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The	Year	2095
Syracuse,	New	York–Fringe	Town

My	 fingers	 grip	 the	 ledge,	 searching	 for	 cracks.	 The	 rest	 of	 me	 dangles	 into
empty	sky	like	some	demented	human	windsock.
I	hear	him	approach	 from	 the	other	 side	of	 the	 rooftop,	 footstep	by	 footstep

closer	to	crunching	my	fingers	until	I	let	go	in	agony	and	plummet	twelve	stories
to	the	cracked	pavement	below.	Splat	goes	me.
Cassius	Stevenson,	his	government	badge	reads.	When	he	showed	up	I	thought

maybe	he	was	here	to	help	us.	Maybe	the	Academy	sent	him	down	in	case	we
messed	up.	He	can’t	be	any	older	than	fifteen,	same	as	me.	I	didn’t	even	know
the	 government	 trained	 people	 that	 young.	 But	 apparently	 they	 do.	 And
apparently	he’s	not	here	to	help	us.
“Can’t	 say	 I	 expected	 this.”	 His	 voice	 is	 every	 bit	 the	 spoiled	 Surface	 kid,

complete	with	a	 lilt	 that	he	must	 think	 sounds	 sophisticated.	 In	 reality	 it’s	 just
mass	irritating.	“I’d	about	given	up	finding	anything	interesting	out	here	in	this
wasteland.	And	then	I	bump	into	you	and	your	little	friend.	I	gotta	tell	you,	you
guys	saved	my	day.”
He’s	talking	about	Skandar,	my	teammate,	who	should	be	up	here	helping	me.

Too	bad	Cassius	already	immobilized	him	downstairs.	Eva’s	gone	too,	off	with
our	Fringe	contacts.	I’m	the	only	one	left.	I	don’t	know	why	I	let	Skandar	talk
me	 into	 exploring	 this	 rotting	 hotel	 in	 the	 first	 place.	 This	 Cassius	 person	 is
instant	karma	for	straying	from	our	mission	objective.
Cassius	flashes	me	a	smile	as	his	face	comes	into	view.	“I’m	in	awe,	buddy.

I’ve	never	seen	someone	actually	trip	off	the	side	of	a	building	before.”
He	stares	down	at	me	over	 the	 ledge,	his	dark	bangs	 touching	 the	 top	of	his

hazel	eyes.	He	wears	a	spotless	navy	sport	coat	over	his	lean,	muscular	body.	A
silver	 badge	 sparkles	 with	 the	 reflection	 of	 the	 unrelenting	 sun.	 There’s	 no



mistaking	that	 familiar	 lightning	bolt	emblem	surrounding	his	name.	He	works
for	 the	Department	 of	Energy	Acquisition—a	Pearlhound.	That	means	 he	 also
works	for	the	Unified	Party.	And	that	makes	him	my	enemy.
“What’s	 your	 name?”	He	 coughs	 and	 shields	 his	 eyes	 from	 a	 cloud	 of	 dust

kicked	up	from	the	rooftop.	“There’s	gotta	be	some	kind	of	record	book	for	the
stupidest	ways	to	get	yourself	killed.”
“Jesse	 Fisher,”	 I	 answer,	 and	 instantly	 regret	 it.	 What	 kind	 of	 secret	 agent

gives	up	their	name	first	chance	they	get?	A	mass	failure	kind,	for	sure.
Cassius	gives	me	a	 thumbs-up	before	grinding	down	on	my	fingers	with	 the

heel	 of	 his	 shoe.	 I	 muffle	 the	 string	 of	 curse	 words	 fighting	 to	 fly	 from	 my
mouth.	The	arid	wind	beats	at	the	side	of	my	face.	Syracuse’s	atmosphere	isn’t
regulated	by	a	Bio-Net	like	New	York’s	Chosen	Cities.	This	would	sure	be	less
of	a	struggle	in	a	decent	temperature.	A	hundred	and	fifteen	degrees	isn’t	exactly
workin’	in	my	favor	right	now.
I	dig	my	fingers	into	the	hot	brick,	straining	to	lift	myself	while	trying	to	find

footing	on	the	side	of	the	building.	Beads	of	sweat	drip	down	my	arms.	I’m	like
a	human	sprinkler.	 It’s	 the	dang	heat.	 I	don’t	know	how	Fringers	 live	 like	 this.
I’m	waiting	for	 the	moment	when	my	muscles	snap.	I	suck	at	pull-ups.	This	is
like	one	endless	endurance	test.
Cassius’s	smile	widens	as	he	watches	my	pained	expression.	“So	the	question

is,	who	do	you	work	for?	I	saw	your	shuttle	back	behind	those	buildings.	You’re
Skyship,	aren’t	you?	I	bet	you	guys	are	down	here	looking	for	a	Pearl.	Illegally,
of	course.”
He	pauses,	waiting	 for	me	 to	 answer.	My	vocal	 chords	have	 shut	 down	and

gone	home,	but	I	know	I’ve	gotta	say	something.	Keep	him	talking.
“We	already	found	it.”	I	struggle	to	form	each	word.	All	I	really	want	to	do	is

cry	out	for	help,	but	there’s	nobody	around	to	hear	it.	The	town’s	deserted.	Most
Fringe	Towns	 are.	And	 even	 if	 there	were	 people	 here,	 they’d	 be	 as	 far	 away
from	the	sun	as	they	could	get.	“You’ve	got	the	wrong	person.	I	don’t	have	it.”
Cassius	 squats,	 his	 eyes	 never	 leaving	 mine,	 his	 foot	 pressing	 harder	 and

harder	on	my	fingers	until	 it	feels	 like	they	could	break	off.	“Well,	obviously,”
he	chuckles,	“but	the	fact	 that	you’re	even	down	here	without	clearance	makes
you	an	enemy	of	the	state.	Come	to	think	of	it,	I’ll	probably	get	a	gold	star	for



getting	rid	of	you.”
“Please.”	 One	 minute	 in	 and	 the	 begging’s	 already	 started.	 A	 more

experienced	 agent	 would	 pull	 out	 some	 complex,	 psychological	 argument	 to
convince	this	guy	to	reach	down	and	save	me.	And	here	I	am	with	my	pathetic
“please.”
“Who’s	got	it,	then?	Not	your	ridiculous	friend	downstairs?”
“No.”	 I	 inch	my	free	hand	across	 the	surface	of	 the	 ledge.	 If	 I	can	 just	grab

onto	 his	 ankle	 before	 he	 notices,	 maybe	 I	 can	 take	 him	 by	 surprise	 and	 pull
myself	up.
“Don’t	tell	me	there	are	more	of	you	Shippers	running	around.”	He	grabs	onto

the	sleeve	of	my	windbreaker,	yanking	my	arm	up	off	the	ledge.
“Don’t	 drop	 me!”	 I	 shout,	 about	 as	 far	 away	 from	 an	 intimidating	 hero

command	as	you	could	get.
A	gust	of	wind	batters	my	left	side,	throwing	hair	into	my	face.	The	world	is	a

sea	of	blond	for	a	moment	before	I	manage	to	whip	it	from	my	eyes.
“Then	 don’t	 try	 anything	 funny.”	He	 hoists	me	 up	 a	 few	 inches	 by	 the	 thin

material	on	the	arm	of	my	jacket.	“I’m	going	to	give	you	another	chance,	even
though	you	don’t	deserve	it.	Where’s	the	Pearl?”
“My	friend’s	got	it,”	I	stammer.	“She’s	on	the	ground,	in	an	alleyway	behind

the	hotel.”
Cassius	grins.	“There.	Was	that	so	hard?”
I	 look	 up	 at	 him,	 hoping	 for	 a	 hint	 of	 mercy	 in	 his	 eyes.	 Instead	 there’s

something	else:	a	playful	coldness,	like	a	kid	sneaking	into	his	parents’	room	to
open	birthday	presents	 two	weeks	early.	He’s	actually	gonna	do	 it.	He’s	gonna
kill	me.	For	fun.
And	before	I	have	a	chance	to	do	anything,	he	lets	go	of	my	jacket.
“Oops.”	He	grins.
I	struggle	to	grab	onto	the	top	of	the	ledge	as	my	arm	falls	to	my	waist,	but	I

miss	it	by	a	good	inch.	My	body	lurches	to	the	side	as	the	muscles	in	my	right
arm	 tense	 with	 the	 added	 weight.	 I’m	 left	 scraping	 at	 the	 bricks	 with	 my
fingernails,	desperate	to	regain	my	grip.	Nothing	at	the	Academy’s	prepared	me
for	this.
I	 twist	around	 in	 the	air,	hanging	on	by	 five	 fingers,	 soon	 to	be	 four.	Three.



