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            Chapter 1

          

          
            Two Couples, One Bed

          

        

      

    

    
      To the opening notes of “Dancing Queen,” Luna stepped through a portal beside an upright piano. The high school orchestra pit was cramped, dimly lit, and absolutely not designed for interdimensional travel. “Sorry to interrupt!” she whispered to the startled old music teacher. He’d nearly fallen off his piano stool at the sight of her.

      She clutched a small leather change purse to her chest. Inside, antique subway tokens clinked softly together, warm with an indescribable magic, powered by the accumulated hopes and dreams of the commuters of New York City.

      “Luna!”

      Adrienne’s voice crackled through a second portal, which was beginning to materialize onstage. “Toss it! Now!” Luna hurled the change purse toward the stage, and it vanished into Adrienne’s portal just as two magicians in expensive suits arrived through Luna’s. The men stumbled into the percussion section, sending cymbals crashing to the floor. “Hey!” one of the magicians started to say. “Where did she⁠—”

      But Luna was already gone.

      She emerged through a new portal at the bottom of a shark tank at the Oklahoma Aquarium. This was, of course, a terrible place for a portal and not at all where Luna had wanted to end up; she made a mental note to work a lot harder on her aim next time. A massive bull shark glided past with a look of what Luna hoped was only mild curiosity. As her lungs screamed for air, Hector’s portal opened beside her, and she dove through it gratefully.

      “—had any idea she was such a troublemaker!” Hector was saying.

      Luna collapsed onto what appeared to be metal decking. “Who, me?” Coughing up aquarium water, she pulled herself to her feet and looked around. They were on the deck of an oil rig in the middle of the Gulf of Mexico, water stretching in all directions.

      Hector’s twin brother, Diego, stood nearby, and the men’s identical weathered faces were both creased with amusement. “Trouble does follow you,” Diego said earnestly. “After all, we’ve never⁠—”

      “Never had a visitor quite so—” Hector gestured at her.

      “—unpopular with magicians,” Diego said. “Luna, why are you⁠—”

      “—so unpopular with magicians?” finished Hector.

      “Come on! This isn’t my fault. The magicians are after your coins, not me.”

      “They’re tokens, subway tokens,” Hector corrected. “And in the past seventy years⁠—”

      “—magicians have never shown any interest in our coven,” Diego continued.

      “Until you joined us.”

      Luna shrugged. “No idea, fellas. Magicians have been hassling my hometown for—” The air behind them shimmered. “Aw, nuts.”

      Adrienne’s angular, no-nonsense face appeared in the shimmering doorway, and she reached out with her tough-gal, Linda Hamilton-style biceps. “They caught up to me—they’re tracking us faster than expected.” She tossed the change purse through the portal, shouting, “Get moving!”

      Luna deftly snatched the purse from mid-air. “Fellas! Come with me if you want to live!”

      “What the hell—” Hector began.

      “—does that mean?” Diego finished.

      “You know, The Terminator? Because Adrienne looks just like the actress who—you know what, forget it.” She turned her mind to the next destination. “So, where to next?”

      “Don’t worry about—” Hector said.

      “—us. We’ll handle these guys.” said Diego. “You just⁠—”

      “—get the tokens out of here.”

      Luna opened a portal and flung herself through, barely evading the hand of a magician reaching for the hem of her skirt, and landed on a windswept plateau—maybe Peru? Bolivia? She couldn’t be sure. A herd of alpacas grazed peacefully under an infinite sky. They barely looked up when Luna landed in their midst, and she found their lack of interest oddly comforting.

      “How much longer can we keep this up?” she wondered aloud. Luna wasn’t expecting an answer from the alpacas, but she got one anyway when Adrienne appeared through her own portal.

      “As long as it takes,” was Adrienne’s grim reply. “Our tokens can’t fall into magician hands. The psychic power they contain would give them access to every secret in New York. Every thought, every plan, every hidden thing.”

      Luna nodded. She’d spent the past few weeks learning the basics of the coven’s telepathic magic, marveling at how they had transformed the techniques of nomadic tribes into something modern and uniquely urban. Their skills were so different from those of her own witchy family back in New England.

      A shimmer in the air warned her that the magicians had found her again. “Time to go,” she murmured, already focusing on her next destination. But as she prepared to open another portal, a different voice cut through the mountain air—sharp, demanding, completely out of place. “Miss? Oh, miss? Miss!”

      Luna frowned. The voice was getting louder, more insistent, layering itself over the sound of wind through grass. Even the alpacas heard it now, their ears twitching with annoyance.

      “I insist you pay attention to me!”

      Luna squeezed her eyes shut, desperate to stay in the memory, but when she opened them again, she was back behind the front desk of the Stargazer Inn, her hand clutching her pen as if it were a leather change purse full of magical subway tokens. The cranky hotel guest standing before her was definitely not a magician, though her expression suggested she might be equally dangerous. “I specifically requested down pillows,” the woman was saying, “and what I found in my room were clearly synthetic. And don’t get me started on the thread count of those sorry excuses for sheets . . .”

      With a deep sigh, Luna forced herself back to the mundane reality: daily life as desk manager of the Stargazer Inn. The warmth of the tokens and the brine of the shark tank still lingered in her mind.

      God, I miss traveling, she thought. But aloud she simply said, “Down pillows, got it.” Miserably, she reached for a piece of scrap paper to make a note about the most boring problem in the universe.

