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To the brave women of history and myth who expanded societal boundaries,

established new ways of thought,

and were not afraid to display the raw power of the feminine.
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CROCOTTA’S HACKLES

PART I
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​Prologue
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The translucent beam of moonlight slipped through the perfectly circular opening at the peak of the dome. The sanctuary’s sole source of illumination traversed the chamber to its preordained destination. A pair of unblinking eyes, glinting silver, observed the slow procession in silence.

As the light crept up the ancient pedestal, a low hum began to reverberate. Heavy, throaty, almost a purr, the sounds resembled a melody that rose and fell in practiced rhythm.

When the beam breached the lip of the basin, the incantation ended. The vocalist approached and gazed upon the liquid in the hollow. Uttering the scripted words under her breath, she dipped her forefinger into a liquid so dark it seemed to suck all light into its depths. As she lifted her hand high, onyx droplets ran down skin the color of black pearls. As each drop fell, ripples raced across the gently undulating surface of the hollow.

“Crocotta, O magnanimous Queen of the Gods and all that lives, Prophetess, Matriarch of the Blessed. I have come to learn your will.”

The moonglow reached the basin’s quivering contents.

“Bestow upon me, your servant, keeper of your word, the knowledge you wish to instill.”

The small pool calmed and, as the moonbeam hit its heart, an image manifested in the murky darkness of its surface. Two figures trudged in a field of ivory. Torrents of white pelted them from above. Bent low, they clutched at their wind-torn cloaks. A fur-wrapped form blended into the pristine landscape. Tall though not as tall as the other, this one was female.

The vision faded. The light had passed its peak.

In the chamber’s deepening gloom, the woman smiled; a pleasant thought crossed her mind.

“They are almost here.”

She cast her eyes upward and completed the appropriate rites. Lowering her head, she contemplated the basin for a moment, then briefly closed her eyes.

“It is time to send an invitation.”

The woman receded into the shadows until only the silvery reflection of her eyes could be seen.

“It is time to bring Ullr and Issaura home.”

As she vanished in the blackness, her unhindered laughter bounded upward to meet the observant moonlight.
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​Chapter 1
Tundra

[image: ]


White.

Mile after mile, white was the only color she could see. Ice and snow, flat and barren. The cold was even worse. Could anything survive this inhospitable climate? She hated the cold, the ice, the snow, the white.

It wasn’t just the white nothingness that lay ahead. It was the platinum-blond hair blowing in her face. It was the white fur cloak, a gift from Apex and her only viable source of warmth, in that nothingness color. Even the ever-shrinking mountain range was capped in the horrible, unadulterated hue.

At one point, she wondered if she had become color blind, yet those thoughts were cast aside when she glimpsed her own olive-hued skin or spied her travel companion and his mongrel.

Looking back at the Borren Mountains, she silently cursed them for blocking her view of Elysia, her homeland—the kingdom she had left in order to save it. Somewhere in Elysia’s heartland resided her military partner, the man she loved.

Closing her eyes, she tried to picture every minuscule detail, from the soft curls of his dark hair to the gentle blue of his eyes and the wonderful smile that always made her feel warm inside. If she concentrated long enough on his image, she could almost convince herself that she wasn’t slowly freezing to death.

“Varren,” she uttered. 

The crown prince’s name was swallowed by the wind.

By now, he would have been crowned king. How long had they been traveling? She had lost count of the days. Weeks, certainly. Maybe a month.

Every day was the same. She awoke to the white and walked northward, searching for any clue of life in the frigid wilderness. At least she wasn’t alone. Well, at least today she wasn’t. Recently her temperament toward her companion had grown as volatile as the blizzards that hit without warning. She was grateful he had come, true; yet to be with only one other person, day after day, in a land as unforgiving as this, was so very trying.

“Lluava.” A voice rudely cut into her thoughts. Why did she hate the sound of it so?

“What now, Apex?” she growled. The huntsman had put up with her complaints, caught food until no more could be found, dealt with her bouts of anger, and refrained from judging her tears. Although Lluava rarely cried, the tears freezing on her skin always felt like ribbons of fire burning her face.

She hoped that Varren was more successful in his endeavor. As King of Elysia, he would be able to keep Head Councilman Themis in check. Although she doubted it, Themis might be willing to give up some of his power if Varren was in the capital.

Lluava was glad Varren wasn’t alone. Talos, Byron, Yamir, and Rosalyn were with him. All her friends were together. All but her. She was forced to travel with Apex, a man she barely tolerated. Her relationship with him was tentative at best.

Apex pointed ahead. His strong back and shoulders were slumped from the cold. He looked nothing like the fierce warrior god that he had so personified during the battle for the North. In the unforgiving sunlight, his hair took on a bronze hue. At least it wasn’t white.

“Look,” he said, as tiny clouds materialized from his breath. “Tracks.”

At first, Lluava didn’t see them. The wolf-mix, Sköll, began sniffing about, and Lluava followed Apex’s pet with her eyes. Watching him, she found she missed her own animal. Even though Onyx was a ratty, half-blind raven, she had grown fond of the black bird. He had disappeared after the siege of Alcazar Castle. Had he abandoned her during the battle? She couldn’t blame the poor creature. More than once, she had thought she was going to meet her end. The Berserker Legion could have killed them all. Yet they hadn’t. Someone had called them back—someone more powerful than Ambassador Alcove. Lluava would not refer to that man as the Raiders’ leader anymore. He clearly wasn’t.

And now, here she was, searching a desolate landscape for others like herself and Apex. Why? Because she and Apex were special. At least that was what they had been told. Apex still believed it. Good for him.

Lluava had begun to question her decision. Were they really special? True, they were Theriomorphs. The ability to change into an animal form distinguished them from humans such as Varren. Yet there were many Theriomorphs in Elysia.

Then again, she and Apex each had a dual form identical to the form of a god: hers a white tiger; his, the Yorrick wolverine. This was rare but not impossible, right? To be sure, they had both received weapons that mirrored the ones the gods possessed, weapons that changed form with them, but that was all coincidence. That was the only logical explanation: coincidence.

Sköll paused above slight imprints in the snow. Apex was right. An animal had trudged through not long ago. Lluava had never been good at tracking. Outside of the heightened senses typical of her race, she was not much help in these situations. Apex had grown up a huntsman in the north, well south of here. Hunting was an art, and he had the gift, one he had tried to share with her on their journey.

Many days had passed since they last crossed the path of any living creature. No wonder these tracks excited both the wolf-mutt and Apex. Lluava bent over the cloven imprints. It was a deer—but a different sort from the whitetails that frequented the Yorrick Forest, and vastly larger than the mountain goats that scaled the Borren Mountains.

