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Chapter One
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Gabriel

The sky always looks so peaceful.

I glance over the side of the handrail, watching the clouds drift beneath me. I wonder what waits below. A vast sea? A black void? I have no idea. No one else knows, either—though there are wild conspiracy theories.

I like to come here before the sun rises. The Grand Walkway is usually quiet this time of day, especially outside the Imperial Gardens—our greenhouse. It’s nice to escape from life for a little while and daydream.

Gizmo, my pet drone, floats over to me as he beeps up a storm. I’ve had him for three years now, so I’ve gotten pretty good at distinguishing his calm beeps from his erratic ones. Drones are used for maintenance and security, but Penelope—my best friend and daughter of the drone repair shop owners—modified Gizmo to act more like my pet and less like a machine.

He’s designed grey, small, and circular with wings for arms. He can shoot lasers out of his wings, but I’ve disabled his combat protocols so he doesn’t accidentally wound me. I glued on googly eyes and big, fluffy eyebrows to make him seem more animated. He also has a camera in his left eye socket, which I’m surprised my father hasn’t used to spy on me yet.

Or maybe he has—I don’t know.

As Gizmo beeps again, I sigh. The peace and quiet was fun while it lasted.

“Yeah, yeah, I know,” I mutter, waving my hand at him. “I’m going.” When he follows, I stop. “Whoa, buddy. You know you can’t go to school with me, right? It’s a zero drone zone.” 

He makes a sad beep as his eyebrows curve downward. It breaks my heart, so I pat his little robotic head. “Hey—don’t get all sad on me. I’ll be back before you know it. Head home, okay?”

With a final beep, Gizmo turns and flies to the manor. Father doesn’t approve of him, but I reminded Father I don’t care what he thinks. I sling my backpack over my shoulder and maneuver through the Grand Walkway as the city awakes. The golden, lotus-shaped towers—kept in the air by anti-gravity propellers—light up, adding color to the city. The transparent walkways connect each golden tower to another, letting us travel between the stores and buildings with ease. The telescreens near the Plaza buzz to life as journalists appear on them, reading the news for the day.

But nothing exciting ever happens in Wandersky. I ignore the screens and keep walking.

I hang my head as I pass other teenagers, hoping they don’t recognize me. If they do, they don’t say anything—and I’m grateful. But as I pass the Arena, a Militia guard stops me by placing a hand on my shoulder. I gulp, wondering if Father’s come to collect me. I rack my brain, but I can’t remember doing anything rebellious...

Not today, at least.

“Good morning, Prince Gabriel,” the guard says, tipping his head with a smile. “I hear it’s a special day. Happy birth—”

“I’m running late,” I mutter, slipping past him. “Excuse me.”

I don’t glance back at him and he doesn’t pursue. I slip into the crowd of teenagers, making my way toward the Institute. I don’t see Penelope anywhere. Is she not going to come to school today, especially on my birthday? As I enter the large school, the bell rings and I hustle to my classroom.

History—my favorite subject. Professor Jeremiah Graves is one of the best teachers at the Institute. Always on time, always pleasant, always willing to answer my questions. The other kids must think I’m weird for asking so many, but they never bully me for it. They know better than that. My father’s scary enough for the both of us.

Today is different. I’m determined to find out what lies below Wandersky, no matter how many times people tell me to stop asking. If it was nothing, why would it be so secretive? So dangerous to talk about?

As I take my seat and shuffle my papers around, looking for last night’s homework, Professor Graves walks into the room. He has a smile on his face like always, but there’s something he’s hiding, a nervousness I don’t miss. As he wipes his sweaty palms on his pants, the class quiets down.

“Morning, everyone,” Professor Graves says, and everyone says it back in tired, monotone voices. “I hope you’re all ready to learn about the Hall of Legends today—the tall statues of the former Emperors who ruled before our current leader, Emperor Thaddeus. I know graduation’s approaching, but that doesn’t mean learning has to stop.”

The class groans. I do, too.

“Come on, kids. It’s important to know this stuff. Ignorance is the enemy of the people,” Professor Graves says, glancing over at me. “Prince Gabriel, do you have anything to share? Something interesting about your family?”

Interesting? I almost laugh.

I sigh, sitting up straighter in my chair. I hate when people ask about my family. They think it’s fun to be in the Roth family, the royalty of Wandersky, but it isn’t.

“Not really,” I mutter. “But I was hoping you’d teach us about the early days of Wandersky. You know, how the city came to be and what was before it?”

The class turns quiet. There isn’t even a cough. 

Professor Graves puts his pen down, sighing as he leans on my desk. “You know the Emperor doesn’t like to talk about that period of history. What’s important is the future, not the past ... or so he claims,” Professor Graves mutters. “And besides, any records would be long gone by now. It was four hundred years ago when Wandersky was founded.”

“You know nothing?” I ask. “You’re a history professor.”

The kids stare at me. They’re upset I’m asking about forbidden things, but I’m the prince. I can get away with it—for now.

“I’m sorry, Prince Gabriel,” he says, turning back to the whiteboard. “Now, class—let’s begin today’s lesson. Before Emperor Thaddeus, there was Emperor Eugene, and before him was Empress Lorelai, and then...”

I slink down in my seat, rolling my eyes as I’m forced to hear my family’s lineage for the millionth time.

****
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When the bell rings at the end of the day, I collect my things and leave as fast as possible. There’s only a week left of school, so lessons aren’t that important anymore, anyways. No more school means graduation, and graduation means growing up, which means...

I try not to think about it.