Then	…	I	can’t	even	think	about	it.
“Oh	god.”	Cassius	covers	his	mouth.	“Why	don’t	I	have	a	camera	right	now?

Your	face	is	priceless.	You	really	should	see	yourself.	You’d	be	laughing.”
I	 glare	 at	 him	 as	 I	 pull	 myself	 back	 to	 a	more	 stable	 position,	 using	 every

ounce	 of	 remaining	 strength	 in	 my	 rubber-band	 arms.	 I’ve	 gotta	 project
confidence.	No	begging.	No	crying.
I	press	the	tips	of	my	boots	against	the	side	of	the	building.	The	shirt	under	my

windbreaker	 clings	 to	my	body,	 heavy	with	 sweat.	 I	 consider	 reaching	 for	 the
taser	on	my	belt,	but	it’s	too	risky	to	try.
Cassius	 sighs	 and	 crosses	 his	 arms.	 “You	 just	 won’t	 quit,	 will	 you?”	 He

crouches.	 “Maybe	 I	 underestimated	 you	 Shippers.	 I	 mean,	 you’d	 be	 used	 to
heights,	 living	up	 there	your	whole	 life.”	He	points	 to	 the	 thin	 layer	of	 clouds
above	us	before	focusing	back	on	me.	“You	know,	I’ve	always	wondered.	Is	it	a
superiority	 thing?	Do	you	enjoy	 looking	down	on	us,	 this	 ‘failed	country’	you
couldn’t	stand	to	be	a	part	of	anymore?”
I	wanna	shout	at	him,	spit	in	his	face.	But	if	I	did	it’d	only	come	raining	back

down	on	me.
“It’s	 okay,”	 he	 continues.	 “You	don’t	 have	 to	 answer.	You’re	 all	 a	 bunch	 of

cowards,	 running	 away.	All	 that	 does	 is	 get	 you	 in	 trouble,	 just	 like	 you’re	 in
now.”
“I	told	you	I	don’t	have	the	Pearl,”	I	sputter,	trying	to	think	of	something	mass

heroic	 that’ll	 get	 him	 to	 leave.	 “The	 longer	 you	 stay	 up	 here,	 the	 less	 chance
you’ll	have	of	finding	it.”
Yeah.	Good	one.
He	shrugs.	“I	guess	we’ll	have	to	get	this	over	with,	then.”	He	grabs	my	ring

finger	and	twists	it	back	until	my	nerve	endings	scream	out	in	pain.	He	laughs,
but	I’m	too	busy	wriggling	around	to	notice.	Every	last	 instinct	wants	 to	reach
over	and	stop	him,	but	if	I	do	that,	I’ll	fall.
Then	suddenly	the	pain	disappears,	replaced	by	a	numbness	that	shoots	back

from	 the	 tips	 of	 my	 fingers,	 up	 my	 arm,	 and	 into	 my	 chest.	 At	 first	 I’m
convinced	that	Cassius	has	destroyed	some	vital	part	of	my	nervous	system	and
left	me	paralyzed,	but	then	his	eyes	widen	and	I	know	he	feels	it	too.
He	 tries	 to	 pull	 away,	 but	 his	 hand	 sticks	 to	mine	 as	 an	 invisible	whirlwind



sucks	our	fingers	together.	Sparks	kick	off	from	our	fingertips,	tiny	green	things
shooting	out	 from	within	our	hands.	They	should	be	hot,	but	 I	don’t	 even	 feel
them.	Everything	above	my	wrist	is	numb.
“What	are	you	doing?”	Cassius	strains	his	arm	as	he	continues	to	pull.	It’s	no

use.	We’re	completely	stuck.
I	 don’t	 feel	 pain	 anymore,	 not	 even	 in	 my	 strained	 muscles.	 It’s	 like	 I’m

floating.
A	soft	humming	joins	the	suction	where	our	hands	meet	as	the	sparks	amp	up.

They	shoot	across	the	rooftop	and	disappear.	The	humming	vanishes	with	them.
Silence.
The	pain	returns.	It	starts	in	my	toes,	moves	up	to	my	feet,	legs—all	the	way

to	my	arm.	I	feel	it	rise	through	my	hand	and	into	my	fingertips.	When	it	can	go
no	farther,	an	explosion	of	force	pries	our	hands	free.
Cassius	and	I	separate	violently,	thrown	back	with	the	strength	of	a	hurricane.

We	fly	apart,	which	isn’t	so	bad	for	him	because	he’s	got	the	rotting	Fringe	hotel
rooftop	to	land	on.
Not	so	good	for	me,	as	I’m	looking	down	at	twelve	stories	of	freefall.	I	don’t

have	 time	 to	grab	onto	 the	side	of	 the	building.	 I	don’t	have	 time	 to	grab	onto
anything.
The	 dust-clogged	 air	 tugs	 on	my	windbreaker,	 ruffling	 the	material	 as	 I	 fall

backward.	I	panic,	combing	through	training	modules	for	something	I	can	do	to
stop	myself	before	hitting	the	ground.
Rows	of	shattered	windows	pass	by	above	me	in	a	blur,	faster	and	faster	until

I’m	mere	feet	from	smashing	into	the	ground.
This	is	it.	All	I	can	do	is	close	my	eyes	and	pray.
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I	 land	 hard	 beside	 a	metal	 dumpster	with	 a	 sickening	 thud.	Whatever’s	 inside
reeks.	The	fact	that	I	can	smell	it	at	all	is	more	than	a	little	surprising.
For	a	moment	I’m	sure	that	I’m	dead.	I	can’t	feel	anything.	Not	my	arms,	not

my	legs,	not	even	the	intense	heat	swirling	around	me.
I	look	up	at	the	rooftop.	From	down	here	it	seems	a	mile	away.	No	way	could	I

survive	a	fall	like	that.
And	death	isn’t	really	all	it’s	cracked	up	to	be.	I	may	not	be	able	to	feel,	but

nothing’s	 changed	 around	 me.	 Same	 old	 dustbowl	 Fringe	 Town.	 Beyond
depressing.
I	try	to	push	my	body	up	off	the	ground,	but	everything’s	gone	limp.	My	mind

tells	me	my	arms	are	moving	in	the	dirt,	but	there’s	nothing	pressing	against	my
skin.	I	can’t	feel	the	wind	pushing	on	my	face	either,	or	the	sun	frying	my	jacket.
But	I	can	smell	the	dumpster.	And	I	can	see.
Then,	out	of	the	corner	of	my	eye,	I	watch	three	lanky	teenagers	dart	out	from

a	nearby	alleyway	and	run	over	to	me.	Their	hair	is	cut	short—nearly	shaved	to
the	skin.	They	wear	mass	filthy,	hole-ridden	tank	tops	over	rail-thin	bodies.	Their
dark	arms	are	blistered.	The	“Surface	Tan,”	we	call	it.
Suddenly	I	know	I’m	not	dead.	There	aren’t	any	Fringers	in	the	afterlife.
One	look	at	their	faces	and	I	can	tell	they’re	not	like	the	peaceful	Pearl	Traders

we	met	outside	the	abandoned	hotel	fifteen	minutes	ago.	These	guys	are	lawless.
They’re	out	for	blood.
Another	moment	and	they’re	on	me.	I	watch	helplessly	as	one	grabs	my	neck,

lifts	me	up,	and	throws	me	against	the	wall,	knocking	the	feeling	back	into	my
body.
The	 fall	 catches	up	 to	me,	 or	maybe	 it’s	 the	wall	 slamming	 into	my	back.	 I

fight	to	stay	conscious	as	the	pain	tingles	down	to	my	feet.	The	second	Fringer
grabs	 my	 arm	 while	 the	 first	 releases	 my	 neck	 and	 pins	 my	 left	 side	 tighter
against	the	brick.



