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In the woods a girl is walking, her long dark hair in a ponytail, a quiver of painted arrows slung over her shoulder. Behind her lies the house in which her family sleeps.

It takes several minutes for her to reach the ladder. She tries the bottom rung, and it holds her weight. The girl—only human and, till now, earthbound—climbs into the sky, toward the moon.

While she’s away, the animals talk, in their way; the trees whisper through their roots; the undergrowth points branches at the beauty of the dark; the night flowers bloom so that they, too, can gaze up at the sky. Nocturnal creatures hunt and are hunted; they speak quietly of scents and directions to burrows, telling each other “stay away” or “come closer” or “I am here.”

When—later that night—the girl returns, she walks home softly and full of secrets. Annabelle Oaks lies down envisioning the danger her future holds: she pictures arrows piercing wicked hearts. She envisions a time when witches are ended and her loved ones are safe. She hears soft breathing in the night, her sister in the bed across the room. Outside, an owl hoots softly. Years from now, another owl will determine her fate.

The forest, alive and watchful as it always has been, settles down to wait for morning. Light-years away, on a distant planet, a dining room table inside a rickety hotel gets its second coat of furniture oil. In the dark, Annabelle listens to the house around her as it rests. She breathes in the dark, and she dreams.
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“We’re getting there,” says a woman’s voice in the dark.

I’m not sure who the voice belongs to. I reach out to see if I can touch someone—my mom, my brother… but my hands touch nothing. I wonder if I even have hands at this point, because when I try to reach them up and touch my face, I feel nothing.

Besides the voice, only one thing seems to exist: a pinpoint of light I see in the dark ahead of me. It might be a tiny dot close by or an immense glow a million miles away. All I know is that moments ago, I somehow stepped into a hole in a magazine. And now I am hurtling—across space, underneath space, or maybe through no space at all.

“Soon the universe will suck us back out into existence again, like being sucked through a straw,” the voice says. “Just let yourself relax. You don’t have to do a thing. It’ll feel squishy, but not painful.” The voice has just the slightest hint of a Spanish accent. Silence passes for a moment. Then, “I’m Wanda, by the way. Wanda Luna. Sorry we have to make our introductions as disembodied consciousnesses, but a mal tiempo, buena cara.”

“Disembodied whats?” another voice chimes in. I think it’s Germ.

“Oh! Here we go,” Wanda interjects. “It’s coming up. Try to squeeze yourselves together…”

“Squeeze?”

“Just, you know, tuck it all in. Like you’re trying to make yourself as small as possible. Better if you’re not all dangly.”

I’m panicking now. I don’t know how to tuck myself in so that I’m not all dangly. I slurp in a deep breath as the pinprick of light grows from a dot to a softball to a sphere the size of a house, bright and blinding and beautiful.

My toes get sucked toward it first. The pull gets more and more intense as it climbs up my feet, my ankles, my legs. And then the sound becomes deafening—there’s a whooshing as the light engulfs me. Up is down and down is up, and just when I think I’m hurtling up at a spinning starry sky, I find myself hurtling down toward all-too-solid land.

I scream and a moment later hit the dirt, hard. There are several thuds around me as others make impact. Almost immediately Ebb is kneeling beside me, watching me with concern. He hasn’t hit the ground at all, since he’s a ghost.

“Rosie,” Germ breathes, sitting up on the other side of me, shivering and catching her breath. It’s chilly, the air crisp and cool.

“I feel like something’s gonna happen,” says Aria, who’s landed on her stomach, “but… no idea what.” And then she lurches forward and vomits. She wipes her mouth and says, “Okay. It happened.”

A few others wretch, and then, on shaky legs, we stand, gaping at each other.

“Everyone all right?” the woman named Wanda asks, brushing dust out of her dyed brick-red hair. We all nod, dazed.

“It’s fine. I broke my fall with my face,” says Clara dryly, adjusting her hair back into its perfect bun. We are a gathering of dazed travelers. My best friend, Germ; and Ebb, who’s dead. My mom, Annabelle; my twin brother, Wolf. Aria and her big sister, Clara; and Wanda—the last two I only met a few minutes ago in the stomach of the time whale who was helping us to flee a burgeoning black hole. We are standing on a barren, white, dusty expanse that disappears into a black horizon. I don’t know where we are, but it’s not anywhere on Earth.

