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To everyone who grew up with the weight of the universe on their shoulders.
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Prologue

FIFTEEN-YEAR-OLD Austin Kang Jr., well over six feet tall, lean and lanky with a mop of black hair falling over his eyes, adjusted the thick black glasses on his face. He studied the white stone and glass mansion jutting out over a hillside on North Sunset Canyon Drive. The house appeared to have good feng shui, with a Southern exposure to allow absorption of positive chi, a panoramic view of the Valley below, and a clear path to the front door.

Feng shui was important to Austin and his parents. They believed it helped center their family and keep them grounded and safe. Austin and his parents were descended from a long line of Magicals called Glimmerers who could tap into a glimmer of magic and twist, turn, and manipulate it as if it were hot ore being turned into a sword.

Coaugelus, as they were known in the Old Language, the mother tongue of the Magicals, were a class of warriors. They defended Magicals and Ordinaries, or humans without magic, from dark forces, creatures, and monsters that lived in the dark shadows of Earth—a place called the Gloom.

Coaugelus, Magicals, and Ordinaries lived in the light in our world, also known as the Shimmering. Everywhere that the sun touched was part of the Shimmering. Austin, his parents, even the people driving by in cars, walking their dogs, and watering their lawns shimmered and lived in the light.

Long ago, the Gloom and the Shimmering met face-to-face in a great war that killed and destroyed countless Ordinaries, Magicals, and monsters. The war raged on and reached a crescendo. A Pàcifimenta, a treaty among Ordinaries, Magicals, and the Gloom was signed. The war ended. Peace settled over the Shimmering and the Gloom.

Still, many in the Coven, the collective of monsters in the Gloom, did not agree with the Pàcifimenta. They didn’t like that they had to sacrifice feeding on Ordinaries or haunting, possessing, or simply terrorizing them. Others wanted power to control the Coven, and to defeat the peace created by the Pàcifimenta. Some creatures didn’t like peace as part of their nature. These monsters were fought by Coaugelus like Austin and his family.

Austin loved three things in life: playing soccer (known as football back home in Hong Kong), listening to grunge music like his dad, and fighting the Coven. For Austin, being a Coaugelo gave him a purpose in life and a place where he felt like he belonged. He particularly enjoyed kicking, punching, and using Xem Sen Ou, the ancient martial art from Minerva in Old Earth in the Seventh Dimension where all Magicals came from.

He also fancied his PlasmX, a purple plasma staff that folded into nondescript metal object akin to a lighter that he always carried with him. He had used it only last night while hunting down a group of rather angry werewolves, or Malloupus, that were attacking tourists at the night market in Kowloon. Austin enjoyed watching the pure purple plasma slice through the heads and arms of werewolves that were in the middle of reaping the souls of innocent Ordinaries.

Austin loved saving Ordinaries from monsters.

“What’s our assignment?” Austin asked his parents.

“Trouble is breaking out within the Coven here in Los Angeles,” said Austin Sr.

Austin and his family spoke with posh accents, a holdover from when Hong Kong was a colony of the UK. “We’re here to investigate and report back to XAQ2,” continued Austin Sr.

“Bleedin’ hell,” Austin complained. “XAQ2 are wankers. Full of rules. Can’t we simply report to the Anti-Coven League and be done with it?”

“Xutactiendo Allégansa Qu’elicallen Duzo have moved more operations of the League from the clandestine to the legal,” said Austin Sr.

“What does that mean?” Austin asked.

“The Alliance is strained and weakened. As leaders of the Alliance, the Còngréhassa are trying to placate their counterparts in the Coven and maintain the Pàcifimenta. Part of that entails relying more on formal procedures. The League works in secret, whereas XAQ2 works through formal channels as the official body of the Alliance.”

“Tossers,” Austin said. “XAQ2 can all go to hell as far as I’m concerned.”

Austin glanced at his parents, who were standing beside him holding hands. His parents were madly in love, even all these years later. He wanted to be in love. He was going to find it—here in Burbank where he’d have four passions: soccer, grunge, being a Coaugelo, and being in love with a cute, wonderful, and smart boy. That was Austin’s secret.

Coaugelos shouldn’t kiss other boys, or so some said—at least, the old-timers in the Alliance. He didn’t care what they thought, but he worried what his parents would think. They were his best friends. Austin traveled all over the world with his parents. He was worried that if he told them his secret, they wouldn’t understand or accept him anymore. Losing the closeness with, and love of, his parents would hurt more than the bite of a Qu’muqa, a monster with green scales and ten mouths on two heads.

His parents worked as agents for the Anti-Coven League. When they got a new assignment from the League, they took on new day jobs for cover.

“What jobs are you supposed to be doing?” asked Austin.

“This time around, I manage a highly profitable import-export business specializing in Chinese antiquities,” responded his mother.

“Jolly right you are,” Austin quipped. “How many bloomin’ vases do we have?”

Austin Sr. frowned. “Too many,” he observed.

“What about you, Dad?”

“I run a gas station somewhere called Van Nuys,” Austin Sr. said.

Austin glanced at his mom and dad. “Looks like you got the shit job this time, eh Dad?” he said.

They all laughed.

“I ran a nail salon in Bangkok last time for six months,” Austin’s mother said. “I hate salons.”

“Yeah,” his father said. “I had to collect garbage in Berlin for a year. Remember?”

“How could I forget the smell? I had to be a maid in Buenos Aires.”

Austin tuned them out. This was one of his parents’ games: try to top each other in who had the worst fake job while they were out in the field fighting monsters for the League.

Austin caught sight of his cousin Barnhard “Barn” Wong strutting up the street toward him and his family.

Barn was Austin’s best mate. His father was Austin’s uncle. Austin was an only child, as was Barn. When they were together, they acted like brothers.

Barn waved, jumping up and down. Barn was always full of life and energy. Austin loved being around him. Life was better around his cousin.

“Oi, Kangs!” Barn shouted in Cantonese.

Austin noticed a red-haired boy with brown eyes and a band of freckles on his nose walking next to Barn.

Austin’s heart melted. He was the most beautiful boy Austin had ever seen—from Mumbai to London to New York and Tokyo and Sydney. He felt the universe shift inside him. He could feel the boy pulling him in as if Austin were a satellite circling the Earth.

Austin liked that feeling. His parents orbited each other, and like them, he wanted to circle this boy—forever.

Barn and the red-haired boy parted ways. Austin watched the boy walk across the street under the canopy of jacaranda trees, disappearing into a four-story white stucco Spanish colonial mansion.

“What’s my assignment?” Austin asked as Barn arrived, pausing to hug his uncle, aunt, and Austin. Barn was affectionate and loved hugs and kisses, or smooches, as he called them. “Reconnaissance with my mate here? Hunting down Àzmadus? Orgmas?” Austin continued.

Barn high-fived Austin. “Let’s destroy monsters!” Barn exclaimed.

Barn was a Coaugelo like Austin. Barn’s extended family owned the Wong Aero-Magicals Corporation that made the PlasmX in factories in Chicago, Tokyo, and Bangkok as well as other equipment used by the Alliance to fight the Coven.

“You’re just a high school junior,” Austin’s mother said. “You need a break from hunting and fighting. You need to have fun!”

“You need to be a boy,” his father echoed.

“Killing monsters is fun,” Austin responded.

“Really fun, Auntie!” Barn added. “Austin can train at the Dáu Xhà, the dojo with Dáumo Máurso, the sensei.”

“Who?” asked Austin.

“He's an Immortal—Mars, the God of War. He runs the best Dáu Xhà in the world. You’ll learn the most powerful Xem Sen Ou with him,” explained Barn.

“Oi,” Austin said, “training with an Immortal. That’s amazing.”

“He’s amazing,” Barn said. “He’s nearly ten feet tall, a knot of muscle, and his voice makes the earth tremble.”

“Sounds a tad frightening,” Austin admitted.

