

    
        
          Codex Pandemonium

        

        
        
          Nephilim Narratives, Volume 6

        

        
        
          Hadena James

        

        
          Published by Hadena James, 2023.

        

    


Copyright

All rights reserved.  Except as permitted under the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, or stored in a database or retrieval system, without prior written permission of the author.

This book is a work of fiction.  Any names, places, characters, and incidents are a product of the author’s imagination and are purely fictitious.  Any resemblances to any persons, living or dead, are completely coincidental.

Hadena James

Copyright © 2023 Hadena James 

All Rights Reserved



  	
	    
	      Also by Hadena James

	    

      
	    
          
	      Dreams and Reality

          
        
          
	          Tortured Dreams

          
        
          
	          Elysium Dreams

          
        
          
	          Mercurial Dreams

          
        
          
	          Explosive Dreams

          
        
          
	          Cannibal Dreams

          
        
          
	          Butchered Dreams

          
        
          
	          Triggered Reality

          
        
          
	          Summoned Dreams

          
        
          
	          Battered Dreams

          
        
          
	          Belladonna Dreams

          
        
          
	          Mutilated Dreams

          
        
          
	          Fortified Dreams

          
        
          
	          Flawless Dreams

          
        
          
	          Demonic Dreams

          
        
          
	          Ritual Dreams

          
        
          
	          Anonymous Dreams

          
        
          
	          Dysfunctional Dreams

          
        
          
	          Buried Dreams

          
        
          
	          Competitive Dreams

          
        
          
	          Copycat Dreams

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Nephilim Narratives

          
        
          
	          Natural Born Exorcist

          
        
          
	          Oh My Wizard

          
        
          
	          Demon Boxes

          
        
          
	          Movement in the Shadows

          
        
          
	          Summoning Trouble

          
        
          
	          Codex Pandemonium

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Brenna Strachan Series

          
        
          
	          Dark Cotillion

          
        
          
	          Dark Illumination

          
        
          
	          Dark Resurrections

          
        
          
	          Dark Legacies

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Dysfunctional Chronicles

          
        
          
	          The Dysfunctional Affair

          
        
          
	          The Dysfunctional Valentine

          
        
          
	          The Dysfunctional Honeymoon

          
        
          
	          The Dysfunctional Proposal

          
        
          
	          The Dysfunctional Holiday

          
        
          
	          The Dysfunctional Wedding

          
        
          
	          The Dysfunctional Expansion

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          Terrorific Tales

          
        
      

      
    
    


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Also By Hadena James

One

Two

Three

Four

Five

Six

Seven

Eight

Nine

Ten

Eleven

Twelve

Thirteen

Fourteen

Fifteen

Sixteen

Seventeen

Eighteen

Nineteen

Twenty

Twenty-one

Twenty-two

Twenty-three

Twenty-four

Twenty-five

Twenty-six

Twenty-seven

Twenty-eight

Twenty-nine

Thirty

Sign up for Hadena James's Mailing List

Also By Hadena James

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

One


[image: ]


I arrived in the office to find my mother, father, and sister all there. Two of the three worked there, but my mom rarely came to the office and never before eight in the morning. However, she was happily sipping a cup of coffee that was almost half empty. She’d been here a while.

Janet was also there, standing in the kitchenette with my family. Once Janet felt sufficiently recovered from her time with a cult, she rejoined me at Angel Investigations. She was a witch.

My uncle Remiel was not in the office and was on vacation for the next six days, along with my adopted son, Jerome. On the table sat a package addressed to me with a hotel as a return address.

“What’s going on?” I asked.

“We were trying to guess what souvenirs Jerome might send you from the top-secret spring break vacation,” Mom replied. “Your father called me when it was delivered this morning.”

Remiel, Jerome, Gabriel, Azrael, Samael, and Haniel left four days ago on vacation to an unknown location. Uriel had claimed he wanted to go, but either he or Azrael needed to be at the Bureau of Exorcism and Uriel lost the Rochambeau game they played to decide who went and who stayed. Even Azrael’s long-term girlfriend wasn’t informed about where they were going. Due to the secrecy, I almost refused my consent for Jerome to accompany them, but they were my uncles and I trusted them. Despite reservations, I gave in and agreed. The hotel address claimed the location as Bridgetown, Barbados. I didn’t know anything about Barbados.

“Are you sure it’s from Jerome?” I asked. Everyone nodded. “Why are you all convinced it’s from Jerome? Do you know where he went?”

“I do,” Raphael replied.

“No.” the women said in unison.

“I’ll have to Google Barbados later, because I know nothing about it,” I admitted.

“It’s a Caribbean tour,” Dad said. “They didn’t tell you where they were going because they didn’t set an itinerary. They are island-hopping and just winging it. Everyone thought you’d disagree because they wouldn’t be able to give you a hotel for every night of the trip.”

“It would have been fine,” I said. It was totally not fine. How could they be sure they’d get a hotel room every night and not end up sleeping on some seedy beach where they could get robbed or attacked or both? Also, didn’t Americans swarm the resorts and hotels of the Caribbean during Spring Break because the schools in the nation, both K-12 and Universities, scheduled Spring Break at about the same time? Would my angelic Uncles be partying on the beaches with college kids and dragging Jerome, who was still a high schooler, along? At the moment, the lack of magical beings that could read minds made me happy because I was calling my uncles horrible names in my head. I could reach all of them by cell phone. But my father’s assessment was correct. I wanted a schedule and contact information for said hotels. “When did they get to Barbados?” I asked instead, ignoring my inner control freak, and squashing the desire to shout or swear or both at my family in the kitchenette.

“I’m not sure. I just know it was one of the islands they intended to visit. Maybe they started there since it would take a few days for that package to get here.”

