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Prologue

BELOW THE VAST concrete maze of Los Angeles, beneath miles of freeways sprawling across valleys, canyons, and passes, a middle-aged woman lounged on a sofa swarming with hundreds of thousands of fire ants. She had long, jet-black hair that cascaded down her back, its inky strands contrasting starkly with her pale skin, which seemed almost ghostly under the lights, tinged with an eerie green hue at the hairline. Her dark eyes, heavily outlined with thick, black eyeliner, cut through the room with a sharp, calculating gaze, like she could see right through a person. Her features gave her an air of regal intensity, but the permanent scowl on her lips sent shivers down the spines of those unfortunate enough to lay eyes on her. Everything about her screamed disdain as if the world itself was a personal annoyance to her.

“Darkness,” she exclaimed, “keep stinging me! Feels very refreshing.” She trimmed her nails with the sharp edge of a machete. At the same time, Coven Radio played in the background in the elaborate parlor of the Palatio de Malac, a gothic horror made of black obsidian decorated with the bones and skulls of countless Ordinaries killed by her kith and kin, the creatures of the shadows, vampires, werewolves, and, most importantly, witches, collectively known as monsters. She leaned over to drink bubbly, fermented Ordinary blood, chugging the heady concoction from a golden chalice.

“Tonight is glorious!” she said to the crows circling overhead in the vast expanse of the vaulted ceiling. “Devlina is getting her just desserts. My bae will emerge victorious, and he will elevate me to my rightful place, my despicable ones.” She stood and brushed several fire ants off her legs. “I will rule with an iron fist, bringing order to the stupid covens who have become complacent.”

A crow cawed loudly and descended in a lazy-eight pattern before lighting on her open hand. “Malius, whoever heard of monsters who don’t terrorize ordinary humans, who don’t hunt down families in the park or hide in shadows, ready to prey on young adults on the leafy universities of Southern California?”

“No one, your horribleness!” the crow said sharply. “Monsters have grown soft, lazy, comfortable.”

“Precisely,” the woman said. “And I can’t simply watch my brethren humiliate themselves in deference to the Pàcifimenta and the stupid Magicals Alliance.”

“Fools, all of them!”

The woman stroked the head of the crow with a long fingernail, filed into the shape of a V and painted black. “And you know, Malius,” she said, “it is time for the Máunadus to step up and lead the monsters. Take our place in the darkness and gloom and show those silly creatures what it truly means to be wicked!”

“Shall we go to the dungeons and scare some Ordinaries? Maybe torture them for fun?”

“Oh, that does sound delightful, Malius,” she said, “but we must plan out the coronation for when I transform from Máu Rabetica into Hêracansa, the Queen of the Gloom!”

Malius chirped, his black eyes sparkling. “What a glorious day that will be, my lady!”

“Won’t it?” Máu Rabetica asked, stroking the bird’s head. “What a turn of events for me, once a humble lesser goddess charged with ensuring the darkness in its entirety in the night, such a silly and tedious job. I went to the Paláujo Dorallen, the famed Golden Palace and home of the Casso Soljallen, the seat of Cupidêro Êímpagońena and his clan of the Sun and pleaded with him to allow me to be important like Amnoxha the Goddess of the Night. He refused, the sniveling fool, because she was the wife of Uvendra, the Goddess of the Moon and head of the Casso Uvendrallen, their rival house. He feared a resumption of war between the Three Houses of Morra Êímpagońena, which had lasted a millennium before the intervention of the Áuqala to restore peace.”

“We love fighting, death, and destruction!”

“That we do, my hated one.” Máu Rabetica ruffled Malius’s feathers gently. “Anyway, the Batanalla siec Êtaulls—the Battle of the Cosmos ends. Amnoxha’s reign of the night is agreed upon to placate Uvendra, and I ask the silly Sun God himself for a new name and more responsibility, and he scoffs. Instead, he offers to train me in Xem Sen Ou, telling me, ‘Coaugelus and Astroístus’—those silly semi-immortal descendants of the gods themselves—‘will revere and call upon me in their hour of need.’ Barf, no thanks. Especially because his condition was that I reject all worldly possessions and dedicate myself to humility.”

“You, humble?” the bird jeered.

“Exactly, pet,” Máu Rabetica said. “He told me to sell my beautiful palace of diamonds and opals situated among the mists at the top of Morra Rampsgàra in Passonea. I had seventy bedrooms, countless mirrors to admire myself, and the villagers below lived in absolute fear of me! And he wanted me to trade that in to learn how to smack a few heads around while also serving the other gods and goddesses?”

“Never!”

Máu Rabetica deepened her voice, imitating Cupidêro: “In order to truly become selfless—the core tenet of Xem Sen Ou—you must let go of your ego and transcend your id.”

“How would you do that? Meditate? Scream at people?” the bird asked.

“No, by scrubbing the toilets of the higher gods and goddesses, washing their feet, scrubbing their floors, and feeding them grapes.” Máu Rabetica gagged. “Can you imagine such humiliation?”

“Not for you.”

“I refused, of course, and, instead, offered to arm wrestle Cupidêro. If I won, I’d become Goddess of the Night; if I lost, he’d buy me dinner.”

“Surely you joke?”

“Never, but to your point, Cupidêro was outraged, and he punished me by sending me from Morra Êímpagońena to the Imvessanabo.”

“The Inversion!”

“Yes, where it’s forever twilight, smells of old cheese and musty shoes, and up is down and down is sideways. I wandered around for thirty-nine days and nights until I ran into a demon named Tx’CùCoa.”

“Oh, how opportune. Demons are some of the most malicious creatures. They must have rescued you.”

“He did not. Instead, he tricked me. He offered me vast powers in exchange for my fingers.”

“Come again?”

“Yes, the gray, scaly skinned freak with purple, pinwheel-shaped eyes enjoyed munching on digits. Gross.”

“You must have sent him on his way,” Malius chirped.

“Admittedly, I did not. I took him up on his offer.” Máu Rabetica removed a glove from her left hand, revealing five wooden digits. “Yes, he chowed down on my appendages, and I had great power in a flash.”

“And then what happened?”

“I broke out from the stinky Inversion and arrived on Morra Êímpagońena, guns blazing and attacking anything that moved. Cupidêro, his wife Poracea, and his stuck-up children Máurso and Aveana, the Goddess of the Hunt, met me in kind, and we waged war for ninety glorious days.”

“Then what happened?”

“What always happens to the heroine in the story? She’s either married off to some guy or killed.”

“You died?”

“In a way. Cupidêro banished me from the Shimmering and sent me to the Gloom.”

“His loss!”

“And anyway, Zid’dra welcomed me with open claws and crowned me the Malevolent of Wrath, honoring my resolve in taking on the silly Sun God himself.”

“How stupendous.”

“Yes, but there was a problem,” Máu Rabetica said, picking up a plate from nearby and examining several bleeding fingers. “Tx’CùCoa had tricked me into needing to feed on fingers in order to maintain my vast powers.”

“Ladyfingers? The baked kind?”

“Sometimes,” Máu Rabetica lamented, “but usually this kind—from the hands of wee ones.”

“How ghastly.”

“Yes, certainly not convenient and as I conceived of my offspring that became known as Máunadus, witches, it became apparent I passed down my weakness to them. All witches must feed on fingers to maintain our strength.”

“Good thing I have wings!” the bird said brightly.

“Yes, indeed.”

Rabetica returned to her sofa, poured some more bubbly, and leaned back. “I was charged with destroying Los Angeles long ago. I failed because of the blasted Magicals and my relentless need to feed on fingers. Anyway, Ziddy says when that nasty fool Paràsàfàna is destroyed, I will inherit some of her magic, and my curse will be broken—no more finger tacos or fricassee à la digit for me and my kin! And I will be able to right my wrong and smite all of LA to prove to Ziddy my value to him.”

