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      The moon decided it was time while I was on a video call with my mother.

      "The deep well is still sealed, Mom. I can feel it. Like a brick wall."

      My mother's face on the laptop screen showed relief, then immediately pivoted to worry. The transition was so fast I almost laughed. Almost.

      "But your regular wells? Are they refilled?"

      "Sixty percent. Maybe sixty-five."

      "Sixty-five percent is not full, mija."

      "I know, but—"

      "And those silver streaks in your hair. They're not fading."

      "They're not supposed to fade. That's what permanent means."

      "Don't be smart with me." But she smiled. Worried smile. The kind only mothers can manage. "I just... be careful. You're pushing yourself too hard."

      "Mom, I'm nine hundred years old. I know my limits."

      "That's what you said eight hundred years ago when you started taking shortcuts."

      The familiar tug hit behind my sternum. Someone reached inside my chest and yanked.

      "Mom, I have to go."

      "Already? But you just got back three weeks—"

      "I love you. I'll call when I get home."

      The pull intensified. My vision blurred at the edges.

      "Marisol, be careful—"

      The screen went dark. The kitchen wavered.

      Tibby looked up from the table where he'd been napping in a patch of afternoon sun. "Already?"

      "Apparently."

      He jumped into my arms as the world dissolved into silver light and the moon pulled us somewhere else entirely.

      

      We landed in moss.

      Thick, soft moss that smelled like rain and earth and growing things. The kind of smell that makes you think of places that have never seen pavement or streetlights or anything human at all.

      I sat up slowly. Tibby had already extracted himself and was licking one paw with extreme dignity despite having just been yanked through time and space.

      "Better than mud," I said.

      "Low bar."

      The forest around us was singing. A thousand living things all making noise at once—trees rustling, birds chattering, insects humming, water trickling somewhere nearby. Underneath it all, something that sounded almost like music, like the forest itself had been humming a tune it had been working on for centuries.

      The trees were massive. Ancient. Trunks wider than houses, branches spreading so far overhead they blocked most of the sky. Dappled sunlight filtered through leaves the size of dinner plates, turning the air green-gold. Flowers grew everywhere—bright purple, electric blue, orange-gold that glowed faintly in the shadows.

      A mushroom near my hand puffed out sparkles when I accidentally touched it.

      "Sorry," I said automatically.

      The mushroom puffed again. Louder. Indignant.

      "Are you being judged by a mushroom?" Tibby asked.

      "Apparently."

      A bird landed on a branch above us. Bright red with a crest that stood straight up. It looked down at us and squawked something that sounded distinctly like a complaint.

      "I just got here," I told it.

      Another squawk. Louder. More insistent.

      "I don't even know what you're saying!"

      The bird flew off in a huff.

      Tibby's ears were flat. "Everyone here has opinions."

      "Noted."

      I stood up, brushing moss off my jeans. The assignment would appear any second now. Moonlight letters, hovering at eye level, vague and unhelpful and cosmically bureaucratic.

      Three seconds later:

      PREVENT THE OLDEST TREE FROM FALLING

      I stared at the glowing words. Then read them again.

      "That's it?" I said to the empty air. "No context? No location? No time frame?"

      The letters faded without answering. They never did.

      "Prevent the oldest tree from falling," I repeated slowly. "Because that's specific."

      Tibby was washing his face now, unbothered by cosmic vagueness. "Seems straightforward."

      "Straightforward. Right. Find the oldest tree in this forest—" I gestured at the massive trees surrounding us, any one of which could be hundreds or thousands of years old, "—and somehow prevent it from falling. With sixty percent magic. Easy."

      "You've had worse."

      "Have I?"

      He didn't answer. Just kept washing.

      I took a breath and tried to center myself. The forest was beautiful, but there was something underneath all that green and singing and life. Something that felt sad, or resigned, like the forest was trying hard to be cheerful while carrying something impossibly heavy.

      A path appeared ahead of us—or maybe it had been there the whole time and I'd just noticed it. It wound between the massive trees, lined with those glowing flowers and disagreeable mushrooms.

      "I guess we follow the path," I said.