I lean over the handrail again, taking a deep breath. The atmospheric stabilizers—tall columns with junction boxes attached—pump oxygen into our city. They have to because air gets thinner and harder to breathe at higher altitudes. It keeps everything fresh and clean, and without it, we’d suffocate and die. They’ve never malfunctioned before, but it would be pure chaos if they did.

Wandersky is a marvel of ingenuity, built by ancient architects who knew what they were doing. But there has to be more to life than this. I can feel it in my bones, urging me to explore. Urging me to be more than I am.

A pair of hands covers my eyes. “Guess who?”

I grin, deciding to play her little game. “It rhymes with Jenelope?”

She giggles and removes her hands as I spin around to look at her. Penelope’s been my best friend for years—since we were kids. Her parents design and repair the drones for our city, and my father works them hard.

Penelope has bright red hair—almost as red as the roses in the Imperial Gardens—with blue eyes and freckles. I’d never admit it out loud, but she’s beautiful.

“Quit staring. It’s freaking me out,” she says, blushing a bright shade of pink. 

“Sorry. Where were you all day?” I ask, strolling along the Walkway with her. “Never pegged you for the truant type.”

She shrugs. “It’s the end of the year, Gabe. We know we’re going to graduate. Everyone is. And besides, my parents needed my help at the shop. We’ve made a lot of progress these past few months. Speaking of which...”

She digs into her pocket, pulling out a small robotic chip. When she sees the confusion on my face, she speaks up. “A present,” she says, handing it to me. “A very ... rebellious one.”

I grin. “Oh, yeah? How rebellious?”

She lowers her voice, looking around. “The kind that deactivates the video camera in Gizmo. If your father is spying on you, he’ll just see a loop of you out here on the Walkway. The perfect illusion.”

Freedom. It’s all I’ve ever wanted.

“Thanks, Pen,” I say, putting it in my pocket for later. I’ll install it as soon as I get home. “But won’t this get you in trouble? I thought all drones were supposed to have cameras for security reasons.”

She shrugs, blushing again. “Yeah, well ... you’re worth breaking the rules for. And you deserve a little privacy, Gabe.”

I look away to hide my blush, focusing my attention on the clouds again. They glide below us, making funny shapes. It isn’t long until my mind is somewhere far away, lost in daydreams and fantasies. I barely remember Penelope’s standing next to me until she leans on the handrail, bumping my shoulder with hers.

“Still thinking about the surface, huh?” she asks. “What is it with you?”

I shrug. “It’s the unknown. Some people fear it, others want to know more—like me. Doesn’t it interest you? Even a little bit?”

“Well, I guess. But I see it like this, Gabe. If we were meant to go down there, we would. There’s obviously a reason we moved up here, and I think it’s a good one,” she says, stepping away from the handrail. “Anyway, shouldn’t you be at home right now? I’m sure the Emperor wants to see his son on his birthday.”

I groan. With graduation soon, Father’s been ramping up the royalty lessons. I’m expected to take on even more responsibilities as a full prince. Give speeches, throw parties, make big decisions, take a wife...

I shudder at that last one. I don’t want to grow up too fast, no matter how hard Father tries to steal my childhood. I want to stay in this moment with Penelope forever.

So that’s what I do.

“It’s my birthday, Pen. Let’s do something exciting,” I say, linking my arm with hers.

She grins. “Oh? Like what?”

“I know just the thing.”

****
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The Starlight Bar is always crowded after school, and today is no exception. The line leads out the door, but I flash my pearly-white smile at the bouncer, and he lets Penelope and me inside.

Being a Prince has its perks. Sometimes.

We make our way over to the bar, maneuvering through the crowd. We aren’t allowed to drink yet—the drinking age is set at nineteen—so I order Penelope and me two virgin Kava juices. They’re orange-colored drinks that taste sweet with hints of mango and pineapple.

We find a table in the back corner—the kids sitting there got up and left when they saw us—and sit down. I scope out the place, seeing all the middle-class citizens. Father doesn’t like it when I go out on the town, mingling with the commoners. It’s not fitting for a royal, he says.

It’s a good thing I never listen to him.

“So, you’re seventeen now,” Penelope says, sipping her drink. “What does life hold for the great Prince Gabriel Roth of Wandersky?”

“Don’t call me that,” I mutter, shaking my head. “I don’t want to be a prince. I just want to be a regular kid—like you.”

“If you weren’t a prince, what would you be doing instead? What’s your dream job?”

My mind wanders back to the surface. If I didn’t have my duties, I’d like to think I’d be trying to make it down there. To be the first one to explore the hidden depths.

“A scientist,” I say. “Or an adventurer.”

“And ... what about me?” she asks. “Do we have to stop being friends now?”

I frown, putting my drink down. “Pen, what are you talking about?”

“Let’s be real, Gabe. Being an emperor’s son isn’t easy,” she says. “You’ll be busier now that school’s out. Lots of training. And one day, it’ll be your royal butt on the throne. You don’t have time for me—or anyone who isn’t royal.”

“Hey,” I say, placing my hand on hers. “I’ll always have time for you. You’re my best friend. That’ll never change. And I’ll always be Gabe to you, even when I’m given the title of Emperor.”

She blushes again, hiding her face behind her tall drink. It’s adorable.

I spot a familiar face in the crowd sitting at a table near the Walkway—Professor Jeremiah Graves. He glances in my direction, nodding his head at the back door. And then he’s gone, disappearing out onto the Walkway.

What would he be doing at a joint like this? A bar doesn’t seem like his kind of place.

“Sorry to cut this short,” I say, rising to my feet, “but I forgot I had to do something. Stay here, okay? I’ll be back.”

She nods, confused. “Okay, sure. But where are you going?”