Lluava was glad this wasn’t a goat. Dried strips of that meat had lasted the bulk of their trek, and she had grown weary of the stringy flesh. Fresh meat of any kind would be welcome right now.

“This bull is heading off to the west,” noted Apex. “With its slow gait, there is a chance we can catch up.”

Her curiosity never fully waning, Lluava said, “Let me guess: it’s a male by its size. But why a bull, not a buck?”

“Because,” Apex said excitedly as he started walking in the direction the animal had taken. “It’s not just a deer. It’s a caribou.”

There had been a Theriomorph in the southern training camps whose dual form was a caribou. He was never in her troop, so Lluava had seldom thought of him. All she remembered was that this animal form was shaggier than Talos’s stag. A caribou was a big animal, which meant lots of meat. Her stomach growled. They needed food, or they would perish in this wasteland.

By evening, Lluava wasn’t sure whether they had gained on the caribou. Pulling out the last bit of frozen goat meat, she gnawed on it in hope of alleviating her hunger.

She pitched her tent. The moss-green structure’s thin material did not keep her warm, nor would it prevent an attack from a predator if any actually existed. Yet it provided privacy from Apex when she needed it and offered some protection from the blowing snow and wind.

As she struggled to shove the stakes into the icy ground, Lluava asked, “Why would other Theriomorphs live here? Nothing else does. Maybe they are hiding in the Yorrick Forest.”

These sentiments weren’t new. Lluava had voiced them many times before, always hoping for a different answer.

“I am familiar with everyone who travels in those woods,” commented Apex. “If an Incarn existed there, I would have known.”

Incarn. The word made Lluava want to vomit. That’s what she was supposed to be, wasn’t it? That’s what she had been told before she left. Some toy the gods created when they wanted to play on the earth. Lluava’s lip curled. She refused to believe it.

She had a family, one that loved her. Lluava could not imagine that her siblings and her mother were not real, not hers. Apex never doubted these lies because he had never had a family. He needed to believe that there was a reason for his childhood struggles. But Lluava had grown up a happy child in Rivendale. Despite the unwarranted prejudice directed toward her as a Theriomorph, she missed that small village.

“The best chance of finding other Incarn,” Apex continued, “is far outside Elysia’s borders in these unexplored lands. We need to keep looking.”

Lluava did not want to find the other Incarn anymore. How could they help fend off Elysia’s enemy? She had seen what the Berserker Legion, those unnaturally large Raiders, were capable of. Though already horribly strong and adept fighters, once they smoked their drug, they became something else, something inhuman. They lost all sense of pain, all emotion except rage, and they would continue to attack until they bled to death. It took several men together to take down a single Berserker.

Elysia was not prepared for an enemy like that. The kingdom needed help, that was certain; but finding and uniting all Incarn into one force could hardly be a workable solution. Lluava was skilled at fighting because she had trained in the camps, not because she was the Incarn for Theri, Goddess of War, who was also called Issaura. Apex’s wild demeanor and brute strength were needed to survive in the Outlands, not because he was the Incarn for Ullr, God of War, also known as Tyr.

If Lluava and Apex did find other Incarn, how could they help? Would they know how to fight? Doubtful. Would their skills be deemed worthy? Probably not. If two war gods could not defend the kingdom, how could the Incarn for Slypher, Goddess of Air, or Hendren, God of Virtue and Knowledge, be of service?

This quest was madness. They were wasting their time, Lluava was almost certain. Almost. But what if there was some truth to this? What if a small group of Theriomorphs, each with the dual form of a god, could actually be the key to defeating the Raiders and forcing them to return to their empire across the sea? What if....

Lluava growled. This time it didn’t come from her stomach. As she crawled into her tent to lie down, she hoped her volatile nightmares would subside and allow her to sleep through the night. She was tired of waking up screaming. The nightmares never ceased. They even seemed to be getting worse. Lluava’s only hope was that on the day the Raiders’ ships disappeared over the horizon, so would the bad dreams.

From Apex’s tent, she heard his nightly chant. Before sleeping, he would repeat all twelve gods’ names and their animal forms. She knew he wanted to make sure he would recognize the other Incarn in their dual forms. He repeated the names and animals as if he might somehow forget.

The humans were lucky. They only had one god, some omnipotent being who was supposedly powerful enough to have created everything. Lluava had always struggled with the idea that a single god could watch over the entire human race; maybe that’s why Elysia had been overlooked.

Lluava didn’t care one way or another. Her father had raised her in the old beliefs, and to her mother’s dismay she had never converted to the human religion after he died. Lluava had already lost faith. The gods, whatever they were, had let her father die. What good were they?

Now, with this new bloodshed Lluava was even more certain that all religion was unwarranted. She still had questions. Something must have started everything, but the idea that some powerful god cared anything about them yet allowed this violence—this destruction, this death—made no sense. Whatever the creative entity, it surely held no love for them, nor did she feel any connection to that elusive higher power.

Let her friends and family pray if that made them feel better. Lluava refused to accept such false beliefs. They were alone in this world and must fend for themselves. They must make their own destinies. Lluava would make sure hers did not end here. She had promised Varren that she would return, and she would keep that promise.

“Three more days,” she muttered. “I will give him three more days before we go home.”

That night, Lluava’s dreams took a new direction. The white that had suffused all her thoughts now took on vibrant, lush colors. Everything around her was green. Was she in a forest? If so, it was different from any she had seen before.

Trees sent filtered light through their canopy, but they were a strange, unknown variety. The underbrush was thick and full of broad leaves longer than her arm. Tangled vines cascaded from above, and flowers reminiscent of those in the capital’s garden bloomed in profusion.

One flower caught her eye, the only one she recognized: a black-and-white striped beauty known in Elysia as the Theri iris. The first time Varren gave her one, he said it reminded him of her dual form. Afterward, he had given her one every night in a fresh bouquet.

Lluava moved closer. As she approached, the flower began to wither and dropped off the plant before she could reach it. Almost tripping over a root, she realized that her clothes were stuck to her body and a film of sweat was building. How hot was it? She couldn’t tell. The plant’s leaves begin to brown and wither.

What was happening? As Lluava reached toward the plant, tendrils sprang out at her like serpents striking at prey. Suddenly a vine wrapped itself around her arm. She tried to untwist the thick botanical rope as it looped around her ankle.

