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      The pizza arrived at 7:47 on a Tuesday evening.

      I want to be clear about this, because it matters.

      This was not just any pizza. This was Onomatopoeia’s Pizza. Onomatopoeia’s on Melrose, the one with the brick oven and the line out the door that I'd been walking past for longer than I care to admit without ever getting inside because something always came up. An assignment. A moon. A cat emergency. Every single time I'd smell that oven through the open door and think next time.

      I finally discovered they delivered and I placed an order. They cancelled it. "Technical difficulties," which I'm fairly sure meant Tibby had walked across my laptop and changed the delivery address to somewhere in Palmdale.

      I tried again the following week. The delivery driver couldn't find my building. He circled the block for forty minutes, then left with my pizza. I watched him drive away from the window. Tibby watched too. Neither of us spoke about it.

      Just pow. Boom. Crash. Plop. Whomp Whomp.

      But tonight, finally, the buzzer rang and I answered it and a man handed me a box that was warm and heavy and smelled like everything good in the world.

      I set it on the counter. Tibby jumped up to inspect it.

      "Don't even think about it," I said.

      "I wasn't."

      "You were calculating the angle."

      "I was admiring the box."

      I got a plate. A real plate, not a paper one. Got a napkin. I poured a glass of wine — the bottle I'd been saving, because some things deserve ceremony. I pulled back the lid.

      The cheese was still bubbling. Fresh mozzarella, charred in spots, pooling over San Marzano sauce that was the exact right shade of red. Basil leaves, actual basil, not the dried stuff. The crust was blistered and puffed and I could smell the char from the brick oven and I swear to you, I have eaten in nine different centuries across dozens of worlds and this was the most beautiful thing I had ever seen on a plate.

      I picked up a slice. The cheese stretched in a long, perfect string. I brought it to my mouth.

      Then the moon hit me like a truck.

      It wasn’t the gentle tug. Not the gradual pull behind the sternum that gives you thirty seconds to prepare. This was instant and total — a pull that says you're leaving NOW, not in a moment, not after one bite, NOW.

      The slice dropped. Cheese side down on the counter.

      Of course. Of COURSE cheese side down.

      "Tibby."

      He was already at the window, ears forward, tail high.

      The full moon hung there, enormous and bright and completely unreasonable for a Tuesday in April.

      "I hadn't even—"

      "I know, baby."

      "One BITE. I just wanted ONE—"

      "I know."

      The kitchen shimmered. Reality bent at the edges. I looked at the pizza. Whole, hot, perfect, sitting on my counter, about to become the saddest leftover in the history of my apartment.

      Over two hundred assignments. I'd fed armies, broken curses, built bridges, put a genie back in a lamp. And I could not eat a pizza.

      I closed the box. If I was lucky, maybe — maybe — it would still be here when I got back. Maybe the cosmic forces would do me this one small kindness. Keep a pizza warm for thirty days. Was that so much to ask?

      "This is ridiculous! I just wanted a pizza. ONE pizza."

      I'd checked my cosmic debt statement last month. Or tried to. The total was redacted. The interest rate was redacted. The number of remaining assignments was redacted. The only thing NOT redacted was a line at the bottom that said: PLEASE CONTINUE TO FULFILL YOUR OBLIGATIONS IN A TIMELY MANNER.

      SINCERELY, THE OFFICE OF COSMIC ACCOUNT‐ ABILITY.

      I'd written back: "How many more?"

      They'd written back: "THAT INFORMATION IS NOT AVAILABLE AT THIS TIME."

      So here I was. No idea how much I owed, no idea how much I'd paid, no idea when it ended. Just month after month, moon after moon, assignment after assignment.

      Chipping away at a debt I couldn't see the bottom of.

      And now the moon was taking my pizza. That fink @#$%&!

      The pull doubled. My wineglass tipped. Red spread across the counter like a slow, dramatic accusation.

      Tibby jumped into my arms, pressed his face against my collarbone the way he always did before a jump. I held him. Closed my eyes.

      The light took us.

      I landed on something soft.

      That was new. Usually it was mud, or hay, or a particularly unforgiving patch of medieval cobblestone. But this was soft, plush almost, like carpet.

      I opened my eyes.

      It was carpet. Beige carpet. The fibers stood around me like stalks of wheat, each one rising well above my head. A dust bunny the size of a beach ball sat a few feet to my left, gray and motionless and somehow menacing.

