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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.

      She strode across the bedroom and threw open the colossal door, smirking as the acolytes that loitered in the hallway, guarding her room, gasped and fell to the floor.

      Jules’ followers were as devout as they came. The man had been a priest for God before her fall from grace and the subsequent split of the world. Natalia had always thought it was such a waste, that a man as pretty as Jules had taken a vow of celibacy. Then again, the entire ideal of celibacy had seemed utterly ridiculous to Natalia anyway. Why give humans the pleasure of attraction to one another if you were then going to tell a select bunch of them that being together was a bad thing?

      Merciful. God wasn’t merciful. He was a hypocrite! Natalia had been loyal; she’d been devout; she’d done her duty. He just didn’t like it when she’d pushed back against him. He’d made her too gorgeous, too perfect, and He had resented her for that! He always had to have what He wanted; why couldn’t she have the same? It wasn’t as if their morals were all that far removed from one another… not really.

      Natalia snorted, flicking her hair over her shoulder as she strode down the corridor toward her vaults. Her image flashed at her from the corner of her eyes. Long, pale legs reflected back at her with each stride, the mirrors caressing her every movement.

      The vault laid in the center of her palace, guarded at all times by Jules’ followers. Not that Natalia worried about her people stealing anything; they knew better, and they would only be adding to the collection in a week’s time, anyway. So, what was the use of taking something that would only be replaced?

      The acolytes opened the doors for her, and Natalia giggled with delight at the giant mound of gleaming items that awaited her attention. All for her. The doors closed behind her, leaving Natalia with all the privacy she needed to enjoy her belongings. She was surrounded by splendor. Glinting gems and trinkets of all shapes and sizes, custom made for her enjoyment, all to prove the love that her people had for her.

      Natalia had allowed the acolytes access in order to organize her presents. They had sectioned the vault, placing paintings in one space, sculptures in another. Jewelry hung on intricate stands, or in great heaps on ornate golden tables. Poems and songs and other presents all kept together, categorized for ease of access.

      And there, her new favorite. The crowning glory of her collection.

      Jules had obviously coordinated having a mannequin set up in order to display her new wings in all their beauty. After all, something as ornate as the wings should never just be placed on the floor. It had hurt enough to place them at her feet during the tithe. She really would have to reward the priest at some point. He did deserve a little more recognition than she’d given him.

      Sighing softly, Natalia ran a delicate finger over the edge of the exquisite feathers, taken by the workmanship that must have gone into the piece. It couldn’t have taken the man just a week; he must have kept this project a secret until it was ready for her.

      They were perfect.

      And she would be even more perfect wearing them.
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      Who knew how much time had passed since Natalia slipped the leather straps of the wings over her arms and tightened them in place with a strap above and below her breasts? She had lost herself to her image, as she did most days. Twirling and spinning and giggling as she sighed at her reflection in the mirrored walls of the vault. Taken aback by just how perfect her new wings were.

      Nothing could have suited her more. She should have been born with wings this magnificent. Just another point to prove how God had tried to suppress her wonder. But her citizens understood her grandeur, and this man had sought to give her a pair of wings worthy of her stature. She needed to see him. Anyone who could make feathers this delicate, and with such love, was worth having by her side. She needed to hear how he loved her. She could see it, but she wanted to listen to him as he listed the ways he thought she was impeccable.

      “My Lady of Bewitchment and Wonder, I apologize for the interruption, but one of your citizens is in a terrible state outside and wishes to see you immediately,” Jules spoke softly as he hurried through the doors that his acolytes opened for him. The priest skidded across the floor as he threw himself to his knees with some force.

      “Oh?” Natalia turned to face her priest, unhappy at the thought of being dragged away from her things. There were still plenty of items from yesterday’s tithe to indulge in.

      “He has spent the morning weeping at the doors, begging to be granted an audience with your most perfect visage,” Jules added.

      Natalia grinned, biting her bottom lip as her heart did a somersault in her chest. It had been a while since any of her citizens had gotten themselves this worked up. Most spent the week contemplating the time they’d been given on tithe day, working on their gifts for the next week.

      “Alright, I’ll see him. Poor thing. Who can blame him for needing to be close to me? I’ll meet him in the Throne Room; you can let him in. Oh, Jules, I want you to find the maker of my wings for me. He’s done such a wonderful job, and he needs to be properly rewarded.”

      “It is the maker of the wings, my Lady of Sublime Divine Light,” Jules replied, looking up at Natalia, his eyes lingering a little too long on her exposed thigh. Though she didn’t mind, it always amused her to see Jules shiver in excitement when he looked at her that way.

      “Oh, he must be eager to see me with my wings! The finished product!” Natalia clapped happily, stepping over Jules, her dress flapping behind her with the speed of her stride. “Give me a minute or two to settle upon my throne, Jules, then you may let him in. And I want privacy!” she snapped, hurrying down the corridor, the wings heavy upon her back.

