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| am a coward.

Oh, did you expect more of a foreword than that? You expected me to be witty,
entertaining, or at the very least informative? Well ... being a coward, | suppose |
will cave in to your expectations.

Thisis normally the part of the story where | make fun of you for forgetting what has
happened so far. But I’m too afraid of how you'll react to be properly condescending.
Instead, accept this quick recap:

| am a Smedry, and my ancestors trapped a dark power inside our bloodline,
preventing it from destroying the world. It manifests as Talents granted to all
Smedrys, and though each Talent looks like a huge liability at first, they can be
employed in cool ways. At least, that’s how things used to work. Unfortunately, |
released this power—known as the Dark Talent, which somehow relates to my Talent
for breaking things. Releasing that broke my family’s powers, dooming the world.
Oops.

My father, Attica Smedry, is slavishly dedicated to giving every person on earth a
Smedry Talent, which the rest of us think would cause mass chaos. | let my father out
of his prison, gave him the tools he needed to pursue his crazy quest, and
undoubtedly doomed the world. Oops.

The Librarians are a force bent on controlling information and keeping everyone in
the Hushlands (Librarian-controlled areas like Europe, Asia, and the Americas) from
learning about awesome things like magic and cheese puffs that don't stain your
fingers orange. They attacked the Free Kingdom of Mokia, and during that conflict |



ended up as king. (Don't ask.) As part of my reckless plan to drive the Librarians
away, my friend (and sworn knight-protector) Bastille got shot and is now in a coma.
The only way to save her is to infiltrate the Highbrary, a center of Librarian power
inside the Hushlands—and the only way to do that is to rely upon my mother, Shasta
Smedry, an evil Librarian to the core. She's undoubtedly going to betray us
somehow, then find away to (yes) doom the world. Oops.

I’ ve now figured out how to use footnotes.*

The sad thing is, it just gets worse from here. Some of you have been waiting for
years to read this, the final volume of my autobiography. You've written to me,
asking if the Librarians have somehow suppressed its publication. | wish that were
true. | wish | could tell you some external force had prevented me from finishing this
story.

That’ s not what happened.

This last volume took so long because | am a coward. | really, really didn’t want to
write it. The finale of this story covers the most painful part of my young life,
including my biggest failures—both to my family and to the world at large.

Thisis where the story stops being funny.

Y ou’ ve been warned.

Chapter

Doug

So there | was, standing in my chambers on the day before the world ended, facing
my greatest adversary to date.



The royal wardrobe coordinator.

Janie was a perky Nahallan woman wearing trendy Free Kingdomer clothing.
Technically you could describe her outfit as a tunic—but it was only similar to atunic
in the same way that a high-end sports car is similar to a broken-down pickup. It was
more like a dress with a belt at the waist, and had alarge bow on one side with stylish

embroidery up the sleeves.

It looked nice, making it a complete contrast to the monstrosity she held up for me to
wear.

“That,” | said, “is a clown costume.”

“What?' Janie said. “Of courseitisn’'t.”

“It' sawhite jumpsuit,” | said, “with fluffy pink bobs over the buttons!”

“White for the purity of the throne, Y our Former Highness,” Janie said, “and pink to
indicate your magnanimous decision to step down peacefully.”

“1t has oversized floppy shoes.”

“A representation of your magnificent footprint upon the kingdom, Your Former
Highness.”

“And the fake flower to squirt water?’

“So that you may shower all who approach you with symbolic waters of life.”

| raised a skeptical eyebrow at her and walked over to the bed, picking up the poofy
rainbow clown wig she' d brought for me to wear.



“Obvioudly,” Janie said, “that is a representation of the varieties of cultures and
peoples you served during your kingship.” She smiled.

“Let me guess,” | said, tossing the wig onto the bed. “The Librarians took this ‘regal’
costume worn by retired Mokian kings and, where I’'m from, gave it to clowns. That
turned it into something ridiculous in the Hushlands, like how they named prisons
after famous Free Kingdomers.”

“Uh, yeah,” Janie said. “Sure ... Uh, that’s ... exactly what happened.”

| frowned at her evasiveness. At the moment, | wore only a bathrobe. My old
clothing—green jacket, T-shirt, jeans—was gone. My jacket had been cut up, and the
rest of my clothing had been vaporized in a rather unfortunate incident containing far
too much Alcatraz nudity.

Outside my room, Tuki Tuki—capital city of Mokia—was utterly silent. The drums
of celebration had stopped, as had the songs of joy. Their day of celebration past, the
Mokians now mourned in silence to highlight the voices among them that had been
quieted.

If | was right, that silence was about to get alot worse. | refer you to the footnote* for
proof.

“What else do you have?’ | asked Janie.
“Well, let’s see,” she said, obviously disappointed | wouldn’t wear the clown outfit. |
might be a former king of Mokia—though 1’d only served for one day—but if that

was the traditional costume of my station, I’d go without.

She reached into her large trunk and pulled out what appeared to be a dog costume,
with furred feet, atail, and a headpiece with floppy ears.



“No,” | said immediately.

“But it’ sthe official outfit for aretired prince of—"

11 NO.”

Janie sighed, setting it on the bed and digging farther into her trunk.

“What is it with these ‘traditiona’ outfits?’ | said, poking the dog costume. “I mean,
even without Librarian interference, you have to admit they’re kind of...”

“Regal?’

“Ridiculous,” | said. “It'samost like you want your former kingsto look silly.”

Janie shifted. “Uh ... why would we want to do that? It’s not like we want people to
see former monarchs as foolish, so a ruler who has stepped down can never change
his mind, stage a coup, and seize back the kingdom.” She forced out a laugh.

“You'reaterribleliar.”

“Thank you! How about this nice cat costume? It represents the way you gracefully
maneuvered the politics of the thr

one!”

“No animal costumes at all, please.”

She sighed, then continued digging in her trunk. A moment later she cursed under her
breath. The lights at the sides of the trunk had stopped working.



Curious, | walked over. Why did she even need lights? | soon saw that the inside of
the trunk was much larger than the outside would indicate. The trunk was a neat trick,
but nothing | hadn't seen before—in the Free Kingdoms, people use different
varieties of glass to accomplish some pretty amazing things.*

The lights at the sides were made of a special kind of glass to provide
illumination—and that glass was powered by a special type of sand called brightsand.
It worked somewhat like a battery for glass. (In the same way that shipwrecked
people act like batteries for sharks.*)

Her brightsand for the lights appeared to have lost its charge. Fortunately, | knew
something else that worked as a battery for both sand and sharks. me.

| reached out and touched the glass of her lights. | might have—somehow—Dbroken
the Smedry Talents, but | was still an Oculator. That meant | could power special
types of glass.

| dredged up something inside me and pushed it out—it was a little like trying to
throw up when not nauseous. The glass lights shining into Jani€'s trunk burst aglow,
brilliant as the sun. | yelped, startled by the sudden explosion of power. Usually there
was a sense of resistance when trying to do this, but today the energy came right out.

| stumbled back as the glass plates actually melted.

“Wow,” Janie said. “Uh ... you really hate these clothes, don’'t you?”

Let me pause here and explain an important point. When you are a coward like me,
you should always take credit for something you didn’t intend to do. Y ou see, part of
being a coward is being too afraid of not being seen as awesome to admit to not being



awesome, though you have to be careful not to let on that you're too afraid of not
being awesome to admit that not being awesome would indicate to those that want
someone to be awesome that you are not as awesome as your awesomeness would
otherwise indicate.

“I"'m awesome,” | said.

Sorry. | got alittle confused in that last paragraph. Man, this writing can be as regal
as aformer Mokian monarch sometimes.

Janie looked at me.

“Ah, ahem,” | said. “I saw amilitary uniform. What about that?’

I’d only seen aglimpse of it in the bright light: an outfit of Nalhallan design, with big
epaulettes* on the shoulders and all kinds of ropes and ribbons and buttons and
things, intended to make officers stand out on a battlefield and get shot first so the

soldiers doing the real fighting are safe.

“l suppose,” Janie said, “I can try to dig that out—but I'll need to install some new
lightsfirst.” She glanced at the bubbling globs of glass on the sides of her trunk.

“Uh, thanks,” | said.

“You sure you don't want a frog costume? Technically it's supposed to be for a
retired king who served at |least seven days, but you could swing it.”

“No thanks.” | hesitated, but was too curious not to ask. “Let me guess. The frog
costume represents how a monarch leaps hurdle after hurdle as aleader?’

“Nah. It's symbolic of how you survived your kingship without croaking.”



Of course.

Janie got out another pack and began digging around for some lights. Embarrassed at
having ruined her glass, | made an excuse about needing to use the restroom and
dlipped out. Intruth, | just wanted to be alone for alittle while.

The hallway outside my room was decorated with a woven mat, the walls constructed
of large reeds, the roof thatched. | didn’'t see a soul. The place was freakishly quiet,
and | found myself tiptoeing. (A common action of cowards like me.)

It seemed to me that with everything that had happened in the last few days, | should
be doing something far more important than deciding what to wear. Tuki Tuki was
safe, but | hadn’t won this war. Not as long as Bastille and so many Mokians lay in
comas, Librarians still ruled the Hushlands, and there were footnotes lying scattered
around unused.*

We needed to chase down my father and stop him from putting his insane plan into
motion. Though ... maybe his plan wouldn’t work anymore. I’d broken the Talents,
after all. Maybe that would stop him from giving Talents to everyone else.

No, | thought. Thisis my father. He' d bested the undead Librarians of Alexandria and
had uncovered the secret of the Sands of Rashid. He would be able to do this too. If
we didn’t stop him.

| heard voices in the hallway, so | followed them to a spacious room topped by lazy
celling fans. Inside, my grandfather stood before a large wall of glowing glass that
showed the faces of numerous people in a variety of ethnic costumes. | recognized
them as the monarchs of the Free Kingdoms—I'd saved their lives at one point.
Maybe two. | lose count.

Bald on top, my grandfather wore a bushy mustache and had an equally bushy ring of



white hair that puffed out aong the back of his head, like he'd been in an epic pillow
fight and a mass of stuffing had gotten stuck to his scalp. He was, as aways, decked
out in a stylish tuxedo.

“Now, | don't want to act ungrateful,” my grandfather was saying to the monarchs,
“but ... Accountable Abercrombies, people! Don't you think you're alittle late?’

“Mokiaasked for aid,” said Queen Kamiko, an Asian-looking woman in her fifties.

“Yes,” agreed a man wearing a European-looking crown. | didn't know his name.
“You wanted armies. We're sending them, aong with the air guard, to help you
Smedrys. What is the complaint?’

“My complaint?’ Grandpa Smedry sputtered. “The war is over! My grandson won
it!”

“Yes, well,” said a dark-skinned monarch in a colorful hat. “Certainly there is still
work to be done. Cleanup, reconstruction, that sort of thing.”

“You cowards,” | said, stepping into the room.

Trust me. | know how to spot cowards.

My grandfather looked toward me, as did the monarchs on the screen. The Free
Kingdomers claim that they are nothing like the Hushlanders, but things like this
glass wall—which was Communicator's Glass, designed for speaking over long
distances—are very similar to Hushlander technology. The two could be sides to the
same coin.

Ditto for those monarchs and the leaders of the Librarians. Politicians, it seemed,
often shared more with one another than they did with the people they represented.



“Lad...” Grandpa Smedry said.

“1 will speak to them,” | said, stepping up beside him.

“But—" Grandpa said.

“I won't be shushed!”

“l wasn't going to shush you,” Grandpa said. “I was going to point out that you're
addressing the world’ s collected monarchs in a bathrobe.”

Uh ...

Right.

“It's a representation of my disdain for their callous disregard for Mokian lives!” |
proclaimed, raising a hand with my finger pointed toward the sky.

Thanks, Janie.

“Young Smedry,” said Kamiko, “we are grateful for what you have done, but you
have no right to speak to usin such away!”

“1 have every right!” | snapped. “I am aformer king of Mokia.”

“You were king for one day,” said a tiny dinosaur. | knew that one: Supremus Rex,
monarch of the dinosaurs.

“One day is long enough to get some of the stench on me,” | said, “but brief enough
to not be overwhelmed by it. You send armies now? After the fight is won, and you
realize that an alliance with the Librariansisimpossible? | can’t believe that you—"



“l don't have to listen to this,” Kamiko interrupted, turning off her section of the
glass. The others followed suit, switching off their screens until only one remained, a
man with red hair and beard, looking sorrowful. Brig, the High King, Bastille's
father.

| felt my anger fade, and | looked sheepishly at my grandfather. I'd stormed in and
ruined his meeting.

“That was quite e

nergetic!” Grandpa Smedry said. “I approve.”

“l don’t know,” another voice said from the back of the room. My uncle Kaz was
there, sitting and sipping a fruit drink, his adventuring hat on the table beside him.
Four feet tall—and please don’'t call him a dwarf or a midget—Kaz was dressed in a
leather jacket and sturdy hiking boots. He had a pair of Warrior’s Lenses hanging
from his pocket; he wasn’'t an Oculator, but he was pretty handy in afight.

Kaz raised his cup toward me. “It was good calling them cowards, Al, but | think you
could have dlipped another insult or two in before they switched off their glass. And
the send-off ... yeah, that wasn't suitably theatrical at al.”

“True, true,” Grandpa said. “The dramatic effect of your intrusion could have been
much greater, and you could have been far more annoying.”

And that’s probably the best introduction | could give you to my family. In the last
six months of my life, I’d taunted undead Librarian ghosts, recklessly used my Talent
to lay waste to armies, run headlong into danger a dozen times over, and aggravated
some of the most powerful Librarians who have ever lived—but compared to the rest
of the Smedry clan, I’ m the responsible, cool-headed one.



“1 doubt insulting the monarchs will do any good, Leavenworth,” the High King said
to my grandfather, speaking through his glowing pane of glass. “They are afraid. A
few days ago the world made sense to them—but now everything has changed.”

“Because the Librarians were driven off?’ | asked. Bastille' s father looked very, very
tired, with red eyes and drooping features.

“Yes,” the king said to me. “Driven off by one person, and by a power they didn't
know he had—a power they can't imagine or understand. They're afraid that what
you have done will enrage the Librarians.”

“Mokia was their sacrifice,” Grandpa Smedry said, angry. “They foolishly hoped it
would satiate the Librarians. And now they’'re convinced that the Librarians will
return in force, determined this time to crush the entirety of the Free Kingdoms.”
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Politics.

| hate politics. When 1'd first learned about the Free Kingdoms, I'd imagined how
wonderful and amazing they’d be. | spent two entire books trying to get there, only to
find that—despite their many wonders—the people in them were ... well, people.*
Free Kingdomers had all the flaws of people in the Hushlands, except with sillier
clothing.

| thought of Bastille, unconscious. She'd be so embarrassed to be seen that way.
Those monarchs had abandoned her, and Mokia, for their own petty games. It made
me angry. Angry at the monarchs, angry at the Librarians, angry at the world. |
sneered, stepping forward, and slapped my hands against the Communicator’s Glass
on the wall.

“Lad?’ Grandpa Smedry asked.

The glass beneath my fingers began to glow.

Perhaps | should have been wary, considering what I’d done to Jani€'s lights. | just
wanted to do something. | powered the wall glass. | threw everything | had into those
panels, causing them to shine brightly.

“You can't call them back,” Kaz said, “not unless they alow you to—"

| pushed something into that glass, something powerful. | had certain advantages,

being raised in the Hushlands. Everyone in the Free Kingdoms had expectations
about what was and wasn’'t possible.



| was too stupid to know what they knew, and | was too much a Smedry to let that
bother me.

What | did next defies explanation. But since it’s my job to convey difficult concepts
to you, I'm going to try anyway. Imagine jumping off a high building into a sea of
marshmallows, then reaching out with a million arms to touch the entire world, while
realizing that every emotion you' ve ever had is connected to every other emotion, and
they’re really one big emotion, like an emotion-whale that you can’'t completely see
because you're up too close to notice anything other than a little bit of leathery
emotion-whale skin.

| let out adeep breath.

Wow.

In that moment, the squares of Communicator’s Glass each winked back on. They
showed the rooms of the monarchs, most of whom were still there, though they’d
stood from their chairs to speak with their attendants. One had gotten a sandwich.

Another was playing solitaire.*

They looked at me, and | somehow knew that my face had appeared on each of their
panes of glass, large and dominating.

“1,” | told them, “am going to the Highbrary.”

|s that my voice?

“You are worried I’ ve started something dangerous,” | said. “You're wrong. I’m not
starting it, I’'m finishing it. The Librarians have terrorized us for far too long. | intend

to make certain they are the ones who are frightened and they are the ones, for once,
who have to worry about what they’ re going to lose.



“Some of you are scared. Some of you are selfish. The rest of you are downright
ignorant. Well, you're going to have to put those things aside, because you can’t
ignore what’s coming. | know something the Librarians don’t. The end is here. You
can't stop this war from progressing. So it’'s time for you to stand up, stop whining,
and either help or get out of my way.”

| let go of the glass. The images winked off, the wall turning dark.

“Now that,” Kaz said from behind, “is how you end a conversation with style!”
Chapter

Lilly

Once upon atime there was a boy.

This should come as no surprise, as approximately half the world' s population is—or
at one time was—boys.

This boy got into trouble a lot, as should also be no surprise. Everyone gets into alot
of trouble when they are young—well, everyone but that kid Reginald down the
street, but nobody likes him anyway.

Something was different about this boy. Often when he got into trouble, it wasn't his
fault. Like, actually not his fault—rather than “My little brother did it” or “I swear |
have no idea why that empty cookie bag is under my bed” or “I really didn’t mean to
invade Poland.” No, thiskid truly did nothing wrong.

Things just broke around him.

WEell, a lifetime of being blamed for things he didn’'t do beat this kid down pretty



hard. He had basically given up on life, until one day something changed.* He
became part of a family. He discovered he was famous. He was told that he was
special.

From there, an amazing trend began. He started to succeed. Things started to go right
for him. This trend should have worried him, because if he'd learned one lesson in
life, it was that when things broke around him, they broke really, really badly.

He started to live as if he could do anything, no matter how bold, no matter how
outrageous. He went on one last adventure, he struggled and had some tough times,

but then everything turned out fine in the end. So that’ s nice.

The above is what we call afairy tale, and it's a modern one, not one from the past.
How do we know the difference?

Because in this one, theending isalie.

“S0...” Kaz said from the back of the room. “Infiltrating the Highbrary, eh? The
Library of Congress?’

“Uh, yeah,” | replied.

“And telling everyone about it,” Kaz continued, “including the Librarian
sympathizers on the Council of Kings—who are sure to tell their allies we're
coming.”

“Er, exactly.”

“Bold,” Kaz said. “Almost stupid.”

“The Smedry way?’ | said.



Kaz stood up, pulling on his hat. “Close enough.”

“Think of it like this, Son,” Grandpa said to Kaz. “Attica is on his way to the
Highbrary too. What young Alcatraz has done is make it far more difficult for his
father to get in, giving us more time.”

“Besides,” | said, trying to sort through why 1I’d said what | had, “if there's an
antidote for the coma that Bastille and the Mokians are in, we should be able to find it
at the Highbrary.”

“Sounds almost rational when you two put it that way,” Kaz said. “Well, don’t worry.
It shouldn’t matter if the Librarians know we're coming, as | can simply use my
Talent to sneak usinto...” Hetrailed off. For a moment, he’' d obviousy forgotten that
I’d broken the Talents. His face fell. “Right. Slipped my mind. So how are we going
togetin?

“Well,” Grandpa said, “first we engage in a complex campaign of politica
misdirection. I'll put forward a motion in the Nalhalan chamber of politics, for
discussion by the Council of Kings, with the goal of invoking extended sanctions
against Librarian sympathizers.”

“Oh, economic sanctions!” Kaz said. “Fun stuff!”

“Then we will institute a lengthy but determined campaign of political propaganda
inside the Hushlands, brewing discontent among the general populace so that we can
eventually recruit some of the guards who watch the defenses around Washington,
DC.”

“Wow, political propagandal Just the kind of exciting stuff people want from an
action-adventure story.”



“Precisely,” Grandpa said. “Then, after years of toil and effort, we will convince one
of the Hushlander malcontents to post a note on the head Librarian’s door,
condemning him and creating an international incident. In the chaos that follows, we
can get ourselves assigned as ambassadors and move into the city, thereby
completing step one of a seventeen-step process of getting into the place unseen!”

“Fantastic!” Kaz said.

We all stood around for a moment looking at each other. The silence in the city was
pervasive, at least until something very loud detonated nearby, throwing debris
against the outside walls and shaking us al with the blast.

“Huh,” Grandpa said. “l guess, dternatively, we could run away from the
unexplained explosion, steal a ship, and fly into the Hushlands with guns blazing.”

“Oh, thank goodness,” | said. “I’'m going to be writing my autobiography someday,
and all that stuff you described sounds like it would be really boring to write.”

We scrambled out of the room and into the hallway beyond, which was suddenly
bustling with activity. The explosion, it seemed, had shocked the life into people.*
We pushed through

the rushing Mokians before being confronted by a ring of guards with face paint and
spears. In their center stood Queen Kamali, atall Mokian woman in her late teens.

“Wedidn't do it!” Kaz said immediately.

“l didn't assume you had, Lord Kazan,” the queen replied. “This is a Librarian
missile strike. We suffered them periodically during the years before the actual
invasion.” She eyed me. “Of course, there’'s a chance that something provoked them
into sending this particular attack.”



“Uh...” | said. “How do you know...?’

“About your ultimatum? It was displayed on every piece of glass in the palace, Lord
Alcatraz.”

It was? Seems | went alittle overboard with powering that Communicator’s Glass.
“In the past,” the queen said, “these attacks were merely an annoyance, for we had
our protective dome. Without it, the attack could be devastating. I’'m ordering

everyone into the shelters.” She hesitated. “I don’t suppose you'll come?’

“Are there snacks?’ Kaz asked.
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Another explosion shook the city. Aluki, of the royal guard, grabbed the queen by the
shoulder. “We must go. Leave the Smedrys to do what they do best.”

“Save the world?’ Grandpa asked.

“Get into trouble?’ Kaz asked.

“Run around screaming?’ | asked.

“Draw fire,” Aluki said, towing the queen away, her guards going with them.
Grandpa grinned, then led the way, finger thrust forward as he ran down the hallway.
We joined him, Kaz moving the most quickly since he'd put on his Warrior's Lenses.
My own Lenses were in Grandpa's care for the moment. Since I’d been resting from
my ordeal the day before, he’ d taken them to be polished and inspected for chips.

We charged down one corridor, then another, and eventually spurted out a large
doorway and onto a field full of enormous glass animals. Vehicles, after the Free

Kingdomer style. A sly raven, aproud griffin, amajestic eagle, and ... apenguin.

“You're going to pick the penguin, aren’t you?’ | said with a sigh as Grandpa started
running across the field.

“Of course, lad! It sthe most elegant of the choices.”

Right. Well, 1’d been looking forward to flying to the Hushlands, but sailing would
probably work too.



Rockets fell from the sky over the collection of retro huts and wooden structures that
made up Tuki Tuki. Each rocket trailed a plume of smoke as it roared down past the
broken remnants of the city’s protective dome. A nearby explosion shook the ground
and | stumbled, angry. First the siege, now this. The Librarians couldn’t even let the
people of Tuki Tuki mourn their fallen friends and family. Instead they launched an
air strike the day after the siege broke—evidently with the attitude of, “If we can’t
haveit, we'll just blow it up.”

“Wait, Grandpa!” | yelled. “My mother! We' ve got to take her.”

“1’m not convinced of that!” Grandpa yelled back.

“We're bringing her,” | said. Yes, she was a Librarian. Y es, Grandpa was right not to
trust her. But my mother was the one who had guessed where my father would go
next; she knew him better than even Grandpadid.

My Truthfinder’'s Lens had confirmed she wasn’t lying about my father. She’d been
working to stop Attica for years now. My instincts said we'd need her before this
infiltration was finished. As a side note,* my life involves some of the strangest lines
of dialogue you'll ever read. Case in point:

“Fine,” Grandpa said. “You fetch your evil Librarian mother from the jail. I'll go
warm up the giant penguin!”

“I"ll joinyou, Al,” Kaz said as | bolted through the town toward the jail—or, well, the
improvised jail that we' d set up for my mother.

Tuki Tuki had once been an idyllic place of flowers, green grass, and smiling faces.
Now it was mostly broken-up ground, pieces of fallen glass, and trampled flowers.
The missiles added smoldering craters for variety’ s sake.



The evacuation into the shelters seemed to be going well though, as large masses of
people were disappearing safely into underground bunkers. Before too long, we were
running through an almost empty city. Well, empty save for death missiles dropping
down upon us. | was pleased to find that I’d been through so many crazy situations
like thisthat | almost wasn't panicked by that idea.

“So,” Kaz said, keeping pace with me easily because of his sunglasses, “any idea
when you’'ll be ableto ... you know ... bring the Talents back?’

| shook my head.

“You sure?’

13 ”

| cut off as a missile dropped in our direction. We dove for shelter beside a wall as
the missile hit right beyond us, then bounced before coming to a stop. We waited,
tense, but no explosion followed.

“A dud,” Kaz said. “Let’'sgo.”

| followed, passing uncomfortably close to the missile. Something odd about it struck
me. “The entire back half is made of glass,” | said. “So much for the Librarians
avoiding the use of Free Kingdomer technology.”*

“A lot of them do avoid it,” Kaz said. “But then again, a lot of them think that only
they should be able to use stuff like this. Remember, being a Librarian of Biblioden is
al about control. They don't want unworthies to have access to things like glass.
Those missiles fly farther and lighter using brightsand to power their engines—but
the explosives are probably all Hushlander TNT or some such, which is alot cheaper
than the silimatic equivalent.”



“Hypocrites.”

“Yeah. The only things the Librarians haven't ever been able to steal from us are the
Talents.” He hesitated, and then obviously couldn’t help pushing a little further. “ So,
what exactly did you do, anyway? Maybe we can figure out how to bring them back
by looking at the way you broke them.”

| grimaced. “l don't know what | did, Kaz. It was like ... | grew tired of trying to
control the Talent, and | let it go. Let it do what it wanted.”

“You makeit sound alive,” Kaz said, turning down another desolate street.

“It kind of feelsthat way.”

Kaz shook his head. “The Talents aren't alive—no more than your conscience is
alive, or your anger is aive. You may fedl like these things have a life to them, but
that’ s dangerous—it makes them external, Al. Like you don’t have responsibility for
them. Your Talent is a piece of you. | have a feeling that if we're going to get the
Talents working again, you'll need to understand that.”

“1 suppose,” | said.

“Good. Also, missile.”

| leaped for shelter in a ditch as a missile came spiraling down toward us. This one
wasn't a dud—it blasted into a nearby hut, and the sound of the explosion nearly
deafened me. | looked up, dazed, to find Kaz beside me. A large piece of metal had
been thrown by the blast directly into the wall of the ditch not an inch above his head.
He looked up at it, measured the distance—quite minuscule—and raised an eyebrow
behind his sunglasses toward me.



“Going to tell me how short people are more remarkable than tall people?’ | asked,
dusting myself off and standing up.

“That’s a misunderstanding,” Kaz said, leading the way again. “Short people aren’t,
on average, any more remarkable than taller people. In fact, I'd say that the
remarkability in meis about equivalent to the remarkability in you.”

“That’ s very good of you to admit.”

“Of course ... my remarkability is packed into a smaller container, so it's more
concentrated. Like the difference between lemon juice and citric acid. So my
remarkability is more effective, you see.”

| snorted. “You'realoon.”

“Yes, and fortunately my looninessis also more concentrated, like—"

| held up a hand, stopping him. We'd just turned a corner to look straight at the jail,
which was really a small vacation hut with the windows nailed shut and the doors
barred from the outside. The Mokians weren't big on actual prison facilities.

A missile had hit beside the structure, blasting open the wall.

My mother, if she was still alive, was free.

Chapter

Norton

| wonder why | keep writing these chapter introductions. | spend alot of timein these
stories not actually writing these stories. There must be something to it. Something |



don’'t want to admit.

These are another delay. To keep myself from writing the inevitable. Aslong as I'm
waxing fanciful about bunnies and bazookas, | don’t have to make progress toward
the ending.

| don’t want to get there. Despite claiming I’'m writing these autobiographies to set
the story straight, | don’t actually want to do it. Deep down, I’ d rather think of myself
as a hero.

Of course, I'm probably too much of a coward to include this section in the book.

| took a deep breath, then stepped up to the improvised prison and peeked through the
broken wall. My mother, Shasta Smedry, sat inside on a little stool, reading a book.
She wore a plaid skirt and tight vest over a white blouse—typical Librarian
clothing—with her blonde hair in a bun. She had on horn-rimmed spectacles and

seemed completely unconcerned that a missile had ripped this room in half.

“Ah, there you are,” she said, spotting me. “About time. | hope you aren’t adopting
some of your grandfather’s proclivities, Alcatraz.”

“Why are you just sitting there?’ | asked.

“Where else would | go?’

“You could have escaped.”

“l don’t want to escape. You are currently my best bet at reaching Attica before he

does anything stupid.” She stood up and tossed the book aside—a callous act for a
Librarian. But then again it was merely afantasy novel, so nothing that important.



Looking at her felt like getting punched in the gut. | still saw her as Ms. Fletcher—the
social worker who had watched over me as a child. She' d been with me through most
of my life, and had taken every opportunity to berate me, tear me down, and

undermine my every success.

