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  To Paul, the light in my darkness. 
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Lucian Elysium





Ten Years Ago

The only thing I knew about love was it had no purpose but to make one stupid and weak. 

To love is to fall.

And oh, how far I’d fallen. Not literally, but I had dropped from grace, from Her grace.

Sitting on my obsidian throne, with the skulls of my most cherished battle victories adorning the base, I threw a leg over the armrest and watched Malachi roughly handle a newly arrived pedophile.

If there is one sin I cannot stand above all else, it is humans molesting their children.

“You’re going to scream for me, Kevin. Remember when those babies screamed when you violated them?” Malachi snapped his fingers and the man’s clothes disappeared, revealing his old, flabby stomach and limp dick.

“Whatever is the matter?” I asked, enjoying the strands of fear sliding through the air from his terror. If I were to open my mouth and stick out my tongue, they’d taste like the sweetest wine.

He whimpered, his face contorting between revulsion and ecstasy as he stared at me.

“Being tortured doesn’t get you off when you’re not the one in control, huh?” I sneered at the line of snot hanging from his nose.

These humans are always so sure they will never get caught or punished for their despicable acts.

“Puh-please,” he begged. “I swear to touch no kids again. Give me another chance.” He held his bound hands in front of his chest as if to pray.

“Oh, I know you won’t.” I rose and slowly descended the steps of my dais.

A lava bubble burst from an opening in the floor next to my newest sinner. Several red-hot drops of magma landed on his bare hip. He let loose a high-pitched yelp and beat at his smoking flesh.

Malachi called forth a long, black whip from the ether, then snapped it a few times.

The barbed leather tip stopped only inches from the despicable child molester. "Please! I'm sorry." His voice grated on my nerves.

When I stood before them both, I held out my palm. “Give the whip to me.”

Malachi grinned, his violet eyes dancing with excitement. “My Lord.” He bowed deeply, then placed it into my waiting fingers.

I tested out the whip’s weight with a swift crack in the sulfurous air right above the human's head.

Kevin’s breaths came rapidly, his stare riveted to the dark leather curled in my hand.

Honestly, I really didn’t need to test the weapon. I had unlimited power from Hell’s ether. My thoughts could kill with a simple command. I could reach inside a person’s brain to find every hidden depravity, every dark, delicious sin…I could even bring someone to life if I’d been feeling generous.

For the record, I’d lost all generosity during the Angel Wars, back when God had decided to cast me away and create Her precious humans. Her reckless action had forced me to this plane to dole out their punishments.

But over the years, I’d recruited other angels who, like me, had gotten fed up with Heaven’s shit.

Our constant struggle—the Fallen and Heaven’s gatekeepers—vying for souls kept the universe in balance.

But, oh…how I do love to test her limits.

If it hadn’t been for my own self-preservation, I would’ve waged a new war on Heaven that would’ve made that first tussle look like toy soldiers lying in the dirt.

“Oh God, oh God, oh God,” Kevin cried, yellow piss running down the inside of his thigh.

“God has no ears in my domain.” Just the thought of her presence intruding in my world drove a spike of anger into my blood.

I flicked the whip. The tip sliced the skin of his cheek. Blood welled from the cut and rolled down his face.

“I am your God now, and my wrath has been awoken.”

Malachi flared his dark wings, almost giddy with elation from the bitter scent of terror and impending violence.

Though this human’s physical body had perished on Earth, his soul had manifested a corporeal form. Humans were too ignorant and weak to understand they didn’t require a sack of flesh and bones to exist.

Makes my job of punishment too easy.

Before he could blink, I struck the whip and sliced off his cock.

For a few seconds, only the distant rumble of Mount Ignis and the popping, hissing magma flowing through my chamber broke the silence.

Kevin’s eyes widened and he jerked his chin downward to inspect his goods.

Or lack thereof.

“That is only the beginning of your punishment.” I threw the whip to Malachi, who caught it easily in his fingers. “Have fun. I grow tired of listening to his mewls.”

“With pleasure, Lord.” Malachi lashed the man across the back, then halted, his hand still upraised, the leather of the whip dangling in the stifling air. “Are you well, Lucian?”

“Of course I am well,” I said, flexing my wings. “Why would you ask such a question?”

“You just seem…distant.”

He was right. I did feel removed from this current torture session. How many times had I been through this old song and dance?