“He’s the God of War, mate,” Barn explained, nudging Austin in the side with his elbow.

“Fair enough,” Austin replied.

“He likes cats—he has a dozen at his home. He also likes hot dogs—a lot—and slushies,” Barn said.

“Yuck,” Austin said, rolling his eyes. “I hate slushies.”

“Let’s go to the Dáu Xhà after you drop your stuff off,” Barn said, “So I can introduce you to Máurso.”

Austin glanced expectantly at the moving truck, the boxes on the sidewalk, and his parents.

“Go,” his mother said in Cantonese. “Have fun, boys! And no killing monsters!”

“Oi,” Barn said, already ignoring his aunt. “There’s a poltergeist at Dirk Delomary’s department store in the mall—third floor, women’s hosiery. We can destroy it after we get hot dogs and hang with Máurso,” he said. “And I know a cute girl at Chicken on a Stick who’s an Encantreina. She can turn satay into powerful silver daggers that will kill any monster.”

Austin grinned. He loved Burbank already.


Part One

Two Little Words

Cor Assundra Ea Volto

—“The Life I See”

 

I cannot pretend anymore.

No matter what you say,

Or do,

No matter the plans you make,

Or how you try to squeeze me

Into your box,

When I open my eyes,

And I look into the mirror,

I see me.

Only me.

 

Masmàra Cuxcoa

Poems From The First Great Age, Volume One


Chapter One

City of Angels

I WASN’T A normal sixteen-year-old. First and foremost, I had bright-red hair—the color of a Valentine’s Day heart made of construction paper. I tried to dye it once so that I didn’t stand out so much, but my hair turned green. As I learned, having green hair was worse than having red hair—bullies hated green hair more. My hair was also unruly and went pretty much in every direction, refusing to be combed, styled, or tamed in any way. Bright-red hair that looked constantly disheveled was more catnip to bullies.

Second, my family was the richest family in America. I lived in a sprawling Victorian mansion filled with numerous rooms stuffed with valuable antique furniture. Some might say I was lucky, yet I didn’t feel lucky, usually because I didn’t have any money on me. And being rich meant I had to follow rules that other kids didn’t have to follow. How I dressed, spoke, and thought were all carefully monitored so I didn’t do something to make my family look bad to all of America.

Third, the things I prized weren’t what boys my age usually loved. While my friend Kevin adored hip-hop, I had a passion for grunge music from bands such as Red Hot Chili Peppers, Guns and Roses, and U2. My friends laughed when I once told them I idolized Bono. They asked me who Bono was. When I explained that he was the front man of the world’s greatest rock band, my friends countered and said that I should admire Drake or Ed Sheeran instead, given they were more current. I didn’t tell them I worshipped Bono because, to me, his music was poetry. I had a soft spot for reading both poetry and fiction, not books from Oprah’s book club or the New York Times bestseller list as my mom preferred. Instead, I favored reading mystery novels about a middle-aged man in love with a librarian and solving crimes along with his two Siamese cats. Speaking of cats, I was partial to animals, in particular, my stuffed octopus, Ocho, and my golden retriever, Boxey. Boxey could fly, and he talked to me because he was my familiar.

Finally, I had magical powers that most kids my age didn’t have—like stopping time so I could sneak in a nap when Ms. Block rambled on in biology class, summoning a soda to drink in English class, or turning Brussels sprouts into a Three Musketeers bar. I loved Three Musketeers bars.

My powers were meant for me to do more than summon a Coke or candy bar. I had magical powers to help maintain the balance of the universe. Good and evil were constantly at war. I was one of the good guys, battling monsters coming out of the Gloom. Vampires, werewolves, and shapeshifters were organized into individual groups collectively known as the Coven. I might have been different, but having magical powers and fighting monsters gave me purpose. When summoning a sword and shield to fight a coven of Malloupus, my red hair, the net worth of the Delomary family, or choice of music or books didn’t matter. The only important thing was protecting my friends, family, and Los Angeles. I cared very much for the City of Angels.

I had friends, mostly Ordinaries, consisting of April, Kevin, Gina, Tina, and Letitia, as well as my cousins Tyrone and Tyrell. They knew my big secret. I hunted down monsters to keep them safe, though there was a lot that I didn’t share with them. I worried that if they saw the real me, the one daydreaming of stuffed octopi flying in outer space or being fifty-five in love with a librarian who cherished the same things as me, they would think I was weird and not want to be my friend.

I had one best friend, Barn Wong. He was more like a brother to me. He moved in next door to me from Hong Kong when we were both twelve. We both loved playing Marco Polo in the pool, riding skateboards, and as it turned out, fighting monsters. His father, George, later fell in love with my favorite aunt, Christine. They married and moved into our mansion. My aunt and George were Magicals like me and Barn. Magic was inherited. We had an extra chromosome that allowed us to tap into the magic in the universe.

I was an Encantreino and Barn was a Coaugelo. He had a glimmer of magic that allowed him to find monsters before I did. He used Xem Sen Ou to punch and kick monsters artfully and deployed his PlasmX to weaken them, creating an opening for me to summon spells to destroy them. Barn and I were a team, and, as such, he knew a lot more about the real me than my other friends. When we were together fighting the Coven, everything in my world was right.

When we were done battling monsters, though, things were different. Barn read books on military history, Xem Sen Ou, and the theory of Applied Hygienic Arts that explained how to subdue and destroy monsters. He went to a Dáu Xhà where he trained with other Coaugelus. He had a community.

An Encantreino like me studied with a mentor—in my case, my Aunt Christine—one-on-one. I also spent a great deal of time alone reading the Bona Bonimenta, the sacred book of magic that Magicals used in our craft.

Barn knew about Ocho, and thought it was silly how much I loved my stuffed octopus. He thought I was odd for wanting to be fifty-five, solving mysteries with two cats while being madly in love with a librarian. And lately, he preferred battling monsters with a gaggle of Encantreinas, female Magicians, with whom he spent an increasing amount of time.

I wished I had someone who was magical and liked the stuff I did, someone who understood me and peered inside me at the real boy—someone who wasn’t afraid to be my friend.

I looked up at the white flickers of light burning like diamonds in the indigo night sky stretching over the black Cascade Mountains in front of me. I loved staring at the stars. And here, far away from the urban sprawl of the San Fernando Valley, where I lived, I could see Cassiopeia shining bright among the rest of the Milky Way.

I turned up the volume on my phone, listening to “Under the Bridge” by the Red Hot Chili Peppers. I loved this song so much. When I listened to it, I became one with the City of Angels and the broader masses of Angelenos. Oftentimes, I wished I were more ordinary like everyone else. As I skateboarded around the San Fernando Valley back home in LA, I listened to this song, which suggested to me that my only true friend was LA. I identified with the loneliness of LA’s barren streets as people drove in their cars to their destinations. LA understood me—the real me—the boy alone in a world of judgment, magnified by internal changes he was going through that rushed toward him like a tsunami.

The City of Angels watched over me as I walked on her streets, hiked over her brown chaparral-covered hills, and skated under her pulsating freeways. Angelenos moved along these freeways in their cars separated from each other by aluminum and glass, and fed the arteries leading to the pumping heart of downtown LA.

I thought of Barn a lot these days—so close and yet so far apart. We were both growing up. It was hard to be sixteen and going through adolescence. Everything was changing—our bodies, our emotions, our very identities. It was painful as childhood faded, covered by a veil.


Chapter Two

Summer Camp for Magicals

A TWIG SNAPPED behind me. I turned quickly, spotting a shadow moving toward me through the trees and underbrush of the forest. I scrambled to my feet, summoning two silver daggers.

“Oa pudo vovo destrùja llacoma lloromo!” I shouted, while frantically pulling my hands back ready to fling the magic energy at the unseen monster.

“No, you’re not going to destroy me for approaching you,” Áurmiddo responded as he stepped out of the darkness of the forest into the surrounding field that was bathed in silvery moonlight. He was short, like me, with brown skin, hazel eyes, and curly brown hair, streaked with blond.

