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“Helia’s bringing the girls over to go trick-or-treating on Halloween,” I told Jerome, my adopted son. 

“I’m a little old to go trick-or-treating,” Jerome replied.

“Well, you can stay home and hand out candy if you’d prefer or if your friends want to go out, I’d be okay with that depending on what you’re doing,” I told him. Jerome was at that awkward age where he still wanted to go trick-or-treating but thought himself too old for it, and I knew that. It was why I had arranged for my sister and nieces to come over. I figured it would give him the excuse he needed to trick or treat one last time. Jerome had a tendency to project his dreams while he was sleeping, and recently there were a couple of nights the Grim Reaper had wandered our house carrying a plastic jack-o-lantern filled with candy. 

“Do you need a decision today?” he asked.

“No, I was just thinking it’s less than a month away, so if you want a costume, we should definitely get one,” I told him. “I am going as an angel, I guess. We’re going to try dying my feathers white.” 

“I can change your feather colors if you want, but I like the red feathers with black spines. They are unique and fit your personality better than white ones would,” Jerome told me.

“Thanks!” I said. 

Valerie died a year ago. We completed the adoption almost immediately after her death. It was easy since she and I had been preparing for it for a year before her death. Jerome adjusted well, so I wasn’t sure if he was sad because she was gone and it was almost the one-year anniversary, or if something else was bothering him. Normally, he was pretty good about talking to me about what was bothering him, but he’d been tight-lipped for a week accompanied by occasional moping. “I won’t press, but if you want or need to talk, I’m available,” I reminded him.

“I know,” Jerome said. “I do have something I want to talk to you about, but I’m not sure how exactly.”

“Is it about a girl?” I asked. I was secretly hoping my father would volunteer to have THE TALK with Jerome, but so far, no luck. I was going to have to force it on him at this rate.

“No, it’s about your job,” Jerome said.

“Okayyyy...” I said. I had given up my job with the Bureau of Exorcism and my Uncle Remiel was training me to be a private detective. I couldn’t travel all over the country, much less the world, performing exorcisms with a teenaged boy at home. So, I had opened a private exorcism office with a witch named Janet who investigated missing persons and things of that nature. However, the state of Missouri required a two-year apprenticeship to become a private investigator, hence my training with Remiel.

“Do you miss working for the Bureau of Exorcism? Do you regret quitting because of me?”

“No to both of those.” I told him. “I like hanging out with you way more than performing exorcisms.” 

“Really?” he asked.

“Yes, why?” I countered.

“Well, it’s just...we showed up and you turned your life upside down to help Mom and me. Now Mom’s gone and you still have to put up with me.”

“I volunteered to put up with you, kiddo,” I told him. “I even bound your soul to mine without realizing it, remember?”

“I know, but it’s why you and Duke broke up.”

“No, no, and no. Duke and I broke up because he lives three hours away and he’s even more married to his job than I was.” I told him sternly. “You had nothing to do with Duke and I breaking up.”

“Jess says her mom doesn’t date because she’s a single mom, and my mom didn’t date. Now, you’re a single mom and you’ve broken up with your boyfriend.”

“Jerome, your mom didn’t date much because your dad was the love of her life and she didn’t think she’d ever find another person she loved as much as him. I don’t date much because I’m me. Bringing you and your mom into my life will always be the best thing I’ve ever done. You look at it like I had to give things up, but I don’t. I don’t feel I gave up anything. I only gained by having both of you in my life. Is that what’s been bothering you?” I asked.

“Yes and no,” Jerome admitted. “Yes, that’s been bothering me. But also, I am supposed to do a two-week job shadowing project. I am supposed to job shadow a supernatural. I’m not sure who to job shadow. I thought about asking Azrael or Uriel, but I don’t want to shadow someone who only does exorcisms. Would it be okay if I shadowed you, Janet, and Remiel?”

“I would be fine with it, although it would prove I don’t have a clue what I’m doing,” I told him. “I’m sure that either Remiel or Janet would also agree to let you shadow them. If you want someone competent, I’d shadow Remiel when he investigates or Janet on hired witch projects; Janet is still a bit like me with the whole investigation thing.” 

“Whoever I shadow has to provide an evaluation of me as a student learner.”

“I still think either Janet or Remiel would love to have you shadow them. If you shadow me, they might think I was just grading you well because you’re my kid.”

“I had kind of wondered if I could shadow everyone in your office. That would allow me to observe you, Remiel, Janet, and Helia,” Jerome said. Helia, my sister, used to work for St. Louis Municipal Court in traffic fines until her wings grew in about a year ago. Her wings wouldn’t fit in the little cubicle window, so she’d been forced to quit. After that I’d hired her as my receptionist and billing person. It ensured people were mostly happy to pay our bills.

“Do I need to talk to a teacher or something?” I asked.

“Yes, and there’s forms to fill out. I have them.” 

“No problem. So, do you still not want to go trick-or-treating?” I asked, raising an eyebrow. He cracked a smile. “I ask only because you know Aurora and Ariel are going to bug you to go and I know you secretly want a Grim Reaper costume.” 

