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This book is dedicated to Willow.

You are magic. 

I can’t wait to meet you.
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Part 1

​A Voice in Chún


The Cradle of Light is all that is. At its center is the eternal hearth that burns the engines of reality, The Blackstar Citadel. It rules the infinities. Beyond The Citadel is The Field of Radiance, which descends into The Sunset Cosmic, where the gods birthed their Eidolon and sealed their doom. 

—From the Ninth Intern of the White Petravim, Reflections on the Gods and their Domain.
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1: Blood, Might, and Sanctity
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“Stop me if you’ve heard this one.” Twisted bronze fingers stalked a rat climbing onto the table. They traced the rodent’s path with long cuts in exposed wood. “A Phylaxian.” She paused, waiting for her guest to react. Her eyes—doused coal floating in bloody pools—flicked away from the guest and back to the rat. “And a schlott were walking through a cattle field one day. The schlott turned to his better and said, ‘Good sir, there’s a heaping mound of cattle shit in our path! Allow me to step over it and fetch the shovel on the other side.’” Her scalpel-edged digits pounced on the rat, sinking into its spine. Its suffering was mercifully short.

Her guest sat across the table, trying her best to ignore the creaks and moans of the cramped room’s woodwork. She made a wide smile that could never hope to match the sincerity of the host’s shark-toothed sneer. The guest said, “No, I haven’t heard this one,” and watched as the metal woman ate the rat. It crunched between her jaws and disappeared into her shimmering bronze face.

From her insides, the host made a rumbling sound like the crack of a gong. Then she continued, saying, “Well, just as the schlott was about to foul himself climbing the pile of shit, his Phylaxian master yanked him down by his chains and said, ‘FOOL! I will climb this mountain!’ And so he did, becoming covered in shit.” She tilted her head and flaunted the intricate weave of metal hair spiraling in fixed tussles over her polished cheeks. She looked expectantly at her guest.

“Why did he do that?” the guest asked.

“Ahaaaa,” she replied in a churlish growl punctuated by the sound of her claws scraping against the table as she leaned back. “The schlott asked the same thing when his master returned, shovel in hand. The Phylaxian struck the schlott and answered, ‘I would never let you be above me!’”

In the back of the small room, a human chuckled. She was a hard-muscled girl—tall and swarthy—and leaned against a stack of nearly rotten crates.

The guest laughed as well, urging herself to seem as sincere as possible. 

“I like her, cousin,” the human said to the metal host. “Must be a schlott.” The floorboards whined under her shifting weight. In the dim light of the corner, she seemed like a piece of the woodwork come to life, but, unlike the host, she was only flesh and bone.

“Actually, I’m a Phylaxian.” Although it was plain to see she was an elf by the way her hair continued growing down her forehead to a point between her eyes, she hoped they wouldn’t ask her to remove her hood to show she had the proud, long, and erect ears to prove she was of Phylaxian blood specifically. If they saw them, that could give her secret away. “But the joke is funny because it’s true.”

The host wetted her teeth with a rigid metal tongue, and she smiled at her guest, saying, “It’s refreshing to do business with a Phylaxian elf who isn’t so . . .” She rolled her eyes around as if searching for the word in the air. When she found it, she plucked it and blew it away like a dandelion tuft, “Arrogant.”

“Of course.” The Phylaxian guest withdrew a leather satchel from her cloak. “Speaking of . . . I have the payment here. May I see them?” 

Careful, she thought to herself. Don’t prod for answers. Relax, talk to her as a friend, and the answers will come to you.

The host snapped her fingers, making an earsplitting clang. “Jaguin,” she said to the human girl. “Bring the top box.”

At her command, Jaguin lifted the crate from the top of the stack and hauled it over. With a thud, it buckled as it fell to the table. A musty odor filled the air, and small drops of green water oozed from the spongy sides of the box. Jaguin opened it.

Standing to peer at the wares, the hooded guest couldn’t help but marvel at her host’s form. She was a living statue, cut off at the waist. Her lack of mobility was due to her lack of legs. A flat base below the impression of her navel made her look more like a vase than a cousin of the human next to her. 

The Phylaxian suspected this was the consequence of rotten magic—not an enchantment of the Empiriac, but something foreign. She didn’t know what the now-metal woman had intended to do with the original spell, but losing limbs wasn’t it. Or maybe she was legless before. Questions to ruminate later. 

When she finally looked into the crate, she made a satisfied smile. Amongst a plethora of other arms, she noticed a peculiar blade. She wanted to pick up the scuffed sword, but she knew better than to give away its significance. Instead, she asked, “Are all these from the same supplier?”

That might have been a mistake. The metal host glowered at her, squinting her black-red eyes. She asked, “Why do you wish to know?”

The guest wafted a hand, nearly knocking her hood away. “You’re not going to like the answer.”

Jaguin stiffened at her cousin’s side, reaching for a short, spiked cudgel.

“Oh?” the host said. “And why is that?”

The guest smiled, saying, “Truth is, I represent a wealthy collector. One who wants to cut out the middlewoman.”

The middlewoman frowned at that.

Good. She’s buying it. “Don’t worry. You’ll be paid a significant contact fee.”

“What makes you think I didn’t find these myself? Pinched them off a supply wagon?”

