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Log #366

Today is the day we destroy our latest archenemies: the Fabulous Fabulosos, a troupe of sequined, feel-good suburban dinner-theater hacks. So in regard to my question of the other day (Can we sink any lower?), the answer is, sadly, yes. My only consolation is that the Fabulosos are one of those super annoying, lovey-dovey “functional” families that totally deserve what we have planned for them and worse.

The worst is this boy, Balthazar (real name, I kid you not), who looks super uncomfortable on their website and has nothing to say for himself except that he’s “a normal kid.” Normal? What kind of weirdo brags about being “normal”? This is the type of mighty adversary we pit ourselves against these days. *Sigh*
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Even Humphrey is depressed and has gone off his flies. In solidarity, I am also now on hunger strike—which of course has stupid Blake going off on all sorts of cracks about eating disorders. Moms, on the other hand, who is obsessed with dieting, is super encouraging—so long as I don’t mention anything about it to my social worker.
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Anyway, we were supposed to leave for the Magic Mansion Dinner Theater five minutes ago to watch the Fabulosos’ brunch matinee as well as the end of their professional lives, only Moms and Dad are having another one of their “differences of opinion.” Already their screams have broken the bathroom mirror and set off the fire alarm. Will we even make the show? Who knows? Who cares?

You see one family humiliated, crushed and driven out of the business, you’ve seen them all. The thrill is gone. I feel like my life is over, and I’m only twelve. Is that normal? Hah! The only normal people are the ones you don’t know yet.

Whatever,

Pagan Fistula

[image: image]


1. The Fading Fabulosos
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On the day Balthazar’s family disappeared, he did not much feel like getting out of bed.

Sploosh.

A drip of bathwater dropped between his eyebrows.

He decided to ignore it.

Sploosh.

Another landed in the same spot.

Still he did not open his eyes. Opening his eyes meant facing another day of being a total disappointment to his family.

Sploosh. Sploosh.

It wasn’t like there weren’t a million other things he could do well, such as fixing running toilets with paper clips and shoring up their old steam radiators with blocks of wood to stop them from clanging. But none of that made up for the one thing he couldn’t do: Magic. Real magic.

Not that anyone in the audience knew that was what his family was doing. Real magic was their most closely guarded trade secret on account of how stage magic is not actually about magic at all—it’s about leaving people guessing. “Once you know the answer to a question, you stop asking it,” Mr. Fabuloso was always warning them. “We’d lose all our audience in a week if they knew.”

And of course, not all stage magicians had real magic. Not even most of them.

Sploosh. Sploosh. Sploosh.

Eyes closed, Balthazar squirmed around the bed.

The mansion was filled with problems like this—leaky pipes, shorting wires, crooked floors. Which pretty much summed up the problem with his family’s magic. Sure it was great for levitating sofas and turning puffs of smoke into baby turtles, but it was totally useless for day-to-day stuff like shoring up foundations, eliminating dry rot and paying down credit-card bills.

“Don’t worry so much,” Mrs. Fabuloso would say each time they boarded up another room and moved whoever happened to be in it at the time into the next. “It’s exciting to change rooms. Like the Mad Hatter’s tea party!”

Which was why his big sister, Fanella, now slept in the ballroom surrounded by echoes of century-old gossip and flirtations; his grandmother Gaga in the solarium, where she alarmed the neighbors every morning with her nude levitating sun-salutations; his escape-artist little brothers, Franky and Freddy, in the family vault, which they gleefully broke out of every morning; and his parents, Mr. and Mrs. Fabuloso, in the conservatory with the haunted piano that woke everyone up at weird hours by playing some horrible unfinished sonata.

Of all the rooms, though, Balthazar liked his the best—an old storage room with a funny little stained-glass window and all his great-great-great-great-grandfather’s old encyclopedias piled high around the room like teetering columns in an ancient Roman ruin. But the thing he liked best about it was that there was nothing magical about it at all.

Still, like everything else, his room was not without issues.

SPLOOSH!

“Mom, Dad, my ceiling’s dripping again!”

He didn’t expect an answer. Today was a matinee day, which meant everyone was in a mad dash to get cleaned, dressed and fed before they all crammed into the van and raced crazily across town to make it to the theater before curtains up.

The smell of burning pancakes was already wafting into his room, a definite sign that he had overslept.

Sploosh, sploosh, sploosh, sploosh, sploosh, sploosh, sploosh, sploosh.

“Fine!” he snapped, eyes popping open.

The drips were dropping from a large damp patch on the ceiling directly above his head. Not a good sign.

“Coo, coo!” Rover ruffled her white feathers in annoyance as water from the expanding patch dripped over her roosting bar.

“Tell me about it,” Balthazar grumbled, rolling out of bed.

Shoving his winter-break homework out of the way, he moved his dove’s perch to a drier stack of encyclopedias and filled her cup with fresh seed.

“Better?”

“Burrup,” she replied.

Toothbrush in hand, Balthazar shuffled down the long portraits hall, which led to the staircase up to the last remaining functional bathroom in the entire mansion.

He avoided, as he always did, what he imagined to be the disappointed look from the large gilt-framed painting of Great-Great-Great-Great-Grandfather Fabuloso (G-5 for short).

The legendary founder of the now foundering Fabuloso legacy, a struggling encyclopedia salesman who used coin tricks to break the ice until one day he realized he was making his coin disappear for real. Every Fabuloso since then had been able to do it. Every Fabuloso except for Balthazar, who had to make do with gimmicked props and sleight of hand. “Don’t worry,” Mrs. Fabuloso was always saying. “When it’s time, your magic will come.” “And even if it doesn’t,” she had recently started to add, “you’re still our son and we couldn’t be more proud of you.” It was all rather depressing.

Toward the end of the hall, where the portraits were more recent and the Fabulosos in them more threadbare, Balthazar stopped, as he always did, in front of the portrait of his uncle, the Incomparable Ignatius. It was not crying out to be noticed, at least not in the obvious ways the others were. There were no hologram effects. No mystical smoke. No half-naked ladies. It was just his uncle sitting there in scruffy old work clothes, cleaning out an early-model Colt .45 pistol. But there was something in his arrogant, impatient expression. Something that promised that if you stuck around long enough, you would witness something so spectacular your life would be changed forever.

Next to Ignatius’s portrait was a mysterious empty gap where the portrait of Balthazar’s other uncle, Benjamin, used to hang. The one who had died young and tragically in some unfortunate stage accident.

None of the Fabuloso children had ever met either of their uncles, Benjamin having died and Ignatius having embarked on an obscure solo career from which he had never returned. “I heard he was famous once,” Fanella had said, shaking her head over Ignatius’s portrait, “but then something happened. Something to do with that terrible haircut, I’m guessing.”

And whenever Balthazar asked about his uncles, his mom and dad would get this funny, uncomfortable look. The strangeness of it all nagged at him, like a scab you can’t help picking even though you know what’s underneath is raw, oozy and better left un-poked.

As he was contemplating this all, an enraged, hellhound shriek ripped down the hall. Crap! Quickly he looked around for cover. Too late. Fanella, in full-on hormonal freak-out mode, had already rounded the corner.

“Watch where you’re going, Spazzazar!” she snarled.

“What . . . what are you wearing?”

“This is how Magick Gurrrrls dress,” his sister retorted, shoving a dog-eared copy of Magick Gurrrrl magazine under his nose. On the cover was a skinny blond girl in a similar micro-tuxedo with short shorts and a plunging neckline. “See? Tell her.”

Mrs. Fabuloso had come up behind him, cutting off his escape.

“Well, some of them, I guess,” Balthazar hedged.

“I thought we agreed not to have this rubbishy rag in our house,” Mrs. Fabuloso snapped, exploding the magazine into tiny shreds with a single condemning glare. “It’s all gossip and trash. I bet that girl isn’t even a real magician.”

“You are so clueless!” Fanella shouted, passing her hand over the shreds and restoring her magazine—only now with the cover girl’s arms and legs all mixed up and her tuxedo bow tie under her nose like a mustache.

“This is Stella Estella. Of course she’s a magician, and everybody loves her. I’m just doing this to widen our demographic!”

“Our demographic is coming to see us perform our beloved holiday classic, The Fabulosos’ Fantastic Nutcracking Follies, not Hoochie-Mamas on Parade,” Mrs. Fabuloso retorted tartly. “We’re a family show.”

“So what about Gaga’s costume, then?”

“Yes, well, when you’re as old as my mother you can wear whatever you want as well.” Frowning, Mrs. Fabuloso put her hands to her temples and closed her eyes.

“No, don’t!” Fanella protested. “That is so not fair!”

Which Balthazar agreed with—actual mind reading being an especially cruel and inappropriate ability for any mother to possess.

“Aha, yes,” Mrs. Fabuloso said triumphantly. “Just as I suspected. You are dressing like this to impress some boy.”

“I am not!” Fanella shouted, turning bright red.

“You are planning to tweet a selfie of yourself in this costume—over my dead body, by the way—and have it seen by . . . Benny? No. Barney? Blake? Blake? Oh, for Copperfield’s sake!” Mrs. Fabuloso gasped. “Blake Fistula? Are you kidding me??”

“You just want me to be lame and ugly and never have a boyfriend!” Fanella howled.

“Not true. But the right kind of boy will find you way more . . .” Mrs. Fabuloso paused, searching for the right teen-appropriate word. “More fly in your real Clara costume.”

“Fly?” Fanella repeated disgustedly.

“Fine, fresh . . . fabulous! You’re a fabulous girl.”

“In that gross flannel muumuu? Are you insane?”

“Much more beautiful than Little Miss Scanty-Pants,” Mrs. Fabuloso said, slapping dismissively at the magazine cover, “isn’t she, Balthazar?”

“I . . . er . . . well . . .” Balthazar stalled, petering out under his sister’s angry, hamster-like glare.

“Oh, please! He knows even less about fashion than he does about magic!”

“Fanella Francesca Fabuloso! Just because Balthazar doesn’t have real magic like the rest of us, that doesn’t make him any less of a person or his opinion any less valued or his role in our show any less important. I want you to apologize this instant!”

“Apologize for what? How is it my fault that Nutso is magically brain dead?”

“Alternately talented.”

“You only stick up for him because he’s so lame. It’s like reverse discrimination!”

“What did I do?” Balthazar protested.

“Maybe you need to take the day off,” Mrs. Fabuloso threatened, “to think about what it means to be part of a family show. A show where everybody values each other for their own unique strengths.”

“I’ll take the day off,” Balthazar volunteered.

“Don’t you even start,” Mrs. Fabuloso snapped.

“Fine. I’ll quit, then!” Fanella shouted. “I’ll find some other show that values real magical ability and decent fashion sense!”

And with that she spun off in a whirlwind of tears, insults and threats.

Mrs. Fabuloso gave Balthazar a weary smile. “You know your sister didn’t mean any of that. So,” she continued, changing the subject, “did I hear someone up practicing last night?”

“That would be me,” he admitted.

“Any, you know, flashes of real magic or anything like that?” she continued in the overly casual voice she saved for questions of special importance. “Not that it matters one way or the other, at all,” she added. “Even slightly.”

“Nope.” He shook his head. “Sorry.”

“No, no, don’t be sorry,” Mrs. Fabuloso said, smiling. “You’re fabulous just the way you are.”

“Thanks.” Balthazar smiled back, pretending not to have noticed the involuntary flash of disappointment in his mom’s eyes that had come right before the smile.


2. Bathroom Drama
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Squinching around some old patio furniture that blocked the top of the stairs, Balthazar found Gaga reclining on a garden lounger, swathed in a bright yellow silk kimono with twin slices of cucumber covering her eyes. Leave it to his grandmother to make even waiting to use a leaky old bathroom look glamorous.

“Been waiting long?” he asked, plunking down on a box of old programs next to her.

“Long?” Gaga waved the idea away like a pesky fruit fly. “Once vhen I vas doing solo tour I had to vait two veeks on de gnat-infested shores of de Amazon vhen my riverboat broke down. Dere I vas vit no one for company except a tribe of hungry cannibals who had already eaten de first mate. Not dat you could blame de poor dears. It vas very boggy area vit nothing decent to eat. Even de plants vere carnivorous. Still, talk about long . . .”

“That’s why I’m never going to the Amazon,” Balthazar said.

“Pshaw,” Gaga replied. “A little adventure never hurt anyone. Except dat poor first mate. Oh, vhich reminds me, I had de most spectacular dream about you last night.”

“About me?” Balthazar perked up.

Gaga had once been world famous for her visions. Once generals, kings and prime ministers’ wives all had visited her salon to sip tea out of her beautiful mismatched porcelain teacups and listen in respectful silence as she read their futures in the patterns of the leaves at the bottoms of their cups.

This was the first vision she had ever had for Balthazar.

“Oh yes, my dear. My memory of it is a little foggy, but you vere in de strangest place, horrible but beautiful, and surrounded by de most spectacular magic.” Gaga frowned, remembering the vision. “Spectacular but dangerous. I vas scared for you. You must be extra careful in de next few days. None of your vild risks.”

“Uh, sure,” he said doubtfully. “But I don’t have magic, so . . .”

“You don’t?” Gaga lifted the left cucumber slice to stare at him with one sharp blue eye. “Oh, right,” she said, lowering the cucumber back down, “you’re dat one. Vell, not to vorry,” she added, patting his knee. “It must have been one of de others. One of de twins, most likely.”

That was when Balthazar noticed the water seeping out from under the bathroom door.

“Who’s in the bathroom?”

“Freddy and Franky,” Gaga said.

Balthazar’s heart sank.

“Guys! Open up!”

No answer.

The door was locked from the inside, but with a hard push he was able to get it open, forcing the lock out from the dry-rot-riddled frame and releasing a small tidal wave of water into the hall.

Swallowing his annoyance, he sloshed his way to the overflowing bathtub, turned off the taps and looked down. Sure enough, there they were, beneath the water, his little brothers, wrapped head to foot in solid iron chains secured by no fewer than seven different locks and one of Fanella’s spandex Magic Gurrrrl thongs. Both were deathly still.

He hated this. Of course they weren’t dead. Or at least it was highly unlikely.

“Come on,” he said, giving the tub a kick, “stop hogging the bath.”

The boys did not move.

“Want me to tell Fanella you borrowed her thong?”

Their eyes shot open in terror.

“Jabingie! Jabungo! Jabinga!” Their magic words rose up in bubbles through the water, sending the tumblers inside the locks rolling. Three seconds later, the twins were out.

“Sullik llehs esaelp! Esaelp rehl lett nod! Rehl lett nod!” the naked boys babbled in their incomprehensible twin language.

“It’s not funny,” Balthazar scolded, throwing towels around their knobby shoulders. “You know you’re not supposed to practice escapes without a spotter. What if your magic stopped working?” Why was he the only one who ever worried about this stuff?

The twins’ faces crumpled like the extra towels Balthazar was using to sop up the pools of water on the floor. “Gnik row dep pots?”

“You don’t vant to scare de magic out of dem, do you?” Gaga scolded.

“Can that even happen?”

“Is magic,” Gaga replied. “Anyting can happen.”

That was when the sinking feeling started. And not metaphorically. The floor, rotted out from years of water damage, was literally caving in beneath Balthazar’s feet.

“Get back!” he shouted, pushing the twins away. And then he was falling down, down, down in a cloud of rotten floorboards, cracked tiles and scummy bathwater, like Alice down the rabbit hole only wetter, dirtier and way faster.

“Razahtlab!” the twins cried.

Fortunately the busted floor was right above his bed, so instead of crashing down on the rusty-nail-studded floor, he landed with a squelch on his soggy mattress.

A really stellar human being would have been grateful that he hadn’t cracked his skull, broken any limbs or suffered some horrific spinal injury. But instead Balthazar just felt drenched, jarred and more convinced than ever that today was going to suck.

“Razahtlab! Razahtlab!”

“Is dead?”

Looking up, Balthazar saw Freddy, Franky and Gaga’s white, frightened faces peering down at him through his freshly ventilated ceiling.

“Not dead,” he grunted. Closing his eyes, he willed it all to disappear. The hole, their faces, his house, his life.

Bam! The door to his room slammed open and Mr. Fabuloso skidded in, harsh flecks of light bouncing off the sequined lapels of his wrongly buttoned sugarplum costume straight into Balthazar’s eyeballs.

“Balthazar,” he cried, popping a handful of Tums, “what’s this? Still in bed? You’re supposed to be the sensible one—my wingman of the morning. We have a matinee to perform! A matinee! As in matin, French for ‘morning,’ ” he translated. “I want everyone in the van in ten minutes! Get up, you lazy lizards!” he cried, charging down the hall. “Before life’s liquor in its cup be dry!”


3. The Horrible Hogsthrottles
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Five arguments, two meltdowns and a burned, weirdly fishy-tasting pancake breakfast later, the Fabulosos came spilling out of the house into the bright winter day. The Sugarplum King (aka Mr. Fabuloso) led the charge, followed by Mother Ginger (Mrs. Fabuloso) doing her best to jolly along Fanella, who was sulking behind her in her glittery, ankle-length Clara nightgown. Next came the twin Rat Kings, babbling away as they half escorted, half dragged the regally tottering Gaga, Queen of the Snowflakes, in her sparkly minidress, spiky headdress and even more spiked high heels, down the path. And, bringing up the rear, Balthazar—now transformed into Nutso, the fabulous Nutcracker Prince, trusty thermos bumping against his side as he peered out through the eyeholes in his oversized papier-mâché Nutso head and tried not to topple over.

Slipping and sliding, they made their way across the icy, overgrown front yard, through the busted iron gates and over to their vintage, custom-painted Fabuloso-mobile—which Mr. Fabuloso insisted on parking on the street as free advertisement for the show.

“Great,” Mr. Fabuloso exclaimed, pulling a parking ticket out from under the windshield wiper. “More fan mail from the meter maid.”

“Fly free, little butterfly,” Mrs. Fabuloso said, folding it up into a little origami butterfly and sending it fluttering off into the blue sky.

“You know it’s just going to come back,” Balthazar said.

“Just try and enjoy the moment,” Mrs. Fabuloso instructed, as Mr. Fabuloso scraped away at the iced-over windshield with one of his maxed-out credit cards.

“Uh-oh,” Gaga said. “Don’t look now . . .”

So of course they all did.

Across the street their neighbor, Eutilda Hogsthrottle, was glowering at them from behind the egg-yolk-yellow curtains of her three-time Holiday Lights-contest-winning, four-time Garden Tour-featured home.

Automatically, they all looked around for what they had done wrong this time.

“Oh no,” Mr. Fabuloso groaned. “Our sidewalk!”

Sure enough, while all the rest of the sidewalks on the street had been carefully shoveled into straight, thirty-six-inch-wide paths, the Fabulosos’ stretch was still buried beneath the hardening snowfall of two nights ago.

“Quick, everyone, get in before we are Hogsthrottled!”

Fast as they could, they all crammed themselves into the van, fitting their bodies like puzzle pieces into the jumble of silk scarves, ropes, metal rings, swords, billiard balls, silk top hats and other props that had piled up over the years.

“Hurry!” Fanella urged as the front door of the Hogsthrottles’ house swung smoothly open. “She’s coming!”

“Oops, Eutilda, I think you dropped something,” Mr. Fabuloso called. Mrs. Hogsthrottle didn’t even blink.

“Mr. Fabuloso, you and I need to have a talk,” she proclaimed, hands wringing with grim civic duty as she minced her way toward them.

“Yes, a beautiful day,” Mrs. Fabuloso agreed, slamming her door shut.

“Balthazar,” Mr. Fabuloso groaned, “what are you doing? Come on! Come on!”

“Almost there,” Balthazar said, hurriedly stowing his nutcracker head in the back, then squeezing in between Gaga and three rusty saws. “All in!”

“Now, wait just a minute!” Mrs. Hogsthrottle cried. But she was too late. They were off.

“Just look at de fish-face on dat sour old mackerel,” Gaga said, chuckling. “I vouldn’t trade places vit her for a million hideously renovated mauve mansions.”

“Never,” Mr. Fabuloso agreed.

“Yawon!” the twins nodded. “Sraey noillim ani ton!”

And, for that brief moment, with the heat from the vents warming his icy toes, his dove nestled peacefully inside his jacket and his family all around him, Balthazar silently agreed.

“I’ve got a good feeling about today,” Mrs. Fabuloso declared, pulling an old magnetic audiotape out of the glove compartment and shoving it into the tape deck. “Today is our day to shine!”

The speakers crackled to life and the tape, all stretched out and hissy from decades of use, began to play The Lovin’ Spoonful’s “Do You Believe in Magic,” and the winning, upbeat tune filled the van.

Blah blah blah blah-blah magic, in a huh-huh’s heart?

And the magic is mmm-mmm, you know when it starts.

And one by one, everyone joined in:

And eet’s magic, yeah baby eet’s de grooviest—

—tse-eiht oomsy rreb psar a eki lemosewal eefu oy sekam ti!

Until they were all singing along. Everyone except Balthazar, who, knees bunched up under his chin, had fallen asleep, lulled deeper and deeper by the jumbled cocoon of his family’s voices:

I will tell you about magic, and it will rattle your coals . . . But ees like trying to teach my daughter about de rock and de rolls . . .


4. The Furious Fistulas
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Houdini’s handcuffs!” Mr. Fabuloso cursed, slamming on the brakes and jolting Balthazar out of his deep, droolful nap.

Looking blearily out the window, Balthazar saw a custom leather-and-stud-covered Rolls Royce gliding toward the Magic Mansion Dinner Theater like a precision-machined shark—a car so expensively grungy, so calculatedly corroded, so scuzzily show-offy it could only belong to one family.

“The Furious Fistulas!” Mrs. Fabuloso gasped.

The competitive nature of the business meant there was always a degree of friendly rivalry between the various real-magic magicians. But there was nothing friendly about the Fistulas.

“Vhere dere’s bad eggs, dere’s stink,” Gaga said grimly.

The Rolls pulled smoothly to a stop in front of the giant rose mural that marked the entrance to the dinner theater. Then the driver-side door swung open and a tall, stooped praying mantis of a man unfolded himself from the car, straightening the skinny yellow snake he wore around his neck like a bolo tie. Next, from the passenger side, stepped a sneering stick of a lady with thin, bloodless lips and long, pointy nails the color of insect guts. Then, from the back, a beefy teenage boy with unnaturally pale skin, aggressively flaring nostrils and greasy dyed-black hair, which he flicked like he was in some kind of anti-shampoo commercial. And, last out, a short, snub-nosed, harshly freckled girl, cupping her hand protectively over a fat brown tarantula nestled in her copper curls like a barrette.

Balthazar had always had this thing about spiders and snakes. Not a phobia—just plain commonsense survival instinct. But let’s just say, seeing his family’s archenemies heading into their dinner theater with both a snake and a spider was not the most reassuring sight in the universe.

And how did he know the Fistulas were his family’s archenemies? Because they had announced it themselves a couple of months back.

Their letter had arrived with the morning mail in a thick maroon envelope, addressed to them in fancy gold calligraphy but with no return address. Gaga had barely even started to open it when the whole thing burst like a firecracker, scattering cockroaches all over the breakfast table. “Vell, clearly ve haf captured someone’s attention,” she remarked, picking up a small rectangle of thick, expensive-looking black card stock covered in spidery silver writing. “Let us see whose.”

Squinting, she held the card up to the light and read:

You Fabulosos are finished!

Time to step aside and let the professionals take over. Resign now or face the consequences.

Your Worst Nightmare,

The Fistulas

“A compliment,” Mrs. Fabuloso declared, brushing the bugs off the scrambled eggs. “Why, a couple of months ago, we weren’t even on their map. We must be coming up in the world.”

“Or they’re coming down,” Mr. Fabuloso suggested. “Better save this just in case.” But when he had gone to put the threatening letter away, the silvery writing pulled off on his fingers like cobwebs, leaving only a blank card.

The Fabulosos watched helplessly from their van as the Fistulas strode through the feathery snow toward the box office, capes flapping, chains clinking, nose studs glittering.

“Look at dose crummy curse-bags,” Gaga tsked, squinting at the Fistulas through her cracked everyday opera glasses. “He has got broken mirror shards on his hat. She is vearing peacock feathers. Dat meathead son of deirs is carrying a copy of de Scottish play in his coat pocket. . . . Now, if dat greaseball could actually read it, I might be impressed—”

“It’s not grease,” Fanella interjected hotly, “it’s product! Oh my God!” she moaned, ducking down so Blake Fistula couldn’t see her. “I can’t believe he’s going to see me in this dorky costume! Now he’ll never take me seriously as an artist.”

“Aha, yes, and just as I vas suspecting,” Gaga continued, “dat little midget girl of deirs is vearing her shoes on de wrong feet. Dey’re deliberately trying to bring us bad luck!”

Spluttering with distaste, Mrs. Fabuloso emerged from reading Mrs. Fistula’s filthy mind. “They’re after our contract,” she reported grimly.

“I tought de snooty Fistulas vere too high on deir horses to perform anyvhere outside of Toronto.” Gaga frowned.

“Times are changing,” Mr. Fabuloso said, backing up the van and steering a course for the parking lot behind the dinner theater, “for all of us.”

Mr. Fabuloso was more pessimistic than usual on account of having recently received his annual rejection from the International Brotherhood of Real Stage Magic—a very old and highly exclusive old-boys club that met in secret in a different undisclosed location every New Year’s Eve to divvy up all the best contracts and solidify their stranglehold control over the best venues for the following year.

“Who needs those stuck-up old Humbugs.” Mrs. Fabuloso had shrugged it off, folding the rejection letter into another origami animal.

Mr. Fabuloso had agreed. But there was no denying the Humbugs were making it harder and harder for anyone else to make a living with their magic.

Looking back at the front entrance to the Magic Mansion, Balthazar saw the Fistula girl, Pagan, watching him from the center of the rose mural, her expression blandly neutral, like she was looking at an orange peel on the side of the road. Deep inside her curls, her bristly spider goggled at him mockingly. Creepy, creepy, creepy.

Catching him looking, Pagan stuck out her tongue, then turned and ran after her family into the theater.


Log #367

Roses are red, roses are pink,
Too many roses and man, do they stink.
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Bet you didn’t know I was a poet, too, did you? I created this latest masterpiece as I’ve been waiting for Moms and Dad to finish haggling over our tickets with the theater owner, Rose Pfeffenfucher. And in case you forget the name, the lobby is literally stuffed with roses to remind you. Rose carpet, rose sofas, rose light fixtures, rose air fresheners, even rose-colored toilet paper, which is so wrong on so many levels. I AM SUFFOCATING TO DEATH in the middle of a hideous, oversized rose-shaped ottoman, and nobody cares! NOBODY!!!!!!!!!

Anyway, other than my slow and painful death by respiratory failure, stuff is going pretty good. We’ve successfully infiltrated our enemies’ lair, and our bad-luck charms are already taking effect. Evidence as follows:

ONE WALLET—dropped unnoticed through a hole in a coat pocket, which will lead to the coat-check girl being falsely accused, fired, and forced into a life of crime to support her six Chihuahuas.
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ONE STOPPED WATCH—which will make its owner miss the train on which he was destined to meet his true love, causing him to live out the rest of his days as an angry divorce lawyer.

[image: image]

ONE TOOTH—cracked on a breath mint, it will go unnoticed until an abscess forms, resulting in chronic bad breath that even the strongest of peppermints will never be able to mask.

[image: image]

Mwa ha ha! Mwa ha ha! Mwa ha ha! My evil laugh is drawing the most awesome disturbed looks. But none of this is giving me the satisfaction it used to. Something is wrong.

Oh, and by the way, annoying boy . . . the one I was telling you about before? I saw him on the way in. Big moth-shaped eyebrows, old greasepaint smudges around his eyes, rude, judge-y look . . . Humphrey hated him on sight. Smart spider. But never mind. Mr. Normal will be shaken out of his complacency soon enough. Him and the rest of his obnoxious, more-functional-than-thou family. I can at least take some pleasure in that.

[image: image]


5. A Nutty Fate

[image: image]

“Hellloooooo!” Mr. Fabuloso shouted, flinging open the backstage door. “Hello? Stu!”

“Stan,” Balthazar reminded him. “Our stage manager’s name is Stan.”

“Yes, that’s what I said. Dan!” Mr. Fabuloso called again. “Where is that blasted techie?”

“Here,” a voice snuffled from behind the door Mr. Fabuloso had just flung open. Then their stage manager emerged, a purplish lump already swelling up on his forehead.

“Oh no, your head,” Balthazar said.

“Only a flesh wound.” Stan slurped stoically through his cough drop. “Don’t you worry about me. The show must go on.”

“Exactly,” Mr. Fabuloso agreed, slapping him hard on the back. “Good man.”

“Okay, everybody,” Gaga said, dumping the contents of her purse onto the props table. “Pick your poison.”

“For good luck,” Balthazar explained to Stan as everyone made their choices from the pile: a bit of red string, a mangy rabbit’s foot, a crushed rattlesnake rattle, a flat tin hand, a chipped glass eye, a disintegrating four-leaf clover, a gristly wishbone. . . .

“Last vun is de charm,” Gaga said, offering Stan a rusty horseshoe.

“None for me, thanks,” Stan said, blinking his cold-reddened eyes. “I don’t believe in superstition. I believe in lists. And schedules. You know how the Pfeff takes it out of my hide when we start late.”

“Out of all of our hides.” Mr. Fabuloso grimaced. There wasn’t an employee in the Magic Mansion Dinner Theater who didn’t live in fear of its owner, Rose Pfeffenfucher, and her vicious, penny-pinching ways. “But today we have an even bigger problem,” he added, shoving the horseshoe into Stan’s baggy blazer pocket. “The Fistulas are in the house and we all have to work together to undo their stinky mojo.”

Behind the curtain, in the shadowy pre-show darkness, the stage had a mysterious, breathless feeling, like an egg about to hatch. Even the tacky purple and gold Christmas tree managed to look magical.

“Well, my fabulous, fabulous Fabulosos,” Mr. Fabuloso intoned as they all held hands in a circle. As he spoke, the worry cleared from his eyes, the stoop straightened out of his shoulders and he became once again the tall, dark, dashing man that Magic Gurrrrl magazine editors had swooned over all those years ago.

“Look at us! Have you ever seen anything more fabulous?”

Swiveling his outsized nutcracker head, Balthazar looked from his father’s care-worn features and freshly waxed mustachios, to his mother’s dimples and deeply etched focus lines, to Gaga’s proudly arched nose and low-cut dress, to the twins’ floppy rat ears and gap-toothed grins, to Fanella, who pulled a face and pointedly wiped Balthazar’s palm-sweat off her hand.

“Listen,” Mr. Fabuloso said, inhaling deeply. “Do you hear that?”

Through the thick, dusty curtains came the sounds of tinkling glasses, clattering cutlery and low-voiced waiters mixing in with a synthesizer version of Tchaikovsky’s Nutcracker overture.

“Breathe it in. Do you smell that?”

All Balthazar could smell was a steamy waft of baked ziti mixed with sickly sweet rose air freshener.

“Our fans,” Mr. Fabuloso continued. “Those people on the other side of that curtain are giving us a precious gift. Two hours out of their lives. Two hours they will never get back. They’ve all made an effort to be here. So let us, too, make an effort. Let us make these next two hours the most fabulous two hours they’ve ever had!”

“Except for the Fistulas,” Mrs. Fabuloso added, eyes glittering darkly. “Them we send slithering back to the swamp that spawned them.”

In the wings, Stan started the countdown on his fingers. Ten . . . Nine . . . Eight . . . 

“Be yourself,” Gaga reminded Balthazar, patting his big nutcracker cheek. “Dat is vhere de real magic is.”

“Except I don’t have any real magic,” Balthazar reminded her.

“Right, right. Oh vell, you must be yourself anyvay,” she replied, “seeing as everyone else is already taken.”

“Nuts, nuts, nuts,” Balthazar recited woodenly as the curtains swept open and the stage lights blazed up. “Nuts to you, nuts to me, nuts to everyone I see!” Shaking cellophane-wrapped bags of candied nuts out of a secret compartment up his sleeve, he lobbed them out into the audience.

“Eeeee!” Mrs. Fistula screamed through a mouthful of creamed spinach. “Nut allergies! Nut allergies! I’m swelling! I’m swelling!” Then she burst into shrill laughter, spattering goopy green gobs everywhere.

“Improvise,” Mr. Fabuloso coached from the wings. “Say something clever to put those boffins in their place.”

“Smile,” Gaga urged, ignoring the fact that nobody could see him through his big papier-mâché head. “Turn on the charm!”

“You’re doing great!” Mrs. Fabuloso encouraged.

“An evil spell has trapped me in this state.” Balthazar soldiered on. “Why must I be cursed with this nutty fate?”

“Because you’re a loser!” Blake hollered back. “With a freakishly large mutant head!”

A few audience members snickered disloyally.

“Snowflake, snowflake sparkling bright,” Balthazar continued, his thoughts drifting to baseball. His gym teacher had said he had a good arm. Suggested he try out for the team. Which he would have loved to do except he had rehearsal that day. And why exactly was he thinking about baseball at a time like this?