“What’s that smell?” Aria asks.

“Burning stars, most likely,” Wanda answers, nodding skyward. Above, thousands of stars encircle us—burning so bright that a person could read by their glow. “If I’ve got things right, we’re on a dwarf planet called Glimmer 5 about a hundred and ten light-years from home. Still in the Milky Way, so that’s something.” Wanda brushes off her skirts, stamping dust off her wooden leg and tossing her flamboyant hair briskly. “It’s lucky you had the magazine,” she says to Germ. “There couldn’t be a better place to route ourselves, really.”

I know she’s talking about Germ’s well-worn copy of Pet Psychic: The Outer Space Issue, which we have apparently just stepped through. I know it, but it’s hard to believe it. And then, so much more comes back to me—all lost in the haze and confusion.

“We left Chompy,” I whisper. Our whale, alone and scared at the bottom of the Sea of Always. Instinctively I reach for the shoulder straps of my backpack to retrieve my Lumos flashlight, only to remember that the flashlight’s gone—and my bluebird, Little One, with it—destroyed by witches.

“We left the world,” Aria adds, her voice cracking, leaning closer to her sister.

I hear a groan, and it takes a minute to realize it’s come from me, rising out of my own chest and through my mouth.

The war against the witches on the beach.

The blanket made of nothing left behind.

The black hole opening above the earth.

We gaze at each other, in shock. Is it all gone? The sea? Our town? Countries? The world?

The more I get my bearings, the more I want to crumple up and dissolve.

Beside me Germ is ashen, her reddish freckles vanished as they only do when she turns pale. I jar her gently, but she doesn’t speak. My mom, too, is silent, and next to her my brother shivers.

“The others who came with you…,” Aria ventures, turning to Wanda, confused. And now that comes back to me too, a white-bearded man and two teenage boys who appeared on the whale but aren’t here now. Wanda tries to wipe the dust off her flushed cheeks but only manages to spread it into larger swaths.

“They could be dead, or lost in space if something went awry as they came through the hole,” she says. “It’s a hazard of this kind of travel. But hopefully they diverted somewhere safely.” She’s quiet for a moment, thinking. “We’ll have to assume we’re the only witch hunters left.”

“But how are we left?” Aria says. “How are we even here?”

Wanda only presses her lips together tightly, and then starts to walk purposefully in the direction of the empty horizon.

“I’ll catch you up on all of that,” she says. “But right now, we need to see what’s what. A mal tiempo, buena cara,” she says, repeating what she said when we were falling through the air. “In bad weather, a good face,” Wanda translates as she settles into a purposeful gait, her wooden leg thumping in a steady rhythm on the ground. I don’t know where she could be heading. I see nothing but empty gray land in every direction. And then a noise… like a whimper… comes from behind me. I turn to see my brother, thin and shivering, backing away from us.

I reach out to touch his shoulder. “It’s okay, Wolf,” I say, trying to sound more hopeful than I feel. But as I step closer, he jerks away. Then he turns, and—shoulders hunched, seeming in the moment more animal than boy—he walks and keeps walking. He doesn’t look back over his shoulder as he slinks away toward the horizon. My mom is turned toward him like she’s watching a sinking sun.

“He’ll come back,” Wanda says as we watch him go. “It’s a tiny planet, from what I’ve read. You could circle it in an hour.” My mom’s eyes stay glued to my brother as his figure gets smaller. I look at Wanda uncertainly. She only turns and keeps walking.



The gray landscape slopes ever so slightly beneath us. I soon understand that Wanda wasn’t kidding about circling it in an hour. The planet is small enough that I feel the curve of it under my feet. The only signs of life are a few straggly, parched trees with crooked trunks and pointy limbs, and some snow-white shapes in the distance, winged and waddling.

“Space geese,” Wanda explains. “They eat the moss that grows along the rocky hills. It only rains once in a blue moon here, and not much light for anything else to grow. It’s always dim, always looks like the cusp of evening. Always chilly.” She looks back at Ebb, who’s floating along beside me. “There’s no such thing as night and day. You won’t fade away, no matter how long you stay.”

