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      “This is not panning out as I expected,” the naked man said. He looked over to the woman who was standing next to him, arms crossed. “This whole being a human experience. It’s just not what I anticipated and⁠—”

      “I’m not responsible for your expectations,” said the woman, chancing a glance at the counsellor. His face remained impassive, so she decided to keep going. “I’m not, am I? That’s not part of the deal. Your feelings have nothing to do with me.”

      A gentle breeze blew through the branches of lush green trees, and the trills and warbles of impossibly beautiful birds drifted down to where the three beings stood. The climate, temperature, and humidity were, quite literally, perfect.

      “But you love me. I am the love of your life, your very reason for living. Of course, you care about my feelings,” said the man, his voice sounding troubled. ‘They should be more important than your own, if I’m being totally honest.”

      The counsellor, an older man with a long white beard that he had taken to tucking into his tunic for matters of convenience, rubbed his wrinkled forehead and sighed. “My dear, can I have one more run through of what the main problem is. From your perspective. Just to make sure I’ve got it all straight in my head.”

      Adam started to talk, but the counsellor held up his hand. “As Lilith sees it,” he said firmly. “You will have your chance in a minute. Just wait. Your impulse control is dreadful.”

      Adam frowned and opened his mouth as if to say something, but changed his mind, instead sitting back on his rock and crossing his arms, unconsciously mirroring his wife.

      “Right,” Lilith said. Her thick black hair brushed against her bare shoulders, and she pulled it back, annoyed at the sensation against her skin. “Is there a way to make this shorter, Dad?” she said. “It’s always in my face.”

      “Maybe if you covered up a little,” said Adam. “Put something over your shoulders and—” he gestured to her chest area, “this. Then your hair wouldn’t be as irritating. And it would kill two birds with one stone.” His voice faded as she saw the look on Lilith’s face.

      “Stop trying to make me cover up. You really think I want to layer up in this heat?”

      “It’s very distracting,” grumbled Adam. “I mean, it would be more comfortable for you, of course. That’s the real issue. Your comfort. Wouldn’t you be more comfortable covering up your…bits?”

      “Dad,” said Lilith with exasperation. “He’s trying to make me cover up my bits again.”

      “If we could stick to the task at hand,” directed her father. “And we agreed to use the word ‘counsellor’. Or ‘mighty counsellor’ if you prefer. Clearly delineated roles are necessary for this to work best, I think. On this occasion, anyway. You had something you wanted to discuss, Lilith.”

      “All right, yes,” she said. “Primarily, the issue is that Adam isn’t interested in my pleasure. My sexual pleasure.” She rolled the words around in her mouth in a way that made Adam shudder.

      The counsellor nodded his head. “Right.”

      “I hardly think this is an appropriate thing to discuss with our father,” Adam muttered.

      “He asked,” she snapped. “And your lack of interest in discussing our sex life is 90% of the issue in our relationship. I should be free to discuss our sex life with whoever I want, whenever I want.”

      The counsellor sighed and rolled his shoulders in an attempt to release some tension.

      “He’s not interested,” she said. “He refuses to see me as a sexual being, and I’m wondering if we’re really that compatible when it all comes down to it. No offense, Dad,” she said hastily, glancing at the bearded man who sat before them in a haze of spiraling clouds and flames, “but did you do some personality tests or the like before you matched us up?”

      “Let’s leave my competency out of it for now, shall we?” he said.

      “I don’t see why I should see you as a sexual person,” Adam said. “Sex has nothing to do with it. You’re my companion, my suitable helper, and the eventual mother of my children, and if what we have been led to believe is true, we’re the future of the entire human race.”

      “Well, I didn't sign up for that either,” she snapped. “Fuck me, I just want a decent ploughing from my man on the regular, with some creative positions, better foreplay, and maybe some spicy talk. That shouldn’t be so hard to do. I don’t even know what I like yet because you won’t experiment. I mean, I’ve started to take matters into my own hands but…”

      Adam’s face blanched. “See? This is precisely the kind of thing I’m talking about. She’s literally out of control. We are in a meeting, and this is what we have to listen to? Why is it about sex all the time? It should be a tiny, insignificant part of a relationship. Barely a blip. She’s just obsessed.”

      “I wouldn't be obsessed if you’d give me a good seeing to occasionally,” she snapped.

      “Right,” the counsellor said. “I think I understand where you're coming from,”

      “Or not coming from,” she muttered.

      “See what I have to deal with?” Adam protested again.

      The counsellor nodded. “I’m beginning to, yes. You said this isn’t panning out as you expected. I’d like you to elaborate on that, please, Adam.”

      “It’s just what I said. When you created us, I was led to believe I would have a certain role, and certain responsibilities, and she would have certain roles and responsibilities, but as far as I can see, there has been some blurring.”

      “Of those roles and responsibilities,” clarified the counsellor.

      “Correct. I expect to be the man and make the decisions, and I expect her to be the little woman and do the sweet things that make her happy, like finding pretty leaves and collecting the choicest berries for me, but ultimately, she must defer to me. She is my wife, after all.”

      “I’m not a fan of any of that, and I’m not interested in pretty leaves,” Lilith snapped. ‘Why are you pouting like that, Adam? Pull your bottom lip in and uncross your arms. You look like a baby. I’ve told you sulking doesn’t work on me anymore.’

      “It is a little childish, Adam,” said the counsellor with a nod. “ I have to agree with your wife there. And you, Lilith, would prefer to not defer to Adam, is that what you’re saying?”

      “I have been deferring to him,” she said. “I’ve tried, I promise I have. I’ve been good and demure and caring. I’ve done everything he wanted.”

      Adam nodded, what might have been an attempt at a benevolent expression on his face. “You were a dutiful wife for a while. You were submissive and subservient and very accommodating. That’s why this whole ‘new you’ is so jarring. I’m used to you warming my rock for me every night and giving me the best bits of the bread you cook, and so⁠—”

      “It’s not a new me,” she said between gritted teeth. “I’ve just finally thought about what I want, what I need. You never ask me that. I’m thinking for myself.”

      “That’s not really part of the plan, is it? Thinking for yourself, that is. Your needs are directly related to my happiness,” he said patiently. “That’s what we discussed. That’s why it’s so perfect.”