“Huh,” Jerome said. “So, you have been paying attention. I was hoping I wasn’t projecting it.”

“Sorry, you were, and it’s hard not to notice.” I smiled. 

“I do want to go, but it feels weird.”

“Does it feel weird because it’s your first Halloween without your mom or because you’re going to be 15 in a few months?”

“Both. Mom loved Halloween.”

“I can’t blame her there,” I agreed. I also loved Halloween. “Do you want to talk about it?”

“Not really,” Jerome said, and I nodded. 

“If you change your mind...” I told him and he nodded. 

“I know,” he said a little sadly. “I have both you and Camille.” I nodded again. 

“Who do I need to talk to at your school?” I asked. 

“My counselor, Mrs. Gerard.”  

“Okay, I’ll discuss it with Remiel and Janet today and then I’ll talk to Mrs. Gerard.” I fed Jerome a homemade breakfast sandwich and took him to school. I considered going in and talking to Mrs. Gerard before I left, but Jerome would see me and I felt he needed to be sure Remiel and Janet were actually okay with him job shadowing all of us before I spoke with Jerome’s counselor.
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Janet was a consultant witch for the St. Louis Police Department. When she and I went into business together, we rented the cheapest office we could find in a strip mall. It was 400 square feet and had once been a Chinese takeout place. However, once we became Remiel’s apprentices, we needed bigger offices. Remiel had offered to let us have offices in the building he owned, but we hadn’t felt welcome in his big, fancy offices. He had a couple of business partners there who were all ex-law enforcement and wore way nicer suits than I owned. This had led to a complicated three-month search for offices that were basic enough for me, yet fancy enough for Remiel. We all settled on a different strip mall office space that was more than 2,000 square feet. We renovated it to have five offices, a reception area, a break room, and a staff bathroom complete with shower, sink, toilet, and linen closet. We were now wedged between a salon and a clothing store. Down the walk from us, they had opened a temporary Halloween store. 

My sister was already at the receptionist desk when I came in. She smiled at me and fidgeted with some paperwork.

“Is everyone here?” I asked.

“Yes. You’re late, again.” She smirked.

“I know.” I nodded. “Jerome has a school project we were discussing and now I need to discuss it with everyone here.” 

“That’s weird,” she said.

“Not really. He’s supposed to job shadow a supernatural for a week. He wants to do it here and job shadow all of us,” I said to her. “Can you have everyone gather for me?”

“Will do,” Helia said, and I headed to the break room that doubled as a staff room. Sort of unsurprisingly, Remiel was already in there sitting on the large, oversized leather couch he’d been determined to buy regardless of what anyone else thought. He’d also insisted we have a fancy coffee machine. He was currently drinking a cappuccino while another coffee was brewing in the machine. Remiel never scheduled clients before 10 a.m. because he usually spent two hours brewing specialty coffees after arriving. Every. Single. Morning. 

Sometimes, I wondered if my uncle was lonely, especially given how much time he spent with the office coffeemaker. Most of the coffees he made were for us three ladies and not for himself. He made us specialty coffees, then we drank them while sitting with him in one of our offices or in the breakroom. All of his children were adults and had lives. He’d split from his wife several centuries earlier. It turns out eternity is a long time to be with the same person, unless you’re my parents. I knew he dated, but no one had ever seemed serious, since he never brought them to family meals or let them accompany him to the box he had for Cardinals games.

“You’re late,” Remiel said.

“I know. Jerome has a school project. We got to talking about that and I let his first breakfast burn, so I had to remake it before taking him to school,” I said.

“You need to be better organized.”

“I need clients that agree to let me come to their house during daylight hours instead of sneaking me in after dark to exorcise their teenager who has become possessed by accident,” I told him.

“This is true too.” Remiel nodded. “You’d think that with 60 percent of supernatural teens becoming possessed at least once between the ages of ten and 20, people would stop being embarrassed by it.”

“Also, true,” I said. “I want to have a staff meeting, so I’m glad you’re in here.”

“What’s up?” Helia asked, coming into the room with Janet.

“Jerome needs to do a week of job shadowing, and his school is recommending he shadow a supernatural. He explained it to me this morning and asked if he could do it here,” I said. “I know there’s a confidentiality issue, but I think we can work around it.”

“Agreed,” Remiel said.

“Agreed we can work around it?”

“Yes, and agreed Jerome can do his job shadowing here,” Remiel replied. “It will be nice to have the kid here for a week.”

“Oh, I’m in,” Janet said. “I have some cases lined up in the next couple of weeks that are Halloween-related. I would love to have him shadow me so he can see what a good witch and coven does.”

“Yeah, I’d thought his shadowing you might help him decide on joining a coven, too,” I said. As a witch, Jerome was entitled to join a coven once he turned 12, but he hadn’t had great luck with covens up to this point in his life. Every time I’d broached the subject, he’d flat-out rejected the idea. However, whether he realized it or not, his coven was a host of angels. Since he had the gift of mimicry, he tended to use angel magic just as much as witch magic. I kept thinking a coven might make him more secure with his own witch magic.

