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      The nap was the best thing that had happened to me in a hundred years.

      I mean literally one hundred years. The last nap this good was in 1926, in a hammock in Havana, where I'd fallen asleep after finishing an assignment involving a sugar baron and a haunted warehouse. That last nap lasted four hours. This one was going on five and showed no signs of stopping. Just pure bliss.

      The afternoon sun warmed my face through the apartment window. LA traffic hummed below. Tibby was a warm, heavy weight on my stomach, purring so deeply my ribs vibrated. I was boneless, dissolved into the kind of sleep where your body forgets it has edges and just melts into the cushions.

      Six green checks in a row. Six assignments completed since the cosmic forces had started this latest stretch. My wells were full, my scars were quiet, and I had absolutely nothing to do except lie here and let the sun move across the ceiling at whatever pace the sun felt like moving.

      I was getting good at this. The last three assignments had gone smoothly, or as smoothly as cosmic community service ever went. I'd figured out how to read the assignments faster, adapt to new magic systems quicker, avoid the obvious traps. Nine hundred years of practice was finally paying off.

      The shelf on my wall held the proof. Cael's black raven feather was still warm sometimes when he was thinking of me. The acorn from Greenhollow pulsed gently with living magic. The ingredients for mama's eggrolls were long since used, but the memory still sat in my chest.

      Six for six. A perfect record lately.

      I was, for possibly the first time in nine hundred years, genuinely relaxed.

      Which is exactly when the universe decided I was getting too comfortable.

      The pull started behind my sternum. Soft at first, almost polite. I kept my eyes closed.

      "No. Not yet."

      The tap became a tug. Then a yank.

      "Five more minutes."

      The apartment shimmered. I could feel it without looking, the walls going soft at the edges, the furniture losing its certainty. The light shifted from afternoon gold to something silvery and insistent.

      Tibby stopped purring. I opened one eye and found him sitting on the windowsill, staring at the full moon that had no business being visible before sunset.

      "The moon doesn't care about comfortable," he said.

      "The moon doesn't care about a lot of things." I sat up slowly, every muscle protesting the interruption. My back cracked in three places. "I was having a genuinely transcendent experience on this couch, Tibby. Transcendent."

      "I noticed. You were drooling."

      "I was not—" I touched my chin. I had absolutely been drooling. "That's irrelevant."

      The pull intensified. Fifteen seconds, maybe less. The kitchen was already going transparent, the refrigerator becoming a suggestion rather than an appliance. The floor beneath my feet had gone soft, uncertain, halfway between solid and memory.

      I stood and stretched, feeling the familiar resignation settle over me. The raven feather in my pocket pulsed warm. Cael's gift, carried with me always now, a habit I didn't question anymore.

      "Six in a row," I said, rolling my shoulders. "I'm on a streak."

      "Don't say that."

      "What? I'm being confident. There's a difference between confidence and—"

      "You just jinxed yourself."

      "I don't believe in jinxes."

      "You're a nine-hundred-year-old witch who time-travels for cosmic community service. You don't get to not believe in jinxes."

      "I'm being realistic. I've figured this out. I know how to read assignments, I know how to adapt, I know how to—"

      The world went silver. The couch disappeared, the walls folded, the traffic noise stretched thin and snapped. I fell.

      Warm sand under my palms, fine and white, heated by a sun that meant business. Salt air filled my lungs, clean and bright, carrying the smell of tropical flowers and something green and growing.

      I pushed myself up and looked around.

      A beach. A gorgeous beach, actually, designed for post‐

      cards. Turquoise water lapped at white sand, palm trees swayed in a breeze that felt warm on my skin. Cliffs rose to the west, dark volcanic rock draped in green vines. To the east, a cove curved around gentle blue-green water where the waves barely bothered to break.

      A seahawk circled high overhead, riding thermals in slow spirals, its wingspan enormous.

