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Again, for my daughter


—G.F.





For Ben, who explored the old streets of London with me


—V.T.










From an article in The Times, London. October 25, 18—





ALISTAIR GRIM WANTED DEAD OR ALIVE!


In light of the now notorious events in Bloomsbury, The Times has learned that, in response to numerous lawsuits, all liquid assets and material holdings belonging to Mr. Alistair Grim have been ordered seized by the Magistrate’s Court and are to be sold at private auction. Although this information seems to corroborate earlier reports that Mr. Grim fled London to evade his creditors, it is the opinion of The Times that, unless the unhappy man and his Odditorium are found, all interested parties will have little to show for their efforts.


Readers of The Times will recall how Alistair Grim—inventor, fortune hunter, and, some say, mad sorcerer—and his long-time associate Lord Dreary partnered with various investors to transform Grim’s Antiquities Shop into the aptly named Odditorium: a flying house of mechanical wonders billed as the most spectacular attraction on the planet. After more than five years of construction and countless delays, the Odditorium gave its first public presentation three weeks ago, upon which Grim and his mechanical marvel vanished amidst what can only be described as the most bizarre spectacle our beloved city has ever seen.


Readers of The Times are by now familiar with the numerous eyewitness accounts of how, after an unprecedented demonstration of technical prowess, the much-anticipated preview of Alistair Grim’s Odditorium quickly devolved into bedlam. Spectators not only reported seeing a trio of purple-eyed street urchins with superhuman strength, but also a giant, black-winged demon and a flying cavalry of skeleton soldiers—all of which were said to have attacked the Odditorium before its mysterious mid-flight disappearance over the English countryside.


Although these events lend credence to Mr. Grim’s reputation as a sorcerer, renowned Cambridge University scholar and Regius Professor of Modern History Oscar Bricklewick believes he has a more scientific explanation. “The only sorcery here is a bit of high-tech flimflam,” Bricklewick said upon inquiry from The Times. “Judging from the eyewitness reports of a sparkling green mist emanating from the Odditorium as it took flight, it is clear that Mr. Grim unleashed upon the public a powerful hallucinogenic gas, thus creating both mass hysteria and the perfect cover for his escape.”


Indeed, it is the opinion of The Times that, if Professor Bricklewick’s hypothesis is correct, it is nothing short of a miracle that no deaths were reported in the wake of Mr. Grim’s escape. However, in light of this blatant disregard for the welfare of his fellow man, Scotland Yard has assembled a special task force charged with capturing Alistair Grim, dead or alive.


It is also the opinion of The Times that, with debtors’ prisons bursting at the seams, it is inevitable that a few misguided souls will take extreme measures to avoid their financial obligations. However, should one of them possess the criminal genius of an Alistair Grim, Londoners can only hope that he shall refrain from the sort of havoc that the aforementioned has wreaked upon our fair city.
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Go ahead,” Father said, and he passed me the Black Mirror.


The handle was warm to the touch, and I could barely make out my reflection in the mirror’s polished black glass. My eyes narrowed and my lips pressed together tightly. This was not the first time I’d gazed upon this strange black mirror. But unlike on previous occasions, I now knew what to say.


“There’s nothing to fear,” Father said. “All you have to do is ask.”


I swallowed hard. “Show me my mother,” I said, and the glass burst to life in a swirl of sparkling colors. I gaped in disbelief, my heart hammering as the colors began to churn faster and faster. The mirror flashed, and in its glass appeared the face of a woman weeping. I recognized her from the portrait in the parlor.
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Elizabeth O’Grady, the Lady in Black.


“I’m sorry, my love,” she said, her voice hollow and distorted. She turned as if something caught her attention, and then her image dissolved and the glass went dark again. A heavy silence hung about the room.


“There, you see?” Father said finally. “Among other things, the Black Mirror is capable of holding the last reflection of anyone who gazes into it, words and all.”


“So that’s how you knew,” I said in amazement. “Because I’d looked into the mirror before, you saw my reflection when you asked to see your son.”


“An excellent deduction, my young apprentice.” Father took the mirror and slipped it into a wooden case upon the desk. It was nighttime, and yet, in the soft blue glow of the library’s lamplight, I could see his eyes had grown misty.


“Begging your pardon, Mr. Grim—”


“Father,” he said gently. It had been nearly a month since I learned that the man sitting across the desk from me was my father. But still, I hadn’t gotten used to saying it out loud.


“Begging your pardon—Father—but how did you come by this mirror?”


“It was a gift from Elizabeth O’Grady upon our engagement. Legend has it one of her ancestors stole the Black Mirror from a sorceress, after which it was handed down in her family for generations. What you saw was your mother’s last message to me before she died.”


A long silence passed between us. “I wish I’d known her,” I said finally.


“I wish you had too,” Father said.