This is good news. Back home, ghosts fade if they’re away from their graves too long. But Ebb only frowns, lost in his own thoughts. And I know he’s thinking about his parents, how close he was to haunting them in 1934, to seeing their lives in the past unfold. I want to hug him tight, but he’s too ephemeral for me to do it.

“You talk like you’ve been here before,” Aria says. And Wanda, glancing back at us, vigorously shakes her head.

“No, but I’ve known about Glimmer 5 most of my life. And, luckily, I had the means to get us here.” She holds out her hand, closing her fist to better display a ring on her finger. It’s a small silver circle, with the top poking up like a wing or a fin. I hadn’t noticed it when we were on Chompy, but then again, we were in a whale at the end of the world, watching a woman draw a hole in the fabric of space and time. I was a bit distracted.

Now she squints. “We landed too hard—I’ve broken it.” She wiggles the delicate metal fin with her hand, and it lists to one side crookedly. “Traveling across this much distance is not something I’ve ever attempted. And I wouldn’t have, if the world…”

She clears her throat, all business.

“Just to be clear on what you’ve told me: the world’s witches wove a blanket of nothing that turned out to be a black hole. You killed them, but the blanket remained.”

She looks around to verify this, and we vaguely nod. But to be honest, we’re still trying to grasp it ourselves.

“The Nothing King’s been imprisoned in his own black hole,” Wanda continues, “locked up there by the Moon Goddess for millennia, but now these twin black holes have been connected across the universe like a tunnel, so the Nothing King could come through it and drag Earth in… and obliterate it. If that hasn’t happened yet, I imagine it soon will.”

Wanda says all of this matter-of-factly, as if she’s talking about taxes, or dusting. Meanwhile I feel Germ sway a little beside me, clearly distraught. I’ve never known her to be quiet for so many seconds in her life.

“Unfortunately,” Wanda goes on pragmatically, “a black hole is a gaping suck of darkness that nothing can resist. Once you’re close enough, there’s no turning back from it. A speck of dust can’t survive it. Light can’t; even time can’t. Certainly Earth couldn’t. Only the Nothing King could ever survive it, since it’s what he’s made of.”

Wanda looks around at each of our faces gravely, and then brushes her hands together brusquely, as if her entire way of being is facing bad weather with a good face.

“So… what do we do?” Aria asks.

Wanda shrugs. “For now,” she says, looking beyond us at something in the distance, “we get our bearings.” We all turn and follow her gaze to see a small rocky hill made of gray stone, about fifty yards away.

“What are we looking for, Wan?” Clara asks.

“A view,” Wanda answers decisively.

With Wanda and Clara in the lead, we set off in the direction of the rocks, and crest the hill, where from the top we see nothing but empty space in every direction, stark and beautiful and gut-wrenchingly, vastly empty. Suddenly I think of the Moon Goddess. Does the moon still exist? Does she? The thought takes my breath away.

“Should we see Earth from here?” I whisper. “Is it… gone?”

Wanda taps her wooden leg nervously. “It’s not Earth we’re looking for. It’s Rufus Glimmer, the man who built the League of Witch Hunters.” And then, having seen enough to know where she’s going, she walks back down the hill, leading the way across the emptiness. We have no choice but to follow.

“A witch hunter… lives here?” I ask, gazing around at the emptiness. Wanda shakes her head.

“Not a witch hunter himself,” she answers. “Actually, he’s a bit of a coward. But if anyone in the galaxy can help us, it’s him.”
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“Don’t trip on that defense shield,” Wanda says, pointing offhandedly at a small, strangely shaped yellow rock as she skirts around it ahead of us. “I’d bet that the more of them we see, the closer we’re getting, so that’s good. Looks like we bypassed his alert system by coming in the way we did.”

Beside me Germ, usually so sure-footed, stumbles over a rock, dazed. I try to steady her, but I’m feeling even clumsier than usual. I’m still getting used to my own longer legs, which grew like weeds when the Time Witch stole a year of my life from me in London. I keep glancing at Aria and Clara with a weird flutter of jealousy, their arms linked together, clinging to each other, reunited after years apart. I scan the horizon for Wolf, but there’s no sign of him.

“Rufus,” Wanda says, “is a genius. And also a thief. Fairly selfish… and not bad on the ukulele, so I’ve heard. He’s a legend, really.”

