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This book eviscerated me in the best way. FALLEN’S FIRST is at the same time an origin story, a love story, a revenge story, and a dysfunctional found(ish) family story, all while following our quasi-antihero in a simultaneous redemption and corruption arc. Contradictory? Maybe. But it’s true, and Coursey navigates this so expertly I cannot believe this is her debut novel. 

-Aspen Andersen, author of The After Hours



Coursey’s debut is a thrilling, flaming rollercoaster ride through the Hells and back. Weaving a tale of betrayal, revenge, tragic love and what it means to be human, servant, and demon, Coursey offers a fresh take on the Seven Deadly Sins, and takes readers on an unforgettable journey of the demon of Pride’s dark and compelling origin story.

-C.W. Rose, award-winning author of Oceansong 



Kassidy Coursey offers a masterful take on the seven deadly sins’ origin story. With an expert hand, Coursey weaves in a delicious cast of unique characters who grow and transform throughout the story in unexpected ways. Clever and chilling, heartbreaking and rebellious, this dark fantasy enthralls with its shocking twists and turns. At the heart of this story is a convincing journey through emotions that reside in our core. Fallen’s First will keep readers turning the page and begging for the sequel.

-Courtney Collins, co-author of the Vows & Valor Trilogy



A debut novel that is both breathtaking and damning. Coursey’s writing intrigues as she leads readers to the depths of hell and the many layers of human emotion that are given to the seven deadly sins. Readers will find themselves sympathetic, laughing, crying and loving Lucifer’s demon children and their experiences with humanity. Fallen’s First presents the start of a multi-layered and deeply satisfying world with more stories desperate to be told, so much so it almost feels sinful.

- Erica Rose Eberhart, author of The Elder Tree Trilogy



Grab a blanket and snuggle in for the delicious journey that is FALLEN’S FIRST. This genre straddling dark fantasy reads like your favorite mini series that will have paranormal fans cheering in delight. Fresh, entertaining, and unapologetically tragic, Kassidy Coursey’s debut will tear your heart out and it’ll hurt so good that you’ll be begging for more.

-S. E. Berkeley, author of A Game of Fallen Stars
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For anyone who ever wished to become more than their making’s expectations.



And to nineteen year old me: I didn’t forget you. Thank you for your conviction, your determination, and your pride.










  
  
Author’s Note




Dear readers, 

Your health and wellbeing comes first. Please take note of the following content/trigger warnings and treat yourself with kindness. 




	Familial abuse and gaslighting


	On page gore and blood including breaking limbs, evisceration, and eyeball gouging


	Grief/loss


	Coercion leading to character death


	Vomiting


	Suicidal ideation


	Religious trauma


	Murder


	Explicit sex (3/5 spice level)
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Lips on his eyelids—the first touch Saer ever experienced—a delicate and heartbreaking kiss. 

Saer blinked open his new eyes and beheld his maker. Lucifer’s irises, so light a blue they were almost white, stilled his shuddering inhale. A gemstone came to his mind, something Saer had never seen but knew, like it had been etched into his bones.

Drained sapphires. That’s what Lucifer’s eyes resembled.

Maker. Creator. 

Lucifer smiled, and the expression struck Saer between his… 

Ribs. He had…ribs. And Lucifer somehow hurt the spaces between them with the curve of Its lips.

Bewitching and wicked, dazzling and tragic, too many emotions overwhelmed his freshly born body. Pearlescent, feathered wings framed his maker’s radiance, tucked into Lucifer’s back. Curls of gold brushed Its forehead, cascading upon pristine, bare shoulders. 

Saer yearned to touch the silken tresses at the same time he wondered why. 

Lucifer spoke in a voice as agonizing and lovely as Its face. “Saerkhanumsherrinikakore.” The jolt of Saer’s true name sang through him, compelling and powerful. His knees shook. 

Lucifer’s voice dipped. “My Saerkhanum.” This version of his name resonated as well, spoken with something like familiarity and affection, though it didn’t carry the same weight as his true name. 

“Welcome, my First Daemoenic.” With Its pale hand, the fallen angel made an elegant gesture to the surroundings. 

Daemoenic. Angel. Fallen. These concepts filtered in. Saer didn’t question their accuracy. They simply were. 

It took all of Saer’s willpower to tear his gaze from his maker. 

A monstrous cavern surrounded the pair. Lines of molten red snaked through the stone, illuminating where blazes of Hellsfire couldn’t. 

Magma. Another word he’d not been taught, yet it came to him. 

Saer’s nostrils flared to the scent of smoke, fire, and a tinge of lava mixed with old blood, burnt feathers, and flesh. Patches of Hellsfire licked at the ground, and as Saer traced the flames’ path to his own body, they reflected off his silver feet. 

No. 

Not feet. 

Hooves. 

His maker had feet, but Saer had glinting, silver hooves. Brow knitting, Saer raised his hands into view.

His chiseled forearms were coated with leathery flesh, black as charcoal. Silver claws tipped his onyx fingers, vicious and threatening. Nothing like Lucifer’s hands. 

Weapon. 

The word leapt into his mind, and Saer knew he was powerful and important. He knew his purpose. 

Lucifer’s elegant fingers traced along the side of Its creation’s jawline, drawing Saer’s attention back. “My First, my son, my servant. I’ve created you, and so you belong to me wholly and completely.” The fallen angel’s finger drifted outward, touching the tip of a curved, silver horn. 

Saer’s horn. He had horns instead of lustrous curls. 

“You are bound to protect me, obey me, and put no others before me. If you are honored to be mine and so understand and swear to follow these conditions, tell me as much.” 

Protect. Obey. Honor. 

Saer grasped the words with certainty, their weight settling on him with their undeniable importance and finality. The impulse to dedicate himself to someone or something had been forged deep in his sinew and bones, and now, he teetered on the precipice of a monumental choice. If he declined, he knew it would be the last thing he ever did. Yet, something in Saer’s core hesitated. 

He was powerful. Important. And with that realization came the innate knowing of what Lucifer had commanded and utilized to craft him. 

Pride.

He was Pride. 

Why should he follow a fallen angel, even the one who’d made him? Why make an oath to his maker when that maker created him to be more than It? Better than It?

The pause stretched, and Saer stared long enough that a glint of furious trepidation slid into Lucifer’s eyes. 

If he were unmade, Saer realized, he’d lose every opportunity to rise. 

The fallen angel drew a breath to speak further, but Saer knelt on his thick, able-bodied shanks and bowed his head. Muscles in his back contracted, and he realized he’d drawn wings close to his body. They brushed his ribs. Not feathered as Lucifer’s, but membranous. 

Serve. 

He uttered his first words, and the depth of his voice rumbled deeper than Lucifer’s, echoing the roar of the fires of Hell. “Yes, Master.”

Somewhere at his center, deep in Saer’s consciousness, a brilliant flash of gold sparked, then faded—an acknowledgment of his oath, a finality granted. 

“Good, my Saerkhanum.” 

The approval wrapped around him, comforting and thick with affection, yet somehow lined with razor blades. 

“While I finish my army, you’ll build a dais for a throne. There.” Lucifer pointed, and Saer followed Its gesture to a space across the cavern. 

The rocky floor needed evening out and polishing. Loose stones lay scattered about, but they wouldn’t be enough to build a structure befitting the ruler of this realm. He’d have to carve more out of the walls—

Saer’s analysis halted mid-thought as the fallen angel moved away, revealing a part of the cavern Its frame had previously blocked. 

Diagonal from them, the next of Lucifer’s creations came into view.

Six other Daemoenica in various stages of completion perched in suspended dormancy. All winged and horned of various shapes and sizes, but Saer’s gaze snagged on the one nearest them. 

