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It was opening day of baseball season. Remiel had gotten a box for the game and invited the entire family to join him in celebrating his favorite sport at his favorite stadium. The St. Louis Cardinals opened against the Milwaukee Brewers in Busch Stadium. Despite it being a Thursday afternoon game, we had all come to partake of my uncle’s hospitality and generosity. 

Even though there had been plenty of food, my father invited Jerome, Helia, Gabriel, and me to dinner at Tony’s, a fabulous restaurant way out of my price range. We all accepted and found ourselves at the restaurant a little after 8 p.m., minus my mom and nieces, who had gone home. 

The hostess led us to a table in the most private area of the dining room. That gave me a bad feeling. 

There was a woman already sitting at the large table. My father introduced us to her. She was a witch named Magda the Red who ran a division of the AESPCA as well as being chair of the Witches’ Council. The All-Encompassing Supernatural Protection Agency was the worldwide governing body for the magical. It was broken into divisions and councils. For example, the host I belonged to was governed by the Angel Council, which answered to the Division of Magical Councils.

Magda the Red was tall with long red hair that contained a few streaks of silver. Her jaw was masculine, but the overall effect of her face was quite feminine. Helia and I exchanged glances, both of us not sure what was going on, but I was positive I was going to be angry by the end of the evening. Jerome had been unsure about joining a coven full time and had been inducted into our angelic host instead, at least temporarily. He was understandably wary of covens in general and powerful witches specifically. I had little doubt that Magda the Red was a powerful witch since she sat at the head of the council. 

I also got the impression she was incredibly old, not just because of the silver hair, but because she hadn’t been introduced with a last name, a sign of serious age among supernaturals. Surnames had only come into being in the last thousand years or so; before then people had first names and titles like the Red. Some supernaturals had taken those titles as last names and some hadn’t. My father and his brothers were known by their first names, followed by the title the Archangel. My sister and I had been given our mother’s surname, Burns.

We all sat down and were handed menus. I was actually stuffed from the baseball game. Remiel didn’t skimp on food when he got a box. and he always made sure the catering was top notch for his guests. I’d eaten a cheeseburger around 4 p.m., before I’d learned my father wanted to take us out to Tony’s for dinner. Tony’s was an Italian place, and I’d never had a meal there that was subpar in any way. Jerome and I sat next to each other at the large round table, and my father ordered wine for all of us except Jerome, who had just turned 15 in January. He got a glass of Dr Pepper and a water.

My father encouraged us to order food, which we did. Appetizers quickly littered the table, and the staff set stacks of small plates out after handing us each one. I frowned. My father and Gabriel had ordered nearly every appetizer on the menu, which was an indication they were up to something we weren’t going to like. 

As we made small talk, my Uncle Remiel showed up and I felt myself frown harder as he sat down in the only open seat at the table. With both Remiel and Gabriel, this was bound to be something awful, because my father was bringing in reinforcements. 

Helia was just picking at her appetizer plate. Jerome’s appetite was never dampened by the antics of my family; he had heaped his small plate with steamed mussels, cheese sticks, crab stuffed mushrooms, and herb bread before chowing down.

After the entrees had been set before us, my father got down to business. He stood and gave a toast to new friends and new futures, both of which made my stomach churn. 

“We have a couple of reasons for this meeting,” Remiel said after my father finished. “We need both of you girls and Jerome to help us out.” Fan-fucking-tabulous, I thought, and Remiel smiled at me. 

“First things first; there were no angelic children born last year, not a single one. In the last decade, this is the third time this has happened. We have a theory,” Gabriel said.

“Who is we?” I asked.

“Well, it started with Jerome,” Gabriel said, and we all turned to look at the teenager. He smiled brightly. 

“Basically, it is my belief that the reason for the declining birth rates among angels is because of the Angel Council. Balthazar Leopold has been chair of the Angel Council for close to 200 years, and while angelic birth rates have never been stellar, they’ve gotten much worse since he took over. Balthazar himself is childless; I think it’s possible he’s sterile, and it’s rippling out to the rest of the angelic population. Especially since angels who have zero interaction with him are more likely to get pregnant,” Jerome said proudly and pointedly looked at my sister. Balthazar Leopold hated the archangels and went out of his way to avoid us. I’d never met him face to face, and I was unwelcome at meetings of the Angel Council, as was Helia. My sister had two kids, both born in the last decade.

