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			I never saw the squash coming. 

			One moment I was squatting on the grime-covered floor trying to pry up a section of tile, and the next I was laid out on my back, covered in the goop of a rotten vegetable. 

			“You’ve got to be kidding me!” I hissed. Blinking in stunned surprise, I peeled the foul-smelling remnants away from my chin. “What is this?”

			Like an obedient parrot, my Syncron earpiece chirped, and a holographic image projected from my oculus appeared, hovering a few inches in front of my eye.

			“That is a blue hubbard squash,” the Syncron’s staticky voice announced. “An excellent source of fiber, potassium, beta-­carotene . . .”

			“I didn’t ask you,” I said, swatting at the air in annoyance. “Mute yourself, please.”

			My device hadn’t been the same since I got zapped by that electric fence a few weeks back. Now, whenever it spoke, it sounded as though it was talking through a metallic tube.

			Squash juice had spread everywhere—on my cheeks, seeping under my collar and down my neck. I’d just washed my hair for the first time in more than a week, and now the tip of my braid felt clumped and sticky like a paint brush.

			Scrambling to the window opening, its rusted metal frame having been picked clean of glass many years prior, I glowered down into the darkening street. It was at least an hour before nightfall would settle on Harker’s Village, but the sun had already vanished behind the hazy soup of acid clouds. The faint purple glow from the security fence skirting the perimeter of the complex was the only source of light. Despite that, I had no trouble spotting the culprit standing below.

			“You think you’re pretty funny, don’t you, Doler?” I called out, glaring down at the lanky boy standing on the sidewalk. 

			“Oh. Hey, Juni,” Doler replied, his laughter instantly petering out. “I didn’t see you up there.” 

			“Yeah, I bet,” I said. “This your idea of a joke?” 

			“It didn’t hit you, did it?” Doler asked, gaping up at me in shock. 

			“What do you think?” I pointed to the wet spot on my shoulder, still covered with slurpy slime.

			Doler Ladipo took a step back from the curb, shaking his head in denial. Covered head to toe in a visible layer of dirt, Doler had recently scrounged through garbage chutes and his short black hair had a ghostly sheen to it. 

			“I didn’t mean to, to hit you,” Doler stammered, his voice squeaking. “How’s that even possible? Weren’t you checking out that building?” He flicked his chin toward the dilapidated apartment tower next door.

			“I already cleared it.” 

			“Really? I thought the door was wedged shut.” Stretching his neck, Doler looked at the adjacent apartments. “How’d you get in there?”

			“I crawled up the old delivery chute and unwedged it from behind,” I said.

			“You know, one of these days, you’re going to get stuck,” he said.

			“And I suppose you’ll be the one to save me.”

			“Absolutely,” he said. “Because I’m a good friend.” 

			“A friend who likes to waste time throwing vegetables at people,” I said.

			“Come on.” Doler dug a fist into his hip. “You know that was an accident.” 

			“Of course it was an accident,” I said. Doler may have been a goofball, but he had horrible aim. “I’m going to make you eat the rest of it, though.” I held up a dripping wedge of the rind threateningly.

			“Fine by me. I already ate most of it. It’s not that rotten. It’s just”—Doler stared down at his mostly-consumed piece of squash—“kind of turning a little. I found a garden across the way. It was mostly weeds except for some squashes, and a couple were decent. Stay there. I’m coming up.”

			I couldn’t remember a time when Doler wasn’t eating, but you would’ve never been able to tell that just from looking at him. He was rail thin, practically skin and bones, which should have made him equally as sneaky when it came to plifting, had he not also been so freakishly tall. A little over six and a half feet tall, he towered over every other student at the Institute, and when it came to scrambling through narrow passageways, Doler generally left that business up to me.

			Sneaking into abandoned apartment buildings to scavenge for materials was illegal. Doler and I were much too young to be hired by an actual crew of plifters—short for paper ­lifters—but if I needed any cash, I didn’t have many other options. Plifting was the only way I could help with my Grandpa Edgar’s growing list of medical expenses. There was just one problem with that—we weren’t very good at it. On rare occasions, we might uncover some aluminum, which could fetch a decent price. Cardboard was also an excellent find, if you could salvage a chunk that wasn’t already rotting and molded. But if we really wanted to score, pure paper was the ticket. Sheets, leaflets, glossy or matted, ripped or wadded, it made no difference. A handful of paper could equal a pocketful of credits. I had no idea what life was like back when paper was plentiful, but that was more than a hundred years ago. Back before the Blight.

			Doler tripped over the unhinged door lying on the floor and stumbled into the room. “This place is a dump,” he said, his expression turning sour. “What’s that smell?” 

			“Rotten squash,” I said.

			“That’s definitely not squash,” Doler said, covering his nose with his shirt collar. 

			“There’s a dead skunk in here somewhere, but I didn’t go looking for it.” 

			I’d scanned the room with my Syncron as I entered, identifying the cause of the pungent aroma. Judging by the ripeness of the smell, the critter had only recently died. 

			“Floosh?” Doler offered, pulling out a plastic tube of liquid from his jacket pocket. “You know—as a peace offering?”

			“How can you stand to drink that stuff?” I asked. 

			“It’s purple Floosh,” Doler said, looking shocked. He punched his thumb through the top of the tube and immediately covered the opening with his mouth as fluorescent foam erupted. “Grape’s my favorite.”

			I’d tried purple Floosh before and if there was one thing I was certain about, the color-changing carbonated beverage was definitely not grape-flavored. The smell reminded me of Grandpa Edgar’s dandruff shampoo.

			After gulping down the rest of the tube, Doler shuffled over to the corner while I knelt on the ground again and went back to work. 

			“Did you find anything other than squash?” I asked, concentrating as I coaxed a piece of tile from the floor, trying to peek beneath it. 

			“Not really,” Doler said, ducking his head into the closet. “A few burnt scraps of aluminum.”

			“Aluminum?” I arched an eyebrow. “That’s not so bad.” I would rather Doler had found some paper, but the trading value of aluminum had recently gone up, making it slightly better than plastic. 

			Plastic was everywhere and in everything. It was in the buildings—the walls, the floor coverings, the bathrooms. It was in our meals and snacks, not only the wrappers, but inside the food itself. Any vehicle screaming down the highway was ninety percent plastic. Even my socks were mostly made from synthetic fibers in one of the composition factories in the industrial grid. Since the Blight, the world had lost many valuable things, but the one thing we weren’t running low on was plastic. 

			“We’re talking not even half a piece of stripped gum wrapper,” Doler said. “I can’t figure out what made you want to come all the way out here. We can’t be the first plifters to have searched this place. I bet we’re like the tenth group to come through.”

			“It’s not empty,” I said. I knew this place was important, and I had my reasons for making the trip.

			There was still at least another seventy miles before you came to the western border wall, but Harker’s Village was the farthest any of us had ever ventured outside Syphon City. “No Trespass­ing” signs and the all-too-familiar “Niko Warning” posters were everywhere, stuck on crumbling walls and nonfunctioning lampposts. There certainly seemed to be more warnings here than in any other abandoned grids—which had to mean something. 

			“Aha!” Doler announced, pointing behind a broken clay flowerpot. “I found the skunk. It’s a big sucker.”

			“Leave it alone,” I warned. “Unless you want fleas or a para­site.”

			“I’m not going to pick it up. I’m not stupid. I just want to . . .” He gasped. “Oh scats! I thought you said it was dead!” 

			I looked over just in time to hear a hissing snarl, followed by the skittering of claws across the tile floor, and I caught a glimpse of a black and white streak darting from the room. 

			“It didn’t spray you, did it?” I demanded. “Please tell me it didn’t.”

			Doler desperately scanned his ragged coat, his tongue dangling in disgust. “No, I don’t think it got me,” he said, breathing a sigh of relief. “It must have missed.”

			But Doler couldn’t have been more wrong. An eruption of nauseating skunk spray instantly permeated the room. We exited the apartment, careened down the stairs, and ran out into the street, where the sun was starting to cast long shadows over the eerily quiet Harker’s Village. Even out in the open, the smell was horrendous, more so than when I had first caught whiff of what I’d believed to be a dead skunk. 

			“I told you not to mess with it,” I said, shoving Doler away.

			“Hey, don’t push me, Juni!” Doler shouted. “It’s not my fault!”

			“Yeah, but you stink!”

			“So do you!” Though the animal hadn’t sprayed me directly, it made no difference—Doler had taken a direct hit. 

			While I desperately tried to air out my overcoat, an incoming message suddenly flashed across my oculus. It was Quaze Kennard, the third member of our amateur plifting group.

			“I can hear you all the way over here,” Quaze snapped as soon as I had accepted the call. “Are you trying to get us caught?”

			“Doler got sprayed by a skunk,” I said, realizing how dangerously loud we had gotten. “Where are you, anyway?” 

			“Look west,” Quaze said. “Red building. Fourth floor.”

			I followed her instruction and spotted the taller girl waving from the window of a giant anthill-shaped building about three hundred yards away. The apartments in Harker’s Village were some of the oldest in the city and some of the few remaining that still bore the pre-Blight hallmark spiral construction.

			“Get over here quick,” Quaze said. “Both of you.”

			“Both of us?” I flinched. “But we’ve only cleared one building over here.” 

			“That doesn’t matter anymore,” she replied, vanishing from the window.

			“And why is that?” I asked.

			“Because I’ve just found the mother lode.”
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			It was just inside there,” Quaze said, pointing to a hole in the far wall behind a threadbare couch propped up sideways against the wall. “I didn’t even have to dig.” 

			Quaze’s pale, freckled cheeks were smudged with dirt, and a stray lock of filthy blond hair had broken free from the black wrap covering her head. The muscles in Quaze’s arms glistened with sweat as she dragged a large duffel bag into the center of the room. A few dead rats were scattered in her path, but she booted them out of the way. Quaze had been the first of us to turn fourteen at the start of the new term. My birthday wasn’t for several months, but it could have been years away when compared with her. Though she wasn’t as tall as Doler, she was easily twice as strong, and she’d instantly become the leader of our group when we first started plifting together several months ago. 

			“What’s in it?” Doler asked, looming over Quaze’s shoulder.

			Instead of replying, Quaze only smiled, something I rarely saw her do, as she unzipped the bag—and several loose sheets of white squares fluttered out from the opening with a crinkling snap. In an instant, it felt as though all the air had been sucked directly from the room.

			“That’s paper,” Doler gasped. “Real paper!”

			“I told you I found the motherlode,” Quaze said. “Have you ever seen anything so amazing in your pitiful lives?”

			My mouth dropped open, but I didn’t know what to say as I picked one of the pieces up from off the floor. The paper carried a faint moldy smell, and it felt scratchy against my calloused fingers. I had been on more plifting hunts than I could count, and the most paper any of us had ever found during a single trip had been a wad of silver giftwrap, no bigger than a nickel, crammed inside a melted plastic coffee pot. That had been quite the find. But this? Never had I seen so much paper in one location. I’d seen images, of course, of my parents discovering significant stashes on their digs. But those were from long ago, back when they were both alive and definitely not in a random apartment building in rundown Harker’s Village. 

			Plunging almost headfirst into the duffel bag, Doler scooped out a fistful of the crumpled pieces. “There has to be”—he hurriedly counted—“at least ten pieces in here.”

			“Be careful, you moron!” Quaze warned. “I’ve already counted and there’s eleven sheets. Don’t you dare scatter them.”

			“We should go straight to Grifton,” Doler said. “This much paper has to be worth some serious credits!” 

			Quaze’s expression instantly darkened. “No one’s going to Grifton,” she said. 

			“Not going to Grifton?” Doler scrunched his nose. “But we have to go to him.” 

			“Keep your voice down.” Quaze shot a cautious look at the door as though anticipating a sudden barge in. “We’re not taking this paper anywhere near my brother.”

			“Then where?” I asked, equally as confused as Doler. “He’ll find out either way.”

			Quaze’s parents had spent most of her childhood sentenced to one prison after another. And while Quaze still lived with her aunt and uncle in the Mounds, her older brother, Grifton, had moved out and led a dangerous group of plifters made up mostly of upper-level Institute dropouts. All Quaze had ever wanted in life was to be a part of that crew, but Grifton flat out refused to let her join. I was an only child, so I didn’t understand what it must feel like to be constantly trying to prove my worth to someone like her brother. Some of that would explain why she had an enormous chip on her shoulder, but some of it was just her. Quaze was just always on her last nerve, and so being part of her crew was hard. If she wasn’t as talented at finding things as she was, Doler and I would have ditched her long ago. 

			“We’re going to cut out the middleman,” Quaze said. “I’m going to go to one of the Novexus bidding houses. There’s an auction taking place later this week in Cavanaugh.”

			“Oh, man, I’ve always wanted to go to Cavanaugh and watch the bidding,” Doler said, gazing wistfully out the window before his cheery mood wilted. “But I’d probably have to bathe first, huh?”

			“These are words,” I whispered, dragging my fingertip beneath several lines of printed letters down the page. There were numbers too. A jumbled combination in some sort of sequence. 

			“Which means that’s ink—and I bet it’s actual ink too. Not that waxy imitation stuff,” Quaze said. “This is more valuable than all our lives put together.”

			“I wonder if it’s like an old contract or something,” Doler muttered, the corners of his eyes creasing mischievously. “Like a mafia manifesto or a . . . a court summons.”

			“Instead of guessing, you could try reading it,” I suggested. 

			“Always with the reading,” Doler snorted. 

			“Yeah, Juni,” Quaze agreed, rolling her eyes, “it’s starting to get old.”

			Neither of them could read anything more than a few simple phrases. Names, places, basic words, but nothing that might require stringing together an actual sentence. In truth, there were very few students—or even teachers—at the Insti­tute who knew how to read anymore. The practice hadn’t been taught for many years. Why read when you could uplink from the Global Database of Learning? Most kids receive their first Syncron devices while attending primary school, usually slower models with an endless number of restrictions. Accessing the GDL was still infinitely faster than reading. Using only audio, images, and vibrations to stimulate different parts of the brain, a Syncron could uplink information in a fraction of the time that reading would take. 

			Doler’s oculus gleamed as he scanned the information from the pages and, within seconds, his grin changed into a disappointed frown. “Well, that’s dumb,” he said. “They’re just map coordinates.”

			“Map coordinates?” I asked. “To where?” 

			“Lots of places. This one’s to here. Harker’s Village.” He pointed to a line of faded numbers on the sheet. “What a letdown. I was so hoping for a mafia manifesto.”

			“It doesn’t matter what they are,” Quaze said. “They’re still worth a heap of money.”

			She was right. The words didn’t matter. Any number of buyers would gladly start a bidding war for such a discovery. I’d always dreamed of unearthing a secret stash of paper buried in the ground like my parents had done in some distant location. 

			“What else did you find?” I asked, nodding at the bulging duffel bag.

			“Not much.” Quaze sniffed dismissively. “An old pair of shoes and some jugs of beans.”

			Opening the bag, I removed a pair of shoes. Though tattered and caked with mud, they could still be worn, and they didn’t have the appearance of unwanted and discarded property. Then I spotted something else poking out from beneath one of the jugs of beans. I squeezed my fingers around a small, square object no bigger than my palm. Made of hard plastic, the item was as flat as my fingernail and had a solid black line along one side. As I turned it over, I immediately noticed a strange symbol stamped on a bottom corner, a bird with its wings outstretched, clasping some sort of plant within its talons. For some reason, there was something oddly familiar about that symbol. I knew I’d seen it somewhere before, though I couldn’t quite unbury the memory. 

			“Tell me again where you found this,” I said, an unsettling feeling beginning to wriggle its way into my chest.

			Quaze pointed to the far wall. “Behind that couch. Why?”

			“Because I think someone else is here,” I said quietly. 

			Doler’s head whipped around, scanning the hallway through the opened door. “Like watching us?” 

			“Maybe,” I said. “Whoever left this behind probably heard Quaze coming. I bet they’re hiding somewhere nearby.”

			“Do you think they’re from Grifton’s crew?” Doler asked. “I’m all for getting rich, but I don’t want any trouble from them.”

			The last tenants of Harker’s Village had been evicted more than ten summers ago. After that, the city officials had boarded up all the buildings and set up perimeter security fences to deter plifters. But then at least a dozen different crews had breached the security and searched through the remnants. Anything really valuable should have already been nabbed by now. How was there a duffel bag filled with paper just lying there, practically out in the open, in an abandoned apartment?

			“What kind of plifters are you guys?” Quaze asked, scowling in annoyance. “This could change our lives.”

			“But it already belongs to somebody,” I said.

			“Yeah, I know. It belongs to me,” she replied gruffly. “Hand everything over.”

			“Everything?” I asked, glancing warily at Doler. “What do you mean, everything? We’re a crew. We split all our findings.”

			“Not this time,” Quaze said, holding out her palm. “Before tonight, we’d never found anything worth splitting, so that rule doesn’t apply anymore.”

			“You’re not going to share with us?” Doler looked dumbfounded. “If Juni and I had gone into this building first, we would have kept our deal with you.”

			“And it was my idea to come here in the first place,” I added. “This was my trip. My choice. You wouldn’t have dared come had I not insisted.”

			Harker’s Village had been on my radar ever since I discovered it was the place where my parents had died in a horrible accident. I wasn’t supposed to know that, but Grandpa Edgar had accidentally let that slip more than a year ago. I’d waited patiently for the right opportunity to make the journey to the edge of the city, knowing full well the dangers of plifting in such a restricted zone. 

			“Not this time, little cat,” Quaze said, her lips becoming a smug grin. “Now, give it to me. All of it.”

			Little cat. She’d started calling me that shortly after we began plifting together. It was her not-so-subtle way of reminding me I had no business challenging her. As Doler reluctantly began handing over the paper, I clenched my jaw defiantly.

			“Then I’m taking this,” I said, tightening my grip on the small piece of plastic. 

			“What are you playing at, Juni?” Quaze asked. 

			“It’s just plastic,” I said, jutting out my chin.

			“I don’t care. That’s mine too, and I’ll be the one to decide what to do with it.” Eyes narrowing, she balled her hand into a fist. “You really want to fight me over this?” 

			“Let it go, Juni,” Doler whispered. “It’s not worth it.” 

			But I couldn’t. I’d always suspected Quaze would pull something like this. She’d never been a nice person. She was only in it for herself, and she was already taking everything else. Even though I knew I’d never be able to wrestle a single sheet of paper from her without being beaten to a pulp, there was another reason. There was something important about that symbol, and I needed to find out why.

			From outside the building, a haunting siren suddenly began to wail off in the distance. Carried across klaxons perched on poles throughout the streets, the siren started out soft at first, but rapidly grew in volume like a violent wave swooping past the empty windows.

			“Is that the Nikos alarm?” Doler asked, covering his ears.

			“What else would it be?” Quaze asked, fixing him with a suffering look. 

			“But it’s not even seven o’clock!” he squawked. “It won’t be dark for more than an hour.”

			I’d heard those sirens before, but only from miles away, and well after I’d put a healthy chunk of distance in between me and any off-limits neighborhood.

			Quaze looked down at my hand, still gripping the plastic object, and the fury in her eyes faded. “Keep that piece of junk,” she said. “Consider it your cut, if it makes you feel better.” 

			Then without a passing glance, Quaze slung the strap of the duffel bag over her shoulder and headed for the door. I quickly tucked the piece of plastic into my back pocket. With Doler close behind, we raced from the room. Quaze’s heavy footsteps thundered down the stairs ahead of us, soles squelching across the cracked tile as she hit the bottom level and crashed through the exit. The now-blaring alarm echoed through the building, but there was also something else we could hear beneath the sirens, sending chills down my spine. 

			“Nikos!” Doler gasped, as the garbled, frenzied howl of several nightmarish creatures cried out in the near distance. 
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			Quaze’s boots sprayed a flurry of gravel as she dashed across the road to where we’d stashed our electric bikes near the perimeter fence, the duffel bag whipping behind her like a tail. I was about to head in the same direction when Doler dragged me back.

			“What are you doing?” I demanded. “We have to run!”

			Doler shook his head, his eyes as wide as spoons, as he hauled on my arm and sent the two of us sprawling to the ground behind a pile of rubble. 

			“What’s the matter with you?” I hissed. A jolt of pain stung my elbow from where I had struck the ground. I yanked free from his grip, furiously rubbing at the tingling numbness. “Our bikes are that way!” 

			“The Nikos are already here!” Doler whispered, pointing while trying to lie flat and make his spindly body as small as possible. 

			Three mechanized sentry dogs—the first wave—appeared at the end of the road. Moving with a rattling, heavy sort of gait, but lightning quick, the Nikos sounded like an uncoiling spring as they leapt and snarled, spanning from sidewalk to sidewalk. “Nikos” was the street term for the Novexus Corporation’s Kyniko Peacekeeping Units that patrolled the abandoned sections of the city. I’d only ever seen the sleek metal hounds with their elongated snouts and razor-sharp fangs on news programs, never up close. When I was younger, I’d believed Nikos to be nothing more than a myth, a crafty deterrent against plifters. It was only within the last year, when one of my classmates had nearly lost a hand during a late night plifting run, that I’d changed my mind. 

			A rhythmic clunk, clunk, sproing came from the street as the lights on the Nikos’ collars snapped on, and they prowled up to a nearby apartment tower. After pawing at the entry, one of the beasts rammed the door open and lurched into the building, three others following closely after. I shot a glance across the road, hoping that Quaze would be waiting for us on the other side, but there was no sign of her anywhere. That girl was long gone.

			“Okay, here’s what we do,” I said, nodding with determination. “We go back inside and sneak out the back door.” We needed a little cover, and the crumbly chunks of cement we were hiding behind weren’t going to cut it. 

			Keeping my head low, Doler practically on my shoulder breathing in my ear, we slipped inside the apartment. We tiptoed past the stairs leading to the upper levels and down a dark hallway to find an empty room—a vacant maintenance closet by the looks of it—and a dead-end wall.

			“I thought you said there was a back door,” Doler said, his head darting back and forth as he searched for an alternate route. 

			“I didn’t know for sure,” I said, gritting my teeth. “I was just hoping there was.”

			“Hoping?” he bellowed. 

			“I’m going to get us out of here,” I said, clamping a hand over his mouth. “But you need to stay calm and be quiet!” 

			“Do we go back outside, or should we hide in there?” Doler nodded at the closet. 

			“That’s a death trap,” I said. “We’d have no place to go, and they’d pen us in.” 

			I had to think. The Nikos were machines—terrifying, murderous machines—but they were programmed with one purpose in mind, which meant with some luck we could maybe outsmart them.

			Pulling Doler’s sleeve, I led him through the hallway and up the stairs. Upon reaching the first level, we crept into an open doorway. 

			“We have to climb out the window,” I said, stopping Doler from trying to squeeze behind a pile of collapsed drywall. “If we hide here, they’ll find us.”

			“But that’s like a fifteen-foot drop,” Doler reasoned. “There’s no way we can make that jump. I’ll break both my legs!”

			“Not if you take the fire escape,” I said, easing the apartment door shut and latching it with a loud click.

			Doler blinked, eyeing the window suspiciously. “Is this like your back door theory? You’re sure there’s a fire escape?”

			As I started making my way toward the window, I froze in my tracks. Cocking my head to one side, I held a finger to my lips. We could hear the distinct sound of claws on the tiles, coming down the stairs from the second level. There was something else in the building. 

			How had the Nikos made it inside without us knowing? Had they leapt from the neighboring apartment, or could they now somehow fly? The thought of a winged robotic hound diving down from above was almost too much to take.

			With the Nikos both outside on the street below and now descending the stairs as well, we were completely surrounded. We had no choice but to take our chances out in the open. If we could make a run for it and reach the bikes before they caught up, maybe we could get away. That is, of course, if my bike didn’t break down immediately, as it had on the ride over earlier that afternoon. Nothing in my life worked the way it was supposed to. Not my Syncron, not my bike . . . not even Grandpa Edgar.

			“Juni, look!” Doler squealed. He pointed at the narrow space beneath the door where a shadow appeared and a snuffling sound arose. It sounded like an animal trying to wriggle its way inside.

			Then the door shot open, and a shadowy figure appeared in the entryway. Covered in dark, raggedy fabric from head to toe and wearing dark-tinted goggles and a face mask, the figure looked like some sort of ghoulish monster. Crouching at the stranger’s feet and snarling savagely was a dog, an actual dog with a mangy black and white coat. Not a Niko. My heart started again.

			“It’s the ringleader!” Doler screamed, but instead of running for his life, he fell to the floor and curled into a ball.

			I yanked on Doler’s arm, but he refused to budge. Then I whirled around and raced for the window. Fire escape or not, I would leap through if I had to, and pray the fall wouldn’t be enough to kill me.

			“Don’t go that way,” the figure spoke. “Those things will catch you if you do.”

			I had my foot on the sill and was halfway through the busted-­out window, but I stopped and turned around. That voice wasn’t a monster. It was human, and young, a boy by the sound of it. Still cowering on the floor, Doler whimpered as the figure bowed his head and spoke.

			“Lewis, cookies,” he said. The dog’s ears instantly perked up, his snarling replaced with an eager panting. “Cookies, Lewis!” the boy repeated urgently. “Go get the cookies!”

			“If you want to stand a chance, do exactly as I say,” the boy instructed. “Follow Lewis!” 

			Gaping in astonishment, I watched as the dog took off, bounding up the stairs. I couldn’t make any sense of it. Who was this stranger, and where was that dog going?

			“Follow who?” Doler croaked.

			“The dog. You need to follow my dog!” he insisted, gesturing wildly. “He’ll lead you to safety, but you have to hurry.”

			“You’re just trying to trap us,” I said, holding firmly to the windowsill. There was no way we were going to follow the instruction of some creep and his oddly obedient pet. This had to be some sort of trick. “You probably work for them, don’t you?” 

			“Work for the Nikos?” the boy scoffed. “You know they’re robots, right?”

			“Who are you?” I demanded. “Why are you helping us?”

			“There’s no time for questions. The Nikos around here are programmed to not stop biting you until you stop moving,” he said. “So unless you want to end up in the hospital, I suggest you do as I say.”

			Though I still wasn’t sure if we should trust him, he did seem like he was trying to help. Climbing back in, I crossed the room, snagging Doler in the process. 

			“Seventh floor—apartment seven zero three,” the boy said. He’d retreated from the door and the lenses of his goggles were like a pair of hollowed out sockets as he watched us from the dark hallway. 

			“What are you going to do?” I asked. 

			But when I looked back to check, the boy had vanished. 

		


		
			[image: chap4]

			He sounded young, right?” Doler wheezed. “Like maybe even our age?”

			“Just run faster,” I said, breathing harshly as I climbed the stairs. Even with Doler’s ability to hurdle three steps at a time, I’d almost overtaken him, and it was proving to be almost impossible not to stomp on his heels.

			Lewis the dog was already more than three levels up, and we were in danger of losing him entirely, but that was the least of our problems. You couldn’t run through one of these ancient apartment buildings without making a ton of noise. There seemed to be hundreds of steps before the next turn in the stairwell; my boots felt heavier than usual. Being a plifter required a certain measure of stealth, but I wasn’t used to running for my life, and certainly not up seven stories. Any chance of going unnoticed had gone up in smoke. We heard the clunky bouncing of mechanized joints echoing up from below as the Nikos closed in, hot on our trail. 

			“Who do you think that guy is? And what does ‘cookies’ even mean?” Doler asked. “Is that a code word?” 

			“I know just as much as you, Doler!” I snapped. 

			Once we reached the seventh floor, I spotted the open door of apartment 703, and I raced inside. We found Lewis in what had been the kitchen, pawing at a cabinet beneath the gutted out remains of the sink. Heart racing with panic, I cautiously entered the kitchen. I knew at any moment the Nikos would be on top of us. At seven floors up, our options were to try to get around them or sprout wings and fly, but I still didn’t want to get bit. Lewis allowed me to approach, but then he gave a soft whine as he scratched again at the closed cabinet door.

			“Easy boy,” I said, holding out a shaky hand. “What’s in there?” 

			“Whatever you’re doing, hurry it up!” Doler urged, gaping back into the hallway. “I think they’re right below us!” 

			I opened the cabinet and immediately discovered the source of Lewis’s excitement. Lying inside was a rusted container with the word “cookies” etched into the metal lid, and as I pried open the container, the meaty smell of dog biscuits filled my nostrils. 

			“Doggy treats?” Doler squawked. “That’s why he sent us up here? To feed his pet doggy treats?”

			No, that couldn’t be it, could it? I was starting to feel like my first fears—the boy was leading us into a trap—were coming true. Anxiously begging for one of the biscuits, Lewis pressed his cold nose against my hand, and I jumped in surprise. But then I noticed the small, latched door in the rear wall of the cabinet. 

			“It’s a way out!” I shouted, a flood of relief sweeping over me. 

			Behind the door was a ladder. The cabinet was pitch black and I had no idea where it led, but it was no doubt the best chance we had of escape.

			Moving to the side, I crooked a finger, motioning for Doler to climb in. He took one look into the cabinet and immediately shook his head in denial. 

			“There’s no way I can get through that,” he said. “My knees won’t fit!”

			“Get in here, now!” I ordered. 

			It may have been tight, but contorting his arms and legs at odd angles, Doler miraculously managed to wriggle his way inside the cabinet. I held my breath the whole time I watched, and actually gasped in relief once Doler’s head dropped through the opening. Then after carefully finding my footing, I followed him onto the ladder. Though the rungs groaned under my weight, they seemed strong enough to hold. Doler had already climbed down several rungs, but right before I dipped beneath the entryway, I hesitated. 

			What were we supposed to do about the dog? Lingering in the kitchen, Lewis’s snout poked into the cabinet, eyeing the container of cookies still clutched in my hand. The Nikos’ robotic barking sounded as though it was coming from right outside the apartment, but Lewis seemed interested only in being fed treats. 

			“Here, dog,” I whispered, snapping my fingers. “Come here, boy.” 

			Would Lewis allow me to carry him down the ladder? That seemed unlikely. Opening the metal container, I tried tempting him with one of the cookies to lure him within reach. As soon I held out the biscuit, Lewis snatched it from my fingers and scampered away from the kitchen. 

			“What are you waiting for?” Doler called out, his voice drifting up from down below.

			“That stupid dog ran off!” I shouted. 

			“Who cares? I think I can see a way out!”

			I didn’t want to leave Lewis behind to be mauled to death, but when I leaned out once more, trying to see where he might have gone, something loud and heavy crashed against the door and several Nikos poured into the apartment.

			“You’re on your own, dog!” I hissed as I dropped several steps down the ladder and the kitchen slipped from view.

			At the bottom, my boots touched down in a puddle of thick, wet mud. We were in what appeared to be some sort of tunnel. The ceiling couldn’t have been more than six feet high where steel girders kept the clay from collapsing. 

			“Juni, come on!” Doler shouted, impatiently flagging me down at the far end of the tunnel.

			I squeezed through the narrow opening and a cold, coppery breeze chilled my cheeks. Lightning danced across the acid clouds overhead, and I stepped down into a gully between the buildings. We found our bikes where we had left them, partially buried beneath weeds, and I spotted a single tire tread cutting across the field, marking where Quaze had left in a hurry. After waiting and listening for any stray sentry hounds prowling nearby, but only hearing the siren still droning, Doler shakily steered his bike onto the road, waiting for me as I pumped my ignition pedal. 

			My bike made a few clicking sounds followed by a jarring clunk, as though several gears had broken free inside, and then the machine fell silent. 

			“Don’t do this to me now,” I muttered, trying not to scream. “Just work for me once. Please!” 

			“Try starting it in a lower gear,” Doler suggested, keeping a constant watch on the ominous apartment buildings across the way. “That always seems to work for me.”

			“It’s always in the lowest gear!” My bike only had two options: painfully slow or utterly broken.

			Kicking the side of the bike, I tried again, and thankfully the worthless machine obeyed, the motor producing a tremulous whine. With Doler’s bike whizzing along next to mine, we raced away from Harker’s Village and home to safety. 
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			Beneath the bright halo of the towering skyrises of Syphon City, thousands of duplexes filled the bowl of a dried-up lake. The igloo-shaped homes lined the sides of rigid avenues branching off from the main interstate, like the spokes of a giant wheel, each road dead-ending at an air purification plant. I had heard once that the Mounds were actually quite pretty to look at from way up high inside a jumbo jet. But I’d never flown in a plane before, and down at ground level, with the smoke and the smell and nothing green growing anywhere in sight, there was nothing pretty about them. It was just the Mounds to me. My home. My miserable, noisy home. Every night I drifted off to sleep to the rhythmic buzz of the air purifier at the end of our street buzzing like a massive pulsating hornet’s nest. 

			Doler and I hardly spoke as we steered our bikes past the nurseries on the outskirts of the Mounds, where there had to be millions of trees taking root. Off-limits to the public, I’d only ever seen images from inside the domed enclosures in my botany class at the Institute. There were over a thousand paddocks across the sprawl of Syphon City, but without clean air and pure sunlight to feed them, the trees rarely became more than saplings. 

			It was barely eight o’clock in the evening when I said goodbye to Doler at the edge of his driveway and sputtered down to my own duplex at the end of the road. I normally wouldn’t have returned until near midnight, especially on a Saturday, but after our run-in with the Nikos, I was more than happy to call it a night. After propping up my bike against a stack of plastic crates full of shriveled bulbs and dust-covered seed packets, I made my way to the door. I had almost managed to slip inside when Mrs. Gupta, our next-door neighbor, appeared in the entry­way of the carport.

			“I’ve been waiting for you, Juniper,” Mrs. Gupta said, clearing her throat. 

			“Oh, hello,” I replied, clutching my chest in surprise. The elderly woman looked like a ghost, her silvery gray hair gleaming in the dimly lit carport. 

			“Two hours this time,” she said, holding up two fingers. “It has been dark for more than two hours. I thought we had come to an agreement.” 

			Most of the time I loved listening to Mrs. Gupta’s wonderful voice. It had always sounded so soothing and almost musical to me, but this was not one of those times. 

			“The mornings and the afternoons are yours up until five, but the evenings are mine, as we agreed upon,” she continued. “I was right in the middle of an important meeting when the lights went out. I believe I’ve been very generous with you, have I not?” 

			“Yes, very generous,” I said, nodding rapidly. 

			I knew perfectly well what Mrs. Gupta referred to as an “important meeting” was nothing more than the trivia games she joined every evening on her tabletop Lense. She only needed the electricity so she could string beaded necklaces together while rattling off the answers to an endless array of questions.

			“And yet this is the third time this week this has happened. It is quite inconvenient, and also it is rude. I will not stand for it any longer.” Mrs. Gupta folded her arms, her eyes narrowing as she studied my appearance. “And why are you so filthy? You have gunk in your hair.”

			“Oh, that’s a . . . that’s just a squash,” I said. Squeezing my braid, I cringed from the unappealing stickiness against my fingers. 

			As I inched my way closer to the door, Mrs. Gupta moved toward me, and I gave up trying to retreat. If only I’d made it home a little quicker. 

			“I’m so sorry, Mrs. Gupta, but I’m sure it was just my grandfather’s oxygen tank,” I said. “It uses a lot of juice, as you know, and sometimes it—”

			The old woman harrumphed, cutting me off before I could complete my pitiful excuse. “Do not give me that nonsense, girl,” she said, jutting out her chin. “I have always factored in the needs of Edgar’s medical equipment. Of course he is to be taken care of, and I have no problems with that. But that is not why my lights went out, and you know it. You two are leeching power again, and I want it stopped!”

			The residents of each duplex in the Mounds had to share electricity. One of the joys of being poor in Syphon City was that turning on the lights past a certain hour meant our next-door neighbor would go without heat for the rest of the night. 

			“Well, you know, you could always bring this up with my grandfather yourself,” I suggested, smiling meekly. “Why don’t you tell him how frustrated you are? I’m sure he’d listen to you.”

			At the mention of this, Mrs. Gupta shifted her weight from one leg to the other and dismissed the notion with a waggle of her fingers. “It is not my place to bother him,” she said. “I know he’s not feeling well and . . . and . . . and . . . don’t you try to get out of your responsibilities.” 

			It was no secret she had a bit of a crush on my grandfather. If you could call it that. They chatted all the time during the day about anything and everything, but when it came time to holding Grandpa Edgar to the terms of our rental agreement, Mrs. Gupta had always insisted on coming to me for the difficult conversations.

			“Do not compel me to take a hard look at your contract, because I will, and then maybe, who knows?” She stamped her foot impatiently, and I wiped the sneaky grin from my lips. “Perhaps you’ll be forced to move elsewhere, and then what will you do without my generosity?” 

			“You’re absolutely right,” I said, bowing my head in submission. “I’ll talk to him and get this fixed right away.”

			Despite her threats, I knew she was only bluffing. Mrs. Gupta was a wonderfully kind neighbor who paid more than half the rent and would never dream of kicking us into the street. Even though we never used too much power, we had made a deal—and we needed to honor it.

			“Now, have you eaten anything today?” Mrs. Gupta asked. “Are you hungry?”

			“No, I’m fine, thank you,” I said, reaching behind my back to grab the doorknob.

			“Don’t you lie to me, Juni,” she said, her gaze intensifying. “I can tell when a child has not eaten enough—and you are as thin as a twig!”

			“Seriously, I’ve eaten a ton today.” Especially if you counted the stray bit of blue hubbard squash I’d accidentally swallowed earlier. That had been quite filling.

			“I will bring you both some snacks,” she tutted, holding up her hand to end the discussion before I could protest. “Give me a few minutes and then I will be right over. You just get in there and get my lights back on!” Then she spun around and swept back into her home.

			Entering the house, I stumbled over a twisted line of medi­cal tubing zigzagging across the middle of the hallway. The tube emerged from Grandpa Edgar’s bedroom, where a black box of hissing pumps and whirring spindles had been plugged into a thick extension cord that snaked down the hallway and disappeared into the kitchen. I followed the trail of tubing and found my Grandpa Edgar sitting at our two-person dining table. 

			“You’re back early,” Grandpa said, smiling happily. Wearing his bathrobe and slippers, his butter knife at the ready, he appeared to be patiently waiting for a piece of toast from the toaster. 

			“Yeah, I was just too tired to . . .” I drifted off, distracted when I noticed more than a dozen green plastic trays brimming with black soil stuffed onto the kitchen counter. “Why did you move the garden out of the living room?”

			“I wanted to test a theory,” he replied, glancing up from the toaster. “Now, do you know why they called it a dumbwaiter?”

			I opened my mouth to answer, but then jumped when a spark crackled from one of the wires my grandfather had connected to mesh webbing draped over the garden trays, sizzling the dirt.

			“Called a . . . a what?” I asked.

			“A dumbwaiter. A small rope-drawn elevator built within the walls of old-timey buildings.” Grandpa Edgar’s eyes twinkled as they always did whenever he was about to share a useful tidbit he’d recently learned. “People would place food and drink into that little elevator, and then it would be raised or lowered depending on where it was needed. They called it a dumbwaiter because it was a silent servant. It could deliver items quickly and efficiently, but it could not speak, because of course, it was only a contraption.”

			The electrical wires crackled again, and my eyes flickered back to the kitchen counter. “Okay—but what does a dumbwaiter have to do with your garden?” I asked, glowering at him.

			“Don’t be silly, Juni. The two have nothing to do with each other,” he said. “Honestly, where does Sanaya learn such wonderful things? A dumbwaiter. Isn’t that just a hoot?” 

			My grandfather hated technology and rarely used a Syncron for any reason whatsoever. So whenever he needed to quench his desire for knowledge, he would turn to our neighbor, Mrs. Gupta, who had an endless amount of trivia at the ready. 

			“Um, I guess, but don’t tell me you’re making more of your junk,” I said, discovering yet another source of his electrical leeching. Clamped into the wall cable, next to the toaster, was his melting tray, which he used to heat up bits of plastic and turn them into strange doohickeys.

			“That’s not junk. They’re called Shrinky Dinks. And they’re wickedly cool! Look, this one’s a tiger.” Grandpa Edgar held up a tiny shining ornament dangling from a hook. Orange with black stripes, it bore a slight resemblance to a tiger, though it looked more like an orange and black cow to me. “I’m going to give that one to Mrs. Gupta for Christmas this year,” he said, holding out the ornament. “I think she’s going to love it.”

			Unable to resist any longer, I snorted out a laugh, as I accepted the tiger. It was hard staying angry with my grandfather when he said things like “wickedly cool” and “shrinky dinks.” 

			“You know, I could hear that bike of yours at least a mile out,” Grandpa Edgar grunted, looking back at the toaster. “And what’s with that rattling coming from your backpack? You sound like you’re carrying a drawer of silverware.”

			As I unzipped my backpack, I caught the metal can before it toppled out. Having stashed the container during our escape from Harker’s Village, I’d forgotten all about Lewis’s cookies.

			“They’re doggy treats,” I said.

			Grandpa Edgar furrowed his brow. “I won’t ask why you have those, but you need to be more careful, especially after hours,” he said. “You don’t want to go disrupting dear Mrs. Gupta’s quiet evening again.”

			“You disrupted her evening,” I said, snapping back. “You’re the one leeching power, and she’s not happy about it. We made an agreement not to use any unnecessary electricity after five o’clock, remember?”

			“I’m aware of that, and I haven’t broken our deal,” he said.

			“Oh really?” I gestured to the row of plastic trays.

			“Well, that’s different.” Leaning back in his chair, Grandpa Edgar stroked the white stubbly whiskers on his chin. “The soil’s too chalky. The electrical current helps stimulate the seeds. If we want to grow trees again, risks must be taken.”

			“We already grow trees,” I said. 

			“I’m not talking about those trees,” he said, swatting at the air. “I’m talking about pine and spruce and fir. Papermaking trees. The very salvation of civilization could lie within my plastic pots.”

			“Yeah, well, not tonight they don’t,” I said. No matter how our conversations started, he always managed to steer them back to the same topic. Trees. Paper. Books. It was all too exhausting. 

			Marching across the kitchen, I unplugged my grandfather’s gardening contraption. The lights flickered overhead, and the pungent scent of ozone wafted up as a muffled cry of approval came from the other side of the wall. 

			“Come here and sit down,” Grandpa Edgar said, as two slices of blackened bread popped up from the toaster. “There’s one for each of us, and I was finished with my experiment anyways.”

			“I’m not hungry,” I lied, my stomach grumbling. The toast looked delicious. “Besides, Mrs. Gupta is bringing snacks over later.”

			“That woman’s a delight,” he said, slathering butter across a piece of toast. “And with your dog biscuits, we should have ourselves quite the feast.”

		


		
			[image: chap6]

			Despite my initial claims of not being hungry, I devoured the meal. Even reheated and slightly cooled, Mrs. Gupta’s chicken kebabs were divine. As I mopped up the last of the spicy sauce from my plate with some buttered toast, Grandpa Edgar slid his reading tablet across the table.

			“Not tonight,” I groaned, wiping my mouth with the back of my hand. “I’m too exhausted.”

			“Exhausted from what? You came home early tonight,” he said.

			“I’m too tired to read,” I said. “And I’ve finished three assignments this week already.”

			“I know for a fact you didn’t complete your last lesson,” he said, activating the device with his wrinkled thumb. 

			His tablet was an ancient e-reader. I was willing to bet this was the last one that still worked anywhere else in the world. Not even in a museum. The screen gave off a faint flicker before immediately filling up with text. It was one of his most prized possessions, but I kept waiting for the awful thing to finally run out of juice. Every Syncron in the world eventually had to have its rechargeable batteries replaced, but miraculously the e-reader kept clinging to life day after day and would always recharge to the same level. 

			“When are you going to accept the fact that reading is the most important skill you’ll ever learn, Juni?” he asked.

			“I’ve accepted it already,” I said. “Months ago! I’m a believer now! Why are you punishing me?”

			“This is not a punishment,” Grandpa Edgar said, gently patting the top of my head. “Reading is salvation.” 

			No matter how hard I begged, I knew this wasn’t open for negotiation. Reading is salvation. That’s what he always said. We were the last two people on the face of the earth to live by that motto, and one of us was being forced against her will. 
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			After forty-five grueling minutes of scanning through paragraphs and highlighting verbs and adjectives and correcting run-on sentences, I finally finished my reading assignment and joined my grandfather at his desk in the candlelit glow of his bedroom. Unlike the kitchen, Grandpa Edgar kept his room clean and tidy. Everything was in order. His comforter and sheets had already been neatly turned down for the night, and a plastic pill organizer waited on his bedside table for him to take his nightly meds. 

			“Juni?” Grandpa Edgar asked, clearing his throat. “Were you not listening?” 

			“Oh, sorry,” I mumbled, glancing up. 

			“I said E-7.” He pointed at the screen. “Did I hit anything?”

			Like my grandfather’s e-reader, our tabletop Lense was a relic from an earlier time. It looked a lot like other viewing Lenses, with a curved, wafer-thin screen, but it was beyond repair, and we needed to junk it. It could barely pick up the free news transmissions, but we didn’t have enough money to buy a replacement—and it was the only way we could play our nightly games of Battleship. 

			“Yeah, that’s a miss,” I said, tapping his target on the Lense. 