She—for the unmoving, voluptuous form could be nothing but a ‘she’—held her head bent, kneeling. The demoness’s substantial silver horns swept up and back from her forehead, curling sinuously and tapering to dangerous, delicious points at the end of their impressive length. Rather than claws, she possessed gleaming, silver nails upon each obsidian fingertip. Her eyes lay shut, still as a statue. 

The moment he beheld her, Saer’s insides tugged in her direction, though no vitality breathed through the demoness. She called to a deep yearning inside him without uttering a word. 

Lucifer intruded into Saer’s line of sight, Its lips pulled back and revealing rows of razor-sharp teeth. “I gave you an order, my Saerkhanum.” 

Saer bit back the insane urge to argue. His maker’s unspoken threat shivered through him, icicles in his blood. “Yes, Master.” 

He moved to the opposite end of the chamber to gather boulders—and glanced over mid-task. 

Leaning over the still demoness, Lucifer brushed Its hands under her fine cheekbones. The fallen angel breathed over her eyelids before kissing them, one after the other. With those kisses, a brilliant, glowing energy passed from his maker’s lips, absorbing into the female figure. 

She inhaled. 

“Neyuukhanickhraul. My Neyuukhan. Welcome.” 

Her name caressed Saer’s insides like silk. 

Neyuukhanickhraul—Neyu—blinked and lifted her gaze. Not to the fallen angel, but to Saer. 

His breath stilled. 

Her irises bled deeper, richer than Lucifer’s. The blue of Neyu’s eyes called upon myriad things embedded in Saer’s mind but non-existent in Hell: the depths of the ocean, a sky at twilight, desert bluebells.

She’d been sculpted with Hellsfire and lust. Somehow, in the span of that gaze, it solidified the impulses he’d noted earlier. He knew who she was, what she was. 

His perfect counterpart. 

His match. 

Mine. 

Lucifer’s tone sharpened with displeasure. “Neyuukhan.” The word seared with warning, and she jerked her attention to the fallen angel. 

When Lucifer’s hand gripped her chin, Its tendons and ligaments strained. Saer’s stomach guttered, his claws tensing. 

“You belong to me, are bound to protect me, obey me, honor me, and put no others before me. Do you understand?” Lucifer asked, a dangerous hiss limning the question. 

Neyu nodded, just as Saer had moments prior. “Yes, Master,” she whispered.

If Lucifer’s voice had wrapped around Saer, Neyu’s voice spilled over him like molten honey, warming him from the inside out, muscles tightening in his core at the same time they yearned to succumb to…her. 

Neyu. 

“I gave you an order, Saerkhanum,” Lucifer growled, shoulders still facing him. 

Alarm surged, raising fine hairs on the back of Saer’s neck, and he averted his gaze to restart his task. 

Not fast enough. 

The fallen angel closed the distance between them. One alabaster hand gripped his horn and used the leverage to slam Saer onto his back, knocking the wind out of his lungs. Lucifer thrust Its face forward until Its nose grazed his. “I created you. You are mine.” 

Saer coughed and sputtered. “Yes, Master!” 

The fallen angel’s eyes blazed as red as blood, the crystalline blue gone. “I created her. She is not yours.” 

How did his maker know what he’d thought? The way he’d looked at her? The gaze they’d exchanged?

Or more disturbing yet, did Lucifer create her to be his match, only to withhold them from one another? 

He could only nod, fighting the sudden and foolish urge to shove Lucifer away. “Yes! Yes, Master.” 

The tension in Lucifer’s arm loosened, and Its head bowed to touch forehead-to-forehead with Saer. The fury from before siphoned away in a fluid rush, leaving a heart-wrenching tenderness.

“Know that I love you,” whispered Lucifer. “Know that I always will.” 

Love. The word felt wrong, but Saer had nothing to compare it to. 

When Saer didn’t reply, the fallen angel’s forehead pushed harder against his, almost painfully. “Do you love me, my Saerkhanum?” 

Saer’s throat tightened, but his words escaped in a rush, “Yes, Master.” 

Lucifer sighed, exhausted and euphoric all at once, then turned Its head to their witness. “Neyuukhan, my beautiful Second, do you love me?” 

Saer stole a glance from the corner of his eye. 

Dread crept into Saer’s belly when Neyu’s deep azure eyes calculated. Something urgent and innate in Saer’s gut pushed a soft growl past his throat as he tried to convey, without words, the importance of her acquiescence. 

She blinked, and Saer knew she’d heard, even if she didn’t meet his gaze. 

Neyu bowed her head. “I do, Master.” 

When Lucifer released him, Saer exhaled and fought to calm the pounding of his heart. 

Don’t look at her. 

He swallowed and shifted to a crouch as Lucifer walked away, attention fixed on Lucifer’s back. 

Then they slid to Neyu. Neyu, who stared back, unabashed. Neyu, whose eyes threatened to drown him. She mouthed a single word without uttering a sound, “Yours.”

Fear and exhilaration warred inside him. She felt the same pull. She must.

Lucifer pivoted, and the First and Second averted their gazes immediately from one another. “You’ll construct me a throne, Neyuukhan,” Lucifer said. “It will rest upon the dais Saerkhanum builds.” 

If they could work together, perhaps...

The fallen angel looked from one to the other of Its creations. “You’ll work apart.” 

Saer’s hope wavered. Lucifer wouldn’t settle for anything less than perfect obedience to It and only It. Proving dominance by denying them what they wanted. 

But Saer shoved the renegade notion aside and nodded instead. From the periphery of his vision, Neyu did the same, and together they whispered, “Yes, Master.” 


      [image: ]Saer gathered materials for their collective duties, using the strength of his silver claws to dig tunnels from the central chamber. The molten rock he placed in a pile for Neyu to shape their maker’s royal seat. Neyu took Saer’s offerings, then channeled her Hellsfire energy into the stone, melting and molding, constantly replenished by the fiery surroundings of Hell. 

If he focused on gathering the stones with haste, he was rewarded with more opportunities to see her, to share a glance as she carried out her orders. An undeniable line of electricity ran down his spine each time their eyes locked—one he could do nothing about, nor would he know where to begin. Frustration and longing brewed. 

Lucifer’s quiet mutterings, the scrape and scratch of claws into stone, the steady cracking of fire, and the occasional growl of exertion were the only sounds echoing through the caverns of Hell. The fallen angel’s movements dragged as It poured over the next half-formed figures in line, losing Itself in the crafting of an army befitting Its station. The endeavor siphoned Lucifer’s luster over time. Their construction—his and Neyu’s—must have weakened his maker as well.

What must Lucifer have been before Saer had awakened? 

How would Lucifer create more soldiers if It couldn’t draw strength from the heat of Hell as he and Neyu did? 

But Saer had agreed to obey, to serve, and not to ask questions, even if they plagued him. 

He didn’t chance speaking a word Neyu’s way, fearing for her safety. 

Minutes, hours, or days passed as they all tended to their duties. Time in Hell had no meaning, but Neyu’s pointed glances grew, a question on her face each time Saer drew near.

At last, she parted her lips when Saer approached, and he gave a harsh shake of his head. 

Whether she read his non-verbal message or not, she closed her mouth and frowned. Neyu glanced past Saer, then snapped an ebony hand forward and curled her fingers around Saer’s wrist. Gentle, but urgent, all at once. Time stopped, save for the pounding of Saer’s heart in his chest. The first touch of her flesh against his surged along his nerve endings, and he immediately craved more. 

She stood half a head shorter than him, but dominated him in that instant. 

He dared not move as Neyu drew closer, her hooves scraping over the steady crackling of their Hellsfire surroundings. Saer flinched and looked over his shoulder. 

Lucifer’s tense spine bent over two further Daemoenica. 