“Meaning it’s time to replace him,” said Magda the Red. “I can’t help with that except to give an opinion, and it is my opinion that only one person can run against Balthazar and win.” 

I considered this. The Angel Council was voted on every five years, and of all the council elections I’d lived through, I’d never seen anyone run against Balthazar Leopold. 

“It has to be an archangel,” Remiel said. “But it can’t be one of us, as we started the Angel Council and have all served at different times, so it’s time for the next generation to throw their hats into the ring of politics. Soleil would be a disaster; angels are mistrustful of her because of the Stygian connection. However, there is an archangel in our midst who has the ability to gain the trust of other angels while also making them happy. We think she should run against Balthazar Leopold.” 

My sister’s mouth fell open, and she stared wide-eyed at Remiel. 

“I concur,” I chirped. Helia would be amazing as the chair of the Angel Council. Leopold had dismantled the elections for the council beyond chair and made them appointed positions. As far as I could tell, the people who currently filled the roles did not really do anything, and Leopold collected the dismal salaries of all the positions as well as doing all the work. If Helia could be elected to the chair position, elections for the other positions could be held and the council would operate as it should. If Jerome was correct, then we could get the angelic birth rates from dismal to appalling, and we might get ten or so births a year again. As it was, there were only seven angels in Aurora’s class; they ranged from five to eight years old. 

St. Louis had one of the two angel schools left in the world, and most of the students were boarding students from other countries and other states. Yet, 38 years ago when I’d started angel school, there had been nearly 30 angels in my class and 12 angel schools in the world. The same was true of Helia’s class. However, when I bothered to read the Cherubim Newsletter I received every quarter, it had been impossible to miss the lack of birth announcements.

“Uh, it seems like that is going to take a lot of my time and I have two little girls to raise,” Helia protested.

“We considered that, but if you aren’t doing every job of the council, it really doesn’t require that much time. Maybe 30 or so hours a month,” Gabriel said. I didn’t say anything, but that still seemed like a lot of time to me. 

Then I had a second thought—Helia worked for me as a receptionist. She’d been forced to quit the municipal fines office when she sprouted wings because her wings didn’t fit in the little booth she was required to sit in, and the city hadn’t wanted to pay to renovate it. Would she need to take time off every month to handle council business? If she did, we’d work something out, because I wouldn’t let it take too much time away from Aurora and Ariel, who had been through plenty in just the last six months. Their father’s trial for attempted murder, arson, vandalism, and a plethora of other charges was coming up in a few weeks. We hadn’t told them about it because I was one of the witnesses for the prosecution. Theodore Mark Reynolds was facing the possibility of life without parole, with a minimum sentence of 20 years. No one could figure out how to explain this to a ten-year-old and a seven-year-old. They knew their father was in jail and they knew why, but they seemed to think he might be released in a few years, something that made them both have nightmares. The therapist had told us to ignore it until after sentencing unless the girls specifically asked about it, so that was what we were all doing, even Jerome.

“If you get elected, we’ll settle it to where you can handle council business during your regular work hours,” I assured my sister.

“Which is another reason we think you’ll be great at the job. You have a support network that most angels don’t,” Magda the Red said. Supernatural families tended to be distant; children could be thousands of years apart in age, which prevented siblings from forming close bonds. Even the relationships between children and parents eroded with time. I wasn’t sure why my family was different, but we were. My uncles and father had remained close throughout the eons, and every new birth in the family was a huge celebration. As the children grew up, everyone was involved in raising them. My uncles had all been involved in my childhood, and they were now heavily involved with Aurora, Ariel, and Jerome, the three youngest family members at this point. When Jerome had a baseball game or something else at school, it was guaranteed that at least two or three of the uncles would show up to support him in addition to my parents, and most of the time, Helia and the girls. My family took the idea that it took a village to raise a child as gospel and fulfilled all the necessary roles. 

“You have my full support,” I told Helia.

