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      I was losing an argument with my smoke detector when the moon decided it was time.

      Nothing was on fire. I'd burned a tortilla — one tortilla, slightly too long on the second side because I'd made the mistake of checking my phone — and now the smoke detector was screaming like I'd committed arson and Tibby was on top of the refrigerator staring down at me with utter fright.

      "It's fine," I said, waving a dish towel at the ceiling. "It's not even that burned."

      The smoke detector disagreed. Loudly. With conviction. With the energy of a small appliance that had been waiting its entire battery life for this moment.

      "Tibby, can you—"

      "No."

      "You don't even know what I was going to ask."

      "You were going to ask me to knock the battery out. I'm not climbing up there. I did that in 1587 and you still haven't replaced the ceiling tile."

      "That was four hundred forty years ago."

      "And the tile's still missing."

      The alarm kept shrieking. The tortilla sat on the burner, black on one side, perfect on the other, a metaphor for something I was too annoyed to think about. Smoke curled toward the ceiling in lazy ribbons. My kitchen smelled like char and poor decisions.

      Then the pull started.

      That hum behind my sternum. Low and deep, like a bass note only my bones could hear. The kitchen light flickered. The smoke detector cut out mid-shriek, which was either the moon's doing or the battery finally dying, and honestly I didn't care which.

      "Tibby."

      He was already watching. Ears forward. Tail still. He'd known before I did, the way he always did.

      He hopped down from the refrigerator and landed without a sound.

      The walls started to shimmer. The edges of my apartment went soft, the way they always did, reality loosening its grip, letting the moon reach through. I had maybe fifteen seconds.

      The tortilla was still smoking on the burner. I turned off the stove, because I was nine hundred years old and I was not about to burn my apartment down, and I felt Tibby press against my ankle the way he always did right before the pull — proximity, not comfort, because wherever I went he was going and that was the deal, that had always been the deal.

      "Ready?" I said.

      "Baby, I was ready ten minutes ago."

      The apartment dissolved.

      I landed on something soft, which was a first.

      I'd landed in mud, sand, surf, snow, a produce cart, and once directly onto Tibby, which he still brought up at least twice a month. But this was grass. Thick, tall grass, the kind that brushes your elbows when you're standing in it and swallows you whole when you're lying down, which I was, because the moon never bothered to land me on my feet. Apparently we didn't have that kind of relationship.

      I stared at the sky. Blue. Wide. Not a cloud anywhere. Wherever I was, the weather had no complaints.

      Tibby landed three feet to my left with a soft thump and immediately began grooming his chest as if he'd meant to do that.

      "Nice landing," I said.

      "I always land on my feet."

      "You landed on your side."

      "I landed on my feet and then chose to lie down. There's a difference."

      There was not a difference.

      I sat up. The grass stretched in every direction, rolling green hills under that wide blue sky. Somewhere nearby, birds were arguing about something. A warm breeze carried the smell of wildflowers and dirt and something else, something heavy and sweet, like overripe fruit left in the sun too long.

      And then I saw it.

      About two hundred yards ahead, rising above the grass line like a hill that had decided to take a nap, was the largest person I had ever seen in my life.

      He was lying on his back. Arms out. Legs slightly apart. Mouth open. And the sound coming out of that mouth — a snore so deep and so sustained that the grass around his head was flattened in a permanent circle, pressed down by years of continuous exhale. The ground vibrated with each breath. Every four seconds, the wildflowers near his left hand trembled like a tiny earthquake on a schedule.

      I stared. Tibby stared.

      "That's a giant," I said.

      "Yep."

      "That's a sleeping giant."

      "Yep."

      "In a field."

      "I can see that, Marisol."

      He was enormous. Literally enormous. Twenty-five feet at least, maybe thirty, with a round belly that rose and fell like a hillside breathing and a face that even in sleep looked friendly. Big, soft features. A nose broken at least twice and set crooked both times. His hair was wild and matted and full of grass and what appeared to be a bird's nest near his left ear — the nest had actual birds in it, sitting there like they'd signed a lease and were three months into a comfortable tenancy.

