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      For my dear Schmoopie, thank you for your love. I’m grateful for you every single day.
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            Prologue: This Was Then

          

          The Kingdom, Planet Tatrax in the Dainne System

        

      

    

    
      Wye Botero had one more day before graduation. With that achievement grasped firmly in hand and the approval of her application to the culinary branch, she could finally step out of the Drone caste. Tonight her Tunnel Academy classmates drank together at the Water Drip for the last time before the reveal of their billets.

      Captain Cooper Hadley, her handsome best friend, gray-green eyes twinkling with mirth, crooked his finger at her as they sat nursing their drinks. Irritation warmed her cheeks. Rolling her eyes, she shook her head at his insistence to dance under the carved-rock ceiling illuminated with colored lights that changed with the beat of the music.

      He was twenty-two, just four years older than her, and usually behaved according to his age and stature at the academy, but was he pouting? She narrowed her eyes at him as he ambled toward her and away from the speakers blaring her favorite pre-Collapse song, “Someday.” Yes, her only friend in the whole of the Kingdom ever since she could remember was definitely pouting. She now regretted persuading—it was possibly closer to begging—him to come to the Water Drip, because she hadn’t wanted to be alone with her squad.

      Mr. “I Always Follow the Rules and Don’t Fraternize Because I Must Be a Role Model Patrician” had for once agreed to live a little. But why he wanted to drag her into the mass of swaying, sweaty young cadets crowding the dance floor was beyond her. Maybe this was a new and exciting way for him to get under her skin? Her gaze roved over the dancers. There was no way one more soul could fit in the tight bubble of pent-up nervous energy they radiated. He nudged her shoulder as encouragement to join him on the dance floor, and she huffed.

      “I figured you for a ‘public dancing is silly’ kind of guy, but I guess I was wrong.” She gestured to the woman at the other end of their long table. “Go ask what’s her name? Tina . . . Teresa?”

      He shook his head, as he did whenever she couldn’t remember a person’s name, and said flatly, “Artemis.”

      “Riiight! I know she really wants to dance,” she lied, internally cringing at honestly not having a clue about Artemis’s preferences. Wye wasn’t proud of her use of deflect-and-distract tactics on Cooper, but sometimes you fought dirty to keep a level playing field with these Patricians.

      Taking a sip of beer, she hid her guilt about never bothering to learn people’s names. The revolving door of dwelling placements after she arrived in Ravenrocks, the Kingdom’s capital city, had been a lesson in constant abandonment, and she’d learned not to become too invested in people. But the kindness Cooper’s father, Elder Hadley, had shown her the past few years was slowly changing her mind. It might be in her best interests to try get to know the people she’d be serving with.

      “Your loss. Never say I didn’t try to ex—”

      “—pand your horizons and be more open to new experiences,” she finished for him before laughing at his furrowed eyebrows. This was the mantra he constantly used, directed at her studies and not about letting loose.

      Wye waved Cooper away, and he led Artemis to the dance floor. Artemis shot Wye a horrified look and reluctantly followed him. Wye gave an internal sigh of relief as she looked around and saw everyone having a great time and not paying her any mind.

      She didn’t hate dancing. She just wasn’t fond of attracting attention, and she avoided it anywhere she went. Another lesson she’d learned as a toddler after her arrival, when the Orfelinato, the institution for constructs without an assigned family unit, closed due to the environmental ravages on Tatrax’s surface. She much preferred to watch her squad’s merriment from the safety of their table.

      Her moment of solitude was interrupted by one of her squad mates. He sidled up to her on the wooden bench and leaned his arms on the table. His blue uniform was rumpled, his hair disheveled as though a rodent had partied in it. “How about a kiss for good luck on our final test tomorrow?”

      Wye suppressed a shudder and turned to . . . Chad? Seth? What in the hell was his name? Her brain couldn’t even muster the nickname Cooper had bestowed on her unwanted admirer. The balls on this guy. Bill? Billy Ball! That had to be it, right?

      He’d chased after her relentlessly. It was flattering this boy thought so highly of her, but she’d made a point to tell him she wasn’t interested in pursuing anything with him. And like a stubborn goat not learning his lesson, he just kept coming around. For six straight months.

      His little infatuation needed to come to an end, but she didn’t want to upset the guy, so she gave him a gentle punch on the arm and asked, “If I kiss you, will you stop pestering me?”

      He straightened up in his seat and nodded eagerly.

      “Brace yourself. Burn this into your memory, because it’ll never happen again.” She gripped his upper arms and turned his body toward her, giving her control to hold him at bay in case he became one of those extinct creatures with sucky tentacles. She was not in the mood to be pawed by the increasingly squirmy guy who suddenly lost all color in his face.

      “Close your eyes,” she ordered.

      And for once Billy Ball did as he was told, saying in a strangled squeak, “I have never kissed a girl before.” The statement didn’t surprise her, because who would want to kiss this mess of a guy?

      “Neither have I.” Not that her studies at the academy allowed time for dating or a relationship. “Expand your horizons. There’s always a first time for every experience.” Wye scrunched up her face in disbelief at what she was about to do.

      Billy suddenly opened his eyes and glanced over to the dance floor, closed his eyes again, and leaned into Wye, mashing his lips against hers. His arms wrapped around her a little too tightly, and she froze at his brazenness. This was not subtle. This was not a gentle, romantic kiss. Oh, no. This was more like having sticky slobber rubbed all over your face.

      A wet, rancid smell crawled up Wye’s nose, and she shuddered with revulsion. This kid needed kissing and consent lessons.