Might as well tell her. “Because of this.” She pulled it out of the crate—the zhogien sword. Despite the layer of dust, it gleamed in silver. It was as long as her arm and bent at an almost imperceptible angle at the blade’s midsection. The crossguard was t-shaped and ended on either side with forged, silver heads of ilrade trees.

The host seemed confused. “A sword?” She spread her dagger fingers into the remaining contents of the box. “There are lots of swords in here.”

“Not like this. This is the sword of a zhogien. See the sculptures on the guard?” She pointed to the stubby, mangle-branched trees. “Each sword is unique to the zhogien soldier wielding it. They’re bonded from the day they earn their title to the day they die. They never leave their side and are never transported on ‘supply wagons.’”

Jaguin relaxed slightly, stepping away from her cousin and moving nearer the Phylaxian guest. 

“Clever,” the host said. “Is this what your . . . collector wants more of?”

“And other things like it. How much to set up a meeting?”

“I’ll have to think about it. Perhap—” She looked to her cousin, who was now leaning over the guest. “What are you doing?”

“Something’s off with her head.”

Panic gripped her. She tried to look as confused and offended as the monstrous woman staring at her from across the table, but she must have let some fearful trembling slip from her eyes and out the edges of her clenched mouth. 

After a pause, the metal woman said, “Pull it off.”

Before she could react, the lean girl yanked the hood away, pulling out several strands of hair and revealing an asymmetry.

“One ear?” Jaguin said, dumbfounded.

“One . . . ear,” the bronze woman growled with slow realization. “I know who you are.” Her teeth ground against each other like nails scraped across a grindstone.

“You don’t—” she was about to say in defense when the door to the room crashed open and two, human men barreled onto the floor, flailing into each other with uncoordinated fists.

“TERIS!” one of them shouted to her. “CAPTURE HER!”

She bolted into action, swinging the sword in a wide, low arc towards Jaguin. She’d trained with many weapons before, but using one always felt wrong—like having an appendage tethered to an anchor, ready to hold her down at any moment, drowning her in a storm of fate she’d long avoided.

Jaguin jumped back and brought her cudgel down towards Teris’s hands. Teris let go of the sword, leaving the cudgel to bite only motionless silver and hard floor. She then flipped the crate onto its side. It was heavier than expected, but she tossed it with such force that the contents spilled out in front of Jaguin, making her step even further back.

The larger of the two men fighting on the floor gained the upper hand. He had the smaller, the one who called to Teris, in a choke hold, popping a series of gurgles and gasps out of his throat. 

“ECTIN!” Teris cried, about to rush to his aid, when he raised a hand up to his assailant’s face and conjured a burst of white light. 

He let go, bringing his palms to his eyes and screaming in pain. The smaller man scrambled to his feet and grabbed Teris by the shoulders. “Where is she?!” he asked. 

Teris turned, and she saw the woman, the living statue, crawling towards a trapdoor in the back corner of the room near the stack of crates. As soon as Teris lunged for her, her body yanked back as if gravity had performed a somersault.

Jaguin’s clenched fist threw her against the table. Her spine bent back backward, Teris looked up to see the cudgel once again plummeting towards her. But this time, a hand caught it—Ectin’s.

“Thanks,” Teris said, jumping off the table.

“Follow her!” he shouted while grappling Jaguin.

Teris again ran to the trapdoor. Now it was open, and the metal woman was about to slide into it. Teris clasped her fingers as far as they would stretch around the woman’s smooth, rigid waist. Immediately, her mouth filled with the taste of iron as if she’d vomited cold, potent blood. It was a fouled enchantment for certain, so potent that mere contact with it could overwhelm the senses.

The sensation caused her to reel, but her grip stayed firm on the squirming woman. As if that wasn’t enough, she started clawing at Teris, slashing into her sleeves with the rat-killing, cutting fingers. Clattering and running footsteps shook the rafters, but Teris couldn’t afford to check on Ectin.

“GO TO THE SHADOW STAIR, VENATINE BITCH!” she roared, baring her pointed teeth. Beneath her flailing head, dark ocean waters lapped at the wooden pillars supporting the whole building. “I WON’T BE BANNERED!”

“Cooperate!” Teris said. She winced as the claws broke through the sleeves and made deep slices into her forearms. “Tell me who gave you the weapons and you will get leniency!”

“PHYLAXIANS LIE!” she screamed. A strange calmness washed over her face. Her black-red eyes closed, and she said, “The sea doesn’t.” She stabbed both of Teris’s hands. 

Teris lost all control of her limbs. Her body now deferred to protecting her shredded flesh. And the metal woman fell. She smiled—a joyous, toothy sight. Within seconds, the shimmering bronze body fell under a blanket of murky, churning waves. No struggling and no bubbles.

Boot falls approached her from behind. She whirled, cradling her bloody hands and expecting to see Jaguin seeking revenge. However, she saw Ectin.

He looked down at her with concern. His crow’s feet and graying stubble were familiar and welcome sights. She wanted to smile at him, but guilt wrung out the relief from her heart like water from a washcloth. 

“We lost, Ectin. I let her—she’s gone.” Teris stared at the open trapdoor.

Ectin twirled a finger and conjured a small light with which illuminated the wounds on her arms. “Not for lack of trying,” he suggested. Teris didn’t blame him for the mission going sideways, but he grimaced shamefully anyway. “We need to get you to a healer. And besides . . .” He gestured behind him. “Not everything is lost.”

A glimmer of hope entered Teris. During her struggle, their reinforcements had entered the room. The Port Pelto guard clasped shackles on Jaguin and the blinded man.