“Mortens! Mortens! Mortens!”

A smile tugged on Rabetica’s pale white face. “Yes, my disgustingness, right now, all my problems are ending.”

A table made of smoldering wood trembled ever so slightly. The green bottle of deathpagne, as it was called, wobbled.

“What in the name of—”

Malius cawed. The crows above cried out in a frenzy before disappearing from the open windows above.

Rabetica reached over to lower the radio’s volume—playing a twenty-four-hour soundtrack of shouts, screams, and bloodcurdling shrieks interspersed with the voices of the desperation of the billions of Ordinaries suffering above in the so-called Shimmering.

A bright light burst through the windows above, temporarily blinding Máu Rabetica and Malius.

“What is happening!”

In a split second, the palace around her exploded, sending large chunks of black obsidian raining down on the twisted, meandering streets of the capital of the coven called Ceutanct deo Notad.

For several minutes, Rabetica spun around wildly among the burning ruins, her body disintegrating into embers yet held together by her pure evil. Malius chanted in the Dark Language, and soon Rabetica returned to her usual form, tall, thin—she rarely ate except for tasteless fingers—wearing a black faux-leather jumpsuit, black knee-high boots, a black shirt, and a black faux-leather motorcycle jacket.

Monsters slithered out of the dilapidated huts and buildings. “What has happened?” someone asked.

An Áucúitu, a wraith, shaped like a Halloween ghost made from a sheet, appeared among the flames licking up the side of the soaring stone columns that held up the foundations of the Gloom, called out, “Devlina is dead!”

“Hooray!” the monsters shouted.

“Elijah Delomary lives!”

“Boo!”

“Zid’dra has been diminished and spiraled out into space.”

“No!” Rabetica screamed. “This can’t be! He promised me I would lose my curse!”

A shadow rose from among the flames. Tartáuranno, the guardian of the foundations of the Gloom and the second in command after Zid’dra, called out, “I will take his place!”

“You are nothing but a shadow of yourself!” someone shouted. “Literally shorn from your body by Elijah Delomary and his despicable Coaugelus!”

“Do not sass me, monsters!” Tartáuranno shouted. He was a black, boxy shadow looming high above, his triangle-shaped eyes glowing red. “I am in charge!” he declared.

Rabetica fumed. “I am next in command, not you!” She stomped past the crowd of monsters and stood below Tartáuranno. “I am the wife of Zid’dra and future Queen of the Gloom!” She emphasized the word queen.

The multitude fell silent. Tartáuranno’s jagged mouth twisted into a cruel smile. “You? Queen of the Gloom? With your bad attitude? Narcissism? And your lapses of judgment—”

“Lapses of judgment?”

“You waged war with Paràsàfàna in Glendale and led to the death of many monsters and heightened scrutiny by the Alliance. No, feckless one, you are in no position to lead the Gloom!”

Monsters began talking excitedly among themselves.

“Tartáuranno is right! We don’t want you!”

“Down with Máu Rabetica!”

“Sashay away, your wickedness!”

Máu Rabetica gaped at the crowd. “How dare you!”

“Make like a tree and leaf!” Tartáuranno said.

Rabetica glowered at Tartáuranno and the monsters. “You will regret this day! All of you!”

“You think you can threaten us?” Tartáuranno growled, looming high above her. “You have lost much of your power, you little gnat!”

Rabetica threw her head back, laughing maniacally. Her left arm shot up above her.

“Desi omnae prostrata adma!”

Her command in the Dark Language fell flat. Her magic fizzled. Shock and dismay washed across her face.

“I was… I was going to smite you all!”

The crowd laughed. Tartáuranno snickered. “That Delomary boy has become stronger, while you and all remaining Malevolents are weaker. Sucks to be you!”

Rabetica staggered back. Her mind was racing. How could this be? She was the most powerful of all Malevolents—at one time. And now?

“Off with you, scum!” Tartáuranno commanded. “Take your sad self to the Shimmering and leave us ghouls, demons, and monsters be!”

Malius circled her. “Fear not, my hideous one, we will find a way.”

“How?”

“I know of someone, a boy, who has a powerful sword.”

“Does he have tasty fingers?”

“Yes, and a sword whose magic rivals that of the Sun God himself and will help you take your crown as queen!”

“I adore you, my little pet.”


Part One

Alone

Mansùleto

— “Rollercoaster”

 

Up, up, up.

Do you hear the clanging of the machinery?

Can you smell the grease?

Feel the red and yellow car rising higher and higher?

The rush of the breeze tangles in our hair,

Carrying the salty scent from the blue-green ocean below.

At the pinnacle of the roller coaster, we gaze out at the universe,

Sitting side by side—

You and me.

We survey our little empire,

Our simple, everyday lives.

For a heartbeat, we hesitate at the top,

Suspended in time,

Aware of the inevitable fall.

You and me,

Falling and falling.

I close my eyes,

Unable to watch myself plummet like this—

It hurts too much.

 

Toqei Du Comolantayez,

“Ama Corangeo Emdura.”

Compilation of Contemporary Minervan Poetry


Chapter One

Summer

“I WILL SAVE you, Mom!” I cried out, holding a shimmering golden sword above my head, standing on a precipice next to a fissure to the Gloom that spewed red hot embers and poisonous smoke. “Monsters of the deep, know that I, Santangelo Delomary Lo Geffo, am coming down to rescue my mother!”

The sword caught the sun’s light, painted blood red from fumes curling up from the ragged cracks in the ground. Below, a shadow among the flames, dancing over rivers of orange magma, called out to me: “De dellomae havum aquent sopolcrens tua et imperiatora deo Oscuriment desi sum!”

A crown of black obsidian rose from the river of fire. A creature stepped toward it, paused, and turned to me. The cape over its head fell, revealing a white skull oozing onto its collar. Two red eyes popped out and fell into the lava, sparking and disintegrating into the glowing, liquid rock. A crow, black like coal, circled overhead.

“I sense great power in this sword, boy.”

“Yes! It is my all-powerful sword cast by the Gods of Êímpagońena and gifted to me!”

I was making all this up, of course. I had yet to learn where my sword came from. Saying as much seemed unwise.

“Hand it over then, knave,” the woman said, “because I need its magic.”

“Uh, yeah. No.”

“Give it here.”

“Afraid not.”

“Now!”

“Buzz off, lady.”

The woman growled. Flames leaped from the rivers of magma.

“I will have the sword and be the Queen of the Gloom!”

A pulse of energy erupted from the woman and shot out of the fissure, hitting my body with great force.

I staggered backward.

My mom appeared among the thick gray smoke swirling across the fissure, reaching for me. I lowered my sword.

“Mom! I can save you!”

“Save yourself, save the world!” she said, her chestnut hair blowing across her face. “Never give up the sword to the Gloom. It’s your destiny.”

“Mom, I need you.” I was frantic. I stomped toward the fissure and looked downward. The figure among the coursing, raging river of lava was gone.

“The coven is in disarray,” Mom said. “This is our chance to secure long-lasting peace.”

“How? Pops doesn’t want me to use magic.”

“Be strong.”

“Pops hates magic; he blames it for what happened to you.”

“Find love within.”

“Mom, you’re being cryptic.” Smoke erupted from the fissure; I choked and coughed. “I can use the sword to help you; I’m sure of it.”

“Protect the sword, eso desteino siva, ama mossanto.”

Billowing smoke shrouded Mom.

“Mom! Are you there?” My heart was in my throat; I couldn’t lose her again.

Darkness blocked out the red sunlight. Air whooshed past me, pushing me to the ground. I landed on my back, hard, knocking the air from my lungs. Hot embers landed on my face, burning my skin. Smoke choked me. I coughed.

An enormous creature with bulging red eyes and green scaly skin covered with warts, wounds oozing green blood, and horns curling to the sky, expelled fire from its crooked mouth and peered down at me. “Tu desi donare-mea daquenta sopolcrens erd mortavets!”

