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Chapter One

Everything in Its Place
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The Maplewood Middle School library smelled like old paper and possibility, which Juniper Calloway had always considered its two best qualities.

She had discovered this fact in fifth grade, during a particularly miserable week when her best friend Theo had been out sick and the cafeteria had served something described on the menu as "Pasta Surprise." The library had been the obvious refuge. Mrs. Hendricks had handed her a cup of chamomile tea from the electric kettle behind the circulation desk—without being asked, without making a fuss about the fact that outside food wasn't technically allowed in the stacks—and pointed her toward a window seat tucked between biography and graphic novels. Juni had stayed there for the rest of the week. She had stayed there, in one way or another, ever since.

Now she was in eighth grade, and the library was still the best place in the building. That was a fact she had tested thoroughly.

She sat cross-legged on the low bench in the reading nook, back to the window, afternoon light warming her shoulders. Her left cardigan pocket held her notebook—a small, spiral-bound one with a teal cover—and her right held a mechanical pencil she'd borrowed from Priya three months ago and not yet returned. The library was quiet at this hour, which was exactly what she needed. She had a logic puzzle from the new issue of the club magazine, a proof she'd been turning over in her head since lunch, and approximately forty-five minutes before the Puzzle Club meeting started at the folding table in the back corner.

She was not, she told herself, watching Mrs. Hendricks.

She was just aware of her. In the way you're aware of familiar things—the sound of the heating system clicking on, the particular creak of the third step on the staircase to the media room, the way afternoon light caught the dust motes above the periodical shelves. Mrs. Hendricks was part of the library the way those things were part of it. She had been here longer than any of the current students had been alive. She moved between the stacks with the patient efficiency of someone who knew exactly where everything was and saw no reason to hurry, a cart of returned books preceding her like a small faithful cart-shaped companion.

Silver-streaked hair, pinned back. Glasses on a chain around her neck, currently lifted to her face as she checked a spine against the catalog. Sensible shoes that made almost no sound on the low carpet. A cardigan—today's was the pale blue one, the middle shade of the three she rotated through: cream, pale blue, dark green.

Juni noticed these things the way she noticed the single lock on the display case at the far end of the room, the small brass key on the velvet ribbon around Mrs. Hendricks's wrist, and the fact that the brass was slightly worn on one side, which meant it was used regularly. She noticed them the way she noticed everything: without meaning to, without being able to stop, and without always knowing what to do with the information once she had it.

Her mother called it a gift. Her father called it "the thing where Juni doesn't stop looking at things." Theo called it useful. Marcus, when he was feeling philosophical, called it "a superpower you didn't ask for and can't turn off."

Juni called it Tuesday.

The display case stood at the far end of the room, beyond the circulation desk, positioned in the alcove between the window that faced the parking lot and the tall pine shelf that held the oversized reference volumes. It was a handsome case, dark-stained wood and glass panels, with a small brass plate on the front that read MAPLEWOOD MIDDLE SCHOOL LIBRARY — SPECIAL COLLECTIONS. It had housed, in Juni's memory, a rotating selection of school artifacts: a pressed-flower project from 1987 that had won some kind of regional award, a collection of signed bookmarks from visiting authors, and once, inexplicably, a very old baseball.

For the last three weeks, it had held something considerably more interesting.

The Fernwood Secret was a slim novel—slim enough that when Juni had first seen it she'd been briefly unimpressed—but the small card beside it explained the importance of what it actually was. First edition, 1934. One of approximately sixty known copies. Published by a small regional press that had gone out of business two years after printing. The book had been written by an author named Clement Ashby, who had spent twenty years as a naturalist in the forests outside Maplewood before publishing exactly one novel, receiving exactly one middling review in a regional paper, and then dying quietly at the age of seventy-three with no idea that his book would eventually be worth, according to the card, "several thousand dollars, exact appraisal pending."

It was on loan from a private collector, the card said. Displayed courtesy of the Maplewood Historical Society and the Friends of the Library endowment. The loan was temporary—it would be returned to its owner at the end of the month.

* * *
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The case had only one lock.

Juni had noticed this on the first day it was installed, the same way she'd noticed the single camera in the library's front corner—the one that faced the entrance and the circulation desk, not the back wall where the display case sat. She had not thought much about either observation at the time. There was no reason to. The library was a safe place. Everything was fine.

Still. She looked at the key on Mrs. Hendricks's wrist, and at the case, and filed the observation away in the part of her mind where she kept things she didn't know what to do with yet.