Aria and I cast each other a confused glance.

“From what I know, he was born with the sight, but—unlike you and me, who turned that sight to hunting witches—he chose to use it to invent things. He hoped inventions would make him rich.

“I guess he turned himself into a scholar of moonlight, trying to harness the invisible energy of it to come up with all sorts of things he could sell on TV—toasters that can crisp a bagel at the speed of light, goggles for seeing ghosts. Problem was, none of his inventions would behave in front of people who didn’t have the sight—which, of course, is most people. Moonlight can be stubborn that way.

“Still, in studying the forces of moonlight and magic, he happened to learn more about witches than anyone else on Earth. And I’ll say this for him: he shared what he learned.

“He wrote a kind of newsletter, sent to and passed around among all the witch hunters he could track down—detailing all that he discovered about witch weapons and magic. Those letters are really what made the scattered witch hunters all over the world into a league, the newsletters getting passed from hand to hand until they were wrinkled and worn and barely legible. They connected us.

“He gave me the idea for my weapon.” She holds up her fist to indicate her ring. “It’s a seam ripper, for cutting holes out of the invisible fabric. The blade is here, underneath. I’ve mostly used it to cross distances, but I did rip a hole through Hypocriffa’s hat once.”

“But how did Rufus end up here?” Aria presses, never one to beat around the bush. “On a random rock across the galaxy?”

Wanda shrugs. “He came here to hide. As I’m sure you all know, all too well, witches won’t tolerate a threat once they learn of it. And eventually they learned about him.” She raises her hands and drops them, skirting around another defense shield. “Luckily for Rufus, his inventions were better than anybody knew. Good enough to get him off planet Earth. He’d figured out enough about moonlight and motion, he’d stolen enough equipment from international space agencies, to travel at astronomical speed. Next time we got a letter, it was from space.” She offers a tiny faltering smile. “Filling us in on the progress of his projects here on Glimmer 5. Though”—she looks around uneasily—“it seems those updates might have been a little exaggerated.”

Following her line of sight, I see very little that might merit an update, except for more and more clusters of defense shields, growing sharply in number as we walk.

“Rufus is, first and foremost, a survivor. He values his own skin,” Wanda says. She leads the way up a slight rise, and pauses briefly at the top. “Ah. Here we are.”

At first, what’s before me is so impossible, it seems like a mirage.

A rambling structure stretches across a vast dusty plain below us. Crookedly built, it sprawls in all directions, as if someone started making additions to it and forgot to stop.

Most of its doors and windows are hanging off the hinges, the screens in its windows torn. The yard around it is strewn with debris: hubcaps, old signs, metal lumps that might be broken-down cars. A sign along the building’s roof pulses and blinks in rainbow colors, though several of its letters have fizzled out. TH H TEL T THE DGE OF THE GAL XY, it reads.

“The Hotel at the Edge of the Galaxy?” Aria asks.

“Like I said, it’s the only place I could think of to come to,” Wanda says, “but luckily for us, it’s also the best place. Rufus will know what to do.”



Dazed, we limp into the Hotel at the Edge of the Galaxy, Wanda holding open two rickety wooden doors.

Inside, we find ourselves in a threadbare lobby, comfortingly warm after the chill air outside, thanks to a fireplace blazing in one corner. Hallways branch off in three crooked directions as if they were tacked on in a hurry, and to our right stands a reception desk with a silver bell covered in cobwebs. A bank of wooden mail slots line the wall behind it, empty. Wanda leans forward and rings the bell. We wait. I look to my mom for reassurance, but she’s looking out the window for any sign of Wolf.

Wanda taps her wooden leg and is lifting her finger to ring the bell again, when suddenly we hear a tut, tut, tut down one of the halls. It takes another moment, but eventually a shining ghost materializes through the wall behind the desk and comes to float his elbows just beside the bell. He has a goatee and round eyeglasses, over which he gazes at us in distaste. He busies his hands with his wrinkled bow tie.

“Welcome to Glimmer 5,” he says stiffly, “your relaxing home away from home. May I help you?”

We stand there wordlessly. Considering how deserted the planet is, it seems he could be a little more surprised by our arrival.