I stared down at my shoes. There were still so many questions I wanted to ask, but Father was not the sort to talk about such things. Besides, we were on an adventure. And when one is on an adventure, there is little time to get gobby-eyed about the past.


“Now, on to more pressing matters,” Father said, “the first of which is preparing you to inherit the Odditorium.” He pointed to the notebook of spells on the desk before me. “Let’s hear it, then.”


“Sumer…te…sulumor,” I read aloud, slowly, and Father snapped his fingers.


“The correct pronunciation is suh-meer teh suh-loo-mahr. It’s ‘Romulus et Remus’ in Latin, spelled backward.”


“Of course!” I exclaimed, the light dawning, and I uttered the spell again, this time properly.


Father nodded, then crossed to the hearth and pressed a secret button on the mantel. Above it, a large lion’s head with glowing red eyes swung open to reveal a hidden compartment in the wall. At the center of the compartment was a small crystal conductor sphere with a tangle of pipes branching out from it in every direction. And inside the sphere floated the light source for the lion’s eyes: a fiery glass ball called the Eye of Mars.


Standing on his tippy toes, Father opened the conductor sphere’s porthole and removed the Eye.


“There are essentially two types of magical objects in this world,” he said. “Ones that are activated by simple physical actions or verbal commands, such as the Black Mirror; and ones that can be activated only by the precise utterance of a magic spell, such as the Eye of Mars.”


Father waved his hand over the glowing red ball. “Sumer te sulumor,” he said, and the light went out. I’d seen him do this dozens of times, and yet the simple act of turning the Eye of Mars on and off never ceased to amaze me.


“Go ahead, lad,” Father said, passing it to me. I swallowed hard and waved my hand over the Eye.


“Sumer…te…sulumor,” I said—but nothing happened.


“Try it again. A magical spell is only as strong as the belief of the person who utters it.”


I took a deep breath. “Sumer te sulumor,” I said with conviction, and the Eye of Mars ignited, its red glow warm in my hands.


“I done it, sir!” I cried, and Father mussed my hair.


“That you did. Now do it a hundred times more and we’ll move on.”


“Cor blimey, sir! A hundred times?”


“Consistency is everything in sorcery. Whining is not. Thus, if you wish to inherit the Odditorium someday, I suggest you carry on with your lesson.”


Father winked and, raking his fingers back through his long black hair, stepped out through the library’s wide-open archway and onto the balcony.


“Sumer te sulumor,” I said with a wave of my hand. And as the Eye of Mars went dim again, Father sat down at his pipe organ and began to play. I could barely see him out there in the dark—his long, slender back just a smudge of shadow against the starless sky. And yet the tune he played—“Ode to Joy,” I believe it was called—was so festive and cheerful, I could tell how proud of me he was just the same.


My heart swelled, and I tried to carry on with my lesson as best I could, but as Father shifted into a series of expertly fingered flourishes, my eyes began to wander about the library’s fantastic contents.


Not much had changed since my arrival at the Odditorium, and yet I could hardly believe that someday it would all be mine. The countless books and clocks and mechanicals. The priceless antiquities. The suits of samurai armor and the lion’s head above the hearth—not to mention the Eye of Mars and all the other magical objects about the place.


And yet, for all the wonders I’d encountered, none was nearly so wondrous as the tall, dark man playing the organ out on the balcony.


I suppose every lad thinks his father special—save, of course, for the poor wretch with a father prone to drink and beating him now and then. My father was prone to neither, thank you very much, but to me he was much more than special. In fact, I’d wager there wasn’t another father like mine in the whole wide world.


Since when did you become an expert on fathers? you might be asking. And for those of you who know me, I must say I can’t blame you. After all, when last we left each other, I’d only known my father a short while—not to mention that I caused him quite a bit of trouble back then. However, for those of you joining me on this adventure for the first time, I suppose a bit of catching up is in order.


You might say that it began with a pocket watch and ended with a prince. And somewhere in the middle, a runaway chimney sweep learned that he was the secret son of an inventor, fortune hunter, and sorcerer all rolled into one. That son, of course, was me, and my name is Grubb. That’s right, Grubb. Spelled like the worm but with a double b, in case you plan on writing it down. And my father was none other than Alistair Grim.


I say “none other” because, had you lived in London at the time, you no doubt would have heard of Alistair Grim. Had you lived in some other place, you might have heard of him there too. Or at least caught a glimpse of him flying about in his Odditorium—a house of mechanical wonders that looked like a big black spider with a tail of sparkling green smoke.


If you didn’t see the Odditorium flying about, you most certainly would have heard it. Where’s that organ music coming from? you might have remarked, upon which (had I been on the ground with you) I’d have replied, The Odditorium, of course. You see, that’s how Alistair Grim used to fly his house of mechanical wonders: by playing its pipe organ.


