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Prologue

LONG, LONG AGO, under a layer of red and brown smog in the sprawl of the San Fernando Valley, northwest of downtown Los Angeles, before Elijah Delomary lived in the purple-and-white Victorian mansion at the top of Magnolia Boulevard in Burbank, a terrible event happened that changed the trajectory of his life. His mother, Belinda Delomary, made a mistake, setting in motion the course of events culminating with him in a field in Homer’s Glenn watching Devlina, the Queen of the Gloom, battling monsters named Henges, or “Zusqoe” in the Dark Language. His mother was very much the reason why Devlina was at war with the Gloom.

Belinda Delomary stood in the dining room of the tiny ranch house painted olive green—not her choice, but rather her ex-husband’s. Ex—that described him. Gone from her life. And yet, here, in the fading light of another terrible day after he walked out on her and their young children, he was present, still able to inflict pain on her.

“Notice of foreclosure,” emblazoned on top of the official document, with the seal of the court and signed by some bureaucrat in a courthouse downtown, instructed her the sheriff would evict her and her children from the house in the next week due to nonpayment of mortgage. Belinda fumed, balled up the paper, and tossed it in the trash can. She went to the kitchen, opened the back door, and walked across the rutted, overgrown backyard to the detached garage, closing the door behind her. She proceeded to scream at the top of her lungs for ten minutes.

When her red-hot anger subsided enough for her to not use her magic to smite the world, she marched out of the garage, back across the knee-high grass. Larry, her ex, had promised to give her a wonderful garden, but instead, she had a weed-strewn mess. Just like Larry, all promises and no action. She stumbled over a worn tire he had left among the weeds.

“Goddamn it!” she cursed out loud. “I hate you and your very birth, Larry Eugene Smith!” She walked carefully up the rutted, concrete steps—another item from the honey-do list Larry had never completed—and back into the house. She went to the den, Larry’s preferred room—with the awful paneled walls, stone fireplace, and mini-bar filled with bottles of whiskey, his drink of choice. The room smelled of his cologne, Brash, a foul-smelling holdover from the eighties. She sat down at his little desk and stared at the landline. She hated the thought of making this call. She had ignored her mother’s warnings to not marry the man, to be smart, to be a “Delomary.”

“Be better. Think twice, girl,” her younger sister Lisa, the pragmatic, brainiac one, had warned her.

“I love him,” she’d told Lisa and the youngest sister, Christine, the afternoon before they were set to elope and get married in Vegas.

“He looks like a crook,” Christine, the no-nonsense sister, said, filing her nails at the kitchen table in their parents’ mansion in Holmby Hills. “And he smells like mothballs.”

“That’s his cologne,” Belinda had said.

Christine gagged, “Brash? That’s a sign. He buys his cologne at the chain pharmacy. No good. No good.”

“Elitist,” Belinda had said.

“Brainless.”

“Belinda,” Lisa had interrupted them, “I think you know we’re right. He’s not right for you.”

“I love him,” Belinda had said, then stood and stalked across the large, sunlight-filled kitchen. “You’re either with me or against me!”

“Bye, fool,” Christine said.

“Bye, haters.”

The joke, of course, was on Belinda. She married Larry at a drive-in wedding chapel off the strip in Vegas and then they honeymooned at a motel far off strip, infamous for being a hotspot for homicides

Her sisters and mother warned Belinda and yet she married him and he had ruined her. She had no money and was about to lose her children’s home because she believed him when he assured her he’d pay the mortgage in lieu of child support. She gritted her teeth, prepared to hear her mother’s words, “I told you so.” Still, she had to hear them. Her mother wasn’t wrong, and now she needed the family money and the family lawyers to save her—from herself and her bad choices. She was terrible at making decisions. She was terrible at love. She had fallen for a con artist. A man who pretended to be something he wasn’t. A prince in shining armor. Instead, she got a magician of sorts. No, he wasn’t magical. Instead, he was good with sleight of hand. He paid the mortgage with one credit card, then opened another to pay the first credit card. He never worked; rather, he lived off credit and a game of cat and mouse with the creditors until the game ended, and he lost. She lost. The kids lost. In a few days, the sheriff would come and evict them from their home.

Late at night, as rain thundered off the roof from a late season storm from the Gulf of Alaska, Belinda accepted defeat and called her mother.

“Delomary Estate.”

“Hi, Martha, is my mother in?”

“Hello, Miss Delomary.”

“Mrs.”

“Your mother was clear you are to be referred to as Miss Delomary.”

Belinda’s face grew red.

“Fine.” She fought back her anger. “Can I speak to her?”

“She’s having drinks with John Stewart and Oprah.”

“It’s almost midnight.”

“You know your mother doesn’t keep track of time when she’s networking.”

“Fine, Martha, then can you tell her I need to speak to her urgently?”

“More urgent than Oprah?”

“Yes, because I am her daughter.”

“But Oprah won’t like it,” Martha said, “and your mother doesn’t like to mess with Oprah.”

“Martha.”

“As you wish,” Martha relented. “Hold the line.”

A peppy, jazz version of Valley of the Dolls played while Belinda waited and waited. Yes, her family had music playing while the call was on hold. Talk about excess.

Her mother picked up after ten minutes.

“I was having an enlightening talk with Deepak about reincarnation, dear.”

“Mother, I’m in trouble.”

“Magicals can reincarnate; you know this.”

“Mother.”

“Belinda, we are our having port. Oprah loves port.”

“Mother, I’m losing the house. I need your help.”

Her mother paused on the other end of the line; Belinda imagined a smile creeping across her face.

“You need my help?”

“Yes.”

“Well, well, well,” her mother said. Belinda imagined her walking across her elaborate study with the fussy Louis XIV gilt-edged furniture, paneled walls lined with original works by Picasso and Cassatt, to close the double doors and sit behind her large desk where she deftly managed the numerous tentacles of the family business.

“Mother.”

“So, you’ve finally come to your senses,” her mother said in the same voice she used to the affiliates of the family’s television network when instructing them to air a “must run” op-ed denouncing the moral majority or attacks on abortion healthcare rights.

“We’re being evicted.”

“Serves you right,” her mother said. “Why would you want to live in a ranch house?” her mother said in a disgusted tone. “What is it, fourteen hundred square feet? Yuck.”

“Not everyone wants to live in a mansion masquerading as a French chateau.”

“And that’s the problem with America.”

“Mother.”

“Fine,” her mother said. “I’ll help you, not because I think you deserve my help after all you’ve done to wound me, snub me, embarrass me. You are my famille—my family.” Her mother paused. “I will sacrifice my pride to help you.”

“That’s big of you.”

“You’ll have to work, of course.”

“Fine. I can be a vice president? I was good at managing staff before I left the company to take care of the kids.”

“Oh, Bel.” Her mother chided her, “You can’t be an executive.”

“Let me guess. I’ll be a secretary?” Belinda could see it now, sitting outside her mother’s office in the soaring glass and steel skyscraper on Wilshire Boulevard in West LA, fetching coffee, delivering mail, answering the phone. Being punished for daring to live her own life.

“No,” her mother said, “you are not fit to be a secretary.”

“Please tell me I don’t have to work in the mail room.”

“No,” she said, “actually you’ll be my assistant.”

“Isn’t that a secretary?”

“Executive assistant.”

“Executive assistant is code for secretary. I’m terrible at typing, just so you know.”

“You’ll use a laptop. My goodness, you act like you’ll be doing stenography and taking diction on a pad with a pencil. Times have changed.”

“You haven’t.”

“The mouth on you.”

Belinda relented. She needed money. She could use her magic to make the eviction notice disappear or spirit away the judge who signed it. But she had taken an oath to use magic for the good of humanity not her own gain. Stupid oath.

