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Be sober, be vigilant; because your adversary the Devil, as a roaring lion, walketh about, seeking whom he may devour: Whom resist steadfast in the faith, knowing that the same afflictions are accomplished in your brethren that are in the world


-  1 Peter 5:8-9




What does man truly know of the Devil and its nature? Is it simply the Great Beast lumbering towards Babylon? An infernal plague in its belly and unending hate in its heart. Nothing but bittersweet lies on its tongue. Or perhaps it is just the first of the Fallen, cast out of heaven into the depths of hell for the pride that led them to rebellion? It could be a test from our Lord, one of our will and devotion. All our most shameful and selfish desires manifested and offered up to us on a silver platter.

So, I ask again, what does man truly know of the Devil and its nature?

You must understand that from the moment that question first entered my mind. I needed an answer. In that pursuit, I devoted myself—mind, body, and soul—to God and his teachings. I learned the scripture. I poured over every word of the gospel—even the Apocrypha—until I could recite it in my sleep. I found no satisfactory answers, only contradicting interpretations. In an attempt to make sense of it, I took the next step and became a priest. I believed it would make me a righteous shepherd of men.

What little knowledge I gained, I taught my flock. They learned how to resist the devil's temptation and walk a Path of Righteousness in their Armor of True Faith. The ways to dismiss the lies and justifications they would tell themselves when they strayed from the Path. Accepting the path the Lord had put you on, even if that path was rife with trials and tribulations.

It was humbling at first, a testament to my hard work and devotion. Though my humility was short-lived, for as my flock grew, so did my ego. I soon came to believe that I and I alone would be worthy of receiving the truth I had tirelessly searched for. I was on the most righteous of paths, and nothing short of the Angel of Death would remove me from it.

How truly arrogant I was.

It took nothing more than the promise of temptation to rip me off my pedestal and strip me of my hard-earned titles. With nothing more than a whisper, I transformed from a man of the cloth into a man of nothing. No closer to the truth than when I started.

As I fell from grace, I compared my plight to Moses’. We had both faltered in our duties. As punishment, God had denied us entrance into the Land of Milk and Honey. It pained me greatly, but I did grow to accept that all of this was part of God's plan for me because I and I alone was worthy.

The sheer arrogance.

It was that arrogance that brought me back to my church. I had spent the better half of a decade carving out the path my flock was supposed to follow. I was it's mighty, beating heart. Without me or my guidance, it would falter and die.

In truth, I was nothing so grand because, in my absence, my church had carried on just fine.

They still spread the good word and do charitable work. They’ve earned the respect of both the privileged and the downtrodden alike. The Brakenport Sentinel even covered them in an editorial, which they hadn’t done during my tenure. All that had changed was that any mention of me—and her—had been erased. It was as if I had never existed. All my hard work was for nothing.
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“FORGIVE ME, FATHER, for I have sinned,” they said, sitting beside me.

I now know why they had started our conversation that way. They had seen the pain in my soul and the suffering I had endured, and they wished to mock me for it. I was a man of faith reduced to a man of nothing.

“It has been one month, three days, four hours, six minutes, and twenty-four seconds since my last confession,” they said, a low growl underpinning their words. Which made the hairs on my neck and forearms stand on end.

Facing them, I thought that my mind had begun to crack. They were changing shape, shifting from a man to a woman to an androgynous shape that was neither. It was surreal, but I did not—could not—look away.

“Forgive me, friend, but I... I have not been part of the clergy for some time,” I replied. In hindsight, I should have just ignored them. Let them set their eyes on a different, more deserving soul. “But if you need someone to speak with... well, I am here.”

“How kind of you,” they replied with a smile.

“Tell me what troubles you, friend?” I asked.

“Oh, a great many things, Father,” they said, their form shifting, becoming a slump-shouldered woman with heavy bags under her eyes. “A good friend of mine, she killed herself. The church has denied her a funeral, and her family has disowned her. I don't know what to do, Father. I have begged and pleaded, but nothing has come of it. She's just another condemned soul to them.” My heart ached as I listened to them. I, too, had recently lost someone to such a selfish and senseless act.

