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Lily’s house was absolutely haunted. 

Lily wasn’t exactly a stranger to some odd things happening in her life. She’d been raised deeply Christian with the “miracles” that accompanied. Even since abandoning that life, she’d occasionally seen hints of people where there were no people. And there’d been that weird...coincidence...with her ex. But none of that was conclusive, not really. She considered herself a skeptical believer of the paranormal, open to it but always willing to find a more rational explanation first. 

So when she moved into her farmhouse outside of Stafford, South Carolina, she searched for other causes. She brought in an electrician to make sure there weren’t loose or damaged wires giving off electricity that might mess with her head. She got extra lamps so there weren’t oddly-placed shadows playing tricks on her. She even got a good security system and had her friends walk through, on the much more horrifying possibility that a real living human might be in the house with her. 

But after months of trying to find every other explanation, she could only reach that conclusion: her house was haunted. 

She would just see hints of another person out the corner of her eye, for the most part. Shadowy, indistinct; she had no concept of features, just a shape, usually not far from her. Sometimes there would be other things—flickering lights, despite the electricians’ approval, or coming home to find the TV on when she was sure it had been off before. 

It was strange, but once she adjusted, she tried not to let it bother her. And even if things startled her sometimes, she still usually felt comforted when she got to bed. She didn’t believe in guardian angels, not after her childhood. But when she was in her room, it felt like something was looking out for her, that none of the eerie occurrences in her house could harm her, and that was reassuring. 

Mostly.

People did not like coming over. She didn’t have a large friend group, but she had a few people she was close to. After the first few attempts—dinner parties and movie nights—people just stopped coming, preferring to invite her out instead. Usually they had perfectly good reasons. Her house was well outside of town, surrounded by farms on all sides, and it was a difficult drive. Plus, of course, everyone was busy, especially as her best friends had a kid and were planning on more. But some admitted the truth: they did not like her house. They felt watched, and in one case, a date she’d invited back said he felt threatened and never called her again. No one felt comfortable there, that much was clear. 

And while she was generally okay, sometimes she had to admit: she didn’t either. And as time went on, it seemed to be almost worse, until she went to bed at night. 

Lily was spending her Saturday night alone, trying to focus on Willow, eating popcorn. Instead of paying attention, though, she was thinking about getting a cat. A cat would create an explanation for the soft thumping noises she had just heard. She wasn’t sure if that was a good reason to get a cat, but there must be worse ones out there. 

But instead, right now, she decided the best move was to turn up the volume and resolutely ignore any other noises. 

Like the sound of footsteps on the stairs, just now.

Like the sound of a voice—very faint, and indistinct, and right behind her, making her freeze in place. 

Like the sudden slam of her kitchen door flinging itself open, hitting the wall so hard that she screamed and threw her popcorn in the air.

Okay. Maybe not ignoring so much.

“That is it,” she said, fumbling for the remote amid spilled kernels of popcorn. She paused the movie and looked around wildly. 

At night, she might feel comforted, protected. But that was hard to remember now, when she was looking at the kitchen door slowly closing again, and the faint but distinct dent it had left in the wall. Her heart was pounding in her ears, and with the movie off, that was all she could hear. No voices, no thumping, nothing.

“That’s it,” she repeated, and stood up, hands on her hips. 

She’d read somewhere that it was important to be confident when confronting the paranormal. She hoped “cranky” was close enough. 

“If—if someone is there, you need to...” 

She almost said leave me the fuck alone. Most likely, she should have. But she hesitated, only for a moment, and instead decided to do something much riskier, perhaps. 

“You need to show yourself, right now.” 

She was staring at the door to the kitchen, an old-fashioned thing in her old-fashioned house. She should take it down anyway, leave an open doorway instead. But as she stared, nothing appeared. She took a deep breath, and then another. Nothing. Of course there was nothing. Maybe she wasn’t haunted at all, or maybe...well, it didn’t matter. Nothing showed itself. She let out a sigh and turned around to start cleaning up the popcorn.

And a man was sitting on her couch, half-empty bowl in his lap, bringing a handful to his mouth, looking like he was enjoying a particularly amusing film. 

But his black eyes watched only her. 

