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      I’m not the princess they think I am.

      I fell out of the sky and into a new world only to be attacked by a monster.

      The people here think I’m the daughter of the Nimali dragon king.

      When the king assigns me a healer, I learn the truth of this place. Bloody battles rage between the Nimali and the Fai as their war advances.

      The healer hates me for who he thinks I am. He’s a Fai captive in this land.

      But a string pulls me to him whenever he’s near. Every touch. Every look. Every stolen moment.

      The Nimali have no tolerance for outsiders. If they find out I’m not their princess, they will kill me.

      

      She is the daughter of my greatest enemy.

      I’m a Fai warrior, doing the bidding of the Nimali king to heal the princess. This is the penalty of war.

      Secretly, I work with the rebellion to free my people.

      Nimali are everything I hate. The princess is everything I despise. Cold. Aloof. Uncaring.

      Up close, she’s nothing like I thought.

      I don’t expect to crave her. I don’t expect the spark between us. Our souls calling to one another.

      I am a prisoner. She is a princess.

      

      Our lies are the only thing keeping us alive.

      

      Savage City is a dystopian, enemies-to-lovers, portal, shifter fantasy romance with intriguing worldbuilding and thrilling action.
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      TALIA

      The first time I die, my life doesn’t flash before my eyes in a rush of images. All I see is a single moment from the past: me, sitting on a hospital bed, my feet a long way from reaching the ground. I had on the pink sneakers I’d begged Mom for, but the pristine white toes were splattered with blood. Adults spoke around me in loud voices. One of the ladies had a tone so high pitched and sharp that it reminded me of the screaming. I sang a song in my head, to drown out her voice.

      A cast in the same pink as my sneakers weighed down my right arm. I picked at the edge of it, at the gauzy white bit, trying to unravel a thread. The cuts over the rest of me were slowly turning into scars, the bruises becoming mottled and gray. I was obsessed with scars back then—how they were made of the same stuff as regular skin, but transformed. How some animals don’t scar at all—they can completely regenerate, regrowing skin and organs as good as new. In my mind, scars were tougher and stronger, a protective shell covering a vulnerable interior. But Mom told me that they were just a part of life. Scars meant you’d seen some things, been through some things, and you were different now. Forever changed. My new scars were inside and out.

      I was remembering my mom—how she looked when she laughed—when a pair of loafers stepped into my field of vision. I tilted my head up to find a man, tawny-skinned with dark, hazel eyes. A short, neat afro topped his head, cropped with laser-like precision. His mustache was similarly well-groomed. He looked down at me, and something about his face was familiar.

      “Talia,” he said, his voice like bitter chocolate.

      I looked up at him and he looked down at me, and the corners of his mustache drooped with his frown. I looked up with hope and he looked back with an expression I was destined to see often on him. Eventually, I came to understand it as dismay.

      “Who are you?” I asked, curious but not afraid.

      “I’m your father.”

      The image fades, but the rest of the day rushes back to me in a swirl of memories. My father leading me from the hospital and into his maroon sedan the day I met him. The back seat already taken up with two brand new, never used car seats. Me squeezing in between them and fumbling around for the seat belt with my good arm while he started the engine. The drive seemed like it took days, but in reality it was only a few hours. I tried to scrape the blood off my shoe using the edge of the front seat. It didn’t come off.

      My eyes open slowly, overwhelmed by the brightness of the light surrounding me. I lick my lips and wince at the soreness in my throat. Nearby, someone hums. A woman wanders into my field of vision, smiling and grandmotherly in pink scrubs.

      “Where am I?” I croak out.

      “Shock Trauma,” she says, holding a plastic cup of water with a straw for me to sip. “A car hit you while you were crossing the street, honey. You flatlined, but they brought you back.” She smells of cinnamon and cloves. The water soothes my aching throat. “You’ll be sore for a while from the intubation. But you’re breathing on your own now, so that’s a good sign.”

      Another hospital. I shiver. Another car accident, though this time I’m not trapped inside a metal coffin for hours with the echoes of screaming rattling around in my head.

      While I can’t really move any of my body, nothing hurts. I must be on the good drugs. “My father?” I ask, unable to keep the hope from soaking my voice.

      The nurse’s lips turn down; discomfort enters her eyes. “No visitors so far. But someone sent you flowers.”

      She points to a glass wall. I slowly turn my head to find an enormous bouquet on the other side, its vibrant blooms already wilting. “They’re not allowed inside the ICU rooms.” Her tone is apologetic.