      “You listen to me, young lady . . . I don’t care if the Stargazer is famous on the internet these days. You still need to provide basic customer service!”

      A few months earlier, over the holidays, Oak Haven had experienced a viral nightmare. In the latest episode of a centuries-long feud between witches and magicians, some magicians had figured out how to destroy Oak Haven’s forgetting spell, which protected the town by wiping the memories of all non-witches who visited. The spell made it impossible for them to return or tell others about it. With that protection gone, tourists had flooded in, posting photos and videos of Oak Haven’s “authentic witch town experience” across social media. For about two weeks, their quiet little village had been more famous than Salem. The forgetting spell had been restored, causing the non-magical to forget all about Oak Haven again.

      But the magical world? Not so much. Witches and warlocks from every corner of the globe now knew all about the infamous Oak Haven, and reservation requests had been pouring in ever since. And, because Luna was apparently the dumbest dummy to ever have done something dumb, that’s when she had volunteered to take over management of the family business.

      “I’ll get you new pillows as soon as I can.” As the old lady harrumphed her way back up to her room, Luna made a note in the guest registry. Mrs. Fernsby, room 14, pillow crisis. Just another item on her growing to-do list, which already included a clogged toilet in room 7, a gluten-free breakfast for room 12, and something mysterious involving the ice machine that she was afraid to investigate.

      Luna’s eldest sister Delilah had run the front desk for a decade. She’d done so with military precision and what can only be described as aplomb. Her sister Scarlett had also taken a run at the front desk, and while she hadn’t come close to Delilah’s organizational mastery, she still did manage to keep the place running without too much drama.

      Me, on the other hand . . .

      “Luna Melrose, you look like you’re about to hex someone.” She looked up to see Zahir approaching with a dome-covered tray and a steaming mug of something tasty. Zahir’s parents had once been the chefs at the Stargazer, and their son had grown up with the Melrose girls like an adopted brother. Now Zahir ran the kitchen, but that big-brother vibe had never gone away.

      “I might just do that.” Luna gestured at the chaos of her desk. “Unacceptable pillows, scratchy sheets, broken toilets. It’s a wonder anyone stays here at all.”

      “Aww, c’mon.” Zahir set down the tray. “Most people who stay here love the place. The others just love complaining. Can’t let them get to you.”

      “Speaking of complaints? Room 12 wants gluten-free at breakfast tomorrow.”

      “What the—!? They’re already vegan and allergic to onions. What am I supposed to feed these people? Leaves and twigs?”

      Luna shrugged. “I don’t know how you do it, Zahir. Make the same dishes perfectly, over and over, plus tolerating all the dietary restrictions, the complaints . . . Why even do this job?”

      Zahir lifted the cover to reveal Luna’s favorite comfort food: his spring vegetable risotto with fresh peas, asparagus, and leeks. Luna smiled for the first time all day, and her eyes misted over at the thought of the amount of effort he’d put in to make her something that wasn’t even on the menu currently.

      “That face,” Zahir said gently. “That face is why I do it.”

      Luna blew him a kiss as she reached for the mug he’d brought over. “Anything special in here? Bit of brandy?”

      “No chance—you’ve got four hours left in your shift.” He headed back to the kitchen. “Chin up, kid. Come find me after work. We can share the cabernet that Mrs. Fernsby sent back during dinner.”

      Luna had just tucked into her risotto when the front door chimed once, then again, as two couples tried to squeeze through the doorway. Elbows bumped. A tote bag snagged on a coat. One hissed, “Just go,” and the other snapped, “I am going.” They spilled into the lobby in a tense clump.

      A four-person traffic jam, Luna thought. Always a good omen. “Good evening, welcome to the Stargazer Inn. How can I help you folks?”

      The first couple looked to be in their twenties: two women in long velvet coats and matching wedding rings, the happy-but-dazed expression of newlyweds all over their faces. The second couple was older, probably in their sixties, and Luna’s heart sank as she recognized the wife, her fifth-grade teacher Mrs. Hartwell. Her companion, in a flannel shirt and a Red Sox cap, was likely her non-magical husband.

      Both couples approached the desk simultaneously. “Excuse me,” said one of the younger women, a blonde with intricate braids. “We’re Sage and Rowan Ashford. We have a reservation for the honeymoon suite?”

      “Actually,” Mrs. Hartwell interjected, “I believe there’s been a mistake. You’re Luna, yes? I remember you from school. Have your math skills improved at all?”

      “Not . . . um, not significantly,” Luna admitted.

      “Well. My husband Bill and I reserved the honeymoon suite for our anniversary weekend.”

      Uh-oh. Luna checked the reservation book, and sure enough, she’d double-booked the most important room in the inn. “Riiight . . .” She stalled for time while her mind raced. “Let me just . . . check something . . .”

      “Is there a problem?” asked Rowan, the other newlywed. She had the kind of direct gaze that suggested she didn’t suffer fools . . . at all.

      “Well . . . it appears there might have been a small scheduling . . . situation.”

      “You gave away our room.” Sage’s voice rose. “Didn’t you?”

      “Not exactly gave away . . .”

      “This is our special night,” Bill noted. “We’ve been married thirty years.”

      “Well, we just got married today—this is our actual honeymoon!”

      The honeymoon suite was booked solid for months, and there was literally nowhere else to put either couple. “You know what, guys?” Luna brightened as an obvious solution presented itself to her mind. “The honeymoon suite is enormous. It’s got two separate seating areas, a massive bathroom, a little kitchenette. You could share!”

