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      I saw the full moon through my kitchen window and stopped mid-pour. The coffee streamed onto the counter in a dark puddle that I didn't bother to catch. There was no point. In about thirty seconds, none of this would matter.

      "Ugghh."

      It wasn't my favorite mantra, but it was certainly mine and certainly appropriate. I said it again, with feeling: "Ugghh."

      Behind me, sprawled across the kitchen table like he owned every square inch of it, Tibby lifted his head. Twenty pounds of orange and gray tabby cat, ears swiveling forward, green eyes already locked on the window, on the moon, on what was coming. He knew, of course he knew. My baby, my infinite-life cat, always knew before I did.

      "Maybe it won't," I said, even though we both knew I was lying.

      Tibby's tail flicked once in sharp dismissal.

      I set the coffee pot down with more force than necessary. No point finishing the cup now. I wouldn't be here to drink it. The coffee would sit there getting cold while I was god-knows-where, doing god-knows-what, for the next thirty days straight.

      The moon cleared the roofline across the street, round and fat and completely indifferent to my evening plans. I'd been hoping for a few more days of peace, maybe even a week. Time enough to finish the book I'd been reading, to sleep past seven a.m., to exist in my own century without cosmic interference. But the moon didn't care about my schedule. It never had.

      The pull started then, right on cue.

      It wasn't sudden. It never was. It built slowly, like pressure gathering behind my sternum, a gentle tug that I knew from experience would become an insistent drag, and then an unstoppable force that would rip me backward through space and time whether I was ready or not.

      Spoiler: I was never ready.

      "Typical," I muttered, watching the edges of my kitchen start to blur.

      Tibby hopped off the table with a solid thump that rattled the salt shaker and made the coffee pot wobble. He padded over to me, winding his heavy body between my legs, fur warm against my pants. He was solid and real and here, at least for the moment.

      "You don't have to come," I said, looking down at him.

      He didn't dignify that with a response. We both knew he'd follow me. He always did. He'd been following me for longer than I cared to think about.

      The pull intensified, and my ribs ached with it. The edges of the kitchen blurred more dramatically now, like someone had taken their thumb and smudged the air itself, making the walls soft and the counters uncertain. I could feel the moon now, not just see it through the window, but feel it like a bright, relentless hook buried somewhere behind my heart, pulling me backward through time and space and every inconvenient dimension in between.

      I grabbed Tibby and he went limp in my arms, completely relaxed, like this was just another Tuesday evening and not the start of thirty days of cosmic nonsense. For him, maybe it was just Tuesday. He'd been through this enough times to stop caring about the details.

      "Here we go," I said to no one in particular.

      Then the kitchen disappeared.

      The transport felt like being yanked through a tunnel made of static and bad decisions. Colors bled into each other, red into purple into something that wasn't quite blue and wasn't quite black. Sounds stretched like taffy, pulling thin and strange until they didn't sound like anything recognizable anymore. Gravity became a suggestion rather than a rule, and up and down stopped meaning much of anything at all.

      I held Tibby tighter. He was the only solid thing in all the chaos, warm and purring and utterly unbothered by the fact that we were currently being dragged through the fabric of reality itself.

      The transport lasted five seconds and five years simultaneously. Time was meaningless in the space between worlds, and my brain never knew quite how to process it. Was I moving or standing still? Was I breathing or had I forgotten how? The colors bled together until they stopped being colors at all, just sensation—pressure and cold and something that tasted like copper and felt like falling, even though there was no up or down to fall toward.

      I'd been doing this for nine hundred years. It never got easier.

      Then, with no warning at all—

      Thump.

      I landed.

      Dust puffed up around my boots, and I could taste it immediately. Grit and ancient earth and something that had baked under this sun for longer than most civilizations lasted. Dry air hit my lungs, hot and clean and nothing like the cool spring evening I'd just left behind. It stripped the moisture from my mouth before I'd even taken a second breath. The smell was different too: sun-baked wood and ancient dirt and something older, something patient, something that had been waiting here a very long time.