“Nutso’s talking to a snowflake now?” Blake guffawed. “What a freak!”

“Grant me the wish. . . .” Focusing on Blake’s grotesquely gaping mouth, he wound up for the pitch.

Time slowed as a bag of nuts left Balthazar’s hand, curving in a perfect arc toward the Fistulas’ table and . . . 

“Yeah, a wish not to be a . . . gack!” Blake spluttered as the nut bag hit home.

Before any of them had time to react, Gaga appeared onstage with a loud POOF, spraying the Fistulas with facefuls of glitter.

“Nuts to the nuts,” she said, and winked as the tide of laughter turned in their favor. With a wave of her wand, all the lights on the Christmas tree blazed into life. The show was off to the races.

“Could we have been more fabulous?” Mr. Fabuloso said, gleefully slinging an arm around Balthazar’s shoulders, applause still singing in their ears as they hurried backstage to get ready for the second act. “You sure showed them. Those pustulant Fistulas must be ready to pop!”

Finally free from the dreaded nutcracker head, Balthazar smiled drowsily. He still ached at bit from his fall through the bathroom floor.

“Your best performance ever,” Mrs. Fabuloso gushed, applying more liner around his eyes. “Did you feel anything? A little glimmer?”

Balthazar shook his head.

“Never mind, never mind. With or without magic, you’re a star.”


Log # 368

I don’t believe in zombies, but I think I might have just seen one. Which sounds all cool and everything in theory, but is actually pretty unpleasant in person.

To rewind a bit, intermission started pretty much like you’d expect, with my parents arguing about the dud bad-luck charms Moms had bought off the weird hobo and Moms stabbing her dessert fork into the back of Dad’s hand because how dare he criticize her when at least she had done something instead of sitting around like some unemployed failure. My hopes that the spurting blood would get us kicked out and save us from a future in dinner theater were quickly dashed when it became obvious the idiots around us thought it was all faked for their benefit. Soon there was quite the little crowd around our table, including a gaggle of goo-goo-eyed girls lining up for selfies with Blake. Note to self: remember to kill yourself before you develop hormones.

Anyway, as all this was going on, Humphrey spotted a blowfly pattering over a splatter of creamed spinach. Only before he could pounce, stupid Blake swatted it away and off it zipped across the theater and disappeared through the keyhole of this little door beneath the stage.

[image: image]

Luckily for me and Humphrey, the door was unlocked, so we could follow it. The area under the stage was dark and dusty, and the only light we had to see by were these weak slivers of light filtering through the floorboards over our heads. The air was stale and very, very cold, much colder than the dining room, and it smelled like rotting meat. But the creepiest thing was the sound, like swarming flies but with a whisper to it, too. Like a promise.

[image: image]

Then I felt something under my combat boot. Something soft and organic. Suddenly it lurched up, the zombie or whatever it was, shadows churning over its face, so deep and dark it looked like there was no face there at all. A hollow, whispering buzz swarmed out of the emptiness, and the cold deepened, pressing in around me.

I backed away—one step, two steps—then I ran.

I don’t know. Now that Humphrey and I are back at the table, with the bright rose-colored lights and raspberry Jell-O, I’m beginning to wonder if I overreacted. It could have been just some homeless guy seeking shelter on a cold day, or a trick of the light. Or a crappy-food-induced hallucination. I’ve heard bad ziti can do that.


6. Scene-Stealer
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Back in the Fabulosos’ dressing room, all the hurried costume changes, makeup touch-ups and prop checks made intermission feel like it was over before it had even begun.

“Okay, girl,” Balthazar said, tucking Rover’s tail under and sliding her into the secret compartment in his sleeve, “this is it.”

All ready for the next act, he took a deep breath, poured himself a steadying capful of cocoa from his thermos and was just raising it to his mouth when Fanella pounced.

“Okay, Dweebazar, we’re on!”

“Hey,” Balthazar protested as the warm cocoa splashed down the front of his costume.

Fanella, beyond noticing such things, continued pushing him back toward the stage. “Don’t block my light. Don’t fidget when I’m talking. Say your lines quickly and don’t milk them. Keep your eyes on me at all times. Oh yeah, and remember to be amazed and enchanted by everything I say and do. And don’t look nervous, because that makes people worry about you and steals focus. This is about me, not you.”

She was so busy lecturing that she forgot to look where she was shoving, and pushed Balthazar right into their hapless stage manager, sending all his carefully compiled lists flying into the air in a flurry of white.

“If you screw this up for me,” Fanella said, scowling, as they took their places onstage, “I’ll staple your ears to your forehead.”

Then the curtains swooshed open, the music surged up and Fanella, suddenly all dewy sweetness, pulled a vial of sparkly bubble fluid from her pocket and began to sing.

“I know you have troubles,” she warbled, waving her bubble wand through the air, “so I am offering you these bubbles. A bubble for your thoughts. A bubble for your troubles. And we will float away from care like sudsy-wudsy bubbles.”

She was supposed to be singing this song to Nutso the nutcracker—a song to bring him courage in the darkest hour of his battle against the twin Rat Kings, who had already gnawed their way out of a giant ball of baker’s twine and were now randomly handcuffing themselves to each other. But Fanella only had eyes for one real boy—a boy whose attention was fully focused on uploading a picture of his upside-down-spoon face to his Twitter feed.

Undaunted, Fanella sang on, ignoring Mrs. Fistula, who was pointedly fluffing her bad-luck peacock feathers at her, and Mr. Fistula, who had rudely buried his nose in Macbeth, and Pagan Fistula, who was blandly popping every bubble that came close with a dessert fork. Louder and louder she sang, filling the air with more and more bubbles, until, with her last shrieking high C, the bubbles all burst and Blake finally looked up.

“Catch it if you can.” Fanella smiled, blowing a few more bubbles, then plucking one out of the air, bouncing it on the stage and tossing it to Blake.

“A rubber ball,” Mr. Fistula sneered as Blake caught the rainbow shimmering orb. “Big whoop.” But as Blake held it up get a better look, it popped.

“Easy come, easy go.” Fanella winked, eyes shining, cheeks flushed, and, in that instant, looking truly like the star she so badly wanted to be. “Fidget and die,” she whispered to Balthazar through her smile as she tossed a little gold jingle-bell into a freshly blown bubble.

Instead of popping, the bubble captured and held the little bell inside its thin, shimmery skin. Gasps and applause filled the dining room.

Balthazar had no plans to fidget. These were actually his favorite kind of moments on stage—the moments when he could just slip quietly under the radar and not be noticed. In fact, he had already settled into a comfortable state of semiconscious autopilot when a sudden strange tussle up his sleeve jolted him back to consciousness. The sensation was so unexpected, it took him a moment to realize what it was. And when he did, it was too late. Rover had wriggled out of the secret compartment and was loose in his sleeve.

Balthazar frowned. Rover had never done anything like this before. Doves aren’t wrigglers or explorers. Put them in a snug, contained space, and they basically just zone out until you’re ready to produce them. Which is what makes them so perfect for fake stage magic. But there was no time to get into the logistics of it all now. The fact of the matter was, the dove was now raking his arm with her scrabbling claws. Quickly, before she could flap out onto the stage, Balthazar closed his hand around the wriggling bump in his sleeve.

“Do that again,” Fanella ventriloquized, blowing bubbles around a glittery sugarplum and a sprig of holly, “and I will pound you into hamburger meat.”

The stage lights had shifted to purple, and swirly, dramatic music throbbed through the air. A tiny goldfish in a bubble floated past Balthazar’s face.

Fanella was coming up to the climax now—the part where she sent a hundred flickering votive candles in bubbles floating out into the audience like fireflies in a midsummer night’s dream. The part where hushed and reverent stillness was essential to the overall effect. Flitting about the stage balletically, Fanella captured more and more candles in her iridescent bubbles, all of them rising up and bobbing around her in a glowing cloud.

Come on, Balthazar urged her silently. Hurry up! He needed to get offstage to sort Rover out, but he didn’t dare move and disrupt the moment.

Suddenly a cold, wrenching pain stabbed deep into the side of his thumb. The dumb bird had pecked him! Hard! “AHHHHHHHHH!”

“It’s Rover,” Balthazar started to explain as Fanella whirled on him furiously. But just as he tried to form the words, the bird arrived at his armpit.

“You think this is funny?” Fanella demanded as Balthazar let loose a loud whoop of tortured laughter in her rage-splotched face.

“No,” Balthazar pleaded, bubbles popping and twinkling candles falling all around him. “Just . . . just shut the curtains!”

But it was too late. The runaway lump had gotten around to the back of his costume now, between his shoulder blades but heading south fast.

“What’s that?” Mrs. Fistula screeched delightedly as Balthazar groped around his back.

“Somebody isn’t potty trained,” Mr. Fistula tsked as the lump scrabbled down into Balthazar’s pants.

“No, it’s not—” Balthazar began, but he was interrupted by a loud, horrifying rip from the backside of his costume. Out through the rip burst a wild blur of white feathers, flashing talons and black, bottomless eyes.

Black? Balthazar thought in a fog of confused humiliation, as the bird kamikazied out over the howling heads of the Fistulas and the rest of the guffawing audience. Black? But Rover’s eyes were pink. . . . 

“GNIZ AMA sawt aht!” the twins hooted, trying to high-five Balthazar as the curtains whisked closed.

“The show must go on,” Mr. Fabuloso blustered.

“I don’t think anyone even noticed,” Mrs. Fabuloso said soothingly.

“Of course they noticed!” Fanella sobbed indignantly. “A bird burst out of his butt!”

“Not on purpose,” Balthazar protested miserably.

“Duct tape!” Gaga prescribed, pulling a roll from her purse and scrrrrching off a strip. “Just a quick patch job and ve’ll be back in de business. Bend over.”

Balthazar shook his head. The timing couldn’t be worse, but what clearer sign can you get than complete public humiliation in front of a dinner theater full of people?

He took a deep breath, then he said it. “I can’t do this anymore.”

“Don’t be silly,” Mr. Fabuloso said. “It was just a little wardrobe malfunction.”

“You’re doing great!” Mrs. Fabuloso insisted.

“No,” Balthazar said, “no, I’m not. And I’ve never been great. I’m not like the rest of you. I’m not a performer.”

“N-Now, Balthazar,” Mr. Fabuloso stammered, turning pale under his greasepaint, “it’s true you’ve never been exactly normal, but the Fabulosos are a family act.”

“Normal?” Balthazar shouted. “I’m the only normal one in this family! Why can’t you all try being normal for a change!”

Everyone fell silent, staring at him like he had just asked them all to start eating boiled kitten heads for breakfast. On the other side of the curtains, the audience was quiet, too. He guessed he must have been shouting pretty loudly. “I quit,” he said, and, legs shaking at the enormity of what he had just done, he left the stage.


7. The Other Side of the Curtains
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“You made the right decision.” Stan slurped sympathetically as Balthazar slumped past him. “Not all of us are cut out to be a special. Cough drop?”

Balthazar’s stomach flip-flopped as he looked down at the tin of lint-flecked mentholated candies. “Uh, no thanks.”

Alone in the dressing room, he let out a long sigh. He had finally told his family who he really was, and the world hadn’t ended.

Technically speaking, the changeup was not that big a deal. The Fabulosos all understudied each other’s parts, so it was easy to make the switch. So there’d be one less rat, and the performer playing Nutso would now talk in weird gibberish twin language. As Mrs. Fabuloso said, most people probably wouldn’t even notice.

Balthazar quickly wiped off his stage makeup, changed into his street clothes and took a long look at himself in the mirror. Except for the faint black smudges around his eyes, he looked like what he was—a regular, everyday kid. And at last he was free to be that. No more spandex. No more tramping about the stage like a doofus. If he was going to fail, he might as well do it on his own terms.

His thumb throbbed as he screwed the cap back on his thermos. Looking down at the dark, bruised puncture, he suddenly remembered his crazy pet. As much as he wanted to strangle that insane feather duster, he was also pretty worried. Something really weird must be going on with her to make her freak out like that. And then there had been that weird blackness in her normally pink eyes. He needed to find her. Right away.

His thumb hastily bandaged, Balthazar slipped silently past the box office where Rose Pfeffenfucher was plopped toad-like in her pink Aeron chair, triple-checking her receipts. Then into the lobby, where the Fistula girl had ducked out of the show and was sitting on one of the giant rose ottomans, teeth sunk deep into her own arm like some kind of freaky Little Miss Muffet zombie cannibal.

“Didn’t like the ziti?”

“They say if you’re sane you can’t break the skin,” Pagan said, inspecting the bruised pink bite marks in her pale, freckly skin. “No blood, see? Hah!” A sketchbook was lying open beside her, but she closed it quickly before Balthazar could see what she had been drawing. “Hey, so have you ever, you know, noticed anything weird about this theater?”

“Not until you guys showed up,” Balthazar said.

“Ha ha,” she said. “Never mind. What are you doing out here, anyway? Aren’t you supposed to be onstage?”

“I’m looking for my bird,” Balthazar said, casting his eyes around the floral room. “White, pink eyes, feathers. See anything like that?”

Pagan nodded. “Bursting out of your rear end. Kind of crazy to have animals in your act if you don’t know how to handle them properly.”

“Crazy,” Balthazar agreed, looking pointedly from her bitten arm to the bulbous spider in her hair. “Thanks. I’ll remember that.”

Slipping past her into the dining room, Balthazar scanned the exit sign, sconces and any other place he could think of where Rover might have gone to roost, but saw no sign of her. It felt weird being on the audience side of the stage, but also pleasantly anonymous, like he could be wearing Speedos and a scuba mask and no one would even notice.

Spotting an empty table toward the back, he took a seat. As he watched the show, he couldn’t help but notice how well things were going now that he was out of it. Fanella, back to her charming, sweet stage-self, had captured Rat King Freddy in a giant bubble as Franky (who had taken over as Nutso) kept twisting around like he thought another dove was about to come busting out of his butt, milking Balthazar’s humiliation for laughs. A much better me than I was, Balthazar thought glumly as the audience roared with laughter and banged their forks against their glasses.

He had spent his entire life force-fitting himself into a show that was obviously better off without him. Well, he was better off without them, too, he decided. He hadn’t asked to be born into this family. He could have been completely comfortable in a family of bookkeepers who would remember to pay the bills so their electricity wasn’t always getting shut off. Or even a family of total boneheads—where at least he would get to be the talented one.


Log # 369

Nutso is dead. Long live Nutso. Apparently the Fabulosos think their audience is so stupid we won’t notice that the Nutcracker Prince is suddenly a full foot shorter. But I have to admit, the actual magic in this show is not half bad. I especially liked the bit where the elderly Queen of the Snowflakes made the water in all our drinking glasses freeze and wound up “accidentally” freezing Blake’s mouth shut as well. She’s kind of my personal hero now.
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Anyway, the show’s pretty much over. They’re doing the climactic Sugarplum Fairy bit—materializing themselves out of paintings, transporting themselves between different gift boxes, transforming the dirty dishes the waiters are carrying on their trays into mounds of sugarplums. Moms is so miserable she’s eaten her entire dessert and all of ours as well. I, too, am looking miserable, but inside my head I am doing a secret happy dance.
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Tomorrow this stinking rose pit will be but a memory and we will be off to ruin some other more worthy lives. They just have to get through to the end of the show without some disastrous screwup. Come on, you can do it! Almost there! Almost . . . oh God, there’s that horrible buzzing again. And now . . . what the . . .
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8. Disappearing Act

[image: image]

As Balthazar stared at the stage, a loud buzzing started throbbing inside his head. A side effect of his angry thoughts, he figured. But then he noticed that other people in the dining room seemed to be hearing it as well. Maybe the crappy old sound system? Then came the smell. A sickly, rancid smell of rotting meat.

Thick, cold gray fog was flooding the stage, thick as sheep’s wool. And there was something up with the Christmas tree as well. It was . . . it was growing. Not just taller, but wider, too. Its purple and gold branches began churning and whirring like scrubbers in a car wash. Its lights shone brighter and brighter until they were as harsh and blinding as interrogation lights. Like it was possessed. All the while, the buzzing was getting louder and louder.

“Get off, you perverted shrubbery!” Gaga cried, bashing away at the groping branches with her handbag.

“Boys!” Balthazar heard his parents shouting from somewhere deeper in the tinsel underbrush. “Fanella! Where are you?”

“Mommy!” Fanella’s voice came from another part of the stage.

“Razahtlab! Razahtlab!” the twins cried as the churning tinsel enveloped them.

This was no act; they were terrified.

Instantly Balthazar was on his feet, running wildly for the stage, barely registering the angry protests of the diners as he jostled their tables, spilling coffees into laps.

“Hey, watch out for the boots!” Blake protested as Balthazar tripped over his outstretched foot.

As he struggled back to his feet, Balthazar saw that he was too late. The smoke had already cleared, the tree had shrunk back down to regular size, and his family was gone.

There was no applause from the audience, just an uneasy and dissatisfied silence. The Fabulosos were all locally pretty famous for their disappearances, and they each had their own signature way to do it. Mr. Fabuloso worked his into the end of some spontaneous-combustion effect. Gaga disappeared as the grand finale to her Dance of the Seven Veils. Fanella favored encasing herself inside a giant bubble, then vanishing in a puff of bubblegum-scented air when it popped. With the twins, it wasn’t so much about how they disappeared as how they came back—climbing out of an audience member’s purse or rolled up in a rug delivered by a UPS guy. Mrs. Fabuloso’s disappearances were the funniest, on account of her generally being so distracted by her multitasking that she would leave some part of herself behind—like her smile, grinning in midair like the Cheshire cat.

This disappearance was totally different from any of those, and it was taking way too long for them to come back.

“Freddy, Franky?” Balthazar called across the empty stage. “Mom? Dad?”

“Good riddance to bad rubbish,” Mrs. Fistula heckled. But even she looked confused.

“Fanella? Gaga? Anyone?”

They weren’t in the wings, the greenroom, the dressing room, the props room or the bathroom.

By the time Balthazar returned to the stage, most of the patrons were already heading for the exit.

“Re-fund, re-fund, re-fund,” Mr. and Mrs. Fistula chanted gleefully.

“What’s going on?” Balthazar asked the empty air.

“Good question!” Turning, he saw the owner of the theater, Rose Pfeffenfucher, stomping toward him, her face a whirling mass of pinched, angry frown-lines like a big ol’ thumb about to squash a bug. “That’s just what I would like to know.”


9. Double-Crossed
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The police are here to serve and protect the innocent, Balthazar reminded himself as he stared up at the Grantham Police Station. The fact that the building looked like a giant evil robot spider, ready at any moment to pull itself free of its foundation and go on a laser-blasting rampage of death and destruction, was just an unfortunate coincidence.

“Stop lollygagging, you lazy lummox!” Rose Pfeffenfucher bawled, dragging him across an especially slippery patch of ice. “I suppose your freaky family thinks it’s funny,” she fumed on, rock salt grinding beneath her boots like teeth, “taking off in the middle of a show!”

“They didn’t take off,” Balthazar protested. “They disappeared.”

“ ‘They disappeared,’ ” she mimicked, the corners of her mouth pinching down so far they almost met at the bottom of her hard, round chin. “Of course they disappeared. They’re magicians. But is that what I pay them for?”

“Uh . . . yes?”

“No, stupid!” she spit in a way that involved actual, real, technical spit. “I pay them to come back after they’ve disappeared.”

The police station’s large plate-glass windows filled the lobby with the cold, rotten grayness of the day outside, giving the room a sealed-in fish-tank feeling.

“Wait here!” she ordered, shoving Balthazar at a row of hard plastic chairs before storming the front desk.

Nerves had dried out his mouth, and all that was left in his old stainless-steel thermos was a thin dribble of hot cocoa. But at least it was still warm, which was what he loved about his thermos. It kept hot things hot and cold things cold no matter what other craziness was going on.

Shivering, he raised the cap to his mouth and was about to swallow down the last comforting dregs when he noticed an old lady sitting across from him. More than old, she looked Paleolithic, her face as wizened as a dried apricot and her body gnarled like an old tree stump. Strange. He hadn’t noticed her there a second ago.

Sniffing the air, the old woman smacked her lips hungrily.

Balthazar looked down at the little dribble in his cup.

“It’s cocoa,” he said. “Do you want some?”

Nodding, the old crone held out a large, thick-knuckled hand.

Draining the cup, she held it out again for more.

“Sorry, that’s all there was.”

As Balthazar reached to take the cup back, she grabbed hold of his wrist, peering at him intently with her milk-white eyes.

“There’s . . . a rooooad,” she whispered, leaning toward him with the creaky rustle of branches in a heavy wind. “We can’t . . . remember its name. Can you . . . can you help us, child?”

“I—I don’t know,” he stammered. Honestly, he didn’t feel in much shape to be of any help to anyone at the moment. “I’ll try.”

“It is . . . like a path . . . through a field,” she continued, eyes burning. There were bits of twigs in her hair, like birds had been nesting in it. She seemed way too old to be out by herself. Had she lost her family, too? Or maybe they had all died off.

“This road . . . it doesn’t exist. But it can . . . if one walks . . . on it . . . long . . . enough. What . . . what is . . . it?”

“A road that is not a road,” Balthazar repeated. “Is it a riddle?”

The poor crazy old lady nodded eagerly.

A road that is not a road . . . Balthazar was actually pretty decent with riddles. A road that is not a road. The answer was right at the tip of his tongue when—“

This the magicken?” a gruff voice interrupted.

Looking up, Balthazar saw a large, red-faced police officer lumbering toward them.

“That’s the little stinker, all right,” the Pfeff snapped, peering spitefully at him from behind the cop’s meaty arm. “Don’t you let him squirm out of it.”

“Wait,” Balthazar said. “That old lady, she needs help. I think she’s lost.”

“What old lady?” the officer grunted.

Looking back, Balthazar saw the old riddle lady shuffling toward the exit with an uneven gait. One of her legs, he saw, was gone from just below the knee, replaced by an unfinished-looking tree branch, bark still on it.

“Come find me,” her voice drifted back to him, “if you ever figure it out.”

“She’s right there . . .”

But then she pushed open the door and was gone. Not just gone out of the building, but gone entirely. There was no sign of her at all on the other side of the plate glass.

“Misdirection,” the Pfeff said accusingly. “And don’t let him fool you with that pitiful face, either. If your family thinks this is the way to get a raise, they’ve got another thing coming!”

“They’re not trying to get anything,” Balthazar protested. “They’re the ones that need help. They disappeared. There’s been some kind of foul play.”

“The foul play was against me!” the Pfeff countered. “I’m the one who had to refund all those tickets, you little crook!”

“I’m not a crook!”

“Settle down, the pair of you,” the officer growled. You could tell from the look of him that he had gone into police work for high-speed chases, lethal shoot-outs and bloody hand-to-hand combat, and that he was finding it hard to work up much enthusiasm for the case at hand. “Fine.” He glowered at them both. “You’d both better come with me.”

Gloating, the Pfeff poked at Balthazar with a stubby finger. “You’re in trouble now, boy. Oh yes you are.”

Balthazar looked back once more at the clear glass door through which the old lady had vanished. Was this some new kind of thing? People just randomly disappearing for no reason?

The room Sgt. Lightfoot brought them to was small and airless and smelled like wet cardboard.

“Look,” he said, dropping a phone in front of Balthazar like something he had just killed with his bare hands. “You seem like a sensible kid. For a magicken. So why don’t you just call your family and tell them to come get you. Then we can all just forget about this publicity stunt and go home.”

“They can’t hide forever,” the Pfeff interjected shrilly, waggling her finger in Balthazar’s face.

“Ma’am, if you would just let me handle this.”

Balthazar knew they wouldn’t be home. But he couldn’t help hoping anyway as he punched in the numbers and listened to the phone ring.

“You have reached the fabulous, fabulous Fabulous Fabuloso residence,” Mrs. Fabuloso’s voice trilled on the prerecorded voice-mail message. “We are so sorry to miss your call, but we are off spreading wonder and joy to the people of Grantham. Please leave a message and we’ll get back to you as soon as supernaturally possible. Have a magical day!”

He listened all the way through to the end of the message before hanging up.

“You need to help me find them,” he said. “If they had disappeared on purpose, don’t you think they would have taken me with them?”

“Maybe,” Sgt. Lightfoot grunted, pushing his chair back from the table, “maybe not. We see all sorts. Wait here, I’m going to make a couple calls.”

“And I,” the Pfeff declared, “am going home to soak my bunions. Oh, and PS,” she added, pinning Balthazar to the back of his chair with one final vicious finger-thrust, “you and your freaky family are all fired!”

The door slammed shut, and for the first time since his family had disappeared, Balthazar was truly and utterly alone.

When the Pfeff had been poking at him and Sgt. Lightfoot had been looming over him, all he had wanted was for everyone to go away. But now that they had, that felt even worse.

“Knock, knock.”

Balthazar looked up.

There, in a draft of cooler, fresher air, stood a friendly-bike-messenger-looking person, cheeks pink from the cold outside.

“Gita McGinty,” she introduced herself, taking off her helmet and shaking out a long cascade of shiny, bread-colored hair. “Sorry I kept you waiting. I was over at this Save the Great Lakes thing when they called. I biked here as fast as I could.” Her hand was cool and firm when Balthazar shook it. “I’m the social worker assigned to your case. And you’re Balthazar Fabuloso, right?”

“Yeah,” he admitted. “My parents picked the name.”

“Good choice,” she said, twisting her hair into a businesslike knot and taking two cans of strawberry cream soda out of her backpack. “So anyway,” she continued kindly, “the reason why I’m here is to talk with you about what’s going on, make an assessment and figure out a plan of action. What do you need?”

Balthazar hadn’t realized how thirsty he was until the frosty, creamy drink was bubbling down his throat. Tears stung stupidly at the back of his eyes. People had been horrible to him all day, and now that someone was actually acting halfway human he was falling apart?

“Just my family back,” he said.

Ms. McGinty nodded, opening her save-the-lemmings notebook and trying out one ballpoint pen after another from her bag until she found one that worked. “Let’s talk about what happened.”

Settling her chin into her interlaced ink-stained fingers, Ms. McGinty fixed her wide-spaced eyes on him. He could see that her right ear stuck out a bit. Not in a bad way, but in this way that made it look like she really wanted to hear what he had to say.

Still Balthazar hesitated. To explain what had happened to his family, he would have to reveal their most closely guarded trade secret—real magic. Taking a deep breath, he decided to trust her.

“I was lying in bed,” he began.

Once he started, it was just such a relief to have a sympathetic listener that he didn’t want to stop. On and on he talked, words spraying out like soda from a shook-up can.

“And I guess that’s everything,” he concluded, feeling a bit awkward about having blabbed on for so long.

Ms. McGinty was scribbling so hard it looked more like carving than writing. “Thank you,” she said at last, looking up. He could see she was shaken. “Is there anything else you want to add? Anything about what really happened?”

Balthazar thought carefully, then shook his head.

“I . . . I need to go talk to Detective Lightfoot. Do you think you’ll be okay on your own?” she asked. “I’ll just be a minute.”

Balthazar nodded. He actually felt pretty good, all things considered.

Ms. McGinty stopped at the door. “Don’t worry,” she said, giving her earlobe an anxious twist. “I’m going to make sure you get all the help you need.”

The small, brown dullness of the room didn’t bother Balthazar so much now that he knew help was on its way, but he needed to use the bathroom.

Stepping out into the hall, he heard Sgt. Lightfoot’s voice coming through a cracked-open door just a few feet away.

“Still no sign of the rest of those magickens,” he was saying. “But we have identified an uncle who could take the boy. No fixed address, though. Just a PO box.”

“I’ll see what I can do,” Ms. McGinty replied.

Peeking through the crack, Balthazar saw that the two grown-ups were in a little room with a big one-way window that looked into the room he had just left.

“So,” Sgt. Lightfoot continued, “you think the kid’s yanking our chain, or what?”

“Not at all,” Ms. McGinty said. “He’s not that kind of a boy. Anyone with any sensitivity can see that.”

Balthazar smiled. He had done the right thing in confiding in her.

“So, what? The kid’s a psycho, then?” the sergeant pressed. “I mean, I know that’s not the technical term for it, but, you know . . . ,” he mumbled, ears turning pink under Ms. McGinty’s hard stare.

“In my conversation with Balthazar I found him open, sincere and communicative.”

Yes!

“A sweet, gentle kid who values logic and sees himself as very sensible.”

It was nice, finally, to be understood.

“But he is also very, very, very confused.”

What?

“Right, like a psycho.” Sgt. Lightfoot nodded.

“The term,” Miss McGinty informed him coolly, “is delusional. Probably an acute stress reaction to some real trauma connected to whatever really happened when his family abandoned him. Something really horrible must have happened to that poor boy.”

Blood rushed to Balthazar’s face. The whole friendly, wanting-to-help thing had just been an act.

“I’ve put in a call to request a psychiatric evaluation,” she continued. “He’s clearly in a highly overwrought state. He needs to be watched very carefully.”

“Uh-oh,” Sgt. Lightfoot said, looking into the room where Balthazar no longer was.

Ms. McGinty turned to look as well. “Oh no . . . Balthazar!”

But she was too late. He was already out of there.


Log # 370

As Humphrey is my witness, I swear I’ll rip off my head and drop-kick it off the CN Tower if I EVER confide in my stupid family again.

So why exactly did I tell them about the weird zombie guy under the stage? Because I wanted them to understand that taking a job in this theater was a very, very bad idea. And did Moms and Dad listen? Of course not. One, because they were super drunk on cheap pink dinner-theater champagne. And two, because they never listen to me in the first place. Blake, unfortunately, was not so oblivious. “Zombie? Did you say zombie?”

Next thing you know, he’d dragged me back under the stage to show it to him, with nothing for protection but the teaspoon I barely managed to grab off one of the tables.

BLAKE: I could totally take a zombie.

ME: Sure you could. Can we leave now?

BLAKE (stabbing his walking stick into the shadows): Somebody should totally make a movie about me kicking zombie butt.
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ME: Great idea. Can we leave now?

BLAKE: Wait, did that zombie bite you? Because if it bit you, I hate to say it, but you’re no longer my sister, you’re a zombie and I’ll have to kick your butt.

ME: I’m not a zombie. Can we leave now?

BLAKE: Spoken like a potential zombie.

ME: See ya.

Anyway, whoever or whatever it was that had been there before had obviously blown this Popsicle stand, and I was about to as well, when I noticed a faint glitter in the deepest shadowed area. A fine-linked gold chain with this weird, ugly metal lump at the end of it. It was heavier and colder than I would have thought as I picked it up. Humphrey hissed and shrank back into my curls. Creepy and perfect. I was about to put it on when klepto Blake snatched it out of my hands. “What’s yours is mine. . . .”
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As payback, I was about to scoop his heart out with my teaspoon when an explosion of white flapping feathers erupted between us.

“ZOMBIE!” Blake screamed and would have smashed it, but I caught his walking stick just in time.

There, between us on the ground, was that Fabuloso kid’s bird, the white dove. Its feathers were all broken and dirty, and it was making the most pathetic oodling sound.

“Yeah, real scary zombie.” Giving Blake my hairiest eyeball, I picked the poor thing up with all the gentleness I could find in me and told it it would be okay. I’m good at lying like that.

[image: image]


10. Trolls
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It was not even five o’clock, and the sun was already setting on the worst day of Balthazar’s entire life. Fists shoved deep into his pockets, he hurried away from the station, past rows of dried-out Christmas trees lined up along the curb for collection.

With a pang, he remembered the tree his mother had rescued for them a couple of days earlier. “People can be so wasteful. This will be perfect for our Christmas celebration.”

The Fabulosos never celebrated Christmas until a week or so after the fact. Mrs. Fabuloso claimed this was because it was more special that way. But obviously the family’s busy holiday performing schedule factored into this timing as well. Only now Christmas was seeming further off than ever.

Shoulders hunched against the cold, Balthazar trudged on past six doughnut stores, then paused as he crossed the Burgoyne Bridge to look down at a large heap of blackened rubble poking out of a tangle of icy bracken. The heap had once been his family’s theater, the Fantasticum, back before he or his sister or his brothers were born. A grand five-hundred-seater that used to fill to capacity every night with Fabuloso fans from all over the province. Back before it burned to the ground.

An accidental fire, his parents had explained. Faulty wiring. These things happen. But sometimes, especially at the end of an especially bad week, Balthazar would find his dad leaning against the crooked quince tree behind their house, staring across the creek at the charred skeleton of the old theater.

“You should have seen her before,” Mr. Fabuloso would say. “She was magnificent.”

And Balthazar, staring at the shards of blackened rock, would nod, although all it looked worthy of now was a wrecking ball.

“We’ll perform there again someday,” his dad would insist. “Once we’ve saved up the money to fix her up.”

“Sure.” Balthazar would pretend to agree, the promise sounding to him just like all his dad’s other plans—unrealistic.

Anyway, what Balthazar needed right then was his own plan. And also, even more importantly at that exact moment, a bathroom.