      And mouthwash. Desperately.

      But she wouldn’t be his teacher in any of these subjects and pushed him away. She watched the guy’s emotions flit across his face, transforming from disappointment to horrified.

      “Was that as bad for you as it was for me?” asked Wye, another shudder passing through her because her body didn’t want to stop telling her this was one of the grossest things she’d ever experienced.

      “That was worse than kissing my sister,” said Billy Ball, then once again looked at the dance crowd, picked up his beer, and fled without a second look.

      Glad that unpleasant incident was over, she wiped away the disgusting taste from her slightly numb lips. She took a deep breath to clear her lungs and coughed, the guy’s funk still lingering around her.

      Wye felt eyes on her and looked up to see Cooper across the dance floor, disapproval painted on his face. Artemis held him back by his arm and whispered into his ear. His face inscrutable, he gently pulled away from her.

      What’s his problem? She then remembered he’d warned her about flirting with squad members, as it could affect morale. She shrugged away his discomfort. Maybe it wasn’t the best decision to kiss the guy, but with that disastrous kiss, she’d made certain Billy Ball would stay away. Good riddance.

      The song ended, and Cooper escorted his dancing partner back to the table. Ever the gentleman, he bowed over her hand in thanks. Artemis fanned herself and looked between him and Wye, her eyes wide. “Sure . . . anytime. Please remember . . . ” she said before leaving them alone at the table.

      Cooper gave Wye one of his one hundred-watt fake smiles and said, his voice laced with annoyance, “Looked like you were having fun.”

      Cooper had been brooding as graduation time approached. He fretted over little things, especially how her not-so-stellar marks wouldn’t get her a good Tunnel Corps assignment, but she hadn’t thought her unconventional tactic to get Billy to leave her the hell alone would be such a problem.

      Not knowing how to address his displeased tone, she took another sip from her beer. What else did he expect her to say?

      “I have to inspect the final testing area, so . . . ” Cooper said while gesturing toward the tavern door. “I can walk you to the dormitory. You’ll need your rest for tomorrow’s test.”

      She had considered leaving but now sat back and crossed her arms, annoyed by his big brother act, always telling her what was best for her. “The evening is young. Don’t worry, Old Man Hadley. I’ve got that exam in the bag,” Wye replied with a cheeky grin.

      “That’s the attitude that worries me,” Cooper said before he reached over, drank the rest of her beer, and walked out of the Water Drip.
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      In the dark, her tablet trilled with a new high-importance message notification. Wye opened one eye and let out a low groan, feeling under her bed for the device. She needed to silence it before her dorm suite mates in the nearby rooms yelled at her for the noise so early in the morning. Her stomach did an ungainly twirl, and her head was caught in a vise, which added to her addled state.

      She was hungover.

      How could she be hungover? She was sure she’d purchased only one drink, and Cooper had drunk most of it. Blessed be her lightweight status, a result of her perpetually low funds. Her budget allowed only for the rare occasion to spend credits on frivolous purchases such as alcohol.

      With tablet in hand, she sat up in bed, and the device sounded again before its blue light scanned her eyes and she managed to silence it. She flicked through the screen that showed a couple of missed calls from a blocked number, and her eye snagged on a message with the subject IMMEDIATE ACTION REQUIRED. The message from the Tunnel Academy director was brief. They asked her to leave the academy premises immediately, because failure to attend her final exam forfeited her eligibility for graduation and military occupational specialty assignment to the Tunnel Corps’ culinary branch.

      She covered her mouth to tamp down the hysterical laughter threatening to bubble out. This didn’t make sense. This was one of Cooper’s really bad pranks. It had to be.

      She closed her eyes and counted to ten. When she reopened them, the floor lights for the evening’s rest shift glowed amber around the edges of the room, and she jumped out of bed. The light colors were wrong. She opened her door, and across the eerily empty hallway, the doors to her dorm mates’ rooms were wide open. Their empty beds appeared all square and tidy.

      Where the hell were they?

      Shaking her head, she tried to clear away her confusion. She looked down at the tablet she held, and the time tile caught her eye.

      1837.

      Hadn’t she’d just fallen asleep a minute ago? It was impossible that it was evening. Her sluggish brain caught on fire and clicked fully alert. Her whole body shook as her brain blared that she had slept through her final test scheduled for 0800.

      Panic grabbed at her throat, and she backed into the nearest wall and slid down, fumbling her tablet as she tried to call Cooper. He could talk to his dad, and together they would help her. She was sure they would help her. As the Overlord’s closest friend, Elder Hadley could fix anything.

      The call failed to connect, and the screen showed a 403-Forbidden system message, quickly replaced by the ugly high-definition rendering of the devastated surface of their planet, Tatrax. She shuddered at the reminder that the Outside was bad, and they were all to be grateful for the Kingdom’s protection.

      Her trembling fingers could barely work the screen to reestablish a call connection. She pressed the call button, and a second elapsed before a more verbose yet still cryptic message appeared:

      
        
          
            
              
        **WARNING**

      

      
        Dear Drone [First_Name] [Last_Name]:

      

      
        Do not contact this node.

      

      
        Continued attempts have severe penalties up to recycling under Kingdom law.

      

      

      

      

      

      Nononononononono . . . Blessed Supreme Great Leader, what is happening? Help me, please?

