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      The pull started on a Monday. I was doing nothing.

      That's not true. I was sitting on the couch with my feet on the coffee table, drinking coffee that was almost the right temperature, staring at the shelf. That counts as something. Staring at a shelf full of impossible objects while your cat sleeps on the good pillow and your lavender candle burns down to its last inch of wax, that's an activity. I was doing an activity.

      Tibby was on the good pillow. The only pillow. His pillow, technically, because at some point during the centuries we'd been together he'd annexed it through a campaign of slow occupation and I'd let him because the alternative was waking up to a cat sitting on my face at 3 AM with the energy of a hostage negotiator who had all the time in the world.

      The apartment was warm. Morning light came through the window and landed on the shelf, catching each object as it moved, the raven feather first, warm and iridescent, then the cherry pie tin that still smelled like Morello cherries, then the jar of eggroll ingredients that never ran out, then the acorn, then the penguin pebble, then the cotton candy swirl from the cloud city, then the puzzle piece with its fragment of blue sky, then the Chile Chiflados cap with the cross-eyed pepper and the charred recipe card tucked behind it, then the small glass bottle from the bell tower, then Billy's feather, then Mom's flan wrapper smoothed flat, then the three-legged wooden horse from the bay, then the sheet music tucked at the end, Lou Anne's handwriting, every note accounted for, the arrangement for the lullaby that made Tibby purr and that Tibby would deny made him purr until the end of time itself.

      The shelf was full. Had been full since the port city. No room for anything new, which was fine, because there was only one assignment left and after that there wouldn't be anything new to bring home.

      The letter was on the counter. It had moved overnight, closer to the sugar bowl, because the letter liked being near sweet things, or because the letter was sentimental, or because cosmic mail had emotional needs I'd stopped trying to understand. The text still swam when I looked at it. The paragraphs still rearranged themselves. But the number in the corner, the one that used to dance between a hat and a shoe and a small unidentifiable bird, had held still at the end of the last assignment. Just for a second. Just long enough.

      One.

      My coffee went up and down twice before I committed to holding it. Tibby opened one eye from the good pillow.

      "You're staring at the shelf again."

      "I'm drinking coffee."

      "You're holding coffee and staring at the shelf. Those are two different activities and you're only committed to one of them."

      "I'm not nervous."

      "I didn't say you were nervous."

      "Good."

      "You're nervous."

      I put the coffee down. My hands were doing the thing they'd been doing all week, not quite shaking, not quite still, hovering in that middle territory where my body knew something my brain hadn't admitted yet. One more assignment. The last moon. Whatever came next was the end of something I'd been doing for so long that I'd stopped imagining what came after.

      "One more," I said.

      "I know, baby."

      "I keep saying that."

      "You keep meaning it."

      The broom was by the door where it always was now, leaning against the wall next to my jacket and a pair of boots I kept meaning to replace. It had been part of my kit since I'd earned it back at Mom's house, and my hand reached for it every time the pull came without me having to think about it. My broom. Mine again.

      Tibby hopped off the pillow and walked across the coffee table to where I was sitting. He pressed his face against my stomach. Held it there. Then he pulled back, reached behind the couch cushion, and produced a magnifying glass.

      I don't know where he got the magnifying glass. I don't know where he gets half the things he produces from behind furniture. He has a supply chain I've never been able to trace and at this point I've stopped asking.

      He held it up to my stomach. Leaned in. Squinted through the lens with the focus of a field researcher encountering a new species.

      "Man," he said. "So many butterflies."

      "I don't have butterflies."

      "You have butterflies." He tilted the magnifying glass slightly. "They're all over the place. Big ones. Little ones. There's one near your left rib that's just going in circles. I think he's lost."

      "That's not how butterflies work."

      "That's not how regular butterflies work. Exam butterflies are organized. They have structure. There might be a committee." He lowered the magnifying glass and looked up at me. "You're going to be fine."

      That last part wasn't a joke. He said it clean, straight, and I put my hand on his head because sometimes the only answer to a cat telling you the truth is to touch him and let him be right.

      The pull hit.

      Unlike the others. Unlike the familiar tug behind the sternum, the insistent yank that said drop everything. This one was slow. Heavy. A deep gravitational lean, like the moon had placed its hand flat on my chest and was pressing, gently, firmly, the way you press a door that's been closed for a long time and needs patience more than force.

      The kitchen shimmered. The edges went silver.

      I grabbed the broom. Tibby launched into my arms — claws and fur and the certainty that wherever we were going, we were going together.

      The letter slid across the counter. Toward the edge. Toward me.

      "Not this time," I whispered.

      The light took us, and I expected a desert, a forest, a castle, an ocean, a kingdom full of buffoons or a port city full of musicians or a beach next to a petty bay. Something impossible and beautiful and broken.

      I got a classroom. A classroom.

      Fluorescent lights buzzing overhead, one of them flickering in a way that suggested it had been flickering for thirty years and nobody had ever changed it. Scuffed linoleum floor, beige, the color of surrender.

      Rows of old desks, the kind with the chair attached, the writing surface too small for an adult arm, the metal legs bolted to a rail so you couldn't even adjust. An overhead projector hummed on a rolling cart, projecting a slightly crooked rectangle of light onto a pull-down screen that had a permanent crease across the middle.

      The room smelled like 1982. The bad parts of 1982. The locker room and rotted peppers. It was a stale, baked-in, permanent stench that had soaked into the carpet and the ceiling tiles and the walls decades ago and had been quietly getting worse ever since, because nobody had ever opened a window in this building and nobody ever would.

      A chalkboard stretched across the front wall. Green. Institutional green. The green of a committee decision from 1274 A.D. that nobody ever revisited.

      A clock on the wall. Big. Round. White face, black numbers, red second hand that moved so slowly it looked like it was thinking about each tick before committing. I didn't trust that clock. I had never in my life trusted a clock that moved like that.

      A motivational poster in the corner. A kitten hanging from a branch. HANG IN THERE. The kitten looked exhausted.

      Tibby dropped from my arms and landed on the linoleum with a sound that echoed off every wall. He surveyed the room, then me, then the poster in the corner.

      "Is that a cat."

      "It's a motivational poster."

      "It's a cat in distress and nobody is helping it. That's not motivational. That's negligence."

      I was standing in the aisle between desks, holding my broom, still in my morning clothes, trying to process the fact that every assignment before this one had sent me to ghost towns and war camps and oceans and castles and penguin colonies and a port city where the buildings carried music, and the last one, the very last one, had dropped me in a room that smelled like locker room and rotted peppers.

      A desk in the front row had a pencil on it. Yellow. Number two. Sharpened to a point so precise it felt like a threat.

      Next to the pencil: a scan-tron sheet. Tiny bubbles. The kind that demands you fill in completely and erase cleanly and has ruined more lives than most of the curses I've dealt with, and I've dealt with a lot.

      And on the other side of the pencil, rising from the desk like a small glass monument to dread: an hourglass. Tall. Brass frame. The sand inside was silver, fine-grained, already falling. It caught the fluorescent light and glittered, which felt rude.

      Thirty-eight hours. I knew
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