I'd spent my life feeling abandoned, alone, and worthless—and all the time my
mother had been there, never telling me who she was, never offering a moment of
comfort. Everything could have gone so differently if this woman had been willing to
show me an ounce of kindness.
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“Ah, and the brother,” Shasta said, glancing at Kaz. “I hope you're not planning on
bringing him, Alcatraz. It was to be only usthree. Y ou, me, Leavenworth.”

“ And anyone else you approve.”
“Then | don’t approve Kazan.”

“Fing,” | said, meeting my mother’s gaze. “Kaz, tell Grandpa to power down the
penguin. We' re not going anywhere.”

Shasta stared back at me, arms folded. “You’ ve changed,” she finally said. “You're
harder now. | applaud that. Very well, Kazan may join us. Let’s be moving.”

No matter what situation my mother was in, she always seemed to be able to control
it. She even made prison seem like a deliberate choice. Though ... that might make
sense. If you think about it, prison involves free food, a room all to yourself (so long
as you are insistent about it), and a bunch of like-minded individuals with whom to
make friends. Beyond that, al of the realy hardcore criminals are too skillful to be
caught, so you'll be safe from them inside the prison.

Of course, if you've been doing all the things | tell you to in these books, you're
probably already in prison. To be honest, it's a wonder to me that | haven't spent
most of these books locked up myself.*

Mother in tow, we headed back for the landing field. The missiles continued to
fal—in fact, one exploded high above us, leaving me confused. Another
malfunction? But no—this one dropped little parachutes bearing small, spiderlike



machines, each the size of a basketball. These landed, then began to rip apart
buildings, attacking them with lasers on their forelegs.

The Librarians knew everyone would evacuate. Now they were going to level the city
with robots while the people were all hiding.

“Thisiswhat you're part of,” | snapped at my mother. “Thisiswhat you support.”

“Don’t be tiresome, Alcatraz. | don’t support everything the Librarians do any more
than you support everything the Free Kingdoms—and their monarchs—do.”

We pulled to a stop as Kaz waved for us to wait beside a broken hut. He looked out,
watching a group of spider robots scramble past.

“Yeah?' | whispered to my mother as we waited. “You dress like a Librarian, talk
like one. Y ou work with them, and don’t speak out against them. Y ou’ re one of them.
And you share responsibility for this.”

“You think | could ssmply leave the Hushlands behind? Join the Free Kingdoms?’

“It swhat | did.”

“Oh, so you're a Free Kingdomer now?’ my mother asked. “Do you think like them?
Act like them? Y ou don’t miss things like hamburgers and blue jeans?’

11 ”

“You're not one of them, Alcatraz. A few months of irresponsible playing with your
grandfather won't erase a decade and a half of living in the Hushlands. Y ou—"

| couldn’t talk to her. | moved as soon as Kaz nodded to us, and | outpaced the other



two, angry. It probably wouldn’'t have hurt so much if it hadn’t had a grain of truth to
it.

Even ill, | didn't know where | belonged. | felt like an outsider in the Free
Kingdoms; | rarely understood what was going on or why people did what they did.
Yet | certainly didn’t miss the Hushlands as much as my mother wanted to imply.
Burgers and jeans were great and al, but I'd never be able to live there in peace,
knowing what | now knew of the world.

Was | destined to spend my life without areal home? Had anything changed from the
days when I’d moved from family to family, like a bad smell through a crowded
room?

| hated that my mother could get to me. | hated that she could be wrong, yet still be
just right enough to get under my skin. Also | hated asparagus. But that’'s not
particularly relevant now, so I’m not sure why | brought it up.

| was charging so quickly that | didn’t notice the group of spider things gathering
together up ahead, clicking to one another and gesturing at our little group. Kaz cried
out, grabbing one of his guns. We were amost back to the landing field—we'd
reached the place where that first missile had fallen, but not exploded.

“Lovely,” my mother said, stepping up beside me and regarding the bunch of robots.
“You threw atantrum and ran usinto this. You are still achild, Alcatraz. Don’t forget
that, just because the Nalhallans are willing to send thirteen-year-old kids into war
zones.”

“Better than trying to crush their spirits,” | said, “letting them think they were
orphans. Never telling them who you were.”

“Oh? And was your father any better? Your grandfather? At least | looked out for



you.

“Because you wanted the Sands of Rashid,” | said. “Not because you cared about me.
Y ou—"

“I’m your mother,” Shasta said. “You will not speak to mein such away.”

“Uh, guys?’ Kaz said. “Robot death army! Guys?’

“You're not my mother,” | said. “You're merely the woman who gave birth to
me—and I’m surprised you didn’t find a surrogate for that endeavor! Y ou seem to be
content to avoid all the other hard work associated with raising a child!”

Shasta folded her arms.

“As for being young,” | said, kneeling down, “yeah, I'm aware. Doesn't mean |
haven't figured out a few things.” | pressed my hand against the unexploded missile
on the ground beside us, sending a surge of Oculator energy into it.

The rocket came alive, glowing white, a jet of flame shooting out the back. It burst
away from me and slammed into the approaching pack of robots, then exploded. The
blast was far enough from us that we weren’t hurt, but the robots weren't so lucky; it
probably sent little bits of them flying as far as Mongolia

| blinked in shock. | hadn’t been expecting the thing to explode; I’d planned for it to
push through the robots and make a path. So it hadn’'t been a dud after all? And I'd
knelt down and touched the thing?

My mother didn’t so much as cringe as the pieces of robots fell around us, and she
seemed completely unimpressed by my awesome robot-destroying skills.



“You're as bad as your father,” she said.

“So now I'm like the Free Kingdomers?’ | said, shaken.

“Don’'t be silly,” Shasta said, striding away from me. “Y our father never fit in here
either. He never fit in anywhere. It's part of what | like about him.”

Troubled, | followed until we reached the airfield, which had collected some
smoldering holes during our absence. The enormous glass penguin stood in their
midst like the last flag flapping on a battlefield, only far dumber-looking.

My grandfather’s torso poked out of a window about where the penguin’s navel
would have been, if it were a glass mammal instead of a glass bird. “Colliding
Kowals!” heyelled at us. “What took you so long? Get in, get in! Oh, and by the way,
Shasta, I’'m giving this penguin to you!”

“Giving it to me?’ she shouted up at him as we reached the base of the penguin.
“Why in the world would you do that?’

“Because | promised my grandson we'd steal a ship to ride out,” Grandpa yelled
back, “and we can't very well do that if we own the blasted thing. So it's yours.
Incidentally, we're stealing it. Onward!” He pulled back into the penguin.

Kaz led us up a stairway into the base of the penguin. Within, the vehicle consisted of
lots of steps and small rooms off to the sides. An elevator would have been lovely,
but Free Kingdomers have this strange idea about steps being more advanced than
something like elevators. Don’'t ask me to explain it again—it really doesn’t make
much sense.

After alot of climbing, we reached the head of the penguin, where the eyes acted like
awindshield for us to look out of. “Welcome to Penguinator!” Grandpa said from a



bucket seat next to awindow.

“Penguinator?’ Shasta said flatly.

“Named it myself!” Grandpa said.

“1 couldn’t tell.” Shasta settled down in one of the seats, and Kaz took the seat nearest
the eye-windows. He'd be our pilot. He flipped some switches and the entire vessel
rattled, a hum coming from down below.

| remained standing, lea

ning back against a glass wall. I’d come to Mokia in a flash, on a quest equal parts
determination and desperation. I'd barely gotten to see the place, despite wearing its

crown, and now | was off again.

That was my life. I'd only been in Nalhalla for a few months before leaving for
Mokia, and now | was off back to the Hushlands.

Where did | belong?

Penguinator vibrated more violently. The way Free Kingdomer vehicles worked, the
entire thing was made of glass, but it wasn't a hundred percent transparent.

“Alcatraz?’ Kaz asked. “Y ou going to sit down?”

“I think I’ll stand.”

“Might not be safe,” Kaz said, pulling a lever. The vehicle shook as an explosion
came from nearby. Missiles were still falling on the city.



“We going to rock alot as we waddle to the ocean?’ | asked, settling down in a glass
sedt.

“Waddle?” Grandpa asked. “Don't tell me you believe Librarian penguin
propaganda.”

“Flightless seafowl?’ | asked. “Adorable and silly? I’ ve seen them at zoos.”

“Those are the juveniles,” Grandpa said. “Not fully grown.”

“Uh ... and what are the adults like?”

The entire room rotated unexpectedly; the penguin’s head was turning up toward the
sKky.

Something rumbled down below.

“Well,” Grandpa said, “we've tried to replicate their biological jet boosters.
Unfortunately, we haven't ever been able to match their natural airspeed. But |
believe they were the original inspiration that made Librarian scientists create the first
rockets.”

1 Thml S—”

The rest of what | was going to say was lost as the giant glass penguin exploded out
of Mokia and shot into the air.

Chapter

Bob
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| admit nothing.

Y ou might say that my dialogue in these books sounds too heroic at times to be real.
“Alcatraz,” you say to me, “rea people, particularly teenagers, don't say things like
‘Y ou're merely the woman who gave birth to me—and I’ m surprised you didn’t find

asurrogate for that endeavor.”” To which | reply, “Stop reading over my shoulder as |

type. And how did you get into my house anyway?’

I’ve told you before, and | guess | need to reiterate, that everything in these
biographies is one hundred percent true and not altered in any way. Yes, a red
teenage boy talking to his mother might have said, “Uh, you're stupid. And stuff.”
Fortunately, I'm far more eloquent.

And if you don’t believe me, well, uh, you’ re stupid. And stuff.

Penguinator’s blastoff shoved me back in my seat. | could practically feel my skin
pulling back from my mouth and eyes as we zoomed upward. Missiles fell around us,
trailing smoke, but somehow—whether by luck or clever flying—we missed
colliding with any of them. | was quite pleased by that fact. | hate exploding so early
in the day.*

Kaz let out a whoop as we streaked away from Mokia. | let out a gurgle that was
meant as a cross between a philosophic representation of my disgust for all things
Librarian and awish that I’ d thought to use the bathroom before climbing aboard.

Eventually the machine leveled out in the sky, turning horizontal like a jet plane—a
giant glass jet plane shaped like a penguin with a large flame shooting out of its butt.



These are the kinds of classy moments the Librarians try to prevent you from reading,
Kids.

“What are we looking at for the flight time?’ Grandpa asked once we' d leveled out.

“Maybe an hour,” Kaz said.

| checked the clock on the dashboard. That would put us at about one in the afternoon
when the Librarian defenses around Washington, DC, blew us up. Much better.

“Any ideas on how we're going to get in?’ Kaz asked.

“Something will come up,” Grandpa said cheerfully.

“You always say thingslike that,” Draulin said. “Color me skeptical.”

“Could you get usin?’ | asked my mother.

“Not a chance,” she said. “They don't trust me. Haven't in years. They’re not going
to let me into the Highbrary.”

“Disguiser’s Lenses, then,” | said. “They can make uslook like anyone else. Grandpa
and | can put them on, and imitate important Librarians.”

“You think the Librarians aren’'t ready for something like that?’ my mother asked.
“The Highbrary isn't some simple local branch; it has protections in place. Defenses.
Anytime an Oculator uses one of their Lenses inside the place, they glow brightly.
You'll never be ableto use one for adisguise.”

“She’s right,” Draulin said. “That has always prevented us from being able to sneak

in.



“Well,” Kaz said, “maybe we could crash Penguinator as a distraction. We throw out
some lifelike dummies to enhance the illusion that we're al dead. You might work
for one of those, Draulin. How dedicated are you to the Smedry cause?’

Draulin gave my uncle avery stern ook, the type only she can—

Wait, Draulin?

Yes, that was her. Bastille s mother, decked out in plate armor, Crystin sword
strapped to her back. She had a severe haircut, a more severe face, and an even more

severe temperament.

Draulin, like her daughter, was a knight sworn to protect my family line. That didn’t
explain why she was here, standing by the doorway, arms fol ded.

“Uh,” | asked, looking at the others, “isn’t anyone else surprised that she's suddenly
here?’

“Nah,” Grandpa said. “Draulin has been doing this for years.”

She narrowed her eyes at Grandpa. “When | heard young Smedry’s proclamation to
the Librarians, | realized you were likely going to try to sneak away.”

Shattering Glass. Had the entire city seen my little show for the monarchs?
“| easily determined you' d take this ship,” Draulin said, “as it is the fastest and most
elegant in the Smedry fleet. Do you have any idea how difficult it is to guard you

people when you never tell us where you' re going?’

“Obvioudly,” Grandpa said in his perky way. “Otherwise we wouldn’t do it!” He
smiled at Draulin.



“Irresponsible troublemaker,” Draulin said.

“ Stick-in-the-mud.”

“Detestabl e threat to peace.”

“Tu mi’ kapi.”

“That’s anew one.”

“It means ‘old bat’ in Mokian.”

“Ah.”

“A term of endearment, of course.”

“ Among bats, perhaps,” Draulin said, settling herself into a seat with aclink.

| watched the exchange with befuddlement. Despite their words, the two seemed
genuinely fond of one another, a sense I'd never gotten before. | mean, Draulin
couldn’t possibly be fond of anything, could she?*

“I"'m not sure what to be more offended by, Old Smedry,” Draulin said, perched in
her seat in away that didn’t look at al comfortable. “ That you’ d go on a mission with
a notorious Librarian agent without telling me, or that you'd leave for the one place
where we can find a cure for my daughter’s ailment and not think to invite me to

help.”

“l figured you'd have more fun sneaking aboard,” Grandpa said. “Just like old
times!”



“Old times were miserable.”

“Exactly the sort of thing you enjoy, then!”

Her lips—amazingly—tugged upward at the corners, as if she were smiling. And
back in Nahalla, she'd ailmost seemed to display an affection for her family. Maybe

I’ d overestimated this woman'’ s sternness.

Draulin reached out sideways with a sudden motion and punched my mother in the
face with a gauntleted hand.

| stared in disbelief as Shasta was thrown off her seat by the punch. She rolled on the
floor, but came up on one knee, hair mussed, glasses askew. All in all, she looked

rather not dead for having been punched by a Knight of Crystallia.

“Stuttering Silverbergs!” Grandpa exclaimed, leaping from his seat. “Draulin, that
was uncalled-for.”

“Becalm,” Draulin said, standing and meet

ing my mother’s gaze. “She's obviously wearing some kind of protective glass. |
needed to measure its damage capacity.”

“But still!” Grandpa looked from Draulin to Shasta.

My mother stood up calmly and straightened her glasses. “And | am supposed to be
the ‘evil’ one? What if | hadn’t had a protective field, knight?’

“Then you'd be unconscious,” Draulin said. “And we'd all be safer.” She looked
away from Shasta and stepped up next to Kaz at the glass control panel, then reached
underneath it and pulled out a small device with a blinking light. She held it up,



spinning on Shasta. “Did any of you see her plant this?’

| gawked, then looked at my mother. “How did you manage that?’

“l obvioudy didn't,” Shasta said, folding her arms. “It’s a Librarian tracking device,
but it’s not mine. | don’t know how it got there.”

| wished | could read Shasta. She said everything with the same passionless voice. To
her, getting punched in the face seemed about as distracting as having a fly land on

her knee.*

Draulin crushed the device in her fist. “As usual, you Smedrys have no idea what
you' re getting yourselves into.”

“Oh, we know,” | said. “Wejust don’'t care.”

Draulin gave me a glare that could have burned toast.

“l1 did not plant that bug,” Shasta said, settling back down on her seat. “And
Leavenworth, if you wish my aid on this mission of yours, then you'll keep your
watchdog more carefully leashed.” She fished in her pocket and brought out a thin
disc of glass that had cracked down the center. Whatever protective field she
maintained, Draulin had done it some serious damage.

“Draulin,” Grandpa said, “no more punching things unless | give you the go-ahead.”

She regarded him with araised eyebrow.

“And no more kicking them, attacking them with swords or other weapons, head-
butting them, or body-sdlamming them.”



“Very well.”
“No biting either,” Grandpa added.
Draulin’s face fell visibly. “Watch that one,” she said, pointing at Shasta. “We need

to be extra careful on this mission. My daughter’s safety is at stake. | want to have the
cure in hand as soon as possible so that she can be revived to help us.”
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“... Help us?’ | asked. “You brought Bastille?’

“Of course | did,” Draulin said. “I will need her aid dealing with three’—she glanced
at my mother—“well, technically four Smedrys. Bastille is below, in the infirmary.”

“Déelightful,” Shasta said. “So you won’'t have anyone to blame but yourself when
your daughter gets killed alongside everyone else on this mission.”

Draulin stood up with a clinking of armor.

“Ahem,” Grandpa said. “Draulin, why don’t you go search the rest of the ship for
more tracking devices?’

Draulin glared at Shasta, then faced Grandpa and bowed. “Yes, Lord Smedry,” she
said before turning and marching from the room. | was a little surprised she obeyed,
Bastille would have told him to shove the order up his mustache.

Not wanting to be near my mother any longer, | rose to follow Draulin. | didn’t have
any specific plans for where | was going, but my grandfather piped up. “Your
quarters are on deck three, Alcatraz. Technically thisis part of your fleet—or it was,
until | gave it to Shasta—so you should have a wardrobe in your closet. I'd suggest
changing. That bathrobe isn’t appropriate unless you have atowel too.”

Walking through the inside of Penguinator proved to be an odd experience, now that
the entire ship was turned horizontal. To go between “floors,” Draulin and | had to
enter the stairwells and walk along a pathway beside the steps. Had all the rooms
been built so you could walk on both the floor and the wall?



We passed a window, and | stopped in place. Were those penguins shooting through
the air beside us? Real ones, not made of glass, each with a large flame jetting from
their posterior?

“Penguins?’ | asked, pointing.

“Giant penguins,” Draulin said, sounding distracted.

“They really can fly?’

“Of course,” Draulin said. “Why else would they look like missiles?’

| shook my head. Every time | thought | understood the world, something like this
dropped on me like—well—a giant penguin.* | hurried on, and though | spotted a
sign on the wall saying we'd reached deck three, | followed Draulin for another two
decks. Here she entered a glass room.

Bastille was strapped to a bed. It looked like the chamber was built to rotate when the
penguin took off—which matched some other Free Kingdomer technology I'd seen,
so | wasn't surprised. Draulin began searching the room for bugs or tracking devices,
peering under tables and glass shelves.

| walked to Bastille. She looked so ... helpless. Her mother had dressed her in ssimple
pajamas, like what we wear in the Hushlands, and her sword was strapped to the table
next to her. Her silver hair was spread out around her head, her eyes closed. Someone
else might have looked peaceful, but looking at her, al | could do was imagine how
angry she'd be.

It's not right, | thought. Bastille shouldn’t be an invalid.

Was there anything more | could do, other than hunt down the cure? What would



Bastille have wanted me to do, if she could talk?

Honestly, she' d probably have wanted me to punch anyone who mentioned her being
helpless.

“l couldn't leave her,” Draulin said, stepping up beside me. “The missiles were
falling, and | knew you and your grandfather would be sneaking away. | grabbed
Badtille, but | didn’t have time to get to one of the shelters. The only thing to do was
to bring her, you see. 1...”

“It'sokay,” | said.

“1"ve been too hard on her,” Draulin said. She'd taken off one of her gauntlets, and
she laid her hand on Bastille's cheek in a tender motion. “I so wanted her to follow
her father’ s path, not mine. The life of aknight isalonely one.”

She almost seemed to be tearing up. It was like seeing arock cry. | watched, baffled.
So that’swhat it’ s like to have a parent who actually cares, | thought. Huh.

“S0 helpless,” Draulin said.

| punched her.

“Lord Smedry?’ she asked, looking at me as | shook my hand. Punching people
wearing plate mail armor = not smart.

“That wasfor her,” | said. “Because she dbemad ... er ... you see, | figured that she
would want...”

“Ah,” Draulin said. “Of course. That makes sense.”



Draulin continued her search for tracking devices, and | eventualy made my way
back up to deck three, where my quarters were marked with my name. | could turn
the walls dark by touching them and giving a command, so | could catch a nap if |
wanted—or change clothing without worrying that I'd reflect something
unmentionable* all the way up to the cockpit.

| darkened the walls, then looked in the closet, where | found a nice selection of
clothing. Most was of Free Kingdomer make—Mokian wraps, Nalhallan tunics, that
sort of thing. On one side, however, a series of Hushlander outfits hung on hooks.
There were a few T-shirts, and even a pair of jeans, along with some more abnormal
costumes. Free Kingdomers had some odd ideas about what people wore in the
Hushlands—a lot of their views of us came from fashion magazines and old movies
they stole.

| found a note pinned to one T-shirt.

I’ ve gathered clothing of a wide variety, useful in a potential infiltration. However, |
don’t believe for a moment that Hushlanders actually wear things so bland as this
Twee-Shirt. I’d suggest against this, and instead would wear the chicken costume I’ ve
hung at the back.

—Janie

When in the world had she found time to stock this chamber? | shook my head,
tucking away the note. | grabbed a T-shirt and jeans, then walked to the bed—which
was not glass, fortunately—and prepared to dress.

| found myself sitting there, however, holding the clothing. All through my
adventures, I'd stubbornly worn my Hushlander garb. It was familiar; it was
comfortable. It was me, wasn't it?



| looked back at the closet. Should | wear atunic instead?

Y ou're not one of them, Alcatraz....

| hated that my mother was right. | debated for far too long. Then something in the
closet* caught my eye, and | couldn’t help but smile.

A short time later | approached the cockpit of Penguinator, a conversation between
my grandfather and Kaz drifting out and echoing in the hallway.

“We can't get to Sing Sing,” Kaz was saying. “There’ s just not enough time.”

“We need an expert, Son,” Grandpa said. “I don't know the Hushlands nearly well
enough, and young Alcatraz grew up in one little town. I’'m telling you, our team isn’t
complete. We need someone else.”

“But Dif?” Kaz asked. “Y ou know how little I like him.”

“Oh, he’ s not so bad.”

“He' sweird,” Kaz sad.

| walked up to the doorway. “He must be pretty strange indeed,” | said, “if he’sweird
in comparison to us.”

The two turned toward me. My mother still sat in her seat, reading a book she'd
pulled out of her pocket. She glanced toward me, and her jaw dropped visibly.

| wore a tuxedo—complete with red bow tie—matching my grandfather’s. It was
ridiculous. He wore the clothing because he assumed that it would help him blend
into the Hushlands, but it actually made him stand out.



To me that clothing represented something. | pulled out a pair of reddish-tinted
Oculator’'s Lenses and dipped them on. | might not fit in with the Hushlanders or
with the average Free Kingdomer, but there was a place | fit.

| was a Smedry.

Chapter

Lilliana

How dramatic. Let’s talk about Aesop.

Oh, I'm sorry. Were you expecting the book to continue on with my daring
infiltration of the Highbrary? Great. That means you have something to look forward
to.

Aesop was a funny little Greek man known for his love of animal puppets, for his
fondness for jumping off cliffs* without parachutes, and for maybe never existing in
the first place. (Like Socrates, the guy really should have learned to write stuff
down.)

Aesop was a storyteller who shamelessly used fictional characters in clever narrative
to insul

t and make fun of the people listening to his stories. So basically he was the most
awesome person ever. If he were still alive, I'd have asked him to write my
autobiography for me. Unfortunately, see the line about cliffs above.

Anyway, there's a theme running through all the stories Aesop told: If you're in one,
you're probably doomed. Whether you be a frog (eaten by a heron), a grasshopper
(starved to death in the winter), a snake (pinched to death by his best friend the crab),



a deer (heart eaten by alion), or a mouse (suffocated inside an oyster, seriously), life
Is shown to be short, while death is depicted as brutal and often humiliating.

I’ ve noticed something about these stories as we retell them. They’ re getting nicer. In
modern incarnations, the grasshopper doesn’'t starve but is taken in by the ants.
(Likewise, modern fairy tales involve fewer girls turning into sea foam, and more
singing crabs.)

Why isthisimportant? Well, I'll tell you.*

Eventually.

“So who isthis Dif guy?’ | asked, leaning against the wall and folding my arms. | felt
suave wearing a tuxedo. If you’ve never tried it, you really should. Then | can laugh
at you for looking so ridiculous because there’ s no way you'll pull this off aswell as |
do.

“Dif is a Smedry cousin,” Grandpa said. “He checked in a few minutes ago, and it
occurred to me that | needed someone else for the team. He's spent most of his life
embedded deeply inside the Hushlands, and is one of our foremost experts on
Librarian culture.”
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“He'saloon,” Kaz said.
“He' sfamily.”
“S0 is Shasta, Pop.”

My mother sniffed from the back of the room, turning a page in another book she’'d
pulled out from somewhere.

“How’s herelated?’ | asked. | still hadn’t quite figured out the family tree.

“My uncle’'s son,” Grandpa said. “His family was part of a deep infiltration in the
Hushlands for decades; the Librarians eventually found them, but he escaped. He's
got a powerful Talent—or rather he had one, before your intervention. Look, Kaz, Dif
has spent a lifetime in the Hushlands. And he's nearby, at the Worldspire, doing
research.”

“1 know,” Kaz grumbled. “He has this annoying habit of calling me and telling me al
about what he' s had for breakfast.”

“Excellent!” Grandpasaid. “We'll swing by and pick him up.”

The Worldspire? | dlipped into Grandpa's seat as he wandered off to find the
facilities.* The Worldspire was where Crystin knights, like Bastille and Draulin, got
the gemstones that gave them superhuman powers. The things were stuck in the back
of their necks and did some other weird stuff too, connecting them all together. I'm
not sure exactly what it all means—the third book was a bit confusing to me in that



regard.

Kaz, muttering under his breath, used the dashboard to give this Dif fellow acall. The
voice on the other side was energetic and high-pitched. Kaz had the volume way
down, so | couldn’t hear much, but it seemed like Dif was very excited to be invited
on the mission.

Reluctantly, Kaz adjusted the controls and turned Penguinator’s flight path a few
degrees. Grandpa, who had returned by this point, patted him on the shoulder. “I’'m
going to go get our Lenses ready,” he then said to me. “I’ ve packed quite the arsenal
for us. Come down to my room once you've met Cousin Dif, and | can go over them
for you.”

It wasn't long before | caught sight of the Worldspire jutting up out of the ocean
ahead. When I'd first seen it months ago, it had been very distant. I'd thought it
looked like atower, and | was close to right—but it was more an enormous crystal. It
reminded me of Bastille's sword, except in the shape of a very thin mountain.

| hadn’t expected it to be populated, but as we drew closer | could see a city built at
its base and wooden scaffolding wrapping up, up, up and around the entire thing.

“For studying it?’ | asked, pointing.

Kaz nodded. “The Worldspire is one of the world's great mysteries. Though the
Crystin don't talk about their stones much, their powers ultimately come from a
chunk of that spire. Y ou know that odd ringing you get in your ears sometimes?’

“Yeah?’

“That happens when someone taps the Worldspire on its tip. Tap it, and a random
number of people al throughout the world will get aringing sensation.”



“Huh.”

“That’s not the only thing,” Kaz said. “Cold chills? Because a wind blows on the
Worldspire. Unexplained headache? Something struck the spire. What happens to the
spireistransferred to arandom number of people, different ones each time.”

“That's ... kind of creepy.”

“Well, it's certainly odd. We're al connected somehow, and that crystal is in the
center of it.”

Now, if you've been paying attention to what |I've been writing in these books up
until this point, you might have recognized that conversation as foreshadowing. Well
done! Except you' re wrong.

Oh, this would be foreshadowing if my autobiography were going to go beyond this
final book. But it’s not.* Besides, you don’t need me to tell you what happened there.
Even in the Hushlands, events involving the Worldspire would have been hard to
ignore. Go ask your parents. They lived through it.

If, when you ask them, your parents act like they don’t know what you’re talking
about, one of three thingsis going on.

1. Your parents are Librarian spies. (Whereupon you should eat some of their cookies
asasign of rebellion against Librarian oppression.)

2. Your parents had their minds wiped by a Librarian memory-erasing toad. (The
most likely answer. This often leaves the person a little absentminded as a side effect,

so you should be able to swipe a cookie without them noticing.)

3. Your parents are just dumb. (If that’s the case, have a cookie to console yourself.



I’m sure it’s not hereditary or anything. Also, stop chewing on that phone case. It's
not a cookie.)

Penguinator approached the Worldspire. And didn’t slow down.

“Uh...” | said. | hadn’t realized exactly how fast we were going. “Shouldn’'t we...”

“In too much of a hurry to stop,” Kaz said, pulling a glass lever. “ See that cage over
there?’

A large metal cage had been set out, hanging from a pole that extended from some
scaffolding around the Worldspire. | barely had time to spot it before we zipped past.
Penguinator shook. A second later the Worldspire was a large shadow retreating
behind us, visible reflected through the glass walls.

“1 extended a hook on arope,” Kaz explained, moving the lever again. “Hit the cage
and pulled it along. Maybe.”

“I’m not even going to ask about things like sudden acceleration, whiplash, or the
laws of conservation of momentum.”

“Good,” Kaz said. “You're learning.”

Free Kingdomers have this habit of pretending the laws of physics don’'t exist. For the
most part it works, as evidenced by the arrival of Dif. He burst into the cockpit,
bucktoothed and grinning, a man in his fifties wearing suspenders, a bow tie, and
enough plaid to outfit an entire Scottish clan.*

“An infiltration!” Dif exclaimed. “With Kaz and Leavenworth, two of my favorite
people!” He whooped, then ran over and hugged Kaz around the back of the chair.