      Natalia grinned as she saw her new image reflected on the walls, floors, and ceilings of her palace. Her wings shone brightly as the light glinted off the diamonds and gold. She had always been beautiful, but her new acquisition gave her a whole new glow that she had never anticipated. Maybe she would have the man make her a crown worthy of sitting atop her head. Something similar to his previous work for her that complimented her perfectly weaved locks.

      Her skin flushed with excitement at that thought. An ornate crown. It amazed her that none of her citizens had ever made her such a gift before. Maybe they had not wanted to ruin her hair, since there was never a strand out of place upon her head. She didn’t blame them for that, but a crown was definitely what she needed. She would make sure the wing-maker crafted her the finest coronet that had ever been produced.

      Natalia settled upon her throne, dangling her legs over one of the arms so that her dress fell away to reveal them in all their glory. She knew that they were one of her best features. One of many. And she took great pride in her long, elegant limbs. She would never taint them or restrain them with pants or anything like that. They had to be free for all to gaze upon with awe and delight.

      Leaning her head upon her hand, Natalia watched as Jules’ acolytes hurried to open the doors to allow her guest into the Throne Room. A smile lingered on her face as the sunlight streamed into the room, glistening upon every surface until it was almost blinding. A representation of her own bedazzling brilliance, of course.

      “Come forward, citizen. Head Priest, Jules, says that you are in distress. What afflicts you so? Do you not rejoice at being one of the chosen few brought into my world? One of those fortunate enough to relish in my presence?” Natalia cooed, her skin tingling with the anticipation of hearing him heap praise upon her.

      “Lady of Brilliance, I could not be more overjoyed at having been chosen by the most magnificent being in all of existence. There is no one who compares, no one who could. There are no words that can describe just how wondrous you are, try as I have every tithe to show you just how much I adore you,” the man whimpered, crawling toward her on his hands and knees, his voice reverberating around the empty chamber.

      “Yet, was it not you who crafted my wings?” Natalia asked, reaching back with a hand to caress her feathers with her fingertips.

      “It was! For my Lady of Grace and Supremacy deserves wings to match her glowing visage. Though they pale in comparison to your beauty. Nothing in existence can hope to compare with your radiance,” he continued, his voice a sharp keen as though he fought against a grieving heart to say those words.

      “Then be happy! You gave me wings that even God could not provide! Fear not, you can remain at my side and bask in all of my wonder. Join the acolytes, become my priest—just like Jules—and you can bathe in the splendor of my presence daily. I have a task for a man as skilled as you, but I would have you here by my side so that you might tell me every day how much you love me. Would you like that?” she whispered, swinging her legs from the arm of her throne so that she could lean forward.

      She felt the wings shift their weight on her back, threatening to topple over her head as she leaned toward the wing-maker. Thankfully, the straps held, and Natalia was more than strong enough to carry their load without even blinking an eye.

      The man lifted his head slowly and dragged his eyes from the floor, as though he were still afraid to look upon her. Natalia smiled and pursed her lips at him, as though she were considering a tantrum if he even dared to contemplate denying her request. As if he ever would!

      Suddenly, the man was on his feet, and Natalia gasped.

      Something cold and sharp pressed against her throat, and Natalia sat still, wincing as she swallowed, feeling the edge of the knife press into her skin. Her nerves set on fire, and her skin prickled as the thought of the blade cutting her sank into her mind. Even when God had torn away her wings, Natalia hadn’t been afraid, but the thought of this lowlife marking her in any way, now that brought fear into her heart.

      “I would like that more than anything. My wonderful Lady, but I cannot risk them taking you from me, not now. Not ever!”
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      Natalia took a slow, deep breath in through her nose, forcing herself to calm down. The man had one arm wrapped around her chest, his hand upon her shoulder to force her back against her throne. The wings he had so lovingly made for her—for there was no denying the devotion in each filigree feather, so tenderly crafted and put together in honor of her—pressed painfully into her shoulder blades as she sat back. His other hand held the knife to her throat. Her skin might have been ivory, but it was as soft as the skin of a peach and would cut and bruise just as easily if she resisted him.

      How dare he? How dare he? Rage raced through every fiber of Natalia’s being, her veins blazing with her fury as she felt ready to burn everything around her. He’d been quick, but she’d been too slow. She had never even seen it coming, the glint of the knife only registering with her moments after she felt the cold steel against her skin. She would see that blade plunged hilt deep into his damn eye before the day was through.

      “Why?” she hissed, her perfectly manicured fingernails scraping along the golden surface of her throne as she forced herself not to move.

      “Because I cannot bear it. They talk in the dead of night when your devotees go to sleep. I’ve heard their whispers. Always whispering! They thought I slept, but Samuel was too busy crafting, too busy building wings for his mistress. I couldn’t sleep, not until you had wings to wear, so that you might soar above this city, away from these fiends. But I cannot make you fly. My wings cannot help you soar above the clouds, away from harm, away from them.”

      “What are you talking about?” Natalia snapped, wincing as she felt the blade press closer to her throat. If he made even the smallest mark, she would ensure he suffered a long, slow death rather than the quick one she had originally envisioned for him.