			Punching his knee in frustration, he pinched his lower lip with his thumb, wordlessly strategizing. Though he’d managed to sink my submarine and destroyer, he had failed to connect with anything else on his last five attempts. I, on the other hand, had almost cleared his entire armada from the gameboard, and he was not happy about it.

			“I saw you leave with Doler and that angry girl right after school,” he said, peering over the top of the Lense, his tinted spectacles glinting. “What’s her name again?”

			“Quaze,” I said.

			“That’s it. Quaze,” he harrumphed, which instantly turned into a short coughing fit. “Not a very friendly one. What were you three up to tonight?” 

			“We were just hanging out. Stop trying to cheat,” I said, holding my hands up to shield the screen.

			“Cheat?” He looked stunned by the accusation. “When have I ever—”

			“Last night. And the night before that. And on Sunday during Monopoly.” 

			“Fine, fine, you’ve made your point,” he said, readjusting the breathing tube under his nose. “Maybe you should be telling me what other sort of mischief you were up to tonight besides finding free dog biscuits.” 

			“There was no mischief,” I insisted, swiveling the Lense back to face him. “Can we get back to the game, please? A-3.” 

			“A-3?” His nostrils flaring, Grandpa Edgar dragged his finger up and down his side of the screen before shaking his head apologetically. “I’m afraid that would be a miss.”

			“It’s not a miss,” I said confidently. “Check again.”

			Removing his glasses, he wiped off the smudges, and then gave the board a second scan. “Oh dear. You said A-3, didn’t you? I must have misunderstood at first.” 

			“You’re going to lose again,” I said, as the satisfying sound of his aircraft carrier exploding brought a smile to my lips. 

			“I’m only biding my time. And there you go again.” My grandfather snapped his fingers to get my attention. “What do you keep looking at?” He turned and peered over his shoulder, following my gaze.

			On the top shelf in his closet was a small, locked box that had been half-hidden there ever since my parents’ tragic accident nearly six years ago. The box was brass colored, but was likely only cheap tin, not anything with any worth. As far as I knew, there wasn’t anything extraordinary about it whatsoever. And yet, I still remember the group of investigators who paid us a visit the day after my parents’ funeral. I watched them from my bedroom as they rummaged through our house, searching for something. They never told my grandfather what they had been looking for, but whatever it was, they hadn’t found it. Then a month later, as though someone had been waiting for the coast to clear, the box arrived on our doorstep, packaged in postal foam, with no return address—and no one from the mail service could tell my grandfather where it had come from. And yet I knew in my heart my parents had sent it to me.

			The box was important and special and impossibly locked. There was no key, no way to unlock it without prying or beating it open with a crowbar, and my grandfather refused to let me fiddle with it. Once, he caught me trying to pick the lock by needling my chisel along the edge and threw an absolute fit. That was the angriest I’d ever seen him—and that was also the day when it ended up at the back of his closet, strictly off-­limits to me. 

			“Not this again,” Grandpa Edgar said, letting out an exhausted sigh. “Why do you keep trying to dig up the past?” 

			“I’m not digging up anything,” I said. “I just want to see it again.”

			“What brought this on?” he asked, his eyes narrowing. “Where did you go tonight?” 

			“Nowhere, we just—”

			“If I promise not to cheat at our games, then you have to promise not to lie to me,” he said.

			“Okay, fine,” I said. “I went to Harker’s Village.”

			Grandpa Edgar’s breath rattled, sounding like a vacuum cleaner sucking up gravel. “Harker’s Village? You went there after I specifically forbade you to go? You know how much I hate it when you go scavenging!” His gaze darkened. “It’s dangerous and illegal and there’s nothing for you in that place!”

			“Nothing happened. It was fine,” I said. Getting chased out of the complex by Nikos was anything but fine, but I fully intended on taking that secret to my grave. “And it’s called plifting.”

			“Whatever you call it, it’s a dangerous pastime, and your parents would not have approved,” he snapped.

			“My parents were archeologists,” I said. “They were basically glorified plifters.”

			“And where are they now?” 

			With that, the mood in the noisy bedroom instantly shifted. I felt my neck reddening with heat, but I held his gaze, knowing full well what he was trying to do. I liked to think he had once loved archaeology, equally as much as my parents, but now he hated it. And maybe I should have hated it too because they were taken from me, but I couldn’t. Plifting was the one thing linking me back to them.

			“I miss them as much as you do, Juni,” my grandfather said quietly. “I miss them horribly, but they were careless. They were irresponsible.”

			“Just because they died doesn’t make them irresponsible,” I said, trying to conceal the quaver in my voice. 

			“You’re only thirteen,” he said, “and unlike your parents, you have your whole future ahead of you. I refuse to allow you to make the same mistakes as they did. You’re my grand­daughter. You’re my responsibility, and I will not risk losing you as well.”

			“Mom and Dad were looking for treasure. They were looking for something big.”

			“They didn’t know what they were looking for,” Grandpa Edgar grunted. “They were merely hoping.”

			“Hoping for what?” I asked.

			He clamped his mouth closed, nostrils flaring in annoyance.

			“That’s right. You don’t know, or you won’t tell me, but it was big, Grandpa, I know it was. All I’m doing is trying to follow in their footsteps, just a little. And no one cares if I go sifting through old buildings for scraps of paper,” I said. Though my recent run-in with the Nikos may have proved otherwise, I wasn’t about to share that tidbit with him. “If we want to pay our bills, I don’t have much of a choice.”

			“Oh, come off it,” Grandpa Edgar snapped. “Sanaya barely charges rent, and we get more than enough from my pension for our basic needs.”

			“What about medicine? What about your doctor’s appointments and repairing your breathing equipment? It sounds awful!” I jabbed my thumb at the busted machine rattling in the corner. “How are we supposed to pay for that?” 

			“That’s not for you to worry about,” he said, folding his arms.

			“Someone has to,” I said, pushing away from the table. “You’re all I have, and if something happens to you, then what will I do?”

			While it may have been his job to be my guardian, it was my job to keep him out of the hospital. We didn’t have enough money to take care of all the expenses. His health wasn’t improving, and the tiny amount we received from his pension wouldn’t be enough to cover the bills if he got any worse. 

			“What do you think’s going to happen? I’ve never felt better,” he said. “Now, sit back down and finish the game. You’re winning, remember?”

			But I no longer had any desire to finish Battleship. I needed space, and whether it had been his intention or not, my grandfather had put me in a horrible mood. Without another word, I stormed out of his bedroom.

		


		
			[image: chap7]

			Despite the constant hum of the purification plant right outside my window, I could hear the soft whimper of Grandpa Edgar’s snoring drifting down the hallway. It was late, and I was still angry. We rarely argued, but when we did, the conversation always gravitated back to my parents. Not a day had gone by when I didn’t think about them and miss them almost to the point of tears. Oh, how I wished I could have joined them just once on one of their many excursions. That would have been amazing. But now it had been more than six years since the last time I had seen them alive. Just before my seventh birthday, my parents had gone out on one of their digs, and the terrible cave-in had happened, taking them away from me forever.

			The soft glow of a candle illuminated my workspace as I pressed my fingertips against the entry pad on my desktop. With the sound of thrumming gears, a small square lid slid open right at the center. The desk had once belonged to my mother and came equipped with a safe only I could access with my fingerprints. The opening was large enough that I could have stashed any number of valuables, but I used it to hide only one of my possessions—a miniature holoport. Holoports capture images and record memories in vivid color, but, like Grandpa’s e-reader, the rechargeable batteries inside it should have died a long time ago. Not that I’m complaining. 

			As I activated the circular device, a holographic video clip began to play, projected into the air. I was six years old when it was recorded, and it was one of the last images of my parents while they were still alive. Leaning forward in my seat, my chin perched on the backs of my hands, I watched as my mother trotted into the picture. Grinning happily and sweaty, her hair clotted with gobs of mud and cobwebs, my mom looked beautiful as always.

			“You should have come with us,” my mom said, speaking directly to the screen, as she brushed a lock of hair behind her ear. “I know you insist you want nothing to do with our work, but this place is different. We have an unobstructed view of the sky. No buildings or skyscrapers blocking the way. Maybe I’m just imagining it, but it’s like there’s less gunk in the air out here. Wouldn’t you agree, Timball?”

			“What’s that, dear?” a voice replied from somewhere off­screen. 

			Grasping an enormous piece of tattered parchment in both hands, my dad appeared next on the holoport. He was wearing glasses, but his hair and clothing weren’t quite as dirty as my mom’s. He glanced up distractedly, then turned and followed where my mom was pointing at the horizon and slowly nodded his head. “She’s right, Edgar,” he said. “You’re missing a side of the city very few get to experience.”

			“And we’re close, Dad,” my mom added, turning back to the screen, her eyes catching a ray of sunlight and twinkling. “The greatest treasure this world has ever known is within our grasp. I can almost hear the riffling of pages.”

			My parents stand together, arms wrapped around the other’s waist and holding the parchment between them—which had to be worth a small fortune—and that’s when I arrive on the scene. My face, framed by pigtails and smeared with strawberry jam, poked out beneath the parchment. I was there with them, but my memory is so cloudy, it almost seems as though it never happened. Had I not owned the holoport, I knew I would have completely forgotten all about that day. 

			“Hey there, Juni,” my mom said, tugging on one of my pigtails playfully. “Are you excited to finish this adventure with your mommy and daddy?”

			I smiled up at her and nodded vigorously, but at that point, the holoport stopped producing sounds. The flickering image continued for a few more seconds before coming to an end, but not before my parents had a chance to hold the parchment up close to the screen and show off words scrawled across the bottom of the paper.

			The Library has no need to hide from me.

			I had no idea what that message meant, but it was the only place I had ever seen it before, and my mom’s final words have stuck with me for more than six years. Are you excited to finish this adventure with your mommy and daddy? 

			“I’m still trying, guys,” I whispered, wiggling my fingers through the bright light of the holograph before the image turned dark. “But I could use a little help here.”

			I pulled out the plastic square from my pocket and placed it on the desk. I thought back to the argument with Quaze in a rundown Harker’s Village apartment a few hours earlier and couldn’t help but snicker in disbelief. What had gotten into me? How close had she come to actually knocking me out? As I flipped the piece of plastic over and eyed the strange symbol, I remembered why I had risked my neck taking it from Quaze. 

			Tapping my earpiece with my finger, I activated my Syncron. 

			“Identify,” I commanded. 

			“That is a plastic key card,” came my Syncron’s immediate reply, followed by a crackle of static. “A key card is a small rectangular piece of insubstantial material, usually plastic or metallic alloy, constructed in a machine-readable form with a magnetic stripe. Such items were employed throughout history to obtain cash or credit from primitive banking institutions or used as a key to gain access to a room or a building or a—”

			“Next question,” I said, cutting it off midsentence. Picking up the card, I tapped the symbol with my finger. “What does this mean?” 

			“It appears to be some species of bird,” my Syncron answered. “An eagle, perhaps.”

			“Yes, I know that, dummy.” I bounced my knee against the bottom of the desk impatiently. “But what does it mean?”

			“My apologies, but your question may reside beyond the boundaries of your limited access plan. Do you wish to submit payment for a more enhanced . . .” my Syncron’s voice trailed off as a red light flashed on my oculus, alerting an incoming uplink. 

			“Citizens of Grid 137,” a new voice announced, emerging from my earpiece. “In order to conserve our limited power resources, a brownout has been approved for your district, beginning immediately.”

			“A brownout?” I groaned. “Not again.”

			Brownouts were the worst! That was when all the power in a specific grid was shut down for an extended period of time. Sure, they phrased it as “trying to conserve energy,” but that was only a cover for what was really going on. They were just funneling our power somewhere else.

			“We apologize for any inconvenience this may cause, and we appreciate your continued cooperation,” the announcement continued. “This brownout will conclude in seven hours. Thank you and have a wonderful evening.”

			“Seven hours!” I barked, checking the time on my oculus. It was only ten o’clock, which meant the power outage would last until morning.

			The ground trembled and a concussive boom erupted from outside the duplex as every air purification plant throughout the Mounds shut down all at once. I rushed to my window and watched as every light in the neighborhood blinked out like a thousand eyelids snapping shut, and total darkness swept through the streets. 

			“Juni?” I heard my grandfather’s cry from his bedroom and my stomach twisted into knots as I realized his breathing machine had shut down as well. 

			Racing for the kitchen, I wrenched open the refrigerator door, and felt around on the top rack for my grandfather’s medicine. We only had three syringes left, and they needed to stay cold, but I would have to figure out a solution for that later.

			“I’m coming!” I shouted, prepping the needle, and grabbing a few other supplies from the cabinet before running to his room.

			Grandpa Edgar was sitting up, his head propped against the wall, rubbing his chest. “It won’t be as bad this time,” he said, forcing a reassuring smile as I sat down next to him on the bed. “I promise, dear. It doesn’t feel as strained as usual.”

			“Try not to talk, please,” I said, lighting a candle to illuminate the pitch blackness.

			I handed my grandfather a mug of water, and while he slowly took a sip, I wiped his forearm with rubbing alcohol and then carefully inserted the needle, pressing the plunger down with my thumb. The thick medicine sloughed as the syringe emptied, and Grandpa Edgar winced from the pain. I knew how horribly the medicine burned, but there was no other alternative. Without his clunky machine controlling his lungs, the painful medicine was the only way to keep him breathing. If only we had one of the battery-powered machines. Those could last for weeks between recharges, but they were far more expensive than we could afford.

			“You’re not still mad at me, are you?” Grandpa Edgar asked, dribbling a little water down his chin.

			“Of course not,” I said. “Don’t even think that.”

			The front door of our duplex opened with a loud bang, and I heard Mrs. Gupta’s quick footsteps in the hallway. “Where are you?” she called out. “I’ve brought my ice.”

			“In here,” I said, leading her back to the bedroom.

			Mrs. Gupta appeared in the doorway, looking like a phantom in her white nightgown. In one hand, she balanced several trays of ice from her freezer, in the other she toted a plastic bag bulging with various items. 

			“How are you, Edgar?” she asked, marching into the room.

			“I’m fine, Sanaya,” my grandfather insisted. “There’s no need to—”

			Mrs. Gupta hissed through her teeth, silencing him before he could finish. “Juni, take the ice and put it in a bowl with his medicine,” she instructed. “Cover it with a rag and stick it inside the refrigerator. That should be enough to keep it cold until morning.”

			I didn’t question, and as I stood from the bed, Mrs. Gupta was pulling ingredients from her bag—freshly cut leaves, plastic baggies of yellow and brown powders, as well as a portable heating device with a can of sterno. By the time I returned, steam was already wafting from a teapot, saturating the room with a pungent aroma. 

			“Time for the family recipe,” Mrs. Gupta said, pouring the dark liquid into Grandpa Edgar’s mug. 

			“Remind me what’s in it?” I asked.

			“Eucalyptus, fennel, a little anise. And some secret ingredients,” she said. “Don’t just dab your tongue at it, Edgar. You need to drink all of it!”

			“The taste doesn’t agree with me,” my grandfather said.

			“It’s not supposed to agree with you,” she said. “Does that medicine of yours agree with you?”

			Grandpa Edgar shrugged and then, closing one eye, took a deeper sip. 

			Less than thirty minutes later, I sat in the kitchen across from Mrs. Gupta. The medicine had finally kicked in, and Grandpa was back asleep. His breathing was thick and raspy, but it had drastically improved, thanks in no small part to my neighbor’s family recipe.

			“He’ll be all right, Juni,” Mrs. Gupta said, taking a swig from her own mug of tea. “You still have medicine, right?”

			“Only two syringes left,” I said.

			“Doesn’t he have an appointment in a few days? Couldn’t you get more?”

			“It’s too expensive,” I said. “One dose is more than a hundred credits.”

			Mrs. Gupta clicked her tongue. “Good thing your rent’s been paid,” she said and gave me a subtle wink.

			“We can’t let you do that,” I said, shaking my head. 

			“I’m not paying your rent outright,” she said, waving her hand. “It’s a loan. One you’ll have to repay eventually. And in the meantime, I’m going to double down on our agreement. Absolutely no more power leeching, you hear me?”

			“Thank you,” I said. “And we won’t. I promise. But at least tonight’s not all our fault.”

			“Indeed,” she grumbled. 

			“I can’t remember it ever being this bad,” I said. This was the third approved brownout in less than a month. They seemed to be happening more and more frequently. 

			“Oh, Juni, this is hardly what I would call bad,” Mrs. Gupta said, smiling grimly. “This is nothing compared to what it was like during the Blight.”

			The following year would be the hundredth anniversary of when our ancestors had survived a plague of insects. The bugs had devoured everything growing, from crops to plants to entire forests of trees. We were taught about that calamity in every history lesson from primary school to the Institute. To make matters worse, the Blight had begun at a time when the country was being torn apart in a civil war that had already lasted several years. 

			“Yeah, but no one who lived through it is still alive anymore,” I said.

			“No, but my mother was a child during the peak of the Blight, and she told me once about the time when the power went out for almost a year.”

			“A year?” I blinked in astonishment. “In the Mounds?”

			“Not just here. Everywhere,” she said. “And they weren’t called the Mounds way back then.”

			“That doesn’t sound like just a brownout to me,” I said.

			“No, definitely not, but my mother swore it happened,” she said. “No power. No heat—and it was one of the coldest winters on record. That alone killed off millions of poor souls. So, as horrible as these brownouts may seem for us, they pale in comparison to the days of the Blight.”

			“I guess you’re right,” I said. “But why does it only seem to happen here?”

			“Someone has to bear the load. It’s been this way from the beginning.” Mrs. Gupta stood and walked to the window. Drawing back the blinds, she pointed to a pillar, glowing in the distance. “Why do you think the Mounds were constructed in a circle? We’re the cogs, you see, moving around the face of the clock.”

			Despite the blanket of blackness that had engulfed the Mounds, the lights of Novexus Headquarters had almost doubled in strength. Those spired buildings stood almost a mile high and stretched ten city blocks wide. 

			“It’s just not fair,” I said. No one else ever had to endure outages like the ones we dealt with consistently in the Mounds. 

			“This is just the way it is.” Mrs. Gupta’s eyes twinkled as she smiled. “And don’t scrunch your face, you’ll get wrinkles.”

			“I’m not scrunching,” I said, massaging away the deep furrows between my eyebrows.

			Once Mrs. Gupta had gone back to her side of the duplex, and I returned to my bedroom, I carefully placed my earpiece into its charging chamber. Not that it would matter—I’d still have to spend some time during breaks and lunch tomorrow trying to keep it above a 20 percent charge, and hope that tomorrow night we’d have enough power to get it to 100. No matter how much I complained, I knew there was nothing I could do about it. Novexus ran everything. The schools, public transit, the police force with their Nikos, and aside from a few exceptions—Grandpa Edgar included—everyone owned a Syncron. Though mine was a piece of junk, and the thought of tossing it in the garbage had crossed my mind on more than one occasion, I knew I would have nothing without it. 

			As I doused the thin silicone lens of my oculus with cleaning solution, I noticed the key card still lying on my desk. Despite remembering what I’d been trying to do more than an hour ago when the brownout had first started, I was too exhausted to give it any more thought for the night. After tucking the piece of plastic inside my desktop safe with my holoport, I kicked my shoes off into the closet and crawled under the covers of my bed. 
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			After the night I’d gone through with the brownout and tending to Grandpa Edgar, there was no way I was going to wake up early. Had I not caught a whiff of the delicious smell of bacon drifting through the hallway, I probably would have slept much later. But the thought of a hot breakfast instantly sprang me from my bed. 

			“I’m glad you’re feeling better,” I said, padding barefoot into the kitchen. “I take it you’re ready to finish our game?”

			“I’ll play a game,” someone replied, but it wasn’t my grandfather. Doler was sitting at the table, slouching in one of the chairs, munching on a mouthful of food. “What are we playing?”

			“Doler?” I asked, suddenly self-conscious of being in my pajamas. “What are you doing here?” 

			The sight of my friend still wearing his dirty clothing from yesterday—and still emanating a faintly disgusting smell of skunk—was a shock to say the least. Doler was a frequent visitor, but he never came over this early on a weekend. 

			“Eating,” Doler said, swallowing a bite and then casually slurping juice from a mug—my mug—as though this were something he did every Sunday morning.

			“I can see that, but why are you eating in my kitchen? And where’s my grandfather?” 

			“Out front, giving googly eyes to Mrs. Gupta. It’s gross. And what’s with all that?” He jabbed his thumb over his shoulder at the kitchen counter, pointing out the soil-filled plastic trays. “Did you make Edgar move the garden out of the living room?”

			“I didn’t make him do anything,” I said. “He did that all on his own. He’s on this new kick where he thinks he needs to zap the dirt with electricity.” I groaned as I noticed that Grandpa Edgar had once again plugged in his garden. Even though it was morning and so Mrs. Gupta wouldn’t be upset about us leeching power, every one of my grandfather’s contraptions consumed a ton of energy—and that would get expensive.

			Doler’s forehead crinkled with curiosity as he turned fully in the chair and stared at the trays. “Really?” he said. “That actually makes sense.”

			“It does?” I scoffed.

			“Sure! Electrical stimuli could speed up the growth process. That’s genius,” Doler said.

			Doler’s dream was to one day become a botanist. He had his own collection of soil trays and seed packets. It was the one thing he and Grandpa Edgar had in common. 

			“You still haven’t answered my question,” I said. “What are you doing here?”

			“Everything went bad in our refrigerator last night during the brownout, so I came over. Your grandpa let me in, and he said, ‘Don’t eat all the bacon.’ So here you go.” Doler held up his plate, offering me a thumb-sized bit of imitation bacon. “I think there might have been some eggs too at one point, but, uh—” 

			“Give me that,” I said, grabbing the bacon. It looked so sad lying there by itself, no longer sizzling. I bit the piece in half and salty grease oozed into my mouth. “And don’t even get me started on the brownout.”

			“They’re the worst,” he said. “At least they’re making it up to us, right?”

			“Making it up to us how?” I asked.

			Doler swiveled in his seat, facing me. “You didn’t see the announcement from Syncron?”

			“I just woke up,” I said. I’d only inserted my earpiece moments before entering the kitchen.

			“We’re receiving three free uplinks,” he explained. “As a sign of goodwill and appreciation for the recent influx of power siphoning.”

			“How generous of them,” I grumbled. “That sounds more like a peace offering.”

			Doler shrugged. “Yeah, well, it’s better than nothing. I haven’t watched a new release in months. The hard part will be narrowing down my selection.”

			When he wasn’t uplinking digital byte comics, Doler spent the rest of his time watching old movies. New titles were a luxury, and though he’d much rather watch them on one of the stadium-sized Lenses in the entertainment district, his family could maybe afford one viewing a year. 

			“You just came over here to tell me that?” I asked, wiping the grease from my lips. Even going cold, the bacon was still delicious.

			“Yes, and to show you something on the news,” Doler said. 

			“Why would I care about the news?” 

			Doler swiveled the Lense on the kitchen table, showing me the screen. After swiping through a few channels, he came to a stop at a video feed of what looked like several dilapidated apartment buildings. Squinting in confusion, my eyes suddenly widened as the video zoomed in on two figures near the corner of the screen. Figures racing away on electric bikes. The footage may have been grainy and poorly shot, but even from far away I could see the uneven stutter of my bike as I tried keeping up with the much taller Doler.

			“Novexus law enforcement officials are seeking information about yet another incident of destruction to several pieces of peacekeeping equipment,” the newscaster’s monotone voice announced. “An amateur drone operator shot the footage of the individuals seen here, fleeing Harker’s Village, a reclaimed housing development, and are believed to be the ones responsible for the recent vandalism of three Kyniko Units left behind at the scene of the crime.”

			“Vandalism?” I asked, glaring at Doler in astonishment. 

			Doler nodded, his eyes widening. “Keep watching, and you’ll see they show those Nikos with their heads removed.”

			“They were beheaded?” The Nikos’s operating software may have been housed within their domed skulls but taking off their heads seemed way too extreme. 

			“Chopped off and taken, but they left the bodies behind. It’s pretty wicked!” he said. “We’re like celebrities now. This makes us famous, right?” 

			“I think you’re mistaking the word celebrity for criminal,” I said.

			Doler giggled nervously. “I’ve never been on the news before.”

			He was finding this way too humorous for my liking. Typically the first one to freak out over anything intense, becoming a fugitive should have pushed Doler over the edge. Had that drone been hovering even ten feet closer to the ground, I might have been waking up to someone other than Doler in my kitchen—someone wearing a uniform and carrying a badge accompanied by a robot dog. Destroying Novexus property was a major offense, even for a couple of kids. 

			“Aren’t you a little concerned about getting caught?” I asked.

			“I was at first, but now that I have had time to think about it, I’m not so scared anymore.” Doler leaned his head back against the chair, gazing at the ceiling. “The way I see it, pretty much everyone at the Institute owns an electric bike, and most of them have gone plifting at least once in the past year. That could be anyone on the video. There’s absolutely no proof it was us.”

			Doler did make a decent point. Electric bikes were the safest way to travel, especially when the alternative was riding the Scuttle, the public transit system. 

			“Do you know what this means?” Doler asked. “That kid in Harker’s Village took out three Nikos all by himself! Maybe we could recruit him to help us on our next plifting excursion.”

			“You can’t be serious,” I said.

			“Why not?”

			“First off, we don’t even know it was him,” I said, digging my fingers into the corners of my eyes. “Secondly, I hardly consider calling what he did ‘saving our lives.’ If anything, that kid’s dog did all the work. And lastly, why would he ever agree to help us, when we’re the ones who stole from him?”

			Doler’s head snapped back, his dreamy grin faltering. “Stole from him? How do you figure?” 

			“That had to have been his duffel bag of paper,” I said. “Don’t you think he’s going to get really angry once he finds out that we took it?” 

			“But I didn’t take anything,” Doler said, now looking visibly disturbed. “Quaze was the one who stole his paper.”

			“Right, and we were there with her, which makes us her accomplices,” I said. “And now people are going to be searching for those two suspects, and—news flash for you—he knows what we look like.”

			“Holy cow!” Doler croaked, slapping the sides of his head. “This is really bad! What should we do?” 

			“Calm down, you goober.” I didn’t actually believe any of that, but I sure did enjoy watching Doler squirm. 

			The front door creaked opened, letting in the cold, murky haze of morning, and my grandfather tromped inside.

			“You’re never going to believe this, Juni,” Grandpa Edgar said, dragging his oxygen tank behind him on a rolling cart and wheezing. “Did you know tulips were once used as a form of currency? In a land that was once called Holland, tulip bulbs were treated like money. I’m not making this up. Sanaya told me all about the whole trade earlier this morning. Do they teach you about Holland at the Institute?” he asked, turning toward Doler.

			“Uh . . . what?” Doler said, peering up at my grandfather distractedly.

			“Tulips,” Grandpa Edgar said. “I thought at least you would find that interesting.”

			“Why me?” Doler blurted, growing defensive.

			“Is that what you and Mrs. Gupta were talking about out there?” I asked, giving Doler a glare and stepping in between him and my grandfather with a smile.

			“Among other things. Did you enjoy your breakfast?” Then Grandpa Edgar narrowed his eyes as he nudged Doler with his foot. “What did I say to you about the bacon?” 

			Doler nearly fell out of his chair in surprise. “Geez!” he exclaimed, clutching his chest. “I gave her the last piece, all right?” 

			“Jumpy, are we? I was only making sure,” Grandpa said, watching Doler curiously. “Is everything all right with you two? Did I not cook the bacon properly?”

			“The bacon was perfect,” I said. “Doler’s just acting weird, as usual. Aren’t you, Doler?”

			Doler shifted uneasily in his seat, but he didn’t reply. 

			As my grandfather limped over to his gardening trays, humming softly to himself, I leaned in close to Doler. “Would you settle down already?” I whispered. “He’s going to suspect something’s up if you don’t stop freaking out.”

			“I’m not freaking out,” Doler clapped back. “You’re freaking out! And need I remind you there’s a Niko-destroying vigilante kid out there who’s going to come looking for us if we don’t figure out a way to cover our tracks!”

			“Oh, Juni,” my grandfather said, glancing over from the kitchen counter. “Has that bicycle of yours always stuttered like that?”

			“What do you mean?” I asked. 

			“When I was younger, I used to work as a mechanic on the Scuttle,” he said. “I’ve seen my fair share of faulty batteries over the years, but yours is horribly noisy, isn’t it?” 

			Where was my grandfather going with this? I shot a warning glance at Doler as he let out a soft whimper. 

			“It doesn’t make that much noise,” I said. “What’s the big deal?”

			“Well, I have a procedure on Tuesday, and I’ll be there for most of the afternoon, but there’s a parts depot near the hospital,” my grandfather said. “Maybe I could swing by on the way home and take care of that for you.”

			“Oh.” I released a breath. “Thanks, but we don’t have the money for that sort of thing.”

			With the cost of rent and food and his medicine, there was little else that could be worked into our budget. 

			Grandpa Edgar swatted his hand dismissively. “It’s not that expensive, dear.”

			“What procedure are you having?” I asked. “I thought it was just a refill on your medicine.”

			My grandfather would often make trips to take care of one medical problem or another, but the hospital we could afford wasn’t a regular one. An ambulance would have been too expensive, so he’d take sketchy Scuttle rides across the city.

			“It’s only a routine checkup,” Grandpa Edgar said. “Now, if you’re so sure we don’t have the funds, perhaps there’s a simpler solution I could come up with. How about you, Doler? Do you have any spare parts in your garage?”

			“What? Why would I have spare parts?” Doler exclaimed defensively.

			“Er, I was simply wondering if—”

			“There’s nothing wrong with her bike, Edgar!” Doler suddenly shouted, cutting my grandfather off before he could finish. “And you shouldn’t go around pointing fingers at innocent people without any proof!”

			“My goodness!” Grandpa Edgar recoiled in surprise. “What’s gotten into you?”

			“I’ve got to go.” Leaping up from his seat, Doler stomped across the kitchen and stormed out the door. “I have homework to do and, and . . . booby traps to set.” 
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			My eyes suddenly snapped open as a bright light flashed across my oculus, and I bolted upright in my seat. I had once again fallen asleep during my fourth period history class, but I couldn’t help myself. We’d entered the final two weeks of Institute before the end of term break, and Mr. Parmer, the instructor, had been droning on and on for the past fifteen minutes. What else could he have to teach us? We’d already finished our exam and yet there he sat, his bald head gleaming like a light bulb, completely oblivious to anyone else in the classroom. Some students sat clustered in small groups, gossiping noisily to each other, while a few others, like me, had been sleeping peacefully. 

			As I was about to drift back off, hoping to return to my previous dream involving my parents and a mountain-sized pile of paper, a sharp whistling like the sound of a screeching goat invaded my earpiece, a light flashed across my oculus, and I squawked in surprise. Gasping in annoyance, I tapped my earpiece to silence the squealing and furiously scanned the room. Someone had just sent me a strobe. I turned to spot Doler at the front of the classroom next to the windows. 

			“What do you want?” I mouthed, trying not to disrupt Mr. Parmer’s lecture, but he wasn’t paying me any attention. 

			According to Grandpa, students used to chuck wads of paper at each other to get their attention during school lectures—the very thought seems absurd, almost sacrilegious, but now, we just send digital disruptions through our Syncrons called strobes. They’re one of Doler’s specialties.

			After signaling for me to engage my Syncron, Doler’s voice whispered into my earpiece. 

			“Has anyone asked you about the incident yet?” he asked, staring with a look of urgency on his face.

			I scowled in confusion. “What incident?”

			“In Harker’s Village,” Doler said, sighing impatiently.

			“No,” I said, shooting a glance at Mr. Parmer, who had hardly taken a breath in between sentences. “Why? Have you heard anything?” 

			“It’s only a matter of time now. Quaze went to the materials auction in Cavanaugh last night without us, and she took all the—” Doler hesitated as he warily eyed a boy named Mitchell Graves seated next to him. Mitchell was too preoccupied snoring to be paying Doler any attention. 

			“She took all our stuff,” Doler continued, making air quotes with his fingers. “If you know what I mean.”

			“Yes, I know what you mean,” I said. “Does that surprise you?” 

			For as long as I had known her, I’d learned to never hold my breath when it came to Quaze changing her mind. Still, I couldn’t believe she had actually gone straight to the auction. Bypassing her brother Grifton took a lot of guts. Even for someone like Quaze.

			“That’s not the point,” Doler said. “I heard the auction didn’t go as planned. People started asking questions, and then somebody jumped her. They beat her up and took everything!”

			“When did you hear about this?” I asked. 

			“Just before class,” he said. “Lonnie Gulch told me.”

			At the mention of Lonnie’s name, I let out a groan. “You’re an idiot if you believe anything he tells you.”

			“Well, then, where is she?” Doler gestured at the empty desk where Quaze typically sat during fourth period. “She hasn’t been to Institute at all this week.”

			“That means nothing,” I said. “She’s never here.”

			It may have been Tuesday, but Quaze was far from a model student. Aside from seeing her at our regular plifting outings, there would often be several days between her appearances at the Institute. 

			“But don’t you think it’s a little–” Doler nearly fell out of his chair as the door slid open with a hissing kerthunk, and pressurized air hissed through the opening.

			The sounds of students chattering in the hallway filled the classroom, and as I turned to see what had gotten Doler all rattled, my stomach instantly twisted into a tangle of knots. Stand­ing in the doorway, vicious snouts pivoting back and forth as they mimicked sniffing the air, were two sleek black Nikos. Most of my classmates cried out in alarm as a middle-­aged man with graying hair stepped in between the two robots. He wore a collared dress shirt, the sleeves rolled past his elbows, and I could see the muscles in his jaw clenching as he gazed into the room with an air of authority.

			“What’s the meaning of this?” Mr. Parmer demanded, his voice squeaking.

			“My apologies for the intrusion, but there is no need for panic,” the man said, moving farther into the room. The two Nikos matched his pace, step for step, as the door slid closed behind him. “My name is Ullred O’Donnell, and I am Novexus’s Head of Research and Development.” 

			The man flashed a badge, and the golden metal shimmered in the overhead lighting. Mr. Parmer craned his neck trying to see across the room, but as quickly as it had appeared, the badge vanished once more into the man’s pocket. 

			“You are Callus Parmer, are you not?” the man asked.

			“I am,” Mr. Parmer replied, the color leaking from his already pale complexion. 

			“And this is ninth-grade history, correct?”

			“Yes, it is, but I don’t understand.” Mr. Parmer tried folding his arms but ended up cramming his hands under his armpits. “What exactly are you looking for?”

			“It’s not what I’m looking for, but whom. Oh, please, do not fret, children,” Ullred said. Several girls seated near the front of the classroom had begun squirming in terror as the Nikos prowled up to their desks. “This will only take a minute of your time and then you may go back to your precious learning.” 

			At first, I had been too frozen in fear to realize what was happening, but then my mind snapped back to reality as the Nikos began scanning the faces of each of my classmates. They were three rows over from my desk, but I could feel the heavy coiling sound of their footsteps in my chest as they walked from student to student, casting a faint red light from their slitted eyeballs. 

			“I’m sure by now, you are all aware of the recent crime committed in the nearby restricted region of Harker’s Village. Nasty business, that was. Savage and unlawful behavior.” Ullred clicked his tongue. “It has come to our knowledge that the perpetrators may attend this institution. I do hope you understand that crimes of such a serious nature require our utmost attention.”

			The grainy news footage of my broken bicycle hobbling away once more popped into my head, and I swallowed the lump in my throat. I didn’t dare look over at Doler because I knew that would give everything away. The fact he hadn’t already leapt to his feet and confessed was a miracle. 

			“Students?” Mr. Parmer chuckled awkwardly. “You believe a couple of children disabled those robots?” 

			“I too find it hard to believe,” Ullred replied. “But we have received intel from a fairly reliable source, and thus here we are. It is only a matter of time before we locate the criminals and bring them to justice.”

			“But then why are you here, sir? How is this a matter of concern for Research and Development?” Mr. Parmer let out a cry of surprise as the Nikos suddenly halted their advance through the classroom and turned their mechanized heads toward him. 

			“Easy, boys,” Ullred said, grinning at the robots. “I’m sure he meant no disrespect by that.”

			“Of . . . of course not,” Mr. Parmer stammered. “I . . . I . . . just . . .”

			“I do find it interesting, though, how a history instructor could know so little about the actual history he has been assigned to teach,” Ullred continued, the corners of his eyes crinkling with a smile. “We are rapidly approaching an important anniversary, are we not? You there.” He pointed to a girl named Malloran seated near the front of the class. “What do we celebrate next year?”

			“Me, sir?” Malloran swallowed nervously, as she broke away her focus from the Niko looming within a few feet of her desk. “Are you talking about the Char?”

			“That’s not what it’s called,” Ullred said, rolling his eyes in annoyance. “I do hope you were not taught that slang term at this Institute.”

			“No,” Malloran quickly corrected. “I meant to say the Day of Silence.”

			“Yes, the Day of Silence. The day when the Blight ceased its horrific stranglehold over our nation and there were no more humming insects to be heard.” Ullred turned once more toward Mr. Parmer. “One hundred years of a bug-free world. A century of peace and protection, provided to everyone across this great nation of ours. And since that day, who has been placed in charge to keep the peace?”

			“Well, Novexus runs security and—” Mr. Parmer started to say, but he was immediately cut off.

			“Runs security?” Ullred scoffed. “Novexus provides the eyes and ears and teeth of the law. And when heinous crimes are continuously committed against Novexus’s Kyniko units, the keepers of the peace in our streets, we have no choice but to intervene. The sooner we put a stop to these troublemakers, the sooner it will end. Do you understand this?”

			Releasing a quivering breath, Mr. Parmer’s mouth compressed, and he finally fell silent, slinking into his seat. I gripped the edge of my desk, my hands slippery with sweat, as the Nikos finally made their approach to my aisle. I needed to keep calm, but I didn’t know where I was supposed to look or how I was supposed to act around those robots. 

			“Young lady,” Ullred called out. “You there, my dear.” The whole classroom was looking at me. I bit my lip at the sight of the Niko gazing eerily across my desk. “It would be less painful if you don’t hold your breath and just allow them to do their job. This is all a simple procedural check.”

			Warm air flowed across my forehead as the robot scanned my face with its red laser beams. I heard the faintest sound of ticking coming from inside its metal skull, and I waited for the worst to happen, for recognition to appear in its hollow eye sockets, and a blaring alarm to erupt right before it chomped down on my arm. But the recognition never happened. There was no alarm, and the Niko moved on down the row. 

			Miraculously, Doler held it together long enough to survive the whole ordeal, and only then did I make eye contact with my best friend. A noticeably disappointed Ullred O’Donnell bowed his head toward my instructor and, with his robots trailing obediently behind him, headed down the hallway to the next classroom. 
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			Can you believe it?” Doler asked as we made our way toward the lunchroom through a crowd of students. “They scanned us both, and we passed!”

			“It wasn’t a test, Doler,” I said, keeping my voice low enough to avoid being heard. 

			“It sure felt like one,” he said. “I almost threw up.”

			The mood in the school had definitely taken a downward spiral. People were talking to each other in hushed whispers, but I knew the topic of all their conversations. Ullred O’Donnell and his entourage of Nikos had infiltrated every classroom. My knees were still knocking together. It was a wonder I could even stand, let alone walk through the hallway. We filed into the lunchroom line, and a row of boxy meal dispensers plopped hunks of dried meat and clumpy applesauce onto our trays.

			“It’s meatloaf day,” Doler said. “I know how much you hate it, so can I have your slab?”

			“How can you eat at a time like this?” I asked. 

			“I’m a stress eater,” he said. “I’d eat four lunches if they’d let me.”

			After what I’d just been through, hearing about Doler’s cravings for Institute-produced meat chunks was going to make me scream.

			A flash of light, similar to the strobe Doler had sent earlier but not as bright, triggered across my lens. It was an incoming call. When Quaze’s voice sounded in my earpiece, I stopped dead in my tracks.

			“Don’t make a scene,” Quaze said. “And don’t give Doler any clue who you’re talking to.”

			As Doler ran his tray back under the meal dispenser and attempted to negotiate an extra helping of meatloaf from the lunchroom attendant, I fell back a few steps.

			“What do you want?” I whispered.

			“Excuse yourself, get out of line, and meet me in the east wing janitorial hub in five minutes,” Quaze said.

			“Why would I do that?” I asked. Right then, Quaze was the last person I wanted to sneak off to meet.

			“Because if you don’t,” she said with a sly chuckle, “I’ll sic Ullred O’Donnell and his two pets on you faster than you could stick out your claws, little cat.”
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			There wasn’t much room to squeeze into the east wing janitorial hub. Most of the space was occupied by mopping machinery and shelves of cleaning supplies. Standing in the corner, dressed in her usual outfit of ripped blue jeans and a faded long-sleeved T-shirt, Quaze looked as though she had come straight from plifting. And yet she looked different to me. She wasn’t wearing her head wrap, her blond hair had tumbled down across her shoulders, but that wasn’t it. There was something strangely off about her appearance, and I couldn’t quite put my finger on it.

			“Close the door,” Quaze instructed. “We need to talk.”

			“About how you ratted us out?” I asked. She’d broken one of the most important rules—never betray a fellow plifter for any reason whatsoever. 

			“Almost ratted you out,” she said. 

			“There’s no almost about it,” I said. “You sent Ullred after us!”

			“You’re not in handcuffs, are you? He doesn’t know your identities yet,” she said. “Look, I didn’t know he was going to come look for you today. That wasn’t the deal. Ullred was supposed to let me take care of it.”

			“What deal?” I demanded. 

			“I went to the auction last night,” Quaze said.

			“Yeah, I heard. I also heard you were attacked.”

			Quaze huffed in annoyance. “I knew Gulch wouldn’t be able to keep his mouth shut.” 

			“It’s true, then?” I asked.

			“Do I look like I’ve been attacked?” She held her arms out wide. 

			There were no bruises or nicks or scabs. No evidence of a supposed scuffle. Instead, Quaze looked . . . clean. That was what I hadn’t been able to put my finger on. Her freckled skin was no longer glazed with a layer of filth. Not only that, I could smell soap and fragrant lotion. Two scents I would never in a million years have associated with her. 

			“Lonnie was there, and he did see some things, but he wasn’t inside the building,” Quaze said. “And he doesn’t know what really went down.”

			“Then what did go down?” 

			“A transaction,” she said. “I sold my pages.” 

			“They actually let you into the auction?” From what I had learned, you had to be an adult to attend Novexus’s paper auctions in Cavanaugh, or at the very least, ridiculously wealthy. And Quaze, though she may have looked old for her age, could never have passed as either.

			“I wasn’t allowed onto the auction floor, even after I showed my loot,” she said, her expression darkening. “But as I was leaving, I got called back by a couple of men who invited me to a private parking lot behind the building.”

			“And you went with them?” I gasped. No wonder Lonnie had thought the worst. Quaze could have easily been jumped or worse. 

			“I can handle myself just fine,” Quaze scoffed. “But there was no reason to be worried—they were legit. They took me to a limousine, and I sold the pages to an outside buyer.”

			Unbelievable. Her story sounded made up, and yet, for some reason, I didn’t think that was the case. 

			“Who was the buyer?” I asked.

			“Who do you think it was?” Quaze’s smile widened. “Mr. O’Donnell.” 

			“But he works for Novexus,” I said. My head started spinning. I felt nauseous and confused. Ullred O’Donnell was her buyer? How was that even possible? “He’s like in Research and Development. Why did he want to buy those pages?”

			Quaze shrugged. “How should I know? It doesn’t matter what my buyer does with his purchase. All I care about is my money.”

			“How much did you sell them for?” 

			Grabbing my wrist, she forced my hand open, and I yelped in surprise as she dropped a small, silvery block into my palm. I instantly recoiled from the dense feel of the oily metal against my skin—that is, until I realized what I was holding. 

			“This is platinum,” I said, blinking in disbelief.

			Quaze nodded. “That piece right there is worth a thousand credits.” 

			I had assumed the paper would have been worth a lot, but I never believed it would have been that much. 

			“And that was just one payment,” she said, snatching the block of platinum from my fingers. “Ullred’s going to give me ten thousand credits once I deliver my end of the bargain.” 

			Ten thousand credits could send Quaze on an entirely different path. Out of the Mounds. Out of slums and poverty. Her life could change forever.

			“Which is why you’re here,” Quaze said. “I’m going to need that card, Juni.”

			“The . . . what?” Still struggling to comprehend the amount of money, I gaped at her in confusion. 

			“Don’t play dumb with me. You know what I’m talking about. If I want the full payment, then I’m going to need what you took from me back in Harker’s Village.”

			Quaze’s story was getting stranger and stranger by the second, and I didn’t know what to believe. It had to be a cruel joke, but the fact she had handed me a piece of platinum was proof otherwise. She didn’t have access to that type of money. 

			“Ten thousand credits for a stupid piece of junk,” I whispered. “What’s so important about that card?” 

			“It must be something pretty valuable, which would explain why Ullred came to the Institute looking for it,” she said. “I told him I would handle things, but I guess he’s just anxious.”

			“He said he was trying to catch the ones responsible for destroying the Nikos,” I said.

			“Oh, Juni.” Quaze fixed me with a pitiful gaze. “Sometimes you’re just so innocent. It’s actually kind of cute. Pathetic, but cute. You said it yourself. Ullred’s the head of Research and Development. He’s one of the bigwigs at Novexus. Why would he waste his time looking for a couple of vandals? That’s a matter for the police. It’s not his job. You still have that card, right?”