      His clothes were homespun, patched everywhere, sun-faded to the color of old hay. Farmer's clothes. Working clothes. Clothes that said this person used to DO things before he became the world's largest lawn ornament.

      A butterfly landed on his nose. He didn't move. The butterfly stayed. It looked comfortable. It looked like it came here regularly.

      I stood up, brushed the grass off my jeans, and looked for the assignment.

      It was already hovering in front of me. Silver letters in the air, the same moon-script as always, glowing gently in the afternoon light like the universe had left me a sticky note.

      RING THE BELL OF MILLARD.

      I read it twice.

      "Ring the bell of Millard," I said out loud, like hearing it would make it make more sense.

      It did not make more sense.

      "What bell?" I looked around. Grass. Hills. Sleeping giant. Birds. Butterfly. "What bell? There's no bell. There's no anything. There's a field and a giant and—"

      I turned in a slow circle. Behind me, maybe half a mile south, I could see the edges of a town. Rooftops. Chimney smoke. A road cutting through the hills toward it. And just to the east of the sleeping giant, standing alone in the grass like a skeleton nobody had bothered to bury, was a wooden structure. Tall. Narrow. Open-sided. A frame built to hold something heavy at the top.

      A bell tower. Without a bell.

      The hook at the top was empty. A frayed rope dangled from it, swaying in the breeze, attached to nothing. Whatever had hung there was gone, and from the look of the weathering on the wood and the rust on the hook, it had been gone for a long time.

      "Ring the bell," I said. "Ring the bell that isn't here. Perfect. Just perfect."

      The silver letters dissolved into the air with the quiet indifference of a bureaucracy that had already moved on to the next file.

      Tibby was walking toward the giant, picking his way through the tall grass with the careful precision of a cat who considers all outdoor surfaces a personal insult. He stopped near the giant's right hand, a hand the size of a dining table, and looked up at the sleeping face.

      "He's been here a while," Tibby said.

      "How can you tell?"

      "The birds built a nest in his hair. Birds don't build nests in things that move."

      "Maybe he's a heavy sleeper."

      "He's a heavy everything."

      I walked closer. Up close, the giant was even more striking. Big, and deeply, profoundly asleep. Beyond resting — stopped. Like he'd quit getting up one day and just stayed down. His face, even relaxed, had lines around the eyes that suggested he'd spent most of his life smiling. His hands were calloused. Dirt under the nails. Knuckles scarred from work.

      And now he was just lying here. In a field. Snoring. While birds raised families in his hair and a butterfly used his nose as a personal resort and the town half a mile away sent up chimney smoke like everything was normal.

      The empty bell tower. The giant. The town in the distance.

      "Okay," I said. "Ring the bell of Millard. Step one: find the bell of Millard. Step two: figure out how to ring it. Step three: try not to think about the fact that I just landed next to a sleeping giant, which every story ever written says you are not supposed to wake up. Every single one. There is no fairy tale where somebody wakes a giant and it goes well. Not one."

      "You done?"

      "I'm processing."

      "Process walking. I don't like this grass."

      I started walking toward the town. The grass whispered against my jeans. The giant snored behind me, steady as a tide. Tibby fell into step beside me, tail high, ears forward, ready for whatever came next even if he was going to complain about every square inch of it.

      Halfway to the town, I passed a small pond at the edge of the road. Clear water, still surface, a few smooth stones around the rim. I glanced down as I walked past and caught my reflection—

      And the surface cracked.

      Not the water. Water doesn't crack. But the reflection split down the middle like a mirror breaking, a sharp clean line running from my forehead to my chin, and for half a second the image of my face was two halves that didn't quite line up. Then the water rippled and smoothed and it was just a pond again. Just water. Just sky.

      I stopped.

      Tibby stopped.

      "Did you see that?"

      He was staring at the water. Ears flat.

      "Yep."

      "Water doesn't do that."

      "Nope."

      "Thirteen," I said, quieter this time.

      Tibby didn't argue.

      We kept walking toward the town.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      The town didn't have a name. Or it did, but nobody I asked could agree on what it was.

      "Millard," said the first woman I spoke to, sweeping her front step with a broom that was missing half its bristles. She didn't look up.