      “The one you took to bed last night. The one they call Adam. He is one of them, one of the demons who sought to harm you. But you seduced him, and the fool was heartbroken when your acolytes came for him. He couldn’t cope with being taken from your side, and so he killed himself because he would never be as beautiful as you, nor would he ever feel that way again! But his friends still plot. I hear them, always plotting,” Samuel continued in a hushed tone as he moved to place his cheek against Natalia’s. “They want to mar my Lady’s face! They want to cut her up and leave her alive so that she can be less beautiful than they. Jealous! That’s what they are! They’re all jealous!” Samuel snarled angrily.

      Natalia saw her chance. In his anger, Samuel had loosened his grip, and it was enough for Natalia to take advantage. Though that had only been a matter of time, as though she would allow such an insect to actually do her any harm!

      She felt the knife move away from her throat, and Natalia’s hand snapped up to grip Samuel’s wrist. She twisted it hard until the man howled in pain, and she twisted it some more. The bone in his arm snapped, the sound echoing off the walls of her empty Throne Room, but she didn’t stop. Natalia turned his arm again and again, but his body could not follow to relieve the pain now coursing through him. Instead, his agonized howls drowned out the sound of the continual snap of his arm as bone and sinew gave way to the pressure that Natalia put upon it. At last, she took hold of his upper arm and threw him across the chamber, his body skidding across the floor one way, the knife another.

      The inner doors of her palace slammed open as her priests and priestesses hurried into the room, led by Jules, the acolytes scurrying along behind their elders.

      “My Lady!” Jules squealed, hurrying across the hall toward Natalia as she strode toward Samuel.

      She tore the wings off her back and cast them aside with a snarl. Her face scrunched up in disgust as she looked over the man now cowering at her feet, cradling his shattered arm against his chest.

      “You talk of others plotting against me, and yet it is you who holds a knife to my throat?!” Natalia screamed, kicking Samuel onto his back and pressing her foot against his chest until she felt his lungs strain for breath beneath her weight.

      “I could not bear the idea of them hurting you! I would rather kill you and preserve your body in its perfection than have them cut you out of spite for their own failings! They will never be as beautiful as you, not ever, not ever!” Samuel screamed.

      Natalia snarled, pressing her foot against Samuel’s throat, reveling in the feeling as his windpipe snapped. She closed her eyes and gave a soft, satisfied sigh as she twisted her foot. Her toes pushed through skin and sinew. Hot, thick blood gushing over her ankle as Samuel’s head literally popped off his neck, rolling across the floor.

      She wiggled her toes, sighing as she felt the blood start to coagulate upon her skin. Tacky and wet. Opening her eyes, Natalia’s nose wrinkled at the thick red pool pouring from Samuel’s severed neck. His dead eyes stared at her where his head had rolled away, a trail of red leading from his body to where it had stopped.

      “M-my Lady?” Jules stammered, dragging Natalia back to her senses.

      “Get rid of him, and find Adam. If this man was right, then you’ll find him dead. It would appear that some of our citizens have forgotten their place and their love for me. I won’t have it, Jules, I won’t. They are supposed to love me!” she wailed, stomping her foot hard on the floor with a sickening slap as the blood sprayed up from around her.

      Jules crept around Samuel’s headless frame, his head low as he cowered before the raging form of Natalia. This was not how this was supposed to be! She had given these ungrateful insects everything, and she wouldn’t stand for this.

      “I will find the perpetrators, my Lady, have no fear. I shall have them punished for conspiring against you. They will be dragged to the steps and made an example of; they will be reminded of why they live such good lives. That they owe everything to you, as you say, and that their love and devotion are the least they can give.” Jules snarled through gritted teeth as he picked up Samuel’s decapitated head. Blood dripped from the wound on his neck, tiny sickening splashes echoed in the Throne Room as silence fell amongst those gathered around Natalia.

      “Bring me their names, Jules! I want to surprise them myself. I need to see it for myself. This fanatic could have been telling me lies in order to try and save his own skin. To justify his actions. I want to know if what he said is true. Then I will deal with it,” she hissed.

      Natalia stared at the body at her feet and let out a wail of despair. Her legs were tainted by the blood drying to her skin; it was already itchy, and she felt disgusted standing there in such a revolting state.

      “Hush, hush, my Wonderous Perfection! My girls have already gone to run you a milk bath with rose petals. We will have your skin cleansed and pristine in no time; have no fear, my Lady. Jules will deal with this supposed insurrection; we will take care of you.” Helena’s soft voice spoke to Natalia, and she jolted as the Head Priestess placed her hands gently on Natalia’s back and elbow, steering her away from the mess. “Acolytes, deal with the body, and clean up this mess. I will not have Lady Natalia’s magnificence in the presence of this pollution.”

      Natalia took a deep breath, whimpering as she leaned her head upon Helena’s shoulder, allowing the woman to cradle her as the priestess led her out of the Throne Room. She would be perfect again soon, and then she would fix whatever crack had started to form in her people. Before it became a chasm.
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      Helena had led Natalia to her room, gently guiding the distraught former angel to her ensuite bathroom where Helena’s young priestesses had already drawn Natalia a bath.