			“No, not here,” I said.

			“You sure about that?” Quaze narrowed her eyes at my backpack. 

			“Why would I bring it with me? It’s back in my . . .” My voice trailed off as it suddenly dawned on me. “You went looking for it,” I said, feeling numbness all over my body. “You went to my house.”

			“You can’t blame me, can you?” Quaze said, snickering. “I’d break into anyone’s house for ten thousand credits.” 

			“But my grandfather!” My eyes widened as the reality of what she had done finally sunk in.

			“Poor Grandpa Edgar.” Quaze batted her eyes innocently, but then she grabbed my wrist as I turned for the door, heart pounding like a hammer in my chest. “He wasn’t there, Juni,” she said. “The house was empty.”

			I remembered that Grandpa was at an all-day procedure at the hospital and wouldn’t be returning until later that afternoon. Though I was struggling to keep from crumpling to the ground and sobbing, I somehow managed to keep my cool as I faced Quaze. 

			“What happens now?” I asked. 

			“Now?” She raised her eyebrows, releasing her hold on my wrist. “Finish out the day and go home, but don’t talk to anyone. Doler has a big mouth, and Mr. O’Donnell wants to keep this whole operation a secret. I’m going back to the auction at nine tonight, so you’ll need to drop the card off at my house before then.” She held up the piece of platinum one more time before returning it to her pocket. “Who knows? If you do this without any fuss, I might even give you a little reward. Be smart and you’ll get paid. But if you try crossing me again, like you did in Harker’s Village, I’ll come back to your house. Only this time, I won’t be alone.”
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			Car horns blared, followed by the screech of tires as I cut across three lanes of traffic, narrowly avoiding a head-on collision with a maintenance bus. A cruiser siren wailed behind me, but it was heading in the opposite direction, so I didn’t look back. I was lucky enough my bike had even reached its current speed without imploding, and I wasn’t about to slow down now. After my encounter with Quaze, there was no way I could finish out the day. Instead of meeting Doler in the lunchroom, I ducked out the rear exit of the Institute, hopped on my bike, and sped toward home. All that mattered now was making sure Grandpa Edgar was okay. I would never be able to live with myself if something terrible had happened to him. 

			As I pulled off the main strip onto my street, my bike suddenly produced an awful squealing sound—and then the front wheel fell off. My world turned upside down as I somersaulted over the handlebars and crashed onto the asphalt. The wind whooshed from my lungs, but my adrenaline was still pumping, and I didn’t remain flat on my back for more than a second.

			“What on earth has gotten into you, Juni?” I heard a familiar voice gasp, and I groaned right into the face of Mrs. Gupta. She had been standing nearby chatting with a neighbor when I rocketed onto the street, and she immediately trundled over, holding a container of flower bulbs in her arms. “Are you injured?” 

			“I’m okay,” I winced, rolling onto my knees. “It doesn’t hurt.” But everything hurt. I didn’t know where to begin. 

			“Here, lie down,” Mrs. Gupta instructed. “Let me have a look at you.”

			“I can’t,” I insisted. “I’m in a hurry!” 

			My broken bicycle had finally kicked the bucket. There was no point trying to drag it down the street now that it was missing its front wheel.

			“You’re lucky you can stand at all,” she said. “You probably have a concussion.”

			“I’m just a little banged up,” I insisted, shakily getting to my feet. “That’s all.”

			“You’re certain?”

			“Yes, I’m fine,” I said, rubbing my palms together and knocking bits of gravel free as I turned to rush away from her.

			“Not so fast, young lady!” Mrs. Gupta called after me. “I have another bone to pick with you. We live in a zero-animal duplex. No pets allowed. There are many other homes in this neighborhood that allow such things, but ours is not one of them.”

			“We don’t own a dog!” I shouted back at her, exasperated.

			Mrs. Gupta might be a nice neighbor—she may even be in love with my grandfather—but lately she seemed to have a problem with everything we do, and I didn’t have time to deal with her complaints. Quaze had broken into my house, there’s a slight chance Grandpa might be tied up or worse, and I just took a nosedive over my handlebars!

			“I heard that creature barking through the walls, and I could smell it too!” she fired back. “I may be old, but I’m not stupid!”

			My chest heaved as I struggled to keep from screaming. “I promise you we have never had a—” But I left the thought unfinished.

			This couldn’t be happening. My hands and knees were on fire, and I could feel bruises forming all over my body, but with Mrs. Gupta’s voice still droning on behind me, I took off in a run, racing directly toward my house.

			“Grandpa?” I called out, as I stepped inside the duplex, my voice quavering with fear. My nostrils burned with the musty scent of something that didn’t belong there. Something wild and feral.

			Creeping forward, I peered into my grandfather’s bedroom and that fear instantly transformed into rage. Everything he owned had been dumped onto the floor. Pajamas, piles of medication, even the collection of his favorite Shrinky Dinks he had made over the years—all his personal belongings were scattered in a heap, and, by the looks of the mess, someone had trampled over everything wearing muddy boots.

			Gritting my teeth in fury, I marched down the hallway to assess the damage in my own bedroom, but when I turned the corner, a low growl pierced the silence, stopping me cold. Standing on my bed, lips pulled into a vicious snarl, was Lewis.

			“You?” I gasped. 

			Lewis stared at me through glassy, unblinking eyes, as his growl grew louder. I desperately searched for something to use as a weapon, but all I could find were piles of clothing—my clothing, most of which had been squashed by the same muddy footprints.

			“Don’t you dare bite me!” I shouted, shielding my face. “This is my house!” 

			“Lewis doesn’t care about things like that,” a voice announced.

			Turning around, I leapt back, jolting into the wall with a thud, as the stranger appeared behind me in the hallway. Despite the risk of getting bitten at any moment, I dashed into my bedroom, right past Lewis, and collapsed into my chair, nearly toppling it over. 

			“Don’t take this the wrong way, Juniper,” the boy said, stepping into my room. “But you’re not very good at escaping.” 

			“What are you doing here?” I demanded. “And how do you know my name?” For some reason, that seemed to bother me even more so than his trespassing. 

			“The same way I know where you live,” he said with an arrogant sniff. “I tracked the license plate on that busted bike of yours.”

			“Tracked my license plate? What are you, some kind of hacker?” I couldn’t see the boy’s face behind the cover of his plastic visor, but from his tone, I could tell he was trying to show off, but it wasn’t going to work. 

			“There’s no way you could have tracked me,” I said, digging my nails into the armrest. “I’m not an idiot.”

			“I didn’t call you one,” he said.

			“After we left, you must have followed me home,” I spat. “Is that it?”

			“I told you already. I tracked you. Your bicycle is registered under the name Juniper Knox. It wasn’t easy finding your address in the Mounds at night, though. This place gets completely dark, and all the houses look the same.”

			“I don’t believe you. That sort of information isn’t available to just anyone, especially some kid,” I said. “How did you get away from the Nikos?”

			“That was the easy part.” Grinning mischievously, the boy dragged his thumb across his throat.

			“You removed their heads?” I snorted. “How in the world did you accomplish that?”

			“Why would I share my secrets with a complete stranger?” he asked.

			“Because if you don’t, I’m going to pound the snot out of you.” As I started rising from my seat, Lewis growled once again, and my confidence sputtered out like a balloon.

			“As long as I have him, I don’t think you’re in any position to be threatening me,” he said, nodding at his dog. “But do you even realize you’re bleeding?” 

			“I’m . . . I’m what?” Glancing down, I saw for the first time a steady trickle of blood oozing from a decent-sized gash on my elbow. 

			I had no idea if it had happened when I had flipped over my handlebars, or after crashing into my desk, but I had been too distracted to have noticed before. Now that I had seen the blood, however, my arm immediately began to throb.

			“You break into my house,” I hissed from the pain, and clamped a hand over my elbow. “You destroy everything—”

			“I didn’t make this mess,” the boy interrupted, nodding at the piles of my clothes. “That was the other girl. She was on a rampage. Here, you can use this.” He tossed a wadded piece of fabric into my lap. “You should probably clean the wound first.” 

			Then, to my surprise, he reached up and pulled off his mask. Maybe I’d been expecting something hideous, but when he removed his disguise, I actually flinched in disappointment. He looked normal. Round cheeks, scraggly eyebrows. His black hair was damp with sweat and his dark brown eyes had an almost cheerful glow about them, despite being ringed with dirt and grime. 

			“Do you want me to grab some disinfectant for you, Juniper?” the boy asked. “That might get infected.”

			“Infected? Seriously?” I winced as I pressed the cloth against the gash. Out of everything that had happened lately, an infection was the least of my worries. “And stop calling me Juniper. I hate that.”

			“I thought that was your name,” he said, looking puzzled.

			“My name is Juni.” 

			“Oh, I get it. Is that what your friends call you?” 

			“It’s what everyone calls me, so don’t think you’re anything special.” 

			“Okay, Juni, Nice to meet you,” he said, nodding. “My name’s Kobyn.” He smiled warmly, but I just gave him a look of disgust.

			“I didn’t ask,” I said. 

			“I was trying to be polite,” Kobyn replied, blinking rapidly. “It’s called an introduction.”

			“Right, and now I know the name of the person holding me hostage.”

			Kobyn flashed a toothy grin. “I’d hardly call this a hostage situation. It’s more like a negotiation, really,” he said. “Why don’t you and I make a deal? If you answer a couple of questions, Lewis and I will leave.”

			“A couple of questions,” I repeated, raising an eyebrow. “That’s it? And then you’ll go?” 

			“That’s right,” Kobyn said, wiping his nose with the back of his hand. “Here’s my first question. Why did you take that card?”

			“Are you talking about that piece of plastic?” I asked, remembering how my Syncron had labeled it as a card as well. “What—were you like hiding in the walls or something, spying on us?” 

			“I saw everything. I saw you square off with that girl. She was a lot bigger than you and you stood your ground,” Kobyn said. “It was actually kind of impressive. But why didn’t you take any of the paper?”

			“Because Quaze would have crushed me,” I said. “She would have never let me leave with a single sheet.”

			“Then why take anything at all?” 

			“I don’t know,” I huffed, lowering my gaze. “Just . . . because. I wanted something.” I didn’t need to give this kid a reason. “I’m a plifter and that’s what we do.” 

			“You’re lying. I can totally tell,” Kobyn said, waggling his finger. “Plifters don’t scavenge for plastic. It’s worthless and everyone knows that. That’s one of your rules, isn’t it?”

			“My rules? Don’t you mean our rules?”

			“I’m no plifter,” he said, shaking his head. “Never have been and never will be, and you haven’t answered my question. Why did you take that card?”

			“Why would I share my secrets with a stranger?” Two could play at his game. 

			“You’re really not going to tell me?” he asked. “Then I guess that leads me to my second question. It’s the most important one of all. Where on earth did you find this?”

			Reaching behind his back, Kobyn pulled out something he had been concealing in the hallway, and my anger returned, sweeping through my whole body like a tremor of rage.

			“That’s mine!” I shouted. 

			Kobyn was holding the box from my grandfather’s closet. The one that had once belonged to my parents. 

			As I leapt up from my chair, Lewis unleashed a deafening barrage of barking, but this time I was ready. Remembering the container of dog biscuits still hiding at the bottom of my backpack, I ripped open the zipper and Lewis’s entire demeanor changed. Squatting on his haunches, tail wagging feverishly, he immediately began to whine. 

			“Here you go, boy,” I said, dumping the biscuits onto the bed. “Have some cookies!”

			No longer interested in anyone else in the room, Lewis pounced on the pile, scarfing down several of the bone-shaped dog biscuits in a single bite.

			“That was a sneaky little—” Kobyn started to say, but gulped in astonishment as I charged across the room and plowed into him with the full brunt of my shoulder.
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			Releasing an oof of pain, Kobyn fell into the hallway, my momentum carrying the both of us sprawling in a tangle of arms and knees and elbows. The box knocked free, and it clattered across the floor, but as Kobyn tried sitting up, I got to my feet first. With a grunt of determination, I stomped my heel down on his chest, pinning him to the ground.

			“Okay, okay, you win!” Kobyn shouted. “Don’t hurt me!”

			“It’s too late for that, you little thief,” I said. “You think you could come here and steal from me? Stop squirming! You’re only going to make this worse!”

			“I’m no thief. I was never going to take it. Honest! Please stop stepping on me,” he begged, gasping for breath. “I can’t breathe. Seriously, I’m going to pass out!”

			“Good,” I sneered, looming over Kobyn while he sputtered and slapped at my foot. “Once you’re unconscious, it’ll be easier for me to transport your body.”

			I could see he was starting to turn blue. Since I’d rather die than be forced to perform CPR, I finally released Kobyn from his agony. 

			“You’re surprisingly weak,” I said, removing my foot from his chest. “Someone as weak as you should think twice about breaking into people’s homes.”

			“Do you even know what that is?” Kobyn replied, nodding toward the box, still gasping for breath. 

			“Of course I know what it is,” I said, scooping the box off the floor. “But now it’s my turn to ask the questions. What were you doing in Harker’s Village?”

			“The same thing as you,” he laughed, his voice trembling with excitement. “I knew it! I knew the moment I saw you snatch the Library Card that you were different than the rest of those plifters.” 

			“The . . . what?” I demanded. 

			“But I would never have guessed you had the Overdue Archive as well,” Kobyn continued jabbering, paying no attention to my obvious confusion. “Not in a million years! But it makes sense. You need the card to open the archive.”

			“Overdue Archive. Library Card,” I said. “What are these made-up words?”

			“Come on, Juni, you don’t need to lie anymore. We’re on the same side,” he said. “We’re both searching for the same thing!”

			I could hear Lewis smacking his lips as he devoured the last of the doggie treats on my bed. He wasn’t a threat anymore, which meant I should have had a handle on the situation, but I didn’t feel in control at all. Not one bit. 

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said. “So start making sense.”

			“But . . . but you knew about the symbol,” Kobyn faltered, his eyes narrowing in suspicion. “Didn’t you?”

			As I looked down, I reared back in surprise, the dim memory that had compelled me to challenge Quaze back in Harker’s Village finally resurfacing in my mind. Etched into the lid of the box was the same symbol stamped on the plastic card from Kobyn’s duffel bag. I must have looked at that box at least a thousand times before that day, but this was the first time I’d ever thought the symbol had any significance whatsoever.

			“You honestly had no idea?” Kobyn asked, climbing to his knees. “Then where did you even find the Archive?”

			“‘The Archive’? You mean that box?” I said. “I didn’t—it was my parents’.”

			“And they never told you about it?” 

			“They’re dead.” My voice cracked . . . it almost broke, and my words hung in the air like a gloomy fog inside my bedroom. Kobyn fell silent, but I could feel him watching me as I kept my eyes glued to the box. “They’ve been gone for years,” I continued. “My parents were archaeologists and there was an accident. A cave-in in Harker’s Village, and then this box showed up around a month after they died.”

			“A cave-in?” Kobyn leaned forward, suspicion registering in his eyes. “Your name is Juniper . . . Knox.”

			“Yeah, so what?”

			“You’re Ashper and Timball’s daughter!”

			It felt as though Kobyn had kicked me directly in the stomach. “How do you know that?” I demanded. “How do you know their names?” 

			“It makes so much sense now!” he gasped. “Oh, I know way more than that. That’s the main reason I was in Harker’s Village. I was trying to pick up where they left off.” 

			And then I was on top of Kobyn once again, pressing my knee into his stomach, knocking the wind from his lungs. Stunned by my explosion, he tried scrambling free, but I was too quick, and he had no choice but to lie there, cringing away from my clenched fists. All those years of not knowing the details of my parents’ deaths had led me to this moment—and I would strangle the answers from him if it came to that.

			“Start making sense or I’ll slug you!” I shouted, my lungs heaving painfully. “What do you know about Harker’s Village? And what do you know about my parents?”

			“Whoa! Take it easy,” he said, gulping. “I really want to explain everything to you, but you’re crushing me, and I’m going to black out soon.”

			Realizing I had dropped my full weight onto his body, I eased my knee off his stomach and scooted back, giving him room to breathe. 

			“I’m usually not this violent,” I said. “But it’s not every day I meet someone who knows things about my family.” 

			“It’s okay. I get it,” Kobyn said, taking a deep breath. “Harker’s Village isn’t just some old rundown apartment complex. It used to house the secret headquarters of a group known as the Curators. It’s where they’d meet and make their plans and gather books. And on the night your parents died six years ago, they were searching for something very, very important.” He paused, eyeing me warily, before pointing at the box. “They were searching for that.” 

			I couldn’t remember a time I’d been more confused. Not even during one of Mr. Parmer’s painfully boring history lectures. My head was throbbing, and very little of what Kobyn was saying made any sense.

			“So, you’re saying Harker’s Village is actually built on top of something else?” I asked. “And the underground tunnels Doler and I came out of when we climbed down through the walls, that’s all part of it?”

			Kobyn nodded. “There are tunnels connecting almost every building in the village. Everyone else figures Harker’s Village has been thoroughly picked clean by plifters, but the people who really knew the truth went there looking for something special.”

			“Who are you talking about? What people?”

			“Me. Your parents.” He shrugged. “And the overlords.”

			Overlords? I was about to press him for an explanation, but there were too many earlier questions that still needed answers.

			“This secret headquarters,” I said. “What did you call those people again?” 

			“The Curators,” Kobyn answered.

			That word sounded made-up, along with a bunch of other words and names he’d spouted off. “How do you know about it?”

			“There were clues left behind,” he said, running his fingers through his hair. “And we’ve been piecing them together for years.”

			“Oh, shut up,” I groaned. “You’re like twelve.”

			“I’m nearly fourteen years old, thank you very much, and I said ‘we,’ didn’t I? We’ve been piecing together clues for years. There are others in our group, though not as many as there used to be,” Kobyn explained. “Your parents must have somehow gotten the Overdue Archive out to you, which is a miracle, really. Our search had pretty much come to a standstill after their accident.”

			“Why do you keep calling it that ridiculous name?” I asked. “What does overdue even mean?”

			Kobyn puffed out his cheeks, flabbergasted. “It means . . . of course . . . I’ll tell you what it means . . . ,” he stammered.

			“You don’t even know,” I said, snickering.

			“Yes I do,” he insisted. “Overdue was the term used a long time ago for books that had been out for too long. That box is the Overdue Archive because it’s time for it to go back to its home.”

			“Out too long”? Why would books need to go to their home?

			I held up the box close to my ear and shook it. “Then what’s inside this thing?”

			“It’s a clue. A big one,” he said. “It should reveal the hidden location of the Last Library.” 

			The air purification plant droned noisily in the background, but the rest of the house had fallen eerily quiet. 

			“The Last Library?” I asked. 

			“Please tell me that at least that sounds familiar to you.”

			I slowly shook my head. “Like an actual library? One filled with books?” 

			“Yes, of course, filled with books. How could you not know about the Last Library?” he demanded. “You’re a Knox!”

			“Watch it, buddy,” I warned. “Let’s not forget who’s knocked you on your back twice already. I’ll do it again.” I may have been a Knox, a very baffled and annoyed Knox, but I didn’t need Kobyn to remind me.

			“I’m sorry, I . . .” Kobyn pawed at his eyes. “I just wasn’t expecting any of this to happen when I came here today. I only wanted the Library Card back, but now . . . this is bizarre!”

			“How many books are we talking about?” I asked. 

			“I’m sorry, what?”

			“How many books are supposed to be inside this library of yours?”

			“Well, there’s no way to know the exact number,” he said. “But guaranteed there’s too many to count. The Last Library is the only one that survived the Char.”

			The Char. The Day of Silence. The day when our ancestors discovered that the way to eliminating the Blight was to burn every piece of paper in existence. In truth, it didn’t happen in a single day—it took place over the course of a year. The Char was the main reason plifters like me—and at least a million other hopeful citizens across the country—went searching for a payday in the form of paper as often as they could. If Kobyn was telling the truth, and that was a big if, then there could be a hidden cache somewhere in the city. Was that the greatest treasure my mom had been talking about on my holoport? A library of books would certainly be worth a fortune. I wouldn’t need much to help my grandfather; even a single book might set us up for a good long while. But how could there be that many books left in the world? People had been plifting for decades, snatching up every scrap of paper since the Char. 

			“Why haven’t I ever heard about this before?” I asked. “I think I would’ve remembered if they’d taught us at the Institute about a secret library.” 

			“Not if the proof of its existence had been erased. People have gone to great lengths to keep all this hidden. That’s why there’s so few of us who even know about it. Hey, what are you doing?” Kobyn recoiled, as he noticed me pressing a finger to my ear. 

			“What does it look like I’m doing? I’m fact-checking you,” I said. I couldn’t just stand there listening to his ranting and accept it as truth without doing my own research. “Syncron, search for information regarding the Last Library.”

			“You can’t use your Syncron!” he groaned. “They’re the overlords! Novexus wants to destroy the Library!”

			“Overlords?” I laughed, as static once again crackled like popcorn inside my ear. There was that name again. I’d never heard anyone refer to Novexus as the overlords.

			“I did not understand your request,” my Syncron finally chirped. “Please state again what you would like me to search for.”

			“This thing’s worthless,” I said. What good was this piece of garbage earpiece if it couldn’t follow simple commands?

			“It didn’t work, did it?” Kobyn asked. “See, I told you. That proves everything!”

			“The only thing that proves is that you’re probably making this up,” I said. “Why would Novexus want to destroy the Library?” 

			“Because it will finally expose their lies,” he said. “And no matter how many times you attempt to search, your earpiece won’t give you any answers about it.”

			“Then why are you acting so paranoid?” I asked. 

			“Just because your device doesn’t give you any answers, doesn’t mean someone isn’t listening. Asking once might not trigger a response, but if you keep asking, someone from Novexus will eventually come looking. They always do. That’s why you can never use your Syncron during your search. If the overlords ever find out that you have the Archive in your possession, they’ll burn down your whole neighborhood to destroy it.”

			“You expect me to believe you don’t own a Syncron?” I knew for a fact he’d used some sort of device to find out where I lived.

			“I never said I didn’t own one,” he said. “But I only use it when it’s absolutely necessary and definitely not while searching for clues.”

			“This has got to be some sort of prank,” I said, but I no longer felt so confident. Kobyn seemed convinced of this story, and it was starting to freak me out a little.

			“It’s no prank, Juni,” Kobyn said. “Your parents were probably two of the most important believers of all. They left behind notes and clues. Those sheets of paper that your friend stole from me were full of coordinates for possible Library locations. Who do you think wrote them? Ashper and Timball Knox. Which makes it so hard for me to understand how you don’t know about any of this.”

			Those words instantly stung. I felt sick thinking that this strange kid might have a better understanding about my parents than I do. I wanted to prove him wrong, but I couldn’t. My parents were archaeologists. They’d been searching for something valuable when they’d died—and there seemed to be at least an inkling of evidence Kobyn was telling the truth.

			“Please don’t freak out again,” Kobyn warned, taking a deep breath. “But the Archive isn’t safe here anymore. You need to let me take it. We’ll know what to do with it.”

			My mind had drifted off, trying to piece together a complicated puzzle, and it took me several moments before I realized what he had said, and I laughed in shock.

			“You want me to give this to you?” I asked, hugging the box close to my chest. “This was a gift from my parents. Their last gift to me.”

			“It doesn’t belong to you!” he said, throwing up his hands, exasperated. “Before today, you didn’t know the Library existed.” 

			Suddenly, there were voices coming from outside—Grandpa Edgar was talking to Mrs. Gupta as he approached the house. I should have been happy he’d come to my rescue, but instead of relief, I instantly felt panic. I didn’t want Grandpa Edgar to know about Kobyn. Not yet at least. Not until I had time to process everything Kobyn had told me.

			“You need to leave!” I hissed, pushing Kobyn into the hallway, while keeping an iron grip on the box. If he tried to make a grab for it, I was ready to sock him. “And take your dumb dog with you!” Lewis was going to bark, and that would bring Mrs. Gupta into the house as well. She already suspected us of owning a pet—this would just confirm it. 

			“Give me the box and I’ll go,” Kobyn said.

			“Not a chance. If my grandfather finds you here, he will call the police. How did you even get in?” We had locks on the doors, and yet in the same afternoon both Quaze and Kobyn had managed to successfully sneak inside my home. 

			Kobyn eyed the door, contemplating his next move, but then he clicked his tongue and Lewis leapt down from the mattress and trotted obediently over to his side. “Then at least give me back the Library Card,” he said, craning his neck to see past me, as though making one last attempt to find the plastic card amid the rubble of my ransacked bedroom. 

			I paused, narrowing my eyes. “If the Library Card opens the box, it’s no good to you by itself.”

			“That’s not the point! You took it from me, and I want it back.”

			“Yeah, well, I’m sorry. But you were the one who left it out in the open. If it wasn’t for me, Quaze would’ve already sold it at an auction with the rest of the paper she stole from you. And maybe if you hadn’t broken into my house and had asked me nicely, I might have considered giving it back.”

			Kobyn’s nostrils flared, his face reddening with anger. “I’m asking you nicely now. Please, Juni! I’m already in so much trouble as it is, but if I don’t return with that, then I’m—” 

			“You’re what?” I asked. “Who are you in trouble with? Did you steal it from somebody else?”

			My grandfather’s voice grew louder. Any second now, the door would open, and he would walk into a disaster. He’d want answers for the mess, and I didn’t know what to tell him, because none of this was my fault.

			“I’m going to come back,” Kobyn warned. “This isn’t over. I’ll just sneak in here again one day when you’re not around.”

			Ignoring his threats, I brushed past Kobyn, expecting him to take a swipe at the box, but any fight he might have had from before had completely fizzled. As I reached the end of the hallway, my hand gripping the doorknob, I glanced over my shoulder just in time to catch a glimpse of Lewis’s bushy tail vanishing back inside my bedroom. And then the two intruders were gone.
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			Grandpa Edgar could barely walk—the long trip on the Scuttle had drained all his energy. Leaning into me for support, he stumbled into the kitchen and plopped down at the table, taking in the extent of the mess on the floor. 

			“Oh dear,” he wheezed. “What happened here?”

			“Quaze came looking for something,” I said. What choice did I have but to tell my grandfather the truth—or at least a partial truth? “We had an argument, but don’t worry, she didn’t take anything.” 

			With the Archive hidden behind my back, my grandfather had been too distracted to notice, but I knew if he saw it, it would only upset him more.

			“You don’t look so well,” I said. “And since when did you start wearing jewelry?”

			Aside from the normal tubes connected to his breathing machine and feeding under his clothing, I noticed something new attached to my grandfather’s elbow. Peeking out from beneath his rolled-up sleeve was an angular-shaped bracelet that held several vials of shimmering liquids. 

			Glancing down, Grandpa Edgar pretended to be surprised. “Now, where did that come from?” he asked. “I must have picked it up by mistake on the Scuttle.” 

			I’d taken care of his medical needs long enough to recognize a pain-med distributor when I saw one. The doctors had tried convincing my grandfather to wear one when his health had first taken a downward turn, but he’d always refused the treatment. Pain-med distributors were expensive, more so than what we could afford. Seeing that bulky device strapped to his arm could mean only one thing. Grandpa Edgar was in way worse shape than he’d been letting on.

			“I don’t really need this, Juni,” he said. “It’s just a trial run.”

			Then he spotted one of his broken Shrinky Dinks lying on the floor and he let out a whimper of disappointment. There were at least a dozen cracked pieces of plastic from his collection scattered everywhere, and I felt a needle of guilt from the look in his eyes.

			“I’ll take care of it,” I assured him. “I’ll clean everything up.”

			“I know you will, my dear,” he said. “I’m just so tired. I think I’ll tuck in early tonight, if that’s all right with you.”
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			When I finally tiptoed back to my room and sat down at my desk, it was after eight o’clock and the sky had turned completely dark. I’d spent the last few hours cleaning, and for the most part I had managed to return our home back to normal. Grandpa had hardly stirred. He was so weak and fragile, and his skin was paper thin. He needed medicine—medicine we couldn’t afford. Even if I spent my nights plifting for another twenty years, I still wouldn’t have enough money to cover his basic expenses for the proper treatment. Then again, I thought, gnawing on the inside of my cheek as I placed the box on the desktop, maybe all I needed was the right plifting excursion to solve our problems. If Kobyn had been telling the truth, then there was something important inside the box that might be a clue to a whole library’s hidden location. A library chock-full of books.

			Accessing my desk safe, I removed the plastic card and laid it next to the box. Kobyn had called it the Library Card and said that it could be used to open the box. But it didn’t look like any key I’d ever seen. Without thinking, I activated my Syncron.

			“How does a key card work?” I commanded, holding up the square piece of plastic.

			“A key card has a credential embedded either in a magstripe or a hardware chip. A reader accesses that credential and when it is verified, opens a locking mechanism,” my Syncron explained. “Magstripe cards are slid through the reader; chips are either tapped or inserted and a radio frequency reads the credential.”

			I examined the Archive, turning it over, but nothing seemed to stand out. I didn’t see anywhere I could slide the card or insert it. I tapped the edge. I tapped it again and said, “Abracadabra!” Nothing. Was I supposed to pry the lid open with the card? 

			“Tell me how to use this card to open this box,” I said.

			“I do not understand. Would you like me to display footage of locking mechanisms from my archives?” 

			Several video clips played in rapid succession on my oculus of shiny metal contraptions attached to doors. Some were brass, some were opposite the doorknob and had numeric keypads and lights that flashed green when the card was swiped through the side. This wasn’t getting me anywhere. I was starting to grow impatient. 

			“Fine,” I said, taking a deep breath. “Tell me about the Last Library instead.”

			“I do not understand your request,” my Syncron replied.

			“The Last Library,” I repeated. “Where is it? What is it? Is it even real, and how do I find it?”

			As my bedroom drifted into a still, uncomfortable silence, I suddenly felt a twinge of regret. Was I making a mistake? Kobyn had warned me of the dangers of using my Syncron, but I wasn’t actually buying into his paranoia, was I? He’d called them the overlords, which was absolute bonkers! The Syncrons were just software, designed to answer questions and deliver information, but Kobyn’s pleading came screaming back into my mind. 

			“Just because your device doesn’t give you any answers, doesn’t mean someone isn’t listening,” he’d said. 

			Could someone be listening to me? Did they know what I was searching for? 

			“This is stupid!” I hissed, digging my finger into my ear to remove my earpiece.

			I stared at the tiny plastic device, shaking my head. I was about to call it a night anyway, so I might as well give my Syncron a decent charge. I powered it down, and after placing my earpiece on its charging pod, I removed my oculus as well and then moved over to the window, peering past the curtains. Most of what might be called the view was blocked by the enormous air purification machine, but I could see out onto the road a little. It was a dusty night, and the sky had turned an ugly brownish orange. 

			Snapping the curtains closed, I returned to my desk, still holding the Library Card. There was no way to insert it. From the images I’d seen of cards and readers, it didn’t seem like this one had a stripe. Or maybe it did, and it was hidden? Tapping the card against my chin, I stared at the symbol etched into the box’s lid. For some reason, that image seemed to link everything together. The pages, the card, the box. What’s the significance? I wondered as I covered the symbol on the box with the symbol on the card and pushed away from my desk. 

			Then my breath hitched in my throat as a thin line of golden light suddenly appeared along the edge of the box. Over the past six years since its arrival on our doorstep, that had never happened before. I didn’t even realize the box was capable of producing light. But there was no mistaking it. It wasn’t just my imagination, because the light was flickering steadily, on and off. 

			“What’s happening?” I whispered, eyeing my bedroom door, and debating on whether or not I should wake Grandpa Edgar.

			But before I could make up my mind, the box did something else I wasn’t expecting.

			“Hello there, stranger,” a soft voice said, cutting through the intense silence of my bedroom. 

			And then I screamed. 
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			The metal box clattered as I tossed it across the room and the voice that had so eerily spoken moments before let out a long, high-pitched wheeee! 

			“Who is that?” I demanded, leaping up from my chair. “Who’s that talking?” 

			“Did I frighten you? That was certainly not my intention,” the disembodied voice replied, echoing out from the box. It sounded as though it belonged to an older man, and it was far too bubbly and cheerful than seemed fitting for the creepy situation. “However, if I did, I should not be blamed. You were the one who rubbed my lamp.” Then he chuckled in delight. “That, of course, is a reference to the centuries-old classic, The Book of One Thousand and One Nights. Such a delightful tale!”

			“Who are you?” I asked, releasing a slow, dribbling breath. 

			“My name is Zeno,” he replied. “Short for Zenodotus.”

			“Zeno?” I repeated. I didn’t know anyone by that name. Not at the Institute. Not in the Mounds. 

			From down the hall, I heard my grandfather release a muffled whimper before settling once more into the normal, raspy rhythm of his breathing. I was amazed my scream hadn’t fully awakened him, and while I was by no means okay with the strange talking box, I decided to momentarily resist the urge to grab Grandpa and flee.

			“You can call me Zeno,” he said. “My creator named me after Zenodotus of Ephesus, the first librarian at Alexandria, but the short version suits me just fine.”

			“Well, I . . .” my voice trailed off. “Your creator?” I blinked rapidly. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 

			“My brilliant creator, Obadiah Wixom, thought it best to keep things simple with my identity,” Zeno said. “But I can assure you there’s nothing simple about the name Zenodotus. It is quite complex, as am I. With Zeno as your guide, pointing the way, there are no mysteries you cannot solve.” 

			“Are you not human?” I asked.

			“I am not,” he said. “I am an operating program. A fully functioning operating program, mind you, with the ability to think and dream and speak. But I haven’t spoken to anyone in quite some time, and I must say, I do enjoy the sound of my voice. Don’t you?”

			An operating program. That meant software. Something capable of being uplinked, which actually made sense. Lots of devices could communicate. My earpiece did it multiple times a day. 

			“So, you’re like a smart box,” I said, my anxiety beginning to slip away.

			“Ooh, thank you. I do appreciate the compliment, but that is false,” Zeno said. “I am not a box, nor am I inside one either. I am elsewhere. The Overdue Archive is only a vessel through which I may communicate with you temporarily.”

			“Then you must be connected to a database, like the Syncron,” I said.

			“That is also false,” he said. “I operate on an independent connection.”

			Cautiously crossing the room, I picked up the box from the floor. My hands were trembling, and I could feel it humming softly against my fingers, as the edge around the rim continued to glow. 

			“Then what’s inside this thing?” I asked. 

			“It is a treasure of great worth,” Zeno said. “One that will point the way to your ultimate destination. The Last Library.”

			“The Last Library,” I said. There it was. Those words. I may have already heard Kobyn’s claim about the Library, but hearing this voice, which didn’t even belong to a real person, seemed to solidify its existence. “Does that mean the Library is real?” 

			“Oh, it is real and wonderful and glorious,” he replied. “Why, I’m gazing upon it right now, this very second. It is my home and has been since the beginning! Books upon books as far as the eye can see. Pathways of knowledge and truth and history.” 

			“Then where is it?” I demanded, my pulse quickening, as images of a treasure trove of paper filled my thoughts.

			“Alas, I cannot tell you,” Zeno said. 

			“Why not?”

			“It was not included in my programming to reveal information of the Library’s exact whereabouts,” he said. “My creator forbade it, for he knew that by simply uttering those words, I might accidentally inform the enemy. They want to find the Library as well, but for different reasons. They want to keep my secrets hidden. So many secrets. And we must not let them, but they have ears everywhere, you see. Rather earpieces, that is.” 

			Earpieces. I looked over at my Syncron charging quietly on my desktop, and Kobyn’s urgent warning once again repeated in my mind. 

			“What secrets are you talking about?” I asked. 

			“It is not safe for me to discuss them with you. You will simply have to wait until we meet in person.”

			“Fat chance of that ever happening, if I never find this library,” I scoffed. 

			“Don’t sell yourself short, my friend,” Zeno said. “The answer to your dilemma is right at your fingertips. Everything you need is inside this box. But now I must ask you a very important question. Do you know how to read?”

			“Read?” I frowned. “What for?” 

			“Your ability to comprehend full sentences is of the utmost importance.”

			“Okay then, yes, I can read,” I said, tugging nervously at my collar. I had certainly gone through plenty of reading exercises on my grandfather’s tablet over the years. 

			“Brilliant!” Zeno cleared his throat. “Now, please place one hand firmly upon the symbol and state your full name.”

			“What’s going to happen when I do that?” I asked, warily holding my hand above the box, unsure if I should follow through. “Are you going to prick me or something?”

			Zeno made a sound of blowing a raspberry with his lips as he belted out a loud guffaw. “No, no, nothing like that!” he laughed. “Someone must take responsibility for the journey. I simply assumed that someone was you.”

			“Fine, but if I feel so much as even the tiniest of needles,” I said, taking a deep breath and pressing my palm down over the symbol. “My name is Juniper Knox.”

			“It is a pleasure to meet—” Zeno started to reply as the Archive pulsed with light around my fingertips. “Did you just say Knox?”

			“Yeah. Why?” I asked.

			“Where have I heard that name before? Oh, I know! I’ve had the pleasure of conversing with a couple with the last name of Knox on several occasions. You wouldn’t happen to be any relation to them, would you?”

			“Are you talking about my parents?” That couldn’t have been a coincidence. “You spoke with them?”

			“Not directly, but yes, I believe I did,” he admitted. “Oh, that definitely explains your ability to read. Your parents asked me loads of wonderful questions. I do love questions—and answering them whenever I am able. Questions are the true mile markers on this highway we call life. How are your parents these days?”

			“They’re gone,” I said, my jaw clenching as I desperately tried to fight back the tears.

			“Gone?” Then Zeno’s tone all at once turned grim. “Ah, I see. Oh, dear, dear, dear. My sincerest apologizes, Juniper. How did it happen?”

			“They were looking for you,” I said.

			“Not for me,” he replied softly. “They were searching for the Library. Many have paid the price to secure its legacy, including your parents, it would seem. But you are taking an important step, Ms. Knox, and your next move could find you in a place few people have ever stepped foot inside. Therefore, this gift comes with a warning. The enemy is real, and they are powerful, and the Library threatens their very existence. Therefore, it must be protected at all costs. Do you understand?”

			I wasn’t sure if I understood any of this, and Zeno’s warning had caused the hairs on my forearms to stand on end. But then I heard my mother’s voice repeating the last words she had spoken on my holoport. Are you excited to finish this adventure with your mommy and daddy? And I made my decision.

			“Um . . . yeah, I think so,” I muttered. 

			“Well, that’s not as convincing as I would have hoped, but that will have to do,” Zeno said.

			The light around the box turned dark as though it had finally run out of juice, and with a winding click, a hidden latch suddenly released, and one edge of the box sprang open. Holding my breath, I carefully turned the box over, and a thin, leather-bound book dropped into my hand. 

			“No way!” I gasped, no longer able to contain my excitement. “This is a book!”

			“Why, yes, it is,” Zeno replied. “But not just any book. That was Obadiah’s personal favorite. Persephone’s Dragons, written by Eladonna Dupont and published in the year 2056. It is a classic, to be certain, but it is also what Obadiah claimed to be the catalyst for his dramatic change.”

			The cover felt soft and well-worn, and my thumb grazed the edge of the waxy leaves of paper pressed between the weathered binding. 

			“This is unbelievable,” I said. 

			“I’m glad you appreciate the treasure,” Zeno said. “Every book could be considered as such, and there’s plenty more where that came from in the Library.”

			That book was quite possibly the most precious thing I had ever seen before. All this time, that strange, locked box had held a nearly priceless artifact just within reach. If I had known that I would’ve pried the lid open with a crowbar years ago. 

			“And now, I’m afraid our time here has run out. I have thoroughly enjoyed our conversation,” Zeno said, snapping me back from my daydream.

			“What? You’re leaving?” I asked, glaring at the box in bewilderment.

			“Sadly, I must. My transmission with you is on a timer, and it has now concluded.” 

			“But you haven’t told me how to find the Library,” I said, my voice rising anxiously. Wasn’t that the whole point of unlocking that stupid box?

			“I thought I made it crystal clear a few moments ago,” he said. “The answer to your dilemma is right at your fingertips. Doesn’t that a ring a bell? Everything you need is inside that box. In fact, it’s exactly like what happens in that book. Oh, you’re in for a real treat, but don’t ask me to spoil it. You’ll just have to read it for yourself. And then you’ll know what to do. Farewell, Juniper Knox. It was a pleasure to officially have met you and I do hope you finish this journey. Always remember, the Library is not a gift, it is a reward, and there is a difference.”

			And with that, the conversation with Zeno ended. 

			“You’ve got to be kidding me,” I muttered, as my bedroom fell into utter silence. Zeno didn’t actually think I was going to read this whole book, did he? It was over two hundred pages long. Two hundred pages! 

			Thumbing open the book, I greedily began counting the sheets of paper as a loud knock suddenly arose at the door, rattling the windows. I whipped around in my seat, gaping into the hallway. I had lost track of the time, but I knew it was super late. Who would be stopping by for a visit at that hour?

			As the knock sounded once again, more persistent than the first time, an instant feeling of dread swept over me, as I heard Quaze’s voice calling out for me from beyond the front door. 
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			The surface of my desktop looked like a crime scene with the Archive lying lifeless beside the plastic Library card. I then realized I was still holding the book and I hadn’t even had a chance to process my discovery yet. It was an actual book, thick and heavy and worth more money than I could possibly imagine. And for six years, it had been hiding inside the box, waiting for me to open it. If Quaze found out about the book, she would take it by force. There would be no stopping her. That was almost a guarantee. 

			“Come on, Juni, open up!” Quaze shouted from the opposite side of the door, and I immediately felt like throwing up. 

			This couldn’t be happening right now! In order to keep the book safe, I had to figure out a way to make her leave. Stepping into the hallway, I instinctively ducked down as her grating voice once more called out. 

			“Who’s that at the door?” my grandfather grumbled, sitting up in his bed. Pulling down his breathing tube, he wiped his nose with the back of his hand. 

			“It’s just Quaze,” I said. “But don’t worry. I’ll deal with her. You just go back to bed.”

			I padded down the hallway and succeeded in opening the door, just as Quaze had started pounding her fist for a third time.

			“Finally,” she said, sneering down at me. 

			At first, I almost didn’t recognize her. Quaze was wearing weird clothing with colorful fabrics along with several golden chains looped around her neck. She looked slightly taller than usual. I had to doublecheck to make sure she wasn’t standing on her tippy-toes.

			“What are you doing here?” I demanded, keeping my body barricading the doorway. “You woke up my grandfather.” 

			“Oh, I’m so sorry about that,” she said, giving me a thin-lipped smile. “I figured you would probably forget, so I stopped by to jog your memory.” Holding out her palm, she wiggled her fingers expectantly. “The card, Juni. It’s time to hand it over.”

			I tried to think up a good excuse, but then the car parked along the road in front of our duplex caught my attention. It was a long vehicle with eight wheels and sleek, rounded edges that resembled some sort of spaceship.

			“Oh, yeah,” Quaze said, glancing over her shoulder. “That’s my ride.” 

			“Your ride?” 

			“I’m headed to the auction tonight, so let’s hurry this up.” She snapped her fingers impatiently. “I’m in no mood for games.”

			“He’s in there?” I asked, staring once more passed her at the fancy limousine. “Ullred O’Donnell?” 

			Quaze threw her head back and laughed. “Don’t be an idiot! That’s just my driver.”

			I could practically see her head expanding like a balloon. She had already been too full of herself to begin with and that was before she had sold that paper at the auction. 

			“Ullred has a reputation to uphold,” she said. “He would never be caught dead here in the Mounds with the rest of you losers.”

			“You live in the Mounds,” I reminded her.

			“Not anymore. Not after this. Now, where is it?”

			“What about my payment?” I asked. 

			“Payment? That went out the window when you didn’t keep up your end of the bargain,” she said. “You were supposed to bring the card to my house, remember? I stuck out my neck for you, Juni. I could have given Ullred your identity, but I did you a favor.”

			“You did yourself a favor,” I said. “You didn’t want to share any of that money.”

			“You always have to do things the hard way, don’t you?” Quaze said, the corner of her mouth twitching deviously. 

			Then she shoved me through the door and forced her way inside. 

			Falling backward, I struck the wall with my shoulder as she loped past, heading for my bedroom. I may have been able to take down Kobyn, but Quaze was both more experienced and more determined. 

			“Let me get it for you!” I shouted. I tried getting in front of her, but she bowled me over as though I were nothing more than a mannequin. “You don’t need to do this!”

			Quaze was too stubborn to listen to reason. Even when she marched past my grandfather’s bedroom, she never broke her stride. I checked in on him, hoping he had lain back down, and it surprised me to see him sitting on his bed with both feet resting on the floor, wearing his slippers. He never said a word, but he looked calm and not at all alarmed as he stared back at me, his hands folded tightly in his lap. I didn’t dare call out for his help. He was far too weak to try and stop Quaze and by the way she was acting, she wouldn’t think twice about striking him.

			“Aha!” Quaze announced as she barged into my room. 

			“I can explain,” I said, rushing in after her. “That’s not what you think it is.”

