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    To the Savior, and to those who feel just like Malachi—may you always find the light, the laughter, and the love that holds you safe in the middle of the storm.
John 15:9

      

    



  	
        
            
            Holding the line between Heaven and Hell takes a little grace, and lot of patience.
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Arrival Issues
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The first thing Malachi noticed about Earth was the smell.

Not flowers.

Not fresh rain.

Not pine trees or ocean air like Heaven’s orientation scrolls always described.

No.

The first thing he smelled was burnt cheese and exhaust fumes drifting from a twenty-four-hour pizza place somewhere below.

He stood in the middle of a dark alley behind the restaurant wearing a long black coat that technically wasn’t his. Steam rose from sewer grates around him while neon lights buzzed overhead.

A stray cat hissed at him immediately.

Malachi sighed.

“Fantastic. Even the animals know.”

The cat puffed up twice its size before bolting away into the night.

A second later, a golden streak of light flashed overhead like a shooting star before crashing directly into a pile of garbage cans nearby.

CRASH.

Lids clattered across the alley.

A muffled voice groaned from inside the pile.

“...I have arrived.”

Malachi closed his eyes slowly.

“Oh no.”

The garbage cans shifted violently before a man climbed out wearing an ivory-colored coat that somehow remained perfectly clean despite the trash avalanche he’d just caused.

He looked annoyingly radiant.

Not metaphorically.

Actually radiant.

Like somebody had placed a soft golden lightbulb directly behind his face.

He smiled warmly while banana peels slid off his shoulders.

“Hello!” he said cheerfully.

Malachi stared at him blankly. “You fell out of Heaven into a dumpster.”

“It was intentional.”

“No it wasn’t.”

The man dusted himself off proudly. “Perhaps not entirely intentional.”

Malachi already hated him.

The glowing man extended a hand with far too much enthusiasm.

“Aurelius,” he said brightly. “Watcher-Class Angel, Third Choir Division, The Balance Department.”

Malachi looked at the hand like it personally offended him.

“...you people really need shorter titles.”

Aurelius kept smiling.

“And you are Malachi.”

The demon stiffened slightly at hearing his name spoken aloud.

Not because it was secret.

Because it sounded different coming from an angel.

Cleaner somehow.

Less sharp.

Malachi ignored the handshake entirely and walked toward the alley exit. “I already know who you are.”

Aurelius followed immediately.

“You’ve heard of me?”

“No. I was warned about you.”

“Oh.”

Aurelius looked oddly proud of that.

The city beyond the alley pulsed with life. Cars crawled through wet streets beneath glowing signs while music echoed from nearby bars and apartment windows.

Humans everywhere.

Completely unaware two supernatural beings were now standing among them arguing beside a pizza dumpster.

Malachi shoved his hands into his coat pockets. “Remind me why they paired us together again?”

Aurelius walked beside him casually. “Balance observation.”

“That’s the official reason.”

“Yes.”

“What’s the real reason?”

Aurelius hesitated.

“That... may involve several complaints filed against you.”

Malachi stopped walking.

“...what complaints?”

The angel pulled a glowing scroll from inside his coat.

There were a lot of pages.

Malachi looked horrified.

“Oh come on.”

Aurelius cleared his throat dramatically.

“Unauthorized possession of televangelists—”

“They were fake televangelists.”

“Inciting a minor plague of raccoons in Nebraska—”

“That was funny.”

“Starting a bar fight because someone said jazz was overrated—”

“They insulted saxophones.”

Aurelius lowered the scroll slowly. “There’s also a note here that simply says ‘problematic attitude.’”

Malachi looked offended. “That could mean anything.”

“It usually means problematic attitude.”

They continued walking through the city together beneath glowing streetlights.

People passed them constantly without paying attention. To humans, they just looked like two ordinary men wandering downtown late at night.

Well—

Mostly ordinary.

Aurelius still glowed slightly.

One woman walking past actually stopped and stared.

“You have amazing skin,” she told him.

“Thank you,” Aurelius said politely.

Malachi pointed immediately. “See? That. That’s exactly why I don’t trust angels.”