Vines don’t do this, she thought. They can’t grow that fast. Was she hallucinating? All at once, she realized what it was: an anaconda! Immobilized by the snake’s ever-tightening grip, she heard a sound reverberate through the forest. It was the pealing of laughter, rising and falling in waves.

“Issaura!” the voice called out, “Fight! Kill or die!” The laughter returned as the coils of the giant snake contracted about her waist.

Lluava couldn’t breathe, much less defend herself. The air in her lungs was being squeezed out. She was suffocating. Her gasps for air were drowned out by the unending laughter. Could she have spoken, she would have screamed, “Stop laughing! Help me!”

Without air, Lluava’s thoughts were beginning to fog. Was this her end?

A hand grabbed her shoulder and ripped her free of the anaconda’s coils and the frightening dream.

“Lluava, wake up!” Apex was shouting. He pulled her partially out of her tent, which had collapsed during the night. “You’re okay.”

“I can’t sleep anymore.” She was exhausted. “I can’t take the dreams.”

“You’ll rest better once you have eaten,” Apex told her. “Look, our friend has returned.”

There on the ground were the lone caribou’s hoof prints. It must have decided to explore their camp during the night. This meant it was nearby.

“Let’s go hunting!” said Apex.

Energized, Lluava sprang to her feet and reached for Issaura’s Claws, her weapons. “Way ahead of you.”

She slipped each golden Claw over her knuckles, smiling at her distorted reflection in the three slightly curved blades. Lluava tested each, relaxing her hands so the claws retracted, then balling her hands into fists around the grip, which caused the blades to spring erect. They felt so right, like razor-sharp extensions of herself.

Ever since she had broken the arm-brace attachments Holly had made for her, Lluava had been more cautious when she used the Claws. She was able to use them, but her old shoulder injury could be aggravated by the strain of impact. Nonetheless, if her shoulder became dislocated again, she could reset it. A good breakfast would be worth the pain.

Nearby, Apex pulled out Ullr’s Fangs. The twin Gladius swords looked as fierce as the determination on the huntsman’s face. By his feet, Sköll stretched and yawned. It seemed that everyone would take part in the hunt.

Several hours later, Apex spotted a brown shape treading off into the distance: their prey. Food would be coming soon. Lluava salivated at the thought of fresh venison. They couldn’t let this animal escape.

Following Apex’s command, the trio moved downwind and began to inch their way closer to the unsuspecting creature. Though not heavy, it was surprisingly well fed, which meant it had a food source nearby. More good news, Lluava thought happily. Maybe their luck was turning.

Lluava tested the air as the huntsman gave an unspoken command to Sköll. The wolf-mix bolted toward the caribou. Suddenly, the young woman’s senses exploded.

“Stop him!” she shouted, but it was too late. Apex whistled, but the mongrel was solely focused on its prey.

Exasperated, Lluava sank to the ground. “He’s chasing a Theriomorph.”
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​Chapter 2
Splitting Apart
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A second sharp whistle sounded.

Lluava recognized the small silver device. About the length of a finger, it was the same instrument she had used to summon the huntsmen on her first journey through the Yorrick Forest. Its pitch was beyond the range of human ears, but Theriomorphs could barely endure the shrill incessant trill.

Was the sound meant to call off Sköll? The wolf-dog seemed to falter and slow down. At the same time, the caribou Theriomorph caught sight of the charging wolf-mix and bounded off at a remarkable pace.

“Damn it,” snapped Apex as he watched their only lead disappear.

Lluava felt sorry for her companion. “You’re a huntsman; track him. Come on.”

“No. We should return to camp,” sighed Apex in his gruff voice. “Pack up our supplies.”

“Or,” Lluava countered, “we follow the caribou now and not risk losing him. He is still within our reach if we don’t let him get too far ahead of us.”

Shaking his head, Apex said, “We are getting our supplies.”

“Do you expect our supplies to wander off while we are gone?” asked Lluava. “The only other Theriomorph in this cursed frozen land is escaping; our camp is stationary. We need to go after the man we have been searching for this whole wretched time. If we lose him, we have failed. Or are you afraid you will lose the camp?”

“You’re such a...child,” Apex said. Lluava knew he had wanted to use a different word. This riled her even more.

“I’ll turn eighteen this month. And what of my age?” demanded Lluava. “You’re a quarter century old—you can’t comprehend what is at risk if we lose that Theriomorph. I’m going after him. Follow or not, that’s up to you.”

Turning on her heel, Lluava strode off in the direction of the caribou. At first, she didn’t care if Apex followed her or not, but as soon as she heard his footfalls, a sigh of relief passed her lips.

Lluava would never allow Apex to see her fear of heading into the wilderness with no clue where to go or how to survive. But now there was a chance to communicate with another Theriomorph, one who lived in the Outlands and who might lead them to other Incarn. This was their mission. They had to succeed. Failure meant wasted time—time that Elysia could not afford to lose.

Sköll, who had trotted ahead, stopped and looked warily about. Lluava noticed that the wind had grown appreciably stronger. She realized what was about to occur even without Apex’s warning: “A blizzard’s coming!”

Her stomach flipped; she knew what that meant,

“Back to our camp! Hurry!” she shouted as she turned to run. “Or else it will get buried.”

Apex reached out and grabbed her. “Too late.”

“No!” Lluava balked. Their remaining food, shelter, and supplies, were all at camp. Leaving it meant losing everything.

“It’s already gone. We need to dig down. Help me.”

Apex began to hack at the frozen ground with one of Ullr’s Fangs. Lluava followed suit with the Claws. Once chunks of icy snow broke apart, they tossed them aside to carve out a trench.

The winds began to tear by. Lluava could see snowfall rapidly approaching. The wall of white would be upon them in no time. As fast as they could, the pair ripped out the final slabs of ice and then lowered themselves into the trench. At some unheard command, Sköll crept in beside Apex, who stretched his heavy fur cloak over all three of them.

Clutching the edges of the cloak, Lluava pushed her body against Apex’s in a desperate attempt to stay warm, just as the roaring gales of snow began to blow over them. At first, she worried that the cloak would be ripped from their grip, but as the weight of massing snow increased, she began to fear suffocation.

Lluava sensed Apex’s heartbeat quickening. Was he scared? Was that possible? She could not envision Apex afraid. He was far too resilient. If he was afraid, it had to be bad.

The winds rampaged above them for several hours, and the weight of snow on their backs continued to increase. Strangely, even though they were encapsulated in ice and snow, warmth could still be found. While Apex may have been happy with this fact, his companion was not. She was trapped, entombed, unable to break free.