The organ sat upon the Odditorium’s balcony and faced outward so that its massive pipes twisted up and down the front of the building like dozens of hollow-steel tree roots. I must confess, I found it very difficult to play the organ properly at first, but eventually I learned how to make the Odditorium go where I wanted it to—except when traveling underwater.


Good heavens! There I go getting ahead of myself. I suppose if I’m going to tell you about all that underwater business, I best back up and tell you how we got there in the first place. Come to think of it, for those of you unfamiliar with my tale, I best back up to the beginning. Otherwise you might get confused and abandon this adventure altogether.


All right, then: the beginning.


Twelve years before I arrived at the Odditorium, Alistair Grim’s bride-to-be, Elizabeth O’Grady, fled London under mysterious circumstances and drowned in the North Country. Before she died, however, Elizabeth gave birth to a son and entrusted him in the care of Gwendolyn, the Yellow Fairy. That son was yours truly, and the Yellow Fairy dropped me off on the doorstep of a kind childless woman by the name of Smears. Unfortunately, she passed away when I was six or thereabouts, and for the next half of my life I had the miserable lot of being apprenticed to her nasty chimney sweep husband, Mr. Smears.


Unbeknownst to me at the time, while I was busy collecting soot for Mr. Smears, my father, Alistair Grim, was busy gadding about the world collecting Odditoria. Not to be confused with his mechanical marvel the Odditorium (which, as you can see, ends with an um), the word Odditoria, at once both singular and plural, is used to classify any object—living, inanimate, or otherwise—that’s believed to possess magical powers.


In other words, the Odditorium is the place, and Odditoria are the magical things inside the place.


Out of all the Odditoria Alistair Grim collected over the years, there are only three from which he harnesses magical energy to power his Odditorium. The first is none other than the Yellow Fairy herself, whose magic yellow dust enables the Odditorium to fly. The second is the red Eye of Mars, which powers the Odditorium’s lightning cannons. The third is a mischievous banshee by the name of Cleona, who provides the Odditorium with a blue spirit energy called animus.


Cleona’s animus is by far the most important of Alistair Grim’s colored energies; for it’s the blue animus that gives life to the Odditorium’s various mechanical functions.


However, there was someone else gadding about the world collecting Odditoria too: a wicked necromancer by the name of Prince Nightshade. And not only did this Nightshade bloke harness power from his magical objects just as Alistair Grim did, but he’d also gathered about himself an army of nearly every evil creature imaginable: dragons, trolls, goblins, and, most terrifying of all, the Black Fairy.


But for all the prince’s success at collecting Odditoria, there remained one magical object that continued to elude him: a source of the animus from which he could create an army of the walking dead.


I suppose that’s where I come in. I got into some trouble while sweeping chimneys at an inn with Mr. Smears and, fearing for my life, hid myself in a trunk belonging to one of the guests. That guest turned out to be Alistair Grim, who whisked me away on a flying coach and took me on as his apprentice. My entire life had changed in an instant—not to mention that I made loads of new friends, including Father’s right-hand man, Nigel, and an animus-powered pocket watch named Mack (short for McClintock). An odd one, that Mack is, for not only does he never run out of animus, he also stops ticking now and then for no apparent reason.


In fact, it was Mack who kicked off this entire adventure. My first day on the job, I accidentally brought him outside the Odditorium, whereupon Prince Nightshade picked up on his animus and came after us with his army of skeleton Shadesmen. However, Nightshade didn’t have many of those bone bags left, so he wanted the animus to turn flesh-and-blood people into Shadesmen too. I’d seen him do it myself—to Judge Hurst, Father’s old enemy from London—and let me tell you it was not a pretty sight.


So that’s the nub of it, and right about where you found me during my lesson. Cleona and I had narrowly escaped captivity in Nightshade’s castle a few weeks earlier, and Father had since come up with a plan to defeat him. The only catch? He wouldn’t tell anyone except Nigel what he was up to. The fewer people who knew about his plan the better, in case the prince caught up to us before we arrived at our final destination.


Our final destination. I hadn’t a clue where it was, but I got the sense that if we didn’t get there quickly, Father’s secret plan to defeat Prince Nightshade would fail. After all, the evil prince was still out there, plotting his next move to steal Mack’s animus and create his army of purple-eyed Shadesmen.


Coincidentally, as I was gazing around the library thinking about Mack’s animus, the old pocket watch began shaking in my waistcoat. I’d since traded my raggedy old clothes for an entire wardrobe that Mr. Grim—er, my father—had lying about since he was a child. If only my mates back in the North Country could see me now, I thought, they’d think me on my way to being a right proper gentleman.


I slipped Mack from my pocket and opened his red-and-gold-checkered case.


“What time is it?” he cried. His mechanical eyes flashed blue, and his thick, curved hands twirled to VIII and IV so they formed a mustache atop his smiling mouth.