Countless eons.

The truth? Boredom gnawed at my soul, and everyone knows the saying about idle hands…
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[image: ]

Lucian Elysium





Ten Years Ago

Agiggle roused me, and I opened an eye. 

My bedroom, tucked at the top of Sheol, my obsidian fortress, was alight with soft candles placed strategically around the room. Long, black silk curtains hid the view of the distant volcano and reddish desert.

“My Prince,” an orange-haired succubus named Jerica purred, nibbling her way down my bare torso. “Do you wish for more pleasure?”

“Of course, he does.” Jerilyn, Jerica’s sister, trailed a long fingernail down my upper arm as she leaned into my neck and licked the skin.

They’d been a pleasant past-time last night, and their tongues had performed magical feats to my dick.

But I was no longer in the mood this morning. Something had disturbed my rest and I couldn’t place its disruption.

“Leave me,” I said, waving a hand toward the door.

“But, Lord, we—”

I pulled on the shadows in the room, pulling them so tight that the oppressive black snuffed out the candles. “Now.”

With a yelp, Jerilyn and Jerica flew from the bed to careen out the door, their naked asses flashing in the darkness.

Something is amiss.

The anomaly, like a tiny, buzzing insect, drew my attention to the background static in my head, the prayers spoken in my name. Most I ignored.

Did the stupid humans really expect I—Lucifer the Fallen—would want anything to do with their sorry lots? They were the entire reason for my misery. I hated them.

Well, all except one.

Cain Dameron was the exception. He was my son. And truly, he was only half human. One day I’d reveal his Nephilim status and gift him with the wings he’d been lusting after for millennia. If he can ever prove he’s truly one of us.

He held himself back. Terrible sins required terrible punishments. He’d learn. Some day.

I called on the ether and formed my uniform—a black shirt with a ruby insignia fastened to the collar showing my commander status, soft leather boots, and midnight-colored pants.

“Something taints the prayers.” I cocked my head, listening to the internal voices, sifting through them until one called out, its sound sweet and pure, unlike the dark prayers usually muttered with sadistic fervency.

I smoothed my hair, giving myself a quick glance in the floor-length mirror against the wall.

My reflection stared back. From my straight locks to my eyes, everything deepest black except my bronzed skin and the lower feathers of my wings, which were a deep scarlet.

That incessant prayer called once more, and I honed my attention inward.

'And dear God, please protect Lucifer. I know you don’t hate him because the Bible says to love everyone, and that hate is a sin.'

I stumbled forward, grabbing one of the wooden bedposts.

Someone prayed for me?

Rage built in my blood, turning it into a roiling river of fire.

How dare they ask God to protect me.

I locked onto the idiot’s location and opened a portal to Earth.

I will kill them slowly, starting with burning their flesh from their bones in the Lake of Fire, then I’ll show them just how much protection I need from—

I appeared in a small room without windows.

A tiny girl, eight or nine, knelt in front of a small bed, her hands clasped together in front of her chest. Mahogany-colored curls cascaded down her back.

“And if it’s not too much to ask, God, maybe you can help Sister Carrie find a new book for me to read. Amen.”

I immediately cloaked myself in shadows to hide my presence.

The anger, still funneling through my body, receded to a dull throb.

When the child stood, she held her hands downward, feeling for the edges of her covers.

A nightlight shone next to the bed, but even with the light, she stumbled as if it was completely dark.

I strolled to the end of the bed, my curiosity getting the better of me.

She gingerly lowered herself to the mattress, then pulled the covers over her legs. Glancing in my direction for a moment, she blinked, and I was certain she could see me.

I shifted my feet. Why in the world is this tiny human child praying for me? Disgust welled in my stomach.

God would be laughing her ass off right now.

“Who’s there?” the girl asked, still staring at me.

I frowned. How in damnation could she see—

“You smell nice.” She motioned me to come closer. “Like cinnamon, and something else.” Her nose wrinkled and she sniffed the air.

I couldn’t decide if I wanted to blink away or speak with her.

“My name’s Anna Sill.” She smiled, revealing dimples in each round cheek.

She was a disgustingly cute kid. I had to hold back a gag.

“What’s your name?”

The kid has no sense of self-preservation. I sighed. Well, she prayed for me, so the least I can do is show her what kind of monster I truly am.