“Can I do something else? Maybe something in the creative department. I majored in graphic design.”

Catherine Delomary laughed. “Oh, honey, aim higher. I’m not having you create flyers and mailers or spending your day creating, what are they called, viral videos?”

“Mom, you sound outdated.”

“Keep being obstinate and I’ll hang up.”

“Fine, Mother, what do you envision me doing?”

“Well, you learn to be me,” Catherine Delomary said. “Teddy, Lisa, and Christine are not fit to take over for me when I retire.”

“You’re never going to retire.”

“I have to,” her mother quipped, “per the Delomary Corporation bylaws.”

“Surely you don’t follow the rules.”

“That is the only rule I have to follow. When I turn sixty-five, I must step down.”

“Aren’t you sixty-five already?”

“No one is the wiser.”

“Breaking your oath to change time?”

“Do you want my help or not?” Catherine grumbled. “Anyway, you can start tomorrow.”

Belinda gagged.

Her mother complained, “I am not a bad person!”

Yes, yes, she was. Overbearing, opinionated, short tempered, possibly narcissistic, and definitely insane to one degree or another.

“Belinda?”

“Yes, sorry, Mother.”

“This will be good for you.”

Belinda knew better. She glanced down at her nails, painted bloodred. She’d have to remove the color and apply light-pink nail polish, also known at Delomary corporate as “Delomary Pink.”

“Or for you?”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Catherine said. “This is good for you. Return to the fold. Ride in limousines, live in penthouses, have money, power, and control.”

“Not everyone wants to be like us.”

“A million women would kill to be us.”

Belinda groaned. “What if you just loaned me some money?”

“Oh, stop,” Catherine said. “You’ve been living like some hobo in the Valley. You will return at once to the estate.”

“Mom, I like this house. The kids call it home.”

Catherine grumbled, “It’s a ranch house!”

“Mother.”

“Fine,” Catherine said. “You’ll learn the ropes. How to be me.”

Belinda almost hung up the phone.

“Are you sure Lisa or Christine or Teddy can’t be groomed to take over?”

“Teddy is too busy living it up. Lisa is in law school. Christine is working the graveyard shift at a supermarket and singing in a band. She’s written off.”

“Mother!”

“You’re the only one who can do it.”

“I don’t want to.”

“I don’t care what you want. If you want money to pay for your house, you will accept my terms. And those are my terms.”

Belinda wanted to summon a hurricane to swirl over the estate in Holmby Hills and blast the mansion apart and suck her mother through a portal to Old Earth where she could wander around alone for a few years and leave her be.

The wind howled down the chimney of the fireplace. Rain pattered against the windows. She thought of the kids down the hall, fast asleep in their beds. She couldn’t let them down.

“Fine, Mother, fine.”

“And, you’ll need a makeover. Get a sensible haircut. No more sundresses from the thrift store. No more sandals, for crying out loud. You’ll wear heels and an array of pantsuits.”

“Mother.”

“Powerful women don’t have luxurious auburn hair falling to their shoulders.”

“I’m not going to have a coif like yours. No helmet hair for me!”

Her mother fell silent. Belinda imagined her touching her silver hair, spun like a bird’s nest on top of her head.

“It’s not a helmet.”

“Well, you do your hair your way, and I’ll do mine as I like.”

“Fine.”

“Fine.”

“Good. I’ll have the lawyers draw up our contract and pay the bank and maybe threaten them a little for daring to foreclose on a Delomary.”

“Mother, don’t.”

“Why not? It’s what we Delomarys do. Show our strength. Threaten, intimidate. It’s who we are, dear.”

“Mother.”

“Actually, I think I’ll just buy the bank when the markets open in a few hours, then fire everyone from the CEO to the janitorial staff as revenge. And whoever signed the eviction notice will get their just desserts as well. Surely, the judge is up for reelection sometime soon.” Catherine sounded excited. Her mother loved revenge. She chuckled through the phone; ice sloshed in a glass. Her mother must be drinking whiskey.

“I thought you were having port.”

“I was until I heard you called, dear. Then I poured myself a stiff one.”

“Goodnight, Mother.”

“Night, darling.”

A while later, she switched on the turntable. She always listened to Dionne Warwick when she was upset. She pulled a bottle of whiskey off the shelf. An hour later, she crawled into the attic and fished out a box labelled: NEŃUNSO TOCÃ! PÉRÁIGO! Carrying it back down the hall to the den, she noted the box smelled of cheap cologne sold at the drug store. She realized she was probably not thinking clearly, but she hated Larry so much right now. She read the words written in the Old language in her sister Christine’s blocky writing: “NEVER TOUCH! DANGER!”

She stirred the logs in the fireplace, then went back to the box, opened the cardboard top and rummaged around—pushing aside a skull, some femurs, dried shrunken heads, souvenirs from Disneyland, a dried bat, a souvenir from one of Christine’s creepy goth boyfriends, until her hands settled on a cold, leather-bound book. She pulled it out and carefully read the old English script stamped in gold on the front of the book:

Livris De Malacins Malactanenans or Ixotei sie Malac Malactańena or simply, “The Book of Black Magic.”

This book was forbidden by the Alliance, her family, her ancestors, the Áuqala, everything sacred and holy in the universe. And yet, she was very angry at this moment—angry with Larry for fooling her, angry at herself for being played, and angry that, for all her attempts to live her life, she found herself on the verge of living her mother’s plan for her.

She shook her head and cried out, “I WILL NEVER BE CATHERINE DELOMARY!”

She opened the book. The lights flickered. The flames in the fireplace leapt and crackled. Groans and moans sounded in the shadows and corners of the room. This book was a gateway to the monsters and covens of the Gloom, the darkness of the underworld.

She paused for a moment. She could close the book and put it back in the box and hide it in the attic. Seal the door and forget about her need for revenge. That was the sensible thing to do, but Belinda, in her current state, was not in a mood for being sensible.

Thunder sounded in the distance. She noticed the foreclosure notice balled up on the floor. She gritted her teeth. She wasn’t a victim. “Nunma in viacadeima,” her ancestor Dirk Delomary had whispered on his death bed. She flipped through the book to find the spell she wanted. She knew of a Malevolent, a fallen Immortal, who lay trapped under the Oceana sie Tranqauilimenta, between the Ilxas sie Tubo and Minerva, confined by magic after a great war between herself and the Magicals. This Malevolent was terrible and lusted for power and destruction. Perfect. Belinda lusted for the destruction of Larry! And this Malevolent would do her bidding and ruin Larry.

She cleared her mind and pricked her finger with a needle, then drew the words of the Malevolent on the surface of the desk. She lit one black candle and said the spell. She remembered one part of the spell, very important for it to work correctly.

“Should I use my blood?” she whispered. “If I use my blood, there’s always the chance the Malevolent will turn against me. Maybe I’ll use one of the kids’ bandages in the trash.”

She stood and went to the bathroom where she found a used bandage.

“I’m an asshole,” she said before grabbing a used bandage from the trash. The drop of blood would link the spell to Larry. She returned to the table placing the bandage on top of the name she scrawled on the Livris de Malcins Malactanenans.

“Compellum Malactans Sujurat!” she said the spell again, dripping black wax on the bandage.

The fire cracked and popped in the fireplace. The groaning and moaning disappeared. The thunder dissipated. She opened her eyes.

“Puxhàredo!” she cursed in the Old Language. “Jesus, I can’t even work dark magic right!” She closed the book, returned the box to the attic, wiped the table clean and put out the fire. She crawled into bed, pulling the covers over her head. She was a total failure. She couldn’t even cast a spell to punish Larry. And in a few days, she would be a servant to her mother—her worst fear realized—thanks to dear old Larry Smith.

