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Six years ago
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THE CHAMBER ROSE FROM charred stone and whispered shadow as if Hell itself had exhaled it into being. Thirteen thrones stood in a perfect semicircle around a basin of black fire, which cast no light, only shape. 

A single, tall, dark, empty throne stood at the center. Six seats flanked it on the left, six more on the right. This was the seat of the King. And it remained empty.

Chains that once wrapped the council members in the abyss had shattered at the sounding of the fifth seal. From the womb of darkness, they emerged, but not as they once were. Weathered. Hungrier. Their eyes held the memory of judgment, but their hearts burned for vengeance.

One by one, they took their seats.

Samjaza, the first to fall and now the first to rise, ascended the steps to the king’s right. His armor, scorched and cracked, bore the remnants of heavenly light twisted into a mockery of glory. He placed no crown on his head, for he was not king. But his presence commanded silence and respect.

Around him sat the others: Azazel, the keeper of forbidden craft; Penemue, master of secrets; Kasdeja, who taught the strike of blades; Gadreel, the whisperer of war; Tamiel, twister of stars; and Baraqel, fallen storm-bringer.

On the opposite side: Kokabiel, watcher of the stars; Sariel, silent judge; Chazaqiel, who stirred the clouds; Shamsiel, bearer of false light; Yomiel, whose name was once wiped from the scrolls; and Beqa, the unnamed.

The fire in the basin pulsed with a slow rhythm.

Samjaza’s voice cut through the chamber, sharp and commanding.

“We are not as we once were. We are returned yet weakened. The chains that held us have not been fully broken.”

“Our strength is but a shadow of what it was,” Tamiel moaned. 

“He is still bound,” said Penemue, his voice impatient.

“For now,” Samjaza replied. “But the veil has thinned. The Vessel is near.”

Gadreel’s eyes flickered with dark fire. “We cannot act with the force of old, not yet. The Vessel must be found before our enemies marshal their defenses.”

Samjaza nodded, his gaze steady. “Then we summon those who will do what we cannot.”

Darkness coiled at the chamber’s edge, deepening until two forms emerged.

Shul-ma-Nu, ancient beyond reckoning, his shape ever-shifting like smoke and ash, his eyes blazing with cruel intent.

Beside him, the Succubus, draped in midnight silk and deadly allure, her smile a knife hidden beneath velvet.

Samjaza’s hand rose in command. “Shul-ma-Nu. Succubus. The King remains bound, but the time draws near. You are charged with finding the Vessel, perfect, pure, unyielding, the one who shall bear the Demon King’s return.”

Beqa rose from his throne, “First, find vessels for yourselves. Mortals are weak, but their bodies are keys. Take them. Hollow them. You will not act with chaos; this must be completed with strategy. Find the one who can bear him, and then may you burn the rest.

The demon’s voice rasped like the breath of death. “The Vessel shall be found. No corner of the earth will hide him.”

The Succubus’s laughter was a velvet dagger. “When he rises, the heavens will tremble and the earth will shudder beneath his feet.”

Azazel looked at Samjaza. His eyes narrowed like slits of burning pitch, “Do you trust it will hold him?”

“No,” Samjaza said. “But it need only carry him long enough for his strength to return.”

“And when it breaks?” Gadreel rumbled.

“Then the world breaks with it.”

The chamber fell silent.

The council settled deeper into their thrones, the fire in the basin flaring once more, an omen of the storm to come.

The Watchers had returned.

The reckoning was coming. Far above them, in a realm still unaware, the game had already begun.
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Present Day
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THE REPRESENTATIVES of the Sun Lai Clan arrived under the cover of fog, their black car winding through the jagged roads of the Chinese highlands. No one spoke. This mansion, hidden between cliffs and clouds, was supposed to be sacred ground: one night of peace, no blood, no betrayal. 

But peace, like any agreement between rivals, was only sacred until it wasn’t.

Panqua-tan Lai, or Master Pan as his subjects referred to him, stepped out of his limo, took off his glasses, and handed them to the bodyguard to his left.

The air outside was unnaturally still, as if the country held its breath around the building. No birds flew overhead, no sounds from the surrounding woods, just a faint whisper of waves coming from somewhere. Whatever this place was, it had claimed its own space in the world and demanded respect from everything around it.

He took in the view of the magnificent structure.

From the outside, the fortress stood like a forgotten temple carved into the bones of the mountain. Massive stone walls, smooth and gray as river rock, stretched skyward. Decorative columns lined the front, each etched with unfamiliar runes, freshly chiseled, as if the building itself were still evolving. Iron torches burned on either side of the entrance, casting flickering light across the marble steps.

They topped the final step and stood before a pair of marble doors, each one fifteen feet tall and engraved with a crest none of them recognized, an angular symbol that seemed to shift ever so slightly depending on the angle of light, as if resisting definition. Above the doors, a triangular pediment jutted forward, framing a single line of gold-leafed text etched into the stone:

Rex Veniet- “The King will come.”