“Quiet, Mack,” I whispered. “I’m in the midst of my lesson.”


“Sorry to disturb ya, laddie,” he said. “But if ya wouldn’t mind setting me next to me chronometrical cousin there, I’ll shut me gob so’s ya can carry on.”


I glanced over at Father. He was still playing up a storm out on the balcony, so I placed Mack beside the clock on his desk.


“Ten past eight!” Mack exclaimed, and he twirled his hands to the proper time. “I tell ya, Grubb, now that I always know what time it is, I feel like a lad of yer age. Why, I remember when I was—”


“You best quit your jabbering, or Father might ban you from the library again.”


“But passing the time with me clock cousins is me reward for helping ya escape Nightshade’s castle. Mr. Grim said so himself!”


“I don’t mean he’d ban for you good, Mack. Just until my lesson’s over. I’ve got to do this a hundred times, he says.”


Waving my hand over the Eye, I spoke the magic spell and the glass ball ignited.


“Well done, laddie,” Mack said. “Tell ya what. You do that ninety-nine more times and I’ll keep count for ya. After all, what good’s the chief of the Chronometrical Clan McClintock if he can’t help his best friend become a sorcerer?”


“Why, that’s a splendid idea, Mack. I should think it much easier to concentrate on what I’m doing if I don’t have to keep track of how many times I’m doing it.”


“All right, then, laddie. Off ya go!”


“Sumer te sulumor,” I said, waving my hand, and the Eye of Mars went out.


“That’s two,” Mack said. “Now try again.”


“Sumer te sulumor,” I repeated—but as the Eye caught fire, it floated out of my hand and hovered in the air just above my head!


“Aye, yer getting good at this sorcery business, laddie,” Mack said. “I didn’t know you could make things fly.”


“But I’m not doing that!” I cried. I rose to my feet and tried to snatch back the Eye, but it darted away from me and began floating toward the hearth—slowly now, as if daring me to follow.


“Father!” I called out in panic. Father ceased his playing at once and came in from the balcony.


“Done already?” he asked, when the sight of the Eye of Mars hovering near the mantel stopped him dead in his tracks. Father’s face grew dark and his fists clenched. A long, tense moment of only clock ticking hung about the library, and then Alistair Grim crossed fearlessly to the center of the room.


“Show yourself,” he commanded.


And to my horror, someone actually did.









[image: ]














Lorcan Dalach,” Father said, gritting his teeth, and the spirit smiled.


The young man floating before the hearth was a spirit, all right—and a banshee, to boot. I’d certainly spent enough time around Cleona to know a banshee when I saw one. The spirit had long snow-white hair and ivory skin like Cleona, but instead of a tunic robe he wore a blue cloak trimmed with a glowing white maze pattern. The cloak hung open about his bare chest, below which was a pair of white trousers tucked into a pair of high white boots. In one hand he held the Eye of Mars, and in the other, a length of glowing blue chain.
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“Word travels fast in our realm,” said Lorcan Dalach. “But I must say I never expected to see you flying about Ireland so soon, Alistair Grim.”


“Let me guess,” Father said. “You managed to steal on board as we passed near Dublin. What’s it been, nearly an hour you’ve been sneaking about?”


“Nothing much gets by you, does it, Grim? Except for me. However, someone else knows I’ve been here the entire time.”


“Cleona,” I muttered.


“Very good, lad,” said Lorcan Dalach. “We banshees can sense each other. But don’t be cross with Cleona for not telling you. After all, had she warned you of my presence, she would’ve exposed herself to these.”


The banshee rattled his glowing blue chain.


“I am quite familiar with the Gallownog’s spirit shackles,” Father said. “All you need to do is touch Cleona with them and she’s your prisoner, is that it?”


“Aye. But Cleona has always been good at hiding”—Dalach tossed the Eye playfully—“which is why I’ve had to resort to more drastic measures to flush her out.”


“Give that back!” Mack cried. “That’s Odditoria what belongs to Mr. Grim!”


“All in good time,” said Dalach, and he snickered contemptuously. “That is, if you can keep track of it, watch.”


“What’s that, neep?” Mack said. “Having a laugh at my expense?” Without warning, Mack leaped from the desk. “MCCLINTOCK!” he cried, flying straight for the banshee. But Mack passed straight through him, bounced off the mantel, and fell to the floor. Mack sputtered and flashed, and then his bright blue eyes blinked out.


“Mack!” I cried, rushing toward him, but Father held me back.


“You must believe me, Grim,” said Lorcan Dalach. “I don’t want Prince Nightshade to acquire Mack’s animus any more than you do. Both our worlds would suffer greatly should he succeed in creating his army of purple-eyed Shadesmen.”


The banshee kicked McClintock across the floor to me. I quickly scooped him up and slipped him back into my pocket.