“Search	him!”
The	third	rummages	through	my	pockets,	stopping	at	the	belt	under	my	jacket.
I	kick	at	his	shins.	My	nerves	cry	out	with	a	sharp	pain	each	time	I	move	my

leg.	 I’m	 so	 dizzy	 and	 uncoordinated	 that	 I	 nearly	 topple	 back	 to	 the	 ground
before	I	can	do	any	damage.	I’m	mass	threatening.
The	Fringer	manages	to	unbuckle	my	belt	and	rip	it	out	of	the	loops,	whipping

it	into	the	street.	I	watch	as	my	com-pad	flings	out	and	rolls	into	the	dirt,	along
with	my	surface	goggles.	They’ve	got	the	taser	now,	too.	Even	on	my	best	days
I’m	no	match	 for	 three	angry	Fringers.	Without	 a	weapon	 I	might	 as	well	 just
crawl	into	my	casket	now.
“Pockets	 are	 empty,”	 the	 Fringer	 mutters.	 His	 breath	 smells	 as	 bad	 as	 the

dumpster.
The	guy	on	my	right	leans	his	torso	against	my	arm	and	grabs	my	cheek	with

his	free	hand,	pushing	the	side	of	my	face	into	the	hot	brick.	My	skin	roasts	on
the	wall.	I	bottle	up	a	scream.
“Not	used	to	the	heat,	are	you	sky	boy?”
The	second	guy	moves	down	to	my	hand,	forcing	it	onto	the	wall.	“We	don’t

need	no	vultures	coming	down	here	and	picking	from	our	scraps.”
His	 friend	 pushes	 harder	 on	 my	 cheek,	 spreading	 the	 skin	 up	 to	 my	 eye.

“Maybe	we’ll	fry	you	up	and	pick	at	your	scraps.”
I	wince	at	the	thought	of	it.	I	wanna	defend	myself,	but	I	can’t	even	talk.	My

mouth’s	pulled	at	such	an	awkward	angle.
Just	as	the	guy’s	about	to	crack	my	skull	open,	an	explosion	rattles	the	street.
All	three	Fringers	release	me	and	spin	around.	I	crumple	to	the	ground,	face	on

fire.
Framed	 by	 their	 tense,	 ready-to-pounce	 bodies,	 I	 see	 the	 silhouette	 of	 Eva

Rodriguez.	A	trail	of	sandy	smoke	winds	up	into	the	air	beside	her	like	a	serpent.
It	 came	 from	 a	 detonator,	 the	 spherical	 shell	 of	 which	 lies	 on	 the	 cracked
pavement	in	front	of	her	right	foot.
She	looks	older	than	her	fifteen	years,	and	far	more	intimidating	than	me	with

her	cropped	 hair	 and	well-practiced	 battle	 scowl.	A	 bulky	 burlap	 pouch	 hangs
over	her	shoulder,	barely	containing	a	radiant	green	glow.	Resting	inside	is	 the
Pearl	we	were	sent	down	to	retrieve.



Before	 the	 Fringers	 can	 move,	 she	 pulls	 a	 pistol	 from	 her	 belt.	 It’s	 only	 a
stunner,	but	there’s	no	reason	for	them	to	know	that.	Her	brown	skin	glistens	in
the	sun.	Her	arm	is	five	times	as	buff	as	mine.
“I’ve	got	more	where	that	came	from.”	Her	dark	eyes	lock	onto	each	of	them

as	she	moves	the	barrel	of	the	pistol	from	one	to	the	other.	“Leave.	Now.”
The	Fringers	exchange	glances	before	realizing	that	it’s	not	worth	it.	Snatching

up	my	belt	from	the	dirt,	they	take	off.	Eva	watches	them	disappear	around	the
corner	 of	 the	 nearest	 building	 before	 walking	 over	 to	me.	 “I	 was	 looking	 for
you.”	She	reaches	out	her	hand.	“I	should	have	known	to	follow	the	screaming.”
I	grab	her	wrist	 and	 lift	myself	 to	my	 feet.	 “Remind	me	why	we	 trade	with

them?”	My	voice	comes	out	muffled	and	scratchy,	like	I’ve	swallowed	a	ball	of
dust.
She	 holds	 up	 the	 pouch.	 “Pearls.	Besides,	 you	 know	 they’re	 not	 all	 violent.

The	ones	in	the	alley	were	nice	enough.	You	should	have	stayed	and	talked	for	a
while	 instead	of	wandering	off.”	She	 squints	 and	grabs	my	chin,	 pushing	 it	 to
examine	the	side	of	my	face.	“That’s	gonna	hurt	tomorrow.”
“It	hurts	now.”
She	frowns.	“Where	the	hell	were	you,	Fisher?”
“I	just—”
“And	where’s	Skandar?	This	is	why	we	stay	together.	You	know	it’s	dangerous

out	here.”
“Mr.	Wilson	said	this	city	was	deserted.”
“Well,	he	was	obviously	wrong.”	She	straps	the	pistol	onto	her	belt.	“They	got

your	 stuff	 too,	 didn’t	 they?	Thank	 god	 you’re	 not	 authorized	 for	 stunners	 yet.
You’d	have	shot	yourself	in	the	foot.”
I	rub	my	cheek,	wishing	I	had	some	cold	water.	“Hey,	as	far	as	I’m	concerned,

we	shouldn’t	even	be	here.	I	mean,	leave	the	combat	missions	to	the	adults.”
She	sighs.	“If	you	and	Skandar	would	have	stayed	in	the	alley	like	you	were

supposed	to,	then	this	wouldn’t	have	turned	into	a	combat	mission.	I	know	this
was	 your	 first	 time	 in	 the	Fringes.	 I	 know	Skandar’s	 a	 bad	 influence,	 but	 you
need	to	think	of	the	consequences,	Fisher.	This	isn’t	a	game!”	She	lays	her	hand
on	 the	pouch,	 further	muting	 the	green	glow	from	inside.	“This	 is	what	 it’s	all
about,	Jesse.	Not	your	nursery-school	curiosity.”



I	ball	my	fists,	eager	to	punch	something.	“Yeah?	Well	…	”	I	struggle	to	find	a
comeback,	something	to	get	her	off	my	case.	“I	just	fell	off	a	building!”
Her	face	falls	flat.	“That	is	the	dumbest	thing	I’ve	ever—”
“No,”	I	start.	“It’s	 true.”	I	point	 to	the	rooftop.	“See	that	building?	I	 just	 fell

from	 the	very	 top	all	 the	way	 to	 the	ground	and	 I	don’t	have	a	scratch	on	me.
What	do	you	have	to	say	about	that?”
She	glances	up,	then	back	to	me,	and	shakes	her	head.	Then	she	punches	my

left	shoulder.	Hard.
“Ow!	What	did	you	do	that	for?”
“You’re	not	invincible,	Fisher.	Grow	up.”
I	rub	my	shoulder,	glaring	at	her.
“Now	 let’s	 find	 Skandar	 and	 get	 out	 of	 here	 before	 you	 bring	 the	 whole

Unified	Party	down	on	us.”
A	 gun	 cocks	 in	 the	 distance.	 Eva	 spins	 around	 immediately,	 stepping	 back

until	her	shoulder	touches	mine.
Halfway	 down	 the	 block	 stands	 the	 Pearlhound,	 Cassius,	 pistol	 in	 hand

pointed	in	our	direction.	Just	my	luck.
Neither	 of	 us	 heard	 him	 approach.	 He’s	 in	 one	 piece,	 though	 his	 shirt’s

untucked	 and	 his	 tie	 juts	 down	 at	 a	 screwed-up	 angle.	 He	 takes	 two	 steps
forward	and	stares	at	me,	ignoring	Eva.
“What	did	you	do	up	there?”	he	sneers,	eyes	narrowed.
I	shake	my	head.	It’s	all	the	explanation	I’ve	got.
Luckily,	Eva’s	all	words.	“Who	are	you	supposed	to	be?”
His	eyes	meet	Eva’s	for	the	first	time.	“You	must	be	the	third	Musketeer,	huh?