      "Millard is the giant," said the man sitting on a barrel outside what might have been a tavern or might have been a very depressed general store. He also didn't look up. He was whittling something that didn't appear to be turning into anything. It might have been a stick when he started. It was still a stick.

      "Millard is the bell," said a teenager leaning against a fence post, staring at the sky with the glazed patience of someone who had been staring at the sky for most of their life and expected to keep doing so until further notice.

      Three people. Three answers. Nobody made eye contact. Nobody seemed to find this confusing.

      "Great," I said. "Very helpful. Thank you all."

      None of them registered the sarcasm. Sarcasm requires someone to be listening.

      The town itself was functional in the way a shoe with holes in it is functional. Buildings stood. Doors opened. Chimneys smoked. But everything had a lean to it, a general tilt toward entropy that suggested maintenance had been optional for years. Shutters hung crooked. Roof tiles were missing in patterns that almost looked intentional, like the roofs were losing teeth. The road through the center was more pothole than road, and a cart with one broken wheel sat in the middle of it like it had given up mid-journey and everyone had just agreed to walk around it for the rest of eternity.

      I tested the magic while I walked. Subtle stuff, a warmth spell in my palm, a light tap on my first well to see what the local accent felt like. The magic responded, but sluggishly, like pulling taffy. Thick. Reluctant. Every world had its own feel, and this one felt like trying to start a car on a cold morning. The engine was there. It just didn't feel like it today. Or yesterday. Or any day for the last several years.

      "Magic's heavy here," I said to Tibby.

      "Everything's heavy here."

      He wasn't wrong. Even the air felt like it had somewhere better to be.

      I tried the woman with the broken broom again.

      "The bell," I said. "The one that used to hang in the tower near the giant. Where is it?"

      She kept sweeping. The bristles scraped stone in a rhythm that suggested she'd been doing this exact motion at this exact time every day for years. She'd probably worn a groove in the step. She'd probably be sweeping this step when the sun burned out. "Gone."

      "Gone where?"

      "Just gone."

      "Things don't just go. Someone took it. Someone moved it. It went somewhere."

      She paused. She looked at me for the first time. Her eyes were the color of dishwater and about as interested.

      "Are you from the east?"

      "I'm from Los Angeles."

      She blinked once, like a turtle. Resumed sweeping. "Don't know it."

      I moved on.

      The whittling man was marginally more helpful, in that he used complete sentences and seemed to be aware that I existed.

      "The bell fell," he said. "Hit old Millard on the head. Knocked him out cold. Then the bell went missing."

      "When?"

      He squinted at the sky like it might have a calendar pinned to it somewhere. "Long time."

      "How long?"

      "Long enough that nobody remembers it different."

      "And nobody went looking for it?"

      He stopped whittling and gave me a look that said I'd just asked why people don't fly to the moon.

      "Why would we?"

      I opened my mouth. Closed it. Opened it again. Closed it again. I felt like a fish that had been asked a philosophical question.

      "Because your giant is unconscious in a field and your bell is missing and your town is — have you LOOKED at this town? Ay, ya basta — have ANY of you looked at this town?"

      He considered this. Genuinely seemed to turn it over in his mind like a stone he'd found on the road and wasn't sure was worth keeping. Then he went back to whittling.

      "Always been like this," he said.

      It had not always been like this. This town had been something once. You could see it in the architecture: the bones of the buildings were good. Solid timber. Stone foundations. Somebody had built this place to last. Somebody had cared. And then somebody had stopped caring, and then everyone had stopped caring, and now it was just a collection of people going through motions in a town that was slowly dissolving around them while they swept the same steps and whittled the same nothing and stared at the same sky.

      Nobody talked to each other. That was the thing I noticed after an hour of walking the streets. People occupied the same spaces, the tavern, the road, the well in the center of town, but they moved through each other like currents in water that never mixed. A woman would speak and a man would answer, but they weren't having a conversation. They were having two separate monologues that happened to occur in the same location.

      I watched it happen on a bench near the well. Two people. Sitting side by side. Facing the same direction.

      "Nice weather today."

      "My knee's been acting up."

      "I was saying it's nice out."

      "Third day of the same soup for lunch. You'd think I'd make something different."