      I close my eyes again for a moment—or an hour, or a day—wondering how many times I will cheat death. When I wake again, it’s to chaos.

      My body looks far away but magnified, like I’m viewing it through a telescope. People in scrubs buzz around the bed speaking curtly to one another. It’s not like on television. No one yells “Stat!” Someone does mention the word embolism, followed by a string of curses.

      Eventually, a single, low tone beeps and the vision fades to darkness. I’m no longer looking through a lens at anything. Rushing air passes by my skin, but I can’t see anything. It’s almost like I’m flying. I’m excited to discover what the afterlife holds. Is there a heaven? Hell? Will I be reborn as someone new and get a chance to do things over? There are so many things I wish had gone differently.

      The darkness soon turns to gray, and the flying feeling turns into the sensation of falling. A free fall through overcast skies. I reach out to touch the clouds with my fingertips. My hand slips through the insubstantial mass, leaving my skin coated with moisture. With eyes burning from the speed, wind whipping at my hair and tearing it out of its braids, a bubble of fear opens up within me.

      My teeth chatter, and even though I can’t see anything other than a thick, gray mist surrounding me, I don’t think this could be heaven. I’m still considering what’s happening and where I really am when I hit the ground.

      The impact takes the wind out of me, but given the speed I was falling, I really should be lying shattered on the cold earth as a pulpy, bloody mess. However, I’m not even bruised. I lie staring up at the gray sky and catch my breath. Then I sit up and look around.

      Wherever here is, it’s foggy: the pea soup kind where you can’t see more than a few feet in any direction. There’s dirt, an empty stretch of soil with nothing growing on it at all. Hell is looking like a strong possibility—this place is bleak and cold and lifeless.

      I stand and cringe as sharp little pebbles cut into my bare feet. I’m only wearing a flimsy hospital gown. It’s snapped closed in the back so my ass isn’t hanging out, but it’s no warmer than fifty degrees here and shivers rake over my body. A blood-curdling, animalistic shriek shreds the air from not very far away and I forget the cold and discomfort.

      I have no idea which direction the sound came from, so I don’t know which way to run. I crouch down, scanning around me for anything I can use as a weapon, but of course there’s nothing. Just dirt and rocks too little to be useful for more than jabbing my naked feet.

      I swallow thickly as my throat starts to close. Sucking air into my lungs is getting harder and harder as panic reigns. A roar sounds, louder and closer. Was that a different creature or the same one? It reminds me of one of the bears in those endless nature documentaries my stepsister used to watch.

      More animal calls ring out, growls and howls and—was that a wolf? Then a squawk like some kind of war bird. I hunker down because the sounds are coming from all around. I’m a shivering, quivering mess when a hulking form bounds out of the mist, heading straight for me.

      I get a glimpse of red eyes and sharp, jagged teeth, and then I’m sprinting in the opposite direction. I was never particularly athletic and I haven’t run since high school gym class, but I guess the adrenaline pushes me forward because whatever that thing is doesn’t immediately catch me. I dimly recognize that each step is painful—I’m shredding my feet—but I keep running as the thing behind me bellows its dinosaur-like roar.

      What I need is to put on a burst of speed—isn’t the human body capable of miraculous things when under duress? I think of the story of a mother lifting a car to save her child, but apparently my body didn’t get that particular memo because I’m slowing down with a painful stitch in my side, muscles failing too soon. I dig deep, but my tank is empty. I know I’m not going to get away when I actually feel hot breath on my neck. I squeeze my eyes tight—I’ve already died at least twice…is my hell going to be new and innovative ways to be killed over and over again?

      Pain slices down my back as the creature roars again. I topple over, crashing to the ground and getting a face full of dirt as I’m blinded by agony. My throat is suddenly sore again and I realize it’s because I’m screaming. How long I’ve been screaming, I don’t know. The realization makes me stop. I draw a deep breath and the snarls and snaps of animals fighting reach my ears. They’re close, but I don’t turn my head to see. Something is battling the creature that took me down, and I really hope it wins. At least I’m pretty sure I hope it wins, though with the way things are going, this new thing may want to eat me, too. The theme of my life thus far—twenty-three years of going from the frying pan into the fire. Why would my afterlife be any different?

      An intense wind picks up. I’m flat on my stomach without even the strength to curl up into a ball. It’s like someone flayed my back and then poured acid on the wounds. I might have started screaming again, but I’m not even sure. My eyes are closed and dizziness swamps me, spinning me around in the darkness like a top. Hair flies all over my head and bits of dirt and debris hit my searing back, kicked up by the crazy, gale-force winds and intensifying the already unbearable pain.