Lluava began to panic. The thought of being imprisoned under the snow revived her fear of dying in a situation she could not escape. Was the air decreasing? Why else was it so hard to breathe?

Next to her, Apex must have sensed her growing terror. Before she could attempt to break out of their underground shelter, he maneuvered his arm over her. With light pressure, he made sure she made no move to escape. Though the teen could have easily resisted, his presence reminded her that she was not alone. Concentrating all her attention, Lluava focused on Varren and her desire to return to his side.

“It’s over,” Apex finally whispered.

Listening, Lluava realized the winds had stopped. The blizzard had passed. Everything was dark. Her fear returned; they were buried alive. The layer of snow felt heavy on her back. How much had fallen during the storm? Her breathing became faster again. She had to escape.

Suddenly Lluava was forced away from Apex and shoved into the hard wall of ice. What was going on?

There was a muffled crackle and then a beam of light from above. Lluava gulped the cold, fresh air as strong arms pulled her from the frozen tunnel. When she spotted the paw prints surrounding the hole, she realized what had happened.

Apex had shifted into his large dual form and broken through the snow. Why hadn’t she thought of that? Then again, she and her dual form had been at odds for a while. Recently, when she shifted into tigress form she would lose control, lose herself in her animal side, and black out. When she came to, she would be confronted by bloodshed—blood she had shed. But, inexplicably, she would retain no memory of what she had done. So, no. She must not shift. To learn she had killed an innocent person—or even worse, a friend—would be unbearable.

“Thanks,” she said as Sköll slipped by her legs and almost knocked her back down.

The three of them had survived, but for how much longer? Because of her, they had lost everything. Even if they double back to try to find their campsite, the likelihood was minuscule that they would see any sign of it that wasn’t buried by snow.

“What are we going to do now?” Lluava asked aloud.

“Survive,” answered Apex abruptly. He had never been much of a talker. Sometimes Lluava was grateful for this; at other times, she yearned to hear another voice even if it was her own.

“Well, where do you want to go?” Lluava hoped the answer would be in her favor.

“Not back to Elysia.”

This was not the answer she had hoped for.

“Why not?” she griped. “There’s nothing left here for us. We’ve wasted too much time already.”

“Because,” Apex began as he pointed beyond her, “he is waiting for us.”

Standing like a dark smudge against the vast expanse of white was the caribou. The Theriomorph was watching them, waiting for them to take some sort of action. Why? Did he expect them to follow? Did he want to talk with them? Was he intending to help?

Lluava shook off the remaining snow that clung to her white fur cloak.

“Let’s see what he wants.”

Sköll kept his ears perked and alert as he eyed the caribou. Although he did not charge after the animal, he kept turning to look at Apex as if waiting for a signal.

The reindeer calmly observed their approach but began walking away before they could get too close. At first Lluava was confused, but then she realized the Theriomorph was not only watching them but also making sure he was still in their sights.

“He’s leading us somewhere.” She stated the obvious. “Do you think he’s a friend?”

“I’m reserving judgment,” Apex replied, his right hand resting lightly on the carved pommel of one of Ullr’s Fangs.

The trio followed the caribou throughout the evening and into the night. Even with the aid of starlight, the lack of lunar presence made it hard to see. Lluava was dumbfounded that, despite her heightened night vision, the reindeer continued to slip in and out of sight, preferring to remain on the cusp of darkness. They had to focus on the tracks left in the snow, which were easier to follow than the Theriomorph.

The excitement of the unusual situation kept Lluava moving. This was worth a sleepless night. Her high spirits returning, she happily led the way.

There was a rushing noise up ahead. Water! The caribou was leading them to fresh water! He was helping them.

“Come on!” Lluava summoned her lagging companions as she moved rapidly toward the sound.

“Lluava,” Apex called out behind her. “Slow down. Stop!”

“But there’s water up ahead,” she countered, not slowing her speed.

“Stay where you are!” growled Apex.

What was his problem? Lluava glared back at the huntsman to see him tentatively approaching her. Far behind him, Sköll paced in the snow but did not follow Apex. What was going on?

Then Lluava heard it—the crack. First came the sound, then a line appeared in the snow. Crouching, she brushed away the fresh white fluff and exposed fractured ice. Eyes growing wide, the teen looked about her.

She was walking on top of a frozen river. Unfortunately, the ice beneath was not thick enough to bear her weight; several more cracks appeared.

“Apex,” she croaked out.

“I’m coming,” he replied. “Stand still.”

Every muscle tensing, Lluava focused on the numerous lines in the ice at her feet.

“Lluava, listen to me,” Apex began. “Lie down on your stomach and stretch your arms and legs out on the ice like a log. You need to distribute your weight as much as possible.”

By the sound of the huntsman’s voice, he was not coming closer. Clearly he was not going to risk breaking the ice with his own weight. Following his orders, Lluava cautiously lay down on her stomach. She felt the ice shift under her in minute but horrifying ways.

“Okay,” Apex breathed out.

Lluava heard the concern in his tone.

“Now, start rolling slowly toward me.”

Bringing her arms together on the icy surface, she slowly rolled onto her back and paused. The ice cracked but held. She repeated the movement, this time rolling onto her stomach, and began to make slow progress. Apex carefully lowered himself and motioned for her to keep moving.

“Don’t stop. Steady, now.”

Lluava’s heart was pounding so hard she feared its beating might break the ice. She reached out. Apex grabbed her hand and pulled her toward him. Slowly the pair inched backward until they reached thicker ice. Only then did they stand up.

“Okay. Okay,” Lluava huffed as she tested her footing and found it sound. A form moving in the darkness caught her attention. She stared into the night until she could make out the caribou moving toward them.

The Theriomorph’s eyes sparkled in the dark. Did this Theriomorph not realize that it could talk in its animal form? Lluava hadn’t known how to do that for years. Was this why he remained? Nodding in the direction of the animal, Apex now took note of their observer.

The caribou took several steps forward and then reared, sending its forelegs flailing in the air. As the large animal landed, a resounding crack was heard, and a web of fractures spread across the icy plane. Looking directly at them, the reindeer reared again.

“Stop!” yelled Lluava as Apex pulled her back. “Watch it!”

The deer’s second impact caused a ripple effect of breaking ice. Large islands of white liberated themselves from the grip of the mainland. Those nearest the river’s central current were carried rapidly downstream. The caribou had lured them onto the frozen river. Now he was trying to send them to a watery death.

“We have to get to shore,” snarled Apex as he jumped over a widening fissure. Lluava followed, but the gaps between the drifting ice chunks were increasing rapidly, and the block nearest the bank was already floating farther into the river.