Over the next seven years, Belinda graduated with a Master’s Degree in Business Administration and Graphic Design, and finally put her degree to use. She preferred working at the cooperative grocery in Reseda and singing in a piano lounge on occasion. That had been the good life. She worked to live. Now she lived to work. Following her mother from meeting to meeting, traveling in the family jet across the globe, making deals, schmoozing with unsavory foreign regimes to ease “regulatory issues,” thwarting the competition, and learning the art of managing a corporation nicknamed the Octopus of Death.

One time, she returned home after a day of meeting with a group of men who were part of a shadowy operation that fixed “problems” for the family. The dark underside of the family business that protected the family and its interests, no matter the cost or legality. She had signed off on doing something highly unethical and possibly bordering on illegal, immoral, and wrong. This was her new life. She hated the New Belinda.

Belinda walked in the door, tired after the long commute over the 405 from the West Side, kicked off her heels, and undid her bra.

“Mom!” Elijah called to her from his bedroom.

“Hi, hon,” she said, sinking into the oatmeal-colored, overstuffed sofa in the formal living room fronting Kittridge Street. She closed her eyes.

She dreamed of the piano lounge, the flickering candles in red glass holders on tables leaning one way or another. The smell of wax and scotch. The good old days when she crooned at the Lamplighter Lounge on Vanowen Boulevard. Only the smell changed in the living room to…farts?

Her eyes flew open. A woman stood in front of her wearing black stilettos, black fishnet stockings, a black leather miniskirt, and black bodice. She had very pale skin, tinged green, with dark eyes, and hair cut in a severe bob, framing her face. She was smirking.

“I’m here, baby.”

Belinda lifted a hand to bind the monster. The woman raised her own hand, holding a riding crop. “My power is stronger than yours, knave!”

“Who—who are you?”

“Your best friend. Come to avenge your husband!”

“Come again?”

The woman rolled her eyes irritably, “You conjured me!”

“That was a long time ago!”

“Time is different on Old Earth.”

“You’re the Bane of Biscayne? Pàràsafàna! Máu Licuria, the Goddess of Lust!”

“IT IS I!” the woman shouted, the sky outside darkening. Crows sounded. “However, turns out I have no desire to punish a man—I am sympathetic. I have seen this ex of yours. He looks like Neil Diamond run over by a metro bus, dropped in the ocean, left to be eaten by sharks, raised again and reincarnated, then beaten, stabbed and left by the side of the road…”

“He’s not that bad.”

“He is no Ryan Gosling.”

“Fair.”

“Anyway, Mrs. Delomary—I applaud you changing yours and the children’s last name back to your maiden name after the divorce. This should be standard. Children tend to go with the mother, so why carry the deadbeat’s family name?”

“Right?” Belinda reached for her phone to text her sister to come and help her. Paràsàfàna was the Queen of the Gloom, a powerful Malevolent. She had meant to summon an entity named Péraseana, a Malevolent more like an Áucúitu—a wraith of sorts to do her bidding. Mainly haunt Larry for six months and then vanish without a trace. She knew Larry was scared of his own shadow. Some chain rattling at night, doorknobs turning on their own, and sounds of moaning while he used the bathroom would be enough to turn him into a nervous wreck.

Paràsàfàna raised her hand, pulling Belinda’s phone toward her. “Trying to call someone?”

“To be honest, I meant to summon someone else. Not you.”

“Why?”

“Because you’re the Queen of the Gloom.”

“You got the best, baby!”

“Mom? Are you talking to yourself again?” Elijah called from the back of the house.

“No, honey. I mean yes.”

“Look, Belinda, plans have changed. I need to conquer Old Earth, and you, as the former Queen of Minerva are my key.”

“I was the Queen only because no one else could do it. And I passed the mantle to someone else right away.”

“Bore someone else with the details of your life. You will come with me.”

“No, I have my kids. My work. My macramé?”

Paràsàfàna looked at the orange and yellow macramé plant holder hanging from the slanted ceiling and waved a hand, turning it to dust. Belinda watched the sand fall to the white Berber carpet, the pothos plant tumbling to the floor.

“Hey, my macrame took a long time to make!”

“Well, here’s the deal. You summoned me, and, well, I need your help, so think of this like Thelma and Louise. Two badass women about to shake things up.”

“I’m not helping you conquer Old Earth!”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes!”

“Fine, then I will vovo compùlsa. Compel you!”

“No, think about the kids!”

“You should have thought of that before opening the Malac Malactańena when you were drunk. Now come with me!” A black portal opened near the fireplace, black jellylike light flickered. “Go!”

“Mommy? Are you okay out there?”

Belinda lamented about what to do. Why had she been so stupid? Devlina grew impatient.

“Fine. I will suck your soul into the other dimension!” Devlina lifted her hands, which produced a black light, tugging on the white aura of Belinda’s soul. Belinda screamed as her soul was pulled from her body and into the portal. Devlina laughed maniacally as the portal popped and disappeared.

Belinda’s body fell to the floor. Elijah came out from the hallway.

“Mom?”

Elijah stood in the front hallway, holding his stuffed lion, named Tubby, in one hand, squinting his eyes, trying to see what was lying on the floor in the dark formal living room.

“Elijah!” His older sister Victoria “Tory” Delomary pushed past him. “Call 911 right now!” She hurried into the living room. Elijah dropped Tubby and ran to the kitchen to call 911 on the landline.

A week later, heavy rain fell from black storm clouds hanging low over the San Fernando Valley—a late season storm. Elijah stood at the doors of the white chapel perched on the side of Forest Lawn Cemetery, on the eastern side of the famous Hollywood Hills. To the west, stood the aluminum-and-steel sign luring dreamers for over a hundred years to Hollywood, seeking fame and fortune. Elijah stood in the rain watching the rows of grave markers stretching down the hillside. LA was a mirage. In the abundant sunshine, there was life, and in the darkness, death, magic, and monsters. Too many monsters.


Part One

Rain in Southern California

Oreistànsa sie Ráumonna

I dreamt of Ramona,

The old groves of orange trees irrigated with water from somewhere else,

Snowcapped mountains from another world;

All of Los Angeles is a desert, man,

Filled with chaparral and sand,

Los Angeles is a mirage, man,

Lights! Cameras! Action!

All a sham, don’t you see?

When it rains in the desert,

All the paint and makeup covering the mountains,

Valleys and beaches,

Melts away revealing the intricate plan,

From long ago.

They came for one reason,

Fame.

A mirage.

All of life is a stage and we’re nothing but sand, man.

 

Ansolandérr Càstronevès

“Ama Assundra veo Echàngrantzea” 1968.


Chapter One

Cor Oscurimenta

“WATCH OUT ELIJAH!” a voice called, and a moment later, I tumbled head over heels, like Alice down the rabbit hole. My head throbbed, and my stomach threatened to release its contents at any moment. I was surrounded by darkness. Occasionally, monsters circled me, claws out, eyes red, desperate to pull me into the shadows.

I landed on my rump on a springy surface, bounced to my feet, lost my balance, and fell on my stomach. I lifted my head. I was in a ravine surrounded by jagged stone cliffs on three sides. In front of me stretched a long, flat plain punctured by twisted, blackened tree stumps, plumes of smoke circling to the heavy, black clouds overhead. Tongues of flame dotted the horizon. Lightning flashed and thunder rumbled.

“I think I’m in the puxhàredo Gloom!” I grumbled, rolled to my side, and struggled to my feet. My balance faltered. I almost fainted.

“Bona Venra Adda Oscuriment,” a voice boomed from the shadow of the caves gaping like angry mouths to my left.