“Which brings me to why you and Jerome are here,” Magda the Red said, turning piercing grey-blue eyes on me. I managed, with some effort, not to fidget. Her eyes were intense, serious, and stern. “I’m the head of the Division of Law Enforcement at the AESPCA, and I need an outside investigator to handle a delicate case for me. I had originally intended to talk to you privately, but I know Remiel will find out regardless of my safeguards, and I suspect you would struggle to keep the investigation secret from Raphael and Sophia. It seemed expedient then to make this a joint meeting to discuss the Angel Council with Helia as well as introduce myself to you and Jerome.”

“Okay,” I said, eyeing her skeptically.

“It’s gruesome, so we won’t be discussing it over dinner. I will accompany you, Remiel, and Jerome back to your house when we leave,” she said. 

“Okay,” I repeated. I wasn’t sure if I liked Magda or not, or if I even wanted to work for her on a special case. Remiel must have read my mind, because Jerome gently slapped my hand under the table and I had no doubt it was from Remiel. They could talk telepathically to each other. 

Entrees were followed by dessert, which I didn’t need, but ate anyway. The rest of dinner was spent discussing the Angel Council. It was obvious that Magda the Red suspected Balthazar Leopold of corruption on some level, although she never got into specifics. 
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True to her word, Magda the Red arrived at my house after dinner. I offered to let her follow me, and Remiel nearly wet himself giggling. The previous October my former brother-in-law had used Stygian fire to burn down half my neighborhood. A week later, my father decided to start a new town. I didn’t know a person could strike out, buy land and just start a town, but apparently he can, and I now had a new modern home in the incorporated village of Angelville, southwest of the city of St. Louis. 

The population of Angelville was 109 people—most of them my relatives. Once my father had hired one of my cousin’s construction companies to start planning and building the town, my uncles and other cousins had all bought land and had houses built. My sister lived across the road from me, and some of my neighbors who were affected by the fire also moved to Angelville and became my neighbors again. There was also a gas station, a stoplight, and three fast food restaurants—Arby’s, Pizza Hut, and McDonald’s.

The drive to St. Louis was roughly ten miles, and it was about seven miles to St. Charles. The area had once been farmland that was constantly flooded by the Mississippi River, but in recent years the Army Corps of Engineers had managed to stop the flooding, thereby reducing the productivity of the farmland. Several farmers had decided to sell their massive farms to my father for development, giving him roughly 9,000 acres with which to design an entire village. I was also learning this was not a first for my father. It wasn’t even the first time he’d done it in the St. Louis area. My father loved living near big cities; he did not love living in them. He preferred residing in smaller towns and having the metropolis close enough to visit. I was exceptionally pleased that Cassanova’s Pizzeria and Bistro was willing to expand their delivery service to Angelville. So far, they were the only ones willing to do it. Pizza Hut just wasn’t in the same league as Cassanova’s.

It was a 55-minute drive from Tony’s to our home. We arrived to find our hellhound, Angel, losing her mind in the front yard and all the lights in our house flashing. Jerome’s wards and alarm spells were chirping, screaming, trying to find someone to shoot fireballs at, and generally preparing for war. Also, our front door was banging open and shut, a sure sign of an intruder. 

Remiel parked his SUV next to mine in the driveway. Angel ran from the walk just in front of the porch to our SUVs, barking like Armageddon was upon us. Jerome and I jumped out of the SUV as soon as it was parked. Remiel climbed out laughing. I glared at him as Magda the Red walked out onto the porch with my neighbor Abigail, an ancient vampire.

“I didn’t think he would have the house warded so well!” Magda shouted to us. I stared at her.

“Did you teleport into our house?” Jerome asked her.

“It seemed like a good idea until I got here,” Magda said, holding up a piece of fabric that caused me to look down at her legs. Angel had torn one leg of her pants off at about mid-thigh. The other was covered in slobber and had visible holes. There was also blood. Abigail touched Magda’s hair, and I realized it was smoking.

“As head of the Witches’ Council, I know you have a file on Jerome...” I started, and then let out an exasperated cry as Magda’s hair reignited. Jerome put it out using magic. Abigail was grinning.