I don’t know why I feel so compelled to follow the Professor. But I leave my drink and best friend behind anyway, pushing through the people to make it to the Walkway. The others stare at me, whispering something about the emperor’s son, but I don’t stop for them. I never do.

It’s much cooler and emptier out on the Walkway. The sun is setting, and the sky is a beautiful shade of orange, yellow, and red—like a masterpiece surrounding us. I tighten my leather jacket around my chest, walking over to Professor Graves who stands near the edge of the Walkway.

I say nothing. I stand next to him, shoulder to shoulder, following his line of sight. He’s staring down at the clouds, almost as if in a trance.

“The clouds are wondrous, aren’t they?” he whispers. “Full of awe and questions. How far down do they go? And what’s below them? Do we have the technology to find out?”

I nod. “So, you think about it, too? Thought it was just me.”

He turns to me, something serious growing in his eyes. “It isn’t just you, Gabriel. There are others.”

“Others?”

“The Seekers,” he says as if that explains anything. “People like you and me who want to know. People who are hungry for the forbidden truth.”

“I don’t understand...”

“You can join us, Gabriel. This rebellion of Seekers,” he replies. “It’s why I was so nervous in class today. I wanted to ask you to help us, but I was afraid someone would overhear. We’re safer out here, but not by much. We’re never completely alone.”

“If I join you, and it’s a big if, what would we do?”

He sighs, glancing down at the clouds again. “Prepare. There are rumors the Emperor has airships. Vehicles that could transport us to the surface. They’d be under lock and key in the Militia Office, but nothing’s impossible. And then finally, the mystery would be solved.”

I pause. While I’m sure Father keeps secrets from me for my own good, this seems darker. Heavier. Why wouldn’t Father tell me this himself?

“There has to be something down there,” the Professor continues, “something worth hiding. Everyone’s thinking it, but no one has the guts to do anything about it. Not like me and the Seekers.”

I still say nothing. Even having a conversation like this, one where we plan to disobey the Emperor and steal something of his, could get us arrested for treason.

“Think about it,” Professor Graves says, walking toward the door back into the bar. “If we get caught, you’ll pay the heaviest price. I know what I’m asking. But I also know you’re curious—just like me. This could be your only chance to satisfy that curiosity.”

And then he leaves me alone with my thoughts, and I watch the clouds float beneath my feet.
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Chapter Two
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Avery

Damn, I think to myself as I walk around the village, this place is a dump.

Maybe I shouldn’t say that about my home, but it is. We live in a series of run-down shacks, stacked on top of each other in a section of the village called the Stench. It doesn’t take a genius to figure out how it got its name when you smell the sweat, blood, and hopelessness.

Pollution wafts through the air, and I make sure I have my oxygen mask in my pocket. The smog isn’t as thick here, but it could get worse any day. The sky is bleak and grey, and as I glance up, I see the faint, golden towers in the sky above the clouds.

Those damn Skyborns have it all. They’re monsters for leaving us down here to die all those centuries ago—worse than the Stalkers themselves.

I clutch my bow tighter as I pass a group of people. They wear rags that are falling off and their hair is dirty and disheveled, but they still find a reason to smile. I lost mine years ago. I keep an eye on them and force myself to be ready at any moment. They could be Stalkers—putting everyone in the village in jeopardy.

But Stalkers are easy to distinguish from the rest. Pale skin, droopy black eyes, bursting veins, a sluggish walk. They have none of those things, so I put my head down and keep walking along the dirt trail.

And I’m thankful I don’t have to kill anyone today. Yet.

To make my way to see Dad at the Academy, I have to pass through the rows of shops. They’re more like poorly-constructed buildings of straw and mud, but they hold. The Orphanage is already in class this morning, with a little over a dozen teachers trying to instruct hundreds of kids. I don’t know how they do it.

I sneak in through a door in the back. My best friend, Erin Mills, is the head teacher at the school. She’s twenty-three—only seven years older than me, but she seems wiser than that. She’s always giddy and happy, and I wonder how two opposites like her and me could become friends.

I glance around the classroom—if you could even call it one while it’s missing a back wall. Dirt and filth cover these young kids, but they’re more eager than ever to learn. You get kicked out of school when you turn thirteen, and then you’re forced to choose a job and learn how to fight.

Sometimes at night, I cry for the loss of innocence.

“Avery!” Erin says, her eyes lighting up when she sees me. She’s nothing like me with her long blonde hair and blue eyes. My hair is a dirty, dark color, always stained with mud from sparring. “Class, say hello to Miss Avery Sloane. She’s the daughter of our leader, Preston Sloane. Remember that for your history exam next week.”

The class waves at me. Dad isn’t an official leader, per se—but because of his fighting skills, everyone looks to him for guidance. Me included. Without him, the Downside would feel lost, confused, and frightened.

“Nice crossbow,” one of the kids in the back row says. “Do you use it a lot?”

“Only when I have to,” I say, giving my weapon a friendly pat. “Her name’s Helen.”

“Will we get a bow one day?” another kid asks. “Will we learn how to use it?”

They stare at me like I’m the most interesting thing in the room. 

Erin nods, giving me permission to answer. She hates it when I talk about fighting, but I have no choice. It’s my job. 

“I hope not,” I mutter, looking away. “But yes, probably.”

The class perks up at that. Some even giggle and cheer. They like the fighting, I think. It has to be more interesting than English class. But it isn’t the life children should lead.

I can tell the kids want to ask me more questions, but Erin steps forward and shushes them. “All right, kids. We’ve bugged Avery enough. Let’s get back to English class. Who’s ready for the spelling test today?”