“Maybe.” I agreed.

“Are you going to open it? We are all curious what Jerome would send to you from the Caribbean,” Mom hinted. 

Instead of replying, I began doing magic to open the box. I wasn’t good at using magic for everyday tasks, but I was working with a tutor to improve. About a third of the tape came off the top of the box before breaking at an odd angle. I grabbed a knife from the kitchen drawer to finish the job.

“Magic,” Janet scolded.

“Bah.” I scoffed. “It will be faster if I cut it open, and I’m sure my mom has a shop she needs to get to.” My mom was running a custom clothing boutique for women. Her hearth magic allowed her to create stunning dye patterns and use magic to sew clothing. The outfits were expensive as fuck, but they were completely customized for each customer, and I was told that made the price worth it. 

Since I was still relatively young and therefore poor for a supernatural, I did not own any of my mom’s custom clothing. I owned a few of her mass-produced outfits and I wore them often, ensuring I told people where I’d bought them if I received a compliment. Unfortunately, my mom refused to make t-shirts, which I prefer to blouses, despite the wings. Since Jerome could do anything with magic, he kindly assists me with cutting the holes for my wings and then sews up the edges of the holes, ensuring the T-shirts don’t unravel.

I finished cutting the box open while multiple beings tutted at me. I ignored them, because I did try using magic first, and that was all my tutor asked of me. I sucked at using magic because I loathed practicing. When frustrated by a spell or group of spells, I pretended they didn’t exist.

I pulled the flaps up and peered into the box. There was a cheap looking necklace, a brightly colored t-shirt I hoped to never wear, a stuffed dolphin, and a box of candies. I opened the candies and then remembered that Jerome constantly tested me to see if I could spot magic spells on food. I checked. There was a spell. The last one made me sprout cat ears for about four hours. Some twisted part of me wondered what this one would do... In theory, I should be able to remove the spell and eat the candies without issue. Reality, particularly when it involved Jerome’s magic, differed significantly. I decided to check my calendar, to find out how many clients I would see today. I should wait and eat one of the candies after work, so the spell could wear off while I slept. 

I opened my phone and pulled up my calendar; three in-person exorcisms—two teenagers and one kid—also one consultation with an insurance company regarding a possible fraud case. Of all the things I had not known but might have influenced my decision when I decided to get my PI license, the insurance work was the one that could have changed my mind. The pay was always good, and they provided the bulk of my work, but about half the time I found myself ambivalent about the scams and the losses suffered by the insurance companies. 

The standard operating procedure for us was that Remiel met with the insurance company representatives; he was better at it than I was and not simply because his experience outstripped mine. However, with Remiel on vacation, it had fallen to me because my father refused the meeting using the excuse he was a silent partner. 

Except there was nothing silent about my father or the partnership. He’d joined because I couldn’t take on all the financial burden and I didn’t want Remiel shouldering my part as well as his own.

Now that my parents had a new baby, they were transitioning into different careers. Mom bought the boutique clothing store and Dad cut back on his inspirational speaking engagements and joined me as an investigator, replacing Janet when she left. After Janet’s return, my father continued to work full time at Angel Investigations.

I had nine months left before I officially ended my internship and became a full-fledged private investigator. My father, it turned out, had his license already. In the 1950s Remiel switched from being an FBI agent to a private investigator and my dad claimed he joined him out of boredom. He only needed to pass the exam and complete three months of field experience to renew his license. He was currently completing the field work requirement and would take the exam afterwards. This meant I was the lowest man on the totem pole. Janet and Remiel had their licenses and Raphael would be renewed soon. No one seemed concerned by my lack of official accreditation when it came to meetings and case assignments.

“The necklace is weird,” my sister, Helia, said as she reached in and pulled it out. Obvious fake pearls were strung around it with a plastic clam hung like a pendant. It was a weird thing coming from Jerome, especially with my uncles around. The problem with living for eons is the development of expensive tastes, and I couldn’t imagine any of them agreeing Jerome should buy the necklace. Then I remembered a vacation I had taken once, ages ago, when a resort gave me a fake lei upon arrival. Maybe the intention of the necklace was a similar “Welcome to Barbados” gift. As my sister rolled it over in her fingers, I frowned. Mostly because I frowned often.

“That is an intense frown,” Mom said after a few moments of silence.

“Maybe it was a welcome gift from the hotel or something. And sorry, I’m no longer accustomed to verbalizing my thoughts when I’m at the office. I have spent way too much time around Remiel, and Jerome after he’s been around Remiel,” I replied.

“Yes,” Raphael said solemnly. I nodded.

“Also, we’ve had an emergency meeting request from the federal government. I cleared your schedule for it,” Helia told me.

“Uh, emergency government meeting?” I raised an eyebrow. “What does the federal government want with a PI in training?”

“They don’t want a PI; they want an exorcist. A powerful exorcist; and Uriel told them they needed you.”

“What time?” I asked.

“They will be here as soon as they land,” Helia replied.

“And now I am filled with dread,” I told her. I decided to call Uriel. Since he recommended me, he would know what they wanted from me. “Help yourself to the caramels, although I don’t know what Jerome has done to them. All I ask is that you save me a few.” Part of the issue with Jerome bespelling my food is that while I can tell it’s been tampered with, his magic is strong enough to hide the actual spell. This isn’t just me; no one can figure out the spell, enchantment, or curse he puts on things because his magic cloaks itself. 

