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In Book #1 of the Dreadful Series, 
A Boy Confronts His Father’s Dark Legacy

Fourteen-year-old James Dreadful is living a normal life in a small Colorado town. But his past is anything but normal. Born in Nobrocoso—a mystical land of magic and myths—James was brought to earth at the age of three to escape sorcerous assassins after the death of his parents.

When a powerful and evil goblin arrives years later to steal a secret book that once belonged to his father, James discovers his father’s true identity—Jack Dreadful was the Dark Lord who waged a terrible war in Nobrocoso. 

Now, dark forces are stirring, and James must return to Nobrocoso to confront the legacy of blood left by his father. But as James learns his father’s secrets, he fears saving himself might just cost him his soul.

Can James survive a dangerous, mystical land haunted by his father’s blood-stained deeds? Or will he choose the path of the Dark Lord and meet the same abysmal end?
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1: The Infamous Mr. Dreadful

“Einstein once said, ‘Imagination is more important than knowledge.’” Mr. Carbonaro, James’s ninth-grade History teacher, was finishing up a container of fruit salad, picking through cantaloupe and a bruised grape with a fork as he leaned against his desk. He had planted his butt right next to a cup of ballpoint pens and a miniature guillotine as he eyed James, who slouched awkwardly in front of him. “So, I’ll give you credit for imagination, James.”

If Carbonaro hadn’t pinned him down with his eyes, James would have managed to slip, unnoticed, out of the classroom with the rest of his classmates when the bell rang. He could have easily hidden behind Aarna—the Indo-American girl who’d been drawing her favorite band onto her forearm with Egyptian blue ink during the lecture. But Mr. Carbonaro hadn’t given him a chance. He had eyes that could zoom in like a Telephoto lens on a phone camera.

James had been trying to refrain from making an eye roll all period, but he couldn’t resist now.

“If you do that anymore today, your eyes will fall out of your head and roll around on my clean floor, young man,” Carbonaro drawled lazily. He had a striking resemblance to Bryan Cranston, but he was too much of a dweeb to do anything cool like cook meth, so it didn’t make History any more interesting. “So, good sleep in my class?”

When the bell had rung, James had had to peel the side of his face from his History book, and there was a reddened imprint of the cover running up his jaw and cheek. So—yes, in fact, he did.

“Yes, sir,” James admitted cheekily.

Mr. Carbonaro frowned, noting his tone. “Don’t get sassy. Now, let’s discuss—” He picked up the essay in question and began to read. “‘Myths and fairy tales have been misrepresented in our culture since time immemorial.’” He raised his eyes at James. “‘Time immemorial,’ James?” He read on without waiting for a response. “‘Scholars believe they are fictions passed down for generations. But in truth, they simply come from a place you can reach through a wormh-h-hole—’” Mr. Carbonaro snorted through his nose and some of the juice came out, which he wiped away quickly. Then, suppressing his laughter, he leaned back on his desk. “How’s Call of Duty?”

“Don’t play it,” was all James could mumble at the moment, and gave his loose Dickies shirt a tug.

“Then what are you smokin’? ’Cause I’d like to try it.”

Wow, that was a real plot twist, James thought. Mr. Heisenberg admits he wants to smoke a doobie after class with me. “Oh, would you, sir?”

Carbonaro smoothed his eyebrows, rolled his eyes at the tepid response, then walked around the desk and found an eraser to begin on the whiteboard. “Mrs. Mundwiller says you’re distracted, too.”

“You talked to Mrs. Mundwiller about me?” James didn’t see what his Biology teacher had to do with fairy tales—or History, for that matter. He also wondered what led them to talk about him.

“I wanted to know if you wrote as much trash in her class, or if you just hated History. Maybe you should take Creative Writing. The rest is comic book material,” he said, handing the paper full of marks to James. “And it didn’t exposit on the moral lessons anthologists have given to fairy tales, as the assignment called for. I’d have given you a grade higher than an F if you’d at least wrote something I could sell to Disney Studios, but your ideas weren’t original.”

“Guess it sucked, huh?”

Mr. Carbonaro liked impersonating his students in ways he hoped would make them laugh—as he did now. He stuck his head forward and said in a sort of nasal baritone, “‘Gee, guess it sucked, man.’”

“I’ll take the F.”

“‘Yeah, I’ll take the F, man,’” Carbonaro imitated, returning to his desk and leaning back to push the guillotine over. “Well, can’t say that you haven’t come a long way, James. Personally, I don’t know you know you, but—”

James hunched forward and sighed. “Lemme guess. You’ve heard stuff.”

“Heard?” Mr. Carbonaro knit his eyebrows.

James looked at him and gave a soft snort. “’Course you have.”

“Well, I’m not going to lie—”

But you will.

“Yes—I’ve heard about your past.”

It’s about time we got around to the elephant.

Mr. Carbonaro glanced at his potted plant—which looked like it could have used a little watering—and collected his thoughts. His forehead wrinkled as he tried to smear the juices on his fingers into oblivion by rubbing them together. “It was no secret that he was a troubled man,” he said with a more thoughtful tone.

“You mean crazy.” There it was. By now, he was used to teachers taking him aside and asking him, “How ya hangin’ in there, kiddo?” Most of them just wanted a glimpse into his mind—to see what kind of child grew up in the household of Mr. Dreadful. Yes—Mr. Dreadful. The great and notorious magician who took the world by storm with his phenomenal magic acts.

Only to fall into madness.

James was five when that all happened. He didn’t remember a whole lot. Well, he was attending Murray High now, so that was quite a while ago. But everyone wanted to hear stories about his grandpa. Some of them just wanted to see the tattoo of the two entwined snakes on the back of James’s neck. He didn’t know the history of the tattoo. It had something to do with his past—that was as much as he could speculate. He was the only kid they knew in Murray, Colorado, who had a tattoo at the age of five. Naturally, the kids treated him like a rock star.

Well—that was until Mr. Dreadful went crazy.

It was a different story after that. He’d never forget Bobby Baker, the first-grade bully who liked to call him a whack job. Or Annie Holbert, who roasted him about not having real parents. He didn’t know what happened to his mother or father, but he’d been told that his father was a banker. He wanted everyone to believe he had ordinary parents. But he didn’t even have an ordinary grandfather. Anyone could see the old man demonstrate his magic on YouTube from a show called Top Magician, where a bunch of magicians came to perform their parlor tricks before an audience and a panel of judges. Which was fine for a time.