      "The clouds are—"

      "Turnip. All three days. You'd think."

      Two people. Same bench. Same air. Talking to absolutely no one.

      I wanted to grab them both by the shoulders and shake them until their sentences connected. But I didn't, because I was a professional, and because the bench looked like it would collapse if I so much as sneezed near it.

      Tibby walked beside me through all of this, absorbing it with the quiet intensity of a cat who was filing everything away for later use. He didn't speak, which meant he was either thinking or judging or both. Probably both.

      I found the well in the center of town. It was half-collapsed. The bucket was cracked. The rope looked like it would disintegrate if you made eye contact with it too aggressively. I pulled the bucket up anyway and the water that came out was brown and silty and smelled like copper pennies and regret.

      An old man sat on a stool near the well, watching me. He had a bowl in his lap, empty, and a spoon in his hand, also empty, and he was moving the spoon around the bowl in slow circles like he was eating a memory of lunch.

      "Excuse me," I said. "Are you okay?"

      He looked up. Smiled. The smile was real but it didn't have anything behind it. A window with the curtain drawn.

      "Oh, fine. Fine. Just having my lunch."

      The bowl was empty. The spoon scraped porcelain in dry circles.

      I sat down next to him. Set my bag on the ground. Reached into it and pulled out what I had, a wrapped package of tortillas from my kitchen counter that the moon had apparently decided to bring along, because cosmic bureaucracy was nothing if not inconsistent about what it considered important.

      "Here," I said. "These are better than whatever you're not eating."

      His eyes went to the tortillas. Then to me. The curtain behind the smile moved, just slightly, and for a second there was surprise in his eyes. Real surprise. The face of someone who'd forgotten that unexpected things could still happen.

      "Oh," he said. "Oh, that's kind."

      "Fair warning, they're a little burned on one side."

      He took one. Held it with both hands like it weighed more than it should, and took a bite. Chewed slowly. His eyes went somewhere far away and when they came back they were wet.

      "Thank you," he said. "I don't remember the last time someone—"

      He stopped. Shook his head. Went back to chewing.

      I left the rest of the package with him and moved on. Tibby watched me from the top of a rain barrel but didn't say anything. He never commented on these moments. He just saw them.

      By late afternoon, I'd walked every street, talked to every person I could find, which was like interviewing furniture, and assembled the following facts:

      The giant's name was Millard. He'd been the town's farmer, builder, carrier, fixer, and general reason anything worked. He rang the bell every morning to wake the town and every evening to close the day. One morning the bell's mounting gave way, the bell fell, it hit Millard on the head, and he went down like a sack of boulders. He hadn't gotten up since.

      The bell disappeared shortly after. Nobody saw who took it. Nobody went looking. The town, already in the habit of letting Millard handle things, just continued not handling things, only now there was no Millard to pick up the slack.

      And the bad luck. I pressed on this, because I could FEEL it, a low static charge in the air that made every small thing harder. Nobody acknowledged it. A roof tile slid off a building and shattered three feet from where I was standing and the nearest person didn't even flinch. Didn't look. Didn't break stride.

      "Does that happen a lot?" I asked.

      "Does what happen?"

      I pointed at the shattered tile. The shards were still settling.

      "Oh. Sometimes things fall." She shrugged. "Just how it is."

      Just how it is. The four most dangerous words in any language.

      As the sun got lower, I walked back to Millard. The giant hadn't moved, which was obvious but still disappointing, like I'd been secretly hoping he'd sit up on his own and save me the trouble. The birds in his hair were settling in for the night, fluffing and rearranging and making the small sounds birds make when they're pretending a giant's ear is a perfectly normal subdivision.

      I tried everything I could think of.

      First, yelling. Directly into his ear, which was the size of a dinner plate. Nothing. The birds looked more annoyed than he did.

      Then clapping, stamping, banging on a pot I'd borrowed from the tavern — the bartender hadn't even asked why, which told you everything about this town. The pot made a terrible racket and a cow in a distant field looked offended, but Millard slept on.

      Magic came next. A jolt from my first well, targeted and precise, enough to knock a normal person off their feet and into next week. It hit him and dissolved like water on a hot griddle. Gone. Absorbed. He didn't even shift.