      She took a few deep breaths and walked back into her room. Her head ached, her whole body felt like she’d been dipped in hempcrete, and a glass of water would be a blessing. Cooper and his father would make sense of this terrible misunderstanding and get the director’s order rescinded. She would take her final test, pass, and get her commission to cook for the TC. This was her plan.

      She dressed in her dark-brown cadet uniform before taking the elevator from level four up to Cooper’s family dwelling on level two. Her compusleeve beeped with a message demanding her credentials and the reason for her visiting level two before she could press the button to the second level. She quickly typed the requested information on the sleeve’s screen and sweated the extended pause while the system took its sweet time doing whatever authentication it did to grant her access.

      Things were much nicer at the level where Patricians lived. The higher you traveled in Ravenrocks, the more pleasant the public areas and the more comfortable home dwellings got. Everything felt better up there. Even the scent in the air was different with the better-maintained air filters, and Cooper had once let slip that some sort of orange-blossom-scented air freshener was added to their ventilation ducts. Together they joked that the rarefied air at the Patricians’ level smelled of victory, and she’d grown fond of the comforts at level two.

      The Hadley’s residence was on the hallway that served as the main thoroughfare in the Patrician district. People with places to go passed her. Drawing up to her full height, Wye stood in front of the imposing door to the Hadley dwelling. It was the only ornately hand-carved wooden door in all Ravenrocks, as almost everything else was printed out of the drab beige hempstic. The door was an honor bestowed by the Overlord to mark the family as his favorite. The mahogany door stood over twenty feet tall—it barely reached the high ceilings in the level—and towered above Wye, who always felt it would swallow her whenever she stood in front of it.

      She pressed the button by the door with a trembling finger, panic-fueled adrenaline making her head swim. The sound of a muffled bell traveled through the thick door as she waited for Mr. Hudson, the Hadleys’ butler, to let her in. Instead of the expected open door, the holocom over the doorbell buzzed and projected the butler’s image.

      “My calls to Cooper are not going through,” said Wye, her voice full of the confusion that had plagued her since she’d woken in her dorm room.

      “Miss Botero, please do not attempt to contact the Hadleys, or they will contact Kingdom law enforcement. Truly sorry, but I must ask you to please leave,” said Mr. Hudson before his image disappeared.

      “But I need their help,” Wye said, beating her hands on the holocom after it shut off any further communication.

      They couldn’t be tossing her aside like everyone in her life had done. All because she failed the academy? Desperation and sadness hollowed her chest. Maybe when she allowed herself to cry, the tears could fill the gaping hole that each family abandonment had carved inside her soul. Her shoulders drooped, and she laid her forehead on the door, her eyes closed so the tears wouldn’t escape. What was she going to do now that she had messed up the one opportunity to climb up the impossible Kingdom ladder?

      This situation was unraveling her life too fast to process properly. All her instincts screamed that she had done nothing wrong, and she wanted someone to explain why this was happening. She wanted to beat the door until it opened or disintegrated from the force of her despair. Steps slowed behind her, and a woman asked, “Are you okay?”

      None of these things could happen standing in a hallway full with Patricians walking by. This wasn’t the place for her to fall apart. Wye snapped to attention and stood back from the permanently-shut-to-her door and turned to nod her response to the curious woman, who gave her a concerned look before heading off.

      There wasn’t time to wallow in self-pity, and she tightened her fists as she strode away from the dwelling. She repressed the urge to curse out loud. Root Cooper and the Hadleys to the Outside and back. She didn’t need his arrogant Patrician ass. She didn’t need any of them.

      Minutes later, her feet planted wide in front of the entrance to the Workers’ Hall, she hesitated, and dizziness made her wobble. She wasn’t sure if it was from anger, sadness, or still being sick from whatever she’d drunk the night before. Her cheeks burned, like there were two hot coals in them. Or maybe it was the shame that clung to her, because she’d always suspected it would come to this. She was an Outsider. An anomaly in Ravenrocks. Being accepted to the Tunnel Academy had always felt like a fluke. She’d never truly fit in.
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      This was what her life had come to, waiting for her future to be decided in a cramped office cubby reeking of cheap perfume, moldering scuffed carpet, and lit by flickering green wall lights. The color of the room seemed to stick to her pores as the counselor yawned, processing Wye’s labor request and asking her perfunctory questions to update her personnel file. Wye gripped the chair’s arms, her knuckles white even though the interview was just a formality to determine whether she was of sound mind and physically able to work.

      A bead of sweat formed on Wye’s forehead at the thought of this woman flagging her as recyclable. The moment the thought crossed her mind it was as if her heart were being vacuumed out of her chest. Her brain told her to run, to escape and hide, but she had nowhere to go. Her body trembled with the adrenaline of fight or flight flowing through her, and she faked what she hoped was a confident smile to curb the growing terror that this was it. This person sitting in front of her, who didn’t know or give two bat guanos about her, held her future in her hands.

      After answering what felt like a thousand questions, the counselor snapped out of her typing trance and looked up from the holoscreen embedded in her desk. “You’re in luck. We have a position available in the sacristy.”

      Wye let out a loud breath and sat back.

      They wanted to assign her to the Church of the Merciful Savior, where Cooper’s father worked—George Hadley being the Elder and all. She didn’t believe all the lies they pushed to control Kingdom citizens, but potential recyclables couldn’t be choosy, and she needed the credits. How in the world would she avoid interacting with Mr. Hadley, especially with what had happened earlier? “Elder Hadley didn’t exclude me from the applicants’ pool?”