Every single hair on her body was on end, but she didn’t scream, didn’t speak. Just watched him as he chewed on a mouthful of corn, looking right at her. 

He was olive-skinned, flat-nosed, dressed in black robes. Scars slashed across his face, from his cheek, over one eye, and up onto his shaven head, like he’d been in a terrible fight a long time past. His eyes were black—not just dark brown, but as though someone had forgotten to color them in. And when she met them, she felt like he was seeing through her, and she quickly looked away. 

He chewed, the crunching sounding absurdly loud in the sudden silence of her house, and then swallowed. And then he spoke, his voice a soft rumble.

“Well, Lily?” he said. “Aren’t you going to clean up this mess you’ve made?” 

She looked up again to gape at him. 

He let out a long sigh, set the bowl on the coffee table, and stood. He moved confidently around the couch, as though he knew the layout of her home as well as she did. He got the broom that she kept propped against the wall, then came back to start sweeping, toeing the rug out of the way as he did.

“Who are you?” she asked finally, wondering if she could get into the kitchen for a weapon without him noticing. “Why are you in my house? How did you get in?”

“I’ve been here since you moved in, Lily,” he answered. “Be a good girl and hold the dustpan for me, won’t you?”

“I will not,” she said, staying firmly on the other side of the room. He’s been here? So when we went through the house he must have...maybe we missed a hiding place? 

He looked up at her, and raised his brows, but he didn’t look upset. More amused, again. “I’m on your side, you know,” he said. “It’s the other things in the house who have been really bothering you, but they’re not so accommodating to requests as I am, so they probably won’t show themselves. It’s better that way.” 

“Things,” she repeated. 

“Yes, of course,” he said. “That’s why everything’s been so noisy.” He knelt down to sweep the popcorn into the pan himself. “The divide is thinner in this old house, as it often is in older buildings. And with other events currently, things are leaking through. That’s why I’ve been less subtle myself.” He started to straighten up. “In a way it’s a relief, that you’ve asked me to reveal myself. Staying hidden’s been hard. I think you’ve spotted me a time or two in the last few months.” 

The figure out the corner of her eye...

He poured the spilled popcorn into her living room trash, then put the broom away. “You still have half a bowl, so at least it’s not a total loss. And since you asked, my name is Maldeus.” It was an unfamiliar name, yet Lily felt oddly as though she’d known that, somewhere, in the back of her memory. “But I’ve known you for quite some time, even before you moved to this silly house of yours with all these spirits who have been bothering you.”

“You’ve been bothering me,” she said. 

“A side-effect,” he said. Assuring her, or trying to. “I really should have put in some effort in trying to steer you away from this house, but you’re very stubborn. Of course, that’s one of the reasons I chose you. I like it.” 

“You aren’t making any sense,” she said, “and you should get out of my house before I call the police.”

“You hate the police, and they won’t do any good anyway,” he said. “They probably won’t even see me, and if they could, they cannot harm me, certainly can’t—what, arrest me?” He let out a deep belly laugh. “No, no, Lily. Please, come sit down. Your movie isn’t over.”

“Fuck the movie.” And then, on a whim, she picked up a heavy succulent pot on the little table next to the kitchen door, and lobbed it right at him. She didn’t have the best aim, but she could see that it was arcing perfectly, aimed right at his bald head.

And then it stopped.

It did not fall. He didn’t catch it—or if he did, not by hand.

It floated in the air, terracotta and green, and rotated slightly in the air. Behind it, slightly under it, Maldeus frowned at her.

“You,” he said, “are being very rude.” He reached up to put his hand around the base of the plant pot, and pulled it down like he was plucking it from a shelf. “And you nearly killed your plant. I realize this is a shock, but I have known you for years, and I know you are better than this.” He set it down firmly on the coffee table. “If you want answers, then you must sit down, because frankly I don’t know how you expect to learn anything if you won’t listen.” 

She looked down at the succulent. Back up at him. 

“How did you...” she started. Because she had seen that with her own eyes. And this was her house, and it was an impromptu decision, to throw that at him. She couldn’t figure out a way for him to have done that as a trick. 

Which meant that it wasn’t a trick. 

“I...think I need to sit down.”