“Since you’re a witch, would you mind going with me when I talk to his counselor?” I asked.

“Not at all,” Janet said.

“Valerie and I gave her Jerome’s life story, so she knows why he hasn’t actively sought to join a coven through the registry at school,” I told her.

“I didn’t join a coven until I was nearly 18, so it’s not a huge deal...” She paused. “Actually, it wasn’t a big deal in my case. Jerome is a little different; he’s more powerful. Which reminds me, I talked to my coven, and given Jerome’s history with covens, if he wants to check mine out, he is welcome to do so without joining and he can bring you to chaperone.” 

Jerome was, up to this point, the most powerful wizard ever born. The majority of his power was plain, raw talent. Janet had whispered to me the first time she met him that she’d give up a body part for even a quarter of his power. However, being a good witch, she contented herself with admiring him and hoping to work with him in the future. I understood the sentiment because I could say the same thing.

“Excellent!” Remiel clapped his hands and laughed. “I can’t wait to get him here and get an honest day’s work out of him.”

“Do you even know what an honest day’s work is?” My father asked as he walked into the office. My father is an archangel. He isn’t from Heaven, but he is among the most powerful beings on Earth. He and his family, all brothers, had crawled from the primordial soup of life several ice ages ago. They’d watched homo sapiens do the same, and then helped them progress into human beings. At times they were revered and at other times hated; but for better or worse, angels had always been and always would be. Remiel was one of the youngest archangels, either second to last born or last born, I could never remember, and after a few hundred-thousand years, I wasn’t sure they could either.

“Raphael,” Remiel said, laughing again. “What brings you down from on high?” My father was a life coach and motivational speaker because even archangels needed jobs, and sometime after World War II that was what he decided to do. He’d done just about everything else over the course of his lifetime, as had most of his brothers.

“Uriel’s been calling you,” Raphael said, looking at me.

“Oh?” I asked, pulling out my cell phone. I had nine missed calls. “Why didn’t he call the office? I turn off the volume when I’m here.”

“Because it’s Uriel,” Raphael replied. “He could have called the office, Janet, Helia, or Remiel, but instead, he called me.”

“That’s because Azrael is talking about retiring for a century,” Remiel said. “He’s hoping to get you to rejoin the Bureau of Exorcism in his place.”

“He has no chance. Sophia would cane me and cut off my wings.” Supernaturals breed very slowly, with usually a decade or two between children. Archangels breed even slower. My sister and I are freaks of nature being a mere 20 months apart, and there are only the two of us. We had a brother once upon a time, but he had died long ago, before Helia and I were born.

Azrael’s girlfriend was pregnant. She was a vampire and they’d been together for more than 100 years. This would be their first child together, and chances were it would be more vampire than angel. When supernaturals had kids with humans, like my parents did, the offspring were mostly supernatural. When two races of supernaturals got together, though, often the child only took after one parent and angels always seemed to lose the genetic lottery. There were less than 5,000 angels in the entire world.   

To be considered an archangel, an angel must have a unique power. Remiel could read minds and my father could read intentions. I had the ability to call a demon army to me. My sister’s ability to make people happy was so strong that she could make someone euphoric to die for her. There had been debate about whether this qualified Helia as an archangel, but it was decided that Helia’s ability outstripped everything my uncles had seen before. Most people won’t do things against their best interests when happy on angel magic, but in the presence of Helia, they will. I had a handful of cousins that were archangels, but not all of them were. Uriel had two children, neither of whom were archangels; Michael had three children and only one was an archangel.  All the archangels in the world come directly from my family.

“He has a job for you,” Raphael said. I frowned at this. I had worked for Uriel for close to 20 years. I’m gone less than a year and he’s already trying to get me back to work for him.

“I can’t travel, I have Jerome,” I reminded him.

“It is a local case,” my father said. “Go call him, the staff meeting can wait.”

“Or not, we were discussing a project Jerome has for school,” I told him.

“Then, no. Deal with that and then call him.” Raphael took a seat at the table.

“We’ve all agreed. What’s left to discuss?” Helia asked.

“Huh, you’re right. Nothing. But while I have Dad and Remiel here, I want to ask them a favor,” I told her and then shooed her and Janet out of the room, shutting the door after them.

“We’re in trouble,” Remiel said, taking a seat and trying to look serious.

“Yes, we are,” I said and took a seat with my dad at the table. Remiel got up and joined us. I leaned in and they mimicked me. “Valerie told me before she died that she was waiting for Jerome to be 15 before she explained love, sex, babies, and so on. As his favorite uncle and his grandfather, I’m hoping I can convince you guys to do it for me after his birthday. Take him out for pizza or something and have The Talk.”

“You realize I haven’t needed to have The Talk since the Middle Ages, right?” Remiel said, and my dad nodded agreement.

“Yes, but you guys stay in the know and on top of trends,” I said. Remiel’s youngest child was around 700. Needless to say, I didn’t hang out with my cousins much because they were a whole lot older than me, except Uriel’s youngest, who was a bully and a spoiled brat.

“You need the practice,” Raphael said to me.