Without warning, Apex skidded to a halt. Lluava passed him and jumped, barely landing on the center of a large ice floe. When she did not hear him follow her, she turned. His icy sheet, now caught by the tug of the river, was floating away.

She felt hers pick up speed. With nothing to grab hold of, Lluava slid about as the shattered sheets of ice collided with each other on their aquatic journey. A large floe rammed into the side of her natural raft. She slipped. With a last quick gasp of breath, the teen fell into the frozen water.

Beneath the surface, the water was almost pitch black. The current dragged her down, beneath an icy ceiling. There were few gaps among the drift ice, but Lluava struggled to swim toward one.

Her white fur cloak, now waterlogged, was pulling her down. She would not reach the surface with its extra weight. Shrugging it off, she kicked her way to the top. As she gasped for breath, she heard Apex shouting. He had to be nearby, but with water in her eyes and sections of ice bashing into her Lluava could not orient herself.

Forced to dive under the ice again lest she be smashed to bits, Lluava searched for another gap among the floes of surface ice. Her body was growing numb. She would not survive the cold much longer. Using her last resort, Lluava shifted.

She felt the instant sensation of burning in her core, which then extended to her extremities. She did not have to see in the blackness to sense fur emerging over her body; she felt her bones and muscles shifting, cracking, and reforming. The piercing sensation of her tail erupting from the base of her vertebrae offered hope that in this form she might have a chance.

Her weapons, forged from an ancient, forgotten Theriomorph material, also remolded themselves. Melting down but not floating away, the golden material coated Lluava’s front claws. In mere moments, the white tigress resurfaced, clawing her way up onto any section of ice that could hold her large body.

Another shape similar in size paddled nearby in the maze of ice. The gigantic wolverine’s enormous head bobbed past her. The creature was headed toward the largest frozen island, and Lluava followed in the dark.

If the ice floe was large enough and strong enough, there was a chance they could escape the freezing water and rest. Had either Apex or Lluava remained in human form, they would have died of hypothermia. Thanks to their thick coats of fur, they would survive a bit longer.

Once the tigress reached the ice, she dug her gilded claws into the surface. Using her remaining strength, she pulled herself up. Rolling onto her back, she heaved a sigh. Nearby she heard Apex moan.

They were alive—at least for now.
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​Chapter 3
Blind Suspicion
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Darkness still held sway when Lluava woke. Her white-and-black fur was losing the battle to maintain warmth. How long had she been in her dual form? As far as she could tell, she was still fully in control of herself.

Recently, whatever caused her to black out seemed to correlate with shifting into her white tigress form. Lluava looked quickly about to see if Apex was all right. He was asleep, still lying on his side and breathing heavily. She had not hurt him, at least not yet.

Lluava watched the rise and fall of the Yorrick wolverine’s chest. The enormous beast was an amazing animal to behold. Actual wolverines were either extinct or wandering the remote forest for which they were named. Matching the white tigress’s size, the bronze-furred creature’s violent temperament was comparable to that of a honey badger but considerably more dangerous. At least in that form, Apex might be able to defend himself against her. But why take the chance?

Shifting into human form, Lluava curled up in a ball. She would rather risk the cold than the possibility of harming her companion. She had gotten Apex into this whole mess, hadn’t she? There was no way she would make it worse.

Her clothes—made of Endun, a rare material woven in olden days by Theriomorphs—shifted with her. Although the cloth was light and resilient enough to wear, it was not warm. Cupping her hands in front of her face, Lluava blew on her fingers to prevent them from growing numb. Were the tips of her fingers turning blue? She could not tell in the dark. She kept Issaura’s Claws on her hands even though the metal chilled her skin faster. She could not risk them sliding off their icy island.

“What do you think you’re doing?”

Apex’s tone of voice was not pleasant. What was he angry about now?

The wolverine was standing up. Lluava could see the metallic bronze encasing his muzzle. Ullr’s Fangs shifted differently from her Claws. Once, she had wondered how their weapons could be capable of such strange transformations. But she was used to them now. What did it matter, anyway? The weapons helped protect them.

Apex growled out, “What in the names of the gods possessed you to shift back? You’ll freeze!”

“I don’t care,” Lluava said. “I will not lose myself to the darkness again.”

The wolverine remained silent for a long while. Was he angry that she had lost the cloak he’d made? She doubted it. It must be something else. Lluava had already told him about her loss of control when she shifted, and the carnage she left behind. Apex had never seemed to judge her. Yet now his eyes gleamed in a different way.

“I don’t like shifting into my dual form either.”

“Why not?” Lluava asked, surprised.

“I was around your age—eighteen I think—when my own blackouts began to occur. The things that happen when you lose control are... there are no words.”

“Why didn’t you tell me this before?” She had no idea this happened to him, too. It comforted her to know that she was not the only one, that someone understood. She should have expected as much.

“You will come to terms with this darker side in your own time.”

“So...,” Lluava began. Wanting to confirm her other suspicions, she asked, “Does this mean that you believe in the Incarn and the Guardians who protect their secrets? Do you believe the blackouts occur when one of the gods takes over?”

“I believe we must do what we must in order to survive. Now, shift into your dual form.”

Lluava was not happy with Apex’s blatant deflection of her questions. Originally, she had not considered him religious, but after Councilman Hyrax explained their alleged purpose in life, the huntsman had seemed to change.

Apex stared her down. She knew he was right. To fend off the cold, she needed to be in her dual form. Her winter coat was thick enough to insulate her, but still she balked at his order. She hated to give him the satisfaction of being right. He didn’t need anything else to boost his ego.

“What do you think will happen to Sköll?” Lluava questioned as she thought about the poor wolf-mutt pacing longingly on the snow bank.

“He’ll survive.”

“Do you really think he will be all right on his own?”

“He’s gone, Lluava. What does it matter?” was all the reply the huntsman clearly cared to give. 

Lluava couldn’t feel the tips of her fingers. How long could she last?

She watched several smaller sections of ice collide and shatter into bits.

“We need to get off this,” she said suddenly.

“Unless you feel comfortable ‘step-stoning’ it across, I think we have to wait until the current slows.”

“Do you think we could do that? Step-stone, I mean.”

“That was not an actual suggestion. The ice will turn, sink, move under you. It may even break apart from your weight. Don’t even—”

She cut him off. “Do you want to wait until we freeze? How long before our island smashes apart like the others?”

A small section of ice rammed into theirs and rocked it slightly.

“See what I mean?” she asked testily.

“Don’t even think about it.”

