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      The shell key was on my shelf and it was driving me insane.

      Bright orange. Shell-shaped. Empty. The key had shed it like a snake sheds skin and vanished, and the shell sat between Cael's raven feather and the Greenhollow acorn like a museum exhibit labeled FAILURE, and every time I walked past it — which was constantly, because my apartment is not large — it caught the light and reminded me that I'd blown it.

      Four weeks. Four weeks since the moon pulled me back and the sky turned red and the X formed and I stood in my kitchen understanding, for the first time in a very long time, what it felt like to get it wrong.

      I'd held the key. I'd HAD it. It was warm in my hands and everything was working and then — it slipped. Like water through fingers. One second there, next second gone. And I didn't know what I'd done wrong, and the cosmic forces weren't exactly forthcoming with performance reviews.

      Six green checks in a row, then this. One red X. My first in — I didn't even want to count how many assignments. Long enough that I'd forgotten what failure tasted like. It tasted like cold coffee and bad sleep and staring at an empty shell on a shelf at 3 AM wondering what you did wrong.

      "You're spiraling," Tibby said from the couch. He hadn't moved in four hours. Possibly six.

      "I'm not spiraling."

      "You've walked past the shelf eleven times in the last twenty minutes. You're spiraling."

      "I'm PROCESSING."

      "You're spiraling. There's a difference. Processing involves forward motion. Spiraling involves walking past a shelf."

      "Thank you for the psychological assessment."

      "You're welcome."

      I went to the kitchen. He was right—he was usually right, which was the most annoying thing about him—and coffee was at least forward motion. I needed to stop replaying it. The assignment was over. The X was final. Move on.

      Morning light came through the window the way it does in late October in Los Angeles—golden, soft, apologetic about the heat. I poured my French roast. Cast the warming spell. The tiny, automatic one I'd been casting every morning for two hundred years, since a barista in Vienna served me lukewarm chocolate and I decided that was the last time anything I drank would be less than perfect.

      The coffee boiled.

      Actual bubbles rising from a cup I'd poured thirty seconds ago from a pot that had been cooling for ten minutes.

      I set the mug down. The ceramic was so hot it left a scorch mark on the countertop.

      I tried again. Smaller. A whisper. Cool it down.

      The mug frosted over. Ice crystals crept across the ceramic and the coffee went from boiling to solid in about two seconds. Coffee popsicle.

      "That's new," Tibby said. Both eyes open now.

      Two mugs. Two disasters. And something was happening inside me that had nothing to do with the red X or the empty shell on my shelf or my bad mood. Something had cracked open. Somewhere deep. And power was leaking through — more power than the cosmic forces had allowed me in years. My magic had been rationed across every assignment, disciplined, measured. That was the whole point. Learn control.

      Now, apparently, the leash was slipping.

      "Tibby. Something's wrong with my magic."

      He was off the couch in one motion. "When?"

      "I don't know. Recently." I held up my hand and let a thread of magic gather in my palm. "I've got more power than I've had in years. And I can't aim it."

      He jumped down and walked to the kitchen. Looked at the boiling mug. The frozen mug. My glowing hand.

      "That's not necessarily good," he said.

      "More power, Tibby. After five assignments barely scraping by—"

      "More power you can't control. Exhibit A." He gestured at the mugs. "Exhibit B."

      "I'll calibrate."

      "You always say that. And then you break something."

      My phone buzzed. Mom. Video call. I answered and her face filled the screen, warm brown eyes already scanning me for damage.

      "Mija. You look different."

      "Good morning to you too."

      "Your eyes are brighter. Something's changed." She leaned closer. "Your magic?"

      I said nothing.

      "How bad?"

      "Boiling coffee. Freezing coffee. Blooming succulents. Everything I touch goes to eleven."

      "Power without control—"

      "Is dangerous. I know."

      "Is messy." She paused. "When I had the same problem, in 1487, I accidentally grew a forest through a cathedral. The bishop tried to exorcise me."

      "You've told me this."

      "I haven't told you the part where the trees kept growing for three days after I left. They had to relocate the congregation to a barn." She looked at me with nine hundred years of maternal worry. "Promise me you'll be careful. More power doesn't mean more control. Usually it means less."

      "I promise."

      "And mija—the red X. I know you're upset."

      "I'm fine."

      "Tibby texted me."

      I turned to look at the couch. Tibby was grooming his paw with the focus of a surgeon.

      "He TEXTED you?"

      "He has concerns."

      "He's a CAT."

      "He's a cat with concerns. And a phone. Which you gave him." She leaned closer. "One red X doesn't erase six green checks. You know that."

      "I held the key, Mom. I HAD it—"

      "And you'll have it again. The cosmic forces don't give up on people who try." A pause. "They give up on people who stop."

      The pull hit. Behind my sternum. The moon.

      "Mom, I have to go."

      "Already? We just—"

      "Love you."

      "Call me when you get back. And mija—power isn't the answer to—"

      The world went silver. Her face dissolved. The kitchen folded. I fell.

      Leaves. Enormous leaves, bigger than my body, layered like trampolines. I bounced once, twice, three times, each leaf bending and springing back. On the third bounce I missed and landed flat on my back on mossy stone, staring up at a ceiling of green so thick it breathed.

      Jungle. Earth and rain and green heat. Humidity so total my clothes were damp before I could sit up. Carved stone ruins visible through the vegetation—stepped pyramids, stone faces with wide eyes watching from beneath curtains of vine.

      A splash. Then a sound I recognized the way you recognize a fire alarm.

      Tibby was in a shallow pool between two root systems. Water up to his chest. Gray and orange fur plastered flat. The exact expression of a creature cataloguing exactly how much the cosmos owed him.

      "Nine hundred years," he said.

      "Tibby—"

      "Every. Single. Assignment."

      "Workplace grievance. Formal. Documented."

      He climbed out with the measured dignity of a diplomat exiting a scandal. The sky was visible through a gap in the canopy. Sunset. Silver script forming against the orange.

      FIND THE BRIGHT ORANGE KEY.

      I stared at it until it burned.

      "You have GOT to be kidding me."

      Same assignment. Word for word. Like last month didn't happen. Like the red X and the empty shell on my shelf and four weeks of staring at my own failure were just practice.

      Something moved. Twenty feet away, on top of a carved stone jaguar head. Small. Bright orange. Catching the last light.

      The key. Sitting on the jaguar's head with its little legs tucked under, the way a bird sits on a high branch—vibrating with barely contained energy. Is that the chase lady? Is she going to chase me? Please say yes. Chasing is my FAVORITE.

      "Hehehehe."

      Pure joy. The giggle of something that had discovered running and couldn't believe its luck. It launched off the jaguar head and disappeared into the green with the speed and enthusiasm of a golden retriever who'd just heard the word "park."

      "Of course," I said. "Of COURSE."
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