Kaz groaned softly; he looked like he' d eaten afish stick.

“And Cousin Alcatraz himself!” Dif said, standing upright and spinning on me. |
raised my handsto prevent a hug.

| got one anyway.

“Uh, hi,” | said from the embrace. “What’ s your Talent, Cousin Dif?’ I'd learned this
was the proper way to introduce oneself to a member of the family.

| expected something relating to making people uncomfortable, like Aunt
Pattywagon. Instead, Dif pulled back and, with abig grin, said, “I’m really forgetful!”

“Librarian memory-erasing toad?’ | asked.

“No, not at al!” Dif said. “For meit’s natural.”

“It'saquite powerful Talent,” Kaz said grudgingly. “It can affect everyone aro

und him. Only three people in the history of the Smedry line have had it.”

“Cool,” | said, smiling as Dif nodded. | didn’'t get what made Kaz so uptight about
the guy. Yes, hewas ... enthusiastic, but so were most Smedrys. “Like you can make
people forget that you were spotted, and things like that?’

“l have noidea,” Dif said, grinning.

“Eveary time he uses his Taent, everyone immediately forgets about it,” Kaz
explained.

“That sounds inconvenient.”



Dif shrugged. “Like breaking things by accident? Or getting lost when you don’t
intend to?’

| nodded. It wouldn’t be a Smedry Talent without bizarre side effects. “But ... how
do you know what your Talent can do if you can’t remember using it?’

“It comes to me when | need it. Like this morning. | can’t remember at all what
happened to me right after breakfast! Means my Talent engaged.”

“Thismorning?’ Kaz asked. “Y our Talent worked?’

“Sure did,” Dif said. He looked from Kaz to me. “Is ... that a problem?”’

“Not aproblem,” Kaz said, rubbing his chin, “but maybe a clue. Eh, Al?’

| nodded slowly. It might mean the Talents were still working sporadically ... or
maybe Dif had been far enough away that his Talent never got broken. Or maybe he
was simply forgetful by nature, and his Talent had nothing to do with what had
happened this morning. | had no way to tell; I’d have to watch him and see if it
happened again.

“1 should go see what Lenses Grandpa has for me,” | said.

“Great!” Dif said. “That’ll be awesowambastic!”

“... What?' | asked.

“Awesowambastic!” Dif said. “It's a word | just made up. It means exactly as

awesome as we al are!” He grabbed me with one arm in a buddylike side hug.
“Smedrys, am | right?’



“Okay, sure,” | said, extricating myself.

“Bequick if you can, Al,” Kaz said, reading some numbers on his glass control panel.
“We've got under a haf hour before we hit the Librarian defenses outside
Washington, DC.”
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“I’m guessing this ship doesn’'t have any weapons on it,” | said with a sigh. “They
never seem to—"

“Look at my ant farm!” Dif said, lifting up a glass-sided thin box and setting it on the
dashboard between us.

“Uh...” | said.
Y es. An ant farm. Where had he been hiding the thing?

“It's a metaphor,” Dif said, leaning down to look at the ants. “I gave them little
machine guns.”

“What does it have to do with what we' re talking about now?’ | asked.

“Nothing!” Dif said. “That's the beauty of it. Interruptions are great attention-
grabbers. The wackier and more bizarre, the better! 'Cuz we're Smedrys!
Awesowambasticly so! Right guys? Right?’ He shook the ant farm to get the ants
moving more quickly. Fortunately they seemed to be completely ignoring the little
toy machine guns he’ d dropped in.

| stared at Dif for an extended moment. Nearby, my mother seemed to be stifling
laughter as she turned the next page in her book.

And suddenly | found myself hating Dif with a raw, insidious passion. It was
completely unfair, completely uncharitable, and completely beneath me* | felt it



| shoved down the emotion, ashamed. Why should | hate Dif? He was a little
eccentric, but so werewe all. Wewere ... Smedrys ... and ...

Were the rest of us this bad?

Uncomfortable, | left him explaining the convoluted metaphor of his weaponized ant
farm to Kaz.

Hopefully | was about to get weaponized myself.

Chapter

Mary

Now that we're all annoyed at my annoying cousin, let me remind you that thisis not
afable. Aesop didn’t write this story. Life did, and there isn't always a point to life.
Sometimes it sSimply is. My experiences aren’'t a neat package with a pithy moral at
the end.

That said, I’ve been pretty fixated on fables and fairy tales lately. The old ones are
dark, dark, dark—yet the ones we tell ourselves these days aways seem to need a
happy ending. Go browse your bookstore. How many stories there end with the
protagonist being eaten by a fox? None, I'd bet. Instead the endings involve
marriages, parties, or kisses. Often all three.

Why are we different now? Is it because the Librarians are protecting us from stories
with sad endings? Or is it something about who we are, who we have become as a

society, that makes us need to see the good guyswin?

We seem to crave proof that it can happen.



| trailed into my grandfather’s quarters in the ship. He'd marked the door with a bow
tie. Kooky and individualistic, just like a Smedry should be, right?

Inside, Grandpa sat at a glass table, polishing his Lenses. He'd set them out before
him in two double rows. “Y ou met Cousin Dif?’ he asked as | stepped up beside him.

“Yeah.”

He put the final Lenses down and tucked away his polishing cloth. “Don’t be too hard
on the lad, Alcatraz,” Grandpa said. “He wants to fit in with us, and perhaps he tries a
little too hard. He's had a difficult life. It is good to show him kindness, and he really
is quite knowledgeable.”

| didn’t reply, but to me Grandpa s words seemed off. It wasn't that Dif didn't fit in.
It waslike ... well, Dif seemed to fit in too well. Like afinger in a nostril.

Grandpa took a Lens with his finger and did it across the table toward me. My
Truthfinder’ s Lens. The next one was of a purple and green tint; the single remaining
Bestower’s Lens my grandfather had lent me. It had a big crack straight down the
center. When I'd fallen unconscious at the end of the siege of Tuki Tuki, apparently
I’d dropped the thing, ruining it.

“I'm sorry,” | said.

“Well, they are made of glass!” Grandpa said. “We can get this one melted down and
remade. Don't worry.” He debated for a moment, then did a different Lens toward
me. It was a deep maroon, and looked pretty cool—at the very least it wasn't pink or
baby blue or anything like that.

| took it and held it up. “Let me guess,” | said, “this shows me something important
about the world, helping me gain a better appreciation for life and those around me.”



“Nope,” Grandpasaid. “It blows stuff up.”

| started. “What, realy?’

“Indeed.”

“But ... | mean...” While I’d had offensive Lenses before, Grandpa usually didn’t
think much of them. He preferred Lenses that were about information, as he claimed
that knowledge was true power.

“We are heading into the Highbrary,” Grandpa said, uncharacteristically subdued.
“You'll need to be able to defend yourself. The Shamefiller’s Lens is crude, but
sometimes crude solutions are most effective. A monocular Lens; | don’t have two of

those. Y ou are growing skilled enough to properly use Lenses for just one eye.”

| smiled, tucking the Lens into the pocket of my tuxedo jacket. “Why is it caled a
Shamefiller's Lens?’

“Well, it makes the subject really embarrassed before they explode.”

| chuckled, then looked at my grandfather. He was serious.*

“So it only works on people,” | said.

“What?’ Grandpa said. “Of course not. That's very sapientist of you, Alcatraz. |
expected better of my grandson, yes| did!”

“1...” | frowned, looking at him. “Y ou made that word up, didn’t you?’

“Simply try the Lens on something and you'll see. Something far away, mind you,
and not too valuable unless it belongs to someone annoying.” He tapped the table. “I



debated along time whether to give thisto you, asit is so dangerous.”

“I"ll be careful withit,” | said, patting my pocket.

“What? No, not that one. That one’s for fun. | mean the next Lens |’m going to give
you, the truly dangerous one.” He selected a Lens off the table. It had a spray of
silver-white flakes in it, like the stars of a galaxy. He held it up before him

appraisingly.

“What isit?’ | asked.

“Shaper’s Lens,” Grandpa said. “It lets you see someone's heart, soul, and innermost
desires.”

| raised an eyebrow. That was more like the type of Lens I’ d been expecting. “An odd
name as well.”

“l suspect it was deliberate,” Grandpa said, his face reflecting in the Lens. “ Though
Shaper’s Lenses can be unpredictable, an Oculator who holds one has great power
over others. We are to use its abilities to inspire, to build up, to create. Not to tear
down.” Grandpa proffered it.

| took the Lens carefully, feeling a little of Grandpa's reverence, although it (still)
didn’t seem as strong to me as one that made nice explosions.

“This gives you an advantage over others,” Grandpa said, “that maybe you should
never have. You gain access to the hearts and dreams of those around you, Alcatraz.

Do not abuse that knowledge, even against Librarians.”

“I'll try.”



“Thereisno Try.”

“Excuse me?’

“Try,” Grandpa said. “The city. Blasted Librarians captured the thing and renamed it
Dumptopia. Anyway, | trust you, lad. That's why | gave you the Lens, after all! Just
... do be careful, al right? Actually, be careful with all Lenses.”

“I’m aways careful,” | said, tucking the Lenses away.

“Be extra careful. Lenses are acting strange. | charged one a few minutes ago, and it
released far more energy than I’ d expected.”

“Realy?’ | said. “So it’s not only me. Y ou charge glass more powerfully now too.”

“Yes,” he said, handing me a last set of Lenses—a pair of Courier’'s Lenses that
would let us chat over distances. “Whatever happened with you and the Talents in
Mokiawas more ... far-reaching than we had assumed.”

| sat, thoughtful. (Well, technically | was more bloodful than anything else. But there
were a few thoughts in there too, along with a Mokian breakfast burrito.) Shortly
thereafter, | heard clinking outside. Draulin knocked politely—even though the door
was open—and then entered as Grandpa called for her.

“Did you finish—" Grandpa began.

Draulin gestured wildly and put a hand to her lips. She was apparently worried there
was a Librarian listening device of some sort in the room.



“—IJearning to belly dance?’ Grandpa finished.

Belly dance? | mouthed at him.

Had to think fast, he mouthed back.

“1...” Draulin gave my grandfather a suffering look. “Did.”

“Excellent!” Grandpasaid. “And you belly danced in every room of the ship so far?’
“All but thisone,” Draulin said.

“Well, on with it then!” Grandpa said.

Draulin clinked around the room, searching in glass closets and under glass counters,
checking for bugs. | leaned back in my chair as Grandpa picked up his remaining

Lenses to stow them.

“l have to say,” Grandpa noted, “that’s some of the most awful belly dancing I’'ve
ever seen.”

“Hard to do in full armor,” Draulin said, kneeling by our table. She looked up at us
and pointed at the bottom of the table.

Sure enough, as | peeked down | found a small Librarian device stuck there. Draulin
took a paper from the counter and wrote on it.

Shall | destroy it as | did the others?
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Feels like a waste, Grandpa wrote back. Shouldn’t we be able to use it?
What type of technology isit? | wrote. Is there glass involved?
Grandpa looked at Draulin.

The others had a bit of glass in them, she wrote. Probably Communicator’s Glass, set
to transmit only one way.

Grandpa looked at me, raising an eyebrow.* I'd used the glass in the palace to look at
the monarchs when they hadn’t wanted me to. Could | do the same thing here?

| shrugged. Maybe?

“My, Draulin,” Grandpa said loudly—and in a rather fake way. “That's quite a
vigorous dance. Y ou should be more careful, otherwise you might faint.”*

She gave him a glare that could have steamed some broccoli to go with my toast.
Then she started jumping up and down to make her armor clank before finally
dropping to the ground with a clatter.

“Oh my!” Grandpasaid. “I warned her.”

“You suredid.”

“Here, let us get down and see if we can make her more comfortable.”



The point of all this was, it seemed, to give us an excuse to climb down under the
table and make noise there. The Librarians were, after al, probably listening in.
Grandpa rubbed his chin, looking at the little device on the bottom of the table.

Draulin took out a knife, then used it to carefully pry the metal casing off the bug.
Inside we found a small tangle of wires and a very conspicuous piece of glass.
Another Librarian device mixing Hushlander technology with glass.

The other two looked at me, so | reached up and touched the glass. For what
happened next, I'll refer you to the description a few chapters ago, with emotion-
whales and whatnot. I’'m not sure | can top that—though this time | did feel an
emotion not unlike how a piece of cheddar feels asit turns into a cheese sandwich.

| blinked, holding my finger in place and opening my eyes as voices came through
the device. They were very soft, but audible.

“How should I know why they are so intent on making the poor woman dance?’ a
voice said. “Nothing those people do makes any sense to me!”

“It seems to be some kind of punishment,” another said. “They're aways
complaining about their bodyguards; this must be atype of petty revenge.”

“Keep records of everything they do, in detail,” another voice said, female. “The
Scrivener will be able to read more into their motives than you will.”

| recognized that voice. She Who Cannot Be Named,* a high-up Librarian we' d faced
in Nalhalla

Recognizing the voice was a big enough shock. But that second part stopped me
dead.



The Scrivener?

| grew cold immediately. The Scrivener was Biblioden, right? The guy who had come
up with the whole “Evil Librarian” thing in the first place? He was dead.

Wasn't he?

“They’ve grown silent,” a Librarian said. “Why isthe glass glowing like that? [—”

The glass on our side started to steam, and | yelped, pulling my hand back swiftly as
it melted in aglob that dropped and splatted to the floor.

“That’ sinconvenient,” Draulin said, asif I’d melted it on purpose or something.

“Did they say ... the Scrivener?’ | asked.

“Yes,” Grandpa said, rubbing his chin.

“1 have aquestion,” Draulin said.

“So, maybe they picked a new leader?’ | said quickly, cutting her off. “And that
Librarian isusing the title of Scrivener now.”

“No other Librarian has ever dared use the title,” Grandpa said, “though centuries
have passed since Biblioden vanished. The closest is the order of the Scrivener's
Bones, who claim to follow his teachings the most vigilantly.”

“My guestion remains,” Draulin said.

“When you say ... vanished,” | said to Grandpa, “you mean died, right?’



“Sure, yes,” Grandpa said. “Died.” He laughed.

“Let me guess,” | said. “Nobody knows where he was buried.”

11 NO.”

“Great.”

“Question...”

“Yes, yes, Draulin.”

“Can we get off the floor?’

“If you want to be boring, | suppose.”

“1 personally would like to know how to spit well.”

The other two looked at me as we stood up—because yes, we'd had that entire
conversation under the table and so what?—and Grandpa frowned at me. “What did

you say?”’

“Sorry,” | said. “I just wanted to make a sentence that was a little bit longer than what
you'’ d said, so the conversation will ook cool on the page when | write it down.”

“Ah, well, that makes sense.”
“Uh ... guys?’ Kaz's face appeared on Grandpa's wall. “You're going to want to

come up here. Because we've arrived, and a shockingly large number of people are
about to try to kill us.”



Chapter

Trillian

| need you to do something for me. Is that all right? Are you willing to do afavor for
your favorite author?

Okay, go to your fridge. Dig around inside until you find some lunch meat, cheese,
pickles, lettuce, more lunch meat, and some mayonnaise. (And honestly, who chose
how to spell that word? Must be a Librarian ploy to keep me reliant on spellcheck.)

Now, slather some mayo onto two pieces of bread from your pantry. Get it on real
good. Are you dathering? | don’'t think you're dlathering. These pages should be
mayoized from you trying to read these instructions while you make the food. Now,
choose slices of pickle that maximize the outer skin—they’re the most crunchy. Y ou
can toss the centers. Now, make sure that you salt the cheese.*

Y ou got that? I'll wait. Done? Good. That wasn't so hard, was it?

Now go back in time, teleport to my house in the Free Kingdoms, and give me the
sandwich while I'm writing this. I’'m kind of hungry.

“Wow,” | said softly, staring out Penguinator’ s cockpit windows.

“You can say that again,” Grandpa said. “Mostly because | couldn’t hear you the first
time. Speak more loudly thistime.”

1 WOW! ”

“Much better.”



I’ d been to Washington, DC, on a school trip once, but it had looked nothing like this.
Penguinator had just come in across Chesapeake Bay, flying right beneath the dense
cloud cover. From this high up, | got a good view of the enormous purple dome
covering the city in its entirety. It glowed with a violet light, like steam from a hot
pan. | lifted off my Oculator's Lenses. Sure enough, without them the dome
vanished—save for awarping of the air.

“That warping?’ | asked, pointing.

“Caused by the glass eyes of Penguinator,” Kaz said. “Normal people can’'t see the
shield; the glass windows here are designed to give pilots warning of Librarian
illusions.”

| nodded

, lowering my Lenses back on. Kaz and my mother sat at the dashboard—though she
was reading nonchalantly—while Grandpa, Draulin, and | had walked up behind their
seats to stare out over the landscape. Cousin Dif shoved his way between Grandpa
and me, then draped an arm over our shoulders. | saw no sign of his ant farm.

Aswe drew closer to Washington, | saw a much different city from the one presented
to the world. While the outer parts were mostly the same, the center of the
downtown—the stuff on all the postcards—was way different. The Lincoln Memorial
had a turret on top of it, with wicked-looking antiaircraft guns stretching toward the
sky, and the long green of the Mall running down from it looked more like a landing
strip than a park. The White House had a sharp, red fence rising high around it, and
many of the museum buildings had a stretched look to them, rising toward the air,
becoming more peaked, more devilish. Only the Washington Monument seemed
unchanged: alone obelisk rising straight into the air, surrounded by darkness.

| easily made out the Highbrary. What appeared in the Hushlands as an innocent, if



regal, stone building—the Library of Congress—here manifested as a pitch-black
fortress of a structure, stretching six stories high, with wicked stone spires and dark
monstrous things flying around it. Say what you will of Librarians, they certainly
have style.

| couldn’t focus long on the Highbrary, unfortunately, because a fleet of jet planes
were scrambling toward us. There had to be a hundred of them, sleek black jets that
looked nothing like the planes I’ d seen at aircraft museums.

“That must be the entire Librarian Air Force,” Kaz said. “Not US military
planes—the actual Librarian defense force. I’ve never seen them call out so many
before.”

“We have them scared,” Grandpa said, eager.

“Thisisincredible!” Dif exclaimed, squeezing my shoulder.

“How silly of me,” my mother said, having finally put down her book to join us, “to
assume that with you I’ d be able to sneak into the Highbrary.”

“Sneaking is fun,” Grandpa said, “but this is way more exciting.” He paused. “You
can dodge them, can’'t you, Son?”’
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“Maybe,” Kaz said. “I'll need some of you on the outside though, running defense.
Here.” He tossed Grandpa a small device that looked like a headset with an earpiece
that fit snugly into the ear.

“Communicator’s Glass?’ Grandpa asked, holding it up.
“Nope. Bluetooth.” Kaz handed him a cell phone.

“Librarian technology,” Draulin said with a sniff. “Far less advanced than a good
shout.”

“Yeah, well,” Kaz said, tossing me and Draulin a cell phone and headset each, “it
works. That’s all | care about.”

Grandpa was all too eager to put on the headset, though he needed alittle help, as he
thought the strap that held it in place was an eye patch. (Free Kingdomers often have
an ... unusual perspective on Hushlander technology and customs.) We started up a
phone call, all four of us on the line so we could talk easily.

From there, the three of usleft Dif, Shasta, and Kaz to make for the exit bay—a room
where the wall was retractable. There we equipped ourselves with boots that had
Grappler’s Glass on the bottom—it would stick to any other kind of glass. | pulled a
boot onto my foot.* Doing so gave me a sense of perspective. The last time |I'd done
something like this, I’ d been escaping from the Hushlands. Now | was heading back,
full throttle.

Before, the Librarians had been trying to prevent me from escaping. Now it seemed



they would do practically anything they could to keep me out. | was no longer the one
being chased. I'd beaten the Librarians in Mokia, and now | was the wolf and they
were the sheep. (You know, if sheep had antiaircraft guns, bazookas, and high-tech
jet planes.)

This reminds me of hornets.

What? It doesn't remind you of hornets? You're pretty strange. | mean this is
obviously the exact place in a story where you'd expect a discussion of insect
biology. It's even listed as such in The Great Book of How to Write Awesome
Books.*

Y ou see, hornets and bees are natural enemies just like cats and dogs, disco and rock,
or Badtille's fist and your face. They fought back and forth until one day, the game
changed. And that game-changer was the Japanese giant hornet. These monsters
managed to get across the ocean (they probably bought a time-share and felt forced to
use it) and invade North America.

This was a problem for the bees. Y ou see, the Japanese giant hornet has tougher skin
than any North American hornet. They’'re more vicious, bigger, and amost
impossible for your average honeybee to kill. A few Japanese giant hornets can take
out an entire hive—tens of thousands of bees—all by themselves.

So am | the hornet or the bee? Well, it depends on whether Aesop is telling this story
or not.

Draulin pulled open the side of Penguinator, exposing us to howling wind and aview
that twisted my stomach. Grandpa put on a pair of green-tinted spectacles:
Windstormer’s Lenses, which would let him control the wind and make it easier for
us to walk on the outside of the missile-like penguin ship. We filed out, sticking our
boots to the floor, then walking out onto a retractable planklike device that extended



out the door. From it we could step onto the outside wall of Penguinator, relying on
our boots to keep us from plummeting to an untimely death on the top of the local
Safeway.

Once we were outside, Grandpa pointed. He'd take the central position, above the
penguin’s head. Draulin—giant crystal sword hefted on her shoulder—marched up to
the left side of the ship, and | claimed the right.

Dark clouds rumbled overhead. It might storm soon.

“Welcome to the drive-through,” Kaz's voice said over my headset. “May | take your
order?’

“Uh...” | said back. “What?’

“That’s how you start a conversation over radio in the Hushlands,” Kaz said. “I’'ve
seen it in movies.”

“It’ s not—"

“I’ll have alarge soda and fries,” Grandpa said.

“Do you even know what alarge sodais?’ | asked him.

“Code phrase,” Grandpa replied. “It means ‘| acknowledge you, and by the way,

please give me some fried potatoes.

“l ... You know what, never mind.”

“Anyway,” Kaz said over the line, “anyone got any brilliant ideas on how to sneak
into the Highbrary?’



“Sneak?’ Draulin said. “Might be alittle late for that, Lord Smedry.”

“Nonsense!” Grandpa said. “We have a rousing battle, then when everyone is
exhausted, we dlip in.”

“Assuming that would somehow work,” Draulin said, “how are you planning to
bypass the dome?’

“Hmm...” Grandpa said.

“How about this,” Shasta said loudly over Kaz's line—was she listening in on his
conversation? “| think of a plan and you all focus on keeping us from being blown

up.”
That seemed like a fine idea to me, as the jets were almost upon us. In fact, a pair of
them passed by in a scream of engines and a blur of black. | stumbled, then pulled out
my Shamefiller’s Lens.

Another jet approached, and this one launched a rocket. | yelped, thrusting my Lens
forward and sending a jolt of power into it. A wide maroon beam blasted from my
hand and struck the missile.

A voice popped into my head.

“Oh, wow. Remember how | jostled the other missiles as | was being loaded?
Particularly that cute one? How could | have been so clumsy? And that one time back
in the factory? | totally made an inappropriate sound when my casing scraped on the

floor. Everyone was looking. Ugh. | wish ... | wish | could just vanish....”

BOOM.



Asthe missile vaporized, | lowered the Lens, stunned and more than a little unsettled.
From the front of the ship, Grandpa looked back and gave me a thumbs-up. He was
still using his Lenses to keep us from getting buffeted by the wind, but enough got
through that his wispy hair fluttered around his head.

| felt sick. Had | guilt-tripped that missile into self-destructing? It had sounded so
pathetic.

It was an inanimate object, | thought. Why should | care?

Gritting my teeth, | pointed my Lens as something else shot toward us. The maroon
floodlight burst out, and | caught an entire enemy jet in its glow.

“Oh, wow,” | heard in my mind—the voice of the plane' s pilot. “I can’'t believe what
| said to Jim two years ago. Everyone was having such a good time, and then | bring
up his mother. | knew she'd died. I'd been at the funeral! But it just slipped out.
‘How’ s your mom? Why, why did | say that? | could literally explode right—"

| pulled the Lens away, panting, a shock of fear running through me. | felt that if |
had waited a moment longer, the pilot would have exploded from embarrassment.

Wasn't that the point?

The jet wobbled, then spun out of control, even though my Lens was turned off. |
think | saw someone gect. | pretend | did, at least.

Hadn’t | always wanted more destructive Lenses? Hadn't | complained about being
given “wimpy” Lenses instead? But this ... this was hitting below the belt. Hearing
those voices dredged up all the stupid things I'd done in my life, the little mistakes
that everyone else has most likely forgotten about. They were the kinds of things you
lie in bed thinking about, feeling foolish. Wishing you could ssmply vanish.



This was a very, very dangerous Lens. And yet Grandpa considered the other
one—the Shaper’ s Lens—even worse.

What had | gotten myself into?

The penguin dived suddenly; Kaz was taking evasive maneuvers. As we spun through
the air, zipping one way and then another, | had to scramble to blow up the odd
missile—though | stayed away from attacking the jets.

Fortunately for us, Grandpa and Draulin were far more competent than | was. As she
had demonstrated during a previous trip, Draulin had this uncanny ability to jump in
front of missiles and bat them away with her sword—Ilike she was playing a very
strange game of tennis.* And Grandpa ...

Well, Grandpa Smedry was a master of Lenses. | found myself distracted, watching
him control the wind to blow missiles off course and planes into one another, or
nudge Penguinator out of the way of astrike. He didn?

2t move; he stood in place, a look of intense concentration on his face, and Lenses
hovered in front of him. He was using some six or seven a once, sending out blasts
of fire, controlling the wind, heightening his awareness of the enemy locations.

He was a ridiculous little man sometimes, but at the same time he was—and | don't
use thisword lightly here—astounding.

He also wasn't going to be enough. Our ship was better than the Librarian ones, our
pilot was amazing, and my grandfather was fighting wonderfully—but we were
barely staying ahead of the missiles and the machine guns and the gun emplacements.
Kaz couldn’'t keep us on a straight course; he had to twist us to the sides to avoid
barrages.



After ten minutes of furious battle, we were no closer to breaking through than we
had been.

“1 can’t help thinking,” Draulin said as she sliced a missile in half, “that this assault
wasn't very well-thought-out.”

“How surprising,” my mother’ s voice said in our ears.
“Do you have a plan for us?’ | asked her, then spun toward a missile and focused my
Lens on it. The poor thing thought about how its serial numbers were misprinted and

blew up. Bits of shrapnel bounced off Penguinator around me.

“Yes,” Shasta said. “But it requires us to not be the center of attention for a few
moments.”

“S0, basically impossible,” | said. “I mean, we are Smedrys.”

“l hadn’t noticed,” Shasta said. “For once it would be nice if you people didn’'t hog
all the attention.”

“My dear,” Grandfather said over the line, panting, sounding exhausted, “you must
not have been paying attention. Y ou see, thisis what Smedrys do best.”

“Smell funny?’ Kaz asked.

“Make my life difficult?’ Draulin asked.

“Eat your chips when your back isturned?’ | asked.

“No,” Grandpasaid. “Draw fire.”



All was still for a moment.

“Pine nuts!” Kaz cursed. “Someone is calling us on the ship’s Communicator’s
Glass.”
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“Answer, and tell them you’ll hold the phone up to the glass, please,” Grandpa said.

Kaz did so, and an unfamiliar voice crackled in over the line. “Welcome to the drive-
through. May | take your order please?’

“Large soda and whatnot,” | said back. “Who isthis?’
“Lord Smedry! We saw your call to arms. It appeared in every window!”

“Uh, that's great,” | said. Shattering Glass. How far had my little display gone? “But
who are you?’

Shadows appeared in the clouds above us, and then at least fifty glass ships of a
variety of shapes descended through them. “Unified Free Kingdoms Air Guard,” the
voice said. “We had been dispatched to help clean up Tuki Tuki, but ... well, we
couldn’t do much there. So we figured we might as well see if you needed some air

support. Unless you' d rather destroy them all on your own, my lord.”

“No, no,” | said. “I’'m quite willing to share the destroying. Thistime. A guy needs to
learn to share.”

“Very good, my lord.”
And with that, the real fighting began.

Chapter



Deckard

Ah, the wooly sea doth, with its luscious fur and its body made of high-grade
aluminum. It is a noble creature, and endangered; as of thiswriting there are precisely
negative four of them remaining in the wild—as opposed to a hundred years ago,
when there were none of them living off the coast of Newfoundland.

The wooly sea doth is known for a steady diet of conservative talk show hosts and
Twix bars with al the chocolate licked off. The peaceful animal is of no danger to
anyone, since none of them exist or have ever existed, and yet their habitat is
threatened by their only natural predator: Wikipedia.

Stop Wikipedia rampages now and support the wooly sea sloth reforestation project,
led by six former presidents of the United States (one a zombie) and no conservative

talk show hosts.*

“You knew those ships were coming,” | said, scrambling up to my grandfather, still
on the top of Penguinator.

“1 hoped,” he replied, taking down the Lenses that had been hovering in front of him,
then tucking them away. “When the monarchs said they’d sent the air guard, and
when your speech got broadcast through the whole city ... well, | figured those
soldiers would feel bad for having abandoned Mokia.”

“They’re disobeying orders,” Draulin said, clomping up to us.

“Thank goodness!” Grandpa said.

Draulin gave him a glare that could have bathed a hippopotamus.

