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DEDICATION

To the child that was me. To the child who imagined other worlds and beings beyond what she saw each day.

In the incipient galaxy, the Siblings came to be, at first bewildered and then awed by the potential. An explosion broke the silence, darkness gave way to light, and matter blasted across nothingness. With his own hands, the OneCreator formed planets and dimensions. Chaos abstained for fear his power was in destruction. Lumia sprinkled the skies with stars. Melodia breathed, sweetening the worlds with flora and fauna, while Prima’s tears of joy flooded into lakes, oceans, and rivers. Behold! It was good.
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Chapter One
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Angor, OneWorld, Present Day

Fiamma’s golden cage with its black velvet bars began its descent. When it landed on the stage, two bat-winged, fanged Blood Leeches spun it so she faced the audience. 

Thunderous cheers greeted her as she tapped the toe of her stiletto heels on the wood floor, swaying back and forth, her hands wrapped around the swing’s chains.

Today, she crooned a sultry song about love and loss, “Cry Me a River,” which Julie London made famous years ago. After the first few soulful words, her audience clapped palms to their heads, fell to the sawdust on the wood planks, and writhed in pain. 

Her voice, once her joy, had become an instrument of destruction. Its golden notes tunneled into her listeners’ brains, giving them piercing headaches. 

Fia’s gown was soft blue velvet, snug at her hips, flaring at her knees. She had brushed her red hair until it shone and styled it to sweep to one side and down her breast, falling to her waist. Despite her alluring appearance, she was a weapon. Her stomach churned when she thought about what she was doing to the patrons who listened to her.

Malacour, the previous bar manager, had told her those in the audience were evil. Her voice delivered their deserved punishment. Fia didn’t care. Her singing, her treasured gift, was being used to cause pain. That would never be right.

But her old boss had disappeared. It was rumored he was dead. A new manager called the shots now. It was, however, the same game. She forced Fia to perform. Perhaps forced was the wrong word. Compelled. That was closer to the truth. 

Fia wasn’t threatened. She wasn’t beaten. No. Simply put, an uncontrollable urge made her sing, letting the words of her song and the melody burrow into the brains of her audience. Her conscious mind didn’t want to hurt anyone, but her subconscious almost delighted in the experience. Right now, two parts of Fia warred with each other, struggling for control. She wanted the good side to win, and it was growing stronger.

She sang the next stanza in a soft voice while those around her arched their backs and cried out for help. Though the sick part of her enjoyed their agony, the other part sobbed, asking for forgiveness.

Whereas Malacour had been tight-lipped, the new manager was talkative. She explained that Fia was in a dimension in OneWorld called Angor but refused to tell how or why.

Back it up. 

During a lengthy, revealing conversation, the new manager told her that eons ago, the OneCreator made Immortals in his image. In time, some of these beings became Scourges, infected with a malady that altered their physical characteristics and caused them to hurt others. 

When they did, the OneCreator passed judgment on them. He extincted some, which the manager said meant he killed them. He sent other Scourges to Angor for the Ordeals, better known as punishments. While many stayed forever, the rest rehabilitated and once again became Immortals.

Fia thought Angor must be like Hell. Lots of misery, wailing, beating chests, and fire. It was easy to see that the bar where she sang was an Ordeal. She was the sinners’ punisher. Not a role she relished. It also wasn’t hard to figure out that she was a Scourge, with wings and a few nasty urges. But she had never been an Immortal. She was human. So how had she become this creature, this horrible being? Her head spun every time she tried to think about the situation.

Fia scanned her audience. Though in pain, they pleaded for her to continue with the song. She gave them what they wanted, tears streaming down her cheeks as she watched the effects of her voice and the lyrics.

The new manager called herself a Soul Sucker, explaining that she could hurt others by flooding them with emotions until they went crazy, or she could extract all their feelings, making them zombies. 

Fia understood only parts of the ramblings, but the manager’s pale complexion and puckered mouth were disturbing. Of course, she hadn’t grasped most of the shit Malacour had talked about either.

Adding to the quick lesson, the new boss had pointed out Scourges in the bar who were Blood Leeches. “Don’t let them near your neck,” she’d said. “Over there, the ugly ones are Flesh Eaters. You can tell them by their rotting skin. You’re a Mind Rat,” she’d explained. “You get into people’s heads.”