I wasn’t a huge caramel person, but since they were from Jerome and my uncles, they would be amazing caramels of the highest quality. Helia grabbed a plastic baggy, put a couple of caramels in it and told me she’d guard them in her desk. I thanked her and went to call Uriel.
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“I’m sorry Soleil, I am not allowed to speak of the matter. I signed a contract specifically forbidding me from discussing it with anyone, even you,” Uriel told me when he answered the phone. I didn’t even have to ask a question or say hello before he volunteered this statement.

I thanked him and we disconnected. It must be a matter of national security. I briefly wondered if the president of the United States had become possessed. Of course, if that were the case, nearly any exorcist associated with the All-Encompassing Supernatural Protection Agency or AESPCA for short could successfully perform an exorcism and they wouldn’t need me. Coming to me meant bad things; either a mass exorcism was necessary, or a hell prince had somehow taken possession of someone important, and a regular exorcist couldn’t shift it. 

Or with the way the last several years had gone, maybe both happened. I briefly considered summoning a demon to ask if a hell prince was missing. I could send an imp with a message to Lucifer or Leviathan to see what they could tell me, but they may not be able to tell me much, and if I were patient the government would be here soon to swear me to secrecy and tell me what they needed.

I called Magda the Red. She might know something. She was a couple-thousand-year-old witch who had worked for the AESPCA since she was young, and now ran their Stygian Relations department.

“All I have are rumors,” she answered. “And they aren’t even good rumors.”

“What are you talking about?” I asked.

“Oh, the AESPCA got word from the Secret Service they will be visiting you today. That is literally all I know for sure. The rumor claims the visit is related to the mass possession of the IRS, but I feel that’s more likely to be wishful thinking than reality.”

“Any other good rumors?” I asked.

“That the president is possessed.”

“I considered that, but there are other exorcists that could handle that, unless it’s a hell prince like Beelzebub, and someone would have sent me an imp if a hell prince had taken possession of someone.”

“Yeah, I considered that as well. We need to figure out a better system for getting me imps. I nearly contacted a BEDR member to send an imp request to Ashtaroth.” Magda sighed.

“Did they say who my visitor was?”

“No.” Magda sighed again. “The call was so we could activate our security measures in case of a supernatural terrorist attack.”

“What the actual fuck?” I asked and let out my own sigh.

“You shouldn’t be in the dark much longer; they were expecting to touch down around 9:30 this morning,” Magda said. I checked the clock on the wall. Fifteen minutes until they expected to land. Another hour or so for them to arrive here. It was a good thing I wasn’t a cat, or curiosity would kill me before they arrived.

“They swore Uriel to secrecy, he wasn’t allowed to tell me anything,” I told her.

“Secrets are poorly kept around the AESPCA. I suspect they did not tell any of the bigwigs why they were coming, or else the entire office would know.”

“Yet people believe government is capable of maintaining massive coverups and conspiracies.” I snorted.

“Agreed,” Magda said. “So, when you know, you won’t be able to tell anyone. How is that going to work?”

“Uh...” I stopped. “Yeah, I am a security risk. I wonder if they realize that? I think I need to tell them about Remiel and Jerome and my own big mouth.” I was not good at keeping secrets, and depending on what they wanted to keep secret, I might not be able to hide it for long, because I would need help. Even though Remiel and Jerome were out of the office, they would know as soon as they returned, unless something literally exploded and all of us were busy thinking of that instead of the secret government visit.

My office door flew open and three men in suits stood there. I told Magda I needed to go and disconnected. I could hear my father protesting behind the men in suits, and eventually a female voice told them to move, and she came into my office with my father right behind her.

“Miss Burns?” The petite woman, who was not totally human, asked. She had double-ringed irises in two shades of grey and cute pointy ears. She was absolutely part pixie. I didn’t know what else she might be, and then I recognized her.

“Madam Vice President!” I stood up. “I didn’t recognize you at first. Please come in.” Holy fucking hell, the vice president of the United States was in my office. I knew she had two young children and wondered if one of them was possessed or maybe caught Demon Pox, a new disease associated with the return of demon boxes. 

Exorcists could help relieve the symptoms of demon pox, although it was caused by exposure to Stygian power and took weeks to months to wear off on its own.

“Please call me Alyssa.” She smiled and offered her hand, which I shook. I had not voted for Alyssa Pierce or the woman who became President, Hannah Moons. I hadn’t voted for them because I’d forgotten it was election day and I’d been busy trying to harvest basilisk venom and antidote.

“How can I assist the government?” I asked, sitting down as she sat in the chair across the desk from me.

“Unfortunately, I must insist you read this and agree to it before I can speak to you about why we need your services.” She slid a document to me. “We’ve already started the process of getting you top secret security clearance, but there’s been a few hiccups because your Uncle Azrael is on vacation and his reference said you are terrible at keeping secrets. We need to clarify that.”

“Clarification; my Uncle Remiel can read minds, as can my son Jerome after he’s been around Remiel. So anything you tell me, they will know when they return from vacation even if I don’t tell them. Also, I’ve learned most secrets are dangerous to keep.”

“This one is dangerous if we don’t keep it.”

“So the president has become possessed?” I asked.

“Please read the document and if you can agree with some caveats, we can continue,” she told me. I read it and handwrote some caveats on it, then signed the document and passed it back. “Raphael, you may stay. Your clearance is still good,” she told him.

“Well, you have me at a loss. None of the hell princes have taken possession of any people and a standard exorcist should be able to foist out a regular demon from someone, even someone important. I cannot even begin to fathom why you need me,” I said after everything had been signed, sealed, and put away.