      “It’s not perfect for me,” she said, raising her chin. “I’m not happy. I knew that we had some problems, and I was willing to accept them. We live in paradise. We sunbake and swim and pick berries and chat. We don’t have as much in common as I’d like, but as you’ve already told us, Dad, we’re the first people. We have limited context. Oh, look, that vine is growing nicely, and what should we call that animal with the horn on its head can only take us so far.”

      The counsellor nodded again. “This is an issue we’ve discussed.”

      “Yes, yes, I know,” she said hurriedly. “I get it. When we go travelling or get a pet unicorn or something, in the fullness of time, then I’m sure we will have lots to talk about. But in the absence of, you know, other people or deep philosophical issues, I’d really like to explore each other’s sensuality a bit more fully.”

      “As you’ve mentioned.”

      “And this is where we run into a problem,” Adam said. “It’s not your role to be on top. It’s unnatural and unladylike, and if we can’t lie quietly when the moon goes behind a cloud and do our business, then I’m not interested.”

      “You mentioned roles again,” the counsellor noted. “I’d like to circle back to that if I might. I created both of you to be equal. Both from the same clay and all that? As far as I planned it, you’re on an equal footing.”

      “I think we’d both appreciate some clarification around that, as a matter of fact,” Adam said. “Because I don’t see how that’s going to work, and if you forgive me being totally honest, I don’t know if you’ve thought it out properly.”

      “You don’t see how it’s going to work?” the counsellor said. “You’re equal. You listen to each other. You give and take. A true partnership of equals. That was my whole plan, such as it was. Please remember this is my first time too, you know, so there is a touch of trial and error. I didn’t design Lilith to be submissive, precisely.”

      “See, I told you. Equal,” she said.

      “Look, I don’t think that’s the best way of going about things. After all, between you and I, Dad, I’m the one with the human brain, aren’t I?” Adam chuckled companionably. “I guess I can’t expect someone as expansive as you to understand how the little guys operate.”

      The counsellor sighed. “While technically, I am God, the Big G, and therefore meant to come up with everything myself, you know, omnipotent, omniscient, and omnipresent. I don’t think that precludes a little collaboration, though.”

      “And omnificent,” Lilith added. “You’re that too.”

      “Quite, exactly,” he said. “Thank you for remembering that, Lilith. It means a lot to me. I am indeed. But, as you rightly pointed out, Adam, you’re the man on the ground, and I should take your opinion into account. Far be it from me to claim that I have all the answers.”

      “And my opinion too,” Lilith said.

      “Oh, yes, of course. Yours too. Essentially, your preoccupation is more… intercourse, is it?”

      “No,” she said. “I told you, I⁠—”

      “You see,” said Adam, “this whole idea of everyone being equal. I just don’t think it’s viable.” He felt himself crossing his arms petulantly again and tried to relax them by his side again.

      She narrowed her eyes at him. “You were going to try and sulk again, weren’t you?’

      He set his jaw firmly, as if the pouty face that seemed to be an automatic reaction whenever he was challenged was the furthest thing from his mind. “Someone needs to be in charge, don’t they? Look at you. You’re God. We’re not equal to you. You’re in charge and rightly so. We need you for all the ineffable, big-brain stuff. And that principle should, I feel, continue down. You, then me, because let’s be honest, I’m the most like you, and then, well… her.”

      “What is the matter with you?’ she snapped. ‘What’s your problem? Why are you trying to be so bossy? You’re standing all rigid and weird now.’

      “Excuse me, but I’m brainstorming how to create a whole new civilization here. That’s what were supposed to be doing, right?’ He looked to God for confirmation. ‘Going forth and multiplying and all that. I’m simply following your instructions.”

      “That’s something we need to talk about, too,” snapped Lilith.

      “Yes,” God agreed. “That was the wider plan. In a general sense. That’s what there was talk of, at least.”

      “And to be brutally honest, I don’t know how that’s going to be done without a fairly tight management structure and everyone knowing their place.”

      “By everyone, you mean me, right?” Goosebumps were appearing on Lilith’s arms, but as far as she could tell, the perfectly calibrated temperature of the garden hadn’t changed.

      Adam shrugged. “For a start.”

      She looked to God for help. “Dad, do you agree with all this? You made us equal on purpose, right? You literally breathed life into us. Surely you know what you’re doing?”

      “I do,” he said a little too quickly. “I do. Honestly. But also, Adam’s point about not muddying the waters with too many competing voices is a good one. This is new to all of us, after all. I’ve got a lot to think about.”

      “All right,” she said, raising her chin. “Why can’t I be the one who’s in charge then? Why does it have to be him?”

      “To be fair,” Adam said, “your main talking point so far has been deviant sexual relations, so I’m not sure if…”

      “I wouldn’t worry about that anymore,” Lilith snapped. “I’ve gone right off you anyway. The pouting was one thing, but now you’re standing oddly. Are you trying to be taller by standing on your tiptoes?’

      Adam wobbled slightly as if, yes, this was exactly what he’d been trying to do, and Lilith wrinkled her nose as if she had smelled something unpleasant drifting to her on the breeze.

      ‘You can find someone else to have insipid vanilla sex with. I’m leaving.”

      “Just hold on a second. Let’s not jump to any hasty decisions that we might regret later,’ the counsellor said. ‘You can’t just walk off when things don’t go your way, young lady.”

      “This is not fun for me,’ she said. ‘No one is listening to me. You’re both making plans that, apparently, I’m not allowed to be involved in, and I’m spectacularly sexually unsatisfied. Give me one good reason why I should stay.”

      The counsellor and Adam glanced at each other nervously.

      “Well,” started Adam, “I need a helpmeet.”

      “A fucking what?” she said. “Try again. My purpose has nothing to do with you.”

      Adam grimaced. “Please modify your language, my dear. It’s quite distressing for Dad.”

      “It is a little bit, though,” the counsellor said. “Your purpose, I mean. You don’t really exist as an individual. It would be good if you could work together. There’s a grand plan and all. You’re supposed to work together to populate the planet. It would help me enormously if you would just⁠—”

      She crossed her arms. “Which I didn’t agree to. I’ve been co-opted into this without my consent.” Seeing Adam roll his eyes, Lilith paced off in irritation.