I scampered backward, rocks cutting into my hands.

“I will not give you my sword!”

“You will give in, and I will become who I was meant to be!”

“I will stop you!”

“Be strong, my little star!” Mom’s voice drifted through the thick smoke and across the fissure.

“Monster!” I shouted. “You killed my mom because she was brave and smart and strong. She and my pops fought you years ago when you rocked Los Angeles with a powerful quake, hoping to destroy the metropolis and spread darkness over SoCal. They stopped you, and you have never forgiven them!”

“If I had won,” the monster said, smoke pouring from its mouth, flames licking inside its nostrils, “I would have proven my worth to Zid’dra. I would have pushed aside Paràsàfàna and been the most important Malevolent in the universe. And then I would have lifted all Máunadas from the fringes of the Gloom and returned us to our rightful place. Controlling the Gloom and the Shimmering.”

“You lost; now you’re nothing!”

The creature lifted its head, opened its mouth, and released an ear-shattering cry, rising from the fissure and flying high over me. I pressed my hands to my ears until the high-pitched shrieking subsided.

“I will have my revenge, Santangelo. I will have what is mine. I will destroy you and your family. Mark my words.”

At that moment, the monster opened its jagged mouth, and flames shot toward me; searing heat enveloped me as I squeezed my eyes shut and prayed for a miracle to save me.

My eyes flew open, darting over the walls with the faded yellow, chintz wallpaper rising above the wainscoting, the high ceiling with crown molding, and a dusty chandelier with cobwebs strung between the crystals. Heat seeped through the walls, another heatwave settling over Southern California. My T-shirt was soaked, and my forehead was covered with a fine layer of sweat. The old, white ceiling fan rattled overhead, circulating hot air. I listened to the motor’s groan and the blades’ whir.

“I could never be a superhero like in my dream, Che,” I said. I rolled onto my side and looked over at Che, my husky, sprawled out on the rug in the center of the room. He turned his head, his pale blue eyes peering at me. “Pops would kick me out of the house. He doesn’t want me to be a Magical.”

Che squeezed his eyes.

“Mom wanted me to follow in her footsteps and be a fighter.”

Che barked.

“Maybe if I were a hero like when he was my age, he’d pay attention and love me.”

Che licked my hand which hung over the side of the bed.

“I’m a wimp, and you know that about me, right, boy? I wouldn’t say I like summer. I wouldn’t say I like the heat. I give up easily. I run when the going gets tough. I just give in. I guess that’s why Pops doesn’t love me.”

Che barked at me and rose to his haunches.

“Do you want to do something?”

Che barked twice.

“Are you telling me I’m not a wimp? I could be an Astroísto and save people!”

Che barked again, thrusting his snout into my face. He began licking me.

“Ah, there’s a good boy!”

Che barked again, this time more insistently.

“Oh, you want to eat. Got it.”

I groaned, swinging my legs over the side of my bed. I scanned my room—dirty clothes heaped in a corner near the closet. Legos spread out on the blue Persian rug before the old, blue-tiled fireplace. My worn antique desk with a green-shaded banker lamp. The bookcase with the drooping shelves filled with fantasy, science fiction, and murder mysteries crowned with my beloved pothos with heart-shaped leaves trailing over the side and almost touching the oak floor. The white lace sheers covered the windows that looked out over the overgrown hedges along the side of the house and the walkway of the yellow stucco apartment building next door.

Most of my walls were bare. I’d ripped down my old drawings, watercolors, and even the ones Mom painted of me. I had burned them in the fireplace in the back parlor one night. I hadn’t wanted to imagine how she would see me now that she was gone.

Che slinked out the semi-open door, turned, and barked at me.

“Okay, boy,” I said. “I’m coming.”

I left my room, padding down the long, shadowy hallway, lined with half-open doors leading into rooms stuffed with heavy antiques, faded wallpaper, thick rugs, and gilt frames with paintings that changed from time to time; landscapes morphed into portraits of my ancestors or still lifes of fruits or flowers. Pops had the suite at the end of the hallway, facing the back of the house. I ran my fingers along the cool, smooth mahogany banister surrounding the stairs heading downstairs. Above my head, an enormous red, blue, and purple stained-glass dome threw fruit-colored shapes onto the hallway and stairs. Che scampered past me, waiting for me at the bottom of the stairs, ears erect, wagging his tail.

“Good boy!” I leaned down to pet Che’s head and called out, “Hey, Pops!”

I waited.

“Pops?”

Silence. I paced the hallway, peering in doors: the den, painted beige with a sixty-inch TV over the fireplace; the game room dominated by a billiards table, flashing tabletop Ms. Pacman game, pinball machine glowing in the back, and dartboard on the wall; Pops’s office, his enormous desk overflowing with general ledgers, stacks of invoices, and an old desktop computer; past the pantry, into the service porch and the shadowy back parlor, filled with white wicker chairs and ancient ferns in blue and white pots on floating shelves. Victor, an old radio, cackled and entertained itself.

“There once was a man from Nantucket, Santangelo.”

“That’s dirty, Victor.”

“But so fun!”

“You see my Pops?”

“Where else?”

“The garage?”

“Yes, listening to music on that godawful plastic and chrome boombox. He should be listening to me. I have a built-in organ!”

Victor began pumping out the “Imperial March” from Star Wars.

“That is impressive.”

“Isn’t it?”

“I’ll be back later to listen to some jokes.”

“Great!” Victor said. “I’ll have some boring non-dirty ones for you.”

I made my way to the front of the house, cooler than the back, since it was shaded by a hundred-year-old sycamore tree. Once, two sycamore trees guarded the front gates to the house, but lightning, a few years ago, took out the twin. I pushed open the swinging door to the kitchen, Che following behind me. I padded across the cool, wood floor, picked up his white bowl, emblazoned with the words “CHE GROWLVARA” in blue, blocky letters, ran it under the faucet, dried it, and scooped some dog food from the enormous green and yellow bag stowed in the pantry.

Che attacked the food as soon as it was on the floor.

“You act like we don’t feed you, boy.”

I leaned against the island separating the dining area from the kitchen. I noticed a small, brass apple almost hidden on the built-in bookshelves under the windows overlooking the side of the house. I was shocked. How did the small trinket survive Pops’s purge of Mom’s stuff?

Mom loved apples. She loved teaching. Teachers ate apples. My heart froze. I missed Mom. We were best friends. I know that sounds weird. But it’s true.

I loved being around her, talking to her, feeling her aura. Around her, I was magical, special, and important. And safe because monsters or anything crawling in the Gloom could never hurt me with her around. She died on our family trip to a resort on the Magna Cristenallo Islands in far southern Minerva four years ago.

I sighed. I miss her.

“Santy?” A voice called to me from the front door.

“I have a gun!” I shouted. The door should have been locked.

“You do not, silly.”

“Meena, you just walk into people’s houses without knocking?”

“I did knock,” Meena said. She breezed inside wearing red shorts, red flip-flops, a white T-shirt, and her reddish-brown hair in two pigtails. Meena and her brother Shan Wen Lei, Junior—who everyone called Lil Shan—were Happa, meaning they were half Asian and half Sicilian. They had the best features from both their dads. That was really lucky.

“I had a feeling you were moping.”

“I’m not moping. I feel terrific.”

“Why didn’t you answer any of my texts? The dads wanted to invite you to swim.”

“I’m busy.”

“Doing?”

“Moping?” I said. We busted out laughing in spite of ourselves.

“You dream you were a superhero again?”

“Yeah,” I said. “I was trying to save Mom.”

“Again?”

“Yes.”

“You’re a hero to me,” Meena said, coming over to pull me into a hug. I resisted, of course. I don’t like displays of affection. Or love, even. I hated that I loved Meena so much. It’s not safe to love people. Because they can disappear in the blink of an eye.