I leave as the class groans. School was never my favorite thing, either, but I’d take it over fighting a hopeless war any day of the week.

I maneuver through the Markets, ducking through the carts of food and busy shopkeepers. They all say hello, recognizing me immediately. I’m polite, but I can never remember their names. The population’s in the several thousand now, so no one can blame me—and it grows every day, which makes Dad worry.

A smile tugs at my lips as I enter Healing Row, our hospital. Tommy stands near a patient, looking over his chart as other doctors scurry around him. The place is always crowded and loud, but being around Tommy calms me down. For a short time.

Despite the lack of cleanliness around here, Tommy always looks presentable. Around me, anyway. He’s slicked back his black hair, his shirt looks tucked into his white doctor’s coat, and his green eyes light up when he notices me. I spot the outline of his muscular arms through his coat and blush.

“Well, hello, gorgeous,” he sings, putting his clipboard down. “Aren’t you a sight for sore eyes?”

I shake my head at him. Thomas Monahan is an assistant doctor on Healing Row, only one year older than me. We’ve been friends since childhood, and he’s always been an incorrigible flirt—especially with me. It used to get under my skin as a little girl, but now it’s turned into a game. It’s usually the only fun I can find around here, but today ... today I don’t feel like joking with him.

I glance down at the patient in the bed. An elderly man is lying there, groaning in pain. He doesn’t have the Sickness, but the weak, injured, and young or old are more vulnerable to contracting it. I glance around the room, paranoid there might be a Stalker among us, but there isn’t. The elderly man is just sick—either from the pollution, malnutrition, or sadness in the air. All three will kill you in no time.

“Don’t worry. I gave him something that should help,” Tommy says, noticing my stare. His voice is softer and the flirtatious undertone is gone. For now. “What are you doing here?”

“I’m on my way to the Academy,” I say, tearing my eyes away from the suffering man. “Figured I’d stop in and say hello.”

He grins again. “You came all this way for little ole’ me? I’m flattered, sweetheart—but something’s bothering you. I can tell. You have that cute little worried look again.”

I nod, but I don’t want to speak of it. Instead, I need something from Tommy. Something that’ll help remind me why I fight for a better future. Why I risk my life.

“The Contamination Zone ... can I see it?” 

He frowns at me. “Why? You know it’ll only make you sad.”

“I don’t need any help in that department,” I mutter. “Come on, Tommy. Please?”

He sighs, reaching into his pocket to pull out a bronze key. “All right, but I’d better come with you. I’d never forgive myself if you got bitten.”

I follow him down the hall, swerving out of the way of the other doctors and nurses. “I can handle myself, Tommy. I’m not a little girl anymore.”

“Oh, I’ve noticed,” he says with a grin. “But humor me, okay? Can’t help being protective with the people I care about.”

He unlocks the door as I take a deep breath. Seeing those affected is always hard. It reminds me that anyone can get the Sickness—even the ones I love. Even me. No one is immune.

If Tommy got bitten ... could I do it? Kill him in cold blood? What about Dad or Erin? My mind says yes, but my heart says no. Those two are in a constant struggle.

The room is small, cold, and dimly-lit. There are six jail cells, lined up next to each other. The smell hits me as soon as I enter. It’s the smell of death, of the undead. I force myself to look up at the Stalkers. There must be a dozen here, crowded on top of each other. It fills up fast.

But their Sickness was avoidable. Our people are hungry, desperate. They’ll sneak onto the Death Plains instead of letting the soldiers do it, and well ... most end up Turned. They have no one to blame but themselves, but I still feel sorry for them.

They’re just as decrepit and monstrous as I remembered. They notice us and stick their arms through the holes in the cells, like worms wiggling up through the dirt. They want to bite us, to turn us into one of them. They’re like recruiters for an evil army. They don’t come close to reaching us, but it’s still unsettling.

“They can’t get out. The cells are pretty secure,” Tommy says, pointing at the crossbow on the nearby desk. “And if they did, we have ways of protecting ourselves. At any cost.”

The only way to kill a Stalker is with an arrow through the heart. Any other part of their body isn’t good enough. Dad’s trained me to remember this, to put them down if I have to, but I don’t want to. I want to cure them all so they can return to their families where they belong.

I recognize one man. He used to work with Erin at the Orphanage. He can’t be much older than twenty—barely an adult. But the life in his eyes is gone, replaced by a cold stare and incoherent groaning. It’s like he’s braindead, a shell of who he used to be. His humanity is gone forever.

“Can we go now?” Tommy whispers. “Being around Stalkers gives me the creeps.”  

I nod, reaching for the door. “Someone from the Academy should be here soon to...”

I can’t bring myself to finish my sentence. 

Thankfully, Tommy knows what I mean.

“Good,” he mutters. “That’s ... good.”

We have no cure—and no space to keep the Stalkers until then—so we’re forced to kill them. Sometimes we’ll get family members to do it, to say their final goodbyes to their loved ones. If they refuse, a soldier from the Academy will take on the task of killing each Stalker. They shoot them in the heart, and then another soldier takes the dead bodies and burns them in the Pyre outside.

No wonder the suicide rates are so high among the soldiers. It’s an emotionally draining job. My job today is harder, but I know I have to do it. This is the sacrifice we make to keep the Downside safe.

After Tommy locks the door to the Contamination Zone, I wrap my arms around him and hug him tight. He hugs back, chuckling as he caresses my hair. He’s a foot taller, so I’ve always fit perfectly in his arms. It’s comforting, a reminder that I’m not alone.

“Not that I’m complaining,” he says, and I can feel the smile growing on his face, “but what did I do to deserve that?”