“No, I don’t!” I told him. “Jerome will be at least 30 before I start trying to have kids of my own.” Angels really have to want to get pregnant for it to happen. They can’t just sort of think they want children; they have to know. We can control our own fertility, which was one reason we bred so slowly. Being in love helped with fertility; an angel in love was more likely to get pregnant when trying.

“Fine,” Remiel said. “I accept your challenge, milady.”

“Thanks. Dad?” I looked at him.

“I don’t know why you think you need to ask a second time; you know I can’t tell you or Helia no.”

“Thanks, Dad. I’ll call Uriel.” I smiled at them both and dug my cell phone out of my pocket.

“It’s about time,” Uriel huffed at me when he answered the phone.

“I was in a staff meeting. You should have called the office,” I admonished him. “What’s up?”

“I have a box that I need your help with.”

“A box?” I asked, raising my eyebrows.

“A box,” Uriel repeated and then rattled off an address. “I need you immediately.”
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I was one of 300 certified exorcists in the world. My uncles Azrael and Uriel ran worldwide exorcism programs that dealt with the crossing over of demons from their residence in the Stygian plane to this plane. The easiest way for a demon to cross the Divide was to be invited by a willing host using magic. However, nearly every supernatural teenager in the world ended up possessed at some point, either intentionally or accidentally. My natural magic was tinged with Stygian magic, which made it really easy for me to exorcise demons. I could also summon them without much effort, but demons were annoying and gained power from fear, so I preferred that they stay in the Stygian.

Janet and I pulled up in front of the address Uriel gave me, and two things jumped out at me immediately. The house’s windows had all been broken and there were a dozen imps running around the front yard. Imps are not demons and they aren’t like demons. They are more like cats and dogs; pets, but for demons. They didn’t have the power to cross the Stygian Divide without help from this side, meaning someone had summoned them. They were destructive, had sharp, pointy teeth and really did nothing but run amok on this plane, so they were almost never summoned. It was only the third or fourth time I’d seen one outside of a classroom. Uriel kept a couple of imps for teaching purposes. Imps chitter at each other. I don’t know if it’s a language that other imps understand or not. To me, it sounds like pissed off birds.

“Is that an imp?” Janet asked. I nodded. “They are weirdly cute.”

“Yep, until they bite the shit out of your leg,” I assured her. I’d been bitten by one of the imps in the classroom because, like Janet, I once thought they were oddly cute. One ran past us to my car and sank sharp fangs into my tire. A second joined in and not only bit the tire but tore off a chunk of it.

“I see your point,” Janet said.

“It’s about time,” Uriel said, opening the door to Janet and I. “Why’d you bring a witch?”

“You never know when you might need one,” I said, ignoring his tone and the fact that he was sparkling. Uriel likes to play up the image of being divine even though everyone knows he’s not. It is one of the many things that kept Uriel from being among my favorite of the ten archangels.

“I need a powerful exorcist,” Uriel told me.

“It’s a good thing you know a few then,” I said.

“Get in here and deal with this box!” he snapped at me.

“You keep saying box. Like a cardboard box?” I asked.

“If you weren’t so sassy and obstinate, you’d know what kind of box.” Uriel sneered. Janet and I both ignored him and his tone and walked up the steps to the porch. It was a smallish ranch style home and it was filled with magic. Stygian magic to be precise.  I heard Janet’s breath catch as we walked through the door. Unless someone bargained their soul to a demon, it’s nearly impossible to get Stygian magic into this world. Even then, most people never encountered copious amounts of it. It was darker than most magic and felt a little off, as well as cold and electric. I had been dealing with demons since I was a child, so I was used to it and it didn’t really affect me.

There was a small, wooden box on the table. It was roughly twelve inches long by four inches wide by four inches deep and it was made of balsa wood, one of the softest hardwoods money could buy. Balsa absorbed magic. 

I stared at the box. It was the source of the Stygian magic. Some of the classic myths and legends are real. I’d only felt Stygian magic coming from a box once before, when we had buried it in the ground along with Lucifer’s corpse under my house before it was rebuilt. It was the mythical Pandora’s box, and was a portal. When it was opened, Stygian creatures could freely cross the Divide. My neighbor owned it, having received it from a lover a hundred years earlier. It drove him mad, which resulted in his writing amazing horror stories. Where he’d found it was a mystery, but he referred to the darkness on the other side as the Stygian and now everyone did.

“Is it like a miniature Pandora’s box?” I asked.

“No,” Uriel said hesitatingly. “The more they are used the bigger they get, which is why Pandora’s Box was so huge. This is how they all start out. They were outlawed before the pyramids were built. However, this one is brand new, and the real kicker is I can’t exorcise it.”  

“I have so many questions. But we’ll start with the important one – what do you mean you can’t exorcise it?” I asked.

“I mean every time I try to exorcise it, something else comes out!” 

“Like the imps,” I said.

“Like the imps; before that it was a hellhound,” Uriel said. “I’m hoping you can come up with a different tactic.”

“Where’s the hellhound?” I asked.

“It went back already. I’m having more problems with the imps.” Uriel blushed.

