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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 muttered.

      Tibby appeared at my feet, materializing out of the crowd like he'd been there all along. He sat down and looked up at me with an expression that might have been sympathy if he were capable of such things.

      "Yeah," I said. "I know. Let's figure out what we're dealing with."

      I needed to get closer, needed to see this so-called king up close and understand what I was up against. But first, I really needed to find somewhere to clean the camel dung off my boots.

      Priorities.
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      I found a quiet corner behind a spice merchant's stall, tucked between sacks of cardamom and cinnamon, and tried a simple locator spell.

      The lamp had to be somewhere in this city. Hidden, probably warded, definitely protected. But a basic locator spell should at least point me in the right direction. I'd done it a thousand times across a thousand different worlds.

      I closed my eyes and pulled on the thread of magic I could always feel humming under my skin, shaped it into the familiar pattern, and released it.

      The spell fizzled like a wet match.

      I tried again, but got the same result—a brief flicker of warmth in my palms, then nothing.

      "Of course," I muttered. "Why would anything be easy?"

      Third try, I changed my approach. Instead of pulling the magic through the usual channels, I let it spread out first, testing the resistance. Like dipping a toe in water before jumping in.

      The spell caught this time, though it didn't quite work right. Instead of pointing me toward the lamp like it should have, it pulled in six different directions at once—north and south and east and west and up and down—then gave me a headache that felt like someone driving a spike through my temples.

      I gasped and cut the spell off, pressing my hands to my head.

      "Magic here has an accent," I said to nobody in particular.

      The spice merchant looked over at me, concerned. "You alright, sister?"

      "Fine. Just... adjusting."

      He nodded like that made perfect sense and went back to arranging his wares.

      I sat there for a moment, breathing through the headache. Still tired from the last assignment. Still feeling the emptiness where the deep well used to be, that reserve of nine hundred years of accumulated power now sealed shut behind a brick wall. I had my regular magic—the first well was mostly refilled, and I could reach the second if I needed to—but I'd have to be smart about this. No flooding power at problems until they solved themselves.

      I'd have to do this the hard way—talk to people, follow leads, be clever instead of forceful.

      I could do that. Probably.

      The headache faded to a dull throb. I stood up, brushed cinnamon dust off my pants, and headed toward the plaza.

      The crowd was even thicker now, packed shoulder to shoulder in the morning heat. I pushed my way through, muttering apologies in three different languages until I wasn't sure which one I was actually speaking. Finally made it close enough to see the platform clearly.

      And there he was.

      Tall. Maybe six and a half feet, though that could have been the platform. Broad shoulders, strong features, objectively handsome in that way that made you suspicious immediately. Golden robes that caught the light and shimmered like they were woven from actual gold thread. Dark hair pulled back from his face, dark eyes that swept across the crowd with absolute confidence.

      He looked like every fantasy of a benevolent ruler come to life, which meant he was probably terrible.

      A merchant stepped up to the platform, wringing his hands. I couldn't hear what he said, but the genie—Khalidra the Magnificent, apparently—threw his head back and laughed.

      "Crops!" His voice carried across the plaza like he was performing for a theater. "You need crops! Of course you do! A simple request for one as powerful as I!"

      He spread his arms wide, and golden light gathered around his hands. The crowd leaned forward.

      "Behold!" He made a sweeping gesture, and vegetables appeared in the merchant's cart. Just materialized out of nothing, piling up until the cart overflowed.

      The crowd gasped and cheered.

      The merchant stared at his cart, then up at the genie. "Your Magnificence, I... thank you, but—"

      "But nothing!" The genie's voice took on a French accent. I blinked. Why French? "Zee crops, zey will grow magnificently! You will have zee best harvest in all zee land!"

      He was back to his normal voice before the merchant could respond. "Next! Who's next? Don't be shy!"

      The merchant was looking at his vegetables with an expression I couldn't quite read. Then I saw why—they weren't wheat. The man had probably asked for wheat, and the genie had given him cabbages. Mountains of cabbages.

