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ALAKAZAM
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“Alakazam is soaked in a deep sense of place, a city-as-haunting that perfectly captures quiet desperation, faded glory, and odd magic, while gradually ramping up through tension and heartbreak into visceral horror. In this novella that is part ghost story and part tragedy with deeply human characters at its heart, Dalia offers up the perfect blend of real-world horrors and supernatural ones. Alakazam will transport readers, and like the best ghost stories, will linger in readers' minds long after the last page. Beautifully done!”

—A.C. WISE, Nebula and Bram Stoker-nominated author of Wendy Darling and The Ghost Sequences.
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“The haunted house, the demonic bargain, the tainted legacy. . .Dalia blends these classic elements into something unique. Chilling and poignant, and with a powerful sense of place."

—M.R. CAREY, author of Infinity Gate, Once Was Willem and Fellside.
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“Sharp, intriguing and inventive. I'm sure we'll be seeing much more of Mia Dalia in future."

—ALISON LITTLEWOOD, author of The Hidden People, The Crow Garden and A Curious Cartography
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“Don't let the smoke and mirrors fool you. There are no tricks here, only the very real magic of a masterful storyteller spinning a mesmerizing tale of supernatural mystery and numinous noir. I don't know what Mia Dalia has up her sleeve—it could be an ace of spades or possibly a pearl-handled razor—but I do know she has the sleight of hand that comes with being a truly gifted writer. With Alakazam, she casts a deadly spell so wickedly delightful that when you come to the end, you'll want to immediately read it again to find out how she pulled off this tale of paranormal prestidigitation."

—IAN ROGERS, author of Sycamore, Family, and Grey
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Mia Dalia
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Mia Dalia is the author of two novels (Estate Sale and Haven), three novellas (Tell Me a Story, Discordant, and Arrokoth), and her short fiction has garnished a Crime Writers Association Dagger nomination in 2024, and been included in a “Top Tales to Terrify” list in 2023.

When Mia emailed me to see if I’d consider a novella for publication by Absinthe Books, I was delighted to find she’d written a tale—Alakazam—that chimed with a number of my own favourite themes: magic, the supernatural, and a house that is so much more than it seems.

Once owned by a stage magician known as The Amazing Archibald, the house known as Alakazam now stands empty and decaying. Under the guise of interested purchasers, we follow the two protagonists as they explore the house—and in tandem, we follow the story of how Archie became The Amazing Archibald.

The author shows a deft touch in this novella—both in the richness of the characters and their lives, and in her evocation of the atmosphere of the house known as Alakazam, as well as that of Atlantic City both now and back in The Amazing Archibald’s heyday. As Alakazam starts to reveal its secrets, no one could have expected what is found there.

To say anymore would ruin the story for you, and I want you to enjoy discovering the secrets of Alakazam as much as I did.

So, turn the page, and see what magic you can find. I hope it’s wonderful.

Marie O’Regan

Derbyshire, December 2024

To Chelsea,

the only magic I know.

The last time I was in Atlantic City was years ago.

I was young, stupid, and wasted almost the entire time. My main memory of that visit is getting lost in a casino and wandering the serpentine, windowless and clockless aisles of slot machines, looking for an exit. The place reeked of cigarettes—this was before the smoking bans—and something less tangible, something like timidly simmering hope and burning despair.

I hated the place then, and the intervening years have done nothing to win back my favor.

In fact, now that I’m sober, I’m noticing the things I must have overlooked before; chiefly the raging poverty of the place.

Outside of the few blocks of outlet shops and casinos leading up to the beach, the city is trashed. Dilapidated houses, trash-strewn streets, dead-eyed people shambling around with too many bags and no direction.

There are neighborhoods like that in Philly, too, sure; ringing the perimeter of the city, but here it seems to be the lay of the land. No matter how used you might be to social striation, Atlantic City will still manage to take you by surprise. The sheer devastation of the place is palpable. It hangs in the air like humidity.

I roll up the car window. The car is practically a relic, but Logan loves it with a passion most people reserve for romantic pursuits, and who am I to stand in the way of true love?

“Can we get some AC on?” I ask.

“You’re in AC, dude.” Logan laughs, then shoots me a look as if to gauge how dire my need for air conditioning might be. The Gremlin doesn’t like to do too many things at once, and currently, it’s focusing on driving.

The car gets looks. It always does. You seldom see a Gremlin on the road these days, especially one in such good cosmetic shape.

I look around, thinking that street parking might not be an option here. Nowhere appears particularly safe. We pass street after street lined with low-end businesses: cash-checking places, laundromats, bodegas. Everything has rolling metal gates, resting just above the grimy glass panels like heavy eyebrows. Every window is barred. The trash cans are overflowing.