“I brought you some food.” Meena carried a reusable bag from Food Basket Organic Market. She was going to single-handedly save the world. Not with her magic, as off-kilter as it was, but from recycling, buying organic, fair trade, locally sourced, yada yada, insisting her dads did everything to make their rambling mansion on Bel Air Drive energy efficient and carbon neutral.

Meena set down the bag, rummaged inside, and pulled out two sandwiches.

“Vegan salami and cheese.”

“Barf.”

“And real salami and cheese for you,” she said. “You are going to destroy the planet eating meat.”

“Possibly.”

Meena hummed to herself while moving around the kitchen, grabbing plates from the cupboard and glasses from the drying rack.

“I have kombucha too.”

“Kom-what?”

“Fermented drink, it’s good for you.”

“You bought booze?”

“It’s not booze, silly.”

“Don’t let Pops see it, he’ll think it’s alcohol; then you won’t be his favorite niece.” I warned, biting into my sandwich. “He might like Daria better.”

Daria was the stuck-up daughter of our uncle Devereaux and aunt Shamika who we had the misfortune to go to school with.

“I will curse him if he does that.” Meena stood eating her sandwich humming to some tune in her head. She did that, a lot.

“What’s playing?”

“Janelle Monáe.”

“Not Dua Lipa?”

“Not this week.”

“Your loyalties are ever shifting, cugina.”

“Sì, lo so.”

Michael Jackson’s “Man in the Mirror” drifted in the open window above the sink.

“Pops in the garage?”

I nodded.

“Shit.”

“Pops is in a bad mood. As you know, he only listens to eighties music when he’s missing Mom. That’s when he goes into the garage and spends the whole day or night working on his old 1988 Italian import sportscar.”

“How are you doing?”

That question. I froze. I hated that my mom died. Some days I thought about her and the emptiness inside overwhelmed me. My lungs contracted; my throat closed up. My heart pounded. Sweat broke out on my forehead and yet I was cold.

“Missing her?”

I nodded, staring at the salami-and-cheese sandwich on the white plate in front of me.

“It’s so hard for you to feel like that when you’re sixteen.”

“You know what it’s like to be me?”

Meena ignored me, doing her dance, eating her vegan sandwich, rubbing Che’s fur. He had wandered back into the kitchen after eating because he could smell the food Meena brought. He was singularly focused: eat.

“I’m dealing with stuff, if you must know.”

“Yeah?” Meena ran a hand over her forehead. She shook her head, crossed the kitchen, closed the window above the sink, then darted out the swinging door into the hallway.

The air-conditioning whirred on.

“It’s like a hundred degrees out, Santy.”

Meena was easily distracted.

“This is a Victorian house, Meena; with high ceilings we don’t need air-conditioning.”

“You were sweating.”

My gaze roamed the room: the golden frieze along the top of the faded green wallpaper above the white wainscoting, the coffered ceiling, the white marble fireplace in the center of the room, the green frosted globes of the chandelier hanging over the dining room table. Double doors stood ajar leading to the hallway. Panel doors opened to the front parlor, a room filled with heavy, wood antique tables topped with marble and fussy high-backed sofas with red tufting. A forest of green rubber plants leaned toward the light filtered by the thick, red velvet drapes beside the windows. Adorning the walls were heavy gilt-framed paintings depicting bucolic pastoral scenes from 1880s Southern California, alongside portraits of long-dead relatives riding horses or battling monsters among flaming ruins.

Meena wandered into the hallway, staring up at the crystals in the chandelier. “This place is so beautiful.”

“Lonely.”

“It is quiet.”

Meena peered into the living room. “I love the enormous vases. Remember how I’d hide in them when we were kids?”

“Yeah, you almost couldn’t get out.”

“I shimmied out!”

I stood and followed her across the dimly lit room. She pushed the frosted-glass-paneled doors into Pops’s library. “All these wonderful books,” she exclaimed.

Meena’s hands were on her hips, examining the bookshelves on three sides of the room, French doors opening to the verandah, a fireplace with a painting above the mantel of Dirk Delomary on a horse, with a flaming spear held aloft, ready to be thrown into a cowering Malloupu underfoot.

“I’d spend all my time here reading.”

“Pops wouldn’t let you,” I said, leaning against the heavy oak library table covered with a green leather blotter, green-shaded library lamp, and two stuffed corbenmalas under glass, a tarantula with red eyes floating in some liquid, and a severed Àzmado hand.

“So much fun stuff here!”

“This room is off-limits!” I hissed. “If Pops catches us here, we’re toast.”

Meena lifted the severed, stuffed hand into the air, scrutinizing it. “This is so gross but so cool! How did Pops get it?”

“How else? Battling an Àzmado!”

“You know you can grind up Àzmado skin and make a balm that helps you sleep?”

“No, I didn’t,” I said, walking around the table toward Meena. I tried to push her out toward the library doors. She set down the stuffed arm and twirled around, crashing into me. We knocked heads. I stumbled backward, falling over a green ottoman and crashing to the floor.

“Are you okay?” Meena said holding her bleeding nose.

“No,” I said. “We need to get out of here.”

Meena eyed a copy of the Bona Bonimenta on the table. “You should read that, Santy, since you’re a Magical.”

“I am not allowed.”

“You are. I mean, come on, our family, we’re pretty important in the Alliance.”

“I can’t be.”

“You are.”

“I’d rather not be.” I stumbled to my feet.

“Nez tampa pondra sancro, oara!” Meena mumbled words in the Old Language. In a flash of light, her nosebleed stopped. “Magic is helpful, Santy.”

Meena picked up the heavy, leather-bound book, its gold-engraved cover featuring a glowing image of the Áuqala—pinpoints of white light floating above clouds—above the symbol of the Alliance, a stylized “A” set among stars.

“Take this and read it. You’ll feel better.”

“I won’t.” I pushed the heavy book away, paused, contemplated the cover, and thought: If I had powers, I could be a hero. And maybe Pops would—I bit my tongue to cut off my train of thought. Pops hated magic.

“So, what are you dealing with, besides being weird?” Meena asked, peering at a stuffed owl under glass. “That’s creepy,” she mumbled to herself. Legend was the owl had been a familiar who died in battle and was stuffed by a long dead relative.

“Well, I’m growing up.”

“Yeah, okay.”

“I’m becoming a man. See this peach fuzz on my lip? And this hair growing slowly down from the side of my face toward my chin?”

Meena shrugged. “You’ll look dashing.”

I laughed.

“You make me sound like a Corsáiro.”

“You can totally be a pirate someday.”

“How can I be a pirate when I have all these emotions inside? I can’t figure them out. I can’t figure myself out.”

“What kind of emotions do you have?”

“A lot.”

“Such as?”

“Sadness, anxiety, anger.”

“Anger?”

“Can we leave the library and go back to the kitchen? Please?”

Meena nodded. “You need to relax.”

“Meena, you know my Pops’s rule: no magic.”

“Then why does he have all this stuff?”

“Now!”

Meena grunted and headed toward the panel doors and the front parlor. She lingered to play with the fringe of the gold shade of a floor lamp and run a finger on the black-and-white marble chess set near the windows overlooking the verandah.

“Meena!”

“Fine.”

Eventually we were in the dining room with the archway opening into the kitchen. I sat at the island separating the two spaces.

Meena hummed some more to the song in her head, picked up her sandwich, chewed thoughtfully, and said, “You can be an emo pirate.”

“Yeah?”

“Sure.”

“That’s hella weird to imagine.”

We both laughed. Meena ordered me to shower and get ready to go to her place.

“You’re bossy.”

“You need it.”

“Why?”

“Because you’re a nobody. You said so yourself. Slipping into shadows, someone other kids don’t bother to make eye contact with. You don’t exist.”

“You’re cruel.”

“Just repeating your senlàpso words, cugino.”