      I brushed sand off my knees. For once, for once in nine hundred years of cosmic drop-offs, the moon had landed me somewhere that wasn't mud, hay, camel dung, or an active battlefield. White sand and palm trees and water so blue it looked artificial.

      "See?" I said out loud, grinning despite myself. "Streak continues. This is going to be—"

      A noise behind me. Outraged, furious splashing, and I turned.

      Tibby was in the surf, water up to his belly, twenty pounds of orange tabby plastered flat with saltwater, ears pinned back, eyes wide with the pure concentrated outrage that only a cat can produce. His fur, normally fluffy and impressive, was matted against his body, making him look roughly half his usual size and twice his usual fury.

      "Nine hundred years," he said, each word a separate sentence. "Nine. Hundred. Years. Of loyal service. And you land me in the ocean."

      "I didn't land you anywhere. The moon—"

      "The moon is your employer. This is a workplace grievance."

      He waded toward dry sand, each step deliberate and furious, his legs lifting high and planting down with purpose. When he reached the beach he shook, a full-body convulsion that sent a perfect circle of water droplets spraying in every direction, catching the sunlight. Then he

      sat down, soaking wet, and began grooming himself with the intensity of someone filing a formal complaint with the universe's human resources department.

      I tried not to smile. Failed completely.

      "Don't," he said without looking up.

      "I didn't say anything."

      "Your face is saying plenty."

      The pull in my chest shifted. The assignment arriving now, That familiar pressure, different from the transport. The sky was blazing with sunset, orange and gold pouring across the water.

      Silver script wrote itself across the sky in flowing ancient letters. Moon script, beautiful, shimmering, and always maddeningly brief. Four words.

      FIND THE BRIGHT ORANGE KEY.

      I stared. Read it again. Then a third time, because assignments this clear usually meant I was missing something.

      But no. Four words, simple and direct. No metaphors about bridges or preventing mediocre people from gaining power or ensuring two specific individuals met before the stars aligned.

      Just find a key. A bright orange key.

      "That's it?" I said.

      Tibby looked up from his grooming long enough to read the sky. His ears swiveled forward. "That's it."

      "Find a key."

      "A bright orange key, specifically."

      "No riddles. No vague cosmic nonsense. Just find something." I laughed. Actually laughed. "Finally. Finally they give me an assignment that makes sense."

      "That's what worries me."

      "What? This is great! Clear objective. Specific thing to

      find. I don't have to interpret anything or figure out what 'ensure harmony' means or—" I spread my arms. "This is going to be easy."

      "You just said 'easy.'"

      "So?"

      "So you also said you were on a streak, and look where that got me." He gestured at his soaking wet body with one paw.

      "That's different. This is—" I looked at the sky. The silver script was already fading, dissolving into the sunset. "Four words. Find the bright orange key. How hard can that be?"

      Tibby closed his eyes. "I'm going to remember you said that."

      "Said what?"

      "'How hard can that be.'"

      "You're being paranoid."

      "I'm being realistic. You're a nine-hundred-year-old witch with six consecutive green checks who just landed on a tropical island and said the words 'how hard can that be' about an assignment from cosmic forces who have spent nine centuries making your life complicated."

      "They gave me a simple assignment."

      "They never give simple assignments."

      "Well maybe I've earned simple! Maybe six green checks in a row means they trust me with—"

      Then, I heard shouting. Loud, chaotic shouting from down the beach. The sound of wood banging against wood and rope slapping rope and men arguing in at least three different keys at once. I turned.

      Down the beach, maybe a hundred yards east, where the sand curved toward the cove, a ship sat at anchor. A collection of repairs held together

      by optimism. The hull was dark with tar, the sails patched in at least four different colors of canvas, and the flag hanging limp from the mast was black. Pirates.

      And on the beach below the ship, absolute chaos.

      Twenty-five men, give or take, and every one of them doing something wrong. Crates were going in the wrong direction. Two men carried one toward the tree line while another man carried an identical crate back toward the water, and they nearly collided in the middle, spinning around each other in a confused dance before
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