      The bathroom was a stunning display of marble and mirrors. The smooth golden-white stone had been carved in Natalia’s image, surrounding the large circular bath in the center. The central statue depicted her over the bath, her hands cupping a lotus flower as fresh water poured from the petals, continually refilling her tub. Everything glistened. Bright and beautiful, and Natalia felt calmer.

      The priestesses hurried to attend to her, carrying golden bowls filled with fresh clean water and sponges. They helped her to undress, tossing aside the soiled clothes as they hand washed her legs with slow, gentle movements. Their tender caress made Natalia smile, and the heaviness weighing upon her heart lifted as steam rose around her.

      “Come, my Lady, let us take proper care of you,” Helena whispered, offering her hand to Natalia and leading her to the bath.

      Helena was one of the oldest humans Natalia had picked. Where almost all of her citizens were young, the Head Priestess had been the odd exception. Something about her stunning sapphire-colored eyes, with flecks of green, and the slight wrinkles on Helena’s handsome face had attracted Natalia greatly.

      “I wear my age well,” Helena had said once, and Natalia agreed. Where ordinarily, she would have balked at the idea of lines, or any sense of aging whatsoever, Natalia enjoyed Helena’s older look.

      Where Jules dealt with the city, preaching Natalia’s greatness to the citizens and overseeing Tithing Day, Helena and her priestesses tended to Natalia directly. The priestesses loved to dote upon her, and any chance they got to physically touch her, indirectly or otherwise, made them ecstatic. Natalia reveled in their excited shivers and eager whispers whenever she graced the girls with her presence.

      Natalia stepped up into the bath, humming softly in delight as the hot water kissed her skin. The milk and minerals that Helena and her girls had filled it with were silky smooth against her bare flesh. The soft scent of the roses brought a calm to Natalia’s mind as she slipped into the water that rose up to her shoulders.

      She lied back, her hair creating a halo above her head as she floated on the surface, her hands swirling through the water. She smiled as she felt the petals catch in the tiny whirlpools that she made, their feather-like texture brushing against her palms.

      “My poor Lady has had such a fright.” Helena sighed as she settled at the edge of the bath, placing a golden jar on the edge that contained the smelling sand Natalia used to cleanse her skin. “Jules better find out if those rumors are true, and be quick about it, or I’ll send my girls to do his job.”

      “Jules will be fine, Helena. Has he not been as loyal as you since I took you all into my service?” Natalia asked, sitting up and turning to face the woman, her wet, dark curls sticking to her perfectly chiseled features.

      Helena smiled and reached out to brush the curls away from Natalia’s face. The older woman was the only one bold enough to touch Natalia without prompting, a fact that amused the fallen angel.

      “He has, but that is out of his lust for you, not his love for you.” Helena snorted, patting the side of the bath with her hands.

      Natalia rolled her eyes and smiled as she lied back, flicking her hair over the side so that Helena could rub the sand into her curls and cleanse her of any potential muck left over from her fight with Samuel. Helena had made the observation about Jules’ lust on several occasions, though Natalia didn’t really care for the distinction. As long as the priest adored her, Natalia didn’t care what capacity it fell under. Love was love, and she deserved all of it.

      “Why have I not heard these rumors before?” Natalia asked, raising an eyebrow at the woman as Helena massaged her fingers into Natalia’s hair. “Surely, if what Samuel said is true, there would have been some indication of this before now.”

      “Not to my knowledge, my Lady, but then again, does that not fall under Jules’ list of responsibilities? Has he not boasted control over your citizens?” Helena added.

      “I am in control of them, Helena,” Natalia warned carefully, her tone low and dark.

      “Of course, my Lady, but you know what I mean. Jules was the one who began the services, who took charge of organizing the tithe with his acolytes. It is he who says he ensures that the city properly pays their respects to you, and yet the first we hear of this issue is through the ravings of a madman?” Helena snorted again and shook her head. “He may be loyal, but are his followers?”

      The thought troubled Natalia, and she scowled. Jules could be trusted, but was Helena right? Were his priests and acolytes to be fully believed? Or could they be keeping secrets from her?

      “Don’t scowl,” Helena whispered, her lips brushing against Natalia’s ear like a butterfly’s kiss.

      Natalia sighed and relaxed into Helena’s sweet touch, her body light and airy as the other priestesses slipped into the bath in order to rub her body with the smelling sands, massaging her muscles to help her stay calm.

      “It is probably just a rumor and nothing more. I cannot fathom how anyone could not love and adore you. I can understand being jealous; you are everything we cannot be, but it has never stopped me from loving you, my Lady.” Helena exhaled, running her fingers through Natalia’s hair to ensure that there were no knots. “The man must have been insane. His obsession with how much he loved you having driven him mad. It’s a wonder we all don’t lose our minds being so close to you.”

      “Yes… that would make sense. Poor Samuel… to love me so much that his mind snapped like a brittle twig until he saw danger in every corner. I cannot blame him for that. He worked so hard to make me the most perfect pair of wings… Oh! My wings!” Natalia wailed, slamming her hands down in the water and causing the girls bathing her to jump.