“Then what do you want?” Father asked. “Cleona is now attached to our family here at the Odditorium and thus is no concern of yours.”


“You know very well that banshees are forbidden to interfere in the destinies of the living. And so Cleona must once again stand trial before the Council of Elders.”


I understood. Cleona had tried to save my mother from drowning all those years ago. But as banshees are land spirits, they cannot stay over water for very long unless they are protected, and so Cleona failed. Nevertheless, she had broken her clan’s sacred law of noninterference and was sentenced to roam the earth in exile. But Alistair Grim rescued her with a magic spell, upon which Cleona attached herself to his family and had since interfered in his destiny heaven knows how many times.


“Cleona is not going anywhere,” Father said. “The same law of noninterference that you claim she’s broken prevents you from interfering with our destiny here.”


Dalach sighed. “You had no business freeing Cleona from exile, Alistair Grim. And so for you that law no longer applies. Therefore, I ask that you command Cleona to go with me. As you are her family’s patriarch, she must obey you. However, if you refuse my request, I shall make things very unpleasant for you in England.”


“England?” I gasped in astonishment. “You mean we’re going back to—”


“Never mind that,” Father said. He sat down and turned off his desk lamp. At the same time I noticed him surreptitiously flick the switch to the desk’s talkback. I’d helped him install it myself just the day before as part of my technical lesson.


“No, what’s more important,” Father continued, “is that Gallownogs like yourself cannot fly over large bodies of water. We will be arriving at the English coast within the hour. And so you’ll need the protection of the Odditorium’s magic paint to get you back across the sea to Ireland. With or without your prisoner.”


“Magic paint, eh?” Dalach said, glancing about. “So that’s how you keep us land spirits from disintegrating over the sea. Silly me. And I thought you just painted everything black to match your morbid sensibilities.”


“The Odditorium has many secrets, Lorcan,” Father said, and he leaned back in his chair. “And since I have no intention of transporting you back to Ireland with Cleona, what say you join our happy family here? We could use a banshee of your cunning in our fight against the prince.”


Lorcan Dalach sneered. “Have you gone touched in the head, Grim? I’ve learned much about your Odditorium since I stole on board. It’s only a matter of time before your animus reserves are empty and Cleona has to recharge them. And when she does…”


The banshee rattled his chain again, but Father appeared unmoved.


“It appears you’re the one who’s mad, Dalach,” he said. “Even if you do capture Cleona, you won’t be able to get her back to land without my help. So, what then? You intend to let the Odditorium drift aimlessly over the sea until Prince Nightshade catches up with us? That would mean your end as well as mine.”


“And your son’s,” Dalach said, and his cold blue eyes swiveled to look into mine. “Twelve years ago you lost someone you loved. That’s right, Grim. I know all about Elizabeth O’Grady. And so I’m wagering you’d do anything to prevent such a tragedy from happening again.”


I glanced nervously at Father, and for the first time, I could tell the banshee’s words had winged him.


“So you see?” Dalach went on. “I’d wanted to give you and your son a sporting chance. After all, I should think a sorcerer such as yourself could find a way to defeat Prince Nightshade with or without the Odditorium’s main power source. And speaking of power sources”—Dalach tossed the Eye again in his hand—“we’ll begin by getting rid of this one.”


Alarmed, Father rose abruptly from his chair. “Don’t be silly, Dalach. The Eye of Mars is extremely powerful. Should you attempt to destroy it, you’ll incinerate us all.”


“Who says I want to destroy it? I was thinking more of tossing your precious Odditoria off that balcony there. You’d have a bugger of a time finding it at the bottom of the Irish Sea. Especially without its light”—Dalach passed his hand over the Eye—“Sumer te sulumor,” he said, and the Eye’s glow went out. “Now hand over Cleona, or the power source for your lightning cannons is gone forever.”


“You’re quite an expert on the Odditorium’s power sources, Dalach,” Father said. “But there’s one you’ve forgotten.”


“If you’re talking about that yellow-bellied fairy down in the engine room, I assure you she’s next on my list.”


“Who says she’s down in the engine room?”


Lorcan Dalach wrinkled his brow in confusion—when suddenly Gwendolyn zoomed in from the parlor and hurled a ball of sparkling fairy dust straight toward him. It exploded on impact, trapping the banshee inside a glowing yellow bubble—but not before the Eye of Mars tumbled from his hand and rolled out onto the balcony.


“The Eye!” I cried, and in a panic, dashed after it.


The banshee howled and whipped his chain at me, striking the insides of the bubble as I ran past. The bubble flashed and fizzled—and somewhere in the back of my mind I feared it might pop—but then I was out on the balcony, gaping in disbelief as the Eye rolled toward an opening in the balustrade.


I dove for it and reached out my hand.


“Sumer te sulumor!” I shouted. The Eye of Mars ignited, but I was still too far away to catch it, and in the next moment the glowing red ball dropped from the balcony.