“It's not atotal infraction, Draulin,” Grandpa said. “The monarchs sent the air guard



to ‘help you Smedrys.’ Technically, my grandson outranks most people in the Free
Kingdoms. Without a countermand, his invitation to join him in an assault was
practically an executive order!”

“1t’ s not right. They’re not following protocol.”

“Can you just please be happy we're not dead?’ | said. “This once. | promise you we
can die next time.”

“Fine,” she grumbled. “Aslong aswe do it by the book.”

“What book?” Grandpa asked as we crossed the back of Penguinator.

She hesitated. “Y ou know, I’'m not actually sure.”

“I’ll write one someday,” | said. “ Then you can follow what | say to do in that one.”

“Oh. Joy.”

My grandfather climbed back into the vehicle first, Draulin following. | lingered on
the roof.

Around me, missiles detonated. Jets whizzed past. Explosions, smoke, fire. Down
below, innocent suburbs smoldered as the Librarian forces clashed with the Free
Kingdomer flying machines. The sound was like fireworks popping al around me,
and we flew through a wave of smoke pouring from a dying ship as it spiraled
downward.

| had caused this. | had brought them. | was happy to not have to fight the Librarians
on my own, but in that moment all of it was hard for me to take in. A lot of people
were going to get hurt by this, and many of them wouldn’t deserveit.



I’d berated the monarchs for their unwillingness to commit to war, yet when 1'd had
the chance to bring down Librarian jet fighters, I'd pulled back, frightened of the
damage | might do.

| was the worst kind of coward. The kind who would let others die, so long as he
didn’t have to be involved.

| tromped down below, letting Grandpa close the door. The two of us made our way
to the cockpit, though | left the Grappler’s Glass boots on. Kaz was doing a lot of
swerving, and without the boots I’ d have been thrown against the wall repeatedly.

In the cockpit, Cousin Dif gave awhoop of excitement. “ That was amazing! Y ou two
are just the best. Nothing says ‘ Smedry’ like alast-minute rescue!”

“Yesindeed,” Grandpa said.

“l1 mean, you could have warned us,” Dif said, “letting us prepare better and not
making us feel like we were all going to die. But instead you left us in the dark so
there could be adramatic reveal! It was perfect.”

“Yeah,” Grandpa said, deflating. “| suppose. Heh. Well.”

Dif continued, “Someone else would have figured that in not telling everyone the
dramatic plan, we might have accidentally done something to ruin it—like Kaz
dodging up into the sky above the clouds and leading the Librarian ships directly to
the unprepared Free Kingdom vessels, but you know that the true Smedry way is—"

“Ahem,” Grandfather said. “ Shasta? Y ou mentioned a plan?’

“Yes,” she said, rotating in her seat. “We need to get down there without the
Librarians knowing we've landed. So, we have Kaz make a run a a Librarian



antiaircraft turret, then swerve into the streets as it fires. In the smoke the blasts
produce, he can drop us to the ground.”

We waited for more.

“Uh,” | said, “that’sit?’

“I didn’t have a lot of time to think,” she said with a huff. “But there is a little more.
We record your grandfather saying some idiotically characteristic things, then play

them at wide distribution. The Libr

arians will intercept our channels and think he's still on the ship, so they won't hunt
for usaswe're breaking in.”

“Huh,” Kaz said. “So we use the attempt to break in as a cover for us attempting to
break in?’

“Something like that.”

“I likeit!” Grandpasaid, pointing toward the air.

“Blast,” Shastasaid. “Y ou’ re supposed to think it’s too boring.”

“What's boring?’ Grandpa said. “After al, we'll need to hurl ourselves from a full-
speed penguin!”

“Moving?’ Shastasaid. “I wasthinking we'd land.”

“No time for that,” Grandpa said. “This is going to be fun! Kazan, let’s record some
video of me taunting the Librarians. Then we'll jump out!”



“Sure thing, Pop,” Kaz said. “But you realize I'll have to stay behind and fly the
ship.”

“Oh,” Grandpa said. “Couldn’t Dif—"

“Can't fly!” Dif said happily. “And didn’t you want me along to give commentary on
Hushlander culture?’

“1 suppose | did.” Grandpa took a deep breath. “It is what must be. You'll be our
escape plan, Son.”

Kaz nodded.

“It’ s settled then!” Dif said. “I’m going to go pack.”

“Pack?’ | asked. “What is there to pack? We just picked you up.”

“1 need to find some crazy things to bring along!” Dif said. “A sock or two, some
string, a bug, anything wacky and crazy that nobody will expect! Then we can use
them to save the day unexpectedly! Right guys? Huh?’

He scuttled from the room.

“1 really hate that guy,” Kaz said under his breath.

“Kaz!” Grandpasaid. “He's merely trying to fit in.”

“1 think he's making fun of us,” Kaz said.

| shook my head. | didn’t think it was that; he was too earnest. He did want to be like
the other Smedrys. But when he pointed things out as he did ... well, that just made



them sound dumb. Like how being forced to explain ajoke ruinsit.

As my grandfather went to his room to use the Communicator’s Glass there to record
some properly Smedryesque messages, | stepped between Kaz and my mother,
looking out the windshield eyes. We dodged through the middie of a battle, moving
so quickly that it was hard to track what was happening. Kaz dived, and my stomach
lurched. To the left, a giant glass bat had grabbed a jet planein itsfeet. To theright, a
horned owl had a gaping, jagged hole in one of its sides.
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“We'll need to do something about that dome,” Shasta said. “How do we get
through?”’

| reached into my pocket and fingered the Shamefiller's Lens. “Can you open these
windows for me?’

“Sure,” Kaz said. “Might get alittle windy in here though.”
“Let'stry it.”

Kaz nodded, dodging us out of the way of afiring gun emplacement, then hit a button
on the glass dashboard. One of the penguin’s eye-windows retracted.

My ears popped and a rush of wind hit me in the face. It’s shocking how hard it isto
breathe with so much air coming so quickly. It's like trying to eat popcorn fired at
you by a bazooka. Still, | was able to raise the Shamefiller's Lens and point it at the
dome. My hair whipping about on my head, my bow tie fluttering, | focused a blast of
energy into the Lens and let loose a concentrated beam of humiliation at the dome.

“lI can't believe | stopped those three Librarians at the perimeter,” said a loud, deep
voice in my head, “all because they were carrying confiscated bits of glass. The entire
army went on alert, and everyone thought they were double agents! | could have just
crumbled upon myself with shame. | should have seen, shouldn't have stopped
them.”

| waited, listening, but nothing was happening.



“The dome' s too strong!” Kaz said. “Should | turn us away? We're heading straight
for it!”

“Hold steady!” | said, driving more power into the Lens. It started to get warm in my
fingers.

“ And the shame of not being able to keep the rain off people! I’'m adome. | should be
able to keep things dry. At least provide shade? But nobody can even see me! All | do
Is scan for glass Lenses that ailmost never come this way. What good am | really?
Then there was the moment with the Scrivener....”

What?

“Alcatraz?’ Kaz said, urgent.

“Keep going!” | shouted, pumping more energy. The Lens was getting hot, like the
glass I’d melted earlier. That seemed very dangerous.

“1 stopped him, of all people,” the dome's voice said, “just because he had a Lens on
him. Everyone saw it. | can’t believe—"

The Lens burned my fingers. | cried out as a section of the dome exploded, opening a
hole the size of alarge building.

| dropped the Lens, wagging my fingers. I'd burned them good, but the
Lens—fortunately—hadn’t melted. It hit the floor with a plink and rolled to the side.
Kaz let out a whoop and steered us right through the hole, then pushed a button to
close the window. Many of the other Free Kingdomer ships followed us through
immediately.

| sucked on my fingers.



“Nice work,” Kaz said.

| nodded absently. The dome had mentioned the Scrivener. | could only assume that
an inanimate object wasn’t going to lie in its own thoughts.* Someone really was
calling himself the Scrivener. An ominoustitle.

“Hey, what’ s that column of smoke?’ | said.

Kaz followed my gesture. Near the center of DC—not a great distance from the
towering Washington Monument and the Mall—a line of smoke rose between some
of the buildings.

“A crash perhaps?’ Kaz said. “Or a stray missile?’

“Could be,” Shastareplied, “but the dome would have stopped most missiles and a lot
of debris.”

“1 think someone else is fighting back,” | said. “That smoke is from three or four
different buildings, all burning. And ... isthat a barricade?’

We were past too quickly to make out more.

“You guys should go get ready for the drop,” Kaz said, steering us over the center of
DC.

“Try to keep it level, if you can,” Shasta said.

“Tdl order,” Kaz said. “And I, by definition, am not particularly good at those. I'll
seewhat | can do.”

Shasta rose to leave, but Kaz reached out and took her by the arm. “What are you



going to do when you find him?’ he asked her. “Have you thought about that?’

“Of course | have,” she said. “I’m going to stop him.”

“Will you kill him?’ Kaz asked, meeting her eyes.

“1 love him, Kaz,” my mother said.

“That doesn’t answer my question.”

She pulled her arm away. “I'll do what | have to. If that means pulling the trigger,
then so beit.”

She stalked away. | recovered my Shamefiller’s Lens, which had cooled enough to
handle, and followed. Their conversation left me feeling a little out of place in my
own story, which should never happen. So let’ s talk some more about me.

Alcatraz was a silly Oculator boy who had a proclivity for stopping a story at a
stoopid point to start an additional story. On occasion, Alcatraz put words such as
“cockapoo” into his books. That word in particular brought him vast humiliation on
two occasions. Sadly, his boss didn’t spot said words, for both cockapoos hid in a
long paragraph about Alcatraz's most amazing points—and rational folk usually skip
such things. Alcatraz is guilty of casually ripping apart causality to find a sandwich,
is guilty of occasionally imitating a fish, and is guilty of hating baby cats. Also,
writing full paragraphs without any Esis hard.

“Would you readlly kill him?" | asked my mother, catching up to her in the glass
hallway.

“Yes. And you? If the fate of the world hinged on your answer, could you kill your
father, Alcatraz?’



“..." | swallowed.

“You'd better be able to,” she said. “I spent your entire life trying to make a hard man
out of you. If the time comes, child, you stop him. Whatever it takes.”

Such a cold response. | didn’'t want to think about what she'd said. There would be
another way to stop my father. We could talk some sense into him. Right?

Shasta didn’'t seem to think so. She'd always been like that—so knowing, so certain,
SO0 smug. She didn't so much as stumble as Kaz swerved Penguinator; she merely
leaned against the wall with one hand and remained in place.

It made me want to do something to disturb her calm.

“Isthe Scrivener really still alive?’ | asked.

Shasta spun on me. “Where did you hear that?’

“1 reversed one of the Librarian bugs we found,” | said. “We overheard She Who
Cannot Be Named talking about the Scrivener. Biblioden. He can’'t possibly still be
aive.”

Shasta studied me. “There are ... rumors. | never gave them much credence, but
recently talk has grown. Some claim to have spoken with him, to have been given
orders by him. If Kangchenjunga has joined the believers ... well, she's not one to be
easily taken in. Either she’'s playing along for some reason, or something convinced
her.”

Shasta seemed troubled. That was a welcome departure from smugness, but | hadn’t
provoked the reaction I'd wanted. | considered doing something really upsetting, like
telling her I'd decided to write fantasy novels for aliving, but there was no call to be



so extreme. Even | need to have some standards.

We again reached the room with the exit bay, and | pulled off my Grappler’s Glass
boots and stowed them. Beneath, through the glass floor, | could see the city passing
in ablur. We were lower than before, but still way too high to survive ajump. “So ...
um,” | said to my mother, “how do you think we're going to—"

Cousin Dif burst into the room, wearing a backpack and bunny dlippers. They were
an odd match to his plaid shirt and bow tie, and he' d swapped his pants for a pair of
very pink shorts.

“Hushlander disguise in place!” he proclaimed.

“1 thought they said you'd lived over here,” | said.

“1 have! | did an extended internship in San Francisco.”

“What sort of internship?’ | asked, skeptical.

“On a wilderness preserve,” Dif said. “With tents, and animal trainers, and lots of
people in bleachers.”

“A ... circus?
“Yes! That's what it was called. | worked among them for years, observing how to
dress and act around Hushlanders until my skills for infiltration were perfected.” He

paused. “Oh, | aimost forgot!

No wonder you're skeptical.” He reached into his backpack and took out a top hat
and put it on his head. “ There. Perfect Hushlander costume!”



| was speechless. Sometimes being confronted by monumental stupidity does that to
me.* Before | could recover, Draulin joined us.

She wore a sleek blue evening gown with sequins and a dlit up the side, her hair done
up as if for prom, her lips bright red. Long gloves covered her arms almost al the
way up to her shoulders.

My eyes bulged almost out of my skull.

Draulin was awoman?

Okay, so maybe I'm not one to be making wisecracks about other people’'s
monumental stupidity. | mean, | knew that Draulin was Bastille's mother, wife of the
king of Nalhalla. But ... you know, I'd kind of always imagined that she slept in her
armor.

“Great costume,” Dif said.

“Thank you, Lord D’if,” Draulin said, fiddling in her handbag—which, if it was like
Badtille's, held her sword in a mildly impossible pocket of space-time. “Lord Kazan,

iIsyour line still open?’

“Yup.”



Page 13

Source Creation Date: July 4, 2025, 7:51 am

“Will these Hushlander transmission devices work inside the Highbrary?’
“They should.”

“Excellent. We will be in touch. Be careful up here, Lord Kazan. Do not forget you
carry my daughter in this ship.”

“I"ll try not to get us blown up,” Kaz said.

It took afew more minutes—as one might expect—before my grandfather decided to
join us. Being late wasn’t only his Smedry Talent, it was a way of life. He finally
trotted in, carrying a roll of cloth, and grinned at Draulin. “It really is just like old
times!”

“Areyou going to sink this city too?’ Draulin asked him.

“That happened one time,” Grandpa said. “And everyone got out. Mostly.” He began
distributing pieces of cloth.

| took mine with a frown. It was about the size of a towel, and was thin and white.
What was this?

Grandpa pulled open the wide bay door on the side of Penguinator. Wind whipped at
us, loud enough that | could barely hear Kaz say, “I'll steer us through that smoke
Alcatraz spotted earlier. That would be a great place to jump, as you'll be hidden
from anyone watching.”



“Yes,” | began, “but—"

“A great placeto jump?’ Dif said. “Out we go then!”

And he shoved me right out the door.

Chapter

Frog

You may have noticed the odd numbering of chapters in this book. Then again,
maybe you haven’'t noticed. | mean, we both know you aren’'t exactly the sharpest
sword in the armory. If you were the smart type, you'd be doing something more
productive with your time than reading this book. Like, say, swimming with hungry

aligators or eating thumbtacks.

WEe'll pretend for now that you noticed the chapter names. Good for you. Here, have
acookie.

No, it's not a dog biscuit. Why would you think 1’d try to give you a dog biscuit?
Simply because they were on sale.

As | plummeted to my death, | at least got to check off “Jump out of a giant flying
glass penguin without a parachute” from my list of thingsto accomplishin life.*

Granted, | didn't want to check “die” off my list just yet. This left me in a difficult
spot. And then another. And then another. (You see, | kept moving and leaving one
spot for the next, as will happen when you’'re plummeting at high velocity through
theair.)

Fortunately, | had barely enough time to wrap myself in the towel-like length of cloth



Grandpa had given me. Then | crashed into the ground.

And bounced.

Y ou see, glassweave cloth can be very helpful for not dying. It had saved Bastille on
numerous occasions, and this time it saved me. | was left with a very broken sheet of
cloth—cracked like glass—but | survived. Dif plowed into the ground beside me,
then Grandpa, my mother, and finally Draulin. We're Smedrys (well, most of us), and
so diving face-first into danger is both our primary method of attack and our backup
plan.

Overhead, Penguinator blasted away, and a few Librarian jets chased after it. | hoped
the pilots hadn’t seen us make the drop-off, though that hope was a flimsy one. We'd
gone too early because of Dif’s interference; the line of smoke I’d seen earlier was
still several streets off.

“Well, that was fun,” Grandpa said as he climbed to his feet. “ Anyone dead?’

“Does my pride count?’ Draulin asked, dusting herself off.

“l don't think so,” Grandpa said. “I killed that years ago. Dif, | appreciate your
enthusiasm, but shoving my grandson out of planes is usualy my job. So next time,
kindly refrain until | give the word.”

“Sorry, sir,” Dif said, looking abashed.

“Now then,” Grandpa said, “suggestions on what to do next?’

“Run?’ Shasta asked.

“Well, | don't really need the exercise right now, as—"



The building beside us exploded. Troops wearing bow ties and sweater vests barreled
around a corner farther down the street, carrying guns.

“Ah,” Grandpa said. “So our hasty drop was spotted, was it? That’s disappointing. |
think—"

“Run!” | said, towing him after me as we all scrambled around a corner. Several of
the Librarians started firing, but we managed to get out of their line of sight.

“Thisway to the Highbrary,” Shasta said, turning down a street.

“No,” | said, turning the opposite direction. “This way.” | barreled forward, and
fortunately the others joined me, though Shasta complained vociferoudly.

| ran us through a little garden between two large buildings with ancient-looking
stonework. The streets here were wide, yet desolate. | didn’'t see a soul—other than
the Librarians chasing us—until | stumbled upon a group of terrified people huddled
in asmall touristy shop.

It was a shock to see people in normal clothing. A clash between my old life and my
new one. | was actually back in the Hushlands. America. Nearby a cracked doorway
looked in on a convenience store, where a television on the counter was playing to a
group of worried people. | Sowed here.

Inside, the television displayed a reporter holding a stack of papers, with a blurry
picture of the DC area on the screen beside him. “... Nobody knows the nature of the
invaders, though some eyewitnesses clam to have seen strange, baffling
technology....”

| started running again as Draulin passed, hauling me after her. Shattering Glass ...
how must al this look to the common people? A crazy assault out of nowhere? A



defending army nobody recognized? The Librarians ruled in secret.

Or they had. Cleaning all of this up would take a whole lot of memory toads. That
brought a smile to my lips—one that was quite nearly ripped clean off as a Librarian
mortar exploded on the street.

| was thrown to the ground, but as a hail of bullets came from our pursuers, | found
Draulin standing crouched between me and the Librarians, arm raised before her face,
her glassweave dress and gloves blocking thefire.

Funny thing about Knights of Crystallia—they complain all the time about us
Smedrys getting into danger, yet they seem attracted to danger like a novelist to bad
puns.*

“Go!” Draulin ordered.

| went.

“This sure is exciting!” Cousin Dif said, glancing over his shoulder as | ran past him
to lead the way again. He seemed completely unrepentant, considering that we'd only

been spotted because he'd forced us to jump early.

“Where are we going?’ Shasta demanded as we lurched around a corner, passing an
abandoned cart full of T-shirts and miniature flags.

| pointed ahead, hoping that my gut instinct was right. | had seen something down
here, hadn’t I”? Someone fighting back? Because if | was wrong, we were likely dead.

But no ... that was a barricade, formed out of wooden furniture—most of it desks
with lots of little drawers. People hid behind the sides and top of the barricade,
though | couldn’t make out any details.



It didn’t matter. If they were fighting, then they were on our side. | led the others
toward th

e barricade, Librarians on our tail. Just alittle farther and ...

One of the people on the barricade stood up. He wore a bow tie, a sweater vest, and
horn-rimmed glasses.

A Librarian.

| stumbled to a halt.

A Librarian.

Whoever had been fighting back—if indeed anyone ever had been—the Librarians
had already gotten to them. That meant I'd put my family directly between two
enemy forces. No place to run—the road dead-ended at the barricade, with buildings

burning to either side.

Everyone pulled to a stop around me, Grandpa with Lenses out, Draulin clutching her
sword—nher swanky evening gown riddled with cracked bullet marks.

The Librarians behind us had nearly caught up.

“Now,” Grandpa said, his voice tense, “would be an excellent time for the Talents to
return, don’t you think, Alcatraz? Very dramatic.”

“I don't ... | don’t know how....”

“Try,” Grandpa said. “Y ou are the focus of the bloodline, lad. Y ou have the Talent in
its most pure form. That’s why you were able to break it.”



“I don’t fix things, Grandpa,” | whispered. “I only break them.”

“Try,” he repeated.

| didn’t even know where to start. Unbreak the Talents? Grandpa might as well have
told me to breathe underwater, count from one to a sasquatch, or write a book without
making fun of anyone. How did | manipulate the Talents?

| tried flexing, then thinking really hard. Nothing happened of course, though | did
think for a moment that | saw something. Reflected in the glass of a broken window
nearby—a storefront. That window reflected a version of me, except wrong. A
translucent, shadowy version of me.

The Bane of Incarna, they had written in the tomb of Alcatraz the First. That which
twists, that which corrupts, and that which destroys.
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The Dark Talent.

| stared at that off reflection for far too long, and | thought | saw something deeper
behind it. A city? With ancient architecture, columns and marble? Burning?

The Librarians behind us pulled up into the street and leveled guns at us. We were
dead.

The Librarians on the barricade suddenly started shooting at the ones who had been
chasing us.

In the storm of gunfire that followed, a bullet struck the remaining storefront glass
and shattered it. | was shocked back into the moment—which is rather a pity, since if
I’d gotten shot right then the book could have ended. That means | could have
stopped writing and gone to get a pizzal Instead, by not getting killed, my past self
forced me to keep on working today. What a jerk.

Grandpa pulled me aong toward the barricade, and only then did | see a familiar
figure standing atop it—a woman with dark skin, wearing a leather skirt studded with
spikes, a white bodice, and along cloak embroidered with little open books. She wore
horn-rimmed glasses that had a chain on them, and was packing an enormous
machine gun with an attached grenade launcher.

Himalaya Smedry, good Librarian.

Her husband, my cousin Folsom, helped us scramble over the barricade. He was a
lanky, dark-haired man whose Smedry Talent was (had been?) dancing redly, redly



badly.

Himalaya and some others laid down suppressive fire* | put my back to the
barricade, out of danger, as Draulin came over the top, last in line. Incredibly, our
entire team seemed safe. Or at least as safe as one could feel while surrounded by
Librarians.

It was hard to differentiate this group from the one that had chased us. Similar
clothing, similarly armed with avariety of Hushlander weaponry. The only difference

was the symbol of the open book; some wore it on an armband, others on a headband.

“Not that I’'m complaining about the timely rescue,” Grandpa said, “but who exactly
are you folks?’

“Librarian Liberation Libationists!” one of them shouted.

“... Libationists?’ | asked.

“It'salliterative!” Folsom exclaimed.

“But that doesn’t have anything to do with ... You know what, never mind.” | gave
Folsom a hug. “It's good to see you two. Seems you've been busy.” Last I'd seen
them, they’d been determined to go to the Hushlands and distribute pamphlets to
Librarians on not being evil.

It appeared they’ d gone alittle beyond pamphlets.

“We couldn’t leave you to fight this battle on your own!” Himalaya said, climbing

down the barricade and setting her gun on her shoulder. “Though honestly, we
worried you wouldn’t show up. Y ou took your sweet time getting here.”



“1 told you, dear,” Folsom said. “Lord Leavenworth was with them. They’re always
going to be late.”

“Then we should have delayed and come later ourselves.”

“They'd still have been late.”

“But—"

He patted her on the shoulder. Himalaya was a Smedry by marriage, and had a Talent
because of the union—but she was still a Librarian. She wanted things to make sense.

| couldn’t blame her for that.

“But how did you know | was coming to Washington, DC?’ | asked. “Do you have
some spies in the Free Kingdoms?”’

“Spies?’ Folsom asked. “Alcatraz, you appeared on our window.”

| blinked. “I did?’

“Sure,” Himalaya said. “Your face was on every piece of glass in the country—both
magical and mundane.”

Grandpa sniffed; he didn't like calling silimatic glass magical. It was a common
source of disagreement between Free Kingdomers and Hushlanders. | didn’t care
much about that; | was simply stunned.

How had my declaration traveled this far? Every piece of glassin the country?

No wonder the Librarians were frightened. How were they going to cover this up?
And where had | gotten such power? I’d never done anything on this level before.



“We're ready to fight,” said one of the other Librarians. “We' ve been through a six-
hundred-fifteen-step program. We're totally not evil anymore.”

“Except Frank,” another Librarian noted, pointing toward a buff Librarian with
glasses wrapped in tape and two massive swords strapped to his back. “He's still a

little evil.”

“l like to eat all of the red and green gummy bears out of a bag,” Frank said with a
thick German accent. “ And leave the orange ones behind.”

“You monster,” | said, aghast.

“Itisacompulsion,” Frank said. “Don’t judge me.”

The gunfire stopped, which was a welcome reprieve. The Librarians who had been
fighting atop the barricade climbed down. “They retreated,” one said, “but with
Smedrysin here, they’re bound to come back—or just shell our position.”

“We can't stay then,” Himalaya said. “Lord Smedry, what is your plan?’

| glanced toward my grandfather.

“Thisisyour infiltration, lad,” he said to me. “Y ou'rein charge.”

“We need to get into the Highbrary,” | said, “and stop my father from reaching the
secret Forgotten Language archivesinside.”

“That’ s going to stop the Bibliodenites?’ Himalaya asked. “ And save the world?’

“Uh...” | said, glancing at Shasta and my grandfather. “Will it?’



“Who knows!” Grandpa said. “But letting a whole pack of Smedrys free in the
middle of the biggest Librarian stronghold on earth can't be particularly good for
their organization, wouldn’t you say?’

Himalaya and Folsom looked at each other, then both shrugged. “Good enough for
me,” Himalaya said. “I’ve got about a hundred troops loaded with weapons and
pamphlets.”

“Pamphlets?’ | asked. “Isn’t it alittle late for that?’

“Nah,” Folsom said. “They’re Librarians. They basically have to read anything you
throw at them.”

“Itisacompulsion,” the German Librarian said. “Don’t judge us.”

“They may not believe what the pamphlets say,” Folsom said, “but the tactic works as
adistraction sometimes.” He grinned. “| like wrapping them around grenades.”

“My force,” Himalaya said, “will make an assault and break into the Highbrary. Y ou
can dlip in during the fighting.”

“Covering up our breaking in by breaking in?’ Draulin asked. “ That worked so well
last time.”

“It' s the best chance we have,” | said. “We'll do it, Himalaya. But how are you going
to break into the place?’

“Well,” Himalaya said, “I’ve been in the Highbrary before, and it's bigger than
people think. It's built into caverns that stretch beneath the entire downtown.” She
pointed her gun at the ground. “So if you want to get in, you basically just have to go
down.”



“That's great,” Shasta said, “and impossible. The caverns will be shielded. We can’t
exactly dig and find our way in, now can we? How do you propose we make an
opening?’

“l figure,” Himalaya said, glancing at Folsom, “we could simply use the Smedrys to
do what they do best.”

“Draw fire?’ | asked.

“Draw fire?’ Grandpa asked.

“Draw fire?’ Dif asked.*

“How did you guess?’ Himalaya said with a grin. “Go stand out in the open over
there, if you please....”

Chapter

Alice

| consider it my duty to enlighten and educate you, my readers, about life and its
mysteries. | figure thisis particularly important for my readers in the Hushlands, who
suffer under Librarian oppression. Often they don't even know what they don’t
know!*

Sometimes what | teach you has to do with technology, the Free Kingdoms, and
Librarian secrets. But sometimes it’s important to give you general life lessons. I'm
certain you appreciate all the thought, work, and research | do in order to bring you
the most significant, informative, and important lessons that | can.

People are disgusting.



No, really. We're pretty gross. We're always sni

ffling, coughing, shuffling, burping, slurping, and, uh, making other noises. We do so
much of this that in order not to explode from the embarrassment of it all, we have
gotten pretty good at ignoring these nonverba sounds. You want some proof? Try
this totally scientific and very meaningful experiment. Sneak up on someone* who is
awake, but doing something quiet, like reading a book or assembling a doomsday
bomb.

Then write down every strange noise they make. Go ahead. Make a list, then give it
to them once they notice you. | guarantee they’ll be totally appreciative of your

opening their earsto all of the strange sounds they emit.

They may even make afew new noises when reading the list.
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Dif, Grandpa, and | wandered out into the middle of the open street a safe distance
away from the barricade.

| let out a strangled sound.

Dif yipped in excitement and began running in circles. Following Himalaya' s orders,
| reluctantly began jumping up and down and waving my arms.

Grandpa grunted, looking upward. Above, a group of Librarian jets crossed the sky,
and | had little doubt that they’ d spotted us.

From the barricade, Himalaya gave us a thumbs-up.
I’ll admit that | had a moment of doubt here. Perhaps it was my cowardly nature
asserting itself. Or instead perhaps it was the thought of being blown up, which is a

method of dying that’s on my list of waysto die that don’t sound very fun.*

For a second, | doubted Himalaya. What if she really was an evil Librarian? What if
thiswas her way of dealing with us Smedrys once and for all?

The planes roared overhead, coming back around.
| let out awhimper.
Bombs dropped. And these weren't your ordinary bombs either. Covered in spikes,

painted a pure black, if 1'd been looking closely instead of panicking I’d have seen
that they had SMEDRYBUSTER 2300 stenciled on them. Himalaya had explained



that she'd seen them—weapons designed specifically to deal with members of my
family—hanging under the wings of ships above. They’d deliver a concentrated
explosion at the point of impact, creating a column of lava that would rise a hundred
feet in the air and burrow an equal amount down.

You see, by this point the Librarians had learned that there was no such thing as
overkill when it came to dealing with my family. Much like how after discovering an
infestation of kittens in your basement you might as well burn down your entire
house, the Librarians consider it worth alittle collateral damage* to kill a Smedry.