      The merchant opened his mouth like he wanted to say something, then closed it. Bowed. Walked away with his cart full of the wrong vegetables, because what else could he do?

      I felt my stomach turn.

      A little girl was next, maybe seven or eight, holding her mother's hand. The mother looked exhausted, swaying on her feet, but the girl's voice was clear as bells.

      "Please, Your Magnificence. My mother has a cough that won't stop. Can you make it better?"

      "Ah!" The genie crouched down to the girl's level, all warmth and charm. "What a good daughter you are, thinking of your mother! Of course I can help!"

      He touched the girl's head with one hand, made a grand gesture with the other. More golden light, swirling around the mother like mist.

      The mother's coughing stopped.

      Just like that. Mid-cough, it cut off. She stood there, hand to her chest, looking stunned.

      "There!" The genie stood, already turning to greet the next person. "All better! Next!"

      But the mother's breathing was shallow. Labored. I watched her try to take a deep breath and fail, try again and fail. He hadn't healed the cough. He'd just... turned it off. Suppressed the symptom while leaving whatever was causing it to get worse.

      And now the mother couldn't cough even if she needed to.

      The little girl was hiccuping. Loud, constant hiccups that made her whole body jerk.

      HIC "Thank you?" HIC

      The genie was already greeting a farmer, didn't even look back.

      This wasn't help. This was performance, and people were going to die for the entertainment value. I had to stop him.

      The farmer was asking for rain. Probably for his crops, though I couldn't hear the exact words. The genie's face lit up like the man had just asked for the best thing in the world.

      "Rain! Of course! Let me just—" He made a gesture like he was conducting an orchestra. "—and now I'll make it rain... rain... everyone wants rain... nobody wants sunshine anymore, sunshine's boring..."

      He was muttering to himself now, narrating his own process.

      "Let's see, should I make it warm rain or cold rain? Warm. No, cold. No, warm. You know what? Both. Take that, physics."

      He snapped his fingers.

      Rain appeared above the farmer's head. Just above him. A personal cloud about three feet across, following him as he backed away from the platform, soaking him to the skin while the sun beat down on everyone else.

      "There you go!" The genie beamed. "Rain! You're welcome! Next!"

      The farmer stood there, water streaming down his face, looking at the cloud that was apparently his now. He muttered something that might have been thanks and walked away. The cloud followed.

      "NEXT!" the genie bellowed. "Who's next? Everyone will have their turn! Everyone will witness my generosity!"

      I backed away from the platform, needing air, needing space. The crowd closed in behind me, still pushing forward, still desperate for their turn with the magnificent king who granted wishes that didn't quite work right.

      I found a food stall selling flatbread and roasted lamb, and suddenly I was starving. When was the last time I'd eaten? Yesterday? The day before? Time got weird between assignments.

      I reached in my pocket and found coins there. Enough for the food and then some. The cosmic forces were consistent about funding, at least. I bought two portions—one for me, one for whoever needed it—and turned to find somewhere to sit.

      That's when I saw the kid.

      Maybe ten years old, skinny, wearing clothes that had been patched so many times there was more patch than original fabric. He was standing near the edge of the plaza, watching people eat with an expression I recognized. Not begging. Just watching. Hoping someone might drop something, maybe.

      I walked over and held out the second portion. "Here."

      He stared at me like I might be trying to trick him.

      "Take it," I said. "I bought too much."

      His hand shot out, grabbed the food, and he was gone. Disappeared into the crowd without a word, without a thank you, just gone.

      That seemed fair enough.

      I sat on a low wall and ate my own portion, watching the plaza. The line hadn't gotten any shorter. If anything, it looked longer. People kept joining the back, willing to wait however long it took for their turn with the king.

      "That was kind."

      I looked up. A girl, maybe early twenties, was standing nearby with a water jug balanced on one shoulder. Dark hair in a braid, sharp eyes, watching me with something that might have been approval.

      "Just passing the time," I said.

      "Most people don't even see the hungry ones anymore." She adjusted the jug. "Too focused on him."

