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Warring Clans Era

~500 CYCLES

The Ninety-Nine Clans fight one another to defend their lands. Several dominant clans survive (most notably the Mansorian clan of the Northern Steppes and the Sòng clan of the Southern Valleys) to become powerful hegemons that take on other clans as vassals.

First Kingdom

CYCLE 0–591

The hegemon clans establish powerful courts, their rulers taking on the title of “king” in an attempt to consolidate power. Territorial disputes arise, yet the hegemon clans remain in a gridlock for most of this era.

Near the end of this era, General Zhào Jùng of the powerful Central Hin Kingdom begins a war to absorb the other hegemons into what he envisions as a single, standardized kingdom of Hin. The Mansorian clan—along with its vassals—puts up a fierce fight but takes heavy losses. The Sòng clan surrenders, and members become advisors to the Emperor. General Zhào becomes the First Emperor Jīn.

Middle Kingdom 

CYCLE 591–1344

The unification of the once-fragmented hegemon clans ushers in an era of stability, in which the First Emperor Jīn and his ancestors implement policies to instigate the economic development of the newly formed Middle Kingdom. Most notably, they outline the Way of Practitioning to standardize all practitioning activity within the Middle Kingdom and as a way to limit the power of the conquered clans. Throughout this era, skirmishes and uprisings by rebel clans are swiftly quelled by the Imperial Army.

At the end of this era, Emperor Yán’lóng—the Dragon Emperor—grows paranoid about a potential Mansorian uprising. He believes that Emperor Jīn’s policy of allowing the Ninety-Nine Clans to retain their own lands, cultures, and identities ensures there will be rebellion. Weak, greedy, and afraid of a decline of power, he binds the Crimson Phoenix, the Demon God that has lain dormant in his family’s control, and begins his military campaign of the Ninety-Nine Heads Massacre.

The Mansorian general Xan Tolürigin, aligned with the Demon God the Black Tortoise of the North, leads the counterattack and is joined by former clan allies. They lose, and in a fit of rage, Xan Tolürigin flees north, destroying Hin cities and massacring civilians along the way. To this day, it is unclear where his spirit rests—or whether it rests at all.

Last Kingdom 

CYCLE 1344–1424

The Ninety-Nine Clans are almost eradicated or dispersed and forced to assimilate into the Hin identity. The Last Kingdom survives for only eighty cycles. Then, on the thirty-second cycle of the Qīng Dynasty under the rule of the Luminous Dragon Emperor, Shuò’lóng, the Elantians invade.

Elantian Age 

YEAR 1 (CYCLE 1424)–PRESENT DAY
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And when the first of mankind gazed upon the Light of the Creator and his Angels, he felt awakening in his blood the magic of metal: power to be used to bring Light to a world which saw only darkness.

—The Holy Book of Creation,
 First Scripture, Verse Thirteen



Elantian Age, Cycle 12

Where the Rivers Flow and the Skies End

Snow fell over the temple in the mountains. It coated the white pines in the gray of ash and froze over the once-burbling rivers. Silken drapes hung still between open-fretwork eaves of a hall whose waterfall no longer streamed. In the quiet of a winter caught in rosewood and rock, sky and ice, came the sharp sounding of metal boots.

“High General Erascius. I bring news from our scouts.”

Erascius set the Hin tome down next to the Elantian translation he’d been working on. The metal bands on his wrists gleamed in the gray sunlight as he lifted his head, hair the white of snow, skin the pale of milk, ridged with scars from a still-healing wound. “Speak,” he commanded, the word a sharp puff of his breath in the cold.

The White Angel, a patrol assigned to the Elantian army at the new base on this mountain, bowed his helmed head. “Our scouts have searched the School of Guarded Fists and the periphery. There is no trace of a star map, a musical instrument, or the Azure Tiger.”

Erascius found himself fixating on the irritating way the Angel’s armor glinted as he delivered this. His breath came quicker as his anger licked up like white-hot flames.

One month. One entire month spent in search of the Azure Tiger—one of the Four Demon Gods that gave the Hin immense power—and nothing to show for it. They, the Elantians, had crossed the Sea of Heavenly Radiance to bring light to this fallen kingdom, to take it and its resources under the wing of the great Elantian Empire. They had toppled the Last Kingdom’s emperor and eliminated most of the magic practitioners of this land—save for a handful. Most pressingly, during their attack on the last school of practitioning last month, they had let escape a boy and a girl, each of whom had bound to themself a Demon God: the Black Tortoise and the Silver Dragon.

The two had nearly singlehandedly taken down the entire Elantian army during the battle. And they might have, had they known how to fully use the Demon Gods’ powers.

This had put the Elantians in a compromised position and driven Erascius to focus on finding one of the remaining Demon Gods for himself. They had traced the Azure Tiger to this School of the White Pines, but the Hin practitioning masters had set it free before the Elantians could capture it.

The deaths of all those Hin masters had been little consolation for the loss of the Tiger.

“No trace of the boy?” he drawled.

“None yet, High General.”

“And the girl.” His voice had become dangerously soft. “What of the girl?”

“Last spotted by a western base. They followed her until she disappeared into the Emaran Desert with two companions.”

“When was this?”

“Several days ago, High General.”

