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      Natalia smiled as she settled into her throne. She crossed her long legs, one over the another, her sky-blue skirt falling away from her smooth, ivory legs. The cloth split right to the hip so that her citizens could witness the glory of her limbs in full view as they knelt by her bare feet. She loved when they caressed her ankles in order to kiss the rings that adorned her toes. A show of their adoration and submission to her beauty and her will.

      How had she ever lived another way? Why had she ever tolerated sifting through the meaningless prayers and gifts sent to God by self-serving humans? They had never recognized her beauty, her magnificence. She had been a glorified messenger and postmaster; it had been beneath her.

      But God had never recognized that. None of them had. Except maybe her insufferable sisters, but she couldn’t have trusted their judgment, either. They hadn’t seen her true potential and beauty, but it didn’t matter now. She had her world, and at last, she was getting the recognition she truly deserved.

      It was Tithing Day. Natalia looked forward to this day more than any other since it was the time for her citizens to shower her with the love and praise she deserved. Every week, they came to her with gifts, in whatever form they could think of, to prove their undying devotion to their Angelic Goddess.

      Natalia tapped her long, perfectly manicured nails upon the golden arm of her throne. Every surface in her Throne Room was a glistening, reflective surface. No matter where Natalia looked, she could see her own perfect image looking back at her. And she felt content.

      She ran her tongue along her plush pink lips and blew herself a kiss, her blue eyes sparkling in the golden, mirrored walls that surrounded her. She was perfection. God had gotten it right when He’d made her, but even He hadn’t been able to appreciate her, not really. Hadn’t been able to see that she was just trying to show His precious humans what true beauty looked like.

      How could those poor, frail, pathetic little insects learn to be better if they didn’t have a proper role model?

      Natalia had been the Archangel of Responsibility and Merciful Love; she had been the one to receive the gifts that humanity showered upon God. God had trusted her to reward the righteous and punish the sinners, to show mercy and love, even to those who didn’t quite meet expectations. Yet, when she had traveled to lead these stupid humans personally, He had been disappointed in her actions and cast her out.

      He had told her that she, she, was unworthy. God took her wings and banished her from Heaven, all because He had said she was too vain, that she thought only of herself and not others. That she wasn’t angelic enough.

      She had never understood that; how could she not be angelic enough? He had made her, He had sculpted her, and she was the perfect version of what an angel should be. Such fools were Him and the rest of Heaven if they were too short-sighted to see the sheer immensity of her presence.

      Sending her down to Earth had been the best thing He could do, especially when He’d sent her sisters after her. As much as Natalia could not tolerate them, it had amused her to see them on Earth alongside her. God had underestimated their powers, and had forgotten how perfect she was. They had split the Earth in three, forging worlds all of their own where God had no say in how they ran it.

      Natalia could finally run it as the world was meant to be, where the citizens could bask in all of her glory and strive to be like her. For was she not the most glorious thing they had ever laid their eyes upon?

      Of course, she was. And that was exactly why they spent every waking minute of their lives surrounded by her image, to remind them just how lucky they were that she had chosen them to be a part of her world. Only the most beautiful, the strongest, and most perfect beings could grace her world. As if Natalia would allow anything to mar the flawless utopia that she had carved out for them.

      Her world was nothing like the foul mud-heap that God had created. It was a shining beacon of splendor that her citizens could be proud to call home. There was no poverty here because there was no need for money. The only thing Natalia’s people needed to do was revere her, to spend their days creating gifts for the weekly tithe to show her how much they loved her.

      She was a merciful leader. The gifts didn’t need to be lavish, though of course, that won her people points if they were. All she needed was for them to prove their reverence for the one who had given them this wonderful life. She was happy enough with songs, poems, or even dances. It didn’t matter what they brought, so long as she was at the center of it all. What better muse was there than the most transcendent being in all of existence?

      Natalia smiled as she leaned against her throne, tilting her head back so that she could see the two carved, golden wings studded with diamonds that sprouted from her back. She may have lost her own wings, but they had been dull in comparison to the ones her artisans had created upon her throne. These were far more fitting for her.

      With a flick of her hands, Natalia opened the colossal golden doors at the far end of the Throne Room. There, her citizens waited, and Natalia giggled excitedly, her heart swelling at the thought of what her people might have made for her this time. She never grew tired of their praise; why in God’s name would she?