      “Oh, please,’ he said. ‘Consent. She’s making up new words now. Look, I’m just going to say out loud what everyone is thinking. She’s a liability.”

      The counsellor sighed loudly and shook his head. “I don’t want to take sides, but are you with us or against us? Because we need to work as a unit, and I’m beginning to suspect that I haven’t made a team player. Adam here clearly understands what I want of you both.”

      “Can we do it without her?” Adam asked, tilting his head and gazing over at his wife through narrowed eyes.

      “I don’t know. That doesn’t sound very sporting. You can’t just cut people off when things don’t go your way. That’s not the dynamic I’m trying to foster and perpetuate.”

      “If it was though,” Adam pushed, “I’ve got an idea. A more suitable fallback. It will involve some surgery, but it will also get rid of the whole equal thing she keeps going on about, which, in hindsight, was a mistake. Let’s get rid of this one and find me a new companion. Someone simple and easy to lead who will make me look like a strong patriarch and who is specifically subservient from the get-go. No, just assuming the new one will fall into that role.”

      “I am not a team player, you’re both arseholes, and I’m off,” Lilith called to them with disgust. She had found the cup she had painstakingly carved out of cedarwood, and a leaf that was perfectly shaped to cover her head in the advent of occasional inclement weather. “You two can do whatever it is that you do, but I’m sure that other interesting and exciting things await me. Things that don’t involve me having any responsibilities or being in debt to anyone.”

      “Adam, I can make you someone more suitable if you think that’s the way to go?”

      “Can you make the new one shorter? Lilith positively towers over me, and it’s very emasculating. I’d like to have more say in the mechanics of the next one. Maybe dainty and meek. And small feet. I like the idea of small feet.”

      Lilith had already started walking off. She didn’t know where she was going or what she would do, but anything had to be better than this.

      “Lilith?” She heard the counsellor’s voice in her ear. “I would like a quick word before you go. I feel we owe it to each other.”

      “I’m massively pissed off with you, and I want it on the record that I don’t owe you anything at all. Walk and talk, though, because I want to be out of here by evening.”

      “As you know, I’m new to all of this, and I’m not so proud to admit that I may have made mistakes. I know all those omni words are very important and relevant, but I’m still having trouble believing my own hype, to be honest. Adam is being so helpful to me at this testing time.”

      “I’m not in the right frame of mind to be listening to your personal issues,” she said. “That feels like a you problem.”

      “No, it is, it is,” he said quickly.

      “How do I get out of here anyway?” she said, peering through the vines and lush trees that draped and twirled around her. The gardens ran gloriously with the melodious cries of fantastical, iridescent birds, and small, impossibly soft creatures capered around her feet, looking up at her with adoring eyes.

      “Just keep walking,” he said. “There are no walls of gates or guards or anything, although maybe that’s something I should add to my to-do list.”

      Far in the distance, through the millions of different shades of green, Lilith could just make out something that wasn’t green. It was a yellowy brownish golden, something she’d never seen before. She deliberately veered in that direction.

      “Anyway,” he continued, “I was hoping we could come to a bit of an agreement because I don’t think the PR around this is going to go my way.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “There are…nfactions. I won’t bore you with the details, but there are some higher angels, not so much the cherubim. They tend to be darlings, but the archangels, well, let’s just say I feel like I need to watch my back a lot of the time. And the Eons from Beyond the Void are constantly…”

      The haze through the greenery was taking shape now, presenting a hard horizon that contrasted sharply with the soft, undulating lushness that had been all she’d ever known.

      “And I think admitting we have made a mistake and you storming off to start your own life might not look so good on paper.”

      “Again, Dad. Not really my issue.”

      “What I was wondering,” he said, “is whether we could say this is all your doing. That you decided to leave, and Adam and I had nothing to do with it. You just completely overruled us, so to speak.”

      She stopped. “How does that help your argument or help make you look less weak, or whatever it is you two are bothered about?”

      God sighed heavily. “In my mind, this can be the case of a capricious, headstrong woman who does something dreadful, and the two men who just let her have her way and damn the consequences. It could become a cautionary tale or some such. And then Adam and I will tweak things so all goes as it’s supposed to, and we can start the whole populating the planet and subduing it, all of us happy that we’ve gone our separate ways.”

      “What dreadful thing am I supposed to have done?” she asked. “All I’ve actually done is take my own cup that I crafted myself and told Adam he’s a dud root. Hardly the stuff myths are made of.”

      “Between you and me, I don’t necessarily think you’re at fault. Obviously, I’d deny ever saying that if it came down to it, but I think Adam is reaching by blaming you for all of this. I don’t know how a few creative positions would have been the worst thing in the world, and I’m going to try and tweak his personality if it’s at all possible. But he’s my son and, look, he’s not as strong as you. He will be. One day, I know he will be. But right now, he needs support. You’ll be okay. I know you will. You’re a force and he… well, he isn’t. Yet. If you’re happy to just leave things as they are, take the role as the antagonist and head for the desert, as it looks like you’re already doing, then I think that would be a good result for an ordinary situation.”

      “Fine,” Lilith said. She squinted, the glare on the parched sand harsh on her eyes. “But there’s something I’d like you to do for me first.”
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      “Hello, my love,” Lilith said, smiling as Asmodeus approached and sat down next to her. His large hand took hers idly, and he kissed it, her palm cupping his beard. He followed her gaze as she looked out across the still waters. They could turn in a moment, these seas, and she loved the days when they pulsed with tumultuous energy and the churning hid the peace beneath. But today it was all peace, all tranquility.

      She moved her shoulders a little, allowing her wings to catch the rays of sunlight. A touch of shapeshifting, which had been her final request of her father, served her very well. Warming herself by moving them lazily was just perfection.

      “Are you well today?” He leaned forward to look at her face, pushing the dark hair out of her eyes and cupping her cheek tenderly.

      She smiled and took his hand, kissing it. She loved his hands especially, with their slightly misshapen fingers. “Quite well,” she said, smiling. “I enjoyed last night.”

      He chuckled. “You seem to be healing the parts of you that needed exploration quite effectively.”

      “And I thank you for your assistance with that. Although…” she moved her hand to the small of her back and rotated her shoulders slightly.