I’m	sorry	your	teammates	let	you	down,	gorgeous.”
“You	call	me	gorgeous	again	and	I’ll	rip	your	face	off.”
That’s	Eva.	Mass	charming.
She	squints,	crossing	her	arms.	“That	a	government	badge?”
“Madame’s	finest.”
She	chuckles.	“I’m	so	sure.”
“So	you’re	the	one	with	the	Pearl.”	He	steps	forward.	“Hand	it	over,	then.”
Her	chuckle	devolves	into	a	full-blown	snort.	“You’ve	gotta	be	kidding.”
His	response	comes	in	the	form	of	a	gunshot	aimed	an	arm’s	length	from	my



head.	I	wince	as	the	bullet	slams	into	a	building	behind	us.	Cassius	smiles.	“You
may	be	shooting	to	stun,	but	this	is	the	real	thing.	Hand	it	over	and	I’ll	let	you
crawl	back	to	wherever	you	came	from.”
I	wait	for	Eva	to	react,	to	dupe	him	into	thinking	that	she’s	packing	more	than

stun	darts.	 Instead,	 she	 looks	over	 her	 shoulder	with	 an	 expression	 that	would
make	a	baby	cry.	“Your	fault,	Fisher,”	she	whispers,	“your	fault.”
She	slips	the	pack	off	her	shoulder	and	tosses	it	to	Cassius.	With	it,	we	lose	all

hope	of	passing	our	super-secure	mission.	Not	 like	dying’s	a	better	option,	but
returning	to	the	Academy	empty	handed	isn’t	exactly	high	on	my	list	either.	Mr.
Wilson’s	counting	on	this	Pearl,	and	now	because	of	my	supreme	lameness	he’s
gonna	have	a	handful	of	nothing	instead.	Maybe	death	by	road-splatter	isn’t	such
a	bad	fate	after	all.
Cassius	catches	the	pouch	by	the	end	of	the	strap	and	slings	it	over	his	back,

keeping	 his	 aim	 steady.	 For	 a	 second	 I’m	 convinced	 he’s	 gonna	 shoot,	 but	 I
guess	he’s	got	some	screwy	sense	of	honor	because	he	backs	away	instead	and
darts	into	the	nearest	alleyway,	out	of	sight.
I	wait	until	he’s	gone	to	whisper	to	Eva.	“Are	we	going	after	him?”
She	 turns	 to	 me,	 frowning.	 “With	 what?	 You’ve	 lost	 your	 entire	 arsenal,

remember?”
“But	the	training	mission—”
She	sighs.	“You	didn’t	seem	too	concerned	about	it	twenty	minutes	ago	when

you	left	me	alone	in	the	alleyway	with	the	Pearl	Traders.	Besides,”	she	takes	off
at	a	brisk	pace	through	the	empty	street,	“I’m	not	going	to	have	you	killed.	Even
for	a	Pearl.”
“Where	are	you	going?”	I	follow.
“Skandar.	We	find	him	and	we	get	out	of	here.”
“Oh.”	I	point	to	a	rotting	wooden	door	a	few	yards	away.	“He’s	in	there.”
Eva	 stops,	 resting	 her	 hands	 on	 her	 hips	 and	 looking	 at	 the	 entrance	 to	 the

building.	Like	all	structures	in	the	Fringes,	it’s	a	sorry	reflection	of	what	it	used
to	be.	Long	planks	board	up	the	windows.	The	paint	is	mass	faded	and	cracking.
Two	 columns	 that	 had	 once	 supported	 a	 portico	 now	 stretch	 into	 the	 air,
weathered	down	to	round	stubs	at	the	top.
A	fat,	dark	rectangle	stains	the	space	above	the	doorway	where	a	sign	used	to



hang.	In	its	place	is	a	black	“x”	about	two	feet	 in	each	direction,	paired	with	a
confirmation	code	designating	Syracuse	as	a	Fringe	Town—part	of	the	forgotten
lands	after	the	government	set	up	the	Chosen	Cities.	Several	lines	of	spray	paint
cover	the	code	numbers.
“Charming,”	Eva	says.	“I	can	see	why	you	two	had	to	scurry	off	and	explore

this	treasure	trove.”
“It	was	Skandar’s	idea,”	I	mutter	as	she	pulls	open	the	shaky	door.
My	eyes	take	a	moment	to	adjust	to	the	darkness	as	we	step	into	the	entryway.

Little	more	 than	 strings	 of	 sunlight	 poke	 through	 cracks	 between	 the	 ancient,
dust-caked	 blinds.	Whittled-down	 skeletons	 of	 chairs	 lie	 in	 one	 corner	 of	 the
room.	On	 the	 opposite	 side	 squirms	Skandar	Harris,	 his	 hands	 and	 feet	 bound
together	by	plastic	bands.
He	pauses	as	he	notices	Eva	and	me.	Dirt	from	the	ground	covers	his	brown

hair.	A	pair	of	cracked	goggles	hang	around	his	neck.	The	floor’s	been	long	since
stripped	of	carpet.	Only	the	wooden	boards	remain.
Eva	 shakes	 her	 head	 as	 she	 walks	 to	 the	 center	 of	 the	 entryway.	 “I’m

surrounded	by	idiots.”
He	frowns,	renewing	the	struggle	with	the	bands	around	his	wrists.	“I	nearly

had	him.	Showed	up	outta	nowhere.”	Only	a	sliver	of	his	British	accent	remains
after	living	at	the	Academy	for	so	long.	Now	it’s	just	a	weird	Skandar	accent.
Eva	 kneels	 down	 next	 to	 him.	 “Maybe	we	 should	 drag	 you	 home	 like	 this,

roast	you	over	a	spit.”
He	rolls	over	to	smile	at	her,	his	faint	freckles	covered	in	a	layer	of	dust	and

sand.	“Have	mercy,	Eva.”
Her	eyes	narrow.	“We	lost	the	Pearl.”
His	 face	 hardens	 and	 he	 tilts	 his	 head	 to	 look	 over	 at	me.	 “It	was	his	 fault.

What’d	you	run	up	to	the	rooftop	for,	Fisher?	It’s	a	dead	end.”
“No	duh,”	I	shoot	back.	But	he’s	right.	I	should	have	known	better.
Eva	 sighs	as	 she	pulls	 a	knife	 from	her	pocket	 and	 flips	 it	 open.	 “You	were

trying	to	lose	him,	right	Fisher?”
“Yeah.”	I	stare	at	my	feet.	“That’s	what	I	was	trying	to	do.”
“Sure,”	Skandar	rolls	over	so	Eva	can	cut	the	bands	behind	his	back.	“Take	his

side.”



“Trust	me,”	she	lowers	the	knife	and	begins	sawing	through	the	plastic.	“I’m
not	on	anybody’s	side.	I’m	embarrassed	to	be	seen	with	the	both	of	you.”
Skandar	 pulls	 his	 hands	 free	 as	 Eva	 moves	 on	 to	 his	 ankles.	 When	 she’s

finished	freeing	him,	he	wobbles	to	his	feet	and	shakes	the	feeling	back	into	his
hands.	Red	marks	encircle	his	wrists.	He	only	made	them	worse	by	struggling.
I’d	call	Skandar	Harris	many	things,	but	a	quitter	isn’t	one	of	them.
“Hey	 Jesse,”	 he	 rubs	 the	 dust	 from	 his	 face.	 “How	 did	 you	 get	 out	 of	 the

building?	I	never	saw	you	come	back	down	the	stairs.”
Eva	puts	her	knife	away,	glaring	at	me	the	whole	time.
“I	fell.”
He	 stands	 still	 for	 a	moment	 before	 busting	 out	 laughing.	 “Off	 the	 rooftop?

