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      The moon decided it was time halfway through my morning coffee. That familiar tug hit behind my sternum—insistent, unavoidable, the kind of feeling that says drop everything because in about thirty seconds none of this will matter.

      Coffee grounds scattered across my counter as my hand went slack. French roast, the good kind, spreading like dark sand across white tile.

      "Tibby."

      He was already at the window, tail high, ears forward, looking at the full moon like it had personally offended him.

      "I know," he said.

      "I just bought these beans yesterday."

      "I know."

      "They were on sale."

      "The moon doesn't care about sales, baby."

      The pull got stronger. My kitchen started to shimmer at the edges, reality bending the way it always did when the moon called. Maybe twenty seconds left.

      I looked at the scattered coffee grounds, at my apartment—warm, safe, mine—and sighed.

      "Here we go."

      "Here we go," Tibby agreed.

      The world went white.

      

      I landed in mud.

      Of course. Thick, cold mud, the kind that squelches when you move and clings to everything it touches.

      I sat up, felt the mud slide down my back, and said what I always said when this happened.

      "Perfect. Just perfect."

      Tibby landed next to me with considerably more grace, somehow managing to avoid the worst of it. He shook one paw delicately, gave me a look that clearly said this is beneath my dignity, and started grooming.

      I pulled myself up, felt mud in places mud had no business being, and looked around.

      War camp—tents everywhere—canvas shelters stretching across a muddy field, cook fires smoking in the drizzle, soldiers moving between them like ants in a disturbed hill. The smell hit me next: unwashed bodies, wood smoke, boiled cabbage, wet wool, and underneath it all the particular scent of men who'd been living in close quarters too long.

      To my left, dominating the landscape like a monument to overconfidence, stood the largest catapult I'd ever seen. Gold filigree on red paint, ornate enough to belong in a palace garden, completely ridiculous for actual warfare. Soldiers were polishing it despite the rain.

      Across the field—maybe two hundred yards away—another camp. Smaller tents, different flags, and rising above them a trebuchet painted black with silver trim. Just as absurdly decorated as the catapult, just as obviously someone's pride and joy.

      Two armies. Two siege weapons. One muddy field between them.

      And on the hill overlooking everything, barely visible through the mist: silk pavilions. Three of them, bright colors catching what little light broke through the clouds.

      "Oh good," I said. "We've got an audience."

      "Gamblers, probably." Tibby finished his paw. "They like watching battles."

      "There's not going to be a battle."

      "They don't know that yet."

      A piece of parchment materialized in the air in front of me, dry despite the rain, hanging there like it had been pinned to invisible space.

      I took it.

      The assignment was written in that flowing script the cosmic forces always used, like someone had endless time to make calligraphy beautiful while deciding how to ruin my month.

      PREVENT THESE TWO ARMIES FROM DEMONSTRATING THEIR SIEGE WEAPONS. THREE DEATHS MAXIMUM.

      I read it twice.

      "Who comes up with this?" I asked the empty air.

      The parchment didn't answer. It never did.

      "Three deaths maximum." Tibby read over my shoulder. "That's not much margin for error."

      "That's no margin for error." I looked at the camps, at the soldiers moving around their respective siege weapons with the careful attention of people who took their jobs very seriously. "How many people are here?"

      "I'd guess a thousand. Maybe more."

      "And I have to keep all but three of them alive while stopping them from using those weapons."

      "For thirty days."

      "For thirty days." I folded the parchment, tucked it into my pocket, and started walking toward the nearest camp. "Well. Better figure out what we're working with."

      

      The soldiers barely looked at me as I walked through their camp.

      Just another mud-covered person in a camp full of mud-covered people. My modern clothes—jeans, t-shirt, jacket—didn't even register as strange. In my experience, war camps were too busy being miserable to worry about fashion.

      I passed a group playing dice, their game slowing but not stopping as I walked by. Passed a cook fire where someone was boiling something that smelled like despair. Passed a tent where I could hear someone coughing—deep, wet, the kind of cough that said this person needed to be warm and dry and definitely not in a war camp.

