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      I was watering my plants when the moon came.

      It wasn't the violent yank, the kind that gives you no warning. This time it was the old-fashioned pull, the slow one, that familiar pressure behind my sternum that gave me about thirty seconds to get my affairs in order. Which, after however many of these I'd done (I'd honestly lost count somewhere around two hundred), meant exactly one thing.

      "Tibby."

      He was on the windowsill, one paw hanging off the edge in that boneless way cats have of being both awake and asleep at the same time. His ear twitched. He didn't open his eyes.

      "Tibby, we're going."

      "I heard you."

      "Then why are you still lying there?"

      "Because I have twenty-seven seconds left and I intend to use them."

      The watering can went on the counter. The fern would survive a month, it had survived worse, but the little succulent on the kitchen window was new and I didn't trust it. New plants were like new friendships. They needed consistency.

      I grabbed the succulent and moved it away from direct light. Tibby opened one eye.

      "You're rearranging plants."

      "I'm making sure it doesn't burn."

      "We're about to be pulled across time and space and you're adjusting a succulent."

      "She's new. She doesn't know my schedule yet."

      The pull doubled. My hands went still. The apartment shimmered at the edges the way it always did, like the walls were remembering they were optional.

      Tibby jumped into my arms and pressed his face against my collarbone. I held him and closed my eyes and felt the whole room tilt sideways into light.

      

      I landed on a cloud.

      An actual cloud. Soft and yielding and warm beneath my boots, holding my weight like it had been expecting me.

      I stood there for a moment, not moving.

      The sky was pink, and I don't mean sunset pink or sunrise pink. This was the pink of something that had decided to be that color and never bothered changing. The air tasted sweet, not like fruit or sugar, but like the air itself had a flavor, and the flavor was rest.

      I breathed in, breathed out, and looked around.

      Cloud formations stretched in every direction, but they weren't formless. They had shape. Structure. Streets, almost. Walkways of dense white mist rising between taller formations that curved overhead like archways. Everything glowed softly from within, lit by a light source I couldn't find because the light came from everywhere at once.

      And there were unicorns.

      These weren't the storybook kind with flowing manes and gentle eyes and a general air of therapeutic wisdom. These were beings. Tall, luminous, moving through the cloud streets with a casual grace that said they'd been doing this for centuries and weren't trying to impress anyone. Some walked on four legs. Some stood upright and used their front hooves like hands. One was carrying what appeared to be a stack of books. Another was arguing with a cloud that kept drifting into his path.

      I touched the cloud beneath my feet. It was soft, actually soft, like standing on something that had never known a hard day.

      "This is ridiculous," I said.

      Tibby had landed a few feet away, on a cloud puff about the size of a pillow. He was sniffing it cautiously, the way cats sniff something that smells too good to be safe.

      "Don't eat the cloud, Tibby."

      "I wasn't going to eat it."

      "You were calculating whether it was edible."

      "I was assessing."

      I pulled a piece of cloud from under my boot and held it up. It was light. Warm. It dissolved against my fingers like cotton candy, leaving behind a taste of, and I'm not making this up, vanilla.

      "Oh, come on."

      I pulled another piece. Tasted it. Vanilla with something else underneath. Something warm and round, like the smell of a bakery in winter.

      "Ay, Dios mío."

      I was grinning. I could feel it. That full, involuntary grin that happens when something catches you so off guard that your face moves before your brain gives permission.

      Nine hundred years. More assignments than I could count anymore. I had landed in mud, hay, cobblestones, sand, a beige carpet, and once directly into a medieval drainage ditch that I refuse to describe in further detail. And now I was standing on a cloud that tasted like vanilla in a pink sky full of unicorns.

      I wanted to stay here forever.

      I didn't say that out loud, because you don't say things like that to the cosmic forces. They listen. They absolutely would note your preferences specifically so they could send you somewhere terrible next month. But I thought it. I thought it hard.

      The cloud street ahead of me curved gently to the right, and I could see more unicorns moving along it, some alone, some in pairs, some in small groups that moved with the unhurried rhythm of people who had nowhere urgent to be. The light shifted. The vanilla air settled into something deeper, more complex, like the cloud itself had layers of flavor depending on where you stood.

      I just walked. For once in my assignment life, I didn't immediately start strategizing. Didn't scan for threats. Didn't test my magic or catalog exits or figure out who was in charge. I just walked down a cloud street in a pink sky and let myself look at things.

      A unicorn foal was playing in a cloud puddle, splashing mist that reformed behind her like gentle waves. Two older unicorns sat on a cloud bench, an actual bench shaped from compressed cloud matter, and watched her with the easy patience of grandparents. One of them noticed me watching and nodded, easy and unsurprised, just acknowledged.

      I nodded back.

      "You're smiling," Tibby said from somewhere around my ankles.

      "I'm not."

      "You're smiling and you've been smiling for three solid minutes."

      "I'm observing."

      "You're enchanted."

      "I'm a professional conducting a preliminary survey of — yes, fine. I'm enchanted. This place is enchanting. Are you happy?"

      "Ecstatic."

      I kept walking. The street opened into a wider space, a plaza maybe, if plazas could be made of cloud and lit from within by soft gold light that moved like slow honey. More unicorns here. A market of some kind, with stalls made from shaped cloud matter, selling things I couldn't identify from a distance but that gleamed and sparkled and smelled like rain on warm stone.

      There was music somewhere. Not coming from any direction. Just present, the way the light was present, a low humming melody that sounded like someone had asked a cello and a wind chime to have a conversation.

      I found a low cloud wall, waist height, overlooking a gap in the cloud floor that showed, far below, the tops of mountains wreathed in mist. I leaned on it and looked down. The world below was distant and green and quiet.

      I could have stood there all day. All month.

      But I smelled something else now. Something cutting through the vanilla and the warm-stone rain, sharper, richer, more specific.

      "Is that coffee?"

      Tibby's ears went forward. He smelled it too.

      I followed the smell down a side street, narrower, more intimate, the cloud walls closer together, and found a door. An actual door, set into a cloud wall, made of dark wood with a brass handle. Warm light spilled from underneath.

      I opened it and found a bar.

      

      The unicorn bar was the most beautiful room I'd ever walked into, and I've walked into a lot of rooms.

      Low cloud ceiling, glowing amber. A long bar made from something that looked like polished wood but felt, when I touched it, like warm glass. Stools shaped from cloud matter — firm enough to sit on, soft enough that your back thanked you. The lighting made everyone look good, which had to be intentional because the unicorns in here were stunning.

      A tall unicorn with a silver coat and a mane that shifted colors, blue to purple to deep green, stood behind the bar, preparing drinks with the precise, unhurried movements of an artist. Bottles lined the wall behind her, filled with liquids that glowed in colors I didn't have names for.

      Other unicorns occupied tables and booths carved from the cloud walls. Some talked in low voices. Some sat alone, reading, or just being still. The atmosphere wasn't a party. It was a living room — comfortable, warm, a place where regulars came not for the drinks but because the room itself felt like belonging.

      I sat at the bar. My knee caught the edge of the stool on the way up, because of course it did, and the stool wobbled and I grabbed the counter to steady myself and knocked over a small dish of something luminous that spilled across the warm glass in a slow, glowing puddle.

      The bartender looked at me. I looked at the puddle.

      "Sorry. I'm sorry. I'll — is that — does that stain?"
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