Ectin smirked. He had few laugh lines, and their arrival always surprised Teris. He removed a long cloth from his pocket and started wrapping it tightly around her arm, using a belt to cover the other one, then said, “The Council will find out what they know. We’re done here.”

Teris stood and said, “Not yet.” She stepped to the prisoners. 

The armed guards bowed to her as she approached. One of them said, “It’s an honor, Venatine Teris.”

She nodded, but their deference brushed against her roughly. The esteem of her position was all too similar to the anchoring of the sword. She turned to the prisoners, who glared in silence, and she said, “By the blood of Lurxus, the might of the Empiriac, and the sanctity of the Venatine Order, you are under arrest.”

***
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The greatest healer in Port Pelto did fine work. Teris’s scars were barely visible, but she could still feel the cold sensation of blood vacating her arms. Where her left ear once sprouted, there was now a scar and a shallow ridge of useless tissue. But at times like this, times of high emotions, it stung like a fresh wound.

“I just spoke to a courier from Phylaxica,” Ectin said, approaching Teris as she stood on the end of a vacant dock. The thick morning air washed ashore like a cleansing breath.

She didn’t respond to his comment, instead, she stared out at the sea and imagined living on one of the ships cutting across the sunrise-golden waters, venturing to worlds unknown.

“Hate when you get like this,” he added.

“I’ll be fine, Sunray.”

He scoffed, letting his disdain for the nickname be clear.

“Back to my chipper self before long.” She crossed her arms to shield against the chilling breeze and offered him a shrug.

“I have no doubt.”

“Those weapons are coming from Gorgonis. I know it. You know it.”

He let out a sigh. “It’s not our concern anymore.”

She turned quickly, stabbing a swathe through the air with her intact, erect, Phylaxian ear. “It is my concern if our citizens are being sent off to war just to die and put money in the pockets of our enemies.”

“There’s more to it than that? Isn’t there?”

Sunken memories bubbled to the surface. Her thoughts swelled around her family, House Croneura, and their status as a cynosure for Empiriac military command. Her father’s harsh, almost crunching voice fills her head. It was never difficult to disappoint the legistrate.

“What did the courier have to say?” she asked.

Ectin grumbled, angry she was so effective at changing the subject. “We have a new assignment.”

She smiled, thankful for the distraction and eager to dive into another mission. “Oh? Where are we going this time?”

Ectin closed his eyes and let the word spill out like a bug he’d almost swallowed. “Chún.”

​
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2: The Night Light
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“You’ve got it all wrong,” Teris said to the soldier riding behind her. “Let me explain it to you.” It’d been nearly two weeks since she and Ectin left Port Pelto, and they were now traveling northeast along a well-worn dirt road. The summer was torrid, and the sun cast long, clean shadows from their horses that trotted up plumes of dust.

Her throat felt dry and tacky as she cleared it. “The Venatine Order isn’t some cabal of evil sorcerers, nor assassins for the Empiress. We’re people just like you. We go through years of training, mastering multiple disciplines. Eventually, one becomes a full-fledged agent of the Order like me and this sunray.” She gestured to Ectin Barbolus, who grunted in acknowledgment.

The soldier said, “I didn’t mean any offense, Lady Croneura.” 

Teris caught him staring at the left side of her head, where the scar was.

He coughed sheepishly and looked away, suddenly finding the flora of interest. With empty eyes under a bright carpet of elven brow hair, he looked to a stand of maidenhair trees that broke apart the surrounding prairie with tufts of green, fan-shaped leaves. “Growing up, you just hear a lot of stories about the Order. I suppose they’re probably not all true.”

He had been asking questions about the Venatine, but it was clear his awe was derived from her noble origins. She wondered if it was ever possible to escape the legacy of her family. Even her clothes were chosen with this in mind. Gone was the hooded cloak she’d disguised herself with on their last mission. Now, she opted for a modest, long-sleeved and flexible bodice. Riverstone brown was her color of choice—a subdued hue paired with drawstrings and accents of wheat-like gold. No courtly gowns or ceremonial garb would touch her skin again.

“What's your name, Zhogien?” she asked, swiping her curled, walnut hair back to cover her missing ear.

“Adafas, my lady. Adafas of House Caedilus,” he declared, as if the name was large enough to carry him and his horse during the entire journey. He was one of the zhogiens, warriors marshaled under a unit called a zhogyi. 

There were thousands of these soldiers across the Empiriac, but each one received half a decade of training before they were even allowed to touch their iconic armor, which was a dazzling alabaster-colored metal trimmed in gold piping and filigree. At Adafas’s side, his sword rested in a long, leather hilt. 

Just like the zhogien sword she’d found in the box in Port Pelto, this one had unique additions. On either end of the narrow crossguard, stretched heads of wild hares shaped out of the steel-silver alloy. Each head looked down towards the pommel, their extended ears ready to catch wayward strikes.

“Adafas, if I recall correctly, you’re our mothúpa. Fate has blessed you with the ability to feel the emotions and intent of others—an ability we intend to borrow to sniff out the liars in our investigation. So go ahead, sense my desires and tell me how I feel about being called ‘lady.’”

He choked on some of the dust rising from the dry road. After a brief coughing fit, he asked, “Do . . . Do you really want me to—”

She grinned and softened her tone to put him at ease. “You may address me as Teris or Venantine Teris. I gave up my titles and inheritance when I took my vows.”