My heart froze with horror, and before I realized what I was doing, I leaped over the balustrade and dropped from the balcony too.


The darkness rushed up at me, filling my lungs with icy air as the Eye of Mars plummeted into the black water below. A moment later, I plunged in after it. My entire body felt as if it had been pierced by a thousand red-hot needles, but somehow my arms and legs carried me downward through the frigid waters until finally I felt the Eye’s warmth in my hand—more than just my hand, I realized. My entire body was now warm, as if I’d fallen into a luxurious bath.


My lungs, on the other hand, were beginning to burn for want of air. I kicked myself upward. I could see the green glow of the Odditorium’s exhaust shimmering upon the surface. I kicked harder, the light so close and yet still so far away. My lungs felt on the verge of collapse—I was not going to make it, I thought—when out of nowhere Father dove into the water and pulled me to safety.


Gasping for breath, I offered him the Eye of Mars, but Father only pushed it aside and hugged me. “Thank goodness you’re safe!” he said, shivering as he held me tighter than ever before.


“Hold on to the Eye, sir,” I said, and I pressed it into his hand. His shivering stopped at once, and we began treading water with the Eye of Mars held between us.


“A job well done, lad,” Father said. “But you must promise me you’ll never do anything like that again.”


I nodded, and Father gazed upward, his face aglow with the light from the Eye. The Odditorium was high above us now. And although I was plenty warm, a chill coursed through my veins when I discovered how far I’d actually jumped.


“Begging your pardon, sir,” I said, “but how shall we get back up there?”


At that very moment, Mrs. Pinch, the Odditorium’s housekeeper and resident witch, swooped down on her broom and hovered in midair beside us.


“You should have thought about that before you jumped,” she said. “Blind me if both your heads don’t need oiling!”


“Your advice is duly noted, Mrs. Pinch,” Father said. “What say you, Broom? Have you room for two?”


Mrs. Pinch’s broom—whose name, by the way, was just that: Broom—nodded her stick in the affirmative.


“Up you go, then, Grubb,” Father said. “I’ll hold on to the Eye while Mrs. Pinch flies you to safety.”


Father took the Eye of Mars and instantly I was freezing again.


“Well, climb aboard,” said Mrs. Pinch. “I haven’t got all night.”


Shivering, I hoisted myself onto Broom behind Mrs. Pinch. She flew us up to the Odditorium and deposited me on the balcony. Father’s best mate Lord Dreary was there waiting for me, his eyes wide and his mouth gaping below his waxed white mustache. As Mrs. Pinch flew back down to get Father, the old man wrapped me in a blanket.


“Great poppycock, lad!” he exclaimed. “Have you lost your mind?”


I answered him with a click-click-click of chattering teeth. Lord Dreary sighed and ushered me into the library, where we found Gwendolyn lounging casually atop a stack of Father’s books. Lorcan Dalach, on the other hand, was now in the center of the room, still trapped inside the yellow bubble and struggling to break free. The bubble flashed and fizzled as if it might pop, but Gwendolyn only yawned and hurled another ball of fairy dust to strengthen it.


“You’re wasting your time, banshee,” she said. “I can go toe-to-toe all night.”


Lorcan Dalach growled with frustration.


“Here, lad,” Lord Dreary said, and he took off his apron and began drying my hair with it. He’d obviously been in the kitchen helping Mrs. Pinch again. The old woman had been having a hard go of it these past few weeks without her spectacles—which, I’m ashamed to admit, I accidentally squashed during our escape from London.


Father and Mrs. Pinch entered from the balcony with Broom floating in the air behind them. “Well done, everyone,” Father said, and he returned the Eye of Mars to its conductor sphere above the hearth. He pressed the secret button on the mantel and the lion’s head swung back into place, its eyes ablaze again with light from the red orb hidden in the wall behind them.


“Sorry we didn’t get here sooner, Alistair,” Lord Dreary said. “But when Mrs. Pinch and I heard you on the talkback, it took us a moment to put it all together.”


“Not me,” Gwendolyn said. “I know a bully when I hear one.”


“A bully, indeed,” Father said, locking eyes with the banshee. Then he pressed another button on the mantel and a roaring red fire flooded the hearth. Father motioned for me to join him there, and as soon as I did, my entire body was warm again.


“So what’s to be done with this…this…bounty hunter?” Lord Dreary asked, and Gwendolyn flew off her stack of books and hovered close to the bubble.


“Push him out over the sea,” she said. “Leave the bully to the same fate that he would’ve left for us.”


“Come now, we’re not barbarians,” Father said. “Besides, holding a Gallownog prisoner might come in handy should his comrades come looking for him.”


Lord Dreary nervously fingered his collar. “You mean there are others of his kind out there?”