Once she beheld my angelic self, she’d cry herself into a coma and never pray over my wellbeing again.

It will serve the little demon right.

I removed the shadows and spread my wings, peering directly into her pupils, illuminating the room with ether light, giving the area a purple hue.

“I am Lucian. You know, the one you prayed for.” I ground my teeth together.

She didn’t flinch. Instead, she stared at a spot behind my shoulder.

I turned and gave the area a glance. Only white plaster, crumbling and old, graced the wall.

Frowning, I twisted back around and stalked toward the side of the bed to stand beside her.

She should be shivering with fear.

Her head turned to follow my movement, but her eyes didn’t quite match my momentum.

“Are you really the devil then?” she asked, her mouth opening in astonishment or stupidity, it was hard to tell.

I lowered myself to meet her stare, supporting my weight on the balls of my feet and flaring my wings outward, determined to cower the whelp into terror so she’d never bother me again.

Anna didn’t bat an eyelash. Instead, she perked up and cocked her head as if listening to my motions, as if she couldn’t…

I sucked in a breath.

As if she can’t see.

“Do you really have wings like the Bible says?”

I could only nod my head, then realized she couldn’t see the gesture.

Bloody damn fool.

“Yes,” I said, gripping the edges of the mattress.

I should leave right this instant. But if I left before scaring the shit out of her, she might continue to pray for me.

And I just couldn’t have that.

“Can I touch your wings?” Her eyebrows lifted, and she raised her small hand, stretching her fingers as if waiting for my okay.

“I-I suppose.” I turned a bit and pulled my wings closer to my body.

Her fingers searched, only finding empty air.

I moved closer, letting the feathers ruffle against her fingertips.

She giggled. “They’re soft, like a brand-new pillow.”

No one had ever compared my wings to a pillow before.

I sneered and pulled them from her grasp. “They’re divine, not pillows. Do you even understand what that word means?” Seriously. A pillow? I was aghast at such an ugly comparison.

“Which word—divine or pillow?” An impish grin curved her mouth.

“I see you have a sense of humor.”

“Yeah. Sometime Sister Mary hits me over the knuckles when I make jokes. It hurts. A lot.”

The visual image she created made me pause. “Anna?”

“Yeah?”

“Where… No, what is this place?” I had a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach as to where I was, but I needed her to confirm my suspicion.

“An orphanage called the Holy Sisters of Charity.” She put her hands in her lap. “The Sisters said my parents didn’t want me when I was a baby because I was sick and blind. They say I’m lucky God loves all children, or I might’ve been placed in a bad home.”

Inside, I seethed. Of course, they would tell her that. Wretched creatures.

“But that can’t be completely true, can it? Because I remember being able to see colors for a little while, when I was little, until my eyes went completely dark.”

The ability to form words escaped me. I didn’t normally deal with children because number one: they were true innocents. Number two: no matter what vicious punishments I dealt, I would never allow my army to hurt children. Human adults were quite adept at hurting their young, and I was more than happy to deal with the grown-up scum.

“Are you still here, Lucian?” A tiny line creased her brow.

“Yes, Anna. I am still here.”

“Do you think the sisters are right, that my parents left me here because I’m broken?”

I sat on the cold floor, propped my elbow on my knee, and leaned my chin into a palm. “I can’t answer that, but I have a question for you. Why were you praying for me?”

“Because I love you.” She beamed a smile my way.

Frozen in place, all I could do was stare at this tiny, perplexing human and wonder what kind of fucked-up cosmic joke God was playing on me.
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Anna Sill





Ten Years Ago

Though I couldn’t see him, I could tell by the way he spoke and his careful steps he must be beautiful. Besides, the Bible said all angels were beautiful, sometimes so much they hurt a person’s eyes.

At least I don’t have to worry about that. And he doesn’t act disgusted or scared while talking to me, like most adults do.

At least, not that I could detect.

My room, which normally smelled of lemon cleaners and mothballs, now smelled of cinnamon and some other scent I couldn’t place. Woodsmoke with a hint of something spicy, like pepper?

“Anna,” Lucian said in his low, smooth voice. “You don’t understand love, not yet.”

“I do too. Sister Carrie says love doesn’t see what’s on the surface. She says real love is accepting everything about a person, their flaws and sins and pureness in the soul and still believing in them despite their imperfections.” It was true. She’d told me this just the other day, when I’d asked her to explain why some of the other kids called me names and tripped me when I walked the halls with my cane.