      No one spoke for a long moment. Luna could hear the grandfather clock ticking in the corner. It sounded like, tsk, tsk, tsk.

      “Share?” Sage repeated the word as if Luna had suggested they perform a ritual sacrifice in the lobby. “Share the honeymoon suite?”

      Mrs. Hartwell’s eyebrows had climbed nearly to her hairline.

      “I mean, you’re all witches—well, mostly witches,” Luna amended, glancing at Bill. “You’re basically family! And really, when you think about it practically, it’s the perfect solution. What difference does it actually make? Everyone gets to stay, everyone gets access to the amenities.”

      “What difference does it make?!” Sage repeated again.

      “Luna,” Mrs. Hartwell drew upon her elementary-school-teacher voice, “perhaps you don’t quite understand what couples do on their honeymoons?”

      “Or anniversaries,” Bill added with a cough.

      “Look,” Luna replied, “I know what fucking is, obviously.”

      Mrs. Hartwell gasped, and her husband became suddenly fascinated by his shoes.

      “Wow, you don’t have to put it like that,” mumbled Sage.

      “I’m just saying . . . It’s quite a big suite! Look, I’m sorry but we’re completely full until July.”

      “No,” Rowan said stiffly. “Because we’re leaving. Come on, Sage. There are other inns.”

      “Wait!” Luna called out desperately. “Let me see what I can do. Maybe I can ask some other guests to share, or . . .”

      But the newlyweds were gone. The older couple exchanged a look, and Mrs. Hartwell held out her hand for the room key. “We’ll keep the reservation. But, Luna dear, you might want to look into some sort of hospitality course. Or sex ed.”

      As they headed upstairs, Luna caught sight of movement through the window. Two figures were crossing the lawn toward the inn—her older sisters, Scarlett and Delilah.

      Ohhh, perfect timing. They get to experience the full extent of my latest disaster.

      The door swung open just as the newlyweds swept past, nearly colliding with Scarlett in the doorway.

      “Whoa!” Scarlett stepped back, steadying herself against the doorframe. “Where’s the fire?”

      The brides didn’t slow down. “Ask the idiot at the front desk,” Sage snapped over her shoulder.

      Scarlett and Delilah both turned, gazing at Luna with contrasting expressions, like ancient masks of Comedy and Tragedy. A notorious lover of chaos, Scarlett looked delighted with the drama. But Delilah, whose portrait could appear in the dictionary under competence, had an expression of pure judgment.

      “What happened?” Delilah asked, her voice already taking on that dangerous quiet tone.

      Luna slumped forward, resting her forehead on the desk. “Double-booked the honeymoon suite.”

      “You what?”

      Luna lifted her head. “It was an honest mistake⁠—”

      “An honest mistake?” Delilah strode to the desk and snatched the reservation book. As she flipped through it, her eyes grew wider with each page. “Luna. What is this? ‘Wedding thingy. Honeymoon. Rooms. Dinner, 40ish. Weekend, May.’ Are you broken, Luna? Has your brain literally broken?”

      “Del, come on,” Scarlett tried. “We all struggled with this job⁠—”

      “Not like this!” Delilah slammed the book closed. “This is the fourth disaster in as many weeks.”

      “I said I was sorry . . .”

      “Do you know how hard Mama worked to build the Stargazer’s good name? How many years Scarlett and I spent maintaining it?” She turned sharply toward the back office. “I’m telling Mama. This has to stop.”

      “Delilah, c’mon, don’t do that,” Scarlett said reasonably. “You know that snitches get stiches.”

      But Delilah was already marching to the back office, footsteps decisive against the hardwood floor. “You’re both going to need stiches if we don’t get this inn under control.” She didn’t even knock on Mama’s office door, just pushed it open and disappeared inside.

      Scarlett sighed. “That could’ve gone better.”

      Luna sank back onto her stool. “I never wanted this job.”

      “None of us wanted—well, no, I lied. Delilah lives for this shit. Hey, let me see the book. Is it really as bad as she says?”

      “I mean, define bad.”

      Scarlett’s eyebrows did a little dance as she flipped through the pages. “Oh, dude . . . These notes are just . . . I mean: ‘Woman wants quiet. Like autumn leaves, she will fall. Into October.’ What? Or this one: ‘Someone called about, a weekend thing in a month, I said sure, we’re good.’ Luna, these aren’t reservations . . . wait, these are haikus. Have you been sitting were writing poetry all day? Mama is going to absolutely⁠—”

      Mama’s voice echoed from her office. “Girls! Get in here!”

      “Told ya.” Scarlett clapped her baby sister on the back. “This oughta be good.”
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        * * *

      

      Mama’s office door stood slightly ajar, and through the gap Luna could see Delilah’s rigid posture in one of the chairs facing the desk. Even from behind, her sister radiated fury like a space heater set to “incinerate.”

      A framed photograph sat on Mama’s desk: Mama in the center with Papa’s arm around her shoulders, three little girls arranged around them, everyone laughing at one of his terrible jokes, probably something about a witch who walked into a bar.

      “Well?” Mama settled back in her chair, her face suggesting she already knew what they were going to say. “What have you done to my inn?”

      Luna just stared down at her lap.

      “It’s, um, manageable,” Scarlett said carefully. “Luna’s creative note-taking has created some . . . issues⁠—”

      “Issues?!” repeated Delilah. “Created some issues?!”

      “—but I think we can smooth it over without too much drama.”