Fortunately, Gabriela Park and its public facilities were just ahead. Hurrying across a deserted field, bare trees reaching out from the ground around him like blackened mummy hands, Balthazar ducked into a squat, white building through a door marked MEN. If he was quick about it, he could be out of there before it was totally dark.

The graffiti in Gabriella Park’s bathroom was not the sort to win any prizes for literary merit, but there was something soothing about how totally unrelated it was to anything else that was going on in Balthazar’s life.

Here I sit, broken hearted,

Paid my dime and only farted.

Next time I will take a chance,

Save my dime and crap my pants.

I just wrote on the wall. Take THAT, society!

I’LL BE RIGHT BACK.—GODOT.

(whatever that meant)

Anybody can piss on the floor. Be a hero and poop on the ceiling.

Poop on the ceiling. Not bad, actually. Then Balthazar noticed some large, fresh-looking purple writing on his left that he didn’t remember seeing a second ago. Look right, the words said.

Looking to his right, he saw large purple letters instructing him to Look left.

Right, left, right, left. Toilet tennis. Ha, ha, pretty funny. Only then, when he looked back to his right, the purple words now said: Look behind you.

That was weird. He blinked and looked again. The words were even bigger now.

LOOK BEHIND YOU!

O-kay . . .

Turning around uneasily, he saw huge purple writing scrawled across the mirror.

DON’T MOVE! I’M COMING TO GET YOU!!!

Time to get out of there.

But as Balthazar started for the door, the sound of fast-approaching rough voices and heavy footsteps stopped him. Quickly he scrambled back into a stall, just as three teenagers came spilling into the bathroom, mouths wide with hyena-laughter and jackets bulging with shoplifted junk food. The Trolls! It was a nickname these thugs had earned not only from their bad breath and overdeveloped physiques, but also from a core brute viciousness that nobody wanted to acknowledge as belonging to the human species.

Balthazar’s first feeling was relief. He knew these guys, and there was no way they could have pulled off that magic graffiti—let alone spelled it correctly. His next feeling was fear. He knew these guys. Too old for middle school, they still hung around the bus stop just off the campus, picking off the stragglers and tormenting their old teachers who no longer had any power over them. Their acts of brutality were legendary among the kids of Grantham.

By keeping his head down and walking an extra half-mile to a bus stop farther from school, Balthazar had managed to stay clear of them. Until now. Putting his eye to the crack along his stall door, he watched as the Trolls punched each other and ripped into a large bag of Doritos.

“Ha! That was too easy!” the wild, skinny one named Kier sneered, casually pounding a dent into an empty paper-towel dispenser.

“Knock it off!” growled Gregg, the biggest of the three.

“Whatsa matter, Greggy, ya think he’s gonna hear? Ya think he’s following us?” Kier cackled.

“Yeah, like if he could even get . . . even get his wheelchair ’cross the street,” said Donno, dead-eyed and lumpy, with a strange flat patch across his forehead from where he had been dropped as a baby.

“ ‘I’m an old man. I’m an old man!’ ” Kier mimicked. “Still,” he added wistfully, “mighta been fun if he’d tried.”

“So who nabbed the ciggies, then?” Gregg grunted. “Crack ’em out.”

As the Trolls hunkered down to enjoy their stolen loot, Balthazar eased himself down onto the broken tiles. Floor slime soaked up through the knees of his jeans as he crawled toward the exit, trying not to inhale the bleachy, uriney fumes or secondhand smoke.

He was almost out the door and would have made it, too, if Gregg, at that exact same moment, hadn’t taken a step back, his heavy boot landing right on top of Balthazar, pushing him facefirst into the muck.

“Yo, Kier, check out the squirrel I just caught,” Gregg chuckled, hoisting Balthazar up by his belt.

“Squirrel? Looks more like a snitch to me,” Kier said, scowling.

“Put me down!” Balthazar cried, feet struggling to find the floor.

“Hey, I know who that is. It’s that magic kid. You know, from that show that does . . . that does magic,” Donno said. “My grams took me once before she kicked it.”

“Oh yeah,” Gregg said, smiling, “the one with that hot girl in it. She was in my science class the first time I took it.”

Hot? Fanella? These guys were seeming more and more dangerously stupid by the second.

“Show us some magic!” Donno said, clapping excitedly.

“Yeah,” Gregg said, nodding, “show us some magic and we’ll let you go.”

Swallowing hard, Balthazar searched his panic-frozen brain for a trick he could do. Any trick. “Does anyone have a quarter?”

“Ugh, are you two wet-wipes for real?” Kier protested disgustedly as Donno pulled a greasy coin out of his pocket.

“Perfect,” Balthazar said, examining the bit of silver nervously. “2002, a very good year. But you know money. Easy come,” he continued, passing his hand over the coin, then pointing at his empty palm, “easy go.”

Donno applauded delightedly and Gregg shrugged noncommittally. But Kier was staring at him with the hard, angry-eyed stare of a true magic-hater.

“Oh really,” he said, grabbing Balthazar’s other hand. “So what do you have in here, then?”

“Nothing,” Balthazar pleaded, his bandaged thumb aching as Kier squeezed it hard.

“Oh really,” Kier said, viciously prying open Balthazar’s fingers to expose the “disappeared” quarter. “What’s this, then?”

“Ta-da, it’s back again,” Balthazar said lamely, heart sinking faster than the coin falling from his hand.

“You must think we’re a bunch of dummos,” Kier snarled.

The light had gone from Donno’s eyes, replaced by dull resentment.

“Whatever,” Gregg said, stepping aside to let him out. “It’s all fake anyway. Tell your sister hi from me.”

“Uh, yeah, okay,” Balthazar said, ducking past him.

“Like hell,” Kier snarled, body-checking Balthazar against the NO SMOKING sign. “He ain’t going nowhere till I know he won’t blab.”

“Give the squirt a break.”

But Kier was already dragging Balthazar back into one of the stalls.

“Let him go?” Kier sneered. “You is a fat softy, ain’t you?”

“Better that than a scrawny-assed psycho!”

“An’ I ain’t takin’ that from you, Gregg Gund!”

Balthazar ducked just in time as Kier’s fist slammed in over his head and into Gregg’s eye.

Next thing you knew, the two Trolls were on the floor, rolling around in their shoplifted loot, Donno kicking at them to try to separate them, which only made them madder.

Before Balthazar could make another bolt for the door, a stray elbow caught him on the nose, exploding everything into white pain and a brain full of popping stars. Going down, he saw a squiggle of blood fly from his lips, bright as a neon glow-stick. Then all went black.


11. Gassius Fartibus
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“What if he’s dead?”

The warm, metallic taste of blood filled Balthazar’s mouth as tickly ash from one of the Trolls’ cigarettes dropped onto his face.

“Mphw,” he groaned as a steel-toed boot nudged at his left kidney.

“He ain’t dead,” Kier said. “Might be better if he was, though. No witnesses.”

“We ain’t killing no one,” Gregg growled.

“I didn’t say nuttin’ about killin’, Greggina. We just gotta hit him in the right part of the head that makes him forget. Concusserate him. Now, which part of the head do you think that might be?”

“The forehead?” Donno suggested.

“Naw, it’s the soft spot on the top,” Gregg said. “I saw it on the Discovery Channel.”

“I say it’s right here,” Kier said, jabbing Balthazar’s temple with an old piece of pipe.

This was not going to end well unless Balthazar did something, and fast. Calling on his stage-combat training, he braced one foot against the wall of a stall, then kicked the other straight up into Kier’s chin. Bam! A direct hit!

With an outraged cry, the Troll stumbled back into the sink, his weight wrenching it off the wall. Freezing-cold water sprayed out of the busted rusty pipes.

“You are so dead!” Kier roared.

With a fast roll, Balthazar was up, but Donno was in front of him blocking his way out.

“Who’s the dummo now?” Donno smiled dully, grabbing Balthazar’s arm and twisting it up painfully behind his back.

“Yeah, let’s see you magic your way out of this one, magic boy,” Kier said as he picked up the pipe again.

Closing his eyes, Balthazar willed some real magic to come. Something to make Donno let him go, or make all of them disappear, or explode this entire situation in a giant fireball.

Instead what he heard was singing.

“There was eggs, eggs,

with short fat hairy legs

in the store, in the store.

There was eggs . . .”

The voice was harsh and rasping, like whoever was singing had eaten cigarette butts and broken glass for lunch.

“. . . eggs, with short fat hairy legs . . .”

“What is that?” Kier said, tightening his grip on the pipe nervously.

A stocky, shambling rag-pile of a man came stumbling in.

“In the quarter mas-ter, quartermaster store,” the rag man sang, opening a ratty umbrella to fend off the spraying water.

His look was, if possible, even more alarming than his voice. His matted, gray-streaked hair was more like the stuff you pull out of a clogged vacuum cleaner than something that belonged on a human head. The face beneath his battered top hat was puffed and pickled. The hand that clutched his umbrella was covered in thick, rubbery scars, and missing two fingers. And the smell . . . even in the stinky bathroom, the guy reeked.

“My eyes are dim, I can-not see.

I have no-ot brought my specs with me.

I have no-ot brought my-aye specs . . .

with . . . me!”

He finished on a high, off-key falsetto, with a wet dead-animal of a fart.

“Gross.” The Trolls cracked up.

The man’s offended silence was even louder than his singing. “Excuse me,” he said, toppling toward them, “but what did you just say?”

The Trolls exchanged nervous, skittery smirks.

“Your toot,” Kier said at last. “It, you know, smells bad.”

“My toot smells bad?” the man boomed back at them. “Of course it smells bad. It’s a fart! Is that the best you can do?”

“Wha?” Donno grunted in confusion.

“Well,” the man said, “your friend’s description just seems a little lacking in imagination. There are a hundred different ways he could have said it. Bad-ass: ‘If I stank like you, I’d cut off my nose.’ Respectful: ‘All hail Gassius Fartibus!’ Descriptive: ‘A beefer! A barn-burner! A musky turnip! A rhino-stopper!’ Awed: ‘Hark, the toothless wonder speaks!’ Gracious: ‘You must never have to worry about lice, with such a robust fumigation system.’ Considerate: ‘Mind you don’t go near any open flames.’ Sympathetic: ‘The fartiste is so often misunderstood.’ Environmental: ‘There goes the ozone layer!’ Poetical: ‘A blast far crueler than the arctic wind!’ Or tragic: ‘Inhale the treacherous odor that mars the majesty of that magnificent man, a stench ripe with its own perfidy!’ Your friend here could have said any of those things. But did he? No. Perhaps because he knew that if he did I would have to kill him.”

The Trolls weren’t smiling anymore. They were seriously freaked.

“And besides,” the man added, “I’m missing an enzyme, so what you are effectively doing here is making fun of a disabled person. Is that how you bullies get your kicks? Mocking the handicapped?”

The sudden wail of a police siren interrupted his tirade.

“Oh crap,” Gregg muttered.

“Run for it!” Kier shouted.

Balthazar started to bolt after them but the man held him back, circling a heavy arm around his shoulder. “Not you,” he said. “You’re staying with me.”

“What? No, I’m not,” Balthazar protested.

“Come now, Balthazar, didn’t you get my message? Don’t you know who I am?” The derelict leaned in closer until his swollen, vein-webbed nose was pressing right into Balthazar’s. “Take a good look.” His breath smelled like something had crawled down his throat and died. He was redder, puffier and smellier than anyone Balthazar had ever met before in real life—but there was something familiar in his glaring, bloodshot yellowy-blue eyes.

“Did . . . did you come to one of my family’s shows?”

“Did I come to one of your family’s shows?” The hobo snorted. “I was the family show! I’m your uncle. The Incomp’rable Ignatius! Come out of retirement at last!” He looked around, waiting for applause.


12. Shoebox
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Outside the bathroom, the light-polluted night sky was the color of bruised fruit. As the gut-punchingly cold air cleared the fog that had settled over Balthazar’s brain, he started to take stock of his situation. His family had disappeared; his social worker had declared him insane; he was freezing cold and soaking wet; and his new official guardian was a gross hobo guy with digestive issues. Could life possibly get any worse?

“I know what you’re thinking,” Ignatius said.

Balthazar’s heart sank. Just what he needed. Another mind reader. “You do?”

“You’re thinking,” his uncle said, biting off a strip of jerky that he had salvaged from the bathroom floor, “about all the amazing things you’ve heard about me. My meteoric rise to fame. The way I changed forever the very way the good people of Grantham look at magic. How I vanished mysteriously at the height of my popularity, leaving a gaping hole in the world of stage magic. So which of the stories you’ve heard about me is your favorite? The time I made the Port Dalhousie carousel disappear? How I made Thirteen-Mile Creek run backward? Don’t be shy. You can tell me.”

“Er, I . . . I don’t really have one,” Balthazar said.

“Pick two, then,” Ignatius offered generously.

“The thing is,” Balthazar admitted, “my family doesn’t really talk about you. Ever.”

Ignatius gnawed at this information for a moment, then shook his head. “No,” he said, “of course they wouldn’t. Better to forget.”

“Forget what?”

“What I’d prefer not to remember.”

Ignatius pulled a soggy lump of Kleenex from his pocket and blew his nose loudly, then peered intently at its goopy contents like a witch doctor reading entrails. “You needn’t waste my time telling me about what happened,” he continued. “I already got the whole scoop from that social worker of yours. Rita, is it?”

“Gita,” Balthazar said coldly. “Gita McGinty.”

“Gita McGinty.” Ignatius rolled the syllables on his tongue. “Interesting name. What’s her background? Irish? Indian? Half-and-half?”

“No idea.”

“But she was nice, right?” he pressed. “She sounded nice. Over the phone. A bit of a lilt to her voice.”

“She was horrible,” Balthazar said.

“But pretty? She sounded pretty. You know, like the librarian who wears her hair up with glasses but then she lets it down and—”

“Hideous,” Balthazar lied.

“Really?”

“Cross-eyed, snout-nosed and covered in gross, bubbly warts,” Balthazar added with extreme satisfaction.

“Ugh,” Ignatius groaned. “And to think that woman wanted to meet with me.”

Pulling a flask from his pocket, he took a long guzzle, then offered it to Balthazar.

“I’m twelve,” Balthazar said. “I don’t drink.”

“Hmph,” his uncle snorted. “How dehydrating for you.”

They walked the rest of the way home in silence, Balthazar’s hands shoved deep in his pockets, his fingers closed around the gristly old wishbone that Gaga had given him. Please be home. Please be home.

“The old homestead looks like crap,” Ignatius observed as they arrived at last at the hunkering lump that was the Fabuloso mansion. “What the hell happened?”

Pretty harsh for a guy who smelled like he hadn’t changed his socks in six years.

“We’ve been busy,” was all Balthazar said, reaching under the dead hydrangea bush for the spare key.

Turning the key in the lock, he stepped into the vestibule and flicked on the light.

“Hello? Anybody home?”

There was no jumble of shoes by the door, no coats hastily looped up on the hooks, no shouting, shrieking or sounds of explosions.

The hollow feeling in Balthazar’s chest echoed the emptiness that seemed to fill every nook and cranny of the house—the heavy emptiness of a theater after a show has been canceled but the sets haven’t yet been taken down.

Generally the Fabulosos turned on as few lights as possible, to keep their electricity bills down, but this time Balthazar didn’t stop until he had switched on all the lights in the house and every shadow was obliterated.

Circling back around to the front hall, he found his uncle still standing outside the open front door, a draft of cold air rushing in around him.

“You should probably come in,” Balthazar said, “before you let all the warm air out.”

“Yes,” Ignatius said, nodding. “Of course.” He swung his foot forward like he was going to step in, but then spun around and stepped away. Shaking his head, he walked quickly toward the door again, stopping short again at the threshold. “Just . . . just give me a minute.”

Heading back into the parlor, Balthazar heard what sounded like someone banging his head against the door frame, but he decided not to turn around to see for sure.

Opening the cast-iron doors of the wood-burning stove, he arranged some kindling around a crumpled piece of newspaper. Everyone else in his family could make stage-magic fire, but he was the best at building real fires. The kind that actually could warm up the house.

Turning, he saw that his uncle had come in.

“Twenty years since I’ve been here,” Ignatius said, looking around the parlor as if he thought the furniture might suddenly attack him at any moment. “Feels strange.”

“What happened?” Balthazar asked. “Why did you disappear?”

Ignatius said nothing.

“If you’re going to be looking after me, I think I have a right to know.”

His uncle studied him with his sore, busted-windowpane eyes. Measuring. “No,” he grunted at last. “No, you don’t. In fact, as a minor you have virtually no rights whatsoever, legally speaking. I took on that burden when I foolishly agreed to be your guardian.”

“If you think it’s so stupid, why did you do it?”

“I was drunk.”

“What about getting my family back?” Balthazar said.

“Of course I’m going to get them back. But let’s get one thing straight. I have not signed up for irrelevant prying into my past, or for the role of miserable, depressed old fart whose life is changed by the love and companionship of some pathetic misfit of a kid.”

A sudden knock at the door interrupted him.

“I’m going to go get that,” Balthazar said.

“If it’s that ugly social worker, tell her I’m not here,” Ignatius called after him.

There was nobody on the front porch, or anywhere around that Balthazar could see. But as he turned to go back inside, his foot bumped against a shoe box lying on the welcome mat—a designer shoe box with air holes cut in it and a folded scrap of paper tucked under the faux-distressed bootlace tying it shut. “She needs a vet,” the note read. The writing, he recognized, was the same rough, scrabbly kind he had seen in Pagan Fistula’s sketchbook before she had slammed it closed.


13. Grubbits
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Hands trembling, Balthazar pulled the shoelace off the box and lifted the lid. He hadn’t thought there was room for his heart to sink any lower, but when he looked inside the box, it found a way. There, cushioned in piles of jet-black silks, was his dove, her body limp as an old sock, with a creepy purple-black scratch beneath her eye that throbbed with a strange, icy coldness when he touched it.

“Rover!”

“What’s up with the pigeon?” Ignatius asked, looking down over his nephew’s shoulder.

“She’s a dove,” Balthazar corrected him.

Frowning, Ignatius sniffed at the bird, then carefully fanned open her wing, exposing a gangrenous knot of bubbling infection branching out beneath her skin in wriggling rivulets and tributaries. But worst was the smell—sweet and gluey like a combination of freezer-burned old meat and the awful stink of old air conditioners when their Freon is leaking out. “Grubbit spawn,” he muttered darkly.

“Gru-what?”

“No time for chitty-chat,” Ignatius said, disappearing down the hall. “Quickly now, follow me!” A loud crash followed from the kitchen.

“What are you doing?” Balthazar demanded, looking at the broken pile of breakfast dishes his uncle had tipped off the kitchen table onto the floor.

“Preparing the operating surface,” Ignatius replied, swabbing the table with a hot, soapy sponge.

Balthazar shook his head. “No way. She needs a vet.”

“No time,” Ignatius said, pulling on a pair of yellow dishwashing gloves. “Besides, if my guess is correct no vet will have seen a case like this in over five hundred years. We’re the only shot she’s got. Ready now?”

A chilly fog rose off Rover’s limp body and her eyes were dull and milky. Balthazar swallowed as he laid her down on the table. “Ready.”

“Here, put these on,” his uncle said, hitting him in the chest with a second pair of dishwashing gloves. “I’m going to start squeezing. And whatever comes out, I need you to catch it in this.”

Gloves loose and floppy on his hands, Balthazar barely managed a fumbling catch of the baby-food jar his uncle tossed at him.

“Hold her steady, now. Wing out. That’s right.”

Gently but firmly, Ignatius began squeezing and pinching at the deepest of Rover’s scratches. His BO was outrageous, but it was nothing compared to the putrid smell rising out of Rover’s scratch, coming up in icy puffs with each squeeze. Warm stomach acid flooded Balthazar’s mouth but he swallowed it back down. He could feel Rover’s frightened heartbeats rattling through her hollow bones.

Ignatius’s eyes were on the scratch, intent as a cat at a fishbowl. What was he looking for? Then Balthazar saw something rippling just under the skin. Ignatius saw it, too, and with a quick, decisive squeeze, he pushed the thing up to the surface: an inky-black little squiggle.

“Festering fumets! Get it! Get it!” But before Balthazar could scoop it into the jar, it had squirmed back under her skin. “Blast!” Ignatius swore, tearing off his gloves. “Can’t feel anything in these damn things.”

Once more Ignatius began to squeeze, with quick, upwards pinches until it squirted up to the surface again. Ready this time, Balthazar quickly scooped the tarry blob into the jar and slammed on the lid.

Peering through the glass, he examined the strange teardrop-shaped thing—black and wriggly like a little tadpole. Thrashing its tail, the thing shot forward, straight at his face, splattering into four or five smaller little squiggles as it hit the glass, then right away pooling together again to shoot forward once more—frost crystallizing against the side of the jar with each impact. “What . . . what is that thing?”

“Shhh. Ready now.”

“There’s more?”

There were, in fact, twenty-three more, each blobbing into the last as Balthazar added them to the baby-food jar until the seething lump was the size of walnut.

Balthazar’s eyes ached from staring, and the chill from the glass had made his bad hand go all stiff and throbby, but finally the sinister purply-blackness was gone from all of Rover’s scratches, leaving a sore but healthier pink tinge in its place.

“That’s the last of them,” Ignatius declared, his neck cracking painfully as threw his head back.

“What are they?” Balthazar asked again, staring at the thrashing mass.

“Grubbits,” his uncle said darkly, giving the jar a thoughtful shake and sending the little blobs sloshing around inside. “Or is it Grubbucks? The information I’ve been able to gather about Gloaming spawn is slippery.”

“Gloaming?”

“Nothing magic. Very ancient. From before existence. You know how magic makes something out of nothing? Well, the Gloaming makes nothing out of something. Horrible stuff. Technically, it’s not supposed to be able to exist in a living world.”

“Then how do you know that’s what this is?”

“Because,” Ignatius said, “it killed my brother.”


14. The Fantasticum

[image: image]

“Killed your brother,” Balthazar repeated when he could find his voice. “You mean . . . you mean my dad?”

Ignatius shook his head impatiently. “No, the other one. Benjamin.”

“But he died in an accident.”

“What kind of accident?” Ignatius pressed.

“A stage accident? I think? I can’t really remember. My family doesn’t really like to dwell on stuff like that, so—”

“So he is forgotten,” his uncle snorted. “I suppose that’s one way to stay sane.”

“What happened?”

Ignatius fell silent, considering the question. The darkness outside pressed in at the walls and windows, and the silence pounded in Balthazar’s ears, broken only by the wet, fishy splattering of the thrashing black lump inside the baby-food jar. Then, just as Balthazar was beginning to give up on getting an answer to his question, just as he was almost starting to feel relieved, his uncle began to speak.

“You’ve heard about the Fantasticum, yes?”

Balthazar nodded.

“Now, there was a theater. A place where dreams came alive. The second you stepped through the doors, you could feel yourself stepping into something bigger than yourself. And that’s how it was with us three brothers, too. Your father’s looks, my genius, and Benjamin’s . . . well, let’s just say Benjamin’s unique flair, all weaving together to create something way bigger than the sum of our parts. The Fabulous Fabuloso Boys. We were hardly more than teenagers when our parents died in an ice-fishing accident, a tragedy which would have destroyed a lesser act, but we pushed on through our grief and became bigger than ever. We could have been huge. We were right on the cusp. Then the inheritance issue came up. . . .”

“Inheritance?”

“Of the Fantasticum. According to the family trust, only one Fabuloso can inherit the Fantasticum—the inheritor, in the case of multiple potential heirs, being determined by tontine.”

“Tontine?”

“A duel of stage magicianship,” Ignatius explained impatiently. “Winner take all.”

“Sounds kind of . . . weird.”

“No more weird than the family business going to the ne’er-do-well eldest son, or some demented old lady naming her cat as her primary beneficiary. Ours was actually more normal than most. Officially, the tontine was to make sure whoever inherited the Fantasticum was the best person for the job. But the real reason was even more practical: publicity. For generations, potential heirs had built up epic rivalries in the public eye while secretly determining in advance who the winner would be. This time would have been no different if it wasn’t for your dad falling in love.” Ignatius spoke those last words, “falling in love,” like another person might have said “falling into a fit of homicidal rage.”

“The plan had always been for your dad to win the tontine and take over the running of the Fantasticum. He had the looks, the people skills and the requisite intelligence—if not much more—for the position. But he was in love and didn’t want the responsibility of running a theater. He wanted to flit off to Eastern Europe with his new bride and live the Bohemian life. Busking on street corners, dinners at 11 p.m., a new town every week . . .”

Balthazar tried to picture it. “Dad and Mom? Seriously?”

“That’s not that point. The point is . . . not that I blame them or anything, but they did kind of ruin everything. Taking off on their hippie honeymoon tour and sticking me with the burden of running the theater.

“But anyway off they went and there I was, up in the tiny accounting room toiling over the Fantasticum accounts when Benji came in with the most stupid question I had heard from him yet.

“So, have you thought about who should win the tontine?” Benji asked me.

“Who do you think?”

“Well,” he said, twisting his hair around his finger, “obviously if Ferdie was here it would be him. But since he’s gone, I thought I rather might like to.”

The idea was so absurd I couldn’t help but laugh. Not only was Benji’s magic the weakest of all of ours, he had never shown the slightest interest in the business end of the operation.

“I’m as good as you!” he insisted. Even though he was in his early twenties, Benji was still the baby of the family and our parents’ death had hit him hardest of all. If your dad had been around he would have found some other way to prop him up. But my brain didn’t work that way. And as Benji looked at me with that bruised, spoiled expression of his, all I could see was a vortex of need that would swallow up the Fantasticum and everything our family had worked so hard for for so many generations if I didn’t put my foot down.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” I snapped.

And I was foolish enough to think that would be an end of it. The tontine was still a month away. Plenty of time for him to work this stupidity out of his system.

But Benji was more stubborn than I expected. He started turning to more dubious sources for his magic. Sketchy 1-800 numbers, dodgy estate sales, even the ads in the back pages of comic books. Our parlor became a magnet for every Sammy Snake Oil and Charlie Charlatan in southern Ontario, each peddling his own unique brand of useless rubbish or dangerously stupid crap, all of which Benji started working into his parts of our show. It was like someone had put a giant flashing neon light on top of our house: Sucker Lives Here.

Free from your father’s feel-good mediocrity and any responsibility to babysit Benji, my magic grew stronger with every show—a fact that critics and other real magicians were quick to pick up on. Magick Gurrrrl, hot on the trail of a new most eligible bachelor (your father now being married), also started sniffing around. Benji, on the other hand, was becoming more and more of an embarrassment with his gimmicky hokum. I could see the lack of applause was beginning to weigh on him.

It was early December, the tontine only three weeks away, when I decided to take pity on Benji. The tontine would be a tie. His ego would be spared but everyone who mattered would know the real score. A win-win. Patting myself on the back for this beneficent solution, I headed home from the Fantasticum with a spring in my step. None of Benji’s regular charlatans were in the parlor when I got home, which I took to be a hopeful sign. Until I saw him. Smelled him first, actually. A cold, horrible freezer-burn smell—with the sweet, rotten tang of spoiled meat.

“Good God, Benjamin,” I spluttered, throwing open the windows. “What did you eat for lunch?” But the smell wasn’t coming from my brother, but rather from an ancient skeleton of a man, his clothes torn like mummy windings, and a ragged white parakeet perched on his shoulder. A teacup was shaking in his palsied hand, and his horrible death-rattle breathing filled the room.

“Who is our guest?”

“Not our guest. Mine. You have perhaps heard of Monsieur Paraqueto?”

Ignatius stopped and gave Balthazar a hard look. “Have you heard of Monsieur Paraqueto?”

Balthazar shook his head.

“That’s the thing,” Ignatius said, nodding with grim satisfaction. “Nobody has anymore. Nobody! The most famous bird-magic magician erased from memory. No photographs, no anecdotes. But I will not forget.”

Rolling up his sleeve, Ignatius revealed the name Paraqueto crudely tattooed into his arm—like he had done it himself with ballpoint pen ink. And beneath it a long list of other names.

“Who are those others?” Balthazar asked.

“We’re not talking about those others right now. We’re talking about Monsieur Paraqueto. Like you, the name at first meant nothing to me. But as I stared at the desiccated mummy of a man, it all came flooding back. Of course I knew who Monsieur Paraqueto was. A humble kiddy-party magician who had catapulted to superstardom with his spectacular parakeet magic: parakeets that changed from red to pink to blue to yellow with the snap of a finger, parakeets that popped out of impossibly small pill boxes, magical parakeets that performed stunning aerial Busby Berkeley routines with such precision it was rumored he had sold his soul to the devil to achieve such breathtaking spectacles. Bursting onto the scene out of nowhere to become one of the biggest superstars of his age. The trademark red beret he wore was internationally recognized as a hallmark of top-shelf magical entertainment. Given how famous he had been, it was astounding to think how completely he had been forgotten.”

“He’s heard of my magic,” Benji continued. “He wanted to meet me.”

“A pleasure to make your acquaintance,” I said, although truthfully disgust and revulsion were much closer to the actual sensations this ghastly apparition inspired in me. He raised his teacup in an empty echo of sociability.

“Look, Benji, I’ve made a decision,” I said. “About the tontine. Let’s make it a tie, shall we?”

“Scared, are we?” Benji said, a strange cold smile flickering around his lips.

“Of course I’m not scared.”

“Scared,” Monsieur Paraqueto echoed mockingly.

“We’ll go ahead with it, then!” I snapped. “It’s your funeral.”

“Funeral,” Paraqueto parroted approvingly as Benji poured him another cup of tea.

“Three weeks until the tontine,” I reminded him as I left them to their tea party. “I give you until then to change your mind.”

Benji spent the entire next week in the attic with horrible old Paraqueto, not coming out to eat or bathe or perform in our shows. Not that there were any complaints from our audience. Frankly, the show was better without him.

Then, with the tontine only a week away, he showed up at the theater for a Saturday night performance, shivery and bluish around the lips.

“It’s not too late to call it off,” I reminded him.

“Still want to back out?” he asked, with that new cold smile of his. The inside of his ear was stained black from the horrible slobbering whispers of his new friend. “Still scared?”

“Scared for you.”

On the other side of the curtains, I saw Monsieur Paraqueto had taken a seat in the middle of the theater. Prime orchestra seating. The idiot house manager had allowed him to bring in his ratty bird as well. One member of the audience seated next to him, a wealthy banker and well-known patron of the arts, had a handkerchief out to cover his nose. Two other people had gotten up to request new seats. “Your friend is driving away business.”

“That’s not all he’s going to drive away.”

Other than Monsieur Paraqueto’s unpleasant presence, the first act passed uneventfully enough. Benji stuck to his old material for the most part. His execution had improved.

More of his magic was real now. But the realness felt hollow. At least to me. And it still wasn’t strong enough to win him the tontine. What had he spent all that time up in the attic working on?

It wasn’t until just before my finale that I found out. Coming back to the stage, I saw two audience volunteers, two strong-looking oaky-dokes from the pulp and paper mill, putting the last concrete blocks in place to form a solid wall.

“It is very important to me that you know that this is an actual solid wall,” Benji was saying to the audience as he hung sheer curtains over a door-sized patch of wall, “so when I walk through it you understand the truly impressive scope of what I am doing.”

Those were my lines! My concrete blocks! My big finish!

“Couldn’t do it if I tried, eh?” he said to me with that ugly barracuda grin of his, then charged the wall.

I’d be lying if I said I didn’t feel a stab of satisfaction when he smacked headfirst into the wall, then staggered back, a bloody goose egg swelling up on his head. But I also felt a grudging respect for his even attempting to take on a bit of magic so obviously beyond his capabilities.

“It’s okay,” I said gruffly as the audience roared with laughter. “I’ll take it from here.”

But the ungrateful little thief just shook my hand off and rushed the wall again. And again the wall gave him the big concrete slap-down.

In the audience, Monsieur Paraqueto remained seated, still as a corpse, his death-rattle breathing getting louder and louder. “Awk,” his parakeet squawked, fluttering its filthy wings. “Awk-awk.”

“Stop,” I said, grabbing Benji up in a big bear hug before he could charge again.

“I’m not finished!” he cried, struggling to get away.

“Yeah, let the little guy finish, glory-hogger,” someone shouted from the audience. There were a few boos.

My little brother had stolen my act, and now I was the bad guy?

Monsieur Paraqueto’s death rattle filled the theater, drowning out the catcalls of the audience.

“Go ahead. Humiliate yourself,” I said, letting go.

“You always underestimated me,” Benji snarled, eyes full of hatred and something else strange I had never seen before—a seething blackness in his pupils. Blacker than black, and with a strange rippling movement.

And when he ran at the wall again, I swear it was the pure force of his hatred that carried him through it, punching an ugly hole right through the concrete blocks. Way less elegant than the way I did it, but the audience ate it up, applauding, whistling, leaping out of their seats, forgetting about me entirely as Benji took his stolen bows.