“You should be in bed,” Áurmiddo said, deepening his voice to sound like our Camp Counsellor Rafi. “It’s forbidden for Magicals to roam the forest at night because there are Áucúitus and other monsters out there looking to feed on you.”

I laughed, the daggers dissolving into the night air as Áurmiddo climbed up the flat-topped granite rock that overlooked Shasta Lake.

“You screamed like a Càaxhasta; you know that right, Elicêo?” Áurmiddo said, using the translation of my name in the Old Language.

Áurmiddo and I sat down on the cold rock. He sat cross-legged while I wrapped my arms around my knees to keep warm as the night chill set in.

“I didn’t scream like a banshee!” I retorted. Last year, a banshee haunted my friend April’s house, screaming suddenly in the middle of the night and frightening the family until Barn and I banished her back to the Gloom where she belonged.

“Sure, Elicêo, sure,” Áurmiddo said. “We’re pùfladantos right now. Being here away from camp,” he added.

“You’re right, we are scofflaws,” I said. “We’re enjoying nature. And you should practice your English while you’re here in this Dimension.”

“English is boring, monotone. Nothing makes sense. There are no rules. I’ll stick to Minervan, thank you very much,” Áurmiddo said sarcastically.

“You’re welcome. What’s the point of traveling seven thousand years to the future and across six dimensions to attend summer camp if you’re not gonna learn English?” I asked rhetorically.

“I’m here to study Qu’el, magic! And you should practice your Old Language with me because I’m a native speaker,” Áurmiddo said.

“I’m fluent!” I responded.

“You need to work on your atombras santùallen, on your nouns, as you call them in English. You tend to mix these words up, especially the genders. A noun ends in u when referring to a class of people for whom knowing their gender is irrelevant, such as a Máunadu, a witch. An o is added to nouns for boys like you and me because we identify as such—I would call you an Encantreino. An a is added to nouns for girls such as Vêrnadetta—who’s a Coaugela so it ends with an a and not an o,” explained Áurmiddo.

“I called her Coaugelo once by accident!” I said.

“If you’re not going to use the right noun, default to the nonbinary u, in case you don’t know how the person identifies. Okay, Elicêo?”

“Yeah,” I said.

“Finally, remember to make nouns plural. All you have to do is add an s to the respective gendered versions of the words. For example, you and I are Encantreinos, more than one Coaugela would be referred to as Coaugelas, and a mix-gendered or nonbinary group would be called Coaugelus,” Áurmiddo said.

“I’m trying!” I exclaimed. “Mom put me in Old Language immersion classes after school last year. Her goal was to improve my accent.”

“Work on pronouns; your accent is fine, Elicêo,” Aurmiddo said. “Not like those wizards from Southern Minerva. They have terrible accents. They speak like they have rocks in their mouths.”

“Astroístus are the worst,” I added. “They think their poop doesn’t stink merely because they can fly around, harness lightning and thunder, and because everyone thinks of them as superheroes.”

“And when they wear capes and tights—” Áurmiddo added.

“—they look so funny!” I finished for him.

We both laughed really hard. This was our spot, high above the lake, nestled in the mountains, where we watched the stars together. Cassiopeia in particular was our favorite constellation.

I loved coming here to summer camp for Magicals, where people like myself gathered every summer from all seven dimensions to immerse ourselves 24/7 in “Applied Arts and Sciences,” as we called magic. We couldn’t call it magic without Ordinaries freaking out. They were scared of certain things they didn’t understand.

Here at camp, I polished my skills in spell casting, conjuring, time splitting, and walking on water—a favorite among my peers. They would drink some beers at a house party and then walk on water. This would be great until either the churchy kids caught wind of it or the cops came.

The most important thing about camp was being surrounded by Encantreinus like me for six weeks—six short weeks.

“Were you crying?” Áurmiddo asked, scooting closer to me, our legs touching. He peered at my eyes. “They look puffy, Elicêo.”

“No!” I lied. Listening to “Under the Bridge” always made me cry and reminded me that Barn and I have been in cocoons, and now we were both starting to emerge. I knew what he would be. Me? I was scared to find out.

“Worried about your family?”

“Yes, my family drives me nuts,” I said. “Mom has high expectations of me.”

Áurmiddo stared at me like I had sprung ten heads.

“Your family are descended from the Áuqala, the Queen of Queens and the leader of the Alliance, Elicêo. Did you forget?”

“I try to forget,” I said. “It’s too much pressure for me. How do I live up to that?”

We both sat silently staring up at the stars glimmering high above us, their light traveling to us from thousands of years ago, from the dimension where Áurmiddo lived far away from me. I didn’t like that I had made a friend who seemed to get me, a friend who saw 90 percent of the real me and he was leaving soon when camp was scheduled to end. I would be all alone again, me in the City of Angels.

“You killed a màlactanta, a malevolent,” Áurmiddo said after a while. “You destroyed Paràsàfàna, the Queen of the Gloom to be exact—and twice, no less. Elicêo, you’re more incredible than you realize.”

“It’s nothing, really. Paràsàfàna goes by the name Devlina.”

“Her pseudonym helps her blend in so that she could better enact her sinister agenda,” Áurmiddo said. “She wants to destroy the universe and absorb all the power that flows among the dimensions.”

“Yeah,” I said. “She does want to do that. But she’s sorta funny. She dresses all in black leather and carries a riding whip with her and she cracks a lot of jokes.”

Áurmiddo stared at me.

“You seem confused, Áurmiddo,” I said. “Okay, let me explain. Have you seen the movie Cruella? Devlina looks like Cruella except she doesn’t have black-and-white hair.” I retrieved my phone from my pocket, cast a quick spell to connect to LTE towers over the mountains, and pulled up an image of Emma Stone as Cruella, dressed all in black leather.

“Wow, so Devlina looks like a character from a movie, and she’s a comedian… and…evil?”

“Pretty much.”

We laughed until we both fell silent. After a few moments I said, “I miss Minerva—purple water, red hills, Golden Dragons that spew smoke that makes you fall asleep.”

“It’s magical,” Áurmiddo said, turning to look at me. “Like you and me.” We settled in, staring up at Cassiopeia burning brightly.

“When you look up at Cassiopeia you can see where all Magicals come from. That links us—you and me, Elicêo,” Áurmiddo said.

“Try saying my name in English,” I encouraged.

“Elitcha,” Áurmiddo attempted, struggling to say my name in English.

“Ee-lie-jah!” I said phonetically.

Áurmiddo groaned. “I can’t pronounce your name in English. It’s too hard,” he said. “That’s why I call you Elicêo. It’s easier to say in my language.”

I laughed. “Good thing I speak your language.”

“Speaking of, I don’t know why you call my language the Old Language,” Áurmiddo said.

“Well, you do live on Old Earth—the one that existed well before my Earth,” I said. “Hence your language is old, much older than English.”

“English is senlàpso, stupid.”

“No, Minervan is stupid,” I said, sticking my tongue out at him. We laughed and laughed.

Later, we lay in our bunkbeds in our cabin, the other kids snoring loudly.

“Are you listening to ‘Under the Bridge’ again?” Áurmiddo called down from the top bunk.

“No!” I said, even though I was in fact listening to the song.

Áurmiddo’s head appeared over the side of the bunk. “What’s that?” he asked, pointing to my lit-up phone.

My phone floated out from under my covers against my will. Darn magic. I hated when my magic simply did whatever it wanted, regardless of how much I tried to control it.

“You should listen to Drake or Ed Sheeran.”

“That’s what my friends tell me, but I like Bono,” I said. “He’s like a god.”

“Bono? That means gift card you know.”

“No, it’s pronounced bah-noh not boh-noh. He’s the leader of U2. How do you know about Drake or Ed Sheeran in your dimension?”