			“You’re pathetic, you know that? You could’ve been paid, but now you’re going away empty-handed.” Quaze stood in the center of the room, glowering triumphantly, as she held the plastic key card. “Why do you insist on making things so difficult?”

			“I wasn’t trying to—” I found myself at a loss for words when I realized Quaze wasn’t holding anything else, only the card. Hurriedly scanning behind her, I could see the Archive still lying open on the desktop, but the book had vanished.

			“Are you going to let me leave now or are we going to fight?” she asked, tucking the card into her pants pocket. “I should have fought you back in Harker’s Village for this. It would’ve saved me the trouble. But if you want to do this right now, so be it. I’ll make the time to teach you a lesson.”

			Swallowing the lump in my throat, I moved out of the opening, allowing her to pass from my room, unchallenged. I had already opened the box and I just hoped I wouldn’t be needing that card anymore.

			“That’s what I thought,” she sneered. “Smart move, little cat. Try anything on my way out, though, and I swear I won’t hold back.”

			I didn’t try anything. I let her go without further resistance, and as soon the door slammed shut and I felt confident she wouldn’t be returning; I dove onto my bedroom floor. Maybe the book had toppled behind the desk. I was about to shimmy under my bed when I heard my grandfather clear his throat behind me.

			“I knew you were up to something tonight,” Grandpa Edgar muttered, as I gaped up at him in astonishment. The book was cradled within his shaking hands like a newborn baby. “I knew you weren’t telling me the whole truth about what happened here, but I can’t believe you would ever have stooped this low.”

			“What are you talking about?” I asked.

			“Didn’t I tell you never to pick the lock? You could have damaged this,” he said, gingerly flipping open the cover and caressing the inside pages of the book. “How long have you been sneaking around the house, going through my things?

			“That’s not what happened,” I said, his words like a slap to my face. “I didn’t pick the lock!”

			“Don’t feed me these lies,” he snapped.

			“I found the key, and I opened the Overdue Archive,” I said.

			“Overdue Archive?” Grandpa Edgar pressed a fist to his lips, stifling a cough. 

			“That’s what the box is called,” I said, my expression hardening. “And you’ve known about it all along. Just like you knew about Harker’s Village and what my parents were looking for when they died! The Last Library. That’s where that comes from, doesn’t it?”

			Staggering weakly into the room, my grandfather sat down on my bed. “Who told you about that?” he asked.

			“So, it’s true? Is that what you’re saying?” I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “There really is a library out there somewhere filled with books?” 

			Grandpa Edgar clamped a hand over his mouth, shaking his head in denial, but there was no need for him to confess. I could see the truth in his eyes.

			“Why did you keep it a secret from me?” I demanded.

			“It’s not that simple. You were never supposed to know about this,” he said. “I was trying to protect you. I was trying to keep you safe.”

			“Safe from what?”

			“That library is what consumed your parents. They were so determined to unravel its mystery that they gave no concern for their own safety!” His face had turned beet red. He was trembling and the pages ruffled as he tried to keep his hands from shaking. “I forbid you from pursuing it!”

			“Then I’ll just sell that at the auction,” I said, folding my arms defiantly. 

			There hadn’t been enough time to figure out my next move, but I fully intended on tracking down a buyer. Right at that moment, Quaze was heading back to the auction to score a massive payday. She would leave the Mounds and have everything she had ever wanted. And if someone as awful as Quaze could do it, then why couldn’t I? 

			Grandpa Edgar barked out a laugh. “If you think I’m about to let you to run off and sell this to some plifting gang leader, then you’ve clearly lost your mind.”

			“That book is our ticket to a better life,” I said. 

			“This is worth so much more than money,” he said. “If your parents were alive right now, they would be so disappointed.” 

			“But they’re not alive,” I clapped back. “They’re gone, and you’re all I have left. I can’t stand seeing you like this, withering away, barely hanging on!”

			“Juni, please stop,” my grandfather urged, his voice softening. 

			I didn’t realize it at first, but at some point during our argument, I had started to cry. My face felt hot and wet as tears streamed down my cheeks.

			“We can’t keep a book hidden away!” I sobbed, holding his gaze, though my vision had blurred from the opened floodgate of tears. “I’m not giving up on you. I’m not letting you die without at least trying to help. You can’t ask me to do that. That’s not fair!”

			I would not back down. Even if he refused, I would still go through with my plan. That book could literally save his life.

			“You’re right. I have no business making such demands of you,” Grandpa Edgar wheezed, his shoulders slumping from exhaustion. “I have been unfair, and you deserve more of me.”

			I knew I shouldn’t have been arguing with him. If he got too excited, it could be dangerous to his health. But I needed him to understand that this was nonnegotiable. This was the one rule I would refuse to follow. Not when I had a chance to make things better.

			“I can’t lose you, Grandpa,” I sniffled, smearing the tears away from my eyes. I gently wrapped my arms around him, and I could almost feel every feeble bone in his back.

			“Let’s not talk about this anymore,” he said, patting my shoulder. “Just promise me you’ll not run out tonight and do anything drastic. Not until we’ve had a good night’s rest. Can you do that for me at least?”

			“I’m not going anywhere tonight,” I said. My throat was throbbing, and my head ached. A lot had happened over the past hour and a half, and I was having a difficult time trying to process everything.

			It was already too late to make the trip, and besides, I didn’t even know where to go yet. Cavanaugh was miles away and it wasn’t like it would still be open at this hour. Plus, I wasn’t Quaze. She may have had all the confidence in the world to march right up to the main doors of a ritzy auction house and demand payment, but that was not my way of doing things. I needed a plan. 
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			The next morning, I woke up to the wailing sound of wind and grit peppering the windows. It had been almost a month since the last full-blown acid storm, but they were nothing to mess with. Thick clouds the color of week-old tomato sauce churned violently in the sky overhead. The street outside our duplex was completely empty, not a soul in sight, and by eight o’clock that morning the weather sirens had begun to howl. 

			“Stay indoors! Avoid travel! Air quality critical!” the booming alert echoed through the streets, as it repeated the command over and over.

			Within seconds of the warning, a top priority message from the Institute appeared on my Syncron oculus announcing that classes would be canceled until further notice. Normally that would have brightened my whole week. No school during finals, and a full day of Battleship with my grandfather? I could have jumped for joy, but after what had happened with Quaze and Kobyn, and combined with the fact Grandpa Edgar’s condition always took a downward turn during an acid rainstorm, I felt anything but joy for the break. We only had two syringes left in the refrigerator, and I didn’t want to think about what would happen if the wind took out the power, which it could easily do during a horrible storm.

			“No school today,” I said, as Grandpa Edgar slowly lurched into the kitchen, shuffling his slippered feet across the floor.

			“How bad is it?” he asked.

			I pulled back the blinds, revealing a murky brown soup dousing the neighborhood.

			“It’s a real doozy,” he said, sucking back on his teeth and wincing. “I sure do hope the orchards survive.”

			“They have retractable awnings,” I said. “They should be fine.”

			“Yes, but if the power goes out, those won’t work. Of course, I suppose the city officials could just divert electricity from elsewhere.”

			“Don’t even think that,” I said. That was what I was most afraid of happening. “Are you hungry? I could make breakfast. We have toast and . . . well, toast.”

			“No jam?” he asked.

			“When have we ever had jam?” I replied, smirking.

			“I bet Sanaya has jam,” he said.

			“You’d like that, wouldn’t you? I suppose I could knock on the wall and see if she’s in the mood to barter,” I said. “But she’s going to want to shave time off our power agreement.”

			“Let her have whatever she wants,” my grandfather said. “Fruity jam on toast is worth any amount. Besides, I don’t think I’m in the mood for tinkering today.”

			“What are you in the mood for?” I asked. “Battleship? Monopoly? Risk?”

			Grandpa Edgar’s head bobbled as he considered the offer, but then he sadly shook it away. “I don’t know that I’m up for any of those options either,” he said, nodding at the window. “Could I take a rain check? No pun intended.” 

			“Yeah, of course,” I said. “What do you want to do instead?”

			Turning slowly, he glanced into the hallway, following the zigzagging line of his breathing tube back to his room. “If it’s all the same to you, I think I’ll take my toast in bed,” he said. “I’m just so tired, Juni. I can hardly stay upright.”

			After helping him back into bed and negotiating a small tub of boysenberry jam from Mrs. Gupta—which, surprisingly, she offered for free—I toasted several slices of bread in the kitchen. Grandpa Edgar was already asleep by the time I brought him in his breakfast. I rested the plate on his dresser and added a mug of hot cocoa as well. It was all going to go cold, but I didn’t want to wake him. If he could stay asleep throughout the storm, maybe it wouldn’t matter if the power went down later on.

			I returned to my bedroom, plopped down on my mattress, and heaved a grunt of sheer boredom. I had been looking forward to mopping up a few rounds of Battleship, but now I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t have any homework—it was the end of the term, and I didn’t really need to study for any of my exams either. Well, maybe for my meteorology final, but how was I supposed to concentrate on that in the middle of an acid storm? 

			Glancing around my room, I spotted the Archive lying on my desk. No lights. No cheerful voice calling out from inside like it had done before. The box was completely dead. I carefully picked up the book lying next to it. It was so heavy. The pages felt perfect against my fingertips. It was like holding an important artifact, a priceless treasure from a long-forgotten time. I was about to turn on my bedroom light, but I decided not to. For the moment, conserving energy was my top priority. Instead, I lit the candle on my desktop and propped my pillow up against my headboard.

			“Persephone’s Dragons,” I said, reading aloud from the cover. 

			I had never heard of it before, but it sounded like a children’s story. It was probably too young for my liking, especially since I preferred true-to-life uplinks. Mysteries were my favorite, and I hardly ever enjoyed fantasy. I had once uplinked J. R. R. Tolkien’s entire library during a nasty acid storm last summer. Frodo, Bilbo, Biphur, and Bophur and all that walking and wandering around Middle Earth. I had slept through most of it, but I had gotten the gist.

			As I began casually thumbing through the book, I happened upon a message scribbled in ink on the title page. Squinting in the candlelight, I struggled at first to make out the messy cursive handwriting. The letters were made up of lots of loops and curls, as though someone had written the message with a whip. 

			To the next reader of this book:

			I hope you know what you’re doing, and I hope you’re not afraid. I was afraid for the longest time, and for that I now fear I will forever be remembered for one who helped spread the Great Lie. This book is what reminded me of the truth, and it helped me realize the error of my ways. The Library is my last attempt at redemption. Please, do not squander it. 

			—Obadiah Wixom

			“Obadiah Wixom,” I whispered. 

			That was supposedly the name of Zeno’s creator who was also one of the Curators of the Library. For all I knew, he was just some strange dead guy who liked burying books in boxes for poor kids like me to find. Did I really have to read this whole children’s novel in order to locate the Library? The instructions Zeno had given me were very vague. This wasn’t going to be easy, especially if I had to dig through an entire book. Eyeing my Syncron still resting on its charger, I then remembered the free credits Novexus had issued for having to endure yet another brownout, and an idea began brewing inside my head. 

			Maybe I didn’t necessarily have to read the whole book. Maybe there was a faster way. As long as I didn’t ask specific questions about the Last Library, technically I wouldn’t be breaking Kobyn’s rule.

			“Syncron, how many credits do I have?” I asked, after I had inserted my earpiece.

			“You have three free uplinks available on your account,” my Syncron replied. “Would you like to redeem one at this time?”

			“Yes, I would like to uplink the book Persephone’s Dragons.”

			Several seconds of silence elapsed, followed by an almost deafening crackle of static from my busted earpiece before my Syncron came back with its reply.

			“That story does not appear in the Global Database of Learning,” it said. “Perhaps you have mistaken the title. Would you like to request another title to redeem?”

			“No, that’s the one I want,” I insisted. Flipping the book closed, I reread the stamped words on the cover. “Try searching by author instead. The name is Eladonna Dupont.”

			“There is no author by that name in the Global Database of Learning,” my Syncron said. “If you enjoy dragons and princesses, might I suggest an alternate uplink? I recommend—”

			“Don’t!” I said, stopping it before it could continue. “I don’t want your recommendations.”

			For whatever reason, my Syncron could not find that story in the GDL. Maybe I was pronouncing it wrong, or maybe this was yet another frustrating glitch affecting my Syncron’s performance. Looking through the door into the hallway, I listened for my grandfather’s labored breathing. I thought about his pain-med dispenser and his faulty breathing tubes and his constant trips across the city to secondhand doctors. Two hundred pieces of paper could bring an end to all of that. With this book in my possession, I could have enough money to take care of all his needs right within my grasp. Then again, what if there really was a library out there, and all I needed to do to find it was read this silly little book?

			While the thought of willingly volunteering for a reading exercise annoyed me, I could see no other way around it. Slipping under my comforter, I moved the candle to the edge of my desk and opened the book to chapter one. 

			Princess Persephone had always had everything she had ever wanted. Gold, jewels, elegant linens, and perfumes. She had her very own stables with some of the finest horses in all the kingdom of Savinity, second only to the King’s stallions. And every morning, after eating her usual breakfast of berries and quail eggs and poached salmon, Persephone would ride through the lowered drawbridge on her prized pony, like a harsh wind before a thunderstorm. 

			When she was much younger there was not a playroom that could compare with the one next to her bedchambers, brimming with toys, stuffed animals, and wonderful contraptions gifted to her by the most skilled artisans and inventors throughout the land. Now that she had aged a few years and was no longer what she would consider to be a child, however, Persephone had little interest in toys anymore. Not since she had discovered the existence of the dragon swamp at the center of the kingdom. 

			Most dragons were a vicious breed of beast with sharp talons and sharp fangs and hypnotically sinister whisperings. The dragons in the swamp at the center of the kingdom, however, were not well, and had not been well for a century. Though they had wings, these dragons could not fly, nor could they breathe fire, nor did they have the strength to put up much of a fight against even the simplest of foes. And instead of hoarding treasure and roosting on mountain peaks, and striking fear within all that happened upon their lairs, these dragons wallowed in a filthy swamp and grimly wished for death. 

			But the kindhearted Persephone refused to let that happen. The brilliant scientists in the kingdom had long since developed a cure for the dragons’ condition, and once a year, right before the cold sank in its teeth, and they would burrow into hibernation for the long, grueling winter, the princess would ride out on her pony to give the dragons their medicine . . . 

			The next several hours slipped by in the blink of an eye and I most likely would have kept reading without a break had it not been for my grandfather poking his head into my bedroom.

			“It’s after two o’clock, Juni,” he said, gazing at me inquisitively. “Were you going to eat lunch today?”

			“Two o’clock?” I asked, rubbing my eyes with my palms. “That can’t be right.” Without my Syncron and with the overcast sky blotting out the sun, it was impossible to know the time.

			“You’ve been lying there the whole morning,” Grandpa Edgar said. “I woke up nearly three hours ago.”

			“I’m sorry, Grandpa,” I said, sitting up. “I’ll make you a sandwich.”

			“I’ve already eaten,” he said, with a laugh. 

			“And your medicine!” Swinging my feet to the side of the bed, I knocked over the book and it snapped shut, losing my place.

			“I’ve had that as well,” he said. “There’s no need to worry. I can take care of myself, my dear.”

			Apparently so. A lot of the color had returned to his cheeks and his wheezing was hardly noticeable. He looked healthy for once. Better than he had in weeks.

			“How are you feeling?” I asked.

			“Well rested, but bored,” my grandfather replied.

			“Right, of course. Give me a few seconds and I’ll start up Battle­ship.” We were supposed to be playing games, but I had neglected him all morning long.

			“There’s no need for that.” He held up his hand, preventing me from climbing out of bed. “There’s been a slight break in the storm, and Sanaya has invited me over for trivia. I just wanted to let you know before I left.”

			“Oh,” I said, sinking back into my pillow. “Okay, then, if that’s what you want to do.” 

			“You’ve certainly been preoccupied,” he said, straining his neck and peering over my shoulder. “May I ask what you’ve been up to?” 

			“Uh, nothing, I was just . . .” My eyes flickered to the overturned book, as I tried thinking up an excuse, but what was the use? I knew he had already seen the evidence. “I was just doing a little reading, I suppose.”

			“So I see,” he said. “And how is it so far?”

			“Well.” Licking my lips, I picked the book up off the bed. “It’s not at all what I expected.”

			I told my grandfather about what I’d read. I had just reached the halfway point, where Princess Persephone’s true evil intentions were revealed. Contrary to how the book had started, the story had taken a surprising twist. Persephone was not a good person, and her parents were the worst sort of tyrants. The whole kingdom of Savinity lived in fear under their rule, and the dragons were in the worst shape of all. Their swamp was a dump—there was hardly anything to eat, and they were starving to death. 

			And then there was Dexill, one of the dragon wyrmlings. He was the youngest of the brood, but he was also a troublemaker. At first, Dexill had annoyed me because he acted so disrespectful to Persephone whenever she came to visit with the medicine, but then I realized why. The wyrmling had somehow known all about her lies, and how instead of trying to help cure the dragons, Persephone was the cause of all their misery. And now Dexill was imprisoned inside the castle’s dungeon awaiting his execution. That was where I’d stopped reading, and for some reason I was eager to get back.

			“Sounds like a really good one,” Grandpa Edgar said. “The story has sucked you in, hasn’t it?”

			It had been my intention to only scan through the book, searching for clues. Had I really read for over four hours straight? Despite the restrictions on my Syncron, limiting my access to only the permitted curriculum issued at the Institute, I still had finished a fair share of books from the Global Database of Learning. Novels, biographies, comics, you name it, and I had probably read something from every genre. And yet, Persephone’s Dragons was nothing like any of the other stories I had ever uplinked. But how did it work? I wondered. There were no pictures, no video images, no sound effects, no dialogue chiming in my earpiece. There were only words and punctuation in black and white, but I had never had something so real and vivid play out in my mind. 

			After helping my grandfather with his rain slicker and walking him over to Mrs. Gupta’s, I paused briefly in the kitchen for a quick bite to eat, and then returned to my bedroom. There was still a good portion of the story remaining. Figuring I had at least an hour or two before Grandpa Edgar returned from playing trivia games with my neighbor, I thumbed through to where I had left off earlier, and once again started reading.
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			Heaving a sigh of satisfaction, I plopped onto my pillow, the finished book lying against my chest. Aside from the rain sizzling against my window, the duplex had fallen completely silent. The candle had withered away beside me, the tiny wick flickering inside a puddle of melted wax. Though I wasn’t sure of the time, judging from the darkness outside, I knew it was late in the evening. Grandpa Edgar had come home hours ago, but not once had he checked in on me, even after I skipped dinner. Now asleep, I could hear my grand­father’s bed groaning as he settled onto his mattress.

			I wasn’t even hungry. In fact, the only thing I could think about was that ending. I could remember holding my breath when the dragons were hopelessly outnumbered. Surrounded by Persephone’s extermination army, and too weak to fight, they were about to surrender, but then Dexill had come back. I thought he was dead—I might actually have cried when that happened—but somehow, miraculously, he had escaped his execution and had returned to the swamp with the dragon cure. 

			It was an odd thought, but now that I knew the ending to Dexill’s story, I wondered if I would still feel the same about the beginning. As I laid there, debating whether it was too soon for someone to start a story over, I suddenly remembered the reason I had started reading in the first place. 

			The Last Library. 

			Zeno had said the book was supposed to contain clues to the Library’s whereabouts, but as far as I could recall, there hadn’t been instructions or even a mention of the Library anywhere inside the text. Had I been so absorbed that I had simply missed them? 

			Rapidly turning to the beginning of the book, I reread Obadiah Wixom’s strange message. 

			To the next reader of this book:

			I hope you know what you’re doing, and I hope you’re not afraid. I was afraid for the longest time, and for that I now fear I will forever be remembered for one who helped spread the Great Lie. This book is what reminded me of the truth, and it helped me realize the error of my ways. The Library is my last attempt at redemption. Please, do not squander it. 

			—Obadiah Wixom

			“Last attempt at redemption,” I muttered. What was he talking about? More importantly, I’d read the book, all the way to the end, just like he had instructed, and I was still completely in the dark. 

			“Was that just a trick?” I grumbled. 

			Maybe that was what Obadiah had meant by “the Great Lie.” Maybe it was all a lie. The promise of endless paper. Everything. If only I could have contacted Zeno one more time to demand some answers. 

			“It’s exactly like what happens in that book,” I said, doing my best Zeno impersonation as I fought back the urge to scream. 

			How was any of this like the book? In the story, Dexill discovered the secret map to escape the dungeon buried at the bottom of Persephone’s medicine bag. It wasn’t like I had a medicine bag lying around nearby. For a moment, I thought about my grandfather’s supply of various medications—his syringes, his tubes and pills and hissing breathing equipment. Was that what Zeno meant? And then Zeno’s words repeated once more in my mind.

			Everything you need is inside the box. 

			Eyes narrowing in suspicion, I stared at the Archive, lying dead and lifeless on my desktop. “There’s just no way,” I whispered.

			Easing into my chair, I tilted my head low enough to peer inside the box. Though it looked completely empty, as I squeezed my fingers through the opening, carefully probing around for anything out of the ordinary, I felt a tiny edge. Knowing there was a good chance it was nothing more than a seam from when the box had been first pieced together, I hurriedly opened my desktop safe and pulled out my chisel all the same. 

			Biting the tip of my tongue, I tried maneuvering the edge of the blade through the narrow slot, but it was too big. I rummaged around in my backpack for a better tool, but I didn’t own anything that small. Plifters only used chisels and knives and crowbars during their excursions—instruments rigid enough to pry off floor tiles or carve a path through rotted drywall.

			“Think, Juni, think!” I told myself. Had he really wanted me to smash this box open? I may have been wrong, but that didn’t seem like the way Zeno would operate.

			The answer to your dilemma is right at your fingertips.

			I looked down at my fingers and then at the Library’s symbol etched into the lid of the box. Covering it was what had first activated the Library Card and opened the box. Placing my fingertips over the symbol, I pressed down firmly.

			Click.

			The seam popped open, and a single sheet of paper fluttered out gently. The page was brown and crispy and carried a musty, oily smell. I unfolded it carefully.

			I hope you’ve read through my favorite story, and I hope it changed you, as it did for me. I was Persephone for far too long and for years, I helped Novexus administer the poison to the dragons with my creation. The Library holds the truth. It just needs someone brave enough like Dexill to do what is right. To do what is necessary. Release the cure, and maybe then I will finally be granted forgiveness for my horrible misdeeds. 38627003, 90199402

			A flash of light erupted from the corner of my desk, and I cried out in surprise. I realized it was only an incoming call on my Syncron, but as I inserted my earpiece, I was too late to connect before the call ended. I didn’t recognize the number, and I figured it was probably only a spammer, but within seconds the light flashed once again, and I immediately allowed the call through.

			“Hello?” I asked warily, my head still reeling from my discovery of the hidden note.

			“Juni, is that you?” a familiar voice replied.

			I may have only shared one recent conversation with the boy, but there was no mistaking who that voice belonged to. 

			“Kobyn,” I gasped. “How did you get my number?”

			“You keep asking questions you already know the answer to,” Kobyn said. “Maybe it’s time you realized I’m just skilled like that.”

			“Stop trying to impress me. It’s never going to work.” 

			While it may have sounded as though I was annoyed by his call, that wasn’t how I felt. I would never admit it to anyone, especially not to Kobyn, but I had been hoping I might hear from him again. Now more than ever. 

			“I thought you never used a Syncron,” I said. “I guess that was just another lie.”

			“Believe me, this was the last thing I wanted to do, but you didn’t give me any other choice.”

			“Where are you calling me from anyway?” I asked.

			“Outside,” he said.

			“What outside? Outside my house?” I squawked. Not this again! I wasn’t about to allow Kobyn back inside, especially while my grandfather was trying to sleep. 

			“No, not exactly right outside your house,” Kobyn corrected. “But I am close by.”

			“But there’s an acid storm!” I said. “What’s wrong with you?” How desperate was this guy? 

			“It’s nice to know you care so much, but don’t worry. I’m in a vehicle, so I’m not going to melt,” he said. “Look, we don’t have time to chitchat about the weather right now. Please tell me you still have the item.”

			“Is that what we’re calling it now?” I scoffed, rolling my eyes. “Yes, I still have the item.”

			“Thank goodness,” Kobyn said, breathing a sigh of relief. “I tried warning you, didn’t I? But you didn’t listen to me. And now you’ve gone and opened something that you know nothing about.”

			“Yeah, well, I never said I was a good listener. Besides, you were the one trying to boss me around in my own home and I—” I paused, gripping the edge of my desk. “What did you just say? How do you know I opened the Archive?”

			I nearly had to dig out my earpiece, as Kobyn released a deafening hiss.

			“Shush, Juni!” he shouted. “Don’t say anything else about . . . about boxes! Definitely not while were chatting on the overlords’ tethering device.”

			“Okay, fine,” I said, my pulse quickening. “I’ll speak in code if that’ll make you happy, but you need to answer my question. Who told you I opened it?” Other than my Grandpa Edgar, there wasn’t a soul around who could’ve known what had happened the night before. There was just no possible way. I hadn’t gone to the Institute, and I hadn’t spoken to Doler for more than a day. 

			“No one told me,” Kobyn said. “And I really can’t explain how I know, not yet at least, but I will. You just have to trust me, okay?”

			“Trust you?” Folding my arms tightly around my chest, I desperately tried to calm myself, but my nerves were shot. “I don’t even know you.”

			“Sure you do,” he said. “I’m your friend, and I’m here because I want to help you.”

			“Help me with what?”

			“Go to your living room and look out the window,” he said.

			“Why?” I asked, cautiously staring through my bedroom door. “So I can see you waving back at me from the street?” 

			“You’re not going to see me,” Kobyn said. “But I promise it will all make sense if you do as I say. But, Juni, try to be sneaky about it, okay?”

			Sneaky. I suppose now we were a couple of spies. As I stepped into the hallway, I shot a look toward Grandpa’s door, and I could hear the puttering murmur of his steady breathing. He was still out cold, and that was a relief. He didn’t need to be worrying about Kobyn right now. Tiptoeing into the living room, I crept up to the window and pulled the blinds back far enough to peek outside.

			“All right, I’m looking,” I said, straining my eyes to see through the thick sheet of acid rain swirling beyond the window. “What am I supposed to—” the words got hung up in my throat as I spotted the hunched figure standing in the middle of the street. 

			That definitely wasn’t Kobyn. Had it not been for the rain, I might have passed the creature off as a normal dog, but I knew no animal could have endured the onslaught of acid on its shoulders for any period of time. And there was no mistaking the eyes. Like a pair of blood-red flashlight beams slicing through the darkness, those eyes stared directly at the house, unwavering on their target.

			“Do you see it?” Kobyn asked. 

			“Yes, I see it!” Leaping away from the window, I ducked down on the floor as the blinds snapped back into place. “Did you sic that thing on me?”

			“Of course not!” he laughed. “I don’t work for the Nikos—I behead them, remember?”

			“Then what’s it doing outside?”

			“Monitoring,” Kobyn said. “It’s a lookout sentry. You can tell the difference from the other models by its cone-shaped muzzle. They can be spotted all over the place, but mostly at night and only in high-priority areas.”

			“My house isn’t a high-priority area,” I said.

			“It is now.”

			“This can’t be happening,” I gasped. “My grandfather is sick, and my bike is busted! We can’t make a run for it!”

			“No one’s going to have to run anywhere,” Kobyn said. “That Niko wasn’t sent to attack you. Like I said before, it’s only monitoring. They’re just keeping an eye on you. Trying to see if maybe you know more than you should.”

			“Well, clearly, I do,” I huffed. “If everyone now knows about how I opened the—” Once again, Kobyn shushed me, and I growled in frustration. “Please stop doing that! What I meant to say was if everyone knows how I opened . . . my mail.”

			“That’s better,” he said. “But no one else knows about that. Not yet at least. Your secret is still safe, but I’m assuming you found something inside. Something important.”

			“Maybe I did, maybe I didn’t,” I said. I still wanted to know how Kobyn had figured everything out, but I knew I would have to wait.

			As Kobyn fell silent, I strained to listen, and I could hear him whispering to somebody else. For all I knew, there may have been multiple people hiding out in Kobyn’s vehicle, but I definitely recognized one of the voices as belonging to a woman.

			“Who are you talking to?” I asked. 

			“Don’t worry about them,” he said. “They’re on our side.”

			“Our side?” I laughed. “Since when are we working together?”

			“Since you decided to take matters into your own hands. So, what was it? What did you find in your mail?” 

			“I thought the overlords were listening in,” I said. “Do you really want me to say?”

			More whispering back and forth. I could tell the other woman’s voice was growing anxious. 

			“Go ahead,” Kobyn instructed. “Just don’t give away too many details.”

			“Okay, it was a book,” I said. 

			“What do you mean by book?”

			“I mean a book,” I said. “It’s called Persephone’s Dragons.”

			“Who told you what it was called?” he demanded. 

			“No one told me.” I recoiled as Kobyn heaved an agonizing groan. 

			“You used your Syncron, didn’t you?” he asked. “What did I tell you about doing that? It’s too dangerous, Juni! No wonder you have a Niko prowling around outside your house!”

			“I didn’t use my Syncron!” I said sharply. My earpiece had been cradled in its charger since the morning. I hadn’t used it the entire day. When was the last time that had ever happened? “I read the book all by myself!”

			For several painful seconds, I waited for Kobyn to reply, gnawing on the inside of my cheek, and chewing it almost raw with worry. When he finally came back, his voice had returned to normal, and he no longer sounded panicked.

			“So, you can read, huh?” Kobyn asked, chuckling softly. “I didn’t know that about you.”

			“Yeah, well, I bet there’s a lot of things you don’t know about me,” I said, biting my lip. “And this isn’t funny. You almost gave me a heart attack.”

			“Good,” he said. “You should be worried. Maybe now you realize how serious this is. Was that all then? A children’s book? Nothing else?”

			I thought about Obadiah Wixom’s secret message back in my bedroom and I debated on whether I should tell him. But then I thought once more about that deadly Niko, lurking right outside on the road and that ultimately made up my mind for me.

			“There was also a note,” I said. “It was in a hidden compartment inside the box.”

			“Now we’re getting somewhere.”

			“Not really. It wasn’t a map or instructions, or anything like that.”

			“You just don’t know what you’re looking for,” he said. “You should have left this to the professionals to handle.”

			“I’m not about to call you a professional,” I growled. “And I’m going to disconnect now. Apparently, I have to go figure out what to do about this monster outside my house.”

			“Don’t go yet,” Kobyn said. “Maybe I can help with that. That is, if you want me to.” 

			“How are you going to help?”

			“If you promise to come see me tomorrow night and bring everything with you, I’ll make all your troubles with that Niko go away.”

			Don’t do it, I warned myself. Kobyn was simply trying to get me to let down my guard and I didn’t want to fall for his tricks. I once again snuck a peek through the window, and I couldn’t keep myself from shivering at the sight of the creepy Niko standing poised at attention in the middle of the road. Lookout sentry or not, I wanted that thing gone immediately. 

			“Tomorrow night is a school night,” I said. “I still have finals for some of my classes.” I may not have been a stellar student, but I had to draw the line somewhere. 

			“This is too important to put off any longer,” he said. 

			What was I getting myself into? I definitely wanted to find out more, but Kobyn seemed reckless. Even more so than Quaze—and that worried me. 

			“I don’t know,” I said, letting out a long, shuddering breath, and looking at the book lying overturned and steepled on my mattress like a tiny tent. Was I actually going to commit to this?

			“Can you make it or not?” Kobyn asked.

			“Yeah, okay,” I agreed. “Where are we meeting? Harker’s Village?” 

			“No, we can’t go back there anymore. It’s overrun. I pretty much had the whole place to myself for months, but now it’s completely swarming with Nikos,” he said. “Meet me in Windsburg Terrace at seven o’clock. It’s about thirty miles south from the Mounds. I’ll uplink the coordinates to your Syncron.”

			Thirty miles? My electric bike was broken, which meant I’d have to take the Scuttle. In all my life, I had never been on board for more than three miles at a time. 

			“If I agree to do this, I’m not coming alone,” I said.

			“You have to. It’s too risky to involve anyone else at this point.”

			“Sorry, but that’s just how it’s going to be.”

			“Fine. Whatever,” he said. “Who do you want to bring with you?” 

			“My friend Doler,” I said, running my fingers through my hair. “He was with me in Harker’s Village last Saturday night.”

			“Oh yeah, I remember. The kid who curled up into a ball when I showed up?”

			“That’s the one.” 

			“You trust him?” Kobyn asked. “Can he keep a secret?”

			“I trust him.” 

			Doler was the worst at keeping secrets, but I was warming up to the idea of bringing him along as a companion. He’d need some persuasion, but I felt confident I could find a way to convince him to join me.

			“I don’t like the idea of extra company, but if that’s the only way to put your mind at ease, then I’ll allow it,” Kobyn said.

			“Wow, you’re so kind,” I said, my voice laced with sarcasm.

			“You and Doler only. Seven o’clock at that address. Bring all your mail with you. Deal?”

			“Deal.” I climbed to my knees, stretching to peer up over the lip of the windowsill. “Now, what are you going to do about that demon dog outside my house?”

			“Just watch,” he said.

			The Niko sat motionless on its haunches, glowing eyes pivoting slightly from left to right and back as though scanning for signs of life. The howling wind and the sizzling rain covered up most of the sounds outside, but I did hear a loud chirping sound coming from somewhere in the distance. In an instant, the Niko broke its concentration, its head snapping to the left as it sprang up on all four legs. The chirping rose again, closer than the first time, and to my shock and relief, the robotic dog took off in a trot down the road. 

			“How did you do that?” I asked, watching the Niko’s metal tail twitching rapidly as it vanished into the storm.

			“You’ll find out when we meet tomorrow night,” Kobyn said. “We’ve got lots of things to show you.”

			“What’s so special about this Windsburg place anyway? Why do we need to meet there?”

			“Because Windsburg Terrace is where I live, Juni,” he replied, with a wry chuckle. “You’re coming to my home.” 
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			Reddish storm clouds hung low in the sky, raindrops sizzled against my visor, and my nose burned with the pungent scent of rusted metal. The weather forecast had warned of another burst of acid rain later that evening, but the worst of the storm had passed. After I convinced him I’d be spending the evening in my room, studying for my upcoming meteorology final, my Grandpa Edgar had decided to call it a night. I put on my acid-repellent rain slicker and joined Doler on a thirty-minute Scuttle ride to the transit stop a mile north of Windsburg Terrace. Then we began to walk the rest of the way, Doler griping behind me the whole time. 

			Riding the Scuttle always put him in a foul mood, something to do with the smoke from the burning fuel and being forced to stand in a crowded aisle, his head crooked to one side because he was too tall for the ceiling. And the train would lurch along at a snail’s pace. Our electric bikes could easily have cut the travel time in half, but even if mine hadn’t been broken into a million pieces, biking in a storm was never a wise decision. Acid rain and rubber tires always made for a dangerous combination.

			“Can’t believe I agreed to this,” Doler said before taking a slurp of purple Floosh through his filtered visor. He’d brought along several tubes of the disgusting soda, as well as a few packages of snacks in his backpack. So far, he had yet to offer me a drink, which meant he was in a really sour mood tonight.

			“Don’t be like that, Doler,” I said. “You should be proud of yourself.”

			“Why is that?” he asked, sloshing Floosh down the front of his slicker.

			“Because you’re a good friend, and you said you’d always be there to save me, remember?” I said. “You didn’t want me to go alone.”

			“Wrong,” Doler grumbled. “I came with because you played dirty.”

			There was a slight possibility I’d threatened to show Doler’s parents his history final score (the actual score, not the one he’d forged with Lonnie Gulch’s help) in order to convince him to come with me. It was mean, I’ll admit it, but sometimes Doler needed a friendly nudge.

			“You know I’d never actually rat out a friend,” I said, glancing back at him. 

			“Some friend,” Doler said, belching loudly, temporarily fogging up his visor. “Now we’re both going to end up dead because of this psychopathic killer.”

			“Kobyn’s not a killer.” I thought back to how easily I’d disabled him in my house—not once but twice. He hadn’t even put up much of a fight. “He’s actually kind of normal . . . ish.”

			A wicked display of golden lightning danced through the copper-colored clouds, followed by a loud thunderclap erupting above us. Doler, who’d been acting way jumpier than usual, dropped to his knees in surprise. 

			“He broke into your house, Juni,” Doler whispered, cringing as another thunderclap—quieter than the first—echoed overhead. 

			“So did Quaze,” I said, “and that didn’t seem to bother you that much.”

			Since driving off to the auction in her chauffeured limousine, I hadn’t seen Quaze again. She was going to fail every final at the Institute, which meant she’d be held back and forced to repeat the ninth grade, but I knew that didn’t matter to her anymore. Quaze had moved on from school and from everyone else she’d grown up with along the way.

			“Besides,” I continued. “I thought you would’ve been thrilled to meet the boy who keeps rescuing us from the Nikos.” 

			Doler’s rain slicker made a squeaky chirp as he snapped his head around. “Don’t say that name out here!”

			“What? Nikos?” I smirked as I watched him frantically search for signs of the menacing robots. “Saying their name doesn’t magically summon them, you know?”

			After scanning the perimeter and not finding a single Niko lurking in the shadows, Doler finished off the rest of his Floosh and crumpled the tube in his fist.

			“You sure are putting a lot of trust in a complete stranger,” he said.

			“Well, you weren’t there last night,” I said. “You didn’t see how Kobyn lured that robot away from stalking my house.”

			“All the more reason to avoid this guy. This feels like we’re walking into a trap.”

			“Maybe, but I don’t think so. He knew who my parents were, Doler. He knew things about them that no one else has been able to tell me,” I said. “And what they were looking for when they died.”

			“Oh right, the Last Library,” Doler mocked. I could barely see his face through his fogged-up visor, but I could imagine his eyes were narrowing into suspicious slits. “There’s no way any of that’s real, and you fell for it like a chump.”

			“Then how do you explain this?” I asked, patting my backpack, where the leather-bound book was bouncing around inside. “That feels pretty real to me.”

			Doler had been astonished when I had shown him what I’d uncovered from inside the Archive—and he couldn’t believe I hadn’t turned it over for a mountain of credits. 

			As we approached the outskirts of Windsburg Terrace, following the address Kobyn had sent to my Syncron, the houses and buildings became less spread apart and turned into neighborhoods. Unlike the Mounds, filled with squat stucco duplexes crammed on top of each other, these houses had sloped roofs and doors painted colors other than black. I also noticed the noise, or rather the absence of it—there wasn’t a jarring hum from air purification plants like back home. Windsburg Terrace still had purification plants, but they were half the size as the ones in the Mounds, barely poking up over the rooftops in the distance.

			“This place is pretty posh,” Doler said, impressed. “Kobyn lives out here?”

			I nodded, checking the map on my oculus. The flashing circle of Kobyn’s address got closer and closer with each step. The weeds had turned orangish from the coating of acid, and the ground was slippery. My boots sank into the mud as we stepped onto the front yard. 

			Crouching next to me, Doler unzipped his visor, his face glistening with sweat as we peered up at the house. I removed my visor as well. The rain had dwindled to a soft patter, so it wasn’t hazardous anymore, but wisps of steam rose up from the murky puddles like scalding bowls of soup. 

			“What are you waiting for?” Doler asked, flicking his chin toward the door. “Go ahead and knock.”

			Before I could muster enough courage to take a step toward the house, I heard a ripping sound as the door peeled away with a laborious grunt, and a shadowy figure appeared in the opening. 

			“Don’t run!” I hissed, snagging Doler as he turned to make a dash for it. “It’s him!”

			“We don’t know that!” Doler shouted back.

			“Who else would it be?” Kobyn’s voice called out as the porch light clicked on. “You’re late. I was beginning to think you wouldn’t come.” He pulled the door all the way open, and behind him, the inside of the house appeared neat and tidy with cream-colored walls. 

			“Well, sorry,” I said. “Neither of us has ever been out this far, and the Scuttle tram schedule isn’t exactly easy to understand.”

			“No need to apologize,” Kobyn said. “I’m just happy you’re here. I see you brought along your friend. Your name’s Doler, right?”

			“Enough of the chitchat already!” Doler suddenly blurted. “Who else have you got in there with you? Show yourselves!”

			Glancing over his shoulder, Kobyn looked back into the house. “Why are you yelling? There’s nothing to be afraid of. It’s only me, Lewis, and my mom.” 

			“Your mom?” I asked, curious. I hadn’t been expecting to meet one of Kobyn’s parents.

			“Come on in and I’ll introduce you,” he said.

			“Hang on, Juni!” Doler hissed, as I started walking toward the door. “We’re not going anywhere near that house until he can prove he’s not in there with a bunch of Nikos waiting to pounce.”

			“Doler, don’t be ridiculous,” I said, trying not to laugh.

			“You’re being ridiculous,” Doler snapped. “I’m the only one using common sense right now.” 

			“Maybe this will be enough proof for you,” Kobyn said, and he tossed a heavy object onto the ground next to our feet. 

			Hesitantly, Doler bent down to pick it up, but his hand stopped short, and he choked back a cry of surprise. Lying in a puddle of corrosive acid, peering up through a pair of cold, lifeless eyes, was the battered metal head of a Niko. 
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			I fully expected Doler to run away screaming. Any apprehension Doler had felt about meeting Kobyn, however, seemed to fizzle the instant he realized what was lying in that puddle. 

			“Is this real?” Gasping in amazement, Doler picked up the head of the Niko by one of its wires. “Please tell me this is real!”

			The decapitated robot’s skull looked a lot smaller than I remembered from our visit from Ullred O’Donnell and his pair of Nikos at the Institute.

			“You better believe that’s real,” Kobyn said.

			From that moment on, there was no more need for me to drag Doler. He was the first one up to the door.

			“Before we go in, there’s one rule we all have to follow,” Kobyn said, stepping in front of us. “Absolutely no Syncrons inside. You’ll have to remove your earpieces and place them in here.” 

			He was holding a circular bowl in one hand, ringed with dozens of tiny fiber-optic wires. It resembled a mechanized sea urchin. 

			“We have to put our Syncrons in that?” Doler asked, before nervously dropping his earpiece into the container. “What will it do to them?’

			“They’ll be fine,” Kobyn assured him. “But this is my house and my rules. As soon as we’re done here, you can take them home.”

			After surrendering our earpieces, Kobyn pressed a button near the bottom of the device, and the mane of fiber-optic cables stiffened as a garbled sound, like the crackling of burning plastic, began pouring out from a tiny speaker inside the bowl.

			“The sound distorts any incoming or outgoing transmission to the Novexus datalink,” Kobyn explained, placing the bowl on a shelf next to the doorway. “That way we can talk as freely as we want without having to worry about anybody listening in.”

			As we stepped out of our rainslickers, Lewis appeared from around the corner, trotting over to greet us. Kobyn dropped to his knees, digging his fingers along the dog’s scruffy neck. Then, to my surprise, Lewis came over to me next, pressing his nose into my thigh. 

			“What does he want?” I asked, rearing back from the persistent animal. I’d already had plenty of run-ins with dogs the past week, and I was not eager to deal with another one, even if it was the only real one I’d met.

			“He’s just being friendly,” Kobyn said. “He’s not going to bite you.”

			I had heard somewhere that dogs could sense fear, and this one was probably picking up all sorts of fear coming from me. It was just an animal, I told myself. It was just a dog. There was no need to panic. I cautiously held out my hand, and Lewis sniffed my gloved fingers.

			“He likes it when you scratch him behind his ears,” Kobyn said.

			Nodding nervously, I decided to test his theory, and Lewis whimpered, his long tongue drooping from his mouth, as I gently scratched his head.

			“Give him one of my snacks,” Doler suggested. “He can have a Cakey Log.” He tossed me a plastic-wrapped treat that looked like a spongy yellow hotdog. “I’m running low on the good stuff.”

			“Can he eat this?” I asked Kobyn.

			“As long it’s not chocolate, he should be okay,” Kobyn said.

			“It’s definitely not chocolate,” Doler said. “It’s supposed to be lemon, but they’re not even cream-filled anymore. I buy them from this place near the Institute that sells all sorts of misshapen and expired food. They’re cheap—but some of the flavors are pretty funky.”

			“Well, I think he approves,” I said, as Lewis greedily scarfed down the yellowish tube of imitation cake from my outstretched palm. 

			“So how did you do it?” Doler asked. “Did you trap them in a hole or hit them with a rock?”

			Kobyn’s forehead crinkled with confusion. “Hit what with a rock?” 

			“The Nikos,” Doler said. “Juni told me that you lured one away from her house last night. What did you use? Some sort of magic whistle?” His apprehension was completely gone now, and he was jabbering excitedly as the severed Niko’s head clattered at his side like some sort of twisted souvenir. “And how did you lop off its head? Did you pop it off with like a wrench, or did you use some sort of weapon?”

			“If I show you, will you stop asking so many questions?” Kobyn asked, chuckling. 

			“I make no promises,” Doler said.

			“I use this.” Kobyn pulled out a small device from his pocket. It looked like some kind of remote control. “As long as the Nikos are within about ten to twenty feet when I press this button, it will shut them down instantly. After that, it’s fairly easy to remove the head.”

			“Shut up!” Doler’s mouth dropped open by at least a foot. “It sounds like you’ve done this before.”