      Luna held her breath, waiting for the explosion. Surely Mama—much like her mini-me, Delilah—would be outraged by the chaos, the disruption, the sheer unprofessionalism of it all.

      Instead, she simply nodded. “Well done. Crisis management is one of the most important skills in the hospitality business.”

      “Wait . . . what?” Luna blinked in confusion.

      “I said, well done.”

      “But what about the mess I made? Aren’t you furious?”

      “Yeah, Mama,” Delilah interjected pointedly, “aren’t you?”

      “How could I be furious about Luna struggling with a job that I now realize she was never properly trained for? Luna, you’re brilliant at magic, beyond gifted. But attention to detail has never been your strength. I should have made sure you had more support. Which is why Delilah and Scarlett need to take a more active role in training. I can’t expect you to learn hotel management through trial and error.”

      “Mama,” Delilah said, “I’ve been working with Jasper at the archives. It’s important work, and⁠—”

      “And it will be there waiting for you. Family comes first. Surely Jasper understands that.”

      “Of course, but⁠—”

      “Girls, listen to me.” Mama’s fingers drummed against the desk. “People think Oak Haven is some quiet little hamlet where nothing happens. But you all know that’s untrue. Every time we turn around, it seems, we’re under attack by some disgruntled magician or other.” She paused, her expression growing distant. “What happened over Christmas, when the magicians took some of us prisoner? Could happen again. Or worse. I need to know that all of you are prepared.”

      “Yeah actually,” Scarlett asked, “what was it like, where they held you? You never talk about it.”

      Mama’s face went carefully blank. “I don’t care to discuss it.”

      “We were told they held you in a space between portals,” Scar pressed. “The Void, or something?”

      “Yes, the Void. It exists nowhere and everywhere simultaneously. And were it not for a kind stranger we encountered . . .” She shuddered slightly. “No. We will not speak of it further.”

      The quiet stretched uncomfortably. Finally, Mama straightened, her businesslike demeanor returning. “The inn needs someone who can handle whatever crisis might arise. Luna, I’m thinking at least two years of intensive work to really master hotel management.”

      Two years.

      Somewhere in the distance, a dog barked. A car drove past on the street. Normal life continued, while Luna’s came to a screeching halt. In the photograph, Papa’s smile seemed to mock her predicament. What would he think of his adventurous daughter trapped behind a hotel desk for two years?

      “But I . . . I don’t . . . that is, I mean . . .”

      “It’s natural to feel overwhelmed. That’s exactly why you need more training. With proper preparation, you’ll do wonderfully.”

      Luna turned desperately to her sisters. Scarlett was chewing her lip and staring at her with pity, while Delilah picked at a loose thread on her cardigan. Luna closed her eyes and pictured herself on a windswept plateau, knee-deep in alpaca shit. At the bottom of a shark tank, gasping for oxygen. Anywhere, really.

      My gods, I gotta get out of this town.

      She wondered if the Void was hiring.
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      The magician was falling.

      Or rather, he sensed himself falling, down into infinite darkness. But there was no “down” in the Void. No down or up, no north, south, east, or west. In the Void there was only infinite descent. The unending sensation of stepping off a curbstone and into eternity.

      He screamed.

      His scream pierced the nap of Elias Shaw, who lifted his head and sighed. “Goddammit. Here we go again.”

      Rubbing sleep from his eyes, Shaw gazed around the room. In one corner sat a heavy oak receptionist’s desk with no receptionist. On the desk, a heavy rotary phone that never rang, an appointment calendar with no dates, and a mug of pens with no ink. Along the perimeter sat thirteen uncomfortable chairs, the kind that cordially disinvite people from sitting on them for too long. Adorning the corners were lamps with no bulbs and dead spider plants in beige macrame planters. A long, low table in the center of the room was home to a collection of magazines written in indecipherable languages. Based on his thorough study of the illustrations, he surmised the magazines were variously devoted to vegetarian cookery, underwater hockey, interior design for lighthouses, and the care of Nigerian dwarf goats.

      The walls, like the planters, were beige. The only jolts of color were a collection of motivational posters, tacked awkwardly here and there. Be a pelican, advised one poster, not a pelican’t. A photo of a man standing atop an iceberg was captioned simply, ACHIEVEMENT! Beside the receptionist’s desk, a poster declared, You don’t have to be crazy to work here, but it helps!

      The room had two doors on opposing sides. One door opened to the Void beyond. The other door was behind the desk, and where it led, he didn’t know. Shaw had been in this waiting room for almost a century, and the door had never opened. He’d come to hope it never would.

      Outside, the magician continued to scream.

      “Fine,” he muttered. “Another roommate, exactly what I need.” Pushing himself to his feet, Shaw straightened his tie, buttoned his jacket, and combed his hair into submission with his fingers. Then he strode to the far door and stepped out into the infinite dark.

      The magician continued screaming his fool head off. He was falling and he’d keep on falling until either his sentence in the Void had been served or someone chose to help him. Around him, translucent creatures writhed and twisted, their worm-like bodies wrapping around his limbs like living ropes.

      “Jesus Jumping Christ, look at this mope.” Shaw knew the type all too well: sparkly tuxedo, ridiculous cape, hair pomaded to oblivion. One of those stage magicians who thought sequins would compensate for a lack of actual talent. The only unusual element was the rabbit cage clutched in his arms. Even in the depths of cosmic punishment, this mope wouldn’t let go of his props. The poor bunny was bouncing around inside the cage like dice in a cup while the Void creatures tried to slither through the bars. Shaw felt significantly more empathy for the bunny than the man.