“Well, I go to the Marcého Imradomensanabo in Costa Oculta, the interdimensional market in the seedy area back home,” Áurmiddo said. “You can get anything at the Marcého, Elicêo, including potions and books of spells forbidden by the Còngréhassa sie Estàntus. You can even buy popular music from your dimension such as Drake or Ed Sheeran. I’ve never seen Bono though at the kiosks where you download music.”

“I don’t like Drake,” I said. “I like grunge music. Aunt Christine listened to grunge when she was in college. It speaks to me and makes me connect with my feelings.”

“After all our time together, Elicêo, I feel like you’re pretty perfect,” Áurmiddo said, “Profàceo imdentro et exancto.”

I laughed, staring up at the wood above me. “Perfect inside and out,” I repeated his words in English. “Thank you. You’re quite the poet, Áurmiddo.”

“Glad you liked it,” Áurmiddo said, “You know, my parents say I should do whatever makes me happy: roam the countryside with an easel and canvas painting images of the avisas tàxadérmuno, against the beautiful backdrop of La Biscayne, but that’s crazy,” Áurmiddo said. “Do they want me to grow up and be poor and panhandle on the streets?”

“What are the avisas tàxadérmuno?”

“They’re these herds of stuffed animals resembling wild bison created by a wizard who owned a toy shop long ago,” Áurmiddo explained. “And they roam the wild countryside to this day.

“Wow, painting pictures of wild stuffed bison herds sounds amazing to me,” I said. “I’d totally do that. Paint. Wander around. Be free like a bird. Not a care in the world, no ten-year plan, no constraining brand.”

“Your mom just wants what’s best for you.”

“Are you on her side now?”

Áurmiddo sighed. “No, I’m on your side,” he said. After a pause, he changed the subject. “Have you ever been trampled by the avisas tàxadérmuno? It’s amazing, Elicêo. It’s like getting a massage from hundreds of soft pillows.”

We laughed.

“Silence!” Vêrnadetta Omusso, a bunkmate, shouted from across the room. “I am trying to sleep, blockheads.”

In the morning, Áurmiddo and I sat at our usual spot in the corner of the crowded, noisy cafeteria. Áurmiddo said, “The thing about you, Elicêo, is you have the weight of the universe on your shoulders. You need someone to carry it with you.”

Barn used to help me carry the weight. I was an Encantreino, and he was a Coaugelo. Together, we were a team fighting the Gloom and their Coven. He was different now, with peach fuzz sprouting on his face, his voice deepening, and his preoccupation turning to girls.

For our morning camp lesson, Áurmiddo and I conjured up wraiths called Áucúitus—monsters resembling ghosts made out of bed sheets with cutouts for eyes and snarling mouths that ate Magicals like me. We chased them through the forested hills around the camp and vanquished them by combining our magic. We impressed our Goànta Conjurallen, our conjuring coach, a tall woman with purple skin and green hair named Salatańa from the Fifth Dimension.

“Good work, boys,” she said, floating over the green grass. The gravity where she lived was stronger than here on Earth, making her float. “Coaugelus might be worried about you two,” she said. “You might be able to fight the Coven without them.”

“Encantreinus always fight with Coaugelus!” I said.

“That’s my point. You are good enough to fight the monsters sulatáurro, all alone.” Salatańa laughed, floating away and disappearing into the hot air. Áurmiddo and I high-fived. We walked under the towering pine trees and made a last-minute decision to go swimming.

“Levas Nàvago!” Áurmiddo said, wiping sweat off his brows. “We deserve a cool dip!”

Moments later, both Áurmiddo and I pulled off our shorts, shirts, and boots and dove into the cold waters of Lake Shasta, where a flotilla of houseboats lined the horizon. I swam deep down. I always looked for hidden treasure. I found some rusted cans and a flip-flop. Pfft. So much for treasure. If I found treasure, I would sell it and take the money and go to live in Minerva with Áurmiddo. Maybe we’d roam around and paint pictures of the stuffed wild bison herds together.

I emerged from the water. Áurmiddo floated over to me. His curly hair was matted down the sides of his head. He grinned. “You look like you have a red washcloth on your head, Elicêo,” Áurmiddo said.

I splashed water at him.

He laughed and summoned a waterspout to drown me. I quickly reincarnated and summoned a series of bats to swarm over him and drop piles of guano on him.

“Aietto!” he screamed. “Stop! I give up!”

I swam over to him. He ducked his head in the lake to clear the poop out of his hair. When he emerged from the water, he had a strange look on his face. He was glowing, for some reason.

“Elicêo,” Áurmiddo said floating close to me. His warm breath caressed my face.

“Yes, Áurmiddo?”

“I’ve had the best time this summer with you,” Áurmiddo said, staring into my eyes.

“But it’s almost over,” I said. Alone again.

The lyrics for “With or Without You” by Bono resonated with me. I was with Áurmiddo now but soon I would be without him. And Barn? I could count on him, but he was different now. We were both different.

“The thing is, Elicêo,” Áurmiddo said, pausing and squinting toward the sky, the sun burning electric yellow. “I feel close to you. And I mean…there’s something I really would like to do…”

He floated closer to me. His legs brushed mine, and he wrapped his arms around me. What the heck was happening? Was he going to drown me? He couldn’t kill me. I would merely reincarnate. Sure, reincarnating was painful, but whatever.

“Elicêo,” Áurmiddo said closing his eyes, his hands touching my hips under water. His hands tightened. He pulled me closer. My eyes watched his moist, red lips move closer and closer and closer until he pressed them against mine—soft, warm, and tender.

I pulled back and stared at him, the water lapping against our bodies. A jet ski zoomed by us in the distance. I looked into his eyes—warm, welcoming. We had spent every waking minute together these last six weeks. The days seemed to be colored in dreamlike shades of gold and yellow.

I treaded water vertically and gazed at him. Suddenly, I pulled him back to me and kissed him. My whole body charged with some unknown energy. What was this sensation? After a few seconds, we separated again.

“You kissed me…”

“I had to,” Áurmiddo said. “You’re too puxhàredo cute, too effing cute, Elicêo.”

“Áurmiddo!” I said. “What does our kiss mean for us?”

The gravity of the universe shifted inside me. Icy fingers of fear spread through my body. Was I going to sink to the bottom of the lake? Drown? Would I be reincarnated this time? I had just kissed a boy. Meanwhile, Barn had kissed a girl for the first time a month earlier at the Juneteenth Barbecue my Uncle Devereux and Aunt Shameka threw at their house.

I looked at Áurmiddo. He was radiant. I had kissed him—a boy. I had never kissed anyone—boy, girl, no one. I had never wanted to. And then…I had. For some reason, I thought about Barn. Barn and I would never be the same again. Barn kissed girls. I had just kissed a boy. Something about kissing Áurmiddo hurt so bad, and I didn’t know why.

“I have to go.”

Áurmiddo grabbed me. “Elicêo,” he said. “It’s okay.”

“No, it’s not okay.” I said. “This goes against my ten-year plan and my brand. My family is high profile. Everyone knows us. I can’t be…you know…”

I swam as fast as I could to shore. Mom would be devastated. Barn wouldn’t understand me. I was the odd man out. The boy with red hair. The boy with a stuffed octopus named Ocho and a dog that flew through the air. The boy who kissed another boy. This was a disaster.

“Elicêo!” Áurmiddo called from the lake.

I dressed quickly and ran to the cabin, trying desperately to figure out what to do. I was having an out-of-body experience, going back in time and replaying the kiss while also worrying about the future and what that kiss would mean for me. Everything was ruined. Mom would be devastated. Kissing a boy would go against the brand that everyone wanted for me.

As I arrived at my cabin, “Under the Bridge” was playing on my phone. Late afternoon shadows filled the cabin as I paused the music on my phone to call Mom. She picked up on the third ring.

“Hello?” Mom answered.

“Mom,” I began.

“Elijah?” she asked. “Everything okay?”