“So, I am in the Gloom,” I said, clutching my head and breathing in the smell of phosphorus. Crow-like birds circled overhead, screeching, “Oscuriment!”

“Velsonavets enta ispirina?”

I squinted into the cave, trying to decipher the body talking to me in hushed tones.

“I could use an aspirin,” I said. “Who are you?”

The air, thick with smoke, rippled around me. A figure approached the edge of the cave. I squinted to make out the shape of the figure. Red eyes with yellow pupils shone among the darkness.

I stepped back reflexively.

“Who are you?”

“Ent Amans Antico, Elijah mala deo Oscurimenta.”

“Old friend?” I muttered, and my mind raced. “Haddo?”

Puxhàredo. I hoped he wasn’t back from the grave me and Barn sent him to. Without my magic and Barn and Austin, I was in terrible danger.

“Adcunma ent picant plus emportanted, iunio,” the voice said. The figure shuffled closer to the edge of the cave. Áucúitus flew overhead shrieking and crying out. God, I fricking hoped I was dreaming. I had been hit by a massive rock that knocked me out. I was in a coma probably. I was hallucinating. Yes. That was it. How did I wake myself? I pinched myself.

“Ouch!” I cursed. Burning embers floated down from the clouds streaked with red and orange and black.

“Nunta sogno Iunio,” the voice assured me I wasn’t dreaming.

“What do you want?”

“Sulla prove ijustavets.”

“Only to help me?” I asked skeptically.

“Morosa adve passare sents et aquent podet ijust.”

“How do you know what happened to me and how to help? Who are you?”

“Ent amico.”

“A friend, huh?” I folded my arms across my chest skeptically. “Okay, so what happened to me?”

“Tragica plus horribilibis.”

“My magic,” I whispered.

“Podavets retroclaummenavets Macicens tuae sic enduravets gralle.”

“If I push myself very hard, my magic will come back.”

The shadow nodded. ”Tu sentavets aquela podavets lom complenet.”

“Push myself how?”

“Pro demonstrare aquelve est pro patris rente.”

“To show I’m…not my father?”

“Macicants non relaxicare edve mes?”

“Right, Magicals don’t give up. And I’m a Magical!”

“Bona, iunio.”

“Puxhàredo!” I complained, “So how do I get out of here?”

“Tu deccia sicme dere alcuns,” the voice called out ,and a creature stepped out of the cave. “You can leave once you’ve given me something.” The creature had the lower body of a goat and the upper body of a man—well defined abs and pecs and arms—sorta hot actually—and the head of a stag with long horns curling up to the sky. Its red and yellow eyes glowed among the ash and embers falling around us.

“Zid’dra!” I screamed, and innately something forced my feet into motion. I was running as fast as I could away from the King of the Gloom, the scourge of the Shimmering, the antithesis to the Áuqala.

“No, no, no,” I said. “I am not giving you anything. Not my soul or whatever.”

“Sic tu non ralcipricare morta desi tua!” Zid’dra’s voice followed me as I sprinted as far away from the caves as I could.

“I am not reciprocating, so kill me.”

“Ergo podum tua enbellissare!”

“I don’t want you to make me great. I want nothing to do with you.”

“Tu non podere fugired deme, iunio!” Zid’dra’s voice echoed around me as I ran through the ravine as fast as I could.

“I am going to get away from you!” I shouted, turning back and spotting Zid’dra transform into a magnificent black stallion, eyes red and yellow with flames shooting from its nostrils.

“Oh, fuck,” I said, turning around and trying to run faster. “I am going to die!” My foot connected with a flaming, fallen tree. My body flew over the flames, and I tumbled several times until I lay on my back, short of breath, ash and embers falling onto my face softly.

The horse appeared among the smoke and cinders.

“Tu devents sapens aquela matterna conjurunta mäu Licuria cuna sangro deve?”

I huddled under the stallion staring up at its red eyes and the flames shooting from its nostrils.”

“What do you mean my mom summoned Devlina with my blood?”

“Hexa utilunt matterna deve proa mäu Licuria conjuret cuna sangro deve aquel sorprens comvinet dus.”

“Mom used my blood in a spell to conjure Devlina?”

The stallion whinnied and blew smoke out its nostrils; its eyes flashed yellow.

“So, what does that mean?”

“Battarant-no et pro diminuir potencia dega tuxa tu!”

“Wait, hold on.” I squirmed to move away from the stallion. “What do you mean you need a part of me to weaken Devlina?”

“Est deo mannerad relquicitarunt, placiddo Iunio.”

“Look, maybe Mom used me in a spell, but surely you and Devlina will patch things up. She calls you pookie, for crying out loud!”

“Proaccivare sum prove nullificare!”

“Okay, you want to be proactive,” I said, “but there’s no need to jump to conclusions. Maybe Mom linked me to Devlina—” My mind spun back in time to Tynenium when I was engaged in hand-to-hand combat with Devlina. Every time my sword sliced a wound into her arm, my own arm burned with pain. We were inextricably linked. Devlina had been coming around me, wanting me to join her. Now I understood. She needed me to help her destroy Zid’dra. But no. My magic was gone—no, diminished. Surely, I was no use to her. I couldn’t be. I hoped I wasn’t.

The stallion reared back on its back hooves, lifted its front hooves into the air and head up and shot two long tongues of flames into the air.

That doesn’t seem like a good thing, I thought to myself.

The stallion returned to face me, “Bombba adda conversacibo enra-no, tuxa deve desi mim!”

“Let’s be reasonable,” I said. “Just because you’re tired of talking doesn’t mean you need to kill me. Think about it. Devlina loves you. She does. Maybe just apologize to her. Cut a few wives loose. Tell her she’s a great cook!”

Suddenly, the stallion was over me, flames licking at its nostrils.

“Zid’dra non relens iamais!”

“There’s always a first time to apologize, Zid’dra!”

The stallion dug its hooves into the sand in front of it, reared up on its back legs and unleashed two streams of flames at me. I winced, bracing myself for the heat and the inevitable…and a second later, the temperature plunged suddenly. I shivered as the flames were extinguished by a dazzling white light. I was momentarily blinded.

Something cool and soft fell against my face. The smell of phosphorus and smoke retreated. I opened my eyes. Snow fell around me.

The stallion stood motionless, its eyes dark and its body covered with ice.

Hundreds of pinpoints of light floated above the stallion, at least fifty feet high.

“Elijah,” a soft voice called to me from above, “you must hurry now. My magic won’t last long down here far away from where I belong among the stars in the heavens.”

“You’re the Áuqala!” I said as the pinpoints of light came to resemble a tall woman with long flowing hair falling past her shoulders, wearing a long dress, holding a sword in one hand and a shield in the other.

“I am Evangeline, your great-great-grandmother.”

“Holy cannoli!” I exclaimed. “Did you come to save me?”

“Of course, my love.” The pinpoints of light twinkled each time she spoke. ”Now I need you to stand quickly, my love.”

I hurried to my feet.

“Place your feet together, hands at your sides, and close your eyes.”

I did as instructed.

“Reach deep inside you and touch the magic within, love.”

“There is no magic.”

“There is. You know it is.”

“I can’t use it.”

“You can.”

“Not like before.”

“Those bastards at the Còngréhassa…”

“Grandma Evangeline!”

“I can use bad words on occasion.”

I laughed.

“Feel the light inside you,” she said.

Among the shadows and darkness within me, buried under layers of self-loathing and hatred of brands and plans and especially of Mom’s failure to succeed in love and my vile father who despised boys who liked to kiss other boys, there was a slight sensation of…. What was that….hope?

“Yes, Elijah, reach for the hope.”

“The hope?” I asked.