“For several months now, we’ve been getting reports from exorcists all over the country claiming they are exorcising demons from people who are not at high risk of possession. Two months ago, an exorcist discovered the cursed object that caused her client to become repeatedly possessed, and it was a $10 bill. Every time her client held the bill, he became repossessed, and when she held the bill, she also became possessed and it required a second exorcist to end the possession. The US Treasury took possession of the bill and tried to destroy it, but when they incinerated it all of the agents in the room with the incinerator became possessed. Since then, we’ve tracked down fifteen more bills with possession curses on them and the same thing happened when we destroyed them. Last night the treasury department discovered all the cursed bills had the same origin—a bank in St. Louis. That’s where the trail ends, though. The bills may have originated there, but they were handed out at different times and were handled by different staff. Inspectors were at the bank this morning when it opened to check the currency, and none of it is currently cursed. This has two obvious implications; one, an increase in possessions and two, something like this could destabilize physical currency in the United States.”

“Let me stop you a moment. I am terrible at tracking down magic users; that is not one of my skill sets. Also, I reported some cursed currency as well and turned it over to the Bureau of Exorcism. Azrael and Uriel decided it must be a very good counterfeit, because US currency is protected against enchantment,” I said.

“I know. We want you to come to the bank and remove the curse from all the currency as a precaution, and then we want you to come to a mint and break the curse on all the cash set to be destroyed, because our inspectors are finding it difficult to destroy the cursed currency and they think it’s spreading.”

“Spreading like a disease? As if the magic can rub off on the other currency it’s touching?” I asked.

“Yes.”

“Curses are not self-replicating...” I stopped.

“You just thought of something,” she said, reading my face.

“Maybe. Curses, spells, they don’t self-replicate like viruses or bacteria, but Stygian magic...” I shrugged and shook my head. “Stygian magic can act like a living organism, but it would require an incredibly powerful user. I can make it act like that, but I don’t know anyone else who can, including my son Jerome. Also, Stygian magic is not possession magic. It can strengthen possession magic such as curses and spells, like what I did to my brother in law when he cut off my niece’s wings, but...”

“Uriel and Azrael both told me all of this is highly theoretical and we needed to talk to you, because no one on this planet knows more about Stygian magic than you,” she said to me. “And just to cover all my bases; you did not do this, correct?”

“I don’t need business bad enough to cause possessions.” I pursed my lips. “I have a very complicated relationship with possession and exorcism, as I’m sure everyone told you. I do not believe demons themselves are bad or evil, but the act of possession is and usually the motives behind possession are nefarious.”

“I understand,” she replied and also pursed her lips. “Is there any way to exorcise all the currency in the US?”

“Uh...” I frowned. “That is not a yes or no question. Demons can’t inhabit inanimate objects such as money. All the currency would need to be brought together in a single location and a mass curse removal completed. I can remove curses formed with Stygian magic and I can remove possession curses. I am less confident I could remove a possession curse from thousands of individual bills in a mass removal attempt of that size.”

“We already do that.”

“You already do what?” I asked.

“We enchant all US money to prevent it from accepting curses or spells. It’s done before it leaves any US Mint facility. This also assists with preventing counterfeiting. Like the ink and paper, it’s a trade secret, and the treasury has a system to spot money that is not enchanted with our specific spells to prevent magical tampering.”

“So are these counterfeit bills?” I asked at the same time as Raphael.

“No, that’s the concerning part. The enchantments are there, they just failed to work.”

“That sounds like a Jerome question,” Raphael said.

“Yeah, it does,” I agreed.

“No offense, but entrusting a seventeen-year-old with protecting the American currency system...” She shrugged.

“I get it. I have trouble trusting him with my car, but he’s very responsible for a teenager. and he’s...” I couldn’t think of the word I wanted.

“We know he’s been registered as the most powerful wizard in the world, but he’s still a teenager,” the vice president replied.

“Yes, but if you want to know how they got around your enchantment, Jerome is the person to find out,” I said. “It’s not just that he’s powerful; that is only half the equation. It’s that he’s magically intuitive in ways no one else is. He can examine one of the bills and discover the why and how the enchantment failed, and figure out a way to strengthen it to ensure it never happens again.”

“We would be required to wait for him to re-enter the country, so we will shelve that discussion for another day,” she said.

“Okay. I’m still not entirely sure what you want me to do. I can break the possession curse on the individual cursed bills when you find them, and I can check to see if the caster is using Stygian magic, but right now you don’t act like you have a great deal of this cursed currency in your possession, not even at the bank where it originated. I’m just not sure what exactly you want me to do in this moment.”

“We are gathering all the cursed bills we’ve discovered and moving them to a secure facility here in St. Louis. We have five of these cursed bills in our possession now, and no one on our staff can make them safe for use or destruction. As of this morning, more than thirty have been discovered in total. The coven that protects our money believes the spell caster is getting better at placing the curse despite the enchantment and that they are speeding up the process and cursing more bills.”

“Ah, you want access to my exorcism data to see if you can find a pattern to the possessions and track the caster that way. Especially since I have turned over two of the bills to the Bureau of Exorcism in the last two months,” I said.

“Thank you for handing those over to the wrong agency, and that isn’t exactly what we want from you.” The VP pursed her lips. “Azrael and Uriel turned the two you found over to Miguel Smith who turned them over to us and told us you removed the curse, but did not become possessed when you handled the bills.”

“Yes. When I found the second one, I was informed that cursing US currency was a federal offense. I didn’t know until then, and no one told me it was a huge thing,” I admitted. “You want to know how I managed to handle them?”

“That is part of it.” She nodded.

“My innate magic makes me harder to possess than the average supernatural or human. I also wear a charm Jerome made for me that helps prevent possession. What else is there for me to tell you?”