      "Oh no."

      I stood up. The carpet fiber next to me came up to my shoulder. I could see the weave of the fabric. Individual threads. The tiny universe at the base of a carpet that no one thinks about, because no one is ever an inch tall.

      "Oh no no no."

      I looked at my hands. They looked normal — five fingers, the black scar still snaking across my palm and up my wrist, the same hands I'd had for nine centuries. But everything around me was wrong. Everything was enormous.

      I was maybe an inch tall.

      "Tibby?"

      He emerged from between two carpet fibers, shaking himself off, his gray fur ruffled in every direction — like he'd been through a lint roller in reverse. The size of my thumb. Maybe smaller.

      He sat down. Looked up at the carpet fiber towering over him. Looked at me.

      "Interesting," he said.

      "Don't."

      "We appear to be an inch tall in someone's den."

      "I can SEE that."

      "Your magic—"

      I reached for it instinctively. My wells, my power. I felt for the first well and reached.

      A flicker, like a match struck in a windstorm — then nothing.

      I tried again. Tried to make light, just a small glow in my palm. My hand sputtered for one second — one sad, pale second of light — and went dark.

      "Of course. Of COURSE my magic doesn't work."

      "You're an inch tall, Marisol."

      "That shouldn't matter. Magic doesn't care about scale.

      Magic is—" I tried again — nothing, not even a flicker this time. "This is ridiculous."

      Then the assignment arrived the way it always did.

      Silver light, moon-script, letters forming in the air above us, bright enough to read even in the shadow of the carpet fibers.

      RETURN THE MISSING PIECE BEFORE THE MONTH'S END.

      "Return what piece? What missing piece? There are probably a thousand pieces of a thousand things in a house this size. Return it where? To whom? Could you possibly be MORE vague?"

      The silver letters faded. No clarification. No follow-up.

      No helpful cosmic footnote.

      "Who comes up with this?"

      Tibby was already walking, picking his way between carpet fibers with the delicate precision that cats maintain at any size. "Look up."

      I looked up. Past the carpet fibers, past the furniture legs thick as tree trunks, there was a table. And on the table, visible from below as a vast mosaic of color, was a jigsaw puzzle. Nearly complete. Hundreds of pieces forming a picture I couldn't make out from this angle.

      Nearly complete. But not all the way.

      There was one gap, right in the center — a missing piece.

      "Oh."

      I heard footsteps and the floor shook — BOOM, BOOM, BOOM.

      Tibby pressed flat against the carpet. I grabbed a fiber and held on.

      It was a girl. Maybe ten years old, though from down here she was the size of a building. She stood over the puzzle table, looking down at it with a face I recognized immediately. Disappointment, the quiet kind, when you've looked everywhere and come up empty.

      "It's still missing, Dad." Her voice was thunder shaped into words.

      A man's voice from somewhere beyond the den. "We'll look for it tomorrow, sweetheart."

      The girl touched the edge of the puzzle, one enormous finger resting on the empty space. Then she turned and walked out.

      The door closed behind her. Like a cannon shot.

      Tibby and I stood in the silence, two creatures the size of thimbles, watching dust motes drift through the air like slow, lazy snow.

      Then a voice — small, our size.

      "The coast is clear."

      And the puzzle came alive.

      I don't know how else to describe it. The pieces — all 999 of them — began to separate. To pull apart with tiny clicking sounds, edges releasing, and then they were moving and standing and climbing down from the table on chains of interlocked pieces, pouring onto the carpet in a wave of color and panic.

      Tibby and I pressed back against a carpet fiber and watched.

      At our scale, the pieces were people. Each one about our height, maybe a little shorter, flat and angular but unmistakably alive. They had faces. Arms. Legs that ended in the tabs and blanks of their jigsaw shapes. Some of them appeared to be wearing the part of the picture they belonged to — one piece had half a cloud on his chest, another had what looked like a section of boat hull. One unfortunate piece was entirely sky-blue and kept getting mistaken for other sky-blue pieces, which was clearly a sore subject.

      "I'm 742! I'm ALWAYS 742! We've been over this!"

      And they were panicking the way any community panics when something terrible has happened — some running, some frozen, some trying to help and making things worse.

      "What happen? What happen? What happen to Ramón?"