“They are frightened of what they don’t understand,” she’d said as she held my hand and pulled me from the library. “But even so, you must still love and pray that they will open their hearts and walk the path of God.”

I tried to love and forgive them, I really did, but sometimes it was hard to keep my anger inside.

His soft footfalls paced in front of my bed, the sound of the soles a soft thud with each step, making the third floorboard squeak.

“I am going to have a little chat with this Sister Carrie,” he whispered under his breath, probably not realizing how sharp my hearing had become over the years.

“Oh, can you ask her if Father Martin has gotten the money to buy me some new braille books, or a tablet that’ll let me listen to audiobooks?” He’d been promising for the past three months to get new books, but he’d also said the economy was tough and the church needed every bit of the dwindling tithes for the orphanage’s upkeep.

Lucian sighed, the sound long and drawn out.

I don’t know why the devil didn’t scare me. Father Martin spoke of Satan as if he were an angry god who’d kill a person as easily as look at them, but he seemed nice to me.

Reaching under my bed, I shoved my hand between the box spring and cold metal slats and felt for my contraband.

“What are you doing?”

When my fingertips brushed worn edges, I pulled out the book with triumph and held it to where I assumed Lucian must be standing.

“Can you tell me what kind of book this is? I found it in Sister Carrie’s room. When I asked her to read me the title, she yelled and snatched it away.”

Lucian laughed, the rumble of his amusement deep and magical.

“Oh, Anna. Are you a little thief?” He gently pried it from my fingers. The sound of ruffling pages filled the air. He snickered.

“She threw it in the trash. I heard it hit the metal can, so I came back later and dug it out. I figured if it made her that angry, there had to be a reason.” I grinned, trying to imagine what Sister Carrie must look like when mad. “I just wish it was in braille so I could read the story.”

“This…” The air stirred near my cheek and the floor creaked, as if he’d moved closer. “This is not an appropriate book for a child. I bet Sister Dearest had to give herself forty lashes that day after being found out.”

“She was sure angry with me.”

“I have no doubt.” He patted the top of my head a couple of times, reminding me of how I petted stray dogs. “It’s called Fifty Shades of Gray. Perhaps when you are much older, you can ask her about it.” Another chuckle floated my way. “As delightful as this conversation has been, I must leave, little Anna.”

“Wait,” I squeaked, reaching in his direction, panic rising in my chest at the thought of being alone again. “Can’t you stay for just a little longer? The rest of the kids are still in the game room for movie night and…” I sniffed, fighting tears that threatened to spill out. I didn’t want to admit I was lonely and bored, and I certainly didn’t want to cry like a baby in front of the angel. How many times had I prayed to God, and he’d never appeared? But the one time I prayed for Lucian; he’d shown up almost immediately.

“And what? You thought you would just call up the devil to keep you company?” His tone hardened. “I am not some entity at your beck and call, human. I am darkness and pain and punishment.”

“Seem pretty nice to me,” I mumbled, feeling blood heat my cheeks, embarrassed yet irritated, too. I’d asked God to protect him, it wasn’t as if I knew my prayer would make him appear, like I did it on purpose.

He growled, and a slight breeze stirred near my upper arm, tickling the skin.

One of his wings, I bet.

I giggled and reached for it, needing to touch the soft feathers again.

“Impossible little human.” The gentle brush fell away. “Do not pray for me again, or you will be sorry.”

The pressure in the room dropped and a faint pop cut through the room, and then I was alone.

I could feel the solitude in the silence, in the absence of his scent, in the way the room seemed bigger without his presence.

“Goodnight, Lucian.” Turning onto my side, I wrapped myself with the thick comforter, rubbing the pad of my thumb over the silky feather I’d snatched from his wing.
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Lucian Elysium





Ten Years Ago

The next day, I sat in a war council with my fellow Chosen. We were orchestrating the beginnings of a human protest outside the steps of the United States Capitol when a sweet voice invaded my thoughts. 

I gnashed my teeth and ignored the call.

Samael’s golden stare lifted to me. “My Lord, everything okay?”

Nodding, I waved a hand. “Yes. I just need some air.” I stood and excused myself from the meeting.