Good	one.”
“No,	it’s	true.	It	didn’t	even	leave	a—”
“Time	 to	 go,	 gentlemen,”	 Eva	 interrupts	 me.	 “And	 I	 use	 that	 word	 in	 the

loosest	of	ways.”
She	 marches	 out	 the	 door	 without	 another	 sound.	 Skandar	 and	 I	 follow,

resigned	 to	our	 fate.	Sure,	 I’m	 feeling	mass	 lucky	 to	be	escaping	with	my	 life
after	all	that	just	happened,	but	the	trip	back	to	the	Academy	isn’t	gonna	be	filled
with	ice	cream	and	sing-alongs.	This	was	a	test.	I	failed	miserably.
“You	really	fell	off	the	roof?”	Skandar	whispers	as	we	shield	our	eyes	from	the

baking	sunlight.
“Yeah.”
“Like,	from	the	top	of	the	building?”
“That’s	the	one.”
He	pushes	my	shoulder,	nearly	sending	me	flying	onto	the	pavement.	“You’re

such	a	weirdo.”
I	want	 to	 press	 the	 issue,	 but	 then	 I	 realize	 how	 ridiculous	 it	 sounds.	 Jesse

Fisher,	least	promising	agent-in-training	at	Skyship	Academy,	falls	off	a	twelve-
story	 building	without	 a	 scratch	 on	 him.	 I’m	 not	 so	 sure	 I	 didn’t	 imagine	 the
whole	thing	myself.
“Next	 time.”	 Skandar	 shakes	 his	 head.	 “We’ll	 have	 our	 revenge	 next	 time,

right	Fisher?”
Eva	checks	 the	nearest	alleyway	for	 trouble	before	entering.	“With	our	 track



record,	there	won’t	be	a	next	time.	Now	keep	on	alert.	Apparently	this	city	isn’t
as	deserted	as	Wilson	said	it	was.”
Skandar	stops	in	his	tracks.	“Fringers?”
“Fringers,”	she	replies,	“unfriendly	ones.	Fisher	already	got	a	taste.”
He	crosses	his	arms.	“You	got	to	have	all	the	fun,	didn’t	you	mate?”
“Yeah,”	I	mutter.	“Fun.”
I	 plug	my	nose	 as	we	make	 our	way	 through	 the	 alleyway.	Trash	 litters	 the

ground.	 The	 heat	 enhances	 the	 already	 rotten	 smell,	 cooking	 and	 congealing
mystery	liquids	that	run	into	the	dirt	in	thin	streams.	We	step	around	the	worst	of
it	 and	 funnel	 into	 the	 next	 street.	 Patches	 of	 brown,	 crinkly	 grass	 sprout	 from
cracks	in	the	pavement	before	us.
As	we	cross	an	empty	intersection,	I	keep	my	eyes	peeled	for	Fringers,	hoping

that	my	 attackers	were	 an	 anomaly—an	 angry	 street	 gang	 from	 a	 neighboring
town.	 The	 Pearl	 Traders	 were	 friendly	 enough,	 content	 to	 exchange	 their
discovery	 for	 the	 rations	 and	 purification	 tablets	 inside	 our	 shuttle.	 Now	 that
we’ve	 lost	 the	 Pearl,	 all	 those	 crates	 of	 Skyship	 food	 will	 be	 marked	 as	 lost
inventory.	Lucky	Fringers.	Not-so-lucky	us.
The	 top	 of	 our	 transport	 shuttle	 comes	 into	 view.	 I	 half	 expect	 it	 to	 be

decimated.	After	all,	if	those	guys	were	so	keen	on	grabbing	my	belt,	they’d	lose
their	marbles	over	our	ship.
The	 shuttle’s	 saucer-shaped	 with	 three	 retractable,	 rusty	 legs	 resting	 on	 the

pavement.	It’s	the	only	dash	of	color	on	the	street—a	deep	red.
Despite	my	aching	body,	I	run	through	the	street,	eager	for	the	cool,	climate-

controlled	 air	 inside	 the	 shuttle.	When	 I	 reach	 the	 front	 end,	 I	 slide	 open	 the
plastic	guard	and	punch	my	authorization	code	 into	 the	keypad.	The	door	 lifts
and	three	steps	tumble	out	from	the	bottom.	I	barely	use	them.	The	recycled	air
hits	me	immediately.	Sanctuary.
Eva	and	Skandar	follow,	shutting	the	door	and	taking	their	seats.	I	fasten	my

belt	as	Eva	grabs	the	wheel,	flipping	the	ignition	and	retracting	the	landing	gear.
Then	we’re	off.
I	 recline	 and	watch	 as	 Syracuse	 pulls	 away	 from	us.	My	 eyes	 linger	 on	 the

hotel	 rooftop	 for	a	 few	moments.	 It	 juts	 from	 the	 flat	brownness,	 taunting	me.
Something	happened	back	there.	Something	unexplainable.	That	Cassius	guy	felt



it	too.	He’d	looked	as	unsure	as	me	before	he	escaped.	It	wasn’t	part	of	his	plan,
and	it	sure	as	heck	wasn’t	part	of	mine.
I	close	my	eyes,	letting	the	adrenaline	wash	off	my	body.	First	trip	down	to	the

Fringes	 and	 it	 nearly	 killed	 me.	 I	 managed	 to	 disappoint	 my	 teammates	 and
utterly	fail	our	mission	objective.	Maybe	Mr.	Wilson	will	be	more	forgiving	than
Eva.	Wishful	thinking,	sure.	But	wishful	thinking	is	what	I	live	on.
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Rochester,	New	York–Chosen	City	#17
Headquarters	of	the	Unified	Party’s	Department	of	Energy	Acquisition

Cassius	 Stevenson	 strode	 through	 the	 halls	 of	 the	 Lodge	 with	 a	 noticeable
swagger.	Slung	over	his	 shoulder	 rested	 the	brown	pouch	containing	 the	Pearl.
He	hadn’t	let	it	out	of	his	sight	since	leaving	the	Fringes.	He	hadn’t	stopped	to
shower	or	change	clothing.	A	trail	of	dust	followed	him	through	the	hallway.	The
custodial	crew	would	clean	it	up.
Even	through	the	burlap,	he	could	feel	the	warmth	of	the	Pearl	on	his	back.	It

didn’t	 burn	 like	 the	 undiluted	 sun	 outside.	 It	 was	 a	 different	 kind	 of	 heat.	 A
mother’s	 touch,	 maybe,	 or	 a	 loved	 one’s	 embrace.	 He	 didn’t	 have	 a	 lot	 to
compare	it	to,	raised	the	way	he	was.
He’d	 been	 lucky	 to	 stumble	 across	 a	 Pearl	 so	 easily.	 Madame	 would	 be

exceedingly	proud,	 enough	 to	 forgive	him	 for	 breaking	 the	 rules	 and	 sneaking
outside	of	the	Net	to	get	it.	On	the	way	to	Syracuse,	he’d	considered	turning	his
ship	around	several	times,	but	days	of	tedious	simulation	training	had	taken	their
toll.	He	needed	to	get	out.	Plus,	it	was	fun	to	see	if	he	could	bypass	security	and
do	it.
Cassius	couldn’t	remember	life	without	Pearls.	They’d	been	falling	from	space

since	he	was	a	small	child,	drawn	to	the	parched	Earth.	Charity	from	the	stars.
Some	people,	like	the	evangelists	of	Heaven’s	Rain,	considered	them	God’s	gift.
But	Cassius	didn’t	put	much	stock	in	Pearl-worshippers.	To	him	the	space	rocks
were	a	natural	resource,	as	simple	as	oil.	Back	when	oil	existed,	of	course.
Pearl	 energy	 powered	 the	 Bio-Nets	 that	 protected	 and	 cooled	 the	 Chosen

Cities,	 which	 separated	 the	 order	 and	 comfort	 of	 his	 home	 from	 the	 blazing
chaos	of	the	Fringes.	Just	one	Pearl	could	power	a	city	for	months.	He	grinned
and	clutched	the	bag	tighter.
Window	after	enormous	window	framed	the	Lodge’s	lush	manicured	lawns	as



he	 continued	 down	 the	 corridor.	 The	 sprinkler	 system	 had	 shut	 off	 for	 the
evening.	The	sun	lingered	at	the	edge	of	the	horizon.
He	knew	he	was	privileged	to	live	where	he	did,	on	the	outskirts	of	 the	city.