      “Yes?” He raised one eyebrow and rubbed his beard.

      “I might need to start stretching,” she said. “I’m not bouncing back as much as I’d like to.”

      He laughed. “Noted. After a particularly energetic fucking, I’ll give you a rub down as well. Just a quick question. Did you tell Lamia that she should head off to find herself and leave her spawn for other people to look after?”

      “Yes,” Lilith said. “She was having a personal existential crisis and needed to make a new life. I told her it was a hugely energising thing to do, to just walk away from everything that’s annoying you, so she’s left.”

      “Right,” Asmodeus said slowly. “It’s just that other people have to look after them now, and they seem very sad.”

      “The people or the children?”

      “Everyone, from what I can tell.”

      “I assumed their father would do it. It seems hugely unfair that just because she carried them, she should have to look after all of them, too.”

      “Lamia is a hermaphrodite, remember? There’s no father.”

      Lilith shrugged. “Not my problem as long as she’s happy.”

      “Will you be helping to look after the spawn?”

      “No way. What a terrible thought.”

      “You’re very opinionated and fiery, you know. I love that about you,” he said.

      “Thank you.” She moved her head to kiss him, her tongue finding his, and within moments, his hands were in her hair, and the world had faded around them.

      This was worth leaving Eden for.

      Lilith didn’t know how long it was before they realized they were being watched. She raised her head and glanced to the side, where three beings stood.

      “You’ve got to be joking,” she said, “How long have you three been standing there? Perverts.”

      She reached down and tapped Asmodeus shoulder, using her nails to get his attention, and then she pulled at this thick brown hair.

      He was nothing if not committed.

      “We have company,” she said, pointing to the three gloriously glowing beings who stood a little way off, shuffling their feet awkwardly and clearing their throats.

      “It’s okay, you can finish first,” one of the beings mumbled. “We can wait.”

      “Don’t worry,” she said, pushing herself into a seated position. “I was just going around again anyway.”

      Asmodeus moved next to her and slipped an arm around her naked waist. “Do you know them?” he asked, biting her shoulder gently.

      “Do you want me to get rid of them?”

      “Did my dad send you?” she asked.

      One of the beings stepped forward, his eyes darting around, trying to find somewhere to rest that didn’t make his face twitch involuntarily. Lilith stretched languorously and sat back on her hands, spreading her legs a little. She had no intention of making this easy for them.

      The being, which had a huge pair of pretentious feather wings and a face that glowed like the sunset on a glorious summer evening, complete with the vibe of the full moon rising on the eastern horizon, glanced at his colleagues uneasily. “We have been sent,” he said portentously.

      “Angels,” Lilith confirmed. “You’re running errands now, are you?”

      “It’s kind of our main job description, apparently,” said another of the beings, and Lilith thought she detected a note of bitterness in his voice.

      “Sounds fun,” she said brightly.

      There was an uneasy silence.

      “Or not. You can always come and live with us if it doesn’t pan out for you over there. We’re mainly Earth-based, so we don’t have any of that alternative reality dimensional thing that you get with Heaven, but we’re making it work.”

      “Actually,” Asmodeus said into her ear, the vibration bringing up goosebumps on her arms, “I want to talk to you about that.”

      “Later,” she said, stroking his cheek.

      She noticed that the tumescent glow that surrounded the angels had dulled slightly.

      “Don’t try to enlist us with your wiles,” said the one who she assumed was the leader. “We are impervious to your glamour. We will never join you and your band of demons.”

      “Whoa,” she said, standing. “That escalated quickly. First, glamour and wiles, you say. Thank you. I’ve been working on my image, so I’m glad it’s not going unnoticed. But demons? Calm down. We’re not demons, and I wasn’t trying to enlist you. I was merely suggesting that if you’re not happy⁠—”

      Asmodeus cleared his throat. “I am, as a matter of fact. A demon.”

      “Yes, my love, of course.”

      “Unholy night hag, we are here with a message from the Mighty and Strong Glorious Creator,” the angel said firmly.

      Asmodeus was standing beside her now, his body generating a vibration she had never felt before. She placed a hand on his arm.

      “We have an offer from the Lord Most High,” the main angel said. “He has offered you the chance to return, take up your rightful place alongside Adam as the Mother of All Creation, and should you do this, all will be forgiven. The Father of All Things Amazing bears you no ill will for leaving, against their wishes, and potentially ruining the plans of all humankind, and in his glorious magnanimity, he is willing to give you another chance at your true and Heaven foretold destiny.”

      Lilith frowned and glanced at each angel in turn. Only the main speaker was able to maintain eye contact with her.

      “So much to unpack there,” she said to Asmodeus before scratching her neck and gazing off into the distance for a minute. “I realise this probably isn’t the main takeaway, but you know that me leaving was a mutually agreed on thing, right?”

      “Why should we trust the words of a demon?” the main angel replied.

      “Mate, I’m wondering if you’re in the right place. Because I’m patently not a demon. Why do you think I am? What have people been saying?”

      “You’re all demons here,” said the lesser angel, gesturing around awkwardly. In the distance, an open grassy area could be seen, and it was filled with a growing group of beings. No one seemed to be moving  toward it, but the inhabitants were multiplying rapidly.

      “What’s going on over there?” asked the angel, shading his eyes and peering off into the distance.

      “It’s a portal of some kind,” said Lilith. “New beings are arriving all the time. Well, I say arriving. They’re just kind of appearing. We’re having to get a whole orientation thing worked out. It seems to be an even mix of fae, Nephilim, nymphs, mermaids, and I think someone saw a random basilisk the other day. My dad might want to get on that if he doesn’t want the entire planet inhabited by them rather than these humans that he seems so fond of.”

      “A creation portal,” murmured one of the angels to another. “I don’t think we know about that, do we? Make a note of it. We’ll need to shut it down ASAP. But the main point is,” he said, addressing Lilith and Asmodeus again, “you’re all demons. This is a demon-encrusted land of spite and depravity. Everyone knows about it.”

      Lilith pointed to her partner. “Only he’s a demon. And he’s in and out a lot. He doesn’t live here the whole time.”

      “Depravity, though,” said the second angel. “There’s a lot of that. Just look at what was happening when we arrived.”