The metal cuffs on his forearms flashed as Erascius pulled on his metal magic—magic that had once punctured the weak defenses of the Hin Imperial Army and qì practitioners like arrows through parchment. Magic that had expanded the Elantian Empire across this vast, resource-rich kingdom within a matter of weeks.

This was what differentiated the Elantian magicians from the vast majority of the Elantian army, and why they commanded while others obeyed. The Royal Magicians had been chosen by divine intervention to channel the power of their god. And there was no magician more powerful than Erascius. Through the different-colored cuffs on their wrists, the strongest of other Alloys might have wielded the magic of two or three metals. Erascius wielded that of thirteen.

With thirteen, Erascius held the power to secure the universe.

But not enough power by far to face two Demon Gods.

With a flick of his mind, he flung the White Angel into the air by the man’s steel armor, and held him there. Slowly, he began to squeeze the armor like a tin can. As the patrol began to choke, eyes popping and mouth gaping, Erascius thought of the pet fish the governor of this kingdom kept in his cushy palace in the Heavenly Capital.

“Several days,” Erascius said smoothly. “My top priority—a prize that could tip the perilous scales our rule rests upon—and you take several days to report to me? You, a White Angel, appointed as an elite member of the Elantian Empire?”

The Angel’s legs kicked the air; his lips, turning blue, were moving as he tried to speak. “… The … governor …”

One more second and Erascius would have pulled the man’s heart from his chest, summoning the metal present in the man’s blood with his magic. But he paused at the soldier’s rasps.

“The governor has a message for me?” he said, and with a slow, deliberate twirl of his finger, he sent the patrol crashing to the floor. The man’s blood splattered the slate-gray stone, worn smooth by thousands of years of Hin feet.

Trembling, the Angel pushed himself onto one knee. His armor was dented, no doubt still crushing his ribs and squeezing his lungs—Erascius could feel the seeping blood and the broken bone from where he sat—but the man valiantly recited the message between gasps of air. “The governor … asks … for an update … on quashing the Hin … rebellion …”

By now, Erascius’s irritation had reached a simmer. He held the governor in no more regard than he did this wriggling worm of a man before him, but the politician had been appointed by the Elantian king, across the Sea of Heavenly Radiance, who had been crowned by the Creator. Erascius was born unto this earth to serve the Creator through the king, and he had to believe the governor, too, held a role in that service.

Rebellion, the governor had called it, the word ringing in this hall of the conquered, amongst the Hin’s tomes and histories and dynasties of practitioning knowledge. Erascius didn’t like that word.

He waved a hand. “Tell the governor to continue his games of politics and economics. I will focus on winning this war for us. And send for Lieutenant Lishabeth. We make for the Emaran Desert by sunset. I want word out to every single base west of here to be on alert for the Hin girl. We find her, we find the star maps, and we find the remaining Demon Gods.”

Erascius turned back to the Hin tome, barely noticing as the messenger limped out, leaving a trail of blood. Winter Annals, he’d translated, the Elantian language striking left to right before him, straight and true like a sword as opposed to the messy waterfall spill of Hin characters. The book contained a history of the clans, banned across the Last Kingdom’s bookhouses by the Imperial Court. There was a single page Erascius had focused on, and it had given him all the information he needed.

He leaned over, the gold on his fountain pen gleaming as he finished the chapter, then leaned back to survey his work.

The Binding of the Demon Gods. Half the key to this new universe he’d stepped in to conquer.

And the other half … Erascius lifted his gaze west, beyond the silk curtains and a colorless winter sky framed in the rosewood fretwork of the temple hall.

The other half lay with the girl. It was she who held the star maps, the maps that led to the Four Demon Gods. It was she they needed to find in order to conquer this land.

“Run, my little singer,” he whispered, the wind snatching the words from his lips. “Run far and fast, for I am coming …”

I will find you, Sòng Lián.
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Power is survival. Power is necessity. Those who seek power must first take it; where it does not exist, they must create it.

—Unknown, Classic of Gods and Demons



Elantian Age, Cycle 12

The Northern Steppes

The ruins rose before him like a graveyard, blackened bones jutting from the ground and gaping at a storm-gray sky.

Xan Temurezen drew to a stop. The steady crunch of his sheepskin boots against snow fell away, and silence swept in, broken only by the distant keening of the wind and his own heartbeat. Around him: a landscape shrouded in white as far as the eye could see. The color of mourning. It was as though the earth itself grieved the day a people and a civilization had died, their last moments now buried beneath the passage of time, the turns of cycles.

Zen held his breath as he knelt by the remains of a charred stone wall. All the ancient tomes and scraps of maps he had studied had pointed to this place, where the great Mansorian clan’s palace had once stood—and where he, Xan Temurezen, its heir, had come to reclaim it.

He brushed away a mound of snow, revealing an engraved stone plaque. He immediately recognized the swirly, linear writing as Mansorian, standing in sharp contrast to the neat, boxlike Hin characters. Some clans, like the Mansorians, had cultures so distinct that they had their own writing systems, different from the standardized Hin language the Imperial Court had forced all to adopt.

Zen’s memory of the Mansorian script had faded, but he could read enough to understand.