      I splashed water on his face, which required hauling a bucket from the broken well and climbing the hill of his chest to reach his chin, and I slipped twice on the way up because the fabric of his shirt was slick with dew, and the second time I slipped I grabbed a patch on his shirt that tore off in my hand and I slid all the way back down to his belt buckle and had to start over. The water hit his face and ran down his cheek and into the grass and he snored through the whole thing with the peaceful indifference of a mountain that had been asked a question and declined to participate.

      I tried tickling his nose with a long piece of grass. His nose wrinkled once, his nostril flared, and the resulting exhale launched me backward about six feet into a thistle bush.

      I lay in the thistle bush for a moment. Staring at the sky. Covered in thistles. One boot had come off. A bird from the giant's nest peered down at me from the rim of his ear with unmistakable pity.

      "You done?" Tibby said, from a safe distance, tail curled around his paws, looking like a cat who had never in his life been launched into a thistle bush and never intended to be.

      "I'm not done. I'm resting."

      "You're lying in a bush."

      "Aggressively resting."

      I pulled thistles out of my hair. Out of my shirt. Out of places thistles had no business being. Retrieved my boot. Sat down in the grass next to Millard's massive hand and accepted, for the first time, that this was not going to be simple.

      "He needs his bell," I said.

      "Seems like."

      "And the bell is gone."

      "Seems like."

      "And nobody knows where it went."

      "Nobody cares where it went. That's different."

      He was right. He was always right about the things that mattered and wrong about things like whether the ceiling tile from 1587 was a legitimate ongoing grievance.

      I stared at the empty bell tower, its hook gleaming dull in the last of the daylight. The town was already shutting its doors, retreating into the loops that kept it moving without ever going anywhere.

      "So I have to find a missing bell, bring it back, and ring it for a giant who can't be woken up by yelling, magic, water, or nasal tickling. In a town where nobody will help me because nobody sees the problem."

      "That's the gig, baby."

      I leaned back in the grass. Millard's snoring was oddly soothing this close, a deep rhythmic vibration that you felt more than heard, like lying next to an engine that was idling but couldn't go anywhere.

      Tibby came and sat beside me. Didn't touch me. Didn't speak. Just sat there, in the grass, while the first stars came out and the giant kept sleeping and the town went dark one window at a time.

      Tomorrow I'd start asking harder questions. Tonight, I was pulling the last thistle out of my sock and trying not to take it personally.
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      The bad luck started properly the next morning.

      I woke up in a hay barn at the edge of town, the closest thing to lodging anyone had offered, and even that had required three separate conversations with a farmer who kept forgetting I was talking to him mid-sentence. I'd made a bed out of loose hay and my jacket and it had been fine, actually, almost comfortable, until I rolled over at dawn and put my hand directly into a puddle that hadn't been there when I fell asleep.

      The barn roof was leaking. One targeted drip, directly onto the spot where my head had been, with the precision of a sniper who hated me personally.

      "Wonderful," I said, wringing out my sleeve.

      Tibby was dry. Of course Tibby was dry. He'd found a high shelf near the rafters and slept there, untouched by water or accountability, watching the leak find me like he'd predicted it and chosen entertainment over intervention.

      "You could have warned me."

      "You looked tired."

      "So you let me sleep in a puddle."

      "I let you sleep. The puddle was the barn's decision."

      I squeezed water out of my hair and stepped outside into a morning that was gray and damp and thoroughly uninterested in my comfort. The field where Millard lay was visible from here, his massive shape like a ridge in the fog. The bell tower stood beside him, hookless, useless, a monument to absence.

      I needed to find someone who actually talked. Someone who remembered. Someone who could complete a sentence without drifting off into a monologue about turnip soup.

      The town was already awake, which meant people were already in their loops. The broom woman was sweeping. The whittling man was whittling. The teenager was staring at the sky. It was yesterday, all over again, and the day before that, and the day before that, forever, in perpetuity, world without end, amen.

      I headed for the tavern. Every town had someone who talked too much, and that person was usually near alcohol.

      The door stuck. I pulled harder. The handle came off in my hand.