Looking out into the audience, I saw Monsieur Paraqueto was smiling. An empty, cold rictus of a smile.

“What have you done to my brother?” I demanded, catching him by the arm after the show. The flesh of his arm was soft and tissuey and felt like it might pull off in my hand. And the smell he gave off . . .

“Grubbit,” he croaked. “Grubbuck, grubb-it . . . ,” like he was trying to talk but couldn’t get his decayed vocal cords to shape the words. The man was half dead. He belonged at the hospital, not at the theater.

“Enjoying your conversation?” Benji smirked, coming up behind us.

“What game are you playing at?” I said, disgusted. “The poor man can’t even speak.”

“Not to you,” Benji said. “But he tells me things. Secret things.”

“Like what?”

“Like the Fantasticum will be mine.”


15. The Bullet Catch
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I didn’t bother waiting for the tontine to show him how wrong he was,” Ignatius continued. “The next night, I opened my first set with Benji’s saltshaker-through-the–solid-glass-table trick. It was his favorite piece of close-up magic—and one of the few he could do one hundred percent real. The cold war was on. But there wasn’t much challenge in copying Benji’s old magic, so I quickly moved on to outclassing him with my own amazing new magic. But whatever devil had gotten into him—jealousy, competition, insanity—had sparked a dormant ability, and soon he wasn’t just poaching my new effects, he was one-upping them as well. The gossip writers that had been following my journey toward becoming Magick Gurrrrl’s new most eligible bachelor shifted gears, and now it was all about our epic rivalry. And we did give them all quite a show.

“If I floated myself in an armchair reading Robertson Davies over the audience one moment, he levitated himself playing Bach’s Goldberg Variations on a grand piano the next. When I made Thirteen-Mile Creek run backward, Benji was right there to walk across the water. And Monsieur Paraqueto was there for all of it, becoming more and more decayed with each passing day.

“I could have left at that point. Gone solo, gone to Vegas . . . I’d had a few offers. Goods ones. But by then I was as crazy as he was. Which I do not say to excuse why I chose the magic I did for the tontine, but rather to explain it.”

Ignatius stopped and rubbed his face in his hands.

“What?” Balthazar asked. “What did you do?”

“The Bullet Catch,” Ignatius said.

“Sounds kind of dangerous,” Balthazar said.

“Kind of dangerous? The Bullet Catch is only the most cursed and deadly trick ever to darken the history of stage magic. It is directly responsible for the deaths of at least fifteen magicians, and has been flat-out banned by the International Brotherhood of Real Stage Magic.”

“But if it was banned—” Balthazar began.

“That’s what made it so perfect!” Ignatius retorted. “So what is the first step in creating real magic?”

“Perfecting the illusion to a point you convince yourself that it is real,” Balthazar replied automatically.

“And how, do you think, might you create the illusion of catching a bullet fired directly at your face from ten paces away?”

“Fake bullets?” Balthazar suggested.

“Easier said than done,” Ignatius said. “You have to get the real bullets out of their casings, create the wax dummy bullets to take their place. Then there’s the matter of figuring out how much explosive charge to pack into the shell. Too little, and the wax bullet wouldn’t have enough force to break the sugar glass I would hold up in front of my face. Too much, and the wax bullet would break not only the glass but also my skull. Many melons were sacrificed, but finally I had the proportions right and was ready to put my own melon in the line of fire.”

Until that moment I had worked in total secrecy. But the time had come to share the secret with my faithful assistant, Margarita.

“Here,” I said, putting my old Colt .45 into her delicate but capable hands. “When I give you the signal, shoot me in the face.”

The poor girl went white as soap. “The Bullet Catch?”

“It’s going to be fine,” I reassured her, curling her index finger around the trigger.

Then I walked back ten paces, held up the clear pane of sugar glass in front of my face, and gave the signal for her to shoot.

Trembling, she raised her arm and—BANG! The gun fired, the glass shattered, and there I was, a bullet (one I’d stashed in my cheek before the trick) clenched between my teeth, alive as ever. Then, as I was reloading the pistol, I caught a movement outside the window. But by the time I got there whoever or whatever it had been was gone.

I did not return home until the light of the next morning was creeping into the sky, my poor assistant limping behind me, her trigger finger raw with broken blisters.

Benji was there, sitting in the front parlor—a gun in his lap and a pile of bullets glinting darkly on the side table.

“I’m premiering it tomorrow,” I said grimly. “You won’t have time to crack it.”

“A lot of pressure,” he said mockingly, his strange new eyes writhing blackly. “I mean, who wants a big, black hole blown right through their brain?”

I stared at him, stunned. When you’re getting ready to take magic live, the one thing you never do, ever, is put a worst-case-scenario picture in your head.

“You’ve as good as shot us both in the foot with that pretty picture,” I snapped.

“Foot’s not what you should be worried about.” Benji smirked as he slid bullets into his gun’s chamber and slammed it closed.

Sleep carried me off before my head even hit the pillow. But my dreams came with visions of a bullet blasting through a bloodied skull. And I woke up the next morning more tired than ever.

By the time I arrived at the Fantasticum that evening, I was a total wreck. The once-in-a-generation Fabuloso tontine always drew a big crowd, but that night broke all records. The line of gawkers and last-minute ticket seekers, sweltering in their Sunday-best suits and dresses, snaked all the way down the front drive and around the block. Someone (Benji, I suspected) had leaked rumors of the Bullet Catch to the press, and while nobody wants a man to fall to his death, they all want to be there when it happens.

I did not expect to see Benji before the show, but when I came into my dressing room there he was, waiting for me with cigars and champagne.

BANG! The cork exploded from the bottle.

“To tonight!” he said, filling two flutes with bubbly.

“You’ve done it?” I choked.

“Not yet,” he said. “But I’ve seen it. In here.” He pointed to his forehead, thumb cocked like the hammer on a pistol.

“Get the hell out of my dressing room,” I replied.

I sleepwalked through the first part of the show, making a dozen sloppy mistakes, but nobody even noticed. The Bullet Catch had obliterated the point of anything else.

Benji and I drew straws to see who would go first. I got the short stick. We shook hands and he left the stage.

Margarita looked at me, naked fear in her large, clear eyes. I stood there, frozen for a moment, hands in my pockets, real bullets in the right, wax ones in the left. Closing my eyes, I looked for the image of the perfect catch. But all I saw was that same bloody skull.

Pulling a wax bullet from the pocket of fakes, I began the trick. And the well-oiled machine rolled into motion. An audience member checked the bullet, initialed it and loaded it into the barrel as I, unwatched, secretly forged the guy’s initials on a second real bullet, which I then hid in my cheek. Gun loaded, Margarita took ten steps back. Ready, aim and . . . BAM! The gun fired, the wax bullet shattered the sugar glass, and there I was, grinning widely, real bullet clenched in my teeth.

It was a good fake-out. Correction: a great fake-out. It more than earned the whoops and applause. But after the applause stopped, expectation still charged the air.

“My brother!” Benji said, striding back onstage with the generosity of a champion praising the runner-up. “Wasn’t he fantastic?”

Until then, I had not noticed Monsieur Paraqueto in the audience. But then I saw him—squeezed into a row of rabid fans behind the judges’ table, all of them so intent on the unfolding spectacle that they didn’t even seem to notice the smell.

“Don’t do it,” I said.

“Now he asks me,” Benji joked, but I caught the flicker of fear in his writhing black eyes.

“Boo!” the audience heckled.

“Don’t listen to those boobs,” I pleaded with him.

“How come all of these people believe in me and you don’t?”

“You honestly think they’re here to see you pull it off?” I demanded. “Wake up. They’re here to watch you blast your brains out.”

“You would see it that way.”

“Please. For me . . .”

“Well,” Benji said with a nervous grin, “let’s get on with it, shall we?”

The audience’s cheer rattled the stained-glass windows like a storm.

“I’m going to need some volunteers to help verify the gun is real and also the bullets. Not,” he added with a wink, “the wax fakey ones you-know-who favors.”

Benji popped a fake bullet into his mouth and chewed. “Mmm, candy-coated.”

Blood rushed to my face. Never, even at the height of our rivalry, would I have exposed him like that. As the audience yipped and howled their approval, something darker and duller settled over me like a black velvet cloth. And suddenly I just couldn’t be bothered anymore—not about him or about what was going to happen or about any of it.

“I’m out of here,” I said. “I wash my hands.”

Ignatius fell silent. The silence roared around him and Balthazar like an ocean.

“So,” Balthazar said, “What happened then?”

“I left,” Ignatius said, his voice thick with disgust. “I didn’t see it. But as I was walking away, I got another flash of that bullet blasting through someone’s head, and I suddenly realized the truth of what I had been seeing the whole time. That head wasn’t mine, it was my brother’s.

“I turned and ran with everything I had back to the theater. What had I allowed to happen? The bodies were like a forest as I fought my way through the crowd. ‘Benjamin! Stop!’

“But it was too late. A sudden sharp crack snapped through the air. The bullet went right through his head, leaving a terrible, dripping hole where his face had been. But remarkably, horribly, Benji’s body continued to live. They kept him like that in the hospital for six days, his body suspended in a nest of wires and tubes, heart beating, organs functioning, brain flatlined.

“Of course I hoped for a miracle. Eventually talk turned to the miracle of life that his still-living organs might bring to other people. Everyone was in agreement except me—but I had also completely lost my mind at that point, so no one was listening to what I had to say. On the seventh day I woke by his bedside to find the bed was empty. He was gone. They denied it, but I knew they had taken him off to be cut up and used for spare parts. The Fantasticum was mine.”

Ignatius fell silent again.

“What did you do then?” Balthazar asked at last.

“I went back to the theater,” Ignatius replied, “with a can of gasoline. The magnificent old building went up like kindling. I planned to die on the stage. Like my brother had. But as the roof was falling in around me, I lost my nerve and escaped. I would have forgot if I could, but these . . . ,” he said, holding up his damaged hands, “are a constant reminder of my cowardice.

“For days, weeks, months I wandered in self-imposed exile, hiding from family and friends, constantly on the move in a futile attempt to escape what I had done. Then, quite by accident, in a shadow-puppet theater in a Moroccan flea market, I stumbled upon a strangely familiar story. A fairy tale about creatures called the Empty Ones and the dark, chaotic magic they carried inside them. An evil vampire magic that lured in magicians with promises of greatness, all the while secretly feeding off their magic, eating away their past, present and future until there was nothing left of them at all. A dark force with only one desire—to devour all living magic and return the world to the chaos and nothingness which are its domain. ‘Gloaming’ was what the puppet master called it. Watching this puppet play, I felt a cold stab of recognition. But it was only a fairy tale, the puppet master insisted, fobbing me off like I was crazy. A story for children.

“And so my great search began. My obsession. To find out everything I could about the Gloaming. A quest that took me to all four corners of the earth. Egypt with its ancient coffin-texts and death scrolls. The oúfos and voodoo death curses in Haiti. The forbidden Hungry Ghost scrolls of Japan. Burning through my money, my health and my sanity, the list of forgotten magicians on my arm growing longer and longer, until I wound up back here, many years older, broke and alone, nothing but my old car to my name.”

“You think the Gloaming took my family?” Balthazar shivered.

“Not on its own. The Gloaming can’t exist in this world without a host. Someone is using it. Or it is using them.”

“So what now?”

“Now you to go to bed.” Ignatius waved him off as he rose creakily to his feet. “You’re giving me a headache. Here.” Reaching into his jacket again, he pulled out a greasy tube of Neosporin. “Put this on the pigeon’s scratch and make sure the patient is resting comfortably.”

“Where are you going?”

“To ruminate,” his uncle replied, grabbing a bottle of cooking sherry off the counter as he stumbled out of the kitchen.

Gently cradling Rover in a makeshift Tupperware nest, Balthazar made his way out of the kitchen and past his uncle “ruminating” in front of the staticky old TV—a foul, mushroomy smell wafting off of his corn-covered feet, and his mouth dropped open in a sawing snore.

“Uncle Ignatius?” he said, giving him a gentle shake.

“Sausage,” his uncle mumbled in his sleep, snapping his yellowed teeth at Balthazar’s hand. “My sausage!”

His uncle would be fine sleeping there, Balthazar decided.

Carefully he took the empty sherry bottle from Ignatius’s damaged hand and covered him with an old woolen throw, then moved away quietly.

Exhaustion clung to Balthazar’s body like a cement unitard as he stumbled down the long hall to his bedroom. Turning into his room, he set Rover’s nest up on a column of encyclopedias and, brushing the soggy debris off his bed, curled up on the driest patch he could find. But when he closed his eyes, sleep would not come. His pecked thumb ached and his eyes kept popping open to stare at the hole in his ceiling.

Some annoying fruit fly of a memory was buzzing in his head, a naggy, niggly feeling that there was something he had seen today, something important, something he needed to remember. He closed his eyes. What was it? Something about . . . Something . . .


Log # 373

Mwa ha ha. Well, our evil plans worked and we now have stolen from our subpar enemies a gig at a gross, fly-infested dinner theater with no decent vegetarian options on the menu. Woo-hoo.
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We are back at the hotel now and the pyrrhic (look it up) nature of this victory is sinking in, as are Mom and Dad’s hangovers from all the cheap champagne they stole from the Magic Mansion’s cellars. They are giving each other unspeakably filthy looks. And their moods aren’t being helped by the fact that Moms has just learned that her appeal to overturn her latest rejection by the International Brotherhood of Real Stage Magic has been denied. Which we all knew would happen because it happens every year and because everyone knows the IBRSM is a stuck-up, chauvinist old-boys club. But Moms has always been a sucker for clubs that won’t have her. She will feel better after she screams dad’s head off. She’s just waiting until Blake gets off his Skype interview with that cheesy German teenybopper magazine. Hence my earplugs and why Humphrey and I have just locked ourselves in the bathroom. We like to plan ahead.

Socrates once said that the unexamined life is not worth living. Only, with my life, the more I examine it, the less it feels worth living. So I have decided not to write any more about all the horrible things my family has done, is doing and is likely to do in the future. Instead, I am going to examine other things that are less depressingly predictable. Today’s subject: that weird necklace I found under the stage today that Blake stole from me.
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WEIRD NECKLACE I FOUND UNDER THE STAGE

OBSERVATIONS:

• The chain is real gold and therefore expensive. I can tell it’s real gold because of its glossy, soft sheen and also because it is not giving Blake the rash any metal except gold gives him.

• The pendant at the end of the necklace is squashed like it’s undergone some kind of impact, and it is made of a dull, heavy metal.

• The pendant is freaky cold and is giving Blake a big ugly splotch of frostbite on his chest where it is touching his skin through the unbuttoned part of his cheesy black satin shirt.

• Blake can now suddenly make fire come out of his fingertips, which he couldn’t do yesterday (plus it’s copying my magic, which is wrong and unfair).
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• The pendant is rightfully mine because Blake stole it off me.

• Moms and Dad yelled at me for being a tattle-tale, when Blake’s the one’s who stole.

INFERENCES:

• Even though the metal lump is ugly and squashed, someone values it, because they put it on an expensive chain.

• The necklace possibly belongs to that weird guy under the stage, because I found it where I saw him before.

• The pendant is unnatural, because there is no way normal metal would stay this cold for this long.

• The pendant is improving Blake’s magic, which is unfair because I’m the one who found it.

• My parents don’t love me.

PREDICTIONS:

• We will get kicked out of the hotel because Moms and Dad have started fighting too loud and we’ve already been warned twice by the front desk.

• I will develop stomach ulcers at some point in the future.

I WONDER:

• If my life will suck forever.

• If I fill it with towels, will this bathtub will be comfortable enough that I can sleep here until morning?

• If that stupid Fabuloso boy’s dove is okay. It would be sad if it died.


16. A Houseful of Secrets
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When Balthazar next opened his eyes, it was morning. His dad’s favorite opera, The Marriage of Figaro, was blasting through the house and warm pancakey, turkey bacony smells licked at his nose like a friendly pup. They were back!

“Mom! Dad! Fanella! Franky! Freddy! Gaga!”

All the way down to the kitchen he kept shouting, until the entire house was ringing with their names, mixing in with the booming opera singing, “Feee-ga-ro, Feeee-ga-ro, Feegaro-Feegaro-FEEEEEEE-GAAAAAAA-ROOOOOOOO!”

“Dad!” he shouted, skidding into the kitchen.

But it wasn’t his dad. It was his uncle, Ignatius, waltzing around in a cherry-blossom silk dressing gown and singing loudly as he flipped pancakes in impressive arcs and curlicues. His pungent odor was gone, his nostril hair trimmed, his stubble shaved and his hair washed and sleekly pomaded. Balthazar almost didn’t recognize him.

“Is . . . is that my mom’s dressing gown you’re wearing?”

“This old thing?” Ignatius said, fingering the silk gaping open across his glistening carpet of grizzled chest hair. “I just borrowed it while I did some laundry. What do you think?”

“Too small.”

His uncle nodded critically. “Yeah. Cheap silk, too. Have a seat.”

Wielding his spatula expertly, Ignatius flipped a stack of fluffy, golden-brown pancakes onto a chipped plate, and then two perfectly crisped squiggles of turkey bacon.

“Wait for it,” he ordered, swatting Balthazar’s hand away as he reached for the plate.

Furrowing his brow, Ignatius glared at the plate until it rose shakily off the counter. Rising and dipping, the plate floated unsteadily toward Balthazar, the pancakes sliding back and forth like a snowboarder in a half-pipe. Almost there, almost there. Then SMASH, the whole thing came down hard on the table in front of Balthazar, the plate shattering into a thousand little pieces.

“Bit out of practice,” his uncle grunted in displeasure. “Anyway, there you go.”

“Actually, I’m in more of a cereal mood,” Balthazar said, reaching the Cheerios and Ovaltine down from the cupboard.

“Fine,” Ignatius sniffed, sweeping the wreckage over to his side of the table. “All the more for me.”

They ate for a while in silence, Ignatius staring at Balthazar and Balthazar doing his best to ignore the unpleasant crunching sounds the plate-shard-sprinkled forkfuls of pancake made as his uncle chewed them up.

“So,” Ignatius said, picking a bloody shard of Corningware out of his gums, “enemies?”

“What?”

“Enemies,” he repeated, producing a notebook and a gnawed, splintery ballpoint pen with an elegant flourish. “What enemies does your family have?”

“Well, there’s the Fistulas,” Balthazar said. “The Fistulas for sure. They were there that night, too.”

“The Fistulas?” Ignatius said with a mocking laugh. “Those toothless poseurs? What did they do? Pleather them off to Pleatherville?”

“It’s not funny.”

“I’m only laughing to keep from crying at such a ridiculous suggestion. Who else do you got?”

“I . . . I don’t know. . . .”

Enemies weren’t a big topic of conversation in the Fabuloso house.

“Come on,” Ignatius urged impatiently. “Spit it out.”

“Well, there’s our neighbors, the Hogsthrottles.”

“Pathetic busybodies. Next.”

“The theater critic, Clythe Clissold. He hates us.”

“He’s a theater critic. That’s his job. Come on. I make more enemies buying toilet paper.”

“Rose Pfeffenfucher,” Balthazar said, feeling a bit desperate by this point.

“The Pfeff.” His uncle’s eyes widened. “Ah yes, now there’s a woman to be reckoned with. But ask yourself, what had she to gain from the entire act disappearing in the middle of a show? Leaving her on the hook to refund all those tickets? No, no, she’d gnaw her favorite money-counting thumb down to a bloody nub before she’d knowingly put herself in that position.

“Kid’s as useless as hair on a frog. Think!” he commanded himself, banging his head hard on the table. “Think, think, think!” Then he leaped to his feet and, with a flutter of cherry-blossom silk, disappeared off down the hall.

When Balthazar caught up with Ignatius again he was in the library, up on one of the squeaky old ladders, pulling his way along the upper rows of books with his powerful arms like an orangutan on roller-stilts.

“What are you doing?”

“What does it look like?” Ignatius snorted, coming to a stop right above Balthazar. “Aha! Found you,” he exclaimed triumphantly, pulling a crumbly old book off the shelf. Descending several rungs, he blew off the dust from the top of the pages and presented the cover to Balthazar: The Noun Phrase in Ancient Greek: A Functional Analysis of the Order and Articulation of NP Constituent in Herodotus. “So what do you make of that?”

“Noun phrases?” Balthazar frowned. “I don’t see how . . .”

“Precisely!” Ignatius said, triumphantly flipping the book to reveal a secret compartment. Swishing his finger around inside the hole, he pulled out a simple gold ring. It was smooth-looking at first, but as it caught the light, Balthazar noticed a series of strange runes engraved into the band.

“Humph,” Ignatius grunted, tossing it aside. “Useless.” And with a heave of his arms, he went shuttling off down the shelves.

There were forty-two secret-compartment books in all, each containing some small marvel—a flaming salamander’s egg, a pocket watch that told jokes instead of time, a jeweled mechanical dragonfly, a tiny suitcase containing a full set of neatly folded, well-worn clothes, etc, etc. But nothing Ignatius was looking for.

Finished with the library, Ignatius moved on to the rest of the house. New to Balthazar, these secret compartments were clearly no secret to his family. A slide-away panel was stuffed full of Fanella’s bad love poems. The creaky bottom step in the back stairwell concealed the twins’ bug-out bag, filled with smoke bombs and other survival essentials. Gaga had hidden her black cigars (which she claimed to have given up) in the hollow, moth-filled bust of G-5 Fabuloso. And the special anniversary champagne Mrs. Fabuloso had bought as a surprise many years ago but then lost was in the newel post at the base of the grand staircase. “Vinegar,” Ignatius pronounced it after a deep swig.

It was hard for Balthazar not to feel a little outraged. Was he the only one in his family who didn’t have secrets?

“Pathetic!” Ignatius groaned. “All these great hiding places with nothing decent hidden in any of them! Useless, useless, useless!” He banged his head against the wall. Which was starting to seem like kind of a thing with him.

“There’s still the one in the den,” Balthazar said.


17. Paper Cuts
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“Den? Since when do the Fabulosos have a den?” Ignatius grumbled, a goose egg swelling up on his forehead as he followed Balthazar through the silver-less silver room and the cancerous old smoking room into the tattered East Wing. “What are you now? Some suburban sitcom family? Oh,” he exclaimed as Balthazar stopped in front of a closed oak door, “you mean the study.”

“No,” Balthazar said, carefully opening the door, “I mean the den.”

“Faust’s foot fungus! What is that?” Ignatius demanded, gesturing at the menagerie of intricately folded paper origami animals filling up the study—perching on shelves, pasturing on the old Persian rug, fluttering around the crown moldings. Not just a few, but hundreds. Delicate moths, serene cranes, ambling hedgehogs, strutting peacocks, cats, dogs, horses, foxes, sheep, wolves, roosters, squirrels, snakes, ducklings, bison, camels, monkeys, penguins, giraffes, walruses, armadillos, lions, tigers, bears and a capering little piglet.

“Bills,” Balthazar said, grimacing—every single bill that Mrs. Fabuloso had ever folded into an origami animal and sent scampering or soaring off instead of paying. But while the paper critters had seemed cute at first, they became less so as their numbers grew, all clamoring to be paid, becoming more and more aggressive with each passing bill cycle.

“Didn’t anyone ever tell your parents not to play with their debts?” Ignatius tsked.

“All the time. Wait here. I’ll be right back.”

Carefully Balthazar moved into his parents’ office, tiptoeing gingerly through the rustling origami minefield toward the massive oak desk in the middle of the room. Step, freeze; step, freeze.

He had begun to pull out the front drawer, when “SQUEEEEEEEE!”

Turning around, he saw his uncle frozen in the middle of the room, a curly paper pig tail wriggling under his right boot. Only with no pig attached to it. “Oops.” Ignatius winced.

“Squeeeeeeeeee!” the tailless piglet squealed, running in circles around the room. “Squeeeee! Squeeeeeeeee!”

Then the rest of the paper animals started to join in, whipping themselves up into a blinding blizzard of unpaid debt.

“Owwww!” Ignatius howled, swatting away at the paper swarms like Godzilla versus the Japanese army. “Paper cuts!!”

And they were going at Balthazar, too, slicing at his hands and plastering themselves over his face until he could barely see or breathe.

“Take that!” Ignatius cried, grabbing up an old seltzer bottle. A powerful stream of water hit Balthazar in the face, blasting away the smothering papers. “And that and that!” he cried, spraying back the paper hordes with a wide arc of water. “And . . .” The gush of water wilted, then gurgled out in a few sad little spit bubbles. “Retreat!”

Desk drawer safe under his arm, Balthazar bolted after his uncle out of the den.

“Not exactly what I’d call a secret compartment,” Ignatius sniffed. They could hear the sound of papers violently crumpling themselves against the door as Ignatius poked around in the contents of the drawer. “But nice try,” he added, fishing two tens and a twenty out of the clutter of bank overdraft notices and tucking them into his gaping robe.

“Hey,” Balthazar protested, “those aren’t yours!”

“Look, I know I might look like a Rockefeller here,” Ignatius retorted, “but I’m not getting paid for this babysitting gig. Which means all we have to live off right now is the twenty bucks I found rolled up in your mom’s bra and—”

“You went through my mom’s underwear!?”

“That’s not the point. The point is, we need the money.”

“So does my family!”

“Not if they never come back, they don’t! . . . Sorry.” Ignatius shook his head. “That came out wrong.”

Balthazar stared at his uncle. All he saw was a dodgy scruff of a man wearing his mother’s clothes, snooping through his family’s stuff and stealing his family’s money. But he had to believe there was more to him than that. He had to believe it because he had nobody else in the world.

“The secret compartment’s underneath,” he said at last.

Balthazar had learned about this secret compartment a couple of months before, when he had lost the quarter that he had been using to practice the stupid disappearing-coin trick.

There are some houses where people leave money just lying around—dollars show up in the laundry, coins are scattered around as casually as broken crayons or bottle caps. The Fabuloso house wasn’t like that. Any spare change they had went directly into the pickle jar in the den, which they would periodically raid to liberate their latest set of posters from the printer or get their electricity turned back on. So when Balthazar lost his quarter, the den was the place he had to go to get a new one.

“Balthazar!” Mr. Fabuloso said, his face flushing as he hurriedly dropped the false bottom back into his desk drawer. “What are you doing up?”

“Practicing,” Balthazar said. “I lost my quarter so I just came down to get another. What’s in there?”

“In here?” Mr. Fabuloso said, casually batting away a paper moth as he pulled open the drawer. “Nothing, nothing. Just pens and papers, regular desk stuff.” With the false bottom back in place, there was, of course, nothing to see.

Balthazar was too tired to argue—and the strange, uncomfortable look on his dad’s face gave him this sinking feeling like he probably wouldn’t want to know anyway. “Well, I’ll just go to bed.”

“Sure,” Mr. Fabuloso said nodding. “Good idea. It’s way past your bedtime.” Not that they ever had anything as organized as bedtimes in their family.

“Okay,” Balthazar said. “Good night.”

“Balthazar?”

Balthazar stopped.

“Did you actually make it disappear, then?” Mr. Fabuloso asked hopefully. “The quarter?”

Balthazar shook his head. “It just fell through a crack.”

“Ah well, no matter,” Mr. Fabuloso said heartily. “Stick with it and you will.”

And as he did with all awkward and uncomfortable encounters, Balthazar had put it entirely out of his mind. Until now.

There was no give in the bottom of the drawer as he pressed down on it. Not a pressure latch, then. No pinholes. No sliding pieces. Maybe it really was just nothing, like his father had said . . . but then he noticed a hairline-thin space around the top lip of the drawer. Fitting the thin end of a letter opener into the groove, he ran it around the edge until he felt a slight resistance, then pushed down. There was a small clicky sound and the smooth false bottom popped free of its snug frame.

Carefully, Balthazar lifted out the bottom to reveal the hidden compartment beneath, which contained:

[image: image]twelve losing lottery tickets

[image: image]a bunch of Clissold’s nasty reviews that Mr. Fabuloso claimed to never read

[image: image]a blotchy old Polaroid

[image: image]a random block of wood

[image: image]a Hair Club for Men brochure.

“Hair Club for Men?” Ignatius guffawed, fishing out the flier. “Don’t tell me Samson is losing his locks.”

“Just a little patch at the back,” Balthazar said, frowning. He squinted at the old Polaroid. It was a photo of three young men standing in front of the old Fantasticum before it burned down. One tall, with a thick head of dark hair and a luxuriant mustache, giving the camera a thumbs-up with a flashing movie-star smile. His father. Another, Ignatius, broad-chested and beetle-browed, with an impatient smile that said there were better things he could be doing than posing for this silly photo, and didn’t you just wish you knew what those things were. Both brothers had their arms draped around the shoulders of the third young man. He was high-shouldered and skinny, his face blobbed out by dark splotches in the Photo’s emulsion. “Benjamin,” Balthazar whispered, squinting harder. But the harder he stared, the deeper and more impenetrable the blobs became.

“Aha,” Ignatius interrupted, picking up the wooden block. “And what do we have here!”

“A block of wood?”

“You’re a block of wood,” Ignatius retorted, clunking him over the head with it. “This is a puzzle box.”

Rubbing his head, Balthazar looked again, this time noticing the almost imperceptible differences in the grain where the pieces of wood had been artfully fitted together.

Holding the block in from of him, Ignatius glared at it for a full minute. “Un-huh, un-huh. And then . . . but . . . aha! Yes!” Gingerly he pushed on the top right edge until it slid out slightly. Working from there, he started sliding the different sides in and out, the well-oiled segments moving silent as a secret, faster and faster, back and forth, back and forth, until finally, twenty-seven steps later, the top of the block popped off in Ignatius’s hand, revealing beneath it . . . another, smaller box. Mahogany, brass and mother-of-pearl.

“Seriously, brother? Seriously?”

Impatient now, he twisted and turned the metal and wood until, seventy-six steps later, there was a whirring sound inside and a circle on the top of the box retracted like the iris in a camera.

Shoulder to shoulder, Balthazar and his uncle stared as a little platform rose up out of the box, holding another, even smaller puzzle box—this one gray and lumpy and covered in sharp-tipped spikes like a sea urchin. Ignatius stared at it, baffled.

“Why don’t you have a go?” he said at last, tossing it to Balthazar.

“Me? No, I . . . ouch!”

One of the spikes had jabbed into his palm.

“Will you look at that,” Ignatius breathed. “Marvelous.”

“You mean my puncture wound?”

“No,” he said, pointing at the spiky box, “that.” The drop of Balthazar’s blood was shooting up the pointy spine, spreading out through the entire urchin-thing until all the gray was tinged pink.

“It needed blood to open?” That was a little creepy.

“Not just any blood,” Ignatius said. “Fabuloso blood.”

Then, with a sighing little shudder, the spikes softened and fell open to reveal a smallish, rusty key with the number 28 stamped into it.

“Get dressed,” Ignatius said. “We’re going for a drive.”


18. The Angry Scotsman
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It was hard for Balthazar not to feel annoyed with the oblivious brightness of the sun as it beamed cluelessly down at him like some half-witted aunt as he waited outside for his uncle. After finding the key, Ignatius acted all in a hurry but then seemed to find every excuse to delay: checking the weather report, making four extended trips to the bathroom, and now ransacking Balthazar’s dad’s closet in a search for something “suitable” (i.e., something that would actually close over his big hairy tummy).

Balthazar had come outside, partially to shame his uncle into hurrying up but mostly to avoid strangling him with one of his dad’s “hopelessly bourgeois” ties.

Unscrewing his thermos, Balthazar poured himself a cup of cocoa to warm his hands and steady his frustration. Eyes closed, he breathed in through his nose, inhaling the sweet, comforting smell of the cocoa and feeling the velvety warmth of the steam against his eyelids. Then he breathed out through his mouth. Then in again through his nose, drawing in the rich, hot aroma of . . . old-man breath?

Opening his eyes, Balthazar found himself staring into a gaunt face—all bushy eyebrows, dingle-dangle earlobes and a grubby tartan eye patch. Seeing Balthazar staring at him, the old man made a loud, disgruntled bagpipe honk through his sizable nose.

“Ah!” Balthazar jumped, spilling his cocoa down the front of his jacket.

“Buttafingahs,” the old man scolded in a thick Scottish brogue. He was very tall and very thin, with long, knobbly-kneed bare legs sticking out from under a moth-eaten museum piece of a kilt.

“Can I help you?” Balthazar asked.

“Yew?” the man snarfled spittily. “What makes y’think yew can help anyone?”

“I don’t know,” Balthazar confessed.

“Spoken like a true failure,” the Scotsman grunted, fishing a stubby pipe out of his pouch and furiously packing its bowl with foul-smelling tobacco.

“Who are you? What are you doing here?”

“Wasting my time,” the old man shouted at the sky. “It’s perfectly obvious he’s not the one.”

“What one?”

“The one I’m looking for. The one yew hain’t.”

And before Balthazar could ask any more questions, the old man had sucked himself into his pipe and vanished into the air in a puff of smoke.

“Wait!” Balthazar cried, but a gust of wind had already blown him away.

