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      The pull started on a Tuesday.

      I was on my couch. Tibby was on my stomach. The apartment smelled like cold coffee and the lavender candle Mom swore protected against envy, though at this point I kept it lit because the scent had grown into the walls and the apartment smelled wrong without it. Afternoon light came through the window. Traffic below. Someone's television through the wall.

      The shelf by the kitchen was getting crowded. The raven feather from the ghost town sat next to the acorn from Greenhollow. The Chile Chiflados cap with its cross-eyed pepper. The small glass bottle from the bell tower. All the impossible little things that followed me home from places I'd never see again, lined up like a timeline of someone who'd been busy.

      I'd lost count of the assignments somewhere around the middle. The early ones were carved in — the ghost town, the bridge, the eggrolls, the key that laughed at me and ran away and laughed at me again and ran away again and finally, mercifully, let itself be caught. But somewhere after, the numbers blurred. Was the last one forty-seven? Fifty-three? I had no idea. I'd stopped counting somewhere on the long drive and the landscape had started looking like it might be changing. I didn't know how far I'd come. I just felt closer.

      And I felt closer. Nothing had changed in the bureaucracy — Magical Debt Services still wouldn't tell me my balance, still put me on hold with music that sounded like a harpsichord having a panic attack. But my wells felt different lately. Fuller. The magic came easier, settled into my hands like it remembered living there. Even the pull of the moon had been gentler these last few times, less of a yank and more of an invitation.

      Then it yanked.

      The hook behind my sternum. The tug, the insistence, the silver pressure that meant the moon had decided I had somewhere else to be and my opinion on the matter was irrelevant.

      "Here we go," Tibby said, opening one eye.

      The apartment shimmered. The walls went soft at the edges. The shelf of souvenirs blurred and the coffee went cold and the lavender candle flickered and the world tilted sideways and pulled.

      I landed in garlic.

      Not a field of garlic. Not a market stall of garlic. A kitchen full of garlic, and sofrito, and something bread-adjacent that was still too early in its process to identify, and the smell hit me so hard and so deep that for a second I couldn't breathe because my body was too busy remembering.

      I knew this kitchen.

      I knew the cracked tile by the stove. I knew the window over the sink that stuck in the humidity. I knew the wooden spoon standing in a ceramic jar that had been standing in that jar since before the jar was made, probably. I knew the sound of a burner on low and a pot lid shifting from steam and a woman humming something she'd been humming for centuries.

      I was in my mother's kitchen.

      "Mom?"

      She turned from the stove. She did not look surprised. She looked like a woman who had been expecting company and was mildly irritated that it had arrived before the food was ready.

      "You look thin," she said.

      "Mom, I'm in your KITCHEN."

      "I can see that. Sit down, I'm making you a plate."

      "The moon just PULLED me to your kitchen. That's never happened. That's not how this works. I'm supposed to be in a desert or a forest or a penguin colony, not your KITCHEN."

      "SIT."

      I sat. Nine hundred years old and I still sat when that woman told me to sit.

      Tibby landed on the counter beside me. He looked around, sniffed the air, and jumped down to the living room couch where he turned three tight circles in the corner cushion and went still. He went beyond napping. Beyond resting his eyes. He went STILL still. Like someone had unplugged him.

      "What's wrong with the cat?" Mom said, setting a plate in front of me that could have fed a family of four.

      "I think he's tired."

      "Tired from what? He's a cat. His whole life is being tired."

      She had a point, from her angle. From mine, Tibby had died fourteen times across fourteen assignments: crushed, launched, drowned, exploded, dropped off things, knocked off things, sat on by a penguin the size of a refrigerator, and once memorably eaten by something I still didn't have a name for. He'd walked every one of those deaths off like a stubbed toe. But dying isn't free. Even when you come back. The debt accumulates somewhere in the body, and now he was home, and safe, and on a couch that smelled like him, and his body had decided it was time to collect.

      "He'll be fine," I said. "He just needs sleep."

      Mom made the sound she makes when she disagrees but has food to attend to, which is a sound I've been hearing for nine hundred years and still can't properly describe. It's somewhere between a sigh and a verdict.

      I ate. The plate was rice and beans and something with pork that tasted like it had been thinking about becoming food since yesterday. But I was eating with one eye on the ceiling, waiting for it.

      The silver letters. The assignment. The cosmic bureaucracy's version of a work order, delivered in moon script and designed to be as vague and unhelpful as possible.

      Nothing came.

      I looked at the ceiling. I looked at the window. I looked at the air above the table where the letters usually formed.

      Nothing.

      "Where's the assignment?" I said.

      Mom stirred her pot. "It'll come."

      "It always comes right away. I land somewhere, the assignment appears, I start working. That's how it works. Every time."

      "Maybe this time is different."

      "Mom, are you not concerned that the moon just dropped me in your kitchen with no assignment? Doesn't that seem strange to you?"

      She turned and looked at me with the calm of a woman who had been alive for 1,200 years and had seen stranger things than her daughter appearing in her kitchen on a Tuesday.

      "You know there's a catch here, right?" she said.

      "What catch?"

      "There's always a catch, mija. They don't send you home for vacation."

      She was right. The cosmic bureaucracy didn't give gifts. They didn't do nice. If the moon had pulled me to my mother's kitchen instead of a ghost town or a war camp or a volcanic baseball island, it was because there was a problem HERE. In my hometown. In my home.

      But the sky was clean. No silver letters. No assignment. Just the late afternoon light and the smell of garlic and the sound of Dad doing something in the garage.

      I decided to stop staring at the ceiling and eat the plate Mom had put in front of me, because the food was here and the assignment wasn't and I'd learned by now that worrying on an empty stomach was the same as worrying on a full stomach but worse.

      From somewhere in the back of the house came the sound of metal on metal. A wrench, maybe, or a socket set being reorganized for the four hundredth time.

      "Dad's home?"

      "Where else would he be? He's in the garage. He's been in the garage since May."

      "It's always May in that garage."

      "Tell him you're here. He doesn't know. I've told him three times but information takes a while to reach him when he's with his tools."

      I wiped my mouth, pushed back from the table, and walked through the kitchen to the back door. The garage was detached, sitting at the end of a cracked cement path that had been cracked since before the cement was invented. Dad's garage, where time went to retire.

      I pulled the side door open.

      He was bent over something on his workbench. A small motor, maybe, or an old hand tool that hadn't worked since the Renaissance but refused to be thrown away. The garage smelled like oil and sawdust and the combination of solvents that shouldn't be stored together but had been sharing shelf space for so long they'd reached an understanding.

      His tools hung on pegboard: modern wrenches next to hand-forged ones that predated the country. A cordless drill sat beside a brace and bit that he'd been using since brace and bits were cutting-edge technology. A calendar on the wall was three years behind, which in this garage counted as current.

      He looked up.

      "Hey, mija."

      "Hey, Dad."

      He looked back down at the thing on his workbench. Adjusted something with a flathead screwdriver. Held it up, squinted at it, set it back down.

      "You hungry? Your mother's cooking."

      "She already fed me."

      "Good."

      He went back to work. I stood in the doorway and watched him, and the warmth that moved
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