      The counselor looked over her glasses at Wye and let out a tired sigh. “Afraid not. This is all we’ve got today. Where have you been? You didn’t hear Elder Hadley passed? The Overlord appointed Harold Mason as Elder earlier today.”

      Her body tensed. She recoiled as though the news were a physical blow, and a painful coldness scratched her bones. No, that couldn’t be possible. Elder Hadley couldn’t be dead. She bit the inside of her cheek so that the pain would distract her from breaking down in front of the woman. He’d always been so kind to her, and now he was dead. Elder Hadley’s death could explain Cooper and his family going into seclusion, but not why they were freezing her out.

      Wye considered her desperately low funds, which would barely pay for a cot in a shared dwelling, if she could even find one. How bad could it be to work for this new Elder? “I’ll take it. When does it start?” she asked.
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            This Is Now

          

        

      

    

    
      Ten Years Later

      If anxiety had a form, it would be a shadow trailing Wye. None of her relaxation methods were working to control her careening thoughts as she tried to focus on what Ramiro Faria was telling her about her new assignment. He was the Hole and Protector leader after all.

      She scrubbed the desk in her office harder, hoping that expending energy would dissipate her nerves.

      “I promised working here would be less stressful,” Ramiro said. She shuddered, remembering how the Church stint had ended with a censer-induced bump on the back of her head. Elder Mason had been a horrible boss. Ramiro had assured her there’d be no more undercover spying and that the next month would be a relaxing coast to Remembrance.

      Every single Kingdom citizen anticipated the period of rest Remembrance afforded. This event happened every five years and it came at a price. Drone paid their taxes. Patricians got their Rejuve treatments, and everyone went into cryosleep for a whole year to conserve Kingdom resources. At least that’s what people were told happened, but Wye was always skeptical.

      “But, we’ve had a slight change in plans.” A few years back these words would have surprised her but now only weighed her shoulders with annoyance. A change of plans was a litany so familiar, in fact it’s how her life had gone ever since Artemis recruited her for the Protectors—with promises of saving her from recycling flags—her first week at Elder Mason’s sacristy. She’d joined the secret group on their work to preserve the knowledge, really anything, deemed forbidden or anathema to the teachings of the Supreme Great Leader. Those were the main targets the Kingdom relentlessly pursued for destruction. The losses to their civilization were incalculable.

      She stopped cleaning the top of her desk and narrowed her eyes at Ramiro, who presented her with a half-inch clear crystal triangle that glittered like a piece of ice.

      “And this is?” Wye brought it up to examine it under the ceiling’s blue fluorescent light. A prism refracted on the desk’s surface.

      “You’re holding a nanite memory crystal.”

      Wye’s mind instantly focused.

      “This one is for you. It will upload the key, granting you access to the Hole mesh network. Mine had codes to every door and tunnel in the Kingdom.”

      If stomachs had a bottom, hers had just tunneled directly into the floor. After nine years as an unofficial Protector field spy, they were now trusting her to join their fancy supersecret network. This meant she was finally off the field, and her new projects wouldn’t be as fraught with danger. She breathed deeply and felt a tinge of relief as she looked closer at the crystal. If she could hack it, could it give her access to what she’d secretly wished for? Up until this moment, traveling outside of Ravenrocks had been a pipe dream. The travel permission fees, never mind the cost of transport, were exorbitant for a Drone.

      Kingdom Drones enjoyed severely limited access to the knowledge streams. Could this crystal be her ticket to escaping to the Outside? Could she find a way out from the Kingdom’s oppression and the demands from the Protectors all at once? She pushed the thoughts aside because she didn’t have any idea what was out there or how she’d even survive. Eager to exercise her privileges, she was about to bite into it when an amused Ramiro stopped her hand before it reached her mouth.

      “You may want to eat that with food later. The taste isn’t too bad, but they are hell on an empty stomach. Let’s talk some more.”

      He headed to his office, which was always locked when he wasn’t using it, and Wye pocketed the crystal. Maybe today wasn’t going to be so bad after all, and she’d worried over nothing. She’d been up all night fretting about her new assignment. The León brothers—Daniel, Adriel, and Rome—piped up with “good mornings” as she followed Ramiro. Artemis waved as she settled into her own office.

      Ramiro’s office felt like the cleanbot rarely visited it. The place was sufficiently tidy, but an earthy, musty smell hung in the air. He turned on a dehumidifier that sat in one of the room’s corners.

      As soon as he closed the door, Ramiro pinned her with his gaze. “Tunnel Corps security is coming to the Hole.”

      Shock fired over her skin. Why were the TC coming down to the seventh level? She immediately started fidgeting with her bracelet. This new development was quite the change in plans and set her heart racing. She fought to appear calm in front of her crew’s leader, who surprisingly didn’t betray any concern. Wye had spent a great many horrible years stuck with the Unholy Ragemonster, a.k.a. Elder Mason, surrounded by Kingdom’s security forces, which reported to the intelligence services. Her experience told her this would be the opposite of relaxing. “Ramiro, I was undercover for so long. I need a break from being on all the damn time—”

      “I need you to complete a project before they arrive.” He unlocked the door to a room behind his office, and the overhead lights turned on automatically. Wye peered into the cluttered back room. The blood drained from her face, and her stomach seized with abject fear. The room was full of the very things that would get a Drone recycled, Protector or not. Old books and journals were stacked on every surface. Her brain marinated in the overwhelming sense of panic telling her the Tunnel Corps would come through the Hole’s door any second and see this.

      Wye Botero, do not collect your credits. Go straight to the recyclers.

      She slowly backed away, shaking her head. It was impossible for her to form words.

