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      The box thumped. I was standing at my kitchen counter, staring at it the way you stare at a math problem that stopped making sense three steps ago. Tibby's locked box. Wooden, about the size of a bread loaf, with a keyhole shaped like something a child would draw—round on top, narrow on the bottom, slightly crooked. It sat on my counter between a mug of cold coffee and a plate of toast I'd forgotten about two hours ago.

      The box thumped again. From inside.

      "I know you're alive in there," I said. "You don't need to remind me."

      A third thump. Harder this time, like Tibby was kicking the wall of it with his back legs. Which, knowing Tibby, he absolutely was.

      Two Red Xs. That's what sat in my chest like stones I couldn't cough up. Two assignments, back to back, both chasing the same ridiculous, giggling, leg-sprouting key across two different worlds, and both times I'd come home empty-handed with a sky full of red behind my eyes.

      Book Seven: the pirate island. A tropical island, a four-word assignment—FIND THE BRIGHT ORANGE KEY—and twenty-five pirates who couldn't stack a crate. A captain in a magenta scarf. A small, ugly, molting parrot named Colonel Pecker who ran morning inspections and held grudges longer than most people held jobs. The key was real. The chest was real. What was inside the chest had been waiting three hundred years for someone to open it. I'd tried to warn them. Nobody listened. And in the chaos, the key sprouted legs, giggled like a toddler who'd stolen your phone, and ran into the jungle. Red X. My first in nine hundred years.

      Book Eight: same assignment, second time. The chase took me through jungle ruins, a canal city that kept breaking under my magic, and a carnival where the key discovered pigeons, oranges, and a very enthusiastic audience of ten thousand. I had too much power and no way to aim it. A wealthy collector wanted the key behind glass. And Tibby—my ancient, immortal, deeply judgmental cat—had fallen in love with a box. A box with a keyhole. He was warned.

      Red X. My second.

      And somewhere in the chaos of that second failure, Tibby had done something so profoundly, characteristically Tibby that I still couldn't believe it.

      He'd gotten into the box himself.

      Not forced. Not punished. Not locked away by cosmic forces or malicious magic. He'd found the box—wooden, bread-loaf-sized, sitting in the middle of a clearing like it had been waiting for someone—and he'd climbed in. Because it was a box. Because he was a cat. Because cats get into boxes the way rivers go downhill: inevitably, without apology, and with complete disregard for consequences.

      The lid had shut behind him. The keyhole had sealed. And no amount of magic, lockpicking, pleading, or creative profanity could open it. The keyhole was the exact shape and size of a bright orange key I'd been chasing across two worlds and nine hundred years of accumulated frustration.

      I'd tried everything. Spells bounced off the wood like tennis balls off a garage door. My lockpick set, the good one I'd bought in 1743 from a locksmith in Prague, couldn't even find the pins. I'd asked nicely. I'd asked firmly. I'd sat on the kitchen floor at three in the morning and said, "Please. Please just open."

      The box had thumped once. Sympathy or mockery, impossible to tell.

      My phone buzzed on the counter. Mom.

      I picked it up and immediately regretted it, because the video call connected before I could fix my face, and Mom could read my face from nine hundred years away, let alone through a phone screen.

      "Mija." Her voice went soft immediately. "You look terrible."

      "Thanks, Mom."

      "When did you last sleep?"

      "I sleep."

      "When did you last sleep well?"

      I looked at the ceiling. "Define 'well.'"

      She was in her kitchen. I could see the yellow wall behind her, the shelf with the ceramic rooster she'd had since before I was born—the first time I was born, the human time, before the magic and the debt and the nine centuries of cosmic community service. The rooster was chipped on one wing. It had been chipped since 1623.

      "The box," Mom said. Not a question.

      "The box."

      "Still locked?"

      "Still locked. Still thumping. Still mocking me." I glanced at it. As if on cue, it thumped. "See?"

      Mom's face did something complicated. Worry and calculation and something else I couldn't name. She looked away from the camera for a moment, like she was checking something off-screen. Or deciding something.

      "Marisol. I'm coming over."

      "Mom, you don't need to—"

      "I'm coming over. Don't argue. Put coffee on."

      "Mom—"

      "Real coffee. Not that instant nonsense."

      "I don't drink instant—"

      "And eat something. You look like you haven't eaten in a week."

      "I ate toast."

      She looked at me with great disdain.

      "I'm leaving now," she said. "Don't do anything to that box before I get there."

      "What would I do? It won't open."

      "Exactly. Don't make it worse."

      She hung up. I stared at the phone. Then at the box. Then at my reflection in the microwave door—silver streaks in dark hair, the black scar running from my palm up my wrist and along my forearm, circles under my eyes that had circles of their own.

      Nine hundred years old and my mother was coming over because I looked terrible.

      The box thumped.

      "She's on her way," I told it. "Try to be on your best behavior."

      Silence.

      "That's what I thought."

      I made coffee. The apartment was quiet except for the grinder and the occasional thump from the box and the muffled sound of a laugh track from my neighbor's television through the wall.

      I carried my mug to the shelf. The proof shelf, I'd started calling it. Cael's black raven feather, still warm sometimes when he was thinking of me. The acorn from Greenhollow, pulsing gently with living magic. The dead shell key from the pirate island, bright orange but hollow, a husk of something that had fooled me completely. No lamp from the desert city—some things shouldn't follow you home. And the small carved penguin from Antarctica, smooth as river stone, that fit perfectly in my palm.

      Eight assignments. Six green checks. Two Red Xs.

      The Red Xs burned. Not literally—they didn't leave scars like the blood magic in the ghost town or the bridge that nearly killed me. But I could feel them. The feeling of having done everything right and still watched the sky go red.

      The doorbell rang.

      Mom was standing in the hallway with an overnight bag and a look on her face that I recognized from nine hundred years of being her daughter. The look that said she was already three steps ahead and wasn't asking permission for any of them.

      "Mija." She walked past me into the apartment, set her bag down by the couch, and went straight to the kitchen. Straight to the box. She picked it up and turned it over in her hands like she was inspecting produce at the market.

      The box thumped.

      Mom nodded once. Set it down. "He's fine. Annoyed, but fine."

      "How can you tell?"

      "The thump pattern. That's his irritated thump, not his scared thump."

      "Tibby has different thumps?"

      "You've been with him nine hundred years and you don't know his thumps?"

      I opened my mouth. Closed it. Opened it again. "I've been a little busy failing to catch a key with legs."

      The box thumped. I touched the lid, the way I'd been touching it every few hours since it appeared on my counter three weeks ago. Because the box shouldn't have been here at all.

      When the moon pulled me home after the carnival, Tibby didn't come with me. The assignment ended, the sky went red, the world folded shut—and the box stayed behind. Sealed. In a closed assignment world that no longer existed on any map the cosmic forces maintained.

      I'd called Mom at three in the morning, hysterical, sitting on my kitchen floor next to an empty food bowl. She'd driven over in her bathrobe. She'd listened. She'd made coffee. And then she'd made a phone call that I could tell, from the way her jaw was set, she'd been hoping to never make.

      Eustace Moreno. Interdimensional retrieval specialist. Licensed cosmic plumber, as he liked to call himself, which made it sound folksy and harmless instead of what it actually was: one of maybe four people across all the planes who could reach into a sealed world and pull something through. He was good. He was reliable. He was also the most expensive magical contractor on any plane of existence, and he knew it the way a cat knows it's sitting on your keyboard.

      Mom had called him. He'd come. He'd pulled the box through, Tibby thumping inside it
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