“Where is the family?” I asked.

“They literally ran away.”

“Maybe we should start this over, because I feel like I missed something really important,” I said to my uncle.

“A demon box is a portable portal. Demons get attached to them by engraving their sigil on them and imbuing the box and the items in it with magic. When the box is opened, a demon, usually a lesser demon sired by the demon whose sigil is on the box, comes out and possesses someone.”

“Ok, where’s the demon?” I asked.

“One didn’t come out. When the box was opened, a shadow person came out. I sent it back across the Divide and prepared to exorcise the box, thereby disconnecting the sigil and the portal. They are somewhat alive. But every time I have hit this box with magic, something new has come out,” Uriel said.

“And you think I’ll have better luck? Can we just destroy the box?” I asked.

“We can destroy the box, but it might not destroy the portal,” he told me.

“Uh, if the box is the portal, why wouldn’t destroying it destroy the portal?” I asked. 

“You need to stop thinking of portals as physical things; they aren’t. They are metaphysical links between the planes. The physical objects from one plane are pumping magic into the physical objects connected to it in the other plane, pulling them toward the Divide. If we destroy the box and sigils, they stop pumping magic into the demons, but it doesn’t dissipate the magic. The magic stays unless it is exorcised. This means the demons tied to it might not pop out of the box, but the next time 10-year-old Timmy decides to goof off in class because he doesn’t want to pay attention to his math teacher, he accidentally summons a dozen demons into his classroom,” Uriel snipped at me.

“How do I exorcise a box with a sigil but no demon?” I asked.

“You use that talent you have for pulling demons out with your mind and the box destroys itself. Or at least that’s how it’s supposed to work. I’m hoping since you are more talented with Stygian magic than I am, you can do it.”

“Whose sigil is it?” I asked. Angels and demons both have sigils; they are like names, but without a spoken language. They don’t have a sound that can be made in association with them. Angels and demons are tied to their sigils. It makes sense when you realize that Jophiel, better known as Lucifer, created the Stygian to house demons and then exorcised his own soul from his body to the Stygian to keep the entire thing held together. Jophiel’s giant corpse won’t decay and is buried under my house in Chesterfield, Missouri for that reason. Demons loyal to Jophiel during an uprising thousands upon thousands of years ago were given their own sigils and the power associated with them and became known as hell princes.  In an attempt to give himself a family in the Stygian, he’d elevated ten demons to hell princes because there had once been ten archangel brothers, including himself. Over the millennia, the power had shifted among the hell princes.

“Belgaphor,” Uriel said. On Earth, Belgaphor was the grossest of the hell princes. Belgaphor is a monstrously sized hell prince. He does nothing but eat all the time, and he’s usually covered in whatever meal he’s been consuming that day. Belgaphor was the exception to the rule in the Stygian that size matters. Generally, the more powerful a demon was, the bigger it was. However, Belgaphor was probably tenth on the list of ten hell princes when it came to power, despite his huge size.

“Ugh,” I said and stepped closer to the box. “May I touch it?”

“Yes,” Uriel said. I picked it up and felt the magic flow along my flesh.

“Huh,” I said. “What exactly is it for? I mean I know it summons a demon, but does it have a purpose?”

“Its sole purpose is to summon demons,” Uriel said. “Think of it like a boxed-up curse. You send it to family A and demon one comes out when it’s opened. The lid gets closed and it reloads another demon of the same sire and possesses the next person to open the box, and so on and so on.”

“Ah, in that case an entire demon army could be summoned using a single box,” I said.

“Each demon that comes out weakens the sigil and portal connection; the most I have ever seen come out of a single box is ten.”

I shut the lid and stared at the box. On the outside was the sigil for Belgaphor burned into the wood as if it were branded. It was the only design on the outside. It was held together with notches like a log cabin and hinges that were very ornate. There was a latch on the top that swung down and through a catch on the front face of the box. I slid the latch into place, locking the lid down.

“Can we just latch it for eternity?” I asked.

“That’s how Pandora’s box was created,” Uriel told me. “We shut the lid for a couple of centuries and it grew in strength and how it would affect the world when it was reopened.”

“So, if we don’t destroy it, it will just sit and build up magic until it is opened?” I asked.

“Yes, the magic doesn’t dissipate over time; it just gets stronger.”

“There’s been a hellhound, a bunch of imps, and a shadow person come out of it already. So, we could just open it seven times and exorcise the seven demons left,” I said.

“In theory, but at some point, we are liable to start pulling out Leviathan’s monsters,” Uriel said. 

Well fan-fucking-tabulous, I thought. There was one dead archangel and one archangel whose dead or alive status was somewhat questionable. Jophiel had exorcised his soul from his physical body to take up residence in the Stygian Plane, leaving his soul intact but his physical form was buried under my house. Zadkiel had died and his soul had come back as the demon Leviathan, making him dead. Leviathan was a creator demon; people who bargained their souls with Leviathan could be given great power on Earth and many had. Once they died, Leviathan turned their souls into monsters. 

“Well, I don’t want to battle a forgotten god or something again!” I said.