This was, of course, exactly what we wanted. Those bombs would open up a nice
tunnel that would burrow into the Highbrary. There was only one problem—the little
fact that we were between the bombs and the ground.

| yelped as the bombs whooshed toward us, and Himalaya's Librarians cheered.
Cousin Dif blew his nose. (I realize thisisn't really relevant, but you notice all kinds
of new things in a chapter without proper dialogue.) | scrambled away, feet grinding
on asphalt, wondering just how we were supposed to get out of this,

Ahead, Himalaya gestured to us urgently. Was that “ Talents” she was mouthing?

She didn’t realize the Talents didn’t work.

That ... was going to be a problem.

Aswe scrambled away, my grandfather whooped and whipped out the Windstormer’s
Lenses he'd been using to control the wind up above. He grinned, then pointed the

Lenses directly at the ground beneath us.

The Lenses let out a burst of wind. A readly, redly strong burst of wind—as he'd
mentioned, | wasn't the only one whose ability with Lenses was undergoing a strange



enhancement. The wind roared, rushing and flipping us all away, scattered like
leaves.

The bombs hit.

“Gak!” went Alcatraz.

“BOOOM!” went the bombs.

“Snore,” went Badtille.

“Whee!” went Grandpa.

“Groan,” went my mother.

“Caporch,”* went the ground.

“Mo00,” goes the cow.

“Y asaaaaal” went Dif.

“Gak!” went Alcatraz again.

“Roar!” went the wind.

“Thunk,” went my head as | slammed into a building. | made a quite unique moaning
sound as | collapsed to the ground.

A short time later, Draulin nudged me with the tip of her boot. “Hmmm?’ she asked.

“Bleh,” | said, feeling nauseous. Grandpa's blast of wind had thrown me to safety,



but it hadn’t felt pleasant. | groaned as | stumbled to my feet.

In front of me, the street had been reduced to a large, smoldering hole. Burned
sections of ground crackled softly. As | watched, Himalaya' s freedom fighters dug
out from under the debris or appeared from behind bits of rubble, many looking
dazed. They saw the open hole and let out a series of battle cries, then pulled out
pamphlets in one hand and machine guns in the other before charging toward the pit.
My team, looking a little the worse for wear, gathered on the lip of the pit. Everyone
looked alive, although with Draulin you can never tell for sure—at any moment, |
figured she might turn out to be alog that’ s really good at faking.

| gestured to the hole. “Mmm?”’

“Mmm!” Dif said, chewing on a candy bar he'd found in the rubble.

Himalaya' s team set out ropes and began rappelling down into the hole. | leaned out,
looking into the blackness. It was deep. | thought | saw little fires down below. The

remnants of the explosion?

| took a breath, then grabbed one of the ropes—a knotted one they'd placed for
me—and began to climb down into the Highbrary.

Chapter

Marco

| feel the need to post a warning here.

I’ve played alot of tricks on you, my dear reader, during the production of these five
volumes of my autobiography. I've been deceptive, manipulative, and even



malicious. This was al in the name of the greater good: proving to you (rather than
simply telling you) the sort of person | am.

The end is here. Thistime I’m not being silly. Thistime I’m not lying. Y ou won't get
to the end of this volume and find me saying, “Ha, just kidding!” This is indeed the
end.

And | fail.

| know what’s going through your head right now. Y ou’re expecting some kind of
twist or redemption. You're thinking, Oh, Alcatraz. You've fooled me too many
times so far! I’'m not falling for this one. | know you actually win in the end.*

I’ve worked hard to train you into this attitude. You see, I've understood from the
beginning that the best way to trick you is to be honest. That’s the last thing you'd
expect from me.

| want you to feel like | do, to know the hurt | know.

Thisisthe only way.

| clung to the rope, climbing down into the pit. Falling a hundred feet into a smoking
hole in the middle of Washington, DC, wasn’t currently on my list of unfun ways to
die, but | quickly added it just in case. Along with being scalped, since it looks like |
forgot that one somehow.

The farther | descended, the more distant the sky seemed. | felt like | was leaving one
domain—the rational world—and entering another. A darker, deeper world. | was

once again entering alibrary.

Himalaya and Folsom'’s troops had outpaced me, and | could aready hear gunfire



below. Eventually | passed through a ring of melted glass and steel—the barrier
Shasta had mentioned—and entered the Highbrary.

It was like a small city set inside an enormous cavern with a very tal celling. |
dangled above it all, amazed. | vaguely remembered learning that DC had been built
on a swamp or something, but obviously that was a Librarian lie, considering this
majestic stone cavern. It was so wide | couldn’t make out the far edges, as they were
too dark.

Light came from thousands of torches fluttering below, some being carried by
Librarians—whom | made out as small figures beneath me. The cavern floor was
clogged with buildings, most short but some stretching quite tall. The grim black
buildings had an ancient feel to them and sat on different levels within the cavern,
some on rocky outcroppings rising from the uneven cavern floor, others built in the m

iddle of troughs beneath their fellows.

Among the buildings, the cavern was crisscrossed with bleak stone walkways.
Librarians traversed these wearing red-and-black robes, the type you'd find for sale at
Y e Olde Evil Cultist Clothing Emporium and Knife Shoppe™.

Near the center of the cavern, a short distance from me, one tall tower rose above the
rest of the buildings. It was like a natural rock peak, with aflat top and steps around
the outside.

It was capped by what appeared to be a stack of old books.

| didn’'t give that much heed, continuing my descent as Grandpa and Draulin climbed
down on their own ropes. Below, Himalaya's troops secured our landing site. Many
of the Librarians nearby scattered, ducking into the cavern’s numerous small
buildings. As | continued down, | got a look into one of those; it was lined with



bookshelves.

Archives. That made sense. Though as | neared the ground | was able to peek into a
few more, and strangely some didn’t hold books at all, but had shelves and shelves
full of the oddest things. Stacks of coins, piles of wrappers, even rows of cereal
boxes. The Librarians, it seemed, collected anything with writing on it. Maybe they
were trying to re-create Alexandria.

| finally reached the bottom, my arms aching. Draulin landed next to me, not looking
the least bit inconvenienced by the difficult climb. Stupid knights. Grandpa landed
and wiped his brow, then reached up to help Cousin Dif, who was sweating profusely
and looked a little the worse for wear from the climb down on the same rope as
Grandpa.

We'd landed inside the area secured by Himalaya's Librarian freedom fighters, who
fired on Librarian soldiers. Several of the other good Librarians threw handfuls of
pamphlets to distract the cultist-looking Librarians scrambling for cover within our
perimeter.

| ran for Himalaya, passing a group of cultist Librarians huddled just inside one of the
small archives. They seemed completely transfixed by a set of pamphlets.

“Should we be worried about them?’ | asked.

“Nah,” Himalaya said. “I made one word different on each of the pamphlets—they’l|
spend at |least the next hour arguing how to properly index them.”
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“Neat,” | said, stuffing a few pamphlets into my pocket. They were emblazoned with
the phrase 615 EASY STEPS TO NOT BEING EVIL on the front.

Librarians fired back and forth, turning the area into a storm of gunfire. One of the
rebels had dropped a crate down the hole and it had broken open, spilling teddy bears
of various colors. | ran and snatched three, then pulled the pins and threw them in
quick succession at approaching enemy troops.

Draulin tossed me another bear and the two of us took shelter beside my grandfather,
who crouched next to a wall. “My, my...” Grandpa said, looking around the vast
cavern. “This place is exactly as | imagined it. Nobbed Noviks! I've dreamed of
breaking in here. Yes| have.”

“Why aren’t they fighting back very much?’ | asked, pointing at the Librarians. The
evil ones didn’t seem to be mounting as strong an offense as | would have assumed.
Sure, there was gunfire back toward us, but no explosions.

“They’ re probably worried about hurting the things in these archives,” Draulin said.

“That might help Himalaya and her team hold out,” | said.

“Yes, but for how long?’ Draulin said. “Lord Smedry, have you given any thought
toward how we are going to find one man in al of this?’

| nodded in agreement. This place was big, and my father was in here somewhere.
Theoretically. We only had my mother’ s word on that fact. I'd used the Truthfinder’s
Lensto confirm she wasn’t lying, but what if she was just plain wrong?



“We'll need to talk to your mother,” Grandpa said, seeming troubled. Perhaps he was
thinking along the same lines as | was. “ She claimed she could find him.”

“Let’s get into one of these archive rooms,” | said, tossing my bear. “Might be easier
to chat without worrying about bullets.” Draulin waved to Dif and to Shasta, who had
just landed, and the five of us ducked into one of the hutlike stone archive rooms.
Inside, shelves and shelves of recipe books shuddered against one another,
responding to the firefight outside. A few robe-wearing cultists cowered in the corner,
and | tossed a handful of pamphlets to keep them distracted.

“All right,” Grandpa said to us. “Shasta, what do you suggest?’

“We find Attica,” my mother said. “I’'m sure he's here. This place holds one of the
largest archives of Forgotten Language texts in existence. If we find where the
Librarians are keeping those, we'll find him.”

“Surely it’s not that smple,” | said. “I mean, how did he sneak in here? How is he
keeping the Librarians from catching him? If he is here, he'll be hidden. What makes
you think we'll be able to find him, if they can’t?’

Draulin looked at me and blinked, as if stunned.

“What?’ | demanded.

“l apologize, Lord Smedry,” she said. “But that was merely a solid, responsible
assessment of our situation—filled with insightful realizations and important
guestions that need to be asked.”

Wasthat ... acompliment?

“Of course,” Draulin added, “a truly responsible person would have asked those



things before leading us in a headfirst assault on the most powerful Librarian
stronghold in the world. Baby steps, | suppose.”

“Right,” Grandpa said, clapping his hands. “So where are the Forgotten Language
texts?’

My mother shrugged. “No idea. I’ ve never been in here before, remember?’

An explosion shook the ground. | peeked out the doorway. Unfortunately, it looked
like the Librarians had sent several hulking Alivened—made entirely from old
romance novels—to attack our position. Thrown teddy bears reduced the first of these
to fluttering scraps of paper, but more continued to come, and Alivened are
surprisingly hardy.

“Himalayal” | hissed.

She took a moment to pose dramatically in her cape and leather skirt before joining
us. Being around Smedrys has that kind of effect on people.

“You al should go do your thing,” she told us, shouldering her machine gun. “My
people will pull into one of these buildings and hold off the Bibliodenites. We can
probably hole up for a while. If it goes too long, I’'m going to get my people out of
here. We have grappling guns; we should be able to extract back out that hole.”

“We need to find the archive of Forgotten Language texts,” | said. “Any ideas?’
“I’ve never visited those,” she said, “but these are Librarians. There's definitely an
index in here somewhere. Find that, and it will lead you to the cavern with the

Forgotten Language books.”

“Okay,” | said. “We'll just have to ... Wait, did you say the cavern with the books?



Y ou mean the building inside this cavern, right?’
Himalaya laughed. “You think this is the whole Highbrary? | already told you it's
beneath the entire downtown! This is merely the central hub. There are hundreds

upon hundreds of other caverns, though most are small—barely big enough for one
subtopic—burrowed along corridorsin the rock.”

Great. “Wdl, Grandpa?’

“We split up, obviously!” Grandpa said. “Two groups; we'll search twice as quickly.”
Searching infinity twice as fast didn't seem like it would get us anywhere, but
Grandpa was still probably right. “I'll take Dif and Draulin,” | said, reluctantly
considering my options.

“I’m going with you,” my mother said.

“But—"

“l came here at your request, not his,” Shasta said, eyeing Grandpa. “Leavenworth
can take the knight; his group will have only two people, so it makes sense for the
knight to join him.”

“Fine,” | said.

“Lord Smedry,” Draulin said. “I strongly recommend not separating me from the
prisoner.”

“What?" Shasta asked. “Worried you' [l miss out on another chance to sucker punch
me?’



The ground shook from another explosion.

“Make your decisions quickly, people,” Himalaya said.

| met my mother’s eyes, then pulled a Lens out of my pocket. | knew that some of the
words she had said so far weren't lies, but there can be a big gap between “factually
correct” and “true.”

And so | raised the Shaper’s Lens.

My grandfather drew in his breath sharply. He looked from me to Shasta. She didn’t
say aword, and | was confident she knew exactly what this Lens did. She knew a lot
of things. Not quite as much as she pretended to know, mind you—but since she
pretended to know basically everything, “not quite as much” still covered a lot of
ground.

| raised the Lens and gave it a burst of power. As|’d been warned, | started glowing.
The city’s dome, which prevented people from using Lenses to disguise themselves
and sneak in, made it obvious | was using a Lens—in this case, one that let me see
someone' s heart, soul, and deepest desires.

My mother’ s soul opened to me.

The air around her warped and seemed to burn away, revealing an image of her
standing in the center of a peaceful street. On one side of her, suburban homes ran in
arow, each with manicured grass and toys on the front porch.

Opposite them, Free Kingdomer castles rose with shining gates and beautiful
brickwork. Everything seemed perfectly at peace, save my mother, who stood before
a short stone column. It was about as tall as her waist, and Mother leaned against its
top, hands pressed down on a blackness that seemed to be trying to bubble up through



the center of the column.

Mother shoved and pushed, keeping the blackness inside. | suddenly heard a small
voice crying, and watched my mother turn and look over her shoulder at a boy who
stood in the street, arms outstretched. My mother reached toward him, and the
blackness started to bubble out around her hand.

She turned her back on the child and continued to work, to toil, to keep that darkness
contained. While al the while, the child cried out for his mother ...

| found myself trembling, and so | ripped the Lens free of my eye and turned away.
Stupid thing wasn’'t working. Wasn't it supposed to show me what my mother wanted
most in life? This was obviously how she saw herself: a sole figure trying to keep

the peace, to hold back destruction and darkness, at the cost of al else.

WEell, that was merely her opinion. She wasn't the only one fighting. Far from it. She
could have taken alittle time for someone else in her life. What good did it do to save
the world if the ones who needed you most were | eft to starve?

Shasta didn’t offer me any comfort. She stood with arms folded, avoiding my eyes, as
If uncomfortable.

| shoved the Lens away. Well, Grandpa had said it could be unpredictable. At least |
had my answer. The Lens had shown me a world at peace, with the Hushlands and
the Free Kingdoms existing side by side. That was what my mother wanted: a world
where everyone could just live their lives. It was still terrible, as in her vision, the
Librarians maintained their rule over half the world.

But at least | knew where her heart was.



Grandpa walked up to me and put his arm around my shoulders. | was taller than he
was. It hadn’'t always been that way, had it?

“Strength, lad,” he said softly.
The building rocked again. Right. Middle of a battle. Sneaking into the Highbrary. |
composed myself and nodded to my grandfather, then back to the others. “I’ll go with

Mother and Cousin Dif,” | said. “Grandpa Smedry will go with Draulin.”

“Off we go, then!” Grandpa exclaimed. “To victory! Lad, you still have that phone
Kaz gave you?”

| dug in my pocket, pulling it out. It was broken from one of my several falls.

“Drat,” Grandpa said, then handed me his.

“But you—"



Page 17

Source Creation Date: July 4, 2025, 7:51 am
“We can communicate with Courier’s Lenses,” Grandpa said. “Thisisif you need to
call Kaz or the rebel force here.” He took another phone, Draulin’s, and tossed it to
Himalaya.
“And if you need to talk to them?’ | demanded.
“I’ll call you,” Grandpa said lightly.
“Give me a report when you know how things are going,” Himalaya said, pocketing
the phone. “And I’'ll give you warning if my people have to retreat.” She strode out to
continue leading her force.
“Off with us, then!” Grandpa said.

“Yougoright, I'll goleft?’ | said to him.

“Sure,” he said, then took me by the forearm and met my eyes, nodding once. “ Good
luck, lad.”

| talk a lot about my grandpa in these volumes. | explain how impulsive, even
reckless, he was. | discuss hisforce of personality and his sometimes bizarre actions.

But do not mistake my grandfather for a fool. His wisdom may not have been
apparent, but I’ve never known a man as great as he was. As he bade me good luck,

and as | looked into his eyes, | realized something.

“You'rescared,” | said to him.



“Terrified,” he said. “The Librarians won't let the defeat at Mokia stand; the
warmongers among them will push harder for a full-scale invasion of the Free
Kingdoms, and your announcement will give them the fuel they need.”

“So we screwed up?’ | asked.

“Of course not,” Grandpa said. “We fought, we struggled, and we did what we had to.
But, well...”

“What?’

“Let’sjust say that there's areason | was so keen to go along with an all-or-nothing
infiltration of the Highbrary. We're in dangerous waters, lad. Dangerous waters
indeed. And no Talentsto keep us alive.” He took a deep breath. “But keep your head
up. We can get out of thisyet. Y ou find your father and stop him.”

| frowned. “That makesit sound like you' re not going to search for him.”

“Oh, I'll keep my eyes open,” Grandpa said. “But my path might lead another
direction. We're in the Highbrary! Bleating Bears! I'll never have a better chance to
sabotage the Librarian infrastructure. I’m going to destroy this place, if | can. So let’s
go give’em hell!”

“Grandpa! Thisisafamily story.”

“Well, when you write this part down, ssimply tell everyone | said ‘give them’ with
proper grammar.” Eyes twinkling, he squeezed my arm.

With that, we parted.

Chapter



Melissa

Well, that last chapter was kind of self-important, wasn’t it? | blame the relative lack
of footnotes.* As a reward for being a good girl/boy/robot and reading all of that
gobbledygook, I'm going to explain the chapter names to you. Never say | don't give
you anything.*

You see, the chapters in this book are identified like they are to call attention to a
growing problem in fiction, that of disrespect for chapters and their own individual
desires. How would you like it if you didn’'t get to have a name, but were instead
assigned a number based on your order of creation? Instead of Samantha, Didgeridoo,
or whatever silly name Hushlanders are using nowadays, what if you’d been named
“Human Spawn Number One Hundred Eight Billion, Fourteen Million, Four Hundred
Eighty Thousand and Two”?

| suspect you wouldn't like that. Well, chapters don't like it either. They never get to
be themselves, you know? It’'s always “Chapter One” or “ Chapter Twenty-Seven” or
“Oh, When Is This Stupid Book Going to End?’

To bring attention to this, I’ve allowed the chapters to name themselves whatever
they want. (All except Chapter Four; | put my foot down when he insisted he be
allowed to have an extra o in the middle of his name.)

| dashed out into the firefight, Dif and Shasta right behind me. The good Librarian
force had pulled back amost to the building we'd used for our impromptu
conference. They’'d taken casudlties; this fight was real. | won't go into the gory
details, but it wasn't pretty.

Angry, | pulled out the Shamefiller's Lens and pointed it at a group of oncoming
Alivened monsters. | started glowing, and the Lens spurted out aray of power.



My aim was off, and my beam hit the stone ground of the cavern.

“Oh, blast! I’'m the worst section of floor ever! That person just stubbed his toe on a
bit of my uneven rock. And | wasn’'t washed properly! Their feet are going to totally
get dirty walking upon me and—"

BOOOM.

Good enough, | thought as bits of burning paper fluttered down, bearing descriptions
of bodices. A piece of me was amazed. Bastille had had trouble fighting one of these
things, and I'd just taken out a group of them. Something was seriously wrong with
my Oculator powers. | mean, it was awesomely wrong, yes, but the Lens | stuffed
into my pocket was so hot to the touch it could have fired an egg.*

The explosion | caused made enough of a mess that my team was able to duck away
from the main battlefield through a small alley between two archive buildings.

“So, Cousin!” Dif said. “What sort of zany, bombastic shenanigans do you have
planned for us?’

“Find my dad,” | said, looking to Shasta. “How do we get an index for this place?’

“Only the most important of Librarians will have that kind of information,” Shasta
said. “If this is like other high-level libraries, they’ll carry something called an
authenticator. It will let them into important rooms, and probably will include a map

and copies of the local indexes.”

“S0 we need to steal one of those,” | said, rubbing my chin. “Or convince a Librarian
to lead us where we want to go.”

“Yeah, yeah!” Dif said. “And aong the way, we'll do something really unexpected



and silly, right? Then, as we go farther, it will suddenly make perfect sense!”

Why had | put him in my team again?

“Wouldn't the lesser Librarians need the index?’ | asked as we continued down the
alleyway. “How else would they know where to go?’

“Lesser Librarians,” my mother said, “get assigned to one of these small buildings
and spend their entire lives working inside it—adding new items when brought,
designing new sorting methods when they have nothing to do. They’ll never know the
entire Highbrary’s index; that’s a holy thing beyond them. And they’re unlikely to
have authenticators that will get us past locked doors.”

| shivered, thinking of a life trapped in a little room far from the sun, doing menial,
repetitive work. It would be like ... well, like any other job, |

guess.* But those robes sure did ook hot.

Robes ...

As we left the alleyway, | led the others around the corner and into another of the
archive rooms. This one was filled with shelves and shelves of those little rules
inserts you get with a deck of playing cards. Not the playing cards themselves, mind
you. Just the rules.

This place was odder than a river-dwelling species of mammal from the mustelidae
family.*

Inside were a handful of the robe-wearing cultist Librarians. These, instead of
cowering, were calmly moving stacks of cards and holding each one up to a candle’s
flame to inspect it.



“Indexing the cards by minor variations in translucence,” my mother explained.
“Hopscotch Vindaloo scale.”

| stepped up to the Librarians and put on my Oculator’s Lenses, trying my best to
look threatening. “Ladies and gentlemen, I'm going to need everyone in this room to

remove their clothing.”

The Librarians kept right on working, though Cousin Dif shrugged and began to
unbutton his shirt.

“Not you,” | said.

“Technically, you did say—"

“Ahem,” | said more loudly, getting out my Shamefiller’s Lens, then stepping toward
the working Librarians. “Don’'t make me use this!”

They barely glanced at me.
“These are archivists, Alcatraz,” my mother said, brushing past me. “Y ou’'re making
the wrong kind of threats; personal safety is of little concern to these types.” She

snatched arules card off atable and held it toward a candle.

“No!” one of the Librarians cried. “Only one million seven hundred thousand and
sixty-three of those were printed! It’ sirreplaceable!”

“Plus,” another added, “that one has a smudge on the left side. It’s a misprint!”

“Robes,” my mother said, “on the floor. Now.”

They hurried to obey. Under the dark robes they wore surprisingly normal clothing.



Slacks, blouses or polo shirts. Business-casual dress. | suddenly imagined how life
must be for these Librarians, who were otherwise ordinary people from the
Hushlands. In the mornings they’d kiss their spouses, then drive off to work in a
secret underground bunker where they sorted playing cards all day for a sect of evil
Librarians.
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We quickly threw the robes on over our other clothing.
“Hey,” one of the Librarians said to me, “you look familiar. Are you from section
seven, Wardens of the Standard?’ It was disturbing that she was a teenager not much

older than me. I’d always envisioned all Librarians as super old. Like, in their thirties.

| kept working as the girl inspected me. My face might pose a problem, seeing as how
I’d sort of appeared on every glass surface in the world.*

“I’ve got it,” the Librarian girl said. “We met at last year’s Christmas ball and infidel
burning. Right?’

| looked at her, and she tapped her chin, then grew suddenly pale. “Oh,” she said,
then apparently realized why we might be stealing her clothing. “Oh!”

Mother clocked her. Like, Shasta hit the girl upside the head, knocking her out cold.
This finally made the other Librarians worry for their safety, and they scrambled
away, hiding behind bookshelves.

“Mother!” | said.

Shasta shrugged. “Best to be safe. Let’sgo.”

| couldn’t really complain—we were at war, after all—but that still didn't seem
appropriate. The Librarian girl was basically acivilian.

The robes | had put on didn’t fit—but that didn’t matter, since they didn't fit the



Librarians either. When we left the room, we were well disguised.*

Once again out in the main cavern, we ducked our heads and scuttled away,
pretending to be Librarians who were frightened by the firefight. Himalaya's group
had pulled back into the one building and were fighting furioudly, isolated and
trapped. How would they escape? Would they become another casualty of Smedry
recklessness?

Perhaps it was the way that Cousin Dif bounced forward—eager to be on with the
infiltration—~Dbut | suddenly saw us as the others must. Always stumbling into things,
causing a ruckus, then only escaping because our Talents kept us alive. No wonder
Draulin griped so much.

We wound through the Highbrary’s main cavern, heads down. This place was
extraordinarily elaborate, with stone pathways rising high in the air, forming bridges
that wrapped around smaller archive buildings. Everything had a natural look to it,
like the stone had just happened to grow that way, athough the whole was far too

impressive to have been the product of random chance. (Kind of like my ego.)

“So we have to find a high-level Librarian,” | hissed to my mother. | made sure to
keep the hood down over my face to prevent anyone else from identifying me.

“It seems our best bet.”

“How will we recognize them?’

“1t should be easy.”

“You'resure?

“I"'m sure.”



“I"'m not.”

“I’'m Dif!”

We both looked at him.

“Well | am,” Dif said, sullen, as we crossed an arching stone bridge, traveling deeper
into the cavern. To my right that spindly tower of rock—the one I'd seen when
climbing down from above—reached toward the ceiling. It gave me chills to look at
it, and | turned away.

As we drew closer to the outer wall of the cavern, | could see the side tunnels
Himalaya had mentioned: they were grand, wide things burrowed into the stone away
from this main cavern. Librarians scuttled in and out like ants; many seemed to be
carrying on with their normal work despite the battle.

| had an inkling that we needed to get out of the main cavern. Too many peons were
doing normal work here. If we wanted to find Librarians like Blackburn or She Who
Cannot Be Named, we'd want to look for more exclusive areas. Important people
don’t like to be forced to associate with their inferiors.*

| turned us toward one of the tunnels. My mother huffed, as she’'d just turned the
other direction. “I should be in control here,” she told me. “You don't know where
you'’re going.”

“Neither do you. You said you’' ve never been in here before.”

“1 know general Librarian architecture.”

“Then where should we look?’



“We won't find any Dark Oculators or high-ranking Wardens of the Standard in
here,” my mother said. “We'll need to look someplace more isolated, more
exclusive.”

“Like, say, down that tunnel | pointed us toward.”

My mother ground her teeth. “You,” she said, “are insufferable.”

“And after all the wonderful parenting you did too. Who would have thought?’

“That was uncalled for,” she said. “If we're going to work together, we obviously
need to establish some ground rules.”

“Remember that a GFCI is required for all receptacles in wet locations, as per
National Electric Code,” Dif said, raising afinger.

“Not that type of ground rule,”* my mother snapped. She looked to me. “Rule One:
You and | need to at least try to get along.”

“1 can accept that,” | said.

“Good. Rule Two: | don’'t do what you say.”

“Great,” | said. “1 hereby instruct you to keep breathing.”

“You are so annoying.”

“Isthat Rule Three?’

“It's alaw of the universe,” Mother said, throwing her hands into the air. “You can
insult my parenting if you wish, but | did try to see that this didn’t happen!”



“And I’m so sorry to disappoint,”* | said.

“But,” my mother continued, “I don’t know what | expected, considering your
father.”

“l doubt | inherited my most annoying attributes one hundred percent completely
from him.”

“You certainly did, you little mongrel.”

“Mongrel? Asin, amixed breed of questionable parentage?’

My mother paused. “Huh. Yeah.”

“Rule Threg,” | said. “It’s unwise to slander someone’s parentage if, in fact, you are
their parent.”

“1 can accept that,” my mother said. “Rule Four: Never mention this conversation, or
my part in it, to anyone.”

“Rule Five,” Dif added. “Even if you think you can do it softly, never pass gasin a
crowded room unless the music isreally loud. Better to be safe.”

We both glared at him.

“1 learned that one the hard way, I’ll tell you.”

“Rule Six,” | began.

“Wait, no,” Mother said. “Y ou're not going to let that stand as Rule Five, are you?”



“Do you think it'sfalse?’

“No. It'sjust crude.”*

“Rule Six,” | continued. “I get to choose how to deal with my father. Not you.”

“1 can’t accept that,” she said.

“You haveto. It's not negotiable. If you don’t agree, we'll split up right here, Dif and
| going one way, you going the other. | won't lead you to him unless you' re willing to
let me make the decision.”

“I"m hiswifel”

“You're hisenemy.”
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“So areyou.”

“No,” | said as we rounded a corner between two small archive buildings. “1 haven't
decided what | am yet. At the very least | want to talk to him before we do anything.”

“1 can't believe you—"

She cut off and we stopped in place. We'd been making our way toward the tunnel at
the side of the chamber, but hadn’t noticed the large group of Librarian soldiers
gathering here beside the chamber wall.

A tal Librarian woman in a black robe looked toward us. Her jet-black hair was
woven within a silver hairnet, and a pair of light-red reading glasses dangled from a
chain around her neck. Oculator’s L enses.

This woman was at least afoot taller than even the soldiers. Pale skin. Black lipstick.
Yeah, Mom was right. | recognized a high-ranking Librarian immediately upon
seeing her—and worse, this one was apparently a Dark Oculator.

“Ah,” she said. “Y ou three don’t look busy. Gather weapons. We have work to do.”

We gawked at her.

“Now!” she snapped, pointing toward arow of swords along the wall. Reluctantly we
moved to obey. Fleeing now, in defiance of an order, would only bring t

his entire crew of fifty soldiers chasing after us.



“Rule Seven,” Cousin Dif muttered as we selected weapons. “ From now on, you two
spend a little less time arguing about who's in charge and a little more time paying
attention to where you’ re shattering leading us!”