      “Consensual sex between adults is not depraved,” she snapped. “But I know how your lot feel about that, so we’d best agree to disagree.”

      “We have been sent to offer these terms,” said the leader, in a vain attempt to get the conversation back on track. “You have been given one final chance to return, and all will be forgiven. If not, the consequences will be dire.”

      “Why do they want me back, though?” Lilith asked. “I thought they were going to get a new girl. Or make a new girl. Something like that. Poor bugger. They seemed to think they had plenty of options. A smorgasbord, so to speak.”

      “Things aren’t panning out so well with the new one,” said the second angel, clearly eager to get involved in a discussion about it. “She’s very dull, apparently. In hindsight, he has decided that maybe you’re the better option, and he does need some spice in his life. So he’d like to give you another go and see what happens. A fresh start, so to speak. No hard feelings.”

      “That’s disgusting,” said Lilith. “I don’t suppose he’s told her that he’s coming on to me again, has he? She probably thinks everything is going swimmingly.”

      “You have one chance,” the main angel’s voice boomed gloriously.

      Lilith thought he sounded like a wanker and suspected that the other angels did too.

      “Does the fact I was having sex with a demon when you arrived affect this offer in any way?”

      The main angel licked his lips. “We could pretend we didn’t see it.”

      “I could do it again if you’d like a reminder,” Lilith suggested.

      “I thought maybe you’d got it out of your system by now,” suggested the third angel helpfully.

      “Oh, I’ve barely started,” she said. “But can we just circle back to the consequences if I don’t say yes? Because I’m not going to say yes, so I probably need to know what I’m getting myself into.”

      “In the event of your refusal,” boomed the main angel, the light around him pulsating and throwing a glow on the whole area, “one hundred of your demonic children will be destroyed every day. You have no one to blame but yourself.” There was a pause, and the third angel shuffled his feet awkwardly.

      “He doesn’t even know if he wants me, but he’s planning a whole punishment thing if I say no. He’s literally delusional. You can see that, can’t you? I mean, I know that on paper you have to support him, but he’s a dick, isn’t he?”

      The second angel leaned forward conspiratorially. “I’m not a fan of that bit, can I just say. The destroying demonic children. I think it’s an overreaction.”

      “It definitely feels like an overreaction,” Lilith scoffed. “It feels like a bloody enormous ridiculous tantrum on someone’s part.”

      “I’d have thought so,” Asmodeus agreed.

      The angel refused to make eye contact with her.

      “It’s Adam, isn’t it? This feels like it has some serious ‘my ex-husband’ vibes about it.”

      The trio did not answer.

      “It bloody well is, isn’t it. This is all Adam. He’s calling the shots by the sounds of it. That doesn’t sound very ‘appropriate balance of roles and responsibilities’ that he was always going on about.”

      She paused to see if they would offer an opinion, but they seemed to be fixated on staring at what was happening in the portal off in the distance.

      “Anyway,” she continued, taking the blanket she’d been reclining on and folding it up, “this is all conjecture because I’m sorry to inform you that I have no children, demonic or otherwise.”

      “Yes, you do,” the second angel insisted. “You give birth to hundreds of demonic spawn each night. As a result of all the…” He searched for the right words.

      “Demonic coupling,” offered the third angel.

      “Yes, that’s right. Demonic coupling. You give birth to hundreds of monster spawn every day on account of all the…”

      “Coupling, she reminded them.

      “Quite.”

      “Nope,” she confirmed. “I have never given birth to children, demonic or otherwise, and I have no intention of doing so. Also, I don’t couple with demons, plural. Just the one. At a time. At this stage. Although that might change.”

      “We have clearly been told that you are deliberately populating your lands with demonic spawn in an attempt to…” He stopped.

      “In an attempt to what?” Asmodeus asked.

      “I’m not sure,” the lead angel said stonily. “But I’m almost entirely certain that it’s dreadful and evil and demon-like and will involve taking over God’s true destiny.”

      “Oh, for fucks sake,” Lilith groaned. “I don’t think I’m able to live up to all the publicity that is apparently being shared about me. I’m screwing demons, plural, and giving birth to hundreds of children in order to what? Take over the world? It seems to be doing perfectly well on its own.”

      The angels nodded in unison.

      “What a dreadful idea,” she said. “How would I possibly find the time with all that parenting? And why would I want to? Why would I want to control the world?”

      “Because of your willful need to take control of everything and disregard Adam and God’s plan for you and your headstrong belief that you know what’s best for you.”

      Lilith looked at Asmodeus, who shook his head. “This is literally all because Adam couldn’t make me cum, you know that, don’t you? This whole story arises purely because he’s a terrible lover. And now I guess he’ll be even madder because I won’t go back to him. The lengths people will go to repair their damaged ego, I swear. Also, I do know what’s best for me, and most of the time for other people too.”

      The third angel looked around at a huge bonfire that was about to be lit in the distance. A group of beings had been dragging driftwood and debris from the beach and piling it up, and they were waiting for night to fall before they lit it.

      “Look,” he said. “Demonic plans.” His voice held very little certainty.

      “It’s a bonfire,” she said matter-of-factly.

      The angel nodded, his eyes wild. “That’s right. At night. Night is for evil doings. And shenanigans. We’ve definitely heard talk of shenanigans.”

      “What’s wrong with night?” Asmodeus asked, puzzled. “Is night a problem now, too?”

      Lilith looked at Asmodeus in bemusement. “Are we not supposed to like nighttime now?”

      The angels spoke as one. “Nothing good happens after dark.”

      “Maybe God shouldn’t have made nocturnal animals, then,” Lilith muttered. “I’m having trouble keeping up with what’s allowed and what’s not at this stage. Maybe he should write it down and hand it out or something.”

      The main angel looked at the others and nodded appreciatively.

      “For God’s sake,” Lilith snapped, “I’m joking. He’s controlling enough without a fucking handbook. Anyway, I’m not coming back. I have no demonic spawn for you to kill, and I’m consorting with a demon, singular, not demons, plural. If you could just let us live our lives and stop micromanaging, then I think that’d be better for everyone.”

      The angels nodded sagely. “As it will be. You have made your decision.”