      Biting her bottom lip, Natalia watched as her citizens began to trail into the Throne Room. There was a revered hush that fell over them as they made their way toward her, their heads bowed as they dared not to look upon her beauty. She could be too blinding for their tiny human hearts, she knew that; to be in the presence of sheer excellence was too much for their mortal minds to comprehend.

      It only fueled her, only made her hungry for more. Those stolen glances they shot her way, the gasps of fear and ecstasy as they looked upon her flawless visage and saw all that they could never be.

      Her people were led forward by her priests and priestesses. Her most devout followers, the ones who truly saw the vision she had for the world she’d created for them, and helped the others become appreciative of her also.

      “My illustrious, impeccable, exquisiteness. We bring to you our gifts, that we might bask in your faultlessness and learn to be better. May our gifts grant us your forgiveness for our own flaws in the presence of one who is flawless.” Head Priest, Jules, gushed as he fell to his knees at the base of her throne. He shuffled forward on all fours, his forehead scraping along the golden floors as he gently took hold of one of Natalia’s feet and kissed her toes.

      “Forgiven, Jules, as you always are. Let me see what you have all brought for me,” Natalia cooed, kicked him off her foot, and smiled as she watched him scurry away. She caught him sneaking a glance at her and smirked as she heard him sigh with pleasure.

      The priest ushered the first of her citizens along so that they could present her with her gifts, and Natalia sat back against her throne, eager to receive them.

      “Most beautiful and wondrous, I bring you wings to replace the ones taken from you,” one man whispered as he lied at her feet, his arms raised with his gift.

      Natalia gasped at the sight of what he’d brought for her. Attached to leather straps were wings that almost mirrored the ones on her throne. The feathers were made from delicate, filigree gold inlaid with hundreds of tiny diamonds to make them truly shine.

      Now she had new wings, and they were far grander than anything God had ever blessed her with.
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      The area behind Natalia’s throne was piled high with the myriad of things her people had given to her. Jewelry, art, poems, stories, songs. Anything that they could think of that might show her their loyalty. A few had even baked for her, a new concept, but one that she had found amusing, nonetheless. She could eat, though she didn’t need to. Angels didn’t need sustenance in the same fashion that mortals did.

      Though she was intrigued to try out some of the things that they had brought her, regardless. To see whether they had made a real effort to make them exquisite enough to be worthy of passing her lips.

      However, none of the gifts quite caught her attention like the handmade wings had. That gift remained right by her feet, and she found herself glancing at them regularly, taken by the workmanship and clear love that had gone into it.

      The light had begun to fade outside her palace, and the last crowd of her people made their way toward her. While one woman sang Natalia’s praises, the fallen angel took a moment to cast her gaze upon the rest gathered around, waiting for their turn. Would she see jealousy on their faces at their fellow’s musical talents? Or worry that what they had to offer was not enough?

      Most looked away when they caught her eyes upon them, their heads immediately bowed in reverence. Except for two. In the center of the crowd, a man and a woman were looking at each other in a way reserved only for Natalia. Her eyes grew wide at the sight of the pair, her heart racing painfully in her chest as a red mist began to form in her head.

      She had been merciful to these insects, had given them the perfect home where they could have anything they wanted. Where they would never even die. Wasn’t that what every human had ever asked for? Immortality? The ability to stave off death? Well, she had given them that, and all she had ever asked for in exchange was their love, their devotion, their adulation! They were here to worship her. They had no need to look to one another, because no one else could compare to what she was!

      Natalia caught sight of herself on the polished surface of the floor and immediately forced herself to calm down. She refused to allow these pathetic fools to create wrinkles on her smooth skin from scowling. She would speak with Jules and ensure that someone had an eye on the pair. They would soon remember where their priorities laid… and if they didn’t, well, she would deal with them then. Wouldn’t she? Just like she’d done in the past. Though she really had thought her people had learnt that lesson.

      The rest of her gifts felt tainted after that, and she found it difficult not to make some snide comment to the man and woman when they came to offer her their respective gifts. She had to remind herself to keep calm, for now, and just keep an eye on them. They would face her wrath if necessary, but it really would be a waste if she were forced to end their existence. The man was pretty.