      Reaching out, he snagged the magician by the scruff of his glittery cape, yanking him toward the waiting room like a longshoreman hauling cargo. Crossing the threshold, the magician was still thrashing, still screaming, still slapping at things no longer there.

      “Get them off! Get them off me!” He dropped the rabbit cage and fell to his knees, frantically brushing at his arms and chest. “They’re everywhere! I can feel them crawling⁠—”

      “Hey!” Shaw grabbed him by the shoulders. “You’re safe now.”

      The magician’s wild eyes gradually focused. He looked around the beige waiting room, then down at his arms where nothing crawled. “I . . . they were . . .” He shuddered violently. “Those things . . .”

      “Yeah, them Void Leeches are a real treat, ain’t they?” Shaw tried not to smirk at the man’s mortified expression.

      “Void Leeches?”

      “Dunno, that’s just what I call ’em. Hell, I probably screamed for a week straight when I first got here. Those leeches gobble up panic like kids eat candy.”

      The magician scrambled to retrieve his rabbit cage, clutching it protectively. “Good God!” he gasped as he took in the space. “What—where—how⁠—”

      “Welcome to purgatory, kid.” Shaw dusted himself off as he surveyed his unwelcome guest. “You got a name?”

      The man struggled to his feet, which was initially challenging as his cape was tangled around his legs like seaweed. When he’d composed himself, he stood fully upright, lifted one arm high above his head, then bowed low. “I am Maximillian the Magnificent, at your— Wait a minute.” He stared at Shaw, sudden recognition dawning. “Wait a minute! You’re . . . No, you can’t be!”

      “Can’t be what, sport?”

      “Elias Shaw?” Max’s voice was barely above a whisper, equal parts awe and disbelief. “The Elias Shaw?”

      “Well, I’ll be damned. They still talk about me on the outside?” Shaw dropped back into a chair, propping his feet on the coffee table. Back when he was a free man, he would’ve lit himself a smoke right about now. Alas he’d run out of coffin nails about ninety-seven years ago, so he removed a deck of cards from his jacket pocket and began a series of complex practice shuffles. “So you heard of me? After all this time.”

      “Every magician worth his salt knows about Elias Shaw and Upson Burke III. Burke, he had everything: old money—hell, ancient money, probably—and all the magicians’ council connections you could imagine. And you waltzed right in and cleaned him out. I mean, that’s what people say.”

      Shaw grinned. “I convinced the pompous prick that he’d triple his money with a land investment in Florida. Of course, I’d actually just cast a spell to make 10,000 acres of the Okefenokee swamp look like prime beachfront property. Which I thought was a pretty damned good trick. Come to find out, Burke didn’t find it very funny at all. So I skedaddled, got caught obviously, and ended up here with a so-called life sentence.”

      “But, sir, if you don’t mind . . . what I never understood was, why pick him? Anybody could’ve predicted that he’d bring the entire council down on your head. Literally any mark on Earth would be easier than Burke.”

      “Of all the chickens in the henhouse, as it were, why pick the biggest rooster? Is that your question? Well, Max, he hurt someone I loved very much—that’s why.”

      “Who?”

      Shaw shook his head. “No chance. New topic, please. Say, why don’t you sit down, Max? You’re making me tired standing there.”

      Max gently set down his rabbit cage and took a seat. “So, you got sent here in 1924, is that right?

      “No, ’26,” he corrected.

      “You haven’t aged at all! You don’t look a day over thirty.”

      “Time doesn’t exist in the Void, so as far as I’m concerned, I ain’t a day over thirty. I’ve got no connection to the calendar anymore. Why, what year is it now out there?”

      “It’s 2026, sir.”

      Shaw let out a long whistle. “Great Caesar’s ghost, a whole century, that’s a lot . . . Vivi must’ve passed on by now. That was my partner, Miss Vivi . . . We worked the rackets together all over Chicago. She’d reel in the chickens and I’d skin ’em. Made me sore as all hell, taking a powder way I did . . ..” He sighed sadly. “Anyway, 2026, huh? You all coasting around in flying jalopies and whatnots?”

      “Afraid not, sir. No flying cars yet.”

      “Bah. Well, what the hell is the point of it all, if you don’t have flying cars?”

      “Where exactly are we? This appears to be some sort of . . . office?”

      “Waiting room.” The older man gestured vaguely at their surroundings. “Limbo with magazines.”

      “The Void has a waiting room? But why?”

      “No clue, kid. When I first got dumped in this cosmic hoosegow, I was out there, just like you were. Some fella pulled me in here. Before I even got his name, he was gone, and I’ve been stuck in this dump ever since. Still, while it ain’t exactly a mansion in Newport, it beats falling through space forever with leeches trying to crawl up your nose.” Shaw leaned back, studying his guest with the calculating gaze of a cardsharp sizing up a mark. “Question is, what’d you do to piss off the council badly enough to earn a one-way ticket to nowhere?”

      Max’s face went through a series of expressions—surprise, fear, indignation, and finally a kind of theatrical defiance that would have been impressive if it weren’t so fake. “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” he declared with wounded dignity. “I am a legitimate entertainer. Maximillian the Magnificent has never⁠—”

      “Cut the act, champ. Nobody ends up in the Void by accident. You pissed off the council—you must have. So, what’d you do? You either crossed the wrong magician, or you helped the wrong witches.”