But then the crazy thing. And as the saying goes, the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree. Of course, he much preferred what James G. Ballard had to say: “In a totally sane society, madness is the only freedom.”

“Well, I—” Mr. Carbonaro started.

“It’s all right,” James suddenly said, cutting him off. “I know you’ve heard the rumors, sir.”

His teacher sat back, arrogantly folding his arms. “Contrary to what you think, James, we hardly sit around the faculty lounge entertaining rumors.”

“And you said you didn’t wanna lie,” James retorted. “Surely you’ve heard how weird my grandfather was. He was a magician—an old old-fashioned magician. I mean, when I was five, he took me to my first day of kindergarten in a chariot.” He noticed Mr. Carbonaro raise an eyebrow. Apparently, it did interest him to know if the rumor was true. “You probably also heard how I had to use a chamber pot because my grandfather believed toilets were some kind of demon. He had a rant on Good Morning America about toilets.” He could tell by his teacher’s face that he’d probably seen the clip on YouTube, which—last he’d seen—had about three million views. Probably had a good laugh about it, too. “How he tried to skin my neighbor’s papillon because he thought her dog was a three-headed mongrel from Hades. Then had his lawyer—which he liked to call his ‘goblin’—keep her quiet.”

His teacher scratched his bald head, looking somewhat uncomfortable now.

James continued. “I’m sure you also know the White House invited him to perform once—before all the craziness started. That was quite a buzz ten years ago. Every news station covered that one. My crazy grandpa was expelled from the White House because he thought a cloud of fairies around the Commander in Chief’s head had infected his brain. He offered to perform an old family remedy to get rid of them, which was a very outdated form of trepanation.” James could tell by the lack of surprise that Mr. Carbonaro had, in fact, not been living under a rock. “That’s right, Mr. C—he wanted to cut open the President of the United States’ head with a sacrificial knife.”

Mr. Carbonaro regarded him with flinty eyes now.

“And let us not forget how he burned his house down with me inside.” James could still feel the scar on his forearm where the burning board had clouted him as he ran out. “That was when the child protection services took me from the house. My grandpa told the fire marshal he set the house on fire because—rats.”

“James,” his teacher said at last, “I don’t see what this has to do with you writing—”

“Fantastic ideas on the essay? I thought you were smart, Mr. Carbonaro. My grandpa brainwashed me as far back as I can remember. ‘Nobrocoso—the land where fairy tales and myth were born.’” James felt a chill dance down his spine when he said that. He hadn’t uttered the name “Nobrocoso” out loud in a long time. He was afraid to—afraid that it would bring back the madness of his old days when he was still a wild child at five, seeing all sorts of…well, stuff. It was a name that hung over his head for nine long years. When he was five, he stupidly said he was the boy from Nobrocoso. So, naturally, some of the kids poked fun of him. He was the little “fairy boy” or “Mr. Unicorn.”

Of course, James made sure to put a stop to that. One thing he remembered his grandpa teaching him was to crush his enemies. And he did. He got suspended multiple times, kicked out of three private schools, even had the police called on him. In the end, no kid bullied or did so much as make fun of him—from East County, to Rollingford. When Emma Green Wallace called him “fairy boy,” James said he’d pay her a visit when she was sleeping and cut off her ears and make a pretty little necklace out of them.

That was just kindergarten.

Emma would run screaming if she was in the same classroom with him after that.

And when Bobby Baker called him a whack job, he said he’d slip him roofies in his lunch milk and then cut off his face—like Hannibal Lecter. Bobby thought it was funny—until one day he fell asleep…with his face in the urinal.

That was first grade.

A year later, he called Ms. Stiller—the social studies teacher of a well-to-do private school—a harpy, and threatened to banish her to the confines of Tartarus. Which was a bit mild, he admitted. But when the principal, Mr. Hugo, had a special talk with him, James told him, very casually, that if he did not let him out of the office, he would crucify him and then have the superintendent drawn and quartered for running a mediocre education system.

“But you seemed to be doing well,” Mr. Carbonaro said. “You get good grades, aside from my class.”

“I know.”

“So what’s the problem? Why do you start again with—this?”

James rolled his eyes. He was sick of hearing people tell him how well he was doing—like he had some sort of mental problem. He got looks from Mrs. Mundwiller the other day like she was afraid he’d start climbing up the walls or eating erasers. But he hadn’t threatened to eviscerate anyone in at least five years.

“I don’t know,” he said again, shifting his weight from one foot to the other while massaging the back of his neck, imagining he could feel the outline of the snakes there. He didn’t know what made him write the stupid stuff on the essay. Ever since his grandfather had been admitted to Saint Hildegarde’s hospital for the mentally insane and James had had to adopt the surname Brady from strangers, he’d had to see a shrink. She said exactly what you’d expect from a lady with a master’s in psychology: There was no land of Narnia.

“I think I do,” Mr. Carbonaro said at last, drumming his fingers on the desk. “Now that everything is settled and you’re doing fine,”—he stood and walked around the desk back to his seat—“you think it’s time to stand out again. It’s understandable. You miss all the attention you’d been getting all the years—the attention your notorious grandfather gave you.”

James smiled tersely. “So, let me get this straight, sir. You think I miss being the grandson of…Mr. Meshuga?”

“You’re a bit of a renegade, James,” Mr. Carbonaro said. “You like attention.” He put the eraser down and sat at his desk, folding his hands.

James stared at him.

“People listened to you because you were the boy of the mad magician who claimed he was from a magic world.” He made a triangle with his fingers before probing his chin with his indexes. “But it’s old. It’s time for you to grow up.”

James hoisted the bag on his shoulder and then smoothed a lock of hair behind his ear. “You’re right. You figured me out, Mr. Carbonaro. I wrote that because I wanted attention.” He turned to leave, but then faced his teacher again, a thin smile forming at the corner of his jaw. “But it’s not what you think.” He gave a bit of a dramatic sigh, glanced down at his feet, and then met his teacher’s eyes. “I just wanted attention from…you, Mr. Carbonaro.”