Fia didn’t like the label, but it fit what happened when she sang. 

Her current manager boasted about being a nearly-cured trustee, soon on her way back to Vast, where Immortals lived. 

Fia’s voice trembled as she returned to the present. In the audience, one guy sat frozen in his chair, but his eyes told his story. He clawed at them, demonstrating the torture that was her music. A woman who’d fallen to the floor scratched her ears until they bled. 

But Fia still sang.

Everyone in this place had leathery bat wings. Though Fia accepted that she was a Scourge, her wings were beautiful. Some feathers were the texture of leather. But others captured the color of her hair, shimmering like rubies. 

Fia’s gaze swept the room. She was looking for one man. Through her blurry, teary vision, she sought the now-familiar, enigmatic male, who was often in the audience. She didn’t find him. 

Had he been present, he would have turned her way, his elbows on the bar. He would tilt his head, his icy white hair swaying with the movement. It framed a captivating, masculine face with defined bones and sculpted cheeks. He would stare at her through piercing, glacial blue eyes with slashed brows above them. Dressed in black and larger than the men surrounding him, he usually wore a t-shirt, stretched tight by muscular biceps and a solid chest. 

As if to keep others from getting too close, he often spread his wings out behind him. When he did, she thought of him as an avenging angel.

And he never appeared to suffer a headache when she sang. No writhing on the floor. No clasping palms to his temples. He only glared at her, as if she could help what she was doing.

But he wasn’t her avenging angel. Despite her pleading eyes or plaintive songs, he hadn’t tried to save her. Her life was spinning out of control, escape impossible. A savior would be welcome, but she realized if she needed saving, she would have to do it herself.

Following her last performance in Los Angeles, Fiamma lost her grip on sanity. She had sung the final set of the evening and changed into street clothes. Outside, she waited for her Uber ride. A man lumbered toward her. And ... that’s where it ended. Darkness. A hole in her memory.

She awoke in a back room at the bar. Eventually, Malacour came through the door and told her she was transitioning. She had no idea what he meant.

But boy, did she change. She spent weeks becoming... What? A monster? A victim? Another species? A Scourge. At the end of the pain, she had fucking wings and her eyes were pale green, like the nearly colorless sea glass on the beaches around L.A.

Afterward, she worked for Malacour, singing three times each day.

And when she sang, her mind reached out to touch others. It was a shovel digging channels through their brains. Impossible? Yes, but true. When she burrowed inside, they suffered agonizing pain. Her voice traveled through their neural pathways, shattering them. 

At first, with the urges too strong, she couldn’t resist getting into their heads. Slowly, however, she was gaining control, reducing the amount of time she had hurt them. Someday, she would leash this terrible power and never use it to harm anyone again.

Fiamma still grappled with the nightmare of her transformation—a new world, a new body, a new life. But she would escape. She was a survivor.

Flipping her long, red hair onto her back, she sang the last verse of “Cry Me a River.”

Her avenging angel had not arrived. Her cage, the bars covered with velvet, began its ascent. It rose. Up and up. That was it for the early evening performance.

One of the Blood Leech stagehands opened the cage door and stuck an arm inside. She slipped her palm into his, allowing him to assist her. Unfolding from the swing, she grasped the hem of her gown with her free hand and stepped out. 

As he clasped onto her elbow, Fia walked across the high platform and down the steps, her heels clicking on the flooring. On a level above the stage, she took a hallway to her room, the last door on the left.

As she prepared to open it, her escort leaned against the wall, his arms folded. Fia took him in from head to boots. Great build. Nice smile when his fangs didn’t show. Flirtatious, as always. 

“You gonna invite me in?” he asked.

Fia tapped her chin with a manicured nail. “Let me think. Hmm. Gonna be busy. I have to brush my hair, shave my legs, and change my lipstick.”

He shrugged. “You don’t know what you’re missing.”

She opened the door to her room, pretty sure she did know what she was missing. Yeah. She missed her old life. She’d rather have that back than a roll in the proverbial hay with this beefed-up monster.

The furnishings in her suite were lavish if you liked the twentieth-century boudoir style. In the living room, she sank into the cushions of an overstuffed sofa and kicked off her shoes. Twisting her body, she straightened her legs and leaned against the arm of the couch, letting her head fall back for a brief rest.