      My knees complained about the landing. They always did. I straightened slowly, brushing dust off my pants and squinting against the sudden brightness.

      Tibby hopped down from my arms, shook himself once to remove any trace of indignity, and immediately started sniffing a rock like we'd just arrived at a perfectly normal destination and not been yanked backward through time by cosmic forces beyond our control.

      I looked around, taking stock. This was an actual, honest-to-god ghost town.

      The main street stretched ahead of me, wide and empty, lined on both sides with buildings that leaned like tired old men who'd been standing too long. There was a saloon with half its sign missing, a general store with a collapsed porch, and something that might have been a church, though it was hard to tell with the way the walls tilted. All of it sun-bleached and silent, baking under a sky so blue it hurt to look at directly. There were no people, no movement, no sound except the wind pushing through the gaps in the wood and the faint creak of a sign swinging on rusty hinges somewhere down the street.

      "Of course," I said to the empty air.

      Tibby sneezed, a small, precise sound of disapproval.

      I turned in a slow circle, taking in the full scope of where I'd been dumped. The Old West, or at least some fantasy version of it. The kind of place that looked like it had been abandoned mid-sentence, like everyone had just walked away one day and decided never to come back. The buildings were weathered gray-brown, the wood so dry it looked like it might crumble if I touched it. The street was dirt packed hard enough to crack under the relentless sun.

      The sun itself hung low on the horizon. Late afternoon, I guessed. The light was golden and slanted, painting long shadows across the empty street and making everything look even more desolate than it probably was in full daylight.

      I stood there and waited, because I knew what came next. Any second now, the assignment would show up. It always did, one way or another. Sometimes it was a slip of paper that appeared in my pocket. Sometimes it was a voice in my head that made my teeth ache. The delivery method changed depending on where and when the moon dropped me, but the assignment always came.

      Here, in this ghost town under this too-blue sky, it was simpler than usual.

      The air in front of me shimmered like heat rising off pavement. Then words appeared, hanging in the dusty light like they'd been written in smoke by a very precise hand:

      REPLANT THIS GHOST TOWN TO THE BOUNTIFUL FOREST IT ONCE WAS.

      I stared at the words, waiting for them to make more sense. They didn't.

      The letters hung there, solid and clear and completely unhelpful. They didn't move, didn't clarify themselves, didn't offer footnotes or helpful diagrams or literally any context whatsoever that might make this assignment something other than completely impossible. The message was just that one sentence, just those words.

      I looked down at Tibby, who was sitting now, tail wrapped neatly around his paws, watching me with that expression cats get when they're waiting for humans to figure out something obvious.

      "Replant," I said slowly, testing the word out loud like that might help it make sense.

      He blinked at me once, slow and deliberate.

      "Replant what?" I gestured broadly at the empty street, the cracked and weathered wood, the endless expanse of dry dirt stretching in every direction. "There's no forest. There's no trees. There's nothing here but dust and..."

      I stopped mid-sentence and squinted at the horizon, because something had caught my eye. Actually, now that I was really looking instead of just gesturing wildly, I could see something far in the distance, maybe a mile out past the edge of town—a shadow, a line of darker color against the pale dirt and scrub brush. It was hard to tell from this distance, and the heat shimmer didn't help, but it looked almost like trees. Or just more nothing, more dust and dirt and emptiness pretending to be something else.

      The words hung in the air for another long moment, giving me time to memorize them. Then they began to fade, dissolving like smoke in wind, until there was nothing left but clear air and the smell of dust.

      I let out a long breath and looked up at the sky. "Who comes up with this stuff?" I asked the universe at large.

      And the universe, as usual, didn't answer. Tibby didn't either, but that was more typical. He was already walking down the street, tail held high like a flag, like he knew exactly where he was going and I was just supposed to follow along like always.

      I watched him for a moment. Orange and gray fur bright against the dusty street, completely unbothered by the heat or the impossible assignment or any of it.