“Yes, Elijah, inside you is an eqaulibreo, a balance. Between hope and anguish. You’ve moved too far into anguish.”

“The darkness.”

“Yes, Elijah.”

“What can I do with hope?”

“Hope is the absence of fear. You will release yourself from the Gloom and then you will return to Burbank and find your mom and she will help you. And you will seek out Máurso, the God of War, and you will learn how to use magic in a different way. And you will struggle along the way and suffer, but you will turn to the light. And in the end, you will be stronger than before.”

“Do I have to do the suffering and struggling part?” I asked. “Or is that maybe negotiable?”

“Elijah,” Evangeline said firmly. Just like Mom when she was ending a conversation simply with the tone of her voice.

“Okay.”

“Elijah, you will be great again, I promise.”

“Ugh,” I said, “I don’t feel great. And I really messed things up. My boyfriend—”

“He’s still there.”

“And Barn, my brother. Well, he hates me.”

“He loves you.”

“And I love him. And Austin.”

“They will help you.”

“You think?”

“I know, my cherished one.”

“So…” I stammered, “I mean, me and my mom haven’t been doing too well.”

“Yes,” Evangeline said in a regal tone, “but you two will help each other.”

“You think so?”

“You are my blood.”

“Well, looks like you’re made of stars.”

“Elijah.” Evangeline’s voice wavered. “Stop stalling. You are a stubborn boy, aren’t you?”

I hung my head. “Okay, yeah. I hear you. Mom and me.”

The earth trembled violently underfoot. The snow turned to mist. Áucúitus howled in the distance. The stallion’s eyes flickered red.

“You must go now, Elijah! Reach for that sparkle of hope within you. Go to the light, my dearest one!”

I closed my eyes and dwelled on the strange flicker of hope deep within me. Austin’s face flashed before my eyes. His hand reached for mine. I grasped for him. Suddenly, my body became light as a feather, my feet lifted off the ground, and in a split second, I was hurtling up and up and up.


Chapter Two

Waking Up, Alive

AIR RUSHED INTO my lungs; my heart beat furiously in my rib cage. My eyes flew open. I looked around me. I was sprawled out on the grass, my shoes dangerously close to a smoldering fissure in the ground. Steam and smoke lifted into the night air. I sat up and crawled toward the fissure. Hot air and the smell of phosphorus buffeted my face. A crack to the Gloom had opened in Homer’s Glenn.

“Oi,” a familiar voice called to me, “Elijah, is that you, mate?”

My eyes focused on Barn standing across the fissure holding his PlasmX defensively. “I heard a terrible explosion while I was watching a wuxia movie in the second-floor front parlor and came to investigate. Looks like a gate to the Gloom opened up.”

“Yeah, I was down there.” I pointed toward the fissure.

Barn lifted effortlessly over the smoke and steam and landed softly next to me. He closed up his PlasmX and put it in his pocket.

“Mate,” he said, “I’ve been worried about you.”

“I know, Barn.”

“You’ve been acting loco, mate.”

“I know.”

“You gotta stay away from your dad.”

“Shit, tell me about it.”

“Austin, he loves you.”

I looked away. I loved Austin. But, I was broken inside. There was a spark of hope inside me but too much darkness and anguish as well.

“Mate.” Barn kneeled next to me. “You have burns on your face.”

“Embers from the Gloom.” I explained, “They rain down from the sky.”

“Shit,” Barn said. “You really were there.”

“Yeah, this boulder flew at me…” My voice trailed off as I spotted a large rock embedded in the grass nearby. “Devlina, she was here battling Henges.”

“The Elite Guard of Zid’dra.”

“Those two are fighting.”

“Ouch.”

“Yeah, well, I got knocked into the chasm and right into Zid’dra’s lair.”

“What did that wanker want?”

“He says my blood is linked to Devlina.” I didn’t tell him about how Zid’dra said to push myself because that’s what Magicals do. I wasn’t like my father; he gave up long ago. I was going to be nothing like him. I was going to push myself to be better than him.

“Yeah?”

“Yes.”

“Bollocks,” Barn said. “That would explain why that daft cow has been lurking around you the last few months. She wants something.”

“Zi’dra says she needs me.”

“Aye,” Barn said. “To wreak havoc for him.”

“Yup,” I said. “And he wanted to kill me because he said that would weaken her.”

Barn stood and pulled out his PlasmX.

“Well, that’s not happening.”

“Barn,” I said, “the Áuqala saved me!’

“Wait, what?”

“Yes, she appeared. Evangeline. My great-great grandmother.”

“That’s brilliant.”

“She says I can make things better.”

“Of course, you can.”

“She wants me to see Máurso.”

“Good,” Barn said. “He will train you in Xem Sen Ou. And to meditate and you will become a powerful warrior just like me and Austin.”

Suddenly, tears welled in my eyes. I stepped forward and pulled Barn in for an embrace.

“I missed you.”

“I missed you too.”

Two powerful beams of light cut through the smoke and steam drifted out of the fissure. I squinted while Barn covered his eyes with his hand.

“Oi,” Austin called to us, “Anti-coven League! Here to check what’s going on!”

“We have weapons,” Cecilia Kang chimed in, “lots of powerful weapons that can destroy monsters in a blink of the eye!”

“It’s us, mates!” Barn shouted.

“Barny?” Austin called back.

“Yes, Lostin,” Barn called back, “along with Elijah.”

Austin gasped. “I thought…well, I hoped…I mean, I feared for the worst….”

“I’m okay, K-kangy.”

Austin leaped over the fissure, landing softly between Barn and me. He peered at me through his thick glasses.

“You have burns on your face,” he said, examining my body, “and cuts on your arms and hands, mate.”

“I got in the middle of a battle between Devlina and the Zuscoe.”

Austin suddenly pulled me into a tight embrace, and tears erupted from his eyes.

“Kangy? Are you crying?”

“I thought you were dead…”

I hugged Austin tighter. “I’m alive, Kangy.”

We clung to each other for another moment.

“Do you know where Devlina went?” Barn asked.

I shook my head. “I don’t know,” I said. “She warned me of a boulder flying at me, and the next thing I knew I was tumbling into the fissure there.”

Austin glanced over the side, wrinkling his nose in disgust. “Smells like farts and feet.”

“The Gloom.”

Austin’s eyes widened. “Mate, you fell to the Gloom?”

“Yeah,” I said softly, the cuts on my arms and burns on my face becoming painful.

“Okay, let’s get you home,” Austin said.

“I can stay here—” Barn began but was interrupted by the ground heaving underfoot. Barn swayed, trying to keep his balance, but fell over. Austin wrapped his strong arms around me and sank to the ground. I gazed into his eyes. He smiled softly.

“Austin!” Austin’s parents called from the other side of the fissure, “Are you okay?”
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Black smoke poured out of the fissure before Austin could answer. The smoke twisted into the shape of a large body with thick arms and neck, a square head with two triangular horns. Red eyes blinked. A jagged mouth smiled wickedly.

“Well, hello, boys.” A deep bass boomed over the meadow, shrouded in darkness, the half-moon blotted out by the smoke from the fissure. “Looks like I’ll be finishing off a bunch of pests in one fell swoop.”

“Sod off, freak!” Barn said lifting his glowing PlasmX protectively with both hands.

Austin winked at me and leaned over to pick up his own PlasmX.

“We aren’t push arounds, monster,” he shouted.

“I am Tartáuranno, the Manatäuro Ombralle, the Shadow Monster, the protector of the realm of the pits of darkness below the foundations of the Gloom.”

“What brings you here then, tosser?” Barn shouted up at the monster, fire shining behind its mouth and eyes. Embers fell from its nose as it breathed.

“Why, to fetch Elijah Delomary, Bane of the Gloom, and while I’m at it, you as well.”