"You're staring at nothing again."

Juni looked up. Theo had appeared at the end of the nook, backpack over one shoulder, headphones around his neck in their default resting position. He was early—not unusual; Theo was reliably five to eight minutes early to everything, a habit Juni considered one of his most admirable qualities.

"I was thinking," she said.

"You had the face."

"What face?"

"The one where your eyes go unfocused and you tap your thumb on your collarbone." He dropped into the chair across from her and pulled a graph-paper notebook from his bag. "What were you thinking about?"

Juni considered saying nothing. Considered saying "the logic puzzle," which was technically true in the sense that her puzzle magazine was open on the bench beside her. Settled on honesty, which was usually more efficient. "The display case has one lock."

Theo looked at the display case. Then at her. "Okay."

"The camera covers the entrance and the desk. Not the back wall."

"Also okay." He was writing something on his graph paper, which meant he was listening carefully. Theo always wrote when he was paying attention. "So you're thinking it's not very secure."

"I'm thinking it's as secure as it needs to be. Probably." She looked back at the case. The spine of The Fernwood Secret was barely visible at this angle, foxed and faded, a small spotlight hitting it from above. "It just seems like a lot of trust to put in one lock and a glass panel."

"The libraries never had anything stolen."

"That we know of."

Theo gave her the look he reserved for moments when he thought she was being unnecessarily catastrophizing. Juni gave him the look she reserved for moments when she thought he was being insufficiently cautious. They had been friends since fifth grade, and their looks were highly developed.

* * *
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"It's a school library," Theo said. "In Maplewood. The most dramatic thing that's happened here in living memory was when the Book Fair ran out of the gel pens two years ago."

"Three years ago," Juni said. "And people cried."

"My point stands."

Juni picked up her mechanical pencil—Priya's mechanical pencil—and returned to her logic puzzle. "You're right," she said. "Everything's fine."

She believed it, too. Or close enough to it. The library was warm and smelled like old paper, and Mrs. Hendricks was methodically working her way through the return cart, and the afternoon light was doing that particular thing it did in October where it came in low and gold through the tall windows. Everything was, in fact, fine.

Priya arrived at three forty-two, which was two minutes before the meeting technically started but also approximately fourteen minutes after she'd told Marcus she'd meet him outside. She was carrying a sketchbook, a pencil case that was visibly bulging and also had a small tear in the zipper that she had not yet gotten around to fixing, and three different colors of sticky note fanned out in her left hand like she was holding a very small, extremely organized hand of cards.

"I found a new kind of visual cipher," she announced, dropping everything onto the folding table at once. The pencil case landed with the particular clatter of approximately forty mechanical pencils, none of which had erasers. "Well, 'found' is strong. I invented it. Or reinvented it. Theo, have you seen this?"

She pushed the sketchbook toward him. Theo leaned over it with his graph paper notebook. This was their usual dynamic: Priya generated, Theo evaluated, Juni watched them both and made notes.

"It's a grid substitution," Theo said.

"It's a visual grid substitution. There's a difference." Priya pulled a pen from the pencil case—the one pencil case with forty mechanical pencils apparently also contained conventional pens—and began sketching rapidly on a blank sticky note. "If you orient each symbol by rotation instead of position, you get a second layer of—"

"Where's Marcus?" Juni asked.

Priya waved a hand without looking up. "He said he'd be here at three forty-five."

"He always says three forty-five."

"And then he arrives at three fifty-two," Theo said. "The standard offset."

"Three fifty-one today," Marcus said, dropping into the fourth chair and pulling his beanie off to reveal slightly chaotic hair. "I took the back stairs. Knocked two minutes off my time."

* * *
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"You're still a minute late," Theo said.

"I'm still making progress." Marcus held out a pack of gum—crunchy watermelon, today's flavor, which told Juni he was in a social mood. He distributed pieces to the table with the practiced ease of someone who used gum as a social currency, which he did. "What are we doing? Is it still the magazine cipher? Because I have a theory."

"Your theory last week was that the cipher was actually a grocery list," Priya said.

"Which was creative thinking."

"It was a first edition mystery novel's page and line references," Theo said. "Not a grocery list."

"Okay, but the page numbers lined up."