“You just imagined this,” the old Scotsman’s voice whispered in his ear.

The pipe hung in the air for a second, then dropped onto the sidewalk and shattered.

“Balthazar, yoo-hoo!”

Looking up, Balthazar saw his neighbor, Mrs. Hogsthrottle, slipping and sliding miserably toward him along the icy sidewalk, wringing her hands like they were someone’s neck.

“Just the person we were looking for, weren’t we, Edwin?” she said to the puffy red parka bobbing along behind her like a balloon.

“Snort,” the pink nose tip poking out from the hood snuffled in agreement.

“Did . . . did you just see that?” Balthazar asked, a faint memory that he couldn’t quite recall nagging at his brain.

“That pipe you just dropped?” Mrs. Hogsthrottle said sadly, waving away some last imaginary smoke clouds and coughing a bit from the nonexistent fumes. “Yes, yes, I’m afraid I did. Filthy habit. And so young. But what can one expect, with the role models you’ve been exposed to. And I’ll tell you something else we’ve seen,” she added, eyes swimming tragically behind her tinted glasses. “Believe me, I wish we hadn’t, but we did, didn’t we, Edwin? It was just so terribly disappointing.”

The pink nose sniffled in the affirmative.

“What did you see?” Balthazar asked, hoping she might have noticed something useful, some kind of a clue. She certainly snooped enough for it.

“The boarder,” she replied triumphantly. “No point denying it. We’ve seen him ourselves, haven’t we, Edwin? Your family has taken in a boarder.”

“Boarder?”

“Somebody who pays to rent a room in your house,” she explained. “Which is strictly against our local zoning laws. Which is why we are forced to go to City Hall again to lodge another complaint. We hate to do it,” she added, wringing her hands some more, “but if things continue on like this, next thing you know we’ll have vagrants sleeping in our doorways and peeing in our azaleas. Ah! Look! He’s right there! Right there behind you.”

Turning, Balthazar saw his uncle charging out of the house in a crazy wreck of a tuxedo. Also, he had forgotten to put on shoes. Ignatius looked at Balthazar and looked around, like he was expecting to see someone else. Not seeing whoever he was looking for, he shook his head in irritation and, spinning around abruptly, headed back inside.

“Him? Oh no, that isn’t a boarder. That’s, er . . . well, that’s my uncle.”

“His uncle,” Mrs. Hogsthrottle repeated to the red parka. “Did you hear that? Along with the grandmother. Next it will be a whole raft of cousins, no doubt. How many of you are crammed in there now?”

“Just me and him,” Balthazar said as Ignatius burst out of the house again, still with no shoes, but now with his umbrella under one arm and a stuffed badger under the other.

“Aha!” he cried, like he was expecting to surprise someone. He held up a hand casually like he was just checking the rain, then turned around and went back inside again. It was almost like he was trying to convince people he was crazy.

“It’s only temporary,” Balthazar added, “until my family gets back.”

“Back?” Mrs. Hogsthrottle pounced. “Back from where?”

“I . . . I don’t know.”

“What? Did you hear that, Edwin?” Mrs. Hogsthrottle gasped. “It’s outrageous. His family just upped and left this poor, poor boy here with that . . . that Wild Man of Borneo!

It’s negligence, that’s what it is, isn’t it, Edwin? Quick, find me the number for Child Services.”

“It’s not like that,” Balthazar protested. “They disappeared.”

“Disappeared?” Mrs. Hogsthrottle gasped, with a thrilled, tragic smile. “All of them? Perhaps never to return? Oh my dear child, but that’s terrible. You were right to confide in us,” she cried, grabbing Balthazar suddenly and smooshing him into her big, wooly bosom, “wasn’t he, Edwin? You need people with level heads to help you through this difficult time. To guide you through any estate issues that will certainly come up. How do feel about your house? A little big for one boy, hmmm?”

“They’re coming back,” Balthazar said, wrestling his way out of her smothering hug.

“Of course, of course they are,” Mrs. Hogsthrottle simpered, shooting a significant and satisfied look at the red parka. “Believe me, we understand the whole situation. You didn’t ask to be born into that family of yours. We’ve always felt so sorry for you, haven’t we, Edwin?”

“You aren’t sorry,” Balthazar blurted.

“But . . .”—Mrs. Hogsthrottle blinked—“but of course I am, aren’t I, Edwin?”

“No, you aren’t,” Balthazar retorted, his face getting hot. “You love it when horrible things happen to my family! This is probably, like, the best news you’ve ever had in your whole miserable life. Well, I’m sorry to disappoint you, but I’m going to get my family back. And when I do, I’m going to . . . going to . . . pee on your azaleas!”

Behind him there was a sudden explosion, and then a rusted-out, smoking pile of scrap metal came lurching out from behind the house in shuddering stop-start fits.

“What in God’s name—” gasped Mrs. Hogsthrottle.

“All aboard!” Ignatius shouted, throwing open the passenger-side door and releasing a small cascade of empty Vienna sausage tins onto the road.

Balthazar hesitated. The passenger seat was filled with sharp, splintery wood fragments of an old, busted-up door. “What’s the door for?”

Ignatius stared at him incredulously. “To go through. You know, knock, knock, open, shut. Step lively, now,” he said, tossing a dinged-up old doorknob into the back. “She craps out if I idle too long.”

Not wanting to give the Hogsthrottles the satisfaction of seeing his distress, Balthazar clambered in.

“The welds on those hinges are a bit dodgy,” Ignatius warned. “Best to hold it tight shut, just in case.”

“Is . . . is this where you live?” Balthazar asked, noticing an old sleeping bag poking out of the piles of dirty clothes and mounds of old newspapers and candy wrappers piled high in the backseat.

“You call this living?” Ignatius scoffed, craning his neck to see around the huge clump of decomposing traffic tickets wadded under the windshield wipers.

“If you stop for a second I can take those off.”

“Not in my car two minutes, and already the kid’s messing with my filing system.”


19. Stuffy’s Storage
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Enveloped in its own personal cloud of exhaust and engine fumes, Ignatius’s old junker panted and wheezed along beside the vast frozen expanse of Lake Ontario, the gray ice sprinkled like confetti with skaters taking advantage of the record-breaking cold. Shoreside, bundled-up tourists poked along the lakefront stores, window-shopping for artisanal pottery, maple fudge, faux-beaver-fur potholders and other regional specialties. They had been driving for some time in silence, Ignatius studying Balthazar out of the corner of his eye.

“So are you going to tell me what that old fart was after, or are you going to make me guess?”

“Who . . .” Balthazar started. “Oh, you mean the Hogsthrottles?”

“No, before that. The angry, kilt-wearing, geriatric Scottish bastard. What did he want? Did he ask about me?”

Balthazar frowned. “I didn’t see anyone like that.”

“Of course you didn’t,” Ignatius muttered.

Hooking a left, the car shuddered inland and uphill toward Dalhousie Street, the street that marked the boundary between the trendy tourist area and the auto-body shops and warehouses beyond—and also the street where the Magic Mansion Dinner Theater was located. Only instead of turning right on Dalhousie, the car continued uphill before making a right on Albatross Avenue and pulling up behind a large concrete lump of a building with a washed-out sign that read TU T RAGE, weathered down from the original STUFFY’S STORAGE.

“Stuffy’s?” Balthazar frowned.

“Where we used to keep the spillover from the Fantasticum. The really oversized stuff,” Ignatius explained.

“I know,” Balthazar said, shaking his head. “But dad gave up the space a couple years back.”

Nobody had been happy about the decision, but they couldn’t afford the rent on it anymore and it didn’t make sense to keep sacrificing the present for the past, Mr. and Mrs. Fabuloso had agreed.

“Apparently not,” Ignatius observed.

Specializing in bulky-item storage, Stuffy’s was basically one long concrete strip of hangar-like spaces, each with its own motorized metal roll-up door painted with a number that corresponded to the number on the renter’s key. Balthazar and Ignatius had no trouble finding their space. The security guard, who had direct orders from Stuffy not to let any Fabuloso in until their back rent was paid, posed a bit more of a problem. But further conversation revealed that he suffered from selective blindness, conveniently triggered by the exact amount of money they had on them.

“Did you have to tell him the exact amount?” Ignatius grumbled as the security guard walked off counting the bills.

“What? He did ask.”

“And if he had asked you to throw off all your clothes and dance the hoochie-coochie down Lakeshore, I suppose you would have done that, too.”

Fishing the key out of his pocket, Ignatius fitted it into the lock. Then, taking a long swig from his flask for courage, he gave it a firm twist and stepped back. With a hum and a clatter, the oversized garage door jerked, clattered, then slowly rolled up.

“Merlin’s green hairy meatballs!” Ignatius whispered, staring into the cavernous space. “He saved everything.”

Balthazar, speechless, could only nod as he stared in at the staircases, statues, pianos, bars, seats, sets, dressing tables, sconces, cherubim, seraphim, sinks, fountains, even some of the floorboards from the stage. Everything from his family’s old theater was here. All of it burned a deep gray-black. A museum of charcoal. Not one stick of it usable. The wind from the open door was already weathering away at the surfaces of the objects, filling the air with a fine black dust.

“Why would my dad keep all this stuff?” Balthazar said.

“Magical thinking.” Ignatius shook his head pityingly. “He still believed that someone somehow was going to bust out with some spectacular act of restoration magic and put the Fantasticum back together.”

“Is that possible?”

“Not even the Fabulosos are that fabulous. . . . Ha, look! Gigi! My first crush!” Ignatius exclaimed, stirring up a trail of black dust as he rushed over to a charred wooden mermaid statue. “Oh, and there’s old Psycho, the whist-playing automaton—the first one who ever taught me how to play cards.” Jolted into action by Ignatius’s touch, the mannequin flinched and started shuffling its singed little cards mechanically. “Oh, and there’s the bidet I used to think was a water fountain. . . . Oh, what have I done?” he cried, burying his damaged hands in his gray-streaked hair.

The whole thing had the bad feeling of a big collection of mistakes. What was the point of delving into the ancient past? What they needed to figure out was what happened to his family yesterday. And how to get them back, like, immediately.

Looking back the way he had come, Balthazar saw his own footprints in the charcoal dust tracing his path from outside. And then his uncle’s footprints, loop-de-looping another clumsy, meandering path though the highlights of his old theatrical salad days. And then . . . wait . . . there was a third set he hadn’t noticed before, older than the other two and already almost all filled in with a fine layer of black dust.

Balthazar followed the faint footprints, skirting along the wall, then up a set of metal stairs to a narrow catwalk. It was colder up there and smelled like an old refrigerator. Reaching the top, he almost tripped over Ignatius, who was sitting on the top step, emptying out singed shoeboxes of family photos.

“More footprints,” Balthazar said, pointing to faint ashy traces going past him.

“Hmph,” Ignatius grunted, not looking up.

Leaving his uncle to his old regrets, Balthazar continued on, following the prints to a small, grubby, metal-mesh-covered window. Next to it were a straight-backed folding chair and a rusted old telescope.

Balthazar leaned down and peered through the eyepiece. And then there it was—across an empty lot and five blocks down, wedged in between a discount cutlery store and a bulk fudge shop—the livid pink splash of the Magic Mansion Dinner Theater. Only instead of his family’s regular signage on the marquee, there was a new headline:

Magic Mansion Dinner Theater proudly presents
THE FURIOUS FISTULAS
in
EYEBALL-STABBING, TOXIC,
NUTCRACKING RUBBISH!
Starts TONIGHT!!!!
Come if you’re not a loser.

The Fistulas! Of course, those scheming scumbags had kidnapped his family to get them out of the way so they could take over the show.

“Uncle Ignatius! Look!” Balthazar shouted.

His family’s posters had been taken down, replaced by huge sneering portraits of the Fistulas—all dressed as grotesque mockeries of the various Nutcracker characters and all wielding medieval implements of war and torture—axe, chain, whip, saw. Their glaring eyes all seemed to be trained on him, including the eight murderous eyes of the tarantula in the Fistula girl’s hair, a mini double-sided axe Photoshopped onto one of its hairy legs.

“This is very bad,” Ignatius said, emptying out another box of photographs.

“Yes, I know. That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you.”

“You have?” Ignatius’s eyes were wild and a little unfocused, and Balthazar noticed he had his flask out.

“The Fistulas. They’ve taken over our gig! I told you they were behind this!”

“You and those Fistulas,” Ignatius snorted.

“At least I have suspects,” Balthazar retorted angrily, snatching the photo from his uncle. It was a photo of the Fabulous Fabuloso boys—his dad, Ignatius and Benjamin—much like the Polaroid he had found in the secret compartment in his dad’s desk, including the dark splotches blotting out Benjamin’s face. Balthazar’s pecked thumb throbbed uncomfortably.

“Go wait in the car,” Ignatius ordered, grabbing the photo back.

“Not until you promise we’ll go to the theater.”

“Hah! You call that greasy spoon a theater? It’s a joke! I can’t believe your father would stoop so low.”

“You’re the embarrassment!” Balthazar snapped. “All you care about is sitting around and moaning about the past. I don’t think you even want to find my family! You just want a roof over your head because you’re a washed-up creep that sleeps in his car and has nowhere else to go!” As the words hung in the air between them, it was hard not to hear a ring of truth in them.

“I don’t have time for this stupidity,” Ignatius said, taking a long swig from his flask.

“Me neither!”

“Good. Go wait in the car.”

Edging past his uncle on the narrow catwalk, Balthazar noticed that all of the photos had similar dark splotches. Fire damage, probably, or—“

Get out of here!” Ignatius shouted.

Out in the blazing bright day, Balthazar gasped in lungfuls of fresh, cold air and took stock of his situation. His family was gone. The police thought he was a psycho. And his official guardian, possibly the only relation he had left in the world, was a psycho. He was on his own. And if he was to stand any chance of getting his family back, he was going to have to get some answers.


Log # 376
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I am not afraid to die, but if it’s going to happen, I want it to be on my own terms—i.e., not dressed in this stupid pleather Sugarplum Executioner costume, riding shotgun in this stupid U-Haul being driven by stupid Sugarplum Blake who is too busy air-guitaring to his stupid demo single to pay attention to the road and is also turning into a zombie.

Not exactly a zombie, but something freaky. His eyes have gone all squiggly, and this morning I swear that lump on that necklace he stole off me had started to burrow into that gross patch of weird frostbite on his chest. Of course he totally denied it, but then when he sat down for breakfast his shirt was all the way done up to the top button which he NEVER does. Also, his magic is suddenly way better than is natural for him. When I pointed all of this out, Moms just said I was jealous. Which might be true, but that doesn’t mean I’m lying.
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But the ones I feel worst for are the poor guys bashing around in the back of the U-Haul. All wrapped up in blankets so they can’t even see what’s going on. They didn’t ask to be here. Then again, who did? At the end of the day we’re all prisoners. Prisoners of our fates.
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20. Eyeball-Stabbing, Toxic, Nutcracking Rubbish!
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Leaving Tu T Rage and his crazy uncle behind, Balthazar cut across a derelict empty lot and on down the hill toward the Magic Mansion Dinner Theater.

Slipping through the backstage door, he found the entire theater in a whirl of activity: lights being hung, cords being moved, sets (obviously designed for a much larger venue) being hurriedly modified to fit the space, etc, etc. As he had hoped, everyone was far too frantic preparing for that night’s opening to notice one small boy slipping behind the holiday-themed manacles, scold’s bridles and other medieval torture devices.

No magicians worth their silks would ever leave their dressing-room door unlocked, but fortunately the Fistulas hadn’t gotten around to changing the locks and the spare key was still in its old hiding spot above the door frame.

Safely inside the darkened room, Balthazar flicked on the speaker, filling the shadowy room with the excruciating screeching of the Fistulas’ onstage bickering.

“Where’s the whip? We’ve rehearsed this, what, like a million times? Whip first, then saw,” Mrs. Fistula sniped.

“No room for a whip in this gerbil cage.”

“And whose fault is that? If it wasn’t for your constant screwups making me look bad, I’d be getting ready for the Big Show right now, instead of slumming it in this greasy spoon.”

“Me making you look bad? You manage that well enough yourself, my dear, with your sickening diet-breath.”

“Excuse me, Mr. Back Fat, but if anything is making people sick it’s that sick costume of yours!”

“Hah! Says you, you scrawny chicken.”

“Have you ever wondered why I’m skin and bones, Mr. Droopy-Chaps? Because whenever I look at you I lose my lunch!”

Not pleasant, but at least it let Balthazar know where they were. Closing the door behind him, he flicked on the lights and . . .

Oh God.

There, stacked up all around him, were dozens of terrariums filled with just about every species of snake you could imagine. On top of one of the stacks, Pagan Fistula’s creepy tarantula gave him eight stink-eyes from inside its clear plastic carrying case.

Okay, then, he thought, he would make this quick.

His search turned up four jars of toenail clippings; three albums of nasty boudoir photos of Mr. and Mrs. Fistula; six oozy, mostly-used tubes of wart cream; and, in the freezer, a Tupperware container filled with a large collection of dead baby mice. All of it disgusting. None of it a crime.

Disappointed, he rearranged everything back to how he had found it and was about to slip out when his eye caught something poking out from beneath the shifting coils of the biggest, ugliest orange-striped snake—the corner of the Fistula girl’s sketchbook. The one she hadn’t wanted him to look at.

Danger! the label on the terrarium read. Many-Banded Krait (Bungarus multicinctus). 100% Deadly!!! Super venomous! Keep out or die!!!

The snake darted its tongue in and out teasingly.

The Fistulas could be back any minute. Moving quickly over to the freezer, he took out the Tupperware container of frozen mice and tipped their stiff little bodies this way and that, searching for one fat enough to plug the krait’s mouth just long enough for him to . . . to . . .

Don’t think, he reminded himself, pulling out a chubby little guy with one paw sticking out stiff in front like Superman.

Unlatching the lid of the terrarium, he chucked him in.

In a flash the krait had sprung over, wrapped itself around the mouse and shoved the frozen body into its unhinged mouth until all that was sticking out was one pink little Superman paw.

Quickly, before he could change his mind, Balthazar reached in and grabbed hold of the book, when—“

Well, well, well,” a dry voice said. “And who do we have here?”

Standing behind him was none other than Little Orphan Evil herself, Pagan Fistula.

The split-second distraction was all the snake needed, and before Balthazar could pull his hand out, it had spit out the mouse and struck at him.

“Ahhhhhh!” he cried, stumbling back, a bleeding triangle of bite marks in the soft skin between his thumb and forefinger. He’d been bit!

“Oh my God!” Pagan cried. “You didn’t!”

Stepping over Balthazar, she rushed to the terrarium. “You did! You tried to feed her a frozen mouse!” Reaching in, she snatched out the slimy, regurgitated rodent and chucked it into the corner of the room. “What is wrong with you?”

“I—I’m dying!” Balthazar croaked.

“You always have to defrost them first,” she said fiercely. “If even just the center is a tiny bit frozen, it could make her really sick. Are you okay?” she asked the reptile.

“Is it okay?” Balthazar gasped incredulously, blackness squeezing in on his vision. “What about me?”

“The pain of a krait bite is technically not supposed to be excruciating,” Pagan retorted, scooping up the snake, which twisted around her wrist like a stack of fat, ugly orange bangles. “Not at first. The effect of the neurotoxin begins with muscle paralysis. Only after that come the cramps, tremors and, generally, death.”

“Call . . . an . . . ambulance. . . . ,” Balthazar whispered, stiffness spreading through his joints.

“What I should be doing is calling the police on you for breaking and entering,” Pagan retorted. “But I have to admit your reaction to this whole situation is quite fascinating.”

“You know, if you were even a halfway normal person you would see this as an emergency, not a science project!” he said, a little indignantly.

“More like a psychological study,” Pagan said. “Claudette’s not a krait. She’s a corn snake. Not a bit of venom to her. Anyone who knows anything about animals would know that. Totally different coloring. Not to mention the head shape.”

“But . . . ,” Balthazar said, suddenly not quite sure of what he felt anymore, “but the sign . . .”

“That’s just to keep McSneakertons such as yourself out of my sketchbook. But I never thought . . . I mean, you really believed it, didn’t you?”

Ignoring her, Balthazar flipped open the sketchbook.

“Hey!” Pagan said, grabbing for it. “That’s private!”

“Then tell me where you guys have put my family,” Balthazar said, holding the sketchbook out of her reach.

“Your family? What are you talking about?”

“You guys didn’t . . . didn’t kill them, did you?”

“Of course not,” Pagan snorted, lunging again for her book. “We’re vegetarians! We don’t kill living animals, no matter how far beneath us they are on the food chain.”

“Yeah? Tell that to Mr. Mousesicle.”

“That’s different,” Pagan said. “Snakes need mice to live. Plus, they’re already dead when you buy them.”

“And my dove?”

“I found it like that,” Pagan fired back. “I was trying to help. I don’t care if you believe me.”

“Good, because I don’t.”

Jumping up onto the dressing table, out of Pagan’s reach, Balthazar flipped open the sketchbook. The page he opened to had a drawing of himself with a blacked-out tooth, an arrow through his head and the words Die, die, die scratched all around it. Quite well done, actually, for a psychotic person.

“That’s personal! It’s none of your business.”

Then, flipping a few more pages, he found it. The evidence he had been looking for. “All the performers are asleep,” he read out loud. “It’s been a long day for them. I don’t envy them their captivity. Where are they, then?” he demanded fiercely.

“All around you, Sherlock.” Pagan scowled back. “I was talking about the snakes.”

“You . . . you turned my family into snakes?!”

“That’s right,” Pagan retorted.

Swallowing hard, Balthazar looked around, searching the scaly faces. Was there something slightly Fanella-esque in the expression of the black-and-white one? Was that a mischievous glint he saw in the eyes of two little green ones? And then that large old majestic copper-colored one . . .

“And right after that we all hopped on our broomsticks and flew off to Satan’s Ball, where we danced naked and bathed in virgins’ blood,” Pagan continued. “In what world is that even possible?”

“And the snakes?”

“Are just snakes. Claudette Colbert, Gene Kelly, Charlie Chaplin—all of them perform in our show. What would you call them? Props?”

“I would call them disgusting, creepy, slithery snakes,” Balthazar said.

Suddenly Pagan’s hands closed around his ankles, and the next thing he knew she had toppled him off the counter.

“Give it back!” Pagan shouted, trying to pry the book out of his hands.

“Not until I get my family back!” Balthazar shouted, holding tight.

“Like we would want your stinking, suburban goody-two-shoes family.”

It wasn’t that Balthazar wanted to be wrestling a girl, but she really wasn’t giving him any other choice. Tugging the book back and forth, they rolled about on the floor, knocking over the costume rack and smashing a vase of black tulips. There was a sudden rip and the book exploded between them like feathers in a pillow fight, pages flying everywhere. Drawings of Mr. Fistula hung-over in his underwear. Mrs. Fistula sticking a finger down her throat. Blake squeezing a pimple. Pagan with her eyes X’ed out.

“My book!” Pagan’s cry was like that of a wounded animal.

A page wafted down in front of Balthazar. “The performers,” the caption read. Beneath it was a detailed drawing a knotted tangle of sleeping snakes.

“Snakes,” she said, furiously snatching the paper away from him. “I told you.”

“Oh.”

In the quiet of the room, Mr. and Mrs. Fistula’s arguing became more distinct over the intercom. “You think I wanted this? I never even wanted a family!” “How do I hate thee? Let me count the ways. . . .”

“Shut up!” Pagan shouted, turning off the speaker. “Just shut up!”

“I should go,” Balthazar said, picking up a couple of Pagan’s scattered journal pages and handing them to her.

“So your family’s really missing, then?” Pagan demanded. “That wasn’t just an excuse to spy on us?”

“They really are missing,” Balthazar confirmed.

“Lucky,” she muttered. “I wish it had been my family that disappeared.”

“Me too.”

Looking down, he saw one of the sketchbook pages floating on top of the puddle of spilled tulip water. It looked blank at first, but as it soaked up the water the paper became translucent and the drawing on the other side came through. A drawing of a man with a big black scribble in the middle of his face.

“Who’s that?”

“Nobody,” Pagan said, lifting up the wet page and shaking it out. “Just a figment of my nervous breakdown.”

Which was when Balthazar heard the muffled snarfling and struggling noises coming from a large chest just outside the dressing room.


21. The Snarfling Box
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“I didn’t hear anything,” Pagan lied.

Ghhhhrrrrrsnfflesffl.

There it was again.

Balthazar pushed past Pagan and moved out into the hall. The sound was coming from a largish-sized box all wrapped up in designer-rusted chains and secured with a large padlock. “What’s in here?”

“Nothing.” Another ghhhhrrrrrsnfflesnffl snarfled out of the box. “Trust me, you don’t want to know.”

“Trust you? Really? Give me the key.”

“Key?” Pagan snorted. “We don’t have a key.”

“Then how do you . . .”

Raising the padlock to her mouth, she blew on it and it popped open in her hand. “Magic.” She rolled her eyes. “Duh.”

Throwing off the chains and unhinging the hasp, she let the front of the box drop to the floor with a flat, thudding whap. “There,” she said. “Satisfied?”

There were a number of words Balthazar could have used at that exact moment to describe his feelings. Disturbed, creeped-out, traumatized . . . satisfied was not one of them.

For there, in front of him, squished into a fetal position inside the box, wearing a pleather toy-soldier straitjacket and matching gag, was his family’s poor stage manager, Stan Snopes.

“Oh no, you guys would never kidnap anyone,” Balthazar said sarcastically. “You’re vegetarians.”

“It’s not what you think,” Pagan said, undoing the buckles on Stan’s gag and straitjacket. “Go on,” she ordered sternly. “Tell him.”

Stan spit the gag from his mouth like a scolded dog. “It wasn’t anything personal,” he said apologetically. “I just saw my chance and I had to take it.”

Balthazar was confused. “Chance for what?”

“To be a star.”

“In exchange for sabotaging your family’s act, my folks agreed to let him have a little part in our show.” At least she was polite enough to look embarrassed. “He’s rehearsing.”

“You . . . you sabotaged us?” Balthazar demanded of Stan.

“I didn’t think it was in me, either,” Stan snuffled. “But then when the opportunity presented itself, it just seemed so right, like it was opening a door to the real me! Not that it was easy, mind you. Like swapping out your dove for the parakeet. That was some really tricky sleight of hand.”

Balthazar thought back to bumping into Stan on his way to the stage. The flying white papers, the fluttering hands . . . classic sensory overload. And he had fallen for it like a total rube.

“I had some other great stuff planned as well,” Stan added, popping a fresh cough-drop into his mouth, “but then you guys up and took off in the middle of the show, so . . .”

“We figured you were all so humiliated, you ran off and hid under a rock somewhere,” Pagan said. “We had no idea that the disappearance was for real.”

“And what about Rover?” Balthazar demanded. “What did you do to her?”

“Nothing,” Stan insisted. “She just had a little dust-up with Sweetums.”

“Sweetums?”

A creepy feeling prickled over Balthazar—a feeling that something was watching them, something intelligent, cunning and not quite human. And along with that feeling came a smell—sweet and putrid like rotting meat.

Looking up, he saw a white bird with rubbed-out black eyes peering down at him from atop a stack of boxes. The parakeet! The same one that had ripped through his costume, humiliated him in front of a live audience and caused him to abandon his family. The same one that had almost killed his dove. A frostbitey ache throbbed up in his pecked thumb.

“Ack-ack-ack,” it squawked.

Stan’s head jerked up, a dopey grin spreading over his face. “Oh, there you are, Sweetums. Come to papa.”

With a chalkboard screech, the bird swooped down and landed on his head, its sharp black talons pushing through the slicked-down stringy strands of his hair and deep into his scalp.

“Oh look, it’s got a chip off the end of its beak, poor thing,” Pagan said.

“It’s not poor,” Balthazar retorted. “It’s evil.”

“Evil is a human construct. It’s just a bird being a bird. You’re a cute little thing, aren’t you?”

“Ack,” it chirped again. “Ack-ack-ack.”

Catching Balthazar’s eye, the parakeet cocked its head and made a low, tock-tock-tocking whistle. Balthazar was unable to tear his eyes away. He felt like one of those mastodons getting sucked down into a tar pit.

Narrowing his eyes, he stared back at the bird. Bird McNuggets, he thought. Barbecued parakeet on a stick.

For a moment they were deadlocked, the tension buzzing between them in a high, very uncomfortable frequency only the two of them could hear, the thumbscrew pain in his hand throbbing harder and harder.

Then, just as Balthazar was about to totally lose it, the parakeet blinked its round eyes and looked away.

Released, Balthazar staggered back into Pagan.

“What’s wrong with you?” she demanded.

“Didn’t you see what just happened? Those black wriggly things coming out of its eyes?”

Pagan stared at him blankly. “You’ve been under a lot of stress.”

“You didn’t see anything?”

“I saw you glaring at that poor bird like you wanted to eat it. I think you traumatized it.”

“Ack,” the bird squawked, tilting its head. “Ack-ack.” Pushing off from Stan’s head, it launched itself at Balthazar, talons out. Balthazar barely managed to duck in time. Turning, he watched the creature flap off toward the stage, skimming low over the greasy head of Blake Fistula, who was swaggering down the hall toward them, the chains on his pleather Nutcracker Prince costume jangling like out-of-tune Christmas bells.

“Whoa, watch the hair, you dumb cluck!” he shouted.


22. Canoodling
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“Oh crap,” Pagan said. Then, to Balthazar: “Don’t move and maybe he won’t notice you.”

Balthazar had no other choice, so he froze.

“There you are, ya drab little spitball,” Blake said, checking his greasy hair in the mirrored knob on the top of his cane. “I’ve been looking for you for, like, two minutes.”

“Maybe if you spent less time looking at yourself, you’d have found me faster,” Pagan retorted.

“Har, har,” Blake said. “Bitter much?”

Amazing, Balthazar thought, hardly daring to breathe. Pagan was right, Blake Fistula was so caught up with checking his reflection, he hadn’t noticed him at all.

“Anyway,” Blake continued, “I need you to find that helper-on-the-stage guy, you know, that wormy dweeb whatshisname?”

“You mean our stage manager?” Pagan asked with withering scorn. “The one who’s standing right under your stuck-up nose?”

“My nose is not stuck-up, you stunted little Ewok,” Blake retorted, nostrils flaring. “It’s perfectly aquiline. If you don’t believe me, check Magic Beat magazine, September ninth, the one I’m on the cover of? They say so themselves, page eighteen. They also say that I have a mysterious and elusive allure. Anyway, you need to tell that lame-o list-making organizey schedule guy—”

“You mean Stan, who is right here in front of you,” Pagan reminded him. “Hearing every word you say.”

“Bingo,” Blake said, swatting away a fly that had started circling his fruit-scented, greasy hair. “Tell him they need him in the dining room.”

“Dining room?” Stan said. “Don’t they need me on the stage? Shouldn’t we be rehearsing my part?”

“Your part?” Blake said with a look of surprise. “Didn’t anyone tell you? Your part got cut. On account of you, you know, sucking so bad? But they do need you for cleanup. Something gross is stinking up the place but no one can find where it’s coming from.”

Nodding, Stan squeaked off droopily in his pleather straitjacket and chaps.

“What a schmo,” Blake sneered.

Balthazar shrugged noncommittally, then remembered that he was not supposed to move. Too late. Blake had already pinned him to the wall with the hard metal tip of his cane.

“What’s this?” Blake demanded.

“Nobody,” Balthazar said.

“Yes, well, that’s obvious,” Blake snorted. As the beefy teenager leaned in on his cane to get a closer look, an unpleasant coldness pulsed up from the necklace that hung around his neck. There was also something weird about his pupils. “It looks familiar. Do I know it?”

“Of course you do,” Pagan said. “He’s . . .” She hesitated, staring at Balthazar impassively. “He’s a busboy.”

“Busboy,” Blake cackled. “Speckles is trying to make nice with the Normals again?”

“Shut up,” Pagan snapped.

“Blake-eeeeee,” Mrs. Fistula’s voice shrilled out from the stage. “Momsy is waiting for her Nutcracker Prince to come rescue her!”

“Your princess is calling you,” Pagan said.

“Don’t be disgusting,” Blake said. “You just want to be alone so you can show your boyfriend your bruises.” Smirking, Blake swiveled on Balthazar. “Guess you go for the dumb, ugly types, huh?”

“Blake-eeeeee!” Mrs. Fistula shrilled again, more fiercely this time.

“Coming!” Blake said, skulking back toward the stage.

“Ugh,” Pagan groaned, turning back to Balthazar. “My brother is such a cretin.”

“My sister’s in love with him,” Balthazar admitted, rubbing the bruised spot on his chest where Blake’s cane had been pressing.

“Then she’s a cretin, too.”

A fly buzzed by. Quick as a frog’s tongue, Pagan caught it out of the air and deposited the buzzing speck in a small metal mesh change purse already swarming with dark little bodies. “Dinner for Humphrey,” she explained.

“Yum.”

“Pagan!” Mrs. Fistula’s shriek interrupted them. “What’s this about you canoodling with the help?”