“For being you,” I say, pulling back. “That’s all.”

As I turn away, he grabs my arm. “Ave, are you okay? You seem ... off. More than usual.”

I nod, faking a smile. But it doesn’t quite reach my eyes.

He frowns. “I know you better than you think, beautiful. You know you can tell me anything, right?”

“I’m fine, Tommy,” I say, reaching for the door. “See you later.”

I hope.

****
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A soldier outside the Academy lights the Pyre. There aren’t any Stalkers in there—not yet, but he’s getting it ready for later. He nods as I pass and I return the gesture. The one good thing about being a soldier is how close you become with the others. It’s like a little family.

As I enter the Academy, the grunts and groans of the soldiers fill my ears. Dad works them hard every day, keeping their fighting skills in tiptop shape. The Academy is a long, wide room, with ample space for fighting. Dad has closed the blinds so the soldiers learn how to fight in limited light. Punching bags, weight benches, and other work-out equipment line the back walls, hiding the row of showers behind it.

I spot Clark, my older brother. He’s sparring against a taller soldier on the far side of the room. He has blood on his face and looks exhausted, panting hard and staggering. He won’t stay on his feet much longer. 

Dad stands next to him, observing his movements.

“Watch your flank, Clark!” Dad says, shaking his head. “If he were a Stalker, you’d be dead by now!”

Clark’s opponent knocks him down, and he falls onto his back. He lost. Again. 

Dad helps Clark to his feet, and I can tell he’s disappointed in himself. He wants to impress Dad, to prove to him that he’s a good soldier. Dad pushes him too hard, much harder than he pushes me.

“Go take a shower, Clark,” Dad says, wrinkling his nose, “then get back out here and try again.”

Clark groans. “But, Dad, we’ve been sparring all morning. My legs hurt—”

“I don’t care,” Dad says, sharply. “Do you think this is a joke? That I enjoy watching my son get his ass kicked every day?”

Clark says nothing. He knows better than to talk back again.

“This is important, Clark. Knowing how to fight could be the difference between life and death out there. If you get bitten by a Stalker...” Dad trails off, turning his back with a sigh. “Go shower. We’ll talk later.”

Clark huffs and stomps past him, giving his opponent a dirty look. I grab his arm as he passes me, forcing him to stop. His face looks red and sweaty, his eyes defeated. He needs encouragement. He needs me.

“You did good, Clark,” I say. “You’re improving.”

His mouth twitches up in a small smile. “Thanks, Avey. If only Dad saw me the way you do, my life would be much easier.”

He leaves to shower and I think about his progress. It wasn’t a lie—he has improved these past few months. He never had an aptitude for fighting, not in the way Dad wants him to. Not like I do. He was always lanky and short and into art and books. Clark wanted to be a teacher, and I think he would’ve made a good one.

But Dad would never let that happen. The Sloane’s must be warriors, he’d always say. We must guide our people and protect our future.

I sidestep the fighting to make my way over to Dad. He grins when he sees me. “Avery. How’s my favorite daughter doing?”

I roll my eyes. “I’m your only daughter, Dad.”

He shrugs. “So? Doesn’t make it any less true. I’ve already got your opponents lined up for the day. You’ve been rising through the ranks fast, so I hope you don’t mind if I step up the difficulty level—”

“I’m not sparring today, Dad,” I say, interrupting him. I point down at my bow. “I need to go hunting. We’re running low on food around here. Some of the kids’ bones are starting to show.”

“I know,” he says, turning away from me. “I’ve been trying to find hunters, but no one wants the job. It’s risky. Everyone’s scared, even some of our best fighters.”

“I’m willing to do it. Let me go.”

He scoffs. “Did you think I’d say yes? Let my only daughter walk right into Stalker territory?”

“What other choice do you have? You said it yourself—no one wants to go. I’m your only hope, Dad. I can do this.”

He glances at me, misty-eyed. “If I lost you, Avery ... it’d be like losing your mother all over again.”

I never knew Mom. She died shortly after I was born. Clark was only two, so he’s in the same boat as me. Dad never talks about her anymore, and I figure it’s because it’s too difficult. I wish I had just one memory of her. How she smelled, what her voice sounded like...

I hug him, and he cries into my hair. “Dad, I love you. But you can’t protect me forever. Let me do this—for you and the Downside.”

He pulls away, thinking for a moment. “All right. But I don’t want you gone for long, you hear me? Get in, watch your back, and get out. I hate to say it, but I don’t know if I can find you a hunting partner. I’d go with you, but the Academy needs me here...”

I hear the showers turn off and get an idea. “Let Clark go with me.”

His eyes widen. “Now you’re suggesting I risk both my children’s lives? Are you insane?”

“He’s trying to prove himself to you, Dad. He’s getting discouraged,” I say. “This could be a real confidence booster. And I’ll watch his back—you know that.”

Clark walks out of the showers, dressed in a clean sparring uniform. He dries his wet, dark hair as he looks around, watching the other fighters spar with ease. He envies them—I know he does.

“All right,” Dad whispers. “But if you both don’t come back, I’m coming in to get you—Stalkers be damned.”
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Chapter Three
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Gabriel

I stumble back into the Starlight Bar, my mind in a daze.

I have two futures sitting ahead of me. One where I continue my boring life as a pawn of the Emperor, eventually inheriting the throne myself. It’s a life of structure, of routine, of maintaining an image. A life of pretend.

Or the other life—one of mystery, secrets, sabotage. One where I could maybe do something worthwhile with my time, exploring where no one has gone before. But one where I could get thrown in jail or executed—even as the Emperor’s son. 