Juni spread the current month's puzzle magazine open on the table, flattened it with her palm, and turned it so everyone could see the cipher page. It was a fragment—twelve lines of encoded text, accompanied by a set of instructions that explained, helpfully, that the cipher could be solved "with patience and attention to patterns," which was the kind of clue that told you absolutely nothing useful. They had been working on it for two weeks.

"Priya's visual approach is interesting," Juni said. "The grid substitution."

"Thank you."

"We should come back to it. But I want to try the reference code theory first." She circled a cluster of symbols in the upper left corner. "These three repeat throughout the fragment, always in the same sequence. They're not letters. They're something else."

"Numbers," Theo said immediately.

"Maybe. Or—" Juni hesitated, tapping her thumb against her collarbone. "What if they're catalog codes?"

A short silence.

"Like a library catalog?" Priya asked.

"Like a library catalog."

Marcus looked around the library with an expression that suggested this thought had occurred to him too, possibly from a different angle. "We are in a library," he said.

"We are always in a library," Theo said. "We have our meetings here every week."

"So this would be very convenient," Marcus said. "Thematically."

"It's a puzzle magazine," Juni said. "Convenience isn't how they work." But she was already looking at the old wooden card catalog cabinet near the entrance—the one that had been there since before any of them were born, that Mrs. Hendricks kept partly as a functional reference and partly as what Juni suspected was a form of aesthetic stubbornness in the face of digitization. Several of the drawers were locked. "Still. It's worth checking."

She looked up to find Mrs. Hendricks standing at the edge of their corner, a small hardcover book in one hand. The cart was parked neatly three shelves over. She had the quiet way of approaching that she always had—not sneaking, exactly, just efficient, the librarian's version of appearing.

"Working on your puzzle?" she asked.

"Trying to," Juni said.

"We have a theory," Priya said. "Juni thinks it might be catalog codes."

Mrs. Hendricks looked at the cipher fragment with an expression Juni couldn't quite place—something between interest and something else, something brief, that passed across her face like a cloud shadow and was gone before Juni could name it. "Clever approach," she said. "Have you thought about whether the codes might reference something physical, or just a system?"

"Both, potentially," Juni said, watching her. "Why?"

"Just asking." She set the small hardcover on the table next to Juni's notebook. "I thought you might like this one. It came in with the new shipment last week and I've been holding it for you."

Juni picked it up. The cover was dark green, slightly worn—a library copy, which meant it had been in another collection before this one. The title was The Last Record: A Novel. The cover illustration showed a woman in an archive, surrounded by shelves that stretched up out of frame, holding a single folder against her chest.

"What's it about?" Priya asked, leaning over to look.

"A museum archivist," Mrs. Hendricks said. "She discovers that something in the collection is being misrepresented—records that were supposed to be destroyed, weren't. She has to decide what to do about it." She paused. "It's the kind of book where the ending might frustrate you at first. But I think it's honest."

"Honest how?" Juni asked.

Mrs. Hendricks considered this. She had the particular stillness of someone who chose words carefully and didn't offer them until they were ready. "The archivist does the only thing she can think of to do," she said finally. "And the book is honest about the fact that doing the only thing you know how to do isn't the same thing as doing the right thing." She met Juni's eyes briefly. "I think that's what it's really about."

Juni turned the book over in her hands. Read the back. Read it again.

"Thank you," she said.

Mrs. Hendricks nodded—the small, efficient nod she gave when a transaction was complete—and returned to her cart. Juni watched her go, then looked at the book again, then set it on top of her notebook to take home.

She filed the conversation away in the part of her mind where she kept things she didn't know what to do with yet. It seemed like librarian-wisdom, the kind of thing Mrs. Hendricks said that turned out to mean something if you came back to it later. A lot of what Mrs. Hendricks said was like that.

"The right book at the right time," Marcus said, watching Mrs. Hendricks move back toward the circulation desk. "She always does that."

"She has a system," Theo said. "Empirically."

"It's not a system," Priya said. "It's a gift."

Juni looked at the book, and the cipher fragment, and the locked card catalog by the entrance. "Both," she said. "Probably."

The meeting ran until four-thirty, which was when the library officially closed to students and Mrs. Hendricks began her closing routine with the same methodical calm she brought to everything else. They packed up their notes without being asked—four years of meetings had trained them to the rhythm of it—and filed out past the circulation desk, past the display case with its small spotlight and its single lock, past the bulletin board where Mrs. Hendricks had pinned the overdue book notices in her distinctive looping hand, the lowercase g curling back on itself, the crossbar of every t precise and deliberate.