      Tibby stood, stretched with elaborate care, and started walking.

      The forest got louder as we walked. Birds argued about territory rights. Squirrels chattered and threw things—mostly at me, occasionally at each other. The flowers whispered as we passed, their petals turning to follow us like tiny judging faces.

      A rabbit hopped across the path, stopped, and looked at me with far too much intelligence in its eyes.

      "Good morning?" I tried.

      It sniffed. Dismissive. Then hopped away like I'd personally insulted its entire family.

      "Everyone here can probably hear you," Tibby said calmly.

      "Great. Perfect."

      A pinecone hit my shoulder. I looked up. The tree rustled innocently.

      "Did that tree just throw something at me?"

      "Yes."

      "On purpose?"

      "Probably."

      We kept walking. The path wound through the massive trees, sometimes climbing over roots thicker than I was tall, sometimes dipping into clearings where the sunlight felt warmer and the flowers grew in spiral patterns that were definitely intentional. Someone—or something—had been gardening here for a long time.

      Magic lived in this place. Old magic. The kind that had been growing and breathing and existing for so long it had developed opinions about everything, including witches who showed up uninvited.

      Twenty minutes later, we came around a bend and saw the village.

      Maybe a dozen structures built into and around the trees—houses shaped from living wood, with walls that were still growing, roofs made of woven branches that bloomed with tiny flowers, windows that seemed to have been coaxed into existence rather than cut.

      Smoke rose from chimneys. Clothes hung on lines made of vine. A garden sprawled in organized chaos, vegetables and flowers tangled together in a way that looked accidental but probably wasn't.

      Near one of the houses, a fairy was singing to their garden. As I watched, the plants visibly leaned toward the sound, leaves turning, stems straightening. It was conversation—the plants responding to someone who'd been talking to them for years.

      Another fairy was mending clothes with thread that glowed faintly silver. The needle moved on its own, following the path her fingers traced in the air above the fabric. Small magic. Everyday magic.

      The fairies looked human at first glance, but their movements were too fluid, too graceful. Their eyes were wrong colors—purple, silver, gold. Their ears came to slight points. Their skin had an almost translucent quality in the dappled light, like they were made partly of the forest itself.

      And they all looked tired. Deeply, bone-tired. The kind of exhaustion that comes from carrying something heavy for too long.

      One of them noticed us. A woman with hair that moved like water even though there was no wind, and eyes the color of moss after rain. She walked over, moving through the dappled light like she was part of it.

      She smiled when she reached us. Warm, but tired underneath.

      "Hello, travelers," she said. Her voice echoed slightly, like singing in a cathedral. "Welcome to Greenhollow."

      "Thank you. I'm Marisol. This is Tibby."

      She looked down at Tibby. Her smile widened. "A familiar. It's been a long time since we've seen one here."

      "Nine hundred years," Tibby said without looking up from his examination of a particularly interesting patch of moss.

      Her eyebrows rose. "Nine hundred years. You must be very powerful, then, witch."

      "Powerful enough." I didn't feel like explaining cosmic community service. "I'm looking for the oldest tree."

      The smile faded. Her whole expression shifted—warm to sad in an instant.

      "Ah," she said quietly. "You're here about that."

      "I'm here to prevent it from falling."

      "Child, the oldest tree has been dying for generations. There's nothing to be done."

      "I have to try."

      "Many have tried."

      "Then I'll be one more."

      She studied me. Her eyes—that moss-green color—held something ancient. Not as old as Tibby, maybe, but old enough to have seen this exact conversation before.

      "What's your name?" I asked.

      "Linnea." She glanced back toward the village, where other fairies had stopped to watch us. An old fairy man with silver-white hair and eyes like deep amber stood near one of the houses, leaning on a carved walking stick. He was watching us with the kind of stillness that comes from seeing too much loss.

      Linnea followed my gaze. "That's Coren. He's been keeper of the tree's stories longer than most of us have been alive. He remembers when it was strong."

      Coren nodded once at me. Solemn. Like he'd already measured my chances and found them wanting.

      "I was the keeper of the oldest tree for many years
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