‘And even though you said he’s evil, God, he didn’t seem so bad. I think he’s just unhappy and bored, like me. And he has the most beautifully soft wings…’

Anger flared hot in my chest. I blinked to Anna’s room with my fists clenched.

The little shit is about to get a dose of reality.

Kneeling beside her bed once more, with her tiny hands clasped together, she was the perfect picture of a cherub.

“Anna,” I growled, fighting an urge to blast out a wave of shadows, which would’ve done nothing to scare her since she couldn’t see. “I thought I told you to stop praying for me.”

“Lucian!” She splayed her fingers against the bed and stood, carefully turning in my direction. “You could hear that?” Her eyebrows climbed her forehead.

I cast a glance at the ceiling and willed my heart to stop galloping. “Any time you include me in your prayers, whether you use my name or not, I can hear it. Stop.”

“But I didn’t say your name.” She smiled, her sightless eyes roving the room.

God, I swear if you don’t put an end to this, I’ll…blast her to cinders.

Yet, I knew I wouldn’t. I steered as far from children as possible. They made me jumpy with their grubby hands, harsh truths, and pure souls.

Must handle this delicately.

“What can I do to assure you I need no favors or protection from…God?” I nearly choked on the sentence, imagining God’s eyes alight with amusement at my predicament.

“Nothing.” Anna shrugged and bit her bottom lip, then sat on her cheap, shabby bed.

The ceiling felt as if it was closing in on me, so I lowered myself to the floor, pulling my wings inward to keep the tips from brushing the bare wood.

“Surely there is something you desire. I have the power to give you anything.” I wanted to peek into her soul, to discover what she craved more than anything else, yet I couldn’t. It would be an invasion of the worst sort.

“I don’t know.” Her face fell and she smoothed the hem of her nightgown. “Father Martin says I have everything I need.”

This child, blind for years, could’ve asked for her sight and I would have given serious thought to restoring it just to keep myself out of her prayers. Yet she asked for nothing.

If my heart hadn’t shriveled up and died an eternity ago, it might’ve wept.

I bowed my head and cradled it in my palms.

Lucifer Morningstar Elysium, the strongest angel under the Heavens, defeated by a nine-year-old human.

“It would be nice to visit the art museum.”

I jerked my face up in astonishment. “But you can’t bloody see.”

She crossed her arms over her chest. “I know, but I still remember what some of those paintings looked like. There was this one, I can’t remember everything because I was little, maybe five, and it was right before my eyes finally went completely black, but it had a huge tree with rough, brown bark and a red apple. There were people in it, too, but all I could really see were those colors—brown, red, and green—and I wondered what the paint would feel like if I touched it.”

“Well, I can’t very well take you to an art museum.” The idea was preposterous. “Why don’t you ask your Sisters of Celibacy? I’m sure they would love to—”

“I did, but they said it would be wasted time and effort since I couldn’t see the paintings, anyhow.”

“Well, they have a point.” I scowled, hating that I agreed with their decision.

“But I could still touch the pictures. Did you know each color has a different texture? White is thick because it requires a lot of titanium oxide, and yellows are thin and runny. I think I’d be able to see the picture in my mind if I could just run my fingers over the dried paint. It would help me to paint my own picture in my head.”

I could only stare, taking in her springy curls and hopeful expression.

What the fuck does she want from me? I was no babysitter here for her amusement, to take her on sight-seeing tours to a museum like a benevolent guardian angel tasked with her safety.

Suddenly, a pressing need to escape from the suffocating room became unbearable, forcing me to stand.

“Anna, please don’t pray for me, about me, or to me. You are disrupting my life.”

Her brown eyes dulled, and she dropped her chin toward her chest. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to be a problem.”

“Well, you are,” I bit out, placing my hands on my hips. “Worry about yourself, not me. As you get older, you’ll find the only thing that matters in this wretched world is what happens to you, not anyone else.”

Unable to bear her sad expression, I blinked to my castle, fighting a wave of irritation and shame.

Why should I feel guilty? I told her nothing but the truth.
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Ten Years Ago

Itossed and turned in my bed, unable to rest, unable to sate myself even with three delicious succubae to keep me company. 

Something about that blind girl—Anna, her name is Anna—had gotten under my skin and I couldn’t stop thinking about her life, her tiny room. It couldn’t have been bigger than a closet, as if she’d been an afterthought, an extra child with no other use than to take up space.