      In her anger and frustration at Samuel’s actions, Natalia had smashed her precious wings. All the love that he had poured into crafting every feather was now ruined.

      “Oh, they were perfect! And I wanted him to make me a crown to match them!” She bawled.

      “Hush, hush now!” Helena whispered, cradling Natalia’s head between her hands to stop the woman from flailing in the bath. “We will find another citizen to re-make them. It will take time, but we will have them fixed and ensure that a crown is made to match them. Have no fear, my Lady, I will not see you go without the gifts that you truly deserve.”

      The bath was just what Natalia had needed. Helena and the other priestesses managed to fluff Natalia’s ego sufficiently, and her inner calm had returned to normal. Helena was right. How could her people not love her? It was such a ridiculous notion! Though she did appreciate that maybe she could make some of them lose their mind, to love so fully as Samuel clearly had until his mind had broken… It was tragic. Well, she supposed it was; hardships of that kind didn’t really come into Natalia’s life.

      Having been pampered by her priestesses, Natalia returned to her vault in order to fully enjoy the gifts her people had brought her. If they hadn’t loved her, they would never have made such wonderful gifts, now would they? Of course not! It was preposterous to even think such a thing. Poor Samuel, he truly had lost his mind.

      “M-my Lady?” Jules’s voice called out to her nervously.

      Natalia turned toward him and smiled. Her piteous priest, clearly worried that she was still angry following the encounter with Samuel. She opened her arms to the man and beckoned him to her, grinning as Jules hastily threw himself at her, clinging to her waist as he fell to his knees. She cradled his head and patted him gently as one might a pet, sighing softly at the pathetic creature she called her Head Priest.

      “He was right, my Lady. Adam is dead. He killed himself once he returned to his house, but he’s not the only one; there are others who have strayed. My acolytes saw it with their own eyes. Images, my Lady, not of yourself! Samuel was telling the truth.”
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      “Someone is losing control!” Azazel’s scathing tone called across the ether.

      Natalia shrieked irritably in response, launching the golden plate that she had been gripping tightly across the vault. It bounced off a wall and clanged loudly as it crashed back onto the floor, spinning for a moment before finally coming to a stop.

      “I am not losing control!” Natalia snapped, closing her eyes as she composed herself. She didn’t need to let her sister rile her; it wasn’t worth it!

      “What else would you call one of your own people trying to kill you? Or that others have started to sway from your rule?” Raziel asked with a sigh.

      “I call it a hiccup. Anyway, you two can’t talk!” Natalia hissed, kicking a pile of poetry away from her with disdain. “Doesn’t your entire world spend their time plotting ways to end you, Azazel?” Natalia continued.

      “They can plot all they like. They cannot best me at my own game,” her sister replied.

      “They spend too much time underkilling one another to be clever enough to kill her,” Raziel added. “You’re losing your sway, Jegudiel.”

      “It’s Natalia now. I don’t know why you two kept your names. I chose one that’s far better, and more me.” She snorted, sitting on the floor, her legs crossed beneath her as she smiled wickedly at an ornate mirror reflecting her own image back at her. “And how goes the search for love, Raziel? Have you found your one true heart yet?” Natalia smirked, knowing fully well that it wasn’t within her sister to love anyone, no matter how hard she tried.

      “Don’t deflect, Sister. It’s time you realized that you cannot keep your world in check, not anymore. They don’t love you, and one of these days, they are all going to see past your beauty. You’ll be alone then, with no one.”

      Natalia felt Raziel cut off their connection, and she grunted. “Clearly, I hit a nerve.”

      “If she had one to hit, I would agree with you. You can lie to yourself, Natalia, but not to us. You’re losing your control over them. I told you when we started down this path that you would never beat me at running your own world. Humans don’t want to love you; they need to fear you. It’s the only way they know how to live.”

      “You’ll have no one to rule if you have them all kill each other!” Natalia snapped.

      “The strong ones will survive, and have far more of my respect because of it. I’m merely speeding up the process of weeding out the weak ones.” Azazel chortled.

      Natalia huffed and rolled her eyes at her sister’s words, glad that she couldn’t see the smug look on Azazel’s face. She didn’t need to see her sister to know that it was there.

      “This is my world; I’m not losing control of it. I won’t ever lose control! You just wait.” Natalia hissed, slapping her hands on the floor angrily.

      She heard Azazel’s laughter as she cut off their connection, and Natalia screamed irritably. It was rare for the sisters to talk to one another. On the occasions that they did, it always resulted in them vying for ways to annoy the others, poking at the flaws they saw in one another.

      They couldn’t be right. She wouldn’t believe them… the problem was that Samuel had already told her as much. He had warned her of the plan to maim her. Still, an unfounded rumor for the moment, but considering the state that Jules had been in when he returned from speaking with his acolytes… Had Samuel been right about that as well?

      No.