Mr. Carbonaro’s face slowly began to change color.

“You see, I’m really diggin’ your chili, Mr. C. Always did. Just find you irresistible. Really insightful of you to see that in my essay.” He could almost hear Mr. Carbonaro snarling in his throat like a rottweiler.

“Get out of my classroom, James!” Mr. Carbonaro’s face had turned the shade of one of his bruised grapes.

“Gladly.” James walked out, suppressing the burst of laughter threatening to come out. But by the time he’d reached the schoolyard, he simply couldn’t resist.


2: Gandalf on the Lam

“James!”

His mother was calling him. Even before the kitchen door had slammed behind him, he could hear it. She was upset.

Crap, he thought. Did Walter White call her and tell her I was being a prick? “Yeah?” He stopped in the doorway.

His mother, Celine, had just hung up the house phone, her cheeks flushed with splotches of coral red. He could smell that she was making dinner—a vegan dinner. Vegan was her latest thing. It had not been enough to have to endure years of vegetarianism with her—now it was veganism. That meant apple buckwheat pancakes, chickpea and onion omelet, and blueberry French toast muffins for breakfast…or dinner. She was one of those who believed that pancakes and omelets could be served at any time of the day. And there was nothing wrong with that. It sounded absolutely scrumptious, and the pictures looked scrumptious—at least they did on the recipe website. But if only you could eat pictures. She’d quit her job as a dentist’s assistant and was now applying the meticulous skills of oral hygiene to the culinary field. And those really don’t mix. When he walked in, he could smell that she’d already burned one of the pancakes. The chickpea and onion omelet was so overcooked it looked like she’d attacked it with a flamethrower, and the French toast was black with tiny bits of egg white peeking out at him.

Her project had evidently taken its toll on her: there was batter spattered on her apron, spilled almond milk and chia seeds scattered on the stove, and cinnamon touching her cheek like blush, where a lock of blond hair had crept loose from her ponytail. A fingerprint of batter smudged with cinnamon was smeared over her glasses’ rim and dripped onto her nose, and there was a red mark where she’d tried to scratch it off with a black fingernail.

“James,” she said again when she noticed him. Her voice wavered as she spoke, and he noticed that her bottom lip trembled. “She’s not gonna make it.”

“Who?” James asked, looking at her. He went still, his breath catching in his throat. She looked as though someone was about to croak.

She choked back a sob. “I—I knew it when I heard her coughing the other day. We’ll have to go to see her before—”

“Before—” James stopped. “Is this about Grandma?” The last he heard about her mother, she was just fine in Houston, Texas, putting rounds into St. Pauli Girl bottles with her new AR15—(“James, get a load of this baby!”—brat-tatatat!)

“No, James.” Celine sniffed, and left the kitchen for the bathroom.

He found himself rushing over to the stove to remove the pan to keep it from burning.

“Betty Boop.”

James heaved a sigh. No, not the cartoon. He was sure the cartoon was still kickin’ it. It was her 1982 Volkswagen Beetle, which had a Betty Boop bumper sticker.

“Christ,” he moaned.

“She’s dead.”

“She’s prehistoric.”

“Don’t say that!” Celine wiped the corner of her eye as she came back into the kitchen. “Bob says it’s transmission. Fixing her will be—” She gestured expansively with her hands.

“Oh jeez,” he said, sitting down. “Wait—are you asking me to be a pallbearer at the funeral?”

“You’re wicked! Sit down; have a pancake. Just for a snack. Don’t spoil your appetite for dinner, though.” She turned around. “I also have some wheatgrass if you’d like to—”

James shook his head, taking a seat. His mother had decided to grow her own wheatgrass farm and had planted it in a jar on the windowsill like a first-grader’s experiment. He was always welcome to clip a few blades off to eat them, as she said it would help with his digestion.

He tried some of the pancakes. He flipped over the hardened slab to find unmixed flour fried into some parts. It also tasted wrong. Like very wrong. She liked to experiment—and had put quinoa in it. Quinoa was a superfood, she’d said. That was good. But the superfood made some superdisgusting pancakes. He took a few more bites, choked back bile, and decided to wash the nausea away with apple cider.

She sat, propped her elbows on the table, and raised her eyebrows hopefully. “So, whaddya think?”

“Huh?”

“The—the—”

“Food?” James ventured. Being truthful with Celine about her cooking was about as safe as dancing through the Korean demilitarized zone. “It’s good,” he lied. “But I’m, uh, not hungry.”

“Why aren’t you hungry? Are you sick?” She pressed the back of her hand to his forehead.

“Well…”

She reached for her phone, but James quickly shook his head. “No, no, no.” He was sure that if she looked up his symptoms on WebMD, she would probably find a disease where you avoided eating your mother’s horribly cooked vegan food.

“If you’re not gonna eat anymore, then let’s go,” she said, wiping her hands on her apron.

“Where am I going?”

“Bob says I should come down in person,” she said, going into the bathroom again to check her face one last time.

James shook his head. Bob was her mechanic. “’Course he does,” he mumbled. Bob enjoyed explaining all the car issues to his mother a little too much. He’d always take her into the shop to tour the underside of her car, wiping his greasy fingers on a rag as he showed her Betty Boop’s brakes or something. Once he spied Bob sneaking a peek down his mother’s shirt as he was pointing something out under the hood to her. She seemed oblivious to it, but she didn’t wear a charmeuse tie crop top to admire her reflection in the vending machine’s glass.

As they were leaving, the doorbell rang. Celine opened it. It was Arnie, his best friend. He was standing on their doorstep with a goofy grin on his face. He was a lanky, freckly kid who wore his Dodgers cap backward and did the floss all the time—because he was a nitwit.

“Hey, Mrs. Brady,” Arnie said, eyes widening. His goofy-ass grin actually looked cartoonish this time, probably because he wanted her to notice that bit of scruff he was trying to sprout on his upper lip.

“Arnold,” Celine said, smiling pleasantly. “What’re you doin’ here?”

“Came to see James,” he said, his voice shooting up an octave, as his cheeks turned a mild shade of Cabernet.