      I stood there holding a door handle that was no longer attached to a door. The handle was warm. The door was closed. These two facts were now unrelated.

      "Oh, that does that," said a voice from inside. "Just push."

      I pushed. The door swung inward and I stumbled through, caught my foot on the threshold, and executed a graceless lurch that ended with me catching the edge of the bar to keep from face-planting on the floor, which had the sticky texture of a surface that had given up on being mopped sometime during the previous administration.

      The woman behind the counter was wiping a glass with a rag that was dirtier than the glass. A man in the corner was asleep. Two men sat at a table with mugs in front of them, not drinking, not talking, not doing anything that could be classified as an activity.

      "I'm looking for information," I said, setting the door handle on the bar.

      "Kitchen's closed."

      "I don't want food. I want to know about the bell."

      "What bell?"

      I took a breath. A deep one. A breath designed to carry a person through a conversation they can already tell is going to test their patience, their faith in humanity, and their commitment to nonviolence.

      "The bell. The bell of Millard. The one that used to hang in the tower. The one that went missing after it knocked the giant unconscious. The bell that everyone in this town apparently knows about but acts like I'm asking about unicorn legislation."

      The woman stopped wiping. The men at the table looked at each other. The man in the corner adjusted his sleeping position but did not wake up.

      "That's old business," the woman said.

      "It's current business. I need to find it."

      "Why?"

      "Because I need to ring it."

      She stared at me with the flat patience of someone who'd heard a lot of foolish things in her life and was adding mine to the collection.

      "The bell is gone. Been gone longer than most of us have been here. It fell on Millard, knocked him out, and then it disappeared. End of story."

      "It didn't disappear. Bells don't disappear. They're enormous and made of bronze. That's like saying a horse disappeared. You'd notice."

      "Maybe."

      "Not maybe. Definitely. WHO would take a bell that size?"

      She resumed wiping. "Lot of people wanted that bell. Millard rang it every morning and every evening. Kept the town together, some said. After it hit him and he went down, there was panic for a bit. Then the panic stopped and people just — adjusted."

      "Adjusted to an unconscious giant in their field."

      "Adjusted to everything. The broken well. The leaking roofs. The roads." She put the glass down and picked up another one, equally clean, equally unnecessary to wipe. "Things fall apart when nobody's holding them together. But if they fall apart slowly enough, you stop noticing."

      "Somebody in this town knows where that bell went."

      "Maybe." She looked at the men at the table. They developed a sudden interest in their untouched mugs. "But nobody's going to tell you. Because whoever took the bell did everyone a favor. That's what people think. No bell, no giant waking up every morning, no expectations. People got tired of being told what to do by a bell."

      I opened my mouth to respond and a ceiling beam groaned overhead. A chunk of plaster the size of my fist detached itself from the corner and hit the floor three inches from my left foot. Dust puffed up. A piece bounced off my boot. Nobody in the room reacted. The sleeping man in the corner didn't even shift. The plaster, the bartender, my foot — and nobody blinked.

      "I'm going to find that bell," I said. "And I'm going to ring it. And if a single other piece of this building falls on me, I'm going to ring it TWICE."

      I left the tavern with the door handle still on the bar. Stood in the street. The gray morning pressed down on the town like a lid somebody had forgotten to take off.

      Tibby appeared from wherever he'd been, probably interrogating the local cats the way he did in every assignment, and sat at my feet.

      "Anything?" I asked.

      "The cats here are as checked out as the people. One of them has been sitting on the same fence post for three days. I asked him what he was watching. He said he didn't know."

      "The bartender says nobody will talk."

      "Somebody will talk. Somebody always talks."

      He was right. In every assignment, there was always one person who saw things differently. One person who was waiting, whether they knew it or not, for someone to show up and ask the right question.

      I spent the rest of the morning pushing. Knocking on doors. Catching people between their loops when they paused to breathe. Most of them gave me the same nothing — "don't know," "long time ago," "why bother" — and I kept going because that's what you do. You knock on every door until one opens differently.

      The bad luck kept pace with me like a second shadow. A wooden sign fell off its hinges as I walked under it, grazing my shoulder. I stepped carefully over a puddle, congratulated myself, and my other foot found a second puddle that
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