“We’ve just come from Earth,” Wanda explains, “which is in danger of being sucked into a black hole, if it hasn’t been already. The Nothing King has returned. This was the only place where we knew we could be safe.”

The man stares at her for a minute, sniffs, and then picks up a pen. “And how many of you will be staying with us tonight?”

For a moment, none of us can speak—even Wanda seems taken aback. She gazes around at us, and counts under her breath.

“Eight,” she says.

The man with the goatee—Fabian, his name tag says—nods.

“Dinner is at six in the parlor. If there’s anything we can do to make your stay more pleasurable, please let us know. Zia will lead you to your rooms.” He rings the bell again, several times, until a second ghost appears, a girl, maybe fifteen. She’s wearing a sequined corset dress, and sparkling barrettes in her hair. At least this ghost does a double take when she sees us.

“Zia, please show these guests to their rooms,” Fabian says.

He looks like he’s trying to remember something he’s supposed to recite as he turns back to us and tilts his head. “We hope you find our service out of this world.”

Wanda opens and closes her mouth, at a loss for words. The ghost girl, Zia, not very subtly rolls her eyes.

“Thank you,” Wanda finally says.

And then Zia turns and leads us into the crooked left-side hall.
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“I’m so glad you’re here,” Zia says as she walks us through several connected hallways—some painted, others half-wallpapered as if done with scraps of whatever was available. “We haven’t had a guest since a few ghosts found their way here fifteen years ago. I sometimes think I’d die from boredom if I weren’t dead. Though I heard that happened to a ghost in Delhi once, actually just completely vanished from boredom.”

She tugs at her translucent black wavy ponytail and raises an eyebrow at us, the bronze glow of her luminous cheeks echoing the amused twinkle in her hazel eyes.

“I like her style,” Aria says to me. I wonder if she means Zia’s sparkly clothes or her attitude or both. Somehow I step on my own feet three times as I contemplate this. I can tell straight off that Zia’s the kind of person—like Germ—who’s never met a stranger (in other words, the opposite of me).

It gets more and more obvious as we walk that the Hotel at the Edge of the Galaxy was built without a plan. We pass stairways tucked awkwardly into corners, comfy parlors tucked around the corners of seeming dead ends, guest rooms that—from their narrow doorways—appear at first to be closets. There are so many nooks and rooms and hallways that it’s hard to imagine you could ever explore them all. And all of it is worn and faded: peeling paint, overstuffed couches, and sagging beds. Still, despite the gaping ache in my heart, seeing the dim chilly night beyond the windows soothes me and assures me that we are at least safe, at least for the moment.

“We keep the fireplaces blazing,” Zia says, “even when no one’s here. We don’t have to worry about running out of logs because the fires run on moonlight; also no ashes or smoke that way, which makes it easier for me. Rufus has drilled it into us to be always at the ready, always remember our scripts. Customer service and all that.” She gives us a deadpan look, and for a moment her eyes linger on Fred, Ebb’s spider, who’s perched on Ebb’s shoulder and is as dead and translucent as Ebb himself.

“You all look terrible, by the way,” she adds, glancing around at all of us and giving Ebb a sideways smile. “You look like my aunt Nahla that time she had to have her kidney out.”

“Um, thanks?” Ebb says uncertainly.

“But how could he do all of this?” Aria asks. “Build a hotel here?”

“Eh.” Zia taps her chin. “Thievery, physics… magic. I guess back on Earth, Rufus was kind of a magpie, collecting every scrap of metal or knickknack or unguarded heirloom he could get his hands on. From junkyards, aviation museums, people’s houses, whatever. He brought it all with him, loaded into a stasis compartment on the back of his ship. He also brought me and Fabian. We had nothing going on back home, so we volunteered.”

“Rufus thought the League of Witch Hunters would defeat the witches,” Wanda adds, the tap, tap of her wooden leg punctuating her words. “And that once the witches were dead, people would get back their sight. And that once people had the sight”—she shrugs—“they’d get really into space travel. He was gonna get in on the trend early with his hotel.”

We blink at her.

“You can’t be serious,” Aria says flatly.

“I said Rufus was a genius.” Wanda shrugs again. “I never said he was realistic.”

At that moment, Zia turns and says, “Your rooms.”