I gulped. Shit. I certainly did not want to return to the Gloom or the pits below the Gloom.

“We’ll see about that!” Austin said, lifting off the ground, throwing his body toward the head of Tartáuranno, Barn hard on his heels. They shouted in the Old Language as they began their offensive by kicking Tartáuranno in his head. He growled and spewed flames at them. Barn yelped, “Wanker, that was my arm!” He spun around, lifted his PlasmX over his head, and brought it down on Tartáuranno’s head. The PlasmX sparked and ricocheted off Tartáuranno before falling to the grass. I raced for it as Barn flew toward him, fists out ready to clobber the monster.

I looked across the steaming fissure; Cecilia was on her phone, talking animatedly. Austin Sr. took out his PlasmX and joined the fight. Tartáuranno swatted Austin Jr. with his large square fist, sending him flying over the meadow disappearing into a ring of Coastal Live Oaks. Barn recovered his PlasmX and ran a few paces before lifting off toward Tartáuranno. Austin Sr. shouted some words in the Old Language as he soared over the monster. His body began to glow with a purple light. His PlasmX burned brighter. He held it up and behind his head then swung it toward one of Tartáuranno’s eyes. Tartáuranno lifted himself out of the fissure, his enormous, muscular body lit from below by the flames emanating from the chasm. Austin Sr.’s PlasmX plunged into Tartáuranno’s head which shuddered and cracked, fine lines glowing with flames from within. He grunted and swiped Austin Sr. to his left, sending him flying back over the fissure, then disappearing behind a cloud of smoke.

I fidgeted with my phone. I had to call Mom. We needed help, desperately.

Mom picked up right away. “Elijah, where have you been? I’ve been worried.”

“Mom, I’m in Homer’s Glenn. Devlina was battling Zuscoe who tossed a boulder at me, but she deflected it with her stiletto’s—”

“Damn, that had to hurt—” Mom interrupted.

“Mom, I fell to the Gloom, and, well, long story short, there’s a monster named Tartáuranno here, and Austin and Barn and his parents are fighting, and they need help. I think Cecilia called the League for help—”

“Stay where you are,” Mom said. “I’ll be there shortly.”

She ended the call. Tartáuranno stomped across the grass, embers shooting out of his nostrils, flames licking behind the cracks on his face. He loomed over me.

“Let’s make this easy, shall we?”

“No,” I said. “I shan’t.”

“I think you will, iunio.”

“I’m not a boy.”

“You are,” Tartáuranno laughed. “A wee little pest in the greater scheme of things. I shall reach down and squeeze you until all the blood and guts come spewing out of you!”

“Go fuck yourself!” I said standing up, digging my heels into the grass, putting my fists together as Julio taught me when we practiced boxing in the gym. The same moves that had wiped the floor with Orville.

Tartáuranno lifted his head back and chuckled, the sound reverberated across the Glenn.

“Iunio,” he said, “you can’t possibly fight me!”

I ran as fast as I could toward him, fists up as I shouted with some primeval sound that came from deep within me. I charged him; my fists connected with his ankles. I pummeled him with all my force.

“Hey, you stop that, iunio!” He shouted.

“No, I want you to die!” Tears slithered down my face as I screamed and pounded him with my fists. I kept striking him even as my hands erupted into searing pain.

A bright flash of purple light lit up the meadow and the steep slopes of the mountainsides.

“Elijah!” Mom called to me in a gentle voice. “You can stop pummeling the monster.”

I dropped my fists to my side, looking up at Tartáuranno. His eyes focused on something behind me. I turned, glancing at my hands, raw and bleeding. Mom stood in a shimmering purple portal, with her softly lit bedroom behind her. She wore a white jumpsuit and held a tall silver staff topped with a glowing star at its end.

“Mom?” I broke down sobbing. Mom stepped out of the portal.

“Looks like Mama to the rescue,” Tartáuranno said, although his voice cracked. He sounded less confident than before.

“Tartáuranno, you know you belong far below the Shimmering,” Mom said, walking confidently across the rutted grass, littered with smoldering boulders from Devlina’s battle earlier, as well as those hurled from the Gloom when the fissure opened up.

“Well, yes, Belinda—”

“That’s Ms. Delomary to you, because I know you are nasty,” Mom said assuredly, “and not the good nasty.”

Tartáuranno growled and opened his mouth, “I will smite you!”

“Oh, Tarty,” Mom said shaking her head, “you forget my power.”

Tartáuranno closed his mouth. He glanced at Mom, worry crossing his face.

“I mean…look, can’t I take Elijah, and we can just go our separate ways? Master will be very angry if I don’t.”

Mom wagged a finger at him. “No.”

“How about an arm, at least?”

“No.”

“His hair, then. Surely, it would be in his best interest to be rid of that bright-red hair.”

“Absolutely not.”

Tartáuranno mumbled to himself. He drummed his large, square foot against the grass. The earth trembled under me. I looked at Mom and then up at Tartáuranno.

“Look, no offense, but I just have to bring back something—” Tartáuranno leaned down toward me. I scuttled out of his way.

Mom shook her head and drummed her staff against the ground. In an instant, a blinding white light erupted from the star atop her staff. I closed my eyes and hugged my knees with my arms. A shockwave of energy sent me toppling onto my back. Tartáuranno howled. The ground jumped with each of his steps. I opened my eyes and watched the wave of energy crash into his large, blocky body. He screamed and raged, throwing his arms into the air, stumbling backwards. Mom dropped her staff, which flashed and turned into a twisted umbrella she had picked up at the drug store years ago. The most powerful Encantreinus had staffs, including Mom, Aunt Christine, and Grandma Delomary.

Mom hurried to my side. “Elijah come with me quickly!” She pulled me toward the fissure and waved a hand which summoned a strong breeze to carry us to the other side.

Cecilia joined us. “The League are almost here.”

“Good,” Mom said, brushing my hair off my face. She lifted her index finger, the end glowing with a soft pink light. She traced it across my face and arms and hands. For a moment, the pain subsided. “This will do until we can see Dr. Hu.”

“Thanks, Mom.”

Mom pulled me in for a hug. Across the fissure, Tartáuranno stumbled, his body split in two. Out of the night sky, Austin and Barn appeared, flying toward him with their PlasmX’s aimed right at him.

“Hoooousà!” they shouted in unison as they flew toward him. “No one messes with us!”

They approached Tartáuranno and, unexpectedly, crossed their PlasmX’s. Purple sparks shot skyward as they dug their weapons into Tartáuranno. My eyes widened as I watched Tartáuranno’s appearance separate from his body. Austin and Barn floated down, sparks circling into the night sky. Tartáuranno’s exterior peeled off his body and glided to the ground, like a clown stepping out of a costume and leaving it behind.

“Housà!” Austin and Barn bumped fists, walking toward the fissure. Austin Sr. appeared behind them. “Bollocks I wanted to help out!”

“Too slow, Dad,” Austin called over his shoulder. He had cuts on his face and dirt smeared across his arms. His glasses were crooked. He had a huge smile on his face. Barn looked a lot like Austin with bleeding cuts on his face and his arm. He looked very satisfied.

I leaped up and ran to the edge of the fissure waiting for them to cross over. After a moment, we all embraced.

“Kangy,” I mumbled.

“My Eli.”

“Don’t forget me, yeah, mate?” Barn quipped.

“Thank God you guys came to help me.”

“What?” Austin said pulling back peering at me. His left lens was smashed. His eye swollen. His nose was bleeding. “I am your Coaugelo. Of course, I would come.”

