbuildings that had housed smaller creatures and supplies for monster care. More than a century ago, when most of the empire’s surviving monsters were taken to an island sanctuary by skilled Whisperers, a collection of the most prized creatures was kept in a menagerie at the palace to remind people of the throne’s power.

Now the fine wire mesh that tented the empty lake had gaping holes and was rusting. The trees on the islet, bushy and wild, poked their branches through the mesh. Overgrown weeds bordered the pathway, sprang up around the cages, and emerged from cracks between the stones.

Jin walked purposefully toward the far end of the walled garden, which he had yet to explore. He’d managed to sneak in a couple of times before, but it was so large that it was impossible to see everything in one visit, even with the creatures now gone. As he passed by each cage, he looked at the mounted signs that indicated what had been held within. The poisonfeather bird pavilion had a metal swing that creaked gently in the breeze, while the structure for lion-dogs had a giant old ball covered in teeth marks. The kirin pen was two stories tall, for while the most common kirin was said to be powerfully built like an ox, there were some varieties that were more deerlike, with impossibly long, thin necks. And of course, there were the antlers to contend with.

Seeing the doors ajar, Jin impulsively entered the pen. Peering up at the roof sheltering the structure, he saw a feeding ball, looking like an abandoned, rusty bird cage, mounted from the rafters for the long-necked kirin. What a sight such creatures must have been!

In his wanderings around the menagerie, he never tired of finding unusual features that had been installed. A massive splintering perch on the lake for the kunpeng, a winged fish monster that transformed into a fierce bird out of water. Heavy blocks of marble for dragon-headed turtles, which liked to carry them on their backs. The peaked roof and water-collecting system around an enormous crystalline tank for tiger-headed fish known as shachi, which had a tendency to summon rain clouds.

When he reached the stable for winged horses, he tried the door, its handle shaped like a pair of feathered wings. It opened easily, and when he went inside the multistory tower, he looked up the central shaft ringed with paddocks. Horses would fly to their stalls, while stairs winding along the walls allowed for their human handlers to walk back down. The stale air smelled faintly of old manure. He climbed the stairs and poked around the stalls, hoping to find a giant feather, reciting bestiary tidbits about the winged horse. “‘Under the hand of a talented Whisperer, it can travel a thousand miles in a mere day.’” But try as Jin might, he couldn’t find a single feather left behind.

Bong. Bong. Bong.

In the distance, bells chimed from the great water clock in the palace’s central courtyard. “Muckety muck,” Jin grumbled. It was time for afternoon studies with his tutor. If he didn’t head back, people would start looking for him. He hurried out of the menagerie and snapped the heavy padlock back in place, then ran back toward the heart of the palace complex. As he skidded around a corner, he smacked straight into a servant carrying a towering stack of bamboo steamer baskets. They went flying, fresh steamed buns scattering everywhere, while Jin and the servant tumbled to the ground.

“Bungling beasts! Why don’t you watch where you’re going?” cried the servant, her voice indignant.

Dazed, Jin didn’t answer, the wind knocked out of him. As a domed lid rolled and spun to a stop by his head, he lay on the floor, staring up at the ceiling. Muttering angrily, the servant began gathering the fallen baskets and their contents.

“Unbelievable. At this rate I’ll be fed to that monster bird by nightfall. I already near scalded the prince. Crickety creatures . . . what’s next? Hey—you going to lie there all day? Help me clean up. You made this mess!”

The servant picked up the lid by Jin’s head. It was the new girl, Bingyoo. Her eyes met his. “Holy beasts,” she gasped. “I didn’t . . . I thought you were . . .” Scrambling to her hands and knees, she pressed her forehead to the ground. “Forgive me, Your Brilliance! I swear I’m not trying to kill you.”

Jin burst out laughing. He pushed himself up. “Are you sure about that?” he teased. But Bingyoo remained as if she were stuck to the floor, bowed and frozen in fear. He softened.

“I’m kidding. I know it was an accident. With making tea—and here too.” He leaned over. “You’re right, you know. I was running and wasn’t paying attention. Please get up. It’s all right, really.”

Slowly, Bingyoo rose and looked about. “No, it’s not.” She bit her lip. “The cooks are going to boil my hide.”

He picked up one of the steamed buns that had scattered across the ground. It was squashed and dirty, its filling oozing out. He shook his head. “This is probably why I’m not supposed to run through the halls. Here, I’ll help you.” As they gathered up stray baskets and fallen buns, Jin’s mouth watered. They still smelled amazing. His stomach growled, loudly.

“Was that you?” asked Bingyoo.

He coughed in embarrassment. “I didn’t actually eat much with my grandmother.”

“I would offer you one of these if they weren’t ruined.” She wrung her hands. “These were supposed to be part of an offering ceremony at the Monster Festival tonight.”

“Well, if that’s the case, then I’m glad they’re ruined,” Jin said sourly. Then he saw her stricken expression and stopped himself. “I don’t mean to get you in trouble. I’ll send word to the kitchens that I caused the accident, if that helps.”

She nodded, relief crossing her face. “Thank you, Your Brilliance.”

“It’s just . . . I’ve been looking forward to the festival, but now I’m not going.” Jin sulked. “I’ve been ordered to stay in and study.”

“But everyone gets to go—even us servants. You’re the prince!” Bingyoo stared at him in surprise.

He shrugged. “I have to do as my grandmother says. The whole reason I can’t go is because I disobeyed her.”

“What a shame.” Bingyoo’s eyes were wide with sympathy. She picked up a lid knocked askew on a basket, and her dimples appeared. “Look! Here’s one that survived!” She handed him an intact
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