      Another roar and then there’s heat, an explosion of heat blasting somewhere very nearby. Fire crackles and sizzles and smoke clogs my nose as something burns. Something that howls in torturous pain as it fries, its flesh turned to flame and then char. The pops and hisses and odor of burning meat are making me feel like I’m at the worst barbecue of all time. I gag and squeeze my nose closed, gasping air through my mouth.

      My mind is telling me to get farther away from the fire—the instinct for self-preservation hasn’t left me. The heat kisses my skin, uncomfortably warm and far too close. But I can’t move. I can’t drag myself anywhere, not just because of the pain but because I literally can’t move. My limbs have turned to stone. I’m paralyzed—did that thing hit my spine and damage it? My eyes blink open—they still work—but my thoughts are starting to muddle into mush. The ground vibrates as heavy footsteps come toward me, walking into my limited range of vision.

      They’re not shiny black loafers but scuffed, thick-soled boots. They stop an inch from my face, and I can’t turn my head to see who they belong to. I can’t even keep my eyes open one more second. But before things go dark, I do notice that they have what looks like blood splattered across the toes.
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      RYIN

      The top of the wall is wide enough for three men to stand shoulder to shoulder, with only one of them at any great risk of falling off. I’m already standing at the edge about as far as I can get when two Nimali soldiers march by, one brushing against me and nearly pushing me over. My teeth grind and I swallow the shout that wants to fight its way past my lips. My eyes burn with the need to push back at them, but I press the feeling down, hard, and channel that energy into my mission.

      Other than the assholes surrounding me, I don’t mind duty at the wall. On a clear day, from here I can almost see my home in the Greenlands, a place I haven’t set foot in for over three years. Of course, now it’s nearing sunset and the fog that descends around the city is too dense for me to see much of anything. I peer out into the murky gloom to the south, into No Man’s Land, but can barely see the base of the wall thirty feet down.

      Up here, surrounded by my enemy, forced to pretend subservience to them, I refocus on my true duty: monitoring the movements of the Nimali soldiers. I commit to memory those who are stationed here so I can bring the information back to the others and add it to the communal database of knowledge my fellow Fai are building. I take note of who trains and how hard, who slacks, who notices, and a dozen other things that will help us one day gain our freedom.

      Until a screech rends the air and ice rolls down my spine.

      “Revokers!” someone shouts from the ground. The Nimali on the wall snap to attention, readying themselves for a potential battle. My daimon would love to be let out to fight—it hasn’t had so much as a skirmish for three years—but it will have to wait a bit longer. That doesn’t mean I don’t call to it, keeping the spirit that shares my body within easy reach inside me. If the growling and snarling rising from No Man’s Land are any indication, a fierce fight is going on down there, obscured by the fog.

      On top of the wall, silence reigns as the soldiers wait for word. We all stare toward the ground, anticipation a dark cloud suspended over us as sharp eyes scan the gloom for either a member of the scouting team that went out an hour ago or a Revoker, red eyes flashing and fangs covered in gristle and blood.

      The first person who runs into view is tall and familiar and very much Nimali. His armor is blood spattered, but he appears uninjured. Others sigh audibly in relief, but my jaw tightens. Prince Shad. I wouldn’t have minded if he’d been grievously injured. My daimon silently chastises me for the unkindness, but I can’t help it. There are only two Nimali men who could have killed Dove, and he’s one of them. Until I’m certain it wasn’t him, I have to act like it was.

      A bear and a lion are close behind him—part of the prince’s honor guard. The bear’s gait is hampered by a pronounced limp, though she still eats up the ground with long strides. Then my focus returns to the prince. He’s carrying something—someone—over his shoulder like a sack of beans. His bounding steps cross the distance easily, and then he’s at the rope ladder a soldier threw down. He climbs it with one arm while holding what I can see now is an injured woman.

      Blood pours down her back from gashes that I’m sure were made by a Revoker’s claws. Her clothing is odd. A short, loose dress, oddly patterned and flimsy—I’ve never seen anything like it before, not on a Nimali or a Fai. Why anyone would go into No Man’s Land without battle armor is a mystery, but the woman is also barefoot. Begrudging respect bubbles up from my chest for the way the prince is able to negotiate the climb with that much dead weight, carried awkwardly. He could have shifted into his other form and flown up, but his own claws might have further injured her. And he is definitely treating her like something special.