Chapter

13

Y ou may have noticed my use of puns in the last chapter. | mean, | pointed them out
pretty blatantly, so if you didn’t notice, it means you aren’t paying attention as you
read. And in that case, you should
AAA?AAA?AAA?AAAPAAAPAAA?AAA?AAA?AAA?AAAPAAAPAAA?AAAPAAAPAAA

Awake now? Good! Now, those of you who were sleepy, go reread that last chapter,
because it was really clever and | don't want you to miss any of it. The rest of you,
let’ s talk about puns.*

Puns are obviously the highest form of literary genius that an author can display.
Shakespeare used puns, and we al know he invented every word in the English
language. | mean, before that guy we were all speaking French or something. (Which
was super inconvenient, since France doesn't actually exist and neither does its
language. So | imagine all interactions between people went something like what you
saw in Chapter Alice. Y ou may commence shuddering in horror at that idea.)

Yeah. So, here’'s a tip for you. Use a lot of puns in your writing. That way, when
someone complains that your book isn’'t entertaining enough—or that it makes too
many self-indulgent deviations into meaningless explanations of writing
technigues—you can point out your use of brilliant puns to conclusively prove that
they are an ignorant savage or something.

We lined up with the other Librarians, awkwardly carrying swords and shields, still



wearing our robes as disguises. We weren't the only minor Librarians the Dark
Oculator had recruited; fully half the group lining up here wore awkward-fitting robes
like ours and were the type of people who seemed better suited to unsplicing commas
than cutting out enemy spleens.

| glanced a my mother, who—in the shuffling as the Librarians formed marching
lines—had been pushed back two rows from me. She nervously tugged the hood of
her robe down farther; | wasn't the only recognizable one in our team. Dif did
likewise on my right, but | wasn't too worried about him.

Did | have a Lens that would get us out of this? | fished in the pocket of my robe,
where I’ d deposited my Lenses. Shaper’s Lens, Truthfinder’s Lens, Courier’s Lenses,
basic Oculator’s Lenses, and the Shamefiller’s Lens. | wasn’t about to begin blowing
people up with that last one—far too messy—and the others would be too slow to use
in any realistic way. Using one would reveal me to the Dark Oculator.

That’s not al that could give me away, | realized uncomfortably, glancing again at
the reading glasses hanging around the woman’'s neck. If she put those on, I’d glow
like a Christmas tree; another Oculator is easily spotted by one of our kind who is
looking.

My every instinct screamed at me to get out of this line of troops and hide. At the
same time she was exactly what I’d been searching for—a high-ranking Librarian
with access to the more hidden parts of the Highbrary. What | really needed to do was
find a way to disable the other fifty troops, capture this woman, then intimidate her
Into giving me her index.

Right. Piece of cake.*

The Dark Oculator, fortunately, didn't put on her Lenses. Instead she led us al in a
march around the outside perimeter of the main cavern. | glanced toward Dif, or



where | thought Dif had been standing. Instead there was an awkward-looking young
Librarian youth with pimples and braces. | did catch a glimpse of a dark Librarian
robe swooshing asit ducked to the side of a building we passed.

Shattering Glass! How had he managed to escape so easily? Had that been his Talent?
Might have been; | didn't remember seeing him leave. | still needed to talk to him
about that. If | could find out why his was working and the rest weren't, | might be
able to figure out what was going on.

| glanced back at my mother, who was still in line. She watched that Dark Oculator,
probably thinking—as | had—that this would be an excellent chance to get the
information we needed. Assuming we didn’t also end up with alot of “being killed”
we didn’t need.

“I"'m aterrible robe,” avoice whispered in my head. “| have spots of mustard all over
my hem. Oh, why couldn’t | be cleaner?’

What in the cake? | fiddled in my pocket, looking for my Shamefiller's Lens.

“We're going to fight those people who broke in,” the boy next to me said.

| started. Had he been talking to me? But no, an older Librarian marching beside him
replied. “1 doubt it,” the man said. “I have a cousin who does archives on the soda
cans near there, and he says that they’re keeping underlings away. Something about
dangerous literalogical warfare being employed.”

| searched desperately in my pocket as my robe kept talking, sounding more and
more ashamed. My fingers brushed one of my Lenses, and it had grown warm to the

touch.

It had activated without my direct command. | wasn't glowing yet—that was



good—~but the fact that the Lens was acting on its own seemed like a very, very bad
precedent.

“I’ll bet we' ve been recruited to go do something about those ghosts,” said a woman
behind us.

“The ... ghosts?’ asked the boy beside me. “That’s arumor.”

“Nope,” the woman said, and she seemed to take delight in saying it. “Didn’'t you
hear? They’ve been sending initiates to the Library of Alexandria, forcing them to
give up their souls for books, then towing them back here to interrogate them on what
they learned.”

“That's not it,” said the older Librarian man. “They’ve found a way to transport
books from the Library of Alexandria here without making someone touch them.
They use some kind of robot that the old spirits don’t know how to react to, so they
can't punish anyone for moving the volumes. Instead, they’ve come here to guard
their tomes. That’s why people keep seeing them around.”

Great. Undead Librarians too? This infiltration was getting more and more fun by the
moment. | latched on to my Shamefiller's Lens, forcing it—with effort—to power
down. As it grew cool to my touch, | let out a relieved breath. Having my robe
suddenly explode with me till in it seemed like a very embarrassing way to die. |
added it tomy list.*

“l1...” theyoung Librarian said, then gulped. “I still think the ghosts are rumors.”

“Think what you want, Kyle,” the woman said. “Doesn’t change the truth.” Someone
nudged me in the back. “What about you? Have you seen them?”’

“Uh...” | said. “Nope. Haven't seen them.”



The youth looked at me, peering into my hood, which had slipped back alittle. “Hey.
Y ou’re not from our sector.”

“The Oculator grabbed him and his team last-minute,” the older Librarian man said.
“What are you guys? Card runners?’

“Yeah,” | said. “But I’'m new.”

“Did we train together?’ the youth asked. “Y ou look familiar to me....”

Oh, cake.

“Yeah, wedid,” | said. “But | got moved out of training quickly.”

“You back there!” the Oculator in front snapped. “Quiet!”

Never had | been so happy to be shushed by a Librarian. Fortunately, the youth
seemed to lose interest in interrogating me—instead growing nervous as we
approached a large side tunnel that, unlike the others, didn’'t have people flowing in
and out of it.

Our group stopped at the mouth of this tunnel: a deep passage of rock, lined at the
sides with oil lamps in the shape of metal skulls with the fire coming out of their
upturned mouths. They

stared at the ceiling, eye holes gaping, like doomed souls.*

Bestial roars echoed down that hallway. Terrible screeches, along with thumping and
the sound of claws on rock. The Librarians around me huddled closer together and



held out swords. Some real Librarian soldiers—beefy men in bow ties, suspenders,
and plaid shirts that barely contained their muscles—stood just inside the tunnel. It
didn’t look like they were going to have to fight whatever was in there; the Dark
Oculator had intentionally gathered up expendable troops.

“All right, people,” the woman said to us. “We need you to do a little reconnai ssance.
Go in, figure out what is making that noise, and report back. Bring me its head and
you' |l berichly rewarded.”

Another roar echoed in the hallway, a sound like a lion being eaten by a dragon
during a heavy metal concert. Whatever else happened, | couldn’'t let myself be sent
in to fight that thing. | needed to talk to this Dark Oculator, get information out of
her, and ...

And | started as | realized she’d put on her Oculator's Lenses to peer down the
darkened corridor. She apparently didn’t see anything interesting through her Lenses,
for she turned lazily back toward us to give another order.

She stopped mid-word as she saw me.

| pulled down the front of my hood to obscure my face, then ducked out of the line
and strode toward the front of the group, dragging the big sword I’d been given as a
weapon. My mother had moved up in the line to look down the corridor, and as |
passed she hissed at me, “What are you doing?’

There was no time to explain. | stepped right up to the Dark Oculator. “I believe | am
in the wrong place,” | said, speaking with a rasping voice. “I was upon another
mission when you pulled me into your team. | came along out of curiosity, but | must
now be away.”

“Who are you?’ the woman snapped. “Too much power ... What Lenses are you



holding?’ She reached for the front of my hood, to pull it back and reveal my face.

| slapped her hand away. “I come on the authority of the Scrivener himself, and have
power beyond your imagining. That isall you need know.”
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“The Scrivener!” the woman said. She glanced at the other troops, then whispered to
me, “Finally! Where has Lord Biblioden gone? What has he been doing? We haven’'t
seen him in the Highbrary in weeks!”

| gulped. So it was true. Someone claiming to be Biblioden had been here in the
Highbrary leading the Librarians.

“That is none of your concern,” | hissed.
“He gave you Lenses,” the woman said. “Is his plan succeeding, then?’

l...” Plan? “Sure. Of course it is. My awe-inspiring power should be proof enough
for one such asyou.”

She studied me, squinting, and | hoped the gloom would keep her from seeing my
face within the hood.

“ Awe-inspiring power,” the woman said.
“Yup.”

“Stronger than | am?”’

“Most certainly.”

“Great,” the woman said, pointing down the tunnel. “Then you can go deal with that.”



“Uh ... No, too busy. Too much to do. | need you to direct me toward the room with
the Forgotten—"

“If you have been sent by the Scrivener,” the woman said, “you’ll know about the
Code of Irrevocability.”

“Uh...”

“And since there are valuable texts that direction,” the woman continued, “you’ll
know that you have to go and rescue them. By the oath of all Librarians.”

She looked satisfied, as if she’'d won the argument. Which was probably true, in the
same way that you'll likely win any argument you have with alump of coal. | had no
ideawhat we'd just talked about.

But it seemed that | didn’t have much choice.

Another roar echoed in the corridor.

“1 need to get to the Forgotten Language texts,” | said stubbornly.

“Then | will take you,” the woman said. “As soon as the immediate threat is dealt
with.” She stepped back from me and turned toward the troops. “Looks like we have
a volunteer to go deal with the danger on his own. Unfortunately, the rest of you

won't be able to participate.”

“Oh,” said one of the Librarians, looking disappointed. “Are you sure we can’'t go
and—7"

He yelped as the others nearby knocked him off his feet and several piled on top of
him.



“Never mind what | just said,” a voice said from the pile, obviously someone else
imitating the guy. “We're good waiting. Happy to let someone else have the
opportunity. Not selfish at all.”

Everyone looked toward me. In the group, my mother shook her head and raised her
hand to her brow.

“Sure,” | said. “I'll go deal with the unspeakable horror on my own. Be right back.”

The Librarians waited expectantly. So, with a sigh of resignation, | started down the
corridor aone, dragging my too-big sword behind me.

Chapter

Shu Wei

Not long now.

| keep thinking of ways | could slow this down. I’ve changed my mind. Instead of
getting me that sandwich, | want you to go find a big thick epic fantasy novel. Or a
dictionary. Basically, anything boring with lots of words in it that would take forever

to read.

Y ou got that? Good. Now hit me over the head with it. Maybe if | have a concussion
I’ll forget about what’s coming in afew chapters.

| walked slowly down the corridor, drawing closer and closer to those horrible
sounds. Was this the ghost that the Librarians had been talking about? It seemed far

too noisy for that, but what did | know?

Another blast of angry roaring washed over me. My already slow step grew



increasingly hesitant. Thisis your real “hero,” my dear readers. Thisis my true self.
Lots of bluster, lots of talk of being a Smedry and charging forward recklessly. But
when confronted with areal danger, | found myself terrified.

A coward.

| heard footsteps on the stone behind and—grateful for any excuse to look away from
the darkness ahead—I glanced back. Was help coming?

No, it was only Dif.

He scuttled up the tunnel toward me, a cloaked, spindly figure | identified because of
his height. Several Librarians behind called to him, saying, “There's no need!” and
“Let that other guy get eaten first!” But ever a stalwart Smedry, Dif ignored them,
joining me, grinning beneath his hood.

“Couldn’t let you have all the fun on your own, Cousin!” he exclaimed. “Why throw
one Smedry into the pit of doom when you can throw two!”

| suddenly felt an overwhelming sense of relief—and affection—for my cousin. The
guy was over-the-top, but he’d come to join me when nobody else would. Beyond
that, he was family. I'd decided this was where | belonged—anywhere another
Smedry could be found. Merely having him nearby strengthened me, made me turn
back toward the darkness and start striding forward again.

“So, what do you suppose it is?” Dif asked. “Rampaging super-wombat? Draco-
zombi-thulhu? Professional wrestlers watching daytime television? A nest of mutated
crocodiles who have been fed a steady diet of Smedry blood, trained to someday be
unleashed so they can flay our skin from our bones and chew our skullsto powder?’

Another roar shook the walls.



“You' re not making this any less nerve-racking, Dif,” | muttered.

“Sorry.”

Eventually we got far enough from the entrance to the tunnel that | couldn’t see the
pack of Librarians waiting behind. But before we reached the source of the sounds,
the ground fell away into a vast pit spanned by a long rope bridge. The roars were
definitely coming from the other side.

“Why in the world,” | said, “would there be a pit in the middle of the tunnel ?’

“Oh, Librarians are always building things like this,” Dif said, stepping onto the rope
bridge. “Bottomless pits in the middle of rooms, tunnels and shafts to nowhere. They
think it makes everything feel more evil.”

| watched him start across the bridge, which swung leisurely in a breeze from
somewhere. The walls here had been carved with reliefs depicting Librarians
kneeling before a figure | could only imagine was Biblioden. The ceiling opened up
like the floor did, stretching into darkness. Shouldn’t the surface have been up there?
Washington, DC? | saw no signs of sunlight.

| edged my way onto the bridge. Why hadn’t | put “death by falling off a rope bridge
into a bottomless pit” on my list?

Wouldn't this be afitting end? All thiswork, all these books, just to have me slip and
fall to my doom.

The end.

As great a joke as that would have been on you, it didn’t happen.*



| shoved down my cowardice and carefully followed Dif across the swinging bridge. |
could make out some kind of wub-wub-wub sound coming from below. It was hard
to hear over those roars, but it was distinct once | noticed it.

| stopped on the bridge and peered down into the depths. Although the only light
came from those tiny oil lamps on the walls, | thought | caught a glimmer of
something spinning down below. The breeze was stronger here; something was
pulling air downward.

“Fans?’ | asked, looking toward Dif.

“Probably their ventilation system,” he said, sweeping his hand around dramatically.
“Thisis an archive! These tunnels need a mighty fine set of fans to blow dry air into
the rooms to keep things from getting moldy.”

| nodded, thinking of how vast an undertaking it must have been to build this place.
This open shaft above us was an air inlet, and the fans below were pulling wind down
into the ventilation system.

Dif backed up a few steps until he was next to me on the bridge. He leaned
out—much too far, in my opinion—Iooking down into the pit.

Man, | thought, Bastille would hate this place. She has this thing about heights. And
by “thing” | mean “incredible, soul-clutching terror.” | think it’s because she hasn’t

figured out a way she can stab “heights’ yet.

Another roar seemed to make the entire bridge shake. “ So, how are we going to deal
with that whatever-it-is?’ Dif asked.

“1 still have this sword,” | said, holding the thing up.



“Ever

used one of those?’

“Nope.”

“Perfect. Much more dramatic.” Dif grinned a Smedry grin, leaning out farther over
the shaft. “Wow. Check out those carvings on the wall!”

If Dif thought the sword was a good idea, then it was probably aterrible one. Instead
| fished in my robe pocket, bringing out one of my Lenses. This was my
Truthfinder’s Lens, the one Alcatraz the First had left behind so | could discern the
liesfrom the truths. “1 just have to use Lenses on the monster, whatever it is.”

And after that, I’d use them on my father. With my Truthfinder’s Lens, | could know
for certain what he intended.

“Wow!” Dif said, sweeping the other direction to point at the other wall. “More
murals over there!” And as he moved, he accidentally smacked his hand into mine.

The Truthfinder’ s Lens tumbled from my fingers.
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| cried out, dropping to my knees on the precarious bridge. | reached for my Lens, but
it bounced once off awooden slat and rolled off the bridge. | watched as it flipped in
the air, plummeting like a single raindrop down, down, down into blackness.

| heard afaint crack asit hit the enormous spinning fans.
| knelt there, wide-eyed, feeling a crushing sense of loss. No. Not that Lens! | ... | ...

“Oh!” Dif said. “Oh, I'm so sorry!” He dropped to his knees beside me, looking down
at the blackness. “We can get it, Cousin. We cut the ropes of the bridge, dropping us
down while we cling to the wooden boards. No, it’s not long enough. We slice up the
ropes on the bridge and make away to climb down ... into abunch of spinning death-
fansthat probably already destroyed the Lens anyway....”

His facefell.*

| stared after the Lens for along moment, but | knew there was nothing we could do
now. Later, once our job was done here, | could try to get down there and gather the
shards so my grandfather could reforge the Lens.

“I’'m so, so sorry,” Dif said. “That ... that wasn't very Smedry-like, was it? It was
spontaneous, | mean, but...” He looked sick.

| was immediately angry with him. Hateful, even. Then | thought of all the things1’d
broken in my life, all the mistakes I’d made. With effort, | shoved down my
annoyance, then stood and reached to help him to his feet.



“It'sall right,” | said. “We all make mistakes.”
He lit up, nodding enthusiastically. He was earnest. He was also a buffoon, but hey,
he wasn’t the one who had accidentally warned the entire world he was going to be

sneaking into the Highbrary.

“Come on,” | said, shouldering the sword and striding across the bridge. “1’m tired of
wondering what type of deadly monster iswaiting to devour us.”

On the other side, | was relieved to step onto solid ground again. This larger tunnel
was set with rooms at the sides, and glancing in one | saw shelves upon shelves of
books. It looked like the huts in the central chamber mainly kept things like soda cans

and license plates, while these deeper chambers had the actual books.

The sounds were very close now. | inched along, back to the wall, approaching a
doorway to my left. Y up. That was where the sounds were coming from.

| looked at Dif, and we both took a deep breath. Then we charged into the room, me
with my sword out, him with his fists up as if fully prepared to punch the living
daylights out of the draco-zombi-thulhu, whatever that is. Instead, we were
confronted by an enormous tyrannosaurus rex with blood dripping from its teeth.
“Oh,” | said, relaxing immediately. “Thank goodness.”

Chapter

15

I’ ve been thinking.

Maybe my lifeisafable, of the kind Aesop wrote. The purpose of those was to warn.



He told an entertaining story that, at the end, proved a point. That's why al those
animals got eaten, mangled, beheaded, crushed, and defenestrated.*

My life is not just a story—but simply because this all happened doesn’t mean you
can't learn something. It’s obvious to me now. Maybe there is a point to al this! You
are supposed to learn something from it!

Never let your chapters choose their own names. It makes things terribly confusing.

The dinosaur roared again, throwing back its head, shaking the walls with the ferocity
of itsanger.

“Cheers, Alcatraz!” said a pterodactyl* sitting at a little table in the room. He wore a
vest and trousers, and was sipping tea from a small cup.

“Hey, Charles,” | said, waving Dif into the room, then peeking out to see that no
Librarians were near. “What’ s up with Douglas?’

“Bitmy lip!” sad the T. rex.

“Redly?’ | said, setting the sword by the door and pulling a handkerchief out of my
pocket.* “That hardly seemsworth all of thisnoise.”

“Don’t mind him, good chap,” said Charles the pteradactyl.* “He merely has a very
low threshold for pain and a very high propensity for making a brilliant racket!”

“That’s terribly unfair,” Douglas said. “Have you seen these teeth of mine? A bit lip
IS no trivial matter, | say!” In truth, he was small for a T. rex. Barely taller than a
human adult, but he still had to lean down so that | could dab at the blood on his
teeth.



A few other dinosaurs sat at the table with Charles. I'd met Margaret, the duck-billed
dinosaur, along with Charles and Douglas during my first library incursion with my
grandfather. | didn’t know the last of the group, a dinosaur that had four horns—but
also a long pointed face. I’'m fairly certain the business suit with a skirt meant she
was female, but I'd never seen her speciesin atextbook.

Dif regarded the dinosaurs with a sneer that he obviously tried to cover up when |
glanced at him. Like Bastille, he didn’t seem to think much of them. Personally, | was
more than happy to find friendly faces—even reptilian ones—instead of some

eldritch monster thirsting to drink my soul.

“What are you guys doing here?’ | asked. “Didn’'t you learn your lesson last time?’
The Librarians liked to kill dinosaurs and stick their bones in museums.

“We'refield researchers,” Charles said indignantly. “We can’t do important work in a
stuffy university.”

“Stuffy libraries are much better,” Megan the duck-billed dinosaur agreed.

“Besides!” said the T. rex. “We couldn’t let you come here alone, good chap!”

| groaned. “ So you saw my speech too?”’

“*It's time for you to stop whining!"” Charles proclaimed, raising his teacup. “‘And
either help or get out of my way!’” Very dramatic. Set the Librarians all abuzz.”

“They knew | was coming for them,” | said with a sigh, sitting down with the
dinosaurs and eating afew of their British-style cookie things.*

“Yes, yes,” said the not-triceratops. “But that’s not what made the Librarians so
upset. Not merely your arrival, but your speech. Don’'t you realize what you said? It



was incredible, extraordinary, spectacular!”
The dinosaurs looked at me expectantly. Hopefully the Librarians outside in the
hallway would think | was fighting in here or something. This particular hall of books

didn’t seem to have any archivistsin it at the moment.

“Your speech,” Charles prompted. “You said, ‘I know something the Librarians
don’t.” The Librarians have gone crazy trying to figure out what it is!”

“1 was talking about my determination,” | said. “It was a metaphor. ‘I’ m stronger than
they think.” Something like that.” | shrugged. | didn’t really remember what 1'd said

all that well; it had just kind of come out.*

“Well,” Douglas said, flopping down beside the table near me, “they certainly
thought you meant something by it. So we couldn’t sit back and let all this happen!”

“Well, | suppose we can use al the soldiers we can get,” | said.

“Soldiers?’ Charles the ptterodactyl asked.

“Militants,” the not-triceratops explained. “ Combatants, fighters, warriors.”

“lI know what it means, Mary,” Charles said. “I was simply surprised. Uh ... we're
not exactly the fighting t

ype, Lord Alcatraz.”

“But you just said—"

“We're here,” Margaret said, raising her cup, “because this is a fantastic opportunity
to explore Hushlander reactions to extreme stress!”



“Do you have any idea how many papers we could write about this?’ the four-horned
dinosaur said. “ Essays, dissertations, treatises!”

“Librarian homeland besieged?’ Charles said. “Smedrys running around in the
Highbrary, having a bash at bringing down the entire place? Thiswill be golden.”

“Marvelous,” the not-triceratops said, “engaging, fascinating, wonderful .”*

“Oh,” | said. “I was hoping you'd help.”

“Well,” Charles added, “we did have Douglas eat the M section in the fiction archive.
That might sow alittle chaos.”

“Honestly,” Douglas said, “ sparkles? Hasn’t she ever met any undead?’
“Alcatraz,” Dif said, “we should get back. The Dark Oculator might send one of
those poor fools outside to come look for us.” He' d refused the seat I’ d pulled out for

him, and stood by the doorway, arms folded.

“Yeah, dl right,” | said, rising. “I don’'t suppose you guys could create a ruckus in
here for afew minutes, make it sound like I’ m fighting you?’

The dinosaurs grew silent.

“Like ... acting?’ Margaret asked.

“Performing!” the not-triceratops said. “Playing, portraying!”

“l don't know about that,” Charles said. “Did anyone here take any classes in
theatre?’



“What?' Douglas demanded. “And mingle with the unwashed cretins in the
humanities department?’

“Please?’ | asked. “ The Librarians have to think | destroyed whatever monster was in
here. Otherwise they’ [l come peeking in and discover you.”

The dinosaurs sighed, then rose. “Very well,” Margaret said. “Though | don’t like
interfering in the social experiment environment that you provide here, young
Smedry.”

They stared at each other for a moment.
Then they started roaring. | was shocked by the ferocity of it, and stumbled back, my

eyes widening. For all their complaints, they quickly got into the act, screeching,
bellowing, and making such aracket | could barely hear myself cake.*
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| stepped up to Dif. “Probably best if we wait,” | told him over the racket. “Let them
assume we' re fighting.”

He nodded, holding his ears and glaring at the dinosaurs. Shattering Glass. His dislike
of them exceeded even Bastille's. | shook my head and decided to spend a few
minutes looking through this archive room. It was filled with rows and rows of
books—every one of which appeared to be a biography of a stenographer. I’d had no
idea that people wrote biographies of stenographers, let alone that there were enough
to fill dozens upon dozens of shelves. Honestly, | barely knew what a stenographer
was.

The Librarians kept everything immaculately clean, but none of these books seemed
read. Their spines were too perfect, the pages pristine. What was the point of all this?
Wasn't information supposed to be used?

At the back of the room | found a small table with a chair by it, as if placed as a
reluctant concession to the idea that someone might someday come here and violate
these books by actually reading them. Hung above it was a mirror, and | stared at
myself in it, hood back, exposing my youthful features.

My life lately had been a sequence of improbable disaster after improbable
disaster—it left me wondering, was this what my life would be like from here on out?
What about school? | hadn’t particularly enjoyed school, mind you, but | was pretty
sure that there were things left for me to learn.*

| stared into that reflection as the dinosaurs continued their fight behind me.



Then the me in the mirror walked away.

| gasped, jumping back, reaching into my pocket for one of my Lenses. A Librarian
trap? But no ... the mirror suddenly showed another place, a place like what | thought
I’d seen in the glass of the storefront on the street above.

White pillars, cobbled streets, statues and fountains ...

Incarna, | thought. The kingdom from way, way back where the Smedry line—and
the Talents—had begun. It was a bit like Greece, but with cooler clothing.*

In the mirror, Incarna was burning.

| stepped up to the mirror and raised my fingers to it. The glass was cool to the touch,
but | felt as if it should burn me. The phantom version of me moved through the
streets, and my view followed, showing me a ruined paradise. Flames flickered out of

buildings that, made of stone, should definitely not have burned.

A shock of some sort made everything tremble, and a nearby building collapsed,
spewing dust. The phantom passed, asif oblivious to the destruction.

I’m watching it, | realized. The day Incarnafell. Refugees had fled, some making it to
Alexandria—where eventually my great-great, super-great-grandfather had died and

been buried.

He' d blamed the Talents. Was that what had lurked inside me? The power to destroy
cities? Continents? Civilizations?

Why in theworld did | feel like | wanted the thing back?

The Alcatraz in the mirror had grown more shadowy—amost smoky. It moved



through the burning town, approaching a place where the buildings were actually
melting. They broke apart, large sections turning molten red. Ahead, a brilliant light
shot toward the sky.

| frowned, pressing against the glass. Did | ... did | recognize that light from
somewhere?
“Cousin?’

| jumped, spinning around to find Dif standing behind me, watching me with a
cocked head. The dinosaurs continued their mock battle, screaming now with what
seemed like pain—all the while throwing furniture at the walls.

“Wow,” | said. “They’rereally getting into it.”

“We al have a savage side to us,” Dif said. “Some bury it more deeply than most.
Why were you staring at that mirror?”’

| spun back around, but the glass had reverted to normal, just showing my face. “I...”
| said, then shook my head. “Do you know what kind of glassthisis?’

“Aren’'t you the Oculator?’

Of course. Idiot. | pulled out my Oculator’s Lenses and looked at the mirror, but the
glass gave off no glow. There wasn’t anything special about it.

| tucked away the Lenses.

“Are you al right, Cousin?’ Dif said. “I mean, | know we're supposed to be strange
and kooky, but | hadn’t realized that extended to making out with mirrors....”



“I wasn’t “making out’ with it.”

Behind us, Douglas yelled something about a fort made of brassieres, something else
about arresting silence, then let out a string of Ohs like he was singing in a boy band.
Finally he collapsed to the floor.

“Dif,” | said. “You're sure your Taent is still working?’

“It 1s,” Dif said. “I used it outside, when we were first put into that group of
Librarians.”

So that was how he' d dlipped away. “What happened? What did it do?’

Dif shrugged. “Y ou tell me. Y ou were looking right at me when | used it.”

“l was?’

He nodded.

“l can’'t remember athing.”

“That’s the Talent for you,” Dif said. “So ... when are you going to use yours? I’'ll be
honest, I’ ve wanted to see the Breaking Talent in action for quite some time.”

| started, then realized we' d never explained it to him, not directly. “I broke the other
Talents,” | said, walking back through the stacks toward the dinosaurs.

“What, really?’ he said, following.

“Yeah,” | said. “Mine isn't working, and neither is Grandpa's, or Kaz's. I'm
wondering if what | did was localized—Ilike, maybe only the people who were nearby



me lost their Talents, since yours is still working.” | shook my head. “Once we get
out of here, we'll need to contact the other Smedrys and see if their Talents are
working or not.”

Dif nodded, seeming stunned by this information. | stepped up to the dinosaurs.

Douglas the T. rex lay on his back, little arms sticking straight up. “How was that?’
he asked.

“Perfect,” | said, picking up the sword I'd brought in. “I’ll bet the Librarians are
horrified. When we get back to them, hopefully they’ll lead us where we want to go.”

“Do we have to go back to them, Cousin?’ Dif asked. “We could just continue on
deeper into the Highbrary.”

“We' d have no idea where we were going.”

“Oh, | don't know about that,” Dif said. “I think I’'m getting a feel for this place.
Besides, how complicated can it be? Librarians made it, and we al know they aren’t
the brightest of people!”

“Don’t underestimate them,” | said. “There' s no reason to be foolhardy.”