"Same time Thursday?" Theo asked on the front steps.

"Unless something comes up," Juni said.

Nothing, she thought, was going to come up. It was a school library in Maplewood in October. The most dramatic thing that had happened in living memory was the gel pen shortage of three years ago.

She walked home through the falling afternoon light, The Last Record in her bag, turning the cipher fragment over in her mind. The catalog code theory might be nothing. It was probably nothing. But it had the particular quality of ideas that lodged themselves in the part of her brain she used for problems—the part that kept working even when she told it to stop, that woke her up sometimes at two in the morning with a small, urgent tap on the shoulder.

She'd figure it out Thursday. Or before, if she couldn't sleep.

Behind her, the school settled into its after-hours quiet. In the library, Mrs. Hendricks finished her closing routine: cart returned to its dock, lights dimmed to the overnight setting, windows checked. She paused at the display case on her way to the back office, and looked at The Fernwood Secret behind its single pane of glass.

She stood there for a moment longer than she needed to.

Then she turned off the last light and went home.
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Chapter Two

The Book Fair and Other Disruptions
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The Book Fair came to Maplewood Middle School every October, and every October it did the same thing to the library: turned it into something that was technically still a library but felt more like a very organized yard sale held by people who believed deeply in the educational power of novelty erasers.

Juni had complicated feelings about the Book Fair.

On the one hand, she loved books, and the Book Fair had books. On the other hand, the Book Fair also had inflatable bookmarks, glow-in-the-dark pencil toppers, and a spinning rack of posters featuring motivational quotes over photographs of mountain summits, which occupied prime floor space near the biography section and gave the whole room the faintly disorienting feeling of two different worlds temporarily sharing an address. The cardboard display fixtures arrived on Monday. By Tuesday morning, they had colonized everything.

"It's only for a week," Theo said, navigating around a floor display of activity journals. He was using his graph-paper notebook as a kind of prow to part the foot traffic. "Statistically, the library returns to normal by the following Monday."

"It moved the periodicals shelf," Juni said.

"Three feet. That's within acceptable displacement range."

"There is no acceptable displacement range for the periodicals shelf."

"I'm going to let you two work through that," Marcus said from behind them, where he had stopped to spin the motivational poster rack with one finger. He was wearing his grey beanie despite the fact that it was sixty-two degrees outside and the school's heating system had, as it always did in October, begun operating as though the building were preparing for an expedition to the arctic. "Oh, this one's good. 'The summit is not the destination. The journey is.' Very profound. Very true. Very available for fourteen ninety-nine."

"Put it back," Juni said.

"I'm considering it as a gift."

"For who?"

Marcus thought about this. "Someone who likes mountains."

Priya materialized from the far side of a spinner rack of bookmarks, four of which were already sticking out of her sketchbook. She was the only person Juni knew who treated the Book Fair as a genuine supply run rather than a social event. "The math section is actually really good this year," she reported. "There's a puzzle book that does optical illusions through geometry. I already put one on hold."

"We're not supposed to put things on hold at the Book Fair," Theo said.

"I told Mrs. Garza it was for a school project."

"Is it?"

"It could be." Priya fell into step beside them, sketchbook under her arm. "Where are we going?"

"Library corner," Juni said. "Meeting, remember? We were supposed to start five minutes ago."

The folding table in the back corner was, at least, unchanged. The Book Fair hadn't quite reached the encyclopedias and oversized reference volumes, possibly because the oversized reference section was in the furthest, most obscure corner of the building and the cardboard display fixtures were not, apparently, built for territory quite that distant. The table was clear. The chairs were where they'd left them. Juni had been here since before school started — old habit, good light, and the specific quality of quiet that only existed in the library before eight a.m. when the only other person present was Mrs. Hendricks making tea at exactly the time she always made it, three-fifteen in the afternoon notwithstanding.

They settled in. Juni opened her notebook to the cipher page.

* * *
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The cipher fragment from the puzzle magazine had been giving them trouble for two weeks, which was longer than any puzzle had held them up all year. This was not, Juni felt, an accident. The magazine's puzzle editor had a particular approach to the autumn cipher series — each year, they introduced a system that required the solver to abandon at least one reasonable assumption before the solution became visible. Last year's had required them to realize that the alphabet ran backwards. The year before, the cipher had turned out to be in French.