“I do,” Magda the Red agreed.

“Then why would you even consider teleporting into his house?” I asked.

“I had a moment,” Magda said with a sigh. “I thought I could slip in and no one would notice me instead of standing on your front lawn waiting for you.”

“Yeah,” I sighed. “Now everyone in Angelville is aware someone tried to enter our home.”

“Yeah, we all came running when we heard Jerome’s alarms go off and felt the small earthquake caused by the wards being tested. If it had been anyone but Magda the Red, the magic would have left them in a bad way. Your protection spells are getting much stronger,” Abigail said to Jerome. Jerome nodded and Abigail walked over and gave him a high five.

“We should work on the protections at your house next,” Jerome said to her.

“Shall we go inside and disarm everything and get down to it?” Remiel said, wiping at the tears of mirth pouring down his face. Magda gave him a look that I swear would have killed him if he hadn’t been an archangel. Jerome and I followed them in, with Angel at our heels. Now that the immediate threat had passed, Angel flopped down onto the floor looking exhausted.

“Did you also not know we had a hellhound?” I asked Magda, shutting the front door behind us as Jerome began turning off the magic protections.

“I knew,” Magda said nodding slightly. “However, her file lists her as abnormally small for a hellhound, so I was expecting her to be dog-sized.” 

Angel is roughly the same size as a black bear, but heavier. Her lean, muscular dog body does not have the fat of a bear, it’s almost all muscle. She tips the scales at more than 500 pounds. Considering most hellhounds are larger than polar bears, Angel is abnormally small. I considered pointing this out to Magda the Red, but changed my mind in the hope that the meeting would end sooner if I kept my mouth shut. I definitely didn’t like Magda.

“What can we do for you?” I asked.

“I need someone to investigate some murders for me,” Magda said, walking into my dining room and taking a seat at the kitchen table. “There have been two in two months. My investigators tell me the murders are impossible, but I’ve seen the bodies and they are definitely happening, which means they aren’t impossible, and my investigators just don’t have enough imagination to figure out how it’s being done. If the killer sticks to the pattern, there will be another one in three days.”

“Three days?” I asked, my heart sinking into my stomach. “It’s really hard to stop a murder you know nothing about in less than a week.”

“I guess it’s a good thing I don’t expect you to stop it,” Magda said.

“You want the murder to happen?” I asked, raising an eyebrow.

“No, but all the crime scenes are old and while you can see pictures of them, that won’t let you feel the magic involved, and I think you need to feel the magic.”

“Why?” I asked.

“The person doing the physical killing has to be a demon, which means there has to be someone summoning it.” 

“Well, I can see why your investigators say it’s impossible. Demons don’t intentionally kill. Sometimes they accidentally kill, but its problematic. When they do initiate physical violence, it’s to maim and thereby create fear, which is what they feed on, but they don’t intend to kill anyone because the dead aren’t afraid of demons,” I said.

“Also, summoned demons do not have physical forms. They have to inhabit hosts,” Jerome added.

“That too,” I agreed.

“Until two months ago, I would have agreed. In my nearly 2,000 years, I have never heard of a demon intentionally killing anyone. Now, some of the forbidden grimoires in the AESPCA archives have summoning spells intended for that purpose, but it requires the caster to summon a powerful demon, and they usually have enough willpower to resist the summoner’s order, leading to a stalemate between summoner and demon. However, I have two heartless, stone supernatural corpses that prove a demon is responsible for the deaths. I took the information to Azrael and he suggested I come to you and Jerome, because if anyone has the magic to solve it, it’s you two.”

“I admit I’m intrigued, but I also admit I’m confused that we aren’t the prime suspects,” I said.

“You were after the first murder,” Remiel said. “But you have a rock-solid alibi for the second.”

“I do?” 

“Yes, the both of you were detained by the AESPCA that night on suspicion of using black magic to hex someone to death.” I frowned at her. March 13 the AESPCA had shown up at our home at about dinner time and taken us into custody claiming someone had filed a report that Jerome and I had hexed them to dance themselves to death. We’d been told the hex was broken, but not who had made the complaint, and after being in custody for nearly ten hours they’d released us with an apology that the complainant got the name of the hexers wrong, which seemed unlikely given the unusual nature of our names.