      No, she refused to believe any of it. She wasn’t losing control. Her people loved her; of course, they did. She was better than any of the citizens, more powerful and intelligent than her sisters, and her beauty was beyond comparison! She’d let her pathetic siblings into her head, but she knew better than that. All Natalia needed to do was remind her people of her magnificence; that was all it was.

      Yes. She would leave her palace and spend time with them, surprise them by gracing them with her wonder in their homes rather than her own. They would welcome her into their humble abodes with open arms. It wouldn’t take her long to reignite their devotion, and then she would show her sisters exactly who’s the better of the three of them. She knew it; she would just have to make sure that they did, too.

      Natalia sat on the edge of her balcony, watching over her city with a far calmer mind. Jules’ hysteria had only put her on edge again after Samuel’s attack, but Helena had been right. To even contemplate her citizens not being totally devoted to her was ridiculous. She was the embodiment of purity and perfection. It wasn’t as though they had anyone else to love as much as they loved her, and why would they? No one would ever take her place, not in the hearts of her people. Believing otherwise, that was blasphemy.

      She smiled to herself as she let her gaze flicker over the quiet streets. The street lamps flickered and danced off the golden walls, the mirrors sparkling as though the stars themselves had been plucked from the sky and trapped in their surfaces. She had created Heaven on Earth. No one could deny that, and no one could take that from her. She had done that because she was a visionary.

      Movement out of the corner of her eye drew Natalia’s attention to a street below her bedroom window. Natalia raised an eyebrow as she leaned over slightly, careful not to attract the attention of whoever was out so late at night.

      The figure stuck to the shadows, clearly well-rehearsed in keeping out of the direct path of the lamplight, despite the reflective surface of the entire city. Natalia couldn’t see their face at all, try as she might, nor could she figure out where they were going at such a late hour.

      Ordinarily, the city was asleep, except for her and a few of the acolytes who ensured they were awake lest she required something of them. So, why was this person up?

      The dark, niggling feeling crept back into her heart, and Natalia’s skin prickled as she hurried to the other end of the balcony, losing sight of the figure as they rounded a corner. Something was going on, and she didn’t like it.
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      She didn’t sleep that night. Her sisters’ words rolled around inside her head, echoing louder and louder while she replayed the figure’s furtive steps through the city. For the first time since Natalia had been banished from Heaven, she wished she had her wings. She could have followed the sneak with ease from the air without ever being detected, but she had lost sight of them before she could work out where they were headed to.

      Natalia didn’t want to believe her sisters; she refused to believe that they were right about her losing control. How could she lose control? It was absurd! She needed to see with her own eyes. She needed to walk amongst her people… but maybe it was best that they not realize who she was. She would only be hindered by the adulation of those who loved her, and then she couldn’t prove to herself, or to her siblings, that this doubt was all nonsense.

      Jules. She needed Jules.

      Reaching over to her bedside table, Natalia picked up the golden bell that rested there. She took hold of the handle between her thumb and forefinger and rang it loudly. The hammer inside the dome of the bell clinking melodically against the metal. It was a sweet sound, almost as though the maker had somehow captured a birdsong into the bell itself. Sadly, what usually preceded the delicate tone was a harsh order from Natalia. Not quite as sweet as the bell.

      The bedroom door opened, and a slew of acolytes hurried into the room, their hooded heads kept down in reverence to their Mistress. Behind Jules’ followers came Helena’s priestesses. Natalia had never really compared the two groups before; they had always just been her most devoted admirers, but now that she was really looking at her people, she began to see the differences.

      Helena’s priestesses did not cover their faces as Jules’ acolytes did. They averted their eyes whenever Natalia cast a glance their way, but otherwise, they stole whatever glimpses they could of her. They were not as wary of touching her, and they showed their devotion more through their closeness to her—a reverence of a different kind to the humble acolytes. Of course, the most glaring difference was that all of Helena’s followers were females, whereas Jules did not have such gender rules.

      The acolytes were always by her side, ready to complete any task that she gave to them, but they seemed almost afraid to touch her. Something that always amused Natalia. They loved her wholeheartedly, but they clearly saw her as the goddess she should have been recognized as in Heaven.

      You did not just touch a God. Not when you’re just a mere mortal. And Jules’ acolytes were balls of nervous energy whenever they were in her presence. Terrifyingly aware of how lucky they were to even be this close to her.

      Both groups lowered themselves to the ground before her. The acolytes threw themselves upon the floor, lying flat with their hands above their heads, unable to look at Natalia. The priestesses were more graceful, sneaking peeks at their Mistress before they pressed their palms to the ground, their foreheads pressed to the cold, golden floor.

      Ordinarily, it would have been just Jules’ acolytes who answered her call, but Natalia had a feeling that Helena had spoken with her girls. The rivalry that Natalia had basically ignored was coming to a head, and her Head Priestess was clearly making moves to push out the Head Priest and take his place as Natalia’s right hand. Interesting. Some of her people were making more of an effort, rather than less…

      “I’m going into the city; I need to see with my own eyes what is going on with my own people. Since I cannot trust the word of anyone but myself,” she snapped.