“Arnold,” Celine said. “You’re growing like a—”

“Blade of wheatgrass,” James said, sticking his head over his mother’s shoulder and holding out a handful of her grass. “Would you like some? You can look like a heifer!” He’d adopted the tone of a TV ad while bulging his eyes at Arnie. “And it helps you move your bowels!”

Celine bit her lip and pulled a pair of sunglasses from her purse, before setting them on her nose. “Are you going to eat that, James?” she asked, scratching at an eyebrow. “Because you said—”

Arnie snatched the grass from his hand and stuffed them in his mouth. “Mmm, my fav, Mrs. Brady,” he said, breaking into the floss. “How’d you know I liked wheatgrass?”

“Well, you’re very smart, Arnie,” Celine said, frowning at James. “But can you stop doing the floss. You’re gonna choke on my grass. Then I’ll have to do the Heimlich.”

Arnie stopped.

“We’re going to pay our respects to her car. She’s dying of a terminal illness,” James said, “and it’s called rust.”

“Oh no, Betty Boop?” Arnie said, stopping to grab his cheeks as he munched like a cow. Then he took off his Dodgers cap and looked down at his feet. “May I also come to pay my respects? I loved Betty Boop,” he said, offering up a fake sob. “Shucks—Mrs. Brady? I’m awful sorry to hear about your baby. Why does the Lord take them when they’re so young?”

“Well, that was very nice of you, Arnie. You can sit up front.”

James moaned, but Arnie smirked at him.

“Come on,” she said, unlocking the door to her carmine Mercedes. Just then, James heard another car door slam and he turned around. A middle-aged, heavyset man was coming toward them having just climbed out of a black Ford Explorer.

Celine stopped and lifted her shades.

“Afternoon, ma’am,” the man said as he drew near. He had a head of thinning hair shot with grays and wore a navy-blue collar shirt tucked into a pair of buttermilk-colored corduroys. “I’m Detective Wayne McDowell.”

“Afternoon,” Celine said. “Detective?”

“Murray Police Department.”

James turned to see Arnie’s eyes widen, and then look at him.

“What’s this about?” Celine asked, wrinkling her forehead.

The detective held up his badge for her to study.

She observed it candidly, then nervously laughed. “Is everything all right? I mean—”

“Just here to find that out, ma’am,” he said. “I’ve a few questions for James.”

“Oh,” Celine said, though not sounding too surprised.

James looked at her, then at Arnie, who leaned over the seat and whispered in his ear,

“Pst—don’t talk without your—” and then mouthed the letters, “L-A-W-Y-E-R.”

“Uh—” James looked sheepishly up at Detective McDowell.

But McDowell just smiled. “Let me get to the point. I’m here because—”

“Yes,” Celine suddenly said. “I know why you’re here. Maybe we should go inside. Arnie, you’ll have to go home.”

Arnie shrugged, then jumped out of the car and left.

Celine led the way back into the kitchen and set to work cleaning up the place. “Please excuse the mess,” she said, and then grabbed a dishcloth and began scrubbing batter off the stove. The color was slowly ebbing from her cheeks.

“Mom,” James said, folding his arms. “What’s—what’s going on?”

“So,” she said, turning to look at McDowell while ignoring the question, “what’ve you heard?”

“No new developments. Personally, I can’t talk about the case with you, but—”

“Yes,” she said, quietly.

James looked at his mother, raising his eyebrows.

“Yes, but I figured—” She stopped.

“Mrs. Brady,” the detective said, drumming his fingertips on a granite composite countertop, “it’s entirely possible he’ll—”

“Come here?”

McDowell smiled reassuringly and raised a hand. “Don’t worry. We have someone watching your house.”

Celine sat, the dishrag still in one hand, her car keys cradled in the other. A V appeared between her eyebrows. “My God, can’t you guys keep your loonies locked away?”

“Seems he had help,” McDowell said.

“Or maybe he performed his vanishing act.”

“Wait,” James said, “what’s going on?”

Celine sighed and looked down. Then she raised her eyes at James. “Listen, James.” She cleared her throat. “Your—uh—grandfather broke out.”

“I figured that out by now,” James snapped. He stared insistently at her, but she didn’t meet his eyes this time. “You knew this already and you’re only telling me now?”

She shot a look at McDowell. “I didn’t want you to—”

“Worry?” James finished, looking at her scathingly.

Detective McDowell watched Celine, then turned his attention to James. “Well, now more than ever it’s important that you know—”

“Yes, of course,” Celine said, dropping the cloth on the table to pick at dough trapped beneath her fingernails. “I was hoping you’d have caught him already so I wouldn’t have to—”

“When did he escape?” James interrupted.

His mother paused, then sighed. “A day ago.”

He found himself staring at the mess left on the table. It wouldn’t be long, then, before the kids at school started gossiping about it again.

“It’s just that”—Celine eyed McDowell carefully—“well, that man had a bad influence over James. We’ve had to deal with many, many issues over the years.”

James rolled his eyes and turned away.

“It’s not your fault, hon,” she said, noticing his expression.

“Listen, James,” McDowell said. “I know he’s your grandfather and all…but he’s dangerous.”

James winced at the sound of the detective’s voice.

“James, I don’t want you thinking about him,” Celine said. “Or any of that…stuff.” She looked at Detective McDowell. “James’s psychiatrist referred to it as folie à deux.”

“Shared delusional disorder,” the detective said nodding.

“Well, you understand that hearing about him breaking out might cause him to—”

“Have a relapse?” James said, looking up and folding his arms. Here we go again. “I’m gonna start barking like a harrier the minute I hear Grandpa’s busted out of the joint, is that right?”

“That’s not funny, James,” Celine said.

“Arf! Arf!”

“Stoppit!” Celine shouted.

“Well, stop treating me like I’m five!” James shouted back.

Detective McDowell looked at James. “I understand your frustration. You were misled,” he said, glancing at Celine before meeting James’s eyes again. “He was a professional con man. In a way, the whole world shared his delusion for a while.”

“Gee, that must be embarrassing for you guys, being the police and all,” James quipped.

“James!” Celine snapped again.

“Just sayin’.”

Detective McDowell gave him a tense smile. “It’s an ongoing investigation, son.”

“Has he been spotted anywhere?” James asked.