“You had us detained?” I asked after a moment.

“No, your uncles did,” Jerome replied, and we both looked at Remiel.

“We knew you wouldn’t use a demon to kill someone and we needed to prove it. It wouldn’t do any good for us to provide you with an alibi, no matter how many other witnesses to it there were, so we had the AESPCA detain you that night.” Remiel blushed.

“Did you consider what would happen if we were detained and no murder took place?” I asked.

“Yes, but that seemed unlikely,” Remiel said. “It’s easiest to summon a demon on nights with a new moon. The first murder happened at new moon, March 13th was a new moon, as is April 11th.”

“Fine, now to the other question I have; you said you had heartless stone corpses. How do you know they were killed by a demon from that?” I asked.

“Because that’s what happens when something Stygian kills the living,” Jerome answered in place of Magda the Red. What?

“Seriously?” I asked, unable to hide my disdain for the answer. I believed Jerome, because Jerome paid attention to shit I didn’t and was probably smarter than me, but it just didn’t make sense to me for some reason. If he had said because they turned into a molten puddle of goo, I would have been more likely to accept it.

“The Stygian causes petrification to most living things; it’s why living beings don’t live long there,” Magda said. “We were only able to move things like unicorns, dragons, and hellhounds to the Stygian after Leviathan appeared. Originally, the Third Plane was devised for that purpose, but after Leviathan was...I don’t know the word...well, after Leviathan arrived in the Stygian, his ability to create worked in our favor and he did something to those specific animals that allowed them to live in the Stygian. After a handful of millennia there, they went from merely surviving to thriving.”

“I see,” I said. This was not entirely true, I only sort of understood. I really wanted to ask how someone worked with Leviathan, the hell prince, to alter the DNA of specific animals, allowing them to live in the Stygian. However, I was positive I would get either a really confusing answer or none at all.

Of course, I couldn’t totally fault Magda the Red or Remiel for that. In the last two years, I’d begun having long conversations with a couple of demons and hell princes; specifically, Leviathan, Ashtaroth, and Lucifer; trying to better understand the Stygian, myself, and Jerome. Remiel knew about them, as did my father, but we were keeping the meetings and the information I got on the down-low. I had even taken to summoning Dantalian from time to time to get information from him. 

Also, I’d learned that human food was a commodity in the Stygian. Demons didn’t require food to live, but they ate for enjoyment, and there was food available in the Stygian; both plant and animal based. I could get a ton of information for an Arby’s Big Beef Classic with cheese and some curly fries. In January, a couple of large Cassanova’s pizzas and a dozen two-liter sodas had gained me some exceptional good will among the demons, and they had done me the favor of scouring the Stygian for dead bodies. They’d recovered six; one of them the missing person I was looking for at the time. I was sticking to using demons sired by Ashtaroth, Leviathan, and Asmodeus because they were the most cooperative and least repulsive.

“Well, if a hellhound was doing the killing, would that turn a person to stone?” I asked.

“Yes, but a hellhound wouldn’t remove the heart.” Magda told me. “Now, it’s getting late—will you take the case? I have all the files assembled for you already; if you say no, I’ll take them with me.”

I looked at both Remiel and Jerome. The archangel was standing perfectly still, his expression blank. The teen was his exact opposite; he was smiling and practically bouncing out of his chair with excitement. I wanted to say no, just based on Jerome’s reaction; it seemed almost ghoulish to me, and I wondered if I was unintentionally leading Jerome down the wrong path. I could take the case and keep Jerome out of it, but it would be a lie and I knew it. Jerome just intuitively knew more about magic than I did. Hell, there were times he knew more about magic than my father and uncles. Jerome was terrifyingly powerful and intelligent when it came to magic. This made him an incredible resource when working on investigations that involved magic, but he was still just a teenager and I felt like a terrible person when I allowed him to help me with work.