This year's fragment was twelve lines of symbols, dense in the upper section and sparse toward the bottom, with three recurring clusters that appeared in a pattern too regular to be coincidental. They had tried letter substitution, number substitution, ASCII codes, rotational systems, and Priya's new visual grid approach, which had produced an elegant and completely incorrect solution involving the word "PERAMBULATE."

"That was still impressive," Priya said, when Theo mentioned this.

"Impressive isn't correct," Theo said.

"Impressive and correct aren't mutually exclusive."

"In a cipher, they should be."

Juni let them discuss this and looked at the fragment again. She had printed a fresh copy — her marked-up version was getting hard to read, which meant she was getting too attached to her existing annotations. Starting clean was sometimes the only way to see new things.

The three recurring clusters. She'd been thinking about them as letters. As numbers. As map coordinates, briefly, which had led nowhere. What if they weren't any of those things? What if they were—

"Who's that?"

Marcus's voice, low and particular in its register — the tone he used when he'd noticed something that the rest of them had missed. Juni looked up.

Near the display case at the far end of the library, standing with his hands in the pockets of a jacket that looked expensive in the way that clothes looked expensive when they were trying to seem like they weren't trying, was a man she didn't recognize. He was looking at The Fernwood Secret through the glass. Not browsing — looking. The way you looked at something you had already thought about at length.

"Parent?" Priya guessed.

"Too comfortable," Marcus said. "Parents get that slightly lost look. He knows where he is."

Juni watched him. He was perhaps her parents' age, maybe a little older — mid-fifties, she'd guess. His hair was dark with grey at the temples, cut close. He had the watch that cost more than it was announcing and the shoes that told you the same thing. Everything about him was calibrated, which was the word that came to her and wouldn't leave. Calibrated: carefully adjusted to produce a desired result.

"He's looking at the book," she said.

"Lots of people look at the book," Theo said. "That's why it's in a display case."

"He's looking at the lock."

A short silence.

"Is he?" Priya said, craning her neck.

"Don't stare." Juni looked back at her cipher fragment. When you suspected someone of staring at something, the worst thing you could do was make it obvious that you suspected them. She had learned this from a mystery novel she'd read in sixth grade and had found it repeatedly applicable. "He just shifted his weight to the left to get a better angle on the lower hinge. Not the glass. The hinge."

Marcus tilted his head. "That's very specific."

"I notice things."

"I know you notice things. I just — okay, that's a little unsettling, actually."

"Juni," Theo said, his voice careful. "You're doing the thumb thing."

She was. She stopped. "I'm fine."

The man at the display case straightened, looked at the book for another moment, and then turned and walked toward the circulation desk with the unhurried air of someone who had no particular reason to hurry. Mrs. Hendricks was behind the desk. Juni watched, at a careful distance, as he said something to her — she couldn't hear the words, just the tone, which was pleasant — and Mrs. Hendricks looked up from whatever she was doing and responded. Her expression was polite. Nothing more, nothing less. The conversation lasted maybe ninety seconds.

Then the man nodded, thanked her — Juni inferred from the body language — and left.

Mrs. Hendricks watched him go for exactly one beat longer than necessary. Then she went back to work.

"That was interesting," Marcus said.

"It was a conversation," Theo said.

"People have them all the time," Priya agreed.

Juni picked up her pencil. "It was interesting," she said, and wrote nothing, and went back to the cipher.

* * *
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She found out who he was at lunch.

The announcement came over the PA at eleven forty-seven, during the six minutes between the end of fourth period and the start of the lunch wave, read by Principal Osei in the clipped, information-dense style she used for all non-emergency communications: "Students, we are pleased to welcome Mr. Gerald Ashford to Maplewood Middle School this week. Mr. Ashford is a specialist in rare and antiquarian books and has been invited by the district to assist with an appraisal of select library materials. Please extend the usual courtesies to any visitors you encounter on campus. Thank you."

A rare-book specialist. Here to appraise the collection.

Juni sat with this through the rest of fourth period, through the hallway transition, through the first seven minutes of lunch while Theo systematically worked through his sandwich and Marcus tried to trade his apple for Priya's bag of pretzels through a negotiation process that had been ongoing since September.

"Rare and antiquarian," she said.

Theo looked up. "He's here professionally."

"He's here to appraise materials in the collection." Juni pulled out her notebook — right cardigan pocket, just the small one, not the larger one she used for sustained work. "The collection currently includes one item worth several thousand dollars on loan from a private collector."

"Which the district is presumably already aware of," Theo said. "That's why they have it insured."