      The reason becomes clear when he finally gets to the top and one of the soldiers reaches out to help him with his burden. Prince Shad shakes his head and gently lays the woman down on her side, revealing her face.

      I’m too far away to see at first, but when the soldiers in front of me gasp and immediately kneel, I get a glimpse. Princess Celena lies there, bloodied and battered. Her rich, chestnut skin is ashen, taking on an almost gray pallor. I’m frozen in place for a moment viewing her small form, her strange, tattered clothing, the odd way she’s braided her hair.

      Then I’m shoved hard from behind, stumbling forward through the kneeling men and women.

      “Where is the healer?” Prince Shad roars, but I’m already there, crouching down beside the princess. My daimon joins me seconds later, eager to fill me with its essence and lend me its healing power.

      Celena’s back is ravaged, the wounds already bubbling with the poison from the Revoker’s talons. They look fresh, so it’s not too late to heal them if I’m quick about it. I hold out my hands and close my eyes, letting my daimon fully take over. Its energy flows through me, using my physical body as a conduit for its power.

      Through my daimon, I sense the damage, the torn flesh and the toxins that have already entered her bloodstream. The healing energy pulls the poison out, a sticky black substance that leaks onto the stone of the wall. The flesh, layers of muscle and skin, is knit back together until there isn’t so much as a scar left. I silently thank my daimon and it retreats. Then I open my eyes.

      Prince Shad is staring down at his sister. When the blue light of my power retreats, his dark eyes flick up to mine.

      “I removed the poison,” I tell him.

      “All of it?” I nod. His lips flatten into a grim line. “We’re taking her back to the Citadel. Come with me; the king will want to be sure.”

      My muscles grow rigid before I nod again. An audience with the king is the last thing I’m interested in, but of course, I can’t disobey a direct order from the prince, or any Nimali, really. I might grind my teeth into dust before I’m free of these people.

      The princess stirs, rolling over from her side to her newly healed back. The breaths of the half-dozen soldiers gathered around us catch as she blinks her eyes open. She meets my gaze and her brow lowers. She gasps for air and her face clears before breaking out into a joyous expression.

      I’ve been in the presence of the princess many times before. I’ve healed her and been the subject of her scrutiny, but I’ve never felt the breath leave my body when she looked at me. I’ve never seen her lit from within with pure happiness.

      Her smile as she sits up is a beam of sunlight in the darkness. “Victor?”

      I swallow, unable to answer, but disappointment crashes into me—which makes no sense. “My name is Ryin, Your Grace.”

      She tilts her head as her gaze roams over my face and body, then returns to my eyes. Her joy dims somewhat. “Victor,” she repeats, more uncertain. “Are we really in heaven?” Her voice is different, brighter, even in her doubt.

      Behind her, Prince Shad frowns deeply, troubled by her confusion. He clasps her shoulder and she turns around, noticing the others for the first time. Her mouth drops open with shock. She must still be processing everything she’s gone through. The trauma. The injury. And healing can take something out of a person. She’ll need rest.

      “Celena,” Shad says.

      She scrunches up her face. “Who?” She looks around again then down at herself. Then she seems to notice that she’s on top of a thirty-foot wall.

      She was already sitting in the middle of the platform, but still she scrambles closer to me, brushing against my legs. I slide out of the way—it’s forbidden for a Fai to touch a Nimali. The princess is too discombobulated to even notice.

      “Wh-Where am I?”

      “You’re back home,” Prince Shad says slowly. “In Aurum. We found you outside the wall just as Revokers attacked.”

      No light of recognition for him or his words shines in her eyes. Shad looks at me with worry in his gaze. “Did you sense something amiss when you healed her?”

      Celena’s head snaps toward me, her eyes peering intensely.

      “No, Your Grace. But I would not be able to sense a missing soul.”

      “Soul?” she screeches, curling into a ball and wrapping her arms around her legs.

      Shad sighs and runs a hand over his face. “You’ve been missing for two weeks, Celena. And it seems in that time, you have lost your memory soul.”

      Celena’s eyes widen and her head darts all around in jerky movements as she takes in everything. When she looks back at me, it’s like she’s expecting me to contradict the prince’s words, or…Or like she’s turning to me for comfort.

      I can’t gainsay the prince, nor would I, as his assessment is correct. She appears to have no knowledge of herself, her stepbrother, or anything else she should know. I didn’t see any trauma to her head that would explain missing memories, and if they are missing completely, then that could only be explained by the loss of the soul that controls memory.