Neyu slid her hand along Saer’s arm, curling behind his elbow. The simple touch pulsed through him, and he shuddered as he returned his attention to her. 

Her head angled up as she touched her nose to his muzzle, brushing his skin with a dulcet whisper, “You feel it, too.” 

Whatever the it was, he couldn’t deny the pull to touch her, know her, hear her. What would it do to him if she spoke his name? 

Saer drew breath to respond. 

An enraged shriek cut between them a heartbeat before Pride and Lust were thrust apart with a violent wrench. Saer’s neck whipped to the side, vision whirling as he tumbled end over end, slamming into the cavern wall in a bruised heap. He scrambled to get his claws and hooves under his body as dread and rage spiked in his chest.

Neyu’s pained cry pierced through him.

Lucifer’s trembling arm pinned Neyu against a stone pile, Its hand squeezing her throat. The fallen angel’s alabaster wings flickered pitch black. Blazing, scarlet light flashed in Its eyes. “How dare you, after the centuries I spent? The vitality I gave to grant you life!” 

Saer lurched towards them. “Master—!”

Hissing, Lucifer craned around to fix that crimson gaze on Its First. “You cannot be trusted.” 

A strangled scream left Neyu, and steam rose from her pores. 

No, no, no! She’d be unmade before he could pull his maker away. Panic yanked Saer to his knees, words fleeing his mouth before he could think through them. “Master, send me away, give me another task, let me help how I can, anything, but don’t take her away, please!” 

Lucifer’s lips pulled back, sharp canines glinting, and Its eyes dipped from red to onyx. 

Neyu’s form slumped, still caught in Lucifer’s grip. She struggled for air, but the steaming ceased. Saer’s claws curled in on themselves, biting into his palms. 

“Say ‘please’ again, Saerkhanum.” The fallen angel’s voice seared with warning. 

“Please.” Pride didn’t hesitate, even as the unfamiliar word grated in his throat. 

Lucifer released Neyu, Its arm falling. Neyu crumpled, gasping, and some of Saer’s tension loosened at the same time he fought the impulse to rush to her.

Closing Its eyes, Lucifer took a slow, shaking breath, in, then out. Neither Daemoenic moved. 

Lucifer swayed where It stood.

Then collapsed to the ground. 
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“My Saerkhanum,” the fallen angel’s voice rasped from the stony floor. 

The First’s breath hitched. Did he answer? 

How could he not? 

“Master?” 

“To me.” 

Fear and wrath stalled him, and he glanced at Neyu. Through red-rimmed eyes, she peeled her lips back in a grimace, but nodded. 

Saer rushed forward, ignoring the trembling in his knees. Lucifer struggled, and Saer cradled his upper limbs under the fallen angel’s torso. 

The familiar icicle blue of Lucifer’s gaze met his, and any remaining dread in Saer’s body vanished. 

Neyu didn’t move, though Saer felt her eyes boring into him. 

Lucifer’s voice dragged with Its exhausted sigh. “You said you would go.” 

To save Neyu. He had begged as much, heartbeats before, and it already felt long ago. Saer’s jaw tensed, and he nodded. 

The fallen angel licked Its lips. “I need you to find a cure for this...weakness.” Lucifer growled the last word, disgusted. “I’ll teach you how to travel between our world and the surface—” 

The surface? 

Lucifer’s body spasmed, and Saer fought to keep his face neutral. More questions amassed. His maker insisted upon creating Its army. But their very creation—Saer and Neyu—debilitated the maker they’d sworn to protect. Lucifer gave them life, sank Its very essence into them.

They’d repaid It, thus far, with disobedience. 

The thought made Saer’s stomach churn, while a quieter part of his mind warred against the feeling. Against being forced to serve when he’d been created to be more—

“I’m bound here, unable to take my physical body anywhere else, but you…my Saerkhanum, you must bring me back what I need.” 

Saer’s brow furrowed. Fire and heat sustained him, though clearly the fallen angel needed more. Or different. How was he to know what to search for? 

But, he’d been created to obey, and not to ask questions, and so the First nodded despite his uncertainty and frustration. To keep Neyu safe, he’d do anything.

“Of course, Master.” 


      [image: ]Earth. The word coalesced in Saer’s mind. 

That’s what the surface was. 

The same Hellsfire used to create Saer held the power to transport him from Hell, to Earth, and back. If Saer had more practice or held more knowledge of this new world, he’d have directed his location with precision. Instead, he relied on fate and chance. 

Saer emerged from the roaring fireball with a shudder and a deep growl. Adjacent fauna scattered in a panic. Rodents? Deer? Once more, new words leapt into his consciousness, flooding him with built-in knowledge. 

Twigs and pinecones crunched under his silver hooves as the mixture of dirt and melted snow sank under his monstrous weight. The wooded area carried a frigid chill, pulling at his inherent strength. 

Heat and Hellsfire sustained him. Cold drained him. That instant decided it for him. 

He hated cold.

Saer stretched and shook out his wings to dismiss the uncomfortable sensation and found it invited the frosty sting closer. Steam wafted off his searing flesh, escaping his nose and mouth with each biting breath. The cold persisted.

Cold. Away from Neyu. His distaste grew. 

He tucked his wings tight against his back and angled his head upward. In Hell, the cavern of rock hovered over them at all times. High or low, the stony ceiling existed no matter where he’d dug or traversed. 

Here, a bright swath of gray coated all else, endless and airy. Sky. Saer’s eyes squinted before long. Perhaps his maker’s cure existed there. Could he touch it? 

Saer steeled himself, then thrust his wings out and down, catapulting his body upward. 

Cold!

His lungs spasmed as he ascended, a burning pain infiltrating his chest that had nothing to do with fire. Fluid leaked from his eyes in the abrasive and endless gray. Wind whipped against his flesh, thieving his warmth. 

Higher. His teeth clenched with the heaviness that built with the climb. 

The edges of his field of view shuddered and darkened. He gasped with the sudden realization that he’d forgotten to breathe. The thinning atmosphere poured down his throat, frigid and unforgiving. 

Wispy edges of clouds caressed his limbs, dotting his flesh with droplets of condensation. 

Higher! Saer willed his wings to thrust downward once more. 

They froze instead. 

His vision tunneled. 

Then nothing. 


      [image: ]A permeating and arctic ache throbbed in Saer’s bones. Intermittent light flashed over his eyelids, and he furrowed his brow, attempting to open his eyes. They’d frozen shut. Or he’d lost all strength to open them. Perhaps both. 

The red light faded. It returned. Faded. Returned. 

Cold remained. 

This was life without heat. Without fire. 

Without Neyu.

The last thought squeezed his heart in a cavernous chokehold.

Is this what would happen to Lucifer if It never replenished Itself? Descension into a meaningless heap of tissue and bone? 

Red light. Darkness. Light. Darkness. Endless. 

He’d been here too long.

Faint cracks found his ears, far off but coming closer. A deep, crunching and groaning sound ricocheted in his skull. Saer recognized it as the first time he put pressure on snow. 

Familiar crackling came next. 

Fire. 

Heated light danced behind his eyelids this time, and he yearned to lean towards it. Had he somehow returned to Hell? 

A voice cried out in alarm, and the footsteps halted. Not Lucifer. Not Neyu. He didn’t know anyone or anything else.

The voice was joined by another, then a handful more, all deeper in tone. They spoke in a language Saer didn’t recognize, but the patterns of speech suggested agitation.

The steady rush of flames pulled nearer, and his eyelids flickered. They slit open. 

Shadows wavered in and out of his blurred vision. Saer tried to swallow, but his throat refused to move. 

How did he get here? 