Still avoiding looking directly at her head, Adafas said, “I apologize, my l—Venatine Teris. That must have been a hard decision.” 

Ectin chuckled and tugged on the collar of his jacket. It was luxurious, a typical venatine issue—more of a large, woolen doublet with ruby red buttons and woven decals. More so than Teris, his vestments exuded a pale and subtle privilege like the plumage of a songbird wife. It was the style most venatine wore.

“Quite the contrary,” said Teris. “ I couldn’t leave that life behind fast enough.”

Adafas said, “I don’t understand.”

“It’s not important. Anyway, your commander returns.” 

From ahead came galloping three riders clad in the same brilliant gold and white plate armor that Adafas wore. Upon hearing their heavy hooves, frightened rodents scrambled under shrubs and grasses.

At the head of their group rode a swarthy man in his mid-life. His face was aged on par with most humans, a crow having left its footprints behind his eyes. Sparse patches of short, dark hair dotted his forehead, and his ears cropped to slight points, but drooped over like wilted grass bent at their bases. This marked him as a non-Phylaxian elf, not of the blood of Lurxus—a schlott he would be called by anyone wishing to insult him.

His title was Zhogien Commander Willon Narcys. Flanking him were his subordinates. One was an unassuming zhogien of medium build and unremarkable features, Is’f Plecopsi. He was a quiet, young, elven man so thin that he seemed like a worm protruding from a breastplate. There was also a disciplined monolith of a woman, Zhogien Satus Militus. She kept her gaze forward, chin perfectly parallel to the ground and elven brow hair parted up her head by a midline. 

Each zhogien had a sheathed blade like Adafas—animal heads adorning the tips of their crossguards. Commander Narcys had twin bulls of some feral breed, Is’f had snaggle-toothed koi, and Zhogien Militus carried a longer blade sporting a close-winged moth on one end and a wrenched human fist on the other. 

“We’ve made the arrangements, Venatine,” Narcys said, addressing both Teris and Ectin. “The magistrate is expecting you to arrive by tomorrow’s end. She has offered you quarter in her residence. We did a thorough sweep of the path there and found no sign of any . . . unforeseen hazards.” He delivered his report with the efficiency and flatness befitting a seasoned soldier like him. While speaking, he hadn’t even broken posture to swat a fly sprinting from his neck to cheek.

“What about you? Where will you be staying?” Teris asked, worried for their escort’s wellbeing.

“You needn’t concern yourself with us. We have rooms arranged at the Alley Cat Inn and Tavern just outside of the magistrate’s grounds. I have been—” He paused, blinking, “Assured . . . that you will receive better protection than we could provide by the magistrate’s personal retinue.” There was obvious resentment in his tone. It was likely that these assurances were part of a heated debate with the magistrate’s staff.

“You mean to say we’ll be separated? Here?” Ectin scowled. “This is a major breach of protocol.”

“I ask your forgiveness, Venatine Barbolus. The magistrate was quite insistent that only the two of you be given access to the grounds. But I can petition again for—”

Teris raised a hand, fingers bent at the tips. “That won’t be necessary, Commander Narcys.” As if she’d learned how to weaponise the expression, she turned her bright, pleading smile on Ectin. “She is likely on edge since the incident—minimizing unknowns in her own home. It’s understandable. Besides, I’m sure the magistrate won’t allow the people meant to save her son to come to harm.” 

“You assume too much,” he replied.

She scoffed. “I know you have problems trusting people—learned that on our last assignment—but the magistrate is the one who alerted Phylaxica of the disappearance. Surely—”

“I meant you assume we’ll find him alive.”

Her spine stiffened, and a bubble of anger rose in her throat. “Unlike you, I don’t make assumptions. I just give people the benefit of the doubt until I can prove their guilt. And for the sake of this investigation, you will stow that kind of talk when we’re around the magistrate.” 

His eyes fixed on hers, as blank and frozen as his lips. 

“Please,” she added with a patient inflection. 

He sighed and returned his focus to the road as an affirmation. 

“Thank you. I couldn’t do this without you, you know, Sunray?”

“No, you couldn’t.” He then grimaced as if something bit his neck. “I really despise it when you call me that.”

***
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That night, they made camp in a small grove of larches. The late summer heat had withered their needles, turning them sunset orange. Ectin set his tent upwind of and just over a stone’s throw away from the grove. He hated the grapefruit smell of the trees. Laying on his side, he rolled away from the clearing where the rest of his escort were gathered.

Soon, Teris brought him a bowl of lentils and broth that Narcys’s zhogiens had prepared. “Eat,” she said, nodding to the meal in her outstretched hands.

Ectin turned to look at her. She was kneeling into the needle-speckled dirt. He thought about how she’d be smelling like grapefruit for the whole day to come. But he relented and sat up, taking the bowl, then spooning small bites as Teris talked.

“You were told the Council was insistent we take care of this matter quickly and quietly. Do you understand why?”

Ectin shook his head and tried not to think about the sour herbs someone had so rudely added to the broth.

“Shall I tell you?” she asked, offering a childish smile that made Ectin think she was needlessly excited.

He nodded, rolling his eyes. Even though, as a human, he seemed her senior—salted hair and wrinkles clawing at the margins of his overripe face—Teris was the elder in age and experience. She often provided sage wisdom and lectures on matters of import, but underneath his surly facade, he enjoyed the lessons.