“That was my thought,” Uriel said as I turned the box over in my hands.

“Who sent the box?” I asked.

“It was found on their doorstep when they got up this morning.”

“Oh, damn, I was hoping we could track the sender, figure out what they did to it, then figure out how to disconnect the portal from the sigil.”

“I already had that thought when the hellhound came out,” Uriel said.

“Do they often spew things that aren’t demons?” I asked.

“No,” Uriel said. “Just get on with it. The family fled in terror when the hellhound came out, and I’m supposed to call them after we get rid of it.”

“Okay, well, I think we should destroy it in a controlled setting,” I said. “Especially since I have reloaded the box, if what you say is true.”

“My office or yours?” Uriel asked.

“Mine. I have Remiel there. You have a bunch of trainees and Azrael is at the International Exorcism conference. I’m surprised you aren’t there.”

“I present tomorrow,” Uriel said. Uriel had wings, as did all archangels, and like most archangels, he could fly faster than the speed of sound. This year’s conference was in Kingston, Jamaica. Uriel could fly there in just under two hours. He’d flown to Johannesburg, South Africa one year in just under 11 hours. Kingston was practically in his backyard by comparison. “I will stay five days.”

“Do I need to make any special preparations to open the box? I mean, if I have Janet spell a room, would it help?” I asked.

“Maybe,” Uriel said. “It’s Stygian magic, so I’d say it’s just as likely that it won’t make a difference.” I nodded.

“Don’t get mad at me, but Jerome can detect different types of magic. He might be able to tell us about the magic contained in the box if we ask him before we destroy it. Why don’t we swing by his school, talk to his counselor, and see if he can inspect the box before we take it back to our office?” Janet suggested.

“I hate to involve him in this,” I said.

“But if Uriel hasn’t seen one since the pyramids were being built, shouldn’t we have an idea of who’s figured out how to make them again?” Janet asked.

“I hate to agree with the witch, but she has a point,” Uriel told me.

“Jerome needs to be at school. He needs to learn how to do math so he can balance a checkbook and learn to use his magic,” I told them.

“Yes, but it’s one day. How many days this past year did...” Uriel stopped. Jerome’s mom Valerie died nearly a year ago. Jerome missed a month of school and he was technically already behind because he had only been in school for witchcraft for two years.

“He’s missed three days since this term began,” I said. Jerome had taken summer school the last two years. He was a straight A student, even with his mom’s death. He also really liked school and I didn’t want to interrupt his school day. However, they were both correct; if we knew more about the magic in the box, we might be able to trace it.

“I’ll think about it on the way there.” I scowled. Janet ran out to the car and came back with a plastic bag. I put the box in and she sealed the bag. She then cast a spell on it, after which the box swelled in the bag.

“Did that box just get bigger?” I asked.
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I drove to Jerome’s school. We went into the office with the box still sealed in the bag. I put it on the countertop at the receptionist desk. The woman behind the desk stared at the box, then me, then Janet. She frowned.

“Students are not allowed to be given items they forgot at home during the day from anyone but a parent,” she told me. Her stare had turned into a full-on glower.

“I’m his legal guardian and you don’t even know what I want yet,” I told her.

“I know who you are, Miss Burns. I will get the principal.” She stood up and tsked at Janet and me. I wasn’t sure why this woman hated me, but she did. It was obvious every time I came to the school. She’d been there less than a year, and I was hoping she didn’t come back next year.

“Miss Burns,” Principal Maria Grace greeted me as she entered the office. Maria Grace is a mix of two supernaturals; her father was a werewolf and her mother a witch. She had the werewolf curse as well as being a pretty powerful witch. “It is a pleasure to see you. Would you and your partner like to come in?” 

Despite having explained Jerome, Valerie, and my relationship, everyone at the school still seemed to think I was a lesbian. I didn’t correct them because it was just easier. We were already in the process of my adoption of Jerome while Valerie was still alive, as she had a death curse placed on her that had manifested as cancer. It would have been easier if Valerie and I were a married couple, but we were both straight, so we did it the hard way and went through the courts and lawyers.

Janet and I followed Principal Grace to the large back office and we all took seats at a round table. It was covered in papers that instantly began picking themselves up and heading for a spot on the floor.

“I have two reasons for being here,” I told her. “The first is that Jerome told me this morning he’s supposed to job shadow a supernatural. I need to know what the restrictions are.”

“He can shadow anyone as long as he has written permission and they are a supernatural of some kind,” she said. “A lot of kids shadow their parents or another family member. It is supposed to help them understand magic in accordance with the human world. I suggested he shadow you. Is that what he talked to you about?”

“Yes. Janet is my business partner and a witch. I was going to see if he could shadow Janet instead of job shadowing me directly. He will still be in my office and I have Janet as well as two other angels on staff who are family members,” I told her.

“I think that would be perfect!” Principal Grace smiled so wide I expected the top half of her head to fall off.

“Great. He said he already has the forms,” I said, then put the box on the table in front of me instead of holding it down at my side. “I know you’re a witch, can you trace or track magic?” I asked.