“Let us worry about that,” the detective said. “The only thing you need to know is that he’s dangerous, and he might try to—.”

“Why?” James challenged.

“Why?” McDowell sputtered, looking at Celine.

“Why is he dangerous?”

McDowell seemed confused for a moment. “Need I remind you that you almost died in that fire nine years ago? He started the fire.”

Celine looked at James, her eyes bolstering the detective’s statement.

“That was an accident,” James said quietly. He wasn’t sure why he was defending the old man. He supposed he still felt something for him, despite all the wrong that he’d done. But he hadn’t seen him in so long he supposed it didn’t matter anymore.

“Anyway, I’d like to ask you if he’s noticed anything unusual lately?” the detective said.

“Think he’s gonna pop out of the bushes while I’m on my way to school?” James asked.

Celine narrowed her eyes at him and frowned. “Can you be serious for once, James?”

“I am serious,” James retorted. “He’s probably in Mexico by now—if he’s smart.” Detective McDowell continued to stare at him, so James looked down at his feet and said, “No.”

“You sure?”

“James, look at Detective McDowell! He’s trying to help you,” Celine said. “You have to be sure. Did you see anyone like him? Anything at all?”

“No,” James mumbled.

“Well.” The detective sighed and handed Celine a card. “That’s my direct number. Call 911 if you see him, but call me if you notice anything out of the ordinary. Something like an unusual phone call, or text—something on social media. We think he might try to reach out to him in some way. And like I said, we have an unmarked car watching your house around the clock, just in case.”

“Thank you, Detective McDowell,” Celine said.

After the man left, Celine shut the door and spun around to glower at James. “What’s your problem?”

“Nothin’!”

“I didn’t raise you to be a smartass!”

“You kept this from me!” James growled. “Why didn’t you tell me my grandfather busted out?”

“I told you why I kept it quiet.”

He shouldn’t have been surprised. His adoptive parents had never told him the whole story about what had happened to him. They never even told him his birth parents were bankers until he forced it out of them. They were too afraid that the memories from his past would cause him to relapse back into old habits.

“And grandfather?” Celine stared at him. “Don’t you dare call that man your grandfather. Don’t you dare. And you don’t get to be pissed now. You need to be scared. That man—Detective McDowell—said he was dangerous.”

“Whatever,” James said. He didn’t feel like going anywhere with her now. “I’m going upstairs to lie down.”

* * *

He went up to his bedroom, slammed the door, and collapsed on his bed. For a while, he did nothing but stare at the wall, furious at his mother. How could she not tell him about his grandfather?

Before long, however, he found himself Googling Mr. Dreadful on his laptop. Immediately, articles and YouTube videos popped up. There were almost a million hits. One of the things that popped up was a YouTube video from Top Magician. He clicked on it. It started with the old man hobbling onto a stage before three judges. He wore an old green robe and carried a stick with a crow’s feather on its tip.

“Yes, call me Mr. Dreadful,” he announced, taking out a pipe and lighting it, before rapping the stage with his stick for attention.

“Are you out of your mind?” one of the judges said. “Ever heard of secondhand smoke? Put that bloody thing out, mate.”

Mr. Dreadful ignored him. “Trap doors, sleight of hand tricks, doves hidden in your pockets with strings, flash paper, and misdirection. That’s what you call magic these days. But true magic it isn’t. True magic is a cosmic mystery that is never truly understood.” And then he gave the pipe a puff. The cloud of smoke floated across the stage, and Mr. Dreadful muttered something through his lips. Suddenly the smoke cloud turned into a smoke-horse and galloped through the air over the heads of the judges. People screamed, some fainted; the judges’ faces turned pale as they watched the man direct the mount around the auditorium. Finally, a frustrated judge stood up and cried, “How the bloody hell are you doing that?”

Next, a smoke tiger appeared out of thin air, and then erupted into bubbles shaped like animals. Music played and colorful lights waxed and waned and people crawled through the audience to touch the bubble shapes. Smoke turned into colorful phantom giraffes galloping across the stage before morphing into a great dragon. Then it flew over the audience before bursting into a million moths that scattered around the auditorium.

The clip had garnered over a hundred million views.

Incredible, he thought. Nobody knew how he did it, and he’d never told his secrets, despite many interviews. There were people who thought he was really a magician. But they were marginalized as conspiracy theorists.

James tried to remember life before adoption. He tried to remember the night of the fire. He went to his closet and pulled out an old box. When he was seven or eight, he’d drawn hundreds of pictures—and he kept those in the box. He didn’t know why he’d saved them. He’d drawn pictures and hung them all over his walls. There were pictures he’d drawn of a place he called Gingerbread Land, but it was really a magical realm. There were flying carpets, spells for fireballs, and pictures of dragons, goblins, and ogres.

And then there was the other picture. The one he’d drawn with a hood and no eyes. The hood was long and droopy, as were the sleeves, and the black robe that dragged on the ground. When he thought of the picture, an image appeared in his head, an image of the real figure. The picture had frightened him. He’d taped it on the wall out of pride. But one night, he had torn it down, balled it up, and thrown it away. Was it Mr. Dreadful resurfacing in his subconscious?

For one instant, he recalled being in a place with a raging fire, smoke filling his lungs.

He did another internet search, but this time he searched the words Mr. Dreadful and fire, and another article came up. There was a picture of a five-year-old. He stared at the boy and it took a few seconds for him to recognize that he was looking at himself.

“Boy, 5, nearly burns in home of famous magician,” the article read. James felt a chill escape down his spine. But this man—he was not the dark thing he’d drawn in the picture. He was a lunatic, maybe. There was a picture of Mr. Dreadful in handcuffs being led away by authorities. His face looked deranged. And there he sat, young James, wrapped in a blanket, his face covered in soot.

I must have blocked it all out. I was five at the time. That’s me. I’m that boy.

It took a while for it to sink in.

He spent the next half hour reading articles online, reflecting and drinking Barq’s soda, and it wasn’t until somewhere around four thirty that he heard a knock on his door.

That must be Mom wanting me to come along with her to the auto shop, he thought. He’d forgotten about that. He didn’t feel like going with her. He knew she’d nag him in the car or lecture him about his attitude.

“What?” he called.

“James!”