After a few quiet moments, Fia rose. The table was set for one. A white cloth. Flower-patterned, Regency-style plate, saucer, and cup. A wine glass and water goblet. Silverware. But she’d save dinner for after her last gig of the night. Often, her stomach roiled because of what she did. 

Bending forward, she grabbed her shoes by the backstraps and shuffled toward her bedroom. Once there, she reached behind her and unzipped her gown. When it slid to the floor, Fia kicked it away and took off her slip. Clad only in panties and a bra, she retrieved a robe from her closet, tying it around her waist.

Free of other obligations before her next performance, she returned to the sitting room and searched the shelves for something to read. Malacour had stocked up on novels. She fingered the spines of the books. Finding nothing that caught her interest, she turned to the piano, which occupied a prominent corner of the apartment.

Though she hated what her voice did to the audience in the bar, she could use it as solace, a memory of how things had been. She had been a rising star in the nightclub scene. Her singing brought pleasure. Never pain. Reviewers had talked about her, written about her in newspapers.

Seated on the bench and with her fingers flying across the keys, she played. But she couldn’t sing. When she tried, her voice quivered with sadness.

After her last performance, she’d take a long bath, sip wine, relax, and wish she were on Earth again. Afterward, with her oversized, comfortable robe on, she’d fix dinner, sit, think about how shitty her life was, and then go to bed. 

Tomorrow, she’d begin and end the day with the same routine. 

At the piano, she stretched out her glorious wings. And, like her urges, she was gaining more control of them. At least they didn’t drag on the ground anymore. The yearning to spread them and fly was a sharp pain, but neither Malacour nor the new manager allowed her out of the bar. No one had taught her how to use them.

Nonetheless, she exercised them daily. In. Out. Lift. Arch. Still, the sky called to her.

She’d never used them to soar into the air. Since she didn’t know how, escape remained elusive. Each night, her windowless room was locked. Each day, she was escorted from her place to her cage. She sang. When they returned her, a key turned in the door, shutting her inside. No freedom. No unfurling her wings to take to the sky. No friends. No companionship. 

No one mistreated her exactly. She had great food, beautiful clothes, a luxurious apartment, and the opportunity to do what she enjoyed most—sing. But it was all done in a cage. She had no control over her life. But she would get it. Just as she was learning to control her wings and urges.

Soon.

She must. If not, Fia would go mad.
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Elysium rested an arm on the bar in the Angor Management Club, whiskey in hand. It was the Feard’s favorite spot in the dimension created for the punishment of Immortals turned Scourges. He tossed back his drink. Despite the burn rolling down his throat, he was cold—so very cold. Not physically. Rather, mentally and spiritually. His heart was as icy as his wings, but his brethren didn’t seem to mind. He was one of them, and they were loyal to each other.

Ely’s gaze flicked toward a disturbance. Two Scourges jacked to their feet, preparing to fight. 

Dom, the OneCreator’s black-winged assassin, was as dark as Ely was pale, his midnight hair hanging down his back and his coloring so somber it swallowed light. He rose from the stool beside Ely and tapped his shoulder.

Two-fisting his empty drink glass, Ely curled his lips in scorn. “Ignore them. Not our biz.”

Then a body slammed into him. He grabbed the Scourge by the scruff of his neck and swung an uppercut to his chin. The fighter flew across the room. Ely pushed away from the bar and turned to Dom. “Now they have my attention.”

Ohngel, the OneCreator’s fire-winged assassin with short military buzz-cut hair and eyes like gray shards of glass, didn’t bother to glance at his friends. “I’ll wait here.”

Seeming eager for a dust-up, Dom joined Ely and strolled toward the combatants. Reaching the fighters, the black-winged assassin chose to surprise the Blood Leech, who had a broken beer bottle in his fist as he circled his sparring buddy. 

Dom grabbed the back of the fighter’s shirt and flung him across the room. Striding with purpose toward his downed foe, he jerked the guy onto his feet, steadied him, and plowed knuckles into his jaw. It was lights out for the Scourge. The black-winged assassin dusted off his hands. “No challenge,” grumped Dom. “I was looking for a bit more action.”

So was Ely. His mood needed a big boost. Sex worked. Great music in a pinch. But fighting was a good option. So, he chose a slower, more brutal approach to deal with his target. 