“No,” I said, as Áurmiddo walked into the cabin. Áurmiddo stood next to me, his arms wrapped across his chest, water dripping off his body onto the wood floor. “I need to come home.”

“Are you sick?”

“No,” I said. “It’s only—”

“Stop right there. Are you homesick?”

I paused.

"You’re sixteen,” Mom said. “You’re almost an adult. You have to learn to be away from home.”

“It’s not that,” I said. I was freaked out by the kiss and suddenly had the urge to return to the comforts of home. “I honestly have to come home.”

“Listen to me, son,” she said in her no-nonsense voice, the one she used when addressing the stockholders of the Delomary Corporation or to the occasional demon that showed up in the backyard, drunk and looking to raise a ruckus. “You are representing our family at the camp. The descendent of the Áuqala, the Queen of Queens. You can’t leave. It would not look right. Think of your brand.”

I kissed a boy, I wanted to say but kept silent.

“You simply put on your best smile and do what we always do.”

“And what’s that, Mom?”

“Put those feelings in a box and ignore them. Smile. Be a Delomary. Do you understand?” Mom said.

I wanted to cry. Mom. She sucked.

“Yeah, okay, Mom,” I said, ending the call.

“Elicêo,” Áurmiddo said softly. “Why are you upset?”

“Boys don’t kiss other boys!” I said suddenly.

Vêrnadetta walked into the room and closed the Fashion World magazine she was reading. She looked confused.

“Boys don’t kiss boys…here?” Vêrnadetta asked.

Nàdo Alluma walked in behind her, catching only a portion of the conversation. He chuckled and asked, “Why not?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “Boys don’t kiss boys generally on Earth.”

“Why?” Nàdo asked. “It’s not a problem on Old Earth.”

“I dunno,” I said. “We’re in summer camp here on Earth in the First Dimension where some people freak out if a boy kisses another boy.”

“They do?” Nàdo said.

Áurmiddo looked confused.

“Yeah,” I said. “So, boys who like boys hide it.”

Vêrnadetta threw the magazine down. “Your dimension here on Earth is so weird. You are seven thousand years ahead of Old Earth and yet so primitive. Boys can’t kiss boys? No hovermobiles, no floating skyscrapers, and you have to plug things in to power them?!” She laughed. “What’s next? You’ll say you have to bury your feelings so others aren’t hurt by them?”

“That’s right,” I said. Delomarys must hide all emotions, and be proper, poised, and polished. We must put our feelings in a box, seal said box, and hide it on a high shelf far away from reach.

Nàdo scratched his head. “So, when you’re scared you can’t simply scream out?”

I shook my head.

“When you’re mad, you can’t start yelling?” Nàdo continued.

I shook my head.

“That’s awful,” Vêrnadetta said. “How would we do the crito dèlomallen, the daily yell that way? The stuffed talking gorillas would really get worked up not being able to have their daily yell!”

“Look, I don’t know,” I said. “It’s basically customary to kiss the opposite gender and to bury feelings on most parts of Earth. I can’t describe it.”

Áurmiddo locked eyes with me, taking my hand and holding it, softly and warmly.

Shit, shit, shit. I couldn’t do this. I couldn’t hold his hand.

“That’s better,” Nàdo said soothingly. “Hold hands.”

Lloroso de Màscàdayez bounded in from levitation practice, his straight black hair drenched with sweat. “Ahh,” he said. “Cute! I love holding hands! Nàdo! Come here and hold mine right now.”

“You smell,” Nàdo said, frowning. “Go shower.”

“Then hold my hand at dinner?” Lloroso asked.

“If you insist,” Nàdo said.

“It’s amazing that two boys can hold hands on Old Earth without fear of judgment,” I said.

“It’s called affection,” Vêrnadetta said. “We need it to survive.”

The others agreed.

“Shit,” Llorosso said to me. “Do you like holding Áurmiddo’s hand?”

“Uhh…maybe.”

Llorosso narrowed his eyes. “Did you two kiss?” he probed.

Áurmiddo laughed. “We kissed in the lake,” he explained.

“Ahh,” they all said.

“Did you like it?” Llorosso asked me.

“Yes,” I answered. “I mean, maybe. Maybe yes.”

“Then what the hell is the problem, Delomary?”

The problem was my mom, as well as the press, which hated our family. We were rich and powerful. The conservative press called our corporation the Octopus of Death given our corporate structure had many tentacles controlling multiple sectors around the world. Profits from our corporation were used to fund liberal causes, and the press frequently remarked tongue-in-cheek that we were richer than God.

If it got out that I liked boys, the press would potentially use it as fodder against my family and the Delomary Corporation. Having a pristine image was particularly important given there were many competing interests within my extended family for control over the family fortune and company.

“Time to eat,” Vêrnadetta said. “Come on, boys.”

Áurmiddo squeezed my hand.

Jeez. Maybe I should honestly go with the flow. Áurmiddo smiled at me. I sighed, squeezing his hand back.

Later, at dinner, Nàdo asked me, “Here on Earth, is it true people discriminate against others with dark skin and eyes shaped like mine and Áurmiddo’s?”

“Some do. Luckily, I was raised to be accepting of others regardless of how they look,” I said in between bites of spaghetti. If only my parents shared the same amount of acceptance for boys who kissed boys.

Nàdo tore his roll into small pieces. “That’s too bad,” he said. “Makes me glad to live on Old Earth.”

“They also are afraid of Magicals on Earth,” I said.

All the Magicals at the table looked at me surprised.

“We have to hide our powers on Earth,” I explained. “We have to surreptitiously protect Earth from the Coven, or Ordinaries will hunt us down and kill us.”

I guess that was too much for the other Magicals. They began laughing.

“Oh, come on,” Llorosso said. “These people prefer to be killed by demons?”

“Or succubi?” Vêrnadetta added.

“Or monsters?” Áurmiddo chimed in.

I shrugged. Here, among my fellow Magicals, I was still the odd man out as the only representative of Earth, which others saw as a backward and bizarre place—nothing like Old Earth. Story of my life. I was the weirdo with the bright-red hair who liked old-fashioned music and lived on a planet filled with two kinds of monsters—one kind who hunted Ordinaries for blood and another kind who were Ordinaries harming other Ordinaries through their biases.

The next few weeks passed quickly. Áurmiddo and I went back to conjuring monsters to destroy, running around the meadow summoning tornadoes and lightning to vanquish demons, spending nights staring up at Cassiopeia, and holding hands.

He didn’t kiss me again. We simply held hands and spent time together. We had this connection. And I knew it was coming to an end as summer camp wound down. He would go back to Minerva with the other Magicals where he could kiss boys freely. I had to go home and figure myself out. Did I like boys? What about girls? I never kissed a girl before and didn’t want to think about kissing them. The thought of kissing a girl made me think of my sister, Tory. The thought of kissing my sister made me sick.

*

A FEW NIGHTS before summer ended, a big storm blew in. Thunder echoed off the Cascade Mountains, lightning flashed, and rain swamped the lake and flooded the streams. Áurmiddo and I and the rest of our cabinmates sat on the covered porch outside our cabin watching the storm. Suddenly, a dark mass rose from the lake’s surface. My eyes grew big.

“Es ina cràcoa?” Áurmiddo whispered to me.

“Yes, I think it’s a kraken,” I replied, scrutinizing the large creature with multiple waving arms, red eyes and…a black wig on its head?

“Well, well, well,” it shouted down at me and Áurmiddo, looming twenty feet above us, rain pouring down on its scaly skin. My blood cooled. My heart stopped beating. I squeezed Áurmiddo’s hand harder.

“Paràsàfàna!” Áurmiddo shouted.

“Devlina du Vel!” I exclaimed angrily.

“The one and only baby,” Devlina cackled.

“You’re dead!” I said angrily, standing up and walking to the edge of the covered deck.

“Matter is neither created nor destroyed. Check your science book, baby,” she called out to me from the lake.