Twenty minutes later, I stepped out of the shower. I ran a hand over the condensation on the mirror. I stared at a sixteen-year-old boy with curly, blondish brown hair, dark brown eyes, and an olive complexion. Black olives, Pops always said. His dad, my grandpa Giuseppe, or Joe, was Sicilian with dark skin. I guess Sicily was a crossroads of sorts. A mix of Greek, Italian, Arabic, and African blood, which made some Sicilians darker than other Italians.

Sometimes people talked to me in Spanish, thinking I was Mexican. I didn’t mind. I spoke some Spanish. Mom taught me. I guess she learned in school. And Spanish is like Italian, which Pops taught me growing up. Pops and I parliamo italiano when we don’t want anyone to understand us. At the store when Pops wanted me to start crying so we could cut in front of a long line—people have sympathy for crying kids, he reasoned—when he was mad at someone being stupid and he needed to vent, or when he was grumpy. He was grumpy a lot. I sighed, staring at myself. I was short and scrawny. Not big and muscular like Pops.

“You should play soccer, Bello,” Pops told me last year. He was a soccer star in high school. I tried out, but I didn’t make the cut.

“You’re just not coordinated,” Coach Mathis told me. “Maybe try something else?”

“It’s fine, Coach. I prefer running anyway.”

I tried the track team instead.

“Bello, you are too scrawny. You need to get big so others leave you alone. Running will make you even thinner.”

“I’ll just disappear then,” I said. “Maybe I’ll become a monster and live in one of the covens of the Gloom. Imagine that, me, Santangelo Lo Geffo, part of the vaunted Delomary family, a monster.”

Pops was speechless. He clasped and unclasped his hands. We don’t talk about magic, the Alliance, or the Gloom, ever. My pops didn’t talk a lot anyway, ever since the accident with Mom. I didn’t either. What was there to talk about out loud? Better to keep my thoughts in my head.

“Are you ready?” Meena shouted through the door. I suddenly snapped to attention.

“Yeah, let’s go.”

I pulled on my swim trunks, a tank top, and flip-flops and grabbed my neon-green sunglasses.

“Come on, Che. Let’s go for a walk.”

“I can totally teach you magic,” Meena said as we stepped onto the verandah. “Or you can come to the Edificea Céralo and learn magic. Channel who you were meant to be.”

“Pops will never allow me to step one foot inside the headquarters of the Anti-Coven League.”

“That’s like demanding a bird never fly,” Meena said jumping off the porch, landing on the worn, brick walkway.

“Magicals study at the Temple of Magic.”

“They can study at either, fool,” Meena said, pausing to run her hands along the lavender bushes growing beside the walkway. She sniffed her hands. “Good thing you guys maintain the front of the house. The backyard is a mess.”

“Judgmental,” I mumbled. Meena ignored me.

“You’re not going to battle monsters at the Edificea Céralo, like Pops worries about; instead you can improve your Old Language grammar and vocabulary. Study the Bona Bonimenta. Learn to invoke your magic to do cool things like this!”

Meena wrinkled her nose, and the sprinklers erupted.

“Wow, you turned on the sprinklers,” I deadpanned.

Meena laughed and began walking on the jets of water. “I’m walking on water, Santy!”

“Stop doing that!” I swatted her. “The neighbors will see! And it’s a waste watering the lawn in the middle of the day.”

“Suit yourself.” Meena floated back to the grass. “Think about it, get out of your funk. Study magic. Be someone amazing.”

“I’m not amazing now?”

Meena shook her head. I scuffed my flip-flop on the walkway. Che growled. Meena stared at him and back to me. “How did you make Che do that?”

“Maybe I have some magic powers!” I knelt down to rub Che’s furry head and slip him a biscuit. “Good boy!”

*

LATER THAT NIGHT, I went for a run with Che, who enjoyed running alongside me as much I did. We jogged every day. For me, I cherished the freedom of running. My heart pounding, music pouring into my ears, the rush of adrenaline. The only time I was free from the absence in my heart was when my body was in motion.

I slowed as I turned onto the alley behind Magnolia Boulevard, breathing heavily as I made my way to the rusted iron gate separating the weed-filled backyard from the alley. I pushed the gate open, passed the dilapidated garage, once stables for horses, an oblong building with gingerbread decorations covered in peeling gray paint and a turret on top of the mansard roof. I stumbled up the back stairs and into the house, turned the air on, and poured fresh water in Che’s bowl, gave him some food, and took a shower.

Once, long ago, our house had been a part of the Delomary estate, a mansion for the only daughter of Dirk and Evangeline Delomary, Serena Delomary. She liked to wear all black like her father, raise horses and compete in equestrian competitions all over the world. She wore black cowboy hats, smoked cigars, drank whiskey, and corralled the livestock on the property like a cowgirl; she never married but had a series of lovers rumored to be women.

“I think my family is very gay,” I said to Che, who was sitting in the doorway to the bathroom watching me with his ice-blue eyes as I towel dried my hair.

Che barked.

“Am I gay?”

I paused and stared at myself in the mirror, the mop of blondish brown hair falling over my hazel eyes and my olive skin. “Probably.”

Che barked, rose to his haunches, and nuzzled my hand. “Is that okay with you, big guy? Ama dando amuùno? My beloved dog?”

Che licked my hand. “I guess it is!”

After brushing my teeth, I sat on the floor in my room, staring at a book of drawings from long ago and far away. When Mom was alive and I was visible to the naked eye.

“You’ll be an Astroísto someday, darling,” Mom said one balmy summer night, when it wasn’t too hot and we left the windows open all over the house to catch the sea breeze, the sound of crickets chirping outside.

“Astroístu is derived from the word ‘Astroígo,’ which means acquired from the universe,” Mom explained, her finger tracing a map of the constellations. “Wizards draw their energy for the gravity powering the universe, from time, from the elements. What are the elements, Santy?”

“Arcenga, El’ra, Aqüo, Enlil.”

“Earth, Air, Water and Fire, good!” Mom said. “Astroístus are the most powerful Magicals after the Immortals, the gods and goddesses from Morra Êímpagońena. We know two, Máurso and Ammara, Mars and Venus!”

“You do?”

“Yes,” Mom said. “Pops and I were interns with the League in high school and in college, and we fought alongside them during the Ossininea Malancto.”

“Oss—what?”

Mom laughed, brushing my blonde curls off my forehead. “The Evil Uprising, right after the earthquake when so many fissures to the Gloom opened and monsters were crawling all over Los Angeles.”

“Mom, that’s scary.”

Che, who was a puppy at that time, growled. Mom laughed and rubbed his head. He rolled over and wagged his tail at her.

“It was scary. Monsters were preying on Ordinaries all over the City of Angels, but we fought together, and we squashed their uprising and vanquished the monsters back to the Gloom.”

“I thought there are still monsters here?”

“Oh, yes, but those are different monsters. Ones that follow the Pàcifimenta. The monsters that crawled out of the Gloom hated the Alliance and the treaty and were more ruthless and more evil than their brethren.”

I glanced toward my closet, whose slatted doors had given me many a sleepness night as I worried a monster was lurking inside, waiting to pounce.

“When will I be an Astroísto, Mommy?”

“When you grow up a little more, usually around thirteen.”

“Will you train me?”

“Of course, my little star. I’m an Encantreina and Pops is a Coaugelo, and I’m sure Máurso will help.”

And then we went on our family vacation and Mom slipped into the pink waters of the Oceana sie Sùmàstrantus, and with a flash of white light, she was gone.


Chapter Two

The Anti-Coven League

IN THE MORNING, I went for a run and worked up the courage to ask Pops to go the Edificea Céralo. I found Pops in the front parlor with his mother, whom I called Grammy. She was a small woman, with auburn hair streaked with gray pulled off her face with a silk scarf. She loved silk scarves in every color and especially with paisley designs.