On every other corner, there’s a cheap-looking bar or a twenty-four-hour sex shop. The place obviously takes its reputation as a den of sins seriously.

But who’d want to sin here? I guess the people who find Vegas too far and too expensive.

I overheat and roll the window back down. The revolting miasma of the city attacks me anew.

“What’s the address again?” I ask, unthinkingly drumming my fingers on the car door to the rhythm of the bass-heavy song blasting from the car next to us.

“Here, look for yourself.” Logan hands me a piece of paper. His handwriting hasn’t improved since school. Back then it was forever commented on by our teachers. But my friend isn’t big on change, so it still looks like a polygraph test readout.

I’m used to it, though. Enough to make out the street name and check it against the map. It’s in the southeastern part of the city.

“I think that’s, like, the worst neighborhood here,” I observe out loud, remembering my research.

Logan shrugs. “Not like we’re moving in.

No, we’re just pretending to.”

He shrugs again. The poorly paved streets take a lot of concentration to navigate.

We stop at an intersection.

“Almost there, I think,” Logan says, taking the piece of paper back from me and reversing it for handwritten directions.

His old-school approach, and the car itself, make you feel like you’ve stepped back in time. But I’d never renewed my license after losing it for a DUI, so I can’t complain.

One good thing about East Coast cities is how easily manageable they are without a car. I wouldn’t want to ride my bike here, though. I certainly wouldn’t dare lock it up outside.

“There it is,” Logan says, making a right turn.

The block looks all but abandoned. The houses are slant-roofed and boarded up. The yards are overgrown, the weeds competing for supremacy, peeking through the split sidewalks. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say nature is trying to reclaim the place, but I can’t imagine why it would want it back.

And there, at the end of the block, is the main attraction. The house we drove all this way to see. Without air conditioning on a sweltering August day, the trip would have been an exercise in masochism if not for how excited Logan is about it. As is, it’s simply proof of what an awesome friend I am.

Logan pulls up out front and parks. There are no parking lots here, no meters. Modern civilization has forgotten this corner of the world.

In-person, the house is even sorrier looking than the realtor’s website images had led us to believe. They must employ a really good photographer.

The pictures managed to showcase the grandeur and bygone elegance of the house, but here, in the harsh light of the midday sun, all you see is a ruin. A barely standing, sad and ugly thing out of time. It makes me think of some faded starlet desperately trying to hang on to her fleeting looks and failing. The same pathetic yearning for lost beauty.

We get out of the car and stretch. Our clothes are sweat-stuck to us. There’s no breeze to stir them free. The air feels soup-like.

“Where’s the realtor?”

“Late probably,” Logan guesses.

He can’t take his eyes off the house. I know we are seeing two very different things when we look at it.

To him, it’s the home of his idol. A place of wonder and mystery. A place worth driving to and lying about. It probably isn’t even that much of a lie— if Logan could afford the place, he’d likely buy it.

But his budget is as tight as mine, so here we are, a pair of looky-loos.

“Should we just . . . ?” I gesture toward the place.

“Nah, better wait,” he replies with uncharacteristic restraint. “Let’s walk around.”

The short walkway to the front porch is inlaid with large stepping-stones all but hidden in tall grass.

“I’ve read about these,” Logan says with something like reverence in his voice. He kneels down and begins brushing the weeds away.

“Careful,” I tell him, envisioning used needles and broken glass lying in wait to pierce the skin in search of blood, but Logan isn’t paying attention to me anymore.

“Look,” he says. So I do. The stones have angular symbols on them.

They seem familiar somehow, like something seen in a movie.

“Are those runes?”

“Yes, they are.” Logan looks like someone who just scratched off the last number on a winning lottery ticket. “Isn’t it awesome?”

“Sure.”

I struggle to share Logan’s enthusiasm. When we were kids, magic ruled our world. We watched taped shows analyzing the tricks, read books on it, subscribed to Genii magazine religiously, and studied its pages more thoroughly than any textbook. We practiced, too. Card tricks, sleights of hand. Other illusions that came out of cardboard box sets, promising greatness upon mastery.

The thing is, we never managed the mastery bit. Try as we might.

Logan, always clumsy, didn’t have the aptitude for it, and me . . . I suppose I was just lazy. Too lazy to practice as much as the experts recommended. And so, eventually, I stopped caring. Or rather, I stopped caring as much as Logan did.

I still enjoyed it as a casual observer, but that gung-ho factor was gone.

And Logan, he remained obsessed.