      “And they knew I’d say no, didn’t they? They deliberately manufactured this whole thing so that they can spread lies about me, then hold their hands up in mock despair and say, oh no, it wasn’t us, we had no choice. This is a whole plan to make me look like the bad guy, isn’t it?”

      “It’s time for you to go,” Asmodeus said to the angels. “Off you pop.”

      “Tell my ex-husband that he’s got a perfectly good wife, and he needs to forget about me. I know what he’s up to, and maybe he should stop manipulating our father and let him try to work things out himself.”

      “Never you mind with us passing on messages,” snapped the angel. “You’ve given up any right to know what’s going on, so just concern yourself with your own dreadful blood-curdling plans, and we’ll get on with the business of goodness and love and light and doing the actual work. Don’t you think that we’d quite like to be lying around in meadows too?”

      Lilith put her hands on her hips. “Do you actually believe all this? Are you so deep in the echo chamber that you believe everything you’re told by this alleged omnipotent leader? Because I’ve met him and, you know, I don’t feel like he really knows what’s going on. Sweet but doddery and easily led. I think he needs someone to-“

      But in a haze of fire and a hiss of what looked like dry ice, the angels were gone.

      Asmodeus wrapped his arms around Lilith and drew her close. “Are you all right, my love?”

      She rested her head against his shoulder. Her chest felt tight, and she steadied herself by taking some deep breaths through her nose. “Yes, I think so. But why is Adam being such an arsehole? I never even did anything to him except tell him what I wanted.”

      He laughed, the sound reverberating in his chest. “As someone who was literally created to be a demon, I can assure you that we have no idea what’s going to happen. I suggest we just try to make as much meaning as we can and hold on for dear life.”

      There was a shimmer in the air next to them and a rapid popping noise, and the third angel stood next to them once again. He staggered slightly as he found his feet. “Dimension hopping twice in five minutes. I’m not built for that,” he said by way of explanation.

      “Yes?” said Lilith tersely. “Can we help you?”

      “I’ve just nipped back for a moment while the others were taking off their robes to let you know you need to be careful,” he said quickly. “They’re looking for scapegoats. They’re looking to set up this whole good/evil dichotomy, and anyone who makes decisions for themselves or who aren’t buying into the narrative that’s, to be honest, being made up on the fly as far as I can tell, is going to slot into the ‘evil’ part.”

      “So I’m evil now? Just like that. I dared share an opinion with a self-appointed alpha male, and I’m evil?”

      The angel glanced around nervously as if he expected God to descend next to him. “Yes, you are. They were talking about it on the way back. You’re going to become, and I’m sorry to be so blunt, but I’ve only got a second, a symbol of seduction and eroticism.”

      “Oh.” She smiled. “I quite like that.”

      Asmodeus nodded. “Yes, that works. You’re very sexy.”

      “Steady on,” the angel said. “I’m not finished. And chaos.”

      Lilith frowned. “Still not terrible. I’m not great at organisation.”

      “Obviously, I’m not making myself clear,” the angel persisted. “God and, well, Adam for the most part, but we all pretend it’s God, they’re gun-shy now and nervous they might lose power. And because you’re a… female, they think it’s to do with your breasts or your uterus or some such. Maybe something to do with a cervix? Is that a word? I’m not too clear, but he’s going to tell everyone you’re a baby killer.”

      “I mean, babies are pretty annoying,” Asmodeus said.

      “And the Queen of Demons who seduces men to get pregnant so you can give birth and then⁠—”

      “Yes?”

      “Kill the babies.”

      “That I’ve deliberately got pregnant with?” she confirmed.

      “Seems to be the idea.”

      She nodded. “Huh. Okay, I don’t quite know how to feel about this. Seems needlessly convoluted. Be way easier to just not get pregnant in the first place.”

      “You’re going to be the cautionary tale to all women about how they need to not be lascivious, and if they are, then men will be emasculated, and babies will die.”

      Lilith pursed her lips. “This feels like an overreaction.”

      “I just wanted you to know. The word is getting out, and you might not be that…”

      “Yes?”

      “Popular.”

      “For how long will I remain unpopular?”

      “For the rest of history.”

      She glanced at Asmodeus, who shrugged, bemused, and back to the angel. “So because I have a few little opinions, I’m literally the representation of an evil woman, am I?”

      The angel nodded.

      “Right,” she snapped. “Well, they ain’t seen anything yet.”
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      Jared shaded his deep blue eyes with his precisely manicured hand, unconsciously mirroring the actions of the angel in the distance. “Hello,” he said to no one in particular. “Looks like we’ve got a visit from the bigwigs.” He couldn’t make out much, but the pulsating golden light that surrounded several figures gave off a vibe that he wasn’t used to seeing around here. They had a real sense of their own importance and an almost pathological need to get Very Important Business done.

      In a timely manner.

      Quite different from the lounging around, swimming, chatting about feelings, sex, weaving, and the stick and poke tattoo studios that had sprung up nearby.

      He had been here for a few weeks now. One minute, he had been chatting with his pals, playing cards, planning shenanigans, making some jokes, and the next minute, one of his mates had taken offence to an innocent quip, and he was in the middle of a field next to a swirling creation portal, trying to make sense of a new life away from his mischief-making crew. A solitary trickster, as it were. A lone shit-stirrer.

      His memory of the evening was hazy, but he may have made an innocent remark about someone’s mother. There had been a lot of decently aged merlot, and a card game that had lost him more than he was comfortable parting with, and a comment about someone’s mother’s almost preternatural flexibility, and then suddenly here he was.

      He wouldn’t have thought beings who were happy to be known as “Eons from Beyond the Void” would have triggers, but his new existence on this planet would indicate otherwise.

      And now he was bored. This lot was way too laid back.

      “Hey, buddy,” Jared called to the multi-tailed furry thing that was lying back on a tuffet of grass, chatting to a fae. “I saw one of those basilisks from the camp next door take that stick you were using to tattoo yourself the other day. You know, the one you said was the best one you’d ever used. Pretty sure it ended up on the bonfire.”

      The multi-tailed furry thing looked up, a vague smile on his face. “No worries, man. Property is theft anyway. I’m happy to share the communal goodness with whoever needs the love.”

      Jared shuddered.

      “Isn’t that the boggart you’ve been hanging out with, over there talking to that fertility nymph?” He directed this to the small fae who was weaving a headdress out of clover and daisies.