      She didn't say it with reverence. Just stated it as fact.

      "You don't trust him?" I asked.

      Her eyes flicked to the platform, then back to me. "I don't trust men who promise miracles."

      She walked away before I could ask her name, but she gave me a small nod as she went. Like we'd just made an agreement we hadn't spoken out loud.

      I filed her away as potentially useful. An ally, maybe. Or at least someone who wasn't completely under the genie's spell.

      I was finishing the last of the flatbread when I heard it.

      "Look at that cat!"

      I turned. Tibby was walking through the plaza like he owned it, tail high, moving with that particular feline grace that made everything else look clumsy by comparison.

      People noticed. Of course they noticed.

      "Oh, he's beautiful!"

      "Can I pet him?"

      A small crowd started forming around Tibby. Kids mostly, but some adults too, crouching down with their hands out. Tibby, in his infinite generosity, allowed them to pet him. Sat there like a small furry emperor accepting tribute.

      The crowd around him grew. People drifting away from the genie's platform, from the line, just to see the friendly cat.

      On the platform, the genie stopped mid-wish.

      I watched his head turn. Watched him spot Tibby. Watched his eyes narrow.

      That flicker of something across his face—not quite anger, not quite concern. Jealousy, maybe. Or just irritation that something else was pulling attention away from him.

      He recovered quickly, turned back to the person in front of him with his brilliant smile in place. But he kept glancing over at Tibby. Kept watching the crowd that was growing around my cat instead of pressing forward to see him.

      A kid—maybe five years old—looked up from petting Tibby and called to the genie: "Your Magnificence! Come see! He's so soft!"

      The genie's smile went tight at the edges.

      "Wonderful!" he called back, voice warm. "How marvelous! But we have many more wishes to grant, so—"

      "Next! Next! Who's next?" The words came out just a little too loud, a little too forced.

      But the kid had already gone back to petting Tibby, not listening anymore.

      I sat on my wall and ate the last bite of flatbread, watching my cat steal a crowd from a self-proclaimed king, and felt something that might have been hope.

      If Tibby bothered him this much already, this was going to be interesting.

      By the time the sun was directly overhead, I'd learned a few things.

      One: The genie had appeared recently. Maybe four or five days ago. Nobody was quite sure. Someone had found a lamp in some ruins outside the city, brought it to the market to sell, and out he came. He gave the finder a bag of gold and told them to leave the city. They left. Smart.

      Two: He'd set himself up as king within hours. Just declared it, and people were so dazzled by the magic that nobody questioned it.

      Three: The lamp was somewhere in the city. The genie had taken it back immediately, said he'd "keep it safe." Nobody had seen it since.

      Four: People were starting to look tired. Not everyone, not yet, but I saw it in the ones who'd been in line the longest. Gray skin. Sunken eyes. They were giving him something without realizing it. Energy. Life force. Devotion made manifest.

      And he was feeding on it.

      I needed to find that lamp, needed to figure out how to use it, how to send him back, how to complete this ridiculous assignment.

      But first I needed to understand what I was dealing with. How his power worked. What his weaknesses were. If he had any.

      I watched him perform for another hour. Watched him grant wishes that didn't quite work, watched him bask in the adulation, watched him glance over at Tibby every few minutes with that tight smile.

      "This is going to be harder than I thought," I muttered.

      Tibby appeared at my feet, materializing out of the crowd like smoke.

      I looked down at him. "You're making him nervous."

      His tail flicked, which I took to mean good.

      "Yeah," I said. "I thought you'd feel that way."

      The sun was starting to slant toward afternoon. The plaza showed no signs of emptying. If anything, more people were arriving, drawn by news of the generous new king who granted wishes.

      I stood up, brushed crumbs off my pants, and looked at Tibby.

      "Come on," I said. "Let's figure out where he's hiding that lamp."

      We had work to do.

      No pressure.
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      I was watching a woman receive a basket of fish that kept turning into butterflies when the genie made his first decree.

      He clapped his hands together, and the sound echoed across the plaza like thunder. The crowd went quiet. Even the woman with the butterfly-fish problem stopped trying to catch them.