      The newcomer sighed. “Oh, all right. It was probably the latter, but I’m not completely sure. I know the witches had Quentin—that’s my furry friend here. I must’ve done something to get him back, but I don’t know what, because this ridiculous place has some sort of a spell cast over it where you can’t remember what happened there. And no, not Las Vegas.”

      “Huh,” Shaw said thoughtfully. “You couldn’t mean a little town called Oak Haven, could you?”

      “You’ve heard of it?!”

      “I have, actually. I helped out a coupla dames from Oak Haven one time. Don’t recall exactly when that was, but as I say, I don’t recall exactly when anything was. Whole concept of when isn’t really my bailiwick anymore. But I do recollect they told me about that forgetting spell they got. Quite a pip, sounds like. I could’ve used a forgetting spell myself, once or twice.”

      “Wait, you’re saying you helped them? But you’re a magician!”

      “So are you, though in your case, I use the term loosely. What’s your point?”

      “My point is that magicians and witches are mortal enemies!”

      “Sure . . .” He executed a gravity-defying shuffle, using his right hand to send the cards soaring over his head and landing perfectly in his left. “And my point is, who cares. Smart cookies, those Oak Haven witches. I enjoyed the ones I met very much.”

      Max stared at him in astonishment. “You admire them?”

      “Got more moxie than most magicians I know. Or knew, I guess I should say. I don’t really know anybody anymore.”

      “But they’re our enemies!”

      Shaw set down his cards. “Says who?”

      “Says everyone! It’s been that way for hundreds of years!”

      “Has it now? And why is that, exactly?”

      Max opened his mouth, then closed it, looking genuinely puzzled. “I . . . well . . . because . . . they’re witches?”

      “Oh. So, just because, huh? That’s some top-shelf thinking right there.” Shaw picked up his cards again. “You don’t actually know, do you?”

      “Well, I know that witches hoard magic. They’re elitists who want to keep all the power for themselves. Not like magicians. We are democratic. With enough study, anyone can be a member of our community.”

      The older man barked out a laugh. “Our community? Kid, have you met our community? Half of us are just grifter frauds, and the other half are moustache-twirling megalomaniacs.”

      “Good, sir, I am neither!”

      “And yet, here you are. Stuck in the Void, just like that notorious criminal, me.”

      “Yes, well . . .” Max sagged like a leaky balloon. “Okay, so if you’re so smart, why are magicians and witches enemies? What started this long feud?”

      “I surely don’t know, kid.” Shaw shuffled his cards absentmindedly. “But I’ll tell you what I do know. I know that we’re all just people, just trying to make sense of a nonsensical world. Those witches that your beloved council calls enemies? When they’re falling through infinite darkness, they scream just the same as you.”

      Max reached into Quentin’s cage to stroke his fur. “So what happens now?”

      “Now?” Shaw shrugged. “Now you sit here. You serve your sentence. Eventually your time will come and you’ll be moved on. To where, I can’t say.”

      “How many people have you pulled in here?”

      “Dozens, maybe? Hundreds? After a while, I stopped counting. At first I thought I was doing them a favor, giving them a break from the falling. Not to mention all the other creepy shit out there. Eventually I realized I was really doing myself a favor. Turns out even bad company is better than no company at all.”

      “But surely there must be some way out? Some way to escape?”

      Shaw glanced toward the door behind the desk, then quickly away. “Well, there’s that door over there, but . . .” He shuddered slightly. “Trust me, you don’t want to know what’s behind it. Smells like formaldehyde and sounds like . . . well, let’s just say I don’t expect it leads to any improvement on our current situation.”

      Max followed his gaze. “You’ve never tried to open it?”

      “Once I got about as far as turning the handle before I decided I’d rather spend eternity in here, thanks very much.”

      An uncomfortable hush fell over the waiting room. Max fidgeted with Quentin’s cage while Shaw dealt himself a hand of solitaire on the coffee table.

      “Of course . . .” Shaw didn’t look up from his cards. “That doesn’t mean a fella can’t make his own door.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Shaw grinned and stood up, walking over to the motivational poster that declared “You already have what you need.” With theatrical flair, he peeled back the corner of the poster to reveal a small hole in the beige wall, barely the size of a golf ball.

      “Been working on this little project for about forty years now,” he said proudly. “Figure I’ll break through . . . oh, sometime around the year 3000. Give or take a century.”

      Max stared at the tiny hole. “That’s your escape plan? You’re . . . digging out with what, a spoon?”

      “Magical equivalent of a spoon, yeah. See, the Void doesn’t like being messed with. Try to blast your way out with some big flashy spell, and it’ll crush you like a bug. But tiny little bits of magic, applied very, very slowly . . .” He demonstrated by holding up his index finger, which glowed with the faintest possible light. He touched the finger to the edge of the hole, and a few flakes of wall crumbled away. “It’s all about patience, kid. And I got nothing but time.”

      “But that’ll take forever!”

      “Everything takes forever when you’ve got forever to do it.” Shaw smoothed the poster back into place. “Besides, it beats sitting around feeling sorry for myself. A man’s gotta have a project, you know?”

      Max looked at him with something approaching admiration. “You really think it’ll work?”

      “Hell if I know.” Shaw winked. “But I’ll tell ya what: I’d rather die while trying to escape than live while accepting I can’t.” He settled back into his chair and picked up his cards. “So, Max the Magnificent. You any good at gin rummy? Because we got a lot of time to kill.”
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            Borrowing Trouble

          

        

      

    

    
      Oak Haven witches threw parties the way toddlers threw tantrums: frequently, enthusiastically, and with zero regard for consequences. It was opening day of the Summer Festival, and the park in Oak Haven’s downtown looked like the love child of Disney World and Burning Man.