“I can’t believe this is Paràsàfàna, Mäu Licuria, the worst of all Malevolents,” Áurmiddo whispered to me.

“That’s me!” she said floating above the lake. She slithered up the shore and towered above the swaying pine trees. “Back to destroy this dimension once and for all.”

“Not a bad idea,” Nàdo said. “So backward here.”

“You have to plug lamps in to light them!” Vêrnadetta shouted.

They all laughed.

“Devlina!” I said. “You know I'll stop you. It’s my duty—my family’s duty.”

“Oh, go blow it out your ear, kid,” she said. “Your family is full of poop. I heard you on the phone. What mom won’t let her son come home when he asks to? What mom hates boys kissing boys?”

“You heard me?” I asked curiously.

“I hear all, my love,” she revealed.

“Oh, so you’re some champion for youth? For love? As I recall, you tried to kill me—twice!”

“Details, details,” she said.

“Why do you look like that?” I asked as the rain blew in onto my bare feet.

Devlina looked down at her scales, warts and claws. “I have to acclimate and return to my beauty. That spell you cast three years ago did this to me.”

The other Magicals looked at me.

“Wow,” Llorosso said. “You did that?”

I shrugged, then said, “Devlina, why don’t you go find some other dimension and wreak havoc?”

“Because I want to destroy this dimension,” she said. “Plus, my husband Zid’dra is here. I am over him.”

“What does that mean?” I asked.

“He’s a cheater,” Devlina said.

“Huh?” I responded.

“Nothing,” Devlina said. “Look, truthfully, you should relax and be a kid. Stop worrying about your ten-year plan and your brand. Honestly, boys your age should worry about skateboarding and kissing!”

Áurmiddo turned and smiled at me. “See?” he said.

I sighed. If it were only that easy.

“Why can’t you let me simply, oh, I don’t know, wipe out this dimension and get rid of all the awful Ordinaries—you know, the ones who hate boys kissing boys,” Devlina said.

“It won’t work,” I said.

The gravity keeping the universe spinning required balance—good and evil, positive and negative—carefully calibrated. Devlina threatened that balance by trying to destroy Ordinaries. My family was charged with protecting that balance. I was charged with stopping Devlina. I didn’t have a choice.

“You do have choices,” Devlina said reading my mind as red mist rose from the grass. “I’ll see you around, sweetheart.”

And with that she was gone. Nàdo, Llorosso, and Vêrnadetta began talking excitedly. Áurmiddo leaned his head on my shoulder. My life just got so much more complex. Áurmiddo changed everything for me. How would my family react? What would everyone think of me? Devlina’s return reminded me of my oath to protect Earth, save the Ordinaries, and fight the Malevolents. I longed to be a normal boy like Áurmiddo. I was born into the rich and powerful Delomary clan with all the associated obligations, including fighting Devlina.

I sighed. Soon I’d be back in Burbank and more confused than ever. The gulf between me and Barn had widened these past few weeks. How could I tell him about my kiss? He wouldn’t understand me. Áurmiddo would be seven thousand years in the past.

Adding to my confusion lately, Dad had started calling me, explaining he wanted a relationship with me. Mom didn’t like me talking to Dad. A part of me had this need to talk to Dad, maybe to figure out what it meant to be a man. Still, I couldn’t tell him about my kiss with Áurmiddo since he was conservative and might not approve of boys kissing boys. His family, the Smiths, had a grudge against my family since the divorce and wanted to see my family knocked off our perch.

If only Áurmiddo could come with me, but I knew that wasn’t possible. If only I had a friend like him, someone I could totally be myself with. That was what I needed right now: someone who could look beyond my bright-red hair and my ten-year plan and brand, someone who could see all of me and want to be my friend.

The clouds retreated over the mountains and the moon shone onto the lake. Cassiopeia glowed above us. Áurmiddo squeezed my hand.


Chapter Three

My Stupid Schedule

A WEEK AFTER returning from summer camp, on a sweltering day when the thermometer hovered near 100 degrees outside, Mom sent me to the basement to find balloons. I sneezed. I hated the basement because it was dusty, dark, and had stagnant air. Barn and I rooted out demons here last summer and a poltergeist the year before. A Portàl Ãe Oscùrimenta, or a portal to the Gloom as it was called in English, was buried beneath the house. The portal had been locked up by my ancestor Evangeline Delomary one hundred years ago and was covered with glowing runes in the Sacred Script designed to keep the darkness from the world. Only, every so often, a rune failed and some monster snuck into the basement, hoping to wreak havoc in our world.

I was in the storage room under the stairs pulling out boxes labeled Xmas, Halloween, and “miscellaneous stuff,” written in Aunt Christine’s blocky handwriting. She dated a tagger once and picked up his handwriting style.

I found the box I wanted and opened the top. I searched inside, then pulled out a papier-mâché likeness of myself wearing white boxer briefs—the same boxer briefs I had worn the day in the lake with Áurmiddo when we kissed.

I tried pushing it back inside, but the papier-mâché likeness turned into a balloon and floated up and away from my flailing hands as I desperately tried to catch it. I chased after it through the dark and dusty rooms in the basement until it escaped out an open window in the far corner of the basement.

I ran outside. Mom was standing in the formal gardens in the backyard among the roses with Aunt Christine, examining the red, pink, purple, and blue flowers and talking quietly. The balloon floated over their heads. I jumped to catch it before they saw it.

“What is that?” Mom asked, squinting at the balloon through her pricey sunglasses.

“Is that you?” Aunt Christine asked after noticing the mop of red hair on the balloon. She then gaped at me.

Devlina appeared, floating over us. She was beginning to transform back to her normal self from the monstrous kraken form she had assumed back at the lake during summer camp. This time, she wore her usual black stilettos, black leather miniskirt, and black bodice with her pale skin tinged with green and her black hair flying around her head.

“You can join me, babe,” Devlina said. “We’ll destroy this awful world. You can be free…”

I jolted out of my dream as my alarm went off. I growled, looking at the time. 4:45 AM. Puxhàredo. This was an ungodly hour to be awake. There was a knock at my door. “Master Elijah,” the young housekeeper, Karina, said from the other side. “Your uniform is ready for your workout.”

My mom had commissioned personalized apparel for me to wear while working out. The set comprised a navy T-shirt with my initials monogrammed over the left side of my chest in twenty-four-karat-gold thread—ECD, which stood for Elijah Coronado Delomary—along with matching white shorts, wristbands, headband, and thigh-high socks, all monogrammed with my initials. Everything was freshly laundered and pressed with lavender oil and handed to me at 4:45 AM every day.

My mom was so over-the-top sometimes. We lived in a forty-eight-room mansion furnished with priceless antique furniture, imported vases from the Ming Dynasty, and European artwork from masters such as Van Gogh, Gaugin and Rembrandt, staffed with servants in uniforms, and complete with the ever-pervading sense of loneliness. My loneliness.

I wanted to run back to bed and sleep. I never got enough sleep. If I was lucky, I got five hours of shut-eye, but oftentimes I got less. Our family doctor, Doctor Hu, said I needed at least nine hours of sleep a night for optimal health. My mom simply tuned that out, as always. She filtered out what didn’t fit into her plans for me.

Karina handed me my schedule printed on hard stock paper, scented with rose water, and engraved in Lucida Sans script with gold ink:

5:00-6:00 AM Running/Sprinting

6:00-7:00 AM Weight/Core Training with Julio

7:00-7:15 AM Shower

7:15-7:20 AM Dress

7:20-7:30 AM Breakfast

7:30 AM Fundamentals of Levitation

9:00 AM Potions for Dummies

12:00 PM Luncheon with Family

1:00 PM Dancing

2:00-6:00 PM Work at Conglomo-Mart

6:30 PM Dinner

6:30-9:00 PM Spell Casting with Aunt Christine

9:00-9:30 PM Channeling Energy

9:30-11:45 PM Homework

11:45 PM Bed

I glanced at the schedule angrily, then hurled it toward the bed. Instead, it drifted back into my hands, making me infuriated. I grunted.