      But when she looks at me like this, dark eyes rounded and fearful and seeking solace? From me? For the first time, I feel sorry for a Nimali. The emotion is brief and I shove it away the way I suppress the anger and rage, because just like them, it will do me no good. I must squash any sympathy for my enemy, for not a single one of them would show anything similar for me. I am not here to reassure her or ease her path, not after what her people, her own father, have done to me and mine.

      I tear my gaze away from hers and lower it, faking deference. A hiss escapes her lips. Shock? Dismay? It doesn’t matter. The princess needs nothing from me but what I have already provided. I saved her life, and it’s more than she deserves.

      And if her eyes haunt me, the sadness brimming in them gutting when I catch another involuntary glimpse, I ignore that as well. I must.
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      TALIA

      I stare at Victor, my head still spinning. Victor all grown up—which is something he never had the chance to do. The darkness and the cold fade away. I can’t tear my gaze away from him.

      As a kid, he was a little awkward, sort of gangly, already six feet tall at the age of thirteen with dark freckles and a giant, reddish-brown afro that was perpetually lopsided. I was absolutely smitten. He was the son of my father’s housekeeper, and for a few months they lived in a little apartment above the garage. I used to spy on him through my bedroom window as he shot hoops in the driveway until my stepmother complained that the bouncing gave her a migraine. He and his mother found their own place after that, and I would only see him every once in a while, on school half-days or holidays. Then, when he was sixteen, he was in a park with some friends and was killed in a drive-by shooting.

      If he’d lived, he’d be twenty-eight, and that’s about the age of the man next to me—the one with Victor’s face and a different name. He’s still lean, his hair still tinged with red. But there is no light of recognition in his gaze. I’d thought for a moment, blinking to look up into his eyes, that I was in heaven and would be reunited with people who were important to me, like the pre-teen crush I never quite got over. But that spark of joy flickers and dies. If this were heaven, would he have kept growing older?

      A shiver races through me, cutting through the thin fabric of my gown. And heaven wouldn’t have me somehow on the top of a giant wall surrounded by men and women who dress like futuristic renaissance faire cosplayers. They’re all in black, the material tough and leatherish and fitted with reinforced shoulders and elbows and knees. It’s pretty badass, and I wouldn’t mind an outfit like that too. Looks warm. The only other person not dressed like Mad Max meets King Arthur is Victor—no, not Victor, Ryin. Who’s dressed all in dark gray, his clothes softer and less armor-like.

      He won’t look at me anymore, and I miss his attention. He’s the only familiar thing here, and even if he’s not Victor, his presence is still a grounding rod in the electrical storm that has become my life—afterlife, whatever.

      The man on my other side stands, extending his arm to me. After thinking about it for a second, I take his outstretched hand and he helps me to my feet. Which are not cut up anymore. The pain in my back is gone as well. I stretch my shoulders, surprised to find that I feel good, with not so much as an ache anywhere. Weird.

      I stare up at the man who hasn’t let go of my hand yet. “Who are you?” I whisper.

      He winces, but recovers quickly. “My name is Shad. I’m your stepbrother.” He searches my face, maybe for recognition, as I search his in turn. I’m speechless, thinking of my actual stepsiblings: the twin girls with ash blonde hair born just a few weeks after I went to live with my father and his wife.

      “Shad.” I repeat his name. He towers over me, at least six-foot-three or -four. His dark hair is cropped short, and he reminds me a little of a classmate whose mother was Korean and father was Black. Maybe he has a similar background.

      Behind me, everything is still. I peek over my shoulder to find a half-dozen people still on their knees in rows of two.

      “Are they okay?”

      Shad cracks a small smile. “They can’t rise until you tell them to, Your Grace.”

      He looks at me expectantly. Your Grace. That means royalty, right? Or at least nobility. I think back to all the historical romances my stepmother kept in boxes in the basement.

      “Does that mean I’m like a duchess or something?”

      “It means you’re a princess. And your father, the king, will be extremely eager to have you home. Come with me, please. We’ll figure all this out.”

      Just then, an enormous golden eagle swoops down from the somber sky to land at Shad’s feet. It’s bigger than I’d ever thought an eagle could be, standing almost waist high. I think of the squawking and screeching after I was attacked and tense, gripping Shad’s hand tighter.

      He gives me an odd look, then gently disentangles himself and crouches near the creature. I’m no bird expert or anything, but I didn’t think they’d be okay this close to a bunch of humans. This one seems to have no problem with it, though. Can you train an eagle?