A jutting structure hung overhead, and the shadows ducked under it to draw closer, speaking in disconcerted tones just above a whisper. All walked on two legs and looked around half Saer’s Daemoenic height—if he were standing. They carried pointed sticks tipped with sharp rocks and packs on their backs. Four held torches. 

Saer’s nostrils flared as he struggled to draw that warm air into himself with a feeble inhale. If the creatures would come closer…whatever they were…

His attention drifted past them to where pine trees stood. Branches lay in broken heaps along the sides of those nearest him. He must have fallen from the sky and rolled to where he lay now, under this rocky ledge, swallowed by the cold. He remembered none of it. 

The two-legged creatures gestured with animated motions, pointing at his body. Something fur-lined covered their frames and most of their heads. Animal skin. Pelts? One turned its hooded face towards Saer enough for the torchlight to catch on its features. 

The being’s cheekbones jutted, gaunt but stoic. It looked rail-thin, yet bore fire. What sustained them, fed them, if not fire? 

Other similarities caught his attention. Two eyes. A nose. A mouth. Hair. The face of an imperfect angel. Did they house what his maker needed? Were they the key to returning to Neyu? 

His heart skipped. 

Their skin looked fragile—like Lucifer’s skin. 

Each time their arguing rose, one would shush them, like they feared disturbing Saer. 

Closer, he willed. He needed the fire they bore. 

The one nearest Saer let loose a disgusted sound and snatched one of the torches from its bearer. Lip curled up, the skinny creature stomped towards him. 

Something emanated off the two-legged being, warm yet not heat. It washed against Saer’s skin, and he flared his nostrils again, like he could smell it. Whatever it was, instinct told him it belonged to him. 

Saer forgot the newness once the creature crouched, torch a hand’s breadth from his face. 

The ribbon of flame licked his skin, and he exhaled a relieved growl. 

Shrieking, the creature dropped the torch. It scrabbled for the pointed stick at its back while the rest of the two-legged beings screamed and rushed forward. 

The torch rolled against Saer. He sucked the blazing heat in his body just as the first creature lunged.

Pain. Piercing, bright, and sudden. Saer’s cry left as an agonized bark, his throat raw with disuse. The pointed stick lay embedded in his chest while the creature pressed forward, pushing the weapon deeper. Crimson blood gushed out of the wound, tendrils of thicker steam skimming off the fluid the moment it met the crisp, forest air. 

Saer rolled, using what energy the torch brought him to push upright just as the remaining two-legged beings reached him. They hollered and stabbed forward, pierced his flesh, right hip, left lower leg, abdomen, pushing him into the jutting stone wall. Again, and more, they stabbed harder than he could have anticipated with their bony limbs. Saer pulled at the heat of their torches, siphoning the flames. The burst of energy provided enough strength to yank at the spears, rending them from his thick muscle or breaking them off at their entry points, and he roared. 

Stumbling backwards, the creatures regained their footing one by one. 

Scarlet ichor spilled from Saer’s wounds, down his body, coating his silver hooves.

They glared at him with dark eyes, chests heaving and weapons poised. Not one fled. 

Their bravado both impressed and disoriented him. They dared challenge him when he dwarfed them, overpowered them? 

Saer bared his teeth and snarled while they shouted a rallying cry and lurched forward again. The first creature to reach him snapped its fingers around one of the blood-coated spears still lodged in his torso. Red fluid touched his attacker’s flesh, and the creature jolted back, gasping. 

Then shrieking. 

The being fell to the ground, howling and wiping hands on nearby snow. Grisly, white blisters bloomed on otherwise scarlet flesh where Daemoenic blood touched. Saer swiped at the being but missed as he stumbled. He flailed his arms at the attackers, shoving them to the ground or tossing them through the air. Wherever his blood touched their flesh, blisters rose and split, oozing yellow fluid to mix with the thick, scalding ichor. 

The Hellsfire in his blood protected him. Yet, the more he lost, the more his vision tunneled, like when he fell from the sky. Saer groaned and lurched past the two-legged beings who scrambled backwards, at last rethinking their strategy. 

He stumbled past two skinny hares tied to a tree branch, discarded in the snow. Two scrawny hares for that troop of creatures and likely more from where they came from. Is that why they looked malnourished? Had they meant to use him as meat? His swirling mind reflected on their skinny limbs, the starvation in their eyes. 

A last, wretched cry erupted from the two-legged beings, and they charged Saer again. Desperate, he fell forward and gripped their pelt-coated arms. 

They had heat in them. Not fire, but heat. He yanked on it with all the metaphysical urgency in his body. 

The creatures gasped and shuddered, stiffening. A modicum of warmth slid through Saer while their lips turned dusky. 

The beings spasmed and collapsed. With their fall, an abrupt and unnameable something escaped their unmoving remains—an effervescent and glimmering tendril of light. There one moment, then forgotten in a wash of cold. 

Saer’s knees gave out. He slumped next to their bodies; the snow crushed under his weight. 

No warmth anywhere. He needed fire for strength, heat of some kind to sustain him. None existed in this desolate, frozen landscape.

Pain surged through his body as adrenaline wore off. Blood steamed and pooled under him, melting the snow and seeping into the hard ground beneath. 

Was this what the rest of life would be? How could he complete his mission like this? 

Lucifer would die if he failed. The conflicting thought squeezed its bony fingers around his neck.

What if another group of those creatures found him? 

He’d never see Neyu again. The constriction around his throat tightened, strangling. 

Neyu.

Lucifer sent him to find the cure and he’d failed. Defeat coated the back of his tongue with its sour tang, but he’d swallow it if he could see her one last time before he was unmade.

Home. 

Saer inhaled as best he could, tasting iron on his tongue and thick blood in his throat. He held the frigid surface air in his lungs and squeezed his eyes shut. 

Home. 

Just as Lucifer taught, he invoked the ability for travel between Hell and Earth. 

Hellsfire overtook him, combusting. The flames devoured his body, blazing on the surface of his black skin. Red and blue ribbons lashed out from his winged form, swallowing him, transporting him. 

Back to Hell.
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Saer arrived in a broken, bleeding heap on the floor of the throne room. As the Hellsfire dissipated, Neyu’s soft intake of breath reached his ears first. 

Neyu. He yearned to see her, but couldn’t lift his head to look around. 

Lucifer’s voice broke through his thoughts. “Bring him to me, my Neyuukhan.” 

The command confused and enticed him as Neyu’s hooves scraped closer. Did his maker trust him again? Was this a test? 

The heat from Hell restored some of the strength he’d lost, and he attempted to get his shaking limbs under his body. 

“I’ve got you,” Neyu whispered next to his ear as she curled an arm around his torso. Incessant, crimson fluid poured from the deep wounds, but her touch soothed him in a way he fought to ignore. The demoness aided him to a shuddering stand, raising traitorous bumps on his flesh while she dipped her head under his upper limb for better support. His blood painted her ebony skin, and Saer suppressed the urge to lean into her. 

Across the cavern, Lucifer’s beautiful but tremulous hands swept under the strong cheekbones of Its next Daemoenic, the final touch on one of an identical pair. Masculine, no less muscular than the First, but leaner. Lucifer had finished them in Saer’s absence. 

How long had he been on the surface, in and out of consciousness? It felt like forever, but Saer would have anticipated more to show for that time frame. More Daemoenica woken, more of Lucifer’s army complete. 

Did time pass slower in Hell? Tired as he was, it flared more pain between his temples to think about. 

Saer took in his new kin with a grimace. 

The fallen angel didn’t char their skin to black as It had done for Saer and Neyu. Instead, the flesh of the Third and Fourth carried a rich, golden hue. Spiraling, brass horns framed their heads. Claws, wing talons, and their hooves carried the same copper tint.