“Get the fuck out,” I snarled to the women. Impatient while waiting for them to wake their lazy asses up, I blinked them into the volcano.

Why did I even bother with them last night? I’d been rather unimpressed by their efforts. Sex had become a boring, uninspiring past time, a way to dawdle between punishments, with one day blending into another, each decade fading to a century.

The boredom of eternity yawned its invisible mouth and I glowered, cursing God once more for Her part in my existence. How much more of this life can I withstand before I’m driven mad?

Something was missing, yet I couldn’t fathom what it might be. I had everything a God could want—worshippers, servants, unlimited power—yet I did not have happiness, intimacy, or contentment. For some reason, over the past few years, these deficiencies had begun to manifest in my heart.

The only thing that came close to true pleasure had been watching Cain evolve, knowing my only surviving child might one day stand at my side and become my First General.

But that day is not soon. He needs more tempering, more responsibility.

Malachi loved doling out the boy’s missions, yet I often needed to step in because Malachi tended to give Cain more than he could handle. For some unfathomable reason, Malachi hated my son with a passion. His heart filled with jealousy over Cain. I should’ve told the fallen angel the truth behind my interest in Cain, that he was my son, yet that itself would be dangerous.

No, he’ll remain safer and less of a target. Let them think my only interest in Cain is because he’s a cursed human.

I glanced out the window to the volcano, spewing its never-ending supply of magma. The screams of the prisoners in the dungeons below grated my nerves. Those sounds used to bring me pleasure, but today I felt irritation and boredom.

I should pay a visit to Sister Carrie. She sounds like the type to be interested in a little fun with her naughty books.

The idea of visiting Earth once more put some pep in my step. Yes, this is a splendid idea.

I blinked to the front entrance of Anna’s orphanage.

“Hello,” I drawled as I stepped to the front desk. I’d commanded the ether to hide my wings and wore the common garments of humans, a pair of jeans, sneakers, and a short-sleeved shirt. Otherwise, unrefined and sloppy.

I fit right in with the rabble now. I tried not to sneer.

An older nun, her white bandeau covering her hair and part of her forehead, looked up from her papers as she pushed her reading glasses up her nose. “Can I help you?” Her eyes, sharp and hard, squinted.

“I should hope so. I need to speak with Sister Carrie.”

Sister Sharp Eyes raised an eyebrow and peered up at me, giving my clothes a long stare. She seemed rather unimpressed.

Perhaps I toned my angelic beauty down a bit too much. I wasn’t used to being given the cool once-over.

“Hmm. Do you have an appointment?” Her voice wavered, but underneath lay a sliver of steel.

I could see where this was going.

“No,” I said as I sent my dark ether into her mind, ferreting out her name and sour thoughts. “But you are still going to get Sister Carrie for me, aren’t you, dear Agatha?” I smiled, pleased to be taking control of one of Heaven’s servants right under Her very roof.

Have a good laugh while you can, God, you’re not the only one with tricks.

“Y-yes. One moment.” Sister Agatha stood quickly and pushed back her chair with a squeal, then rushed to a door behind the desk.

I smiled, reveling in vicious glee at the fear that had flashed in her eyes.

She reappeared less than a minute later with a younger nun in tow, then Agatha scurried to the door and slammed it behind her.

Sister Carrie, for a human, had a pleasing visage. With lips that seemed made for a constant smile and kind eyes, she could be the poster child for nun recruitment.

“Hello.” Her voice, with a low cadence, could have been considered soothing by some. “Sister Agatha said you wanted to see me?” She licked her lips.

“That is correct.” You naughty little nun, keeping dirty books in your room. I bit back a laugh at the thought of this innocent-appearing woman gobbling up book porn like a starving man set before a buffet.

I was almost tempted to release my power to see if I could entice her into my bed. Almost. The last fling I’d had with a human had sired a child.

And a heap of trouble with Adam, Eve, and God.

Oh, how angry I’d made Her when she'd found out I’d tainted her precious humans. A delicious shiver crawled through my blood at the memory of her wrath. But then I’d found Eve had gotten pregnant with my son and Adam had raised Cain for years without my knowledge or consent.

The nun stood behind the counter, her gaze shifting from my chest to my eyes, then my hair. “Um…”

My original reason for visiting Earth had been to sate my curiosity about the porn-reading nun, but now, I found something else piquing my curiosity. A whispering in my mind I’d tried to ignore.