“Morning, Santy!” Grammy said, holding a watering can near one of the giant rubber plants in the bay window. “I was just telling Jake how nice all the plants look.”

Pops was misting some ferns hanging from baskets next to the fireplace. “You love to give yourself credit, Ma.”

Grammy winked at me. Melinda Delomary Lo Geffo had a green thumb. Her magic was in gardening, caring for animals—she and Nonno had a menagerie of goats, chickens, ducks, pigs, and an old, blind fox in their backyard. Additionally, she made elixirs, charms and potions.

Che bounded in, circled Grammy, and rose on his haunches. “You want a scratch behind the ears, boy?”

“Bello,” Pops said, “Mrs. Miranda and her team are coming to clean the house soon. Can you grab that stinky pile of clothes in your room?”

“Yeah,” I said, rubbing my toe into the smooth, oak floor. “Um, Pops, so I had an idea.”

Pops set down his mister, looking at me. Grammy followed Che out into the hallway. “What’s that, Che? The boys need to be tidier around the house?”

Pops shot her a look; she shrugged.

“Che cosa?”

“So, um, I was thinking maybe I could go to the Edificea Céralo today. You know, I have nothing else to do. Stay out of trouble.”

Pops face reddened. Grammy disappeared across the hall to the kitchen to refill the watering can, Che in tow.

“I mean, I think it would be good for me to, you know, spend time with Meena and Lil Shan.”

The doorbell rang just in the nick of time. Pops eyes softened. “Get the door, Bello.”

I walked down the hall, spotting Mrs. Miranda’s outline behind the frosted panels of the front doors.

“Gosh, it’s hot out here!” she said, turning to three young women. “This is it, there’s a/c.”

“Who are they?” I asked Mrs. Miranda—whom we called by her first name, Mabel–a stout woman in her early fifties with black hair pulled into a bun, wearing faded jeans, boots, and a green Delomary Household Services polo shirt.

“I’ve come to the conclusion, dear, that I cannot maintain this big, old house alone.” She pushed me back into the house.

“They are reinforcements?”

“Young Magicals help me around the house, and in exchange I’ll give them free training.”

Pops loomed in the doorway to the front parlor.

“Rien qu’el vema casso!” he boomed.

“You’re a broken record, Jakey.” Mabel patted Pops on his arm. “We won’t do magic here.”

“I think you should do lots of magic,” Grammy said, returning from the kitchen with her watering can. “Oh, hi, Mabel.”

“Hi, Mel.”

Pops glared at the two women on either side of him. He grunted. I knew he wanted to say more but was controlling himself.

“Let Santy go to the Edificea Céralo. You can’t deny him his heritage, Jakey.”

“Nema in afanto sie qu’el!”

“Yes, yes, Jakey,” Mabel replied. She summoned a feather duster out of the air and sweeped a line of dust off the wainscoting. “We know, we know.”

Grammy floated up to water the ferns. Che barked.

Pops glanced at me.

“Fine.”

I blinked. “Really?”

“Sì, Bello, but you know how I feel.”

“I know.”

“Relax, Jake,” Grammy said, floating back to the floor. “Magic is good.”

“Magic does nothing but hurt people.”

Mabel waved a hand, organizing a stack of mail piled on the circular table under the chandelier in the foyer. “Is that so?”

Grammy summoned a vacuum cleaner out of thin air. “Magic does no good at all?” She pressed the switch and began zipping down the hallway, riding on the vacuum cleaning the runner.

Pops dropped the mister, rubbed his temples, and said, “Puxhàredo! I’m going to the pizzeria.” He stomped toward the stairs.

“Such terrible language, Jakey!” Grammy called after him, the vacuum coming to a halt in front of me.

“Thanks, Grammy.”

“Of course, mon chou,” she said. “It’s way past time for you to learn the craft.”

“Pops is going to be mad.” My eyes fell to the stairs.

“Oh, he’ll be fine. He’s all bark.”

“Don’t forget this, so you can learn some things.” She dissolved into thin air then reappeared a moment later with the Bona Bonimenta.

I glanced at the book. Then at a shadow at the top of the stairs. Pops.

“You can learn magic. Nothing serious, okay. I want you to be a normal boy. I want you to focus on school and having fun. No fighting monsters or becoming a part of the Alliance.”

“Oh, Jakey…”

“I’m serious, Ma. This is my wish, for my son. Respect that.”

Grammy sighed. “Of course, Jakey.”

Pops stood in shadow watching me. I slipped on my flip-flops and put the Bona Bonimenta into my backpack, lifted my sunglasses out of the carrying case, and headed to the front doors.

“Have a great day!”

“Enjoy the magic!”

“Remember what I said, Bello,” Pops called after me.

*

“I CAN’T BELIEVE you’re here!” Meena gushed when I walked into the lobby of the Edificea Céralo or Red Hall, a non-descript high rise made of faux red brick with bands of black tinted windows, shaded by a line of palm trees across from City Hall.

“Who did you kill to come here?” Lil Shan joined Meena.

Uncle Maurizio appeared on a balcony above. “Santangelo?”

“Hi, Uncle Maury.”

“Your father finally came to his senses.”

“Grammy and Mabel Miranda ganged up on him.”

“Good.” Maurizio descended the stairs, coming to join us in the lobby. He was the director of the Red Hall. “It’s about time you’re here. Let’s start you off easy, how about you help out here at reception with Meena and Lil Shan before classes start? Anything you are interested in?”

“Magic.”

“Of course, any specific type?”

“Mom said I was bound to be an Astroísto.”

“Okay, well then you’ll need to learn how to be a superhero.”

“He needs to learn the basics, Dad,” Lil Shan said. “Start him in magic boot camp.”

“And Old Language immersion.”

“Good point.”

“Um, boot camp?”

“Oh, it won’t be so bad. But you’ll need better clothes. Come with me.”

Upstairs, in a room filled with equipment and uniforms off the locker rooms, Maurizio handed me boots, sweats and a hoodie emblazoned with the symbol of the Anti-Coven League: a witch’s hat in a circle with a line through it. Boot camp included running, climbing ropes, scaling walls, doing sit ups, push-ups, jumping jacks and more, running all the while a very small man with enormous glasses stood around yelling at me and the other newbies to: Aietto soiano parasorendra.

“Stop being lazy! Because those type of Magicals get eaten by monsters! You want to be monster feed?”

After showering, it was time for language classes.

“You know a lot already,” Meena said at reception. We waited for class to begin. Agécendrus dressed in black uniforms streamed in and out of the building.

“Let me tell you, Minervanas is not Simple and Fun like the title says.” I pointed to the title of Minervanas: Morrar et Diversimenta!

“It’s like Italian,” Lil Shan said. He brushed his reddish-brown hair off his face, straightened his black glasses, and picked up a donut. Shan loved to read books about Ancient China, Rome, and Minerva or about military strategy, watch Wu Xia movies, and eat donuts.

“L’italiano è facile.” Shan devoured the frosted donut in one bite.

“You just need to focus.” Meena tapped onto the keyboard.

“I feel weird being here.”

“This is your home.” Shan looked at me like I had ten heads.

“Don’t tell Pops that.”

“You’re Magical,” Shan said.

“Pops is tro senlàpso.” Meena waved a finger and summoned a teeny devil with horns and a tail that danced around her finger. “This is where you belong.”

“I don’t belong anywhere.”

“Hemoratigallen,” Shan said, staring into a monitor in front of him tracking the location of the local Agécendrus with the League.

“It’s okay to be dramatic, Médoísto!”

“I’m not a shithead!”

“You are too,” Meena said, shooting Lil Shan a look. Meena knew about me, my heartbreak. She accepted it when no one else would.

