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      The coffee was finally the right temperature when my phone rang.

      I knew who it was before I looked. Sunday morning, nine o'clock, like clockwork. I accepted the video call and held the phone at arm's length so she could see me properly.

      "Mija!" Mom's face filled the screen, already wearing that expression. The one that said she was about to ask seventeen questions and wouldn't like any of the answers. "You look awful. You look so tired."

      "Mom, I'm always tired."

      "That's not what I mean." She leaned closer to her camera, squinting. "What happened to your hair?"

      I touched the silver streaks without thinking. Five or six of them now, running through the dark like lightning strikes. Permanent souvenirs from the Ghost Town Forest, when I'd broken blood magic to free a cursed raven.

      "Nothing happened. They've been there for months."

      "They're getting worse."

      "They're the same as they've been for months."

      "And your hand—let me see your hand."

      I held up my left hand. The black scar spread from my palm up across my wrist and partway up my forearm, dark as ink against my skin. It was permanent too, another souvenir from the Ghost Town Forest.

      Mom made a small sound. "Ay, Dios mío. Marisol, you need to be careful."

      "I'm careful."

      "You're not careful. Look at you."

      "Mom, I'm nine hundred years old. I know what I'm doing."

      "You said that nine hundred years ago when you took those cosmic debts." Her voice went sharp. "And look where that got you."

      I closed my eyes. Here we go. "I'm doing the assignments. I'm being responsible."

      "How many more do you have left?"

      "I don't know. They don't give me a number."

      "I only had to do forty-three when I borrowed power." She shook her head. "Forty-three and I was done. How many have you finished now?"

      "Two hundred sixty-seven."

      "And they won't tell you how many more?"

      "No, Mom. They won't tell me."

      She was quiet for a moment, studying me through the screen. Then, softer: "You look thin. Are you eating?"

      "I eat."

      "Real food or just coffee?"

      "Both," I said, though we both knew I was lying.

      "Mija—"

      I felt it then. That familiar pressure behind my sternum, gentle at first but insistent. The moon's pull. I glanced at the window and there it was—full and bright in the morning sky, already tugging at something deep in my chest.

      "Mom, I have to go."

      "What? Already?" Her voice climbed. "You just got back from the last one!"

      "I know, but—"

      The pull intensified. Thirty seconds, maybe less.

      "Please be careful," she said, voice tight with worry. "Promise me you'll be careful."

      "I promise. I love you. I'll call you when I'm back."

      I hung up before she could say anything else. The guilt would have to wait. The moon didn't care about guilt.

      I set my coffee down and looked around for Tibby. He was already sitting by the door, tail swishing slowly, watching me with those ancient amber eyes.

      "She never gives me a break," I muttered.

      "That's her job," he said.

      "She's putting in overtime..."

      But before Tibby could reply, the moon pulled sideways and everything went white.

      I landed face-first in something that smelled absolutely terrible.

      For a moment I just lay there, getting my bearings. Hot sun on my back. Dry air in my lungs. The overwhelming stench of animal and waste and unwashed bodies. Noise everywhere—people shouting, animals braying, the clatter of cart wheels on stone.

      I pushed myself up and looked down at what I'd landed in.

      Camel dung.

      Of course. Of COURSE.

      I was in a pile of fresh camel dung in the middle of what looked like a marketplace, and people were staring at me like I'd just fallen out of the sky. Which, technically, I had.

      "Perfect," I muttered, brushing off my hands. "Just perfect."

      A meow behind me. I turned and there was Tibby, sitting on a clean patch of stone about six feet away, completely unbothered. Not a speck of dung on him, because of course there wasn't.

      "You did that on purpose," I said.

      His tail flicked once, which meant absolutely yes.

      I scraped what I could off my clothes and stepped out of the pile, trying not to think about what was now coating my boots. The marketplace stretched out in every direction—narrow streets lined with stalls selling everything from spices to silk, brass lamps hanging from awnings, clay pots stacked in precarious towers. The air shimmered with heat and the smell of cooking meat mixed with less pleasant things.

      People flowed around me like water around a stone, barely sparing me a glance. A woman in bright blue robes hurried past with a basket of dates balanced on her head. Two men argued over the price of a rug. Somewhere nearby, someone was roasting nuts over a brazier.

      I closed my eyes and took a breath, centering myself. Different world, different rules. Magic would have an accent here. I'd have to figure out what worked and what didn't, just like always.

      "Three days and he's already granting wishes—"

      My eyes snapped open. Two men were passing by, deep in conversation.

      "—made water appear from nothing, I saw it with my own eyes—"

      "Calling him king now, can you believe—"

      "Magic like that, he could do anything—"

      They disappeared into the crowd before I could hear more.

      I moved through the marketplace, following the flow of people. Fragments of conversation reached me as I walked:

      "—granted my neighbor's wish yesterday—"

      "—seven feet tall, covered in gold—"

      "—only been here since the moon changed—"

      "—they say he came from a lamp—"

      A lamp. Magic wishes. Someone calling themselves king after arriving recently.

      I had a bad feeling about this.

      The crowd started moving in one direction, like a current pulling toward something. I let myself be carried along until the narrow street opened into a massive plaza.

      And there, in the center, was a platform.

      It was new—the wood still pale and unstained by weather, draped with silk in gold and crimson. A line of people stretched from the platform back through the plaza and into the side streets, hundreds of them waiting in the hot sun. At the front of the line, I could see someone on the platform, but the crowd blocked my view.

      Then I heard him.

      "NEXT!" The voice boomed across the plaza, rich and theatrical. "Who's next? Don't be shy! Step right up and let Khalidra the Magnificent grant your deepest wish!"

      The crowd surged forward. Someone at the front of the line stepped up to the platform, and I caught a glimpse of golden robes that shimmered in the sunlight.

      "What is your heart's desire?" The voice was warm now, intimate, like he was speaking only to that one person even though the whole plaza could hear. "Don't hold back. Nothing is beyond my power."

      I couldn't hear the person's response, but whatever they said made the crowd murmur with anticipation.

      "Ah! A worthy request! Stand back, everyone, and witness the power of Khalidra the Magnificent!"

      There was a flash of golden light, bright enough that I had to shield my eyes. When I could see again, the person was backing away from the platform, holding something in their arms. The crowd cheered.

      "NEXT!" he bellowed. "Who's next? Step right up! Everyone will have their turn! Everyone will witness my generosity!"

      I stood there at the edge of the plaza, watching the line, watching the performance, and felt my stomach sink.

      A tyrant. I was dealing with a tyrant who'd set himself up as a benevolent king, and from the looks of things, everyone was buying it.

      The sky rippled.

      I looked up just as the air above the plaza shimmered like heat waves on stone. Then words appeared, written in golden light that hung in the air for everyone to see:

      RETURN THE TYRANT TO HIS PRISON BEFORE THE MONTH'S END

      The crowd pointed and gasped, but they didn't seem particularly surprised. Like weird magical messages in the sky were just another Tuesday in this city. Within moments, they'd gone back to watching the platform, watching their new king perform miracles.

      I closed my eyes and breathed out slowly.

      "Who comes up with this?" I whispered.

      The assignment hung in the air for another few seconds, then faded like smoke.

      Return the tyrant to his prison before the month's end. That was it. No helpful details about where the prison was, or how to get him into it, or what happened if I failed. Just those words and a deadline that felt both distant and terrifyingly close.

      I opened my eyes and studied the platform, the golden-robed figure I could barely see through the crowd, the line of people waiting for miracles that probably wouldn't work the way they hoped.

      "This is going to be a disaster," I
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