      The cry went through the crowd like a wave, passed from piece to piece, each one saying the name with the same desperate emphasis. Ramón. Ramón. RAMÓN.

      Two pieces near the table leg were holding each other, rocking. An edge piece was trying to climb back up to the table — back to the puzzle, back to the picture — but couldn't make it alone and kept sliding down, and nobody was helping because everyone was too scared to think straight.

      The four Corner Pieces were trying to restore order. They moved through the crowd with authority — they were the foundation, the first pieces placed, the ones everything else built from — calling for calm, for organization, for someone to please stop screaming.

      Nobody stopped screaming.

      I watched all of this from behind my carpet fiber.

      Tibby pressed against my leg, his tiny body tense, his ears tracking every sound.

      "They're terrified," I said.

      "They lost someone."

      "A year ago, from what I can hear."

      "And they've been like this for a year?"

      I thought about that. 999 pieces, alive, conscious, trapped in a box or assembled on a table, knowing one of them was gone and unable to do anything about it. A year of that. A year of knowing and helplessness.

      "We have to help them, Tibby."

      "I know."

      But I waited another moment. Nine hundred years has taught me at least one thing: understand what you're walking into before you walk into it.

      One piece wasn't running.

      He sat near the edge of the group, perfectly still, while the chaos swirled around him. Piece 575. I'd learn his name was Harry, but right then all I saw was someone sitting with his face in his hands while the world fell apart.

      "I should have held on." Quiet. Not to anyone. Just to the carpet and the dust and the year of guilt he'd been carrying. "I should have held on."

      A sturdier piece crouched beside him. "Harry. Come on. We'll figure this out."

      "I should have HELD ON, Willie."

      Grief looks the same everywhere. Medieval castles, ghost towns, war camps, desert cities, a den floor in a family home. Someone sitting still while everything moves around them. Saying the thing they can't stop saying.

      I should have held on.

      "Tibby."

      "I see it."

      "The missing piece. Ramón. That's the assignment."

      "Yes."

      "We have to help them."

      "Of course we do."

      I stepped forward. Out of the carpet fibers. Into the open. A 900-year-old witch, one inch tall, no working magic, no plan.

      Everything stopped. 999 puzzle pieces staring at some‐ thing that was clearly not a puzzle piece. A tiny woman with silver-streaked dark hair and a scar on her hand and a very small gray cat.

      "Who are you?" Piece 665 stepped forward. "You're not one of us."

      "No," I said. "I'm not. I'm Marisol. This is Tibby. And we're here to help you find Ramón."

      The room went silent.

      Harry raised his head. His eyes were red. But he was looking at me now because I'd said the name of the person he'd lost, and I'd said it like it mattered.

      "You know where he is?"

      "No," I said. "But we're going to find out."

      Behind me, barely visible in the shadow beneath the bookshelf, something moved. Something larger — fur and a blue cape, and eyes watching from a distance.

      I didn't see it then.

      But I would.

      For now, there was a puzzle with a hole in its center, and 999 pieces who needed it filled, and one vital piece missing.

      Return the missing piece.

      And naturally, I had no idea how.
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      It took Harry about thirty seconds to decide he trusted me. I don't know why. Maybe it was because I'd said Ramón's name like he was a person and not a problem.

      Maybe it was because after 900 years my face does some‐ thing when I see someone in pain — something I can't control and wouldn't want to. Or maybe Harry was just desperate enough to trust anyone who showed up and said they'd help.

      "Tell me what happened," I said.

      We sat on the carpet near the base of the table leg while the other pieces milled around us in various states of panic. Willie stayed close to Harry, steady and solid. The four Corner Pieces — I'd learn they were the natural leaders of the group, the foundation everyone else built from — formed a loose perimeter around us, keeping the chaos at bay.

      Harry told me.

      A year ago. A rainy afternoon. Sarah was working on the puzzle at the table — she'd been at it for weeks, careful and patient, never rushing. She loved it. Loved the picture coming together, loved finding the piece that fit. Her beloved Super Bear sat on the floor beside her, watching.

      Then her mother called from the kitchen. "Did you finish your homework?" The universal signal that playtime was over.

      Sarah started boxing up the pieces. Quickly — she was in a hurry, didn't want to get in trouble. The pieces tumbled into the box in handfuls. Harry and Ramón were near each other, still connected, center pieces side by side the way they'd always been. But when Sarah scooped up the section around them, they came apart — disconnected, separated.

