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      The cherry pie had finally cooled down. It was the good kind too, the one with fresh Morello cherries, not the canned ones, and just enough almond extract to make it sing. I called my Mom and took as many pictures as I could. It was that promising. I was so proud.

      I'd been staring at that pie for twenty minutes. Maybe thirty. Time gets weird when you're waiting for pastry to reach the exact temperature where it won't burn the roof of your mouth but is still warm enough to make you believe in something good.

      Tibby was on the armrest next to me, doing that thing where he looks like he's meditating but is probably just thinking about how I'm an idiot.

      "Don't start," I told him.

      He didn't blink.

      I lifted the fork. This was it. The moment. Three hours of work, three hours of waiting, and finally I was going to eat this glorious pie.

      Then, the moon pulled.

      "Oh you've got to be kidding me."

      And in a flash, I hit the hay hard.

      The fork went flying. The pie? Gone. Back in my kitchen, getting cold on my couch while I was face-down in some medieval barn smelling like horses and my own poor life choices.

      Tibby appeared next to me a second later, landing like he'd planned it. Naturally. He shook himself once—water flying everywhere, thanks Tibby—and gave me a look that said this is what happens when you don't check the lunar calendar.

      "I checked the calendar."

      He sat down. Wrapped his tail around his paws and waited.

      "I hate this."

      Nine hundred years of this. Nine hundred years of cosmic to-do lists and impossible tasks and landing in hay because apparently the universe has a sense of humor.

      "You know why they send you, don't you?" Tibby said quietly.

      "Because I pissed off the universe 900 years ago. We've been over this."

      "That's not—"

      "Tibby. Cosmic debt. Shortcuts. Magic abuse. I know the speech. I'll do the assignment, get my green check, and go home to my pie." I wiped rain out of my eyes. "Just like I always do."

      He said nothing. Which somehow felt like disagreement.

      The sky took that personally and started dumping rain on my head.

      Cold rain. The kind that makes you wonder what you did in a past life to deserve this. Which is funny, because I know what I did in past lives and none of it warranted this level of cosmic nonsense.

      I sat up. Hay everywhere. In my hair, in my shirt, probably in places I wouldn't discover until tomorrow. Stone walls on three sides. Wooden beams overhead. A stable, somewhere with that special charm that's really just mud and manure and zero indoor plumbing.

      The rain kept coming.

      I closed my eyes and counted to ten. Then twenty. Then gave up because counting wasn't going to bring back my pie or make the next thirty days any less of a nightmare.

      "Where are we?"

      Tibby said nothing. Helpful as always.

      I pulled myself up, hay falling off me in clumps. The rain wasn't letting up. Of course it wasn't. Why would anything be easy?

      The stable opened onto what looked like a courtyard. Cobblestones gleaming wet in the torchlight. More rain. A castle wall in the distance, gray stone against a grayer sky. Torches flickered under covered archways, fighting a losing battle against the weather.

      Medieval. Again. I'd been to six medieval periods now. Maybe seven. They all started to blur together after a while.

      "At least it's not the Vikings again."

      Tibby's ear twitched. Which could mean agreement or could mean he'd heard a mouse. With him, you never knew.

      I brushed hay off my jeans—yes, jeans, because I'd learned a long time ago that trying to blend in was pointless when you only had thirty days—and looked around for something that wasn't wet.

      Nothing. Everything was wet.

      The parchment appeared in my hand.

      I hate when it does that. Just appears. No warning. No buildup. One second your hand is empty, the next you're holding your cosmic to-do list written in calligraphy that probably took someone three hours.

      I unrolled it. The rain immediately tried to dissolve the ink.

      "Oh for the love of—" I hunched over it, using my body as a shield. Tibby jumped onto a dry beam overhead, because of course he found the one dry spot in this entire stable.

      The assignment was written in that flowery script they always used. Probably thought it made it more official. More Important. Like putting flourishes on a death sentence makes it classier.