“Huh?’ he asked, confused. “| never thought we needed a reason.”

| helped Douglas to his feet—no small task, since even though he was asmall T. rex,
he still must have weighed like a gaglazillion pounds.*

“You're sure you don’'t want to dlip out the back?’ Dif asked, thumbing over his
shoulder.

“Quite sure,” | said, looking to Douglas. “Now,” | said to him. “I’'m afraid I’m going



to have to ask you to bite your lip again....”

Chapter

16

Yes, | mentioned Bastille in that last chapter.*

Presumably this removes some of the tension for you in this book. After al, if she's
talking to me in the future when | am writing these books, then she obviously gets
healed. Right?

Y up. Bastilleisfine.

She’ s not the one who dies in this book.

| stepped out onto the rope bridge, carrying a sword covered in Douglas's blood.
(And yes, hewasn't kidding: A T. rex’s bit lip can be really amazing in its blood-flow
output.) Dif joined me as we silently crossed the gap.

Librarians clustered around the place where the bridge ended. They’d been creeping
forward—the Dark Oculator at the very back—to see what was going on. | stopped in
the center of the bridge and held up the bloody sword, causing a round of murmurs
from the pile of Librarians.

Far beneath me, the fans went wub, wub, wub.

Then they went wubwubwubwub.

Finally they went something like: WUBAWUBWUB2WUBWUB?



WOWAWE'RE?GOING?FAST2NOW?MATE!

For some reason, the fans had chosen that moment to go into overdrive. This was an
air intake for the ventilation system, meaning the fans drew in the air and pushed it
throughout the entire Highbrary. And that meant | was suddenly in the middle of a
vortex of wind, blowing down from above, trying to suck me off the bridge and into
the fans.

| shouted in alarm and dropped the sword, grabbing the sides of the bridge and
holding tight. Dif did the same, looking at me with a surprised expression.

Wait. | could see his expression. His hood had fallen back in the wind. Which meant
... yes, mine had as well.

| looked toward the Librarians. They looked back.

Then the Dark Oculator screamed in terror and ran away back down the tunnel. The
other Librarians followed, leaving behind a solitary figure who put her hands on her
hips.

Dif and | pulled ourselves across the bridge as it swayed dangerously. Fortunately we
made it across, though just as we stepped off, the bridge pitched from side to side,

then finally ripped apart.

| gulped as | watched the wooden planks get sucked down into the vortex. | glanced
at Dif, who looked nonplussed.* Something was definitely wrong with those fans.

Now that we were out of the wind tunnel directly above the fans, the air wasn’t being
pulled as much. Still, we walked down the hallway to get away from the noise.

“You know,” my mother said, looking in the direction the Librarians had fled, “that



was completely unfair.”

“Huh?’

“Why are they afraid of you?’ she said, folding her arms and tapping her foot. “Do
you know how hard | tried to cultivate a fearsome reputation? They don’t care about
me, but they run away from a teenage kid with a bad haircut? Bother.”

“You're aterrible mother. Y ou realize that, don’t you?’

“I’ll bake you cookies or something to make up for it,” Shasta said. She hesitated.
“That’ s athing mothers do, right?’
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“You don’'t know?”’

“Never got around to studying for the job,” Shasta said. “Honestly, you'd think
they’ d give us an instruction manuel* or something.”

WEell, regardless, this plan hadn’t turned out. Not only had | lost my cool bloody
sword, the Librarians had run away.

“Well, now what?’ | asked as we stopped in the tunnel.

“Hmm?’ Shasta asked.

“That Dark Oculator was going to lead us to the Forgotten Language texts.”
“Why would she do that?’ Dif asked.

“She thought | was serving the Scrivener,” | explained. “I told her I'd been sent by

him.
Dif started. “What?”’

“Yeah,” | said. “She wanted to test that | was as powerful as| claimed, so she sent me
to kill the monster.”

“Dinosaurs,” Shasta said dismissively. “I can’'t believe that nobody noticed. Hasn't
anyonein here heard aT. rex throw atantrum before?’



Drat. 1I'd been hoping she'd think I’d done something incredible. “Well, the Dark
Oculator is gone, so she can't lead us to the Forgotten Language archive. Now we'll
have to start all over.”

“Yes,” Shasta said. “We could do that. Or we could use this.” She held up a small,
mobile-phone-like device.

“Is that—"

“The Dark Oculator’ s authenticator?’ Shastasaid. “Yes.”

“And you—"

“Picked her pocket,” Shasta said. “What? Y ou thought | was just lounging out here
composing an epic ballad or something? Thank you for the distraction, by the way.”

“Great. Let’sturnit on!”

Mother tucked it into her pocket.

“Wait! What are you doing?’

“Let’sgo over those rules again,” she said, looking mein the eyes.

“They aren’t negotiable.”

“Really? That’ stoo bad.” She started to walk away.

| grabbed her by the arm. “Y ou turn that thing on.”

“Or what, Alcatraz? Are you willing to hurt me to get what you want? Do you think



you could actually manageit if you decided to try?”’

| looked to Dif, who shrugged, seeming to say, “I told you we should have snuck
away on our own.”

| looked back to my mother, grinding my teeth. “What do you want?’

“When we find your father,” she said. “Y ou may talk to him. You may try to get him
to see some sense. But if he doesn't listen, | get to deal with him. In any way
necessary.”

“No. We can’'t—"

“What do you think we're doing here, boy?’ she snapped. “Are we playing games?
Have you been with that fool of a grandfather of yours so long you've lost the ability
to see the world asit has to be?’

| stepped back, shocked by her outburst.

“We,” she shouted, “are going to stop him. That’s what we came to do. Even if it rips
us up inside, we are going to stop him. DO YOU UNDERSTAND?

Did I?

Why else had we come? What steps was | willing to take?

“Aslong as | get to talk to him first,” | said, reluctant. “You don’t take any ... steps
until I am done and give you the go-ahead.”



“Fine,” Mother said. “But | only concede because | hope, against my better judgment,
that he'll listen to you when he never listened to me.”

Mother clicked something on the authenticator, and a spray of light rose from it,
projecting a three-dimensional set of glowing red gridlines into the air. It showed all
of the passageways, archives, and chambers of the Highbrary. Projected like this, it

looked alot like an anthill with tons of tunnels and burrows.

| located where we'd entered—a place near the middle of the main chamber, easily
recognized because of the tall, spindly tower topped by an altar.*

From there, | followed our trail on the map to locate the fan chamber. There were
severa of them marked on the map—were all the fans blowing this hard? Even

standing a distance away from it, the air current was noticeably strong.

This place was enormous. | squinted, reading notation after notation in the air. How
long would we be safe just standing here? What if—

“There,” Dif said, pointing at a notation. “Forgotten Language texts. Mauve-level
authenticator required.”

“And ... what do we have?’ | asked.

“Gamboge,” Mother said.

“Whichis...?

“High enough to get usin,” she said.

| nodded in relief, memorizing the path between our location and the archive. We'd
have to return to the main chamber, then head down a different set of tunnels. It was



practically on top of another wind tunnel.

“Let’sgo,” Mother said, moving to turn off the authenticator.

| stopped her, raising my hand, tracing the path again. I’d noticed something else on
that map. It was practically on the way—

Suddenly the authenticator flashed brilliantly, the projected image growing much
brighter. | backed away. Had | done that to it somehow? But | wasn’t even touching
it.

Mother flipped it off, looking annoyed. “It's hot to the touch,” she complained,
stuffing it back in her pocket. “What did you do?’

“Nothing!” | said. But there wasn’t time to protest my innocence—I had a plan. Much
like the old plan.

But with aquick diversion.

| took off running. Shasta grumbled and fell in behind me, Dif at the back. We
emerged into the main cavern, with its sweeping rock bridges and hundreds of
archive huts. A gaping hole in the ceiling spilled light down in a golden column near
the center. The sound of gunfire popped in the distance—Himalaya s team was still
fighting, thankfully.

We turned right. The Librarians in the main cavern were all abuzz, scurrying about,
shouting. Something had sent them into a panic, it seemed. Most had suffered the
exploding ceiling and the subsequent invasion with merely passing interest. Why
would they suddenly be concerned?

Well, at least | didn’t feel out



of place breaking into a jog. Perhaps that would help us look busy, so nobody else
would conscript usinto a monster-slaying team.*

My mother pulled up alongside me as we jogged. “What’ s going on?’

“l have no idea.” | fished in my robe pocket, bringing out the phone. It felt strange to
be using something so ordinary, but there it was. It had only three numbers saved; |
dialed the most recent one.

It rang, then Himalaya answered. “Y eah?’ she said, sounding out of breath.

“Did you guys do something?’ | asked.

“Other than get forced to the second floor of our building?’ she said. | heard gunfire
over her line. “Thisisn’'t going well, Alcatraz. They’ re going to overwhelm us soon.”

“Understood,” | said. “You guys should get out of there. | don’t think we need you as
adistraction any longer.”

“Yeah,” Himalayasad. “About that...”

| felt achill.

“They dropped a Librarian task force onto the roof of the building where we' re holed
up,” Himalaya said. “And they set up sharpshooters on the next building over.
There’'s no way we're going to be able to use the grappling lines to climb to the
surface. | was hoping you’ d have some kind of plan to get us out. We're pinned down
in here.”

Shattering Glass.



“That distraction with the wind was helpful though,” Himalaya added.

“Thewind?’ | sad.

“Yeah,” Himalaya said. “The ventilation is blowing into the archive at a furious rate,
enough to knock over some of the shelves near the air duct in our building. It's
scattering carefully catalogued piles of information in a completely casual, careless,
and unorganized way....”

| could hear her twitch over the line.

“You don’'t need to reorganize it al right now, Himalaya,” | said, brushing past a
group of anxious Librarians who were heading toward an archive where—inside—I
could see alittle mini vortex spinning sheets of paper in the air. Well, at least now |
knew why they were acting so crazy.

“1 know, | know,” she said. “But it’s so messy. Anyway, it’s distracting to my people,
but just as bad for the Librarians outside. The one reason we're still alive is because
groups of enemies keep breaking off to go help clean one archive or another.”
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“At least that’s something,” | said.

“Alcatraz,” Himalaya said softly. “There’s one more thing. | touched a piece of
Shielder’s Glass here; we brought it along for cover, but it ran out of brightsand
quickly. Alcatraz ... when | touched it ... it started glowing.”

| felt cold.
“Y ou' re not an Oculator.”

“No, never have been. Folsom isn’'t one either. But he can make the glass glow too.
What does it mean?’

It meant | had no idea what was going on. It wasn’'t only me and Grandpa, it seemed,
who were making glass act crazy. The effect was multiplied in us, but if it was
happening to Himalaya and Folsom too ...

“Alcatraz, please,” she said. “I have to get back to the fighting. But if you can do
something to help us out, we' d redlly appreciate it.”

More people relying on me. | felt a knot in the bottom of my stomach as Himalaya
hung up. The Free Kingdoms Air Guard had come, the Librarian resistance, even
Charles and his friends, all because they’d believed in my speech. | was the face of
this rebellion, improvised though it was.

How in the world was | going to save them? Most daysit felt like | could barely save
myself.



We reached the tunnel that would lead to the Forgotten Language archive, and turned
into it. Once again our only light became that of skull-shaped lamps on the walls.
This corridor felt quiet, almost solemn, compared to the chaos outside.

“The Scrivener,” | said, shoving the phone back into my pocket and looking toward
my mother. “That Dark Oculator confirmed to me that someone is using that name.
Do you know what he looks like? Maybe we can confirm if thisis Biblioden returned,
or just someone using the title.”

“That will be tough,” my mother said. “We don’t even have pictures of him—not that
the Librarian high-ups show off. But ... Alcatraz, | doubt any other Librarian would
claim that title. We have to confront the possibility that Biblioden found a way to
bring himself back to life. Either that or he was never actually dead in the first place.”

I’d like to pause here and say something clever.

I’d like to, but | can’'t because I’'m not really feeling clever at the moment. So instead
I’m going to include the mating call of the wooly sea sloth:

“Hey, wanna grab a pizza?’

Ah, such magnificent animals.

We reached an intersection in our tunnel. The wind was blowing more strongly from
the left fork, and that’s the direction my mother turned. The direction of the archive
we wanted.

I, however, turned right.

“Alcatraz?’ my mother called, stopping at the intersection, though Dif followed me
immediately. Finally | heard her footfalls racing after me down the corridor.



From my memory of the map, | only needed to count down four rooms in this tunnel
to get where | wanted to go. When | arrived, | was disappointed to find a locked steel
door blocking the entrance. Fortunately, when my mother drew close, a light on the
side of the door turned green. The authenticator had enough clearance to get usin.

“What isthis?’ Dif asked.
“Chemicals lab and medical storage?’ my mother asked, reading the words—etched
into the stone in a cryptic language | couldn’t decipher—above the entrance. “Why

have you come here?’

| placed my hand on the door. “Because,” | said, “I have a friend in a Librarian-
induced coma, and thisis precisely the sort of place they’ d keep the cure.”

Chapter

17

| can’t drive a car. But if | could drive a car, and if this book were a car, my foot
would be on the gas pedal and we' d be going about 200 miles an hour right now.

I’ ve thought quite a bit about these last chapters of my autobiography. You are now
approaching the end of the fifth book, the last book. Y ou've dedicated hours upon
hours of your life studying my exploits. It's all been pointing at this.

| want you to understand the gravity of this moment; | need you to realize exactly
how solemn all thisis. And so, I'm going to do something I’ ve never done before.

Something incredible, something dangerous, and something completely unexpected.

I’m going to let you skip ahead.



Yes, | know. In every book so far, I’'ve forbidden you from looking ahead. I've
mocked and derided those who do so. | told you to never, never, never look ahead in
a book.

And now I’m letting you. That’s how important this ending is. That's how dangerous
al thisis.

We have to do it in a controlled way though. At the end of this introduction, | am
giving you formal permission to look ahead to Chapter Twenty and read the first two
paragraphs here.

Now, make sure you read only the first two paragraphs, and of only that chapter. No
peeking at anything else. Just those two paragraphs.

Read them out |oud.

| inched open the door into the chemical storage facility and got a faceful of wind; the
air vents inside were blowing full force. This chamber was all smooth metal surfaces,
distinctly different from the organic “rocky cavern” feel of the rest of the Highbrary.
A pair of Librarians moved inside, stacking a set of glass tubes on arack. They wore
white robes instead of black, and spoke in hushed whispers.

“I'm telling you, | saw it,” one of them was saying. “I was on the expedition to
Alexandria; | know what they look like. | don’t know why those spirits are making

their way here, but they are.”

| pulled back, letting Dif and my mother peek through the crack. “We'll have to wait
until those Librarians are gone,” | whispered to the two of them.

“No time,” my mother said.



She stood up and shoved her way into the room. | stifled a yelp of annoyance and
fished for my Shamefiller's Lens. But | didn't dare use that on people. Not even
Librarians. |—

“You two!” my mother barked. “We have wounded in the main hall.”

The two Librarian scientists—a man and a woman—spun about, took in Mother’s
black robe, then glanced at the light on the wall indicating that she was allowed into
the room.

“Wounded?’ the male Librarian scientist asked. “Why would there be wounded?’

“Haven’'t you been paying attention?” Mother snapped. “Useless fools! Rebels have
broken into the Highbrary.”

“Did they cause the wind?’ the other scientist asked, pointing toward a stack of
papers they’ d had to weigh down with beakers full of water.

“Obviously,” Mother said. “ They also brought some of our own weapons, stolen from
the battlefield in Mokia, and are using them to knock our troops unconscious. | need
the cure, stat.”

“Stat?’ the woman asked.

“It's Latin,” my mother said. “It means I'll rip out your tongues if you don't obey
RIGHT NOW.”

They obeyed, rushing to a cabinet and unlocking it. My mother folded her arms as |
joined her; then she cocked an eyebrow at me. | might not have thought highly of her
parenting skills, but | did have to admit that she had an enviable ability to get her
way. People tended to do what she said, if only because her presence was so



loathsome they wanted to be free of her as soon as possible.

The female scientist came back with atiny vial, smaller than a perfume sampler. My
mother looked at it, skeptical.

“We'll need way more than onevial,” | said.

“No you won't,” the woman said, unscrewing the lid. “This stuff is super
concentrated. You'd be surprised at how much a few drops can do. We merely have
to hold it up beneath the subject’'s nose, and once they smell the fumes they’ll

awaken.”

The vial let out a distinctive scent of cinnamon. It seemed safe to breathe. My mother
looked to me, and | nodded. It would at |east be enough for Bastille.

“We'll takeit,” my mother said, reaching for the vial.

“We're not allowed to let level-eight superchemicals out of our sight,” the woman
said, putting the lid back on.

My mother glared at her, but the scientist remained firm.

“Fine,” my mother snapped. “ Take it

to the central sanctum, near the altar. Administer it to any who have falen.”

“Uh...” thewoman said, shuffling. “Isthat where everyoneisfighting...?’

“That’swhat | said.”

“But I'm ascientist.”



“Don’t worry,” my mother said. “Y ou can take your colleague. I’'m certain the two of
you will be safe together.”

After a short staring match, the woman wilted, then nodded. The two scientists left,
scuttling away before my mother’'s glare like they’d been caught eating apples in
Eden.

| pushed the door shut behind them, then hurried to the cabinet where they’d gotten
out the vial. It was locked. | pried at it, cursing softly. The whole thing was metal. I'd
need a crowbar to get in.

“Thisisawaste of our time,” Mother said, folding her arms.

“My friends,” | muttered, “are counting on me.”

“Your friends are not as important as the fate of the world.”

“I"ve kind of got to agree,” Dif said. “As awesomely yet irresponsibly impulsive as
thiswas, Cousin, we can’'t spend much time here.”

“Just aminute,” | said, grabbing a screwdriver off a nearby table, then trying to use it
to pry the medicine case open.

This was ridiculous. Here | was, trying to break something. And failing. How often
had that happened in my life? True, my Taent had occasionally broken everything
except the item | wanted, but during these last few months with my family, 1'd
learned control. I'd stopped breaking things by accident. I’d channeled my powers, as
Grandpa had taught.

And now ... nothing. It was alarming how powerless | suddenly felt, unable to get
through that little sheet of metal and its stupid lock. After a few minutes of fruitless



struggling, feeling my mother’s and Dif’s eyes on me, | slammed the screwdriver
down on the metal desk next to me with a resonant bang.
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If there was one thing | was supposed to be able to do, it was break things! It was like
afundamental part of me was missing. Was this how Grandpa and the others felt? I'd
been somewhat enjoying the loss of my Talent—it hadn’t been that long ago that I'd
viewed it as a curse, rather than a super power.

| turned to look at the others, to beg for help getting the cabinet open, and | caught
my reflection in a nearby glass case. It was watching me, and it didn’t move when |
did.

“You'reit, aren't you?’ | asked the reflection. “The Taent?’

“Alcatraz?’ my mother asked.

| ignored her, looking into my own eyesin the glass. The figure shook its head.

| jumped. | was expecting that, but | still jumped.

“What are you, then?’ | demanded.

The figure mouthed something. I’ m you.

“You broke things,” | said. “Y ou broke everything. That wasn't me. | didn’t want to.”

Didn’t you? the figure asked. You didn’t want to drive them away? Y ou didn’t want
to be alone?



What am | to you? the figure mouthed. | could almost hear it. Something to be
controlled, bottled in, used? Then ignored?

“Why did you do this?’ | asked, stepping up to the glass. “Why did you let me save
Mokia, then leave?’

Maybe, the figure mouthed, | was tired of being blamed for things that are not my
fault.

| stared at the glass, and found tears leaking from the corners of my eyes. My mother
stepped up to me, hesitant, as if she were approaching awild animal. She touched me

on the arm. “Alcatraz? Areyou al right?’

“No,” | snapped, turning from her to the cabinet. | placed my hands on the metal and
tried to summon the Talent. | reached for it, strained for it.

| was so close. Just another inch ...

It refused.

But my robe did start talking to me again.

“I can't believe | let my hood fall down right at the wrong moment!” it cried. “I
ruined everything!”

And if this seems like too many talking inanimate objects for you, might | kindly
remind you that you’ re the one talking to a book.*

The Shamefiller's Lens. | cursed, digging it out of my pocket, but the thing was
brutally hot to the touch. It singed my fingers and | dropped it. It bounced to arest on
the floor and released a distinctive beam of light straight upward.



“Man, I’'m aterrible ceiling....”

| can’'t believe that the last thing | said to Bastille was a complaint that she was
supposed to protect me, a piece of me thought. I’'m so ashamed....

Uh-oh.

“Out!” | screamed at the others, then grabbed the screwdriver and ducked down,
using it to tilt the Lens up toward the cabinet.

“Wow,” the cabinet said, “I can’'t believe | slammed on that cute scientist’s fingers. It
was absolutely the wrong moment too. There we were, the two of us, aone in here

and, and, | can’t take it!”

No. | couldn’t destroy the cabinet. That would break the vials. Instead, | tipped the
Lenstoward the wall nearby. It was along shot too, but | felt better about it.

“I"'m the worst wall ever,” the wall said. “All | do is stare at the other walls. Do they
see the dirty specks on me? Is that why they won'’t speak to me? Oh!”

| failed her, | thought. | failed everyone....

A section of the wall exploded as my screwdriver head melted. As |’ d hoped, the wall
ripping apart made the metal cabinet fall free. | managed to catch it, and the back was
open. From within | grabbed a large bottle of liquid the same shade as the little vial
the scientist had shown us.

“I"m the worst floor ever.”

“What an awful table | am!”



| ruined everything, | thought. I'm so terrible at all of this, | could just explode....

| dove for the doorway, cradling the bottle as things inside the room began to burst in
showers of sparks. The ceiling, the tables, the walls. Their blasts created a thundering
cacophony.

But | survived.

Though alingering sense of shame haunted me, I’ d gotten far enough away. | was left
with the image of alarge column of light consuming everything in the room.

“What,” my mother said, “was that?’

“Lenses are acting kind of weird around me,” | said, struggling to my feet.

“That’s what you call ‘weird’?’ she demanded as the entire room collapsed upon
itself.

Dazed, | fished in my pocket. I’d dropped the Truthfinder’s Lens into the fans, so al |
had left now were my standard Oculator’s Lenses and my Courier’s Lenses. Well,
those and the Shaper’ s Lens my grandfather had given me.

“Comeon,” | said, holding the large bottle of antidote. “Let’s move.”

| got no complaint from the others, and Dif gave me a thumbs-up. He apparently
considered what I’ d just done to be properly “kooky” and “unexpected.” | pulled out
the Courier’s Lenses and put them on as we ran down the hallway. “Grandpa?’ | said,
activating them. | couldn’t worry about the fact that they’d make me glow; hopefully
everyone would assume | was a Dark Oculator.

NO NEED TO YELL, LAD! Grandpa's voice screamed back at me.



“I’m not yelling, you are.”

MUST BE THE WAY WE'RE SUDDENLY SUPERCHARGING LENSES.

“l suppose,” | said, lagging behind Shasta and Dif. That burst of shamefilling had
really taken a lot out of me. “We found where they’'re keeping the Forgotten
Language texts, and are on our way there right now.”

ROUSING ROWLINGS I'M ON MY WAY TOO! YOU FOUND AN
AUTHENTICATOR?

“Both that and the antidote for the Mokians. | took our authenticator off a Dark
Oculator. You?

TRICKED IT OUT OF ONE OF THE LIBRARIANS WHO OPERATE THE
VENTILATION SYSTEMS IN HERE. RIGHT BEFORE JAMMING THE THINGS
ON FULL SPEED.

“That wasyou?’ | asked.

FIGURED IT WOULD MESS EVERYTHING UP IN HERE. LIBRARIANS CAN
NEVER THINK STRAIGHT IF THEIR BOOKS ARE OUT OF ORDER.

| decided not to mention how the fans had nearly messed me up as well. “So that’s
your plan to destroy

the place? Wind tunnels?’

WELL, THAT, Grandpa said, AND ENGAGING THE HIGHBRARY'S SELF-
DESTRUCT MECHANISM.



| stopped in place. “The what?’

DON'T SHOUT, PLEASE, LAD! Grandpa said, but chuckled. THE SELF-
DESTRUCT MECHANISM. EVIL SOCIETIES CAN NEVER RESIST PUTTING
THE SILLY THINGSIN THEIR BASES.

“But...” | said.

DON'T WORRY, Grandpa replied. THEY'LL GET IT DISARMED BEFORE IT
GOES OFF. I'VE NEVER YET BEEN ABLE TO GET ONE OF THE BLASTED
THINGS TO ACTUALLY BLOW UP, BUT IT WILL SEND THE HIGH-LEVEL
LIBRARIANS INTO A PANIC, MAYBE KEEP THEM OFF OUR BACKS. I'LL
MEET YOU AT THE FORGOTTEN LANGUAGE ARCHIVE.

| nodded. Ahead, my mother had stopped in the wide tunnel, looking back at me
insistently. The wind was pretty strong here. Not “blow you over” strong, but maybe
“blow over your baby brother” strong.

| continued forward, feeling drained. Perhaps it was the lingering effect of the
Shamefiller's Lens, but | had a sudden, ailmost overpowering feeling that this was all
going to end like it had in Mokia. Maybe we' d stop my father, but what about saving
my friends? What about Himalaya and Folsom, and al the people fighting in ships
above the city? What good was it to “win” if everyone | cared about ended up dying
for that victory?

| dug out the phone and dialed Kaz.

“Al'” he said, picking up the phone. | could hear explosions on the other end of the
line. “Please tell me you' re almost done in there.”

“Battle’ s going poorly?”’



“You could say that,” Kaz said, then cursed. He didn’t speak for afew seconds. “ That
was close. We're going to need to pull out soon. And Al, something strange is going

on.
“Glassis acting oddly around you?’

“Yeah! How’d you guess? When | push buttons on the glass control panel, it lights
them all up. It's nearly gotten me killed. | have to steer with the most delicate touch. |

don’t know how long | can keep this up before something goes very wrong.”

“Okay,” | said, “I want you to pull out. But | need you to do something crazy first.”
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“How crazy?”’

“Way crazy.”

“I'm sold. What isit?’

“l need you to dive down the hole we made into the Highbrary,” | said. “Himalaya
and Folsom are in here with a team of soldiers, and they’re trapped. | want you to
land Penguinator, pick them up, then escape.”

“You'reright,” hesaid. “That iscrazy. I'll doit.”

“Once they’re aboard, retreat.”

“And you?’

“I’ve got another way out,” | lied.

| didn’t want more people dying because of the stupid things I’ d said to the monarchs.
Grandpa, Dif, and | would have to find our own way out. Smedrys always escaped
from these kinds of scrapes, right?

“Any news on bringing the Talents back?’ Kaz asked.

“Not yet.”

“Pity. | keep feeling like | can almost get my Talent working....” He signed off, and |



texted him Himalaya's number, then sent a text to Himalaya too, telling her to
prepare for Kaz's arrival. Using technology again was pretty weird; | kept expecting
the phone to melt in my fingers or talk back to me or something.

My mother and Dif slowed ahead of me. Could they power glass too? | wanted to test
the theory, but | dithered, wondering what would happen if | gave Mother this
information.

The authenticator, | thought. It was going haywire in her hands, without me touching
it. She might be interfering with the glass that runsit.

More questions. Feeling exhausted and confused, | joined the other two at a set of
metal doors. The lights on the sides of the entrance glowed green. We could enter.

If we really wanted to. That was questionable, since as the doors opened, | could see
that most of the floor inside was missing.

Yes, missing. The only thing resembling a floor was the long walkway leading from
our doorway to a platform in the center of the room. That platform had a hut on it,
like the archives out in the main chamber. | could see bookshelves within.

Other than that, the room was a pit. A familiar wub-wub-wub came from below.
There was no ceiling, just a long dark opening like there had been in the other
ventilation shaft. Wind rushed from the open tunnel above, getting sucked downward
by those fans to be pushed throughout the entire Highbrary.

“Fans,” | said. “They built the Forgotten Language archive above a pit of doom?”’

“Librarians,” my mother said, “share more with Smedrys than either would like to
admit. Both will bend over backward to accommodate sheer dramatic effect.”



| shivered, but there was nothing to do but cross that walkway. At least it looked
more sturdy than the rope bridge had been. My mother led, with me next, and Dif in
the rear. There weren't any handrails, and though the walkway was a good four or
five feet wide, | felt like it was a tightrope—wind tossing my hair and clothing, each
step threatening to topple me down into those fan blades.

Never was | so happy to enter alibrary as | was to step off that walkway and into the
room of that little hut, where—fortunately—the wind was far less severe. The place
seemed empty of people. It was lit by electric lights on the walls and stocked with

hundreds of texts in the Forgotten Language, many of which were scrolls.

“Empty,” Dif said, hands on his hips. “Weren't we supposed to find your father
here?’

“Oh, he's here,” | said.

“Where?’ my mother asked.

“He has Disguiser’s Lenseson.”

“Haven't you been paying attention?” my mother demanded. “The Highbrary has
precautions in place against things like that. Anyone using L enses to imitate someone

else will glow.”

“Oh, | know,” | said. “Attica is counting on that, as it helps the disguise. Isn't that
right, Father?’

Something moved beside a bookcase, coming out from a hiding place. A ghostly
figure, glowing, spectral clothing hanging in tatters. It was wearing a monocle.

One of the undead Curators, the Librarians who haunted Alexandria. Or someone



dressed like one.

“How did you guess?’ the ghost said, using my father’ s voice.