“Probably very little. However, I don’t just want information, I want you to work for the US Treasury temporarily and deal with this problem on the down low,” she said, and one of the men in suits cleared his throat. She turned to glare at him. “If people think paper currency or change will cause them to become possessed or cursed in some other way they will stop using it, and that will lead to a security crisis as well as a financial crisis. It will also bring out all the nutjobs—if someone discovers US currency can be magically tampered with, others will try it, and someone else will succeed and it may not be simple possession that results. Someone could put a death curse on money or something else dreadful. You will work with treasury investigators to find the source and break curses and, if needed, perform exorcisms.” The man cleared his throat again. She turned in her chair and gave him her full attention. The agent next to him visibly shrank, but he remained motionless. “Do you have something to add?” she asked him.

“In her report, Tessa Klank wrote that eventually the possession curse will get stronger, as well as spread to more currency at a faster pace in addition to being contagious,” he told the vice president. “That is something I believe will appeal to Miss Burns.”

“Stronger?” I immediately asked. “As in, it’s pulling across small demons now, but will start pulling across larger ones in the future?” I wanted absolute clarity on this analysis.

“Yes,” the vice president told me.

“Holy fuc...” I stopped myself. “I apologize for the language. Yes, I can and will help in every way possible. But I am going to need assistance beyond treasury department witches and investigative agents.“

“Hannah told me you would say that.” Alyssa smiled. “The President, after reading the dossier, believed you would request we bring all of Angel Investigations into the investigation.”

“She is correct.” I wondered why the US government had a dossier on me and then realized I probably knew.

“We brought enough agreements for everyone on staff. Violating this agreement is treason. So I would suggest giving your staff the option of whether to help or not.”

“I’m in,” Raphael said, holding out his hand for one of the agreements.

“We actually have your agreement on file. I do not need you to sign a new one, just initial a form. The same goes for your wife, Sophia Burns and your brother, Remiel.” 

I stood up as she spoke and walked to the door of my office. I poked my head out and called Janet and Helia in. We had a billing assistant, but I didn’t think she needed to be part of the investigation to invoice the federal government when we were finished. Then I dug out my cell phone and sent a text to Remiel, marking it with our code for urgency.

“And this does include my teenaged son, Jerome,” I stated with emphasis. The VP looked unhappy and I was about to say more.

“You can tell Hannah Moons that I personally vouched for Jerome Dusdain,” Raphael told her and it dawned on me my father knew the President of the United States. That was just weird to me. Then, what the vice president said sank in and I had another moment of surrealism as I realized my father, mother, and Remiel had assisted with matters of national security in the past.

“I admit, I have reservations about Jerome Dusdain working for the federal government on this matter, but the President does not.”

“May I ask why you have reservations?” I asked, and really wished Remiel was here to tell me her real thoughts on the matter.

“Jerome had a troubled childhood and is a powerful wizard if you want to call him that. In my experience, supernaturals with hard childhoods grow up full of fury and resentment, they eventually turn their unchecked emotions on the people around them. We are in the business of protecting people and we can’t protect them from someone we are employing, even on a consultant basis,” Alyssa Pierce told me.

“I see. The government’s dossier on Jerome is incomplete, and whoever created it doesn’t know Jerome. Once you know him, you’ll understand,” I told her, and noticed my father try not to smile. 

Alyssa Pierce explained to Helia and Janet that Raphael and I would be assisting with a federal case, and if they wanted to be involved they needed to sign non-disclosure agreements and some other paperwork. The man in the suit helped with explanations to Helia and Janet, as well as getting their signatures. I found this interesting. I had thought all three of the men were just bodyguards with the Secret Service, but watching him now and waiting for Remiel to call me back, I reevaluated my initial thoughts on the matter. He was somehow more involved in this than the other agents in the room, and I doubted he was a member of the guard here for the VP’s protection.

The vice president gathered her stuff and stood after the agreements received signatures. The other men in suits came to attention, except the one. He stood near my desk, silent and unmoving. I could tell he was a supernatural, but they proliferate in the ranks of governments across the world, and I didn’t know what sort of supernatural he was. There was something otherworldly about him, more than most supernaturals. Alyssa Pierce and her guard left. Still the man stood as if rooted to the spot near my desk, and then there was a collective sigh as if all the air had returned to the room without any of us realizing it had been removed.

“Sorry about that,” he said after a moment.

“Irad, it’s good to see you,” Raphael said. Of course my father knew him. “I had wondered what you’d been up to the last century or so.”

“Well, in 1790, I joined the government and eventually helped establish the Secret Service. Now I work as an investigator for the Treasury,” Irad replied.

“As you’ve guessed, these are Sophia and my oldest daughters. We have an toddler at home now too.” Raphael smiled wide enough I thought the top of his head might fall off. “Sophia is going to be so glad to see you! You will come to dinner tonight.”

“I’m supposed to be here solely on business.” Irad smiled for the first time. “But even I need to eat.”

“I’m sure Hannah wouldn’t begrudge you dinner with my family at least one night while you’re here.”

“I hate to kill this reunion, but it’s really annoying to stand here while you two do your weird thing,” Helia said. “Also...” she paused. “Also, there’s something...”

“That something is me.” Irad interrupted her. “I make you feel uncomfortable. It goes away after some exposure to me.”

“Your mother and I are old friends with Irad. We’ll catch both you girls up at dinner. Janet, you should also join us for the family meal,” Raphael said.

“You know the president, but not the vice president,” I stated.

“Yes. Hannah Moons and your mother and I go way back. Like Irad here, but today was the first time I’d met Alyssa Pierce. She’s a lot younger, more like you and your sister in age.” He turned to look at Irad. “Magda will want to see you, too.”

“Is she still angry?” Irad looked sad.

“Only Magda can answer that question,” Raphael said. “However, she and Soleil work together all the time, so she will be impossible to avoid.”