“Yeah and I’m your Coaugelo too. Sheesh.” Barn grunted. “Oh, he only wants to hang out with Encantreinas, my ass. You know, Elijah, you are selfish. You know that? And maybe prejudiced. Just cuz I’m straight doesn’t mean we can’t hang out.”

“Barn, I’m sorry.”

“Yeah, well, you better be.”

Austin Sr. drifted down to the earth. Cecilia rushed to him, talking softly in Cantonese behind us.

“Anyone care about a middle-aged woman who probably won’t win the Mom-of-the-year award?”

We all chortled really hard, steam and smoke wafting around us.

*

AGÉCENDRUS, IN THEIR standard issue black-and-white suits, milled around the fissure or stood over the lifeless image of Tartáuranno and scanned the crumpled stone body that he once inhabited.

“We did all the work, yeah?” Austin grumbled, watching the agents from the Macistráuto or XAQ2 survey the scene. Agécendrus from the Anti-coven League and XAQ2 did not get along. The former was scrappier, boots on the ground. XAQ2 was more by the book and following up after the League intervened with monsters.

A senior agent, her black hair pulled off her face and wearing sunglasses, drew Mom aside to talk to her.

“Always the way with those wankers,” Barn agreed.

“All right, boys,” Cecelia chided them, “you know how the world works. The League comes in first to respond to the situation and deal with it as necessary. Then the Macistráuto comes in to investigate and write up a report to send to the Alliance. We’re the police, and they’re like the FBI.”

“Unsung heroes more like it, yeah?” Austin said, holding a tissue to his nose.

“You’re heroes to me,” I whispered softly.

Cecilia sighed. Austin Sr. said something in Cantonese. Austin and Barn nodded.

“Our reward is seeing the faces of the people—Encantreinos—we save.”

Of course, we all came in for a group hug again. I was feeling emotional and in need of hugs.

After a moment, we separated. The agent with the ponytail said something to Mom. She paused and threw her head back to holler at the agents near Tartáuranno’s image.

“Qauanabo, sega irano porgo torqauãe!” She ordered them to step aside as Mom moved forward and waved her hands over the crumpled remains of Tartáuranno’s image. In an instant, it rolled up like a carpet and floated toward the fissure. With a snap of her wrist, the rolled-up image of Tartáuranno disappeared into the fissure. Mom held her hands aloft. The ground shuddered, rumbled, and the fissure sealed. Tiny wisps of steam and smoke curled into the night air.

Mom walked over to us. “The Macistráuto will clean up so we can go home. Tomorrow, I’ll take you to Dr. Hu. And Commander Akuba will come by to interview you.”

I nodded.

“You’ll submit your report to League headquarters?” Mom asked of Cecilia and Austin Sr.

“Aye,” Austin Sr. said. “We’ll have a full report.”

Mom leaned in to whisper something to them. They nodded again.

“Come on, JuneBug,” Cecilia said. “Let’s get you cleaned up.”

“I’m not named JuneBug, Mum!” Austin complained.

“JuneBug?” I said.

“He hates it, yeah, mate?” Barn laughed.

“It’s not my name. I’m Austin or Kangy or His Majesty!”

“You might be concussed,” Cecilia teased. “You are definitely not royal, son.”

“Yes, I am, Mum,” Austin said. “I am a Leo, king of the forest!”

Everyone sniggered as we walked toward Cecilia’s black sedan.

“Need a lift?”

“I can open a portal,” Mom said, waving a hand. A squirming purple portal appeared.

Aunt Christine appeared inside, hands on her hips. “Why the hell wasn’t I included! I heard reports over the League’s ham radio of the incident!”

“Oh, get stuffed, Christine!” Mom complained.


Chapter Three

Leap of Faith

MOM SAT ON the yellow satin sofa across from me, sipping tea, wearing pajamas under a yellow robe. I was across from her in a yellow wingchair near the marble mantel at the foot of her bed. Her room, the Yellow Suite, was decorated in shades of yellow from the Persian rug in the center of the room to the sheets and duvet on the four-poster bed to the sateen wallpaper on the walls and the silk drapes pulled across the floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the front gardens.

“Tell me everything, Elijah.”

I squirmed in my seat, picking at the scab on my hand from where I had punched Tartáuranno’s ankle.

“I’ve been talking to Devlina,” I said.

“Excuse me? Why would you do that?”

“You’re angry.”

“Of course, I am.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Elijah…” Her voice trailed off. Here it comes, I thought, one of her lectures.

“What does she want?” she said. No lecture, I guessed.

“Well, yeah. She wants me to help her.” I glanced at the painting of Evangeline and Dirk astride horses with their young kids wearing matching white outfits roaming Homer’s Glenn. Evangeline seemed to be listening to us.

“Help her?”

“Take over the world.”

“Typical,” Mom said, then paused to sip her tea.

“Mom, did you do something to connect us?”

Mom choked on her tea. “What do you mean?”

“Zid’dra said my blood was used to connect us.”

Mom sank into the sofa, pulling her robe close to her. “Well, yes. The spell I cast asked for blood. And, well, you know how squeamish I am. And there was a used bandage in the bathroom. I thought it was mine.”

“But it was mine.”

“Most likely.”

“Shit, Mom.” I paused. “Why do I feel like you’re not telling me the truth?”

“I am.” She stirred her tea. “I’m not. Anyway, I used your blood. I’m sorry.”

“Why?”

“I figured it was safer.”

“For whom?”

“Me.”

“Mom!” I was livid.

“I’ll never win any awards at parenting,” Mom snapped. “I fucked up. Is that what you want to hear?”

I mouthed the word language.

Mom stiffened. We sat across from each in tense silence.

“Mom,” I said after a few minutes, “remember when I came to find you three years ago? At the time, Devlina was syphoning off my magic to make herself stronger.”

Mom coughed, looked away.

“Zid’dra implied that the same thing is happening.”

“Can’t be,” Mom said. “Your powers were taken away.”

“Devlina researched in London. She says I still have them.”

“Maybe,” she said. “Yes. Probably. Somewhere. The Càsticanta can remove magic, but I guess it’s like how a computer erases something. It’s always there, but the computer ignores it. Like it doesn’t exist.”

“Mom, is it possible my magic is helping Devlina?”

“Maybe,” Mom said, “but I doubt it. She’s powerful on her own. She’s a Malevolent.”

“Can I get my powers back?”

“Like before?” Mom shook her head. “No. I know you and Christine tried every spell imaginable.”

“None worked.”

“Yes.”

“Evangeline said I should seek out Máurso. She said he can help me.”

Mom tapped a finger on her teacup. I glanced at Evangeline astride her horse. She had her hand cupped around her ear. Was the picture always that way?

“Yes, Ma’m Sáu Eu,” Mom said, “will help you.” She stood and crossed the room to stir the logs in the fire. “You’re a fighter Elijah.” Mom said, “That much is clear. My fault really. You should just be a boy, but I made you this way. I think it will be good to work with Máurso. He is a powerful Immortal. I think you can learn the Hygienic Arts.”

“Be a Coaugelo like Austin and Barn?”

“Yes,” Mom said, “and maybe, in time, your power will grow stronger.”

“What will the Còngréhassa do?”

“Nothing, I hope,” Mom said. “I’m lodging a formal complaint with the Eqaulibradêro. You were almost killed by the Zuscoes battling Devlina, by Zid’dra and then Tartáuranno.”

“Yeah,” I said. “Who knew I was so popular.”

“The actions of the Còngréhassa put you at risk,” Mom said, “by what they did to you.”

“I’ll say.”

“You will train with Máurso so you can defend yourself.”

“Okay, Mom.”

Mom smiled at me. “Honey, there’s more.”

“More?”

“I talked to Sweetie,” Mom said. “You know, I think coming out has been hard on you. And your father didn’t exactly help you. I’d like for us to go to a support group for queer young Magicals like you.”