Karina said to me softly, “Have a good day, Master Delomary.” She closed the door gently behind her.

I disliked her calling me “Master” since I was a sixteen-year-old boy. I told her to call me “Elijah” once. Mom caught wind of that and reminded me of the hierarchy in our house with her at the top—her rules, for me and, previously, my older sister Tory.

Tory was formerly groomed to be the successor to the Delomary family empire. Then, Tory had a nervous breakdown her first semester at UCLA in West LA. She shaved her head and went to class one day wearing a burlap sack rather than normal clothes and began screaming at everyone. She even took off her bra and used it to attack the cops who came when the professor called 911.

Now, Tory convalesced at a holistic health institution located somewhere in the Alps where celebrities went when they were stressed out. With Tory away, I was now the heir apparent to the family empire. I was now expected to take the reins when I was old enough to do so. That was terrible. I didn’t want to assume all of that responsibility. I preferred a more typical life.

When Tory was sent away, I freaked out. I didn’t want to follow in her footsteps.

“Jesus, Belinda,” Aunt Christine had said recently. “Can’t you give it a rest? Elijah looks tired all the time. He has no time to spend with his friends and family. Do you want him to end up like Tory someday?”

“She had a moment. She’s better now. Besides, what do you suggest? Elijah is heir to the family empire. He is in line to be high up in the Magicals Alliance. He’s not some regular boy. He needs to be groomed for his future success,” Mom said while walking to the limo waiting out back.

“You make it sound like he’s a future king,” Aunt Christine said.

“In some ways, he is,” Mom replied.

Christine sighed. “I think you don’t want him to end up like his father.”

Mom stiffened. She always reacted that way when someone mentioned Dad.

“He’ll never be like that man,” Mom said. “Look, you can raise your children as you see fit. Leave me to raise my children as I would like.”

“Whatever,” Aunt Christine said. “You are too much sometimes, Belinda.”

Early morning fog swirled around the track nestled in the Verdugo mountains in the far part of the grounds above our mansion. Mom looked at her phone, then acknowledged me with a nod. She had her pretty auburn hair pulled back from her face. In this light, she looked more like my sister. She was incredibly beautiful. She had this aura about her and no visible signs of aging. She must use magic to maintain her youthful appearance, I thought.

“It’s natural, darling!” she said, reading my mind.

Puxhàredo. I needed to get better at shielding my thoughts with magic. I looked at my mom. She was ridiculous—jogging in place, checking her pulse, making a big show out of this. She did this with everything, making a spectacle of her life.

“How was camp?” she asked, staring at her phone, not at me.

Two weeks had passed since I had returned from camp. She had been in Europe for work those two weeks. She flew in last night at midnight and was still able to join me for jogging in the predawn hours. My mom needed only two hours of sleep to function.

I longed for my warm bed and Ocho. Mom gave him to me years ago when we lived in a small house in Sherman Oaks. She was different back then—smaller, quieter, and more like a normal mom. The octopus was a joke within our family, called the “Octopus of Death.” She previously had no interest in the family empire, power, or money. Then she was captured by Devlina. I saved Mom from Devlina and brought her back from Old Earth, but she came back different, with a new lease on life and new ambitions. Was my real mom still in Minerva somewhere, wearing sundresses and sandals with flowers in her hair, preferring to drink tea and talk to animals rather than to fly in private jets, ride in limousines, and spend long hours in meetings to figure out how to make money, money, money?

“Camp was fine,” I answered. “I learned how to walk on water.”

“Oh, god,” Mom said, rolling her eyes. “They still teach that?”

“Yes, it’s very popular. Kids like to learn it to show off at parties.”

“Tell me you aren’t drinking when you go to parties.”

“No, Mom,” I said. “You know I hate beer, liquor, and drugs.”

“Good,” Mom said. “You have to be top of your game for weight training, and you can’t be on drugs to compete in the All Valley Swim Tournament.”

“Right,” I said. “I have to win gold.”

“Why not?” Mom said. “You are so lucky to have the privilege of private trainers and Olympic-level training facilities.”

“What if I don’t want to participate in the All Valley?” I asked.

Mom stopped jogging and looked at me. “You don’t want to compete in the All Valley?”

“I mean, I want to be an architect, to build houses and offices.”

“God, Elijah,” Mom said. “Aim higher. Don’t squander your status and position.”

“What’s wrong with being an architect?”

“Our family,” Mom said. “There are many cousins who would gladly take over the reins of the corporation, push us aside, and take our place in the Magicals Alliance. You don’t understand the pressure. There are people within our family and the Alliance who want to see us fail—who want to manipulate our company and the Alliance to their benefit.”

“Is that bad?”

“Yes,” Mom said. “I work hard to manage the corporation so that the wealth is shared. You think your cousin Dupuy cares about us? Or DuPont? If they run the show, they’ll hoard all the money for themselves, and then where will we be?”

“Maybe back in Sherman Oaks, in our little house.”

“It’s not about that,” she retorted. “We’re part of something bigger.”

“Maybe I want to be something smaller.”

“Elijah, we have a duty to our family and to humanity,” Mom said. “We must keep the balance and maintain the gravity at the center of the universe.”

“Why?” I asked.

“If we don’t, then who will?” Mom asked.

“Perhaps cousin Lautrec?” I suggested. “Or Aunt Christine! She and Uncle George are always working with the Anti-Coven League…”

“We are part of something bigger than that,” Mom interrupted.

“I don’t understand what you’re talking about, Mom,” I said. “What’s bigger than running one of the largest corporations in the country while being a bigwig in the Alliance?”

“I know you don’t understand what I’m talking about right now,” Mom said. “Someday you will.”

“Mom, that’s a cop-out that parents always tell their kids,” I said. “They say, ‘Someday you’ll understand,’ but I want to understand now. I want you to explain. Barn doesn’t have this pressure. He can’t relate to me. I never have time to see my friends.”

“We have to make sacrifices,” Mom said, brushing off my question.

Mom had given me that same explanation ever since I was seven. I wanted to scream but held it in. I bottled that anger inside me as Mom had taught me to do.

“I’m sacrificing my life to be someone else,” I said. “This isn’t my life, Mom.”

“That’s the trade-off when you are a Delomary and an Encantreino,” Mom said.

“Can’t I go live in Minerva?” I asked. “I have a friend there. In fact, I have many friends.” I didn’t dare tell her about Áurmiddo or our kiss.

“Certainly not,” Mom said sternly. “I need you here to be my successor.”

“What if something happens to me?”

“Nothing will happen to you,” Mom laughed. “You’re a fighter. You’re a Delomary! Our name comes with significant influence, but also responsibility.”

To me, my surname represented a prison. I was effectively locked up and unable to do what I wanted, which was to read, listen to music, surf, and ride my skateboard. Maybe I needed someone like Áurmiddo here, someone who truly understood me. Someone who knew I was gay. I couldn’t tell Barn because he might accidentally tell Aunt Christine.

“Elijah is gay—you better reconfigure his brand!” Christine would have said. She and Mom argued all the time, so I would end up being more fodder for them to quarrel about.

In theory, I could tell April and Kevin. We’d traveled to Minerva where Magicals and Ordinaries coexist and fought Devlina together, so we all had shared trauma and a close bond. But April and Kevin were preoccupied with their own lives and were dancing around the fact that they liked each other. While they didn’t have a brand to worry about, perhaps they had their own reasons for not acknowledging each other’s feelings.

“Mom,” I called out a few minutes later. “What’s up with Sean?”

“Nothing,” she said. “We’re merely friends.”

“I saw you kissing Sean at the Juneteenth barbecue.”

“I was drunk,” Mom said, brushing it off.

“Mom! You’re not supposed to get drunk.”

“I’m kidding.”

“Sure, Mom.”

“Do you ever want to have someone in your life who truly understands and loves you?”