“What have I been telling you?” he asked, but his face softened, just a little, and he approached her. “Come on, Lily, come sit. The couch will be more comfortable than the floor.”

She had been thinking about just sinking down onto the floor, but now his hand was on her arm, strong but gentle. She didn’t flinch from it. She didn’t know him, but there was something about his touch, something familiar...

He guided her to the couch, then sat her down. He picked up her soda and handed it to her. “You should drink more water, but this will do for now,” he said. 

“I’m getting health advice from a burglar,” she said, but took the soda. 

He raised his brows again. “I am going to explain to you, but no interruptions, especially not to make smart remarks.” ­

He stared at her for a long moment, waiting for her to acknowledge that. She was about to respond, but her response was definitely going to fall in the category of “smart remarks,” so instead she just nodded. 

“Good. Now,” he said, “normally, even in a thinner place like this, you would not meet me—not for a very long time. But as I said, there are events in play right now. But I will explain in better order. You are familiar with the concept of a guardian angel?” 

It wasn’t really a question, but she nodded. Was this man supposed to be her guardian angel? Her skepticism of the supernatural was certainly being tested, but maybe that was a step too far. 

“Children are assigned a guardian angel. An angel is mostly useless, bound by rules, but they do what they can, I suppose. And eventually, their childhood angel departs, usually to find a new child to accompany, whatever good that does. But an adult, now—an adult can attract a new guardian, one who chooses them. Most still get angels, useless though they may be. Occasionally the spirit of a dead mortal might be a guardian. Some mortals get no guardian at all, and make it through life without influence. And some, a very fortunate few, are given to a demon.” 

Great. He was an edgelord who thought he was a demon. 

“Shh,” he said.

“I didn’t say anything.” 

“You were about to,” he said, and continued. “A demon becomes your guardian under certain circumstances only. Any guardian is protective of their charge, and they remain friends for all time once the mortal has died, but with a demon the attachment becomes extreme. And we are more, shall we say...hands on, about our guardianship. An angel may nudge here and there, by the limits of their powers, and the rules placed on them. Demons have some rules, but our powers on this plane are greater, and by our nature, we’re much more flexible with those rules.” 

Her mind was reeling with all of this sudden input. Attachment? Hands-on guardianship? Angels, demons, ghosts...

“You know how hands-on I can be,” he said, voice lowering, and she looked up at him, at the scars over his scalp, his cheek, frowning a little, not comprehending. “You remember what happened with that fool of a boyfriend of yours.”

She sucked in a breath. “That was ruled an accident.” Her voice was sharp. Defensive. No one had legally charged her with anything—she’d clearly not been involved—but she’d definitely lost friends, and lost a lot of respect, for her lack of true sympathy. 

“Yes,” he said patiently. “It was ruled that way. You certainly didn’t do anything wrong.” 

She stared at him. 

“I should have intervened sooner,” he said in a low growl. “The signs were there, but I knew your strength as well, and was sure you’d see them soon enough.” 

“I was young,” she said. Because he was right: the signs of Jayson’s personality had been there all along. If she’d been a little older, or more experienced, she’d have recognized him for what he was. 

“Yes,” he agreed, “and I had not realized just how young, yet. I was sure that at any moment you would realize what he was made of. But then he hit you, and I could not wait any longer.” 

She swallowed hard. 

Jayson had hit her, and that had been the last straw. She’d stormed back home to her own apartment. He’d called her a dozen times, and she’d ignored them all. 

In the morning, he was dead. He’d fallen off his balcony, his blood alcohol so high that no one really questioned that he’d fallen by mistake. 

“You killed him.” Her voice was flat as she rolled the concept around in her head, unable to let it quite settle anywhere. 

“I did not,” he said. 

She let out a sigh of relief, her shoulders lowering again. It had been an accident after all, no matter...

“The ground killed him,” he continued. “I only pushed.” 

Her head snapped up to look at him. “You—” She couldn’t even finish the thought. 

“He was preparing to come to your apartment,” he said. “You were not answering his calls, and he was getting desperate, not to mention intoxicated. If he didn’t hit half a dozen pedestrians on his drive to your apartment, he would have come to your place and hurt you. If he didn’t hurt you then, he would hurt you later. That was not permissible, so I ended it.” 