We’re in a back corner of the second floor. Zia directs me and Germ into one room and Aria and Clara into the next.

“These rooms smell old, but they also have the best views,” she says. “Not that the views are great or anything. It’s just flat land out there, really. There are robes in the closet, but they’re scratchy.”

“You should really be in charge of the marketing here,” Aria quips.

Zia grins and then steers Ebb to a room at the other end of the hall, before giving Wanda one across a small parlor.

“My son and I will sleep in the same room,” my mom says. I shoot a glance her way, feeling a little left out. But she doesn’t notice my look. “Maybe somewhere quieter?”

“No problem.” Zia turns and leads her away up a small flight of stairs, which gives us a few minutes to put down what few belongings we’ve carried with us from the belly of the whale.

Germ and I—in room 8, according to the placard on the door—share a set of bunk beds, a desk, and a narrow window that allows a view of the stars. I lay my backpack full of books on the desk as Germ climbs into the bottom bunk without a word and burrows in, until her pale freckled forehead and a swath of reddish-blond hair poke out just above the covers. It isn’t like her at all, but I know without her saying it that she’s thinking of her family—all the Bartleys left behind on Earth—and I don’t know what to say. Next door, in room 9, Clara and Aria are murmuring to each other. I long for someone to murmur with too.

Then Wanda returns, appearing in the doorway. She stands at the threshold for a moment, thoughtfully intense.

“This is the main thing I’ve been thinking since we left your whale,” she says as if thinking out loud, twirling her ring on her finger. “I can understand that the witches made a black hole and that the Nothing King traveled through it from his own. What I can’t understand is how the Nothing King got out of the one he was in. Everyone knows that the Moon Goddess locked him into that hole eons ago, with her very own key.”

I am about to point out that most people do not know that the Moon Goddess exists. But she presses on.

“It doesn’t make sense. She wouldn’t have let anyone get hold of that key. And that’s really where Rufus comes in. If we could find that key, we could at least have a fighting chance of somehow locking the Nothing King back in. Without a key to lock him up, we might as well not even hope to stop him. And if anyone knows enough about witches and magic to help us find that key, it’s Rufus.”

Just then, Zia reappears.

“Can you give us directions to Rufus’s quarters?” Wanda asks. “We need to see him right away.”

Zia blinks for a moment, surprised. “He has the owner’s suite up on the fourth floor, two lefts, up the stairs, and then a right.” Wanda pivots on her heel to start immediately, but catching her up short, Zia adds, “But he’s not here.”

Wanda goes still, swiveling back to Zia. “Not… in the hotel?”

Zia bites her lip, sensing she’s just punched us in the gut. “Not on Glimmer 5. I went to clean his room this morning, and his bed was unmade and his closet empty.” She frowns. “He left a note.”

“Did it say when he’ll be back?” Wanda asks.

Zia watches us sympathetically. She’s wary now, as if she doesn’t want to say. “You’d better come see for yourself.”
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Rufus’s room is perched crookedly at the highest, farthest corner of the hotel. Stars glint beyond the huge window across the room, which holds an unmade four-poster bed, scattered books, and more souvenirs than I’ve ever seen in one place: painted Dutch clogs, an engraved wooden fan, a Russian nesting doll, a pencil sharpener shaped like the Eiffel tower, a pair of socks embroidered with the words “I [image: Emoji: Heart] NY.”

There’s a fireplace opposite the bed, and now Zia points to a piece of paper lying on its mantel. Wanda crosses the room, dodging the mess, and picks the paper up to read aloud.


Dear Zia and Fabian,

I’m sorry to say I’ve decided to abandon this venture.



Wanda swallows and looks up at me with a heavy dread in her eyes, then continues.


On reflection, I’m unsure Glimmer 5 will ever be the premier destination for space visitors I dreamt of. The echoes of my failure will repeat in my heart for a long time to come with shining clarity. I plan to go somewhere quiet, to read, think, and try to replicate my experiences by copying them in my journals, which I will one day publish. I’m sorry.

Humbly,

Rufus Glimmer



Wanda studies the letter for another moment. It’s the first time since I’ve met her that I’ve seen her shaken—and that includes when we told her the world was probably ending. After returning the letter to the mantel, she crosses the room and opens the empty closet, then gets on her knees and looks under the bed. She stands and runs her hands along the souvenirs, lifting them one by one as if to feel their weight. Finally she turns to me and Zia with one of the I [image: Emoji: Heart] NY socks in her hand.