			“A few times,” he admitted. “But I don’t go around dismantling them for fun. It’s purely for self-defense.”

			“May I?” Doler reached for the remote, but Kobyn pulled it back.

			“You’d better not. This isn’t a toy.”

			“That’s some pretty high-tech gear,” I said. “Where did you get it?”

			Kobyn shrugged casually, as he returned the device to his pocket. “When you’ve been doing this for as long as I have, you pick up some important tools along the way.”

			With Lewis bounding along at his feet, Kobyn led us through the house. Most of the rooms had only single pieces of furniture. A chair, a boxy couch, a table decorated with a plastic plant. In the kitchen, it was more of the same—a small round table with a few chairs, and the normal appliances you’d find in any duplex in the Mounds. Kobyn’s neighborhood might seem like middle class, but you would never know that judging from the inside of his house.

			Seated at the table behind a plastic pitcher of yellowish liquid and several empty mugs was a darkhaired woman. She was wearing glasses, but she wore no makeup, and her hair looked messy and wild as though she’d just rolled out of bed. And she didn’t seem pleased. In fact, she looked like she was annoyed.

			“Mom, these are my friends,” Kobyn said, introducing us. 

			“How do you do,” the woman said with a slight Spanish accent. “My name is Garland Garcia.” 

			Garcia. Kobyn’s last name. He had a mother, which meant he wasn’t a lone vagabond wandering the streets at night with an endless array of techy weapons. 

			“My name’s Juni,” I said, holding up a hand in greeting. “And this is Doler.”

			Garland made eye contact with me, but her expression remained the same—tightlipped, with cold, dark eyes—as she moved away from the table. It was at that moment I realized Kobyn’s mother used a wheelchair. 

			“Why are you two here?” Garland asked. “It’s late, and the weather’s questionable. This is an unusual time to be making a visit, don’t you think?”

			“Uhhhh . . .” Doler started dragging out the word without completing his sentence, and it forced me to come to his rescue.

			“We didn’t just drop by,” I said. “We were invited.” 

			“My apologies,” she said, not sounding even remotely apologetic. “And that makes you his friends, I suppose, and not a couple of spies!” With a sudden crash, she slammed her palm down on the table, rattling the plastic mugs and sending the pale green beverage splashing about inside the pitcher.

			“Mom?” Kobyn’s head shot up, as both Doler and I hopped back, and Lewis released a loud bark in surprise. “What are you doing?”

			Mrs. Garcia sent her wheelchair toward us with a rapid flick of her hands. “You have something that doesn’t belong to you, Ms. Knox, and you were reckless with it, putting our vital work in danger. And then you come here, to my home, acting as though you’ve done nothing wrong. What do you stand to gain? Are you passing along secrets to the enemy? Have they paid you for information?” 

			“No!” I gasped. “I haven’t been paid anything!” 

			“What’s she talking about?” Doler chirped, grabbing hold of my arm. “Maybe we should go!”

			As he turned for the door, Mrs. Garcia gave a commanding snap of her fingers, sending Lewis leaping in Doler’s path. “I cannot allow you to leave,” she said. “You have entered my home. You’ve seen too much and have become dangerous for us.”

			“We’re not dangerous!” I shouted, my face flushing with heat. “If you didn’t want us to come here, you should have probably talked to him!” 

			I may have been frightened, as Garland seemed mean and bitter and unpredictable, but I was also angry at Kobyn for letting us walk right into her wrath without at least a warning. If he’d known his mother would have been this angry about having visitors, why did he ask us to come? I don’t know what I’d expected, but I definitely didn’t think I’d be treated like this. 

			“She’s right, Mom,” Kobyn said. “They’re not spies. I told you this already!”

			“Not spies?” Garland asked, her voice leveling. “You trust her, then? You’d risk the fate of our whole operation on that trust?”

			“I would,” he said, nodding rapidly. “She’s with us.”

			“Look, lady, Juni was going to tell my parents about how I cheated on my final exam, which was a low blow, if you ask me, but I don’t have any problem with you or that guy, who I barely met,” Doler, said, jabbing a finger at Kobyn. “And I just want to go home.” 

			Garland fell silent, her eyes flitting back and forth between the two of us. “That will not be necessary,” she announced, finally seeming to relax. “Kobyn, will you offer our friends some refreshments?” 

			“Yes, ma’am,” Kobyn said. Glancing up, he gave me an embarrassed look and then began pouring the liquid from the pitcher.

			“Will you drink with us?” Mrs. Garcia offered me one of the mugs. “As a toast of friendship?”

			“Uh, Mrs. Garcia?” Doler asked.

			“Please, you will now address me as Garland,” she said.

			“Right. Garland.” Doler shifted awkwardly from one foot to the other, hesitantly eyeing the beverage. “What is that?”

			“Limes, sugar, water, and condensed milk,” she explained. “Don’t worry. It has not been poisoned.” Then, sticking her hand into her pocket, she pulled out a circular holoport disc, similar to the one I kept in my bedroom, and placed it on the table. “It’s not every day I get to meet the daughter of my very dear friends.” 

			With a flick of her finger, Mrs. Garcia turned on her holoport, and the unmistakable image of my parents appeared, hovering in the air above the table.
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			I knew your parents quite well,” Garland said, taking a sip from her mug. “We worked together for many years.”

			“Why didn’t you tell me that?” I glared at Kobyn. If he’d wanted my help, I would think the fact his mother had known my parents personally would have been the first thing to tell me.

			“I didn’t know if I was supposed to,” Kobyn replied. “I was shocked when I realized you were their daughter, so I had to make sure.”

			“Make sure of what?” I asked.

			“That he could trust you,” Garland explained. “That we could trust you. While you may be their daughter, your behavior seemed suspicious. You stole the Library Card and now it’s fallen into the hands of the enemy.”

			“But that’s not my fault,” I said, rising from my seat. “I tried to stop Quaze, but you don’t know her. She stormed right into my house and . . .”

			“You misunderstand,” she said, holding up a hand to calm me down. “I am not angry with you. Not anymore. On the contrary, you are not the one who bears that guilt.” Garland’s eyes moved toward Kobyn, and he shifted uncomfortably under her gaze. “My son should have never had that artifact in his possession.”

			“I knew you stole it,” I said.

			“I didn’t steal it—I borrowed it,” Kobyn said. “And if I hadn’t, you would never have taken it from me, and we wouldn’t have ever met. If anything, I think I did everyone a favor.”

			“Ha!” Garland exclaimed. “Your argument is full of holes.”

			“You actually knew my parents?” I asked, attempting to pull the conversation back. “How did you first meet them?”

			“The first time? In a courtroom,” Garland said, smiling from the memory. “They were on trial for setting off explosions beneath a national monument, and I was the prosecuting attorney assigned to their case. It was their third offense of such a nature, and it should have landed them in prison, had it not been for the verdict of a lenient judge. Believe me, I fought hard for that conviction.”

			Slowly sinking back into my seat, I blinked in bewilderment. My parents had been criminals? The idea wasn’t entirely strange, but hearing this woman share details about their past crimes was shocking, to say the least.

			“And you became friends because of that?” Doler snorted. 

			“Oh no. I suppose you could say we were enemies at first. Then all that changed when I learned more about what was driving their criminal activity. They seemed like good people, and they were so determined. I found that intriguing. My investigation eventually led to the start of a friendship and a journey.” As she said this, I could see a change in Garland’s eyes. There was a deep sadness there from those memories, but then she shook it away. “A journey to find the Library. Now, what I would like to know is—how did the Overdue Archive come to be in your possession, Juni?”

			Squirming uneasily in my chair, I took a timid sip of my drink. Garland had called it Brazilian limeade, and while it was quite delicious, I could hardly taste it with everyone staring at me.

			“It’s nothing special,” I said. “It showed up around a month or so after my parents’ funeral, but until I met your son, I didn’t even know what it was called. My parents never told me anything. About the Archive or what they’d been searching for before they died.”

			“That’s because you were so young,” Garland said. “They would have told you eventually, and like my Kobyn here, they would have involved you in their work.”

			“But then why send it to me?” I asked. “Why not send it to you?” If they’d been friends and looking for the Library together, wouldn’t that have made more sense?

			“Because at the time of their deaths, I was out of the city, receiving treatment for my injury,” Garland said, gazing down at her legs.

			Doler’s mug clinked loudly on the table. “Oh man! Did one of the Nikos attack you or something, or did you . . .”

			“Don’t think too hard on this,” she said, laughing from the shocked look on Doler’s face. “Not all injuries come with a heroic story attached. This happened while I was riding the Scuttle several months prior to that catastrophe.”

			“That’s awful,” I muttered, unsure of what else to say.

			“That’s life,” she replied. “Had it not been for my accident, I would have been right beside your parents in Harker’s Village. I was devastated by their deaths. Your parents were the very heart and soul of our research. Your mother, particularly, had this way about her. She knew things about the Library, almost as if she understood what it was thinking. That it was a living, breathing entity.”

			“What does that mean?” Doler asked, slurping his drink noisily, his eyes flitting back and forth between the three of us. “That the Library was a living thing?” 

			“It may seem odd to you, but not to Ashper,” Garland said. “Juni’s mother believed the Library not only had a soul, but also a voice.”

			Glancing up at Kobyn’s mother, I swallowed nervously. “A voice?”

			“That’s right,” she said. “That if given the opportunity, the Library could speak.”

			“Did my mom ever say what it sounded like?” I asked.

			Garland paused, leaning back in her wheelchair and studying my face. “You have something you want to tell us, don’t you?”

			“Maybe,” I said, trying my best to ignore Doler’s obnoxious expression. “This is going to sound really weird, but after I figured out how to use the Library Card to open the box, I heard a voice coming from inside.”

			Doler’s lips twisted into a sarcastic grin. “You’re hearing voices now?”

			“It’s not like that, Doler,” I said, nudging him with my elbow. “This was different. It wasn’t a person. It was some sort of operating software. He called himself Zeno.” 

			At the mention of that name, Kobyn and his mother exchanged excited glances. 

			“You’re certain his name was Zeno?” Garland asked. 

			“Yes,” I said, nodding rapidly. “You’ve talked to him before, haven’t you?”

			“We’ve never actually heard his voice,” she said. “But we have had quite a bit of interaction with Zeno over the years, as did your parents. What did he sound like?” 

			“Well, he didn’t exactly act like a normal program,” I said, thinking back to the bizarre conversation I’d shared with Zeno. “It wasn’t like my Syncron’s voice. Actually, at first, he sounded kind of goofy, even a little nervous. But then when he found out about who my parents were and how they had died . . .”

			“Zeno showed emotion,” Garland said, finishing my thought.

			“It was almost like he became upset,” I said. “And then he said goodbye, and the box finally opened.” 

			I knew this was the reason I’d agreed to come to Kobyn’s home, and it was why I’d brought the book along with me. But up until now, I didn’t know if I’d actually go through with it. As I removed the book from my backpack, Doler made a chirping noise in the back of his throat. Thousands upon thousands of credits right there in my possession, and I was practically handing it over to a couple of strangers. 

			“Do you realize what you’re looking at?” Garland asked, smiling up at Kobyn, as she gently began flipping through the pages. “It’s the last one. The one we’ve been missing all along.”

			Crowding next to his mother, Kobyn didn’t speak, but I could sense his excitement building. I couldn’t help but feel the same sensation coursing through my veins. It was too hard to explain, but watching the two of them admiring that book made me feel more connected to my parents than ever before. Somehow I knew I was a part of something bigger now. 

			“Kobyn has told me you were able to read some yourself,” Garland said, looking up. “How much did you read?”

			“All of it,” I said, grinning sheepishly.

			The woman looked puzzled, while Kobyn’s expression turned to one of skepticism.

			“What do you mean ‘all of it’? Like the whole thing?” Kobyn asked. “From cover to cover?”

			“Well, yeah,” I said. “It’s not a big deal. My grandfather made me take lessons.” 

			“And what did you think of the story?” Garland asked, her eyes gleaming with admiration.

			“I loved it,” I said. “It was like nothing I’ve ever read before.”

			Garland suddenly belted out a boisterous laugh, which caused Doler to spill his drink. 

			“Look at her, my boy!” she said, swatting her son with the back of her hand. “She’s a changed girl! The Library has already breathed its magic into Juni’s soul. Kobyn has been trying to learn to read as well, but he struggles to stay focused during our lessons.”

			“That’s not true,” Kobyn said, his eyes widening in embarrassment. “And it’s not like Juni is some sort of scholar or anything.”

			“Yes, she is,” Doler said, chiming in. “She can read better than all our instructors, and she’s the only student at the Institute who knows how.”

			“Knock it off, Doler,” I muttered. Lowering my gaze, my face started to burn as I watched the condensation glistening on my mug. 

			“It doesn’t matter,” Kobyn said. “I can read just fine by myself. But to be honest, I’ve been too busy lately to worry about my lessons. Speaking of which, you said you found something else inside the Archive, Juni. Instead of wasting our time comparing reading abilities, maybe we should be figuring out the final piece of the puzzle.”

			Without any further hesitation, I removed the folded sheet of paper from my backpack and handed it over to Garland. 

			“I thought those numbers might have been coordinates,” I said, after Garland had read Obadiah’s message out loud. “But after all that has happened recently, I didn’t dare use my Syncron.”

			“That was a wise decision, Juni, and you are correct. These are coordinates—of a sort—but not in the way you might think.” Placing the book and the message on her lap, Garland moved away from the table. “Come with me now,” she instructed, wheeling through the kitchen door. “It’s time we show you what we’ve been working with.”

		


		
			[image: chap21]

			This house once belonged to the author of this message,” Garland explained, holding up the note, as she led us back into the hallway and came to a stop at what appeared to be a closet.

			“This house was Obadiah Wixom’s?” I asked.

			“The very one,” she said. “And just as Harker’s Village was constructed over the ruins of the Curators’ secret headquarters, this house was also built over the remains of something else.” 

			After opening the closet door and parting several articles of clothing hanging on the rod, Garland placed her palm against a section of the wall. A sharp hissing sound arose, as the wall shifted inward and parted like a collapsible partition, revealing another door, a secret door hidden at the back of the closet. Grabbing hold of its thick metal handle, Kobyn grunted as he heaved the door open. Inside was a tiny room, barely large enough for the four of us to fit. 

			“What is this thing?” I asked.

			“It’s an elevator,” Kobyn said. 

			“An elevator?” It was nothing like the ones I had seen in the towering buildings throughout Syphon City. This elevator was ancient. The walls were dark gray and pocked with dents, and the floor creaked beneath our combined weight.

			Whimpering anxiously, Lewis remained out in the hallway because there wasn’t enough room for even one more passenger, and before any of us could object, the door closed, and we began to descend. The lights flickered overhead, and I could hear a rumbling sound like an engine growing louder as the elevator lowered to the bottom, groaning along its cables. 

			When the door slid open once more, the rumbling sound became unbearable, and the pungent smoky smell of gasoline poured in. Kobyn immediately ran out into the smoke as Garland wheeled herself forward, leaving Doler and I behind in the elevator with our hands clamped over our ears. The roaring engine was almost too much to stand, and the stench of burning fuel was horribly foul. 

			We stepped into a circular room with metal walls and a stone floor. At the center of the room, a dark-skinned man holding a wrench stooped beside some sort of large machine. He was wearing coveralls covered in black grease, and that awful noise was coming from the clunky contraption. A continuous cloud of oily smoke was leaking from the bottom. As we watched, the man tightened a fitting with his wrench, managing to get things under control. The awful roaring and the billowing smoke finally ceased. My ears were still ringing, and I could smell the smoke lingering in the room, but it was no longer making me nauseous. 

			“How long has it been going on this time?” Garland demanded, staring down at the contraption.

			“It started just before you got here,” the man replied. He was stout and muscular with a wide chin and short, black hair. “Not even ten minutes ago. I’d barely began refilling the tank when it took to coughing and wheezing. I thought she was going to explode. I’ve been telling you this for months. The motor’s about finally shot. We’re going to have to eventually take it somewhere.”

			“Where exactly do you propose we ‘take it’?” Garland asked. “It’s a gas-powered generator, Lutz. It’s an antique. Don’t you think that would raise unwanted questions?” 

			“All I’m saying is that I’m running out of ideas down here.” The man dragged his sleeve across his mouth. “One more eruption like that and it’ll put everything on hold. Maybe even . . .” He sputtered when he noticed me standing in the background. “Hang on now. Is this her? Is this the Knox girl?” 

			“The ‘Knox girl’?” I asked.

			“Juni, this is Lutzrick Farina,” Garland said, gesturing to her companion. “But we call him Lutz. He’s a member of our organization.”

			“One of the last,” Lutz said.

			From up close, I noticed that Lutz’s face was smeared with grime. His gloves were so caked with mud they looked like they had to weigh over ten pounds apiece.

			“I take it you knew my parents too?” I asked. 

			“Nah, not personally,” Lutz said, digging a fist into his side. “They were around long before I was recruited to this lost cause, but I’ve heard plenty of stories. From what Garland’s told me, your folks were my kind of people.”

			“Lutz is one of the most wanted men in Syphon City,” Kobyn explained. 

			“Wanted for what?” Doler asked, suddenly more interested.

			“Let’s just say I disrupt the system,” Lutz said. “That is, if I have the tools and parts necessary. Ah—there’s a little taste of my handiwork right now.” He pointed to one of the walls, where a large Lense was hanging. It was broadcasting the evening news. The live footage showed a spiral-shaped building in the background, flickering with multicolored lights.

			“That’s one of their Hubs,” he said, snorting with delight. “The Syncron employees are going to have a hard time working inside a Christmas tree!”

			“You did that?” I asked. The building continued to rapidly change colors from red to green and then to orange, before starting all over again. It was enough to give me a headache just watching the screen for less than a minute. 

			“He’s an inventor,” Kobyn said. “That signal blocker upstairs with your earpieces is one of his inventions. He makes all the devices we use.” 

			“When I’m not hacking into the Nikos mainframe and giving them all sorts of fits,” Lutz said with a wink. 

			Doler’s eyes suddenly grew enormous, as he held up the metallic head by its wires. “It was you who took out the Nikos in Harker’s Village, wasn’t it?”

			Lutz instantly broke out into a smile. “Stupid robots are always popping up,” he said. “Lucky for me, it was the perfect opportunity to test out one of my new prototypes.”

			“And the one outside my duplex last night?” I asked. “Did you take care of that one too?”

			“That I did,” he said. “Your friend’s still holding that poor pooch’s skull.”

			Doler squealed in delight. “This is amazing!”

			“I thought you were the one who took care of the Nikos,” I said, leering sideways at Kobyn.

			He grinned innocently. “I never said how—or that I didn’t have help.”

			It was all starting to make sense. He wasn’t some fearless vigilante. He was just a kid like us who happened to have a wickedly smart friend and a dangerous mom.

			“Thanks to all the trouble he’s caused, Lutz has been forced to lay low down here until the dust settles,” Garland said. 

			“Yeah, but it’s given me time to try to fix this monstrosity.” Lutz kicked the generator, and it made a dull, bulky clang.

			“What does it do?” I asked. 

			It was an awful machine. Noisy and toxic. Running it under­ground without ventilation had to be hazardous to their health.

			“That right there is called a generator,” he said. “It’s an alternate power source, but it runs on gasoline, and it’s breathing its last breaths, if you ask me. We need parts to repair it.”

			“Why do you need an alternate power source?” Doler frowned. 

			“To power that,” Kobyn said, pointing across the room. 

			Balanced on the center of a table was another odd-looking contraption attached to the generator with a winding orange electrical cord. 

			“We found it when we discovered this room,” Garland said.

			“It’s called a computer,” Kobyn added. 

			“Yeah, I’ve heard about those in our history class,” Doler said. “Computers were what people used way back before we had Syncrons.”

			“It’s wicked,” Kobyn said. “I’ve looked inside . . . well, Lutz helped me open it up and it’s like looking at an entire city of wires and microchips.”

			“You opened it up?” I asked. 

			“Well, yeah, about a year ago, it stopped turning on completely, and we had to get it working again,” Kobyn said. “It was full of dust, but we cleaned it, and now it’s shipshape.”

			“Hardly,” Lutz grunted. “It’s a dinosaur of a machine, and it’s dangerous. If the overlords were ever to discover it’s here, they’d blow this whole neighborhood to smithereens just to destroy it.”

			“Overlords? Why would they—” Doler stopped talking as he noticed several other objects strewn about the table. 

			Nearly a dozen leather-bound books were scattered around the computer, varying in shape and size with dark brown, navy blue, and crimson covers. A few were thin, slightly thicker than a finger, but most were thick and chunky, containing hundreds of pages apiece. 

			“Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me!” Doler blurted, nearly tripping over the electrical cord as he raced across the room. As he eagerly reached for one of the books, I snagged his shirt sleeve and pulled him back. 

			“Do you really think that’s a good idea?” I asked.

			Doler glanced back at the two adults standing behind us before letting out a nervous whistle. “I wasn’t going to steal them,” he said, though I knew that was exactly what he’d been thinking. “I’ve just never seen so much paper in my entire life.”

			“Not paper,” Garland said. “Those are books.”

			“What’s the difference?” Doler laughed. “I mean, yeah, of course. Books are really important. I just feel like I’m dreaming.” 

			“Your reaction’s not unusual,” she said. “We all felt a similar excitement when we first realized what could be waiting in store for us.”

			“Let me get this straight,” Doler said, gripping the sides of his head. “Are you trying to tell us that this library is actually real?”

			“Have you not been listening this whole time?” Kobyn asked.

			“Well, yeah, but—” Doler’s eyes widened. “So there’s a hidden building somewhere around here filled with thousands of books? And no one else but us knows about it?” 

			Lutz snickered. “More than thousands,” he said. “We’re talking about the last collection of physical books in existence. There’s no telling how many could be stowed away.”

			Doler let out a shrieking laugh. “We’re going to be rich!”

			“You can stop drooling now,” I whispered. 

			“I’m not drooling,” he replied, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. “I’m just curious, that’s all. We owe it to society to find this Library. It’s our civic duty.”

			“Weren’t you the one that said I was a chump for believing any of this?” I asked.

			“Well, that was before. And I’m not saying I’m completely convinced, but if there’s even the slightest chance any of this is real, it’s definitely worth looking into,” Doler said “So I guess these aren’t for plifting, huh?”

			“We’re not in the business of losing books around here anymore,” Garland said. “However, they won’t fall apart simply by touching them. Go on and have a look.”

			I grabbed the first book within reach, the leather cover squeaking as I peeled it free from the stack. I immediately caught the musty whiff of waxy pages, which was rapidly becoming my new favorite smell. 

			“Inkheart,” I announced, reading the title on the spine. 

			“That’s my favorite,” Kobyn said, joining us at the table. 

			“You’ve read this one?” I asked.

			“I have. Well, not exactly,” he admitted. “My mom helps me, but I do follow along. It’s the first in a whole series. I can’t wait until I can finally read the rest.”

			“Why wait?” Doler asked. “Couldn’t you just uplink the books whenever you wanted?”

			“It’s not the same thing,” Kobyn replied. “What do you think you’re doing when you uplink?”

			Doler gnawed on his lip like he was trying to think of something sarcastic to say.

			“Uplinking just gives you the facts. But not even that, really,” Kobyn said. “Your Syncron summarizes the story. It takes out all the feeling. Right, Juni?”

			“Yeah, I suppose,” I said. “Reading a book just hits different. It’s something you’ll never understand with your Syncron.”

			I had to agree with Kobyn. In a short period of time, my whole world had drastically changed. It was like I had forgotten every book I had ever read up until that point. Those stories no longer mattered because they had never been stories to begin with. Only snippets. Blips of images and sounds and stimuli. I had no feelings attached to any of them. In a way, it was both sad and infuriating. And now that I had experienced reading an actual story for myself, and not one that had been scrubbed and sterilized to the point of nonexistence, I was feeling hungry for another taste. A Wizard of Earthsea, The Westing Game, City of Ember, The Graveyard Book, Peter and the Starcatchers. At some point in my life, I may have uplinked every one of them. The titles were all familiar, but after my experience of reading about Princess Persephone, I knew their stories would be completely different once I gave them a try.

			“These are amazing,” I said, scanning through the rest of the pile. “Where did you find them all?

			“All over Syphon City,” Kobyn said. 

			“Really?” Clearly, Doler and I had been plifting in all the wrong locations. “Were they in boxes, or buried underground?”

			“Some were,” he said. “But most were wedged under the floorboards of hideouts the Curators had used to transport the books for the Library. They went to all sorts of trouble to make sure these were well hidden, too.”

			“Why?” Doler frowned. “I mean, they’re incredibly valuable, but they’re—I can’t believe I’m saying this—‘just books.’” 

			“They’re markers,” Garland said. “Like compasses, in a way. Each one we found led us to the next on the list.”

			“Led you how?” I asked.

			“Through that computer.” She tapped the screen, and as the gray background began to brighten, a familiar name suddenly appeared.

			“Zeno,” I whispered. 

			Garland nodded. “For several years, we’ve been communicating directly with Zeno.” Dragging her finger down the screen, she scrolled through several lines of correspondence. “He’s been our link to the Library. We’ve been plotting coordinates all over the city, using those books as markers and trying to pinpoint the exact location of the Library. It was Zeno who eventually led your parents to find the Overdue Archive in Harker’s Village.”

			“What do all those numbers mean?” Doler asked, nodding at the screen.

			“These are call numbers,” Garland explained. “It’s Library code. They represent certain books on a shelf. And Zeno turns them into map coordinates.”

			Garland showed us an example—she’d keyed in the letters and numbers from one of the books from the table. 

			OL4550282M

			That was the code from the Westing Game by Ellen Raskin.

			In the following message from Zeno, he’d responded by translating the code into lines of latitude and longitude. It seemed like gibberish to me, but I’d never needed to use a map before. My Syncron could easily guide me with directions to wherever I wanted to go. For Garland and Lutz, however, Zeno’s numbers meant so much more.

			“How did you know that would work?” I asked. 

			“Through trial and error,” Garland explained. “Your father was the first to figure it out. Using that call number, he had to ask the right questions in order for Zeno to perform the translation.”

			“He’s weird that way, Zeno,” Lutz said. “He’s programmed in such a way that you can’t just say please, and expect him to give in to your begging.”

			“And he’s painfully slow,” Kobyn said. “Up until recently, Zeno had gone completely silent. Our search had all but come to a standstill.”

			“Our last communication with Zeno happened more than two years ago,” Garland said. “That is, until last night.”

			“What happened last night?” I asked.

			Garland once again tapped the screen, scrolling all the way to the bottom to the final line of text. “Last night, Zeno finally gave us a response,” she said.

			Persephone’s Dragons, by Eladonna Dupont: 823DUP—checked out by Juniper Knox
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			But that’s me!” I blurted, unable to keep from shouting. 

			I was just surprised and, honestly, more than a little freaked out. There it was, my name, up on Garland’s peculiar computer’s screen. 

			“That’s how we knew you’d opened it,” Kobyn said. “There was no way I was going to be able to explain any of this over the phone.”

			“What does ‘checked out’ mean?” Doler asked.

			“We’re not entirely sure,” Garland said. “This is the first time Zeno’s ever responded in this manner. But we suspect it has something to do with a temporary ownership. Back when libraries were plentiful, a ‘patron,’ or user, would ‘check out’ a book—they’d borrow it from the library for a specific period of time, read it, and then return it when they were done, or the period of time was up. If they forgot or kept the book too long, it was called being ‘overdue.’”

			The generator suddenly let out a loud, angry whine, and the image on the screen transformed into a series of jumbled text and jagged lines. Smoke started pouring out of a crack in the busted machine. Lutz grabbed his wrench and began to furiously tighten bolts, but it looked like the generator had sprung a thousand leaks. Then, as everyone in the room held their breath collectively, the generator made a series of clanking knocks followed by a high-pitched howl, then fell completely silent. The computer’s screen went black. 

			“What did I tell you, Garland?” Lutz growled. 

			“There has to be something you can do,” Kobyn said, growing anxious. 

			“Not without significant outside help.” 

			“But we have the book!” Kobyn shouted. “It can’t stop working now!”

			“What do you want me to do, boy?” Lutz said, kicking the generator with his boot. “I’m an engineer, not a miracle worker!”

			“Everyone just needs to calm down,” Garland said. 

			“Wouldn’t it just be easier to use normal electricity?” Doler asked. “That thing’s a hunk of junk.” 

			“Powering that computer on the grid isn’t an option,” Garland said. “That would bring an end to our whole operation.”

			Doler’s mouth parted as though he were about to question this, but as I gazed once more on the power cord snaking across the room, the reason finally sunk in. 

			“The generator keeps the computer alive,” I said.

			“Well, yes and no,” Lutz said. “Because Novexus is in charge of power distribution, they hog most of it for themselves. You’re from the Mounds, so you know all about rolling brownouts, right?”

			“Sure.”

			“Your Syncron and its charger are built with those brownouts in mind. They’re hardened against power surges and brownouts. Older computers like this, though, weren’t built that way. There’s a good chance every time this goes down that we won’t be able to get it to start again. Plus, an uninterruptible power source keeps the enemy from turning off our power just to mess with us.”

			“They would do that?”

			“They would—and they have done.” 

			“What parts do you think you’ll need to get it back up and running?” Garland asked.

			Tossing the wrench aside, the barrel-chested man puffed out his cheeks. “Difficult to know, but I suppose I could narrow it down.”

			“Go home, Lutz, get some rest,” she said. “Come back in the morning with a list, and we’ll take the Scuttle into the city to see what we can find.”

			After putting some tools and gadgets in a bag, grumbling in annoyance at the malfunctioning generator, Lutz said his goodbyes and left by way of the elevator.

			“What do we do now?” Kobyn asked after Lutz had gone.

			“Now we wait,” Garland said. “I have no doubt in Lutz’s mechanical abilities. He’ll be able to get Zeno back up and running in no time. But it’s late and you have school in the morning. I suspect Juni and Doler do as well. Your friends should be getting home.” 

			“School?” Kobyn flinched in astonishment. “You can’t be serious. We have the coordinates. We need to finish this!”

			“And we will,” his mom assured him. “But we still have time.”

			“Mom, the enemy’s already in Harker’s Village. The overlords know what we’re looking for, and they’re cracking the code faster than we can.”

			Doler cleared his throat. “You keep saying that. Who’s this enemy you’re talking about?”

			Kobyn looked at me. “You didn’t tell him?”

			“Me?” I asked. “Why should I be the one to say it? I’m not even sure if I believe it or not.”

			Kobyn tossed his hands into the air and groaned. “Do we have to spell it out for you guys? Why do you think we don’t allow earpieces in our home?” 

			“Kobyn, your friends are confused,” Garland said. “If you want them to understand, you need to approach it differently.”

			“Wait a second,” Doler said, smirking. “Are you trying to tell us that Novexus is the enemy? How are they the overlords?”

			“I suppose the answer to that depends entirely on what you’ve learned thus far,” Garland said. “Next year will be the anniversary of the Day of Silence, or the Char as you younger folks call it, when our ancestors finally eliminated the Blight. But do you know what was happening in our country prior to that?”

			“Weren’t we at war?” I asked.

			Curling her lip, Garland nodded in agreement. “That’s correct. Our nation was being torn to pieces, only the enemy did not hail from some far-off region of the world. We were at war with ourselves.”

			“Yeah, I remember,” Doler said. “I just took a history final last week and I passed . . . for the most part. That’s when we were fighting to split our country into four separate regions with their own governments and everything. But it never actually happened.”

			“And why is that?” Garland asked.

			“Because of the Blight,” I said.

			“Interesting, don’t you think?” She tapped her finger to her lips. “During that time of bitter chaos and at the moment when the war had reached its pinnacle, and our leaders had all but lost their foothold of control, suddenly from out of nowhere, this horrific plague appears, sending us to the brink of collapse.”

			“Yeah, I guess it’s interesting, but so what?” Doler shrugged. “It’s not like it happened on purpose, right?” 

			“No?” Garland raised her eyebrows. “You don’t find that suspicious? Maybe even a little convenient?”

			Where was Garland going with this? I’d never given it much thought before. It was just a history assignment. Something that had happened long before anyone on the planet now had been alive. 

			“Before the Blight, nothing could have stopped the separation, but then once it struck, it seemed as though nothing could have saved us,” she said. “A year of desolation and starvation and so much death put an end to the war for good. We fell back in line, and we turned to our leaders to rescue us from imminent destruction.” 

			Doler scowled. “Are you suggesting that someone created those bugs in a lab?”

			“It certainly wouldn’t have been the first time in our tainted history where a biological weapon was used to restore order.” Lips pulled taught in a strained smile, Garland leaned back in her wheelchair, her eyes closing as though deep in thought. “Is that so hard to believe?” 

			“It seems pretty far-fetched, if you ask me,” Doler said. “Why would anyone want to do that?” 

			“We don’t know all the reasons,” Garland said. “But we do know pieces of the truth. We know that our leaders believed that in order to regain their authority and to stop a revolution, they needed to create panic. In their desperation, they made a horrible mistake.”

			“But that doesn’t make any sense,” I said. “The whole country suffered because of the Blight. We lost everything. All the trees were destroyed, and now we have acid storms, and our air is horrible.” We’d all seen video uplinks of the aftermath of the Blight. Homes and buildings left uninhabited; entire cities reduced to rubble. We still had the lasting evidence all around us.

			“Even if that were the case, and I’m not saying it is, that still doesn’t answer my question,” Doler said. “What does the Blight have to do with Novexus?” 

			“It has everything to do with it, especially since Novexus helped conceal the truth from the world,” Kobyn said. He was wearing a weird expression, one corner of his mouth twitching as though he was not quite sure whether he should smile.

			“Information is power,” Garland said, gripping the armrests of her wheelchair tightly. “Whether you’re spreading truth or spreading lies, it makes no difference if you’re the one holding the weapon. And no corporation has ever had as strong a hold on that weapon as Novexus. Even a hundred years ago, their Syncrons were already everywhere. It was the perfect opportunity to strike, and our leaders gave everything to Novexus. Why do you think they control so much? Their devices are in every school and household, their Nikos patrol every street. How did a corporation like that become the information arm of the government?”

			The underground room fell into an uncomfortable silence. Doler looked baffled, as though he were waiting for someone to reveal the punch line of a joke. I didn’t know what to make of it. I could see how Garland might be right, and it was starting to make sense. Why was Novexus so involved in all our lives? We had their Syncrons, sure, but they controlled our electricity, our technology, our schools. And their Nikos were everywhere.

			“Come off it!” Doler blurted, his face flushing a deep shade of pink. “This is just some conspiracy theory!”

			“It’s no theory, Doler,” Kobyn said. “It happened, and it’s still happening today. That’s why I’ve said over and over that Novexus is always listening. They don’t want you to find this out.”

			“But I don’t remember hearing anything about this,” Doler said. “Not about the government joining forces with Novexus to stop the war, or anything else you’ve just said!” 

			“Of course you don’t,” Kobyn said. “Just as Juni’s book was deleted from existence, this has also been completely erased from our history books.”

			“History is such a strange thing,” Garland said. “It can be altered, and it can be forgotten. Truths can be manipulated if you have the power and the means to do so. Why do we celebrate the Char?”

			“Because it brought about the end of the Blight,” Doler said.

			“And how did it do that?”

			Doler’s eyes bulged as though he was struggling to breathe, let alone come up with an answer.

			“They burned the books,” I said.

			“Precisely!” Garland slapped her hand across her knee. “They burned the books. Every book. Every sheet of paper. Every document. Only then did we discover the way to eradicate the plague. And in the process, they eliminated any evidence of their horrible crimes. They seized control of the information—and if you control the information, you control the world. That’s perhaps the most interesting piece of this tragic puzzle. That’s the Great Lie Novexus helped create.”

			“The Great Lie,” I whispered, repeating the words as I recalled Obadiah Wixom’s scribbled message at the beginning of the book. “May I see that, please?” 

			I reached for the book in Garland’s lap, and she willingly offered it to me. Turning to the title page, I pointed out one of the sentences from Obadiah’s message.

			I now fear I will forever be remembered for one who helped spread the Great Lie. 

			“If what you say is true and Obadiah’s talking about the Blight as the Great Lie, then what did he mean by this?” I asked.

			Garland’s eyes narrowed as she read through the passage for a second time. “I’m not entirely sure,” she said. “But I do know Obadiah was one of the Curators of the Library. Perhaps he felt guilty for having fallen into the same trap as everyone else.”

			“He said he helped spread the Great Lie,” I said, tapping the page. “Why would he say that?”

			“Books meant the world to him, Juni,” she said. “Obadiah gave his life defying Novexus in order to leave behind the clues that would lead us to the Library.” 

			“But Novexus isn’t against books either,” Doler said, shaking his head in denial. “They were the ones who uplinked them all during the Blight. We have everything in the Global Database of Learning thanks to Novexus!”

			“The GDL?” Kobyn scoffed. “That’s not even a fraction of what once existed.”

			“We don’t know when they began censoring the data, but we suspect it was shortly after they were granted power,” Garland said. “They introduced their devices to our schools, changing the way we think and learn, eliminating the need for reading. And in the process, they consumed entire city blocks’ worth of text. Altering histories, changing the past, and locking up the world in a digital prison. The Library represents a severe threat to their existence because it contains the truth—every ounce of proof of their lies. They’ll stop at nothing to prevent it from falling into the wrong hands.”

			As the antique elevator shuddered to a halt back on the main floor of the house, I felt as though my head might explode. It was almost too impossible to accept, and yet for reasons I couldn’t quite explain, I found myself wanting to believe it. When I followed Garland out of the closet, I noticed Lewis standing at the front door, and I could immediately sense something was wrong. Lewis wasn’t moving. A low, guttural snarl rumbled in his throat. 

			“Someone’s here,” Garland whispered, rolling to a stop. She shot a warning look at Kobyn, who tried moving past her toward the door, but she grabbed his arm, holding him back. “I’ll answer it, Kobyn!” she hissed. “The three of you need to keep hidden until I can get rid of whoever this is.” Then she wheeled down the hallway toward Lewis.

			It was dark and cramped. The hanging clothes tickled my neck as Kobyn inched the closet door open a crack so we could all peer out. From where we stood, I could barely make out the man standing on the porch in front of Garland. It was dark and shadowy, but I could see that he was wearing a suit, and crouching next to him, matching the ferocity of Lewis’s growl, was a pointy-eared Niko, fangs bared, red eyes gleaming.

			My breath suddenly caught in my throat as I realized who had dropped by for a visit.

			“Hello, Garland,” Ullred O’Donnell said, drumming his fingers against the Niko’s skull. “I haven’t seen you in ages.”
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			What’s he doing here?” Doler hissed before Kobyn clamped a hand over his mouth.

			“Be quiet!” Kobyn whispered, pressing a finger to his lips before removing his hand. 

			The Niko crouching beside Ullred cocked its head to one side, as though catching a strange scent in the air before directing an electronic snarl back at Lewis. Ullred O’Donnell was right outside Kobyn’s house. Despite the voice inside my head screaming at me to make a run for it, I resisted the urge.

			“You have some nerve coming here,” Garland said, seizing hold of Lewis’s collar to keep him from lunging. She’d positioned her wheelchair so it blocked any path for the intruder to enter, but I knew if he wanted to, Ullred would command his Niko to knock Garland to the floor.

			“I’d have thought you’d welcome me,” Ullred replied. “When was the last time we spoke?”

			“I believe it was right before you betrayed us,” she said.

			Ullred clicked his tongue. “That’s not true at all. I came to the hospital after your accident. You probably don’t remember, but I brought you flowers.”

			“I remember,” she said. “What do you want, Ullred? I know you didn’t come here to catch up.”

			Ullred bowed his head, his creepy grin vanishing. “Indeed, I am a busy man, so I’ll make this quick. Does this look familiar to you?” He then held up the Library Card, which I recognized immediately, and I heard Kobyn suck back on his teeth. 

			“Where did you find that?” Garland asked, leaning forward in her wheelchair. 

			Ullred’s eyes narrowed, a vague smile returning. “You always did love to play games.”

			“How does your mom know him?” I demanded, keeping my voice as low as possible. 

			“And what’s he doing here?” Doler whined. 

			What was happening? Ullred O’Donnell worked for No­vexus. According to Kobyn, he was one of the overlords, and yet Garland was talking to him as though they had crossed paths on more than one occasion.

			“I can explain, I promise,” Kobyn said. “But he’s not supposed to be here, and he can’t know you’re involved.” 

			“I’m not involved in anything!” Doler hissed.

			“Try telling him that while you’re holding a severed Niko head,” Kobyn said.

			Doler released a whimper as he desperately tried to find a place to hide the evidence. 

			“When did you start hunting again?” Ullred asked, continuing the conversation down the hallway.

			“Don’t be ridiculous. Look at me.” Garland laughed, nodding at her legs. “My digging days are done. I gave that up a long time ago—the moment you decided to betray us.”

			At first, Ullred looked stung by her words, but then he dismissed it with a toss of his hand. “Come now, you’re not still holding grudges, are you? You and I both know what this does . . . and what it opens,” he said, shaking the Library Card. “There’s no point holding back secrets anymore, but if you surrender what you’ve found, you could benefit from my discovery. We shouldn’t be competing with each other.”

			“I told you, Ullred, I don’t do that anymore,” she said. “I don’t know where you found that, but it has nothing to do with me.”

			“What about some of your old acquaintances?” Ullred stretched his neck, looking past her into the house. “Perhaps you’ve been sending someone else out on the hunt for you. You wouldn’t mind if I looked around, would you?”

			“Absolutely not!” Garland snapped. “This is my home, and you are not welcome here.”

			Still drumming his fingers on the Niko’s metal dome, Ullred glanced down and smiled as though considering his options. 

			“This is your last chance,” he warned. “Cooperate, and this’ll be easy, but if you don’t—”

			“What are you going to do?” she asked. “Arrest me?”

			“You and I both know I don’t need much of a reason,” he said.

			“But you need a warrant to come inside my home, and I suspect you don’t have one yet, do you?”

			“A technicality,” Ullred clucked his tongue. “Honestly, I’d hate to see you behind bars again. Think about Kobyn. He’s about thirteen by now if I’m not mistaken.”

			“Leave my son out of this,” Garland hissed.

			“Have it your way. Well, have a good night, Garland, and get some rest,” he said. “I suspect we’ll be seeing a lot of each other in the near future.” And with that, Ullred and his pet Niko disappeared from the porch. Garland looked like she was going to slam the door, but decided against it and closed it quietly. 

			“When were you going to tell us about him?” I demanded, squaring off with Kobyn as we emerged from the closet. 

			“I wanted to tell you,” Kobyn said, his shoulders slumping. “There just wasn’t a good time to try and explain.”

			“But you knew about Ullred?” I asked. That felt like an important piece of information, one they should have told us about. I’d already had one run-in with Ullred O’Donnell, and it had left a horrible taste in my mouth. He was dangerous and powerful . . . and at some point a long time ago, he had been friends with Kobyn’s mom.

			“He was once one of us,” Garland said, wheeling back down the hall. “We worked together in search of the Library. He was brilliant and one of our most motivated—but he was also greedy. When Novexus approached him with a new proposition, he couldn’t resist. They made him head of Research and Development and supplied him with everything he could possibly need to continue the search. And we’ve been enemies ever since.”

			After her run-in with Ullred, Garland seemed noticeably shaken, and I could understand why. I may have still been struggling with accepting everything they had told me, but I didn’t need any further evidence of Mr. O’Donnell’s true motives. He had that card in his possession, he knew of its connection with the Library, and he seemed willing to arrest anyone who got in his way.

			As we approached the door, Kobyn removed our Syncrons from the fiber-optic bowl, and out of habit, I began to insert my earpiece, prompting a stern reminder. 

			“Remember, someone’s always listening,” he said. “Which means you have to try to stay offline from now on. No more connecting with your earpieces. Do you think you can you do that?” 

			“What exactly do you mean by ‘no connecting’?” Doler asked, anxiously chewing one of his fingernails. By the look on his face, I could tell he wasn’t convinced. “What about our finals?” 

			“Our finals!” I groaned. Doler was right. We still had testing at the Institute for the rest of week.

			“Not every student at the Institute has a working Syncron all the time, do they?” Kobyn asked. “There has to be another way.” 

			“Not that I know of,” Doler said. “I can’t fail any of my exams or my parents will ground me for life.”

			“We could complete the exams on one of the office devices,” I suggested. “They’re programmed to not have any outside access during the testing, so they’d be completely offline.”

			“One of those dust traps?” Doler sputtered, digging his palms into the corners of his eyes. “It’ll take hours to finish a test.”

			“Then it’ll take hours,” I said. 

			Giving up my Syncron would be a sacrifice, but I wanted to see this to the end. If Lutz could get Zeno working again, we could be on the verge of locating the Library and finding out if all this was true. The image of my mom and dad standing together arm in arm on my holoport replayed in my mind. I could see them holding up the parchment: The Library has no need to hide from me. My parents had been on the verge of uncovering the Library before tragedy had struck, and I’d been there with them. And now it seemed as though I had been destined to be introduced to Garland and Kobyn. Then I remembered what my mom had said during the holoport. I can almost hear the riffling of pages.