Those	 who	 didn’t	 work	 in	 energy	 acquisition	 made	 do	 with	 government-
approved	living	quarters—300	square	feet	per	family.	The	Bio-Nets	were	only	so
big,	 and	cramming	everyone	 into	 the	 fifty	Chosen	Cities	 required	more	 than	a
little	sacrifice	for	most	folks.
But	 the	extravagance	of	 the	Lodge	wasn’t	without	a	price.	Inside,	candidates

were	prepped	to	enter	the	Pearl	Retrieval	Squad,	and	harvesting	Pearls	could	be
dangerous,	especially	when	Skyshippers	found	them	first.
Cassius	scowled.	Shippers.
There	 had	 always	 been	 separatists,	 even	 before	 the	 bombings.	 Rebellious

factions	 began	 to	 make	 themselves	 known	 mid-century,	 upset	 with	 the
government’s	 increasing	secrecy.	They	were	small	 in	number	and	unorganized,
just	 as	 the	 Fringers	 were	 now.	 All	 they	 needed	 was	 a	 rallying	 cry—an	 event
significant	enough	to	bring	them	together.
The	Scarlet	Bombings	changed	everything.
Named	 for	 the	 enormous	 red	 clouds	 that	 engulfed	 the	 six	 largest	 American

metropolitan	centers	on	that	afternoon	twenty-two	years	ago,	the	chemicals	not
only	killed	millions,	but	continued	to	plague	the	country	decades	later,	vaulting
the	temperature	in	the	Fringes	to	dangerous	levels.	Folks	back	then	assumed	the
clouds	 were	 red	 because	 of	 all	 the	 blood	 in	 the	 air,	 the	 way	 the	 chemicals
dissolved	 people.	As	 far	 as	Cassius	was	 concerned,	 that	was	 a	 bunch	 of	 fear-
mongering.	Blood	wouldn’t	float	in	a	cloud.
Regardless,	when	 everything	 finally	 settled,	 the	 country	was	 left	without	 its

leaders.	Worse	 yet,	 there	was	 no	 telling	when	 it	 would	 happen	 again,	 or	why
America	had	been	attacked	in	the	first	place.
The	Unified	Party	sprung	from	the	ashes,	an	anonymous,	efficient	protector	of

an	increasingly	fragmented	country.	Retaliation	was	swift.	The	President	ordered
a	full-scale	assault	on	all	terrorist-harboring	countries,	blasting	entire	chunks	of
Asia	and	Eastern	Europe	into	rubble.
Cassius	knew	it	was	the	right	call,	protecting	the	country	from	another	attack,

but	 others	 disagreed.	 The	 Separatist	 movement	 demanded	 evidence	 that



retaliation	was	necessary.	When	 the	Unified	Party	 refused	 to	comply,	 the	Seps
hijacked	the	government’s	Skyship	Program	weeks	before	it	was	christened	and
founded	 a	 nation	 above	 the	 clouds—the	 Skyship	 Community.	 There	 was
fighting.	 Some	 called	 it	 a	 civil	war.	 Then	 came	 the	Hernandez	Treaty.	 Things
hadn’t	been	the	same	since.
The	conditions	of	the	treaty	kept	Surface	folk	and	Skyshippers	apart—a	pair	of

sovereign	states	separated	by	the	International	Skyline.	Travel	across	the	border
was	 unlawful	 without	 proper	 clearance,	 but	 for	 as	 long	 as	 Cassius	 could
remember,	he’d	been	part	of	a	rat	race	between	the	Surface	and	the	skies.	All	for
Pearls—the	ultimate	energy	source.
The	 treaty,	 of	 course,	 was	 nothing	 more	 than	 a	 piece	 of	 paper.	 Shippers

ignored	 it,	 sneaking	 down	 to	 harvest	 Pearls	 that	 legally	 landed	 in	 Surface
territory,	or	trading	with	Fringers.	The	President	of	the	Unified	Party	buried	his
head	in	the	sand,	as	nameless	and	anonymous	as	when	he’d	first	been	appointed.
If	Cassius	knew	who	the	guy	was—if	anybody	knew—he’d	know	who	to	blame
for	ignoring	Skyship's	growing	threat.	But	no	one	could	talk	to	the	President.	He
spent	his	days	giving	orders	from	secret	bunkers	stationed	around	the	country.	It
was	up	to	people	like	Madame	to	put	words	into	action.
Cassius	 rounded	 the	 corner,	 suddenly	wishing	 he’d	 been	 less	 compassionate

with	the	Shippers	back	in	Syracuse.	Next	time.
Ahead	 of	 him	 lay	 another	 lengthy	 hallway,	 identical	 to	 the	 one	 he’d	 come

from.	A	newcomer	might	assume	the	Lodge	stretched	on	forever	in	this	way,	but
Cassius	knew	better.	After	all,	he’d	spent	his	whole	life	here.
It	was	irregular,	him	growing	up	in	the	Lodge.	New	trainees	didn’t	arrive	until

after	 their	 thirteenth	 birthday,	 when	 they	 were	 transferred	 from	 their	 schools
after	scoring	high	on	skill	proficiency	exams.	For	many	years,	Cassius	had	been
the	 only	 child	 under	 the	 age	 of	 thirteen	 in	 the	 building.	 Those	 were	 the	 best
years,	when	he	garnered	Madame’s	full	attention.	Now	she	was	always	so	busy.
He’d	 never	 met	 his	 real	 family.	 His	 mother	 disappeared	 quickly	 after

childbirth,	hooked	on	black	market	Serenity.	Any	other	infant	would	have	grown
up	 in	 the	workhouses	 or	 been	 tossed	 into	 the	Fringes,	 but	Madame	had	 found
him	 first.	 Though	 she’d	 never	 declared	 it	 outright,	 Cassius	 had	 always
considered	 her	 his	 adopted	 mother,	 even	 when	 she	 didn’t	 act	 much	 like	 one.



Most	Surface	kids	grew	up	in	blissful	ignorance,	spending	weekends	with	their
friends,	 hooked	up	 in	one	of	Rochester’s	 twenty-five	online	pavilions.	Cassius
had	been	 raised	 amidst	 stealth	 and	weaponry—frantic	 calls	 to	 the	President	 in
the	middle	of	the	night.
A	few	more	steps	and	the	dark	mahogany	doors	of	Madame’s	office	came	into

view.	He	hesitated	a	moment	before	knocking.
Silence.
He	stared	at	the	ornately	carved	designs	on	the	panels	of	the	door.	Within	the

familiar	 lightning	 bolt	 emblems	 were	 cut	 hundreds	 of	 names—high-ranking
officials	that	died	when	the	terrorists	blasted	the	White	House	into	a	pile	of	dust.
“Cassius,	come	in.”	Madame’s	soft,	hypnotic	voice	startled	him.	He	looked	up

to	see	a	round	speaker	above	the	door.	“You’re	always	welcome.”
Clutching	the	burlap	pouch	closer,	he	dusted	off	his	sport	coat,	pulled	on	the

silver	door	handle,	and	entered.	Madame	always	knew	who	stood	outside	of	her
study.	She’d	had	the	entire	Lodge	covered	in	cameras	and	microphones	ages	ago
—a	necessary	precaution	for	the	head	of	the	Chronic	Energy	Crisis	Commission.
She	sat	at	her	large	rosewood	desk	at	the	end	of	the	room.	Her	dark	hair	was

pulled	back	behind	her	in	a	fastidious	bun.	A	pair	of	spectacles	rested	on	the	end
of	 her	 tiny	 nose	 as	 she	 set	 down	 her	 personal	 reading	 device.	 The	 Lodge’s
students	had	a	standing	bet	on	her	age.	Late	forties	seemed	to	be	the	consensus,
though	her	latest	Face	Freeze	kept	her	ageless.
The	 curtains	 behind	 her	 were	 drawn	 shut	 in	 anticipation	 of	 the	 impending