Saer and Neyu slowed their pace as Lucifer angled in and kissed the Third’s eyelids, then leaned over to repeat the ritual for the Fourth. With those touches, a new sound thundered along the walls of Hell. Bestial and resonating, joyful and frightening. 

Laughter. 

Saer couldn’t help the lightness it brought to his aching heart, a touch of contagious happiness in the oppressive heat and flickering shadows of the underworld. 

Lucifer wrapped Its hands around the Third and Fourth’s spiral horns, Its forehead pressed to one of their temples—the more stone-faced of the two who hadn’t yet uttered a sound. “Areknaryutintarrek. My Areknar. Welcome.” 

A pang of unease swept through Saer to hear an airiness carrying through his maker’s voice, percolating when a smile touched Its radiant lips. The sudden urge to protect his new kin flared through him, worried for their safety. How could they know Lucifer’s tempers from Its love? 

Lucifer shifted to touch Its forehead to the mirror’s brow. This one couldn’t hide his deep, throaty chuckle, the owner of the laughter. “Alustaranyallkris. My Alustar. Welcome.” 

Stern, wry Arek. Jovial, beguiling Alus. Greed and Gluttony—the Twins. 

As Saer and Neyu drew closer, she murmured into the First’s ear, too quiet for Lucifer to overhear, “Did you find the cure?” 

He bit back a snarl of frustration. How could he find what his maker needed when no one told him what to look for? The creatures who attacked him flashed through his mind, and again, a vague tickling in his mind tormented him. Were his instincts correct? Did they have it?  

Instead, Pride clenched his jaw. “Not yet.” 

In a repeat of Its ritual, Lucifer walked Greed and Gluttony through their vows of fealty. 

The two darted glances Saer’s way, and there he observed another difference between them. Arek—Greed—exhibited distinctly violet irises. Alus—Gluttony—had eyes the color of reflective steel, which laughed in their own, silent way. 

The instant Saer and the Twins acknowledged each other, he lifted his chin. Battered as he stood, he made a show of strength, earning a respectful nod from Arek. 

Something about their kinship with one another, but also the way in which Alus’s gaze invited others to share in his exuberance, settled the disruption in Saer’s core. They were a worthy addition to Lucifer’s army. 

Brothers. The word struck in his mind, the connection solidified. Different from Neyu. Kin, still. Family. All soldiers in Lucifer’s army, all created by It. Yet she called to a hungrier, animalistic piece of him. A piece that belonged to Neyu, and Neyu alone. 

Who were the Twins to each other? Did they feel like brothers? Or something else, as Neyu was to him?

Why did it matter? 

As though she could read his thoughts, Neyu dipped her head closer to Saer’s throat, her breath tickling the sensitive skin there. How could they be surrounded by smoke and lava, yet she smelled like lavender and roses—flowers he’d never seen, much less scented? The touch spurred his heart to race in equal parts fear and desire, but he kept his focus locked on the back of Lucifer’s head in case he needed to push her away. 

“Your first task will be to resume where Saerkhanum left off,” Lucifer said to the Twins, his tone weary but still somehow bewitching. “Gather materials for the throne Neyuukhan builds for me. Build my dais. Carve tunnels with your claws if needed and create the rooms of our home. Go.”

Arek paused as though assuring their maker could stand under Its own power, then nodded. “Yes, Master.” He drew Alus away, whose eyes still laughed, even if his voice remained silent. 

When the Twins moved past Saer, Alus offered him a mischievous wink while Arek muttered under his breath, “We stand behind you, Eldest.” 

The reassurance was short-lived; he might not have a body to stand behind, before long. Still, Saer offered a quiet growl of gratitude as they moved past. 

Lucifer braced Itself on the nearest rocky wall and waved Its other hand. “You’re dismissed, Neyuukhan.” 

The demoness paused as though she held back a rebuttal. 

Before she could bring Lucifer’s wrath on herself, Saer growled and shrugged out of her hold, stumbling to a stiff kneel. Crimson pooled under Saer’s knee. Lightheadedness threatened to pull him over.

Lucifer pivoted and gazed upon him with tired, hooded eyes. 

Neyu’s hooves scraped and clopped as she retreated, and Saer lowered his gaze to the floor to avoid witnessing her disappointment. He swallowed past an iron-coated tongue. 

“What have you brought me, Saerkhanum?” 

No concern for his wellbeing, nor for the state he’d arrived in. Spite prickled under his skin as words lodged in his throat. Now that he’d been reunited with Neyu, that familiar and selfish urgency for more sang in his core. 

“You’ve brought me nothing,” Lucifer said, Its voice lower and colder all at once.

Saer’s stomach plummeted, his pain-riddled mind working overtime. “Master, I’ve—”

Lucifer’s disappointment and rage filtered into Its foreboding growl. 

“I’ve brought you information.” The words fled Saer’s lips, and the low rumbling from his maker quieted. 

“Say more, child.” 

“Creatures wounded me. They looked like…” Saer hesitated again. Would the description upset his maker? Would it be the last thing he said? 

“Like what, Saerkhanum?”

“Like you, Master.” He squeezed his eyes shut. 

Intrigue answered instead of anticipated pain. “Tell me more.” 

Saer exhaled, dizziness spinning in his head. “Smaller, darker, without wings. They communicated in a language I couldn’t understand.” 

“Hrm.” 

He wavered where he knelt, wounds throbbing. 

“I know you’ve never seen battle before, Saerkhanum, nor have you felt the pain of it, but that doesn’t excuse your failure to complete that which you swore to.” 

Saer held his tongue against the frustration smoldering inside. He’d been given no guidance! No one could have done better than him. 

“Show me your most severe injury.” 

Pushing past the nausea roiling in his stomach, Saer managed to transfer his shuddering weight and bring his right leg forward for the fallen angel’s scrutiny. 

Lucifer leaned in, Its eyes molten and hungry, bringing the starving surface creatures back to the forefront of Saer’s mind. 

The fallen angel grazed a hand over Saer’s hip, smearing blood. His breath hitched with the unexpected sensation, caught between craving Lucifer’s touch and guarding himself from it. 

Lucifer’s index finger lengthened and sharpened—then plunged into the worst of Saer’s wounds, just below his hip. An agonized howl caught in Saer’s throat. When Lucifer touched the base of the wound, It stopped and hovered over him, stroking the fingers of Its free hand along his muzzle. “Good, Saerkhanum. You’re already learning to tolerate pain well. That will only improve with time.” 

Saer couldn’t respond, only gasp. 

The fingertip heated within Saer’s flesh until it burned, then scalded, then cauterized. Lucifer withdrew the digit with slow intent. The concentration of Hellsfire healed him from the inside, out. It should have felt soothing. 

It was anything but. 

A harsher cry shoved against Saer’s clamped teeth. Lucifer’s searing appendage slid back through the thick, strong muscle, along tendons and ligaments. Blood boiled and flooded anew. Second after languid, nauseating second, Lucifer pulled back until only the tip of Its finger remained embedded in Saer’s leathery flesh. 

The fallen angel’s digit at last emerged from Saer’s skin, and like rock to molten lava and back, the razored tip reformed. Lucifer dipped Its hand and swept up the scalding blood pouring down Saer’s shank and thigh. 

It brought the scarlet fluid to Its lips and drank. 

Saer wavered and crumpled completely to the ground. 

A satisfied sound left his maker. “We’ll finish healing the rest of your wounds, my First. Once I have my army, we’ll prepare all of you for war. You’ll not fail me again.” 

Saer hissed through gritted teeth. If Lucifer spoke the words to shame him, it only provoked the sin he’d been molded from instead. 

With each wound healed, more of Saer’s blood spilt, and Lucifer didn’t waste any opportunity to pool the crimson fluid in Its cupped hands and drink. With each gulp, a glimmer of Lucifer’s luminescence resurged. 