      Harry reached for Ramón across the gap. Ramón reached back. Their edges almost touched — almost — and then Sarah scooped up another handful and Harry tumbled into the box and Ramón didn't.

      "I saw his face," Harry said. He was staring at the carpet when he told me this, not at me. "He was reaching for me. His hand was RIGHT THERE. And I couldn't hold on."

      Ramón fell. Hit the floor. The box lid closed above Harry with a sound like a door slamming shut.

      Ramón lay on the den floor, alone, under the table, in the shadow, where no one was looking, and he stayed there all night.

      "The next morning," Harry continued, "her mom was cleaning. Found him on the floor. Didn't even look at him — just picked him up, dropped him in a ziplock bag, wrote 'MISC PUZZLE PIECES' on it with a marker. She was on the phone. She carried the bag out of the room while she was talking and we never saw where she went."

      He looked up at me. "That was a year ago. We've been in the box ever since. Every time Sarah opens us, we assemble, and there's a gap where he should be, and she gets that look on her face, and we can't DO anything because we're just pieces."

      I sat with that for a moment. I tried to hold back my tears. A year of assembling and re-assembling around an absence.

      "Someone knows," I said. "Someone in this house knows where that bag ended up."

      That's when I heard the voice.

      "So you want to find your friend?"

      It came from the shadow beneath the bookshelf. Deep for our scale. Warm, but with a tremor underneath.

      The pieces parted. Harry's face changed completely — he went from grief to something almost like joy.

      "Super Bear!"

      He stepped out of the shadows and I understood immediately why the pieces reacted the way they did. At our size, Super Bear was enormous. A teddy bear is maybe fourteen inches tall, which to a one-inch puzzle piece — or a one-inch witch — was like standing at the base of a four‐ teen-story building. He was brown, well-loved, slightly matted on one side where Sarah probably held him when she slept. And he wore a blue cape. A scrap of blue fabric safety-pinned at his neck — a ten-year-old's handiwork for her best stuffed animal.

      He was, without question, the most serious-looking teddy bear I'd ever seen. But, to be honest, he was still adorable.

      "Do you know where he is?" Harry asked.

      Super Bear's face changed. The warmth drained out.

      Something cold moved in behind his button eyes.

      "I do." He said it carefully, like each word cost him something. "He's in the attic, Harry. And I don't know why."

      Harry fainted.

      He just — went flat. Tipped over sideways onto the carpet like a playing card in a breeze. Willie caught him.

      The pieces gasped. One piece in the back screamed, which made three other pieces scream, which made the whole group scream, and Corner Piece One had to yell "EVERYONE STOP SCREAMING" which, to be fair, required screaming.

      "Wait." Harry came back almost immediately, blinking up at Willie. "What's an attic? Tell me some more."

      "You fainted at the WORD attic and you want more information?"

      "I want to know what we're dealing with."

      Super Bear didn't answer right away. He was looking at the ceiling like he could see through it, through the second floor, all the way up to whatever was above.

      "The most darkest, most dangerous place of the whole house," he said. "It's even scarier at night."

      "You've been there before?"

      Something happened to Super Bear's face. His button eyes went wide. His whole body sagged, like the stuffing inside him was trying to collapse. He sat down hard on the carpet.

      "Last year," he said. Almost a whisper. "Sarah left me up there by accident. On a shelf, next to the Christmas boxes. I thought it would be fine. I thought I'd just wait for her to come back."

      He was looking at his paws. Not at us.

      "But at night, the other decorations woke up. Not the Christmas ones — they were kind, they tried to warn me.

      The OTHER ones. The ones in the box on the far side.

      They came out. They found me."

      He stopped talking. His paws were shaking.

      "They thought it was funny. A teddy bear, alone, scared. They circled me and laughed and grabbed at my cape and wouldn't let me leave. Hours. I was up there for hours before Sarah realized I was missing and came looking for me."

      He looked up. His button eyes were wet, which shouldn't have been possible for a stuffed animal, but there it was.

      "I haven't been back since. I CAN'T go back."

      I recognized what I was looking at. Soldiers get like this after battles. People who've survived things they shouldn't have had to survive. The body locks down. Shuts the door.