Palace of Eternal Peace



His hand gave a tremor; his heart tumbled in his chest. This was it: the lost palace of his ancestors. The place from which Xan Tolürigin, the Nightslayer, had ruled until the end of his civilization. The starting point of Zen’s revolution.

Zen had been born two generations after the fall of the once-mighty Mansorian clan, following the war waged by his great-grandfather Xan Tolürigin against the Imperial Army of the Middle Kingdom. Zen’s grandfather, then a boy, had escaped with a small faction of Mansorians and retreated deep into the unforgiving plains of the Northern Steppes, where they’d built a nomadic life hidden from the iron rule of the Dragon Emperor, Yán’lóng. That was the life Zen had known until, thirteen cycles ago, the Imperial Army had slaughtered what was left of his clan … and then, twelve cycles ago, when the conqueror had been conquered and the Hin had fallen to the rule of the Elantians.

I have returned, he vowed silently to the unquiet souls who slumbered beneath the snow. I will raise an army, and I will bring our clan back.

The snow stirred and the night pressed a little closer. And then came a rattling whisper, like the scrape of a knife against the bone of his spine: Army? You would call thirty or so half-fledged children an army?

It was the voice he had come to dread: the voice of his Demon God, the being that made him powerful beyond all measure, and the creature that embodied his shame. In the world of practitioning, demonic practitioning was dangerous and forbidden; the masters at his school who had raised him had taught him why.

Zen had betrayed everything he knew and loved in order to gain the power of the Black Tortoise.

Pushing those thoughts away, Zen turned to the small caravan of people following him. They, too, had stopped and stood huddled together in the cold, their long, pale robes made for the temperate winters of the south, not for the harsh northern climate. These were disciples of what had once been the School of the White Pines, the last-standing ancient Hin school of practitioning, where Zen had grown up. Less than one moon ago, it had fallen in an all-out battle against the Elantian Army and its powerful Royal Magicians.

The school’s disciples had evacuated first, escaping to safety over hidden mountain trails and through forests that led away from the east, where Elantian occupation held strong. It hadn’t been difficult to track them down. That night, as Zen had been prepared to flee from Where the Rivers Flow and the Skies End once and for all, he’d picked up on their qì. He’d sensed their grief, their absolute terror at having lost their home and their entire way of life.

It had struck a chord, a memory buried deep.

A boy, not eleven cycles old, wading through the burnt feathergrasses of his homeland, weeping and alone.

When Zen had found the disciples, he’d made them an offer: pledge their allegiance and join his rebellion in exchange for his protection.

With all but two of their masters killed and their former home destroyed, all the disciples, just children and teens, had agreed. Even two former masters—Nur of the Light Arts and the Nameless Master of Assassins—had followed.

Zen wasn’t certain why he’d made the offer. It would have been foolish of him to believe that a group of so few practitioners, most only half-trained, would be the army to take down the Elantian Empire.

No, Zen thought, turning back to the ruins of the Palace of Eternal Peace: the army he sought lay buried somewhere deep inside, along with the bones and magic of his people.

Growing up, he’d heard whispers, among those of his clan who were left, of a fearsome army of riders Xan Tolürigin had led, who were powerful beyond imagination—and summoned by magic. It was said the Nightslayer had led these riders to defeat entire clans, to conquer whole territories and shape the Mansorians into one of the most powerful clans in history, second only to the imperial family. Zen remembered late nights curled up in wools inside his yurt, the firelight outside flickering against the walls and outlining the shadows of the adults who sat around the fire, whispering in half awe, half fear. The faithful riders of Xan Tolürigin still existed, they murmured, and could be awakened with a certain magic, one so dangerous and powerful that only Xan Tolürigin had been able to use it with the help of his Demon God.

Now Zen had inherited his great-grandfather’s Demon God; he would find and raise this legendary army and declare war against the Elantians. And if there were any traces of the secrets and old magic Xan Tolürigin had used to summon his army, they would be found within the collective tomb of his people and his heritage.

Zen had thought it through: he would target the Royal Magicians first. The strategy was an old Mansorian war proverb: The viper is only as venomous as its fangs. The Elantians were only as powerful as their magicians. Take them out, and the entire army would be crippled.

Zen cast his gaze about the group of disciples, knowing that, no matter how many times he searched, he would not find the only face he sought. Pebble-bright eyes, curved in mischief; smile-tinged lips like flower petals; chin-length hair like black silk that shifted when she turned to gaze at him.

Pain cut across his chest, followed by the torrent of memories and crushing grief that came with any thought of her. The black-glass lake, swallowing the light of the stars. Lan, standing on the same shore yet a thousand lǐ away in that moment, betrayal filling her eyes when she learned of his bargain with the Black Tortoise.

Please, Zen, don’t choose this.

And he’d uttered the words that cleaved their path in two, once and for all: If you are not with me, then you are against me.

Zen ground his nails into his palms, dragging himself back to the present. “Shàn’jūn.” His voice cut through the whistling wind. At the front of the line, a disciple turned to him, a young man around the same age as Zen. His slim face, once smooth as river water, was now ragged with exhaustion, his long black hair unkempt where it had once fallen like a sheet of ink. His lips were chapped, the cleft on the upper lip crusted with dried blood. Shàn’jūn’s gentle eyes had once gazed upon Zen with warmth; now the spark in them flickered and died as he lowered his head.