      As Luna wandered through the chaos, children ran here and there, armed with water balloons that burst into clouds of glitter instead of water. Every few minutes, the trees spontaneously bloomed with botanically incorrect flowers, then shed them on the heads of passersby. A flock of origami cranes, folded from sheet music, swooped between the trees, playing fragments of half-remembered childhood songs.

      Papa would have loved this, she thought with a familiar pang. He’d be chasing those cranes around, trying to correct the lyrics.

      Continuing her circuit of the park, Luna passed the magical arts and crafts stalls where children could paint pictures that leaped off their canvases. At a face-painting booth, the Melrose sisters’ dear friend Aphra was working her way through a line of excited children, transforming their faces with quick, precise spells rather than brushes and paint.

      “Hey, Luna!” Aphra called out cheerfully while turning a little girl’s face into a monarch butterfly. “How’s every little thing? You should stop by the yarn shop sometime when things calm down. I just got in the most gorgeous alpaca wool from Peru. You’d love it.”

      “Sounds wonderful,” she replied. “Assuming I ever get a day off from the inn, maybe I’ll have time for hobbies again.”

      Aphra chuckled. “Ah, not to worry. Alpaca is a very patient wool.”

      With a weak smile, Luna mentally added learn to knit to her ever-growing list of things she’d rather do than hotel management. It was a long list, containing essentially every activity in the world.

      The food area was a festival-goer’s dream, featuring Oak Haven’s famous color-changing ices. They shifted through an entire spectrum of flavors, ranging from strawberry and lemon to exotic options like “the feeling of finding money in the laundry.”

      The lobster queue moved slowly, giving everyone time to admire the cooking process, which involved enchanted grills that adjusted their heat automatically to make every bite perfect, every time.

      “Luna, dear!”

      She turned to find Belinda Chatterjee directly behind her, wearing a bright yellow sundress and looking absolutely delighted with life in general.

      “Belinda! How are you enjoying the festival?”

      “Oh, it’s absolutely wonderful! Though I have to say, the ices are quite adventurous this year. Mine started as lime and somehow ended up tasting like pickled herring.” But Belinda wasn’t put out by this development. “Such an unexpected journey!”

      As they shuffled forward in line, Belinda launched into a detailed review of every food stall she’d visited so far. Luna found herself only half listening, distracted by the enchanted band in the gazebo. The Beach Boys had just finished “California Girls” and were shapeshifting into Bob Marley and the Wailers.

      “—someone who’d been in the Void as well!”

      Luna’s attention snapped back to Belinda. “I’m sorry, what was that about a void?”

      “The Void, dear! Where those dreadful magicians held us prisoner. Don’t tell me your mother didn’t tell you every gory detail?”

      “We knew she was taken prisoner, obviously, but . . . Well, she won’t discuss the details.”

      “Poor Kelly never did like discussing unpleasant experiences.” Belinda’s eyes gleamed like someone with a terrible fondness for discussing unpleasant experiences. “I found the whole thing absolutely fascinating!”

      They reached the front of the line, and Belinda ordered a lobster roll with a side of the magical coleslaw that sang sea shanties while you ate it. Luna ordered her own lobster roll with slaw, and followed Belinda to a nearby picnic table.

      “So you see—” Belinda settled onto the bench “—it all started at the Christmas market. One minute I was buying fudge, the next minute I was falling through absolute darkness.”

      “Falling into what?”

      “Oh, that’s the best part! You’re not falling into anything. You’re just . . . falling. Forever.” She took a bite of her lobster roll and sighed contentedly. “Absolutely extraordinary sensation, once you get used to it.”

      Luna tried to wrap her head around the concept of infinite falling. “Sounds horrible. But you weren’t falling the whole time, were you? Mama mentioned that somebody pulled you out?”

      “Oh yes! We were rescued by the most charming rogue you could imagine. Handsome as anything, and lovely manners despite being a convicted criminal.” Belinda’s expression grew dreamy. “His name was Mr. Elias Shaw, and he’d been sentenced to the Void for crimes against magicians. I don’t know what he did exactly, but any enemy of the magicians is a friend of mine, know what I mean?”

      “He was imprisoned there?”

      “Yes, he was arrested back in the 1920s, can you imagine? Poor man seemed quite lonely. So handsome, though. Sharp suit, vest, tie, the whole thing.” Belinda paused to try the singing coleslaw, which immediately launched into a particularly bawdy version of “Show Me the Way to Go Home.” “He lived in this little waiting room. Looked like a doctor’s office, or perhaps a lawyer’s.”

      Luna leaned forward. “And he helped you survive until you were rescued?”

      “Pulled us right into his little sanctuary, and we waited there until you kids were able to defeat the magicians. I taught him how to play bridge. It was great fun. When the rescue finally came, we wanted to bring him with us, but he said it was impossible. The way in and out of the Void is terribly complicated, you see.”

      “Complicated how?”

      “I wouldn’t know, dear. That’s magic far beyond anything I understand. But Mr. Shaw mentioned something about needing very particular magic to navigate.”

      Luna absorbed this information, her mind already spinning with possibilities. A handsome rogue, trapped in an interdimensional prison since the Roaring Twenties. Like Han Solo written by F. Scott Fitzgerald. “Belinda . . . this Shaw person. He’s still in the Void?”