“You think on it tonight. You can give me an answer tomorrow because I know you take your responsibilities with Jerome quite seriously,” Magda the Red said. “I still have two pieces of business specific to Jerome and the Witches’ Council to discuss with you tonight. The first is the Practical Application of Witchcraft certificate. I know Jerome occasionally helps you out at work using his magical skills, which is fine; but now that he’s 15, he’s required by law to get a certificate to work magic as a minor in a commercial situation. To get the certificate, he simply needs to apply for and pass an exam administered by the AESPCA. Normally, it’s moderated by the applicant’s council chair and monitored by the AESPCA. 

“When a mixed supernatural teen applies for the certificate, it is usually done in the magic they are strongest in. For example, a teen who is both vampire and witch would choose whether to apply as a witch or a vampire. For Jerome, it might be a bit more complicated. On his birthday, the Angel Council acknowledged him as a member of the Throne, which is great; this gives him all the protections and advantages of children of angelic stock and given his DNA, the AESPCA believes he more than qualifies as angel even though neither of his biological parents were angelic. 

“Having said that, I met with Valerie Dusdain many times to discuss Jerome as he was growing up, and she was unwilling to allow the Witches’ Council to be part of his life, for obvious reasons. He is now old enough to make that decision himself, and he is definitely a capable wizard. We will not be pressing him to join a coven, but for the purpose of his certificate, we would need to know if he wants to join the Witches’ Council. If he does, as his guardian you will also be required to join. As a member of the council, we would offer him protections and occasionally require service, much the same as the Angel Council would demand of you, if it were functioning properly. 

“This is an open-ended invitation to join, there’s no expiration date and you don’t have to decide right this moment. By all means think about it and get back to us when you have. I know that personally, I would love to be able to formally introduce Jerome to witch society, and I think he would benefit from it. If he doesn’t join, he will be required to pass the practical application exam moderated by the AESPCA and administered by Balthazar Leopold. If he joins both, he would get a dual exam with myself as one of the admins along with Leopold, but I have little doubt Jerome could pass Leopold’s exam without any issues based on my experience with him tonight.” 

“Okay,” I said, and looked at Jerome. He’d lost some of his excitement. “Magda the Red, do I contact you at the AESPCA or where?” I asked as the witch stood up.

“Most of my friends call me Magda. My coworkers call me Magda Red, as if Red were my last name. I’ll leave you to decide which you prefer, but Magda the Red is a mouthful.” She scribbled down a phone number on a post-it note that she pulled out of thin air. She put it on the fridge, and then she left.
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I awoke with a feeling of dread. It was the 9th, and if I decided to take on the investigation Magda Red wanted me to, then in just two days someone was going to die unless I could solve the case and stop it. I sighed twice before even climbing out of bed. It was a Friday morning. Jerome was out of school for a teacher workshop day, and I was planning on summoning demons and asking some questions. If a demon really was responsible for the previous two murders, then other demons should know about it. Most likely it was one of Belial’s or Beelzebub’s demons doing the killing, but it was probable that one of the hell princes I was willing to work with would know about it, and if they did, their demons would know and for a slice of cheesecake or a milkshake would likely tell me. 

If I couldn’t get an answer from a demon, I didn’t know where to turn my investigation. I had only minor investigative experience and had never handled a murder investigation. Most of my investigations were for insurance companies who thought someone was trying to defraud them or finding missing persons. In movies, the lives of private investigators were sexy, appealing, and involved too much whiskey, famed jewels, and shootouts. My life as a private investigator was nothing like in the movies. I did a lot of computer work and was constantly amazed by the number of people who committed insurance fraud and posted pictures proving the fraud on social media. 

Since the demon boxes investigation last October, my most noteworthy case had been a copycat demon box, which could now be bought online from ForbiddenMagic.com for $20 plus shipping and handling. They also sold shoddy love potions and talismans meant to protect the wearer from nearly anything, including rain, love potions, and demon boxes. And customized charm bracelets. 

The Forbidden Magic demon boxes were novelty items that did very little. I’d seen three, and all three had produced demonlings too weak to take possession of the person that opened the box. They got trapped in the house in spirit form and ended up acting like poltergeists. The demonlings were tethered to the demon box, which was rather ridiculous, because the magic tether to the demon box was more powerful than the demonlings themselves, which meant if the demonling did manage to possess someone, they would probably be yanked out of their host if the host decided to leave the house. 