      She looked up and smiled beatifically  toward the couple. “Yes, it is. Hi there, gorgeous creatures. Have an amazing day enjoying each other’s spectacular bodies.”

      This lot was totally unflappable. He pushed his dark fringe out of his face and twisted his back, trying to get the knots out of it that had been caused by sleeping on the ground. He had taken on a humanoid form when he arrived; it seemed easier that way. Too many tails or heads just seemed needlessly complicated.

      In the past fortnight, he had attempted to start a party planning committee, a “gifted and talented” program for a select few, and a multi-levelled marketing scheme selling a kind of nut that seemed to be quite popular—all groups he judged most likely to cause division and unrest, but there were no takers. No one was interested in drama.

      But there were angels over there, talking to the delicious Lilith, so maybe something was happening.

      After a while, they disappeared, and things went back to normal. Boringly normal. He sighed and contemplated telling Lilith the mermaids were going to unionise.

      He heard a puff from the creation portal and realized he had wandered very close to it. He usually avoided this area, not for any reasons of safety or ethics but because the last thing he wanted was a newly arrived creature following him around. Lilith had started some kind of mentoring program, which he had made it his duty to avoid, and he had been very successful.

      Until now.

      Another fae had arrived. He could see that immediately. She was tall and lithe, as her kind tended to be. She looked to be the same age as him, maybe slightly older, but that kind of judgment was always tricky with otherworldly beings. Her dark hair fell in waves over her shoulders, and she held her arms out to steady herself as she appeared.

      Some beings arrived in an ungainly pile, some staggered around, gasping for a few moments as if they had just exited a claustrophobic birth canal, and some immediately strode off, clearly certain of their own individual purpose from the get-go. But this one steadied herself, looked around, sniffed the air, and then smiled at him. A naive, beautiful, trusting smile that almost, but not quite, warmed his heart.

      “Hello,” she said, her voice lilting like spring water dancing over river pebbles. “I’ve just arrived. I am a glorious and new creation.”

      “Of course, you are,” said Jared, offering her his arm, which she took with a gentle firmness. “And I’m your welcoming committee. Let me show you around.”

      Finally. Something to play with.

      He decided her name would be Fae.

      “So,” said Fae, once he had explained about the general lackadaisical and unproductive nature of everyone in the vicinity. “Everyone should have a job then, do you think?”

      “Absolutely,” said Jared firmly. “Everyone needs a definite purpose and aim. Then they can scurry around, filling their days with very important business. And they need to make sure that their business is the most important. The priority. Otherwise, they will be boring. Sorry, bored. They will be bored, I mean.”

      She looked at the various groups of beings scattered around the area. “They seem happy though,” she said, smiling and waving to the clover-weaving fae who gestured at her to come over and chat.

      “No, no,” said Jared, firmly turning her and positioning her in another direction entirely. “They don’t know what they want. That’s something you really do need to get your head around. Most beings have no idea what they want, or what’s good for them.”

      “And me too?” she said, gazing up at him. He could tell she was already absolutely smitten with him. “Should I have a job? Tell me what I should do.”

      “Yes, you should,” he said. “But don’t worry, I’ll help you. I’ll make sure we find something you’re very good at and will make you a fully functioning and productive member of society. None of this lying around deciding what kind of bird each cloud looks like.”

      “Do I have a purpose?” she asked. “I know I’m a wonderful and marvellous creation, inherently good because of the fact I exist, but from what you’ve told me, that’s not enough. I need to do something.”

      “Yes, productivity,” he said. “It’s not really caught on down here yet, but in certain realms, it’s all the rage. If we can find you a purpose quickly, then you’ll be ahead of the curve. A trailblazer. You want to be a visionary, don’t you? You need to focus on side hustles and monetizing hobbies as soon as possible.”

      She shrugged her shoulders, and her silky hair fell around her back, spilling over her bare breasts. “I think I just want to be happy,” she said, and the hopefulness in her voice was unmistakable.

      “Eh,” said Jared, wrinkling his nose. “Happiness is overrated. Much better if we get you set up with a good job and a list of goals, and we take it from there.”

      “Will you help me?” she asked.

      “Always,” he promised.
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      Her husband took Eve’s face in his hands, and she leaned her cheek into his touch just for a moment. The feeling of relaxing into him, of giving in and trusting him, was one she loved and something she had hoped she could cherish forever. He was her man, and she was his woman, and it was all as it should be. They could love each other forever.

      And she knew he could be a better man. She knew it. Better to her. Better to her heart.

      If only the snake hadn’t shown her another way…

      “It’s all right,” said Adam softly. “It’s all right. I’ll sort this out. Trust me. Can you do that?”

      “We have to tell Him what the snake told me. About how we should be equal. That I should get to make decisions too. Remember? You said you want an equal partnership,” she pleaded.

      “Well, yes, that was one of our options. I’m not absolutely convinced about that bit, to be totally honest. Let’s ask Him what to do, shall we? He’s always looked out for our best interests. I don't know if we can jump ship on the say-so of some oddly formed dragon snake hybrid creature that seems to have turned up out of nowhere.”

      Her heart sank. He had seemed to listen to her when she had brought this up yesterday.

      “I’ve been thinking about that,” she said, taking a deep breath before she spoke. “If the snake is in here, you know, the Garden of Eden and all that, then it has to be here on His say so. Given he’s omnipotent and everything. The things that it told me, well, they must have been at his behest, I would have thought…” her words trailed off.

      “I don't know about that. It was coming out with some pretty incendiary stuff. I wouldn't be surprised if there wasn't something at play that we don’t quite know about. Beings out to get Him, and us, purely because of his overwhelming goodness and magnanimity. We’re his beloved children. I am, anyway. You know he wouldn't do anything against my interests.”

      “But the snake wasn’t completely wrong, was it? The bit about you holding that ‘rib’ business over me. You do that a bit, don't you?”

      “I do,” he said soothingly. “I do, and I'll try to do better. I won't mention it again.” He gently flicked the end of her nose with his smooth brown fingers. “You're a funny little thing, aren't you? You and your ideas. You try your best, don’t you?”