      Shad reaches for something gripped in its claw. I take a step back instinctively, but there’s literally nowhere to go because I’m on the top of a fricking wall that’s crowded with people. I can’t see much to the left, either, but I think it might be a city over there. A low breeze stirs the air, and I can barely make out tall buildings rising in the gloom.

      The eagle spreads its massive wings, making me turn back to watch. My breath catches and a fresh wave of cold washes over me as its wings beat, carrying it silently into the air.

      “Are you ready?” Shad asks as if that whole thing didn't happen, or as if it happens every day. Maybe it does here.

      “I think so?” My voice is pitched up because I really have no idea. I have so many questions that I don’t even know where to start. Where am I? How did I get here? What attacked me? Why do they think I’m their princess? I should tell them I’m not, but what happens then? Being mistaken for a princess isn’t the worst thing that could happen. It’s better than being mistaken for a criminal or something, but unease still coats my skin. I didn’t get a choice in any of this, and the possibility that it’s all some sort of elaborate hell hasn’t left my mind.

      Shad offers his hand again, and I pause before taking it. As he begins to stride away from the others, I tug on him to stop, then turn around.

      “Um, you all can get up now,” I tell the kneeling men and women. They rise as one, all staring at me. I shift from foot to foot, uncomfortable with this attention, and flinch as the cold stone cuts into my bare feet.

      Shad looks down at my toes, then his head snaps up. “Sergeant, give the princess your boots.” A blonde woman, her hair cropped in a cute pixie cut, immediately begins unlacing her boots.

      “Oh, that’s—” I begin, but Shad cuts me off.

      “Are you cold?” His quick manner seems more efficient than rude. I’ve been warmer, but I don’t want anyone else to lose an item of clothing, so I shake my head.

      “Healer, you’re with me,” Shad says. And Victor—Ryin—approaches, his features grim.

      It’s weird, and vaguely cringe inducing, sticking my feet into the still-warm shoes someone else just removed, but they’re a perfect fit. The soldier stands in her socks, pride shining in her eyes.

      “Thank you,” I tell her, and she looks surprised before bowing to me.

      “You’re very welcome, Your Grace.”

      Shad seems to be in a hurry, so I follow him with Ryin a few steps behind us.

      “Will she be okay without shoes?” I ask.

      “She’s a soldier, she’ll be fine.” His words are clipped but the tone is reassuring.

      I look back, realizing that while all of these people are soldiers, none of them appear to be armed. I haven’t seen a single gun or rifle. I’m still pondering this when we reach another pair of soldiers, a man and a woman, standing at the base of one of the giant light posts that line the wall. Both snap their four fingers to their chins and then straighten their arms back to their sides in precise movements that suggest some kind of a salute. Then they bow low at the waist.

      Shad acknowledges them with a brief nod. “Ladder,” he says, and they rush to unfurl a rope ladder that ripples down the city side of the wall.

      “We have to climb down?” There’s a tremor of fear I can’t keep from my voice. Shad squeezes his large hand around mine.

      “Yes. But it will be perfectly fine. I’ll go first.”

      I try to clamp down on the shaking that’s taken over my limbs while ignoring the pitying looks the two soldiers are giving me. Ryin’s face is carefully blank. That’s also how I know he can’t be Victor. He was mischievous, full of laughter and lightness, a class clown. Ryin seems like the light has gone out of him. He’s stoic and his energy is heavy. I look away when he catches me staring.

      Shad steps onto the flimsy rope. If they’re up on this wall all the time, why haven’t they built permanent steps? Why do they rely on rope ladders to go up and down? I press my hands to my belly and take a deep breath.

      “Come on, Celena,” Shad says, face tilted toward me. “You can do this.”

      I’m willing my courage to be up to the task and peer over the edge of the wall. The fog down there is so thick I can barely see how far I have to fall. That should be comforting, but it’s not. I smile at him, a little shakily, and step onto the ladder.

      The thing is more stable than I thought, made of no kind of rope I’ve ever seen before. But whatever the material is, it bounces less than expected. Still, it’s no picnic climbing down. Ryin is above me and I get a good look at his boots—thick-soled shit-kickers just like everyone else here has.

      I just keep climbing, humming to myself as I go to keep the crazy away. My arms are jelly and my legs are noodles but, amazingly, they hold up.

      Finally, I get to the ground, where Shad is smiling at me, proud. But I don’t take a full breath until Ryin jumps down the last few rungs. More soldiers are gathered down here, some warming themselves around a trash can fire. They snap to attention when they see Shad. When they see me, eyes widen, jaws drop, and low bows follow.

