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I’D BEEN SCANNING BOOKS with the aer reader every day for the past three months—three months since my parents had vanished without a word. There were fifty-four thousand books in the museum’s library, and I was searching for one particular volume. It had to have the answers I needed to find my mother and father.

Even though my uncle was in charge of the museum, and even though I lived here now, no one was allowed to work in the library without an authorized assignment. So my actual project was to find bookmarks left by readers, and to keep an inventory of what material the bookmarks were made of, what they looked like, and what books they were in. That was the official reason I was in the library. But that wasn’t the reason I got out of bed each morning, tugged on my blue sweater—worn at the elbows—and padded down the long stone corridor to the museum’s vast library. As the book handler machine retrieved and sent back book after book, as the aer reader soaked up word after word and pinged bookmark after bookmark, my parents’ quiet, invisible voices urged me on from inside the books.

The last time I saw my parents, my mother was tilting a book toward one of the tall, curved windows. One of the pages had a black-and-white drawing on it, and on the page opposite, at the bottom where a ray of sun lit upon it, a peculiar symbol stood out from the paper: an open book enclosed in a circle. That was the book I needed to find. With it, I might finally have a clue as to where my parents were. I would keep checking, even if it took me until the very last volume to find it.

“Lydia?” Uncle Lem called from the hallway, his familiar scent of honey and lemon drifting into the library. “Supper.”

I finished the book I was scanning—no bookmarks, no embossed circle—and made my way to the dining room. Uncle Lem was setting the table, so I went into the kitchen and opened the food programmer. A pesto-scented cloud puffed out, enveloping me in a warm embrace.

As we sat at the table, I slid the aer reader off my thumb and held it out to Uncle Lem. It belonged to the museum, and Uncle Lem liked it back for safekeeping at the end of the day. I should have gotten my own two months ago when I turned twelve, but Uncle Lem hadn’t said anything about it, so I didn’t ask. I didn’t need it anyway. I used the museum’s for scanning books and researching, and I wasn’t interested in clothes or music or group games or the thousands of other things people used theirs for. And since Jane and I had stopped talking, I didn’t have anyone to exchange messages with. If I needed to order toothpaste or socks, Uncle Lem did it for me.

I pulled my hand back before he reached for the aer reader. “Actually, do you mind if I keep it until bedtime? I’d like to get a couple more books done tonight.”

Uncle Lem nodded and slid his own thin silver band onto his thumb, flicking his knuckle slightly. He liked to check his aer reader as he ate. As the projection activated on his palm, he ate a forkful of green pasta with his other hand. He always made his projection so large it extended beyond his palm, and I had grown used to reading backwards, so over bites of hot pasta I read the info floating above his hand. He was looking at the same timetables and star charts he checked every night since I’d come to live with him. A blur of calculations spun in the corner of one of the charts. One equation slowed almost to a stop, which I’d never seen happen before—Uncle Lem shook his hand and the numbers sped back up.

While I drained my apple cider, he frowned at the calculations, muttering to himself. He switched to messages and a crease crossed his forehead. I managed to catch a glimpse of MAYOR’S NEW INITIATIVE—before he turned his aer reader off.

“How are you doing with those bookmarks?” he asked.

“I’m up to forty-eight,” I said. I waited for him to ask me about the embossed circle, but he didn’t. Whenever I tried to talk to him about finding my parents, he said, “We must do our best to acclimate. Patience must be our guide.” I trusted Uncle Lem, but patience was a slow-burning ember in the sole of my shoe.

“If you have time in the next couple of days, compile them into a report, and we can aer-message it to city hall. The mayor is getting worked up about receiving statistics from us.” He paused, then cleared his throat. “Pick your favorite bookmark and scan that as the cover.”

I knew which one I would use: a soft, bumpy rectangle woven out of pink and lilac thread, with a yellow sun rising in the middle. I found it in a book about a girl kidnapped by a funny giant.

We brought our dishes to the kitchen. Uncle Lem usually put the dishes through the food zapper and I put them back in the cabinet, but today he excused himself, asking if I minded doing them alone. As he hurried out of the kitchen, he turned his aer reader back on, the charts and graphs spinning at a dizzying rate, a blur of reds and oranges.