And now his obsession has driven us here, to this relic of a bygone era made exceptional by having been the last known residence of Archie Bowman, a.k.a The Amazing Archibald.
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Logan whips out a small notebook to copy down the runes, but the sound of a car pulling up stops us.

The realtor bursts out of it, fake jollity and caffeinated energy animating his stocky body clad in khakis and a white-blue gingham button-down with rolled-up sleeves.

“Hi, folks. So sorry I’m late. The traffic was murder. In fact, I think there might have been a murder,” he adds in poor taste, and laughs briefly, then checks himself and rolls his eyes. “AC humor. Can’t beat it. Not to worry, the city is up and coming. Great, great time to invest in property.”

I wonder if anyone points out that the city is in fact down and going, or if others just tolerate his inane spiel out of politeness.

I’ve never met a halfway sincere realtor, and this guy is no exception. Either the job is only suitable for a certain type of personality or vice versa— it remakes people in its image.

I wonder what this guy must be thinking of us, though. Neither of us look like prospective property buyers, I don’t think. At least not by Philly standards.

We don’t come across as being old enough, mature enough, or wealthy enough to buy. Which is a pretty accurate assessment of our social status. Back home, we’ve been renting the same large, in need of updating, two-bedroom in South Philly for years. The absentee landlord is slow on repairs, but he doesn’t bother us or jack up the rent, so we stay.

Here, who knows? Maybe with our rumpled, sweaty clothes and hip urban vibes, we are exactly the sort of wide-eyed dreamers who’d buy a wreck like this.

Either way, the realtor—Chad, because of course, he’d be a Chad—is going into full-on sell mode.

“Sweet ride,” he says. “A real classic.”

Logan nods thanks instead of saying it. He’s used to getting compliments on his car.

“Thanks for making the drive.”

Another nod. “Sure.” Logan scratches his chin.

Chad proceeds, undaunted.

“I know it looks a bit rough on the outside, but just wait till you see inside. Good bones don’t even begin to cover it. The place has got great bones. And such a starred history, too. Do you know who used to live here?”

“The Amazing Archibald,” Logan answers without missing a beat.

Chad looks a bit deflated, like he’d been saving that in his back pocket to dazzle us with, but he recovers quickly.

“Exactly. A natural-born entertainer, once upon a time as emblematic of the city as its famous boardwalk.”

“We know,” Logan says matter-of-factly.

“Well, then, why don’t we go in? Get out of this sun for a bit.”

We follow Chad down the runic stones to a dangerously saggy porch.

“I know, I know.” Chad holds up his hands; his fingernails look manicured. “The place is in a bit of a state. It’ll need some work. You can get all that done easily enough. What you can’t get with, say, a new home, is a sense of history. Nothing like this.”

He messes with the lock while the porch boards creak ominously beneath our feet. Just when I think we’re about to fall through, Chad succeeds and throws the doors open with a theatrical flair.

“Behold. Alakazam.”

I knew Archibald named his house. A lot of people did back in the day. But it sounds funny coming out of Chad’s mouth. I bet the only magic Chad recognizes has dollar signs all over it.

Alakazam has seen better days. I suppose that is the nicest thing to be said about it. I mean, yes, it does technically have good bones—it is a stately home as someone on a BBC show might say—but they are quite thoroughly buried beneath years of neglect and dilapidation.

I glance over at Logan. He looks like Houdini himself has just reincarnated before his eyes and extended an invitation to gut-punch him. Logan’s got stars in his eyes.

We seldom get to meet our heroes—and common wisdom advises against it—so this is the closest thing for Logan.

Alakazam is where Archibald (once he retired from being Amazing) Bowman spent his twilight years before mysteriously vanishing.

Well, that’s the romantic, gothic-novel version of the facts, anyway.

There is a more prosaic and infinitely sadder theory that the man couldn’t handle his liquor, or the disappointment over his finished career, and walked into the ocean with rocks in his pockets.

Now that I’m here, having seen the city, having seen the house, I’m no longer sure which version I prefer. Both are tragic. At least the latter allows for some semblance of control over one’s fate.
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There are no recordings of the Amazing Archibald performing. At least none that Logan can find, and he’s been trying for years. But according to the written accounts, the man was, true to his name, amazing.

What he did looked and felt like magic, not the stage kind but the real deal. I suppose that’s a testament to his professionalism, to his mastery of the craft.

I’m jaded, having learned too much about behind-the-scenes goings on. When I see a trick, my mind immediately begins to take it apart. It doesn’t pause to be wowed the way it used to. I miss that—the wow sensation of pure awe.
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