"Is it insured?"

Theo opened his mouth. Closed it. "I assumed."

"The card says the value is 'approximate, appraisal pending.'" Juni had read the card on the display case at least a dozen times. The exact phrasing tended to stick. "Which means it hasn't been formally appraised yet. Which means—"

"Which means an appraiser was always going to come at some point," Theo said, "and the fact that one is here is a reasonable and expected development."

"I know."

"You have a face."

"I don't have a face."

"You have the face," Priya said, not looking up from the corner of her lunch tray where she was sketching with the pen she used for everything. "The unfocused eyes one."

"I'm thinking," Juni said. "It's what thinking looks like."

"What are you thinking?" Marcus asked. He'd given up on the pretzel negotiation and was eating his apple philosophically, one small bite at a time.

Juni tapped her thumb against her collarbone. She was aware she was doing it, which was a minor improvement over not being aware. "He wasn't looking at the book," she said. "He was looking at the case. The way it's constructed. The lock, the hinge." She paused. "The way someone looks at a thing when they're trying to figure out how to get into it."

"Or," Theo said, the reasonable patience in his voice that he reserved for moments when he thought she was being imprecise, "the way a specialist in rare books looks at a case that's protecting a rare book. Professionally."

"Maybe." She wrote nothing in her notebook. She just held the pencil. "Probably."

Marcus watched her for a moment. Then he picked up the last of his apple and said, casually: "What's the thing you always say about puzzles? The first thing."

Juni looked at him. "Observation before interpretation."

"Right." He took a bite. "So you observed. What's the interpretation?"

"I don't have one yet."

"Good. That means you're doing it right." He stood, crumpling his lunch bag with the efficiency of someone for whom departure was a natural state. "Also, for the record, the fact that a rare-book guy shows up the same week as a rare book worth several thousand dollars isn't nothing. Even if it's also obvious and expected and totally innocent." He pointed at her with the apple core. "That's not interpretation. That's also observation."

He dropped the apple core in the bin and left for his next class. Juni looked at Theo.

"He's not wrong," she admitted.

"He's often not wrong," Theo said. "He's just imprecise about it."

* * *
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She saw Declan Marsh in the library at three-twenty, which was not in itself unusual. What was unusual was what he was doing.

Declan Marsh was, in the social geometry of Maplewood Middle School's eighth grade, the other point of the top of the academic triangle. Not because he and Juni competed for it — neither of them was the kind of person who tracked rankings for sport — but because teachers tended to call on them in the same breath, assign them to the same group projects, and compare their work with the particular enthusiasm of adults who wanted to create a friendly rivalry and had not asked either student involved whether they wanted one. Juni found it mildly irritating. She suspected Declan found it the same, though she had no evidence for this beyond the fact that he had the look of someone who found things mildly irritating as a default setting.

He was at the card catalog.

Not the digital catalog on the computer terminals — the old wooden card catalog cabinet near the entrance, the one with the locked drawers, the one Juni had been thinking about since Tuesday's meeting. He was standing in front of it with a look on his face that was not casual browsing and not academic research and was — she stopped in the reference section doorway and looked more carefully — was something that read, to her observational apparatus, as purposeful and slightly tense.

He had a notebook open. He was copying something from one of the open drawers — one of the unlocked ones — onto a page in the notebook. He was doing it quickly.

Juni did not approach him. She went to the reference section, pulled a volume of the encyclopedia set from the shelf — volume seven, which happened to be the one nearest to her — and read the same page about geological formations in the northern hemisphere for five minutes while watching Declan in her peripheral vision.

He finished what he was copying. Closed the catalog drawer. Looked at his notebook. Looked at the closed drawers — the locked ones. Looked at them in the particular way you looked at something you wanted to get into and couldn't.

Then he left. Quickly. Without checking anything out, without stopping at the circulation desk, without looking around to see if anyone had noticed him.

He didn't look at Juni. She was in the reference section. She was, to all appearances, reading about geological formations.

She put the encyclopedia back on the shelf. Volume seven: Ge through Hz. She'd barely registered the contents, but her fingers had already noted, with the automatic cataloguing system her brain ran in the background, that the volume was lighter than its neighbors. Slightly. Maybe nothing. Probably nothing.

She made a note.

* * *
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"You look like you've been thinking very hard," Mrs. Hendricks said, appearing at the end of the reference aisle in the way she appeared places, which was always slightly ahead of when you expected her.

"I've been reading about
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