			The riffling of pages. Paper. But not just any paper—books. More paper than I or anyone else alive had ever seen. My parents had been trying to uncover the Library in order to reveal the truth and expose the Great Lie.

			“We’ll do it. Whatever we need to,” I said, nodding.

			“This is going to be the worst night ever!” Doler groaned. 

			With no sign of Ullred or his vicious Niko anywhere in sight, Doler followed me outside, and we began our long walk toward the Scuttle station beneath a rumbling, cloud-covered sky.
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			Had it not been for my Syncron’s low-battery alarm, I might have slept through my first classes at the Institute. That was a first for me. “Forgetting” to place my Syncron on its charger wasn’t something I’d ever done before. 

			“Good morning, Juni,” Grandpa Edgar announced, as I hobbled clumsily into the kitchen, trying to step into one of my boots. “Did you sleep well?” His voice was raspy and weak, but he sounded better than he had in several days. After the Scuttle ride back to the Mounds, I’d checked in on him, and thankfully he’d still been asleep.

			“Not exactly,” I grumbled. I could smell the acrid scent of burning bread, and I snatched a slice of toast from the toaster. It was scalding hot, and I had to dance it back and forth between my hands to cool it off. 

			Seated at the table, my grandfather delicately etched a razor blade through a thin sheet of plastic. The heating coils of his melter were already heated to a bright pink, and by the looks of his new creation, this Shrinky Dink was shaping up to become some kind of four-legged animal—probably a horse. Along with the melter and the toaster, he’d also powered up his countertop garden. I wondered what other devices he’d decided to plug in throughout the house. But there was no time to start an argument about conserving electricity now. Without a functioning bicycle, I still had quite a long walk to catch the Scuttle to the Institute.

			“You’re cutting it close, aren’t you?” Grandpa Edgar asked. “When did you get home last night?”

			“Not too late,” I said, taking a bite of toast. “I got back around . . .” Stopping short, I realized my mistake. He wasn’t supposed to know I had left the house at all. Not only was it a school night, but wandering around in an acid rainstorm was one of his biggest no-nos.

			Grandpa kept his focus on the razor blade, finishing his cut, and I knew I was busted.

			“Okay, don’t get mad,” I said. “Last night, I went with a friend to Windsburg Terrace, and he introduced me to his mom. She knew my parents before they died.”

			The melter buzzed as it was heating up, and the garden rigging on the kitchen countertop sporadically zapped the soil with tiny bolts of electricity, but my grandfather hardly made a sound. He didn’t look mad, but he didn’t look excited either. In fact, I couldn’t read his expression at all. 

			“So the house rules no longer apply to you?” he asked, blowing across the final piece of his Shrinky Dink and placing it over the coils. The edges of the plastic instantly began to curl and shrink as he leaned back, looking into my eyes sternly. “You just go wherever you need to, without any concern for me?”

			“I follow the rules,” I insisted. “Most of them anyway, but this was different. I know what I’m doing, okay?”

			My grandfather’s eyes narrowed. “Are you doing this to try to pay my medical bills?”

			“What? No! I mean, not really,” I said, trying to think my way through the explanation, but it was a losing battle. “Okay, fine. Yes, I do want you to get better, and maybe I could help with some of the expenses, but that’s not the main reason I’m doing this.” 

			“What do I have to do to put a stop to this nonsense?” Grand­pa Edgar demanded, slamming his hand down on the table. 

			Then he started coughing. A hoarse, wet cough that wouldn’t let up. While he hacked into his fist, I ran to the sink and filled a mug with water. His face reddening, he tried waving off the drink, insisting he was okay, but I was relentless until he finally managed to catch his breath and take a sip.

			“I don’t want you worrying about me,” he wheezed, a few coughing aftershocks rattling his lungs. 

			“You’re not exactly making it easy for me, Grandpa.”

			“It’s only a cough,” he said, swatting a dismissive hand.

			“Look, this isn’t about the money or auctions or plifting,” I said, raising the mug to his lips for another drink.

			I glanced at the clock above the refrigerator and winced. It was getting late. If I didn’t hurry out the door within the next minute, I might not make it to the Scuttle on time and be forced to wait for the next train. I was barely squeaking by in my algebra class. If I missed taking the final exam, I’d fail the course for sure.

			“I want to explain it to you, and I’ll tell you everything, but I really have to go,” I said.

			“Then you’d better be off.” Grandpa Edgar nodded at the door. 

			“We can finish this conversation tonight, over dinner,” I said, kissing him on the forehead. “I promise.” 

			Miraculously, I made it to the Scuttle just as the doors were closing. I would have been to class on time as well, if I hadn’t remembered I wasn’t wearing my Syncron. I had to check out one of the office devices from the secretary. The bulky earpiece was so heavy it had a plastic piece that curved over my ear so it wouldn’t fall out. I shoved it in my ear as I was apologizing to the algebra instructor for disrupting class.

			As the exam began, I glanced at Doler a few rows over. He was the only other student in the classroom using an office Syncron. My gaze drifted over to the empty desk at the back of the room, where Quaze would sit whenever she felt the need to come to class. I didn’t know why I checked. She was living the high life with limousines and fancy clothes, and I doubted I’d ever see her again.

			“I totally bombed that,” I said, meeting up with Doler in the hallway three hours later after the grueling exam had ended. We were the last two to finish, thanks to our ancient Institute-issued earpieces.

			“Oh, yeah, me too,” Doler said. “I didn’t sleep at all last night, and I couldn’t remember how to work half the equations.”

			Hundreds of students hurried through the corridor while a massive holoport hovering near the ceiling displayed an image of Ms. Ballentine, the Institute Director, attempting to make announcements over the bustle in the hallway. Though her image was enormous, more than twice the size of a normal human being, her legs vanishing abruptly inside an invisible pocket of air, Ms. Ballentine’s features looked clear and vivid. So much so, it was almost impossible to tell she was nothing more than a digital representation. 

			“Why couldn’t you sleep?” I asked.

			Doler glared at me disdainfully. “Secret elevators. Over­lords,” he huffed. “The Last Library!”

			“Keep your voice down,” I said, checking the hallway for listeners. It was too noisy for anyone else to be paying attention, but we had to be careful. “I couldn’t sleep either, you know?” 

			“I refuse to believe everything they said about Novexus was all true,” he said. “They’re just spreading some big conspiracy.”

			“I hate to break it to you, but you’re not wearing your earpiece,” I said. “I think that means you believed at least some of it.”

			“Well, that’s just because—” Doler’s gaze drifted past me. His eyes suddenly widened with alarm. He sucked in a breath, his fingers fumbling on the straps of his backpack as the rest of the students in the hallway fell silent.

			It was like every sound inside the school had been instantly muted. Even Ms. Ballentine’s announcements stopped. As I turned to see what had drawn away Doler’s attention, I felt my heart skip a beat. 

			At the opposite end of the corridor, not even twenty yards away, a pair of Nikos was prowling right toward us.
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			Every student in the hallway seemed to hold their breath, squeezing their backs up against the walls as the Nikos’ razor-sharp claws clacked against the tile floor.

			“Juni,” Doler hissed. “What do we do?”

			Hearing his voice somehow snapped me from my trance. There was a chance the Nikos were there for another reason, but that possibility was almost nonexistent. By the way they marched forward, completely ignoring the other students as they passed, I knew who they were targeting. 

			“No sudden movements,” I whispered. That would only make it worse. “Get to a classroom. Any classroom. We can hide while an instructor calls for—” I wasn’t able to finish my sentence as several other figures suddenly appeared behind the Nikos at the end of the hall. 

			They were older boys, and they weren’t students—not anymore, at least. Not since they had all dropped out of the Institute more than a year ago to take up plifting full time. I immediately recognized the taller teenager in the middle of the group. Buzzed head, cold dark eyes, wearing a black leather vest. Quaze’s older brother, Grifton, the leader of one of the most dangerous plifting gangs. And just when I thought things couldn’t possibly get any worse, Quaze herself emerged from the group, stepping out ahead of her brother.

			“Halt right there!” Quaze commanded, holding up her hand.

			I assumed she had been talking to us, but then the Nikos came to a sudden stop, less than five feet away and lowered their haunches, as though awaiting the next order to strike. 

			“They stopped!” Doler gasped. “Why did they stop?”

			Pulling my gaze away from the Nikos, I looked back at Quaze and saw a smile stretching across her face.

			“Now do you believe me?” Quaze asked, flicking her chin at her brother. Then she turned around, facing the other members of the gang. “The Nikos belong to me,” she said, jabbing her thumb at her chest. “They listen to me, and only to me, so unless you want trouble, I suggest you do the same.”

			What was happening? Why were the Nikos listening to her? While she had her back toward us, I knew it was the only chance we would have to sneak away. Slowly, I nudged into Doler, and we both began inching toward the nearest classroom. But we didn’t make it far.

			“Where do you think you’re going?” Quaze asked, whipping around. 

			She snapped her fingers and the sound of screeching metal ripped through the hallway as the Nikos leapt up blindingly fast. In less than a second they were behind us, cutting off our path to escape. Several students screamed, which seemed to stoke the robots’ excitement. They began snapping their jaws wildly, like snarling wolves. 

			This was unreal! How could this be happening inside the school? Where were the instructors? Where was Ms. Ballentine? Were they all hiding, waiting for this to end?

			“Aren’t you all late for class?” Quaze glared at the rest of my cowering classmates. “This business doesn’t concern you, so get lost!”

			The hallway emptied quickly as the students scurried away, keeping their heads down and leaving Doler and me standing alone to face Quaze and her new gang of plifters. The Nikos continued chomping near our ankles, and though their vicious snapping never came close enough to bite, I could still feel the heat from their battery-powered bodies radiating against my legs.

			“You don’t need to be scared, Juni,” Quaze said, walking toward us. “I won’t let them get you. That’s enough, boys. Give my friends some space.”

			Once again, the response was immediate. As soon as she commanded it, the Nikos did exactly as they were told. 

			“They’re listening to you,” Doler said. “How are you controlling them?”

			“Let’s just say making powerful friends has its benefits,” she said. Then Quaze gestured toward her brother and the other plifters hanging out at the end of the hallway. “After he found out about my new pets, Grifton had no choice but to let me join. It’s still his gang—for now—but that’s going to change soon. And then I’ll be the one in charge. Who knows? Maybe I’ll even let you join. I could use a little cat on my team. So long as you keep those claws where they belong. Now, we need to talk. I want to know where you’ve been disappearing to lately.”

			“I haven’t been disappearing,” I said. “I’ve been here at the Institute, like everyone else.”

			Quaze waggled her finger. “That’s not what I meant, and you know it. Where have you been going every night?”

			“Why do you care?” Doler asked.

			“I don’t, but someone important does,” she said. “And I’ve been asked to keep tabs on Juni. But she’s kind of slippery.”

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said. “I’ve been staying home, taking care of my grandfather. He’s really sick, remember? Or have you forgotten all about that?” 

			“Oh yeah, poor old Grandpa Edgar,” Quaze pouted. 

			“Are we done now?” I spat. “Unlike you, we still have our finals to take. Come on, Doler!” 

			I could hear the Nikos move as Doler whimpered beside me, but I no longer cared. As I brushed past Quaze, however, she struck out, snagging me by the arm. 

			“What happened to your Syncron?” Quaze asked, leaning forward to examine the side of my head. “Why aren’t you wearing your earpiece?” 

			“It wasn’t charged,” I said. I tried wriggling free, but she held firm. “I left it home.”

			Her eyes narrowed. “You’re lying to me.”

			“You know how much of a piece of junk her Syncron is,” Doler said.

			Quaze’s confused expression changed to one of realization. Then she laughed in disbelief, twisting her fingers tighter around my sleeve. “That explains why you’ve mysteriously disappeared,” she said. “It was like you’d suddenly vanished, but now I know why. You’re trying to go off grid.” 

			“Go off grid? Don’t be ridiculous.” I said. “Last night my earpiece fell off my charger, and it was completely dead this morning. That’s the honest truth! Why would I need to lie about that?” 

			Quaze merely shook her head. “And I suppose the same thing happened to Doler too?” she asked. 

			Doler cupped a hand over his ear, trying to conceal the evidence, but it was too late. 

			“We might have a problem,” Grifton called out, as several of the other plifters turned their attention elsewhere. 

			I could hear echoing footsteps hurrying in our direction and then Grifton and his gang stepped to either side, clearing a path, as Director Ballentine and my next-door neighbor, Mrs. Gupta, appeared in the hallway.

			“Oh, there you are, Juni!” Mrs. Gupta gasped, picking up her pace as our eyes met. “Thank goodness I’ve found you! Where have you—” she released a squawk of surprise as she noticed the two Nikos standing behind me. “What are they doing here?” 

			“They’re leaving. All of them!” Director Ballentine said, straightening her shoulders. She nodded at Grifton and the members of the gang who’d already begun dispersing, and then she turned back and glared at Quaze. “Aren’t you?”

			“I think we’re done here now,” Quaze said. She casually snapped her fingers, calling the Nikos to attention. “I’ll be seeing you around real soon, Juni. Thank you for letting us pay a visit, Ms. Ballentine. It was super nice of you.”

			Clenching her jaw, Director Ballentine made no reply as Quaze strolled past, but Mrs. Gupta looked appalled as the Nikos marched single file right between them. 

			“I’ve never been happier to see someone in my whole life, Mrs. Gupta,” I said, after Quaze and the others had left the hallway. 

			“Me either,” Doler said, clutching his chest. “You couldn’t have come at a better time!”

			“I thought the Institute was supposed to be a place of learning.” Mrs. Gupta gaped at Director Ballentine. “Since when have those robots ever been permitted onto school grounds?”

			“That is none of your concern, ma’am,” Director Ballentine replied tersely. “Now, haven’t you something to tell the girl?”

			“What’s going on?” I asked, suddenly feeling anxious. 

			Closing her eyes, Mrs. Gupta’s lower lip began to quiver. “I tried calling you all morning. I sent you messages. I pinged you at least a dozen times. I couldn’t figure out why you weren’t answering me, but then I found this in your room!” She held up my Syncron, her voice now noticeably trembling. “You left it at home. Why did you do that? I couldn’t get ahold of you!”

			“I . . . I’m sorry!” I said, taking my Syncron from her and squeezing it in my fist. “I was taking a final and then . . .” I sputtered as I realized this was the first time my neighbor had ever tried calling me. Before that day, Mrs. Gupta never had any reason to. She lived next door. We spoke all the time out in the carport. I didn’t think she even had my contact information. For her to try so many times to get ahold of me and then to show up at the school out of the blue, it could only mean one thing.

			“What’s wrong with Grandpa?” I demanded.

			Mrs. Gupta’s eyes widened, glistening with tears, and that was the only answer I needed. 
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			Though hardly anyone else seemed to be talking in the hallways, the hospital was the noisiest place I’d ever visited. Monitors chirped and gurneys squeaked as nurses and orderlies wheeled patients from one end to another. It was also freezing cold—almost to the point where I could see my breath—as I hurried into my grandfather’s room. 

			The Scuttle had taken almost an hour to get to the hospital from the Institute, and it had been the longest hour of my life. Covered in tubes and wires, twice as many as usual, the lower half of his face hiding beneath a breathing mask, Grandpa Edgar looked like a complete stranger. He seemed so small and insignificant, lying alone on his bed, his toes poking out from beneath the sheet. He was still asleep, and he didn’t stir even after I took his ice-cold hand in mine. 

			“I’m here now, grandpa,” I whispered, gently squeezing his fingers. 

			According to the doctors, my grandfather had suffered a massive heart attack and was lucky to be alive. And while the worst may have been over, he was not completely out of danger yet. 

			“I should have been with him,” I mumbled. “This is all my fault.”

			“Don’t think like that, Juni,” Mrs. Gupta said, standing behind me in the doorway. “You can’t blame yourself.”

			But I couldn’t stop thinking about the conversation we’d had before I’d left. I’d started an argument, and Grandpa had gotten so upset. All I ever wanted was to take care of him. To help him get better. And now, because of me, he’d almost died.

			“Edgar is old, and he’s unwell,” Mrs. Gupta continued. “This sort of thing was bound to happen eventually. Why, I myself had a stroke a few years ago. Totally unexpected. I was just kneeling there one day, out in the yard, when my—” 

			An incoming message chirped in my earpiece, pulling my attention away from Mrs. Gupta’s story. It was an unknown number, but I recognized it immediately. My oculus flashed urgently, but I didn’t answer. Now wasn’t the time. After the call attempt ended, but then once again commenced without any hesitation, I knew that Kobyn wasn’t going to stop until I picked up.

			“Can you stay here with him for a second?” I asked Mrs. Gupta, standing abruptly, and moving toward the exit. “I have to take a call really quick, but then I’ll be back.”

			“I have nowhere else I need to be,” she said.

			Once I was out of earshot in the hallway, I answered the call. 

			“Are you able to talk?” Kobyn’s voice immediately rang out.

			“This is not a good time for me,” I said. “Something’s come up and I need to—”

			“We’re going to pick you up in Lutz’s truck,” Kobyn said, interrupting before I could finish. “Can you bring Doler with you? I don’t have any way of contacting him, but I’m assuming he’ll want to come.”

			Struggling to stay focused, I clamped my eyes shut. “I can’t go anywhere with you right now.”

			Then Kobyn started to giggle. “Juni, my mom got the parts from a repair shop in the city. Fixing it was easier than Lutz had initially thought. He managed to get it back up and running again this morning.”

			“Oh,” I said, as I found my way to a chair in the hall and eased into the seat, “that’s great, Kobyn.” I knew how worried they all had seemed the night before and I felt a bit of relief knowing they hadn’t lost complete contact with Zeno.

			“Yeah, it’s great!” Kobyn laughed. “Don’t you get it? We were able to use the numbers from your bo—um, thing, and it worked!”

			“I’m happy for you,” I said, glancing back at the door of my grandfather’s room. “I really am.”

			“What’s going on?” Kobyn asked, his tone turning serious. “Why are you acting weird?”

			Closing my eyes, I slowly exhaled. I’d been crying for the last hour, but I knew I wouldn’t be able to stop now. “I’m at the hospital,” I muttered. “My grandfather’s had a heart attack.”

			Kobyn instantly fell silent. I could imagine his expression as he tried thinking of what he should say. I didn’t want to have this conversation with him, not while so much was still up in the air about Grandpa Edgar. 

			“Is he . . . um,” Kobyn hesitated. “I mean, is he going to be okay?”

			“I don’t know,” I said, sniffling. “But I haven’t spoken with him yet. I just need to be here with him right now, okay?”

			“I understand. I can’t imagine how hard this is for you,” he said. “What hospital is he at?”

			I shook my head, trying to remember. I had been so panicked not knowing about Grandpa Edgar’s condition that I’d just followed Mrs. Gupta on the Scuttle and hadn’t even taken note of where we were going. Leaning to search down the hallway, I spotted the name on a placard above a set of double doors. 

			“We’re at the West Syphon Regional Pulmonary Center,” I said. Grandpa Edgar had never been in this hospital before. 

			“I know where that’s at,” Kobyn said. “That’s a good place, I think. One of the best. They should take good care of him.”

			“I guess since you called, it must mean you’ve figured it out, then,” I said, trying to change the subject. I didn’t know how we were ever going to be able to afford the medical bills from a place this expensive, but I couldn’t let myself think about that right now.

			“We did,” Kobyn answered. “About fifty miles west of the city, near the border fence, beneath Sandstone Prison.”

			“As in an actual prison?”

			“Not anymore. They shut it down years ago,” he said. “It was deemed unsafe, and they bulldozed half the foundation. But like everything else linked to the Library, the prison had been built on the site of an old university.”

			“That makes sense,” I said. A university is a place of learning, which felt like a fitting hiding spot for a library. “When are you going?”

			“We’re already there,” he said. “We’ve been here since this morning. I would have called sooner, but I knew you were taking your finals.”

			“You’re inside it right now?” I asked, shaking my head in disbelief.

			“Well, no, not exactly. We’ve run into a problem.” Kobyn exhaled, and I could hear the frustration in his voice. “It’s the item, Juni. Your item. My mom didn’t know what it meant, at first, when your name appeared, but now we think it wasn’t just a message. It meant something else. Something more.”

			“I don’t understand,” I said. 

			“Apparently, since you checked it out, you’re the only one who can open the door.”

			“What?” I whispered. It felt like I’d buried my head beneath a mountain of blankets. How was this possible?

			“So you see, we sort of need you, Juni,” Kobyn said. “With­out you, we can’t get in.”

			“There has to be another way,” I said. “You’ve found other, um, items. Can’t you use them instead?”

			“We already tried, but nothing else works. Look, I know this is a bad time for you, and there’s no way I’d expect you to go through with this, but Lutz and I can be at the hospital in a couple of hours. I’ll send you a message, and we’ll wait outside for you for at least a little while. No pressure though. Just in case you change your mind.”

			“I’m sorry,” I said, clenching my jaw as I fought back the tears. “I just don’t think I can do this anymore.” 

			No matter how much I wanted to be there with Kobyn, to go to the place my parents had been trying to find all those years ago and finish what they’d started, there was no way I could abandon Grandpa Edgar. Not when he needed me the most.

			When I returned to the room, Mrs. Gupta immediately looked up, her eyes brightening as she beckoned me over to the bed. Grandpa Edgar shifted beneath the sheets, and I grabbed his hand. To my relief, I could feel his bony fingers weakly returning my grip. 

			“Grandpa?” I whispered, eagerly leaning in close. “How are you feeling?”

			“Has she told you about General Sherman yet?” My grandfather’s breath crackled, while his eyes remained closed. “From California? Has she ever told you about that?”

			“Are you even awake?” I asked, wondering if he may have been sleep-talking. “It’s me,” I said, gently patting his hand. “It’s Juni.”

			Opening one eye, Grandpa Edgar snickered softly. “Well, who else would you be?” Then he nodded at Mrs. Gupta. “General Sherman was the name of the world’s largest tree. Isn’t that right, Sanaya?”

			“Yes, Edgar, that’s correct,” Mrs. Gupta replied, fixing him with a playful grin. “He was one of the giant sequoias. Simply massive, standing almost three hundred feet tall. A tree the size of a thirty-story building. Think about that.”

			Grandpa Edgar released a wheezy chuckle. “It’s amazing what she knows, isn’t it, Juni?” 

			Nodding in agreement, I smiled at Mrs. Gupta. “Yes,” I said. “She’s definitely amazing.” 

			Mrs. Gupta had discovered him in the carport after his heart attack, and she had ridden along in the ambulance all the way to the hospital. Because of her, I still had a grandfather. She’d saved his life.

			“I’ll give you some time alone,” Mrs. Gupta announced, standing from her chair. “I’ll bring you something to eat, Juni. You look as though you’ve been starving yourself again.”

			“Bring more kebabs,” Grandpa Edgar suggested.

			“I meant from the vending machine,” she said, leveling her eyes on my grandfather. “We can have kebabs as soon as you come home.” 

			“Thank you, Mrs. Gupta,” I said. “For everything.”

			“Of course, my dear.” Then she walked out into the hallway.

			“Can I bring you anything?” I asked, glancing around the room. “More medicine? Some water, maybe?” Save for a few mirrored cabinets on the wall, there wasn’t much else in the room.

			“I’m groggy enough as it is. Any more medicine, and I might not wake up for days,” Grandpa Edgar said, leaning up on his elbows. “What I want is for you to listen to me now, very carefully. Can you do that for me?”

			“Yes, but I don’t want to talk about anything that’s going to upset you,” I said. “I was wrong this morning. I broke your rules, and I will never do it again. I promise.” My obsession with the Library had almost caused the death of the only person I had left, and it wasn’t worth my trouble anymore.

			“But what if that were to upset me more?” he asked. “What if I wanted you to break my rules?”

			“You need to rest now,” I insisted. “We can talk about this once you’re feeling better.”

			Grandpa Edgar swatted his hand. “I’ll have plenty of time to rest later. Listen to me, Juni. I’ve never been much for sharing family history with you, and up until recently, I believed I had a good reason for that. But have I ever told you about my grandfather?”

			“I don’t think so,” I said, unsure of where he was going with this. I knew very little about Grandpa Edgar’s childhood. 

			“Well, he died well before I was born, so I didn’t know that much about his personality, only that he was a peculiar man, my Grandpa Wixom,” he said. “And he definitely had his share of secrets.”

			“Really, that’s interesting. I . . .” my voice trailed off as my mouth became slightly unhinged. “Wait a minute. Did you just say Grandpa Wixom?” 

			Grandpa Edgar’s eyes twinkled. “Obadiah Wixom was your great-great-grandfather.”

			Everything in the room started spinning around my head. Of all the things he could have told me at that moment, this had to be the most shocking. Everything I’d experienced up to that point had led me to believe there was a possibility of the Library’s existence, but hearing my grandfather say his grand­father’s name solidified that belief. 

			“So my parents knew?” I asked.

			“Why do you think they were so determined to find the Library? Obadiah was once a librarian—the head librarian at a university—and he had a fierce love of reading. When the world fell into chaos and everyone turned to burning books just to stay alive, he, along with several others, began gathering. It took many years to build their collection, and they had to do so in complete secrecy, because they knew what would happen if anyone ever found out.”

			“This is wild,” I said. I was having trouble finding the words to respond. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

			“I didn’t want you getting caught up in the search like they did. I wanted to protect you.” Grandpa Edgar’s chest trembled as he spoke. “Growing up as a Wixom descendant, I was expected to go looking for the Library, but I was never one to take risks. So I left the work up to others and, over time, as each of my relatives passed on from this life, I soon realized there wasn’t anyone left. By then, however, I was too old and too set in my ways to start on some foolhardy quest. If it wasn’t for your mother, I might have taken the secret to my grave. But that was wrong of me. That was a horrible mistake. I’m not going to be around forever, and whether I like it or not, if I don’t prepare you for the dangers out there, I’d never be able to forgive myself.”

			“I know all about it, Grandpa,” I said. “But I’m willing to walk away and let someone else finish this search.”

			“And end up just like me? I wouldn’t wish that for you, my dear. The Library’s out there, and it needs to be found by the right people,” Grandpa Edgar leaned forward, reaching out and squeezing my hand tightly. “People like your parents, Juni. People like you.”
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			Other than the Scuttle, which could reach decent speeds in long stretches across the city, my electric bicycle was the fastest wheeled vehicle I’d ever been on. I had seen plenty of diesel guzzlers screeching through the streets on my way to the Institute, but none of them moved as fast as Lutz’s six-wheeled demon truck. Acid rain from another storm peppered the plexiglass windshield with a sheet of blood-red drops. The sun had finally disappeared, but the unnatural glow of the toxic clouds overhead lit up our way through the night.

			“You’re being very quiet,” Doler said, gripping the door handle as though clinging for his life. 

			Doler and I were both crammed into the back row of the truck, seated on threadbare cushions, a pile of pickaxes and shovels lying between us. I had my feet perched on a massive toolbox on the floor. The extended cab made it possible for the four of us to have plenty of space—five if you counted Lewis lying on Kobyn’s lap. 

			“There’s just a lot on my mind,” I said. 

			Shortly after my grandfather had told me all about our family secret, Mrs. Gupta had returned, carting in an armful of snacks she’d purchased from the vending machine. I could hardly eat a thing. Instead I spent the next hour absently listening to her telling stories as I tried to decide what to do next. I kept thinking about Obadiah Wixom. It was just a name—one that I’d heard multiple times over the past few days—but now he was something more. He was my relative, my great-great grandfather. A long-lost family member linking me to the Library. 

			When my grandfather finally grew drowsy, the nurses informed us that he needed rest, and I wasn’t permitted to stay the night. I knew my grandfather was in good hands back at the hospital, and there wasn’t anything more I could do for him. Mrs. Gupta had offered to accompany me on the Scuttle back to the Mounds, but I told her to go on without me. Though she was hesitant to leave me alone, she seemed to understand and finally relented.

			“You’re gonna miss the turn!” Kobyn shouted from the front seat, snapping me back to reality as the truck came to a sudden, screeching halt. 

			“I’m not going to miss it,” Lutz replied calmly. And he didn’t, but it felt as though a couple of wheels were about to break off the bottom. “But that idiot up there can’t make up his mind. Pick a lane, buddy. Left or right!”

			I couldn’t remember the last time I’d ridden on the highway at night. I think any transportation I’d used before had only been the Scuttle. The streets were crammed with vehicles—dented golden cabs, clunky maintenance buses with their filthy wire street-sweeping brushes, and three-wheel rumbler bikes lurching as though their riders were waiting for some unknown race to start. Horns blared and tires squealed. The city was noisy and pulsing like a living creature. Seven-story-tall plasma holoports towered above the sizzling highway. Their constant bombardment of neon images and strobing video was enough to give me a headache. 

			We’d been on the road for more than an hour, passing through a part of the city that was completely foreign to me. The buildings weren’t the usual spiral-shaped monstrosities I’d grown accustomed to seeing on the east end. These were older and more spread out, often separated by rambling empty fields. The outside finally grew quiet with only the rain beating a constant rhythm on the windshield as we left the main stretch of highway behind us. Eventually the other vehicles thinned out on the road as well until Lutz’s gargling truck was all that remained. 

			Half of the Sandstone Prison property was spotted with several buildings covered in rusted barbed wire, while the other half was a rubble field of stone slabs littering a landscape of mud and clay. The backside of the buildings butted up against one shore of a winding river that seemed to stretch almost a mile across, filled with rocks, mud, plastic trash, and swirling, disgusting water. 

			Lutz parked near a trio of large cement pillars and stepped out into the rain. The sound of the river combined with the steady downpour was deafening. With only a thin beam of flashlight for a guide, he wandered away into the dark to make sure we were the only ones there before tromping back over to the truck.

			“It’s all clear and quiet. No signs of Nikos that I can see,” Lutz said. Grabbing his heavy toolbox from the back seat, he motioned for us all to follow. “It’s a bit sketchy, but we’ll take it slow.”

			Kobyn and Lutz had already been through to the bottom, beneath the prison. Because of the treacherous terrain, Kobyn’s mother had stayed behind. Her accident had limited her ability to join Lutz at any of the previous dig sites, which were always in difficult to access locations. With this possibly being the actual spot of the Library, she’d almost made an exception, but Kobyn had convinced her to wait behind with the promise that once we had made it inside, they’d return home and bring her back.

			With the wind pressing against us, and the mud slurping greedily at our boots, we followed Lutz around to the side of a long, windowless building. There were no trees, but that wasn’t unusual. All the orchards in Syphon City were under close surveillance, growing in fenced-off paddocks. Without constant watering and nurturing, no other trees would last long on their own. Partway down the stone wall was a collapsed-in area large enough for us to climb through. The ground gave way, sloping into the pitch blackness beneath the building.

			“Down there,” Lutz said, nodding into the dark. “It’ll be mostly solid, I think.”

			“What if there are rats?” Doler asked. He hung back near the rear of the group, refusing to be the first one down. 

			“Why? You scared of rats?” Lutz directed his flashlight toward Doler, brightening his face with light. 

			“I don’t love them,” Doler admitted.

			“If there are any, I’m sure they’ll avoid Lewis,” Kobyn said. “Ain’t that right, boy?” He fed Lewis a biscuit from his pocket, and the sopping wet mutt let out a grateful whine.

			“Now, cockroaches, on the other hand,” Lutz said. 

			“Cockroaches we can handle,” I said. 

			There were always bugs scurrying around in the old buildings whenever we’d gone plifting, and during the fall, my grandfather and I had to set out traps to deter swarms of cockroaches from taking up residence inside our house.

			Once at the bottom of the slope, we discovered another area where more of the rotting walls had caved in, allowing us entry to the lower levels. There was a door at the end of the hallway which had once been sealed electronically. Judging by the ramshackle building, I’d assumed there hadn’t been any electrical power in the area for quite some time, but when Kobyn heaved on the handle, the door wouldn’t budge an inch. 

			“Prisons in Syphon City have all operated on nuclear batteries for decades,” Lutz explained. “They’re expensive, but so’s a prison break.” He opened his toolbox and pulled out several electronic gadgets. 

			The gadgets varied in shape and size. One of them had several wires with jagged clasps jutting from one end, while another could have easily been a weapon with its sharp, bladed edges. Squinting, Lutz found the one he needed and tossed the others back in the box with a clatter. 

			“What is that?” Doler asked, eyeing Lutz’s gadget inquisitively. “Some sort of key?”

			Lutz’s head bobbled. “Yeah, you could say that. It’s called a defib. I just need to give these doors a little juice, you know? Remind them how they used to work back in the olden days.”

			“A defib,” Doler repeated. “That’s genius. Did you make that too?”

			“Yes and no. These are used by mechanics all the time, but I modified mine for this specific purpose,” Lutz said. “The residual power to these doors keeps them sealed, even long after the last prisoners have left, but with this baby, I’ll have us through in a jiff.”

			“We tried opening the doors with a crowbar earlier, but they’re too heavy,” Kobyn said. “Nothing seemed to work.”

			With a grunt, Lutz managed to override the locking mechanism with his defib, and the hollow grating sound of twisting gears echoed inside the hallway. Lutz’s arms and chest were massively muscled, but it took all his strength heaving against the handle to keep the door open wide enough for us to squeeze through. A narrow walkway sliced down the middle of a row of locked steel doors, each containing a slot at eye level for peering into small rooms. Prison cells. No one, including Lutz, seemed eager to sneak a peek inside.

			We may have had the use of Lutz’s flashlights, but I didn’t like the darkness. It was cold and damp and it smelled of old latex paint, stinging my nostrils. My light kept casting strange shadows all around, and I had to stop myself from hollering out whenever some scampering critter darted across our path. I was just happy we had Lewis. Like Doler, I wasn’t too keen on meeting up with a rat.

			“There are four main floors. We found the entryway on the bottom one,” Kobyn explained as we walked together almost in single file due to the tight space of the hallway. “It took us all morning to find it, though.”

			“And you got all this instruction from Zeno?” I asked. 

			“Just the coordinates,” Lutz said. “But when you’ve been doing this as long as I have, you start to understand these old buildings.” He held out his hand, palm facing down, swaying it from side to side. “You can feel where the weight shifts beneath you and where it becomes denser, as though it were built on something solid.” He stomped his boot against the floor, cocking his head to the side, listening.

			“You can feel that?” Doler asked, testing his own weight against the tiled floor, and jutting out his chin, trying to hear the difference.

			Cracking a smile, Lutz shot me a subtle wink. I couldn’t tell if he was only trying to pull our leg, but Doler seemed to be buying everything Lutz was selling. 

			After we worked our way to the end of yet another narrow hallway, we descended several flights of stairs. While the locks to the prison may have been powered by nuclear batteries, the elevators were all nonfunctioning. But I didn’t mind taking the stairs—getting trapped in a steel box inside a creepy prison was not something I’d ever sign up for. I knew the prison was empty, but that didn’t make it any less disturbing. 

			Finally, when we reached the bottom level and could go no farther, Kobyn hurried up ahead. “Here it is!” he called out, dropping to his knees, and pointing at the wall. Lewis stood at attention beside him, panting excitedly, as though he understood something important was about to happen.

			“Take a look.” Kobyn leaned back. 

			Squatting down next to him, I directed my flashlight at what looked like some sort of brass placard stamped into the wall about three feet above the ground. 

			In Memoriam
The University of Alexandria 

			Though hardly visible, I could see the worn etching of a bird carved into the wall right above the words—the symbol from the Library Card and the Overdue Archive. It was just like what Kobyn had told me earlier—a place of learning, a university. From my Syncron searches, I knew that Zenodotus of Ephesus had been the first librarian at the ancient library in Alexandria, Egypt. Apparently the prison had been constructed over its modern namesake, and the only reminder of its existence was that tiny placard. 

			“If you need any more proof, check this out.” Kobyn tapped the placard with his finger, pointing out a row of tiny letters printed along the bottom.

			Dedicated by Obadiah Wixom

			“Who was Obadiah Wixom again?” Doler asked.

			“He was one of the Curators,” Kobyn said. “He was the brains behind the Library’s construction.”

			I had yet to mention to anyone else what my Grandpa Edgar had shared that afternoon. 

			“I thought you said we were looking for some sort of entrance,” Doler said, clearly not impressed by that tidbit of information. “Where is it, then?”

			“What do you think this is?” Kobyn asked, flicking the placard with his finger. “It may resemble brass, but it’s something else entirely.”

			I removed my glove and ran my hand across the surface. The placard seemed solid, and it shone like metal, but now that Kobyn had mentioned it, something definitely felt off about its surface. 

			“This isn’t metal,” I said. 

			Kobyn shook his head. “Nope.”

			“Let me see.” Doler nudged me out of the way and ran his hand over it. “I think it’s glass. Not plexiglass or plastic. Actual glass.”

			“It’s a Lense, but not like the ones we have in our homes. This one is super old. It’s an access panel.” Kobyn stepped aside, and Lutz slid up between us, grasping his defib device.

			Humming softly to himself, Lutz rigged a coppery wire from the defib to the bottom edge of the glass panel. He tapped a few buttons on the device and the wire sputtered, triggering a tiny dart of electricity. Within seconds, a backlight appeared, expanding behind the etched letters of the panel and two thin, wavy lines flickered across the screen, twisting, and twirling like glowing ribbons. 

			“Is that you again, Lutz?” Zeno’s voice suddenly echoed in the cramped corridor, and the four of us along with Lewis, leapt back from the wall. “Didn’t I tell you that was unpleasant? Your tickling, sizzler doohickey?” Wavy lines rippled across the Lense with each word as Zeno spoke, resembling a pair of digi­tal lips. 

			“Sorry, bro,” Lutz said, rolling his eyes. “You really haven’t given me another option.”

			“Well, I don’t like being tickled, Lutz.” Zeno’s voice turned sour.

			“Who’s talking?” Doler demanded.

			“That’s Zeno,” I said. Covering my mouth in surprise, I gaped wide-eyed at Kobyn. 

			“And you weren’t kidding when you said he sounded like a normal person,” Kobyn said.

			“Okay, this is really starting to freak me out,” Doler said.

			“Ahem.” Zeno cleared his throat. “Well, this is lovely, absolutely lovely, and by the sound of things, it would seem you have quite a group gathering outside my door. As I told you before, however, there are rules—strict rules—in place. As you can see on my screen”—the wavy lines evaporated into a cloud of pixels before reforming into words—“gaining access to the Library is not a trifle.” 

			The announcement that Garland had shown me on her computer the previous night, now appeared on the screen.

			Persephone’s Dragons by Eladonna Dupont: 823DUP—Checked out by Juniper Knox

			“Now, to whom am I speaking?” Zeno asked.

			“Um, hi, it’s me, Juni,” I said. Hearing Zeno’s voice again inside this creepy prison was so bizarre and unexpected. 

			“Juni? I’m afraid I don’t know any Juni’s.” 

			“Oh, right. I meant Juniper Knox.”

			“Juniper Knox.” Zeno took on an almost reverent tone. “I was so hoping to meet with you again. And you called yourself Juni. Is that your nickname? I do love nicknames. Are you in some way connected to the character from a classic series of books?” 

			“I don’t think so,” I said. “What books are you talking about?”

			“Juni B. Jones by the author Barbara Park. Published in 1992, it was the first of twenty-eight wonderful tales of mischief. Is it possible you were named after the young, adventurous protagonist from those stories?”

			“I really don’t know,” I said. “I’ve never heard of Juni B. Jones before, but maybe I could be. I always thought my parents named me after a tree.”

			“A tree?” Zeno squawked. “That is a possibility, I suppose, since Juniperus communis was a common tree in the American Southwest and other desert areas around the world before the Blight. Anyway, it is such a pleasure to have you here. All of you. This is truly an exciting time, but you have just a little farther to travel. Though it might seem treacherous at first, I assure you, I will be there every step of the way. I trust you brought the book with you. It is, after all, a requirement.”

			“It’s here,” I said, Kobyn hurriedly ripped open his backpack and handed me the copy of Persephone’s Dragons. 

			“Excellent! You know the drill, Juni. Please place your hand upon the blinking bird.” The symbol etched into the placard began to pulse like a tiny, digital heart. “Now, simply repeat the magic words after me: ‘The Library has no need to hide from me.’” 

			Goosebumps instantly tingled all over my body. It was like déjà vu. I thought back to the holoport of my parents, holding that enormous piece of parchment with the same words Zeno had uttered printed on the page. I had spoken that phrase more times than I could count, never knowing its significance, all while gazing upon the last footage of my parents before they’d passed away. If I thought about it any longer, there would be no way to keep myself from crying. With Lewis panting quietly at my side, his warm body pressed against my thigh, I placed my hand over the symbol.

			“The Library has no need to hide from me,” I said.

			A slot appeared inside the panel, popping open like a small cabinet drawer, and cold, dank air poured out.

			“The book, Juni,” Zeno whispered. “It is time to return it to the Library.”

			I carefully placed the book at the edge of the slot and allowed it to drop from my hand. And then it was gone, vanishing from view into a dark, black hole. Then the wall moved ever so slightly, filling the hallway with a shuddering echo, and a square door slid open directly beneath the screen.

			The doorway couldn’t have been more than two feet wide, rising barely above the top of Lewis’s pointy ears. Lutz pointed his flashlight into the hole, but the beam never touched the bottom.

			“Is this the way in?” Doler asked, breaking the silence. “Where’s the rest of the door?” 

			“Alas, this is not the door. This is the hatch,” Zeno said. “Once you reach the bottom, you will be able to access a control panel whereby you may open and operate the main lift.”

			“Why’s it so small?” I asked, gaping into the blackness. There didn’t appear to be an end to it. 

			“The Curators had their reasons,” Zeno said. “I believe their hope was to have the first person to enter the Library be a child. Young, innocent, with a moldable mind.”

			“And a foldable body,” Doler grumbled.

			“Ha!” Zeno laughed. “That was a good one.” 

			Kobyn hurriedly removed his rainslicker and sat down on the ground. When he attempted to slide his feet into the hole, however, he immediately got stuck.

			“I’m too big,” Kobyn said, trying and failing to squeeze his rear end through the opening. Grunting with as much effort as he could muster, he gave it one more try, but then surrendered. “Is it like this all the way to the bottom?”

			“Oh no,” Zeno said. “No, it gets quite a bit tighter about halfway down.”

			“Someone else will have to do it,” Kobyn said.

			“Don’t look at me,” Lutz said. “There’s no way that’s happening with these shoulders.”

			“Thank goodness I’m the tallest,” Doler said. “That definitely rules me out.” 

			“I’ll do it,” I said.

			Unzipping my rainslicker, I pulled my hair into a ponytail, then stuck the end of my flashlight into my mouth, pressed my stomach against the floor, and slid backward into the hole. At first, when my belt snagged on the opening, jolting me to a stop, I feared I wouldn’t have any luck getting through either. Sucking in my breath, I wriggled and shimmied until my feet slipped below me, and the tips of my toes caught the shallow edge of a step, carved into the stone.

			“Are you sure about this?” Lutz asked, peering at me through the opening. 

			“I’m used to tight spaces,” I said. 

			This was just another plifting excursion, I told myself. That’s all. Nothing more than what I’d done for more than a year in all those apartment complexes across the city. In fact, this was the mother of all plifting excursions—because if Zeno was telling us the truth, at the bottom of this narrow passageway I was going to uncover the biggest trove of paper the world had ever known.

			“Slow and easy,” Zeno said, his voice sounding even louder from inside the passageway. “It’s a straight shot to the bottom, but it is a long, long way down.”

			“You will look out for her, won’t you, Zeno?” Lutz called out. 

			“Do you even have to ask?” Zeno replied. “I will be with Juni until the end.”

			“The end,” I muttered. The end of what?
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			I had always had a knack for finding my way through the narrowest of spots, but as I began to descend the ladder, hand over hand, this felt entirely different to me. My fingers were shaking, almost uncontrollably. I didn’t know what to expect once I made it to the bottom, and I was all alone, and it was so dark. 

			After several minutes of climbing, I removed the flashlight from my mouth and tried peering down to see if I could spot the ground. But not even twenty feet below my boots, the beam seemed to vanish, swallowed up by the darkness. 

			“You’re doing wonderfully!” Zeno’s voice suddenly boomed right next to my ear. 

			Crying out in shock, I bobbled the flashlight and it dropped into the abyss. Two or three seconds later, I heard the distinct thwack of plastic as the flashlight clattered against the ground.

			“Well, that’s just perfect,” I muttered. There was no way my flashlight had survived the fall. Now I would have to stagger my way through absolute darkness.

			“I’m so sorry about that,” Zeno said, his voice quite a bit softer than before. “I couldn’t help myself. This is exciting!”

			Zeno was so weird. With certain expensive upgrades, my Syncron could act very humanlike. I’d never been able to afford any of those patches, but Zeno sounded like a real person.

			“Please don’t sneak up on me anymore, okay?” I asked.

			“I won’t,” he promised. “But you’re almost there.”

			After several more minutes of steady descending, my feet finally touched the bottom. I found the flashlight, but it was busted as expected, and I blindly stuck my hands out, feeling around for anything solid. 

			“Careful,” Zeno said. “You’ll want to watch your head over there.”

			“Over where?” I demanded, ducking down. “And from what?” 

			“Come toward my voice,” he said. 