“He’s lying,” she says.

She gazes at the sock she’s holding ever so carefully.

“Rufus wouldn’t say things like ‘on reflection’ and ‘humbly.’ He always signed his newsletters, um, well”—she clears her throat—“ ‘Ingeniously Yours.’ ” Zia and I exchange a glance. “And it’s no coincidence,” Wanda goes on, “that he chose now of all times to vanish, right when the Nothing King has escaped. Something made him flee. Something bad.”

She turns her attention more directly to the sock again.

“I don’t think he’s actually left Glimmer 5 at all. I think… he’s here.”

She hands me the sock. A long silence follows.

“Here?” I finally ask. “In a sock?”

Wanda nods. “These other things”—she gestures around the room full of knickknacks—“are just camouflage. This sock is the one that matters. It’s the weight that gives it away, like it’s heavy and light at the same time. It’s a time bauble, all right. He must have gotten it off the Time Witch somehow, probably planned to sell it for a fortune in the gift shop or something.” She rubs her hands together as if brushing dust off her palms. “But now… now he’s hiding in it instead.”

Another long silence comes and goes.

“Rufus,” I finally say, “is hiding in this… I love New York sock?” I cast a confused glance at Zia, who looks, frankly, as if she’s excited to have something interesting happen at last.

“Welcome to seeing, Rosie,” Wanda says matter-of-factly. “Size and space and time and place don’t mean what you used to think. And neither do the boundaries between them.” She looks me up and down, while I wonder if I’ll always feel like I’m just beginning with the sight. “You’re going to need a new weapon,” she says. “And we’ll need to talk to Clara and Aria.”

“Why?” I ask.

“Because we need to go in after him.”

Before I can react, Wanda, her leg tapping out a vigorous rhythm, has already hurried out of the room.



After winding through the hallway, we find the sisters’ room empty—though, I can already tell which bed’s Aria’s from the way she’s draped scavenged fabrics over her lamp in a sophisticated kind of way so that it looks more like a French boudoir. Opposite, Clara’s bed is as smooth and tight as a soldier’s.

One of the few things I know about Clara is that she knows time baubles, since she was trapped in one—a snow globe—with Wanda for years. A time bauble holds a slice of time stolen by the Time Witch, like a memento of her favorite moments, kind of like a postcard. But I still don’t really understand how a person ends up in one. Or how I, specifically, will end up in one.

We find Clara and Aria out in front of the hotel, kneeling over a strange metal object half stuck in the dusty ground. Walking up to them, I think how you could never mistake them for anything but sisters. They’ve both got the same ballerina buns in their black hair, similar constellations of freckles along their brown cheeks. But that’s where the similarities end. Clara holds herself like the general of a small army—alert and intent and straight-postured—while Aria is sort of effortlessly graceful. And Clara has a pencil tucked behind her ear, like at any moment she will need to jot something down. I’d like to know the ways Wolf and I are alike and different too, but he hasn’t returned.

“It’s definitely supposed to fly,” Clara says, seeing us approach.

“It’s a messenger.” Wanda crouches beside them and gently tugs the thing out of the ground. It looks like a rusted coffee can with gears attached to a pair of flaps that appear to be wings. “That’s how Rufus used to send his letters. Much faster than the speed of light.”

I’m about to ask how that could be possible—especially with what looks like a piece of junk you might find at a dump, but Clara stands and announces, “There’s something else.” She takes the messenger out of Wanda’s hands as she leads us around the corner of the hotel to a rusted-out shell of an enormous building—plain and square but big enough to hold a fleet of buses. She throws us a Hold on to your hats kind of glance before she yanks open a pair of enormous rusted doors.

We stand peering into the twilit shadows.

“There’s a light switch,” Clara says, laying down the messenger and feeling around along the wall. At the same moment, Aria reaches into her pocket, pulls out her slingshot, and shoots a pebble into the air as she hums a melody that sounds somehow like light. The pebble lands on the other side of the room, casting a glow all around us long enough for Clara to find the switch.

I catch my breath at both the sudden brightness and what it illuminates.