It was the last observation Saer had before consciousness fled. 


      [image: ]The lights and darkness of Hell painted the backs of his eyelids differently from the surface. Flickering, rather than rising and falling. Flames, rather than…sun.

He’d not seen the sun past the overcast sky, but knew it lingered somewhere beyond. 

What more hadn’t he seen? 

Something gentle caressed his cheek, pulling him to full consciousness. Saer squinted his eyes open to find Neyu lying across from him, running graceful fingers along the lines of his face. 

The tightness within his body loosened, a long breath leaving as he absorbed her touch. 

Bliss. 

Fire surrounded them on all sides, feeding him, closing the last of his wounds. He couldn’t see what chamber they rested in—couldn’t see anything beyond her, highlighted by the resplendent, flickering blazes of Hell… 

…Lucifer hadn’t allowed them to be alone, together, for any length of time. The sudden and intrusive thought sped his heart. 

Hellsfire, she was beautiful. So beautiful, it pained him to move away from her touch. Neyu stopped him with a hand on his jaw. “The quicker you’re up, the sooner we’re separated again.” 

He stilled and met her gaze. 

“Father sent Arek to the surface to gather more information after you returned.” Neyu’s displeasure sliced through her tone.

Father? 

Saer’d never thought of the fallen angel as such. What changed? Was something ingrained in the others that hadn’t imprinted in him? Or did Lucifer ask for the title? 

What’s more, Saer’s brow quirked as his tired mind fought to understand the rest of her revelation. Lucifer sent one of the Twins to the surface? Protective apprehension flushed through him. 

“Is Arek—?” His voice scratched with disuse.

“He’s back. He’s fine. Without him, Alus was—” Neyu gave a short shake of her head, her gaze trailing down. “They were created together. I think it was a test, separating them.” She allowed the sentiment to trail off while a pensive frown took up the majority of her face. 

A test or a punishment? Saer knew the methodology well. He also knew better than to question their maker. 

The impulse to touch Neyu’s face and smooth the displeased lines there sputtered as she went on, “Arek didn’t let them see him, but he brought back more information for Father. He called them humans.” 

Humans. Did Arek feel the same pull he had, that they might house the cure for their maker? He needed to talk to him—

Neyu’s tone warmed, her nails gliding along his mandible. “I didn’t know when I’d get you back.” Her infinite eyes would be the end of him—and he still didn’t know why.

If Lucifer separated the Twins as a test, It would certainly disapprove of Neyu’s proximity to him at that moment. Displeasure meant punishment. 

“You shouldn’t be here.” Saer’s voice came rough with sleep. 

Something defiant sparked in her gaze. “Father’s improved after ingesting some of your essence, but he hasn’t left the central chamber. He finishes another. A Fifth.”

Father. He. The words still struck as odd to him, though Saer couldn’t explain why, especially not when Neyu met his stare with both challenge and yearning.

She and her eyes would definitely be the end of him. 

Saer lifted a hand to curl it on the back of hers. “Let’s not risk displeasing our maker further than I already have.” He squeezed Neyu’s palm and lowered it from his face. 

The gleam from Neyu’s expression muted, and Pride almost took the words back. She nodded and rolled away to sit before he could. 

“I’ll let him know you’re awake.” The demoness stood, all warmth from before gone, and made her way to the archway of the chamber they resided within. It must have been one of the alcoves gutted by the Twins, though he had no way of discerning which it was.

Neyu stopped at the doorway and addressed him over her shoulder. “You are Pride, but don’t let pride overtake you in everything you do.” 

The First parted his lips to ask what she meant. 

Neyu was already gone. 


      [image: ]Saer exited the chamber he’d woken in, testing his joints and craning his neck as he looked around the labyrinthine hallways dotted with pools of Hellsfire. Rooms upon rooms off corridors upon corridors with no discernible purpose leered back at him. 

Deep voices echoed from one direction, and his stiff legs limped their way. Cracks of tumbling boulders resonated louder the further Saer went—until he rounded a corner and spotted the Twins carving out their latest passageway. Though identical, Alus carried himself with lightness, a carefree aura which reflected in his ever-present, bestial grin. Arek’s shoulders never loosened, his expression severe in a way Saer appreciated and related to. 

Even if Alus’s smile made it difficult not to smile in return.

The Twins hushed when Saer’s hooves crunched behind them, spinning to take him in. Each clutched clawfuls of stones. 

Saer stopped dead. Silence pressed in on all sides.

Arek stared, but Alus unleashed a celebratory whoop and dropped the boulders he held. “He’s awake!” 

Closing the distance between their bodies, Alus snatched Saer’s clawed hand in his, and pulled him in for an embrace unlike anything Saer had ever experienced. “It’s good to finally meet you, Brother.” 

Dizzied, Saer caught the other twin’s gaze. Arek’s mouth held in a grim line, but he didn’t stop them. 

Neither pushing away nor returning the hug—for that’s what it was, wasn’t it?—Saer struggled to find words. “Can our maker hear—”

“We’re far from the central chamber. We can speak freely here.” Arek answered this time, his hard-nosed tone everything Alus’s wasn’t, even if they wielded the same voice. It sounded as though the Twins had already discussed this. Were they separated before for speaking their minds? Saer certainly had myriad thoughts he would never voice aloud to Lucifer. Before Saer could ask, Arek continued, “Father’s too busy finishing the next in line.”

Father, again. When had they begun referring to their maker as Father? Should he do the same? 

Saer swallowed, and Alus finally released him, slapping his shoulder. “He’ll be glad to see you up and about.” 

He couldn’t control the wry huff that escaped, though it did earn him a curious, narrowed glance from Arek. 

Something about it rankled him. “Say what you will, Areknar.”

Arek made a show of tipping his head this way and that, like he weighed the wisdom in doing so. 

A bark of impatience sat at the edge of Saer’s throat when Alus jabbed his twin in the gut. “You’re his favorite.” 

“What?” 

Arek glared at Alus, but Alus rewarded Saer with a subtle twist of his lips. “He frets over you, compares the rest of us to you, and commanded us to look in on your recovery when he couldn’t make it down the corridors.” Alus spoke without any tinge of jealousy, but simple statement of fact, punctuated by the glinting happiness in his silver eyes. “You’re First.” 

“And favored,” Arek said, repeating Alus’s earlier observation, but with a drier inflection. 

Saer frowned, unsure of how to answer. The words didn’t surprise him, though he wondered at the implications. 

He should be glad, shouldn’t he? 

Why was only half of him glad, the other half strangely cautious?

Arek pointed with his chin at the corridor entrance where Saer came from. “You shouldn’t keep him waiting.” 

As warm as Alus was, Arek kept to business. Saer paused, then lifted his chin. “You went to the surface, Areknar.” 

Greed’s lavender eyes tightened at the corners. “I did. Observation only. After my report, he dismissed me to continue our work until you woke.” 

“What did you see?” Saer allowed some of his urgency to lace through the question. 

Arek tapped his claws on the boulders he still held. “Men. Women. Children.” 

“Children?” 

“Boys and girls. They grow into men and women, but all start as helpless, pink things.” 

Saer blinked and Arek’s lip corner pulled at one edge. “You’ll see.” 

He wanted to ask more questions, but one rose above the rest. “Did you sense the cure in them? The humans?” 

A flash of clever consideration passed through Arek’s gaze. “I didn’t get close enough. But something…” He ticked his tongue against the roof of his mouth. “There’s something under the surface.” 

So, Arek had sensed it as well. 

When Saer asked nothing more, Arek inclined his head in acknowledgment and turned away. 