She asked, “Well, how much do you know about the city?”

“Chún? Just that it’s one of the few places in the Empiriac that humans control.” He shuddered at the thought. Ectin didn’t put much faith in his own race, finding them immoral and unworthy of self-governance.

“That is true to a point. A human magistrate leads Chún after all, but that isn’t the whole story.” She leaned to the side, stretching her legs out until her joints sang with satisfying pops. Then she started drawing an outline of the Empiriac with her finger in the dirt. It was remarkably accurate, even taking into account the smaller coastal islands and the rivers starting from their inland headwaters until they bled into the ocean. 

“That’s very good,” Ectin said while wiping broth from his chin.

“Thank you.” She then cleared her throat before speaking in a formal, professorial tone that she clearly enjoyed by the way she grinned from ear to scar. “If the realm is a body, its metabolic process is as follows: the Peltodynax farming belt in the south produces vast amounts of goods which are sent to a network of inventory and distribution centers in Chún. The city receives direction for market prices, allotments, and supply chains from The Capital, Phylaxica, conveniently located a day’s ride southwest where nobles of elven descent—either righteous or rotten—can keep a close watch on their profits.”

“If it’s so important, why wasn’t this discussed in our courses?”

Teris frowned, pressing her palm over the square meant to depict The Capital city. When she withdrew her hand, only a bare patch of dust remained. “Unfortunately, even the Council must answer to the Phylaxian nobility. And they’d rather keep their younger agents in the dark about how the realm really works, hence why this disturbance needs to be settled by us.”

“Blood and Might,” he said, lowering his gaze to his feet. He was referring to the traditions that kept the aristocracy in power. 

The blood was that of the original, pure elven founding clan of the Empiriac, Lurxus. For several hundred years, House Phylaxus had been the ruling family of the realm and so became a catch-all term for elves of the Lurxus blood. If one had a verified lineage to this family, they were granted titles, status, and privilege. If you were anything but a descendant of Lurxus, you were barely anything at all. 

The Phylaxian Might came from its rigorous and refined military structure. To defend against a never-ending tide of invasions and internal conflicts, the Empiriac of Phylaxus drafted or enlisted peoples from all walks of life to serve under the banner of the Phylaxus ruling house. Magic was taught to those with aptitude, and martial training was provided to others suitable as soldiers or the elite zhogiens.

“And Sanctity,” Teris added. That was the final piece of the mantra, the words they were to invoke when demanding an arrest or respect. “By the Blood of Phylaxus, the Might of the Empiriac, and the Sanctity of the Venatine Order.”

He set his bowl down and took a deep breath, intentionally expanding his chest because he wanted her to see that the words still filled him. Despite his cynicism, he believed in their mission. No matter the evils within the realm or at what level they festered, the Venatine Order would find them and burn them away like the sun dispels the night.

“Sleep well, Sunray,” she said, standing and returning to the center of camp.

“And you.” He looked to the horizon for a long time, watching the sun dim over the shrub lands.

***
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The howls of beasts and the clicking of insects kept him awake for hours. There were less wild things closer to The Capital, but even here, he didn’t expect more than a pack of wolves. 

He figured it would be treacherous to encounter a hibernating onntara; their scaled, bulky bodies could break a person in half with a single swipe of their unjointed legs. However, the onntara only lived in the high mountain forests where strange, sleeping people sang hymns to long-dead gods only seen in dreams.

Onntara didn’t scare Ectin, but there was something that did. At midnight, when the camp light died, and he lost the stars behind canopy or clouds, he only thought of the darkness and being trapped within it. It was like a prison cell from which there was no release because it extended into an infinite, unknown horizon. In it, he felt small, untethered, a child again.

From his palm, he used magic to conjure a small, yellow light. This personal sun was warm. He held it close to his face so the others wouldn’t see. He stared at the light until all fears faded and he finally went asleep.

The next morning, as the sky birthed the day’s fresh summer sun, and the terrors of the dark finally left him alone, he heard the ground crunch under Teris’s boots as she approached him. 

She said, “Time to keep going, Sunray.”

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


3: Arrival
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Chún stretched for several miles beyond its central walls. The overspill of smaller townships and scattered pasture greeted the venatine and their escort as they approached. Its outcropped boulders and rocky terrain defined the landscape. What little grass that grew there supported herds of livestock meant to feed the local populations. Phylaxica had superior sources of food and was content to allow Chún to retain its meager produce.

In the distance, a waterfall poured out of the side of a great plateau. The water coursed through a thick cedar grove, making its home on the slopes of the hill. Atop the formation, rows of crops and scattered pasture nested on the flat surface. Ectin found the sight foreign but pleasing, being all-too-familiar with the ugly vistas of urbanization. His eyes lingered on it until the city walls rose into view above a ridgeline.

Having passed outer Chún, the group secured access through the main gate of the inner city. The walls here were tall, at least thirty meters high. But they were bricked from a mosaic of different stone types, blotched granite, sandstone, and even flint in some spots. Ectin noticed this and chalked it up to rushed construction or a lack of sufficient quarries to make a homogenous layering.

Posted behind the spiked crenels of the battlements were a scarce number of guards dressed in wool gambesons under lamellar plating. Most of them carried crossbows or simple spears. But some were unarmed. Those guards wore short-cropped sleeves. 