Aurelius looked confused. “Compliments?”

“The glowing! You’re glowing!”

“I am trying to dim myself.”

“You look like a scented candle.”

Aurelius looked genuinely hurt by that.

They reached a crosswalk where traffic rushed past endlessly.

Malachi frowned up at the giant buildings surrounding them.

Earth had changed since the last time he’d visited.

More noise now.

More lights.

Less stars.

Humans moved faster too.

Everybody looked tired.

Aurelius noticed him staring.

“You like it here.”

Malachi scoffed immediately. “Absolutely not.”

“You do.”

“I don’t.”

“You looked wistful.”

“I looked annoyed.”

“You looked spiritually contemplative.”

“I will spiritually throw you into traffic.”

Aurelius smiled brightly. “There it is.”

Malachi muttered something deeply unholy under his breath.

Their assignment sounded simple on paper:

Observe humanity.

Monitor spiritual imbalance.

Prevent infernal interference.

Avoid direct involvement unless authorized.

Easy.

Except for one problem.

Malachi used to work for Hell.

Not low-level temptation work either.

He had rank once.

Respect.

Fear.

Now?

Now he was basically on probation with an angel babysitter.

And the worst part?

A small part of him was beginning to think maybe Heaven had a point.

He hated that feeling.

They stopped outside a small apartment building where their earthly housing assignment awaited.

Malachi looked up slowly.

“You have got to be kidding me.”

The neon sign above the entrance flickered violently:

SUNSET GARDENS APARTMENTS

One of the letters sparked and died.

Aurelius smiled.

“It has character.”

“It has mold.”

The front door opened suddenly.

An elderly woman leaned out holding a cigarette.

“You boys the new roommates?”

Malachi looked physically ill hearing the word.

Aurelius answered happily.

“Yes ma’am.”

The woman eyed them suspiciously.

“You religious?”

Aurelius nodded.

Malachi answered at the exact same time.

“No.”

The old woman narrowed her eyes.

“...this building’s gonna be fun.”
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Apartment 4B
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Apartment 4B smelled like old coffee, dust, and somebody else’s regrets.

Malachi stood in the doorway staring at the interior like he’d just been personally insulted by architecture.

“This,” he said slowly, “is where Heaven sent us.”

Aurelius stepped inside carrying two cardboard boxes labeled EARTHLY ESSENTIALS.

“I think it’s cozy.”

“There’s a hole in the ceiling.”

Aurelius looked up.

A small drip of water landed directly on his forehead.

“...cozy with weather.”

The apartment itself was tiny.

One couch.

One kitchen.

One flickering overhead light that buzzed loud enough to sound possessed.

Malachi narrowed his eyes at it suspiciously.

“Was that one of yours?”

“No,” Aurelius replied.

The light buzzed louder.

Malachi pointed upward. “That thing knows my name.”

Aurelius set the boxes down carefully while Malachi wandered deeper into the apartment inspecting things with visible disappointment.

The kitchen sink leaked.

The wallpaper peeled near the windows.

The refrigerator made a low humming noise like it was struggling emotionally.

“This place looks like somebody lost a custody battle in it.”

Aurelius smiled gently. “Humility builds character.”

Malachi turned slowly. “I used to command legions.”

“And now you have a toaster.”

“I hate character.”

Aurelius opened one of the boxes excitedly.

Inside sat several neatly folded outfits, toiletries, a map of the city, and a thick hardcover book titled:

UNDERSTANDING HUMAN SOCIAL NORMS

Malachi burst out laughing.

“Oh this is going to go badly.”

Aurelius picked up the book defensively. “Earth customs are complex.”

“You introduced yourself to a pigeon earlier.”

“It looked lonely.”

“You saluted it.”

“The pigeon had dignity.”

A knock suddenly echoed through the apartment.

Both of them froze instinctively.

Aurelius relaxed first. “That’s probably a neighbor.”

Malachi narrowed his eyes. “Or an assassin.”

“Hell doesn’t send assassins after paperwork violations.”