His encounter with the Twins kept Saer’s mind off the dissipating ache in the rest of his muscles as he ambled towards—he hoped—the central chambers. True to Arek’s earlier statement, after he’d turned enough corners, all sounds of their ongoing banter disappeared. 

The corridors widened after another stretch, and the familiar echo of Lucifer’s enraptured voice found his ears. The sound both drew and chilled him, and Saer’s gait stuttered as he crossed the threshold into the familiar arena where he’d been made. Neyu worked across the room, and while she offered him a sideways glimpse, she didn’t give him any other indication she’d noticed him. 

The disregard panged low in his stomach.

As though sensing his presence, Lucifer stopped Its work long enough to offer Saer a sharp glance, neither pleased nor displeased. Some embedded instinct demanded he throw himself at the fallen angel’s feet, the need for approval distressing—and at war with innate pride. 

The more time Saer spent away from Lucifer, the stronger the kaleidoscope of confounding impulses highlighted when he stood in Its presence.

Which side of his mind did he listen to? 

Lucifer ripped Its attention away from Saer and leaned over the finished shell of the Fifth Daemoenic. 

Her skin reflected the crimson of blood, with sinewy muscles honed to deadly precision. Their maker built her for combat and destruction. Her body, without a sound, howled for war. 

Wrath herself boasted claws, hooves, and winged talons of shining ebony. Her similarly onyx horns jutted forward, threatening to gore anyone in her path. She’d been made smaller than her prior kin, though it would be the gravest mistake to underestimate her. 

Saer thought all this before he knew her name, before she opened her eyes. 

When Lucifer kissed her eyelids and bade her gaze upon It, the First went to Its side and lowered himself to a waiting kneel as he observed. 

“Runeakaelishalentannas. My Runeakael. Welcome.” 

Runeak focused on their maker with eyes the color of swirling, soulless void. She regarded Lucifer, then shifted her attention, pausing upon Saer. 

Gooseflesh rose on Pride’s arms, but he lifted his chin in acknowledgement.

Runeak’s head craned to the side, spurring an insane thought—that her gaze could cut through metal like the keenest blade through thick, pink skin. 

Sister. Again, the instinctual connection formed, different from Neyu, different from the Twins. A first impression, made and solidified.

“Runeakael.” The fallen angel’s hand cupped the side of her monstrous face as It led her through the same vow of servitude. Runeak growled her response through razor-sharp teeth, equal parts murderous and hungry to obey.

“You’ll craft a training ring for me,” Lucifer said. “Find my Alustar and Areknar to clear a space large enough for all the Daemoenica to engage in battle. You may communicate with them to achieve your ends. Do you understand?” 

The demoness’s low voice carried a constant, dangerous edge. “Yes, Master.” 

The fallen angel made an elegant gesture with a hand, dismissing the Fifth. 

Runeak inclined her head to Neyu as they passed one another. A mutual respect hung between the two, as though Wrath recognized Lust’s different—but no less capable or ruthless—gifts. No hostility. Only understanding. 

“Saerkhanum.” Lucifer’s voice came as an exhausted wisp. 

How could his heart flutter and plummet at the same time? He offered a short growl to acknowledge Lucifer’s address. 

“The humans you saw on the surface were molded by my father. Your grandfather.” 

Saer frowned, more uneasy questions rising, but he remained silent. 

Lucifer’s heavy sigh weighed on his shoulders. “The key will lie in them to restore me. To continue building my army. It has to.” 

Saer shifted. 

“Say what you will, child.” 

He shut his eyes, despising the words on the tip of his tongue. But, he’d made a vow to serve and protect, and pride demanded he be the best in both of those things. “Retaking some of my blood seems to have restored you in part, Master.” 

A sharp scrape and flutter of wings served as his only warning.

Saer’s head suddenly craned to the side, almost thrown off balance. Lucifer had snagged one of his horns, yanking him partway to the floor. “Are you suggesting I undo my centuries of work and consume you, Saerkhanum? That you leave my services for me to start over? Did I not make you perfect?” 

Saer’s throat tightened, the strain near to snapping his neck. His words left in a surge. “There is no question of your craftsmanship, Master!” 

A sudden hush fell on the rest of the chamber, and he knew Neyu and Runeak both watched. Innate pride flared, molten hot, and Saer bit his tongue against any further words he might have voiced. 

Lucifer scoffed and shoved Saer away as abruptly as he’d been snatched. He caught himself on a palm to keep from tipping over, heart hammering. 

You’re his favorite. Alus’s words from earlier mocked as an echo in the back of his mind. 

Favored. 

Saer swallowed hard, pushing pride down with it. 

“You’ll all need a way to infiltrate them.” Lucifer’s tone shifted from outrage to musing in a heartbeat, walking around Saer. “I’ll mold you a second form. One akin to theirs.” The fallen angel’s fingertips brushed against Saer’s back, gliding along a newly-healed wing, and a shiver ran down his spine—a combination of fear and rapture. “Tell me more about them, my child. As much as you can recall. Leave out nothing.” 

Saer attempted to tame the pounding of his heart, and he did everything in his power to obey the given command, wondering how much of his information repeated what Arek must have already relayed. He expounded upon all he could recall of the surface creatures and didn’t dare look for Neyu—or any of his other kin—though the scraping and moving of molten rock resumed, if hesitant. 

His maker asked clarifying questions where needed, the resentment of before forgotten. At the end of it all, Lucifer crouched and tucked Its palm under the First’s maw. “Look at me, my Saerkhanum.” 

Saer did, struck by his creator’s enthralling features as much as on the day of his birth—now accompanied by an undercurrent of trepidation. Lucifer studied the lines of Saer’s brow, running fingertips over his cheekbones, along the ridge of his nose, the delicate curves and creases at the edges of his lips. “Your other form will be just as immaculate. Gather more Hellsfire.”
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Lucifer began at Saer’s silver hooves. 

He refused to cry out, swallowing screams behind gritted teeth as his weary maker stretched and reformed his flesh, altered bones, and reattached structures for him to adopt the shape of humanity’s two-legged stance. 

“You’re doing well, my Saerkhanum,” Lucifer whispered as It sculpted his calf muscle, pulling its rigid tendon to adhere to Saer’s heel bone with Hellsfire. “You’ll be exquisite.” 

Each approving word swelled in Saer’s chest, warring with pain. Deep aching flared with periods of sharp agony, and Saer stood through it all—a slab of marble repurposed by Lucifer’s artistry. 

The fallen angel took immense time and care with Saer’s flesh, draining it of the onyx hue until—Saer noted through ragged breaths—his flawless skin shone as pale as his maker’s. 

It was worth it. The pride in mirroring his creator in any way warmed through him; no one could argue Lucifer’s beauty.

His maker worked Its way up, and Saer struggled to control his trembling with the long sweeps made against his torso, his abdominal musculature, his hips, his arms. 

“Humanity won’t be able to resist you,” the fallen angel murmured. 

Saer wanted to ask what his creator meant, but feared parting his lips, lest he howl in anguish. He focused on the thudding of his heart, the in-and-out of the air in his lungs. 

Too much and too little time passed before Lucifer reached Saer’s face. His creator’s thumb grazed over his mandible. “Look at me, my Saerkhanum.” 

Saer shifted his gaze to Lucifer’s, and his creator smiled. “Your pain, so like mine. It’s spellbinding.” 

His brow furrowed, unsure of how to respond. 

One of the fallen angel’s fingers touched the corner of Saer’s right eye. “You’ll keep your eyes. My eyes. My perfect likeness.” 

Saer had never seen his reflection. With Lucifer’s declaration, he realized he’d been given irises the color of ice, alight with blue fire. 

Lucifer’s eyes. 