“There’s a large section approaching.” Lluava pointed to the gray form moving toward them on the current.

“You won’t make it.”

“On the count of three.”

Apex took a step closer, and their raft swayed.

“One.”

“Lluava,” Apex growled as he carefully moved toward her.

“Two.”

“Stop.”

“Three!”

The entire block of ice rocked so violently that the pair was almost hurled off. Lluava dug Issaura’s Claws into the surface to keep from slipping as Apex skidded down beside her. Once they had righted themselves, Apex pointed at the far end of their piece of ice and asked, “Is that—?”

“A grappling hook!” Lluava exclaimed. A five-barbed device had punctured the end of the ice farthest from them.

“Watch it!” Apex bellowed as a second and then a third hooked tool bit into their raft, causing it to undulate in the water. Without a break in the frenetic movement, the cords attached to the hooks tautened, and the little island of ice moved toward shore. At least, that is what they assumed, for the entire river was enveloped in a thickening mist.

“We need to get off this immediately,” agreed Apex.

This time, Lluava did not argue. He was right. Whoever was pulling the ice to shore might not have good intentions. Based on their recent encounter with the Theriomorph from the Outlands, caution was the safest bet.

Shifting, Lluava slid into the water and began to paddle downstream toward dry land. They were not far from shore, but their swim was harrowing, with numerous close calls among the floating boulders of ice. Navigating the river took them much longer as their limbs grew numb in the frigid water.

Once Lluava’s feet touched ground, she hoisted herself onto the bank with a sigh. Nearby, Apex clawed at slippery footholds until he, too, had hauled himself out.

They were safe, but there was no time to rest. Someone had thrown the grappling hooks; therefore, somewhere upriver was an unknown group of people. Lluava and Apex had to find out who they were. They both shook themselves off and began to stalk this new prey.

As they followed the riverbank, they could hear the murmur of voices. Lluava shifted into human form, and Apex did the same; their smaller, human forms would be easier to hide.

Cloaked in the waning darkness, they peered around a snowdrift. Several dozen warmly dressed men were hauling in the large section of ice upon which Apex and Lluava had taken refuge. Another group was cutting ice into blocks and loading them onto sleighs.

Giving her companion a sideways glance, Lluava saw him shrug; whatever these men were doing, it was foreign to him, too. Keeping silent, the pair lay in wait until the men finished their work. Once the sleighs were loaded and ready, the men lined up to leave.

“Where are their work animals?” Lluava asked in a whisper. Suddenly, several men transformed into oxen and horses.

“Theriomorphs!” Lluava gasped out. Yet why was she so surprised?

“Come on,” Apex said as he began to slink after them. When Lluava hesitated, he motioned her to follow. “This is why we are here, isn’t it?”

For several miles, they trailed the Theriomorphs. As the sun rose, Lluava and Apex dropped farther back to avoid being seen. The land was no longer flat; large shapes loomed up in the dim light. Were they in a mountain range? That was impossible. The Borren Mountains were behind them. How long had they been adrift on the river? How far had they traveled?

Keeping silent, Lluava could not be sure what Apex was thinking. Regardless of where they were now, what would they do when they found the men’s camp? Walk up and talk with them? Stay hidden and observe them for a while?

She did not have long to ponder their options, as she felt a pair of sharp objects press against her back. From the corner of her eye, she saw Apex reluctantly move his hands away from the hilts of Ullr’s Fangs. She, on the other hand, had balled her hands into fists, causing the Claws to remain erect.

Pivoting, Lluava sliced at the spearheads, splintering one while the other slashed at the side of her arm. Backing away, she concentrated on the weapons that drove toward her again and again.

Hearing a muffled sound, she turned to see Apex forced to his knees by a half-dozen spearmen, with more headed their way. Too many to fight alone.

In a strange accent, a small man with slicked-back white hair commanded, “Drop your weapons!”

Lluava took one more step back.

“Or we’ll kill your friend.”

Could she really relinquish Issaura’s Claws to these men? One had already collected Ullr’s Fangs and was admiring their wolverine-headed pommels. Could they even comprehend what these weapons could do? And in the wrong hands, what harm could occur?

The Claws were an extension of herself. If she surrendered them, she would feel broken. Once, they had disappeared for several days, and it had been horrible. But these men had Apex. They certainly looked as if they would kill him if she tried anything.

As soon as Lluava slid Issaura’s Claws off her hands, she was thrown to the ground, blindfolded, and tied up. Jerked to her feet, she was half dragged, half shoved onto one of the sleighs. Apex was thrown alongside her. With a lurch, the sleigh moved and began to pick up speed. Lluava wished she knew where they were going.

“Are you okay?” Apex muttered. Lluava could hear him moving. She lay on her stomach and found it hard to position herself in any comfortable way while the sleigh bounced over snowdrifts.

“I’ll live,” she retorted. “Do you think we are going to their camp?”

“We’ll find out.”

“Could you try to be comforting?” she griped.

“I said, we’ll see.”

She was left to ponder the possibilities in silence.
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LLUAVA DISCOVERED IT was easy to lose track of time while blindfolded. Every time she tried to move around, someone pushed her back down. She was careful not to aggravate her old shoulder injury. If she had to make a break for it at some point, she preferred to have two functioning forelimbs.

When the party made camp, they refused to remove her blindfold or bindings despite her pleading. On the first day, she was tied to the sleigh. On the second day, she was given some lukewarm gruel; on the third, frozen jerky; goat, of course.

Unable to see, Lluava lost track of the turns they had made. Yet without her sight, she could focus on her other senses. During their fourth day, she picked up an earthy scent that began to penetrate the crisp smell of snow. Shortly thereafter, the meager light that filtered through the blindfold disappeared, and she was suddenly thrust into total darkness.

Lluava was pulled quickly off the sleigh. An extended commotion ensued, during which she was forced to stand still. No word was spoken; the threat from the spear points made it unnecessary. Finally, she was shoved onto another sleigh. At least this one had a thick layer of straw to cushion the bumps. No, wait. Could this be a wagon? Once jolted into motion, the creaks and groans sounded just like the wagon her mother used in Rivendale.

Inching her way to the wagon’s side, she bumped into Apex. She was relieved, and having him with her was comforting. However, she wished more than anything else that Varren were here instead.

Gradually the light returned, along with the sound of crashing water. Something else had changed: the temperature. The frigid air had dissipated almost immediately. Not only was it not cold, it was actually hot, she realized, and the air was thick with an abundance of moisture. Although Lluava had grown up in southern Elysia, she had never felt humidity like this.