“Most certainly. Our friend Lorcan here is a soldier in the Order of the Gallownog, an elite fighting squad charged with enforcing the banshees’ strict code of behavior, as well as the assassination of their enemies.”


“Good heavens,” Lord Dreary said weakly.


“And speaking of banshees,” Father added, gazing round, “you can show yourself anytime now, Cleona.”


And with that, Cleona—eyes hard and fists clenched as if readying for a brawl—materialized just outside the doorway to the parlor.


“Nothing to fear, darling,” Father said. “You’re perfectly safe now that the Gallownog is trapped.”


Cleona drifted slowly into the library and Lorcan Dalach stiffened. “We meet again, Cleona of Connacht,” he said coldly. The banshees held each other’s gaze for a moment, wherein something seemed to pass between them, and then Cleona joined Father and me near the hearth.


“My presence here has compromised our safety,” she said.


“That’s hardly anything new,” Father chuckled. “For twelve years now I’ve endured the dangers of living with a banshee. I should think Lorcan here would be a stroll in the park compared to you.”


“You don’t understand,” Cleona said. “The Order of the Gallownog will stop at nothing to bring me back, and they don’t care who they hurt in the process. And so we need to turn around at once and return Dalach to Ireland.”


“I’m afraid we haven’t the time for that, love. We must arrive at our destination before midnight or my plan for defeating Prince Nightshade won’t work.”


“Hear, hear, now,” said Lord Dreary. “I think it’s high time you told the rest of us what you’re up to, Alistair. Your secrecy on the matter has been quite unsettling these last few weeks.”


“All good things to those who wait, old friend. As I’ve explained, if the prince should learn of my plan before we arrive, I assure you, it will mean the end for us all.”


Lord Dreary exchanged an exasperated look with Mrs. Pinch and dragged his handkerchief across his clammy bald head.


“But you can’t keep the Gallownog prisoner, Uncle,” Cleona said. “Gwendolyn will have to return to the engine room sooner or later. And when she does, her bubble of fairy dust will dissolve and he will escape.”


“I am well aware of that, Cleona. Which is why I intend to build a mechanical version of Gwendolyn’s prison bubble myself. In fact, ever since Master Grubb told me about your captivity in Nightshade’s castle, I’ve been tinkering with just such a contraption down in the engine room.”


“Cor blimey,” I gasped. Prince Nightshade had thrown me in a dungeon, but Cleona had been imprisoned in a sphere similar to the ones Father used to harness magical energy from his Odditoria—only the prince’s sphere was protected by a purple-and-red force field.


“You really think such a device will work, Alistair?” Lord Dreary asked.


“Of course it will,” Father said rather defensively. “If Prince Nightshade can make a spirit prison, so can I.”


“Please, Uncle,” Cleona said. “You’re making a grave mistake.”


“I should think if I were, you’d be wailing up a storm by now, wouldn’t you?”


Cleona sighed and dropped her eyes to the floor. We all understood what Father meant. As Cleona was a banshee attached to our family, if Father’s decision to take Lorcan Dalach prisoner had put our lives in danger, she would have foretold our doom and started wailing at once.


“But, Alistair,” said Lord Dreary, “you know better than anyone that the future can be altered by even the most insignificant decisions made in the present. What if the Gallownog’s presence here should influence something unforeseen? What if Cleona does start wailing?”


“We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.”


“You’re all a bunch of lily-livered fools,” Gwendolyn said. “The safest course is to push the blighter out over the sea and be done with him.”


“Dalach was only doing his job,” Father said. “And so I cannot in good conscience destroy him when he could have so easily done the same to us. After all, he was on board for quite some time before he showed himself.”


Peeved, Gwendolyn flung more fairy dust at her bubble and then flew up to the lion’s head, where she plopped herself down on its nose and began to pout.


“As for you, Cleona,” Father said, “how many times these last twelve years have you bewailed my doom only to have it remedied by a simple change of plans?”


Sulking, Cleona turned her back on us, and I glanced over at the Gallownog. Surely, I thought, his animosity would boil over upon learning just how much she had interfered with Alistair Grim’s destiny over the years. Curiously, however, Dalach’s expression had changed. Gone was the cold hatred from his eyes, and in its place, what I could only describe as pity.


“So it’s settled, then,” Father said. “We’ll drop off the Gallownog on the Irish coast after we make our stop in England. Gwendolyn’s fairy dust will keep him occupied long enough for us to escape back over the sea. And then Nigel shall proceed with the—” Father glanced about the library. “Hang on. Where is Nigel?”


“Begging your pardon, sir,” said Mrs. Pinch, and she whispered something in his ear. In all the excitement, I too had failed to notice Nigel’s absence. Father was about to whisper something back, but then I sneezed.


“Achoo!”


“Blind me,” said Mrs. Pinch. “The Eye of Mars might be good for drying clothes, but it doesn’t stand a chance against the sniffles.”