      Then I followed, because what else was I going to do? Stand here and argue with the smoke words? Refuse to do the assignment and see what happened? I'd tried that once, years ago. It hadn't ended well.

      Thirty days, I thought as I walked. Thirty days to replant a forest that probably didn't exist in a ghost town that was definitely dead. Thirty days to figure out what "bountiful forest it once was" even meant.

      Tibby's tail swished ahead of me, leading the way down the empty street. I took a long breath, sighed, and I followed.
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      Tibby led the way down the empty street, weaving between patches of sunlight and shadow like he'd done this before. Maybe he had. Nine hundred years and I still didn't know half of what goes on in that cat's mind.

      The buildings looked worse up close—warped wood, broken windows, doors hanging crooked on their hinges. Everything sun-bleached to the same tired gray-brown, like the color had given up years ago. When I got close enough to one wall, I could smell it. That particular scent of wood that's been baking so long it's gone brittle, almost sweet in its decay, mixed with the dusty emptiness of spaces that haven't held living people in decades.

      The saloon had a sign that said THE LUCKY HAND, except most of the letters had fallen off so it actually read T E L CK AND.

      I stopped and squinted at it. "German saloon? Filipino maybe?" Then I looked at the rest of the building. The warped wood, the broken windows, the whole sun-bleached disaster of it. "Nope. Definitely just Desolate Cliche Western Saloon. Rats."

      The general store's porch had collapsed entirely on one side, and the church leaned so far to the left I was genuinely worried it would fall over while I was standing there looking at it.

      There were no people, no animals, no sounds except the wind pushing through the gaps in the wood and the occasional creak of a sign swinging on rusted chains.

      I stopped in the middle of the street and said the assignment out loud again, just to see if it made more sense the second time.

      "Replant this ghost town to the bountiful forest it once was."

      It didn't make any more sense. Where was the forest? What did replant even mean in this context? How was I supposed to figure any of this out?

      I looked at Tibby. He was sitting in a patch of shade near what used to be a water trough, grooming his paw with the kind of focus most people reserve for complex mathematics.

      "Any thoughts?" I asked.

      He paused mid-lick, looked at me with those unblinking green eyes, and then went right back to grooming. Typical.

      I reached for my magic instinctively, the way you'd reach for a light switch in a dark room. It responded, but barely. Just this faint, threadbare feeling, like a candle trying to stay lit in a drafty room. Enough to feel it's there, but not enough to actually do anything with it.

      I closed my eyes and tried to pull more. I tried to draw from the well of power that should have been there, deep in my center where magic lived.

      The well was nearly empty, rationed like someone had installed a valve and turned it almost completely shut. I could feel the magic there, could sense its presence the way you can sense water behind a dam, pressing against the barrier, wanting to flow. But I couldn't access it. I couldn't pull more than the thin trickle they'd allowed me.

      I pushed harder, trying to force the valve open just a crack more.

      Pain flared behind my ribs, sharp and warning.

      I stopped immediately, pulling back. Trying to force rationed magic was like trying to force a muscle that had already torn. You could do it, technically, but the cost would be worse than the gain. I'd learned that lesson the hard way about three centuries ago.

      My chest tightened, but not from the magic itself. From the frustration. From knowing that I had centuries of power built up inside me and being able to touch only a fraction of it. Like being a musician with their hands tied, a bird with clipped wings.

      "Of course," I muttered.

      Tibby padded over and bumped his head against my arm. "I love you, Marisol. You know that, right?"

      I looked down at him. Twenty pounds of orange and gray fur, infinite lives, the only constant I've had for the last nine centuries.

      "I know, Tibby."

      "You're too generous for your own good." His voice was gentle. We've had this conversation about a thousand times, and he's always careful with me when we do. Like he knows it costs me to hear it. "That's why the debt got so big. Too much magic. Too often. All of it off the books."

      I wanted to argue. Wanted to say the family with the dying child hadn't cared about authorization, that the village with the poisoned well hadn't needed me to fill out forms in triplicate first, that sometimes people needed help RIGHT NOW and bureaucracy could go straight to hell.