      As the last of her worshippers handed over his portrait of her, Natalia clicked her fingers at Jules, dismissing everyone else with a wave of her hand. She watched her citizens as they hurried from her presence, their heads down as they strode back into the city. Natalia could not help but keep her eyes fixed on the pair who had dared to look at one another in her presence. If they had been vying for her attention, that would have been one thing, but she knew that look. She was experienced enough to see desire and recognize it.

      “Illustrious Mistress, it is an honor to be alone in your presence. How can this flawed one be of service?” Jules simpered at her, cupping one of her feet in his hands.

      “Look up, Jules,” Natalia hissed, all her rage in her tone as she reached over and roughly grasped the man’s face so that he was forced to look at her. She kept a grip on his chin as she snapped his head around, pointing at the man and woman who had lingered at the back of the group. Their hands touched briefly, and Natalia saw the way they reached out to grasp the other’s little finger, her anger rising exponentially at the sight.

      “Them!” she snarled, the sweet honeyed tone she usually used around her priest now gone. “I am perfection, Jules. I am everything. Yet, I can see what they are up to. They do not worship me, Jules; they are blasphemers!” She continued, flicking her hand and throwing him to the floor as she stood up, her bare feet silent as she stepped onto the cold, golden floor. “I want them watched; I want to know exactly what they are up to. I will not have them forget their position; do you hear me? How could they look at one another rather than at me? There is nothing that either has that I do not have. I am better.”

      “Lady of Perfection! I shall have my people keep an eye on them, and they will be reminded of their place. They are deluded, lost in your beauty, no doubt. How could they not be? I am blinded whenever I am in your presence.”

      “And your eyes have never strayed to another, have they, Jules?” Natalia asked, looming over her priest.

      “Never!” the man replied in a panic, though he didn’t move away from her.

      “Good. Maybe a sermon or two will remind them of their obligations to me. Let us assume it is a slip in their judgment, a misstep in their desire to have me while knowing that will never be obtainable.” She sighed, flicking her loose dark curls over her shoulder, letting them cascade down her back.

      Natalia glanced at herself in the reflection of her throne and smiled. She reached up and caressed her own face, her heart lightened as she looked upon her own image. Silently, she chided herself for getting angry, as if those fools would want anyone other than her. Look at her! Even the word perfect wasn’t good enough to describe her majesty.

      She turned back to Jules and knelt beside the loyal priest. Natalia reached out to cup his face with her hands, lifting his head more gently this time with her long, elegant fingers as she smiled at him. Her face smiled back at her in his watery blue eyes as he began to weep at her closeness.

      “My loyal priest. Remind my people of how lucky they are. I picked them from all of humanity so that they might live in the opulence of my world. They get to be in my presence and walk in my shadow so that they might better themselves. God never gave you the time, but I am here for all of you, in person. Send some of your acolytes to put my gifts in the vault with the rest of the tithe, and keep an eye on that pair for me,” she whispered, leaning over to brush her lips against his cheek.

      Jules shivered at her touch, and all but melted in her hands as he threw himself to the floor and wailed that he was not worthy, his voice reverberating around the empty Throne Room as Natalia stood up and laughed. Her giggle was a beautiful melody, like a well-composed song. She looked down at her priest as he threw himself upon her feet.

      “No, Jules, you aren’t worthy. But you are loyal. Go now, send your acolytes, and do as I ask.” She sighed, pulling her feet from his grasp as she strode out of the Throne Room and down the mirrored corridor into the palace proper.
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      Natalia leaned against the railing of the balcony outside her bedroom, surveying her city. When she and her sisters had been banished, they had split the Earth into three separate realms. Small, compared to what they had been as a whole, but their own.

      Natalia’s was naturally far better than the ones her sisters had created. A shining beacon of beauty, where everything was made from gold and diamonds or polished mirrors. On every corner, her citizens could look upon statues carved in her image, so that even if they were not in her presence physically, they always had her with them. Reminding them of how lucky they were to be a part of her world.

      Every human in her care resided in her perfectly polished city. The lamplight setting the buildings aglow during the night, blotting out even the stars. As if stars could even compete with anything that she had designed herself. Nothing was more stunning than what she had managed to create here. Her sisters liked to think their worlds could compare, but there was no competition in Natalia’s eyes. No matter what jibes her ridiculous siblings sent across the void on occasion.