We’re in a workshop, but not like any I’ve seen. Everywhere there are hulking, jagged shapes: a sleek biplane dangling from a set of chains in the ceiling far above, a deflated hot-air balloon draped on a partition, a torn kite with a silver motor attached to its tail, angled gliders shaped like arrows, a parachute slumping over a rack. All along the rusted walls are enormous drawings, clusters of calculations, diagrams of planets, sketches of moonbeams lined with equations, crisscrossing renderings of what I think must be the invisible fabric of space and time.

Space suits (at least, I think they’re space suits) dangle from hooks along one wall, half-sleek and half stitched together with scraps, with tiny jets at the back. I run my hands along the sleeve of one, and as I touch it, the suit lights up and begins to breathe on its own—rising and falling—before blinking out again. The whole place feels old and new at the same time.

“All these broken, miraculous things,” Wanda breathes. “I guess he abandoned them over the years, as the dream of a world with the sight kept getting further away.”

Clara is standing with her back to us at a far corner of the room now, dwarfed by the shadow of some kind of aircraft. It’s silver-plated and streamlined, several plates missing or singed or bent, and it’s half made of glass covering it from the middle up to the roof like windows. It has one left-leaning, singed silver door, emblazoned in bright yellow zigzagged letters: ASTRAL ACCELERATOR. Clara tugs on one of the panels, and it comes off in her hand.

“That’s the ship he came in,” Wanda says. “He mentioned the name in his letters.”

I lean my face against the glass and see frayed and decaying seats and some kind of cockpit.

“I found some blueprints, for a lot of the things in here,” Clara offers, moving beside me. “Most of his inventions ran on moonlight instead of gas.” She points out the back door of the hangar to a small pond full of glowing silver light.

“Delivered by the Brightweaver,” Wanda says. “He wrote about her. They were friends.”

My heart flutters. Were. When I last caught sight of the Brightweaver’s clouds and cloud shepherds, they were being sucked across the sky toward the black hole.

“Well, its flying days are over now,” Clara says, laying gently on the ground the metal plate she’s pulled off. “In addition to falling apart, it’s missing the piece that keeps it from overheating and exploding.” She points to a small spiral-shaped notch beside a flap in the back.

“Do you think you could fix the messenger, Clara?” Wanda presses. “Enough so it can fly to Earth and see if Earth is still there?”

“Clara’s witch weapon is a tool kit,” Aria explains to me with pride, nodding to a satchel over Clara’s right shoulder. I try to picture Clara screwdriving a witch to death. “She can fix just about anything.”

Clara wiggles the flapping wings of the messenger, which lift for a moment of their own accord before giving off a puff of thick black smoke and falling limp.

“I can fix cars, Peanut, not spacecraft.”

Aria casts me an embarrassed glance.

I bite back a smile. Peanut? Aria, who listens to sophisticated bands and can captain a whale and basically saved our lives?

“I’d have to make this thing strong and smart enough to survive a trip across the galaxy,” Clara goes on, “then find proof of life, then get back here without being spotted by the Nothing King or his crows. It’s a big ask.” Nevertheless, she pulls her pencil from her ear, then a pad of paper from her back pocket, and starts writing down calculations.

“Speaking of big asks,” Wanda interrupts. “We came out here to ask you something else, actually. We’re going into a time bauble. Well, we are if my ring has at least enough juice left to get us in. We need you to make sure we can get out again.”

Even Clara, who must be used to Wanda’s brusque manner by now, looks taken aback. I shudder a bit.

“We might not get out again?” I ask.

Wanda looks at me, then examines the reinforced toe stitching of the sock. “Well, I doubt it’s a witch trap like Clara and I wandered into. But even on their own, slices of time can be dangerous. You can’t tell by looking from the outside what cluster of moments a bauble contains. Never know what you’ll stumble in on,” she says. “They can be beautiful moments or horrid ones. We’ll need you both”—she nods to Clara and Aria—“on the outside to haul us out if we get into trouble.”

“Why Rosie?” Aria asks protectively.

Wanda eyes me. “I think Rufus would like her,” she says simply. “They’re both dreamers.” Then she brushes her hands along her waist, unruffled as always. “Now let’s go eat. I’m starving.”
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