      I stopped myself. The argument never changed anything anyway.

      "I did the right thing," I said, and it came out softer than I intended.

      "I know you did." He rubbed against my leg, purring just a little. "But the system doesn't care about right. Some elder decided that generosity without authorization equals debt, and now here we are."

      The words tasted like bureaucracy. Like paperwork and committees and people who'd never helped anyone in their lives deciding what kind of help was allowed—rules made by witches who'd forgotten what magic was actually for.

      I felt for my magic again. Still faint, still rationed, still barely there.

      They did this on purpose. Limited the supply so I'd "learn my lesson" about using too much. About helping too freely. About caring more about people than about protocol.

      "This is ridiculous!" I said to the empty street, to the leaning buildings, to the universe in general. "I'm nine hundred years old!"

      Tibby's tail flicked. "Yes, dear. You're still very young."

      I glared at him. He blinked slowly, completely unimpressed with my outrage.

      I picked him up. He was heavy and warm and here. After nine centuries, he was still the only thing that didn't change. The only thing that stayed constant while everything else shifted and broke and disappeared.

      "Thirty days," I said.

      "Thirty days." He tucked his head under my chin, purring for real now. Then, almost as an afterthought, he added, "Try not to adopt any ghosts this time."

      I snorted. "There's no one here to adopt."

      He didn't answer, just kept purring against my collarbone.

      I stood there holding him for a minute, looking at the empty street and the crooked buildings and this absolutely nonsense assignment. Replant the forest—fine. First step: figure out where the forest used to be.

      I set Tibby down and started walking toward the edge of town. He trotted beside me, tail high and confident, like he knew exactly where we were going even if I didn't.

      The buildings thinned out as we walked. The saloon, the general store, the church. Then smaller structures. What might have been houses once. A stable with its doors hanging open like a mouth. Everything leaning and tired, slowly returning to the dust it came from.

      I tried to imagine what this place had looked like before. When people lived here. When there were voices and movement and the sound of horses and wagon wheels and life. But it was hard. The emptiness was so complete it felt like it had always been this way. Like the town had been born abandoned.

      We passed the last building, a blacksmith shop with no roof, and kept going. The dirt stretched ahead, pale and cracked and baking in the afternoon sun. In the distance, maybe half a mile out, there was a dark line that might be trees, or the shadow of trees, or nothing at all.

      "That way?" I asked.

      Tibby sneezed, which could have meant anything.

      I kept walking.

      Behind us, back in the town center, something creaked.

      I stopped and turned around.

      The street was still empty, but the air felt different now. Heavier, like someone had just walked through the exact space where I'd been standing. Underneath the dust smell, there was something else. Something that reminded me of old photographs, that particular scent of age and stillness and things that should have faded but somehow hadn't.

      I waited, but nothing moved.

      I looked at Tibby. His ears were forward, his eyes fixed on the saloon.

      "You feel that?"

      His tail puffed out slightly. Yeah, he felt it.

      I took a step back toward town.

      The saloon door swung open.

      A man walked out. Except he didn't exactly walk. It was more like he drifted, his boots not quite touching the ground. His edges were soft and blurred, like someone had traced him in charcoal and then smudged the lines with their thumb. He was wearing a dusty black vest and a wide-brimmed hat, and his expression said he'd been waiting for someone.

      He seemed so cheap and generic I wanted to scream. Like a costume-shop version of what a Western ghost should look like. All hat and vest and dusty authority, but nothing underneath.

      But the way Tibby's fur was standing up said otherwise.

      The man took a few more steps into the street, and I noticed he was trying to look solid. Trying to plant his feet with authority, trying to make his edges sharp, trying to be more present than he actually was. It wasn't working. He looked like a watercolor painting that someone had left out in the rain.

      Still, there was something in his eyes. Something that said he'd been someone once, before, when he was alive and this town was more than just leaning buildings and empty streets.