“Are you my treasury agent liaison?” I asked, turning everyone back to the business at hand.

“Yes, but there will be others,” Irad replied. “In the interest of working well together, I will admit VP Pierce put me in charge hoping to prove or disprove involvement by you and your adopted son.”

“Despite you being friends with my father?” I raised an eyebrow.

“Yes. That uncomfortable feeling you’re experiencing is caused by my innate magic; I’m a truth elemental.”

“Truth elemental?” Helia sounded skeptical, which was exactly how I felt.

“Yes. Long, long ago, there were a few more supernatural races then there are today. Including elementals. Most people think only of fire, water, earth, and wind when they think of elementals, but they had powers beyond that, including some that could detect truth, love, hate, and fear,” Irad said. “Elementals have slowly been breeding themselves out of existence. Some bloodlines still have some of the powers of the ancient ancestors, but most do not. I am among the last four living full-blooded elementals, and am a truth elemental.”

“Bred yourselves out of existence?” I questioned.

“Elemental power is strong, but it gets tempered by other magic very quickly and elementals clash with our own kind, forcing us to reproduce with other types of supernaturals or humans more than our fellow elementals,” he explained.

“Last time we saw each other, Irad was working for the French government and your mother and I were preparing to move here,” Raphael told Helia and me.

“You said you were purebred?” Helia asked this time, as it was her turn to raise an eyebrow.

“Yes. My mother and father separated as soon as she knew she was pregnant, and I’ve been told the fighting before she finally became pregnant was legendary. My mother is still alive and she’s one of the four I mentioned earlier, but my father died ages ago,” Irad replied.

“I feel very sad now,” I told him.

“Don’t.” Irad reassured me. “But you need to know because if you are involved in the currency cursing, I will know.”

“I’m not,” I told him.

“No, you are not.” He nodded.

“Do you have any leads or suspects?” Raphael asked.

“Not really.” Irad looked at him. “The VP believes it is someone associated with Jerome or Soleil because they are the only registered supernaturals with access to Stygian magic.”

“Registered is the key there,” I commented.

“Yes.” Irad nodded. “Law abiding supernaturals are unlikely to be involved because they followed the law and registered their powers with the AESPCA.”

“I admit sometimes I run around with people who bend the law and I do it myself from time to time, but I don’t run around with criminals, let alone ones willing to destabilize the US economy.”

“You are a member of the Archangel family, they all love the greyer areas of the law. Trust me, I know them well and won’t hold that against you.” Irad smiled, and suddenly the room felt lighter somehow.

“What is your opinion?” Raphael asked.

“I think it’s domestic terrorists,” Irad answered. “Granted they have to be a group of supernaturals, given what they’ve done, but...” He shrugged.

“It does happen, even with a supernatural president and vice president.” Raphael nodded. I didn’t have a clue what this statement meant, and I caught Helia’s attention. She shrugged at me, indicating she didn’t understand it either. 

“Maybe we should look at that offshoot of Beings for Demon Rights, the one Francis was involved with,” I suggested, and wished I’d kept my mouth shut as Janet physically reacted to the words as though I’d slapped her.

“They loved that two supernaturals were elected to president and vice president. If a human were president, I would agree an investigation was warranted,” Janet said after several minutes.

“I don’t disagree, but I would feel better if they were investigated as a possibility,” I answered. “And it doesn’t need to be us that does that investigation. I’m sure Agent...” I stared at Irad, I hadn’t gotten a last name for him—then again he might be like my father and not have one. “I’m sure he would assign someone to investigate given our history with them.”

“Whatever you need.” Irad replied instantly. I nodded and checked my phone. Nothing from Remiel yet. The text indicated I’d sent it almost twenty minutes earlier. Where the hell were they and why weren’t they answering me? 

“I’ll give you all the details. Most of them are in AESPCA custody, but we can’t guarantee we caught all members of the cult.” I didn’t mention they were obsessed with supernaturals taking over the world and enslaving the human race, with Janet in the room. She’d been traumatized enough and didn’t need me providing gruesome reminders of her time with them. “I need coffee. This office thrives on coffee, Agent Irad? We have options and I would gladly show you our kitchenette. Unless you have an office you need to report to in St. Louis.” 

“No, actually. Well, yes. I’m not sure how to answer that. I’ve been given a temporary office in the St. Louis treasury office, but it is likely to be inadequate,” Irad said. “Also, it is Agent Mizrahi, but I prefer Irad. I have never been comfortable with titles.”

“Great, call me Soleil. We have extra office space,” I told him. Over the winter my father and Remiel had built us a new office building; four floors of reception, office, kitchenette, and workshop space that was filled by seven people, three of them part time. 

“How many work here? Our files list seven,” Irad said as everyone followed me out of my office.

“Just the seven of us. Helia, Lacy, and Jerome are part time. Dad, Uncle Remiel, Janet, and I are all full time.”

“Sort of full time,” Janet said. “I’m sure there’s a dossier on me and it explains I have PTSS from being held captive by the aforementioned cult. I am trying to work full time, but some days are just bad.” 

“Do you feel a loyalty to the cult? Some sort of Stockholm Syndrome?” Irad asked.

“No.” Janet’s voice was weak and flat, causing me to look at her. I wanted to say something to Irad about being an asshat in my office, but I held my tongue when I saw his face.

“I apologize, I had to ask given my theory on this case. Also, I believe you,” Irad said, and then he did something unexpected, taking hold of Janet’s hand. She didn’t jerk away, but for a second she looked more uncomfortable, and then she relaxed. I was positive Irad Mizrahi had just magicked her in some way and looked at my father. He was smiling and seemed at ease. I had so many questions.
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In the kitchenette, I started a pot of coffee and popped a caramel into my mouth. It was delicious and immediately began melting. I felt a small tingle in my gut. I had a brief moment of panic, wondering if Jerome bespelled them to make me hungry or something worse. Helia also popped a caramel, and I felt the pull of the magic and knew.