      “My Wonderous Lady, you can trust our word. We would never lie to you,” one of the priestesses uttered softly in response.

      Natalia snarled, stomping her foot on the floor angrily. “No? Then how is it that not one of you has informed me of what has been going on in the city until Samuel attacked me?! The acolytes are out in the city, preaching to the others, and my priestesses swear that they are in the know, and yet, none of you knew?! Either you are lying, or you are all ignorant. Which is it?”

      Silence fell in the room as Natalia loomed over the handful of devotees at her feet. Before she could say anything more, there was movement at her bedroom door, and she looked up to see Jules and Helena entering side-by-side. A united front? Or were they going to play off one another to see who could come out on top? Natalia could do with the entertainment. She could at least bask in their passion toward her.

      “My Lady, we seek only to protect you,” Helena whispered as she knelt beside her priestesses. She bowed her head as she offered her hands in apology, ready to receive her punishment if Natalia so decided that she required one.

      “So, what you are saying to me is that you knew and chose not to tell me?” Natalia hissed.

      “Oh, Beautiful Goddess sent from Heaven, we were too blinded by our love for you to see the signs within the city. It is our devotion that has made us ignorant of the actions of your people, the people we were assigned to guide in the ways of loving you. I take full responsibility for this, and I will do all that I can to rectify my oversight. Head Priestess, Helena, and I agreed that until we were sure, we would not tell you. We needed to make amends for our sins, for failing you.” Jules whimpered, lying flat at her feet, his fingers trembling against her bare toes.

      She had half a mind to kick him away from her. Natalia’s body was positively quaking as she tried to contain her rage. They had hidden it from her, not just making excuses for not seeing the signs before there was a problem. She had trusted them! That was her mistake. Assuming that mortals could do anything right. If she wanted a job done correctly, she had to do it herself.

      She knew that better than anyone; that was why she had built this world. To prove her point that she was the best of the angels, and that God was wrong.

      Infallible. That’s what He liked people to think about Him, but they were all wrong. She was prideful because she knew she was the best, and He was just too afraid to admit it. Well, she would show Him, she would show her sisters, and she would show all of them!

      “Fetch me one of your acolyte’s robes, Jules. Helena, I want a wig. You’re going to do your utmost to make me look plain, like all of you,” Natalia growled through gritted teeth.

      “M-my Illustrious and Superb Lady?” Jules stammered, his head whipping up from the floor as he dared to look at her, blinking rapidly in surprise.

      “I’m going to walk amongst my people, and I’m going to see exactly what is going on.”
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      Helena had found her a crimson wig to wear, and helped Natalia tuck her glorious curls out of sight. The priestesses had removed her anklets and toe rings, placing socks and soft leather plimsolls over her elegant feet. It had taken Natalia a full hour to calm down the second they were on. They were restrictive, and she could already feel that they were going to leave her with blisters. Her poor, perfect feet were going to be ruined because her people had been so incompetent.

      Helena had done all she could to calm the fury, promising that the priestesses would be ready to attend to her the moment she returned so that they could massage, pumice, and smooth out any rough skin before it formed. They would never allow her to have a flaw; it was unthinkable! Was her body even able to have such horrors? Of course not. No one could make a mark on beauty like that.

      Seeing herself in all of her mirrors had only made her tantrum worse, her rage palpable as she stomped her feet so hard that she caused the palace to physically shake. Helena and Jules had been forced to calm her fury, reminding Natalia of why she was doing this, and that she did still look beautiful, regardless of her disguise—it was just a different kind of beauty.

      Once she had calmed down enough, Natalia raised the hood of her robe, lowering it over her face so that she could remain as anonymous as possible when her face was plastered on every corner of the city.

      With her disguise in place, Natalia joined a group of Jules’ acolytes. Copying their mannerisms as the group shuffled out of the palace, Natalia joined them as they hurried into the streets to go about their business, preaching her wonder to all her citizens so that they might always bask in the glory of her existence.

      How long had it been since she’d actually walked the streets that her citizens occupied? Natalia honestly couldn’t remember. She had been so preoccupied with having them come to her that she had never thought to grace them with her magnificence.

      Had that been where she’d gone wrong? Had they wept for the lack of contact with her and strayed in their desperation to fill the void that her opulent personality left when she didn’t walk amongst them? Once a week with her wasn’t enough; of course, it wasn’t! How naïve she had been to think that her citizens would settle just for one day! They needed her. Their love had no outlet if she was not in their presence.

      Distance makes the heart grow fonder. That was how the phrase went, wasn’t it? She had believed that allowing them the time to make her gifts, limiting them to being with her in person once a week, would merely strengthen their adoration for her. It did, for some, but for others, they needed to be with her. Well, she would make sure to fix that from now on… once she had eradicated any of the false idols that Samuel had led her to believe existed.

      Natalia kept her head down, peering out from beneath the hood of the robe. Her heart skipped a beat every time one of her citizens looked her way. She breathed a sigh of relief when they turned their gaze elsewhere, and Natalia grinned. Her ruse was working perfectly, but of course, it was, and had been, her idea. after all! The pain of looking like this would be worth it in the end, once she saw what was going on with her own eyes.