      "Well now," he said. His voice had that same blurred quality as his edges, like he was speaking from far away even though he was only a few feet from me. "Ain't you a peculiar sight."

      I stared at him. At his translucent fingers. At the way the sunlight passed right through him and hit the saloon wall behind.

      Oh.

      Ghost town.

      Right.
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      I stared at the ghost, and the ghost stared back. Tibby sat down and started licking his paw again, completely unbothered.

      The ghost tilted his head, studying me like I was a puzzle he was trying to solve. "You ain't from around here."

      "No," I said.

      "Didn't think so." He took a step closer. His boots still didn't touch the ground. "Name's Clayton. Sheriff of this town. Or was. Or..." He frowned, like he'd lost his train of thought. "Well, doesn't matter. Point is, we don't take kindly to strangers."

      I looked at the empty street. The collapsing buildings. The complete absence of anyone alive.

      "Seems like you don't take kindly to anyone," I said.

      He blinked. Then let out a short, dry laugh. "Well now. Got some sass on you, don't you?"

      Before I could answer, another door creaked open across the street—the church. A man emerged, arms spread wide like he was about to deliver a sermon. He wore black robes and had the kind of expression that said he was always three seconds away from talking about the Lord's mysterious ways.

      "Friends! Friends!" he called out. "Let us not quarrel with our guest! She is here, and that is a blessing! The Lord works in mysterious..."

      "Oh, shut up, Reverend," Clayton said.

      The Reverend stopped mid-gesture, looking genuinely wounded. "I was merely..."

      "You were merely bein' tiresome, like always." Clayton turned back to me. "Don't mind him. He's been tryin' to save our souls for thirty years."

      "Forty," the Reverend said quietly.

      I opened my mouth to ask about the forest, but another door swung open—the saloon this time. A man drifted out, translucent and blurred at the edges like the others. He was polishing a glass, an invisible glass with an invisible rag. The motion was so automatic, so stuck in a loop, I wondered if he even knew he was doing it.

      "Gus," Clayton said by way of introduction. "Owns the saloon."

      Gus nodded at me, never stopping his polishing. "Ma'am."

      "Hi," I said.

      The Reverend stepped closer. "What brings you to our humble town, my child?"

      "Assignment," I said. Then, because I was curious how they'd react: "I'm supposed to replant the forest."

      The silence that followed was even deader than they were, if that was possible.

      Clayton's expression went flat, the Reverend's smile faltered, and Gus stopped polishing for half a second before starting again with renewed focus.

      "The forest," Clayton said slowly.

      "Yeah."

      "There ain't no forest."

      "I noticed."

      "There ain't been a forest in..." He stopped. Frowned. "In..."

      He couldn't finish. Like the memory was there but just out of reach. Like trying to grab water with your fingers. I could see him struggling with it, his translucent face twisting with the effort of remembering something that should have been simple.

      "Long time," Gus supplied, still polishing. His voice was flat and careful.

      "And good riddance," the Reverend said, though his voice had lost some of its earlier warmth. "That forest was wild and uncontrolled. We cleared it for civilization. For progress."

      I looked at the leaning church, the collapsed buildings, the empty street baking in the sun.

      "How's that working out for you?" I asked.

      The Reverend bristled. “Mighty fine. We built something here. Something meaningful."

      "Did you?"

      Before he could answer, the air changed.

      It got heavier, colder. Like someone had opened a door to a room that had been sealed shut for decades. The temperature dropped—not gradually, but all at once.

      I could see my breath for just a second, a white puff in the desert heat that shouldn't have been possible. And underneath the dust and heat, a new smell arrived. Something like old paper and chalk dust and the particular staleness of a room where nothing is ever allowed out of place. Where every book sits at exactly the right angle and every desk is precisely aligned and the air itself has been trained to behave.

      Tibby's ears went flat against his head. His tail puffed out to twice its normal size.

      I looked at him. "What..."

      Then I saw her.