Chapter

18

“The Librarians are afraid of a ghost,” | said to him. “Specificaly one of the
Alexandrian types. And who better to imitate one of them than the only man who
joined their ranks, then escaped? Besides, if Librarian defenses are going to make you
glow, why not incorporate that into your disguise?’ | shrugged. Made sense to me.

“Well done,” my father said, the ghostly image vanishing—replaced by his normal
form. Attica Smedry was a tall, handsome man with too much smile to him. He wore
a par of Lenses and had on a stylish Free Kingdoms outfit that—in my
opinion—Ilooked a lot like pajamas.

When my father and | had been together in Nalhalla, he’'d been quick to endear
himself to everyone he considered important.

| hadn’t been included.

Perhaps that’s the fable of these books. You, reader, may have a beef* with your
parents, but chances are they’re not anywhere near as bad as mine. At least your
mother doesn’t belong to an evil cult that has conquered half the world, and at |east
your father isn’'t inadvertently trying to destroy the other half.

“It ... is a good disguise, Attica,” my mother said. “Librarians who saw it would
wonder, ‘Why is one of the Curators of Alexandriafloating around our halls? instead
of wondering if you're a spy. They spent their time trying to solve the wrong puzzle.



By standing out, your true motives became invisible. It’s brilliant, as usual.”

“Thank you,” my father said.

Mother reached into the pocket of her jacket and took out a handgun.

“Mother!” | cried out. “The rules! Y our promise!”

“Promises mean nothing,” she said, “when the fate of a planet ison theline.”

“Thisis an old argument, Shasta,” my father said, raising his hands to the sides. “One
I’'m bored of hearing. It won't destroy the world; it will simply destroy the
Librarians.”

“Smedry Talents?’ she said. “In the hands of everyone?’

“Equality,” my father said.

“Fame for you.”

“Don’t be petty,” my father snapped. “This will break Biblioden’s control. The
Librarians want to pretend the world is ‘normal’ and ‘ straightforward’ ? They want to
ignore the Free Kingdoms? Well, let them ignore this. A Talent for every person!”

“Insanity.”

“Inevitability,” he said. “You can't stop it, not even if you kill me. Someone will
crack this eventually. It might as well be me.”

“It always comes back to your ego,” she said, raising the gun. | felt a spike of alarm.
“Everything always comes down to that.”



My father met her eyes. “He' s returned, you know.”

My mother didn’t speak.

“Biblioden,” my father said. “He has reappeared. | suspect he knew his plots needed
centuries to grow, and so he found a way to put himself to sleep and wait, giving his
kingdom time to expand. Now that the victory is within his grasp—the end of the
Free Kingdoms—he has returned to deliver the killing blow. Well, I'll give the
people a weapon to fight against him. Let’'s see how the Librarians do when every

person they try to dominate has the Breaking Talent!”

“You're mad,” my mother whispered. Though she held the gun steady, | could see a
tear on her cheek.

“Mother!” | repeated. “Mother!”

She glanced at me.

“You promised,” | said. “I talk to him first.”

“Hewon't change, Alcatraz. He never changes.”

“But do you really want to pull that trigger without knowing?' | asked. “Without
giving him one more chance?’

My mother hesitated, then sighed and lowered her gun.
A beam of light shot from my father’s right eye and smashed into her, tossing her

backward. She hit the floor, unconscious, and the gun skidded from her fingers
toward the doorway.



“Mother!” | screamed, rushing to her side.

“Oh, don't worry,” my father said, chuckling. “It's only a Concussor’'s Lens. She'll
wake up with a headache in a few hours, knowing | bested her yet again. She's used
to that by now, | do suspect.”
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| turned my mother onto her back. Indeed she was breathing, but the side of her face
was bright red, asif she’d been hit really hard.

“Hmmm,” my father said. “The Lens is acting up again. | didn’t realize I'd put so
much power through it. Well, good job getting her to put down the gun, my boy! That
was some solid teamwork there.”

Now | was “my boy”?

“Dif,” | said. “Go out in front of the hut here and watch for Grandfather. He said he
was coming. Give mewarning if Librarians come instead.”

“Sure thing,” Dif said, slipping out of the hut’s front.

My father continued chuckling to himself as he removed a stack of hidden notebooks
from behind a bookshelf. “ Shasta really should have guessed that | was wearing two
different Lenses,” he said. “Disguiser’s Lens in one eye, Concussor’s in the other.
One of the oldest tricks in the book, even if it is challenging to wear two different
Lenses at once.”

| reluctantly left Shasta on the ground. She was a bad mother, but not a bad
person—at least she was trying to do what was right. | didn't have the same
confidence about my father.

“Here, my boy, let me show you what I’ve discovered!” Attica sat down at a table,
swapping his Lenses for a different pair. | recognized these new ones. Trandator’s
Lenses. Those were the first type of Lenses I’d ever owned—at least, if you counted



the bag of sand that arrived for me on my birthday.

“We really can do this,” my father said, flipping through his notes, pushing aside a
stack of Forgotten Language texts. To my unaided eyes, they just looked like
scribbles on a page—and not even in a “this is a language | don’'t know” way. It
resembled the squiggles and loops a toddler might draw.

“Father, I’'m not convinced we want to give everyone Talents,” | said, looking over
his shoulder at his notes. “What if Mother’ sright? What if thiswill cause a disaster?’

“Nonsense,” Father said. “Son, you have to understand. Y our mother is a Librarian.
In her heart she's terrified of change—not to mention frightened of the idea of
common people being outside her control. | mean, look what she did to you during
your youth.”

And you were any better? | thought. At least she’'d kept an eye on me. Who knows
where Attica had been for most of that time?

“What I've discovered here is revolutionary,” my father said. “It changes
everything.”

“What do you mean?’ | needed to get him talking, to stall long enough for
Grandfather to arrive. | felt completely incapable when dealing with my father, but

Grandpa ... he’' d know what to do.

“It's al here,” my father said, spreading out his hands. “The history of the Incarna.
How they went about bringing Smedry Talents into the world.”

“Those Taents destroyed them,” | said, shivering.

“No, they didn’'t.” Attica turned to me, eyes twinkling. He looked like his father at



that moment. “That’s the secret, Son. That’s what everyone’'s been wrong about. The
Talents weren't responsible for the destruction of Incarna.”

“Alcatraz the First thought they were,” | said. “He left a warning about the Breaking
Talent. Hecaled it ... what, the ‘ Bane of Incarna ?’

“Alcatraz the First was a fool,” my father said with a dismissive wave of his hand.
“He hated the Talent, said it had betrayed him. These records claim that it was not
because his Taent destroyed his people—they insist his anger was because his Talent
failed to save his people.”

“Falled to ... Huh?’

“I’'m not sure what it means,” my father said, voice growing softer as he flipped
through his notes. “But these books are clear. The Taents were created to stop the
destruction of Incarna, after the place was aready in danger. | don’'t know how they
were supposed to help. But | do know that they didn't destroy the Incarna—what
really brought the civilization down was power. Energy.”

He opened to a page and tapped it with the back of his fingers before continuing.
“Energy drives the world, Son. Qil, coal, brightsand. The Incarna invented all kinds
of glass, but their means of powering these discoveries was limited. Brightsand was
so hard for them to mine. Oculators were extremely rare, and could only use specific,
specialized types of Lenses. They wanted something else, something more. And they
found it. A source of power so vast, it could charge all the glass they wanted it to.”

“What wasit?’ | asked, growing genuinely interested.
“Something dangerous,” my father whispered. “I don’t know yet what it was. But

they were determined to use it. They found it unfair that there were so few Oculators.
They all wanted to be like Oculators and have glass to use however they wanted. But



this power they discovered, they couldn’t control it. It was too much for them.”

And suddenly | understood.

The destruction of Incarna

The column of light.

The reason | could power glass with atouch.

And the truth behind the Talents. The reason they acted out so much, when we didn’t
want them to.

“It'sus,” | whispered. “We're the power source.”

“What's that?” my father said.

“They did something to our family line,” | said.

The pillar of light in my vision—it was like the column of destruction from a
Firebringer’'s Lens.

“They created us,” | said, “to power their glass and give their culture energy. They
created us too strong though, and glass started to go crazy around us. Like it’s doing
now. They made us all Oculators—no, not just Oculators, but some type of super-
Oculators, capable of charging all kinds of glass.”

“Interesting,” my father said.

“Most of the Talents mimic the powers of Lenses,” | said. “What if the Talents are an
outgrowth of what happened when the Incarna created us? Or ... no, Father, you said



they were intended to help somehow. Perhaps they bestowed the Talents as a way to
stop the destruction. A way to funnel off the energy.

“That makes sense.... It’'s starting to happen to Kaz and Himalayatoo. It’s stronger in
Grandpa, me, and you because we' re al'so Oculators. Naturally born ones, magnifying
the power the Incarna gave us. Alcatraz the First was one too. And now that the
Talents are gone, the power source has nowhere to go. It’s building up, and releasing
when we touch glass—any of us. But how did they give us the Taents in the first
place?’

“Interesting,” my father said.

| looked at him. He wasn't even paying attention to me! He was reading another
page, nodding absently, but didn’t seem to have heard what 1’ d told him.

“Father, how did the Incarna give us the Talents?’

“Hmm?’

“The Talents,” | said. “How did the Incarna bring them to us?’

“Oh, well, it has to do with something they called the ‘dark powers.’ | think | can
replicate what they did, though I'll need to go to the Worldspire. It's connected to
every living being, you see, and so if | perform the ceremony correctly, | can use that
connection to send the Talents to the world. Perfect, I'd say. So elegant.”

“The ... dark powers. That term doesn’'t bother you?’

“Should it?’ he asked absently.

| stepped back. Ignoring me, as always. | sighed, moving to go wait for Grandfather,



but then | stopped.

There was something | needed to know. | fished in my pocket and brought out my
Shaper’s Lens. It was warm to the touch; | was powering it without wanting to. We
were the energy source the Incarna had created, somehow. Always before, the Talents
had been there to take our excess energy and do something with it, like a drainage
pipe used to shunt away excess rainfall.

| held up the Lens, looking at my father. Grandpa had warned me about this, had said
it could give me too much information. Unfair information.

&

nbsp; | used it anyway, and | started to glow.

Through it | saw what my father wanted most in life. | saw him standing atop a pillar,
surrounded by a sea of people looking at him with adoring eyes. Some shouted to him
with excitement; others tossed gifts. He was idolized, loved by all.

That was exactly what 1’d expected. But in the vision, | stood at his right, and Shasta
stood at hisleft. Sure, it was an idealized version of each of us—I was more like akid
from an old ’'50s television show, with overalls and freckles. Mom wore a cheery
dress and was smiling sweetly. But we were there.

| pulled the Lens away. Somehow it would have al been easier if his version of a
perfect world hadn’t included us. He did want a family. He wanted me, at least kind
of.

“Here, Alcatraz, come look at this,” my father said. “Y ou’ve got to read what Plato
said about hisvidgit to the Incarna. It’s remarkable.”



| remained in place. Suddenly | wished I’ d never been given this Shaper’s Lens. What
good was it doing me? | shoved it into my pocket. “Father,” | said, “we don’t know
what effect the Talents will have on ordinary people.”

“What’ s that?’

“Listen to me for once,” | said, taking him by the arm. “Our family line is the power
source. We are what the Incarna created. The Talents work because we power them.
So what will it do to common people to gain them?”’

“We ... are the power source....” My father's eyes opened wide. “Why yes, of
course.”

“We can't proceed,” | said, “until we know what the Talents will do to ordinary
people. We have to learn from what our ancestors did. We can study, but we can't
just barrel into this without thinking! Like ... like...”

Like a Smedry?

My father’s face fell. He yanked his arm out of my grip. “You sound like her. Well,
you'll both see sense once I'm done. You'll admit that this was an incredible
discovery.”

There really was no changing him, was there?

“Son?’ avoice asked.

Finaly. | turned with relief as Grandpa Smedry and Draulin entered, Dif walking
beside them.
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“S0,” Cousin Dif said. “Is this everyone we' re waiting for?”
“Should be,” | said.

“Excellent,” Dif replied.

Then, using my mother’s gun, he shot Grandpa Smedry in the head.
Chapter
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| don’t

| just | Can't

he

Okay. Yes. He shot Grandpa. Square in the face with a real gun. My grandfather
collapsed backward without a sound.

| assume you think there is some trick here. | wish | could tell you something to make
you happy.



Instead, let me make it clear: That bullet was real. After all his tricks and close calls,
my grandfather—L eavenworth Smedry—finally found an end he could not escape.

Draulin was the first to react. She leaped for Dif, but a hail of glowing shots from
right outside the room burst around him, and at least a dozen struck her. | recognized
them as blasts from the coma guns used in the siege of Tuki Tuki.

That is to say, a piece of my mind recognized them. The rest of me just stood there
stupidly, reeling from the sudden betrayal.

My father was far more alert. He ripped off his Trandator’s Lenses and raised the
others.

Dif casually shot the spectacles out of Father’s hand, causing the Concussor’s Lensto
explode, spraying my father’s skin with shards of broken glass.

“Such brutal weapons, ordinary handguns,” Dif said, striding forward, pistol in hand.
His voice had changed. It was more calm, more straightforward, more quiet. “But one
uses the tools offered.”

He stopped beside me and placed the gun to my head. | found myself trembling,
revealed as a coward once and for al. Draulin had tried to stop him; my father had
tried to stop him. All | could do was stare.

Grandpa ...

The barrel of the gun felt warm against my forehead.

“Stand down, Attica,” Dif said. “Unless you want to be childless as well as
fatherless.”



“You monster,” my father said. He held his bloodied hand before him, but with the
other hand had been reaching into his pocket—undoubtedly for another Lens. He
stopped as Dif manually cocked the gun’s hammer.

Librarian soldiers flooded across the walkway outside and into the room. These
weren't the ‘bow tie and spectacles’ type I'd seen everywhere else. These were
futuristic soldiers with helmets and black special forces gear, like you'd see in a
movie.

“You're one of them,” | whispered at Dif.

“I’ve learned a few things over the years fighting the Smedry clan,” Dif said, stepping
away from me as several soldiers grabbed my father by the arms and frisked him,
taking his Lenses. “One is the power of a great infiltration. You people are always
wriggling in among my agents and teams. | finally realized, why not return the

favor?’ He looked to me and smiled.

And in hiseyes| saw avastness. Knowledge, danger, and depth beyond anything that
had been there before.

“No,” | whispered. “You'renot aLibrarian. You're the Librarian.”

Biblioden the Scrivener had been among us the entire time.

One of the soldiers walked up to him and saluted. “Area secure, my lord.” He
proffered a bag full of Lenses taken from my father.

“So you are him, | assume,” Attica said with a sneer. “Or you claim to be him, and
these others believe you.”

“I fought your great-great-whatever-grandfather,” Biblioden said, tucking away the



pouch of Lenses. “He was almost as much a pain as you are. | knew you were in here
somewhere, Attica. But where? And how? | was going to let my people find you, as |
was too busy with my work at the Worldspire. But then this chance fell right in my
lap! | couldn’t resist.”

He looked to my father. “I find it amazing that you have grown worse while | was
away, you Smedrys. Like breeding rats.”

“Your pretend Talent,” | said, realizing it. “You chose it specifically because you
knew nobody would be able to prove you didn’'t have one. And on the bridge, after
we met the dinosaurs, the Dark Oculator fled not because she recognized me—but
because she recognized you. I'd told her | worked for you, and she hadn’'t believed
me, so when you appeared she was terrified that she had offended you.”

Dif smiled.

“You broke my Truthfinder’s Lens,” | whispered. “But how ... how did you convince
us...?

“l only had to convince your grandfather,” Dif said. “Years ago, you see. Kill a
Smedry boy and his parents living in the Hushlands, years later convince old
Leavenworth | was the child, who had survived in the wilds of the Hushlands on my
own! It was mostly away to get me close to the Worldspire. Who would turn away a
known Smedry? And now ... well, who could have guessed the fruit my work would
bear!”

He strolled to my father's desk and held out his palm, and one of the soldiers
scrambled to pick up the notebooks and hand them to him.

“Thank you,” Dif said, “for gathering the Sands of Rashid for me. The codes of the
Incarna, such a frustrating puzzle. | ... appreciate the work you have done here, little



rats. Very, very helpful.”

Biblioden raised Father’s first notebook and riffled through it at high speed. A quick
zip. “Ah. | see”

He offered to join us, | thought, remembering Grandpa explaining that Dif had
contacted him. He kept trying to separate me from my mother. He's been playing us

this entire mission.

Dif zipped through a second book just as rapidly, then moved on to the next one.
“Yes...”

He can't possibly be reading them so quickly, can he?

Zip. Another book done.

| needed to do something. They hadn’t searched me, though several soldiers stood
with guns trained on me. What did | have? My Shaper’s Lens? Could | use that? |
often found that the odd, information-based Lenses my grandfather gave me were
surprisingly useful in times of tension.

Grandpa ...

Don’t think about that, | told myself forcefully. He might still be alive. People who
got shot in the head survived sometimes, didn’t they?

Squeezing my eyes shut as Biblioden continued his super-speed-read of my father’s
notes, | reached into my pocket and pulled out the Shaper’s Lens. Shattering Glass! It

was almost too hot to touch!

| carefully brought it up, then engaged it, looking through it at Biblioden the



Scrivener, to see his deepest desires.

| saw this:

Darkness.

A deep, compelling darkness. Like an ocean at midnight. Or the vast emptiness of
space, if al the stars had gone out. There was something alien, empty, and terrible
about it that | cannot describe, and won't try.

| gasped and dropped the Lens.

“Yes,” Biblioden said, setting aside the final notebook, “I was hoping you'd try that.”
He smiled.

That smile seemed to be lacking even the faintest shred of humanity. | stumbled back
but ran into a soldier, who pressed his weapon between my shoulder blades.

“Thank you,” Biblioden said, “for explaining that the Talents were broken.” He
nodded to the soldier behind me, and that man dug in my pocket. He took out the
Courier’'s Lenses and flung them aside, then pulled out the mobile phone and tossed it
to Biblioden.

The Scrivener dialed. “Hello, Cousin Kaz? It’s Dif here!”

His voice had changed back to how it was before, al perky and energetic. | felt sick. |
had taken him for a Smedry who was trying too hard, but now | saw what was really
going on. This was how Biblioden viewed us, and his exaggerated caricature was his

way of trying to imitate us.

| could barely hear Kaz' s voice on the other end of the line. “Dif?’ he asked. “What's



going on? | have Himalaya s team.”

“We're done in here!” Biblioden exclamed. “It was awesome. Alcatraz used a
lightbulb and two pieces of yak hair to solve the puzzle!”

“Sounds like him,” Kaz said. “Y ou have my brother?’

“Sure do, and awhole pile of Forgotten Language texts. Would you be willing to wait

for us before taking off?”

“It'sgoing to be hard....”

“But that’ s the Smedry way!” Biblioden exclaimed.

“All right. We'll do it. I—" An explosion sounded over the line. “Shattering Glass!
Penguinator just took ahit! Dif, get here soon.”

“Kaz?’ Biblioden asked. “Y ou okay?’

“Blasted thing can’t take off now,” Kaz's voice said over the line. “We're taking
refuge in the archive room again! Bring Pop here quick. We'll need another plan.”

“Sure. | can do that,” Biblioden said, then smiled, hanging up. “Guess | needn’t have
bothered. The rocket crews did their job.” He tossed the phone to one of his soldiers,
who in turn lobbed it out the door and over the edge of the walkway. It plummeted
down toward the overworked fans below.

| didn’t even hear it crunch.

“Now, let’s be off,” Biblioden the Scrivener said. “ There is much to do yet today.”



“What are you planning, you tyrant?’ my father demanded, struggling against his
bonds.
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“No need for language like that!” Biblioden said. “I’'m going to help you, Attica. I'm
going to put your research into motion! Thisis going to be very, very interesting.”

Father’s struggles were pointless; the soldiers marched him from the room. Two of
them gathered up my mother, and two others took Draulin under the arms and
dragged her away. They left Grandpa’s corpse just lying there.

Draulin.

The cure!

| had it still, in my other pocket. But how in the world could | administer it to her
without them seeing? My mind raced as they forced me, at gunpoint, to start
following the others along the walkway. There was no getting to Draulin. There were
too many guards between me and her.

But maybe ...

That’ s reckless.

It was the only plan | had. It occurred to me, right then and there, that there was a
reason behind the Smedry way. Not recklessness for the sake of being reckless, as
Biblioden behaved. We acted like we did because we had no other options.

We were the ones willing to take the risk.

Wind whipping at my robe, | pulled out the bottle of antidote and moved to run back



toward the room with Grandfather’s body. | was counting on the guards not wanting
to kill me, and | was right, as one slammed the butt of hisrifle into my side instead of
shooting me.

| gasped in pain and fell to my knees, dropping the bottle of antidote. It bounced
once, then rolled off the edge of the walkway.

“No!” | cried, reaching toward it as it fell.

Biblioden walked over as one of the soldiers pulled me to my feet. “Thinking of using
that on old Grandpa Smedry? It doesn’t cure death, child.” He smiled at me.

| tried to punch him, but one of the guards took me by the arm before | could.
Biblioden nodded, and another guard pulled my robe off and tossed it into the fans
beneath. That left me in my tuxedo.

“Face this like a Smedry,” Biblioden said, patting me on the shoulder. “It is a fitting
way to end.”

“What...” | gasped in abreath, holding my side where I’ d been struck. “What are you
going to do with us?’

“Surely you've figured that out,” Biblioden said, strolling across the walkway. The
soldiers marched me beside him, my father finally sagging in his bonds just ahead.
“All of that power. | wondered what glories your father would discover, but even
without reading the notebooks, | knew that there was something special about your
line. Something | wanted.” He looked to me. “Have you ever watched a bloodforged
L ens being made?’

| felt cold. Ohno ...



“It's not as bad as it sounds,” Biblioden said as we walked. “But from what | read in
your father’s research, this will be an excellent way to approach the Incarnate Wheel
and beseech it for blessings. And beyond that ... yes, | do think it will be quite
possible to draw the energy source out from inside you and put it to my own use.
Y our father’s research on the Worldspire tells me that | can transform people from a
great distance. What if | made every person in the Free Kingdoms into a power
source, like the Smedrys? What would happen to their society?’

He looked at me and smiled a terrible smile. “Why ... there would be no more need
for a war. Since the Free Kingdoms would go the way of Incarna. They’d simply.
Stop. Existing.”

That was the meaning of the darkness. An end to everything Biblioden saw as
strange, bizarre, or uncontrollable. | shouted, thrashing, trying to escape as the

soldiers hauled me back down the corridor.

We emerged into the central cavern. In the near distance, bathed in light from the
open ceiling above, | saw the atar atop its stone peak.

Chapter
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So there it is; that's how | finally ended up tied to an altar made from outdated
encyclopedias. Yes, | exaggerated a bit about the magma, fire, and sharks, but this
part actually happened. | was about to get sacrificed to the dark powers by a cult of
evil Librarians.

And that’s how my grandfather got shot.

| lay there, strapped in place, as Biblioden and several Librarians from the Order of



the Shattered Lens prepared the ceremony. And | couldn’t help thinking about my
parents.

What had gone wrong? Had there been one single event? A moment that drove a
wedge between my father and mother? Both, deep down, wanted to be with one
another. 1I'd seen it. Y et neither acted that way.

| wondered what the Shaper’s Lens would show if it were turned on me. What did |
want? More than anything?

| turned my head, the only part of my body that | could move. The spire with the altar
was big enough for a few dozen people at the top, but | was close enough to the edge
to look down the fifty feet or so and spot the place where—surrounded by
soldiers—Kaz and Himalaya made their last stand. Penguinator lay in wreckage
nearby, agaping holeinitsside.

| looked back toward the open ceiling as Biblioden strolled over to me.

| smiled at him.

“l did not expect you to smile,” he noted, hands clasped behind his back. “Usually
when people are approaching sacrifice, they are not happy about it.”

“1’m going to beat you,” | whispered.
“Smedry bravado,” Biblioden said.

“1"ve been in worse situations than this,” | said. “I always make it through unscathed.
It will work out. You'll see.”

“In those other situations, you weren't facing me,” Biblioden said, then leaned down.



“Do you realize what your family is, child? You are the symbol of everything
loathsome in the world. Pretending to be one of you was the most difficult thing I've
ever done. Worse than killing my brother. Worse than sinking a continent full of loyal
followers because of the corruption that had spread among them. Worse than
anything.”

He grabbed me by the chin, forcing me to look into his eyes as he leaned down. “1 am
going to relish the chance to remove everything special, interesting, or distinctive
about you people. When I’'m done you' || be dead, and the rest of your family will be
normal. Fitting, isn't it?’

He let go of me and stood up, looking toward my father, who was being held by two
Librarian soldiers at the edge of the altar’s platform.

“This ceremony,” Biblioden proclaimed, “is more powerful if performed on awilling

victim. So I’'m going to give you two a chance. Once I’m done, on my word of honor,
| will set one of you free. I'd rather you live and know what was done to you

anyway.”

What was that scent in the air?

“So which will it be?’ Biblioden asked. “Which of you lives, and which dies? I'll let
the two of you choose.”

“Sir,” said one of the soldiers. “Do you smell that? Smellslike ... cinnamon.”

Biblioden paused.

Down below, the door to Penguinator shook with a resounding bang. Then it
exploded open.



A smal figure with silver hair stood in the doorway. A thirteen-year-old girl
clutching along crystalline sword.

She looked very, very angry.

“You drop

ped the antidote into the ventilation system on purpose,” Biblioden said with a groan.
“1 should have seen that. Well, what does it matter? She’s only one person.”

“You,” | sad, “have never dealt with Bastille in abad mood.”

The soldiers started firing. | amost felt sorry for them.

Biblioden watched for a moment, but unfortunately the angle wasn't right for me to
see more of what was happening below. His eyes widened, and then he stepped back.

“All right,” he announced, looking to the others. “Time to speed this up. Roger,
knock down the steps leading here. Everyone else, start firing in that direction.
Smedrys, make your decision now.”

“Well,” | said, grinning and trying to stall. “I just need a moment to think....”
Biblioden pulled out my mother’ s handgun and pressed it to my temple. “Choose!”

| stammered, trying to delay. But as | did, | started to worry. Bastille had a lot of
distance to cover. Even if she did get here, how was she going to fight her way up to

us? She was incredible, but she wasn’'t omnipotent.

“I’ll count to three,” Biblioden said. “One.”



Stall. | had to stall! “No, listen, | know where you can find much more power—”

“Two.”

There had to be a way out of this. | felt a panic. A sudden, overwhelming panic.
“Don’t do this. | know something you don't. | have secrets!”

“Three.”

“Takeme!” my father cried out. Right as | said something.

“Take him.”

Deep down, in that moment of crisis, | didn’t want to die. | can tell myself it was
because | thought it would waste more of their time to take me off the altar and put
him there instead.

But intheend, | just didn’t want to die.

Chapter

21

They found me huddled up in a ball on the platform, a bloodied altar of books behind
me.

I’ [l avoid describing what they did to my father. But his corpse was on that altar.

“Alcatraz?’ Bastille' svoice.

| stared sightlessly, trying to banish from my mind what I’ d just seen.
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“Oh, Glass, no!” Kaz'svoice. “Attica...”
A shape moved past me toward the altar. | wasn’t looking.
I’d seen far too much already.

“Kaz, we have to go.” Draulin? Of course. They'd left her at the base of the pillar,
unconscious, but she’ d have woken up too. The antidote ...

“Alcatraz.” Bastille sounded exhausted. “Who was up here with you? A ship flew
down and carried them off. Why did they leave you? Can you hear me?’

No.
| didn’t want to hear.

“Pick him up, Bastille,” Draulin said, her voice hard. “With Leavenworth and Attica
dead, Alcatraz is now the last member of the direct Smedry line. We must get him to
safety.”

“They're scattering quickly,” Kaz said, his voice tense with grief. “I think the
Librarian leaders must not have turned off the detonation that Pop set up. Why would
they abandon so much? The Highbrary itself? And my brother ... What is going on
here?’

Too many people saw strange things here, | wanted to whisper. So Biblioden is going
to sacrifice them.



| couldn’'t say it. Not with the sound of my father’s screams in my ears. | squeezed
my eyes shut.

And let them carry me away.

Author’ s Afterword

Yes, that'sit.

| tried to prepare you. | told you this was the ending, and that you weren’t going to
likeit.

The self-destruct device went off about an hour after we escaped. The Highbrary was
destroyed, though it was passed off as an earthquake, as most of the destruction was
underground. It did cause chaos in Washington, DC, which was aready suffering
from the battle that had taken place in the skies.

But the Librarians rebuilt it. Covered it up with some renovation project or another.
They carefully went about interviewing people and finding out if they’d seen my
speech. Then the Librarians wiped their memories of the event. It took forever, but
they managed it.

Everything went back to normal.

| failed.

| can sense that you want more. | can sense that you're expecting this story to
continue. It won't; I’'m done. I'm no hero, and the truth is now out. That's why |

wrote these books.

In that moment when | could have sacrificed myself, | told them to take my father
instead. My father, the man who could have stopped Biblioden. The man who



understood more than anyone else about Lenses, the Incarna, and the nature of our
enemies.

| let him die because | was too much of a coward to take his place.

With this, | end my autobiography. | won't thank you for reading it. This was
something you needed to read. Just like it was something | needed to say.

It isfinaly over.

I’'m sorry.

THE END