Sorcerers? Ectin wondered. Obstructing clothes might interfere with magic casting. His own sleeves covered his wrists, but he wasn’t a conjurer of fire or lightning like some.

He looked over to Teris, who marveled at the gatehouse. She smiled and pointed to the carvings on its stone walls. They depicted scenes of common life in the region. 

One showed men hauling lumber to a construction site near a river. Another was of human nobility lounging under fruiting trees and frolicking around some beautiful animal akin to a horse with the wings of a jewel beetle. But Teris frowned when looking at the final scene. It was of young men and women being given swords and shields, marching in step behind a Phylaxian elf riding a warmount. Every one of their faces had a deep-set and sloppy grin chiseled into them as if a late addition to the masterwork.

“War,” she said to the cold stones.  

Once inside the inner city, the scenery transformed into an oppressive and dreary ruin of a town. Dilapidated buildings and downtrodden peoples littered the environment. Most of the citizens seemed human, but a sizable portion were of other races, such as large, frog-like phibioids, or stout, furred and black-eyed saglakulu, and three fingered, youthful halflings. There were also many non-Phylaxian elves.

“Be on your guard,” Ectin warned, side-eyeing the crowds gathering to watch the venatine enter their city.

Teris smiled and casually waved at the onlookers, replying, “And here I thought you prided yourself on your logical thinking. These poor folks have done nothing to earn your distrust.”

He looked away as a human child raised their hands to ask him for charity—bone-thin legs struggling to match pace with the horse. “These are desperate people. Logically, they are more likely to act desperately.” He waved the child away.

“Ectin, they’re your people. Can’t you at least trust other humans?” The youth then stepped to her mount and raised their upturned palm. Teris smiled at them and gifted a couple of brass coins. 

“They are my people. That’s exactly why I know not to trust them.”

Narcys and the other zhogien escorts, aware of Ectin’s discomfort, tightly flanked the venatines’ sides. Their shining, white plate armor was impractical and cumbersome, but that was common for small dispatches like this: grand display of power and status meant to dissuade would-be attackers from challenging an otherwise meager force. 

Teris also noticed her partner’s agitation and said, “The Venatine ruling Council requested them with the risks of the assignment in mind.”

“They aren’t enough, Teris,” he said, mentally cataloging the blind spots around them where no zhogien posted.

“The size of this escort means there isn’t a significant danger to us. It doesn’t mean we lack support. The Council knows what they’re doing.” She didn’t entirely believe that herself.

“I already don’t like this place.” He could feel the buildings closing in on him and wondered about the peeping eyes from darkened windows. Poverty clung to the streets like a fungus, eating away at their structure and lining the city with the piss-like odor of fear—a painful nostalgia for Ectin.

However, for Teris, what stood out about Chún was its diversity. The city had somewhat of an unfavorable reputation among the Phylaxian elite: a rebellious child state, always testing the patience of Mother Phylaxica. Many said that no non-human was welcome inside, and any Phylaxian elf would be killed on sight—their ears and brow fur painted crimson with their own blood.

While she felt an ominous distrust from the locals, Chún was hardly the human-centric, xenophobic backwater that she’d heard tales of. For every third human, she saw someone of a different race. Castiku, which were huge, aquatic rodents, transported their lumber between stalls. Teris also noticed some satyrs, horned beings with the torso of a human but the legs of a goat. 

Satyrs were seldom encountered in the lands of the Empiriac. But not ten paces from her horse, two goat-men argued over the price of a monstrous fish. And she was no expert, but it looked marine. She marveled at how fast they must have traveled to bring such a beast all the way from the ocean before it spoiled. The mysteries surrounding every stall and hidden alley were alluring.

Ectin didn’t care to make such observations. At that moment, his vision focused on reaching their destination and accomplishing their task. The crowds were a distraction at best and a threat at worst.

Over the course of an hour, Commander Narcys led them to a giant estate near the center of Chún. Like a plate of vegetables in the middle of a rotten feast, it sprawled with lush gardens, several fountains, and the finest examples of the brick and lumber architecture in the northern province. Yet, aside from the small army of guards patrolling the grounds, the estate sat strangely empty. One might expect such a lavish place to host grand parties for traveling nobility, yet not one visitor was present.

A spear-wielding guard decked in faded chainmail and coif raised a palm as they neared the entrance gate. “Right,” he announced, devoid of enthusiasm. He even leaned into one leg as if he had just woken up. The venatine could feel the heat of Commander Narcys’s anger as his stubbled cheeks turned red. No doubt he wanted to chastise the man for lack of discipline. But to his credit, he stayed silent. 

“Welcome to Threestone Manor,” the guard continued. “Magistrate Rachard eagerly awaits her guests, the Venatine.” He glanced at the Phylaxian escort. “The rest of you may stay over there at the inn.” He pointed a mailed mitten towards a large, wooden building a short walk down the cobblestone road behind them.

“As expected,” Narcys grunted. “Venatine Ectin, Teris, you are to follow them now. However, I shall arrange for one of us to request an update from the manor every two hours.”

“That’s very thoughtful, Commander,” Teris said. “But not necessary. Please make sure you and your zhogiens get plenty of rest tonight. You worked so hard to get us here.”

“Yes, don’t go through the bother, Commander,” said Ectin. “Even one hour is more than enough time for us to be throttled in our beds.” 

Teris shot Ectin a disapproving glance. 