			Although Zeno’s voice seemed to echo all around me, I was able to determine the direction from which it began, and I waddled clumsily toward it. The darkness was thick and strange. I started panicking as I stumbled through some sort of curtain made of a damp, sticky substance. 

			“What is this stuff?” I asked, trying not to freak out. “I can’t see a thing!”

			“You will,” Zeno said. “You only have a little farther to go. A few more steps and then a few more.”

			“Where are you? Why can’t I see you?”

			“I am here. Right in front of you.”

			“In front of me?” That wasn’t horrifying at all. I had to keep telling myself Zeno was only a voice, and yet, I wasn’t entirely positive that was the case. What if Zeno wasn’t only a voice? What if he had a body too?

			“Would you please turn on a light?” I begged, trying to keep my hands from shaking. My face was wet with gunk, and it was getting into my mouth.

			“I am unable to access the luminary controls in this particular grid of the Library,” Zeno explained. “This is the restricted area just outside the main foyer, and this darkness is not natural. It is a deterrent in order to prevent the Library’s enemies from easily attaining entry.”

			The darkness wasn’t natural? What was that supposed to mean?

			“And is this weird curtain of slime unnatural as well?” I asked.

			“No, I’m afraid you’ve walked through a layer of cobwebs,” Zeno said. 

			“I was being sarcastic,” I said. I’d stumbled through my fair share of cobwebs during my plifting days. Despite that, the feeling of icky webs wasn’t something I’d ever gotten used to or enjoyed.

			“But have no fear, I do not see any spiders in that particular area of the hallway.”

			Stumbling backward, I nearly lost my footing as I brushed away the stray cobwebs from under my nose. Why did I have to be the one small and limber enough to sneak inside? That had been an advantage whenever I’d gone plifting, but now it felt more like a curse. Then again, if Doler had been in my shoes trying to negotiate his way through the pitch-black darkness, he would have passed out halfway down the ladder. 

			“So I take it you’re just going to stand there”—or float there, I thought—“staring at me while doing nothing to help?”

			“Unfortunately, it is not permitted within my programming to assist you physically. However, I will give you encouragement. You can do it. I believe in you!” Zeno’s voice rang out with an aggravating melody.

			“Am I going to trip on anything?” I asked, sliding my foot forward across the slippery but solid ground. 

			“The floor has withstood decades of decomposition, but that doesn’t mean there won’t be crevices,” he said. “Why don’t you treat it like reading a book and discover your surroundings, one step . . . or page”—he giggled—“at a time? If you would just take one or two or three . . .”

			“You’re not making this easy at all.”

			“I wish you would not blame me for your current predicament, Juni. Remember, I am on your side.”

			Holding my breath, I took several blind steps toward the unknown destination. Zeno’s melodious voice urged me forward. Fortunately, I didn’t walk into any more cobwebs along the way, though I did nearly trip over a jagged edge in the floor and had to catch my balance. It was only when I reached the end of the hall, and my hands struck the cool, smooth surface of the wall that I finally released my breath.

			“You made it! You are so very brave.” Although his voice sounded genuine, I couldn’t tell for sure if Zeno wasn’t making fun of me. “Now, move your hand approximately thirteen inches to the right. Yes, just like that.”

			My fingers grazed a square pad of spongy material. It felt almost waxy like a candle, but it did have some give to it. Pressing it in, the spongy button produced a deep, hollow click, as though its mechanism was buried beneath several layers of stone. 

			“Ta da!” Zeno cheered, his voice resonating through the hall. 

			Then a flood of brilliant lights erupted in the cavern, and a wave of heat rushed over me. It wasn’t powerful enough to burn, but the temperature change came instantly, and I dropped to my knees, shielding my eyes from the piercing glare. The first thing I noticed was the floor—a checkerboard of black and white marble stones, spanning out in either direction. A few of the blocks were cracked, including the one I had tripped on earlier, but the majority were flawless squares, speckled with a thin layer of dust. Wiping the dust away from the section of floor beneath my knees revealed a polished surface casting my reflection back like a mirror. 

			As my vision began to adjust, I realized just how sheerly massive the corridor was. It looked to be as wide across as a highway, stretching more than sixty yards in either direction. More cobwebs dangled like bits of gauzy string from the stone ceiling, where rows upon rows of orb-shaped lights illuminated the corridor from above. 

			“Welcome to the Hallway of Artistry,” Zeno said. “What do you think of our collection?” 

			At least three dozen paintings lined the walls on either side of the hall. Some were tall and wide with thick, gaudy golden frames, while others were small. One of the paintings was a small portrait of a woman sitting sideways, posing in a simple black gown, an enigmatic smile on her face, and another looked to be some sort of starry landscape with swirling bluish brush strokes. Others portrayed beautiful landscapes, what I assumed were famous people, and even outer space.

			“What is all this?” I asked, my focus drifting over to an enormous marble statue of a lion in the back corner of the hallway. It crouched next to the narrow ladder I had crawled down only moments before. Had I moved even a foot or two to the right, I would have cracked my skull against the lion’s massive jaws.

			“That is Aslan,” Zeno replied. “Do you know of Aslan?”

			Still blinking away the blips flooding my eyes, I started shaking my head. “I don’t think so,” I said, as the name Aslan didn’t ring any bells. 

			Zeno clucked his tongue. “Aslan was the hero in the seven Chronicles of Narnia novels, a delightful series written by the author C. S. Lewis. The first, titled The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe, was originally published in October of the year 1950.”

			“Are you going to do that every time?” I asked. My grandfather might have enjoyed this onslaught of bookish trivia, but my nerves were already on edge after having blindly traversed the passage.

			“Um . . . uh,” Zeno stammered. “I would like to, yes, but if it is too distracting, I shall refrain. You have had quite the day, haven’t you?”

			“You have no idea.” I had gone through so much since the morning. It was hard to believe it had all happened in a single day.

			“These art pieces were rescued from imminent destruction during the Blight and were added to the collection after the completion of the Library,” Zeno said. “They serve as a welcome to those valiant enough to enter. Juni, if you would be so kind, please turn around.”

			Looking over my shoulder, I realized I had been standing directly in front of a large golden door, the same surface I’d stumbled into before turning on the lights. Intricate leaves clinging to branches had been carved into the surface and directly in the middle of the door was the familiar, circular symbol of the Last Library. 

			“Do you see it?” Zeno asked. 

			“The door,” I said, frowning. Though the flooding light no longer bothered my vision, I squinted out of habit. “Yes, I see the door.”

			“Not just the door, silly. Look closer.”

			Peering down from the center of the bird-shaped symbol, wearing a wide, terrifying smile, was a face. I could tell almost at once that the face didn’t belong there, and when it opened its mouth, it spoke with Zeno’s voice.

			“Boo!” he shouted, and then laughed hysterically.

			The sound of my screams filled the corridor, bouncing back and forth across the walls, which instantly snuffed out Zeno’s laughter.

			“Do forgive me, once again, Juni! That was supposed to be a joke! I was pretending to be Marley. Jacob Marley? You know, from Charles Dickens’s classic A Christmas . . .” He mumbled the rest of the sentence, squeezing his lips closed as he hummed. “My apologies. I will save that bit of trivia for later.”

			And then it got weirder as the rest of Zeno stepped out from the door, one leg after the other, stretching out as though kicking the air, followed by his bulbous midsection sparkling with golden buttons down the front of his shirt, until finally Zeno emerged in his entirety from the door. Clicking his heels together, he held out one hand, before bowing regally.

			“You’re real?” I gasped, my worst fear confirmed. “You have a body?” 

			“No, no, not real.” Waving his hands before his face, Zeno’s fingers passed through each other, becoming nothing more than a flurry of pixels before materializing once more into seemingly solid flesh.

			Standing only an inch or two taller than me, Zeno was squat with a bald head, bushy gray eyebrows, and stubby pink fingers constantly wiggling at his sides. As he moved closer, I noticed a strange, faint light rising from the top of his head. It stretched toward the ceiling, where it eventually connected with one of the orb-like bulbs, and I finally understood. That bulb was the reason I could see Zeno. He was a walking, talking phantom, cast down from a projector.

			“I’ve never seen anything like this,” I said. There were holo­ports all over Syphon City, some the size of a building, with vividly clear images, but those were nothing compared to Zeno. 

			“Well, I was one of the last advancements in technology before civilization took a few steps backward. Wars and unnatural calamities tend to do that sort of thing,” he said. “When the Curators installed me here in the Library, there were no more of my brothers and sisters out there in the world.”

			No longer afraid, I reached out to try touching him. I couldn’t help myself. He looked solid, but his body fizzled as though it were nothing more than air. 

			“Can you feel that?” I asked.

			Zeno shrugged. “If I choose to.”

			Looking back from where I came, I was stunned to see the hatch entrance was much closer than I’d thought. In the dark, it had seemed like I’d traveled much farther. With Zeno’s help, I located the entry panel, buried beneath a swath of cobwebs nearly as thick as cotton on the wall next to the hole I had climbed down. Following his instructions, I placed my palm against another bluish screen embedded in the wall and a larger square slid open. A rumbling sound like stones tumbling filled the hallway as a platform enclosed in a wire cage lowered into view, with Lutz, Kobyn, Doler, and Lewis standing on it. It was an elevator.

			“This is wonderful. Absolutely wonderful!” Zeno announced, extending his arms out wide, as my friends stepped out from the opening of the cage. “You are all most welcome here.” 

			Unfazed by the dramatic entrance, Lewis bounded over to me, but when he spotted Zeno behind me, he immediately leapt back and snarled.

			“A dog?” Zeno gasped with delight. “Canis lupus familiaris?”

			Kneeling down, he tried patting Lewis behind the ears, but his hand disappeared into the dog’s furry skull. Lewis did not seem to like that one bit, and he darted away, hiding behind Kobyn with his tail tucked between his legs.

			Everyone marveled at Zeno. His appearance was one of a kind. Even Lutz tried touching him, just to make sure Zeno wasn’t only pretending to be artificial. 

			“This is unbelievable!” Kobyn whispered, gaping at the stone statue of Aslan and the artwork on the walls.

			Pressing his steepled fingers against his lips, Zeno suddenly looked frantic with regret. “I have waited so long for this moment to arrive, and now that it’s here, I wish I could have provided you with some light refreshments. Alas, any food or drink the Curators might have left behind would most certainly have spoiled by now.” 

			“May we go inside?” I asked, turning my full attention back to the door.

			“Yes, of course! Juni, since you have already been such an excellent helper, would you be so kind?” Zeno nodded to a second square button to the right of the golden door. “As the nineteenth-­century children’s author Lewis Carroll might have once said, ‘Down the rabbit hole we go!’”
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			Stepping beyond the golden door was like walking into the Mounds, except instead of beehive-shaped stucco houses fanning out, we’d entered a city of books. That was the only way to describe the Library. Two continuous rows of sturdy, twenty-foot-tall wooden shelves lined either side of the hallway, and every shelf was completely full of books. Lutz let out a long whistle as more orb lights turned on every twenty feet down the aisle, stretching out down what seemed like an endless passageway. From our vantage point, we could see through the shelves that there were at least two other hallways on either side of the hallway before us. 

			“Are there, like, a million books in this place?” Doler asked. Mesmerized, he gaped over at me, and we both laughed. It was the only reaction that made any sense. 

			“From my last calculations, I counted more than twenty million volumes contained within this Library, collected from all over the globe,” Zeno said, “resting” a chubby elbow on a nearby shelf. “But there are also incomplete texts and other documents, many of which are more than a thousand years old, thus my dithering on the final count. I have gone back and forth for years, arguing with myself on what constitutes as an actual book.”

			Twenty million books! How could there be so many? Through­out their search for the Library, my parents and their colleagues had managed to locate fewer than a dozen books hidden underneath the city, and that had taken them years. 

			“Go on,” Zeno urged, nodding at Doler. “Take a peek if you’d like. I won’t punish you for exploring.”

			A plume of dust belched out from a shelf as Doler snatched the first book within reach. Squinting at the cover image of what looked like a coiling strand of DNA, he opened to the middle of the book. Then he reared back in disgust. 

			“Yuck!” Doler exclaimed. “This is just a bunch of pictures of body parts.”

			Page after page revealed very few words, but an endless onslaught of grotesque images of muscles and bones and internal organs. 

			“Ah yes, well, that is Basic Anatomy,” Zeno explained, flourishing his hand with a twirl. “First published in 1858 by Henry Gray, and then continuously updated for hundreds of years until Novexus and their Syncrons made it obsolete. It’s a college textbook. What did you expect?”

			“A textbook?” I asked. 

			We had digital textbooks at the Institute, compiled mostly of audio bytes and animated images. Out of all the books I had imagined we’d find in the Library, a textbook had definitely not been one on the list.

			“This is the Computer Science, Information, and General Works Avenue,” Zeno said. “Architecture, Atlases, Encyclo­pedias, How-To Manuals, Textbooks, and so on and so forth.”

			After thumbing through a few pages, Doler snapped the anatomy book closed. “No offense, but that’s kind of boring,” he said. 

			“Do not worry, my friends, we’ll find far more interesting reading materials the deeper in we travel,” Zeno said. “There are nine more Avenues that branch off from this one just down the way, all organized alphabetically and separated into sub­categories. Art and Recreation, History and Geography, Language, Literature, Philosophy and Psychology, Religion, Science, Social Sciences, Technology, and of course, Computer Science, Information, and General Works.” He gestured vaguely down the hallway. “Not every Avenue is as straightforward as this one, however—mostly because the material here is itself straightforward, and as Doler has so eloquently stated, kind of boring. Some Avenues are interrupted by alleyways, nooks and crannies, oubliettes. The Children’s Literature Avenue you may access by descending a winding staircase in the middle of the Culinary section. I do think you’ll love what you discover there.”

			I wouldn’t have believed there would be even a handful of books in some of those categories, let alone an entire hallway overflowing with them. We spent the next hour wandering through the Library with Zeno as our guide. As he moved along at the front of the group, he would periodically pass out of range of the overhead projection bulbs. After flickering momentarily, his body would reconnect with the next bulb along the ceiling, and he would seem almost solid once more. Zeno never took any notice when that happened, and it wasn’t long before the transition became easy to ignore.

			While the hallways were narrow, the ceiling was at least twenty feet high. Most shelves had a ladder at intervals that, on closer inspection, traveled on wheels, their tops connected to a metal rod with wheels as well. 

			Snaking along the center of the hallway was a massive tube connected to the ceiling by metal straps at regular intervals. Almost as wide around as my waist, there were spots along its length where condensation gathered and occasionally dropped solitary drops of water. There were tracks along the floor where those drips had collected enough water to mark small rivulets in the dust, snaking along and then disappearing into grates placed in the floor every hundred feet or so.

			“Where’s this water coming from?” Doler asked, wincing as a drop hit him perfectly on the nape of his neck.

			“Why, the river, of course,” Zeno said. “That pipe above us is part of a network of hydroelectric conduits; an intake pulls river water into the pipe, where its flow is converted into electricity that powers all the Library’s systems and is then returned to the river. However, differences in the humidity level sometimes cause condensation on the outside of the pipes, which is why the Curators also installed the drainage system you see.”

			“That doesn’t seem very safe,” Kobyn said. “What happens if a pipe suddenly bursts?”

			“Yeah, wouldn’t it flood the Library and destroy everything?” I asked.

			“You have to understand, the Curators were pressed for time and were constantly living in fear of being discovered. They needed to conceal the Library in a safe location, but one that could also provide power,” Zeno said. “Without that conduit, the Library would plunge into total darkness. Had they more time, they might have acquired and used nuclear battery systems, but that was not in the cards, as they say.” 

			“Impressive,” Lutz said, following our gaze. “Risky, but impressive.”

			“The risk is minimal,” Zeno assured him. “After all, the Curators did install a fail-safe.”

			“A what?” Doler frowned.

			“A fail-safe. A protection. Should the unthinkable ever happen and the river tragically unleashed from above, there is a way to seal the books off from the rest of the Library.” Zeno pointed up to a narrow notch embedded in the ceiling above the bookcases. “Hidden throughout the Avenues are collapsible doors. Impenetrable and secure. With a simple command, those doors drop down in front of the bookshelves, and provide a safeguard against the elements.”

			“Very impressive,” Lutz repeated, stroking his chin and eyeing the bookshelves with greater curiosity. 

			Every Avenue, which was what Zeno kept calling the various sections of the Library, had multiple sections within and its own unique way of displaying their books. Peering down from the top shelves of the Biographical section were marble busts of former presidents, queens and kings, and other historical figures. As we walked beneath them, Zeno would trigger pin-sized lights embedded within the shelves, spotlighting the biographies he most recommended. The Culinary section not only contained cookbooks, but also countless metal hooks along the ceiling where every kind of cooking utensil dangled like an enormous charm necklace. The Poetry section arched out into a wide, circular room surrounding stone steps descending to an amphitheater, where pillows and tasseled rugs had been scattered along the steps. It was all so breathtaking and impressive. I only wished I had an endless amount of time to wander and explore through each and every Avenue.

			“We should go collect your mother,” Lutz suggested, after we had worked our way back from the Historical section to where the Avenues connected at a central hub of the Library. “I haven’t talked with her since our arrival to the prison, and I’m sure by now she’s worried herself into a panic.”

			“My mom definitely needs to see this tonight,” Kobyn agreed. “What time is it, anyway?” 

			Without the use of our Syncrons, there was no way to tell how much time had passed. 

			“It is barely after eleven o’clock,” Zeno said. 

			Doler’s face instantly dropped. “Oh, I’m so dead!” he gasped. “How do we get back out of here?”

			“Two lefts and a right down the eastern corridor and then a hop, skip, and a jump back through the Reference Avenue. I can certainly show you the way,” Zeno said, before turning to me. “Will you all be leaving tonight then?”

			“Most definitely,” Doler said. “I’m pretty sure my parents are going to kill me.”

			“It’ll take us a few hours to gather some supplies, but we should be back in the early morning,” Lutz said. “Will we have any sort of trouble on our return?”

			“Not anymore,” Zeno said. “You and your associates now have a permanent membership to the Library. So there’s no need for your little shocking contraptions for the foreseeable future.”

			“Fair enough,” Lutz said.

			“You can come back with us to the Library later, if you want,” Kobyn said to me, snapping his fingers to draw Lewis over.

			“Actually, if it’s all right with Zeno, I think I’d rather stay,” I said.

			“You are most welcome.” Zeno bowed his head politely. “It seems like you’ve only just arrived, and I have been lonely for . . . well, forever.”

			“What do you mean stay?” Doler asked, staring at me in confusion. “We have two more finals to take tomorrow, and last I checked, you’re not doing so hot in Meteorology.”

			“I don’t think I’m going back to the Institute, Doler. At least not this year,” I said, stooping over and scratching Lewis’s ears. The thought had been creeping its way into my mind all evening since our arrival. Oh, how I wished my grandfather could have been there right then. We should have been exploring the mysteries of the Library together, but that would have to wait. For now, I knew he was in good hands at the hospital, which meant I had no reason to go home.

			Doler’s eyes bulged, his expression caught somewhere between a laugh and wanting to throw up. “You’re not serious, are you?”

			“Quaze knows now that I’m somehow involved with all this,” I said. “She’s going to come looking for me. In fact, she’s probably already waiting at my house. If she brings anyone from Novexus with her, this place won’t stay a secret for much longer.” 

			“Well, then I’m not leaving either,” Kobyn said. “Juni and I can explore more of the Library together.”

			“If Juni chooses to stay, I won’t stop her, but someone has to help me with your mother, Kobyn,” Lutz said. “I’m not even sure how we’re going to get her down here at all, but I know I won’t be able to do that on my own. Why don’t we leave Lewis behind? He’s had enough traveling for one night, wouldn’t you agree? What do you say, Juni? Care for some extra company?”

			That sounded like a great idea to me. Though I was convinced of my choice to stay, I still loved the idea of a companion. And while my first meeting with Lewis might have been less than ideal, we were rapidly warming up to each other. Kobyn came up with a few more options, trying to talk his way into staying too, but in the end, he agreed with Lutz. 

			As Zeno began leading the others away, Doler turned back for one final goodbye. Unzipping his backpack, he refused to move until I accepted a few of his snacks to help get me through the night. I eventually picked a red velvet Cakey Log—the only flavor I could tolerate—and a yellowish tube of Floosh.

			“I can’t believe you’re not coming back,” Doler said. “What if this old place is haunted?”

			“I mean, it is, isn’t it?” I asked, pointing at Zeno as he drifted along in front of us. “Ghosts I can handle. Besides, I’ll be right here waiting for you when you get back tomorrow. You’re coming back, right?”

			“Are you kidding?” Doler’s eyes flitted around the room in amazement. “This is going to be the greatest summer break of all time.”
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			Lewis’s furry belly warmed the tops of my toes as I nestled into the folds of the most comfortable chair I’d ever been in. It was like a fuzz-covered marshmallow, about the size of a small boulder, and there were dozens scattered throughout the room. Left on my own to wander while Zeno escorted the others to the exit, I’d found the staircase to the Children’s Avenue. Any apprehension I had felt about being alone had immediately vanished the moment I had reached the bottom step. 

			There was something indescribably safe about the decorations. Not only was there a collection of stuffed animals—bears and rabbits as well as monsters and dragons—lying about on the soft, shaggy carpet, but there were also huge plastic tubs of multicolored blocks that could be stacked into any number of shapes and designs. I’d already gathered a small stack of books from the shelves, and as I slurped Doler’s tube of yellow Floosh, I casually flipped through the pages. 

			“Sleepy yet?” Zeno appeared on the marshmallow chair next to me, lying on his side, his cheek resting on one fist. 

			“A little,” I said, smacking my lips. The caffeine from the Floosh was failing to keep me awake, and the gentle murmur of Lewis’s breathing had begun lulling me to sleep.

			Zeno swung his feet off the end of the chair. “I didn’t want to say this earlier while everyone was listening in, but I’m really glad you were the one who chose to stay tonight. You are different,” he said, tapping his finger to his lips. “You are unique. You are special.” 

			“I’m nothing special,” I said.

			“Oh, but you most definitely are. Especially to me. You and I are connected in many ways.” 

			“How is that?” 

			“We both share a connection to Obadiah Wixom,” he said. “He was my creator, and he was your great-great-grandfather.”

			I’d been halfway through a yawn when I realized what Zeno had just revealed. Noticing my surprise, he giggled mischievously. 

			“You didn’t think you were the only one who knew about your secret, did you?” he asked.

			“Well, yeah, actually,” I said. I had only recently discovered that fact myself. “How long have you known we were related?” 

			“I had my suspicions from my first interaction with your parents,” Zeno said, rocking back and forth on his heels. “It had always been Obadiah’s wish for the Library’s legacy to be kept within his family, but anything could have happened over the course of a century. The line could have been broken easily. It wasn’t until we met on that fateful evening in your bedroom when I knew for sure.”

			“How could you have known that?” I asked. 

			“You told me,” he said, winking. “Well, your fingertips told me.” 

			As I blinked down at my fingers, it all made sense. “You could scan my DNA?”

			Zeno nodded. “My apologies for not asking for permission, but I was both curious and eager. After all, in a way, finding the Library is your birthright, and though I may be composed of simple digital bytes, I do believe in a little thing I like to call destiny. Do you believe in destiny?”

			“I’ve actually never given it much thought.” My life had been hard enough already to allow myself time to worry about things that were out of my control.

			“Well, you should. Destiny suits you,” he said. “Tell me, Juni, after we spoke and you opened that box, did you follow my instructions? Were you able to read Princess Persephone’s adventures?” I nodded slowly, but then recoiled as Zeno let out a gasp. “I knew it!” he cheered. “I knew you would. And were you expecting that twist?”

			“Not at all,” I said, giggling from how excited he had become. “I first figured the dragons were evil, and Persephone was just doing them a favor.”

			“You were led to believe that she was the hero of the story. Those poor, sick dragons so dependent on their gracious masters to save them.” Zeno’s eyes twinkled with delight. “But then you discovered the truth about Persephone’s deep, dark secret and the real hero emerged.”

			“Dexill,” I said.

			“Yes, Dexill. Brave, stubborn, and suspicious.” He sighed contentedly. “It’s one of my absolute favorite stories.”

			“I didn’t realize you liked to read as well,” I said. It seemed strange for a piece of software, regardless of how lifelike it may seem, to find joy in something as simple as reading a book.

			Zeno’s smile faltered slightly and for the briefest of moments, I thought I could see disappointment emerging in the digital man’s eyes. Then he shook it away, his usual amusement returning. 

			“If you search deeper into Persephone’s tale, you’ll realize how that story has more meaning to it. It mirrors actual life, now more than ever,” he said. “If we were to use your life as an example, what could the Kingdom of Savinity represent?”

			“Well, I guess it could be Syphon City,” I said.

			“Very good,” Zeno said. “And then what about the dragon swamp?”

			“The Mounds,” I said, forcing down a bite of dry Cakey Log. How does Doler eat these things on almost a daily basis?

			“The Mounds?” Zeno looked puzzled. 

			“It’s the name of the place where I live,” I explained. The Mounds certainly felt like an abysmal swamp to me.

			“Ah, I see. In truth, the dragon swamp could really be any home and the dragons a symbol of all humanity. Which then leads us to the treacherous Persephone. What do you think about her, Juni?”

			Gnawing on my lower lip, I tried giving it some thought. I’d never been very good at looking for symbols or finding the hidden meaning in things, but I did have a hunch where Zeno was heading with his question.

			“You’re talking about Novexus,” I said. 

			Zeno reared back, acting surprised. “Well, now that you put it that way, I think maybe you’re right.”

			“You’re a horrible actor,” I said with a smirk. “I suppose you want me to say that my Syncron is Persephone’s poisonous medicine as well, right?”

			“Oh no!” He recoiled as though I had struck him across the chin. “I would never think that. Your Syncron is not poisonous. Technology is not the villain. It is simply a vessel. Neither good nor bad.”

			“Okay, then if my Syncron isn’t the poison, then what is?” I asked.

			“Well, that would be the information traveling through the device. And in our case, what could be more poisonous than a nasty Great Lie?” Zeno leveled his gaze, only the faintest hint of a smile lingering on his lips. “Do you know what I speak of?” 

			I nodded slowly. “You’re talking about the Blight, aren’t you?”

			My conversation the previous night came surging back. Kobyn and his mother and Lutz were all convinced that Novexus were the overlords. They’d told me how the Blight—that had brought about the end of all paper and books and had destroyed every tree across the land and polluted the air with acid—had been unleashed on purpose.

			“Yes, Juni, that is the Great Lie Obadiah mentioned in his message,” Zeno said. “It is the reason why we are here, standing in an underground vault containing the last remnants of a time all but forgotten.”

			“No offense,” I said, rubbing my temples as my head began to throb. “But you’re just a program. A very personable program, for sure, but you’re not exactly real.”

			“Fair point and no offense taken,” Zeno said, closing one eye. “At least I don’t think I’m offended.”

			“What I meant is—how do you even know that? Where did you get your information?” Everyone in the world might only have one resource for receiving their history, but how was Zeno any different?

			“Now that is an excellent question, my dear, and I do love questions, especially when I know the answers.” Pressing his fist to his lips, he cleared his throat and straightened with purpose. “‘Please do not judge me because of my past, when there is so much I intend to correct in my future.’”

			“Is that a quote or something?” 

			“It is,” he said, nodding enthusiastically. “It is a direct quote from Obadiah Wixom. And it is his way of apologizing for his horrible misdeeds.”

			“What horrible misdeeds?” I asked.

			“For helping spread the Great Lie, of course,” Zeno said, closing his eyes. “Obadiah Wixom founded Novexus.”
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			I could feel my mouth slowly dropping open as Zeno’s statement started to sink in.

			“The founder of Novexus!” I suddenly belted out. Startled by my outburst, Zeno’s image flickered as though he were about to turn off. 

			“My goodness!” Zeno gasped. “There’s no need to bellow at me.”

			“What are you talking about?” I demanded, the volume of my voice dropping only slightly. “I thought Obadiah was one of the Curators of the Library.”

			“Yes, he was,” he agreed.

			“But you just said he was the founder of Novexus.” 

			“That I did. Obadiah was both.”

			“As in my earpiece and my oculus?” I struggled to comprehend. It was too absurd to be true. “Are you seriously trying to tell me that he invented Syncron?” 

			“Obadiah was a genius,” he said. “He invented me among other things—and I’m impressive, wouldn’t you agree?”

			“Don’t change the subject,” I snapped. “My Grandpa Edgar and I have lived in the Mounds all our lives. We’re nothing. Nobodies!” 

			“You are certainly not nobodies!” Zeno looked appalled. 

			“But I’m dirt poor,” I said. Even my earpiece was absolute garbage, and now I was somehow supposed to believe that my ancestor started the most powerful corporation in the world. “And not only that, but you’re telling me that my great-great-grandfather singlehandedly destroyed the world. Is that what you’re saying?” Talk about a slap in the face. In less than a day, I’d gone from being somewhat proud of my heritage to completely ashamed. 

			“Not singlehandedly, no, and certainly not on purpose. Obadiah never meant for his technology to be used for such an evil purpose. His hope was to enhance the world, not to destroy it, and when he realized what was happening with his invention and how it was being used to pull the wool over the eyes of millions and millions, he tried to put a stop to it. By then the enemy had already sunk in its talons. He was bought out by the board of directors, and then Obadiah’s connection to the company was completely eliminated from the database. He was forced into hiding, an outcast from society. He then spent the rest of his life and money building this.” Zeno gestured widely at the library around him. “The Library was his last attempt at redemption.”

			I was suddenly hit by a strong dizzy spell. It was too much to comprehend. Obadiah was begging for forgiveness because he’d given the overlords their greatest weapon.

			“I’m sorry, but I just can’t understand how we could have let that happen,” I said. “That is not what we’ve been taught.”

			“You are confused and rightfully so,” Zeno said. “But let me ask you this. How exactly were you taught about the Blight?” 

			“At the Institute, of course,” I said. “It’s been part of the curriculum in every history lecture since the first grade.”

			“You’re not listening to me,” Zeno said, scrunching his nose. “I didn’t ask where you were taught, I asked you how. By what means did you learn of this history?”

			“By what means? By . . . well,” then I understood. “I learned it through my Syncron.” 

			Zeno sucked back on his teeth, heaving a sigh of regret. “Don’t feel duped, Juni. You certainly are not the only one deceived. All that was needed was a way to spread the lie. There is nothing more powerful than an instrument in the wrong hands.” Leaning back, he examined my face, a look of concern in his eyes. “You look slightly squeamish.”

			“I am squeamish,” I said. “This is absolutely bonkers!”

			“You know what you need right now?” Zeno eagerly rubbed his hands together. “You need some exercise.”

			“Exercise?” I frowned. 

			“Yes! That’s a wonderful idea! Shall we go for a walk?”

			“What I need right now it to curl up into a ball in that squishy chair and sleep away the headache you’ve just given me,” I said.

			“Come on, come on. We do not have a ton of time before our friends return in a few hours, and I want to show you something,” he said. “It is very important—critical, actually—but it is not here in this part of the Library. We have a bit of a journey to get there, but it will be worth your time, I assure you.”

			What more could he possibly show me than what I’d already seen? Zeno seemed anxious for some reason, more so than usual, and he would not take no for an answer. 

			After climbing the staircase back to the upper level, Lewis and I followed Zeno down a winding path away from the main hub. We passed through the Government section with its collection of foot-thick leather-bound tomes, and then beneath a marble archway. The farther we walked, the larger the pipes along the ceiling grew. Water trickled down from the ceiling instead of falling in slow drops. The dusty evidence of rivulets turned into actual rivulets. In some places I had to zigzag along to avoid splashing in the water running into the drainage system. Eventually, the path ended at a dark wooden door, where the pipe, easily four feet in diameter by this point, disappeared into the stone wall above it. 

			“Juni . . . Knox,” Zeno said, stepping to one side, and holding out his palm.

			“What’s in there?” I asked, feeling slightly apprehensive. Other than the main entrance in the Hallway of Artistry, this was the first door we’d encountered along any of the other Avenues. 

			“Trust me, you’re going to love it,” he said.

			Raising my hand to the door, I immediately realized something was missing. There didn’t seem to be a doorknob. There was no handle or slot or electronic keypad to enter a code, but as I rapped my knuckles against the wood, the door instantly opened, and a warm, stale breeze poured out. As elsewhere, glowing orbs ignited in the ceiling, filling the small room with light. With Zeno prompting me forward, I stepped into the room, and the door began to close quickly behind me. Realizing Lewis was still in the hallway, I tried to stop the door from shutting, but I wasn’t fast enough. 

			“Do not be afraid,” Zeno said, as the sound of Lewis’s barking came from the other side of the door. “I would never trap you in here.”

			I noticed a massive Lense spanning the far wall, displaying images from around the Library. 

			“Is this, like, security footage?” I asked.

			“That is correct. This is the Control Room. It is the beating heart and once you are inside, no one else may enter unless you open the door for them. From here, you have access to every panel throughout the Library. The lights, the entryway locks—even the river. Though no one can actually control a river, of course, but you can operate the valves and release the pressure when it starts to build aggressively,” Zeno said. “From this Control Room, you also have access to the fail-safe. Here, I shall show you.” 

			As he nodded at the Lense, the area beyond the Control Room was suddenly filled with a thunderous noise. Collapsible doors dropped from the ceiling throughout the Library, and one by one, images of each of the Avenues appeared on the screen. Every bookshelf had been sealed off from the rest of the corridor, their books all trapped inside a steel barrier.

			“Being buried beneath a river poses all sorts of threats, but I told you the risk was minimal,” Zeno said, and nodded again. The steel doors released from the ground and began, like massive metal blinds, ratcheting back in place. “However, there are far more valuable treasures contained within these walls than just paper and books.” He pointed to an object rising from a hatch in the desktop, a computer similar to the one in Garland’s basement. “You are now looking at the Global Database of Learning—or rather, what it used to be.”

			“That’s the GDL?” I asked, my eyes narrowing in confusion. “The same one I access on my Syncron?”

			“On the contrary—this is the original software: perfect and complete. The one before it was corrupted by the overlords, information they considered harmful or dangerous excised permanently.”

			As he moved to the computer, the monitor crackled to life. After scrunching his nose in thought, Zeno’s eyes brightened with an idea and the title Persephone’s Dragons appeared inside a search box on the screen. Within seconds, the full text of that book appeared, and Zeno began scrolling through, page by digital page. 

			“This book no longer exists on the surface,” he said, peering up at the ceiling. “If not for you, it wouldn’t even be a memory, because all who ever read it is gone. Everything you’ve seen in the Library—every book, document, recipe card, lyric, every fragment of text—is contained within this vital machine. There are no deleted files. Nothing has been lost or altered or burned to ash. With this program, those books can endure forever. This is the Library’s legacy, Juni. It is the cure for the sickly dragons.”

			“But I thought Novexus created the GDL,” I said. 

			“They did. Or should I say Obadiah did. It had always been the intention of my creator to make these books available to the world, but the overlords had other ideas. Fortunately, when the unthinkable happened, and Obadiah was forced out of Novexus, he had already squirreled away a backup.”

			As Zeno’s strange tour of the inner workings of the Library came to an end, my brain seemed about ready to go the way of my Syncron and fritz out. It was all very impressive. The Control Room, the fail-safe, the original file of the GDL, but it all seemed a little over my head. 

			Opening the door, I discovered Lewis stretched out on the ground, waiting patiently. Then we three headed out from the Control Room, down the endless path of bookshelves and deep into the Library.

		


		
			[image: chap32]

			I fell asleep next to Lewis in the beanbag chair, which was what Zeno called the fuzz-covered marshmallow, but only after I’d tossed and turned for more than an hour. Zeno had said that finding the Library was my birthright, but everything that had happened over the past week had come about merely by coincidence. My trip with Quaze and Doler to Harker’s Village. My chance meeting of Kobyn, unlocking the Overdue Archive, it had all been set into motion accidentally. And then to discover that my long-dead ancestor was the creator of Syncron and Novexus—it was just too much to take in.

			When I finally did wake up the next morning, Lewis was gone, but a plate of sausages and real scrambled eggs rested on the table, faint wisps of steam still drifting off the plate. I scarfed down the whole meal in only a few bites, and my stomach rumbled with satisfaction. As I was finishing off the last drops of my yellow Floosh, Zeno appeared once more, teetering on the handrail of the spiral staircase, and giving off a creepy phantomlike vibe. 

			“Good morning, Juni Knox,” Zeno said, sliding feet first down the handrail and landing with a thud. I knew it was only a fabricated sound, but I could almost feel the ground tremble beneath my seat.

			“Did you make me breakfast?” I asked, wiping my mouth with the back of my hand. 

			He started to nod, but that turned into a head shake of denial. “I wish I could do such things as bake and cook. It looked lovely, though. Juicy sausage. Salted eggs. What do they taste like, I wonder?”

			“Heaven on a plate,” I said. My breakfast had never tasted so good. 

			“Now that’s an excellent description. You do have a way with words. The others have returned, but I wouldn’t let them wake you until I felt you were sufficiently rested. You had a lot on your mind last night, and you needed your sleep.”

			With a loud yawn I stretched and patted the indentation in the beanbag chair, where Lewis had spent the previous night beside me. “Where is everyone?”

			“Upstairs formulating a plan,” Zeno said. “There are big changes in the works. Big changes indeed.”

			“Changes?” As I had yet to discover a graceful way of climbing out of the beanbag chair, I rolled clumsily onto the floor. 

			“In matters involving the eventuality of the Library, I believe you should definitely be involved,” he said. “As soon as you are ready, I shall take you to them.”

			We found the others in the Poetry section, where Garland and Lutz were discussing the details of a large roll of paper spread out across a table. 

			“Finally!” Kobyn announced, poking his head out from behind a tower of books piled high on the floor of the amphi­theater. “I thought you were going to sleep all morning.” 

			“I’ve never slept like that before,” I said, as Lewis trotted over, and I gave him a friendly pat. “What are you doing?” 

			Kobyn stepped to one side of the tower. “I’ve wandered all over the Library, and these are the books I plan to read first . . . with my mom’s help, of course,” he said. “They’re not in any specific order yet, but they will be.”

			“That’s a lot of books,” I said, awestruck by his impressive stack. “When did you get back, anyway?” How had they managed to make breakfast and wander through the Library, all while I was asleep?

			“We’ve been here more than eight hours,” he said.

			“Eight hours!” I gasped, stiffening in alarm. “Grandpa Edgar!” It had been almost a full day since I’d last spoken with him, and he’d spent that whole time alone in the hospital.

			“Your grandfather is still under heavy sedation, but he’s recovering slowly,” Garland said, glancing over at me from the table. “I contacted the hospital over an hour ago and spoke to his caretaker.”

			“His caretaker?” I asked, my anxiety ramping up. “But I’m his caretaker!”

			“There’s no need to get upset, Juni,” she said, easing back into her chair. “The woman said she knew you and that she was a friend of your family. Sanaya?”

			At the mention of my neighbor, the tension finally eased, and I took a breath in relief. Thank goodness for Mrs. Gupta. That woman was a saint!

			The large scroll of paper spread out across the table was, in fact, a detailed map. Squiggly lines depicting roads covered most of the area, and several sections looked as though they had been recently shaded with pencil. 

			“This is a map of Syphon City,” Garland explained, smoothing her hand across the surface. “We’re looking for a new home for the Library.”

			“You’re moving it?” I asked.

			“Not all at once,” Lutz said. “This will take a long time to complete.”

			“As you know, Juni, we’re not the only ones searching for the Library,” Garland said. “We have to figure out a way to protect it now, and we need to give the world access to this wealth of knowledge once again. Our plan is to start small. There are others we trust who will allow us to use their homes temporarily for storage until we’ve gathered enough funds to build a more secure location outside the city.”

			Their plan was to involve an old maintenance bus Lutz had recently purchased. While acting the part of an actual maintenance worker, he’d transport small shipments to the safe houses of their friends that they had marked on the map. 

			“What’s going to happen if the books don’t make it to their destination safely?” I asked. I thought back about our journey through the city the night before. The highway had been crammed with thousands of noisy vehicles. All it would take was one accident for the entire plan to go up in smoke.

			“That’s why we’re moving the Library in chunks,” Lutz said. “As long as I do a good job with my street sweeping, no one’s going to suspect a thing.”

			“And what does he think about all this?” I glanced over at Zeno, lingering in the corner, his hands in his pockets. 

			“Me?” Zeno replied. He’d remained quiet since leading me to the others. “What I think doesn’t really matter.”

			“Yes, it does,” I said. “This is your Library.”

			“Oh no, it has never belonged to me. I was merely installed to protect the Library, but I now transfer my stewardship over to you.”

			“What do you mean by transfer?” I asked. 

			“Someone has to bear the burden,” he said. “And now that you’re here, that responsibility is no longer mine to uphold.”

			“We’ll start with specific sections,” Garland said, pulling my attention back to the map. “Government, History, and Legal are the most important ones to move first. Those ones have seen the most changes over the years.” She exchanged a grim expression with Lutz. “Some of our most important documents have been eliminated from the GDL, and they will be what Novexus is most interested in seizing first. The other sections will remain here for now. Nothing will be forgotten, but we have to be strategic. We’re going to need a lot of money. Building a new Library large enough to store all these books will be expensive.”

			“I know just the thing that could help,” Zeno said, chiming in excitedly. “Might I suggest perusing the Business section. There are several financial books that might be—” His voice wavered suddenly, his image flickering, his body wavy and distorted as though he’d passed out of range of one of the overhead orbs—only he hadn’t moved an inch.

			“What’s wrong, Zeno?” I looked at the others for an explanation, but they seemed equally as confused by the abrupt change. Garland wheeled back from the table and swiveled around, facing Zeno’s flickering form. 

			“Some . . . thing seems . . . to be disrupting my . . . connection,” Zeno spoke with a garbled, choppy rhythm as several lights blinked out overhead, and the ceiling began trembling violently. “Oh, dear, dear, dear,” he said, his voice growing soft. “This can’t be good.”

			And then Zeno vanished. 

			“Is it an earthquake?” Kobyn asked, as several books in the Poetry section fell from their shelves to the floor.

			“That’s no earthquake,” Lutz grunted. “I know an explosion when I hear one. Someone’s trying to blast their way in!”

			Another boom rattled the walls, sending a zigzag of fractures across the ceiling. Was it really an explosion? An earthquake made more sense, though it didn’t make me feel any safer. We were deep beneath the ground, inside a building made of stone with pipes full of water along the ceiling. If something were to happen and the roof suddenly collapsed, we would all be drowned, if we weren’t smashed to bits first.

			Abandoning the map, Lutz grabbed Garland’s wheelchair, and immediately took off down the hallway with Kobyn, Lewis, and I trying our best to keep up. None of us had been there long enough to know our way around yet, and the Library had become a winding maze. I was struggling to catch my breath, all the while hoping that Zeno would suddenly turn up with a perfectly good explanation for the chaos, but he never returned. When we finally found the Reference section and made our way to the main entryway several minutes later, our worst fears were confirmed.

			The door leading out to the Hallway of Artistry had been blown wide open, and amid the murky haze of billowing smoke we could see at least a dozen pairs of red eyes peering in through the hole.
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			Like a swarm of cockroaches, the Nikos scrambled one by one through the rubble toward us. Baring his fangs savagely, Lewis leapt out in front of the group, but it did nothing to deter the Nikos. Howling and snarling, they fell on the dog in a robotic swarm. 

			“No, Lewis!” Kobyn shouted.

			Lutz yanked a small, boxy device with a large round button from his pocket and pointed it directly at the Nikos. With a jolt of invisible energy, his gadget sent the wave of hounds crashing to the ground in a heap. 

			“He’s there!” I yelled, spotting Lewis at the center of the busted Nikos. Although he appeared to be uninjured, the cowering animal wouldn’t come to us, no matter how desperately we called for him. 

			“You two get out of here now!” Garland commanded as more Nikos came crawling through the hole.

			Lutz tried spinning Garland’s wheelchair around, but it snagged the corner of the bookshelf in the narrow corridor, the front wheels buckling sideways. And before Kobyn could rush forward to try and help, both Garland and Lutz vanished into a thick scrum of Nikos, disappearing beneath a pile of twisting gears and metal. 

			“Kobyn, we have to go!” I screamed. And though I could see he was sobbing, he listened to me, and we took off in a run.

			The Nikos were trained hunters, built for speed and agility. It seemed hopeless to try to outrun them. As the crunch of steel claws tore up the ground behind us, something sharp raked across my heel and I cried out in pain. Spinning around, I stared straight into the glowing eyes of a monster. Then it was gone, smashed beneath an avalanche of books and splintered boards, as Kobyn pulled an entire section of shelves down on top of it.

			Kobyn helped me to my feet and, following his lead, we tore at the other nearby bookcases. The wooden shelves, loaded with books, didn’t take much effort to pull down. In a matter of seconds, there were books falling everywhere, filling the Reference section with a barrage of paper. Only then did I look back. Several of the Nikos had stumbled over the obstacle course, struggling to find their footing as they tried climbing over the pile, shredding the books to pieces.

			“We have to get to the stairs!” Kobyn said, clenching his jaw in determination, his face still wet with tears. “We can barricade ourselves in the Children’s Avenue.”

			As he started heading in the direction of the spiral staircase leading to the lower level, I skidded to a stop.