      She bristled a little and raised her hand to her nose. “You know I don't like it when you do that. We talked about my boundaries, remember?” She saw his smile had disappeared and added hurriedly, “But I do love you so much. You are my true love. Having boundaries doesn’t mean that I don’t love you, you know.”

      “Doesn’t it, though?” he said, his face darkening. “But well done for telling me what the snake said. That's the level of openness and honesty we’re going to need to embrace if we’re going to make it as a couple. It's hard for me to trust, you know, but I feel as if I can finally open up to you. You’re healing me.”

      “Adam,” she said, placing her hands on her hips. “We’re the first people on Earth. I don’t think you’ve had that many opportunities to become damaged by love. You can’t be scarred already.” She laughed, but he did not smile back; she saw a look of nervousness briefly cross his face.

      “Despite that,” he said gravely, “you make me want to be a better man. Can you help me get there? Can you help me be the man I want to be?”

      Before she had a chance to respond to this, they heard Him coming  toward them, calling out as if He didn’t know exactly where they were all the time. Eve slipped her brown hand into Adam’s. She knew that He might be angry, but with her husband beside her, supporting her, she knew everything would be all right.

      Adam stepped forward. “I told her we shouldn’t eat it,” he said, his eyes wide. “I told her we shouldn't, but you know she can be so persuasive. I barely had any choice. Dealing with women feels like déjà vu at this stage.”

      Eve gasped, yanking her hand out of his.

      “No, you didn’t. That’s not true. Why would you say that? You didn’t tell me not to eat it! It happened when you weren’t even talking to me because I hadn’t arranged your rocks the way you like them. You were giving me the silent treatment when I ate the fruit, so how could you have told me not to?”

      “Well, I put on my disapproving look at least. I assumed you would infer that meant I wasn’t impressed.”

      “But you bit the stupid thing too!”

      Their father held up his hands, frowning at Eve. “First of all, mind your language. Let’s not bandy abuse around.” He glanced at Adam. “You tried to resist, did you? Good, good. This sounds plausible. Can you explain that further?”

      “I knew that, strictly speaking, we weren't supposed to eat fruit from that tree, but, you see, given that Eve and I are bound together, I was under the impression that I’m supposed to honour her, and I didn't want to upset her by refusing it. You know what she’s like. And she did that thing where she curls her hair around her fingers. You know I can't resist that. And you know what she’s like when she gets her period; you’re always a bit flighty and unreasonable when you've got your period. We feel as if we must walk on eggshells around you, to be honest.”

      “That sounds hard for you,” God said with a sympathetic nod.

      Adam winked at him. “No one to blame for that but yourself, old fellow. For the hair and the hormones. What were you thinking?”

      The two men laughed. “Maybe I should try to get it right eventually.”

      Eve took a deep breath and tried to practice one of the tricks the snake had taught her. “I’m not comfortable with you two speaking about me that way. I don’t think it’s fair.”

      Adam tried to compose himself, but a little giggle escaped, and God frowned at him.

      “I do think,” said Adam, “that all this assertiveness is a direct result of eating that fruit. I mean, you weren't talking like this a week ago, were you?”

      “What do you mean, me? You ate it, too. I fail to see how I’m the cause of all these issues.”

      “Ah, yes, but as has been clearly noted, you come from my rib, and that means that you're not quite…”

      “Fully formed,” God finished.

      “Quite. Fully formed.”

      “You do need our guidance. Well, Adam’s guidance technically, but I’m around for advice if it's needed. Anyway,” said God, “as fun as this all is, we do need to get down to more serious matters. The matter of eating this fruit from the old ‘good and evil tree’. As you know, I explicitly told you not to do that. There will need to be consequences.”

      “You did tell us that,” said Adam. “Fair cop, absolutely, you did say that.”

      “Can I ask a question about that, now you've brought it up?” interjected Eve. “As we’re on the topic, so to speak. What did you think would happen? You put this massive tree in the middle of the garden, a gorgeous tree, by anyone’s standards, and tell us not to eat from it.”

      God frowned. “You’re right,” he said to Adam. “She wasn’t talking like this a week ago.”

      “It’s true, though. About the tree.” Her chest lurched as she pushed the point, but she pressed on regardless.

      “I did do that,” God conceded.

      “A big sparkling tree.”

      “It’s good, isn't it?”

      “It is. Very good. I believe there are some fairy lights in there?” she asked.

      “Ah, well spotted. I did try to make the fairer sex observant this time. Glad to see it’s panning out.”

      “There we go. You put a beautiful tree, covered in delectable-looking fruit, in the middle of our home and told us not to eat it.”

      “Yes.”

      “Yes. Can I ask what you thought would happen?”

      “I expected you not to eat it.”

      “You expected us not to eat it.”

      Adam was nodding in agreement. “Sounds fair enough to me. Not eat it. Easy. Good move, Dad. Willpower and all that.”

      “But why?” Eve asked.

      “Why what?”

      “Why would you put a massive, prominent, literally twinkling tree in the middle of our home and ask us not to eat from it?”

      “I didn't want you to eat it because eating that particular fruit would give you the knowledge of good and evil,” God said patiently.

      Eve rubbed the bridge of her nose. Once, she would never have pushed something this far, but something within her seemed to have changed. She loved Adam; she loved both of them, husband and father, but were they helping her be her best self? Is this the person she wanted to be? Scared and submissive and having no… what was the word the snake had used? Agency, that was it. Part of her wanted to stop, to apologise and make everything all right again, but another part of her needed to push on.

      “I already knew the difference between good and evil, thank you very much. But I feel as if we’re talking in circles here,” she said. “If it was important to you for us not to have that knowledge, wouldn't have it been easier to just... not put the tree there? I genuinely don’t understand.”

      God mused on this idea for a moment. “But then you wouldn't have had the choice.”

      Eve raised one eyebrow.

      “The choice to disobey me or not, you understand.”

      “Mind games,” Eve said. “Right.”

      “Come on, Honey Bunch, see it from His point of view,” Adam said, glancing uncertainly at God. “He has to test us, you see.”

      “But why?”

      “Just because it's the way things are, I’m assuming. Right, Boss?” He glanced at the old man.

      At that moment, Eve made the first truly independent decision of her life. Although she could feel the tears beginning to course down her cheeks, she began to grab the few possessions that she called her own.
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