“Yes, Temurezen.” His voice was calm. Cool, with a tight undercurrent of caution. He had taken to calling Zen by his full name in front of the others.

Zen and Shàn’jūn might have been friends once—but that was when Zen had only been Zen, practitioner and disciple at the School of the White Pines.

Now he was Xan Temurezen, sole surviving heir to the Mansorian clan and great-grandson of former clan leader and rebel Xan Tolürigin.

He had no friends. Only allies.

“Stay here until I send word. The place is filled with yīn,” Zen said brusquely, then turned and strode through the yawning gates.

Debris and remnants of stone foundations littered what must have once been a magnificent courtyard. As he did with most new places, he turned his focus to the qì flowing within. Qì—the energy in the makeup of all things in this world, both physical and metaphysical—was bifurcated into yáng, the energy of all life, light, and warmth, and yīn, the energy of death, darkness, and cold. Qì was also the basis of all practitioning—or magic, as the common folk liked to call it. It existed everywhere and in everyone; practitioners were merely those born with the ability to sense it all and weave different strands of it into Seals.

He could feel the thick layer of yīn clinging to the ruins. So much bloodshed, so much pain, and so much fear in its final days … yet before that … Zen closed his eyes and dug deeper. Before that … there had been light and life, which he now felt glimmering beneath the layers of yīn like the lost warmth of a cup of tea gone cold.

Hints of a life he should have had, one he had never known.

Ah. That inevitable voice came again, this time the rumble of distant thunder. The one he had come to dread in the hours after dark, once the fires died and the voices of his companions gave way to silence. But I have known it.

Overhead, the clouds darkened as a shadow stirred beyond them. It yawned to life, stretching across half the sky—a shadow only Zen could see, with a voice only he could hear. An existence he had bound to himself, one that continued to expand inside him until it threatened to drown him day after day.

Zen stiffened as the Black Tortoise flickered into clarity. Eyes the crimson of war and bloodshed burned as they turned to him; a claw shifted so that it appeared to grip the distant mountains as the Demon God lowered its head to him.

I remember your legacy. I can show you that which was stolen from you. That which you wish to rebuild.

That gave Zen pause. The Demon God had been in existence since long before the birth of this world. It had witnessed the tides and turns of history and all the triumphs and failures of humankind.

And it had been there with Zen’s great-grandfather when he’d ridden into wars with his legendary army. What if the Black Tortoise could provide clues as to the ancient magic Xan Tolürigin had used with his army?

Since Zen had bound the Demon God to him at Black Pearl Lake nearly a moon ago, he had devoted every ounce of his energy to shutting it out. A demonic bargain was always one of exchange: surrendering an eye, an arm, a leg, or, in the most extreme cases, one’s entire body in return for access to the demon’s power. If Zen refrained from using the Demon God’s power, he would need to yield nothing further of himself to the being.

The bargain he had sealed with it echoed in his mind, haunting him as it had for the past weeks.

With each time that you use my power, with each soul that you deliver, I take more of your body. Then your mind. Last, your soul.

No—he would pay no heed to the wicked temptations of this being. He had pledged his mind to the Demon God’s control as part of their bargain, but he refused to lose it so swiftly to the creature. That meant he had to abstain from use of its power unless absolutely necessary, for Zen planned to unleash the power of his Demon God only in the final battle against the Elantians.

Zen kept walking, footsteps sounding quicker and sharper. Directly ahead was a great forsaken temple. Traditional Mansorian and Hin architecture bore resemblances in the upward-curving green roofs and red motifs—the two cultures had thousands of cycles of intersection and commingling, after all. Yet here and there, Zen could spot differences: the curved side domes, alluding to the yurts his people inhabited; the touches of gold and blue, representing the sun and the Eternal Sky his people worshiped.

There were no doors to the temple. The entryway yawned open between stone pillars. Zen paused with a foot on the first step, the hairs on his arms rising as a draft emerged from within, as though something there breathed.

Zen’s focus tightened, homing in on the qì inside the temple. He hadn’t given much thought to the stifling yīn earlier—attributing it to the horrors of war this place had seen—yet now, as he closed his eyes and parsed the layers, alarm began to grip him.

There was something inside, something roiling beneath the surface of yīn energies left behind from death, pain, and slaughter.

Nightfire—one of the few family heirlooms remaining to Zen, a longsword forged by the greatest blacksmith in the north and infused with the essence of fire—hissed as Zen unsheathed it. He brushed his fingers against the small black silk pouch at his waist. Embroidered with crimson flames, the sigil of the Mansorian clan, it was enchanted with a Seal that allowed it to fit much more than its size belied. Practitioners used such storage pouches to carry an assortment of magical weapons, and Zen’s was no different; its belly was full of fú, Seals written on strips of bamboo paper, whose intended functions were activated with a spark of qì at a moment’s notice.

Enough ammunition for whatever it was that awaited within.

Longsword flashing silver in the dim light, Zen stepped forward.

The earliest scholar-sages and practitioning masters had agreed on one defining principle: that qì was meant to be balanced. In a place with an excess of yīn, the energies could fester into something unnatural, something monstrous.