“There is a young girl in residence here. Anna Sill. What is her history?”

Sister Fifty Shades smiled. “Oh, Anna? She’s such a spirited child.” Her eyes lit with an inner glow. “Are you family?”

“No.” I spoke that one word louder than I’d intended.

“Then I’m afraid I can’t divulge anything about those we take in.” Her smile dropped. “I’m sure you understand.”

I tsked, then carefully sifted through her mind, not sure I believed her praise for the child. She did go around reading forbidden books.

Every memory that touched on Anna had been gentle and filled with care. Deep in her heart, Sister Carrie did love the little thief.

“I’m sorry.” She gave a nervous laugh. “But it’s my turn as lunch monitor today, so I need to leave.”

What the fuck am I doing? Why do I feel this driving need to ensure Anna’s wellbeing?

“Sister Carrie?” I asked, forcing my tone to remain calm and pleasant.

She’d already made it to the door she’d arrived through and gripped the knob. “Yes?”

“I am no relation, but consider me a…” I flicked a speck of dust from my sleeve. “A benefactor, if you will.”

“Oh?” She dropped her palm from the doorknob and pivoted to face me fully.

I looked down at the counter, lowered my hands, and created a bundle of cash wrapped in a thick rubber band. Since I never needed nor paid attention to the costs of goods on Earth, I hesitated.

How much should I give?

With a quick delve into Sister Carrie’s mind, I deduced the average rent for a home ranged around a thousand dollars a month.

“This is a”—I coughed—“donation and tithe for the church’s generosity in taking her in.” Before I could lose my nerve, I plopped the cash onto the surface where she could see it.

Sister Carrie’s eyes widened, and she lifted a hand to cover her gaping mouth.

Frowning, I pushed it closer. “Twenty-five thousand for the costs incurred with Anna’s housing and amenities, with an extra ten thousand for whatever she desires, especially with things for the blind, such as braille books. She also needs a nice tablet loaded with age-appropriate audiobooks. And whatever else you deem beneficial to her education.”

I crossed my arms over my chest and raised my eyebrows, annoyed with the woman’s dumbfounded shock. “Well?”

She snapped her mouth shut. “I’ll make sure, sir.” Nodding, she reached toward a pen. “To whom should I make out the receipt?”

God must’ve been rolling on Her pristine marble floor with laughter.

“I don’t need a receipt,” I snarled through my clenched jaw. “But I will know if my requests are not being carried out.”

I needed to get the fuck out of here before my wings turned white.

“Absolutely. Thank you so much. She will be ecstatic to know—”

“Do not tell her.”

Sister Carrie’s eyebrows knitted together.

“I’d not have her feel indebted to anyone.”

The nun nodded. “I understand.”

“I’ll ensure someone makes a…donation…once a year.” I glared at the stack of cash. Am I really doing this?

“Thank you, sir. The church deeply appreciates—”

“Shut it.” Grimacing, I swiveled around and sprinted to the front door, slamming it behind me. The cloying, sweet presence which always lingered in places of worship caused my gorge to rise.

Or maybe it was the fact I’d just done something nice. For a human.

There. Happy now, God? I hope the tiny thief steals your church and orphanage blind. Pun intended.

I strolled the sidewalk under leafy oaks, enjoying the myriad of patterns dappling the concrete sidewalk.

I wonder if Anna remembers the shapes and colors of trees.

Shaking my head, annoyed with myself, I focused on an ancient priest hobbling his way toward me.

When he nodded his head in greeting, I dropped my human façade and grinned, knowing he couldn’t miss my black irises. I might have let my wings appear for a second, too.

Stopping in his tracks, he stared at me with wide, rheumy eyes.

Still irritated with everyone and everything, I flicked a finger and blasted him off his feet in a flurry of shadows and wind.

I itched to squeeze the life out of the do-gooder. He truly wasn’t that far from the end anyhow, yet I hesitated. If I started picking off God’s servants, it would give Her the right to single out my commanders. Our universe demanded balance, and I wasn’t willing to start another war over a petty annoyance.

With a scowl, I blinked back to my realm.

At least I took care of that irksome human child.

Feeling better with this thought, I whistled as I stalked into my throne room with renewed vigor.

Now I can put her out of my mind and get back to what I do best.

Punishment of the wicked.
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