It was his mother, just as he thought, her voice bristling with excitement. “James, you’ll never believe who’s here to see you. Open the door!”

Sighing, he got up. Undoubtedly it was Arnie coming to hit on his mother again under the pretense he wanted to see his friend. Or maybe he was here to ask about the detective guy. It was a bit absurd she’d act all stupid about it. Maybe she was hoping he’d forgive her for lying to him.

He threw the door open, scowling. He wasn’t going to put on a smile for her. If she wanted to be bubbly and apologetic, she could do that all she liked. She’d have to work to get back into his good graces. Still, he wanted to see Arnie to tell him everything he’d heard.

His mother stood there with this stupid grin on her face, like she had a huge secret—like the President of the United States was standing behind her.

“What?” he said again.

“James,” she cried, “look who’s come to visit you!” She stepped aside.

James felt his heart stop as a tall, old man holding a wooden stick stepped forward into the doorway. He couldn’t help but let his jaw drop. He’d heard about dropping jaws all the time and wondered if it actually happened.

Now he knew it could. Because his did.

“I know—right?” Celine said, seeing his expression.

“I see you have the good habit of leaving your mouth open,” Mr. Dreadful said. He had the commanding baritone of a man bristling with confidence—a man who could tame a room full of rowdy people in the snap of a finger. He turned to Mrs. Brady. “He got it from his father; it is a good way to catch tooth fairies. They’re worth a lot in the Old World.”

“You’re a regular George Carlin, you are!” Celine giggled, slapping the old man on the shoulder. “I’m going downstairs to finish making dinner. James, we’ll go to the mechanic tomorrow. Are you staying for pancakes, Arthur? Can I call you Arthur?”

“Yes, you can. And I’ll take a rain check on the pancakes,” Mr. Dreadful said, “although they smell delicious. Unfortunately, we have some things to do.”

Celine went downstairs and James stared at the old man. When she was out of earshot, he growled, “Did you put a hex on my mother?”


3: The Goblin’s Shadow Creeps

The old man walked into his room bringing with him a subtle hint of champa from his robe. He took off a pair of rivet spectacles and slipped them into his robe’s pocket, while offering a gentle smile. His feathered stick tapped against the oak floor. “The people of this world—Urrd, we call it—are exceptionally weak-minded, James. So many distractions. So many devices. So little intelligence. We are living in the Age of Stupid. When people don’t think, they are easy to manipulate.” The old man turned and took in the whole bedroom. “Ah—a typical teenage bedchamber, I think,” he said, leaving his stick on the side of the bed as he snooped around, lifting James’s Avengers bedsheets. He observed the graffiti wallpaper decal and stopped to look disapprovingly at swimsuit model Olivia Brower’s cleavage in a bikini poster with hands folded behind his back, before peering into a small glass tank with a pet African shongololo.

James just stared at him. His long white tresses were tickling the giant, coiled millipede he had taken into the palm of his hand. The man stood over most average-sized men and had a white fleecy beard that reached the third button down on his coat. He also had a hawk nose and pale, liver-spotted skin. But what attracted the most attention to him was his spectacular citrine eyes, which gleamed like two gold-flecked marbles. He wore a dark purple coattail jacket—custom-made—with silver buttons, a Lincoln green robe underneath with a bronze jackdaw design, and a pine green beret with silver embroidery and toting a black pinion.

“How cute. You have your father’s instincts. He liked centipedes, though. And they were much bigger.”

“Grandpa.”

“Yes, I was once called that by a five-year-old brat who threw a shuriken at me for calling him a whorp,” he said.

“A what?”

His grandfather placed the shongololo back in its cage and replaced the lid. “And I thought you’d be taller.”

“I’m fourteen.”

“I may be bad at a number of things here in the land of Urrd, young lad, but I am still proficient with my arithmetic,” he said, his tone bristling with indignation as he came toward him. “You most certainly are fourteen, but I thought you’d be a taller fourteen.” He peered into James’s face. “Ah, you look more like my son than ever: dark, wild locks—his reached his shoulders. Scintillating gold eyes; an impudent—is that impudent?—yes, impudent jaw.”

“What are you doing in my house?” James demanded. “How are you in my house? There’s an unmarked Ford outside. How’d you get past it?” He didn’t think he’d ever see this man again, let alone demand how he’d walked up his driveway under the nose of the donut patrol.

“I told you how easy it is to manipulate the people of Urrd,” Arthur said, taking a sip from James’s open can of Barq’s soda, and then grimacing. “They’re dummies when it comes to magic.”

“And you broke out of the ward?”

“The dungeon, you mean?” his grandfather said. “The place they kept me for nine years. In place of jailers, however, there were orderlies. My torturer was a psychology PhD. He said I was a special headcase. Get this—he didn’t believe I was a wizard! Said it was all some sort of delusion.” The old man folded his hands and sat on the bed again. “It took nine long years, but in the end, I convinced him that torture was the wrong profession for him. Now he’s happily taking orders at the local Burger King.”

“Is that how you got out?”

“No, I used a bobby pin,” the old man said. “Are you ready to go?”

“Go?” James cried, looking at him in confusion. “What are you smokin’, old man?”

Mr. Dreadful rose to his feet, pulling an ancient bronze lamp from his Lincoln green robe. Then, before his grandson could say another word, he picked up the stick with the crow’s feather, strode toward him, and grabbed him firmly by the forearm. “What am I smokin’? You need to learn some respect, boy!”

“Hey!” James protested. “What’re you—”

“What does it look like I’m doing, you silly child? I’m kidnapping you. Why else would I come here?” And a moment later, there was a loud clap like the sail of a boat in an angry storm, and then a cloud of African violet smoke.

* * *

James thought that maybe he’d exploded; the clap left him with ringing ears. A moment later, he was standing in a strange street. Pouring rain beat down on his head, and the old man was standing beside him, stashing the old lamp in his robe. “Not a wizard,” he grumbled.

“What the actual hell?” James cried, shielding his head from the water. “How did we get—” He paused, looking at his grandfather in disbelief. Something was familiar about that old lamp his grandfather had stashed in his robe.

“You know how we got here, James,” his grandfather said, “so you can stop pretending you’re a stupid Urrdling. It won’t do with me. The old Suniri Lamp I had—remember that?”