“Quick,” Pagan said to Balthazar. “Get out of here!”


23. The Serpant’s Giant Jaw
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Hidden inside a partially closed spike-filled nutcracker-shaped coffin, Balthazar watched as the Fistulas tromped back to continue their dress rehearsal, all cursing each other loudly. He had no idea whether this repulsive gang was behind his family’s disappearance or not, but there were still too many questions swirling about the theater to leave just yet, like what was the deal with that strange bird and who was responsible for that terrible, terrible smell which, even as he stood there, was growing stronger and stronger.

From the area of the stage, a swarmy, buzzy sound had started up, getting louder and louder. It was eerily familiar. Then suddenly a harsh, terrified shriek ripped through the theater.

“No!” he heard Pagan scream. “Moms!”

Without thinking, Balthazar leaped out of the coffin and ran toward the stage.

Skidding into the wings, at first Balthazar couldn’t see anything but white clouds of plaster dust. Then he started to make out serpentine forms moving on the stage, the red glow of their eyes piercing through the white clouds like searchlights in a snowstorm. The giant nutcracker snakes that had been a static part of the set had come to life. From the mouth of one, Mrs. Fistula’s skinny white legs kicked wildly. “Let her go!” Pagan shouted as the massive serpent slurped up her mother’s legs.

“Pagan!” Balthazar tried to stop her, but she had already run off deeper into the blinding cloud of white dust.

Choking on the stench that had engulfed the stage, Balthazar searched for her through the freezing fog. Then, up ahead, in the very heart of the cold and the stink, he saw Blake, caught in the red spotlight of another snake’s eyes. Fearless and defiant, his hair whipping dramatically around his chiseled cheekbones as he brandished his cane in fast, acrobatic moves, he looked like one of those handsome mythological heroes—the kind that always saves the day against unbeatable odds.

“Kee-yah!” Blake shouted, swinging his staff hard into the serpent.

CRASH! The thing exploded into the air in a mass of flying metal scales and swarming black flies.

“Wow,” Balthazar said. “That was amazing.”

“What are you still doing here, busboy?” Blake demanded, swatting away a fly from his necklace. His lips were blue and he was shivering. Then more and more of the strange black flies started flocking to the necklace, like iron filings to a magnet. Faster and faster.

“It’s the necklace!” Balthazar said. “It’s somehow attracting them!”

“Back off. It’s mine!”

“You gotta take it off!”

But it was too late. A cloud of flies had enveloped Blake, and he was now just a struggling mass of black. Then one by one the fallen metal scales started sticking to him as well, until the giant serpent had re-formed around him. Baring its teeth, the snake turned on Balthazar with a terrible sucking hiss.

Taking off, Balthazar bashed into Mr. Fistula, his glasses cracked and coated in white dust. “You have no idea who you’re messing with!” the panicked magician shrieked blindly as another serpent clanked up behind him. “We aren’t your usual stage-show hacks. We have connections! Big-time connections! In fact, my aunt-in-law just happens to be—”

“Mr. Fistula, look—”

But before he could finish his warning, the serpent’s giant jaw dropped down and, with a loud slurping sound, it sucked Pagan’s dad away as easily as if he were a dust bunny.

“Pagan!” Balthazar shouted, panting and stumbling through the fog. And then he found her, alone in the middle of the stage, three monster nutcracker snakes herking and jerking their way toward her like out of some old monster movie.

“Balthazar?” Pagan stared at him confused. “What are you doing here?”

“I . . . I don’t know,” he said, frankly a bit stunned to be there himself. “Saving you?”

“Saving me,” Pagan repeated in a way that sounded like she might almost have burst out laughing if their lives weren’t so obviously about to end in a brutal and terrifying fashion.

The metal serpents had now circled them entirely, cutting off all escape routes. Back to back, the two kids stared up at the three massive mouths, swarming with blackness, moving down for the take. In a second they would be snake food. But there was something off about the trajectory of their three monstrous nutcracker heads. All three serpents were so focused on devouring their prey that they were completely oblivious to the collision course they were on with one another. Which meant . . .

“Duck!” Balthazar shouted, throwing himself on top of Pagan.

SMASH! The three snakes collided right above their heads, filling the air with an explosion of flies, shattered ice and twisted metal.

Then all was silent except for the crazy jackhammering of their hearts. It was over.

“Mmmh-mmmfff.” The muffled voice was coming from underneath him.

“Oh right,” he said, moving off Pagan. “Sorry.”

Sitting up, they looked around at the wreckage of smashed metal and icy cogs already dissolving into puffs of putrid, chilly fog, the flies scattering back to wherever they had come from. The percussive force of the impact had created a perfect debris-free circle all around them. Otherwise, the place was a disaster. And the Fistulas were gone. Pagan was freakishly pale, like a ghost. Plaster dust, Balthazar realized. Which was coating him, too.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

“Oh yeah,” Pagan said, “I’m just perfect.” Then she burst into tears.

“Oh no. Don’t . . . please . . .” Quickly he unscrewed his thermos, poured some cocoa into the cap and offered it to her.

She wouldn’t take it, so Balthazar drank it himself as he waited awkwardly for her to stop crying.

“Do you think . . . ,” Pagan said at last, pinching her arm viciously like she was hoping to wake herself up from a bad dream, “do you think our families are still alive?”

“Yes,” Balthazar said. And as he said it, somehow he knew it was true.

“What the hell is going on in there?” The Pfeff’s voice filtered in from the lobby, getting closer. “What’s all the racket?”

Pagan and Balthazar looked around in panic at the wreckage.

“We gotta get out of here,” Balthazar said. “Now!”


24. Brumating
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“So,” Balthazar said as he and Pagan tugged a tarp-covered dolly loaded high with snake terrariums along the boardwalk that skirted the shore of the huge frozen expanse of Lake Ontario. “Got any suspects?”

“You first.” Pagan shivered, her pleather no match for a Grantham winter.

Pagan had insisted that they bring the snakes with them so the Pfeff couldn’t take them for collateral for their canceled show. It seemed kind of weird that she was more obsessed about getting her snakes out of the theater than she was about figuring out how to get their families back. But then, thinking about her family, maybe it wasn’t that weird.

“You guys were top of my list,” Balthazar admitted. “How about you? Do you guys have any enemies? Other than my family, obviously.”

“No one,” Pagan said. “You guys are it.”

“Just us?”

“We used to have more,” she said defensively. “We used to have tons. It just got too hard to maintain them all, especially when my parents started fighting with each other. All the others began to feel kind of neglected and started drifting away.”

“So why did you pick us?”

“We didn’t,” Pagan said. “Stan did.”

“Our stage manager?”

Pagan nodded. “He showed up at our penthouse just after we had gotten fired from another theater for cannibalism and told us about this gig.”

“Cannibalism?”

“People so don’t understand art. Anyway, the point is, he was the one that told us about this job opening.”

“There was no opening. That was our gig.”

“Trust me, my family wasn’t happy about it, either,” Pagan said. “But beggars can’t be choosers.”

“Please, you guys are hardly beggars.”

“Shows how much you know,” Pagan snorted. “The car, the clothes, the penthouse. My great-aunt paid for all of that. She’s a financial wizard. But she cut us off a couple months back when Moms refused go into the family business. Why else would we have been desperate enough to go after your pathetic dinner-theater gig?”

“I thought you were just mean.”

“We are.”

“I don’t think you’re that mean.”

“You only say that because I’m your only friend left in the world,” Pagan said, giving him a pitying look.

“Still, we are in this together.”

“Only until we get our families back,” Pagan said. “Then we’re enemies again.”

Turning the corner, Balthazar saw his house up ahead. Huge and ruinous, it had never looked more beautiful. But he saw something else as well, someone else, to be precise, propping her big, sunshine-yellow three-speeder, Buttercup (the name stenciled onto the side), against a lamppost.

“Oh crap,” Balthazar groaned. “It’s my social worker.”

“I got one of those assigned to me, too,” Pagan said grimly “after the CN Tower incident. Yours is prettier.”

“She’s still evil.”

“The pretty ones always are. You have to get rid of her.”

“Balthazar!” Ms. McGinty cried, breaking into an ear-to-ear grin as she spotted him. “Perfect timing! I wanted to come check on how you and your uncle are doing. I haven’t heard from him since he picked you up in the park. Is he treating you okay? My office got kind of a strange call from some neighbors—the Pigstranglers, is it? What do you have there? Oh my,” she said, peeking under the tarp. “Are . . . those snakes?”

“Plus a few lizards and a tarantula,” Pagan said, narrowing her eyes. “You got a problem with that?”

“Yes, of course I do,” Ms. McGinty said. “These poor things are ectothermic, they can’t regulate their own temperatures.”

Inside the terrariums, the snakes’ vibrant scales had turned a disturbing dullish gray color, and they were hardly moving.

“They’re starting to brumate,” Ms. McGinty said.

“Bru-what?”

“Like hibernation, except for reptiles,” Pagan said unhappily. “Only they’re not as good at it as bears are, so they don’t always wake up.”

“They’re going to be fine,” Ms. McGinty said firmly, picking up a terrarium. “We just need to get them inside and warmed up. After that, we can discuss what you two kids are doing out in the freezing cold with a cart full of snakes and spiders. Deal?”

“Deal,” Pagan said, thrusting a terrarium into Balthazar’s arms.

“I thought you wanted me to get rid of her,” Balthazar whispered.

“After we get the snakes inside,” Pagan replied, nodding.

“Who goes there?” a voice cried from inside as the three of them struggled up the front steps, arms full of terrariums. Then the door swung open, and there, towering above them, was Ignatius in full welding attire. “What took you so long?”

“You must be Ignatius Fabuloso, Balthazar’s uncle, yes?” Ms. McGinty blinked. “I’m Gita McGinty, Balthazar’s social worker, and I was just coming by to—”

“You’re his social worker?” Ignatius spluttered, pointing at her with his blowtorch. “Shame on you, Balthazar, there’s not a single wart on this woman!”

“Wart?” Ms. McGinty said, confused.

“In fact,” Ignatius continued, peering at her even more closely, “you’re actually quite pretty in that earthy, crunchy, possibly don’t-shave-your-armpits way. Do you?”

“Do I what?”

“No, never mind, I’m sorry, you’re very cute but the timing is all wrong. You’ll just have to come back later.”

The door slammed in their faces.

“Is he okay?” Ms. McGinty frowned.

“Actually—”

“He’s fine,” Pagan said quickly. “He’s just . . . kidding. If you’d excuse us one minute . . .” Her eyes shooting daggers, Pagan followed after Balthazar as he went to retrieve the spare key from under the dead hydrangea bush. “I can’t believe you just let your social worker see that,” she hissed. “The guy’s certifiable! Do you want to be taken into protective custody?”

“Protective what?”

“If your parent or guardian isn’t deemed appropriate, your social worker has the legal right to take you away from your family and stick you in one of those foster families that locks you in the basement and feeds you cat food. What is this, like, your first time with Child Services?”

“Actually, yeah,” Balthazar said.

“Oh,” Pagan said. “Well, that would explain it. So this is what we’re going to do. I’m going to get Little Miss Sunshine to help me carry in the rest of the terrariums, and then nail her with some emo touchy-feely crap.”

Balthazar stared at his ruthless companion skeptically. “You can do that?”

“Sure,” she shrugged, pulling a tearful sweetie-pie face, then dropping it like a hot coal. “It’s called acting. Meanwhile,” she continued, “while I’m doing that, you are going to get your uncle to change into normal-people clothes, hide all the obviously hazardous stuff in your house and start pretending you two have a functional relationship. Capiche?”

Balthazar nodded. “I’ll do my best.”

“Your best? Houdini help us, you’ll have to do better than that.”


25. The Gloaming
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The sharp, cold ache shot from Balthazar’s bandaged thumb up his arm as he twisted the spare key in the lock and moved into the front hall. “Uncle Ignatius?” he called out, kicking off his boots. “We need to talk!”

No answer.

“Coo-coo,” Rover oodled down at him from the chandelier.

“Hey, girl, did you see which way Uncle Crazy-Pants went?”

Rover gave him the same oblivious look she always did. Then, blinking a round pink eye, she flapped off down the hall in a flutter of milky-white feathers.

When he caught up with her again, she was in the workshop, perched on top of a battered, pieced-together old door, which was balanced precariously in the middle of the room, surrounded by power tools and rusty saws like some kind of public-service announcement about hazardous conditions for kids. It was a door, Balthazar recognized, that had been put together from the old scraps in his uncle’s car.

“Uncle Ignatius?”

Still no sign of him.

He stared at the door in annoyance. It didn’t look very stable or well-balanced just standing up there in the middle of the room like that. He was about to grab it and drag it over to the wall when he heard voices coming from around the other side of it.

“Thank you for meeting with me on such short notice,” Ignatius was saying.

“Yew?” a sour voice retorted. “We dinna come here to meet with you. You tricked us here by impersonating a member of our fellowship. A crime worthy of a severe cursing, yew impudent pup.”

Suddenly the memory of the crotchety old Scottish guy came flooding back.

Balthazar walked quickly around to the other side of the door, but when he got there the voices had flip-flopped so that they were now coming from the side where he had just been.

“Go on, curse me, then, Angus McAnguson,” Ignatius was now saying from the other side of the door. “Send the fleas from a thousand highland cows to infest my chest hairs.”

Confused, Balthazar walked back around to where he had just been, only to find that the voices had flip-flopped once again.

“How did you . . . get another one of our doors?” another voice said, creaking and rustling like thick branches in a heavy wind. The Riddle Lady from the police station!

“Good question, Daphne,” Ignatius replied. “I didn’t. I just fixed my old one you lot so rudely destroyed. Restoration magic happens to be a Fabuloso specialty.”

“Not . . . exactly stable . . . ,” she observed.

“Our doors are for magicians only,” an amused, whistling, unfamiliar voice said.

“I am a magician,” Ignatius retorted stiffly.

“A stage magician,” the old Scotsman returned sourly. “Yew are not Magi.”

“Why,” added the Riddle Lady, “are we here?”

“That,” Ignatius said, “is the question.”

Quickly Balthazar circled the door three more times, the voices flip-flopping each time. How were they doing it? Some strange kind of ventriloquism or . . . then he noticed the rusty keyhole and these strange, wispy, misty bits squiggling out of it. Carefully blowing away the weird mist, Balthazar leaned over and put his eye to the keyhole.

If this had been an ordinary door, what he would have seen on the other side was Frankie’s busted skateboard, a corner of the moth-eaten semi-flightless Turkish rug, and a big clump of dust bunnies under the radiator.

Instead what he got when he looked through was a huge eyeful of nothing. Not the ordinary, boring kind of nothing-to-do nothing or the strange rubbed-out nothing in that weird parakeet’s eyes, but a whole different kind of nothing. A bright, full-seeming, infinity of nothing.

Then, as Balthazar’s vision adjusted, he slowly began to make out forms. His uncle. The skinny, one-eyed old Scotsman. The gnarled, stump-legged Riddle Lady. And another equally ancient person he had never seen before—crinkle-eyed and gappy-toothed, with a long white beard decorated with brightly colored metal birds, and a metal bird claw where his right hand used to be. Also floating in this strange, vast space were three more doors: one peach-colored and hospital-ish, one crooked, wooden and outhouse-ish, and the third just a raggedy pair of tent flaps.

“You refused to believe me when it killed my brother,” Ignatius was saying to the Bird Man. “Well, guess what, Mede? Now it’s back. Look,” he continued, pulling the baby-food jar out of his pocket with a triumphant flourish, “I have the proof!”

The three old people stared at the jar for a moment in confused silence.

“Gloaming spawn,” Ignatius continued. “Found them in my nephew’s dove.”

“The jar,” Mede observed in his funny whistling voice, “is empty.”

“Yes, of course it’s . . . ,” Ignatius said, then looked at the jar, confused. “Empty? Well, yes, of course, naturally it would be,” he continued. “The Gloaming is parasitical in nature, so of course it wouldn’t be able to survive any length of time in our world without a host. If anything, that’s just further proof.”

“Crying wolf again,” Angus snorted. “We’ve wasted enough time investigating yer bogus claims.”

“Sweeping them under the carpet, you mean.”

“We understand you’re upset about your brother,” Mede said gently. “But he was attempting a very dangerous magic . . . deadly magic. We found no evidence at the Fantasticum of the Gloaming.”

“Because I burned it down! There was nothing left!”

“And this Monsieur Paraqueto you sent us chasing after? There’s no record he even existed,” Mede continued.

“Proof right there! Magicians are disappearing all over the place. And what about the book I showed you?”

“Oh, right,” Angus said, nodding sarcastically, “tha’ book of holes.”

“Which is what the Gloaming does,” Ignatius said. “It eats away at stuff.”

“As do . . . bookworms,” Daphne pointed out.

“You don’t understand—”

“We understand very well what the Gloaming is.” Mede cut him off, the gentle whistle gone, replaced by a core of steel. “It is what first brought us together and what claimed the lives of so many of us. Each one of us almost died facing that chaotic, evil force, but in the end we eradicated it. At great personal cost. But we managed it. We have saved the world and earned our peace.”

“That’s just what it wants you to think,” Ignatius shot back. “That’s why it’s waited until now. Until you are all old and senile and have your heads so far up your own skirts you can’t even see what’s going on right under your big bony noses.”

“Kilt!” Angus thundered, the sound of bagpipes welling up from deep within his nasal passages. “It’s a kilt!”

A sudden rattle at the outhouse door interrupted them. “Grandpa,” a high Scottish child’s voice piped up from the other side, “yew almost done then? Ah super need to wee!”

“Ah’m not done yet,” Angus bawled back.

Mede shook his head. “I’m sorry for your loss, Ignatius. Truly I am. I had a family once of my own. Several, as a matter of fact, but—”

“Ach, this is a waste of time, this is,” the old Scotsman said. And with a dismissive honk from his long nose, he started hobbling toward his outhouse door.

“Waste of time, is it?” Ignatius shouted after him. “So is that why you’ve been hanging about my family’s house, then?”

“Different matter,” Angus said quickly. “Unrelated.”

But the other two were already turning toward him, curious points of light stirring in their rheumy old eyes.

“Angus McAnguson . . . was here?” Daphne ruminated. “Before . . . ? In-ter-esting . . .”

“Same as yew, Daphne,” Angus retorted sharply. “Don’t act the innocent.”

“I saw some signs as well,” Mede admitted. “Guess that makes all three of us, then. All no doubt looking for the same thing.”

“What are you talking about?” Ignatius demanded.

“An apprentice,” Mede said. “Someone who carries a spark of True Magick to train in the ways of the Magi before it is too late. We are none of us as young as we used to be.”

“Well,” Ignatius said, puffing up a bit, “if that is what you’re here for, I don’t see why you didn’t just ask. So what’s in it for me, exactly?”

“Not yew,” Angus snorted disgustedly.

“My boy,” Daphne sighed. “He had such a sweet face. I thought I had heard his name in a breeze, but then . . . he could not answer. My hearing aid has been acting up, and the wind likes to tease. . . .”

“My charts also indicated a boy,” Mede said, nodding. “But then with my gout—”

“Ah knew the second ah saw him he wasn’t the one,” Angus interrupted sourly.

“And yet,” Mede continued, “we are all talking about the same boy, are we not?”

“You mean . . . the one that is . . . ,” Daphne rustled, “peeking through . . . the key . . . hole?” Pinching her gnarled thumb and forefinger together, she made a sharp tugging gesture.

Feeling the tug at the front of his shirt, Balthazar tried to jump back. Too late. A strong, invisible force was pulling his shirtfront into keyhole. And the harder he struggled, the more firmly the invisible fingers tugged, pulling more and more of his shirt through the keyhole until, whoosh, the rest of him got pulled through after it, boots, buttons, thermos and all.

And then there he was, standing on the other side—in that weird vortexy space, surrounded by his uncle and the three grumpy, super-old people.

“Him?” Ignatius protested. “You’ve got to be kidding me!”

It was too much to take in. Way too much. “W-we have to get back before my social worker comes,” Balthazar stammered. “She’ll be here any sec . . .” He trailed off. The second hand on his old wristwatch, the cool wind-up kind that had belonged long ago to G-5, had stopped moving forward and was vibrating in place, fast as a hummingbird’s wings.

“Time hasn’t been invented here yet,” Mede explained kindly, “so it doesn’t pass.”

“The Void,” Daphne sighed. “Our greatest . . . discovery.”

“Nothing,” Ignatius translated. “Apparently, when you get to their exalted station in life that’s the only thing worth focusing on.”

“Not nothing,” Mede corrected him. “A place of pure potential. The truth before illusion.”

A knock at the peach door interrupted the conversation. “Bingo tournament starts in five minutes, Miss Daphne,” a chipper voice called through the door.

“Could he be . . .” Daphne asked, smiling at Balthazar, “an emissary . . . from the future? The one to carry our knowledge . . . into the next century?”

“It is an interesting coincidence that we were all brought here today,” Mede said. “With the boy . . .”

“And me,” Ignatius pointed out. “Don’t forget who called you here.”

“Pure coincidence,” Angus snorted.

“There is,” Daphne said, eyes drifting up to the curl dangling over her rumpled forehead, “. . . no coincidence.”

“And who are you guys, exactly?” Balthazar asked.

“We are Magi,” Mede replied. “Guardians and Gatekeepers of True Magick, which is the elemental force and the source of everything. What do you make of that, eh, child?”

“Well, I for one think you all fancy yourselves a little too highly,” Ignatius chimed in.

“Honestly, Mede,” Angus said, fixing his one good eye on Ignatius. “Consider the gene puddle from which the whelp was spawned. It’s blazingly obvious he’s not Magi material.”

“We’re here . . . now,” Daphne said.

“Blast you, fine, I’ll try him, then!” Angus retorted. “But it’s a bloody fool’s errand.”

“You don’t have to do this,” Ignatius said to Balthazar. “Apprenticing is a chump’s gig. Being a dogsbody to a crotchety old geriatric. Probably have you emptying out his stinking bedpans.”

The outhouse door rattled again. “Please, Grandpa, please!” the little Scottish voice piped up again. “Ah’m gonna bust.”

“Stop yer bellyaching and go in the bushes like everyone else, yew unnatural child!” Angus bellowed at the door, then turned back to Balthazar. “Your uncle’s right. There’s no reason for yew to do this. But if yer gonna, the time is now. Time to crap or get off the pot.”

Balthazar felt a flush coming to his cheeks and a panicky flutter of stage fright in his belly. But also this feeling of potential. That he might be more than just some ordinary kid. A Guardian and Gatekeeper of True Magick. How proud would his family be? If only his thumb would stop throbbing . . .

“Okay,” he said. “I’ll . . . I’ll try.”

“Do or do not,” Mede said. “There is no try.”

“Ha! You stole that off Yoda!” Ignatius scoffed.

“Actually,” Mede retorted stiffly, “Yoda stole it off me.”

“Give me your hand, boy. Hmmmm,” Angus harrumphed, staring deep into the lines of Balthazar’s palm. “What to set for the boy’s challenge. Where is it, now . . . has to be in here somewhere. . . . Ah yes, there it is. Yer challenge is . . . ,” he said, fishing a silver coin out of the hairy pouch hanging off the side of his kilt, “ta make this disappear. Fer real.”

“Softball,” Ignatius whispered.

“Yeah,” Balthazar whispered back, “if I could do real magic.”

“What?” Ignatius exclaimed, clapping his hand over his eyes. “Don’t tell me you can’t . . . what an embarrassment!”

“No interfering,” Angus snapped.

Swallowing hard, Balthazar could feel prickly beads of flop-sweat forming on his forehead as he looked down at the silver disk in his palm. But he wasn’t giving up yet.

Gritting his teeth, he reached inside himself for that glinting feeling of potential, flashing deep down inside him like pieces of eight at the bottom of the ocean. Deep down—but there. And, holding onto that bright thought, he closed his sore, stiff, bandaged hand around the coin.

The cold ache surged up in his thumb, throbbing like a second heart. Fighting back the pain, he clenched harder. Then, for the first time ever in his entire life, he felt the substance of the coin in his clenched fist begin to soften and disperse, flickering in and out like a hazard light.

“He’s doing it!” Mede gasped. “He’s really doing it!”

“Of course he’s doing it,” Ignatius said. “He’s a Fabuloso, after all.”

“Steady on, boy,” Mede cried.

Suddenly a cold electric current stabbed from Balthazar’s thumb up his arm, shooting straight into his heart, making him fumble his hold on the coin. It slipped through his fingers—tumbling, tumbling, tumbling into nothingness.

“What happened?” Mede demanded.

“Another coin! Let him try again!” Ignatius cried.

Angus turned away, his face sour with disappointment. “Told you the kid was a bloody waste of time. . . .”

Black dots swam before Balthazar’s eyes as the voices darted in and out of his ears like fish.

Below him the coin continued to fall, fall, fall. Probably would keep falling like that forever, nothing there to stop it. And as he watched it, he felt his own footing starting to slip away.

“Look to the boy!” Mede shouted.

And just before he went the way of the coin, a thick gnarled hand caught him by the back of his shirt and hauled him back up.

“His hand,” Daphne breathed, holding him in her broad, trunk-like arms. “Look.”

They all crowded around as Daphne pulled the gauze off Balthazar’s thumb, revealing an ugly black stain of infection beneath the skin. Grunting disapprovingly, she pushed his sleeve farther up, revealing tendrils of feathery black infection running all the way up his arm.

“Well,” Ignatius said, glaring at them with hot, angry eyes, “you wanted proof. Are you satisfied?”

“What have you gotten yourself mixed up in, boy?” Angus demanded.

It was a good question. But before Balthazar could even attempt to answer it, the dots that had been peppering in around the edges of his vision filled in and everything went black.


26. The Burrower
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It could have been minutes, hours or days later when Balthazar woke on a narrow cot, a huge pile of animal skins and blankets mounded over him. His body was stiff and achy—but the horrible cold throbbing was gone.

The glowing void had expanded and was now filled with dozens of doors, each corresponding to a very, very old, battle-scarred Magus. Balthazar had never seen so many oxygen tanks, walkers and neck cushions all in one place—or so many magic swords, enchanted suits of armor and blazing staffs. And there, blustering around in the middle of all the battle preparations, was Ignatius, talking urgently to each of the Magi by turn. “I told you so. I warned you! But did any of you listen?”

“When is somebody gonna turn that wretch into a toad,” Angus grumbled, feeding greasy black feathers into a little fire.

“He did . . . try to warn us,” Daphne breathed, stirring the foul-smelling cauldron that was bubbling away over the flames.

“Bah! Even a stopped watch is right twice a day.”

“How long have I been asleep?” Balthazar asked.

“Three . . . days. . . . ,” Daphne said.

“Three days?” Balthazar bolted up. “No! I can’t . . . I mean, I have to go. I’m . . .”

“Three days in here, cabbage-brains,” Angus said, putting a steadying arm on his shoulder. “Out there it will have been only a minute or two at most.”

“Here,” Daphne added, pressing a steaming hollowed-out gourd into his hand. “Drink.”

The warm, musky liquid was so incredibly foul, Balthazar instantly gagged it back out.

“Good boy,” Daphne said, catching the spew in a tin pan.

“What is that stuff?”

“Feral cat . . . urine,” Daphne replied.

“What? Yuck! Gross!”

“Very difficult . . . to collect . . . actually,” she sniffed.

“’Twas kitty piss saved yer life, boy, ya oughta be givin’ t’anks,” Angus scolded.

There was another rattle at the wooden outhouse door: “Please, Gramps, it’s number two,” the little voice bleated again from the other side. “An’ you know ah got a nasty rash last time ah tried ta use the leaves.”

“The more ya interrupt, the longa’ it’ll take,” Angus bawled at the door.

Swirling the pan around, Daphne peered closely at the spew, then tossed it into the fire. “All out.”

Looking at his arm, Balthazar saw the black infection was gone, the only trace now being these almost invisible white feathery streaks running beneath the surface of his skin, streaking up his arm and onto his chest. “What happened?”

Unscrewing a metal canister, Mede showed him a seething, icy lump of those creepy black pollywog things, like the ones Ignatius had squeezed out of Rover’s scratch, only way more of them, their teardrop bodies already beginning to dissolve into cold puffs of putrid air. “They feed off magic. Can’t survive without it. We took these out of your hand and arm.”

“But . . . but if the Gloaming feeds off magic,” Balthazar said, “what is it doing in me? I don’t have any magic.”

“Everybody has a little magic in ’em,” Angus said. “But yours is obviously so minuscule, so inconsequential, that the Gloaming couldn’t find it.”

“Probably why you’re still alive,” Mede added.

Looking back into the metal jar, Balthazar’s eye caught a small, jagged, chalk-white shard in the middle of the black, writhing mass.

“It’s from that parakeet,” Balthazar said. “Its beak had a chip out of it! I saw it.”

“Burrower, actually,” Mede said. “One of the Gloaming Major Arcana. The Burrower has no physical form of its own, so it body-snatches. What you saw would have been the corpse of a parakeet with a Burrower inside. This little shard of it was all the way up your arm when we caught it. Heading for your heart. If it had got there . . .”

“It would have killed me?”

“If you were lucky. More likely you would have become one of the Empty Ones.”

The name made Balthazar’s arm throb. “Empty Ones?”

“Shadow-carriers,” Mede said grimly, claw hand tightening around the canister as he screwed the lid back on. “People consumed from the inside by the Gloaming. An insatiable rot that feeds and feeds until it has consumed them all—past, present and future.”

“Exactly the kind of trouble that gets stirred up when daft amateurs start messing about with t’ings they dunna understand,” Angus said disgustedly. “We should’ve put an end to those stage magicians’ show-offy antics centuries ago. Stage magic gave the Gloaming a back door ta sneak through.”

“And so it falls again to us to stop it,” Mede said heavily. “But to do that we must find its source.”

“How will you do that?” Balthazar asked.

“The Burrower will lead us to it,” Angus said confidently.

“Is it here?” Balthazar said, looking around nervously.

“Na, but we have these feathahs,” Angus said, gesturing to Mede, who was poking and peering at the burning feathers among the embers. “These ones we found growing in your arm are spawned from the originals so we can trace ’em back to the Burrower, and the Burrower will lead us to the nest.”

“Vegas!” Mede pronounced, leaping to his feet. “The signs point to Vegas!”

“To Vegas!” the cry went up.

“Vegas?” Ignatius protested. “What are you talking about? The Gloaming’s not in Vegas, it’s back in—arrrrrrrrgh!” he howled as his left foot landed in the boiling cauldron of kitty pee. “No, stop, wait!” Pot clattering on his foot, he charged after the disappearing Magi. “I’ll need twenty volunteers to stay back under my command! . . . Ten! . . . Five!” But his bellowing only made the Magi rush away faster, his cries drowned out by the rattling staffs, the clinking armor and the slamming of vanishing doors.

Sighing heavily, Angus laid his veiny old hand on Balthazar’s shoulder. “Ah’m sorry the whole apprentice thing didn’t work out,” he said. And, unhooking the rusty latch on the outhouse door, he vanished into a blaze of neon lights and slot machine jingles.

“You should be all better now,” Mede said, untying his tent flaps, “but if you start to feel poorly give us a call.” He pulled a ridiculously old-looking cell phone out of the folds of his tunic and handed it to Balthazar. “The number is programmed in.”

“And what about my family?”

“We’ll see what we can do,” Mede said sympathetically. “We’ve all had families of our own. But our power is not what it once was. We must focus on the forest, not the trees.” And then he, too, was gone, disappearing in a flutter of fabric and a clatter of roulette wheels.

And then only Daphne was left, already halfway to her door, a fistful of poker chips rattling in her huge, knotty fist.

“Wait!” Balthazar entreated.

“Shouldn’t . . . meddle,” she said, but her eyes lingered on his thermos.

Fumbling, Balthazar unscrewed the cap and poured her some cocoa, amazingly still warm after all this time. “Here, do you want some?”

“Not . . . supposed to have any. Stupid doctors. Crackers . . . and applesauce. Is that any way to live?” Accepting the cap from him, she drained it all in one gulp, smacking her lips in pleasure. Then, looking around furtively, she motioned him closer, then closer again until the wispy hairs above her upper lip tickled his ear. “You’re a . . . kind boy, Balthazar Fabuloso. Remember the road that is not a road . . .”

“The riddle,” Balthazar remembered. “From back at the police station.”

“Hope,” Daphne said, nodding.

“Wait!”

But she had already left, her door vanishing behind her with a loud slam and a jingle of poker chips.

“Unbelievable!” Ignatius said, looking around at the empty void incredulously. “Should have known those old farts would be of no use. No, if you want to do something right, you need to do it yourself. It’s time to get our family back!”

“Yes!” Balthazar exclaimed. “Let’s do it!”

“Not you,” Ignatius said. “You are going back to that pretty social worker of yours. She’s the professional babysitter, not me.”

“But I can help!” Balthazar protested.

“You almost died,” Ignatius said. “I can’t do this if I’m worrying about some non-magical squirt under my feet messing things up.”