Sweat beaded on her chest and back; her clothes clung tightly and added to her discomfort. More sounds were heard. A large insect buzzed past her ear. Were birds singing? She was completely confused.

Through her blindfold, the light began to flicker. Lluava slowly realized they were traveling through some sort of forest, the only clue the sound of a breeze ruffling leaves. But how could this be? They had been traveling through arctic tundra. What had happened to all the ice and snow? And what was the source of this abysmal heat?

The wagon stopped.

“Take those off,” a voice ahead of them commanded.

Clumsy hands pulled away her blindfold, catching a few strands of hair.

“Ow!” she yelped. Ignoring her, the man removed Apex’s blindfold.

Looking around, Lluava saw thick, tall trees covered in ferns and vines. She did not recognize any of the vegetation.

“Where are we?” she asked, not expecting an answer.

Apex was wide-eyed. “Lluava, turn around.”

Rolling onto her other side, she saw what had captivated Apex, and her own eyes widened, too.

Ahead of them, in the middle of the jungle, was what could only be a city—but a city unlike any she had ever seen. The buildings towered over them, the architecture appearing strangely fluid, lacking the rigidity of uniform vertical and horizontal lines and right angles. Stone buildings with roofs shaped like teardrops reminded Lluava of conical towers. Other structures were intricately carved layers of stone stacked into step pyramids. Door and window openings were arched rather than rectangular. Somehow, the city seemed to rise organically from the jungle. Here and there stood giant statues of the Theriomorph goddess Crocotta, Queen of the Gods; the carved images seemed to watch over the city like caring mothers. Amid the dense tree canopy, the city glittered—exotic, foreign, different from anything constructed in Elysia. The pair gazed in wonderment. What was this place?

Abruptly, Lluava and Apex were pulled to their feet. She recognized the small, white-haired man and his now familiar heavy accent.

“Welcome to Leucrocotta,” he told them, smiling. “The greatest Theriomorph stronghold left on this continent.”
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​Chapter 4
Ruire’s Ruling
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Lluava couldn’t speak. What she saw and heard was unbelievable. How could this be? A Theriomorph city existing outside Elysia? And what about this jungle? Where did it come from? Had she died? Was she dreaming? None of this could exist. Could it?

Apex slowly turned to face her. “A god’s city. I thought they had all been destroyed in the wars.”

Lluava knew the tales of the Landon Wars, when Varren’s ancestors had crossed the ocean, laid claim to the Theriomorph land, and instigated centuries of bloody conflict. The ancient Theriomorph cities were destroyed, abandoned or replaced by human ones. A few monuments and temples remained—but nothing like this. This seemed like an intact civilization.

Lluava noticed a thin, spidery individual glaring at them. “For a Theriomorph,” said Spider, “you know very little.”

“They are from the Banished Lands,” countered the small man. His large, ever-watchful eyes continued to observe the girl like a housecat observing a lizard. “What did you expect?”

He turned to his captives and gave them a long, searching look. “We will take them to the ruire. He will sort out what is to be done.”

Hands on Lluava’s shoulder pushed her forward. “Move!” one of the men barked out. “Get going!”

The party of ice bearers split up. The wagons filled with their frigid cargo groaned as the larger group hauled them away, along with the now empty wagon that had borne Apex and Lluava. The few remaining men slung packs on their backs and prepared to leave. From this point on, they would need to travel on foot.

As they approached the city, Lluava was overwhelmed not only by what she was seeing but also by what it meant. If this place existed in the Outlands, could others exist as well?

As they moved off through the jungle, the city seemed to rise effortlessly out of the vegetation and vanish back into it. There were apparently no walls for protection, no guards watching with wary eyes. Did these people really feel so safe, so secure, that they had no reason to defend themselves?

While it was hard for Lluava to turn her gaze away from what lay ahead, she tried to take in her immediate surroundings as well. The thick jungle canopy encircled them and obstructed her view. Only the opening above Leucrocotta permitted glimpses of the brilliant blue sky. The sun had slipped past its peak and could not be seen from the gap in the foliage.

“Watch your step,” the small man warned.

The trail suddenly turned into a stone avenue. Unlike the few rough, cobblestoned roads scattered throughout Elysia, this was made from flat rocks that interlocked perfectly.

“Is this the border of the city?” Apex asked. There was no reply.

Buildings loomed before them. Entire structures were covered with bas-reliefs depicting stories from the Karmasana and Virisinu, the Theriomorph holy books. Other scenes depicted events unknown to Lluava. Could these represent tales she had not yet studied? Or were they of people who had built this city long ago? Was the history of Leucrocotta scattered across the walls of the city? Lluava’s curiosity grew, yet she did not voice her questions. Their escorts did not appear willing to respond to strangers.

Curious faces appeared at open windows and doorways—faces similar to those of Elysia yet far different. Many displayed piercings or strange tattoos and brandings on their exposed skin. Others had intricately inked designs covering their facial features.

The markings reminded Lluava of her friend Yamir and the rogue clans that refused to conform within Elysia’s borders. Was their custom a long-lost practice from the time before? Were those bands of thieves remaining true to an ancient past, continuing a tradition whose meaning had been forgotten?

“This way,” Spider hissed as he led them to a road that veered left. Lluava could sense his dislike. His steely gaze cut into her like a butcher planning how to slice a slab of meat.

Lluava asked the small, catlike man, “Are they afraid of us?”

“Afraid?” he reiterated as he looked over the city dwellers. “No. We just don’t have many outsiders here.”

They had arrived at a domed building built on a tall, raised platform and encircled by a row of columns.

“Wait here.” After climbing giant steps, each twice as high as a normal one, he passed through an open door.

The remaining men watched Lluava and Apex closely as if expecting them to run. Even Spider seemed on high alert. With hands bound and weapons confiscated, Lluava would hardly be so foolish. Nor would Apex, she hoped.

The small man eventually appeared at the top of the stairs and waved them up. Spider followed behind the two captives while his other comrades turned and then dispersed.

At the top of the stairs, Lluava could see into the building. Rows of tiered seating descended to a flat stage. About forty men, each wearing a cloth wrapped about his waist, were seated around the chamber. Apex stared at several females also in attendance; their garb was too sheer to be considered modest. One male had a Tyrian purple sash draped over his right shoulder and a matching ribbon knotted like a fabric crown around his blood-red hair.

Everyone stared as Lluava and Apex followed their small leader down the aisle to the center of the arena. This place and its occupants reminded her of the High Council and how they manipulated the Elysian government. This parallel could not be a coincidence. She and Apex were going to be put on trial and judged.