“Fuck!” I yelped as my sister’s body contorted. Her eyes changed colors for a moment. Her shoulders fell, her back arched, her knees bent, and I waited for her to collapse as the demon figured out how to use her body.

“Soleil?” Dad reached for Helia.

“Minor demon and those were NOT sent by Jerome!” I huffed, feeling breathless. I reached for Helia, touched her arm, and felt the demon torn from her. I dropped it on the floor, where it began swearing in demon. Irad stared at it. Now Helia did collapse, and I caught her as she fell and nearly fell on my ass in the process. Dad, seeing everything, grabbed for both of us and caught me, as I stood he let go of me and took Helia’s weight, curling her in his arms as if she were a small child in need of cradling. The demon, still in spirit form, continued to swear at all of us. Irad appeared shocked, horrified, and confused. 

“Don’t eat the caramels,” I said, and he snorted. I wasn’t sure if it was at me or the situation.

“You ate one first,” Irad said after some of the color returned to his face.

“It takes a super curse and a big demon to possess me without my consent,” I replied.

“Consent may not be the correct word choice,” Raphael said as he set Helia down.

“Do you understand what it’s saying?” Irad asked.

“Oh, yes. Uh, give me a moment,” I said, and did a small spell. Irad’s eyes narrowed, his lips tightened and drained of color, his forehead wrinkled, his nostrils flared, and I knew the spell had taken effect and he now understood what the demon was saying to all of us, and it was unpleasant even by my standards of excessive swearing. 

“Done?” I asked the demon as his name came to me.

“Exorcist, it should have been you.” It hissed at me.

“Demon, even your sire isn’t that powerful. Now, tell me about the curse or go away.” I commanded.

“I can’t tell you what I don’t know,” it hissed. I hated forked-tongue demons. I also hadn’t realized Belial had any.

“Is the curse part of a bargain?” I asked, having a light bulb moment about how the protective enchantments on the money may be worked around. Not that the cursed caramels and the cursed money had the same source, but if it said yes, that would be interesting. Of course, if it said no, it would mean that whomever cursed these caramels didn’t get the power to cast possession curses from a bargain with a hell prince. However, it was still possible that someone else might have made one to get around the protective wards on the currency.

“Not with my sire,” the demon answered.

“Can you track who cursed these?” I asked.

“No. I am a demon, not a dog.” it replied, and even I had to smile at that. Some demons can in fact track the magic that brings them across. I wasn’t sure yet what gave some the ability, but not others.

“Can you tell me nothing about the curser?” I prompted.

“The magic is cloaked, like the boy does,” the demon answered. “Now, send me back.” The demon said this in a stern voice, as if it might be able to command me to do things. I glared and left it in the kitchenette. 

“Soleil...” Raphael called after me. He did have the ability to command me. I sighed.

“If I just left him locked in the kitchenette for a few hours, he wouldn’t be hurt, just annoyed,” I told my father.

“Soleil.” He sounded exasperated. I sent the demon back with another sigh.

“Could you have trapped it in the kitchenette?” Irad asked, the eyebrow over his left eye raised.

“I could trap a demon in a jelly jar, if I wanted.” I snipped.

“Soleil,” Raphael said, and it was gentler, but still stern.

“Sorry, I get annoyed by random demons appearing in my life and ordering me around,” I admitted, while looking at Irad. “I’m sorry I snipped at you. It was a valid question. I was conceived during a time of strife in the Stygian, and Lucifer worried about a revolution. He, the hell prince Leviathan, and the demon king Asmodeus sent special magic to my mother as she slept to imbue me with extreme amounts of Stygian magic allowing me to command demon nation, should they take over the Stygian and kill Lucifer, allowing them to gain access to this plane of existence again. This is why it is difficult to for a demon to possess me without my cooperation. Is that a better word?” I turned to my father as I asked this last question.

“Yes,” Raphael answered. I checked my phone again.

“Text Remiel that we have an emergency. He didn’t answer me,” I said.

“I have. Maybe they left as soon as they got your text and are flying,” Raphael suggested. I tried not to frown.

“Why did you ask the demon about a bargain?” Irad asked.

“Hell prince soul bargains are...” I waved my hands around in front of me in vague gestures as I searched for the word. “It’s basically super magic. A soul bargain to give the power to curse any object might circumvent the protections on currency. That would be a terrible bargain for the one with the soul to sell. I doubt people interested in selling their souls put much consideration into the bargain...” I shrugged.

“That would work?” Irad asked.

“Maybe. There are many, many reasons demons need to stay in the Stygian unless they are brought across infrequently in controlled conditions, such as possession. The magic exchanged when someone sells their soul is one of those plethora of reasons. Jerome is the most powerful born wizard, but a witch or wizard or human could sell their soul to become just as powerful or more powerful.”

“That’s a lead. We can force the hell princes to tell us about any new bargains.” Irad’s eyes lit up.

“No, we can’t,” Raphael said. “They are not subject to our laws or restrictions. Soul bargains are an innate part of their lives. We can’t demand they stop making them. We can ask nicely if they’ve done any, but it would be irresponsible for anyone to demand a list of all bargains made by every hell prince.”

“The people they bargain with are subject to our laws and restrictions.” Irad snapped.

“It’s not illegal to sell your own soul. Since demons are not part of our everyday world, imposing our will on them is morally reprehensible and dangerous. Doing so places them in a position to demand rights .”