I did the dishes quickly and headed back to the library.

Uncle Lem found me as I was scanning one last book for the night. I had been thinking of the looks on my parents’ faces when I surprised them in the library that last day, my father’s twinkly eyes darting back and forth, my mother’s usual expression of gentleness sparked with something that reminded me—although I tried to convince myself this wasn’t true—of trepidation. “Do you have everything you need?” Uncle Lem asked, looking up from his aer reader, but no, I didn’t: I needed my parents back. But he meant for the bookmark project, so I nodded.

“I’ve put in the order for food deliveries,” he said. “And toiletries.”

“That’s early,” I said. “It’s not due for four days.”

He stepped back into the hallway. “I have some other things I need to arrange.” His aer reader blipped and he read the projection. “My brother Renald is coming tomorrow. He’ll be staying for a little while.”

“He will?” But Uncle Lem had already walked away, clearly intent on his errands. Uncle Renald rarely visited the museum, except for brief visits every couple of years, when he scarfed down food and made an excuse to leave. He lived in one of the cities to the south and had nothing but disdainful things to say about our small town, and our even smaller museum on its outskirts. I barely knew him. I had a hazy memory that he’d once brought a kitten, nestled in a basket, and we’d entertained it with a piece of dolphin-gray string. The memory was so fuzzy and so unlike his otherwise unfriendly behavior, I wondered if it had really happened.

It was odd that he was coming and more odd that he was staying. Other than the fall interns who came for the one-month program, it was unusual for anyone to stay overnight. Before, my parents and I never slept over unless Uncle Lem had to leave on a trip and needed someone to take care of the building. He would only let family watch it for him.

I pressed the button on the book handler machine to send the book back to its shelf, and a flash of cold washed over me like a bucket of freezing water as I realized what this meant. If Uncle Renald was coming, Uncle Lem needed someone to watch the museum. He was going away.

Uncle Lem, my one constant since my parents had disappeared, was leaving me.
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THE MUSEUM WAS LOCATED outside of town, beyond the stone wall that had enclosed the area since olden times. A narrow, gravel path lined with trees—some mounted with lamps—meandered to the museum’s front gate. While there were transport cubes in town, including one that extended to the nearest city, they did not reach the museum. Once visitors arrived in town, if they wanted to come to the museum, they approached on foot.

Uncle Renald arrived early the next day, his traveling cloak swinging from side to side like a pendulum. He was trailed by a delivery boy from town, who carted a huge piece of luggage to the gate, then turned around so fast dust swirled in his wake. Uncle Renald coughed into the corner of his cloak.

Uncle Lem shook his hand and thanked him for coming on such short notice. I squeaked out a hello that must have been too quiet for him to hear; his head shifted in my direction slightly, but he didn’t acknowledge me. Probably better to stay unnoticed, anyway. He carried a small cage. Inside it, a spiky animal sat curled into a ball.

“Oh, what is it?” I said, before I could stop myself.

Uncle Renald rotated and looked directly at me, his bright eyes so similar to my mother’s but without any of the warmth hers held. “It’s a hedgehog,” he said. “And it’s not to be tampered with. It’s hibernating.”

The animal’s ears poked up and twitched. It didn’t seem like it was hibernating.

“If you could be so kind,” Uncle Renald said, pointing a long finger at his luggage. I looked at Uncle Lem, but he was already walking the path to the courtyard that spread in front of the museum. Sighing, I lugged the suitcase, bumping my heel with every step. After depositing the suitcase in one of the spare rooms, I went looking for Uncle Lem, hoping to find him alone.

When I reached the dining room, voices from the kitchen stopped me short. I shouldn’t have listened. But instead of turning around, I crawled under the serving window that separated the two rooms, its slated blinds closed but thin enough to hear through.

“This is a dangerous time to leave,” Uncle Renald said, but he didn’t sound at all frightened. The counter creaked as if he were leaning against it from the other side.