Something demonic.

Zen stepped into the ruins of the temple, and the temperature seemed to drop. His breath began to frost as he moved forward, Nightfire in one hand, the other reaching into the pouch at his waist. He withdrew three sticks of incense and a strip of yellow paper with a red symbol on it.

With a flick of his wrist and a jab of qì, Zen activated the flame Seal on the fú.

Light lanced through the cavernous hallway. Out of the corner of his eye, Zen thought he saw things scurrying off into the shadows. With the burning fú, he lit his incense sticks. Their tips flared red, throwing the remains of the temple into sharp relief.

Pillars led down into a corridor swallowed by darkness. There were traces of former finery: a portrait on the wall knocked askew; a jade horse cracked in half; jewels, pieces of silver, and shards of ceramics half buried beneath drifts of snow that had swept in through the entrance. The place bore marks of a fire: walls blackened with soot, charred birch and bark furniture rotting on the floors.

The smoke from Zen’s incense began to drift, following the course of the cold draft pouring in from the open doorway. Zen watched this peculiar sight for a moment.

The common folk used joss sticks to pray to their gods—whichever of the pantheon they chose to worship—but the origin of incense had been lost to time. It was made with a concoction of herbs that detected strong yīn energies: yīn repelled the smoke.

Which meant whatever creature lurked in here lay in the direction opposite in which the smoke traveled.

Zen began to walk in the direction of the phantom wind.

What have you to fear, boy? The Black Tortoise’s low chuckle rumbled across the building like thunder. You are the most terrifying creature to stalk these ruins.

The Demon God was right. What Zen feared most was not the demons that lay in wait in the shadows of this temple.

It was the demon that lay in wait inside him.

Silence, he commanded the Black Tortoise through the bridge of thought that connected them. Over the course of the past moon, Zen had learned that the only thoughts the Demon God could hear were those he spoke willingly to it; the rest of the time, so long as he kept that connection between them severed, it must remain a dormant, separate entity from him, unless his life was under threat.

For now.

He snapped down the mental wall between him and the Demon God, reminding himself—as he did more and more frequently—to keep it locked.

The incense smoke was billowing in earnest now, and the cold grew stronger.

A shape appeared in the darkness before him.

Zen raised his sword and his other hand, ready to trace a Seal, but the light from the tips of the incense sticks illuminated a statue. It took him a moment to realize what it was.

Taller than a bear, the obsidian tortoise statue gaped out at them from the end of the hallway. As Zen lifted his incense to it, smoke streamed away from it in a straight line. The red tips of the sticks gleamed in its pit-black eyes, and Zen had the strangest feeling that it was alive.

Watching.

There’s a Seal on it, Zen thought. He touched a hand to the statue, tracing the faint paths of qì denoting the Seal. It had once been inscribed in blood, and while blood faded with the years, qì remained. The strokes, however, were more complicated than anything Zen had ever studied—and the syllabary was different, he realized. There were loops and curves written in this Seal that would never have appeared in the practitioning Zen had learned.

This was Mansorian Seal writing.

His pulse leapt in his throat, and a tremor of excitement went through him. This was a branch of practitioning that his own people had invented, had specialized in—an art of practitioning that had been wiped from the history books when Mansorian demonic practitioning was outlawed and the Imperial Army slaughtered his clan. The clan’s last practitioners must have used Mansorian Seal writing as a last line of defense, gambling on the fact that Hin imperial practitioners had never studied it. Whatever secrets the Mansorian practitioners had been guarding had remained safe for nearly a hundred cycles—and could very well include Xan Tolürigin’s army of riders.

Zen’s elation crashed with a devastating thought: he had no way to decipher this Seal.

Ah, the Black Tortoise drawled, but I can.

Zen froze, hand on the belly of the obsidian tortoise. In his excitement, he’d forgotten to shield his thoughts from the Demon God. The Black Tortoise’s every word reminded him of the bargain that hung like a sword over his neck.

He knew very well how these bargains ended; it was the fate that had infamously befallen his great-grandfather, the last Mansorian demonic practitioner. Once he had been a righteous general fighting for the freedom of his clan, but his ending had been writ in blood and tragedy when he’d lost the war to the Middle Kingdom’s Dragon Emperor, and then his body, mind, and soul to the very Demon God now bound to Zen.

Xan Tolürigin’s legacy was marked by his failure to control his Demon God, which had driven him to madness. His entire story had been overshadowed by his slaughter of thousands of innocent civilians in his final moments.

Zen swallowed. The qì of the Mansorian Seal seemed to pulse, calling out to him. His clan’s long-lost legacy, literally at his fingertips. A way to achieve redemption, to rewrite the tragic history of his people. Was he to walk away from it all?

Just this once, he thought. It couldn’t hurt to use an iota of the Demon God’s power to unlock this one door.

Just this once.

He issued the command: Open it.

The wind around him seemed to stir with the Demon God’s satisfaction. Then power surged through Zen. He felt that core of demonic qì inside him—the Black Tortoise’s core, a concentration of qì that gave it power and vitality—expand briefly, energies pouring out and mingling with the qì in his own body. It rushed to his fingertips, and Zen watched in half horror, half fascination, as his hand began to move of its own accord, tracing a Seal from a memory he did not have. He could feel himself pulling on the thousands of strands of qì of which the world is composed—iron, stone, birch, air, gold, fire—and weaving them together in patterns far too difficult to follow. This was a level of practitioning that even the masters at the School of the White Pines had not attained.