      “The princess has been found,” Shad announces. “I need air and ground support back to the Citadel.”

      Eight soldiers salute before breaking off into a run and disappearing around a building. I look around wildly; are there helicopters here? Then Shad leads me across cracked asphalt toward a crumbling brick building and into what looks like a garage. As we step farther inside, flickering blue lights come on showing a much larger space than I was expecting filled with trucks and SUVs. But I don’t recognize the makes or models of any of them. All insignias are completely foreign. Now I do stop walking.

      “Where did you say we were again?”

      “Aurum,” Shad says. “That’s what we call the city.”

      He leads us to something very similar to a Jeep Wrangler on four giant wheels with a soft convertible top. It’s Ryin who opens the passenger door for me, but he doesn’t offer a hand to help me into the high seat. I climb up myself before he shuts the door.

      He settles in the back and Shad slides behind the wheel. Instead of a key, he shoves what looks like a screwdriver into the ignition.

      “Are we stealing this?” Surprise cuts through my voice. He looks over at me, brows high. “You don’t have a key.” Now he looks like I have antenna growing out of my forehead; I sink further into the seat cushion. “Never mind.”

      His screwdriver thingy engages the engine and then we’re off. We rumble out of the garage and onto a pockmarked street where the fog isn’t quite as thick as before. It eases even more as we drive, giving me a view of the street: craggy and cracked, not maintained at all. The city is abandoned, dead even. As we crest a hill, the mist rises even more, revealing a postapocalyptic wasteland.

      The buildings within sight are in various states of decay: houses, shops, apartment buildings, all crumbling. There are plenty of lots that are nothing but piles of rubble. Abandoned, rusted, windowless cars line the streets. Some intersections are full of cars, as if there had been a massive traffic jam too big to clear and folks just got out and left their vehicles behind.

      In other places, someone has made a path through, literally slicing cars in half and pushing them out of the way. Vegetation rises from the long unused sidewalks and side streets. Nature has reclaimed much of the area that isn’t being actively used as a throughway.

      I’m waiting for the zombies to appear.

      I take in as much as I can through the haze. But I sit up straighter when something that looks a lot like Coit Tower rises far off to the left. But the famous landmark couldn’t be here, right? My gaze sharpens and I squint up trying to get a look at any street signs.

      Most are missing, but we make a turn and a sign dangles from a cable on the side of the intersection. Market Street.

      “San Francisco?” My voice is incredulous. “We’re in San Francisco?
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      The princess leans over in her seat, pressing her nose to the glass of the window. I view her in profile, amazed at the emotions playing on her face. Her widened eyes are full of wonder, and her voice is awed. Gone is the stoic woman with the chilly demeanor who I’ve seen marching through the Citadel for the past three years. Without her memory, she is much changed. I’ve never encountered the like before in one who lost a memory soul; it is fascinating to witness.

      “San Francisco is what they called the city before the Sorrows,” Prince Shad says, hope coloring his tone. “Do you remember that?”

      Princess Celena mumbles something under her breath and lifts both palms to the glass. Then I'm thrown forward as the car screeches to a halt. The seat belt cuts into my chest. I peer through the windshield to find three people—two men and a woman—standing in the center of the street. Their eyes glow blue with daimon power.

      “Get down!” Shad cries, reaching for the princess’s back and pushing her toward the floor. She's belted in so she can only fold forward.

      With his free hand, the prince wrestles with his own seat belt. He probably wants to exit the vehicle so he can shift—something he cannot do in the car, especially with his sister so close. I stay silent and motionless as the copper-haired Fai man in the center breaks off from the others to approach the driver’s side window. He taps on the glass politely, then grins as Prince Shad growls at him.

      “Your Grace,” the man says, sketching a mocking bow. I recognize him now. Von Nyallson. He’s all sharp cheekbones and wiry, coiled strength ready to strike. He scans the interior of the vehicle, eyes catching on me but not lingering, thank the tors. No need to advertise to the Nimali that we know one another; instead, a presence seeks entry into my thoughts, like a mental knock upon a door. I let him in.

      Are you well, brother? he asks. Von is an Air Fai, his daimon giving him the power of telepathy—something I wish I had—among other things.

      As well as can be expected. You seek to capture the prince? I ask.

      We’d intended only to create a little mischief. The prince is an unexpected bonus. He does not usually travel by road.

      As we communicate, the vehicle becomes surrounded by my brethren, fellow Fai united with their daimons, eyes glowing with their spirits’ power. My cousin Xipporah is there. She leans a hip on the hood of the car, eyes shooting daggers at the prince.