“Also...” I stopped myself. “Demons lie.” I went ahead and said it. Irad narrowed his eyes at me. “Okay, they can’t lie to me, but in general, demons lie to people, except during soul bargains. And Raphael’s correct—if I barge in demanding a list of soul bargains, it would be within the rights of the hell princes, based on Stygian law and magic, to demand something of me in return. That is a slippery slope. Demons cannot have rights, that just isn’t an option; and they can’t be given more of a foothold in this plane than they already have. Bad shit would happen.” Irad smiled at this last comment.

“Your dossier says you’ve become sympathetic to demons. I’m surprised to find it incorrect,” he said.

“I feel something for demons; I don’t know that it’s sympathy, but demons as a whole are like us; some good, some bad. I even think of some of them as friends, but demons and the living cannot coexist, and the living lose if that changes. To survive, demons must create destruction, fear, and chaos and those things are prohibitive to life,” I told him. “That said, as long as demons are living in the Stygian, I believe they should be allowed to live as they please and not be forced to kowtow to the living just because they are different from us. Even if that means possession remains a thing the living have to deal with.”

”You’ve put serious thought into that philosophy.”

“Learning to use my magic requires me to learn about myself and the Stygian. This means my knowledge and understanding of the Stygian is ancient, because the majority of it came from Lucifer and Leviathan. I do have a question: why curse currency? Not everyone bothers with physical money anymore. I will use my debit card for ridiculously small charges because it’s easier than going to an ATM to get cash, and with the exception of American Express, I know the fees on debit transactions are small. I only bother to get cash if I know I am going to a specialty store owned by locals, instead of a corporation. I’m not alone in this, so it seems like a large portion of the population is not in danger of possession via cursed currency.”

“True, but a wider section is hit with the curse than say if they cursed caramels,” Irad replied. I frowned as I thought about this. Jerome would not have bespelled caramels to cause possession, sure it wouldn’t result in my possession, but he would know I would share them with the others in the office and maybe family members such as my mom and toddler sister. Whoever sent those to me didn’t know I wouldn’t be affected, but while possession curses were uncommon, there wasn’t evidence the two things were related. Yet, I felt they were. 

Even with my notoriety, I didn’t often get possession curses sent to me. Also, whoever sent it knew Jerome was on vacation, because the return address was an island where the group intended to stay.

Damn it, Remiel! I really needed my uncle to return my text or a call. I was spiraling out, standing here trying to figure out what was going on and worrying about them.

I left the kitchenette abruptly. I needed a moment to myself. I locked myself in my office, where a couch took up part of one wall next to an impressive-looking bookshelf filled with books, most of them ancient tomes given to me by my family to help me learn to use my magic. I pulled one out at random, opened it, and flopped onto the couch. 

As I stared at the words on the page, a scene unfolded in my head of Jerome. White zip ties bound his hands and ankles to a chair, and he had a rag stuffed in his mouth. I felt terror and anger. I didn’t know if it were my imagination running away with me or if Jerome had projected his actual physical state to me. I didn’t have the power of second sight, but Jerome could project things to me if he were close enough. We’d never tried it over long distances, especially not long distances such as this. I stood up and another swept over me. Remiel, Gabriel, Azrael, and Samael were with Jerome, also bound to chairs like he was. Chains wrapped around their bodies. I sat back down and texted my father because my knees felt weak. If it were my overactive imagination, I wouldn’t have pictured my uncles bound with Jerome.

Raphael knocked. I yelled for him to come in and then the door flew open as the frame gave way. Great, now I was going to need to replace my door.

“You have a key.” I reminded him.

“Oh, yeah. Sorry.” His eyebrows were drawn together, wrinkling his forehead and eyes. He stared just to the left of me, the lines of his face deepening. “You think Jerome sent a vision?”

“Not exactly. As I’ve been working on getting better at using magic, Jerome has been working on his own, including projection of what he’s experiencing. We’ve never tried it at such a distance as this, but it’s Jerome. If someone captured him, they kidnapped the entire group because there’s no way my uncles would separate from him and he sent a second image of them also bound by zip ties and chains. The stress of imprisonment might make it possible for him to project to me over a significant distance.”

“Did you get any clues about the location where they are being held?” Irad asked.

“No,” I admitted, and Dad grinned.

“Why are you smiling?” I snipped.

“They must be stupid,” Dad said as his grin widened.

“Okay...” I frowned harder.

“They grabbed Jerome. If they had grabbed just Remiel or your mother, we might not know about it for days. But they took Jerome. The kid can do almost anything with magic, and he’s been with your uncles for several days and lives with you. I bet whatever magic they are using to hold him is already breaking down, which is why he was able to project to you. Your uncles might be in danger of being held indefinitely, but not Jerome. It’s probable he can rescue himself with no assistance from any of us. But the chances of you and I not getting involved are non-existent. And I don’t need to be a mind reader to know you’re considering using demons to assist you. I almost feel sorry for them.”

“Huh. When did your department speak to Azrael?” I asked Irad.

“We talked to him around 3 a.m., and then Uriel two hours later,” Irad responded.

“Why so early?” I asked.

“That’s when Azrael returned my call. I spoke to him for about a half hour and when we got ready to hang up, he told me he would speak to Uriel and have him call me. Uriel called me back about two hours later.”

“Meaning they couldn’t have had Azrael in their custody more than a few hours.” I spoke the words slowly, more to myself than Raphael or Irad. I was about to elaborate when my phone rang. It was Remiel’s number.

“I need you to send me one of the books from my vault,” Remiel said quickly.

“Sure,” I replied. Remiel’s collection of dangerous items was in a vault in Leviathan’s castle in the Stygian.

“I need the
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