Needing to feel something—anything—he drew back a fist and slammed it into the Flesh Eater’s chin. The guy’s face was already bruised from Ely’s previous punch that had sent him sprawling, but that had been a light tap compared to this hit.

Crack. 

The guy wiggled his mandible between his thumb and forefinger until it clicked into place. When he scratched at the mottled, decaying skin on his cheek, it flaked off. Too stupid to know he was bested, he swung at Ely.

The quick-thinking ice-winged assassin sidestepped the assault. “This isn’t going to go your way, Scourge. And remember, you brought the fight to me.” They circled each other, the Flesh Eater a lumbering jackass and Ely light on his feet.

Dom crossed his thick arms over his chest. “Come on, Ely. Finish off the Scourge. You don’t need the exercise.”

Ely turned away from his opponent to answer. “No. But I’m in the mood for entertainment.”

While Ely was distracted by his brief chit-chat with Dom, the Flesh Eater landed a blow to his head. “Fuck. That almost hurt, asshole.” Throwing a few air punches, he danced around the guy.

The Scourge backed away from Ely. Lousy move since he’d be cornered if he kept up the retreat. And sure enough, he was. He maneuvered himself into a space with no escape.

Stepping forward on his right foot, Ely delivered a gut punch followed by an uppercut. The Flesh Eater went down and stayed there.

Having subdued the fighters and shooting a warning glare at the other Scourges in the bar, Ely returned to his seat. He stared into his empty glass, absentmindedly running a finger around the rim. 

The bartender darted out to pour a refill before he raced away, avoiding the Feard, the assassins of the OneCreator. He needed to. They were bulked up and dangerous, thanks to perks from their maker. They were stronger and likely had bigger dicks than others of their kind. They could also shift into other creatures and had a free pass to fly throughout OneWorld, Earth, and Scath. Most importantly, they numbered among the few who could extinct Immortals, sending them into oblivion. Only Michael, who was the Bearer of Death, and Harmony, aka the Dispatcher, had also been granted the same ominous power.

Ely studied his full glass of booze. He hated downtime. It gave him too much space to think, and thinking was his nemesis. Still lost in his head, he stared at eternity in the reddish-amber whiskey. He was wallowing in a wasteland of boredom. His nightmares were the only interruptions. Unfortunately, they ravaged him, leaving him a sweating, tormented youth back in the haven where he’d been helpless.

Heads turned toward Ohngel when he spoke. “Has anyone heard from Remi?”

“Not me,” said Dom. “And it’s been too long. I’m worried.”

“Ditto.” Ely chugged his drink and pounded on the bar for a refill. “Normally, I’d say our bronze spike-winged assassin brother is off with a female, but too many days have passed. He’s not into commitment.”

Dom spun around on his stool, leaning against the bar as he scanned the crowd. “We’ve searched all the obvious places. Now we’ve gotta comb through the unexpected.”

Ely waited as the bartender refilled his glass. “Because Remi’s MIA, the OneCreator suspects him of joining the rebellion.”

“Not his style,” said Ohngel. “It’s more likely that he’s in deep, deep shit if he hasn’t contacted us.”

“He’s our number one priority,” said Ely. “Trouble is, with all that’s happening around the dimensions, we can only look for him in off hours.” 

Ely may have wanted to escape eternity’s boredom, but he’d work his job while awake. He owed it to the Feard. He owed it to OneWorld. He owed it to Remi.

Ohngel sipped his whiskey. “Speaking of hunting, the U.S. Army is still looking for Maddy’s sisters, Dom. Indigo and I even popped over to Earth ourselves. Their homes are empty. We knocked on neighbors’ doors. They know nothing. Haven’t seen them for a while. We asked questions where they worked. They haven’t reported in. We’ll keep at it, though.”

The noise in the bar spiked louder. Wherever Scourges gathered, a ruckus followed. “The assholes are antsy tonight. Seems like the brewing rebellion is stirring them up. I don’t like it,” said Dom.

“We all feel the tension.” Ely fingered his glass.

Dom yelled above the din, “I appreciate everything you and your mate are doing, Ohngel. Maddy’s worried about her sisters since they still aren’t answering their phones.”