      Von taps the window again, and when Shad refuses to move to lower it, the man’s fist punches through, sending shattered glass spraying through the interior. Celena whimpers, still folded over.

      Von leans in casually, resting his arms on the jagged glass, ignoring the fact that it cuts into his forearms. I recognize a fellow Fire Fai among those gathered who will be able to heal anyone injured. “Who do we have here?” A sneer twists Von’s voice.

      “No one you need to be concerned with,” Shad says. Von chuckles and raises a brow.

      Princess Celena is returned, I tell him. She was found injured in No Man’s Land.

      Von pauses, staring at me now. Then he peers more closely at Celena’s curled figure. Faster than an eye blink, his arm shoots out, hand gripping the prince around the neck and squeezing. Joined with his daimon, Von is infinitely stronger than the prince’s human form.

      Shad gasps and grabs for Von’s arm, releasing Celena to scrabble at the hand choking him, trying to pull the man off. The princess pops up, shaking. She screams and lunges for Von as well.

      “Stop! Why are you doing this?”

      Tears burst from her eyes, something that makes both me and Von freeze. Such a display of emotion from a Nimali—a princess, no less—it’s unbelievable. His glowing eyes wide, Von releases Shad, whose wheezes are the only sound for a long, long moment.

      Then the shock leaves the Fai man’s face and a wide grin replaces it. The smile is slightly feral and Celena sits back, as if trying to get farther away from him.

      “Princess Celena. You have returned.”

      I don’t know Von well—he’s a few years younger and was part of the Air Corps when I was captured. He must have risen through the ranks, though, if he’s leading a raiding party this far into the Independent Zone.

      “We haven’t formally met before, of course. But the pleasure is all mine.” His voice oozes with a counterfeit version of the pomposity the Nimali aristocracy are known for. But the calculating gleam in his eye puts me on alert.

      What are you thinking, brother? I ask.

      The princess returned much changed, has she not?

      It seems she’s lost her memory soul. She is not herself.

      The man’s smile widens. This is something the GenFi can use.

      Use? How?

      “Enemy incoming,” Xipporah calls out. Her gaze skims across me without hitching. I wish I could greet her properly, but though we cannot acknowledge one another, it is good to see her again. My heart aches being so close to my people. So close to freedom.

      I could open the door now and step out of the vehicle. Be embraced by my brothers and sisters once again. Return to the Greenlands with them and be home. The urge to leave is so strong, it has me actually resting a hand on the car door’s handle. Pulling it is all it would take.

      And I would be dead by morning.

      We will speak again soon, brother, Von says to me. “Without Fail!” he shouts.

      “Without Fail!” the other Fai respond in unison, repeating the Genus Fidelis—GenFi—motto and battle cry. Then he rises into the air.

      Celena sucks in a breath—of course, she does not recall having seen this before, the power of the Fai. Von’s Air daimon, a crow, gifts him the power of flight without having to transform as the Nimali do.

      I sigh and release my grip on the door handle, letting my hand fall back to the seat. True freedom remains elusive. For now.

      The ground begins to rumble like thunder walking, shaking the vehicle. Von darts away, shouting orders that I don’t catch. Other Air Fai rise as well, floating upward and turning to face the oncoming threat. The remaining Fai who surround the car, those who most likely host Land and Water daimons, pull away as well, readying for battle.

      My hand tightens into a fist, and the urge to join them and fight is strong. But I push it back.

      “W-What’s going on?” Celena asks, her voice thin and terrified.

      The rumbling grows closer until it is a stampede. I turn to peer out the back window and find that all the noise is caused by a relatively small number of Nimali soldiers. Racing toward us are an elephant, two bears—a grizzly and a polar bear—and a handful of wolves. The screeching cry of a hawk sounds from the sky, and an eagle circles once before diving to meet a female Fai soldier who flies directly toward it.

      “What's happening? Shad?” Celena is panicked, turning this way and that in her seat, peering out the windows.

      Shad lets out a groan of frustration, then grips the steering wheel tightly and stomps on the gas pedal. The vehicle lurches and picks up speed, racing away just as the fighting begins.
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      TALIA

      The jeep darts along the overgrown streets, but I can’t get those sounds out of my head. The growls and roars of animals mixed with human shouts and war cries. I press my palms into my eyes and shake my head, willing myself to wake up. What did I do to deserve this as my afterlife? I wasn’t religious, never went to church a day in my life, but I was a good person. Kind. Caring. Never cruel, even with all the shit that life threw my way.
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