Master Pan read the phrase aloud, his voice low, uncertain.

The words shimmered, not brightly, but subtly, like heat rising off pavement. Around the edges of the letters, a faint glow pulsed once, then again, as though the stone were reacting to his presence. Or worse... acknowledging it.

For a moment, he stood still.

The air grew heavier. Colder. And though none of his men said a word, he knew they’d felt it too. A tension that hadn’t been there a second ago. Not fear, Pan didn’t believe in fear, but something older. Something more primal.

He narrowed his eyes. Just a trick of the torchlight, perhaps. Or some expensive illusion crafted by Sarrafin’s people to impress.

Still... the unease lingered.

Pan gave a small scoff, brushing the moment aside like dust from his sleeve.

“Meaningless,” he muttered, and stepped through the doors.

But he didn’t look back.

Not even once.

They entered the building and immediately ran into the first security checkpoint. The three men relinquished their weapons, and they were swept with handheld metal detectors by security. They then proceeded to the next room. Master Pan looked around as they were told to stop and stand in their assigned spots.

“More security,” He thought.

After a few seconds, they were motioned to proceed to the grand hall.

The spacious room measured fifty feet in height, one hundred feet in width, and two hundred feet in length. 

The two rows of giant columns flowing lengthwise were about fifteen feet from the side walls. They were mirror images of Greek culture, and had you not known the building was new, you would have sworn it was two thousand years old. On the sides were open doorways to other rooms. Five chandeliers, hanging thirty feet above, illuminated the entire hall with little help from the candelabras along the outside walls.

A grand staircase dominated the far end of the hall, stretching twenty-five feet wide and climbing thirty polished steps to a balcony that wrapped the upper level.

Master Pan had intentionally arrived later than expected. He wanted to be the last to enter, to ensure every pair of eyes was already inside when he walked through the doors. They needed to see him. To feel the weight of his presence. He paused just long enough at the threshold to let the silence settle, then stepped forward with deliberate calm.

As he moved through the hall, he scanned the crowd, mentally cataloging every face. With precise gestures, he pointed out targets to his guards, not out of necessity, but to make a statement. Letting them all know he was watching. He knew who they were. And they knew he was watching.

But something felt... off.

The air was still too quiet. The posture of the men was too stiff. Conversations dulled too quickly when he approached. On the surface, everything looked as it should, but Pan had learned long ago to trust what wasn’t being said.

He gave no sign of it, of course.

Let them believe he was only measuring them.

While in truth... he was already recalculating everything.

Once a year, the Gypsy leader Sarrafin would bring her ladies to this small area of central China and invite all the important, and not-so-important, clan leaders, crime lords, and "legitimate" businessmen. They all came for one thing: a single evening of peace and entertainment. 

To most, it was little more than a temporary ceasefire. But to Sarrafin, it was the beginning of an old dream, one that predated her name and would likely outlive it. 

But history clung like smoke.

Hatred ran in their bloodlines. Many of the leaders were enemies long before their fathers, or their fathers’ fathers, were born. Sarrafin knew better than to trust diplomacy. 

The first Gathering, three years ago, was a powder keg waiting to blow. Sarrafin knew that convincing the clans that she could guarantee their safety would be the hardest part. So, she played it smart. Each leader received a personal invitation, an exclusive preview of the grounds. They came alone, suspicious and heavily armed.

She never met them face-to-face.

Instead, her security chief, Tobar, handled the tour. He showed them the systems, the safeguards, the layers of protection. Or rather, he showed them just enough.

After the first Gathering ran without a single drop of blood, every clan showed up the second year, without hesitation.

Master Pan did not attend any of the first three Gatherings. Each year, he sent a subordinate in his place.

For the inaugural meeting, he dispatched Chan Jong, a gesture that said more than words. Chan was the lowest of his advisors and an ongoing nuisance; if he died, so be it. No loss.

In the second year, Master Pan sent Brick. Brick was a man completely devoid of joy. He didn’t smile, didn’t speak unless necessary, and never indulged in the "entertainment." Brick returned from the Gathering with more intelligence on the rival clans than Pan could have hoped for.

Last year... was different.

Last year, Master Pan sent one of his top lieutenants, Tristan.

Though only half-Chinese, Tristan had proven himself over the last fifteen years to be one of Pan’s most trusted men. He was sharp, efficient, and utterly dependable. A man who accomplished tasks without needless questions.

But when he returned from The Gathering, something in him had changed.

Tristan had always been the kind of man who treated business like surgery, precise, bloodless, without emotion. But now... something had changed. Business no longer felt like business to him; it felt personal, urgent, as if some invisible thread had been pulled, and he could no longer pretend not to feel it.
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