      Most of the time, the world was silent, and she was free of their nonsense. Their interference grew less and less as they desperately strived to contend with what she had achieved in no time at all. As if either of them had ever had the talent to challenge her. They weren’t nearly as adept at building a world as she was, a fact she had gleefully told them any time they did dare to contact her.

      Oh, how grateful she was to be separated from them, and from Heaven. Here, she could create her paradise, just as it should have been. God had been a fool, just as her siblings were. He may have created her, but she could tell that He was jealous of her potential, of just how amazing He’d made her. She could challenge Him; that had been the problem, and she knew it. That was why He’d forced her from Heaven. Whatever, in the end, she was victorious, and look at all that she had achieved!

      Natalia smiled as she watched the crisp, clear water spout from one of the many fountains in the city. Tiny diamonds cascading over the golden statue of herself holding her arms wide to embrace her people. To give them a glimpse of her brilliance.

      Most of the city had gone to bed, though a few of her people still gathered in the glistening streets, their voices drifting lazily on the cool night air to her balcony. She couldn’t quite hear what they were saying, though their tones were soft and full of love, so she assumed they were discussing her. Tithing Day really was what they looked forward to the most, given how they could bathe in her greatness. In person, no less.

      In the back of her mind, the man and woman still bothered her. It was like a knife to her heart, seeing them look at one another that way. Natalia grinned and bit her bottom lip as a plan formed in her mind. She had asked Jules to deal with them, but she could do it so much better. They had slipped, that was all, a momentary blip in their loyalty due to their longing to be with her, to be like her. Maybe she would give them a taste, just a little, do them the honor of allowing them a glimpse of her.

      “Acolyte!” she called, turning away from the balcony.

      The blue chiffon nightgown she wore swirled around her silken skin, barely covering her slender, curvaceous frame, given how it was all but transparent. She had no shame; why would she? She loved to look upon herself as much as her people did, and why would she deny them a peek at her?

      A young woman hurried into her bed chamber, blushing bright red as her eyes flickered over Natalia’s all but naked frame. The girl threw herself to the floor, her forehead pressed against the cold, golden floor, eyes closed tight. Natalia smiled. How sweet, the poor girl didn’t dare allow herself a proper look, even with the reflection on the floor.

      “You called for me, my Lady of Brilliance,” the girl whispered.

      “Seek out Head Priest, Jules. Tell him I want to see the man that he and I discussed earlier. Tell Jules to bring the man here to my bedchamber,” Natalia ordered, tapping the girl with her foot. “Hurry now.”

      “Yes, my Lady of Glorious Perfection!” the Acolyte replied, kissing Natalia on her foot before she hurried backwards, still not daring to open her eyes until she was almost out of the room.

      Natalia sighed contentedly and moved to the huge four poster bed that dominated her room, collapsing onto the soft, marshmallow-like mattress and staring at herself in the mirror above the bed. Why she hadn’t thought of this before, she had no idea.

      The passage of time meant very little to Natalia as she stared at herself; after all, it was her favorite activity. She could never grow tired of looking at her curves, or the way her curls fell around her shoulders. She loved how blue her eyes were in the dim lamplight, glistening like diamonds freshly cleaned in a cool, clear river.

      A knock on the door heralded the arrival of her guest, and Natalia grinned as she sat up, leaning her head on her hand while she looked at the door.

      “Come in!” she called.

      The mirrored door swung open, and the man from the tithe was pushed into the room roughly by the acolytes. Natalia smirked as she saw the pair glare at the man as they shut the door behind him. They knew what he was here for, even if he might not, and they hated him for the reward coming his way.

      “Don’t be shy. You may approach,” Natalia cooed at the man, swinging herself upright. Her legs dangled over the edge of the bed, the chiffon rising to reveal her legs—not that the material really covered them, anyway. “What’s your name?”

      “Adam,” he replied, barely looking up from the floor as he shuffled his way slowly toward the bed.

      “Adam,” Natalia repeated, enjoying the sweet irony in his name. How Biblical.

      She looked him up and down, enjoying the look of him. He was tall and muscular, lightly tanned with light brown hair that was clearly well-maintained. Short enough to stay out of his face, but with enough length that she would be able to get her fingers through it. Like all of her people, he was good-looking.