      Refuses to go back into the room where the bad thing happened. No shortcut through it. No spell. You just have to be there when they're ready.

      If they're ever ready.

      The Corner Pieces stepped forward. "Let's draw out a plan," said Corner Piece One — sharp and efficient. She held everything together — literally.

      The call went out for volunteers — who would go to the attic to find Ramón?

      One hundred pieces stepped forward. Harry first, then Willie, then a wave of others — brave or foolish or both, which in my experience amounts to the same thing.

      The other 899 stayed back, scared, huddled together near the table leg, watching.

      I looked at them. The scared ones. The ones who couldn't go. In every army I'd ever seen — real armies, puzzle piece armies, it didn't matter — there were always more who stayed than went. And the ones who stayed always carried something heavy afterward — guilt and shame and the feeling that they should have been braver.

      I walked over to them. Tibby followed.

      "Hey," I said. Not loud. Just enough for the nearest cluster to hear. "You're doing the right thing too."

      Piece 458 looked at me. She'd been crying. "We should go with them. We should all go."

      "Someone has to be here when we bring him back.

      Someone has to be ready. When Ramón comes home, he's going to need to see the whole puzzle waiting for him.

      That's your job — being here, being ready."

      It wasn't much. A few sentences. But I watched it move through the group like a ripple — pieces straightening up, looking at each other differently, nodding. Not soldiers — a welcome-home committee.

      "We'll be here," Piece 458 said. "We'll be ready."

      I walked back to Harry and the volunteers. Tibby fell in beside me.

      "That was kind," he said. Quiet, so only I could hear.

      "It was true."

      "Those aren't always the same thing. But this time they were."

      I looked at my hands. Reached for my magic one more time. Tried the simplest thing I knew — a light spell, a candle-flame of power in my palm.

      Nothing. Not even a spark.

      I tried a warming spell. The air got colder, which was the opposite of what I wanted and frankly insulting.

      I tried to levitate, rose about a quarter inch, wobbled, and sat down hard on the carpet. Tibby watched this with the expression of a cat who is choosing not to comment.

      I tried fire, tried a shield, tried to move a dust particle with telekinesis — nothing, nothing, and nothing.

      But then — and I almost missed it — I put my hand on Piece 458's shoulder as I walked past her. Just a reflex. The way you touch someone's arm when you're saying goodbye.

      And my hand glowed. Faint, barely visible, gone in a second. But warm. She looked up at me, startled.

      "What was that?"

      "I don't know."

      I tried it again. Reached for the same magic deliberately — not fire, not force, not light. Just warmth. The warmth you put into a touch when you mean it. My palm glowed again. Soft, faint, like a candle seen through fog.

      Every world has a magic accent. I'd learned this across two hundred assignments. The ghost town liked plant magic. The war camp liked food and teleportation. The medieval kingdom fought me at every turn. Each world has preferences — types of magic it welcomes and types it rejects.

      This world — a family den, puzzle pieces, a teddy bear, a ten-year-old girl's bedroom upstairs — this world's magic accent was comfort — small magic, touch magic, the magic of making someone feel less alone. Nothing big or flashy, nothing that could save you in a fight or light up a room or break a curse — just warmth and presence.

      "Wonderful," I said. "I can be a very small, very dim space heater."

      "It's something," Tibby said.

      "It's BARELY something."

      "Most of the time, barely something is all you need."

      I filed it away. The warmth worked. Everything else didn't. I had no idea how that would matter.

      "This is going to be a long assignment,” I said.

      "They usually are," said Tibby. "But you manage."
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      The plan was simple: find Ramón, bring him home.

      But the execution was going to kill us.

      We started across the den — me, Tibby, Harry, Willie, the four Corner Pieces, and ninety-six volunteer pieces moving in a loose formation through the carpet fiber forest. Super Bear walked with us, hanging back slightly, his blue cape dragging on the carpet behind him.

      "Through the hallway," Super Bear said. "Past the kitchen. Stairs are at the end."

      "How far?" I asked.

      He looked at me with an expression that said: you have no idea.

      We made it to the den doorway without incident. The hallway stretched before us like a highway — hardwood floors, smooth and dark, extending into what felt like infin‐ ity. The kitchen was to our left. The stairs were at the far end, barely visible, like mountains on a distant horizon.