“Unfortunately, I cannot,” she replied. “And I have the forms here, you can fill them out as we talk if you want.” A paper and a pen floated toward me. “Feeling magic enough to trace it or even identify what kind of magic is in something is a rare talent, but I think you already knew that.”

“I did, but a girl can hope,” I said, also smiling now. “Do you know what this is?” I asked, pointing at the box.

“It’s a wooden box with something burnt on the cover. Is that Cuneiform?”

“It’s angelic script,” I told her. “It’s called a demon box. It opens a portal to the Stygian when it’s opened, then a demon possesses the person that opens it. The writing is a hell prince sigil; it ties demons of that hell prince to the box, allowing them to come through. Because of the size and the way it’s made, the portal keepers don’t know the box exists until the lid is off. Because of this, they haven’t been able to trace the maker or even find out what kind of magic was used to make it. Unfortunately, we need to know. Would it be possible for me to borrow Jerome to see what he can tell me about the magic in it?”

“Actually, Miss Burns, I was going to call you this afternoon and talk to you about a very personal matter anyway. Why don’t we discuss that and then you can just take Jerome home for the day?”

“Is he in trouble?” I asked, suspicious and surprised.

“Oh, no, not Jerome. He is one of our best-behaved kids. It’s about his mom,” she said and looked at Janet. Janet stood up.

“Janet, as my business partner, knew Jerome’s mom,” I said.

“I’ll go see if I can make the receptionist a bit happier.” Janet stood.

“Good luck. Even angels can’t make Rochelle happy.” Principal Grace grinned.

“What’s up?” I asked, putting my hands on the table.

“It’s been nearly a year since his mom died and I think it’s bothering him. He hasn’t said anything to me directly, but he did to his guidance counselor. We asked his teachers how he was doing, and they said he’s been distracted all week. The counselor and I were going to suggest to you that for the rest of this week, it might be good if he spent more time with you and your family.” 

“His family,” I corrected.

“Uh, what?” She blinked at me.

“His family. It’s not me and my family, it’s his family. He may not share blood with my sister, her children, or my parents, but they are as much his family as they are mine. He was calling my parents his grandparents before Valerie died, and he calls my sister Aunt Helia and introduces her kids as his cousins. It has been a rocky couple of years, but not with my family becoming his family.”

“Oh, yes, I knew that. Slip of the tongue. I know your family loves him and I know he loves them just as much. Our thoughts were just that until we get past the date of her death, it might be easier on him if he was with his family and not here trying to pay attention. We can make sure he gets all his homework sent home. There won’t be much homework the week he job shadows at your office, anyway. If you will, just fill out those forms while I get him,” she said. I nodded. Three weeks into term and they were already suggesting he take three weeks off. I would take him out today and ask him what he wanted. Technically, the anniversary would pass the Tuesday after he finished job shadowing. I had just signed my name to the forms when Jerome, Janet, and Principal Grace came back into the office. Jerome had his book bag and his magical carry-all for spell items.

“All done. You will be job shadowing Janet most of next week,” I told him and he smiled. “But since she, Remiel, and I work so closely together, you will in reality be shadowing all three of us.”

“Great!” Jerome said with feeling.

“Come on, kiddo. I’ll buy lunch and then you can help me with this box problem,” I told him, and he frowned at me.

“You’re taking me to lunch?” he asked.

“Is that okay?”

“Yes, I just...” He stopped speaking. “I was just thinking I have a project due in potions in two weeks.”

“We’ll make sure you get your homework in ample time,” Principal Grace started to say and then realized what she was saying. “Jerome, your teachers have noticed you seem distracted lately.”

“Jerome, everyone has noticed you are distracted at school with the one-year anniversary coming up. I’ve noticed it at home, too. For instance, you waited a week to talk to me about the job shadowing. It isn’t a big deal, and I’d be worried if you weren’t a little distracted, but Principal Grace and I think it would be a good idea that you not worry about coming to school this week or the week after job shadowing. I was going to get your thoughts on it at lunch.”

“Oh, okay,” Jerome said.

“If you really want to come to school, you can come to school,” I assured him.

“I need to think about it. I know I got a B on my pop quiz the other day and I knew thoughts about my mom were the reason why, but I actually do think about her less when I’m here,” Jerome said a little sadly.

“Well, if you stay home, I’ll stay home, too. We can make our own projects and keep busy,” I told him.

“That would probably be okay,” he said. His voice was quiet, and he pronounced the words slowly, as if tasting them before he said them.

“No one is making you decide right this second. Take some time,” Principal Grace said. I was silently thankful for her words.
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During lunch, Uriel called and yelled at me for not being at the office. I considered telling him to fuck off but settled for a sarcastic pronouncement that shit happens instead. We didn’t let it ruin our meal, though, and headed back to the office after we finished. Uriel was there with Remiel, and I once again got chewed out for having a dangerous box in my car while I went inside a restaurant and ate lunch. There was logic and truth to Uriel’s anger, but if it was really that dangerous, perhaps my fourteen-year-old son shouldn’t be handling it, even to see if he could identify the magic.