      "Ensure Willem of Greymoor and Rowena of Hallwick meet at The Old Bridge before the month's end."

      I stared at it. Read it again. Looked up at Tibby.

      "Get two people to a bridge. That's it? Get two people to one place?"

      "Sounds simple," Tibby said from his beam.

      I nearly dropped the parchment. "Oh, now you talk."

      He looked down at me with those green eyes. "You seemed like you needed the company."

      "What I need is for this assignment to make sense."

      "When do they ever make sense?" He started grooming his paw. Conversation apparently over.

      The parchment dissolved in my hand. Melted into nothing like it had never existed.

      Tibby kept grooming his paw.

      I stood there in the rain, in a medieval stable, covered in hay, missing my pie, staring at my empty hand where a completely useless assignment had just evaporated.

      Thirty days to find two people I'd never met, in a time period I didn't know, and get them to a bridge I'd never heard of.

      The rain fell harder.

      Okay. Fine. First things first—get dry. Get warm. Get my bearings.

      I reached for the magic. Simple warming spell. Basic first-year-witch stuff. I'd done this spell so many times I could do it in my sleep.

      I gathered the power, shaped it, directed it at myself—

      The rain got colder. Actually colder. Like I'd asked the universe to make me warmer and it decided to be a smartass about it.

      "What—" I tried again. Same spell, more focus. Warmth. Heat. Dry clothes. Basic comfort magic.

      The rain turned to sleet.

      "Are you KIDDING me?"

      Tibby looked up from his dry beam. "Having trouble?"

      "The magic—it's not—" I tried a third time. Pulled harder on the power. Demanded instead of asked.

      A gust of wind hit me from the side, slamming me into the stable wall. Hard enough to knock the breath out of me.

      I slid down to sitting, gasping.

      Tibby jumped down from his beam and landed next to me, somehow still dry. "You should stop."

      "It's a warming spell. A WARMING SPELL. I've done this spell a thousand times."

      "And yet."

      I stared at my hands. They were shaking. From cold, from shock, I wasn't sure which.

      "Okay. Fine. Maybe I'm just tired. Let me try something simpler."

      I reached for a light spell. Just a little glow. Something to see by. The absolute most basic magic there was.

      I shaped it carefully. Held out my palm.

      The spark appeared, flickered—

      And went out. Just died. Like it had never existed.

      I tried again. Same result.

      "No. No no no. Not here. Not NOW."

      "Marisol—"

      "I'm a WITCH, Tibby. Magic is what I DO. This is my ONE TOOL." I tried the light spell again. The spark appeared, struggled, died. "Why isn't it WORKING?"

      "Maybe the magic works differently here."

      "It works differently everywhere. But it WORKS." I pushed myself to standing. "Let me try one more thing. Something I can't possibly mess up."

      I reached for a basic detection spell. Not even active magic—just asking the world to show me where things were. Where the nearest people were. Where Willem and Rowena might be.

      I cast it.

      The world spun. Actually spun. Like I was on a carousel that had lost its brakes.

      I fell to my knees, retching. Everything tilted and swayed. The stable walls seemed to bend.

      When my vision finally cleared, Tibby was right in front of me, green eyes serious.

      "You need to stop trying."

      "I need to fix this. I need to figure out what's wrong with the magic here so I can use it properly—"

      "Or," he said quietly, "you need to figure out how to do this assignment without magic."

      The words hit like a punch to the chest.

      "Without magic? Tibby, I'm a witch. Magic is how I FIX things. How I solve problems. How I complete assignments."

      "And yet every spell you've tried has either failed or made things worse."

      "So I just... what? Do this with my bare hands? My sparkling personality? Nine hundred years of watching humans and hoping I learned something?"

      "Yes."

      I stared at him. He stared back, completely serious.

      "That's insane."

      "That's what you have."

      The rain kept falling. I was soaking wet, freezing cold, and
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