Only then did I notice what Mrs. Pinch was talking about. Both Father’s clothes and mine were completely dry!


“All right, then,” Father said. “Cleona and Gwendolyn shall help me get our prisoner here down to the engine room. Lord Dreary, you accompany Mrs. Pinch and Grubb to the kitchen. I should think a bit of witch’s brew is just what the doctor ordered.”


And as if on cue, I sneezed again.


“Come along then, Grubb,” said Mrs. Pinch.


But as the old woman led me from the library, I glanced over my shoulder just in time to catch Lorcan Dalach smiling fondly at Cleona.


And much to my surprise, Cleona smiled back.
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Mrs. Pinch clapped her hands and the kitchen sprang to life. Cupboards swung open of their own accord, pots and pans flew through the air, and all manner of ingredients began mixing themselves into a boiling cauldron upon the stove. Lord Dreary acted as Mrs. Pinch’s eyes, nodding his head and barking “too much of this” or “not enough of that,” and before I knew it, a bowl of steaming purple stew had been set before me on the table.


“Eat up, lad,” said Mrs. Pinch. “Last thing we need is a sick boy on our hands.”


The old woman sat down beside me and I spooned myself some stew. As with all of Mrs. Pinch’s cooking, it tasted delightful—not to mention that my sniffles disappeared almost at once.


“Well, is it good?” asked Mrs. Pinch. But before I could answer, Lord Dreary joined us at the table with two more bowls.


“Of course it’s good,” he said. “What would you expect from Penelope Pinch, Queen of Magical Cuisine?”


Penelope? I said to myself in disbelief. I’d never heard anyone call her that before. Mrs. Pinch tried to maintain an air of indifference, but as Lord Dreary smiled and slid her bowl of stew across the table, I could have sworn the old woman was blushing.


“That was a very reckless thing to do, Master Grubb,” she said, changing the subject. “Jumping into the water like that.”


Lord Dreary chuckled into his spoon. “Well, you know what they say. Like father, like son.”


“Blind me,” Mrs. Pinch chuckled back. “Heaven forbid Master Grubb should give me so much trouble at his age.”


“Begging your pardon, ma’am,” I said, “but you knew Father as a child?”


“Of course I did. Why, I’ve served the Grims in one way or another since I was a girl of seventeen.”


“Cor blimey!” I exclaimed. “That must’ve been ages ago!”


Lord Dreary stifled a giggle, and Mrs. Pinch stiffened and pressed her lips together tightly. Clearly, I’d offended her.


“My apologies, ma’am,” I sputtered. “What I meant to say was, you’ve always been a…er, uh…” I wanted to say witch but was afraid of offending her again. Fortunately, at that moment Broom began tidying up the kitchen, so I just pointed to her instead.


“A witch?” said Mrs. Pinch, and I nodded. “Well, I suppose one is born with a knack for such things, but I didn’t formally take up the craft until after my husband died. Hunting accident, it was, not long after we were married.”


“I’m very sorry to hear that, ma’am.”


“Thank you, lad,” said Mrs. Pinch, her expression softening. “But that was a long, long time ago. Back then I was only a chambermaid at the Grims’ manor house in Hertfordshire. Mr. Grim’s grandfather was a collector of antiquities too, you see; and amongst his things I found a book of spells. Child’s play, really—love potions, sleeping charms, and whatnot—but over the years small things led to bigger things, and here I am.”


Mrs. Pinch smiled and spooned herself some stew.


“So the Grim gentlemen have always been sorcerers, ma’am?” I asked, and Mrs. Pinch nearly spit out her food.


“Good heavens, no!” she cried. “The Grims were all business back then and had very little regard for magic. Especially your grandfather.”


“Indeed,” said Lord Dreary. “Alistair’s father was a dear friend of mine, Grubb, but a bit too practical for his own good. His mind always on making a profit when it should have been on spending time with his son.”


“Yes, a lonely lad poor Alistair was growing up,” said Mrs. Pinch. “But, as is often the case, chance intervened for the best. The master was about your age, Grubb, when he stumbled upon me in the midst of one of my spells. Of course, his father would’ve sacked me had he found out, but young Alistair never told a soul. And in return for his confidence, I took him under my wing and taught him everything I knew.”


“Cor blimey, ma’am,” I said. “You taught Alistair Grim how to do magic?”


“In the beginning, yes. But that was long before he spent his family’s fortune building the Odditorium. A model student, he was, dedicating his life to the craft. And very quickly—Well, what’s the saying? The student became the master?”


Lord Dreary scoffed. “Rubbish. No one can hold a candle to Penelope Pinch in the kitchen. And in my book, that’s the only magic that counts.”


The old man winked and toasted her with a spoonful of stew. And even though Mrs. Pinch tried to keep a straight face, she couldn’t help but smile.
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