I was also certain that ForbiddenMagic.com was run by a teenager or college student, because it could only ship locally. When Remiel and I had investigated and ordered one just to see what would happen, it was dropped off at the wrong address. Literally dropped off, not mailed or shipped. Unfortunately, since whomever delivered the package went to the empty office space next to Angel Investigations, the drop wasn’t caught on video. However, we did see a teen on a bicycle ride past twice that night on our security cameras. 

I got ready to brush my teeth and texted my business partner Janet to have her check to see if there were any demon boxes back in stock on ForbiddenMagic.com. They seemed to be in stock like three times a month, which was the other reason I suspected it was being done by a teen. They definitely weren’t doing a brisk business for the site.

I finished brushing my teeth and headed to the kitchen. Jerome was already in there cooking. I sighed for the third time.

“Morning,” Jerome said, as he took bacon out of a skillet. 

“Morning, what do you want so bad that you are cooking me breakfast?” I asked the teen. “Oh and did you get taller between going to bed and getting up?” I took a seat, and a cup floated from the counter to me, followed by the coffeepot, creamer, and sugar. All of this was Jerome’s doing, because I didn’t know how to use magic that way. Jerome had started puberty this winter while we were living out of a hotel waiting for our house to be built. In the space of four weeks, we’d had to buy new pants for him twice because he was growing taller so fast. 

“Maybe, but not much, my pajamas are only a little above my ankle bone,” he said, and I looked at his ankles. Jerome would not tell me if he needed new clothes or new shoes. He would wear what he had no matter how short or how tight until I noticed and forced him to get new clothes. He stared at the white socks covering his feet. They were crew cut socks, and I sighed for a fourth time. Jerome only wore crew socks when there was snow or when his pants were too short. It wasn’t snowing and the weather was unseasonably warm this April, which meant he was trying to hide his ankle bone from my prying eyes. I spent another few seconds debating whether to take the hard line and make him admit new pants would be good, and decided to ignore it. 

“Well then, what is it you want this morning?” I asked, pouring coffee and creamer into my cup. I actually drank coffee for the hazelnut dairy creamer I put in it. Man, that stuff is good. 

“Can’t I just make you breakfast since I am out of school today?” he asked.

“You could, but usually if you cook breakfast it’s because you want something. I would love for you to turn around and tell me you need a couple hundred dollars, but I have this feeling it’s about the investigation Magda Red wants us to take up.” I sighed for a fifth time. “Also, you need new pants—you’re wearing crew socks and it’s over 60 degrees out. Do you want to go shopping today or tomorrow?”

“Well then, since you are going to ignore social niceties, do you want me to finish breakfast or not?” Jerome asked.

“Up to you,” I said to him. “Kiddo, you don’t have to butter me up to talk to me about something, even something dreadful.”

“You woke up more churlish than usual,” Jerome replied.

“Churlish? That is not a kid’s word, that’s a Remiel word because he’s freaking ancient. Please tell me you know you need new pants and breakfast is because you want Remiel to take you clothes shopping and not me.”

“I feel like I probably have another week or maybe even two in these pants. I used the word because it perfectly describes your mood and attitude this morning,” he said, floating a plate of bacon and omelets over to the table. He walked behind them and stopped at the fridge to get orange juice and jam. As he sat down, the toaster ejected four slices of toast and he repeated the floating routine to bring them to the table, depositing two slices on my plate and two on his. 

“Do you even know what churlish means?” I asked.

“Rude in a mean-spirited way, relating to attitude or behavior,” Jerome replied. 

“Well, all right, if you think you have about two weeks left before you need new pants, that means you need new pants now, not in two weeks when you wake up and suddenly have no jeans that aren’t exposing your ankle and part of your calf. We’ll get you some this weekend. So what do you want to talk about that warranted southwestern style omelets and bacon?”

“With as warm as the weather is in two weeks, I hope to need shorts,” Jerome replied.

“Yes, but you’ll be wearing shorts that hit you mid-thigh and are unfashionable if you don’t buy new ones before you need them.” 

“Yes, we’d hate for me to be unfashionable.” Jerome rolled his eyes. 