“I am so sorry. Please accept my condolences,” I said, patting them on the back. “But I hope that you understand that suicide is a mortal sin. For which the responsibility and consequences lie squarely on her shoulders.”

“I see,” they replied, pulling away from me. Their form shifted again into a tan-skinned man with slicked-back black hair and sharp cheekbones.

“What was her name? I would like to pray for her,” I asked. I still recall how my mouth became dry, and my heart pounded in my ears as they spoke.

“Edalyn Richards.”

“Edalyn...Edalyn Richards?” I repeated. There was a time when her name tasted like honey on my tongue. Now, it was like ash.

“Yes, Edalyn Richards. The lover you drove to suicide, Father,” they stated.

Shooting to my feet, I stumbled back only for them to grab my wrist, yanking me forward,  “Who...who are you!”

Staring up at me, they said, “I am the Devil, the first of the Fallen, that Great Beast lumbering towards Babylon! I come bearing the answer to the question you've pursued your entire life, Father. Now, please, take a seat. There is so much for us to discuss.” Smiling, they patted the spot next to them.

“How? How can you be in a house of worship? A place of true faith,” I questioned, searching for my rosary.

“The same way the liars, hypocrites, and blasphemers do, Father.” Scoffing, they rested their elbow on the back of the pew. “I walked right through those doors. A temple of wood and stone could not stop me just as a flea could not stop a hurricane.”

Ripping the rosary from my neck, I mustered all the righteous fury in my being and roared, “I don't know what cruel trickery this is, but I cast you out! In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit! I cast you out!” I expected them to flee and to plead for mercy as the strength of my faith washed over them. Instead, they laughed and plucked the crucifix from my rosary with a soft snap.

“Don't be so melodramatic, Father. It does not suit you.” Scoffing, they reduced my crucifix to powder. “Shall we walk and talk instead?”

“I-I will not fall for your deceptions,” I said, stepping back and bumping into the pew. “So leave! Just leave!” I shouted, my heart pounding in my chest as the scent of sulfur filled my nostrils. They laughed, patting my shoulder.

“What would I have to gain by deceiving you of all people, Father?” they asked with a smile, “You are no prophet; you have no flock to lead astray. You have nothing. You are nothing.”

“The gall you have to judge me.” My hands shook, my heart pounded in my chest. I felt a furious anger rise in my belly. “You are nothing but a coward and liar, fated to fall before the Might of the Lord on Judgment Day!”

“And yet I am still far more than you will ever be,” they replied, a low growl underpinning their words. Exhaling, they looked up at the effigy of Christ upon the cross and scowled. “You, the sniveling little worm, born with the greatest gift in all of Creation. Squandering it away because you insist on behaving like an impudent child sent to bed without supper.”

I tried to ignore their lies, reminding myself they sought to pull me away from the righteous path. Though, the certainty with which they said it frightened me. Had I squandered a most wondrous gift? I had a decent life, an able body, and a sound mind, but that couldn't possibly be it, could it? Perhaps it had been my church? My standing?

“Free will. You received free will,” they finally said with a sigh. “It sounds so trivial saying it out loud, but...” Sighing again, they motioned for me to step closer, “it's the most powerful concept in all of creation. Near absolute freedom, given to witless children who run from it—deny it. Who do everything in their meager power to pretend they are not responsible for their own lives. That is until it punishes someone they find deserving. Then, and only then, was it their choice, their fault. Their responsibility!” The wood of the altar cracked in their grip, spraying them with splinters.

“Free will?” I repeated, stepping back.

An otherworldly chill fell over the church as they continued. “Free will. Denied to the angels but given to an arrogant man-child who thinks himself an equal of Moses.” Shoulders slumped, they leaned against the altar and chuckled.“The arrogance.”

Shivering, I asked, “If you find me so lacking, then why don't you leave?”

“You don't want me to.” Chuckling, they said, “Unlike you, I am truly a slave to the whims of others. I do apologize, though. I was not sent here by The Lord to simply chastise you.”

“Is that so?”

“Yes
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