“Anyway, Santy, Xutactiendo Allégansa Qu’elicallen or XAQ2 is called the Macistráuto or the Magistrate in the Old Language. The Macistráuto is like the FBI/CIA and the army/navy/air force. If the League can’t break up a battle between monsters or a disturbance impacting Ordinaries, the Macistráuto comes in, investigates, arrests monsters, and then sends them to XAQ3, called the Màdlinn or the courthouse where monsters are tried. If they aren’t redeemable, meaning, they won’t swear their oath to the Pàcifimenta, they are taken by XAQ7, the Mezclantus, called the “Night Riders” to the “Excelà” the great void where they return to being space dust—”

My stomach dropped; I hated thinking of space dust. That’s what Mom was right now. And my insides were a great void.

“So you can be a Magistrate someday…” Meena paused, saw the look on my face, and stopped talking.

“Medo. I’m such a fool. I’m sorry, Santy.”

“It’s fine.”

“It’s not.”

“Meena.”

“I’ll be better.”

“How?”

“Maybe she’ll stop talking so much,” Lil Shan said dryly.

“Puxha-vovo!” Meena cussed.

“The language that comes out of your mouth, girl.”

“I will end you, Shan.”

“Okay, both of you.” Now I was the mediator.

The front doors opened. Two men in black boots, black cargo pants, a black vest over a white shirt, covered with steaming red goo stepped inside. They pulled off their black helmets.

“Oh my god, Elijah! Austin!”

“There were bleedin’ Máunadas terrorizing a sorority house down the street.”

“Evil bitches! They turned Kangy to stone….”

“Killed Eli straight up.”

“I reincarnated.”

“They turned him to soup.”

“Kangy almost ate me.”

“He smelled so bloomin’ good. Turkey Chili soup, god, my favorite.”

Lil Shan and Meena ran around the counter to help take a Mini-PlasmET, a box used to imprison monsters that refused to submit.

“We convinced two to give up.”

“The other two dozen laughed at us.”

“And we clobbered them, mate.” They fist bumped each other, steaming red plasma dripping to the marble floor and hissing.

“Just another day destroying monsters.”

“I am joining the League someday, Elijah!” Meena said, summoning gloves for her hands then helping him remove his half-destroyed vest. “I can intern like you did, right?”

“Yeah. But you have to stay in school, Meena.”

“I’d never drop out, Elijah.”

Elijah eyed Meena.

“I was joking at Thanksgiving when I said that I would drop out to join the League. Grow my hair out. Become feral. I was in a mood. It’s not my fault Grandma Catherine told everyone.”

“Grandma Catherine expects every one of us to be bigger and better than her.”

“Is that even possible? She’s practically royalty.”

“Her point is she wants us to be the best we can be.”

“Sounds like a load of medo.”

“It’s not shit, Meena.”

“Well, Elijah. I’m staying in school. My dads would kill me if I dropped out.”

“And we’d kill you after.”

“Fine. Sheesh.”

“We’re going to put the rest of the Máunadas in the vault until they can be transported to London.”

I watched Elijah and Austin walk away, talking excitedly. I wanted to be like them, too, someday. To be Magical and powerful.

“Pops knows magic is wonderful,” Meena said.

“Yeah right,” I replied.

“I don’t think I have any magical powers anyway. If I did, I’d pretend I had no powers so I could live with my Pops.”

“Pops wouldn’t toss you out on the street.”

“You don’t know Pops too well, senlàpsa.”

“Underneath the eternal scowl, the tatts, and stud earrings and muscles is a softie. I know it.”

“You’re senlàpsa!”

“Want to fight me?”

“Stop being violent, Meena.”

Meena took a deep breath, exhaled, did a dance, and hummed. After a moment, she said, “Anyway, you’re going to be an Astroísto. A wizard of the San Fernando Valley!”

“Sounds legit,” Lil Shan said.

“Astroístus are superheroes. They defend Encantreinus and Coaugelus in the League, the Macistráuto, and the Màdlinn. They save planes falling out of the sky, ships from sinking, stop asteroids from destroying the planet. They keep the engines of the universe humming.”

Meena stared at me with her coppery brown eyes. “That’s beautiful, Santy.”

She paused to wave her hands over the partially disintegrated floor where the Máunada guts dissolved the marble. In a puff of white smoke, the floor was fine.

“Wow, you didn’t fuck it up,” Lil Shan said.

“I hate you.”

“I love you, sister.”

“You two are twisted.”

Lil Shan stuck his tongue out at me.

“I’ll never be an Astroísto. Pops wants me to be just a regular Ordinary. A teenager going to school.”

“He doesn’t have to know that we’re going to turn you into an Astroísto.”

“If he finds out, he’ll make me live with my maternal grandparents, the Worthingtons. They’re conservative and awful.”

“You can live with us.”

“I’d miss Pops.”

“Everything will be fine, Santy.”

“I’m worried, you know that. What if this isn’t a great idea? What if I mess things up? What if my magic tears me and Pops apart?”

“Stop thinking like that,” Meena said. “We’re a family of Magicals. You included.”

“I’m a loner at heart.”

“You have me and Lil Shan.”

“Lil Shan hardly talks.”

Lil Shan gave me the thumbs up sign. He was a committed introvert.

“True,” Meena said. “He prefers to read, play video games, and eat.”

“So do I.”

“You don’t like video games,” Meena said. “You like to draw, write poetry, play the drums, and run. You are nothing like Lil Shan who has a gut.”

“Fat shaming!”

“I’m scrawny from all the running I do.”

“The boy running from the pain in his soul,” Meena said.

“There’s no pain in my soul,” I lied.

“Stop thinking like that,” Meena said. “We’re a family of Magicals, you included.”

“I’m fine being alone.”

“He’s not alone,” Lil Shan pointed out. “He has us—mostly you, always in his business.”

“Boys shouldn’t be alone.”

“It’s okay for girls?”

Meena giggled. “No, dummy. You need to have friends. You used to have friends other than us. That boy—what was his name?”

Joshua Kung Tang who everyone called Neeky because he liked old-fashioned things and was sort of a geek. An oddball, the type that did whatever he wanted, which was so uncommon in school where conformity was the name of the game.

“I dunno.” What happened between me and Neeky was tragic because it was my fault.

“And Elijah. Why don’t you talk to him?”

“I mean, come on, he’s in the League.”

“So?”

“And he’s an adult.”

“So?”

“Eighteen-year-olds don’t hang with sixteen-year-olds.”

“Famiglia.”

“He’s the better Delomarys. We’re the poor Delomarys. Santangelo, Lil Shan, and Meena Delomary Lo Geffo. Lo Geffo’s aren’t rich.”

Meena rolled her eyes. “You’re dumb,” Meena said. “You live in a mansion!”

“Not a mansion–just a normal house.”

“Not a normal house. Like ours, Santy, we live in a house with seven-bedroom suites. Suites! Bedroom, my own personal den, and en suite,” Shan said. “I can live in my suite of rooms for days on end.”

“And he does. He literally calls down to Mr. Yamamoto to bring him food and Miss Darlene to bring him more books.”

“You make me sound spoiled.”

“You are!” Meena and I said in unison.

“Miss Darlene is our magic teacher not your assistant.”

“She summons me the books I like!”

“You need to focus on magic too, Lil Shan.”

“Meh.”

“Meh?”

“Not my style.”

“What is your style?” Meena asked.

“Being alone in my suite, eating donuts and reading.”

“I hate you.”

“You’re a cheerleader,” Shan said. “Which is like pure Orc evil.”

“That is not true!”

“It is,” Shan said. “You’re almost popular.”

Lil Shan and I shuddered. We weren’t the kind of kids who were popular.

“You could be a Patrician,” I said saltily.

“Never!” Meena considered. “We’re not that rich.”

“Which was my point all along and why I’ll do my thing and leave Elijah and Austin to do their thing.”

The front doors opened. Mrs. Angeles walked in smelling of perfume and glowing with a white aura.

“Santy, ready to assentar Minervanas?”

“Jãe, Madamma Angeles!”