I can’t tell which one is worse.

“Gabe, are you okay?” Penelope asks as I reach our table. “You look out of it. Are you feeling sick?”

“Yeah, I think so,” I mutter. “I should head home. I need a good nap...”

“Don’t sleep too long. I’ll see you at the Ball tonight,” she says, smiling. Then she blushes and looks down. “I bought a new dress for the occasion. For you.”

“Oh, right. The Ball,” I say, shaking my head. “Yeah, sounds good. See you later.”

She gives me a frown as I stagger out of the bar, accidentally knocking into people in the crowd. They turn to glare at me, but quickly look away when they realize I’m the Emperor’s son. Everyone treats me differently—they walk on eggshells when I’m around. 

But Penelope doesn’t. She’s the only one who makes me feel normal, sane. I could lose her if I join Professor Graves. That future makes my stomach twist into knots.

I follow the Grand Walkway toward the Militia Office, then take a left to get to the Upper Walkway. This path leads to the Plaza, with plenty of seats and a spurting waterfall. Beside it is the Penthouse Apartments where the citizens of Wandersky live, and then Roth Manor.

Servants pass me, but I keep my head down to avoid them. I can’t avoid Commander Mila Delacroix, the Emperor’s right-hand woman. She is the eyes and ears of Wandersky. She knows all our secrets—thanks to the dozens of drones that work for her. 

I wonder why she’s here. Is it to arrest me for colluding with Professor Graves? Does she know what we were talking about? As she walks over to me, I prepare for the worst.

“Afternoon, Prince,” she says. Her voice is thick like gravel. “The Emperor is expecting you. You’re late.”

The Commander never liked me. I can tell she thinks I’m not fit to become the future Emperor. To be honest, I feel the same way. 

Commander Delacroix is a tall woman, built like a tank with no emotions. She keeps her blonde hair cut short, sitting above her ears. The scowl on her face is always there—mainly when she has to interact with me—right next to the mole beside her thin lips. She wears metallic armor with a pin attached to her breastplate of a silver shield. It signifies that she’s Militia. She crosses her arms, looking me up and down while waiting for an answer.

“Sorry. Got caught up with school,” I lie, and I can tell she doesn’t believe me. “Where’s Father?”

“In the Debriefing Room.”

“Why? Is something wrong?”

“I can’t say,” she says. “If you have concerns, bring them up with him. I’m busy securing the Manor for the Ball tonight.”

Securing the Manor? Wandersky doesn’t have any danger. We barely have any crime. I’ve never asked about it before, but why do we need a Militia, anyway? I know she’d never answer truthfully if I ask, so I keep quiet.

She stomps away, leaving me confused. That woman is never straightforward with me, and I’m not sure why the Emperor keeps her employed. I shudder to think that one day, when I’m crowned the new Emperor, she’ll be my right hand.

Or, even worse, Zachary will—her son. That boy is a carbon copy of his mother except he’s a lot crueler. When I was young, I caught him torturing a defenseless drone. He had deactivated its attack protocols to tear it apart, piece by piece. I heard it crying out in pain. I intervened and almost sent Zachary to the ground below.

I’m not crazy about anyone in that family.

I open the chamber doors to the Manor. When the servants spot me, they fall to their knees. I wave them off, signaling for them to stand up. I hate their blind obedience as much as I hate not knowing what lies beneath Wandersky.

I hear familiar beeping and look up. Gizmo flies down from the double staircase above, screeching at me. He hates when I’m gone too long.

“I know, buddy. I missed you, too. You’re just who I needed to see...”

I pull out the chip Penelope gave me and open Gizmo’s interface. His innards are a mess of wires, cords, and lights, but I manage to find the right slot for the chip. It’ll block his visual and audio banks. With it, Father and Commander Delacroix can’t spy on me with my own pet.

“There, perfect,” I say, closing his interface. “I have to get ready for the Ball. I’ll see you later, okay?”

As he flies away, I weave through the house, trying not to disturb the chefs and maids getting everything ready for tonight. I open the back door to enter a long hallway that leads to the Seat of the Empire—the pinnacle of power in Wandersky.

The throne room always gives me chills. Maybe it’s because Father keeps it dark and cold to maintain an element of mystery and awe. The golden, spiked throne still glimmers in the darkness, and I see my father sitting there. He must’ve finished his business in the Debriefing Room.

Father speaks with a servant but pushes him away when he notices me. “Ah, there’s my son. I was beginning to think he would miss his own birthday celebration. Running late?”

“Not late,” I say, crossing my arms. “I just didn’t want to come.”

The servants gasp. If anyone else spoke to my Father this way, they’d get shot by drones and thrown off the side of Wandersky.

His bushy eyebrows lift in surprise. “Why must you fight me all the time? Can’t you see I do all of this for you?”

I ignore that. Just looking at the Emperor—swathed in golden robes and a crown too big for his head—makes me sick. I hate titles and vanity. He looks much like me—with the same curly brown hair and green eyes. I detest my appearance because of the resemblance.

“Commander Delacroix said you were in the debriefing room before. What happened?”

“Nothing you should concern yourself with,” Father says. “Simple security measures.”

I scoff. “I’ll be the Emperor one day, Father. You’ll have to trust me with your secrets eventually.” 

“Perhaps, but today is not that day. I have a special surprise for you tonight,” he continues. “I’ve found a match.”

My jaw drops. “So soon?”

He nods. “Time is of the essence, my son. I grow older every day—as do you. You will meet your future wife tonight, and in one month’s time, you will be engaged. When you turn eighteen, I’ll hold the wedding here. Soon after that, I expect grandchildren—future leaders of Wandersky. Our lineage is important.”