“I’m not going anywhere!” Balthazar said furiously. “They’re my family, too!”

A loud knock interrupted.

“Balthazar?” Pagan said from the other side of the door. “Where are you?”

“He’s coming,” Ignatius called back.

“No, I’m not!”

“What are you two doing behind there? Where are you?”

“Take care of yourself,” Ignatius said, grabbing him up in a big bear hug. “Re-entry can be a little rough.”

“Balthazar!” Pagan demanded, pounding hard on the door. “What’s going on?”

“Look out!” Ignatius shouted. “Here he comes!”

“Let go!”

And with a giant heave, Ignatius sent Balthazar flying right into the ugly old door, the wood exploding around him in a cloud of shards and splinters.


Log # 377

All I can say is it’s lucky for Balthazar that I found him before his clueless social worker did. If she had heard him babbling on about Grubbits and feathers and who knows what else he would definitely be in the loony bin by now. Instead, thanks to me he is now resting comfortably with his dove in front of a roaring fire. Except for having lost his uncle (which I explicitly told him not to do) and having barfed all over the place when he first came through that weird door, he’s doing okay. Claudette, who is defrosting on the back of his chair, is also doing much better, along with the rest of the snakes, whom I’ve spread out all around the room.
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We need to make a plan, but Little Miss Sunshine is ruining everything with her annoying over-caring. “Talk to me. Are you okay? Here, let me put this cushion behind your head. Is the fire warm enough? Where is that uncle of yours? Never mind. None of this is either of your faults. I should never have waited this long to check in on you. How is that bump doing?”
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Yes, I happen to have a goose egg from where I got hit in the head by the doorknob of that stupid exploding door. I have told her six times already that I am fine. If Moms was here she never would have noticed. I miss her so much.
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Faust’s fumets, she’s coming over again. So far I have been patient, but if she asks me one more time . . .


27. Runaways
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Balthazar’s mind was racing, combining and reconfiguring the different puzzle pieces whirling around in his brain. The Gloaming, the Empty Ones, the old photographs, the Fantasticum . . . it felt like they should fit somehow. If he could only concentrate. Concentrate, he commanded himself. Willing himself to forget the defrosting snakes all around him. To not notice Ms. McGinty reaching out to touch the bruise on Pagan’s lip. To ignore Pagan’s lips curling back in a snarl and her mouth opening almost like she was about to—

“Don’t!” Balthazar shouted, jumping between them.

“Don’t?” Ms. McGinty blinked in confusion. “Don’t what?”

“Don’t . . . Don’t forget to make me some soup.”

“Soup?” Ms. McGinty repeated. “Soup! Yes, of course! What was I thinking? You must be starving! I’m going to make you some nice consommé and I’m going to sort this all out.”

“Make sure you put lots of love into it,” Pagan said, calling sweetly after Ms. McGinty as the social worker hurried off to the kitchen. “We can taste if you haven’t put enough time into it!”

With McGinty out of the way, Pagan leaped up, switched on the TV and turned the volume all the way up so they wouldn’t be overheard. “Okay,” she said, smile dropping. “Grubbits, Gloaming spawn, Magi? What in Hades is—Wh-Who’s that?”

Balthazar was looking at the old blotched Polaroid he had taken earlier from his dad’s desk. “My other uncle,” he said, shifting it this way and that as if somehow that might let him see around the dark stains to his uncle’s face. “Shot himself through the head doing the Bullet Catch.”

“I . . . I think I saw him. That night your family disappeared.”

Riffling through her sketchbook, she pulled out her water-stained sketch of the strange man she had seen under the stage, deep shading and cross-hatching creating a dark, shadowy hole in the middle of the empty face.

Balthazar put his Polaroid next to Pagan’s drawing.

“Magic isn’t supposed to be able to bring the dead back to life,” Pagan said.

“Who says he’s alive?”

The two fell silent, considering this unpleasant possibility.

“Ow.” Balthazar winced as Rover’s claws dug sharply into his shoulder and she let out a frightened warble. His dove was looking out the window at something on the telephone wire across the street. Squinting through Gaga’s second-best pair of opera glasses, Balthazar saw something that looked strangely like what you might see in the meat department at a grocery store. Like an imperfectly refrigerated plucked chicken, only smaller and with its head still on. The Burrower! Without its feathers.

“Oh no,” Pagan gasped. “The poor bird has mange.”

“That’s no bird,” Balthazar said, pulling out the old phone Mede had given him. “It’s a Burrower. It shed its feathers to throw off the Magi.”

The other line picked up after the first ring. “The owner of this mailbox is not available to take your call right now,” a neutral female voice on the other end informed him. “Please leave a message.”

“Hi, it’s me, Balthazar. I’ve found it. The Burrower. It’s not in Vegas, it’s here! Call me back right away.”

Balthazar hung up and stared at the cell phone, which just sat there. He looked out the window again. The Burrower was still there, but who knew for how long. He picked up the phone and dialed again. Again the voice instructed him to leave a message. “Hi, uh, it’s me again. So I’m wondering if, you know, we should do something. Like try to catch it or . . . I don’t know. Anyway, call me back.”

Again Balthazar hung up. Again the phone did not ring.

“And what’s the big deal about this bird again?” Pagan asked.

“The Magi said they could use it to find the Gloaming nest.”

“What’s that?”

“I . . . I don’t really know,” Balthazar admitted. “But it’s behind whatever happened to our families. That’s what the Magi said. And that Burrower thing is somehow connected.”

“Then I guess we’d better capture it. Humanely,” Pagan added sternly. “It’s still a living thing.”

“Uh, sure.” Balthazar nodded, looking skeptically at the Burrower’s rotting carcass.

Prying the tread off the bottom step of the back stairs, Balthazar pulled out the twins’ bug-out bag.

“Smoke bombs, Twizzlers . . . ,” Pagan said, poking around inside the bag. “How come you get to be the one with cool brothers?”

“Shhh,” Balthazar warned as they slipped past the kitchen where Ms. McGinty, all tangled up in the ancient phone cord like a manic pot roast, was stirring soup and whispering frantically into the phone. “And we’ll need a mental health professional as well, possibly two or three. . . .”

Outside, a few picturesque flakes had started to fall, giving the neighborhood a surreal winter-wonderland feeling, totally at odds with the darkness of their situation. The Burrower, still on the telephone wire, had not moved its empty gaze from the front door.

“So I’m going to climb that tree over there and throw this zombie net over it,” Balthazar said, pulling a net out of the twins’ bag. “Once it’s netted, you grab it and stuff it in here. Just make sure you don’t let it scratch or peck you, or you could get infected by Gloaming spawn, which would eat all your magic away until there is nothing left of you but a rotting husk.”

“For real?”

“It’s not as cool as it sounds. Okay, get ready.”

His footsteps muffled by the fresh layer of snow, Balthazar dashed across the street and hoisted himself up into the ginkgo tree in the Hogsthrottles’ front yard. Then, reaching eye level with the telephone wire, he stretched himself out across an upper branch and started inch-worming toward the Burrower. Opening the net, he was readying for the throw when there was a sudden loud clatter from the window behind him.

“Trespassing!” Mrs. Hogsthrottle moaned triumphantly.

Startled, Balthazar botched the throw. Losing his grip, he plummeted down through a tangle of branches and landed with a painful, muffled thud in a snowdrift.

Raising his head, he saw the Burrower had also dropped down from its perch and was taking off down the road, running faster and faster on its raw, pimpled drumsticks.

“Quick!” Balthazar shouted, struggling painfully to his feet. “Buttercup!”

“What did you just call me?”

“Not you, McGinty’s bike!” Balthazar cried. “Grab it! The Burrower’s getting away!”

“I grew up in a penthouse in downtown Toronto,” Pagan protested. “Where was I supposed to learn to ride? The roof? It’s not like everyone has the same typical, ideal suburban life you do.”

Typical? Ideal? The remark was so off-base, Balthazar didn’t even know where to start.

“Balthazar!”

Ms. McGinty was out there now, too. Heading down the front steps.

“Quick,” Balthazar said, limping over to the bike. “Get on behind me. I’ll double you.”

“Like this?”

“Keep your feet off the chain.”

“Balthazar, stop!” Ms. McGinty cried, slipping and sliding toward them.

“He’s stealing your bike!” Eutilda Hogsthrottle bellowed from the window. “Stop, thief!”

“I’m here to help!” the social worker pleaded.

“Now hold on tight,” Balthazar instructed. Then, keeping Buttercup as straight as possible, he pushed off—a bit wobbly at first but straightening up as they gained momentum.

Pedaling fast, Balthazar banked out onto the street.

“This,” Pagan shouted in his ear, a huge grin splitting her wide, wind-stung face, “is . . . amazing!”

But there was no time for elation. The Burrower had launched itself into the air and, in total disregard of its lack of primary flight feathers, had started to fly. The chase was on!


28. Ice Palace
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After the last couple of days, Balthazar thought there was nothing left that could freak him out. But chasing undead poultry through the streets of Grantham in the dead of winter on a sunshine-yellow cruising bike with Little Orphan Evil’s arms wrapped snugly around his waist and her pointy chin poking into his shoulder had done the trick.

“Over there!” Pagan shouted, pointing to the Burrower, which had jagged a hard left past the library and back onto James Street. “Concentrate!”

“I am!” Balthazar protested, swerving around a honking snowplow.

By the time they reached St. George Street, the tip of Balthazar’s nose had lost all feeling and his legs were shaking so badly from all the standing-up pedaling that it was hard to walk.

“I think we lost it,” he panted, looking up and down the dusty-windowed storefronts.

“It went through there,” Pagan said, pointing to a narrow gap between the Rock-Around-the-Clock Golden Oldies Used Sheet Music store and the Ortho-riffic Orthopedic Shoe Shop.

From the street, the buildings on both sides of St. George Street looked like they were on regular solid ground. But stepping through that little-used chink onto the ice-slicked metal landing, you saw immediately that the south-side stores were actually built out over a precipice, propped up in midair by a pick-up-stick jumble of rusty metal braces and warping wooden beams sloppily anchored into the eroding cliff face.

“Oh wow,” Pagan said. “What’s that?”

Balthazar just stared. There, down at the bottom of the cliff, in the middle of the frozen Thirteen-Mile Creek, was his family’s old theater, mysteriously and horribly resurrected out of soot and shards and ice into a twisted, phantasmagoric version of its former glory. A zombie’s reimagining of a fairy-princess castle, lit from within by a cold, sinister light that only made the shadows look darker. And flapping toward it was the raw, rotting Burrower.

“My family’s old theater,” Balthazar gasped. “But . . . but it wasn’t there yesterday.”

At the grand front entrance to the twisted ice-show palace, Lamborghinis, Bentleys and Ferraris were pulling up to let out their passengers onto the blood-red carpet. Every one of them was wearing a dark purple fez.

“The International Brotherhood of Real Stage Magic.” Pagan frowned. “They’re meeting here? In Grantham? Tell me you guys aren’t Humbugs.”

“Hum-what?”

“Humbugs. That’s what Moms calls that snooty clique of fancy-pants old magicians. Humbugs. On account of how they’re always sneering at everyone else and hogging all the good opportunities for themselves. Cheats and thieves, all of them.”

“My dad always applies, but . . .” Balthazar couldn’t help but think how offended his father would be if he knew that the Brotherhood he had been rejected from was not only in his hometown but actually holding its annual meeting in some ghastly re-creation of the Fantasticum. You couldn’t dream up a bigger indignity if you tried.

“Moms is desperate to join them, too,” Pagan admitted. “But if they didn’t want them before, what would they want with them now? And what does that have to do with that Gloaming stuff?”

“I have no idea,” Balthazar said. They were in so far over their heads, they might as well be in Atlantis.

Pulling out Mede’s emergency cell phone, he tried the Magi’s number once again. Once again he got the voice mail.

“Hi, me again, Balthazar Fabuloso. This is a serious emergency! I think we’ve found the Gloaming nest. We’re at—”

“Sorry,” the voice-mail voice interrupted, “but the mailbox you are trying to reach is full. Please hang up and try your call again later.”

“I can’t call again later!” Balthazar shouted at the phone. “We need help now!”

“So what now?” Pagan asked.

Balthazar shook his head. “I guess we go down there.” Not much of a plan, but it was the best he had.

“Ready when you are,” Pagan said, squeezing Balthazar’s hand. Which actually felt kind of good, until he looked over at her and saw her pet tarantula ogling him from behind her curls.

“Oh, hi, Humphrey.”

Pagan rolled her eyes. “Please, he’s a spider. He doesn’t speak human.”


29. S is for Snitch
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When they had first started down the cliff, Balthazar had allowed Pagan to convince him it was a good idea to bring his social worker’s bike, Buttercup, with them in case they needed to make a fast get-away. But after struggling it down two shaky, poorly anchored flights of steps, the flaws in this logic started to become pretty obvious.

“This is a bad idea,” Balthazar panted, crouching low as they dragged Buttercup across a shaley landing. “We need to leave the bike here.”

Pagan shook her head. “No,” she said. “We need to bring it with us. I have this feeling it’s important.”

“And I have a feeling that this stupid bike is going to break my neck—which also happens to be important.”

“Yes, but I have real magic,” Pagan retorted, “so there’s a potential that my feeling might be some sort of latent psychic ability. Whereas you, according to my mom, have no real magic, so all you’re doing is complaining.”

Balthazar’s stomach dropped. It wasn’t like his lack of real magic was officially a secret, it just was something that they never talked about outside the family.

“God, is it true?” Pagan’s face fell. “I thought it was just one of those mean things she makes up. I’m so sorry. . . .”

“What for?” Balthazar retorted, shaking off her hand. “I mean, it’s not like real magic has made you and your family any happier.”

It was a low blow. And it hit home. “Excuse me,” Pagan said, cheeks flushing, “but my family’s just honest, okay? They aren’t big phonies pretending to be all lovey-dovey and fabulous all the time and then turning out to have some wacko evil undead uncle lurking in the closet they just happened to never mention. They’re rude, obnoxious, self-centered, repulsive. . . . of course I can’t stand them, but that doesn’t mean I don’t love them.”

“That’s not what I meant,” Balthazar said. “I was talking about real magic. I mean that’s what our families were doing when they disappeared. That’s probably what got them into whatever mess they’re in.”

“Bitter much?” Pagan muttered under her breath, spinning Buttercup’s front tire with a steady click-click-click.

Flipping up his collar, Balthazar turned and started making his way down the next flight of stairs.

“Hey,” Pagan called after him. “What about Buttercup?”

“You want to break your neck, that’s your business,” he called back.

The lower sections of the cliff were much grubbier than the top bits. Cigarette stubs, broken glass and crushed beer cans littered the trail, and crude tags and paintings of skulls and rude body parts started cropping up on the cliff wall.

In front of Balthazar, the cliff face bulged out like a knot in a tree, the path around it tapering down to a little strip no wider than the length of his boots.

He would wait for Pagan once he got around to the other side of this tricky bit, he decided. The narrow path would have forced her to leave the bike behind by then, so they wouldn’t have to argue about it anymore.

Distracted by these thoughts and by the effort of keeping his footing, he didn’t even hear the voices until he had come all the way around to the other side.

“Have another pull,” the first voice was saying. “It’ll take the sting out of that shiner.”

Up ahead, no more than five feet away, a little bonfire was going, throwing a creepy, flickering under-light on two teenage faces—one slab-like and expressionless, the other all sinew and bone and swollen black eye. Two of the Trolls from the Gabriella Park bathroom were camped out right in the middle of the path, with a case of champagne and a few trays of dainty canapés that appeared to have been stolen from the catering truck parked outside the theater below.

Quietly, Balthazar began backing away.

“How long do you think Greggy’ll get?” Donno asked through a mouthful of watercress sandwich.

“Dunno. Deserves it for being soft,” Kier snarled, smashing the top off a fresh bottle of champagne with a rock. “Should’ve let me crush that little snitch when we had the chance.”

His back against the cliff, Balthazar was retreating onto the narrow ledge when his heel hit a metal can, sending it bouncing and clattering down.

Forgetting the narrowness of the path, he turned to run, the ledge disappearing from under his feet. And down he was going, over the edge, when a powerful hand caught him by the back of his jacket and hauled him up.

“Well, well, well,” Donno said with a dead, dull smile which made it clear that Balthazar would have been way better off if he had fallen, “if it isn’t magic boy.”

“So where’s old Farty-Pants now, eh?” Kier snickered, coming up beside him.

“He’s coming,” Balthazar bluffed, “right behind me.”

“Oh yeah? Let’s go find him, then,” Kier said.

“Okay, okay, there’s nobody,” Balthazar said, remembering Pagan. “I’m all alone here,” he added loudly.

“Nobody to hear you scream,” Kier giggled, picking a glittering shard of broken champagne bottle up off the ground. “How’d you like a nice little S right here?” The sharp tip of the glass pressed into Balthazar’s forehead. “S for snitch. What are you looking at?”

“Your eye,” Balthazar said. “It looks really painful.” Then he head-butted him. The first head-butt of his entire life! It hurt worse than slamming his head into a brick wall, but was way more satisfying.

“Aaaaah! Ya little freak!” Kier howled.

“Oh no ya don’t,” Donno said as Balthazar tried to struggle free from his meaty grip.

“You are so gonna get it,” Kier hissed, his face a mask of rage and the bottle shard glinting claw-like in his clenched hand.

“Just do it already,” Donno grunted.

“Hey, you! Cretins! Up here!” a familiar deadpan voice shouted down at them from somewhere higher up the cliff.

“Huh?” As the two thugs looked up, Ms. McGinty’s sunshine yellow bike came hurtling at them from out of the sky, smashing right down on top of Donno. A direct hit!

Unfortunately, there was no second bike to take care of Kier, who was coming at Balthazar again.

“Humphrey?” Balthazar heard Pagan calling from up above him. “Humphrey? Where are you?”

Reaching his hand up to his forehead, Kier felt something: a fuzzy egg-sized lump, sprouting out in eight furry legs. “Sp-sp-spider!” Kier cried, shaking his head wildly. “Get it off! Get it off!”

Humphrey flew through the air and landed on Donno.

“Ah,” Donno groaned, shaking his hand violently. “Now there’s one on me, too!”

Again Humphrey went flying, landing this time on the front of Kier’s bomber jacket, his eight furry feet struggling to get a grip on the slick leather.

“Another one!” Kier shrieked. “You’ve gone and stirred up a whole nest, dummo!”

Next thing you knew, the two thugs were screaming and flailing off down the cliff, convinced they were under attack by a whole army of spiders.

Balthazar threw his head back and laughed. But his laughter dried up when Pagan came around the rocky outcropping and he saw her expression.

“Where is he?” she demanded.

“Who?”

“Humphrey! He fell out of my hair when I leaned over to drop the bike. Don’t move.”

Dropping to her knees, Pagan began feeling around the dark, rocky ground. Then suddenly she let out a little cry.

There in front of her, lit up by the flickering firelight, was Humphrey, legs curled under his cracked, bulbous body, atomic green slime oozing out through his spiky little hairs. Very still.

“Trampled to death,” she said. “Clumsy oafs.”

Pagan took the thermos Balthazar offered and poured the last dribble of cocoa onto Humphrey’s broken body. “First man down. Libation to any god that exists or cares.”

“He was a good bug,” Balthazar said.

“He was an arachnid, not a bug,” Pagan snapped. “And he wasn’t good or bad. Spiders don’t operate along those narrow moral principles. I won’t have him saddled with your human judgment system.”

“I was just trying to be sympathetic,” Balthazar protested.

“Well, don’t,” she said. “It’s annoying.”

Nodding, Balthazar looked away so she wouldn’t see him seeing how red and splotchy her face was getting.

“You know what spiders do when another spider dies? They eat it. If you think about it, there is something beautifully direct and practical about that,” she said, stroking the dead spider’s bristles tenderly. “Giving life and nutrients through death.”

“Rrright,” Balthazar said in his best neutral, not-at-all-creeped-out voice, “but you’re not a spider, so . . .”

“No,” Pagan said, scraping Humphrey’s oozy carcass off to the side of the path and covering it with a sprinkling of snow. “And I’m not planning to eat him, either, if that’s what your sick brain is thinking.”

“Of course not,” he lied.


30. Lair of the Humbugs
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Following the bobbing circle of light from Balthazar’s flashlight through the gathering darkness, Balthazar and Pagan made the last steep scramble pretty much in silence except for the crunch of pebbles under their feet and the soft, snuffly noises of Pagan pretending not to cry.

Suddenly a loud thwup-thwup-thwup cut through the air as a bright beam of light sliced down at them from the dark sky.

Flattening themselves against the cliff face, they watched as a large helicopter swooped over them, the bright light on its nose illuminating the phantasmagoric Fantasticum as it settled down wasp-like on the frozen creek. Through the vortex of snow kicked up by the prop blades, Balthazar saw the door of the helicopter swing open and two hatchet-faced magicians in matching purple fezzes step out, supporting between them a third magician, ancient and turtle-hunched, in a sweeping royal-purple cape and extra-tall gold-tasseled fez.

“The Great Gandolfini,” Balthazar gasped. “What’s he doing here?”

“He’s the Doge of the IBRSM,” Pagan whispered. “The Grand High Humbug. Nothing gets decided without him.”

Balthazar and Pagan waited as the three magicians got into a golf cart and drove off around the front of the theater. Then, crouching low, they sprinted across an open field of new-fallen snow toward the back of the darkly shimmering ice building. Blood hammering in his ears, Balthazar kept expecting harsh searchlights to flare on, or weighted nets to drop from the sky, or the ice to crack open beneath their feet. None of that happened. And then they were there. At the lair of the Humbugs.

“This one’s just a fake,” Pagan pronounced, trying the first of four ice doors under the rear arcade.

“This one, too.” Balthazar shook his head.

It was the same story for third and fourth as well.

“What about that one over there?” Pagan said, pointing to a little door in the farthest, most shadowy section of the arcade.

Balthazar frowned. “Where did that come from?”

“It’s pretty dark,” Pagan shrugged. “Maybe we missed it.”

The door opened, conveniently, right behind a huge lightning-bolt-shaped ice column. A perfect spot for scoping out the gathering without being spotted.

The vast lobby was even bigger on the inside than the outside, if such a thing was possible. Its impossibly high ceiling was held up by dozens of towering, intricately carved ice lightning-bolt columns, and its walls were adorned with darkly shimmering ice frescoes depicting the most brilliant moments from magic history. Robert-Houdin’s enchanted orange tree. Houdini’s vanishing elephant. Thurston in a whirlwind of playing cards.

But even more than the lobby itself, it was the gathering of magicians that made Balthazar’s breath catch in his throat. These weren’t the usual joke-cracking, potbellied birthday hacks that his family occasionally was forced to share the stage with. These magicians, these Humbugs as Pagan called them, were truly the greatest stage magicians alive. The type of performers who picked their teeth with cities like Grantham. What were they doing here?

“Not a woman among them,” Pagan snorted. “Sexist. And I bet you anything those coats they are wearing are real fur. These are not good people.”

“Shhh.” Two of the Humbugs were heading right toward them, heads bowed and deep in conversation.

“An interesting venue they have chosen for this year’s meeting, hmmm?” the taller one was remarking to his companion. His voice was soft but his was face hard and pitted like an old bone. “Do you by any chance know the identity of our host?”

“Not I,” grunted the broader, shorter of the two, as clenched and knotted as a fist. “But he campaigned very impressively to earn the right. And to create a venue like this . . . I would say he has not yet disappointed.”

“Perhaps,” Bone sniffed. “But I personally would prefer to have one of our own hosting.”

“These meetings are expensive,” Fist-Face shrugged. “I for one am happy enough for someone else to foot the bill. But go if you like. I will cast your vote.”

“Yes, yes, I’m sure you’d be happy enough for half this room to drop dead to give you more influence,” Bone observed.

“As would we all,” Fist-Face agreed, looking across the hall at old Gandolfini, who was eyeing them craftily. “Look, they’ve brought out more of that delicious sea-turtle soup.”

“Sea turtle? Those are endangered!” Pagan whispered furiously as Fist-Face and Bone walked away toward a long buffet table heaped with exotic delicacies. “And, oh my God, is that a roasted giant salamander? These people are monsters.”

But Balthazar wasn’t looking at the salamander. He was looking at their old stage manager, nibbling on the wrong end of an artichoke leaf as he whispered frantically to the Burrower perched across from him on the horns of a roasted caribou head. Oily black feathers had grown in to replace the white ones it had shed, but its blank eyes were unmistakable.

“What is Stan doing here?”

“Let’s find out,” Pagan said.

“How?”

“Like this.”

And just like that, she was gone.

Mr. Fabuloso and Gaga could do invisibility magic as well. They did it by turning their bodies into a kind of a screen that projected whatever was behind them onto their bodies. Fine for a couple seconds if you didn’t look too closely. But Pagan’s invisibility was different and way better—somehow pushing all vision around her like water being pushed around a rock in a stream.

“The trick is believing deep down you really are invisible,” Pagan said, reappearing. “Easy enough with my family. If you hold my hand you’ll be invisible, too. But only for as long as I can hold my breath, so we have to hurry.”

Which was of course the problem with real magic. It always had some bizarre, illogical stipulation connected to it.

“Don’t worry,” Pagan added. “I can hold my breath longer than an Olympic athlete.”

Balthazar looked at Pagan’s fading outstretched hand uneasily.

“Or you can wait here.”

Then, just as she about to totally disappear, he took off his icy mitten and grabbed hold.

Her hand was comfortingly warm, a little sweaty even.

An electric tingling started where Balthazar’s fingertips were touching Pagan’s invisible skin, then rolled over his hand and up his arm like a long glove, up and up and up, and then—whoosh!

The feeling was . . . amazing! Somehow the properties of his very atoms must have shifted.

Slipping out from behind the column, they darted through the sea of fur coats, fezzes and secret handshakes, zigging this way and that until they finally made it safely under the buffet table where, with a guzzling intake of air, they became visible again.

As Pagan was catching her breath, Balthazar peeked through the slit in the tablecloth just in time to see Stan following the Burrower into a darkened corner behind the grand ice staircase.

“Here we go again,” Pagan said, taking another deep breath.

Invisible again, they crawled silently over to where Stan was whispering frantically to the Burrower, now perched next to him on a sharp, soot-black ice lightning sculpture.

“And now some detective and this goody-two-shoes social worker are poking around asking all sorts of questions,” Stan snuffled. “I’m freaking out! I know . . . I know,” he continued, as if the silent Burrower was talking to him. “But they’re just two kids. I helped get the rest of them here. Isn’t that enough?”

Pagan’s hand tightened around Balthazar’s. Their families! They were here.

“What about my reward?”

The bird cocked its head, and suddenly the stage manager’s words strangled off. Held fast in the Burrower’s rubbed-out gaze, he scrabbled at his neck. “Please, Sweetums,” he choked out, his face turning a disturbing shade of purple. “Please. I’ll do it. I’ll do it.”

Blinking, the Burrower released Stan from its gaze, letting the stage manager drop gasping to the floor. A familiar prickling ran up Balthazar’s spine. The Burrower was staring right at them. Cocking its head, it let out a low, whistling tock-tock-tock.

And suddenly they were visible again.

“Run!” Balthazar shouted.

“Spies!” Stan yelled hoarsely, struggling to his feet. “Stop them!”


31. Grubbuck
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“Nothing like that has ever happened to me before,” Pagan said as they sprinted through the crowd of startled magicians. “I swear. I’ll get it back. I just need to catch my breath.”

“No time. We’ve got to get out of here.”

Up ahead was the large column they had entered behind, but as they skidded around it there was a problem. The bug-out bag was still there waiting for a quick getaway, but the door had vanished.

They stared at the blank wall in confusion.

“Here,” Balthazar said, pulling two smoke bombs out of the backpack and fumbling for the lighter. “You throw yours that way, and I’ll throw mine to this side.”

Sparking and fizzing, the smoke bombs landed in the middle of the magicians and started gushing out amazing amounts of thick, sparkly pink smoke.

“Terrorists!” one Humbug cried.

“Poison gas!” gagged another.

Grabbing Pagan’s hand, Balthazar bolted across the hall.

“Stop them,” Fist-Face shouted.

Ducking the grabbing hands and jowly, snarling faces, Balthazar and Pagan dashed deeper and deeper into the pink smoke, changing direction so many times they soon lost any sense of where the exits were.

“Which way?” Pagan panted.

“This way?”

“No, look. It’s over there.”

Pulling away, Pagan vanished into the smoke. “Come on!”

But a shambling, ragged figure had materialized out of the haze, blocking Balthazar’s way. A corpse of a man in a dingy red beret, with the Burrower perched on his shoulder. Monsieur Paraqueto!

“What have you done with my family?” Balthazar shouted.

“Grubbit,” Paraqueto muttered. “Grubbit, grubbuck . . .”

The smoke was clearing. Over the Empty One’s shoulder, Balthazar saw a flash of curly auburn hair vanishing through one of the exits. Pagan had gotten out, then.

The Burrower cocked its head, something wriggling in its strange, blacked-out eyes. “Tock-tock-tock,” it whistled. The sound slammed into Balthazar like a wrecking ball.

“Grubbit,” Monsieur Paraqueto whispered, his eyes sad and his voice no more than a frozen puff of air as Balthazar fell into the empty blackness of the bird’s eyes.


32. Cold Comfort
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“Balthazar?”

It was his mom’s voice.

“He’s waking up!”

Dad!

Each eyelid felt like it weighed a thousand pounds, but Balthazar managed to force them open. And there they were. Mom! Dad! Freddy! Franky! Fanella! Here! Alive!

And, for that moment, it seemed like nothing else mattered. Not even the Fistulas glowering at him from a darkened corner.

Looking around, Balthazar saw that they were in a cell carved deep into the bottom of the frozen Thirteen-Mile Creek, surrounded on three sides by gray-green icy walls studded with old crumpled bags, soda cans and a startled-looking catfish, frozen solid by the unexpectedly cold winter. On the fourth side was a wall of metal bars, with a loud pendulum clock tick-tocking on the other side.

As he looked around, the memory of an empty voice came back to him. Cold breath whispering the dreadful features of the cell into his ear like drops of poison. Solid metal bars with a thousand volts of electricity running through them; hidden eyes and ears in the ice walls, so sensitive they could read your thoughts; punishments for rebellious thinking; rewards for cooperation. . . . As the memories came back, Balthazar saw the bars sparking and vibrating with the deadly voltage.

“Where’s Gaga?” he shivered, looking around.

“She’s here,” Mr. Fabuloso said.

“Sort of . . .” Mrs. Fabuloso added sadly.

Freddy, stumbling over his rat tail, brought Balthazar over to Gaga who was sitting in silence against the back wall of the cell, her eyes turned inward. Franky was sitting next to her, holding her hand. Lovingly, the twins straightened her blankets, kissed her withered cheeks and adjusted her battered spiky Queen of the Snowflakes headdress.

“So cold,” Gaga muttered. “So cold . . .”

“What happened?” Balthazar asked.

Mr. Fabuloso shook his head. “Last thing we remember is that fog exploding across the stage, and then when we woke up here our magic was gone.”

“Freezing cold, flat out on the ground, feeling like each part of our bodies weighed a thousand pounds,” Mrs. Fabuloso said with a shudder.

“And even as you’re so incredibly heavy—you feel totally empty,” Fanella added.

“And you want to kill yourself and then everyone else,” Blake seethed.

“It’s all just so dreadfully dull and boring,” Mrs. Fistula moaned. “And the only thing you hate more than the revolting people around you is yourself.”

“Like you’re in dis hole,” Gaga said at last. “And you are trying to get out, but de more you try de bigger de hole gets until all of a sudden it is inside you, and you are de hole.”

The twins, pale, with runny noses and dark thumbprint smudges under their eyes, nodded silently.

“They haven’t said a word since we’ve been here,” Fanella said worriedly. “I never thought that would bother me.”

Even worse than the twins’ silence was the flickering dullness of them, like dying florescent light bulbs. A flickering dullness, Balthazar noticed with alarm, that all of his family had.

“But you never told us,” Mrs. Fabuloso said, wiping her tears away. “How did you get here?”

“I . . . well, I was trying to, you know, rescue you guys,” Balthazar admitted. “Me and Pagan. Only she managed to get away.”

“Of course she did,” Mrs. Fistula sneered. “We didn’t raise incompetent bumblers in our family. Our kids know how to look after themselves.”

“She got out?” Blake spluttered furiously. “That’s so not fair. Why should she get out and not me? I’m the one the public wants!”

“You came to rescue us,” Mr. Fabuloso said quietly, looking at Balthazar like he was seeing his son for the first time. His mustache trembled. “Remarkable.”

“He failed,” Mr. Fistula replied. “What’s so remarkable about that?”

“You are a remarkable boy,” Mr. Fabuloso said firmly. “And I’m so proud of you. I just wish . . . I just wish I had told you that more often.”

The tears in his father’s eyes frightened him. As did the apology. It was the kind of thing someone said in a movie just before they died of some terrible terminal disease.