      She didn't just appear. She ARRIVED, drifting out from behind the general store like she'd been waiting for exactly the right moment, moving with the kind of precision that made everyone else look sloppy by comparison. Where the other ghosts blurred at the edges, she was sharp and crisp and defined. Like death itself had looked at her and said, "You know what? Fine. Keep your edges."

      Her high collar was perfectly starched even in death. Her bun so severe it looked painful. And her posture—God, that posture. It was so perfect it was a threat all by itself. The kind of straightness that said she'd spent decades teaching other people how to stand, how to sit, how to breathe, and would continue doing so long after she was dead.

      She surveyed the street, her gaze sweeping over Clayton, the Reverend, Gus. They all straightened under her attention, immediately and automatically. Even as ghosts, even decades dead, they were afraid of her.

      I watched Clayton's hand twitch toward his hat like he wanted to remove it but couldn't quite make himself do it. Watched the Reverend's shoulders hunch forward, his expansive gestures shrinking in on themselves. Watched Gus's polishing become more desperate, more focused, like if he just polished hard enough she might not notice him.

      They were terrified, and they were dead. What did a ghost have to be afraid of?

      Then her eyes landed on me, and I felt it—that cold, assessing stare. The kind of look that found every flaw, every weakness, every place you weren't measuring up. The kind of look that made you want to stand straighter, speak clearer, be better even though you knew better would never be good enough. That catalogued everything about you in three seconds and filed it all under "insufficient."

      I'd felt this before. Not from her specifically, but from teachers like her. The ones who believed control was the same as care. The ones who thought breaking someone was the same as teaching them discipline. The ones who left scars that didn't show on the outside.

      My friends who'd had her at witch school. The ones who survived. They didn't talk about those years. Couldn't talk about them. And the ones who didn't survive...

      Something cold settled in my stomach.

      Oh crap.

      That's HER.

      THE Schoolmarm. The one from the stories. The warnings. The cautionary tales whispered between students centuries after she'd died, and she was here.

      I kept my face neutral, didn't let anything show. After nine hundred years, I'd gotten good at hiding reactions. At keeping my face blank while my mind raced through implications and consequences and how very, very bad this could get.

      She drifted closer, studying me with the same intensity she'd given the other ghosts. Looking for weakness, for cracks, for places she could insert control.

      "You look very familiar," she said. Her voice was sharp as glass. Each word precisely enunciated, perfectly placed. "Have we met?"

      "I don't think so," I said evenly.

      Her eyes narrowed slightly. She didn't believe me, but she let it go for now.

      "I am Miss Brennan," she said. "I taught at the schoolhouse here for many years. These men..." She gestured at Clayton and the others. "...require structure. Guidance. Without it, they become unruly."

      "We ain't unruly," Clayton muttered.

      "You were about to let this stranger wander through town unchecked," Miss Brennan said, not even looking at him. "That is precisely the kind of lax behavior that leads to chaos."

      Clayton's jaw tightened, but he didn't argue. Even dead, he couldn't stand up to her.

      She turned back to me. "This town has standards. Proper behavior. Order. I trust you'll respect that during your stay."

      It wasn't a question.

      "I'll do my best," I said.

      Her expression said she doubted that very much.

      Gus shifted his weight, still polishing that invisible glass. Miss Brennan's gaze snapped to him like a whip crack.

      "Stand up straight, Gus. You're slouching."

      He straightened immediately. The polishing motion never stopped, but his spine went rigid.

      She looked at the Reverend. "And you. Stop gesturing so wildly. It's unseemly."

      The Reverend, who hadn't been gesturing at all, folded his hands in front of him. His face had gone paler, though it was hard to tell with ghosts.

      She ran this place completely. The other ghosts might have thought they had some say, but they didn't. She controlled everything. I could see it in how they moved around her, like water flowing around a stone. How they checked her expression before speaking. How they waited for her permission even when she didn't explicitly give or deny it.

      This was her town now. Had probably been her town when she was alive. And death hadn't changed that one bit.

      "So," I said carefully. "About the forest..."

      Her expression went cold—actually, physically cold
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