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    To anyone who was raised to hate who you are... It gets better. There is so much more in the world than what you were raised with. There are people out there who will love you, cherish you, want you.

And I'm one of them.

May the devil bless you, me, and all the misfits.
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Littleton was a quaint settlement nestled in a valley between two tree-topped mounds whose classification between ‘large hill’ and ‘small mountain’ was a topic of constant debate in the tourism board, which was composed of two middle-aged women who bickered like the old married couple they might have been if their sapphic inclinations were not so tightly closeted.

The tallest building in town was and had always been the church that loomed on the flank of the northern hill. Its brick bell tower looked sternly down over the valley, reminding Littleton with every hourly chime that the eyes of God were ever watching. Though, it would be a grave error to think that God’s eyes watched only from that tower—despite the town’s size, there were never fewer than five churches.

Malcifer had always complained that it was a lot of work for one demon. The indoctrination ran deep in a place like this, humans doing even more to further their God’s supposed plan than the angels did. The holy mandate demanded conformity and obeisance wrapped in a thin veneer of altruism—and that veneer wore ever thinner. 

Dutiful angels informed their wards that the whispers of resistance were little more than lies from a demon’s tongue, and not their own souls fighting desperately to live. They promised the next life would be better, the suffering would be worth it—while knowing full well that next life didn’t exist.

That whole ‘Satan is the father of lies’ thing? Yeah, the big guy upstairs was projecting. Demons had little reason to lie when the truth was so compelling.

The truth of why Malcifer left Littleton ten years ago, though... was not something he liked to dwell on.

A far safer topic for his focus was why he’d returned—and the indignation and fury it inspired. Someone above his pay grade fucked up, and Malcifer became the scapegoat. His punishment? Getting stationed back in Littleton. It wasn’t just that he hated the slowness, the incuriosity, the desperate clinging to the status quo. Brooding hatefully about humans’ shortcomings was a beloved demonic pastime, after all.

It was the tightening in his chest, walking these streets again. The ache of the scar in his gut, which had become something of a familiar friend, flaring into jolts of searing pain at every little familiarity.

A lot can change in ten years, he assured himself as he strolled down the town’s main street, with the bookshop and the salon and the diner and the pet store all exactly how they had been a decade prior—if a few shades more faded.

The general store had closed—that was something. It had finally buckled under the pressure imposed by the two-day shipping trucks careening down the old streets and the superstore just fifteen minutes up the highway. Change was change, and sacred to the demons as such, no matter how melancholy.

The small park plaza at the center of the town now featured mums instead of tulips, and the bronze statue of the first mayor’s cat was shinier with another thousand strokes behind the ears, but otherwise Malcifer might as well have been sucked back in time.

He’d forgotten how much effort it took to remain invisible—like wearing sunglasses at dusk, perceiving any detail of the physical realm required extra focus. In the city, he hardly had to do anything to blend in. If he wore his usual attire—black jeans, studded boots, low-cut tank top and leather jacket, hair mussed to fall just-so between his straight, mid-length horns, jaw sharp enough to cut through the strongest inhibitions—then even his black sclera, crimson irises, and burgundy skin raised no alarms. Rather, he’d get compliments on his special effect makeup skills. If he truly needed to go unnoticed, the cosmetic changes barely took more focus than phasing out his wings did.

But in a small town like Littleton, there was no blending in. People remembered a leather jacket, a black boot, a sharp jaw, a smug look. They remembered anyone new, no matter how they dressed. So, invisibility would be the strategy for now.

The other nice thing about the city was that even with more angels, you saw less of them. And when you did see them, it was a different angel each time. There could only be so much rivalry.

Small towns made everything more personal.

Malcifer slumped down at the feet of the mayor’s statue, right next to the cat. “This is some fucking bullshit,” he hissed to the cat, knowing that felines were particularly supportive of righteous fury.

He could respect the spirit behind the punishment—he was a demon, after all. Game recognizes game. But his only crime had been not kissing ass—hardly a unique trait amongst demons—and Malcifer suspected even his superiors didn’t understand how brutal this was for him.

Anything else, he would have begged—if it wasn’t guaranteed to double the length of this assignment. He could only pretend it didn’t bother him and hope headquarters decided his talents were wasted here.

The only thing common to every demon was their mission: to guard the sacred flame of each human’s true self, which God almighty was so very set on snuffing out. As much as Malcifer loathed his boss’s oldest rival, he had to respect the cunning behind selling a religion that spat on the sanctity of life as ‘good news’. 

While the angels all had their identical marching orders, how each demon went about their work was unique to the demon. Some simply caused chaos, since humans so often find themselves only when stripped of the familiar. Others put together schemes and strategies, mapping the flow of human influence like rivers on a battlefield and going after key players to slow the relentless onslaught of the Church.