She stared at him. 

Not many people knew that Jayson’s keys were found on him. That his voicemails had gotten increasingly angry, just as they were increasingly incomprehensible. And almost no one knew that he’d had multiple stalking charges against him, against his own exes—charges his mother claimed were misunderstandings. Lily herself hadn’t known until long after he had gone to where no charges could follow.

“Why didn’t his guardian angel, demon, or ghost do something about him?” she asked then.

He shrugged. “Some don’t get a guardian, as I said. And while we cannot trade in our chosen mortal, some do get fed up enough to leave them to their own devices. I suspect his own angel gave up well before he sat next to you on that bus and offered you a bookmark.” 

Did Maldeus know everything about this? 

“I was there for all of it, Lily,” he said, clearly seeing the frightened confusion in her eyes. “You may not believe me, but I was. I chose you when you were ready for your guardian, and I have been with you since. You would have met me someday, and perhaps under those circumstances, you would not have been so frightened. There is a reason most don’t meet their guardians until they die, after all—things are much less frightening when you’ve already lost your mortality.” 

“You left me long enough to push Jayson off his balcony,” she said.

“I have had moments away,” he said with a shrug. “But by and large, I have been with you. Sometimes not doing much. Sometimes tweaking things a little, to ensure that you’re safe and, if possible, happy. Sometimes, like with Jayson, or your childhood abuser—we shall not call him by name—I have done more.”

“My abuser died of cancer,” she said.

“Yes,” he said, and gave her a broad smile. “He took his time about it, but yes, he did. I am only sorry that I could do nothing about that when you were a child, but as I said—you had only a child’s angel, and that has not as much strength.”  

“So you’re basically a serial killer who’s on my side,” she said flatly. She had spent years assuring herself that Jayson’s death wasn’t her fault...

“No,” he said, “I’m a demon. And you’re my charge. And these were special circumstances, and not just because of you—Jayson would have terrorized you and probably many more, and your abuser was paying for many sins. It isn’t as though I kill everyone who bothers you, or there would be several people in middle management being flayed in Hell right now.” 

She considered making a joke about how she’d help, but that didn’t really feel appropriate. But he smiled, as though she had made the joke anyway.

“Can you read my mind?” she asked.

“Not really,” he said, “but remember, I have been with you for a long time. I know how you think. Now and again, when you phrase something as a prayer, I can read that—spirituality being a complicated, very messy process after all.”

She didn’t want to think about the rest—people dying—so she seized on that. “So how does all this work? God is real? The devil is real? Did I give up my childhood religion and get pounced on by a demon? Is this the fucking Screwtape Letters?”

He laughed again. “I can’t tell you everything, Lily. Let me say that there are many truths that conflict with one another, and yet all manage to be true anyway; that demons are more of a class of being than a moral affiliation; that religion is all man-made and you can follow as many or as few as you like; and that you never actually read The Screwtape Letters even though it was assigned to you for class, and you’re only referencing it to feel smart.” And then his face sobered. “There are other things as well, things I would like to tell you, but they’ll need to wait. It’s late, you work in the morning, and you’ll have some trouble falling asleep after all of this. And I can’t blame you. It’s quite a lot. So we had better go to bed.”

“Right,” she said. “Work.” She put down her soda. “Wait, no. Tomorrow’s Sunday.”

“Your boss is planning to call you in,” he said. “Big last-minute project. You’ll have a better time of it if you get some rest.” 

“How do you know?” she asked, frowning.

He shrugged again. “I get information that concerns you, when I need to know it. He’s already made the decision, so I got the information.” He stood up and offered a hand. “I can be more open with you now that you know I’m here, at least, instead of hinting and nudging to you that you’re terribly tired and really ought to get some rest.” 

She stood up, but didn’t take his hand. “Right,” she said. “So are you just gonna sleep on the couch? Do you even sleep?”

He tilted his head slightly, which was actually kind of endearing. “I sleep sometimes, but I always lay with you, or at least sit nearby. Especially in this house, with the other things pestering you.” 

“You l—you lay with me?” she asked. “I don’t remember agreeing to that.”

“It never bothered you before. I always got the impression that you preferred it.”