Narcys became flushed. “Y-Yes, well, should you require our help while here, simply dispatch one of the magisterial guards to summon us.” His eyebrows narrowed sheepishly, as if even they wished to offer their apologies. “You deserve the protection of a full zhogyi, not a handful like us. Even so, we’ll be here post haste when called upon.” He turned and gestured to Adafas. “On that note, I know you requested the assistance of our young mothúpa in your investigation.” 

“I’m happy to help, Venatine!” Adafas declared, armor clanging as he stood at attention.

“Much appreciated,” Teris said. The dutiful escort waited outside the gate until their charges disappeared from view inside the grounds. 

The magistrate’s guards all expressed a quiet unprofessionalism that did Ectin’s lack of trust no favors. Grimaces and hacks greeted them from every sickly face. “I’ll admit, this isn’t the warmest welcome I’ve ever received,” Teris conceded. “Think they’re staring at us like that because we’re of the Order?”

Ectin leaned over on his mount, which was being pulled by its reins along the path, ensuring no deviations. “Either that, or they don’t like having a Phylaxian looking into their business.” 

Teris nodded thoughtfully; however, if their human guide had any thoughts on the matter, he decided not to share them.

Dismounting and leaving their horses outside the main manor house, the venatine approached the imposing stone and brick structure. Ectin and Teris marched in sync to the main doors.

A procession of polished rivets boarded the thick double doors. They opened, their femur-sized hinges screeching rusty warnings. Behind them, a wall of black feathers greeted the venatine. 

“Oh my,” Teris said softly. 

The wall contorted to reveal the dark and downy breast of a towering bird. Its wide, snub-faced head, which nearly grazed the ten-foot-high ceiling, hunched down to better face the pair. Teris felt a shiver rising up her spine and the curled hairs on her forehead stand on end as the creature clawed at the floor with a long, black talon and clacked its beak as though clearing its throat to speak.
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Ectin’s jaw clenched, and his eyelids paused halfway over their pupils. He calmly stated, “I was under the impression that Magistrate Rachard was human, not an astrigul.” 

Teris knew he was joking, but someone unfamiliar with his cadences might have thought his confusion sincere.

“Correct,” the creature clacked from its curled beak in a raspy, low growl. “My name is Tharz Ek, the magistrate’s—” His tongue drove into the soft palate of his upper beak, producing a slurping sound. “Assistant.” Plate-sized eyes, set deep into facial plumage, shone a reflective, apple green that the venatine found mesmerizing.

Ectin had always admired astrigul, making the study of the race of intelligent, giant raptors a priority during his early days in the Order. They were from a land across the ocean, a distance so vast and treacherous that it could only be passed with a combination of sailing and flight. Thus, only a scarce few of the bird people ever migrated to the continent of Salachar.

Ectin bowed, a gesture that took Teris off guard. “You’re far from your home, Tharz. Can you tell me what you assist the magistrate with?”

From the top of his boulder of a head, down the sides of his withdrawn wings, and to the haunches of his scaled, raptorial legs, Tharz bristled. “Follow me,” was his only answer. 

Teris flashed an uneasy grimace at Ectin, who furrowed his eyebrows and sighed in agreement.

They followed the astrigul through a series of well-furnished rooms. Portraits of aristocratic humans hung over dozens of potted plants—indoor roses and exotic vines wrapping around metal trellises. In each room, Tharz was forced to duck under archways and lean around delicate earthenware on pedestals. Before long, he stopped in a cozy chamber with a warm fireplace. Silhouetted in front of the fire with her back turned was a broad-bodied woman with short, graying hair and speckled skin. Her hands clutched each other over her backside.

Despite Tharz announcing their presence with a simple, “Magistrate,” before taking his leave, talons clacking across the floor, it was a long moment before she acknowledged her guests.

She mumbled, “I should make him repair those scratches he leaves in the wood.”

Teris cleared her throat, then softly said, “Greetings, Magistrate Rachard. I am Venatine Teris, and this is Venatine Ectin Barbolus. We understand there has been an incident involving your son. Empiress Cliosta and the Venatine Order offer you our sincerest condolences.”

The magistrate chuckled and turned. Her eyes were ovals of white linen stained by cherry wine bloodshot. To the venatine’s surprise, she wore brown, woolen and leather attire more appropriate for manual labor than the administration of a city. “You mean Cliosta offers me a chance to regain control of her city by sending her trained hounds to help me do so.”

Teris was speechless. 

Ectin, however, showed no hesitation in replying, “We do not answer to the Empiress. For example, were someone to disrespect us or our Order, we could then choose to leave. In which case, there'd be no mediation between them and Phylaxica, so the Empiress would have no choice but to replace such a person and instate martial law.”

She smirked, saying, “Point taken, sir. Your threat’s as subtle as being bludgeoned by a rock—learned from your time with them, I take it?” She nodded towards Teris, meaning the Phylaxian nobility.

His blood began to boil. Insults to a representative of the Empiriac were part of the territory for a venatine. Insults to Teris were a transgression. “I’ve been threatened all my life,” he said. Teris noticed an all too familiar vein throbbing on his temple. “Now, down to business since pleasantries seem a far gone option. Tell us why we’re here exactly.”

The magistrate looked away, and towards the bright fire, but her eyes refused to squint. “First, remind me,” she said. “What does the word, ‘Venatine,’ mean?”

Ectin said, “Is this a test? Because—”

“The hunter’s fire,” Teris answered. 