“Are you being bullied at school?” I asked.

“No, I’m being bullied at home, by my churlish guardian who is obsessed with the size of my feet and making sure my pants are long enough.”

“You are the only teenager on the planet not obsessed with shoes and fashionable pants.”

“You hate to shop.” 

“True, but my father and several of my uncles love it. If Grandpa Raphael was supposed to travel to Zurich and I called him and told him you needed new shoes, he’d cancel the trip and take you shoe shopping, or he’d take you to Zurich with him to go shoe shopping in Switzerland. Meaning you can’t blame my dislike of shopping on your unwillingness to buy new clothes and shoes. Speaking of which, you’ve had those shoes about six months. Do they still fit?”

“Fine, if I admit I need new shoes and new pants, can we move on?” Jerome asked, shoving omelet into his mouth.

“Yes.” I nodded, taking a bite of bacon. 

“Then I admit, I am going to need both new shoes and new pants soon. It isn’t urgent, but by the end of the month, it might be.” 

“Then I admit I am churlish, partly because I dreamed about your shoes and partly because Magda Red wants me to investigate a murder case.” 

Valerie had told me Jerome’s father had been somewhere in the neighborhood of 6 feet, 8 inches tall and that Jerome had been 33 inches long at birth with huge feet, and she suspected he would be as tall or taller than his father had been. At 15, Jerome was taller than me and wore a size 19 shoe. 

In archangel genes, the taller an angel is the more powerful he is, and my father is close to seven feet tall. We were expecting Jerome to be even taller. His genome was about 33 percent angel, which was weird and unexplainable by his bloodline. Our theory was that when Valerie’s angelic infused bloodline combined with the Dusdain family bloodline, which was also angelically infused, it had somehow magnified the angelic genome in Jerome, making him about one-third angel. Specifically, he was about a third archangel and he had genes from each and every one of my uncles as well as a massive dose of my father’s genes. This could explain both his height and his power. The Dusdain family line had genes from Jophiel and Zadkiel. Valerie’s line had only had Raphael’s, but all the brothers had contributed to the divine blessing bestowed on the Dusdain family. Jerome was the first child to ever be born whose ancestors on both sides had received divine blessings to help keep the family’s line alive. And he would probably be the last, as most family lines with divine blessings had died out over the eons. 

“Now that is out of the way, let’s talk. If I join the Witches’ Council and allow myself to be formally recognized as a witch, am I betraying my mom?” Jerome asked.

“No,” I said after several minutes. “Your mom didn’t have you recognized because she was trying to protect you. At this point, everyone knows you’re a wizard and a powerful one at that. They know you attend a school for witchcraft and that you have angelic genes.”

“Plus, I’m with people who can protect me now,” Jerome said sadly.

“Your mom was protecting you and she did a good job of it,” I told him.

“I know, but now I have you and Raphael. You can protect me in ways my mom couldn’t because she wasn’t magical.” Jerome said.

“I don’t think that’s the correct word. Your mom was magical. She might not have had witch or angel powers, but she was still magical. No matter how much a mother loves her child, not many would do what your mom did for you. I don’t just mean dealing with her cancer hex, I mean all of it, Jerome. She could have had a much easier life if she had accepted help from the Witches’ Council. They might even have been able to remove the hex if she had gone to them shortly after it was first cast, but she knew that would put you in danger, so she didn’t.”

“Then she made sure I was with a family that loved me and cared for me exactly as she did,” Jerome said. “I know starting the adoption process for me while she was still alive was emotionally wrenching for her. It took a lot of strength on her part, but my mom was incredibly strong and special.” 

“Yes, she was.” I nodded. I was still chewing that first bite of bacon, because a lump had formed in my throat and I wasn’t sure I could swallow. “I think if you asked your mom, she would tell you to join the Witches’ Council now, if you wanted to do it. I think she would point out it is completely your choice and you need to do what is best for you.” 

“I think so, too.” Jerome swallowed hard.

“Jerome if you want to join, do it. If you aren’t ready, don’t. If you want the practicing magic certificate, we can get it for you as an angel and not a witch to give you more time
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