This was the work of a god.

Within seconds, the Black Tortoise was guiding his finger to trace the circle enclosing the Seal. When the end joined the beginning, the Seal took effect.

Zen watched the patterns and strokes—incomprehensible to him—flare dark red wreathed in black. And then the statue began to writhe, its belly settling until it was as smooth as a black-glass lake. Zen frowned, squinting. Inside, fog seemed to swirl, drawing together into shadows …

A screech rent the air as a blur shot from the statue’s belly. Zen reacted by instinct. Nightfire slashed; he felt the soft resistance of flesh, then sinew, then the crunch of bone. The creature shrieked and stumbled back, and Zen was already tracing with his other hand, drawing on the strands of yáng energies as he conjured the Seal for fire and light—he needed light—

His Seal exploded in a shower of gold sparks, illuminating the chamber and the creature.

It was a woman—or had once been. Its flesh had been gnawed by maggots and rats, leaving a face of gaping holes that opened to bone. Eyes, milky and half chewed through by worms, stared straight and unseeing through wisps of long black hair. Yet most unsettling was its thick brocade páo, a robe furred at the collar and patterned in small gold-and-black flames: the mark of a Mansorian clan practitioner.

Mó, thought Zen. A demon—the most terrifying of the four classes of supernatural beings. He’d met one like this before: a grandmaster who had bargained his soul to a demon and allowed it to inhabit his body after death as a last line of defense to protect his school of practitioning from the Elantians.

A mó was formed from a malevolent cesspool of yīn that had festered with hatred and wrath; to vanquish it, one had to counter its wrathful energies with those of fire, sunlight, warmth—and, most important, the intangible emotions constituting yáng: Peace. Joy. Love. All that made life worth living, and all that separated the living from the dead.

Summoning those now felt like trying to ignite a fire from ashes.

Zen funneled qì into his fingertips, tracing the strokes of a Seal—this time, on the flat of his blade. He clenched his teeth and imbued his Seal with extra fire and heat before closing it off. It glowed briefly before the light rippled across the length of his sword.

As Zen raised his jiàn, however, he paused. His previous encounter with the grandmaster-turned-demon had been close, the creature wicked and cunning and able to manipulate qì to conjure Seals. Yet there was something off about this demon—something uncoordinated, clumsy, about its movements.

It turned to him now, face slack and mouth open in a snarl, and pounced. Zen sidestepped and brought his sword up. Resistance, then clean air, and the creature’s head fell to the ground with a thud. He waited, expecting the corrupted corpse to return briefly to the original form of its soul’s owner. To his horror, the head continued to snap its teeth, and its severed body continued to lumber toward him.

Zen raised Nightfire again, hesitating. Mutilating a body was taboo in Hin folk culture, as the commoners believed that the soul within it would not pass whole through the River of Forgotten Death into the next life. It was a superstition—Zen knew that souls were made of qì and most returned to the natural flow of the world after the death of the body.

It felt like sacrilege, though, to slash through the Mansorian practitioner’s corpse again. Still, it did not die. Its darkened nails scrabbled against the stone floor.

Something at the creature’s waist drew Zen’s attention. He bent and snatched it before one of the creature’s flailing hands could find him. Zen activated another fú for light and raised his find to its glow.

It was a small brocade pennant, patterned exquisitely with golden horses and tortoises. Embroidered upon it, the black threads emanating qì, was a Seal: a Mansorian Seal saturated with yáng. Yet at its center were strokes indicating a sort of one-way tunnel … a trap for yīn.

Yáng attracted yīn, yet instead of balancing out the energies, this flag seemed to channel and gather yīn into the body of its wearer. There was no demonic core tethered to this body; rather, it followed the principle of a yāo, a supernatural spirit formed out of a pool of yīn that had cultivated an awakening. In this case … the pennant had created this spirit by drawing yīn into the corpse.

Not mó. Zǒu shī, he thought. Living corpse.

Well done, came the Black Tortoise’s voice, accompanied by what felt like a cunning smile. Your ancestors favored creating living corpses as mindless, unseeing guards that did the bidding of their owners without question. Where zǒu shī were found would also lie their masters’ darkest secrets.

Zen’s heart began to pound. So this was another lost art of Mansorian practitioning. Perhaps, he thought, staring at the writhing corpse on the ground, some arts should not be practiced.

And who, his Demon God said slyly, decides which arts should be allowed and which should not?

Zen pushed the being’s voice away and turned his attention to where the living corpse had come from.

The belly of the obsidian tortoise yawned wide, the draft Zen had felt earlier pulling inward. It was a portal. The Seal he—his Demon God—had unlocked earlier had been some form of a Gate Seal: a Seal that opened to a different location. And inside … inside were more shadows walking with a slow, lumbering, aimless motion. Yīn rolled out like waves, cold and dark and engulfing.

There were more living corpses beyond the gate. Dozens, perhaps even hundreds, more.