      “I can’t say, but he told us he’d been given a life sentence, so one assumes yes. Poor soul.” Belinda finished her lobster roll and stood up, brushing crumbs from her crab-printed dress. “I do hope someone finds a way to help him eventually, but I’m afraid it’s quite beyond anything I could manage.” She wandered off toward the arts and crafts stalls, leaving Luna alone with her thoughts.

      The hero who saved our mother’s life is trapped in an interdimensional void. He’ll spend eternity alone in a waiting room.

      Well, that simply won’t do. Absolutely not.

      Luna had spent more than ten years studying magic systems across every continent. She’d portal-hopped through dimensions most witches didn’t even know existed. If anyone could get into the Void and out again, it would be her. And if that required a bit of a sabbatical from the inn, well . . . some things just couldn’t be helped.

      She finished her lobster and set off to find Scarlett and Nate. If she was going to mount a rescue mission, she’d need someone to cover for her at work.
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        * * *

      

      Luna found the lovebirds at the lazy river. Nate stood waist-deep in the water, helping smaller children and older folks climb aboard the more docile unicorns and griffins. Scarlett sat on the edge of the waterway, feet dangling in the current, as she worked her way through a funnel cake the size of a medium pizza.

      “How’s the ride going, Nate?” Luna asked, settling down beside her sister.

      “Surprisingly well,” Nate called back. He boosted a little girl onto a friendly-looking mermaid. “Though one of the griffins got a bit too enthusiastic and tried to actually fly. Had to talk it back down while its rider held on for dear life, hovering six feet above the water.”

      “And you?” asked Scarlett. “Had any adventures at the festival so far?”

      Luna took a deep breath and launched into her announcement. “Guys, listen up. I have just learned that the man who saved our mother’s life in the Void is still trapped there. Still imprisoned. Still alone, after decades of helping other victims while sacrificing his own freedom.”

      Scarlett paused mid-bite of funnel cake. “And?”

      “Annnd . . . this gallant knight, this selfless hero, who pulled Mama and the others to safety while the Void eels circled and the darkness pressed in from all sides? He’s still there! Still waiting! And we—” she pressed a hand to her chest dramatically “—we owe him a debt that can never be repaid.”

      “Luna—” Scarlett started.

      “Someone must go to him!” Her voice rose with passionate conviction. “Someone must brave the infinite darkness. Navigate the treacherous space between portals. Someone powerful, someone with extensive knowledge of arcane magicks. Someone⁠—”

      “Someone who’d do anything for a couple days off work?” Scarlett raised an eyebrow.

      Luna paused, mouth open, caught between continuing her crusade speech and . . . well, the truth. For a moment she considered doubling down on the heroic rhetoric, but then she thought better of it. Her sister was not fool-able, never had been.

      “You guys,” she said, abandoning all pretense, “I’ve gotta get out of there! I’m dying behind that desk! My soul is crushed by reservation books and complaints about thread counts!”

      “There we go,” Scarlett said fondly. “Much more believable than the whole ‘noble quest’ routine.”

      “Though I have to say,” Nate added, “it was entertaining. Bold speech, dramatic gestures, very Royal Shakespeare Company.”

      “I meant every word about the debt we owe. But also, yeah, I will literally explode into a million pieces if I have to spend another week tracking down missing towels.”

      “Gosh, I can’t have my baby sister exploding from hospitality-induced despair,” Scarlett said. “And I get it. Truth be told, I hated every minute of running that place, too. So yes. Of course we’ll cover for you.”

      “Really?”

      “Really. But Luna . . .” Scarlett’s expression grew more serious. “This Void sounds genuinely dangerous. How exactly are you planning to get in and out safely?”

      From across the park came a sudden shriek, followed by the sound of Aphra’s voice raised in distressed apology. Luna looked over to see a small crowd gathered around the face-painting station.

      “What’s going on over there?” Nate asked, standing up to get a better view.

      “Probably just another satisfied customer,” she said, but Delilah’s distinctive posture—hands on hips, head arranged in her iconic this-is-a-problem tilt—was impossible to miss beside the face-painting booth.

      The three of them jogged over to investigate, arriving just as Aphra was putting the finishing touches on what was clearly a corrective spell. A little boy who had been sporting a genuinely terrifying zombie face was now enjoying a more age-appropriate version.

      “What happened?” Scarlett asked.

      “Just a little hiccup,” Aphra explained cheerfully. “I was going for ‘cute zombie’ and got The Walking Dead. But it’s all fixed now!”

      “That’s not the first spell that’s gone overboard today.” Delilah’s brow furrowed with concern.

      “It’s probably just festival energy affecting everyone’s concentration,” Aphra suggested. “These big events always make magic a bit more . . . energetic.”

      “Right, but⁠—”

      “Oh, Del,” Luna interrupted, “you worry too much. It’s a festival—c’mon!”

      Delilah shot her a withering look. “Someone should go check on the magic wellspring, up at the oak grove. Something’s affecting the magical flow today.”

      The sisters exchanged glances, each waiting for another to volunteer. Delilah blinked first. “I guess that means I should go check.”

      “Or,” Scarlett suggested, “you could try chilling out and enjoying the festival like a normal person.”

      Delilah just growled and stomped away.

      The other two watched her go. Finally Luna said, “That is what Mama would call borrowing trouble.”

      “You’re one to talk
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