He has my whole life planned out. I feel nauseous.

But there’s no point in arguing. Father thinks he knows best—that he’s doing this for me—but he isn’t. He’s doing this to please Wandersky, to keep the masses in check. And everyone loves an over-the-top royal wedding.

“Because it’s an arranged marriage, our family is not opposed to ... extramarital affairs,” Father says. “Like with that lovely Penelope Abrams. I know you two are close. She’s a fine young lady, isn’t she? Her parents speak very highly of her. Perhaps she could be of service?”

My cheeks burn. How can he talk about Penelope like that? Like she’s good enough to be my mistress and not my Empress? She’s more than that—to me and Wandersky.

“Leave Penelope out of this,” I say, my tone sharper.

He shrugs. “It was only a suggestion, my dear boy. You must work on your conversational skills. You’re far too aggressive for royalty.”

“Can I rest for a while, Father?” I ask through gritted teeth. “I’m tired.”

He pauses for a moment. “Yes, I’m sure you are. Spending your time at the bar with Penelope was draining, wasn’t it?”

He knows—of course, he does. It wouldn’t surprise me if drones were watching us all the time, sent by Commander Delacroix herself. But if he knows about that, does he know what Professor Graves said to me? I wipe my sweaty palms on my pants and take deep breaths, trying to stay calm.

“Anyway, you have one hour to rest,” he says. “Your servants will wake you up then, dress you, and escort you to the Ballroom. It will be a long night, so make sure you’re energized for it.”

I turn my back, heading toward the door that leads into the hallway.

“Oh, and Gabriel?”

I stop in my tracks.

“Happy birthday,” he says, and I can hear the smirk in his voice.

I don’t turn around again.

****
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When I finally make it to my plush bed, I fall into a deep slumber and dream of my mother.

Or what she looked like in pictures, I should say. She was a beautiful brunette, almost angelic, with brown eyes and a bright smile. I was only one year old when she died. Suicide, Father told me. He never speaks of her. Much like the Earth’s surface, that topic remains forbidden, too.

All I know is that she was a Jumper—someone who kills themselves by jumping off the handrail. She was a beloved Empress, I’m told—loved by everyone and always smiling. If that’s true, then why did she do it?

Her face fades from my dreams, but my anger lingers. She abandoned me here, left me in a life I never wanted to fend for myself. I wonder what she’d think of my arranged marriage and responsibilities. I wonder if she was allowed to think on her own at all.

I’m woken up by a soft hand shaking me. I stir, opening my eyes. “Mother?”

“No, sorry,” a servant girl says. “I’m here to dress you for tonight, your Majesty. Is that okay?”

I groan, standing up. Everyone’s always so nervous around me, so afraid to say the wrong thing. “Fine. Let’s get this over with.”

When she finishes her poking and prodding, I look more like a prince in my blue tuxedo and bow-tie. It’s much different from my casual leather jacket and trousers. I feel like a puppet on someone else’s string—my father’s string.

As I walk out of my bedroom, the chefs in the Manor scatter. They’re busy dragging carts of food to the Ballroom—northwest of the Seat of the Empire—where my official birthday party will take place. I suddenly wish I was old enough to drink.

I take a deep breath and follow them into the ballroom. It has blue lights decorated around the room in my honor. The ballroom is spacious with hundreds of tables set up. Everyone’s invited, but only the ultra-famous can sit near the front with Father and me.

I stare at the stage, listening to the jazz band play. I feel a tap on my shoulder and turn around to see a young girl. She’s barely older than me, beaming with a set of pearly-white teeth.

She has wavy blonde hair that flows to her waist, which has a blue bow tied around it. No doubt to fit in with the ballroom colors. Her gown is a pastel pink with the tallest heels I’ve ever seen. Her makeup looks professionally painted on, and she smells of lavender and coconut oil.

This is her. I can feel it. This is the girl I’m supposed to marry.

She isn’t ugly. Far from it, actually. Maybe in another life, I could’ve met her and fallen in love. But not this life. Does she know I don’t want to be her husband? That I don’t want any of this?

“Hello, Prince Gabriel,” she says, and her voice is soft like silk. “My name’s Lady Bethany Westwick, daughter of Duke Harris and Duchess Emilia. Happy birthday, your Majesty.”

More of Father’s friends he made royalty. It’s nothing but a popularity contest.

I fake a smile. “Thanks. Nice to meet you, Lady Bethany. How are you?”

“Much better now that I’ve met you,” she says, grinning. “Whatever you require from me, my Prince, don’t hesitate to ask.”

My smile fades. She’s barely a person anymore. She’s just another pawn, like me. I turn away, not able to look at her anymore.

“Ah, there you two are,” the Emperor says, gliding over to us as his robe trails behind him. “The husband and wife to be. Aren’t they such a beautiful couple?”

Duke Harris and Duchess Emilia grin beside the Emperor. They’re both dressed in expensive suits and gowns, made up to look perfect. Made up to be fake and plastic. They’re a spitting image of their daughter with jewels and painted on smiles.

“Oh, they’re a perfect match. She’ll make you very happy, Prince,” Duchess Emilia says, drying her eyes.

I feel like crying, too—but for a different reason.

Duke Harris nods. “We’ve made sure she understands royal protocol and proper etiquette. She’s been ready for this her whole life, Prince—to rule Wandersky with you. You have nothing to worry about.”

She’s in the same boat as me—forced to go through with this charade. Unlike me, though, she seems to like it, judging by the grin on her face. She gets to be the Empress. For her, it’s a happy promotion.