      The crowds parted to allow the acolytes through the streets, and Natalia was surprised to find so many of her citizens’ faces contorting as though they were disgusted to be in the presence of her preachers. Some bowed and looked on in reverence, while others grabbed at the robes of the acolytes as though some of Natalia’s presence might rub off on them by proxy.

      Reaching one of the many squares dotted throughout the city, the acolytes soon came to a halt on their pilgrimage, stopped by several citizens who wished to speak with them on several matters. Natalia took the opportunity to shuffle out of the main group, slipping past the preoccupied citizens toward the nearest building as the owner hurried out to see what the commotion was outside. She caught the door as it shut behind the man and slipped inside while he was busy looking at the growing mass of people out in the square. Natalia shut the door quietly behind her, lowered the hood from her face and gasped as she looked around the room that she found herself in.

      “No. No!” She squealed, stomping her feet and clenching her hands so tightly that her nails dug deep into her palms.

      It was just as Samuel had warned, and as Jules and Helena had feared to tell her. Upon the walls, where Natalia had expected an array of images depicting her beauty, she found pictures of another woman entirely—the woman who came into the room at that moment and looked at Natalia in terror.

      “NO!” Natalia screamed, and the crowd outside silenced the moment her voice thundered from the house.

      She moved like lightning. Shedding her robe onto the floor as she bolted to where the woman stood, Natalia’s elegant fingers wrapped around the woman’s throat so tightly that her nails tore into the offender’s throat.

      “Blasphemy! Treason! How dare you betray me like this?!” Natalia screamed, spittle flecking the face of the woman gasping under Natalia’s vice-like grip, but the former archangel did not loosen her grasp. “You dare to go against my word and create these false images? Your defiance will not go unpunished!” she hissed.

      The woman’s eyes rolled in her head, her fingers trembling against Natalia’s hand weakly as she tried to wrench the angel’s digits from her throat. To no avail. Most of Natalia’s powers had been lost when God had taken her wings, but not all of them, and she was still a formidable opponent. Clearly, her citizens needed to be reminded of who she was in this world.
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      With all her considerable might, Natalia launched the woman across the room. She smiled at her own strength as her victim flew the length of it and smashed through the wall, tumbling into the square beyond with the rubble.

      Natalia sighed contentedly as she threw off her wig, bending to remove the shoes and socks from her feet. She tossed them aside gleefully, sneering at the discarded articles she loathed so much. Wiggling her toes, Natalia closed her eyes and allowed herself a moment to enjoy the renewed freedom she felt, now that her feet had been released from those prisons. Thankfully, she hadn’t worn the restrictive things for too long; her feet should be free of any injury, at least.

      Preoccupied with herself, Natalia had not registered the screams and shouts of the citizens crowded in the square beyond. She licked her lips as she stretched her neck from side-to-side, rolling her shoulders as she loosened the muscles in her back where her wings had once been. It had been such a long time since she’d last indulged in any real violence—not since Lucifer’s uprising with his demon spawn, at least. Natalia had forgotten the simple pleasures that a show of her true strength could bring.

      Striding across the room, she stepped through the large hole in the wall that she’d created when she tossed that piece of filth outside. The citizens closest to her scurried backwards, their faces devoid of color, their eyes wide as they looked upon their queen.

      Now, they were beginning to remember their place. Clearly, Natalia just needed to remind them of it more often. A show of force, then. If that’s what it would take, Natalia would happily oblige. She would obliterate every blasphemous article from her city and ensure that her people did not forget their place in this world ever again.

      Her eyes fixed on the crumpled, bloodied mess of the woman she had cast aside, cradled in the arms of the man who exited the house before Natalia had snuck inside. She snorted at the pathetic state they were in now—the woman a shattered, broken mess in the arms of her sobbing lover. How had that man ever thought her worthy of a portrait in comparison to Natalia?

      Natalia bolted across the square at the pair before the man could have the chance to run away, let alone react to her sudden appearance. The former archangel grabbed the man by his throat with one hand, tearing the bloodied corpse from his embrace with the other. Natalia held him up above her head, grinning as the wild image of herself reflected in the nearest building’s glistening golden walls.

      “You really thought I wouldn’t find out about your treachery? Did you forget who rules this world? Did you?!” she screamed, her grip tightening, throwing the woman away just as she had done before.

      The corpse hit the fountain in the center of the square with a sickening, crunching thud before splatting indignantly into the water below. Natalia cocked her head to one side, giggling as she saw the fountain water turn red as the woman’s blood tainted its crystal-clear purity. That would need to be rectified, but at that moment, Natalia had to admit that red was a color that looked rather good on her. She would have to remember that, get rid of some of those pastel garbs of hers in favor of something a little bolder.

      “I won’t forgive you,” Natalia whispered to the man as she looked up at him, relishing in the way he gasped against her hand, his legs kicking as though somehow, he might get her to loosen her grip. Just as that woman had done. It was pathetic.
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