      Natalia and her sisters had picked their citizens, and Natalia had ensured that all of the best-looking humans had been brought to her world. She hadn’t given her siblings much choice in the matter, and it wasn’t like they could have argued with her, anyway.

      Slowly, Natalia got up from the bed, moving with purpose toward Adam, watching his deep brown eyes in the reflection of the floor as he gazed at her legs from there. She stopped in front of him, and lifted his face with her fingertips, forcing him to look at her.

      “Do you find me beautiful, Adam?” she asked, already knowing the answer.

      “Y-yes!” he replied quickly as he stepped back, taken by surprise at the question.

      “What about me do you find beautiful?” she continued, striding around him, her fingers brushing against his collarbone as she let her eyes take in his figure.

      “You’re perfect… your skin is flawless, pale like quality ivory with the slightest golden glow that blinds you when the sunlight hits it. Your eyes—oh gosh, your eyes—are the deepest pools of blue that see into my soul.” He whimpered as she appeared in front of him again, those very eyes fixed on his, glinting back at her from his brown orbs.

      Natalia smiled. “Go on,” she whispered huskily, her hands on her hips as she pushed out her chest, watching the effect that she had on him.

      He let out a soft, guttural growl, and she knew she had him. There was no resisting her because there was no one better than her. Impulsively, he reached out, his fingers hesitating just millimeters from her as he trembled, too afraid to let himself touch the sheer perfection of her frame. Natalia smirked, grasped his hand, and pulled him against her, her arms around his neck as she pressed her lips to his.

      Adam responded to her touch without any further prompting, and Natalia let him indulge his urges without complaint. He carried her to the bed, and she enjoyed watching him devour her in the mirror, her skin flushed against his touch to give her the rosy hint she loved to see upon her body. Adam was inconsequential, just another lover to amuse herself with while she watched her own wondrous form in the mirror. He would forget the other woman now, because now, he’d touched Heaven itself.
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      The acolytes had retrieved Adam from her bed while Natalia slept, much as they did with any of the other lovers she deemed worthy enough to sleep with at the time. Natalia enjoyed taking a lover; it allowed her a chance to see herself in a different way—hence the mirror over her bed—and it gave her citizens something to strive for with their gifts. In the hopes that, maybe, she would call upon them to her bed chamber.

      Natalia was confident that Adam’s priorities would now be reset. He’d had a chance to experience real pleasure, and there was nothing that the woman she’d seen him making eyes at during the tithe could offer him now. Nothing.

      She’d had female lovers on occasion, and it was an interesting experience that she would no doubt indulge herself in again at some point. Natalia was sure that Adam would go back to whomever the woman was, brimming with his newfound confidence, and dismiss her entirely. Then the woman would remember where her love should really be placed.

      Shifting in her bed, Natalia indulged herself in her own reflection, just as she did most mornings. Exploring every inch of her skin with her eyes and hands. She tutted at the red marks that Adam had made on her pale skin where he’d forgotten himself in his desperation to touch her. They’d go quickly enough, but she hated how they looked on her usually pristine skin. No matter, she would cover them with some of the clothing and jewelry her people had brought for the tithe.

      She sighed as she finally dragged her eyes away from her form. She would go and entertain herself in the vault; it was only right that she spent some proper time admiring the things that her citizens had made for her. After seeing Adam and that woman making eyes at one another, she had allowed herself to become distracted from her last gifts, and she wanted to pay them proper attention. That, and she wanted her wings.

      Natalia smiled at that thought. She didn’t need real wings when she had that magnificent pair. They were so much better than the pure white, boring, feathered ones she’d been created with.

      As she pulled on a sparkling dress that hugged her curves—slitted up both sides all the way to her hips to reveal those long slender stems of pure ivory beauty—she stared at herself in the mirror, glancing at the place her wings should have been. It had been so long since they’d been there that she couldn’t really remember how they had looked. They couldn’t have been all that impressive, though. If they had, she would have felt something at their absence. But she didn’t feel anything. Lighter maybe, but there was no longing or regret when she looked at her wingless reflection.

      Natalia blew herself a kiss as she twirled in front of the mirror. Taking in every angle of herself before she gave herself a nod of approval. Had she ever not approved of herself? No. Of course not. Every outfit she chose was handpicked to accentuate her attributes. Hugging every curve, boosting her bust, and emphasizing the sweet peach that were her buttocks.
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