darkness.	Bookshelves	bordered	three	walls	of	the	small	room.	Traditional	books
were	outlawed	in	favor	of	electronic	files,	but	Cassius	knew	that	Madame	had	a
penchant	for	antiques.
Madame	leaned	forward,	eyes	slit,	and	stared	intently	at	his	face.	“And	to	what

do	I	owe	this	pleasure,	Cassius?”	Her	calm	expression	soured	as	she	noticed	the
state	of	his	clothing.	“You’re	filthy.”
He	allowed	himself	a	smile.	“Yeah.	Sorry.”
“Just	…	don’t	drag	it	all	over	the	rug.	It’s	Persian,	or	so	they	tell	me.”
He	stopped	in	his	tracks,	momentarily	flummoxed.	“I’ll	go	around.”
He	 tiptoed	 to	 the	 side	 of	 the	 oval	 rug,	 careful	 not	 to	 press	 too	 hard	 on	 the

ground	with	his	dusty	feet.	His	Fringe	stink	choked	the	lavender	scent	hanging	in



the	air.
Madame’s	gaze	followed	him	the	entire	time.	When	he	was	within	reach	of	the

desk,	her	eyes	darted	down	to	the	pouch.	“Bearing	gifts,	are	we?”
Without	an	explanation,	he	gently	set	 the	bag	on	 the	ground,	unbuttoned	 the

flap,	 and	 lifted	 the	 Pearl	 out	 from	within.	 It	 weighed	 very	 little,	 but	 instantly
illuminated	the	darkened	room	with	a	shimmering	green	glow,	casting	hypnotic
waves	of	soft	light	along	the	walls.
Consuming	 no	 more	 space	 than	 a	 fortune	 teller’s	 crystal	 ball,	 it	 rested

comfortably	in	the	palm	of	his	hand.	Beneath	its	surface	pulsed	a	raging,	chaotic
hurricane	of	energy—strands	of	 light	constantly	 in	motion.	He	could	stare	at	 it
for	hours	if	she	let	him,	but	he	placed	it	into	her	eager	hands	instead.
Her	expression	remained	still	as	she	laid	both	hands	on	the	Pearl,	examining	it.

But	Cassius	recognized	the	familiar	glow	in	her	eyes.	She	hungered	for	it,	just	as
he	did.
After	 a	moment	 of	 silent	 admiration,	Madame’s	 gaze	wandered	 back	 in	 his

direction.	“This	is	quite	a	surprise,	Cassius.	We	haven’t	authorized	you	for	Pearl
exploration.	You	went	outside	of	the	city	to	get	this,	didn’t	you?”
He	 clasped	 his	 hands	 together	 behind	 his	 back.	 There	 wasn’t	 any	 sense	 in

lying.	 “I	 got	 bored.	 I	 took	 a	 tracer	 with	 me	 and	 it	 picked	 up	 an	 energy	 trail
outside	of	Syracuse.”
“A	 Fringe	 Town.”	 She	 cradled	 the	 Pearl	 in	 her	 arms.	 “I	 see.”	 She	 sighed.

“Now,	 I	 know	 the	 teachers	 go	on	 and	on	 about	 your	 progress	 but	 that	 doesn’t
mean	 I	 like	 the	 idea	 of	 you	 going	 out	 there	 on	 your	 own.	 It’s	 dangerous,
especially	wearing	a	government	uniform.	You	know	how	they	feel	about	us	on
the	outside.”
“I	was	ready.”
“You	keep	 this	up	and	you’re	going	 to	make	my	department	 look	bad.	How

could	we	have	missed	a	Pearl	falling	right	under	our	noses?”
“I	 …	 uh	 …	 I	 don’t	 think	 it	 fell	 in	 Syracuse,”	 he	 responded.	 “It	 was

transported.”
“Ah.”	She	leaned	back	in	her	chair.	“Skyship	agents?”
“Not	exactly.	They	were	kids.”
“Kids?”



“Teenagers.	It	was	an	exchange,	I	think.	With	Fringers.”
“Kids.”	She	shook	her	head.	“Skyship’s	audacity	never	ceases	 to	amaze	me.

It’s	bad	enough	that	we’ve	got	adults	crossing	the	Skyline	without	clearance,	but
children?	Can	you	imagine	being	asked	to	do	such	a	thing,	Cassius?”
He	bristled	at	her	words,	being	called	a	child.	He	wasn’t.	Not	compared	to	the

morons	he	trained	with.
Madame	drummed	her	fingers	on	the	edge	of	the	desk,	then	stopped	suddenly.

“How	many?”
“Three.”	He	met	her	eyes.	“Pathetic,	though.	I	mean,	it	was	embarrassing.”
“I’d	expect	as	much.	They	undoubtedly	haven’t	benefited	 from	the	 intensive

field	 experience	 that	 we	 have.	 You	 know,	 when	 we	 first	 passed	 the	 Skyship
legislation	to	ease	the	population,	we	never	dreamed	it	would	be	used	against	us
like	this.	This	is	how	it	starts,	Cassius.”
“How	what	starts?”
“War,”	 she	 said.	 “It’s	 a	 trickle,	 at	 first.	 Small,	 seemingly	 unconnected

moments.	You	 hardly	 even	 notice	 them.	 Then	 there’s	 a	warning	 sign,	 like	 the
terrorist	attacks	on	New	York	City	at	the	turn	of	the	century.	Ignore	that	and	…
well,	look	where	we	are	now.”	She	frowned.	“I	was	never	a	fan	of	the	Hernandez
Treaty.	We	gave	them	too	much	power.”
A	moment	of	uncomfortable	silence	hung	in	the	air.	Cassius	tried	to	think	of	a

clever	response,	a	way	to	engage	in	intelligent	political	discourse.
Madame	didn’t	give	him	 the	chance.	 “I	 spoke	 to	 the	President	 earlier	 today.

Seems	Representative	Fifty-Four	had	to	jet	across	the	Atlantic	for	an	emergency
meeting	with	 the	 remnants	of	 the	Commonwealth.	So,	 the	 timetable’s	made	 its
rounds	and	it	looks	like	it’s	my	turn	to	speak	with	the	Tribunal.	I	think	I’d	like
you	to	accompany	me.”
“Go	up	to	Skyship?”
“To	Skyship	Atlas,	yes.	 It’s	simply	procedural—collect	 their	activity	 reports,

sign	 some	 papers.	Dull,	monotonous	 details.	 I’m	 required	 to	 bring	 two	 others
with	me.	My	bodyguard	will	be	joining	us,	of	course,	but	I’d	like	to	offer	you	the
second	spot.”
Cassius	 tried	 to	 contain	 his	 smile.	He’d	 never	 been	 invited	 to	 participate	 in

important	government	meetings	before,	especially	ones	off-Surface.	“Why	me?”