“What?”

Mom nodded. “Yes, there’s a weekly group that meets in West Hollywood.”

“No way.”

“We’ll go together.”

“Yeah?”

“Yes.”

Mom came around and squeezed my shoulder.

“I think we’ll drop a lot of your extracurriculars as well.”

“No way,” I said. “Like choir and basket weaving and tap dancing?”

“Ah, but I like you tap dancing.”

“Mom!”

“Okay,” Mom said. “And maybe you should drop out of Oklahoma!, the All Valley Swim Competition, aca-deca, and the Burbank 5K.”

“No way,” I said. “No. I want to do those, Mom. I’m not into tile glazing, miming, or learning ancient Greek. But I want to do the other things. I can do them. I want to prove to myself I am a winner.”

“But, honey, you’re a winner.”

“No, Mom,” I said leaning over to ruffle L’Ocle’s feathers as he sat on the edge of my wingchair. “You don’t understand, I really fucked a lot of things up—pardon my French—with Austin, and you know I want to prove that I can be better than Dad.”

“Elijah, you have nothing to prove.”

“To me.”

“Honey.”

“Mom, please.”

“Elijah, I don’t want you to do too much.” Mom returned to the sofa. “You’ve been pushing yourself so hard for too long. Because of me.”

“Yes, but Mom now I get it. Dad is scum. I am different than him. I can prove it. To him.”

“You don’t need to prove it to him.”

“Yeah, when I show him all my awards and accomplishments.”

“You are not to see him.”

“I’ll post them to social media,” I said. “I think he follows me.”

“Block him!’

“Mom, I’m going to do this.”

Mom looked upset. “Elijah, I don’t think this will end well.”

“Mom, don’t you believe in me?”

“It’s not that. I just think you need to cool your jets.”

“Says the Queen of Brands and Plans?”

Mom hung her head. “Fine, yes.”

I smiled. “You’re going to be proud of me.”

Mom sighed. “I am proud of you.”

The grandfather clock in the hallway chimed ten times. The fire cracked and popped. L’Ocle closed her eyes and hooted softly.

“What about Austin?”

I grimaced. “I—I dunno.”

“You’re going to get back with him.”

“Mom, no,” I said. “I mean look at me. I messed things up terribly.”

“Yeah, so?”

“Well, I mean. Look, I’m going to follow my plan and then when I am a winner he’ll take me back.”

“You’re totally senlàpso,” Mom said with a laugh. “I mean, you know what, it’s good you have me to guide you.”

I frowned. “What the hell does that mean?” She had to be kidding me.

“Elijah, you don’t have to do a million little things to win back Austin.”

“So, what do you suggest?”

“Flowers, chocolate, and a big apology.”

“No way,” I said and folded my arms across my chest, glancing up at the painting over the fireplace. Evangeline held up a sign that read, Sega coendégallo or “She’s right, y’know?”

“Shit, Mom did you put up Evangeline to do that?”

Mom’s eyes darted to the painting. “No.” She smiled. “But she agrees.”

“I don’t think I can.”

“Yes, you will,” Mom said. “I’ll help you.”

“What?”

“Well, we’ll go together. Tomorrow.”

“No one wants their mom around when they are with their boyfriend.”

“Normal kids, yeah,” Mom said, “but you need me there.”

“So little trust in me.”

“It’s my fault, son,” Mom said. “But I’m going to fix you, me. Us.”

I caught my breath. Was she for real?

“Can we be…helped?’

“Yes, we can.”

“Okay, Mom.” I was going out on a limb; I was going to trust her.

Mom’s phone vibrated. She picked it up off of the coffee table.

“That’s the Macistráuto,” she said. “Gotta talk to them. You should go to sleep.”

I sighed. “I’m not tired.”

“You had a long day.”

“Yeah,” I said, standing and stretching. L’Ocle ruffled her feathers and chirped. “Mom, what exactly happened to Tartáuranno?”

“Oh, well, I used a powerful spell that loosened his soul from his body. I hoped to destroy him, but even my magic isn’t that powerful.”

“Yeah?”

“Yes, Elijah,” Mom admitted. “Then Austin and Barn combined their PlasmX’s and peeled his soul from his body. Effectively diminishing his power. Then we rolled him up and sent him back where he belongs.”

“In the basement of the Gloom.”

“Yes, where he’ll stay for time immemorial.” Mom tapped on her phone. “Hi, yes this is Belinda Delomary…”

I walked to the double doors leading to the hall.

“Mom?”

“Can you hold?” Mom said into the phone. “Yes, honey?”

“I think I mean this—thank you. And I love you.”

Tears welled in Mom’s eyes. “I love you too, darling.”

That was weird, but good. I think.

*

CLOUDS THREATENED TO unleash another torrent of rain over the Valley the next day. Mom and I went to see Dr. Hu. She gave me a clean bill of health.

“You look tired,” she said. “Are you getting enough rest at night?”

I didn’t want to tell her about the darkness lingering inside me. How I had trouble falling asleep and staying asleep. “I’m okay.”

“A young man as active as you needs plenty of rest.”

Mom shot me a look. “You’ll be happy to know I’ve canceled most of his extracurriculars.”

Dr. Hu raised an eyebrow. “Am I dreaming? Is this really Belinda Delomary?” she asked flatly. Dr. Hu was no nonsense. She didn’t joke.

“Very funny,” Mom said. “Elijah still wants to push himself. So, don’t blame me.”

“I’ve got things to do,” I said. “And we have a plan.” I looked at Mom. She nodded.

“I thought plans were done?” Dr. Hu said.

“This is his plan.”

Dr. Hu walked to the window. “Well I don’t see any pigs flying,” she said. “Though that could be because you cast a spell on me.”

“You’ve got a million jokes today, Dr. Hu,” Mom said. Dr. Hu was a Mùn Tái, a type of Encantreina specializing in healing.

“I suppose I could cast a spell on you,” Dr. Hu said pointedly to me. “But, instead, please get some rest, Elijah.”

A half hour later, we drove downtown to the offices of the Macistráuto in a mid-century office tower resembling an air conditioner on stilts. I was there to give my account of the malpàssuncto or the “disturbance,” as they called it. The building loomed over one side of the Spanish-style Marcého Imradomensanaballen, the open-air marketplace and gathering place for Magicals, covered with a gramora that made the place resemble an abandoned factory.

I gave my account of what happened to a sour-faced, heavyset woman with her hair slicked off her face and pulled into a tight ponytail.

“As I explained, I was running away to Old Earth,” I said. “It’s better there, for gay boys like me.”

“Unwise for a minor, to flee to another dimension,” she said. “Something could have happened to you.”

I ignored her. “Then I heard a commotion and crawled back through this vortex between dimensions—”

“A vortex? Where? That’s extremely dangerous, should probably be sealed with runes—” she said, head down jotting notes into her tablet.

“I ended up being caught in a battle between Devlina and Zuscoe,”

“That’s not very smart; she was a Malevolent and you have no powers.”

“Eventually, I fell into the Gloom.”

“Unheard of,” she said, wagging an eyebrow at me. “Haven’t you read the Pàcifimenta? Magicals are forbidden from being in the Gloom.”

“I didn’t go willingly.” She had to be kidding me, right?

She kept up her barrage of questions. “And you say you confronted Zid’dra?”

“He was waiting for me.”

“You’re lucky to be alive. Zid’dra hates Magicals.”

“Am I a Magical?” As far as I knew, I was no longer magical.

“Technically, yes, but maybe not in practice.”

“You suck.”

“Elijah,” Mom said, “it’s not her fault.”

The woman looked at me. “Go on.”
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