“Excuse me,” I say. “I need some air.”

I rush out of the ballroom before anyone can stop me, making my way toward the balcony. The sky is dark with a smattering of stars. I count them all and give them names. I wonder if you can see the stars from the ground below, or if they’re too far away.

“The birthday boy’s all alone,” a familiar voice says behind me. “Care for some company?”

I turn around and grin at Penelope, who stands in the archway. She looks stunning in a scarlet gown with her glossy hair in a bun. “Yours? Any day of the week. Is that the new dress?”

She smiles. “Yes, it is. What do you think? Royal worthy?”

“Of course,” I say. “You look like you belong here. I wish you were a royal so I’d have someone fun to talk to.”

“Speaking of that, I saw you talking with Lady Bethany,” Penelope says, leaning on the balcony’s railing. “She’s ... something.”

“Something fake,” I mutter.

“I heard the rumors. The Emperor’s telling everyone who’ll listen,” she says, turning to me. “You’re going to marry her, aren’t you?”

“Yes,” I say, my voice hoarse. “But I don’t want to.”

I glance back at the ballroom where the citizens of Wandersky talk, eat, and laugh. I spot Zachary, the Commander’s son, who gives me a wink. He’s dressed in a fancy red suit with a swarm of girls around him. Much like me, I’m sure the Commander expects him to marry and produce heirs. Professor Graves is in the audience, too, chatting with fellow teachers and scholars. He notices me and gives me a nod before looking away. He’s still waiting for my answer. 

I have to say yes to him. I have nothing left to lose. And I’d rather die or get punished than be forced to live a life I despise. But before I tell him, I need to make sure of one thing he said.

“Then what would you rather do?” Penelope asks, interrupting my thoughts.

“Penelope, I need your help,” I say, leaning in. I pray the drones can’t hear me out here. “I heard the Emperor has airships, vehicles that can get us to the surface. They’re locked down tight somewhere in the Militia Office. Tons of computers and passwords. You know how to hack into things, right?”

Her eyes widen. “Well ... yes. My parents taught me in case a drone ever malfunctions. But, Gabe, that’s illegal.”

“Which is why I wouldn’t ask you if it wasn’t important to me.” 

“Explain it to me. Help me understand why you care so much about this.”

“I want to find out what’s on the surface, Pen. I need to,” I say. “And I’m not the only one. There are others curious about it, too, wondering why the Emperor keeps it so hidden. A revolution is coming.”

“Professor Graves is involved, right?”

I freeze.

“Relax, Gabe. I won’t tell anyone,” she says. “At the bar, I saw him walk outside before you did. After he left, you started acting weird. Not hard to figure it out.”

“So, you’ll help me? You’ll come with me to find the airships?”

“Only if you answer me this one thing, Gabe,” she says. “You have a life people dream of. You get to rule Wandersky one day. People feed you, clothe you, and listen to you. You never have to worry about a thing! Why are you so eager to throw it all away?”

I sigh, gazing down into the dark abyss. “Because I know I’m meant for something else, Pen. Something bigger. I can’t explain it, but ... I know I don’t belong here. Is that crazy?”

“No. I understand. Sometimes ... sometimes, I feel the same way,” she says, much to my relief.

“If the airships are there where the Professor said, then it raises questions,” I say. “Why does my father need them? What were they used for? And is he planning to use them again? If he doesn’t want anyone to go down to the surface, why does he keep airships?”

Penelope is quiet for a moment. I fear I’ve said too much, that she’ll tell me I’m delusional and run to my father. But she doesn’t.

“You’re right. I’ll help you,” Penelope says, sighing. “But if someone sees us ... I’ll get in trouble. Worse than you.”

“If we get caught, I’ll take the blame,” I say. “Come on. It’ll be tricky sneaking out of my own birthday party, but I have a plan.”

Penelope raises her eyebrows. “I have a feeling I won’t like this plan, right?”

I shake my head, laughing. “Not at all.”
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Chapter Four
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Avery

“Absolutely not,” Clark says when I ask him to join me. His hair is still wet and he smells of lavender soap. “No way.”

Sweaty bodies continue to spar around us. I’ve pulled Clark off to the side, hoping he doesn’t feel like I’m ambushing him. Dad stands a few feet away, pretending he’s focusing on the fighters while he has his eyes trained on us. I can tell he still doesn’t approve.

“There’s no one else, Clark,” I say. “I need someone I trust out there, someone to watch my back. I need my big brother.”

But he’s still hesitant. I can see it in his eyes, so I know I need to say something to convince him.

“Look, we both know the Downside needs more food. Have you seen the Orphanage kids lately? All ribs and bones. If they keep living like this, they won’t make it to adulthood.”

He loves playing with the children. It’s the only thing that makes him smile. I can tell it gets to him. He looks down, staring at his shoes. “But, Avey ... I’m scared.”

“You think I’m not?” I ask, forcing him to look me in the eye. “I’m scared every day, Clark, but that’s life in the Downside. It’s hard and cruel and merciless. We both know we have to do something or this whole village will die.”

Clark sighs, nodding. “You’re right. You always are. Okay. I’ll come with you. But let’s make it quick, all right?”

As we head to the weapon lockers, Dad follows. I think he’s about to scold me again for coming up with this plan, but he puts a hand on Clark’s shoulder instead. 

Clark freezes, waiting for chastisement. It doesn’t come.

“I’m ... proud of you, son,” Dad whispers. “And I know your mother would be, too. Come back in one piece, kids.”

Clark looks so happy, I think he’ll cry. All he’s ever wanted was Dad’s approval—Dad’s affection. 
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