      “You don’t look too thrilled for someone who probably hasn’t touched a real, honest-to-goodness printed book in her entire life.”

      Faking a calm she didn’t possess, she leaned against the doorway. Panic squeezed the breath out of her lungs even though she put plenty of space between herself and that room full of . . . certain death. After counting to ten, she said with as little a waver as she could muster, “Are you trying to get me killed for—”

      “Sins against the Supreme Great Leader?” Ramiro finished for her with a raised eyebrow. She didn’t believe in any of the Church’s teachings, but that didn’t stop the Kingdom’s laws from applying to her.

      She pointed at the books. “Seeing’s enough to get me recycled.”

      “Trust me. You’re safe here.” He placed his hand on her left shoulder in a reassuring gesture. That was easy for Ramiro to say as a high-level Mercantile, but a Drone like her lived in the certainty that no one was safe in the Kingdom. This was the belief that helped her survive this place.

      “Focus on the task. I know you’ll get it done. I expect the TC to arrive before tomorrow’s rest shift,” Ramiro said, then pulled her into the back room by her pinkie, the gesture a reminder of her Protector oath.

      “What the hell do I do to clean this up before tomorrow?” There was no way she could clear it by herself. The room’s contents were strewn everywhere. A metal desk with chipped green paint lay buried under teetering towers of books. Behind it was a dusty wooden shelf chock-full of books and journals, some protected by plastic sleeves, others with crumbling dust jackets with barely legible titles. Her hands itched to touch all the books at once. This room was evidence of the Protectors meaningful work.

      The rest of his words were muffled as he bent down to roll out a gray hempstic box from behind the metal desk, and he positioned it in front of her. This office revealed one surprise after another. What else hid here?

      Ramiro thumbed the red power switch on the front, and the appliance hummed to life. “Here’s my most treasured invention, the BookPig.” He presented the contraption with a flourish of his hand.

      “The what?” she asked in surprise at the device’s ridiculous name.

      “Thought you’d enjoy playing librarian for a bit and be involved in their preservation.” Ramiro chuckled as he plucked a book from a pile that violated the Kingdom’s seventh commandment—Thou shall not consume information created by the enemies of the Great Kingdom—and placed it in her hands.

      “Let’s feed it,” Ramiro said, a wicked smile playing on his face.

      It was nothing short of a miracle to spend any time with these forbidden wonders. Wye ran her hands over the shelves. Knowing so much unfiltered information was at her disposal filled her with a heady excitement. Why did the Kingdom work so hard to destroy the information found in these books? True to her conditioning, a part of her chided herself for questioning the wisdom of the Supreme Great Leader, but the side that told her there were more facets to the world than the Kingdom, the side she silenced to get through her day in Ravenrocks, won. Wye asked Ramiro the one question she’d always wanted to ask, “What if there are things in them we should know?”

      Ramiro looked at her more closely and patted her shoulder. “Indeed. Ah, a curious, questioning mind. Bet Mason didn’t appreciate that, did he?”

      “You know curiosity got that cat killed,” Wye said as she examined the next shelf. What hid inside these pages? Could there be any information on the Orfelinato she’d come from? Or what Tatrax was like before the Collapse?

      “Bastard,” muttered Ramiro, and he pressed his hands to his chest in an apologetic gesture. “I’m sorry we needed to keep you in the sacristy for so long. Glad we were able to get you out of there,” Ramiro said, giving her whiplash with his unexpected apology.

      “Show me how to work this thing,” she said.

      “Be careful your fingers don’t get caught as you feed in the books. Sometimes it gets a little hungry.”

      Wye stared at the device, and her imagination transformed it into a snappy creature ready to maul her.

      “I’m joking,” said Ramiro with a chuckle.

      Ha ha, Mr. Funnyman.

      She tamped down the fear washing over her. Wye was trapped. She’d joined the Protectors not because she was a fervent believer in the resistance, but because it was a way to increase her chances at survival in the Kingdom. Being a Protector had fended off countless recycling requests made by the Elder for every stupid infraction he’d invented for Wye. She feared that one of these days, being a Protector wouldn’t help her outrun a recycling sentence.

      Being in this room and working on this project committed her to the resistance’s cause in a way she hadn’t been before. She’d always been ambivalent, on the fringe of the movement, giving them information when she could get it, but working in Ramiro’s office with his BookPig meant she couldn’t walk away from this. The Protectors had taken her into their fold when everyone else had walked away from her. And they’d promised to help her escape when the Dainne supernova wiped the whole system.

      Ramiro piled book after book until he had placed six within the BookPig and then closed the lid. He pressed the teal button on the machine’s left sidewall. The machine hummed louder, the scent of ozone tickled Wye’s nose, and a bright-green light seeped under the lid after the scanning process finished. The lid opened automatically, showing the BookPig’s empty chamber. Eyeing the whole thing warily, she wondered where all the books went.

      The contraption pinged, and a small covered tray jutted from its right side. Ramiro lifted the tray cover and plucked out a polished, heart-shaped amethyst. Ramiro took Wye’s left hand and placed the still-warm crystal in it. “Don’t gamble it all in one place.”

      Wye looked at him, confused, because gambling with credits was a sin, but then realization dawned on her. The infamous Hole poker games didn’t use credits, they used memory crystals right under everyone’s noses. “You’re out of your minds . . .”

      Ramiro shrugged. “We trust you,” he said.

      She wanted no part of this, but she couldn’t say no to the Protectors. Sure, they’d kept her undercover for almost a decade, but where else was she going to go?