“Ruire Thoth,” the catlike man began with a bow. “Two Theriomorphs from the Banished Lands were discovered following our sleighs. Uncertain of their intent, we captured them. I respectfully present them to you for judgment regarding their disposition.”

The man with the purple sash looked down at them, his face devoid of expression. But there was not a lot of time to wonder what he was thinking.

“Why have you come here? What made you leave the comfort and familiarity of your home in the Banished Lands?”

“You mean Elysia?” Lluava couldn’t help but ask for clarification.

“That is the name you know it by,” responded Thoth. Lluava struggled to understand what he was saying. It seemed that everyone spoke with the same thick accent.

Glancing at Apex, she began, “We left Elysia to search for other Theriomorphs so we—”

Apex cut in. “We were tired of being forced to cast away our beliefs and live under human rule. It’s been very hard to pretend to believe their foolish ways in the hope that one day we will be accepted.”

Apex spoke so sincerely that Lluava almost believed his lie.

“We were not sure,” Lluava played along, “that we would find any others outside the kingdom, but we had to try. We stumbled upon those men,” she nodded at her two captors. “Having no food, water, or means of shelter, we followed them, hoping they would lead us to safety.”

“Why did you hide?” questioned Thoth, who clearly knew more than he let on. What had he been told?

“For fear that they might harm us.”

“What are your names?” Thoth looked down his long, rather sharp nose. His eyes were lined with thick dark powder like the kohl used by the aristocrats in the capital, which made them extremely prominent. He scrutinized the pair.

“I am—” Lluava was cut off again as Spider hissed, “That is the ruire you are conversing with! Call him by his title or be punished.”

“Ruire Thoth,” Lluava began again. “My name is Lluava Kargen, daughter of Haliden Kargen, and this is my travel partner, Apex.”

Thoth merely continued to study them.

“Ruire Thoth, they were traveling with these.” Spider dumped out the contents of a sack. With loud clangs, Issaura’s Claws and Ullr’s Fangs skidded over the stone floor.

Lluava was horrified at the handling of their weapons. “Be careful! Those belong to us!”

Thoth’s eyes widened at the unexpected sight. He stood abruptly and strode down the aisle to look at the artifacts more closely.

“Where did you get these? Why were you traveling with them?” he asked as he carefully picked up one of the Fangs and inspected its flawless craftsmanship. Spider seemed curious at the ruire’s strange reaction, yet he did not interfere.

“We purchased them from traders before we left the Outlands,” lied Apex. “We needed to defend ourselves against the unknown.”

Thoth whistled, and several men descended from the seating area. “Take these to the temple for safekeeping.”

“But those are ours,” Lluava objected, once more wishing her hands were free of their bindings. Spider slapped the back of her head, but the teen was not concerned with shows of respect.

“These holy relics have been lost to us for centuries. They will be returned to their rightful place,” stated Thoth coolly.

“You have no right!” Lluava snapped back as the Claws disappeared from her sight. Swiveling, she quickly dodged another slap aimed at her head.

Thoth raised a hand and Spider stepped away. “You have come here claiming you seek refuge. I do not believe you, not for a moment.”

Had her quick action alerted Thoth to their lie? Lluava forced herself not to give Apex a worried glance.

Thoth continued, “Yet as the current ruire, I will not jump to any initial conclusions. You will remain here, in Leucrocotta, until we judge you trustworthy. I am sorry for this inconvenience, but you must understand that I do this for the protection of my people.”

Several heavily built Theriomorphs descended the stairs and grabbed hold of Lluava and Apex. As they left, Thoth exchanged words with the small, catlike man.
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“THIS WAY,” APEX’S GUARD barked as he escorted the huntsman into one of two identical buildings. Both had double-peaked roofs in that magnificent teardrop shape. Lluava was ushered to the second building, where waited two expressionless women with gauges in their ears and tattoos of birds on their cheeks. As she stepped through the doorway with hands still bound, Lluava realized that this was a bathhouse.

The clearest water she had ever seen lapped at the edge of the mosaic pool. More mosaic images of the Mother Goddess surrounded the base. At one end, water trickled from a trough in the floor to fill the gigantic bath, while at the far end another dip in the ground allowed the excess to flow away. Lluava had not had a proper bath in a long while. The closest she had come was that terrorizing swim through the icy river. She did not realize how ready she was to be clean.

“In there,” one of the women instructed, inclining her head toward the pool. Neither she nor her counterpart appeared to be in any mood for conversation. Yet as Lluava took a step toward the pool, the terse attendant snapped, “Take your clothes off! You are no beast.”

Not meaning to be rude, Lluava raised her hands to display the rope bindings. This simple action caused the woman to sneer. “Take those off of her,” she ordered her partner, who complied, giving Lluava’s wrists a temporary reprieve. After a hurried and rather embarrassing bath, Lluava quickly dressed as instructed in a sand-colored shirt and pants. Her hands were tethered once more.

As they left the bathhouse, Lluava implored the women who were taking away her Endun clothing, “Please don’t throw it away.”

The woman holding the rank items sighed reluctantly. “They will be washed and returned. Though I don’t see the need.”

Outside, Lluava rejoined a somewhat cleaner-looking Apex. Accompanied by their guards, they continued on their way without speaking. Their destination was one of the smaller common buildings, its structure almost identical to those nearby. Lluava wondered if it was a tiny household. Square and with a peaked roof, this building’s windows were of an unusual design, comprising a series of small, diamond-shaped cutouts the size of Lluava’s fist and grouped in patterned sections along the stone walls.

Prison bars, Lluava thought sourly. A different shape but the same result. Once again, she would be locked up. Caged like an animal.

Their escorts stopped at the front door and untied their hands.

“Inside!” one ordered.

As soon as they entered, the wooden door shut behind them. Lluava and Apex found themselves in a sparsely furnished room illuminated by the three perforated windows, one on each of two side walls and a third near the door. A table with three chairs was positioned in the center of the space. Probably once beautiful, these pieces had been used and worn down over time. Decorative paint had chipped away, scratches marred the surfaces, and one of the animal-like beasts that formed the chairs’ legs had had its head knocked off. The rest of the space was barren. There was an alcove in the back with three rows of stone ledges on either side, each positioned high enough so the lowest could be sat upon without one’s head scraping the ledge above. Lluava wondered if those were to be used as their beds. However, there were no blankets or pillows. Perhaps, as the climate was warm and humid, there was no need. Were these actually their living quarters? Were all households in this vast city as basic, spare
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