She thought about the nights in this weird, haunted house, and how at least in bed, she always felt safe, watched over...

“Yeah, well,” she said, “that was before you were—” She flapped her hand in his direction. “Corporeal. You just—you leave me alone.” 

“I cannot protect you if I’m not near you,” he said. His voice was as it had been, a raspy growl, but there was an added note to it. Something almost like worry. “And now that you’ve seen me, I cannot go back to the other way, not for you.” 

“Tough,” she said, and turned to stalk up the stairs. Maybe she was being stupid...but no. She didn’t have any way to know that any of this was real (aside from the floating succulent, which was a really stupid example of demonic powers, after all) and she wasn’t really in the habit of letting strange men into bed with her. 

And as she got ready for bed, she had an extra burst of paranoid horror. If this was real, if he was some sort of permanent, spiritual guardian...had he watched her change, this whole time? Did he join her in the shower? Watch her when she masturbated or had sex? 

Did she want to know the answers to any of those?

She was already in lounge pajamas for watching the movie. Normally she’d strip down to sleep, but she had a guest in her house. Best to think of him as a guest rather than an intruder, or something supernatural. So she just left them on, brushed her teeth, and got into bed. 

She curled up around her favorite plushie, a rainbow hedgehog she’d gotten from an ex-girlfriend, and tried to relax. Her mind was still whirling with questions and uncertainties and, yes, quite a bit of fear. But maybe she had answers, at least. She wasn’t sure how settled she felt by those answers, but at least she had some. Her house was haunted, and he was protecting her from the spirits?

(What about now, when she wasn’t letting him in her room? What did that mean about the ghosts in her house?) 

She flopped around in bed for a while, her mind racing with worries. And even knowing she was probably safe, it was hard to fall asleep. Every time she started to drift off, she would burst awake again. Sometimes it was from another question or worry. Sometimes she didn’t even know why, except she couldn’t quite get comfortable. 

She had a feeling she did know why, but she wouldn’t admit it to herself. 
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Dawn leaked thin and pale through the slats of Lily’s blinds to spill onto the floor. 

She had just scraped together enough sleep to call it a night’s worth. Her eyes were sticky, her mouth dry, and she had the beginnings of a headache brewing like a storm. Still, even a little sleep had helped. She realized now that she’d been dreaming, about a demon, ghosts in her house. A vivid dream, to be sure, but a dream. 

In fact, as she headed down the stairs in her sleep-wrinkled pajamas, she wasn’t even thinking about Maldeus or ghosts or anything more supernatural than her coffeemaker. 

And so it was something of a shock to open her kitchen door and discover a huge black being in the corner, dripping entropy all over the vintage floor tiles.

Its horns scraped the ceiling. Its body was black as shadow, but its eyes were black as the nothing before creation. Scars shone like fresh tar over one side of its face, if that was a face. Tendrils of liquid smoke cascaded down its broad chest, over its arms, spilling onto the floor to spread like mist, then disappearing. It had claws, but she couldn’t tell if it was bipedal or quadrupedal, or even how many limbs it had. Looking at it too long made all detail vanish, like trying to catch a dark spot in her vision. 

It opened its massive jaws, revealing teeth blinding white against all that darkness. 

“I made coffee,” it said.

And then there was a sound like the wind hissing through leaves, and the being shrank, the rivulets of smoke reversing themselves. And instead of...that...there was Maldeus. The hood of his robe was up, but he reached up to push it back and reveal again his bald head and scarred features. 

“Let me get the creamer,” he said.

She turned around and left, slamming the door behind her, and bolted back up to her room, and then under her covers.

That had been no display of minor magic that she could explain away as she tried to convince herself that things could go back to normal. And that had not been a dream. That was an eldritch being in the corner of her kitchen. That was—could only be—must be—a demon. 

Why is this happening? she wondered, tears of frustration and fear welling up. 

Yes, she was slightly used to odd things happening. Her ex-boyfriend’s death, shadows, whatever else had existed in her life. 

But this was so far past weird that weird seemed like comfortable territory. 