      “I guess if I start now, I’ll have plenty of time to finish.” She couldn’t believe it. She’d gotten out of the frying pan with the Elder and jumped directly into the fire—handling forbidden materials. Wye took a breath to try to calm her once-again-panicking brain, but to no avail. She was no stranger to keeping secrets—she had a few of her own she didn’t want advertised—but fully committing to the Protectors and their resistance work was possibly a secret too large for her to keep and survive.

      Was she really worthy of their trust? This was certainly a first for Wye. Her time in Ravenrocks had been marked by every assigned family rejecting her because she’d once been an Outsider. A shudder flowed down her spine as she fully realized what Ramiro’s trust entailed. She risked recycling either way. She’d be caught handling forbidden texts because she needed to work for the credits to fund the mandatory participation in upcoming Remembrance, or she quit her job and was flagged as indigent. All led to her being recycled unless she stayed off the Kingdom’s radar.

      She heard the control room’s door open, and the air carried the unexpected scent of sandalwood that distracted her thoughts from the corners she was boxed in. Someone other than a Hole member had arrived. Maybe it was the middle meal they’d ordered being delivered, the thought prompting her stomach to growl. Wye left the small backroom following the scent of sandalwood that made a deep, longing pull at her chest. It wasn’t physical hunger. What was it? While in the middle of processing this feeling, she stuck her head out of Ramiro’s office. Her entire body froze. Her limbs became hempcrete, but a gasp managed to escape her numb lips, and the Hole crew turned to her with questioning looks.

      Run. Escape. Fry at the boundary. The words blared inside her brain, stopping all other thoughts.

      Wye knew there was nowhere else for her to go.

      This. Couldn’t. Be. Happening.

      He was here. Cooper. The TC was here then. Too early. In this room, and so was she. But she didn’t have to be. She could crawl . . . under the books—a move that was clearly one of her most brilliant ideas. Before Wye could slink back into the office, she locked eyes with the smoldering gaze of Cooper Hadley.

      As she looked into the amazing gray-green eyes she’d sworn to never see again, her mouth ran dry. The last time she’d run into him, before he’d left Ravenrocks, he’d commanded her to stay away from him. Yet here they were, she the Drone Protector standing in a room full of treason, and Cooper the SecChief himself, the man in charge of the Kingdom’s TC intelligence services.

      Forget making it to Remembrance. Forget the prophesized Dainne explosion that would decimate the entire system. Cooper’s arrival ensured Wye had won a one-way ticket to the recycler this very instant.

      To think she’d believed things were looking up.
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      Were the rumors about the methane true? Cooper prepared himself for the noxious sulfuric odor and inhaled a lungful of . . . jasmine . . .

      What the hell?

      Now that delectable scent was not something he’d planned on encountering. He’d heard methane was the infamous scent of the Hole, but he needed to source his rumors better. He glanced around the room to locate the source. When his gaze locked with a pair of jet-black eyes peeking out of what could only be Ramiro’s office, his body stiffened. Weeks in a sensory-deprivation chamber sounded better than ever admitting he’d missed the owner of those dark eyes. His chest warmed at the sight of her, and he wasn’t certain whether that was because he was glad or annoyed to see her after all these years.

      He set aside his ambivalent emotions and approached Ramiro, who gently closed the door on the frozen statue that was Wye. It was a relief that Ramiro had saved him from an awkward encounter with his former friend.

      Wye belonged in his past, and he didn’t allow his past to affect his present—a rule he constantly worked to follow. The sooner this mission was done, the faster he could return to his run-of-the-mill intelligence work in Bath and not think again about the woman who was the cause for his exile. It wasn’t like he actively searched for information on her on the Stream or accessed her social records. He’d done only enough checks to ensure he would never run across her.

      What was she doing here? She was supposed to be working in the sacristy with the man who’d ascended to leadership of the Church after Cooper’s father’s death. Pain mixed with rage every time he thought of his father’s death. A death he caused and the memory he’d lost and struggled to recreate in his mind. He couldn’t get over how he was the reason Mason had so easily replaced George Hadley in the Kingdom. This inner struggle weighed down his soul.

      What am I doing? I can’t wallow on this now.

      He needed to stop this wasteful line of thought at once. He was the SecChief, for Supreme Great Leader’s sake, and shouldn’t bother with the work status of a Drone or the memories he associated with her.

      Cooper gestured to Ramiro’s office door, implying they should meet in private. Ramiro shook his head. “Let’s use the conference room. My office is a filthy mess.” They sat at the large wooden table that ate up most of the meeting room’s space. It struck Cooper as strange that the Hole’s conference room was crammed with heavy, outdated furniture, making the space impractical, but maybe it suited the Hole team of six members.

      Ramiro poured him a drink of water. “What brings the Kingdom’s most esteemed princeling all the way here? Thought the TC would be here tomorrow?”

      Cooper took the glass and cringed at the moniker, because it spoke of all the expectations he’d so far avoided while living away in Bath. “Overlord Leopold called and encouraged me to speed up the process.”

      Ramiro straightened and threw a veiled glance at his office.

      “I’m not here for your dirty office,” said Cooper, raising an eyebrow. “Unless it’s a whole band of Outsiders having a dinner party with Protectors in there, I don’t care.” It was his job to care, but Cooper trusted the man who’d been his friend and mentor since his days at the Tunnel Academy.

      “How may the Hole serve our blessed Overlord today?” Ramiro relaxed, sitting back in his chair.