As for Malcifer, his particular talent was listening. Most demons could read the thoughts of humans to some extent, but to Malcifer they were tangible—rich, complex auras that laid bare layers of repression and angst and shame all at once. And rarely, when the time was right, he would speak. Just a little nudge—helping a human find what was already within themselves.

When it came to listening to the people of Littleton, there was more anguish than opportunity. No matter how repressed the desire or need, Malcifer always felt the pain of it. The demon heaved a weary sigh, massaging his temples to stave off the headache already clinging there.

It had only been a few hours, and Malcifer needed a drink.
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That evening, Malcifer slunk into the closest thing to a den of sin that Littleton offered—the local pub. It was thoroughly unsatisfying—the sin equivalent of sugar free soda. A pastor sat at one end of the bar, proudly sipping a lemonade. He hoped so deeply for someone to come up to him and ask him why he wasn’t drinking, thus giving him a chance to proselytize, that his thoughts kept ringing in Malcifer’s head like a radio station the demon couldn’t tune away from.

Malcifer nicked a bottle of liquor from behind the bar and subsumed it into his veil of invisibility, retreating to the corner farthest from the pastor. The closest patrons to Malcifer sensed the unsettling wind of the demon’s malcontent and decided to get up and go play darts.

Mal chugged from the bottle, assuring himself that he would spend his assignment in drunken oblivion if he had to. There was no way it could be worse than when he left. Whoever the angel assigned here now, he couldn’t be half as bad, that was certain.

“Mal? What are you doing here?”

The voice cut straight to Malcifer’s core and ten years of distance fell out from under him like a trap door.

The voice was light and soft and sweet enough to hide the cruel monster underneath. 

The voice was Remiel’s.

Malcifer spun, and there stood the angel. He looked as if he had walked out of Malcifer’s memory, every detail exactly the same—his willowy physique half hidden by gleaming silver pauldrons and chest plate, the startling white of his robe with its subtle shimmer of inner light, his skin as pale as a full moon, his face excruciatingly beautiful behind the nose guard of his silver helmet, the pearlescent ivory of his hair streaming in a braid from the peak of the helmet down past his waist—and the silver spear in his hand, which Malcifer had last seen sticking out of his own gut. Pain seared through his scar. Demons were supposed to heal perfectly, but that wound had never entirely gone away.

If Malcifer hadn’t already downed most of the fifth of liquor, he might have done something more tactful than snarl and throw himself at the angel, swinging for his head with the bottle.

The angel would have been able to dodge a human with ease, but it was a testament to Malcifer’s speed that, even drunk, he still landed a glancing blow, the glass ringing off the edge of the angel’s silver helm and drawing a glance from the bartender and a few of the more sober patrons. But with their mortal sight revealed nothing in the dim corner.

“What are you doing here?” Remiel repeated, sounding more panicked than angry.

“My job,” Malcifer growled, “and all that it entails.” Murder gleamed in his eyes.

Another loud thunk rang through the bar as a chair fell to the ground, left behind by a construction worker who jolted upright. “You know what? I don’t have to sit here while you mock me. I can just go home.”

“Don’t be so sensitive,” said the man across from him.

“Fuck you!” The crackling red lightning of rage poured from the man’s aura.

Remiel’s frigid blue eyes cut back to Malcifer. “Stop that,” the angel hissed. “Your anger is affecting them.”

“Sounds like he’s got a good reason to be angry,” Malcifer seethed.

The man resolved to walk home and spare himself any further humiliation with such conviction that both Malcifer and Remiel heard the inner declaration—and the whole bar heard the front door slam as he left. Still, there was enough alcohol flowing that the patrons promptly returned to their chatter.

“Ten years and you couldn’t find some other place to torment?” Malcifer spat, taking a swig from the bottle in his hand—only to see that he’d knocked the bottom off when he’d hit Remiel’s helmet, and the remaining liquor was now on the floor.

“Why are you here?” Remiel pleaded.

“You’ll have to take that up with Morningstar,” Malcifer grumbled, shuffling over to the bar and reaching around for another bottle.

Remiel put himself between Malcifer and the liquor.

“Get out of my way,” growled Malcifer, “and stay out of my way.”

“No.”

“Haven’t you ruined enough lives?”

Shock and shame rippled over the angel’s features, buying Malcifer enough time to dart in and snag a bottle. The angel frowned as the demon returned to his corner.

“I thought you were never coming back,” Remiel murmured.

“Yeah. Me too.”

For a moment, there was something in Remiel’s expression that Malcifer had seen precious few times—something akin to openness. And then, like a wisp of smoke in a blizzard, it was gone, replaced by the angel’s usual icy calm.
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