Ely eyeballed the black-winged assassin. “Do you think Maddy’s situation and her sisters’ disappearances are related? That would be too unbelievable.” Dom’s mate was an interesting case, definitely a relief from boredom. She’d been kidnapped from Earth, changed in Angor from a human to a strange hybrid version of a Blood Leech Scourge and Immortal, and rescued by Dom. 

“I agree. Too damned unbelievable.” Dom clinked his empty glass on the counter.

The Scourge bartender rushed over to pour the Feard more drinks. In his fist, he held up a bottle of whiskey. “On the house,” he said.

Ely studied the liquid flowing into his glass. His gaze flipped to the bartender. Scourges. Even they weren’t interesting anymore. He did, however, hate Mind Rats most of all.

The origin of Scourges remained an enigma. Even the OC claimed he didn’t know how they came to be. Scholars argued about the cause of the maladies. One side proposed that the OneCreator’s brother Chaos had caused damage to Immortal DNA. Kalia, loved by the OC and Chaos, had been the first to contract the disease. Believing it was his fault and unwilling to part from his beloved, Chaos extincted both of them.

Immortals throughout OneWorld were shocked. But Chaos’s solution didn’t work. Some of their kind still became inflicted with the maladies.

The other side of the argument proposed that the boredom of eternity eroded and changed Immortal DNA. Who knew? Who cared? Blah. Blah. Blah. Not Ely.

Not totally true. He did have one niggling bother. What if the ennui of eternity was the cause? Was he a prime candidate to contract the disease?

Ely didn’t want to follow the path of their fellow assassin Gareth. Centuries ago, the guy had turned into a nightmare. A Flesh Eater. Beyond salvation, he was extincted. Unfortunately, the task had fallen to Dom.

The bartender returned the bottle of whiskey to its place on a shelf. His nervous gaze flitted around the room as he chewed on his lower lip, weighing options. Eventually, he sidled over to Ely, wiping a dirty rag over the marred top of the bar. “I’ve heard a rumor,” he whispered, the tips of his Blood Leech fangs exposed when his lips moved.

Ely waited for more info.

But Dom had overheard, and he was an impatient male. He slammed a fist on the bar. “Don’t make us wait, barkeep. Spill.”

When Ely clapped a hand to his shoulder, Dom lowered his voice.

“S-s-s-sure,” the Leech stuttered. “Earlier this week, two Rats came in and ordered a few brews. They wanted the fancy stuff imported from Scath.”

“We don’t need their life stories,” said Dom. “Just the intel.”

“Oh, sure.” The bartender swiped his rag across the bar and leaned closer to Ely as if they were conspirators. “I overheard them talking.”

“Fuck,” shouted Dom. “Is there a message we should care about in all this?”

“Huh?” said the bartender.

Ely sighed. “Just keep talking. What were they saying that was so exciting you want to share it with us?”

“I couldn’t hear the entire conversation ‘cause they were whispering.”

Ely moaned. Boring. Scourges would be Scourges. Everything was drama. “Go on.” Quickly, please.

“I only picked up bits and pieces.”

Ely fought against jumping over the bar and strangling the guy. But he was the calm one. Dom must have been grinding his molars to nubs, and Ohngel was probably prepping a fireball to lob at the barkeep.

“I think there may be another human in Angor.” The bartender stood near Ely as if the ice-hearted assassin would protect him if Dom went off the rails. Little did he know. Ely was a quieter but more efficient killer.

Dom, however, had a bigger stake in the game. The events surrounding Maddy’s situation were still unsolved puzzles. Glancing up from his drink, he fixed on the Leech. “Elaborate.”

“Can’t. That’s all I heard. They’d had a few too many drinks, and their conversation wasn’t always clear.”

“Who were they?” asked Ohngel.

“No idea. New customers. I don’t hang around here too much after work anymore. Trying to keep my nose clean, reform, and return to Vast. They might have mentioned Malacour.”

Malacour, once an Immortal, had arrived as just another Scourge condemned by the OC. Nearly redeemed, he became a trustee managing a local bar. Turned out, he was involved in the kidnap-Madeline plot and was the growing rebellion’s go-to guy in Angor. Somehow, he’d escaped through the gateway, supposedly impossible for a Scourge.