      Cooper laughed at Ramiro’s insolence and rolled his tense shoulders as they slid into their old banter. “Your tongue is going to get you in trouble. The Overlord is all-knowing.”

      Ramiro scoffed and rolled his eyes at Cooper. “I wasn’t picked out of the canal water yesterday, Princeling. Daily bug sweep—check. Weekly background examinations—check. The Blessed Supreme Great Leader has watched over us, and we’re still here. What’s got Leopold all twisted up that he’d force you back to Ravenrocks?”

      He wasn’t surprised his friend took such careful security precautions. The man had been SecChief before Cooper’s tenure. You could get the chief out of the intelligence services, but the career made such an indelible impression on a person that their life and habits could never realign with regular citizen life. Ramiro would understand the reason behind his abrupt visit.

      “The Lafferty system detected unusual activity in the Kingdom tunnels.” When Overlord Leopold came to power, he instituted the Lafferty artificial intelligence model. A harnessed model with a name but all personality functions completely disabled. The Overlord controlled system tracked and surveilled everything in the Kingdom. It made Leopold all knowing.

      Ramiro whistled low and slow. “We’re so close to Remembrance . . . Leopold must be freaking out.”

      “We need your help,” said Cooper, steepling his fingers. “The mission is on a need-to-know basis. We need your most discreet people to supplement TC squads.”

      Ramiro grimaced and pointed his index finger at Cooper. “You insult me. Who do you think works for me?”

      This struck Cooper as funny. Not five minutes ago, Ramiro had shut Wye, a Drone, in his office.

      “I don’t mean any disrespect. A lot has changed. You know intelligence lives or dies by caution or neglect,” he said, raising his hands in surrender.

      “When do we start this supersecret mission?” a clearly exasperated Ramiro asked.

      “Two days, but first we need to inventory the transports. There are a lot of tunnels to inspect, and we need to stock them for such an extended project. I want to get started on that this shift.” The tension between them felt palpable.

      Change the subject and defuse the situation.

      “Since when do you hire Drones?”

      Ramiro raised an eyebrow. “Wye? She’s been here a short while. You know her?”

      “Keep her out of this mission. She’s trouble. You don’t want the headache.” He didn’t want to elaborate further because he didn’t want Ramiro to ask more questions where he’d have to explain how she’d broken his youngling heart and derailed his carefully planned life.

      “This is going to be a joint mission with the TC, no? You may be SecChief, but I’ll pick my crew. Piss me off, and you’ll find yourself wandering the tunnels. Alone. Down here, the tunnels are mine. Now kindly get the hell out of my office,” said Ramiro with a laugh.

      Cooper shook his head and headed out of the conference room. “I love you too, cloudhead. Don’t take the Drone on this mission. That’s a direct order from your merciful Overlord,” Cooper lied. He paused in the doorway and stared at his feet to avoid looking at Ramiro. It was the first time he’d not told the whole truth to his friend. He figured Ramiro would forgive him a little fib to safeguard his sanity. “I’ll see you and your team in the transport bay in an hour.”
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      Cooper stood with the TC and Hole crews at the Supreme Great Door—a twenty-eight-ton, fifteen-foot-high, and six-foot-wide steel door that secured the entrance to the tunnels that connected the Kingdom’s three underground cities: Ravenrocks, Bath, and David. Everyone whisper-joked that the Supreme Great Door was there not to keep Outsiders out, but to keep citizens in.

      Cooper rubbed the back of his neck as he looked over the Hole crew Ramiro had assembled. He saw fear flash over some of their faces as he approached them, and he pretended not to see or acknowledge how that hurt. People hadn’t looked at his father that way.

      A Hole crew member typed a command on his compusleeve to open the door. The canal tunnels belonged to the Hole team, but the TC was responsible for securing the commercial traffic on the tunnels. It was a complicated relationship that worked because every Hole crew leader, including Ramiro, was selected by the Lafferty AI.

      Cooper cleared his throat to get everyone’s attention. “I apologize for taking you away from your Remembrance preparations. Our orders are direct from Overlord Leopold, and we can’t fail him. He thanks you for your dedicated service to the Kingdom.” He hesitated, debating whether to lie or tell the truth, and scrutinized the faces of those gathered around him. Ramiro’s team wasn’t beyond suspicion, and Cooper needed to observe them closely to tease out whether any of them were involved with these Outsider breaches. The truth couldn’t hurt, and it could possibly help reveal Outsider accomplices in their midst.

      Their compusleeves chimed when Cooper sent the maintenance orders with redacted Lafferty intelligence data. “Lafferty has detected unauthorized access in one of our main tunnels. Starting with tomorrow’s awake shift, we’ll scan tunnel A toward David for any breaches. Document the areas needing to be addressed during the remediation phase of this project.” Cooper looked at Ramiro, who smirked as he stood at ease, like this was just another day in the Hole, and sent him an additional report. “After we determine where these unauthorized people are coming in, we’ll seal those entry points. TC squad and Hole crew, pair up with a TC officer.”

      There were muffled rumbles from both groups but nothing that made Cooper overly concerned. Pushback was expected since this engagement added to their planned work for Remembrance. Mercantiles and Drones spent the last months before the festival getting their dwellings and cities ready for the great hibernation and work as many shifts as possible to ensure they were able to pay the Kingdom’s levies.

      “Those people have hurt no one,” said one of the Hole’s crew members. The man raised his chin and crossed his arms, clearly not on board with securing the place he had the privilege to call home, and Cooper sighed.