“They absolutely do.”

The knock came again.

Then a voice.

“Hey! New guys!”

Aurelius opened the door immediately.

Standing outside was a large man in sweatpants holding a crockpot.

He smiled broadly.

“I’m Carl from 4C. Building tradition says I bring chili to all new tenants.”

Aurelius lit up instantly. “That’s incredibly kind.”

Malachi stared directly at the crockpot.

Steam rose from it ominously.

“...what’s in it?”

Carl shrugged proudly. “Mostly beans.”

Malachi leaned toward Aurelius slightly.

“Demons have used less threatening language.”

Aurelius elbowed him.

Carl looked between them awkwardly. “You guys brothers?”

Both answered immediately.

“No.”

Carl nodded slowly.

“...roommates?”

Malachi looked offended again.

Aurelius smiled warmly. “Something like that.”

Carl handed over the chili.

“Well, welcome to Sunset Gardens. Couple things you should know.”

Malachi sighed quietly. “Here we go.”

Carl held up fingers while explaining.

“Don’t use the laundry room after midnight because the pipes scream.”

“Excuse me?” Aurelius asked.

“Don’t make eye contact with Mrs. Kowalski on the third floor because she thinks everyone owes her money.”

“Reasonable.”

“And if you hear scratching inside the walls...”

Carl lowered his voice dramatically.

“...ignore it.”

Silence.

Malachi slowly pointed toward the wall.

“There’s scratching inside the walls?”

Right on cue—

SCRRRRATCH.

Something scraped faintly somewhere inside the apartment.

Aurelius blinked once.

Carl nodded calmly. “Yep.”

Malachi looked delighted for the first time all evening.

“Oh good. Finally something familiar.”

Carl left shortly afterward.

Aurelius shut the door slowly while holding the crockpot.

“...humans are strange.”

Malachi collapsed onto the couch dramatically. “You’re just figuring this out?”

Aurelius walked into the kitchen area. “I like them.”

“You like everything.”

“That’s not true.”

“You apologized to a parking meter earlier.”

“It seemed overworked.”

Malachi rubbed his face.

Working with an angel was exhausting.

Aurelius suddenly opened the fridge.

Inside sat exactly one item.

Half a lemon.

Nothing else.

Aurelius frowned. “This cannot be nutritionally sustainable.”

Malachi pointed. “I’m pretty sure that lemon pays rent.”

Aurelius began unpacking kitchen supplies while humming softly to himself.

Malachi watched him suspiciously.

“You’re weirdly happy for someone assigned to supervise a former demon.”

Aurelius stopped humming.

Then smiled gently.

“You’re not what they said you were.”

The room got quiet for a second.

Malachi looked away first.

“Don’t do that.”

“Do what?”

“The sincere angel thing.”

Aurelius looked confused. “Encouragement?”

“It’s unsettling.”

Another loud SCRATCH echoed inside the walls.

Both looked toward the sound.

Then—

A tiny raccoon burst through a broken vent near the kitchen floor.

Aurelius gasped.

Malachi pointed triumphantly. “HA! I KNEW IT!”

The raccoon froze.

The raccoon stared at them.

Then it hissed directly at Malachi like it recognized him personally.

Aurelius slowly looked over.

“...do you know this raccoon?”

Malachi looked offended.

“Why does everyone keep asking me that?”
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Human Jobs Are Terrible
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By the third day on Earth, Malachi had reached an important conclusion:

Humans were insane.

Not individually.

Collectively.

The entire species had somehow agreed to wake up early every morning, sit in traffic willingly, and pay taxes without immediately starting riots.

He couldn’t respect that.

“This is suffering,” he muttered while staring out the apartment window.

Aurelius stood nearby wearing an apron.

“You’ve been on Earth less than a week.”

“And I’m already considering arson.”

“That’s growth. Usually you consider arson immediately.”

Malachi ignored him.

Partly because he was distracted.

Partly because Aurelius was making pancakes while listening to worship music and somehow that felt emotionally manipulative.

The apartment smelled like syrup and coffee.

It was deeply upsetting.