Where zǒu shī were found would also lie their masters’ darkest secrets.

His grip tightened on the pennant with the Mansorian Seal. Zen took a step forward.

Behind him, someone whispered his name.

He spun, Nightfire raised. He’d been so preoccupied with the gate that he hadn’t even sensed anyone’s approach. And suddenly, he realized the darkness around him had become a cloak, tight and suffocating, distorting his senses. His vision warped; the shadows twisted. There was a monster beyond, he knew; a pale thing slithering closer, ready to devour him—

“Zen? It’s me.”

He blinked. The shadows withdrew, yielding to the glimmer of a lantern. Why hadn’t he seen the light just moments before? It illuminated the face of someone familiar.

Shàn’jūn came to a stop a good distance from him, hands held in a placating gesture. “Are you … are you all right?”

Zen lowered his sword. “I …” He pressed a finger to his temple. “Yes. Forgiveness. I am on guard.”

“The yīn in this place is strong,” Shàn’jūn said, suppressing a shudder as he glanced around. His eyes widened as they landed on the still-writhing corpse. “What—?”

Zen stepped forward, obscuring the zǒu shī from Shàn’jūn’s view. “What are you doing here?” he demanded. “I told you to stay back until I gave word.”

“We felt disruptions to the qì and worried for you,” Shàn’jūn said, lowering his head. “So I came to check.”

Worried for you. A quiet kind of ache pulsed through Zen’s chest. It was Shàn’jūn’s disarming kindness that threatened to crack the armor he’d built around himself.

He couldn’t afford that.

“And they sent you, the only disciple without the ability to summon even the simplest Seal?” he said coldly. Shàn’jūn had been a disciple of Medicine: deft in the ability to detect and parse different strands of qì and trained in the arts of healing—but with no ability to manipulate qì like most practitioners.

Shàn’jūn’s shoulders slumped slightly, but another voice spoke from behind him.

“He is not alone.”

From the shadows stepped a second figure, seeming to peel from the darkness. Zen’s grip tightened on his jiàn as the Nameless Master of Assassins came to Shàn’jūn’s side, his footsteps velvet and his presence like wind. He had a face for forgetting, features so ordinarily Hin and nondescript that if Zen were to describe the man, he wouldn’t be able to pick out a single defining characteristic. Only those eyes—black and as cold as night, watching with careful blankness.

Of all the masters at the school, this was the one who had inspired something like fear in Zen.

He doesn’t know, he reminded himself. He doesn’t know.

Most people didn’t know he had killed Dé’zǐ, the beloved grandmaster of the School of the White Pines. Except for …

Zen’s gaze slid to Shàn’jūn. Another seed of fear bloomed: What would the disciples do if Shàn’jūn told them Zen had murdered their grandmaster?

“Thank you,” Zen said. How long had the Nameless Master been standing there watching? “Nothing of concern here. Please wait for me with the others. I will ensure that this place is safe to inhabit.”

Zen waited until they were well out of sight before turning back to the gate. The door to the past of his ancestors and the secrets of his clan had been wedged open. The darkness awaited, beckoning him to step through.

And so Zen did.
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May the Eternal Sky take my soul.

May the Great Earth take my body.

—Mansorian funerary rite, First Verse



Zen found himself on a stairway that spiraled downward. He suppressed his desire to pull out a fú and light a flame. Fear of darkness was too human a flaw; Zen would embrace the shadows, the unknown. He could function well enough by reading the movement of qì in the place.

And movement there was … far down below.

He conjured up a barrier Seal at the obsidian tortoise’s belly, one that would alert him if any qì passed through it. Then he began his descent.

The yīn grew stronger with every step, and it wasn’t long before something else joined the mix: the sickly-sweet smell of rotting flesh.

It was a while before his feet hit the ground, and he sensed stone yielding to wood before him. Beyond that … the press of yīn, like floodwaters beyond a great dam.

Zen drew a fú from his pouch. With a sound like the strike of a match, it activated, light flaring golden and illuminating a set of red doors before him. Where the door handles or knockers should have been was the engraving of a Seal. It was dead—there was no qì flowing through it—and brown stains ran through the strokes in the wood. Zen could no more read it than he could the other Mansorian Seals, yet the realization of what he had to do hit him.

He lifted Nightfire and pressed the tips of his fingers to its blade. A sharp bite, and blood began to flow.

Zen pressed his hand to the engraving of the Seal. Qì flowed from him in the form of his blood. The Mansorian Seal began to glow—and there, on the surface of the paint, characters began to form. Mansorian characters, ones that had been wiped from existence by the Dragon Emperor and his Imperial Court. Ones that Zen had barely come to know before they’d been outlawed.

Anger wrought a sharp ache in his chest as he stared at the words he should have known like the lines in his own palm. It was anger that made him careless, anger that drove him to open his mind and summon that voice with the dry rattle of fallen leaves and dead things.

“Welcome, child of Mansoria,” his Demon God read to him. Your instincts are correct. This Seal is one that opens only with the blood of a Mansorian clan descendant.

With a great crack, the doors before him scraped open.