      The world was different out here. In the den, the carpet had given us cover — fibers to hide behind, padding underfoot. The hallway was exposed. The hard‐ wood grain ran in long parallel lines, like furrows in a field, and our footsteps — all hundred of them — made a tiny pattering sound that seemed impossibly loud in the sleeping house. The baseboards rose on either side like canyon walls, white-painted and smooth, with occasional gaps where the wood had pulled away from the plaster. I could see a dead fly against the baseboard, curled on its back, and at our scale it was the size of a German shepherd.

      "Stay close," Corner Piece One said. "Stay quiet. And stay away from—"

      The Cat came out of the kitchen.

      Blood curses. Genie tyrants. Two armies with siege weapons. A cursed raven trapped in an iron cage. None of them — not one — prepared me for a house cat rounding a kitchen corner and locking eyes with me.

      From down here, the cat was a dragon. A predator the size of a building, with eyes like searchlights and paws that could crush any of us without effort. It was gray, fluffy, well-fed — probably a perfectly nice cat from Sarah's perspective. From mine, it was a monster from a nightmare I didn't know I could have.

      It saw us. Its pupils dilated to black coins. Its whole body went still — that predatory freeze that cats do, the one that says I see you and I am calculating.

      "CAT!" Harry screamed. "Cat! Cat! CAT!"

      Everything happened at once.

      The cat pounced. A full launch, all four paws leaving the ground, its body arcing through the air above us like a furry meteor. The pieces scattered. I grabbed Tibby and dove sideways as a paw the size of a mattress slammed down where we'd been standing. The impact shook the floor. Pieces tumbled. Someone was screaming.

      The cat's paw swept sideways, scattering a cluster of pieces like bowling pins. It pounced again — batting at the running shapes, confused by how many of them there were, unable to decide which to chase. Its tail whipped back and forth, knocking over pieces who'd been trying to sneak past.

      Corner Piece Two got launched into the air by a tail swipe. He landed on the cat's back, grabbed a tuft of fur, and held on. The cat twisted, trying to reach him, spinning in a half-circle that scattered even more pieces.

      "Under the carpet!" the Corner Pieces yelled. "Under the carpet, Harry!"

      There was a rug in the hallway — a runner, its edge curled up just enough to create a gap. Harry slid under it like he'd done it before. Willie followed. I grabbed the edge and pulled myself under, dragging Tibby with me, pressing flat against the hardwood as the cat's paw swept across the top of the rug.

      We lay there in silence, cheek against the cool wood. The cat's face appeared at the edge of the rug, one enormous eye peering into the darkness underneath. Its whiskers brushed the floor like steel cables. Its breath was warm and smelled like kibble and I could see every individual hair on its face, each one thicker than my arm.

      Nobody moved. Nobody breathed.

      The cat's paw slid under the edge, feeling around and searching. A claw snagged on the rug fiber an inch from my head.

      Then something in the kitchen beeped — a timer, a microwave, something electronic — and the cat's head turned. The paw withdrew and the eye disappeared.

      After what felt like an hour but was probably a minute, the cat wandered back toward the kitchen, tail high, already thinking about something else. Cats do that. The most terrifying predator of your life, and it got bored.

      We crawled out and regrouped. Everyone was there — some scattered across the hallway, some shaking, Corner Piece Two limping slightly from his tail-swipe launch — but everyone accounted for.

      Tibby was grooming himself with intense focus. He always grooms after an embarrassment.

      "Relative to body mass," he said without looking up, "that was the largest predator I've ever encountered."

      "Are you okay?"

      "I'm offended. That was a HOUSE CAT, Marisol. A house cat just chased me. A HOUSE CAT just chased me."

      "Technically it chased all of us."

      "I'm choosing to take it personally."

      We moved faster after that. Down the hallway, hugging the baseboard, staying in the shadows. Super Bear's size was actually useful here — he could see over obstacles, spot threats coming. He was our lookout, our scout, even as his steps got slower the closer we got to the stairs.

      Corner Piece Two was still shaking from the cat. I put my hand on his back as we walked. The warmth came — faint, barely there, a glow so dim you'd miss it if you weren't looking. But he steadied, stopped shaking, and looked at me.

      "What did you do?"

      "Honestly? I'm not sure."

      Comfort magic. That's all this world would give me. At least it was portable.

      The staircase.

      I stood at the bottom and looked up and my stomach dropped.

      Fourteen steps. To a
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