We took the box, still sealed in the plastic bag, to the breakroom. I set it down on the table and Jerome stood about three feet away, looking at it. Janet cast some spells to ward the doors and prevent the magic from escaping. Remiel stood next to Jerome, also looking at the box.

“Whoever found the instructions did a good job,” Remiel said. “Although I’m not sure how they found the instructions.”

“I wondered that myself,” Uriel answered.

“Crash course for those not around when the last demon box was built and opened. They are usually predictable, but not always. The type of magic used to make them and the contents can change how they work. Do you know what’s in this one?”

“An angel feather, a small bottle of blush wine, a black votive candle, a scrap of paper that looked like old parchment, a piece of cloth, and a dried fruit that I think is a large cherry or small fig,” Uriel said.

“Interesting,” Remiel said. “It is probably a dried cherry with a pit.”

“Great, what does it mean?” I asked.

“It means they might not have gotten actual instructions,” Remiel said. “What do you think, Uriel?”

“I think we need to ask the expert,” he replied.

“Raphael doesn’t want to get back into exorcisms,” Remiel said.

“Maybe not, but he understood demon boxes better than any of us and saw more of them,” Uriel said and immediately called my father. There was some swearing on my father’s end and then he hung up. “He’s on his way,” Uriel said, putting his phone away.

“Good,” Remiel said with a sigh. “Let’s unseal it and see what comes out.”

“If it’s a forgotten god, I’m not dealing with it,” I said quickly and everyone looked at me, knowing I would, in fact, deal with it. I opened the bag and took out the box. I set it on the table, and we all stared at it as if we were waiting for it to stand up and start dancing. After about a minute, Jerome reached out and touched the box. As he caressed the top of it, there was a pounding on the door that startled us all.

“Let me in!” Raphael shouted, making Janet blush. She took a moment to remove some spells and then opened the door and put the spells back in place after he entered. “At least you are taking some precautions. It can’t possibly be a demon box...” he was saying. Once he saw it sitting on the table, whatever he was going to say died before leaving his lips. I expected him to shout at Jerome to stop touching it, but he didn’t.

“We are having Jerome investigate the magic because we can’t trace who sent it to the family that received it, but there’s something wrong with it. It hasn’t released a demon yet. A shadow person come out when they first opened it. When I tried to exorcise, it a hellhound came out. When I tried a second time, a dozen imps sprang from it. Soleil closed it at the house so we could take it with us, and we haven’t re-opened it yet,” Uriel said to my dad.

“Be careful with it, Jerome, let one of us open it,” Dad said quietly.

“No worries there,” Jerome replied. “It’s got angel magic in it.”

“The feather,” I said.

“No, not just the feather. There’s blood in the box as well as the angel feather. There’s also angel magic in the balsa wood. I almost think it was created by an angel.”

“Wouldn’t it be easier to curse a family using a possession spell or a Ouija board than this thing?” I asked.

“It isn’t just meant to possess,” Raphael said to me.

“It’s meant to drive someone mad and then kill them,” Jerome said. “It’s made using black magic.”

“Yes,” Raphael said sadly. “The first ones were made by the Emperor Titankahncronos. He was a vampire king, and he sent them to mark a family out for possession and then bloodletting. The demons would drive the family crazy, then he’d swoop in and drink them dry while the demon was still inside them.”

“I’ve never heard of him,“ I said.

“That’s because some things and some people are better forgotten. He ruled Egypt, Nubia, and Carthage until he discovered the allure of the Stygian. A member of his harem became possessed and he drank from her without realizing it. He found it gave him more power. He refused to let her be exorcised. He drank her dry within just a few weeks, and it drove him mad. Originally, we thought it had driven him mad that he had felt her die as he drank; that happens. Only later did we realize it was because he was also drinking of the demon’s magic that had blended with the blood of his concubine. After that, he somehow devised the first demon box, and set his magical advisors to work making one that would ensure the portal wouldn’t be detected by people like myself and Uriel. Then, unfortunately, black magic practitioners began making and selling them. They were touted as a way to possess your enemies, torture them and then kill them, even if they are immortal.”

“It took us 600 years or so to gather all the grimoires of those making the boxes and even longer to convince people not to seek them out. Afterward, we had to remove the history of Titankahncronos from the collective memories of mankind and supernaturals alike. Then Pandora found and opened a demon box with Leviathan’s sigil, and all hell broke loose. It was one of the original demon boxes that was hidden for thousands of years, gaining in size and power through the ages.  The first thing that came out of it was a snake-like creature that ended up eating all the beings in the city of Atlantis. Eventually, a volcano-creating monster was released from the box. It destroyed the island with a massive volcanic eruption that led to a volcanic mini-ice age accompanied by much famine and death. After that, humans and supernaturals alike were more than willing to relegate demon boxes to being memories,” Remiel said.

“Jerome, see what you can find out, but do it gently,” Raphael said. 

Jerome screwed up his face. Magic is boring to watch. Sometimes it can be felt, but it doesn’t make noise and most people can’t see it. Because I bound Jerome to me, if we were in the same room, I could feel when he did magic, but I did not have his gift
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