“But you know that’s exactly why I need to leave now,” Uncle Lem replied. His voice was muffled, like he was bending down to look in the lower cabinets. “The calculations have shifted—I’ve checked and rechecked them. It’s the one opportunity.” A sliding noise as the pantry door opened and closed. Feet moved along the floorboards, so close to the counter I could smell Uncle Lem’s honeyed citrus lozenge through the window. “I’ve ordered plenty of supplies and sundries, all you’ll need while I’m away. Keep the mayor happy, but don’t give him more information than he asks for. The last thing we need is him breathing down our necks.” He clicked open the spice cabinet and sneezed. “And please, if the time comes before I return—” He hesitated and spoke too quietly for me to hear.

“We don’t need a young girl to do it,” Uncle Renald said in a gruff voice. “I can handle it myself.”

“No!” Uncle Lem was emphatic. “I’m sorry, Renald, but you can’t, not after what happened last time. There can be no experimenting on your part. Promise me you’ll give it to Lydia.”

“Why don’t you give it to her yourself?”

“Renald, you know how important the timing of this is. I trust you’ll make the right choice.”

Uncle Renald had been at the museum less than twenty minutes, but already I wasn’t sure he deserved that trust.

I retreated to the courtyard, the heft of eavesdropping—and Uncle Lem’s departure—pressing on me, squeezing my lungs. The air outside was crisp, hinting at the early coolness of fall. Soon the leaves would be changing. The door of the museum opened and closed with a firm clunk, and Uncle Lem approached. He was wearing his traveling attire.

“You’re leaving already?” I said. “Please don’t go.” My voice came out thin, a vein on the underside of a leaf.

“I wouldn’t go if I didn’t have to, Lydia,” he said. “Trust me. Renald is the only one who can fill in while I’m gone, but I need you to help him take care of the museum. You must follow his instructions.”

“Where are you going?” I didn’t dare ask if he was looking for my parents. I wasn’t sure I could bear it if he said no.

“A place I’ve never been before.” He smiled, but there was much his smile was not telling me.

“When will you come back?” I asked. “The interns arrive tomorrow!”

“I know you will do your best to welcome them,” he said, kissing the top of my head and handing me the museum’s aer reader. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

I followed him to the front gate, where strips of jagged clouds streaked the otherwise clear sky. At the end of the road, he adjusted his pack higher on his back and waved, before disappearing.

When I got back inside, Uncle Renald was moving his luggage into Uncle Lem’s room. I retreated to the library and scanned, scanned, scanned. Even though I scanned all day long, I found no bookmarks, no circle.

At supper, as Uncle Renald sat at the long dining room table with the meal I had heated, I told him I preferred to eat in the kitchen.

“What is your role here?” he asked me.

“My parents—” I started to say.

“I’m not asking why you are here. I’m asking what you do here.”

I gulped. “A bookmark project. In the library. I also do chores to help Uncle Lem: sweeping, programming meals, dusting the display cases …” I couldn’t finish. His stare was a boulder about to fall on me.

“Dismissed,” he said, and I ran to the kitchen.

After cleaning up, I knocked on his door to see if he wanted beds made up in the dormitory for the interns. Uncle Lem had told me two interns were coming, but one was supposed to be Jane, and after our fight and long silence, it was possible she’d changed her mind.

Uncle Renald didn’t answer, although I had knocked loudly and it was too early for bed. I gathered sheets and blankets from the linen closet, enough for two beds, and stepped out into the courtyard to cross to the dormitory. The sun was dropping behind the trees, swathes of peach and violet stretching across the sky. It was the kind of sunset that would have made Jane and me race to the tallest tower in the town’s wall, running up the spiral stairs so fast we’d be dizzy and out of breath when we reached the top. The light reflecting off the fields and hills and sky would surround us like we were in a bottle filled with stripes of colorful sand. Sounds would float up, the clicks and snaps of shopkeepers closing up for the night, the gentle rumble of townspeople returning home through the transport cube, the beeps of food programmers, and the smells of warm dinner rolls and roasted vegetables. We’d wait until the streetlamps spun on one by one throughout the town, and then turn to watch the dots of light appear along the transport line like a row of fireflies passing a message to the city on the eastern horizon. Then we’d run back down to our houses.

A cool draft rustled the leaves of a maple tree and brought me back to the squat façade of the dormitory and the stack of bedclothes in my arms. The breeze caught the corner of the top sheet, raising it up slightly in an uncertain wave, caught between goodbye and hello, between what was and what was to come.
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