The fallen angel moved to Saer’s jaw. “I’ll give you lips fit for tempting, a strong jawline to counteract their softness.” Lucifer squinted, as though picturing Saer’s finished face in Its mind. “Black hair, so our eyes might stand out more.” 

Our eyes. 

Saer swallowed, his heart stumbling at the thought of the pain to come. He never tore his gaze from Lucifer’s face. 

“And these.” Lucifer’s focus shifted outward, Its palm sliding up along one of Saer’s horns. “These I’ll change to hair. You’ll keep them. Silver crescents to frame your desirable face, apart from the black tresses.” The fallen angel nodded to Itself, a slow and contemplative motion. “You’ll be my masterpiece. Lower your gaze, Saerkhanum.” 

Saer couldn’t deny the sharp spike of umbrage and denial in his heart whenever Lucifer commanded he lower his gaze. But he did, and braced for further torture. 

He wasn’t disappointed. 

Once finished, Lucifer slumped, and would have collapsed if Saer hadn’t caught his maker by Its arms. The fallen angel leaned into Saer, pressing Its forehead to his. They listened to one another’s breathing, the sculpted shaking with residual torment, the sculptor with unfathomable exhaustion. 

“Travel back to the surface,” Lucifer whispered. “Bring me what I need, Saerkhanum.” 

Tell me what you need! he wanted to scream. Instead, Saer replied with a hushed tone to match, “Anything and everything, Master.” 

He wished he could see Neyu before leaving again. 

Lucifer’s weary lips smiled, and Saer paused, his chest aching to witness it. His maker created him. His maker loved him. His maker deserved the best he had to give. 

As soon as Lucifer could stand again on Its own, Saer stepped away. The sooner he left, the sooner he could come back to It. To Hell. 

To Neyu. 

Hellsfire swallowed him, returning him to Earth.


      [image: ]Saer’s arrival met with a cacophony of alarmed shouts and activity, forcing him into an immediate, defensive stance as his Hellsfire snuffed out. 

He stood in a circle of charred remains, a field of tall stalks surrounding him on all sides. What vegetation had escaped Saer’s Hellsfire reached taller than his head in neat rows, planted with deliberate precision. A crispness hung in the atmosphere—it didn’t carry the same bite he’d experienced before, though Saer’s every exhale still painted the air. The low-hanging sun cast ample light in a blue sky, moving towards warm hues of orange and pink.

Hollers closed in from multiple directions and Saer readied to strike down the makers of such sounds on sight. The memory of their spears and his subsequent punishment lay fresh in his mind. He bared his teeth, forcing a barked growl past his human lips when the stalks parted before him. 

A figure froze, dark eyes wide. His head came to Saer’s chest, and his scrawny, brown torso held the beginnings of lean muscle. A smaller human. A…boy.

The human yelled over his shoulder, sounds of warning. Voices answered him, but all movement stopped. 

Saer growled again, his muscles tensed. Ready. 

The boy held out his empty hands. He wore bottoms made of animal skins, but nothing on his upper half. A mess of black hair half-covered his dark eyes. This human didn’t have a sharp stick. And he didn’t appear intent on attacking. 

Saer relaxed some of his guard. 

The young human gestured at Saer’s naked body, something between confusion and incredulity on his face. Did they cover themselves with skins to avoid the cold? That, he could understand. 

Shouts resurged behind the boy, taller figures appearing, and Saer tensed again, a rumble in his throat. 

He didn’t expect the boy to show him his back, nor the exasperated but somehow calm yell as he called for—Saer assumed—de-escalation. 

These creatures of the Grandfather held similar mannerisms and expressions to his maker. And not. He recalled what Lucifer said as well as what he’d felt during his first encounter. These humans must hold the key to his maker’s recovery. 

He made an effort to relax once more, though his eyes darted to and fro, hunting for any incoming threat. In the end, his gaze returned to the boy. 

No sticks or weapons. No fear in the young man’s eyes. 

The boy touched his palm to his own chest. “Ruki,” he said. 

Saer narrowed his eyes and stopped his growl at last. 

The one calling himself Ruki patted his sternum. “Ruki.” 

“Ruki.” Saer attempted to repeat the sound, then frowned at the feel of words coming from his new throat, the way his tongue worked in a mouth he had no practice using. He ran that same tongue along the roof of his mouth, then over his flatter teeth. 

Ruki grinned, and somehow it looked different than when the Daemoenica snarled. It reminded Saer of the Twins. 

“You?” The boy pointed at Saer when he said the word, and though Saer didn’t speak their language, he understood well enough. 

He raised his hand and touched his chest, the mirror of what Ruki did. 

Another of the Grandfather’s creatures burst through the plant stalks—an older version of Ruki with red paint on his face and torso—and snagged the boy’s arm while yelling. Saer took a shuffled step backwards and flexed his arms, readying to strike or flee as the man forced himself between Saer and Ruki. He yelled and gestured at Saer’s nakedness. 

Why did they all care so much that he was naked? 

More nearby shouts rose. Ruki shoved himself around the man, and they wrestled for position. Control was slipping as tensions rose. This could end as before—Saer attacked and returning in failure. 

He had no more time for indecision. 

Slapping his own sternum, he yelled to be heard above the quarreling duo, “Saer!” 

They halted their movements, and a surge of pride welled in Saer’s chest. Once again, Ruki grinned, then uttered a series of excited phrases to the man who appeared intent on protecting him. 

The man gazed at Saer with distrustful eyes. “Saer,” he said in a cautious voice. 

Saer nodded, then pointed at Ruki. “Ruki.” He pointed at the adult man and cocked his eyebrow. 

Ruki laughed. 

The man looked like he tasted ash on his tongue. “Asheda,” he said. 

Something heated emanated from the man, familiar to Saer. He’d felt it once before, when one of the other humans approached him during his first trip to Earth—a warmth that touched his skin, not born of fire. It flared when the man spoke his own name. 

“Asheda,” Saer repeated, the sounds still difficult for his new tongue. 

Asheda huffed and assessed Saer from head to toe, taking in his lack of clothes, his far paler complexion, then the scorched landscape he appeared upon. 

After too long, Ruki tugged on Asheda’s arm and uttered another series of rushed words. Asheda listened with apparent doubt, but eventually shifted his focus back to Saer, who remained in place. 

Saer looked back with annoyed impassivity. 

An aggravated sound left Asheda, and he pointed a finger at Saer, then at Ruki, issuing what could only be a warning by his tone of voice. 

Protective. 

The trait resonated with him. This man worried Saer would harm the boy. 

As Ruki had when Saer first spotted him, he lifted his own hands to show them empty and benign. 

Asheda sneered, then barked more orders behind them. Other voices answered. Before long, another man came from the stalks with a sort of fur blanket. Asheda took it from him and unfolded it, holding it out to Saer. 

What in the Hells was he supposed to do with that? 

He stared at it, then shot a skeptical look at the man. 

Ruki offered a subdued laugh, then darted forward and grabbed the blanket before Asheda could protest. He stepped closer to Saer, then wrapped the fur around his own, skinny shoulders, modeling it for him. Saer tipped his head, but nodded, then held his hand out. If they felt more comfortable with him clothed, so be it. 

Grinning once more, the boy closed the distance between them and placed the blanket in Saer’s waiting palm. 
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Sins of my Maker

I forsake thee
In pain and in Pride
fomales thes Born out of fire
but forged in ice
I was the demon
Loyal to you you saw as a prize
I had lost the sight

of what you gave me
was less than my right
Until like a storm
she crashed into me
And in Lust, I learned
what love could be
Sins of my Maker
I forsake thee

In pain and in Pride

I forsake thee S
is the beauty
who offered life to dust
And you will rue the day

you made me

Fallen’s First

~ Mirai Amell
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