“No,” Mom said firmly. “Love never works out. People have their own agendas.”

“You mean like Dad?”

“Your father has his own agenda,” Mom said. “As for Sean, he’s a great guy. But I think it’s better for me to do my own thing and stay away from love.”

Mom and I jogged on the track past the field where Barn was practicing soccer. The sun broke through the early morning overcast sky. Barn was kicking a soccer ball to a tall, lanky Asian boy who was ridiculously tall—like a giant, with black hair that shone in the sun and fell over the thick black glasses on his angular face. Barn’s friend caught sight of me and dropped the ball. My face burned with embarrassment. I reached up pushing my hair off my face, trying to smooth it down so it wasn’t so obvious. I looked away at the fluffy white clouds floating overhead, then shifted my gaze back to Barn and his friend who was still watching me.

“Hurry up,” Mom shouted. “You’re getting lazy with your sprints!”

“I hate this exercise, Mom.”

Mom ran past me. She’d only had two hours of sleep. How did she do this? Magic? Probably. I put on my headphones, listening to “No Apologies” by Nirvana as my legs and arms pumped.

Twenty minutes later, Mom walked off the track, talking on her phone. Probably dealing with some emergency. I continued jogging. I spotted another shadow approaching my own. I glanced around.

“Tidings and well wishes, Elijah,” Devlina said, appearing beside me running in her stilettos and miniskirt. She was semitransparent to me and completely invisible to Mom.

“Jeez, Devlina,” I said. “Why are you transparent?”

“I’m still trying to get my power back,” she said, running alongside me.

“Can you leave?” I asked. “We are not friends or whatever you think is happening.”

“Don’t you feel a sense of connection with me, Elijah?” Devlina asked. “Like you, I don’t fit in. Look at my milky white skin tinged with green. Gross. Immortals have black skin.”

“You were an Immortal once,” I said. “Then you chose to turn your back on the Shimmering, join the Gloom, and be in the Coven rather than the Alliance. That’s the price you pay for going astray.”

“Aren’t you the judgmental one?” Devlina asked. “And for your information, I was the Goddess of Wheat, also known as Persephone to the Greeks and Paràsàfàna among the Immortals.”

“Yeah, so what happened?”

“Zid’dra,” Devlina replied. “What else? A man came and lured me with sweet whispers of nothing and all that nonsense.”

“You were an Immortal. How could you be lured?”

“Zid’dra was controlling like your mom,” Devlina interjected in hushed tones. “But he also had a sweet side initially. I was naive then. I was the Goddess of Wheat, for crying out loud. I tended to the process of making flour and bread. Gadzooks, that was a boring job. Zid’dra came along and brought excitement to my life.”

“I find it hard to believe you were naive,” I said. “You crave power and control. Is that what you drew you to him?”

“Who doesn’t crave power and control?”

“I don’t.”

“Yes, you do,” she corrected, as if she could see my inner desires to have control over my own life.

Puxhàredo. I hated Devlina.

“Can you go away and leave me alone before I conjure up golden eagles to attack you?” I asked, weary of our conversation.

“Oh no, not the eagles!” Devlina retorted, mocking me.

“You know they will claw you to death.”

“I’m a Malevolent,” Devlina exclaimed. “Your magic can’t hurt me.”

“Says who?” I asked indignantly.

Devlina rolled her eyes. “Everyone, silly.”

I waved my hands.

Devlina looked into the sky. “Elijah, you are such an asshole,” she exclaimed.

Four huge golden eagles, called Cáumos Dorallen, with ten-foot wingspans dove for Devlina. She began running faster.

“Before I go,” she called out. “I’d like to say that you can join me. You know that. I can help you. We can lay waste to the Shimmering and build anew with me, Paràsàfàna, as its queen.”

“You’re not a queen,” I corrected.

“Yes, I sorta am…”

“Devlina. Paràsàfàna. Queen of the Gloom. Jesus, can’t you just have one name?” I asked.

“I am a Malevolent!” she shouted, the sky darkened, and her voice echoed around me.

I cringed. “Damn, Devlina!”

“Sorry,” Devlina said. “Couldn’t help it. Natural reaction. You know I’m eight billion years old.”

“Yes, I’ve heard.”

“I was born on Morra Êímpagoneńa in Minerva—the famed Mount Olympus!” Devlina explained.

The eagles screeched and circled Devlina. She tossed bolts of lightning at them. They advanced, claws raised. Devlina ducked before one grabbed her.

“Look Devlina, I have to go.”

“What’s next?” Devlina asked sardonically. “Weightlifting? Swimming? Tap dancing?”

“I like it,” I lied.

Devlina laughed, then disappeared in a puff of yellow smoke leaving behind a trail of wheat. I waved my hands and the eagles disappeared.

Later that afternoon, after weightlifting and swimming, I took a one-hour reprieve from my tap-dancing lessons with the help of magic. I was enjoying the sunlight filtering through the leaves of the hundred-year-old sycamore trees towering over me. Lying in my hammock, the earlier conversation with Devlina sparked a comparison between Zid’dra and my dad. Tory had said to me once that Dad was nothing more than a sperm donor because he walked out on the family. I had seen him perhaps four times over the past ten years, usually at a birthday party. He’d show up unexpectedly with a gift for the wrong person, as he mixed up my birthday with Tory’s and vice versa. He was forgetful and oftentimes careless.

Mom said a lot of Dad’s problems stemmed from when he was in the Gulf War that deposed Saddam Hussein. Dad had post-traumatic stress disorder, PTSD, my Uncle George told me. George previously suffered from PTSD himself after he spent time battling the Coven when it invaded Hong Kong during his college years. George explained it was hard for men like him and Dad to readjust to regular life. It was difficult to return to a normal routine after coming back from violence, destruction, hatred, and killing. Uncle George had successfully adjusted, but why hadn’t Dad? Maybe I would never know.

I sighed, swinging in the hammock strung between two trees in the Bumblebee Garden. I got sick of tap-dancing class after swimming. Mom had some bizarre extra-curricular activities she made me do for my brand, with tap dancing being the worst. Tap dancing involved wearing slippery tap shoes and dancing around with flailing arms for an exhausting hour. Mom explained tap dancing was elegant. She suggested I could perform for people during charity events. I imagined myself tap dancing on the Third Street Promenade in Santa Monica, hoping strangers tossed some coins in an old, dusty fedora. I grimaced, imagining the hashtags #ElijahDelomaryTapping, #Weirdo, and #PleaseStop.

To put off my tap-dancing obligations this afternoon, I used a spell called a Castimenta Varèzura that temporarily stopped time. Áurmiddo taught me the spell at camp and we practiced it frequently during the summer. We’d stop time for an hour and lie on the grass, staring at the clouds frozen overhead. When our camp counsellors found out, as they inevitably did, they reminded us of the Oath we took when we were initiated into the Alliance. Among other things, the Oath prevented us from stopping time and using our magic for trivial things such as walking on water. Guess we all found loopholes.

I looked up into the sycamore trees from my hammock. Purple fairies darted around, zapping one another with magic. Fairies, known as volqeńus were the purest of all Magicals, and did whatever they pleased with their magic, which often involved making mischief. They delighted in startling Ordinaries on the sidewalk with bursts of light and watching them trip. We had a several volqeńu tribes living on our estate among the trees, flower beds, and orange and lemon groves around the house. The volqeńus stopped zapping one another and floated over me.

“We know what you did!” a large volqeńu exclaimed. “You stopped time to put off tap dancing this afternoon.”

“What are you talking about?” I asked.

“Your mom is going to be mad,” another volqeńu said. “And when your mom gets mad, you better watch out!”

“Excuse me?” I shouted up at them.

“You stopped time,” a volqeńu with orange iridescent wings said to me. “We see the bumble bees frozen around the flowers. Luckily, we’re not frozen with them because we’re magical volqeńus. You do know you can’t stop time forever because your magic isn’t that strong, Elijah Delomary.”
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