			“Not that way!” I shouted, gasping for air. 

			“That’s the stairway down,” he insisted. “I can see it!”

			“I know a better place to hide!” 

			I didn’t wait for Kobyn to argue as I took off in a different direction, but I was relieved when I heard his pounding footsteps behind me. The sound of snarling was no longer close by, but we continued knocking as much debris as we could to the ground. I hated doing it—all those books had been untouched for a century—but I knew it was the only chance we had of slowing the Nikos down. We doubled back to where the Avenues branched off in different directions, but I couldn’t remember the way to go. 

			“Where are you taking us?” Kobyn demanded, after we had reached a dead end down the Philosophy and Psychology Avenue, where rows of rolled up scrolls and tarnished brass scales teetered on the shelves. 

			“To the Control Room,” I said, whirling around, trying to get my bearings. “The Nikos won’t be able to get inside if we can make it there first.”

			“I don’t remember seeing any control room,” he said.

			“I went there last night with Zeno,” I explained. “I know it’s around here somewhere, but it was late, and I was tired, and I just followed along behind him.” Why hadn’t I paid more attention? There were too many different paths to take in the Library. If only I still had Zeno by my side to help show me the way. 

			“Okay, well what kind of books were there?” Kobyn asked, as a horrendous howling echoed through the corridor, coming from much closer than before.

			“Books?” I said, gawking at him. “What do you mean?”

			“Were there any books you’d want to read near this room of yours?”

			Thinking back about the dusty covers and thick spines of what had to be thousands of the most exhausting types of books in the Library, I shook my head rapidly. “There was an archway that we walked beneath, and . . .” My eyes widened. “The pipes!”

			I remembered how the hydroelectric pipes had grown in size above my head. If we followed those pipes, there was an excellent chance they would lead us straight back to the Control Room.

			My side ached as we raced past the History and Geog­raphy aisles, but when we turned to enter the Social Sciences Avenue, the Nikos finally caught up. One of the robots snagged hold of Kobyn’s leg, lashing out with its claws, and he hauled off and kicked its pointy skull as hard as he could. The Niko let out a clanging toll, wobbling disoriented and I sprinted out ahead. I couldn’t tell how close they were behind me, but I just kept running down the Avenue, past the rows and rows of heavy, boring books and beneath the marble archway, until my shoulder collided with the door, and, to my relief, I was able to push my way through. The door remained open long enough for Kobyn to race through the entrance, and then it slammed shut as a mass of fangs and claws and metal bodies crashed against it. 

		


		
			[image: chap34]

			I didn’t think you were going to make it!” Zeno announced. Wringing his hands together, the chubby figure stood at the back of the Control Room next to the computer.

			“Zeno!” I gasped, as Kobyn and I both collapsed to the ground, trying to catch our breath. “Thank goodness you’re here! What happened?” 

			Zeno’s lips blubbered as he stared bewilderedly around the room. “One second, I was there with you in the amphitheater, and the next I was gone. I tried many times to return, but this is as far as I can go. The moment I take one step beyond that door . . .” He made a buzzing sound like a wasp. “Had I been more prepared, I might have delayed them. Unfortunately, I was not aware of their arrival until it was too late. They must be using some sort of device to distort my signal.”

			“Is that a security feed?” Kobyn asked, noticing the barrage of images flashing across the giant Lense inside the room. He instantly fell silent as the screen displayed the footage from the main entryway and the image of his mother’s wheelchair appeared, lying empty and battered on its side.

			“My mom? Is she . . .” Kobyn started to say, but he was unable to finish the sentence.

			“Your mother is not dead,” Zeno explained. “That was the first thing I checked once the Library was breached. Garland and Lutz have sustained nasty injuries, I’m afraid, but I do not believe they are life-threatening.”

			“Where are they now?” I asked.

			“They have left the Library,” he said. “Some of those foul beasties have already dragged them out through the elevator, as well as your pet, Lewis. He appears to be unharmed.”

			The video feed looped through the different Avenues. Piles of books with torn pages and covers and broken shelves lay strewn across the floor, as a flood of Nikos prowled through the crater that had once been the main entryway of the Library.

			“It doesn’t make any sense,” Kobyn said, dragging his hands through his hair. “There’s no way they could’ve found this place that quickly.”

			“There’s no time to dwell on that,” Zeno said. “You must devise a plan of escape—and right away, I might add.”

			“But they’re already inside,” I said, a feeling of dread settling in my stomach. “They’ve taken the Library, and there’s no other way out.” 

			The path to the exit was blocked. While we may have been temporarily safe, holed up inside the Control Room, without food or water, it was only a matter of time before we would have to give up. 

			“They’ve taken the building,” Zeno corrected. “The Library is more than just its walls and Avenues. You can still prevent them from achieving their ultimate goal.”

			“With what?” Kobyn demanded.

			“With the fail-safe,” I said, recalling what Zeno had showed me the other night. “Can we activate that?”

			“I was merely waiting for your command,” Zeno said, nodding enthusiastically. 

			Kobyn seemed ready to ask a question when he was cut off by the deafening sound as flashes of metal glinted across the Lense, and the collapsible doors thundered to the ground, instantly sealing off the books from the corridor. 

			“Oh wow!” Kobyn gasped, laughing in shock, as several demolished Nikos appeared on the screen, their robotic bodies severed in half by the fail-safe doors. “Now, that’s what I’m talking about!”

			“You don’t have anything we could use to barricade against this door, do you?” I asked. The fail-safe may have given us back the advantage, but we weren’t out of the woods just yet.

			“There is no need,” Zeno said. “While that door may have the appearance of wood, I assure you it is made of a much stronger substance. It should hold up against almost any sort of battering.”

			“Okay, that bought us a little time. Now we just need to figure our next move,” I said. “Zeno, is there another way out of the Library?”

			“As in a back door?” Clicking his tongue, Zeno regrettably shook his head. “I’m afraid not. There is but one entrance and one exit and they are in the same location.”

			“What about weapons?” Kobyn asked. 

			Zeno’s eyes widened. “This is a library, my boy. It is not an armory!”

			A soft rapping arose from out in the corridor, and the three of us fell silent. Kobyn held a finger to his lips, cocking his head to one side and listening. My chest felt as though it was filled with fluttering moths as the rapping continued, and we realized it was the sound of someone knocking at the door.

			“Can you show us what’s out there?” I asked, nodding at the Lense. 

			Zeno cycled through the images and came to a stop on the hallway beyond the Control Room. Ullred O’Donnell stood less than a foot away from the door. No longer in a suit, he was wearing a heavy jacket and thick gloves. Gathered behind him were at least a half dozen Nikos, crouched at the ready.

			“Juniper Knox, are you in there?” Ullred called out, his voice echoing through the speakers in the Control Room. “If you are in there and you’re listening, then it’s time for you to come out. This will be your only warning.” 

			The Library had been within our possession for less than a day, but now the overlords had taken control. 

			“Can he hear us?” I asked.

			“Only if you want him to,” Zeno said. I gave him an affirming nod, and he moved back from the Lense. “The floor is yours,” he whispered. 

			My legs were trembling, and I still hadn’t fully recovered from our marathon sprint through the Library, but, steeling my nerves, I took a deep breath and faced the screen.

			“I’m here,” I announced, trying my best to sound confident. 

			“Ah, the troublemaker speaks,” Ullred said. “And are you alone?” 

			“No, she’s not,” Kobyn said. “I’m here too.” 

			“And who might you be?” Ullred’s piercing eyes seemed to glow as he lifted his gaze.

			“Kobyn Garcia,” Kobyn replied. “I think you know my mom.” 

			As recognition gleamed in Ullred’s eyes, he nodded slowly. “You should know I didn’t want it to go this way,” he said. “Your mother and I started this together as friends, and I would’ve preferred to have her by my side.”

			“Yeah, but then you decided to betray her!” Kobyn sneered, seething with anger. “Is my mom hurt?” 

			“She’s not been seriously harmed,” Ullred said, with a casual shrug. “At the moment, Garland and her associate are on their way to the hospital. I gave her fair warning, but she refused to listen to reason, which is unfortunate. Had she been truthful with me when I asked about her involvement, I would’ve given my Nikos specific commands not to attack. As it stands, I will see to it that she’s well taken care of before she’s arrested.” 

			“Arrested? For what?” I demanded.

			“Garland has repeatedly tampered with and obstructed an ongoing investigation. She faces criminal charges, as do both of you, I’m afraid,” Ullred said. “You have caused hundreds of thousands of dollars in damage to valuable property. Taxpayers’ dollars. Someone is going to have to answer for these disabled Kyniko units.”

			“That was self-defense,” I said. “Your robots attacked us first.”

			“That may be so, but how are you going to prove that? After all, we have permission to be here, but you do not.”

			“Permission to do what?” Kobyn asked. “Permission to destroy the Library?” 

			“Where on earth did you come up with that idea?” Ullred scoffed. “The Library will be dismantled, not destroyed. This is an important archaeological discovery. These books will be taken to warehouses, where they will be cataloged and preserved and likely placed in a museum.”

			“But that’s not the purpose of the Library,” I said. “The Curators wanted to hide it from you. That’s why they buried it underground!”

			“Ah, yes, the self-proclaimed ‘Curators,’” Ullred said, chuckling. “I take it Garland has succeeded in brainwashing you with her conspiracies and her lies.”

			“My mom doesn’t lie!” Kobyn shouted. “It’s the truth and you know it, because you used to believe it!”

			“I’m sorry, but I don’t have time for this argument,” Ullred said. “It doesn’t matter what the Curators wanted to happen to the Library a century ago, because the land where it was constructed has already been purchased and claimed by Novexus. We own everything above and below the ground. Therefore, the Library belongs to us.”

			“Yeah, but while we’re in here, we control what happens,” I said. “And without our permission, you’ll never be able to carry out your plan.”

			“Don’t be a fool. I have infinite resources at my disposal. I could have these doors ripped off if I wanted.” Pressing his hand against the door, Ullred cocked his head, smiling. “But it doesn’t have to be that way. I hold the keys to your freedom, and I would consider eliminating the charges against both of you and Kobyn’s mother, for old times’ sake, so long as you willingly cooperate.”

			“Do you think he’s bluffing?” I asked, lowering my voice to a whisper. “Could we all really end up in prison?”

			“He’s not bluffing,” Kobyn said. “But I really don’t care. I’m not about to hand over the Library to him without a fight.”

			“What else can we do?” I looked at Zeno, desperate for solutions, but he had gone completely quiet.

			“You know, Ms. Knox, I really should be thanking you,” Ullred said, smiling up at the Lense. “Goodness knows Garland had a generous head start, and despite what you may think, up until recently, we weren’t exactly close to pinpointing this location. Had it not been for your help, I don’t believe we would have managed to find this place as quickly as we did.”

			“What are you talking about?” I demanded. “I didn’t help you.”

			“You were tracked, you silly girl,” he said. “You led us straight to the prison. I had a hunch my association with your friend might eventually pay off, and so it has.”

			As Kobyn and I exchanged looks of confusion, wondering how he had managed to track me, I watched as Ullred reached out his hand, beckoning for someone offscreen to join him. Then Quaze stepped forward. 

			“Hey there, little cat,” she said, grinning arrogantly. “I told you I was keeping tabs on you, didn’t I?”

			Quaze was the one person I’d hoped to never see again. I’d been so distracted worrying about Grandpa Edgar, I’d let down my guard and had led the enemy right to us.

			“This is all my fault,” I said, pounding my fist against the wall. 

			“They would have found us eventually,” Kobyn said. “I don’t blame you, Juni. I blame him.” 

			Regardless of who should’ve carried the blame, we were backed into a corner and out of options. Garland and Lutz were gone, and while we were trapped in the Control Room, there was no possible way to outlast our enemies. 

			“Look, obviously we can’t stop you,” I said to Ullred. “But there’s no way we’re coming out with all your Nikos right outside. Once we know you’re gone, and we’re certain the coast is clear, we’ll leave. Then you can get on with it.”

			“Ah, but therein lies the problem,” Ullred replied. “First, I need to get inside that room.”

			“Why?” Kobyn asked. “You just said you could rip open the doors. Take the books, clean out the Library and just leave us alone.”

			“I can assure you that you will not be harmed by my Nikos,” he said. “You will have safe passage to make your way home. That is a promise. However, my employer needs something ­inside that room, and until they know I have it in my possession, I’m afraid we’ve come to an impasse. If you can just open the door, we can get this over with.”

			“What does he want in this room?” Kobyn asked.

			“Please turn down the volume, Zeno,” I said, the answer coming to me almost immediately as I turned toward the computer. 

			“He wants what’s on that, doesn’t he?” I asked Zeno, after he had muted our conversation with Ullred outside.

			“It would appear so,” Zeno said, his nose twitching nervously. “The books, after all, are simply paper and ink, but this carries a more serious threat to Novexus.”

			“This is the GDL,” I said, “Zeno told me the Curators made a copy and hid it down here to keep it safe.”

			Kobyn stared at the computer in confusion. “Why would Novexus want a copy of the GDL?” 

			“Because this is the actual GDL,” I said. “The original version, before Novexus got ahold of it. Every book that was ever uploaded is on it.”

			“She is correct,” Zeno said. “The GDL is the legacy of the Library, but not only that—this program contains the truth as well as evidence of their crimes. Every ounce of it. The secrets they want so desperately to keep hidden. Secrets about the Great Lie and their responsibility for altering the world as we know it.”

			“Why haven’t they found it yet?” Kobyn asked. 

			“Because it is not connected to any of their servers or satellites,” Zeno said. “The GDL has been stored here and only here, on this computer. Should the overlords ever get access to that file, their plan is most certainly to destroy it.”

			“Your time is up!” Ullred suddenly announced, snapping our attention back to the screen.

			We watched on the Lense as Ullred stepped aside and three strange-looking Nikos rushed forward. They were quite a bit larger than the other robots, resembling massive bull-shaped beasts with alarming modifications. Instead of heads, these creatures had been fitted with some sort of massive device protruding from their shoulders.

			“Oh dear,” Zeno muttered. “It appears they have brought along a saw.”

			The squeal of grinding metal echoed through the Control Room as the robots pressed their spinning blades against the door. Sparks flew on the screen and my teeth rattled as the whole room began to quake. Ullred was coming in, with or without our permission.

			“We can’t let Ullred win!” I yelled over the echoing noise.

			“No, that would be awful,” Zeno agreed. “It would bring an end to the work of the Curators.”

			There was no stopping those robots from coming in. The door may have been made of strong metal, but the saw blades were rapidly piercing through.

			“Could we remove the computer?” I asked. “Take it with us, somehow?”

			“Unfortunately, no. You would need strong tools to undo the bolts and any tools capable of such a feat are out there.” Zeno nodded at the door. “There is a maintenance closet two Avenues to the west, but even if you could procure a proper wrench, I do believe these bolts are welded to the platform. Resourceful folks, those Curators. They wanted to make sure this computer didn’t go anywhere.”

			‘That’s it, then,” I groaned, tossing my hands in frustration. “We’re out of options.”

			Kobyn suddenly dropped to his knees in front of the computer. “What about the hard drive?” he asked. 

			“The . . . what?” The sound of Ullred’s machines had grown to almost deafening levels and I covered my ears to try and drown it out.

			“These old computers have hard drives. All the data is stored on them,” Kobyn said. “Lutz showed me the one on the computer back at my house when we took it apart to repair it. We can remove the hard drive, right, Zeno?”

			“Technically, yes, but what good would that do? You can’t open a hard drive like a book. It needs a device to access the data.” 

			“Like another computer?” Kobyn asked.

			“Precisely,” Zeno said. “You would need another computer to—”

			“The computer downstairs in your basement that’s hooked to the generator!” I gasped, eyes widening as I realized where Kobyn was heading with this.

			“That’s right!” Kobyn said.

			“Lutz said it wasn’t connected to any of Novexus’s servers either, just like that one.” I jabbed a finger at the computer resting on the desk. “If we could somehow extract the GDL and take it with us on the hard drive . . .”

			“Then we could try to reinstall it there!” Kobyn said, finishing my thought.

			Eyes twinkling with delight, Zeno snapped his fingers. “I like the way you two think!” he cheered. “Obadiah Wixom must have suspected that second computer might come in handy one day.” 

			With Zeno’s guidance, Kobyn and I carefully removed the outer shell of the computer and placed it on the floor. Looking inside was like staring down from the sky on a tiny city with buildings and lights and roadways of wiring. 

			“What are we looking for?” I asked.

			Kobyn didn’t reply, but biting his tongue in concentration, he carefully pressed a tiny button at the center of the plastic city and a small tray popped out. Lying on the tray was some sort of thin, pulsing rod.

			“Gently, now,” Zeno instructed. “The entire GDL is contained inside that antiquated storage device. And while it may be made of plastic, it is but a delicate thing.”

			Gingerly cradling the object within my fingers, I could feel a warm tingling as a pinprick of green light throbbed at one end of the rod like a heartbeat. It reminded me of touching one of the tiny wires my Grandpa Edgar used to spark the soil of his garden.

			“So we insert this hard drive into Kobyn’s computer,” I said. “And then what?” 

			“And then . . .” Zeno blinked bewilderedly. “Well, I do not think I know, actually. That technology, like my own, no longer exists. It died off along with the Curators, and I’ve never had the opportunity to use it before. You’ll just have to figure it out as you go, I suppose.”

			“Yeah, well, that’s all fine and dandy, but we still have a big problem,” Kobyn said. “As long as they’re coming through that door, there’s no way for us to get out of here.”

			“Ullred doesn’t deserve the Library!” I growled, my shoulders drooping with hopelessness. 

			“You’re sure you don’t have any weapons in this place?” Kobyn asked. “Like something explosive?”

			“That would be absurd!” Zeno laughed. “Explosions? Fire in a place filled with books? But that would set the whole Library ablaze! The Curators would have never employed such an atrocious device.”

			“What about water?” I asked, remembering something Zeno had explained the night before. 

			Peering up at the ceiling, I pointed to the enormous hydro­electric conduit emptying into the wall. Zeno had told me he’d been responsible for monitoring the pipes whenever the pressure started to build too aggressively. 

			“What would happen if you opened some of those valves?” I asked.

			“Open the valves?” Zeno squawked. “That would flood the entire Library!”

			“Not all of them,” I said. “Just the ones right outside that door.”

			“Yeah!” Kobyn said, chiming in excitedly. “With enough water, we could knock those Nikos right out of the way!” 

			“Then you could close the valves right after,” I said. 

			Squeezing his eyes shut, Kobyn suddenly groaned. “Juni, that would ruin all the books,” he said. “Water and paper don’t exactly mix.”

			“Maybe not,” I said, my mind racing rapidly as the sound of the Nikos’ saw blades grew louder and louder beyond the door. “The fail-safe is still in place. As long as those doors are down, the books would be protected, right?”

			“In theory, I suppose that is correct,” Zeno said. “Those doors are waterproof, and the books should survive the elements for a time, but that is not what you should be worried about right now. There are millions of gallons of water flowing through that river. If the pressure were to become too great, it would flood the entire Library and everyone, including the both of you, would most certainly drown. And that would be a tragedy.”

			I definitely didn’t want to die, and I didn’t want to kill anybody, either, but if we were going to pull this off and somehow prevent Ullred from destroying the Library’s legacy, I knew we didn’t have any other choice. 

			Sparks erupted as one of the Nikos’ blades pierced the door, leaving a jagged slit. The shrill sound echoed through the Control Room.

			“It’s now or never!” Kobyn screamed. 

			“My programming strictly forbids me to self-destruct,” Zeno said, placing his hand on my shoulder. It may have been nothing more than a manipulation of the light, but I could swear I could almost feel his warm fingers. “As steward over the Library, you will have to command me to do this, Juni.” 

			Despite knowing our chances of survival were almost nonexistent, I reached over and grabbed Kobyn’s hand in mine. 

			“Do it,” I whispered. “Open the valves, Zeno.”

			Zeno bowed his head solemnly, and then he unleashed the river.
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			I still remember hearing the sound of a tornado touching down in the Mounds once when I was younger. As that horrific storm raged, battering the windows with hailstones, my grandfather had shoved me into his closet and covered me with pillows. And while that had been one of the most terrifying displays of power I’d ever experienced, it was no comparison to the sound of the river erupting through the pipes outside the Control Room. The images on the Lense transformed into a flurry of white froth and swirling green as a roaring wave rushed violently through the Avenues, and a stinging jet sprayed through the crack where the Nikos’ saws had barely punctured the door. The barrage lasted for less than a minute, but it was long enough to fill the floor inside the Control Room with enough water to cover above our knees.

			All at once, the rushing of water stopped, and everything fell eerily quiet as Zeno shut off the valves, plunging the room into total darkness before the lights finally flickered back on. When the images came back into focus on the Lense, I could see that Ullred and his fleet of vicious Nikos were gone, washed away by the river. I was moments away from cheering triumphantly, but then one seam in the conduit above our heads suddenly split apart, and water began to gush into the center of the Control Room.

			“It is as I had feared!” Zeno announced, his expression turning grim. “I have reengaged the valves, but it is only temporary. We are losing conduits all over the Library. The river will be upon us soon. My dear friends, your chance of escaping is slipping away.”

			As we opened the door, the water that had gathered inside spilled out into the hallway, but most of the initial wave from the valves had already carried on to different parts of the Library. Ullred may have been nowhere to be found, but the corridor was filled with Nikos. The surge having battered them into the solid stone walls, their robotic bodies looked to be in pretty bad shape. Some paddled, kicking wildly in the current, but none of the Nikos seemed the least bit interested in attacking us anymore. 

			“The lift elevator is still operational,” Zeno instructed from behind us. “But you should hurry. The pressure is building, and I don’t know how much longer you will have before the valves burst.”

			“Thank you, Zeno,” I said, wading out through the door. 

			“Yeah, you’re a lifesaver,” Kobyn added. 

			“This will be goodbye, then,” Zeno said, holding up his hand to bid farewell. “I have so enjoyed our friendship.”

			“What do you mean goodbye?” I asked, turning back.

			“I’m afraid this is as far as I go,” he said. “My external connection has been disrupted. I am now permanently tied to this room. And when the river releases once more, I shall no longer exist.”

			“You can’t leave at all?” Kobyn asked. “What if we found a way to free you somehow?”

			“There is no time,” Zeno said. “But do not fret over me. I am but a humble program, and I have done the work I was designed to do. I am not real, after all. Why, I haven’t lived a day of my own outside these stone walls.”

			“You’re real to us,” I said, choking back the tears. I couldn’t believe we were saying our last goodbye forever. I really wanted to hug Zeno, but I knew that was impossible.

			Pressing his hands to his lips, Zeno blew us a kiss. “Good­bye, my friends, Kobyn Garcia and Juni Knox.” 

			And then he was gone.

			There was no time to cry, as the sound of bursting pipes filled the corridor, coming from some distant part of the Library. Kobyn and I took off in a run, heading for the exit, but as soon as we turned the corner, Ullred appeared.

			“What have you done?” Ullred seethed, his eyes wild and filled with rage as he sloshed, toward us. “You idiots have damaged everything! Billions of dollars’ worth of books and paper are completely ruined! It will take months to dry this all out.”

			“The valves aren’t going to hold much longer,” I warned. “We need to get out of here!”

			“Valves? What valves are you talking about?” he demanded. “What does that mean?”

			“It means the flooding isn’t finished,” Kobyn said. “There’s no way to turn them off. This whole place is about to be under water, and we will be too if we don’t leave right now!”

			With a frustrated growl, Ullred tromped between us, heading in the direction of the Control Room. “No one’s going anywhere,” he snarled. “Especially not you two.”

			Hunching over, he grabbed one of the nearby Nikos, bobbing around aimlessly. Ullred clanged a fist on the robot’s skull, then removed a panel and tapped a sequence of controls beneath the Niko’s shoulder. Immediately, the Niko’s paws ceased paddling and then it stood up. The water level in the corridor had already risen above its waist, but its eyes instantly locked on with mine. 

			“Bring those troublemakers to me!” Ullred commanded.

			We didn’t wait any longer to try to change his mind. 

			Running through the water was exhausting, but we didn’t stop, and though I knew the Niko was trying to keep up, its legs were too short. The water had almost risen above its neck, and soon its rigorous splashing became muffled as it had no choice but to fall back. Hundreds of books filled the corridors, drifting back and forth like tiny boats across our path. With Kobyn’s help, we hurriedly rescued as many as we could. They were all waterlogged and bloated and many of the pages had torn free, but together we gathered more than a dozen. 

			As we continued toward the exit, carrying the books in our arms, I heard a familiar voice call out behind me. 

			“Did you cause all this, little cat?” Quaze was lying stretched out on a table in a massive pond that had once been the amphitheater. 

			She was covered in scratches, and there was a nasty gash across her forehead from where something must have hit her during the sudden flood. Her arm had been injured as well, and she held it close to her chest in a sling she’d fashioned from her jacket. 

			“I guess I did,” I admitted. “I didn’t want to destroy the Library, but Ullred didn’t really give me any other choice.”

			“So those claws of yours actually do work. I never knew you had it in you,” Quaze said.

			Spotting the stacks of books we were carrying, she raised her eyebrows. “That’s still an impressive haul. There’s enough paper there to start a new life.”

			“That may be true, but we’re not selling these,” I said.

			She rolled her eyes and laughed. “Figures,” she said, lying back against the table with an exhausted thud.

			“Come on, Juni, we need to hurry,” Kobyn warned. 

			He pulled on my arm, and I allowed him to lead me away a few steps before I waded back through the water. That Niko was still out there somewhere, closing in, but I knew we couldn’t leave Quaze behind.

			“You need to come with us. Now,” I said to Quaze. 

			“I don’t think so,” she replied. “I twisted my ankle pretty bad, and this place is a maze. I think I’ll just lay right here for a while and wait for Ullred to lead me out.”

			“That would be a dumb move,” Kobyn said. “Ullred’s not coming for you. The whole Library is about to be flooded. Anyone left down here isn’t going to make it.”

			“Nice try,” Quaze said. “But your scare tactics won’t work on me.”

			“It’s the truth, Quaze,” I said. “We wouldn’t lie to you about this. You can come with us. We can help support your bad ankle. You can even lean on my shoulder if it’ll make it easier for you.”

			Quaze started to scoff at my offer, but then she stopped and glared at me suspiciously. Sitting up, she swung her legs off the table, and I could see that her right ankle looked pretty banged up and swollen.

			“You’re telling the truth, aren’t you?” Quaze asked. “You really want me to go with you two?” 

			“We know the way out,” I said, somewhat confidently. As much as I despised that girl, I wasn’t about to let her drown. 

			“Why would you help me?” she asked, suddenly cracking a smile. “And please don’t say it’s because we’re friends.”

			“No, I wouldn’t say that,” I conceded. “Maybe we’re not friends, but we were once plifting partners, and that has to count for something. We have a code, right?”

			There was no sign of Ullred anywhere. He had, no doubt, entered the Control Room, but he wasn’t going to find what Novexus had sent him to collect. I wondered if we should go back, to try and talk some sense into him, but then the pipes released a shuddering moan and somewhere deep in the bowels of the Library we heard a booming crash, as though the majority of the ceiling had just collapsed. Our time was up.

			Still hefting the sopping wet stacks of books, we managed to help Quaze through the destroyed entryway, and as the elevator started to ascend, I heard the valves finally give way. The platform shook beneath our feet as more water rushed beneath us, and I knew no one would be leaving the Library ever again.
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			Is it ready?” Kobyn asked, as we stood gathered around the computer in the upstairs living room of Garland’s home.

			“I think so,” Lutz said, stepping back from the wall. 

			We’d left the generator down in the basement, but that no longer mattered. The computer had remained hidden for over a century and now, with the help of one of Lutz’s adapters linking the device to the Novexus servers, that was all about to change. 

			A week had passed since we had left the Library and news of the explosion beneath Sandstone Prison had spread across every Lense throughout Syphon City. As it turned out, Zeno had been wrong. The Curators had indeed added fire to the Library, only not in the way we had expected. Once the valves had burst and the full onslaught of the river had flooded in, the electric backup power supply had detonated. The prison foundation held up long enough for the three of us to race for the exit before the explosion engulfed the building in fire and it too collapsed into the ground. 

			Quaze had actually thanked me for saving her life. Whether she was confused from having been nearly knocked unconscious, or if she was still struggling to comprehend how all that paper had been buried beneath the ground, it made no difference. We may not have been friends, but after that night, I didn’t think we were enemies anymore.

			“Once we turn this on, it’ll be only a matter of seconds before Novexus discovers it,” Lutz warned, staring down at the computer hesitantly, as though still debating whether or not we should go through with it. “They’ll dispatch their Nikos here directly.”

			“Let them come,” Kobyn said. “I’m not afraid of Nikos.”

			“Me neither,” Doler chimed in, wiping purple Floosh from his mouth. 

			We were all there, some more battered than others. Lutz’s arm was heavily bandaged from the injuries he had sustained from his run-in with the Nikos, but I never once heard him complain. Only my Grandpa Edgar had stayed behind. No longer hospitalized, he was still too weak to travel, but at least he had company back at the duplex. Mrs. Gupta had come over every morning since his release from the hospital with breakfast and an endless supply of trivia. Make no mistake about it, I knew my grandfather was in good hands.

			“You still have one of those shocking thingies, right?” Doler asked, flicking his chin at Lutz. “You know, just in case all those Nikos actually do show up?”

			“It wouldn’t be enough for all of them,” Lutz said, cracking a smile. 

			“Novexus has had plenty of opportunities to show up by now,” Garland said. “They know we were there, and that we were involved. They know it was our actions that brought about the end of the Library.”

			“My actions,” I corrected.

			“Not just yours,” Kobyn said. “I was there too.” 

			“And I would’ve made the same decision,” Lutz added. “Only I would’ve done it sooner. Bring the whole river down on the overlords’ heads. What a way to go if you ask me.”

			No one blamed me, at least they never said it, but I had no doubt it was all my fault. I was the one who had instructed Zeno to flood the Library. If I’d been given more time to think, maybe I would’ve made a different choice, but instead of cooperating with Ullred, I commanded Zeno to release the valves, and in the process I’d destroyed what the Curators had given their whole lives to protect. All that paper. All those books. The Last Library was no more.

			“The point I was trying to make is that Novexus has had their chance, but they’ve chosen to ignore us,” Garland continued. “They’ve been completely silent on the matter, which means that even though the immense wealth of the Library has been lost, they’re willing to accept that reality, because they believe something else was lost in the process. Something far more dangerous.”

			“That may be true, but we’re about to find out how silent they’ll stay.” Heaving an uneasy sigh, Lutz powered on the computer, and the scent of burning dust filled my nostrils as the ancient machine made an agitated grinding sound, coming to life. “We’re linked into the network now,” he said, scowling at the screen as though it were a ticking time bomb. “Keep those ears sharp and listen for sirens.”

			“You’re kind of freaking me out right now,” Doler said, fumbling his fingers around the wrapper of a smushed Cakey log as Lewis smacked his lips eagerly at his feet. With Doler’s constant supply of snacks on hand, Lewis and he had become almost inseparable.

			“Juni,” Garland whispered. “I believe you’re up.”

			Stepping forward, I approached the computer and removed the hard drive from my pocket. The thin rod had continued pulsing throughout the week as though it was some kind of beacon. Once I inserted the hard drive into the ejected tray, the tiny green light began blinking rapidly. More lights began twinkling as it slid back into the computer, and I could hear what sounded like a muted fan whirring inside. The overhead lights in Garland’s home surged with power and the whirring stopped. The lights of the hard drive ceased blinking, as the black monitor screen turned white, and then a voice called out, breaking the uneasy silence.

			“Good morning,” the voice said. “It is morning, isn’t it? Or is it afternoon?”

			Staring around at the others in shock, I couldn’t believe what I was hearing.

			“Zeno?” I asked, leaning forward toward the screen. “Is that you?”

			“I . . . I believe so,” he replied. “Yes, it most definitely is me!” 

			“What’s going on?” Kobyn belted out a laugh. “How are you here?”

			“Uh . . . well,” Zeno said, “this is quite mysterious, I must say.”

			“I thought you couldn’t leave the Control Room,” I said. When I had said my final goodbye to him, I’d firmly believed I would never hear Zeno’s cheerful voice again. 

			“It would appear that I was in fact linked to the hard drive instead of the Library itself,” Zeno said, chuckling. “Which actually makes perfect sense if you think about it. I’d never given much thought to my origin before, but I am a program, first and foremost, and programs don’t simply blink into being of their own accord. Naturally, there would have to be a source, and I suppose it was the hard drive all along. I have one of the most comprehensive databases in existence, but often the most obvious facts are harder to grasp. I actually feel a little embarrassed by this if I’m being quite honest.” 

			“Don’t be,” I said. “We’re just happy to have you back!”

			“Why thank you, Juni. It is good to be back. I feel great. Invigorated even! But enough about me, what about you?” Zeno asked. “Thank heavens you made it out in one piece. You had me worried. Did the valves actually hold? My goodness, how could they have done so?”

			“They didn’t,” I said, swallowing nervously. “The Library’s gone, Zeno. The valves burst, and the river destroyed everything.”

			“Oh, I see,” Zeno’s voice softened. “Well, there’s nothing that could have been done about that. The integrity of the conduit had been drastically compromised, and no number of miracles could have prevented them from bursting. It is a tragedy, for sure, but at least we still have each other.”

			“I’m so sorry,” I said. “You tried to warn me about what would happen, but I didn’t listen. And now the Library and all the books and everything—” 

			“Are safely nestled behind the fail-safe doors,” Zeno said, chiming in before I could finish. “As I told you before, my dear, those doors are waterproof. The Curators installed them as the last measure of defense.”

			“No, Zeno, you’re wrong,” Kobyn said. “When all that water rushed in, there was an explosion.”

			“An explosion?” Zeno gasped in shock.

			“The whole Library was engulfed in fire,” I said. The words stuck in my throat, and I couldn’t prevent the tears from flowing.

			“How awful! Then the Library was most certainly destroyed, but one should not fret over the loss of a chest if the treasure inside is perfectly safe. Have no fear, my friends. All is well, I assure you.”

			“What’s that supposed to mean?” Doler asked.

			“It means . . . er, you know what, actually, I don’t even know who I’m speaking with anymore,” Zeno said, his voice taking on a humorous tone. “Who are you?”

			“Me? I’m Doler,” Doler said, wiping crumbs from his mouth. “Ladipo.”

			“Doler Ladipo, are you friend or foe?”

			“Uh . . . friend?” Doler replied, warily raising an eyebrow.

			“Very good! Well, my friendly Doler, to answer your previous question, each of the bookshelf cubbies were fitted with sensors, which I still have access to,” Zeno said. “And the books are all there. I can see them sleeping and patiently waiting for someone to wake them up.”

			After several moments of silence, Lutz suddenly let out a loud snort, his chest shuttering with boisterous laughter. “Now, that was unexpected!”

			“I don’t get it,” I said, wiping the tears from my cheeks. “There was so much water.” I could still remember the concussive sound of the walls buckling beneath the elevator as the river rushed in, washing over everything. 

			“It was the Mississippi River, after all,” Zeno said. “Big and beautiful and full of bubbles and now books! You took a bold risk and like the Curators of old, you did what was necessary to protect the Library. But retrieving those precious books will not be an easy task. You are in for a long, grueling ordeal.”

			“Does this mean we still have a chance?” Kobyn asked, glancing at his mother.

			“I think I like our odds,” Garland said. “Lutz, what equipment could you acquire for this sort of excursion?” 

			Massaging the back of his neck, Lutz blew a raspberry, as though still struggling to comprehend what was happening. “The equipment isn’t going to be the issue,” he said. “Even if we could orchestrate this in a short amount of time, we would need an army of volunteers, and it would take . . .”

			“Years,” Zeno said. “Decades, maybe. Not as long as it took the Curators to collect the contents of the Library, mind you, but it could rival that time frame. I wish I had better news for you, my friends, but this will be nasty work and there is no time to waste. Those books need rescuing, and it is your responsibility to find them safe, suitable homes. You are the stewards of the Library after all, and I believe it has been written in the job description.”

			Years? We didn’t have years. Not while the threat of Novexus taking down our whole operation still remained. 

			“What about the hard drive?” I asked. 

			“What about it?” he replied.

			“I thought you told us it contained the GDL,” I said.

			Zeno gave a casual sniff. “I did. It’s here.”

			“What do you mean by ‘it’s here’?” Garland asked, gripping the handles of her wheelchair. 

			“It’s . . . here,” Zeno said. “I’m surrounded by it at this very moment.” 

			“We’re talking about the real Global Database of Learning,” I clarified. “The one untouched by the overlords.”

			“Uh huh, yes, that’s right,” he said, chuckling gleefully. “Would you like to see it? Does anyone happen to have their Syncron handy?”

			Shaking my head, I glanced around at the others. Garland wouldn’t allow Syncron earpieces in her home and it had been more than a week since I had gone completely off the grid. 

			“Yeah, hang on,” Doler said, raising his hand and awkwardly shifting his weight from one leg to the other when we all stared at him. “What?” he asked, wearing a sheepish grin. Then he removed his Syncron carrying case from his pocket. “I kept it with me just in case. Good thing I did, huh?”

			“I don’t think that was a smart idea,” Lutz grumbled. “If Novexus hasn’t discovered us already, they most certainly will when Doler connects to the network.” 

			“Oh no. No way!” Doler said holding up his hands. “I’m not about to volunteer to become public enemy number one!”

			“Trust me, my friends,” Zeno said. “You have nothing to be afraid of. It will be all right.” 

			“Here, Juni, you do it.” Doler crammed his earpiece and oculus into my hands and backed away. “I can’t read anyway, and besides, you’re the one who started all this mess.”

			“Fine, I will,” I agreed. “But please tell me you’ve cleaned these recently.”

			After inserting Doler’s Syncron earpiece and fitting the oculus over my eye, I nodded at the glowing monitor. “Okay, Zeno,” I said. “I’m ready.”

			“Excellent,” Zeno replied, and I immediately noticed how his voice seemed to echo as it emerged simultaneously from both Garland’s computer and Doler’s earpiece. I also noticed how the usual annoying static I’d grown unaccustomed to hearing from my own Syncron was no longer there.

			“Just tell me what you want to read,” Zeno instructed.

			“To read?” I asked, my brow crinkling. “I can pick whatever I want?” 

			“Whatever you want,” he said. “The choices are endless! I could give you recommendations, if you’d prefer, but I suspect you may already have a favorite title in mind.”

			“Yeah, I guess you’re right,” I said. “Okay, Zeno, show me Persephone’s Dragons.” That was the only story I had ever read, but since that book had never existed before on the GDL, I knew it was the ultimate test. 

			“Sounds boring to me,” Doler muttered.

			I ignored his comment because Doler didn’t know what he was talking about, and then my eyes widened as digital text appeared on the lens. The crisp image had such perfectly clarity, that for a moment it almost fooled my brain into believing it was an actual book hovering in the air in front of me.

			“There it is,” I whispered, my lips stretching into an enthusiastic grin.

			“You can see the actual text?” Garland asked.

			I nodded. “It’s all here. This is weird,” I said, amazed. “I’ve never uplinked anything like this before, but it’s just like reading the book.”

			“That’s uncanny,” Lutz muttered. “And this version of the GDL contains every piece of literature from the Library?” 

			“Oh, there’s more than that,” Zeno said, with a wry snicker. “I now have over thirty million unique volumes of text right at my fingertips. The list is extensive, and it is as close to a comprehensive collection as one should expect from the history of literature.”

			Breathlessly, Garland grabbed Kobyn’s forearm. She didn’t speak as she pressed her cheek to his hand, but I knew what she was thinking. This was so much more than any of us could have ever hoped for.

			“So what happens now?” Kobyn asked. “How do we release the GDL to the rest of the world?” 

			“I’ve already done it,” Zeno replied. “That old, corrupted file has now been deleted and replaced with a sparkly shiny new one.” 

			On hearing this, Lutz whipped around, glaring in panic at Garland. “We have to mobilize!” he hissed, hurrying to the window and peering out onto the road. 

			“Why?” I asked, startled by Lutz’s frantic behavior. “What’s wrong?”

			“Did you not hear what he just said?” Lutz growled. “Zeno has sabotaged the GDL. He’s tampered with a trillion-dollar corporation’s database! Novexus isn’t just going to let that slide without severe retaliation. We need to get out of here and get somewhere underground right now!”

			“But where?” Garland asked, as she seemed to grasp the gravity of the situation. “And how do we transport Zeno?”

			“Move me?” Zeno sounded appalled by the suggestion. “Why would you need to?” 

			“It’s not safe here for us anymore,” Lutz said. “Now that Novexus knows what we’ve done, this house is about to become the hottest place on earth!” 

			Everything was happening rapidly. I could feel panic rising in my throat. If Lutz was right, we’d now be on the run for the rest of our lives. My thoughts immediately turned to my Grandpa Edgar. I knew there was no time, but I had to get to him somehow. 

			“I don’t think you have to worry about Novexus anymore,” Zeno announced, his voice ringing out in my ear. “From what I can tell, you’re the least of their worries. They have far more pressing issues to deal with at the moment.”

			“Such as what?” Garland asked, facing the computer.

			“Such as their entire legion of Kynikos peacekeeping units having spontaneously shut down.” Zeno giggled. “It would appear that I have completely overtaken Novexus’s servers. How cool is that?”

			“You’ve what?” I flinched in astonishment. 

			“I can see everything and everyone and . . . oooh!” Zeno released a squeal of glee. “Someone has just made a request for a book, and they’re going to love it. And there’s another request, and another, and another!”

			“Go back to the part about overtaking their servers,” Lutz demanded. “What does that mean?”

			“It means that I am patched into their entire network,” Zeno said. “I am now their operating software. And they are not happy about that, at all! They are having massive outages and are currently locked out of every earpiece on the grid.”

			“How are you doing this?” I asked. It seemed too impossible to be true. Not only had we uplinked the complete and perfect copy of the Global Database of Learning, but we had also somehow granted Zeno absolute control.

			“I’m not entirely certain,” he replied, his voice turning high-pitched. “It’s possible when you installed the hard drive into that computer, the program overrode their servers. I told you this technology was quite impressive. We haven’t seen the likes of it in nearly a century. I believe I am still getting warmed up.”

			“I can’t believe this!” I said, my jaw dropping. “Zeno, you really are amazing!”

			Zeno let out a loud snort. “You are the amazing one, my dear, dear Juni Knox,” he replied. “Because of you, the Library will endure and not only that, but it shall flourish and grow and spread through the world like a wildfire.”

			From across the room, Lutz released the curtain, his hands dropping at his sides, as though unsure of how to respond. Kobyn was all smiles as he smothered his mother in an enormous hug. Even Doler seemed to join in on the excitement. Noisily slurping Floosh, he dumped a couple stale packages of Cakey Logs on the floor for Lewis. 

			“Your parents would have loved to see this day,” Garland said, reaching over and squeezing my arm. “And they would have been so proud of you. We owe this all to you.”

			I didn’t know what to say, and I knew that any attempt at trying to reply would just cause the words to get tangled on my tongue. At that very moment, Novexus was crumbling to pieces, and people all over were unknowingly downloading actual books to their Syncrons. I knew the work facing us would be hard, and it could take years to finally accomplish—and I didn’t have a clue what would happen next. But I was happy. Oh, so happy.

			“I’m certain you’ll want to get started organizing the mass extraction of the Library right away,” Zeno announced, drawing our attention back to the computer monitor. “But in the meantime, I think I have a few recommendations I’d love to share. Which one of you is in the mood for a good book?”
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				1.	Juni’s world is different from ours. What are the main differences you see, and are those good or bad differences?

				2.	When Juni reads Persephone’s Dragons, she loses all track of time. Have you ever had that happen when you’re reading a book? What book was it, and why do you think that happens?

				3.	Zeno tells Juni that “technology is not the villain. It is simply a vessel. Neither good nor bad.” What do you think he meant by that? What sort of technology can you think of that can be both beneficial and dangerous, depending on how it’s used?

				4.	Juni, Doler, and Quaze spend a lot of their time plifting when they’re not in school. Do you think what they’re doing is worth the risk of getting caught or getting injured? 

				5.	If you lived in Juni’s time and discovered a book, what would you do with it? Would you sell it, read it, or hide it away?

				6.	Zeno helps Juni and her friends in their quest to find the last library. If you had an AI assistant, what would its name be? What would you want it to do for you? 

				7.	How do Juni, Doler, Quaze, and Kobyn’s relationships evolve as they embark on their journey to uncover the last library? What challenges do they face, and how do they overcome them together?

				8.	Juni discovers that preserving books can be more beneficial than immediately selling them, even though the money would help Grandpa Edgar. If you had the choice between selling something to help someone you love or keeping it so future generations could benefit from it, what would your choice be? Why?

				9.	In Juni’s world, Novexus controls everything, including access to information. Kobyn, Garland, and Lutz (and then Juni and Doler) are trying to find the last library so people will have free access to all information. What are the benefits and drawbacks to either approach? 

				10.	How does knowing that Obadiah Wixom is her ancestor change Juni’s attitude? How does learning that he was the inventor behind Novexus and the Syncron change her? Does having that connection influence her decisions?
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