      "My friends!" He spread his arms wide, robes billowing in a wind that didn't seem to affect anyone else. "You have been so generous with your devotion, so trusting with your hopes. It moves me deeply."

      He pressed a hand to his chest like his heart was too full for words.

      "Therefore!" His voice rose. "I have decided that this plaza—this beautiful gathering place where we have shared so many miracles—shall henceforth be known as the Plaza of Khalidra the Magnificent!"

      The crowd cheered. Some of them seemed genuinely excited. Others were probably just relieved he'd stopped talking.

      A man appeared at his elbow—thin, nervous, carrying a board with parchment attached and a pen that looked like it had seen better days. He started writing immediately.

      The genie pointed at the fountain in the corner of the plaza. Water bubbled up from a stone basin, probably the only source of clean water for blocks. "That fountain! Khalidra's Fountain!"

      The scribe wrote faster.

      "And that rock!" He pointed at a completely unremarkable rock near the fountain's base. "Khalidra's Rock!"

      The scribe paused. Looked at the rock. Looked at the genie.

      "It's just a rock, Your Magnificence—"

      "WRITE. IT. DOWN."

      The scribe wrote it down.

      The genie was on a roll now, spinning in a slow circle, pointing at random objects. "That bird!" A pigeon, perched on an awning. "Khalidra's Bird!"

      The pigeon flew away.

      "That cloud!" He pointed at the sky. "Also mine!"

      Someone in the crowd: "Your Magnificence, surely you can't own a cloud—"

      "The SUN!" He jabbed a finger at the sun, then had to shield his eyes because he'd looked directly at it. "Khalidra's Sun! Write it down!"

      "You can't own the sun," someone else muttered.

      The genie's head snapped toward the speaker, smile still in place but something cold in his eyes. "CAN'T I? Can't I own the sun that shines down on MY city, on MY people, in MY plaza?"

      Silence.

      "Write it down," he said to the scribe, quieter now but no less firm.

      The scribe wrote it down.

      I stood at the edge of the plaza, watching this performance, and felt my estimation of him drop even further. Powerful, yes. Charismatic, absolutely. But also absurd. So convinced of his own magnificence that he was naming random rocks after himself.

      Which would be funny if he wasn't also draining the life force from everyone who worshipped him.

      The statue commission happened later that afternoon.

      A man was brought forward—stocky, covered in stone dust, carrying a chisel. He looked terrified.

      "Ah!" The genie gestured grandly. "The sculptor! Perfect timing!"

      "Your Magnificence, I'm honored—"

      "I require a statue!" The genie's voice boomed across the plaza. "Fifty feet tall! To commemorate this glorious time! So that future generations will know of Khalidra the Magnificent and all that he has done for this city!"

      The sculptor opened his mouth, closed it, opened it again. "Fifty feet, Your Magnificence?"

      "Yes! Is that a problem?"

      "Well, the materials alone would take months to gather, and the foundation—"

      "I don't want excuses! I want a statue!" He started pacing on the platform. "Make me look thoughtful. And powerful. And generous." He struck a pose. "Like this. Can you capture this?"

      The sculptor studied the pose with the expression of someone being asked to do the impossible. "I... can try, Your Magnificence."

      "And handsome! Make me look handsome!"

      "Of course, Your Magnificence. I'll do my best—"

      "More handsome than that."

      The sculptor blinked. "I haven't started yet, Your Magnificence."

      "Then when you do start, make me MORE handsome than your best!"

      "Yes, Your Magnificence."

      The genie leaned closer, voice dropping to what he probably thought was a conspiratorial whisper but still carried across half the plaza. "And make sure everyone can see it from EVERYWHERE in the city. I want people to look up from their homes and see my face watching over them with benevolent wisdom."

      The sculptor's face went gray. "Your Magnificence, that's not how perspective works. If the statue is in the plaza, people on the other side of the city won't be able to—"

      "EVERYWHERE."

      "But the laws of physics—"

      "I don't care
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