The living corpses came all at once: a flurry of limbs and hair and peeling flesh, mouths open in broken shrieks from rotten vocal cords. Zen barely had time to raise Nightfire before he was slashing through tendon and bone. He flung a handful of fú, feeling their sparks of qì as they activated and exploded. Gut and sinew splattered the walls and his clothes. The cloying smell of decayed flesh was overwhelming, and his head was beginning to spin … he needed help, he needed—

He didn’t feel the Demon God take over, only knew when it relinquished its hold. When Zen opened his eyes again, the chamber was still. Empty. A Seal burned before him, wreathed in fire and shadow, lending its red light to the scorched ashes that fell around him like snow. He could sense the lick of qì all around and knew that it had somehow come from him, from the other consciousness inside him.

“I did not ask for your help,” he said to the silence.

And the silence answered: No, but you needed it.

Anger scorched his throat, but he redirected his thoughts. Layers of powerful Mansorian Seals locking this place away. Countless living corpses standing guard. This place had secrets.

That was when Zen noticed the graves.

There were about forty of them, caskets half entombed in the earth and lining the length of the rectangular chamber. They were made of stone and tightly sealed, which was unusual, as Zen’s people believed that the Eternal Sky and the Great Earth accepted their souls and bodies after death. Drawing closer, he saw that each casket was engraved with an effigy of a person in classic Mansorian garb. Strangely, their eyes were portrayed as open instead of closed. Zen had the feeling he was being watched.

At the center of each effigy’s abdomen was another Mansorian Seal.

Frustration burned inside him. There was something here, something so tightly protected by his ancestors that it had survived an entire century and a foreign invasion. And he, Xan Temurezen, descendant of Xan Tolürigin, could not reach it because he couldn’t read the language.

He swallowed the heat of his anger and made a decision. “Perform the Counterseal,” he said, and his Demon God did his bidding.

A low rumbling sounded across the chamber as the stone lid of the first casket grated off. Zen leaned over the edge of the casket and felt his body go ice-cold.

Within was a corpse—undoubtedly Mansorian, its owner once a high-ranking general, Zen surmised from the gold hilt of the saber clutched between its fingers, the finely woven silk tunic, and the samite sash looped over its waist. It was so perfectly preserved, Zen might have believed it to be a man asleep had it not been for the vortex of yīn surrounding it. The weave of its energies was far more complex than the cruder Seals that had driven the living corpses: mindless, weak things already falling apart from rot. No … this corpse was different.

Ah. His Demon God’s voice came with a new, peculiar lilt. Of recognition. The Forty-Four.

“What is that?” Zen demanded, hating that the creature knew more of his ancestors’ secrets than he.

A pause. And then: I could show you.

Zen gritted his teeth. “Show me.”

The burial chamber flickered, and he had the sensation of plunging backward, watching as the walls stretched with time flowing in reverse. The frozen ground beneath his boots became grass, as green as emerald beneath a sapphire sky. An army numbering several dozen were mounted on long-haired Mansorian horses, and Zen’s attention was instantly drawn to the man sitting astride a black stallion.

His great-grandfather wore his hair long and proud. His earthen skin was encased in armor glimmering black and red, spear in one hand and reins in the other.

Across the plateau was the shadow of another army: tenfold in size, all cavalry, though their horses were slender-legged, short-furred, and shivering, clearly unaccustomed to the frigid cold of the Northern Steppes. Zen nearly did a double take when he recognized the sigil—crossed sabers clutched in a falcon’s claw—flown on their flag.

The Jorshen Steel clan—that of Yeshin Noro Ulara and Dilaya, from the School of the White Pines—was here. Fighting an ancient war against his clan … before the Imperial Army destroyed both.

The Yeshin Noro matriarch heading the army raised her double sabers and screamed an order. With a rumble that seemed to emanate from the earth itself, her army charged.

Xan Tolürigin was smiling. His smile grew and grew until he tipped his head back and roared with laughter. His riders joined in until their laughter turned to cries of war.

They charged.

They rode hard at first, their bodies flattened against their surefooted steeds. Beneath their feet, against the grasses whipping past, their shadows stretched and stretched. Zen could almost taste the yīn thickening in the air as the darkness grew around each Mansorian rider, rising from the ground and morphing into monsters.

As the first Mansorian rider plunged across enemy lines, his demon spread amorphous wings of shadow spanning ten men and swept over them. A swirl of darkness, and all that was left was empty saddles and screaming horses, blood slicking their fur as they skidded off-kilter without their riders.

Another sweep of a wing, a dozen more Jorshen warriors gone.

Fear was a powerful thing, and Zen watched, frozen half in terror and half in awe, as it spread across the ranks of the Jorshen army. They began to retreat as the other Mansorian riders and their demons set upon them—but by then, it was too late.

The scene pulled away, and Zen found himself back in the silent burial chamber, with the screams of the Jorshen army still ringing in his ears.

The Forty-Four, the Black Tortoise whispered. Otherwise known in your stories as the Deathriders of Mansoria. Forty-four of the most powerful demonic practitioners loyal to Xan Tolürigin. They once swept the plateaus of the Northern Steppes, establishing the Mansorian clan’s foothold as one of the central powers of the Last Kingdom.

Zen’s heart pounded. The Forty-Four were the magical army of his great-grandfather that Zen had been looking for. When he’d sought out the ruins
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