She	clasped	her	hands	in	front	of	her.	“I’d	like	to	give	them	something	to	think
about.”
Cassius	shifted	uneasily,	unsure	of	what	she	meant.
“But	we’ll	 save	 that	 discussion	 for	 tomorrow.”	She	 cleared	 her	 throat.	 “The

meeting’s	not	until	Thursday.	Now,	back	to	the	matter	at	hand.	It	won’t	happen
again,	will	it?	Going	outside	of	the	Net	without	clearance,	I	mean.”
He	shook	his	head,	though	he	knew	he	couldn’t	promise	it.	Being	cooped	up

inside	the	Lodge	all	day	was	so	boring.
“Good.”	Madame’s	attention	returned	to	the	Pearl.	“Though	I	can’t	argue	with

your	 results.”	Her	 fingers	danced	 along	 the	 top,	mirroring	 the	weaving	 energy
inside.	 “Marvelous	 little	 baubles,	 aren’t	 they?	 To	 think	 that	 we	 ever	 lived
without	them.	I	still	remember	that	first	winter	after	the	bombings.	Seventy-six
degrees	in	the	middle	of	December.	In	Boston,	no	less.”	She	chuckled.	“People
thought	 it	 was	 great.	 Impromptu	 vacations.	 Christmas	 at	 the	 beach.	 That	 was
before	 the	insects	started	multiplying	and	crops	began	to	die.	I	wish	you	could
have	 seen	 it,	 Cassius,	 the	 way	 it	 was.	 Real	 snow,	 not	 that	 nonsense	 the
Weathermen	program	into	the	Bio-Nets.	Just	pure	white,	stretching	out	as	far	as
the	eye	could	see.”
Cassius	 strained	 to	 imagine	 it.	The	only	 large-scale	weather	 event	 he’d	 ever

experienced	was	the	arid,	dusty	wind	of	the	Fringes.
Madame	 smiled.	 “You	 know,	 I’ve	 never	 been	 a	 very	 religious	 person,	 but

every	 time	 I	 hold	 one	of	 these	 in	my	hands	 I	 feel	 like	we’re	 not	 alone	 in	 this
universe.”
Cassius	 chuckled	 nervously.	 Despite	 growing	 up	 with	 her,	 he	 still	 found

himself	tongue-tied	around	Madame.	Mostly	he	just	let	her	do	the	talking.
“I’ll	 have	 someone	 put	 it	 into	 stasis	 right	 away,”	 she	 continued.	 “I	 look

forward	to	our	trip	up	to	Atlas.	It’ll	give	us	some	time	to	catch	up.	It	feels	like
I’ve	hardly	seen	you	these	past	few	weeks.”
“You’ve	been	busy.”
She	nodded.	“True,	but	that’s	a	lazy	excuse,	isn’t	it?	This	is	an	important	time

in	your	life.	I’d	regret	missing	too	much	of	it.”
Cassius	was	about	 to	 respond	when	a	powerful	wave	of	heat	 rushed	 through

his	 chest,	 like	 someone	 had	 lit	 a	 fuse	 and	 buried	 it	 deep	 inside	 his	 body.	 The



room	 fractured	 and	 spun,	 a	 kaleidoscope	 of	 carpet	 patterns,	 bookshelves,	 and
Pearl	energy.	He	staggered	sideways,	nearly	toppling	over	onto	the	floor	before
catching	himself	and	straightening	his	posture.
Madame	 stood	 immediately,	 revealing	 a	 slim	 figure	 covered	 with	 a	 fitted

blouse	tucked	into	dark	trousers.	“Cassius,	are	you	all	right?”
He	rubbed	his	head.	“Yeah,	I	just	got	a	little	dizzy	there	for	a	second.”
“You’ve	 been	 outside	 the	 Net	 for	 too	 long,”	 she	 spoke	 with	 a	 tremor	 of

concern.	“You	should	go	lie	down.”
“Maybe.”	His	heart	pounded	at	double	time	as	his	chest	continued	to	burn.	He

cleared	his	throat,	making	sure	to	conceal	his	discomfort	in	front	of	Madame.
Her	 eyes	 narrowed.	 “Are	 you	 sure	 nothing	 happened	 to	 you	 back	 in

Syracuse?”
His	mind	raced	back	to	the	rooftop—separating	from	the	Skyship	boy,	thrown

across	 the	 ground.	 “Yeah,”	 he	 lied,	 careful	 not	 to	 stumble	 on	 his	words.	 “I’m
fine.”
She	frowned,	unconvinced.	“All	right.	We’ll	talk	tomorrow.	Get	some	rest	and

a	glass	of	water.	And	please	call	the	infirmary	if	you	feel	ill.”
He	nodded	and	 turned	 to	 leave	 the	 room,	desperate	 to	get	 out	 before	he	did

something	stupid	and	embarrassed	himself	in	front	of	her.
“And	Cassius?”
He	looked	over	his	shoulder.	“Yeah?”
“I’m	very	proud	of	you.”
Her	words	comforted	him	as	he	staggered	out	 the	door,	gripping	his	burning

chest.	 He	 continued	 down	 the	 hallway,	 each	 step	 echoed	 by	 a	 thudding	 pain
inside	of	him.	Heat.	Everywhere.	So	hot.
The	hallway	weaved	 into	diagonals.	He	 stumbled	 into	 the	wall	 twice	before

making	it	to	the	dormitories.	Panic	consumed	his	thoughts.	Cassius	wasn’t	use	to
panic,	 and	 that	was	 the	worst	 of	 all.	 Something	was	wrong	 inside	 of	 him.	He
knew	it	immediately,	at	a	gut	level.	This	wasn’t	a	simple	stomach	pain.	It	wasn’t
the	Fringe	heat,	or	the	chemicals.
He	yanked	open	the	door	to	his	room,	slamming	it	behind	him	and	slumping

face	down	on	his	perfectly	made	bed.	He’d	always	been	healthy.	Rarely	sick,	he
healed	 from	 injuries	 faster	 than	 most	 of	 his	 peers.	 But	 he	 hadn’t	 even	 been



injured.	Scuffed	up	a	little	maybe	in	Syracuse,	but	nothing	serious.
A	sharp	pain	 stabbed	below	his	heart	 and	prickled	 to	his	 feet.	Each	moment

that	 followed	was	an	exclamation	point	on	an	already	panicked	state	of	shock.
He’d	heard	of	people	having	heart	attacks,	dropping	dead	minutes	after	they	felt
pain,	but	a	fifteen-year-old?	There’s	no	way.
Desperate	 for	 water,	 he	 carefully	 lifted	 himself	 off	 the	 bed	 and	 stumbled

toward	the	bathroom.
A	 jolt	 up	 his	 spine	 stopped	 him	 in	 his	 tracks,	 sending	 him	 crashing	 to	 his

knees.	His	 organs	 sizzled,	 as	 if	 his	 insides	 had	 started	 leaking	 poisonous	 acid
into	his	body.	He	bit	his	lip	to	keep	the	scream	stuck	inside.
Then,	just	as	unexpectedly	as	it	had	arrived,	the	pain	disappeared.
Cassius	ran	his	hand	over	his	forehead,	breathing	hard.	Sweat	dripped	from	his

chin	to	the	floor.	He	tore	off	his	jacket	and	threw	it	toward	the	bed,	untucking	his
shirt	and	loosening	the	top	buttons.
Pulling	himself	off	the	ground,	he	struggled	to	a	standing	position	and	sat	on

the	edge	of	his	bed.	His	legs	wobbled.	He’d	just	been	through	war.
But	it	wasn’t	over	yet.
The	pain	returned,	nearly	knocking	him	from	the	bed.	This	time	he	felt	fire—

flames	consuming	him	from	inside	out.
This	time,	he	screamed.
The	fire	burst	through	his	skin.	Like	a	human	bomb,	he	exploded.	Torrents	of

flame	shot	around	the	bedroom,	engulfing	every	corner.	His	clothing	seared	into
ashes	and	fluttered	from	his	body.
It	took	seconds.
Seconds,	and	the	once	spotless	room	was	a	charred	shell.	The	flames	began	to

eat	through	the	walls,	threatening	neighboring	quarters.	His	skin	remained	pale,
his	 body	 intact.	 The	 fire	 spread.	 The	 warmth	 inside	 him	 diluted.	 The	 pain
disappeared.
Cassius	slumped	off	the	edge	of	the	skeletal	bed	frame	and	onto	the	floor.	Face

down.	Unconscious.	Flames	danced	all	around	him.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

You’ve Just Finished your Free Sample 
 

Enjoyed the preview? 
 

Buy:  http://www.ebooks2go.com 

https://www.ebooks2go.com/skyship-academy-the-pearl-wars

	Cover
	Title Page
	Copyright
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9
	10
	11
	12
	13
	14
	15
	16
	17
	18
	19
	20
	21
	22
	23
	24
	25
	26
	27
	28
	29
	30
	31
	32
	33
	34
	35
	36
	37
	38
	39
	40
	41
	42
	43
	44
	45
	46
	47
	48
	About the Author