“Happy now, are we?” Mrs. Fistula hissed, lurching lopsidedly over to Balthazar in her single high-heeled shoe. “You’ve finally got what you wanted.”

“What? This isn’t what I wanted.”

“Sure it is,” she insisted, her hard, bony fingers clenching tight around his arm and her thin lips twisting into a harsh, insinuating smile. “We all heard you. Everyone in the theater that night did. ‘Normal? I’m the only normal one in this family! Why can’t you all try being normal for a change?’ ” she mimicked shrilly. “Well, congratulations. You got your wish.”

“The power of the unconscious mind,” Mr. Fistula agreed.

Dropping his head, Balthazar felt the hopelessness of their situation settle over him like a fine layer of atomic dust, heavier and heavier with each tock of the pendulum clock.

Looking around at the solid ice walls, he thought he saw a creepy ice eyeball looking back at him, but when he reached out to poke it, it disappeared.

The power of the unconscious mind . . . Pagan had said something about that too . . . Pulling off his boot, he tossed it at the electrified bars. Instead of melting or sizzling to a crisp, it flew straight through to the other side.

“What did you do that for?” Fanella demanded. “Now your foot’s going to freeze.”

“Didn’t you see that?” Balthazar said. “It went right through the bars. They aren’t real.”

“It went between the bars, not through them.”

“My boot’s too big to . . .” But even as he said it, the bars were already realigning themselves to make his sister’s explanation possible, his boot charring and blackening on the other side.

“We will never get out,” Gaga sighed.

“Yes, we will,” Balthazar said.

Drawing in a deep breath, he took a step toward the bars.

Not bars, he corrected himself. Nothings. Figments. Blue sparks sizzled in the air.

“Touch the bars and you will die,” the voice said.

That’s a lie, Balthazar told himself. This is all a lie.

Steeling himself, he took another step forward, the tick-tock of the pendulum growing louder and louder.

“Balthazar!” Mrs. Fabuloso cried out. “Stop!”

If he didn’t do it now, he’d never do it.

So, taking a running start, he did.

“No!” Mr. Fabuloso shouted.

For a horrible moment, Balthazar felt his body fusing into the bars, lighting up like a Christmas tree.

“This isn’t happening!”

And as he said the words, the bars, the electricity, the sinister watching eyes, all of it was washed away like watercolors left out in the rain. All that was left was the pendulum clock. Grabbing it off the wall, he threw it down onto the icy floor, breaking it into a thousand little pieces. They were free!


33. The Quorum
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Maglite clenched in his teeth, Balthazar crawled up the long, steeply sloped ice tunnel from the frozen depths of Thirteen-Mile Creek, a tunnel clearly designed for dumping things down, not leading people up. His family and the Fistulas followed behind, excruciatingly slowly. Like getting out didn’t matter that much to them. Like nothing mattered anymore. It’ll be fine, Balthazar told himself. We just need to get home and then everything will be okay. But the flickering, fading look to all of them made him not so sure.

Up, up, up they climbed, using old plastic bags, crumpled cans and other old bits of junk sticking out of the ice for footholds, following the winding passageway this way and that until finally, climbing up around the last steep bend, Balthazar found himself clambering out into a small ice vestibule. The end of the tunnel.

Two doors were just ahead, one directly in front of him and one on his left. Cold drafts blew from beneath each of them. The one on his left was colder and smelled like a meat locker. He knew that one didn’t lead outside. He also knew that behind it were answers, and also his family’s stolen magic.

Cracking open the door, Balthazar stared into a massive rotunda, starker but even more grand than the great hall Balthazar and Pagan had first entered, its vast domed ceiling held up by eight massive lightning-bolt columns.

Beneath the dome, the steely-eyed Humbugs were seated in one hundred and thirteen matching armchairs on semicircular ice risers. Their grim, fez-capped faces all looked down at one figure—a skinny, high-shouldered man in a cheap white suit standing before them at a simple ice podium, a white handkerchief tied across his face covering all his features, and the purple fez of the Brotherhood perched on his head like some horrible punch line.

“Is this some kind of a joke?” one of the Humbugs burst out.

“Our host has the talking piece,” Gandolfini said, gesturing to the jagged platinum lightening-bolt the man in white held gripped in his hand. “We must honor tradition and let him speak.” Grumbling, the assembly fell silent. “What happens after he yields the floor, however,” he added darkly, “is at our discretion. You can’t hide behind that hankie forever. You may have had the resources to buy your way into hosting this event, but we still control all the contracts and the best venues.”

The Host bowed. It was hard to say whether it was mockingly or not, but his strange getup definitely gave it that effect. “Top of the heap.”

“And don’t you forget it, boy,” a Southern Humbug said, sharp pride prickling in his eyes.

“Hear, hear.” The purple fezzes bobbed in agreement. “Huzzah!”

“And yet you are all still performing monkeys, are you not?” the Host said hollowly as the cheers died down. “Singing for your suppers.”

A deeper, more dangerous hush fell over the gathering.

“You may control the contracts and the venues,” the Host continued, darkness shifting behind the white linen covering his face, “but you do not control magic itself. Or how little of it any of you truly have. How poorly you stack up to the great enchanters of the past. Circe, Abra-Melin, John Dee, Merlin, Zoroaster. The kingmakers.”

“I assume there is some point to all this,” Gandolfini cut in.

“The point is that you deserve more. Men of your stature, you should control magic, not the other way around. Especially in these modern times, with so much technology to compete against. You have been duped. That’s what magic does. It tricks and seduces. It makes you serve it instead of the other way around.”

“Your arguments are nothing new to us,” Gandolfini said, eyes floating oyster-like behind his thick glasses. “We have discussed these issues many times. But you have not told us what you propose to do about it. Your time to speak is almost up, and you will not be given a minute more.”

“What I am proposing,” the Host said, “what I am offering, is a different kind of magic. Gloaming magic. A force that will mesh with the magic you already have and make it stronger. A magic that also will allow you to feed on the magic of other magicians, adding their power to yours.”

“Eaten?” Mr. Fistula whimpered. “Our magic has been eaten?” He and the others had come up behind Balthazar and crowded around the door to watch.

“It’s okay,” Mrs. Fabuloso whispered, squeezing Balthazar’s shoulders. “As long as we have each other.”

But the way they were all flickering and the longer stretches of zombie-like emptiness they kept falling into gave Balthazar this sick feeling that they might not have that much longer.

He knew that they should be getting out of there. That every second they delayed was a second in which they could be discovered. But he found himself rooted to the spot by the horror of what he was seeing.

“This all sounds well and good in theory,” a Humbug interrupted. “But where is the proof you could deliver on such a proposal?”

“Excellent question,” the Host said approvingly. “I have prepared a demonstration. Bring in the girl.”

A door on the other side of the room swung open and Stan stepped through, and with him, held tightly by the wrist, was a pale, disheveled and very, very frightened girl.

“Pagan,” Balthazar groaned, fingers tightening on the edge of the door. She hadn’t gotten out after all.

“A child?” one of the Humbugs said, frowning.

“A child,” the Host said, nodding and taking her from Stan. “Also the grandniece, prospective protégée and sole heir of a certain financial wizard you may have heard of. Buffy Fisterton. A woman who has shown herself to be no friend of your organization.”

Instantly, the scattered pools of sympathy froze into lumps of ice: “woman refused my loan”; “foreclosed on my casino”; “cost me millions.”

“Sole heir?” Mrs. Fistula hissed at Mr. Fistula. “Did you know this?”

“No fair,” Blake protested.

“Let me go!” Pagan shouted, her hands bursting into flame. But it was only harmless stage fire; the Host didn’t even flinch. “When my great-aunt finds out about this, she’s going to ruin you. All of you.” Clearing her throat, she spit in the Host’s face.

“Ruthless little thing, isn’t she?” the Host remarked, spit freezing on the handkerchief. “But soon she will be harmless enough. When I first began,” he continued, “I required big theatrical disasters to destabilize the subjects’ grip on their magic before I could extract it. But I have since refined the process.”

A buzzing sound had started up behind his mask, getting louder and louder as he spoke.

“Watch now.”

“Stop!” Balthazar shouted, running into the rotunda.

But he was too late.

With a sharp, sudden intake of breath, the Host sucked a thin filament of light out of Pagan’s body, brighter and more beautiful than anything Balthazar had ever seen, then slurruped it through the handkerchief into whatever lay behind it.

“Easy as pie,” his said, brushing his hands together as Pagan’s gray, lifeless body dropped to the floor.


34. Death in the Round

[image: image]

Silence fell over the rotunda as the shock of what everyone had just witnessed sank in.

“You killed her!” Balthazar cried, running to Pagan’s side.

“Not killed,” the Host corrected him. “Normalized. It will take a while for her to adjust. But she will. In time.”

Slowly Pagan opened her eyes. There was a terrible blankness to them.

“Take his hand,” the Host commanded.

Nodding dully, Pagan laced her icy fingers through Balthazar’s.

“Now hold him there. I will have no more interruptions.”

Pagan’s hand tightened around Balthazar’s, anchoring him to the spot.

“Sorry,” she said, shivering helplessly as Balthazar tried to pull his hand free. “I can’t let go.”

“It’s all right,” he said to make her feel better, although it was pretty clear at that point that things were about as far from all right as they could get.

As they had been talking, Monsieur Paraqueto and a group of Empty Ones had filtered into the back of the theater and taken hold of the Fabulosos and Fistulas. Only none of them were struggling. They just stood there blankly against the back wall, eyes glazed over, barely more alive than the ice around them.

“Ah don’t know who yew think yer foolin’,” the Southern Humbug said irritably, rising from his seat. “But ah know bad magic when ah see it, and ah’ll have no part of this hokery-pokery.”

“We don’t negotiate with upstarts,” Bone added darkly, also getting up to leave. “We destroy them.”

“So,” the Host replied, a black stain seeping across the handkerchief, “do I.”

And as he spoke those words, all the doors slammed shut, freezing over with ice, sealing everyone in.

Panic rippled over the assembly, but Gandolfini remained calm. “May I ask what it is you hope to gain from these cheap theatrics?”

“An alliance,” the Host answered. “A partnership that will have audiences bowing to us and not the other way around. Your Brotherhood has the resources and means to draw in magicians from all over the globe. I possess the means to claim from them what is rightfully yours. To make you Magi. There is still some magic in the girl. Who would like to partake?”

“How would that work exactly?” Fist-Face demanded. “This partaking?”

“You simply accept this gift I am offering. That is all. And then it is inside you. It’s as easy as breathing in. As listening. As agreeing. A simple choice.” The temperature dropped lower and lower as he spoke, his voice coming from nowhere and everywhere, until the entire icy hall buzzed and shook with his words.

“So tired,” Pagan said. Closing her eyes, she laid her head against Balthazar’s chest. The Host was draining her, like she was some kind of battery.

“What’s in it for you?” Bone demanded suspiciously.

“Revenge,” the Host said. “Revenge on the magic that let me down when I needed it the most.” With long, delicate fingers, he peeled off the sticky, dark-stained handkerchief to reveal the black sucking hole behind it, the hole where his face should have been. Horror ripped through the assembly, but there was interest as well. To defeat death—this man had true power. Power they might be able to turn to their advantage.

Silently the Host toyed with the pendant he wore around his neck as he waited for the cries to subside. It was the same pendant, Balthazar recognized, that Blake had been wearing. And for the first time he realized what it was: a bullet.

“A vote,” someone cried. “It must be put to a vote.”

The rest of the Humbugs agreed. The matter would be decided the same way the lives of the gladiators were decided in ancient Rome, the same way the International Brotherhood of Real Stage Magic decided all policy matters: by a show of thumbs.

“All in favor,” cried Fist-Face, “thumbs up.”

Fifty-six thumbs turned up.

“All those against,” Bone countered, “thumbs down.”

Fifty-six thumbs turned down.

An even split.

“And so,” frail old Gandolfini said, fumbling for his cane as he rose awkwardly to address the assembly, “it falls to me to break the tie.”

The gathering fell silent.

“There are,” he continued, his thin, reedy voice echoing through the assembly, “more than a few tyrants and despots in our ranks. And we have never been ones to shy away from that fact. It’s how one gets where one gets in this world. But today a new tyrant has joined our circle. Fear. Fear of falling behind the times, of losing of our place in the world. Fear of the force we have hitched our cart to yet we cannot fully control. But my biggest fear, watching this evening’s proceedings, is my certainty that decisions made from fear will inevitably end in folly. I did not come here today unprepared.

“My intelligence reveals this fellow standing before us to be a shill—a washed-up ex-magician with a hole through his head and a chip on his shoulder. A man who conned and bribed his way into hosting this event because he could have never earned it any other another way. In short, a front man. What I do not know,” he added, “is what is this force you bandy around like a cheap carnival trick? The force that is pulling your strings? And how do we know the cure is not worse than the disease? All are things that must be explained before I cast my vote.”

“It cannot be explained,” the Host said. “It just is.”

“So you ask us to take it on faith, then?” Gandolfini scoffed. “How is that any different from our magic?”

“Desperate times call for desperate measures.”

Gandolfini nodded. “It is fortunate, then, that I am not so desperate.” Clenching his arthritic old hand into a knotty fist, he jerked his thumb down.

The Host shrugged. “Guess I should have known better than to try and teach an old Doge new tricks.” The bullet hanging from his neck had begun to glow. An icy tremor shook through Pagan’s body and the temperature dropped.

The wily look of triumph in Gandolfini’s eyes changed to confusion, then fear. Clutching his arm, he toppled forward.

“He’s dead!” cried one of the Humbugs.

“Shame,” the Host said as Gandolfini’s tall gold-tasseled hat bounced and wobbled its way toward him down the bleachers.

“You killed our Doge,” accused another.

“And what if I did?” the Host replied calmly. “How many knives have you stuck in backs to get ahead? How many competitors have you sabotaged? It’s not the murder you object to, it’s the breach of protocol—a breach which can be easily mended by a change in leadership,” he added, picking up the Doge’s hat, “if there aren’t any objections.”

“I object,” one of the Humbugs said boldly.

Once more the bullet glowed. Another tremor shook Pagan’s body, and again the temperature dropped. The Humbug instantly dropped dead.

“Anyone else?”

Nobody spoke.

“Very well, then,” the Host said, removing his fez and raising the Doge’s hat above his head. “All in favor . . .”

A loud chalkboard squeal interrupted as large letters carved themselves into the wall behind him: I OBJECT!

Then, with a loud crash of shattering ice, one of the doors slammed open and there, framed in the entryway, was Ignatius, drunk, disheveled and glowering like an avenging ogre.

Staring at the Host, he spoke only one word.

“Benjamin.”


35. The Incomparable Ignatius
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“He came back.” Pagan shivered.

“Yeah,” Balthazar agreed. But judging from Ignatius’s malodorous and highly inebriated condition, he wasn’t so sure this was a good thing.

“Here to admire your handiwork?” the Host sneered, his long, thin hand closing reflexively around the glowing bullet.

“No,” Ignatius said. “I’m here to . . .” He trailed off, his eyes falling on the emptiness where his brother’s face used to be.

“Yes?”

“I am here,” Ignatius slurred. “I am here . . . I am here to shurrender my magic.”

“No!” Balthazar cried.

“I don’t want your pathetic magic,” the Host snapped, the blackness in his face swarming darker and darker. “Just your life.”

A third tremor shook through Pagan and the temperature plunged. Ignatius staggered back, eyes bulging. Only instead of falling like the others, he thumped hard on his chest three times and let loose a loud Vienna-sausage-scented belch. “Fine,” Ignatius agreed, “take anything you want from me. Just let the boy and the others go.”

“No conditions,” the Host replied, his face swirling darker as the temperature in the room plummeted even lower.

Ignatius was staggering a bit now, struggling to stay standing. A thin trickle of blood ran out of his nose.

“Incomparable Ignatius the Scene-Stealer. Ever one for the grand, dramatic gesture. Well, not tonight. Tonight you all die like rats.”

“Get out!” Ignatius shouted. “All of you. Now!” With a final burst of concentrated focus, he blasted all the doors open.

The Humbugs didn’t need any more invitation. Frantically they raced for the doors, pushing and shoving, trampling over Balthazar and Pagan like they weren’t even there. But before any of them reached the exits, the ice beneath their feet turned to liquid, flowing up their bodies and freezing them to the spot. A garden of ice sculptures.

“Magic betrayed me,” the Host continued in a different, wounded voice, younger than before. “Just like you did.”

“Don’t be an idiot. It’s that stuff inside you that did that,” Ignatius gasped. “The Gloaming. That’s what did this to you.”

The figure was silent for a moment, shadows swirling deeper and deeper into the emptiness of his face as the buzzing sound grew louder and louder.

“It is all I have,” he said. “That and my revenge.”

The shadows flared out of his face, plunging the room into darkness. Ignatius dropped to his knees. Pagan, her skin the color of a burned-out lightbulb, also fell away, her hand releasing Balthazar’s as she dropped.

Stunned, Balthazar struggled to his feet. He turned, and his eyes fell on the lightning-bolt talking piece still resting on the lectern.

Blood was trickling now from Ignatius’s ears and nose, dropping hot onto the cold ice floor. “Get out of here, you moronic specimen,” he shouted furiously at Balthazar.

“Not so fast, my darling,” the Host said.

“The kid’s a dud,” Ignatius wheezed. “No magic. Don’t waste your time.”

“And yet,” Benjamin persisted, “you still care for the boy, don’t you? Ignatius the great narcissist has found his heart.”

“No,” Ignatius choked out. “He’s an annoying brat and he doesn’t listen.”

“Fine, then you won’t mind watching him die.” And with an inhuman, swarming roar, the Host pounced. Things were moving incredibly fast, but adrenalin had sped Balthazar’s mind up even faster, so that he was seeing it all in slow motion. Ignatius’s scream, the Host swooping down at him, the blackness of his empty face opening up into a huge gaping pit of jagged black teeth, spraying out tarry flecks of reeking blackness that splattered Balthazar’s face with freckles of burning-cold frostbite.

But Balthazar was ready, and as the Host swooped down on him, he thrust up with the metal lightning bolt, driving it deep between his ribs. Right into his heart.

The entire universe froze as Balthazar waited for this man, this terrible other uncle, to do something. Scream. Fall. Anything.

“Well, well, well,” the Host chuckled at last. “This is an interesting development, isn’t it?”


36. Leviathan
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The darkness of the Host’s empty, faceless stare ripped into Balthazar, deeper and deeper, smashing through all his closed doors and do-not-disturb signs, down, down, down into parts of him he didn’t even know existed.

“Leave the boy,” Ignatius whispered. “This is between you and me.”

“There is no you and me,” the Host snorted, and with a dismissive gesture like skipping a stone, he sent Ignatius’s limp body smashing into the wall on the other side of the hall. “You’ve been hiding something, haven’t you?” he said, turning back to Balthazar, his shadows stretching into a smile. “From everyone. Even from yourself.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Then watch, I’ll show you.”

Then, horribly, the Host began to slurp. A grotesque, wet sound like a sucking wound.

Balthazar’s first thought was that whatever black rot had gotten inside his other uncle had obviously eaten out his brains. But then he felt it, a sudden jolt like the kind that sometimes startled him awake just as he was falling asleep. A tug deep in some part of him deep, deep down beyond anything knowable. Something down there had gotten hooked. A whale at the end of a fishing line. Huge and terrifying.

Black and burning cold, the horrible slurping continued, drawing whatever it was up into Balthazar’s body, though his stomach, into his chest, his throat.

It’s too much, he thought, panicking. It’s going to split me apart!

And the force wasn’t coming up alone; it was bringing with it all this other stuff as well. All these voices from the last couple of days: It isn’t my fault he’s magically brain-dead. . . . The term is delusional. . . . Not all of us are cut out to be a special.

But then other voices started tugging free, too. Better ones: When it’s time, your magic will come. . . . I had de most spectacular dream. . . . Razahtlab! Razahtlab! . . . The road that is not a road. Angus’s voice came back loudest of all: Time to crap or get off the pot!

All of that was a part of him, like the force rising up inside of him, he realized. That was his, too. He could either own it or be destroyed by it. And so, in that one weird, terrifying, incredible instant, he decided to own it. And in the moment of that decision, the force stopped busting him apart and joined with the rest of him, anchoring inside him and jarring into a sudden deadlock with the Host’s dark energy. The sudden jolt rippled out in massive shock waves, shattering the dome into hundreds of deadly sharp ice shards that came plummeting down from above.

“Let go.” The Host’s voice swarmed in Balthazar’s head.

NO WAY! Balthazar thought back as loud as he could, not sure whether anyone could hear or not, but what the heck. The shock waves were growing bigger and bigger, shaking the walls and sending huge cracks zigzagging across the floor, until all the ice of the lodge was shaking, the surfaces rubbing and rattling against each other with the earsplitting screech of lost souls.

“He’s going to bring down the whole place!” cried one of the ice-trapped Humbugs.

“Benjamin,” Ignatius gasped. “I’m so sorry.”

“There is no Benjamin,” the Host replied in an inhuman, swarming voice. But before he spoke those words there had been a tiny pause, infinitesimally small but there, a chink in the armor, and in that split second the Host lost his grip on the darkness he had been holding on to. Furiously, the tarry nothing swarmed out of the Host’s face, rolling toward Balthazar in a huge, greasy cloud. Benjamin’s body, emptied out entirely, fell away like an abandoned husk.

“Get away from that stuff!” Ignatius shouted.

But the darkness, the hugeness, the horrific-ness of the mass had Balthazar rooted to the spot. All he could do was watch as the sticky black fog oozed toward him.

He would have liked to think he faced it bravely or defiantly or with any hint of heroic-ness at all, but it was everything he could do to stay up on his feet at that point. So that was what he did. He stood on his feet as the churning, reeking stuff oozed toward him, ripping the tiles off the floor and pulling great pieces of the crumbling columns and broken statuary into its formless mass as it swarmed closer and closer.

And then he was inside it, pieces of icy wreckage battering and scraping him from every angle. His eyes were blinded by the smothering, suffocating darkness.

“Take it,” a voice whispered in the dark. “It’s yours now.”

Balthazar could feel the darkness shifting around him. Waiting for his command. All of it. All that power. All the huge things it was capable of, that he would be capable of. Good things. Amazing things. All he had to do was say yes. To accept.

“Use it or be destroyed by it.”

Nothingness crashed in on him like an icy wave, blackness squeezing the breath out of him. But as he dropped to the floor, he felt something warm beneath his hand. No bigger than a walnut. Not a solid, not a liquid, not a gas. Something else. Something unlike anything he had ever touched before.

Sheltering the thing, whatever it was, against the crashing darkness, he lifted it up to his face and saw that it was glowing. Faintly, like a dying ember, but glowing anyway. And in the tiny halo around it, as far as the glow carried, the darkness was pushed back.

Then, eyes straining, he saw more faint, glimmering, pulsing points of light flickering faintly through the murk.

And suddenly he knew what they were. The magic that had been stolen from his family, from the Fistulas, from Pagan. It was still here! Still alive! Barely. But alive.

Fighting his way through the slimy, clinging fog, Balthazar crawled toward another one of fading embers. It was barely even warm, but as his hand closed around it its light flared up, sending the darkness shriveling back for an instant, before it surged in again with even greater, more desperate force. Flies materialized out of the darkness and stung at his face and hands.

“You will never make it,” the voice buzzed. “You will fail in this, just as you have failed in everything else.”

Gritting his teeth, Balthazar forced his way forward, groping through the roiling, sludgy cloud until his hand closed around another glimmering ember. And then another. And the more embers he gathered, the brighter and warmer their light grew, spreading the most amazing warmth through his body until he, too, was glowing. The feeling was . . . amazing. But it wasn’t his.

“The Gloaming can make it yours,” the voice swarmed in his ears, weaker and more desperate.

Without magic to feed on, the oily fog was getting thinner and thinner. Through it, Balthazar could see the intricately carved walls of the lodge sloughing off in great melting sheets and the floor turning to slush beneath his feet. Melting ice water lashed down like rain from the cracked remains of the dome. The whole place would be underwater soon. He needed to get off the creek before he was washed away. But not yet. There was one last flicker. He had seen it somewhere. Faint, but there.

Sloshing, stumbling forward, he searched through the water and the fog and the stinging flies. Refusing to give up hope, although that was seeming more and more like the only reasonable thing to do, he continued to search, and then . . . then he saw it. Not hovering like most of the other embers had been, but lying in the melting ice, its light a sickly green. Poisoned, he thought. Beyond help. It felt wrong and bad even to look at it, but kneeling beside it he did anyway, stared right into the very heart of the thing. Which was where he saw it, so tiny you would miss it if you didn’t have incredibly good eyes—a tiny speck of purest light.

“Uncle Benjamin?”

The light flickered. Dying out. Plunging his hand into the icy puddle, he grabbed for it, the sickly green light shedding away as his hand passed through it, dissolving between his fingers until he had nothing left but a tiny granule. That speck of purest light. And as his hand closed around it, it blazed out, igniting all the other embers he had collected into a blinding explosion of white.


37. Meltdown
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It took a few minutes for Balthazar’s sight to return to normal, and by the time it did, all trace of the tarry fog was gone. And so was Benjamin. Like a vanishing act. The Humbugs, defrosted now, were scurrying off as well, tails between their legs. All that remained was the starry night sky and the melting ruins. Just a few feet away, Pagan lay flat on her back in the melting ice, deathly still as the icy water rushed around her, stretching the corkscrews of her curls out into long, twining tendrils.

Sloshing over, Balthazar saw that the horrible burned-lightbulb color was gone from her skin, but she wasn’t moving.

“Pagan,” he said, touching her shoulder.

Slowly she faded from view, becoming more and more transparent until she was no longer there at all. He was looking at nothing.

Tears blurred his eyes. He had lost everything.

Then, an instant later, she reappeared.

“I told you I’d get it back,” she said, opening her eyes. “My invisibility’s back!” With a huge grin, she grabbed him in a soggy, shivering hug.

It was too amazing for Balthazar to be ticked off by the head fake.

Over her shoulder he saw the twins, jumping and splashing toward him, babbling nonsense at a million miles per minute. The rest of his family was close behind.

“Dis place could use a good mop,” Gaga pronounced disapprovingly.

“I could use a stiff drink,” Ignatius grunted, sitting up painfully.

“Ignatius?” Mr. Fabuloso gasped.

Ignatius hesitated, then turned around, his sore red eyes meeting his brother’s wondering gaze. Everything that had passed between them was in that look, the guilt, the anger, the years falling away.

Mr. Fabuloso’s mustache trembled. “Brother!” he cried.

“The ribs, watch the ribs!” Ignatius protested as his brother grabbed him and held him tight. “Don’t do hugs.” But Ignatius was just going to have to suffer, because Mr. Fabuloso wasn’t letting go.

“And just like that, you have your happy ending,” a slurpy voice said bitterly.

Turning, Balthazar saw Stan, eyes burning, limping toward him through the slush, a fire-blackened pistol in his hand. The old Colt .45 from Ignatius’s portrait. The one from the Bullet Catch.

“Where . . . where did you find that?” Ignatius asked, going white.

“A little birdie showed me,” Stan said, training the gun on Balthazar with a skittery smile. “Some of that magic is mine. The Gloaming. Give it to me.”

“C-Come now, Sam,” Mr. Fabuloso said in his best nonthreatening, take-charge voice, “this is Balthazar we’re talking about. Kid’s about as magical as a protractor.”

“The name,” Stan shouted, cocking the hammer, “is Stan!”

“I don’t have it,” Balthazar said. “I never took any of it.”

“Even you aren’t stupid enough to turn down that opportunity,” Stan said, leveling the black hole of the gun’s muzzle at Balthazar’s face.

“No!” Ignatius shouted.

There was a flash of gunpowder and then POP! The bullet shot out of the muzzle and flew straight at Balthazar. Crying out, Ignatius threw himself in front of the gun.

“Ahhhhhhhh!” Ignatius screamed, crashing to the floor, clutching his chest. “Ahhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh!”

Jumping on Stan, Mr. Fabuloso wrestled the gun from his hands.

“Halt!” a voice cried. “Police!”

Turning, they saw Detective Lightfoot and Ms. McGinty with her busted-up bike standing in the crumbling ice archway.

“This is so not a safe environment for children!” Ms. McGinty declared, looking around in outrage.


38. Better Late Than Never
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“Shhh, shhhh, easy now,” Ms. McGinty said, holding Ignatius’s hand as the paramedics loaded him into the ambulance.

“Everything’s so blurry. Are you . . . are you an angel?”

“You’re the angel,” Ms. McGinty said. “If it wasn’t for you . . .”

“I’m not seeing any bullet wound,” one of the paramedics said. “Are you sure—”

“Entry wounds can be incredibly small,” Ignatius said, cutting him off. “Oh, oh the pain!” he groaned loudly before the paramedic could contradict him.

“Shhh, easy there, I’ve got you,” Ms. McGinty said soothingly, climbing into the ambulance next to him.

Noticing that Balthazar was still there, Ignatius waved him away impatiently. “Go on. Lead a good life. Be happy. Think no more of your old uncle who sacrificed himself so that you might live.”

“You don’t want me to come with you?”

“No. Go on. Get. Shoo.”

“I’m so cold,” Balthazar heard Ignatius say to Ms. McGinty as the paramedics shut the doors. “If you might just hold me a little closer . . .”
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Sirens and flashing lights pierced the night as the ambulance drove off with its wounded hero, followed close behind by Detective Lightfoot’s squad car with Stan Snopes, handcuffed and sucking bitterly on a cough drop in the back.

The creek bank was a zoo, crawling with reporters snapping pictures, firefighters throwing blankets over people, and police officers taking statements, putting up crime-scene tape and trying to build a logical case out of something that defied all logic. Behind it all, the dissolving ruins of the giant ice theater foundered in the melting water of the creek. All but gone.

Moving away from the crowds, Balthazar found himself a seat on a snowdrift and stared up at the stars. He had wanted more than anything to be back with his family, but now he needed a minute to be alone.

“Well,” a familiar Scottish brogue rang out as Angus McAnguson took a seat beside him, his bare, bony old knees poking out from under his kilt. “We got your message. Better late than neva’, I suppose.”

“Hmph,” Balthazar grunted.

“Go on then, spit it out.”

Balthazar could have pretended he didn’t know what the old Scotsman was talking about, but he could tell he knew. Swishing his tongue back into the hollow of his cheek, he spit out a bullet. The bullet that Stan had shot at his head. The one he had caught between his teeth.

“He would have taken a bullet for me,” Balthazar said. “He was trying to.”

“Hmph,” Angus snorted, examining the dark metal nub. “We have much to discuss.”

Balthazar nodded, looking over at his family. Wrapped in emergency blankets, they were running through their tricks one after another, making sure they had all of them back, but they would be looking for him soon.

“Later,” the old Magus added, dropping the bullet back into Balthazar’s hand. “First I have to help my colleagues put this pig’s breakfast to rest.” Rising creakily to his feet, the Scotsman walked off toward the crowd, where Balthazar noticed Daphne, Mede and a number of other incredibly wrinkly, eccentric-looking old people talking earnestly to clusters of suspiciously glazed-looking law enforcement officials and journalists.

“There you are,” Pagan said, coming around the drift. “What are you doing back here?”

Balthazar shrugged. “I just needed a moment.”

“Yeah.” She studied him for a second then looked away. “So I guess this is it. Back to being enemies again.”

“Does it count for anything that I got your family’s magic back?”

Pagan shook her head. “We Fistulas don’t believe in gratitude.”

“Well, I don’t consider you an enemy.”

“Then you’re stupid. Hey, what’s that in your hand?”

“Nothing,” Balthazar said, quickly closing his fingers around the bullet.

And when he opened his hand again, it was true. The bullet was gone.


Log # 858

Well, after all the fuss and bother, life had pretty much gone back to normal. Humphrey was still dead. Blake still sucked. Dad and Moms still hated each other. Life was as meaningless and empty as ever. Even emptier, actually, on account of my #1 nemesis, Balthazar Fabuloso, having just left for some top-secret old-fart-in-training camp for amazingly stupid people, totally ruining my summer plans to destroy him. Oh, and if you’re wondering about all the screaming, Moms has found out about Blake’s “secret” girlfriend, Fanella Fabuloso (note to Blake: Skype tongue-kissing Instagrams are disgusting).

So anyway, I was heading back to throw myself out my fifty-fourth-story bedroom window when something unexpected happened.

The first thing I noticed was how cold my room was. Weird, considering it is the middle of summer and our air conditioning is busted. The cold seemed like it was coming from under my bed, so I lifted up the blanket to have a look. The whole floor area underneath was covered in frost like the inside of an old refrigerator. I could see the terrarium was still there where I had left it, but it was coated in ice so I couldn’t see inside. I put my hand against the glass to melt a spot to look through. The corpse of that Burrower thing that I’ve been saving to get stuffed was still there, all rigor-mortised and matted. Still not alive. But not exactly dead anymore, either.

That’s when I knew. . . . life was about to get interesting again.
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