Urrdling? Suniri? These words sounded vaguely familiar, but his mind wanted to treat them like they were unknowns. He screwed up his forehead, looking at the old man for explanation. Now he remembered that his grandpa had kept an old-fashioned lamp on the mantel of their home—that was until James had gotten his hands on it. It had had a funny smell to it, like old, perfumed oil. Then his grandfather had locked it away in an antique chest. “You said there was a genie living in it who only grants you—”

“Traveling wishes. That’s how we got here. Your mother obtained that rare artifact, and it was given to me to keep us out of trouble before she died. It got me into more trouble than it kept me out of, come to think of it. I shouldn’t have used it on that television show. Anyway, we had nine wishes, and I’ve already used three,” he said, and started walking, ignoring the rain beating on his liver-spotted face. “Come along—kiddo.”

James didn’t move. His shrink had told him that all of that strangeness he’d experienced when he was five and younger was some sort of elaborate fantasy brought on by traumatic experiences in his past. “I must be schizin’ out,” he said at last. “That’s what this is.”

The old man laughed uproariously, turning his face up to the showering water and catching the droplets between his teeth. “Is that what you think?” He looked down, beads of rain dripping from his beard, and shook his head sadly. “I’m afraid they’ve really done a number on you.”

“Who?”

“Urrdlings,” the old man said, rounding on him.

There was that word again.

“You do remember them, don’t you?” continued the old man. “They’re crude and stupid—kind of like goblins, come to think of it—but you call them humans. And they live here in this land of willytonks—bah!” He turned to continue on his way, but then stopped and said, “And that number is nine. Nine years of making you a proper Urrdling with an unhealthy obsession with ripped denims, Barq’s, and Fortnite. To hear my grandson say that he thinks magic is schizin’ him out—” He slapped his forehead with his palm, and it splattered water in his citrine eyes. “Once upon a time, you were an intelligent young lad with a broad mind,” he said, spreading his hands out. “But now your head is big. Big, but hollow, and your brain is very tiny—like a brobdingragian. And that pea-sized brain bounces around in your big, hollow head like a rattle when you think. It’s annoying. And that’s brobdingragian.”

“What?”

“Jonathan Swift had it right; however, his publisher was a twit and added an n, like an n has ever done anyone any good. Do you think n’s are particularly special, James? You see, Swift once traveled to Nobrocoso.”

James stared at him. “Arnie slipped magic mushrooms in my soda during lunch—that’s what’s up.” Arnie once told him he was trying to grow them in a Smucker’s jar under his bed so he could slip them into his little brother’s milkshake. Now he knew that they weren’t for his little brother.

“Let me paint an image in your head: You, James Dreadful—that is your real surname, not this silly Brady nonsense—were born in a palace, and your father escaped from assassins on a flying carpet holding your bundle in his arms. What do you make of that?”

“Huh?”

“Endearing?”

James stuck his fingers in his ears, squeezed his eyes shut and shook his head. When he opened them, however, the old man was still there. “Still there.”

“Ridiculous, isn’t it?”

“Where are we?” James demanded, looking around.

“We’re where an old friend has come to stay,” his grandfather said, and he turned around to leave. “Come along. Or don’t. You don’t have your passport, so you’ll have to swim across the Atlantic to get home.”

“What?”

“Paris.”

“Paris?”

The old man set off at a brisk gait through the rain, leaving behind only a hint of champa, and tapping his walking stick on the cobbled street. James found himself following. It was all so strange he felt his mind might melt, and his grandfather seemed to be tugging him along by sheer mystery. Several times, James stopped to look at a street sign, which was in French, and observed a bunch of passing Parisians, who were looking at the old man out of curiosity. Then the man grabbed him by the arm and pulled him into a shop called Boutique de Miracles. It was full of crystal balls, spell books, Ouija boards, dreamcatchers, and other items.

“This is all fake, right?” James said, pointing at a sorcerer’s hat.

“’Course it is,” his grandfather said. “You don’t think they’d sell real magic to Urrdlings, do you?” The old man walked up to the clerk’s counter and cleared his throat. “Good evening,” he said and wrung his sleeve out on the counter. “I’m here to meet a friend named Mr. Barnaclavacus. I’ve heard he’s in.”

The woman looked up from a mystery novel. “Et à qui dois-je répondre?”

“Mr. Dreadful,” the old man answered. “Arthur Aldrafus Dreadful. He called me a week ago by this so-called telephone and told me to collect—” He grabbed James by the ear and pulled him up to the counter.

“Ow!”

The lady smiled and disappeared through the red beaded curtain behind her. Arthur turned to James and smiled, dripping water from his nose. He leaned forward to observe James’s face and said, “Your hair looks like wimplies are nesting in it.”

“Wimplies?”

“Little scavenger lizards with human faces,” he said. He leaned back and sighed. “I suppose I’ll have to convince you it’s all true.”

“What is?”

“I have to undo nine years of Urrdling stupidness,” he said. He rested his elbows on the countertop. “Your father was a great sorcerer who saved the world of Nobrocoso from destruction from an evil wizard.”

“You’ve told me this bef—”

“He smashed the magic Armagods. Those are stones of immeasurable destruction. But he did so only by sacrificing himself in the process.”

He remembered his grandfather telling him stories about Armagods a lifetime ago—and how his father had died a hero. But he shook his head. “No, my dad was a banker.” That was what Mrs. and Mr. Brady told him for the five years he’d lived with them. He was told the same when he was in foster care.

“Ah, yes,” the old man said. “A fat banker. I suppose he could have led a boring and tedious life counting pennies. And he never came close to being burned alive by a Spiketail dragon, or getting stepped on by a brobdingragian; it was probably just a paper cut from a crisp twenty-dollar bill that did him in. Yes, you should go on believing that story.”

James stared at the old man, who smiled and winked at him with a citrine eye so yellow and shiny it was like a gold bar from Fort Knox.

A moment later, there was a tiny squeak. But it hadn’t come from the lady who had just reappeared, muttering to herself. Something had vexed her. She left the counter and vanished in the back of the store.

The old man watched her go and turned around to look over the counter. Then, he put his elbows on it again and leaned over farther. “Ah, Mr. Barnaclavacus, I presume!” he shouted.