      “Not yet,” replied Cooper. “They’ve gotten bolder in the past few months. Their propaganda leaflets full of lies about the threat from Dainne are appearing deeper in the cities. We can’t have them infecting our people with misinformation and whatever diseases they carry. It puts us in danger. Together, we keep the Kingdom’s biosphere safe from the corrupted world outside. The Supreme Great Leader took all of us in, and we are grateful for his mercy. Repay his mercy. Protect the Kingdom.” The speech had been approved by the Overlord, and Cooper disliked the manipulative tenor of the words to motivate the group, but when the Overlord said jump, it was the SecChief’s responsibility not to question how high he needed to go. He turned to Ramiro. “Anything to add?”

      “Follow your orders and don’t let me down,” said Ramiro to his crew.

      Cooper understood the crew’s discomfort, but there was nothing he could do to assuage that. The Supreme Great Leader had chosen Overlord Leopold himself. The Overlord’s orders would be followed. Patricians, Mercantiles, and Drones had obedience to the Supreme Great Leader written into their construct DNA.

      “Get going. Inspect your transports. Make sure they’re fully charged for tomorrow’s run.”

      As the highest-ranking officers, Cooper and Ramiro got the lead transport. The Hadley809 was a luxury version of the self-driving, solar-battery-powered vehicle that looked like a four-wheeled plastic egg laid on its side. Its unfortunate look had earned it the name Silly Putty, due to the uncanny resemblance to an ancient toy displayed in the Museum of Reliquaries.

      “Why do we need to help the TC with this mission?” Ramiro pressed his lips into a grim line.

      The tone of challenge in the question made Cooper stare at his friend. “My analysts presented confirmed facts I would share with you if you were still a senior member of the TC, but I will tell you this—the situation with the Outsiders must be neutralized.” He wished he’d controlled his sharp response.

      “Odd. The TC never needed our help before.”

      “The Outsiders’ incursions have increased. The Overlord demands this situation resolved. If we capture them and they won’t return to wherever the hell it is they live, then we—”

      “Recycle them?” Ramiro finished for him.

      Cooper nodded.

      Ramiro gave him a hard look. “Leaflets are harmless. Not worth recycling a whole construct over.” Tatrax was populated by the descendants of long ago human star travelers—lab created constructs assigned to different families.

      Cooper didn’t agree. His job was to protect the Kingdom against internal and external threats, and he’d never let his emotions interfere with his duty. “They’ve also looted our hydrofarms. That needs to stop immediately. That food is for the Kingdom and not for these thieves.”

      “They’re probably just hungry. What do you know about hunger, Princeling?” asked Ramiro calmly.

      Cooper was astonished the man who’d taught him everything about security gave these intruders the benefit of the doubt. Leniency toward the people threatening the survival of the Kingdom was preposterous.

      “If they take our food, the Kingdom starves. So far, nothing major has happened, but the looting could escalate to violent attacks. We don’t have an accurate weapons inventory, so who knows if they’ve stolen weapons.”

      “Are you saying the Kingdom asset inventories lagged since last Remembrance?” asked Ramiro. “Supreme Great Leader, it’s a miracle the Kingdom still stands.”

      Cooper nodded before he looked away. Orange emergency lights reflected on Cooper’s face through the capsule’s large front viewport, but that wasn’t why his face was burning up.

      Cooper knew he should withhold the truth from Ramiro, but he needed the former SecChief’s guidance. “I want to find out who is helping them even if they work for you. That’s why I need your help.”

      The growing silence between them drove home Ramiro’s unexpected reaction. He’d assumed his mission would be met with unwavering cooperation. Cooper looked at Ramiro, only to see his expression go from indignant to surprised to offended.

      “You’re questioning my team’s loyalty . . . ” said Ramiro.

      Cooper, at a loss for words again, stared out the window to avoid his mentor’s questioning gaze.

      “This mission is not a recon run, huh? You’re here to spy on us. The TC thinks I’m hiding the resistance under my desk,” said Ramiro. He scoffed in disgust.

      It may have been Cooper’s imagination, but the capsule grew hotter, and the hempstic walls closed in on them from all sides. He forced a calming breath to work up the courage to look at the man who had been his closest friend throughout his entire career. “I am sorry. I know you’d never put the Kingdom in jeopardy. I cannot defy the Overlord’s orders.”

      “What the actual shaft?” Ramiro muttered a curse and scratched his jaw. “After all these years, this is how you treat our friendship? With mistrust?”

      Cooper snapped his gaze back to Ramiro, because his words made it sound like their friendship didn’t matter to Cooper. It was his turn to be aggrieved. “I’m doing my job to protect the Kingdom. You taught me this work is not pleasant. I must do it. Just like you have done yours.” He made sure his tone was a calm one and not the shout his body wanted to express his feelings through.

      Ramiro shoved his hands in his pockets and this time he was the one to look away. “Cooper, how did you let things get to this? I didn’t teach you to hunt hungry people,” Ramiro said softly, then typed commands into the transport’s console.

      “You were SecChief for eight years, and now you run the recyclers. You’re part of this system.” He couldn’t believe Ramiro would be so quick to judge him when he’d trained him and shown him how to effectively run the TC Intelligence Service branch.

      “How could I ever forget?” Ramiro slammed his hand on the dashboard. A brittle cracking sound startled Cooper, and the transport came to a sudden halt. Ramiro shoved the door open and hauled himself out, muttering curses and invoking the Supreme Great Leader to save him from fools.
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