A loud KNOCK echoed at the door.

Before either of them could react, Carl burst into the apartment carrying a newspaper.

“You guys got jobs yet?”

Malachi answered immediately.

“No.”

Aurelius smiled politely. “We are currently exploring opportunities.”

Carl blinked.

“...that sounded fake somehow.”

“It was,” Malachi said.

Carl ignored him and tossed the newspaper onto the counter.

“Every man in this building works except Mrs. Kowalski and honestly I think she might be immortal.”

Aurelius picked up the paper curiously.

The classified section had several job listings circled aggressively in red ink.

CAR WASH.

GROCERY STORE.

MOVIE THEATER.

PET SHOP.

Malachi looked horrified.

“You expect me to participate in capitalism?”

Carl pointed at him.

“That attitude right there is why you look unemployed.”

Malachi opened his mouth.

Paused.

“...fair.”

Two hours later, they stood outside a grocery store called MARTY’S FAMILY MARKET wearing matching employee aprons.

Malachi looked down at his name tag with visible disgust.

HELLO MY NAME IS: MAL

“They shortened my name like I’m a golden retriever.”

Aurelius adjusted his own tag proudly.

AURI.

“They shortened mine too.”

“You’re enjoying this.”

“I enjoy contributing.”

Malachi stared at him.

“You are the reason demons exist.”

Inside the store, fluorescent lights buzzed overhead while customers wandered the aisles pushing squeaky carts.

Their manager, a tired man named Greg who looked spiritually exhausted, pointed toward the registers.

“You smile. You bag groceries. You do not frighten customers.”

Greg looked directly at Malachi while saying the last part.

Malachi looked offended.

“I frighten very few people.”

A child passing nearby immediately burst into tears after making eye contact with him.

Greg sighed deeply.

“...close enough.”

The first few hours went badly.

Not catastrophic.

Just... confusing.

Aurelius was incredible with customers.

Too incredible.

At one point an elderly woman asked where the canned soup aisle was, and five minutes later Aurelius had somehow learned about her divorce, prayed with her, and helped her pick low-sodium crackers.

Greg watched from afar like he’d discovered a miracle.

Meanwhile—

Malachi was struggling.

Not because he couldn’t do the work.

Because humans annoyed him.

A man snapped his fingers at him near Register Two.

“Hey buddy, double-bag these.”

Malachi stared at him blankly.

“...you have weak milk.”

“What?”

“These bags can clearly handle the weight.”

The customer blinked twice.

“Just double-bag them.”

Malachi leaned forward slightly.

“You fear structural integrity because deep down you fear mortality.”

The customer slowly backed away.

Greg appeared beside Malachi instantly.

“Office. Now.”

Five minutes later, Greg rubbed his temples while Malachi sat across from him like a disappointed vampire.

“You can’t say things like that to customers.”

“He asked me to disrespect physics.”

“He asked for stronger bags.”

“The bags were already strong.”

Greg stared at him for a long moment.

“...what is wrong with you?”

Malachi considered several answers.

Eventually he settled on:

“Childhood trauma.”

Greg nodded sympathetically.

“That tracks.”

Meanwhile, Aurelius was becoming beloved by literally everyone in the store.

Customers smiled when they saw him.

Children hugged him for no reason.

A pigeon somehow got inside the building and landed directly on his shoulder like a Disney princess situation.

Malachi watched from another register in disgust.

“This is propaganda.”

Aurelius waved cheerfully.

A woman at Register Three suddenly screamed.

Everybody turned.

A shopping cart had started rolling away toward the parking lot with a toddler still sitting inside it.

The mother panicked instantly.

“My baby!”

The cart rolled downhill fast.

Without hesitation, Aurelius sprinted forward.

For half a second, golden light flickered faintly around him.

Too faint for humans to notice.

Too fast for cameras to catch.

But Malachi saw it.

Aurelius moved impossibly quick, catching the cart just before it rolled into traffic.

The entire parking lot burst into applause.

The mother cried while hugging her child.

Greg looked one emotional speech away from adopting Aurelius legally.