Ectin glared at her, sneering as if she’d debased herself.

“Yes,” the magistrate said. “Old Phylaxian. ‘Just as the lone hunter may drive beasts from the dark with a torch, so too would those few people provided with ability and knowledge be tasked with burning the rot from society.’” She was quoting one of the first texts venatine agents had to memorize.

“You’re well informed,” Teris said.

“And . . . let me guess, your instructions were to . . .” She started speaking in an accent mocking the courtly speech of the Phylaxian nobility. “‘Bring any deviants to justice, investigate the cult, and find the boy if possible . . . prioritized in that order—by decree of Empiress Phylaxus Cliosta, fiftieth monarch of the Empiriac of Phylaxus.’” It was uncomfortably close to the actual wording of the commands from the Venatine Council. 

Teris said, “Finding your son is foremost on—”

“Save your pitterings.”

Teris winced, taking a moment to digest the magistrate’s flippancy.

“No more insults,” Ectin said, groaning and rolling his head from shoulder to shoulder. He looked to the door, threatening her in the one way he could. “Now, get on with it.”

“Apologies.” Her focus was on Ectin now, as if ignoring Teris was the only way to keep from lashing out at her. “I have much at my disposal—a city of resources. However, as valuable as soldiers, sorcerers, and sycophants are, I need the hunter’s fire. I need you two to burn away the darkness in my city.” She was quiet for a long moment, then asked, “Has your Order ever dealt with the Two in One, or rather, their ‘Voices?’”

Ectin and Teris exchanged glances. The latter answered, “Not that we know of. Who are they?”

“They’re a damned cult is what they are! Fanatics who have taken root in Chún. I wish they’d all go rot in the Stair.”

Teris said, “We heard that in your message to Cliosta you had reason to believe a radical religious order had abducted your son—something about a letter?”

“Two things greeted me that morning. The first was that my son’s empty-headed bride was found alone in his bedroom. She won’t speak, will barely eat, and has a pallor that would make a skeleton seem tan. Then, as I was dealing with that, a letter was delivered at my gates. The guards were too distracted to see who carried it. But here it is.” She swiped a piece of folded parchment from her mantle and handed it to Ectin. Scratched in hastily scrawled words, it read:

Puppet of the old order,

Mathon is with the Made and Unmade. Do not fear. He has been bonded. His life is given purpose. His sacrifice will ensure the new world will arrive. He serves the Two in One now. Do not look for him.

Ectin scanned the note then ran his fingers over the paper. His eyes closed, and he muttered ancient words of incantation from memory.

“What is he doing?” The magistrate asked Teris.

“Ectin knows a very rare school of magic. He can divine secret histories from some objects.”

“Histories? Like who owned it?” She reached halfway to the parchment and looked at it, trying to peer between Ectin’s fingers.

“Sometimes that. But it’s more . . . complicated,” Teris said.

The magistrate retracted her hand, bringing her fist up to her chin. “Then this investigation might be over sooner than expected?”

“We’ll see.” They watched in silence as Ectin’s hand quivered and his lips stilled. Then, Teris asked, “Forgive me if it’s a sore subject, but where is Mathon’s father? I assume he’s no longer in the picture, but oftentimes it is a parent responsible when a child is—”

She chuckled. Her fingernails absentmindedly caressed the arm of a nearby upholstered chair. “No point in hiding it from you. You’d find out on your own, eventually. His father was a whore—met him on a . . . diplomatic visit to Port Glass. My own father had just died, and I was looking to . . . well, regardless, I assure you that he wants nothing to do with Mathon even if he’s still alive.”

It might have been difficult for anyone to picture this battle axe as a young woman searching for sex on a foreign beach. But Teris saw past the curtain of salted hair and vein spiders crawling over her calloused skin. Watching her speak of Mathon’s father, she recognized the hidden grin and flushed cheeks as artifacts from a dormant nation of girlhood adventures.

Teris said, “I respect your assurances, but we should still keep him in mind when—”

“Do what you want!” She waffed a hand at her. “But that one has likely sired hundreds of little bastards. He was a good lay but not parental material. Nor would I wish him to be. I’ve kept my charge of Mathon like I’ve kept my charge of this city: well and on my own!”

Teris released the argument like she might drop a heavy load. “So you have.” 

Ignorant of their conversation, Ectin’s brow furrowed. In his mind, a shadow skulked, bringing with it a cold chill. The smell of something putrid filled his nostrils—not feces, not rotting flesh, more like bile. The writing was of poor penmanship, but its scrawlings went deeper than that. A strong emotion guided the hand that made them: hatred. The object divulged no more secrets.

“Here, read it,” he suggested, passing it to Teris as one passes leftovers of a meal.

“What did you discover?” The magistrate asked.

“Hard to explain,” said Ectin. “One thing is for certain, whoever wrote it was enraged.”

“At me? At Mathon?”

“Impossible to say.” Even if he knew, he wouldn’t have shared many details with her. He hadn’t ruled anyone out of foul play yet, even the boy’s own mother.

“The magic rarely gives such specific insight,” Teris added, reading diligently through the letter. “Magistrate Rachard—”

“Call me Sorra if it helps speed along your job.”

Teris couldn’t remember ever talking to someone who could so effectively tie an insult around what should have been a friendly gesture. “Of course, Sorra, do you know what the author means when they address you as ‘Puppet of the old order?’”
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