      "Excuse me." I stopped near a soldier who was trying to start a fire with wet wood. "What's happening here?"

      He looked up, saw me, shrugged. "Standoff. Been here seventeen days."

      "Standoff over what?"

      "Siege weapons." He gestured at the ornate catapult. "Lord Pemberton says catapults are superior. Corso over there—" he jerked his thumb toward the other camp, "—says trebuchets are the future. They're supposed to demonstrate which one's better."

      "By shooting at each other?"

      "Eventually. Right now they're just... waiting." He went back to his wet wood, gave up, sighed. "Been waiting seventeen days. Nobody's demonstrated anything yet. Just sitting in the mud, eating bad food, waiting for our lords to finish arguing."

      "And you've been here the whole time?"

      "Most of us. Some reinforcements came last week." He looked at me more carefully. "You new?"

      "Just arrived."

      "Well, welcome to the worst posting in the kingdom. We're wet, we're bored, and the food's terrible."

      I filed that information away under problems I could actually solve.

      "Thanks." I kept walking.

      Tibby trotted beside me, weaving between soldiers' legs, completely ignored. Cats in war camps were useful—they caught rats, kept morale up, gave people something warm to pet. Nobody questioned a cat.

      "This is stupid," I said quietly.

      "Most wars are," Tibby agreed.

      "They've been sitting here seventeen days arguing about catapults versus trebuchets?"

      "Some people take their siege weapons very seriously."

      "Nobody's even shot anything yet?"

      "Doesn't look like it. But they will. The assignment said 'prevent the demonstration,' which means a demonstration is coming."

      I looked at the catapult—gold and red and ridiculous—and felt that familiar mix of exhaustion and determination settling into my bones.

      Nine hundred years of this. Impossible situations, vague assignments, thirty days to figure it out.

      Eighty-seven green checks said I usually managed.

      

      We found an empty spot at the edge of camp, far enough from the soldiers that nobody would notice a witch experimenting with magic, close enough to run if something went wrong.

      I started simple. Fire spell—the kind I'd used for nine hundred years without thinking.

      The magic resisted. Sluggish and thick, wrong. A tiny flame sparked in my palm, died.

      "Try something else," Tibby said.

      Levitation. Same problem. Illusion. Protection. Nothing worked right.

      "This world doesn't like most magic," Tibby said.

      "I'm noticing." I sat down on a fallen log. "Let me think."

      "Try something physical," Tibby suggested. "Something that moves or changes things directly instead of creating or destroying."

      I picked up a small stone, held it in my palm, spoke a teleportation charm—old words, simple concept, basic magic. Imagined the stone appearing ten feet away.

      The magic flowed smoothly this time, like water finding its path, like something that wanted to happen. The stone flickered and appeared exactly where I'd imagined it.

      "That worked," Tibby said.

      "That worked." I tried it again with a stick. Same result, same smooth flow. The teleportation magic felt right in this place, felt welcome. Like the world wanted things to move, to shift, to be somewhere else.

      "Okay. Teleportation works. What else?"

      I thought about what I actually needed to do in the next thirty days. Keep soldiers alive. Keep them from fighting.

      I held out my hand and tried a healing spell, reached for the magic that mended and restored. The magic fought me again—wrong direction, wrong feeling, like trying to swim upstream.

      "Healing's not flowing."

      "Try food," Tibby suggested. "Try making something."

      I looked around, found a leaf on the ground, held it in my palm. Spoke a transformation spell—one I'd used in seventeen different worlds to turn things into bread when I was hungry and tired and far from home.

      The magic flowed warmly this time, like honey, like the world approving.

      The leaf shimmered. Grew warm in my hand. Changed shape and substance. A moment later I was holding a small piece of bread.

      I bit into it. Real. Solid. Actually edible.

      "Food magic works."

      "Try making more."

      I tried the same spell on three leaves at once, felt the magic flow again, warm and golden. Three pieces of bread appeared in my hands.

      I tried transforming a handful of dirt into an apple. Harder, required more focus, but it worked. The apple was a bit mealy but real.

      "This world likes teleportation and food magic. Everything else fights me."

      "Why food?"

      "No
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