James stood on his tiptoes and also leaned over it. He jolted back, bewildered, as a man the height of an average-sized vitamin bottle walked through the beaded curtains. He wore a pair of bantam rivet spectacles that made his eyes look big, clothes you could fit on a miniature doll, and had a full head of neatly parted hair. James could imagine him being some sort of lawyer; he had the air of professionalism.

“Arthur?” came the squeaky voice James had heard before. “Arthur Dreadful!”

“I wasn’t expecting you to return so soon, but it’s good that you’re back,” his grandfather said.

“I hear eleven years in the land of willytonks hasn’t made you wiser,” the gnome said.

“Who says?”

“I was looking for you. But you weren’t where I left you.”

“It’s a long story.”

“I had to travel. Your old place is a mess, and that Oros Mirror isn’t there.”

“It is too.”

James was looking from one face to the other in absolute confusion. He shook his head at last. “Hey, how’s this guy so tiny?” he whispered.

Arthur looked at him and then said to Mr. Barnaclavacus, “Don’t worry about him. He’s been made stupid from living here in Urrd too long. Nine years—a million brain cells gone for each year.”

“Good heavens! And you let that happen?” Mr. Barnaclavacus blurted.

“I had no choice. I was in a dungeon.”

“Mr. Dreadful, I did warn you,” the tiny man said.

“And I heeded your warning.”

“You used magic, didn’t you?”

“I—”

“You did! I know that look. You present a very chagrined face. You are the best at it.” He looked at James. “Pray you haven’t inherited that expression, or you’ll find yourself ensnared in every lie.” He resumed his scrutiny of the old man. “Most regrettable that I gave you those magic notes when I brought you here.” Mr. Barnaclavacus looked at James again. “Just how many did he use?”

“What?” James asked.

“How much damage are we talking about?” Mr. Barnaclavacus inquired again walking out from behind the counter.

James looked at Arthur, who waved his hands at him over the tiny man’s head. He assumed this meant Don’t tell him! He looked at Mr. Barnaclavacus and said instead, “Er…have you looked on the internet?”

“The internet?” the gnome said. “Good idea. That’s a sort of enchanted grapevine you Urrdlings have, isn’t it?” He turned and looked up at Arthur. “Up, please.”

The old man obeyed, looking sheepish, as the gnome had pointed out, and picked him up and placed him on the countertop.

Mr. Barnaclavacus went over to a purple crystal ball on display and muttered something under his breath.

James didn’t know what the crystal ball was, but he figured it was some sort of 3D smart TV because he saw tiny images in it. “Does that get Wi-Fi? Try ‘Mr. Dreadful,’” he suggested, ignoring his grandfather’s shaking head.

“‘Mr. Dreadful,’” the tiny man said.

James smiled as YouTube clips of Arthur Dreadful standing before judges on the show Top Magician appeared. Barnaclavacus clapped his hands over his face and shook his head. “What a catastrophe. You baboon! You do realize that the Wozigod is trying to track down this boy in the Old World?”

“Hey,” James said, “Mr. Barnacla-vacious—who’s tracking me?”

“Call me Quizlow—and never mind.” He turned back to Arthur. “Eleven years ago, I told you to lay low. But you couldn’t resist trying to…be a wizard!”

“But”—Arthur looked at James, then Quizlow—“I was just putting on a show for the Urrdlings—”

“And getting rich and famous,” Quizlow added. “I thought you were reliable to take care of your grandson! You promised you’d be a good Spellfather!”

“I admit, I got a little carried away,” Arthur said defensively.

James stared at the crystal ball and watched as the old man brought a cadaver back to life.

“You used necromancy for Urrdling entertainment, for crying out loud!” shouted Quizlow, as a chorus of people screamed inside the crystal ball.

“Well,” Arthur said, “people were obsessed with zombies. It was a Halloween special. I couldn’t resist. Why’d you give me a magic note for reanimation?”

“There are strict rules on how it should be used, and entertainment is not one of them!”

The old man rolled his eyes.

“Don’t you roll your eyes at me, Mr. Dreadful! And I see that you’ve also used the traveler’s spell for your amusement.”

“I’m standing in Paris, aren’t I?”

“Emergency use only,” Quizlow said. “I had to come the long way.”

“By plane?” James asked, wondering what he meant by that.

“No,” Quizlow said. “I had to take a cruise ship.”

“My Oros Mirror is locked in a closet,” Arthur said. “You could have gotten here instantaneously.”

“You forget that I’m a hundredth of your size, Mr. Dreadful! I can’t search your entire house for your magic teleporting mirror!”

“Oh, you were always resourceful before.”

“So, first thing I hear,” Quizlow continued to rant, “when I finally reach Paris—six months since I’ve arrived on Urrd—”

“Six months?” Arthur cried.

“Is that you’re in a mental hospital back in Colorado. Well, I wanted to arrange something with the board, but they said you acted pretty atrociously and they wouldn’t tell me anything to help. The chairman of the board didn’t want even to hear your name. And I don’t blame him. How can a secret society remain secret if you’re performing necromancy on live television?”

Arthur shrugged.

“The chairman told me to please take you back to the place I dragged you from, so they won’t have to deal with you anymore. They were content with you being locked away for nine years.”

“I admit I lost my head a bit,” Arthur said.

“Never give magic notes to a whorp!” Quizlow cried.

“What’s a whorp?” James asked.

“A sham,” Quizlow said, glowering at the old man.

“You mean he’s not a wizard?” James asked.

“Of course not! That’s why he has to use magic on paper—scroll magic.”

“You use scrolls?” James looked at his grandfather. “Then why do you dress like Gandalf?”

“I think he’s rather fashionable,” Arthur admitted. “Don’t you?”

“So all that time when I was a kid, I thought you were some great wizard.”

“Didn’t I mention that I can do fireballs on my own?” Arthur protested.

“Yes,” James said, looking at the gnome. “He didn’t use scroll magic for his fireballs.”

“Fireballs are banal,” Quizlow said and hooted with laughter. “It doesn’t define a wizard—rather limits him. Your father, for instance, despised the fireball.”

James turned to look at him. “And who exactly are you?”
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