Aurelius smiled awkwardly. “Just doing my job.”

Malachi walked over slowly afterward.

“You almost exposed yourself.”

“The child could’ve been hurt.”

“That’s the point of the assignment. Observe, don’t interfere.”

Aurelius looked genuinely confused.

“You would’ve let the child get injured?”

Malachi immediately answered.

“No.”

Aurelius smiled knowingly.

Malachi pointed aggressively. “Don’t.”

“Don’t what?”

“The understanding look.”

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You glowed emotionally.”

Later that night, they walked home beneath flickering streetlights carrying grocery bags from their shift.

Malachi looked exhausted.

“How do humans survive this every day?”

Aurelius smiled softly.

“They survive each other.”

Malachi rolled his eyes dramatically.

“That doesn’t even make sense.”

But secretly—

He thought maybe it did.
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The Possession Incident
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The problem started on a Thursday.

Which, according to Malachi, was already suspicious.

“Nothing good has ever happened on a Thursday,” he announced while eating cold pizza for breakfast.

Aurelius looked up from the newspaper. “You once started the French Revolution on a Thursday.”

“That proves my point.”

Rain tapped softly against the apartment windows while the city groaned awake outside. Carl was yelling at somebody in the hallway again, Mrs. Kowalski was apparently threatening legal action against pigeons, and the raccoon in the wall had developed the confidence of a paying tenant.

Normal morning.

Almost peaceful.

Then the television turned on by itself.

Static exploded across the screen.

Both of them froze.

Malachi slowly lowered his pizza slice.

“...that’s usually my department.”

The static flickered violently before settling onto a local daytime talk show.

A woman on screen screamed while audience members panicked around her.

The host shouted dramatically:

“THIS WOMAN CLAIMS HER HUSBAND IS POSSESSED!”

Aurelius blinked once.

Malachi narrowed his eyes suspiciously.

The camera zoomed in on a sweating middle-aged man restrained in a folding chair.

He hissed at the audience.

Then projectile vomited green liquid onto a cameraman.

Malachi pointed at the screen immediately.

“Okay first of all—that’s offensive.”

Aurelius stood slowly. “That’s a demon.”

“No,” Malachi corrected. “That’s Barry.”

“You know him?”

“I used to work with him.”

The possessed man on television screamed something in Latin before biting through a microphone wire.

Sparks exploded.

Audience members ran for the exits.

The host shouted:

“WE’LL BE RIGHT BACK AFTER THESE MESSAGES!”

The screen cut to commercials.

Silence filled the apartment.

Aurelius looked horrified.

“Barry is possessing someone on daytime television.”

Malachi shrugged. “Honestly? That tracks.”

Aurelius grabbed his coat immediately. “We need to stop this.”

“Absolutely not.”

The angel paused.

“What?”

Malachi pointed toward the TV.

“That idiot willingly went on television. If Hell catches him exposing operations publicly, they’ll handle him themselves.”

Aurelius frowned. “So we just let that human suffer?”

Malachi sighed dramatically.

“You always do this.”

“Do what?”

“The moral eyes.”

“My eyes are normal.”

“They become aggressively compassionate.”

Aurelius was already heading for the door.

Malachi groaned loudly before standing up.

“Oh fine. But if Barry vomits on me, I’m pushing him into traffic.”

Twenty minutes later, they stood outside the television studio downtown.

Rain poured from gray skies while news vans crowded the street.

People gathered outside the entrance whispering excitedly.

A woman nearby held an umbrella while speaking to reporters.

“I’m telling you, his head turned ALL the way around.”

Malachi muttered, “Humans will believe literally anything.”

Aurelius looked at him.

“...heads don’t normally do that?”

Malachi paused.

“Not medically.”

Inside the studio, chaos reigned.

Security guards argued with producers.

Someone cried near craft services.

A priest ran past carrying a folding chair for some reason.

Malachi stopped him briefly.

“Father.”

“Yes?”

“Why the chair?”

“...honestly I panicked.”

“Understandable.”

They found Barry backstage in a dressing room tied to
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