She felt the blankets twitch, and froze as someone sat down on the bed. Was it him or was it one of the other things in her house? Which was worse? Better the devil you know? Please don’t let it be anything that’ll hurt me—

“It’s not,” came his gruff voice, and she remembered that he could read things that were “phrased like a prayer,” whatever the hell that meant. “It’s all right, Lily.” 

“How did you get in here?” she asked, muffled through her blankets. She hadn’t heard the door open. 

“I can come to you at any time,” he said. He put his hand on her shoulder through the blanket, nothing more than a gentle weight. “Especially if you’re in distress or afraid. It...calls to me. Your unhappiness, your fear, is like a beacon I cannot ignore.” 

“Even if...”

“Even if the thing you’re afraid of is me. Yes, it would seem so. I know this is all very strange,” he said. “Had I realized, I would have been more careful not to show you my other form yet. That was a mistake on my part.”

“Is that what you look like normally?” she asked, curiosity somewhat edging out fear. 

“No,” he said. “I can take either form, and a few others beside. But I will remain like this for you now. I was just...tense, after having to spend the night away from you.” He paused. “You know that hiding in your blankets, despite what you learned as a child, will not actually save you from anything, right?”

Cautiously, she pulled them down a little and peeked out the top. “They make me feel better.” 

“Then put them back, by all means,” he said.

She did not. Curiosity slightly edging out fear, she asked, “Is your—other form—more comfortable, then? I mean, if you went to it when you were stressed.”

“Not really,” he said, “but it is stronger. I would not break your trust by coming near you last night, but I needed to make sure that the spirits of the house wouldn’t bother you, so I switched to ensure that they would not. They should be gone for a while.” He reached up then and ran his fingers through her short, messy hair. 

It was a normal, natural movement, as if he did it all the time. And it felt...not unpleasant. In fact, it felt quite comforting. It felt like those moments when she could finally let stress go, when she...

She opened her eyes and looked up at him. “You’ve done that before, haven’t you?”

“Frequently,” he said. “Now, will you come down and have your coffee? Gabriel is calling shortly, and you will want to be alert for it.” 

“Gabriel?” she repeated. Everything was so strange right now that her first thought was the archangel.

“Your boss,” he said. “And friend, if I’m not mistaken, but he’s calling you as your boss.” 

“Oh,” she said, and sat up. “Right. You said he’d have a job for me today. What is it?”

“That much I don’t know,” he admitted, “but I know he intends to call, and taking the job will do good things for your career. What those are, I also cannot say. But if you don’t take the call and do the work, it will go to someone else. Not a bad thing, necessarily, if you choose to stay away, but...” 

“I can’t get up, Maldeus,” she said.

“And why is that?” he asked, raising an eyebrow, and she remembered him scolding her last night for being rude. 

“Because,” she said, patiently, “my bed is against the wall and you’re sitting on the other side.”

“Ah,” he said, and stood up, getting out of the way. “I’m not used to that yet, having a form that can actually block you.”

“So what, I used to just go through you the rest of the time?” she asked, getting out of bed. 

“Sort of,” he said. “It’s complicated. Dimensions, corporealization, many things that I do not think you’ll understand. You’re highly intelligent, but you are still mortal. Besides, without your coffee you wouldn’t even pay attention. I know you.” 

“I guess you do,” she said cautiously, and went to the mirror to adjust her hair. “I don’t know you, though.”

“You will,” he said. “You asking me to appear may have helped solve a problem for me...but you’ll hear about that later.” 

They headed downstairs together. His footsteps behind her on the stairs were solid, and if she hadn’t just seen what she’d seen, she would have thought he was just a man. 

“Why the robe?” she asked.

“It’s comfortable,” he said with a shrug, and set her coffee down in her breakfast nook, along with a cinnamon roll from the box on the counter. “Eat.” He also set her phone down on the table—she’d left it charging in her room, but he must have picked it up on the way out. “On your way to the office, I hope you’ll pick up a better breakfast. Had I had time, I’d have made you something...then again, I’m not sure if I can cook or not. I’ve never tried.”

How was she supposed to respond to that? 

She took a sip of coffee, made exactly as she liked, and took a bite of cinnamon roll, which was hot, though she couldn’t remember the microwave going off at any point during all of this. “Thank you,” she said, a little shyly.
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