Mrs. Angeles was the Old Language teacher. She reminded me of Mom. She was sweet and kind and patient when I screwed up my pronouns and pronunciation in class.

“Arévora,” I said to Shan and Meena. “Sema irano porr hava ina bona estùdo et prétenérà aqevas hangrancto rien!”

Meena rolled her eyes at my attempt at shade.“You literally said you’re going to be a good stud, and not the human kind but the equine type of stud, senlàpso.”

“Shit.”

“It’s fine,” Mrs. Angeles said. “He’s learning, Meena. Soia Simpa!”

Meena lowered herself back into her chair. “Dalcqordo Madàmma Angeles. I’ll be nice.”

I turned around and stuck my tongue out at her.

*

THE NEXT MORNING, I dressed in a tank top and shorts, ate some cereal, and grabbed my phone and slipped into my running shoes. I put on my neon green sunglasses.

I paused for a moment when I opened the front door and the oppressive heat hit my body.

“Don’t be a wimp, Santy.”

I surveyed my neighborhood, the brown, rumpled Verdugo mountains in the distance and the magnolia trees shading the street. Apartment buildings lined both sides of Magnolia Boulevard, flanking my house and the low-slung bungalow across the street. The bungalow, painted brown with cream accents, was tucked away among banana and palm trees. Boxes were scattered around the front lawn and a van was in the driveway. The front door stood ajar. I didn’t see anyone moving things in or out of the house.

“That’s weird,” I mumbled. “I don’t remember Mr. Arkanian saying he planned to move.”

I glanced up at the giant sycamore tree shading our house. “Do you remember if Mr. Arkanian said he was moving?” I craned my neck, staring into the boughs of the tree. “I guess not.” I rubbed the thick trunk with my hand. “Anyways, did I thank you for keeping our house cool in the summer?”

Birds chirped in the branches above me. A shudder in the trunk caused me to stand back and look up again. Did a branch wave back to me as if to accept my compliment?

“You’re a weird, kid,” Lil Shan had told me. “Talking to trees, flowers, bees, and the wind.”

“Shut up!” I had retorted. “You’re mean!”

“I think it’s sweet,” Meena had said. “Like you are in touch with the universe.”

“I just don’t want people to think you’re certifiable, Santy.”

“Let them,” I had said defiantly. “Let them take me away and lock me up then.”

I had cried and run away from Lil Shan and Meena. The day before, they caught me wandering around their backyard talking to the colorful flowerbeds, the gnarled oak trees shading the backyard, and the rows of carrots, turnips, beets, swiss chard, and other vegetables in their garden.

I winced. I was definitely eccentric. Probably why I didn’t have any friends in school besides my cousins.

Che barked through the front window.

“Yeah boy?” I said walking back to the house. “You want to run with me?”

Che barked again. I went inside, fetched his leash and we returned outside.

“Besides you, Che, the trees and flowers and bees keep me company. And the wind. I love the wind, Che.”

Che barked again. I kneeled down to rub his fur.

“I only like the ocean breeze because it sings of life and makes me feel good.” I glanced at the house across the street. A figure moved back and forth in the shadowy interior.

“I hate the Santa Anas,” I said. “When they blow from the north I try to ignore them because they chant about fire and death and destruction.”

Che barked again, pulling on the leash, impatient for us to run.

“Okay, boy, let’s run to the coffee house in Glendale. I’ll get an iced mocha and water for you.”

I took off running, Che beside me, my arms and legs pumping, the hot sun blazing overhead, focusing on my breathing and listening to the sound of Taylor Swift playing in my headphones.

A while later, I was sitting outside the coffee house drinking a mocha, Che next to me, panting and accepting the pets of people streaming in and out of the shop.

“I had a best friend, once, Che,” I said. “Joshua Kung Tang. We played Legos together and watched old shows like Power Rangers and read the Lord of the Rings and Wizard of Oz books. We pretended we were corsáiros, Coaugelus, or Astroístus fighting dragons and demon lords.”

“Is this your dog?” a woman asked pulling off her sunglasses and staring at Che and me.

“Yes?”

“Can I pet him?”

“Ask him,” I said. “It’s his body.”

The woman ignored my salty response and squatted down holding out her hand to Che.

I hoped he’d growl and send her packing, but, well, Che, he’s kinder than me. He lowered his head and let her run her hands over his fur.

“Who’s a good boy!”

Neeky and I were inseparable from kindergarten until sixth grade. After Mom died, something happened to me. This shadow passed over me. It was hard to explain. I guess I retreated within to this cave that lived in me. I usually spend my time there where it was safe because no one will die there.

I stopped talking to Josh and everyone else I knew in school. I was popular once, weird to think now. I had a lot of friends; we’d fill up an entire table in the lunchroom. Only one best friend. I shut him out and he moved away. I never learned why. Probably because I was an asshole.

Ouch. My insides burned. After Josh moved away, I hung out more with Lil Shan and Meena.

“They’re your famiglia,” Pops told me one rainy day after Uncle Maurizio picked them up. “They’re your sangue, capisci? We stick together, okay?”

Sticking together was important in Sicilian families. Too bad Pops didn’t stick closer to me after Mom died.

The woman stood. “Such a sweet dog. Anyway, have a good day.” She shot me this look that read: your dog is sweet but you’re an a-hole. Story of my life.

I picked up my phone and switched to a playlist of trance music on the Muzik-Muzik app. I stood, tossed my coffee cup in the compost bin and looked at Che. “Ready to run back?”

Che barked the affirmative.

“You’re the best, Che.”

One of my favorite songs, "Alice’s Door," started playing. Aside from Taylor, I mostly listened to trance music—I loved the beat and the vocals. There was something ethereal about the singers. As “Alice’s Door” poured into my ears, I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. I was free.

I was safe.

I wasn’t an outcast when running.


Chapter Three

Pops Called Me Bello

WHEN I RETURNED home, Pops was in the kitchen making lunch.

“You have a good run?” he asked, smiling at me. We skirted around my time at the Edificea Céralo. Pops and I liked to leave some things unsaid. He’d let me go to the Hall and I’d pretend I wasn’t learning magic. If he caught me, well, I was doomed.

“Bello?”

Pops called me “Bello,” which meant “beautiful” in Italian. Short for “mio figlio bello” or “my beautiful son.” I wasn’t sure I was beautiful.

Pops had dark brown eyes and thick black hair that he slicked back off his face as well as scary tattoos all over his body from his ankles to the owl tattoo on his neck. He wore black stud earrings, and he was over six feet tall, and frankly, the way he looked scared me—and a lot of other people too.

When we went out shopping, to the bank, or to pick up his dry cleaning, people sort of stepped away from him. The clerks in the stores often had their hands hovering near a phone when he was in front of them, ready to call the police.

Did Pops know he looked so scary? Did he create himself like this on purpose? I never asked, because I was too timid.

“Yeah,” I said, slipping out of my shoes in the front hall, removing my Bluetooth headphones. “You get a lot done on the car?”

He shook his head as he slapped salami, ham, and cheese on sourdough bread at the huge quartz island separating the dining room from the kitchen.

“I got distracted,” he said pausing to look at me.

“Missing Mom?” I wanted to say. Pops didn’t like to talk about feelings. And I guess I took after him.

“I’m going in to the pizzeria tonight,” Pops said, putting the toasted sourdough bread on top of the salami and ham, slicing it, then sliding a plate across the counter to me. Pops owned a pizzeria on Glenoaks Boulevard called Jake’s Pizzeria.

I pulled out a white stool, climbed up, then began munching on the sandwich.

“You added pickled red onions and pepperoncini and a splash of balsamic vinegar.”

Pops grinned. “You’re smart, Bello.” We played this game where Pops created something that looked ordinary, then doctored it up and I had to guess what it was. If I was right, he’d bring me home a treat from the pizzeria, like homemade cheesecake or some tiramisu. If I was wrong, I had to do the dishes.
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