Surprise, though. Michael waited on the other side and extincted Malacour. His knee-jerk reaction was suspicious because it left the good guys knowing squat about the rebellion or its leader. Michael’s trigger finger had been a bit premature, making Ely suspect he had a personal reason to keep Malacour quiet. 

Dom, his chest heaving from short, shallow breaths, leaned closer to Ely. “We have to do something. This is serious. You know what my Maddy went through.”

Ely tapped his glass on the counter. “I need to investigate a lead.” Thinking about the Singer in the Velvet Cage, as she was known, he tossed back his whiskey and slid off the barstool, preparing to follow up on his suspicion.

But before he could check out the enigmatic female at Malacour’s old bar, the OC telepathed a message. Meeting. Throne room. Now.

The big boss was short on words but clear on orders. His brethren also shot to their feet. Looked as though the OC had invited everyone to the party.

Ely blasted out the door and leaped into the air, his translucent white wings tipped in shards of ice. Ohngel and Dom brought up the rear.
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Chapter Three
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Vast, OneWorld

The OneCreator was having a bad week. Earthquakes, tsunamis, and volcanic eruptions disturbed the dimensions. As if those problems weren’t enough, his cough had worsened, painful headaches sent him to his bed, and he felt all-around rotten.

His chin bounced to his chest as he nodded off, his thoughts returning to the beginning with visions so real he reached out to touch the velvety darkness of the arrival.

He awoke before the first dawn, before the explosion. Fully formed, he and his brother and sisters drifted amid the galaxy they would call the Milky Way.

An immense spherical gas cloud collapsed and began to rotate. While the five Siblings dodged debris, wreckage, and matter, he imagined possibilities. He clumped particles together to form larger and larger masses. From these, he created planets. Pleased with the outcome, he then formed dimensions, naming them OneWorld—Null, Angor, and Vast. He situated the planets and the dimensions in a spiral arm known thereafter as the Orion Spur. They rotated around a fiery sun. These acts led to his being dubbed the OneCreator.

His brother Chaos, the most serious of the Siblings, marveled at the incipient galaxy. Knowing his own power was in destruction, he did not wish to destroy it. Rather, he sought to protect his Sibling’s creations.

The three sisters brought beauty to OneWorld with their elemental powers. Melodia’s gift was her voice. When she sang, her aria traveled like a whispering breeze, spreading flora and fauna across the lands. Uproariously happy and the cleverest, Lumia focused on radiating light. It streamed from her flesh, brightening the sky and dotting the canvas with stars. Prima clapped her hands as she beheld her sisters’ accomplishments. Her tears of wonderment fell like rain, giving rise to rivers, lakes, and oceans.

Null, however, resisted the Siblings’ efforts and remained forever a dull, lifeless dimension.

But those early times were before the problems...

The OneCreator jolted awake at the stillness of OneWorld. The geological disruptions paused for the day, his pain abated, and strength seeped into his body. He straightened, both feet on the floor and his spine stiff, blinking his eyes to wipe away the grit of sleep.

He was the most powerful fucking being in the galaxy. He didn’t get sick. And Vast, Angor, and Null did not suffer geological catastrophes. What the hell was going on? He was tired of exploring possible reasons. None of them provided an answer. Only his sisters had... No. They were gone now. The problems had disappeared with them.

Footsteps pounded up the stairs. Whose? Oh, yes. He had called a meeting.

Elysium was the first to arrive, storming into the room. As always, it was difficult to read his assassin’s expression. The OneCreator could enter his mind, but a Scourge had done so centuries earlier. He would not violate the male again. 

Besides, reading his people’s thoughts was abhorrent. When he had first created Immortals, he’d enjoyed the invasion. It helped him understand them. Eventually, the act seemed intrusive, distrustful, and rude. Look at him being all sensitive.

His ice-winged assassin nodded in greeting, his posture rigid, his bearing military. With eternity weighing heavily on his shoulders, he was a candidate for a malady, a poster boy for it. 

“Elysium,” he said.

Harmony, the OneCreator’s closest confidant since his Siblings had ceased to exist, strode in behind his assassin. 

She, among only a few others, remembered him from long ago when he and Chaos had loved the Immortal Kalia, neither Sibling jealous of the other, each freely rejoicing in her affection. Then his brother extincted himself as well as their beloved. He thought he had infected her, creating the original Scourge. Despite this extreme attempt to stop the spread of the illness, it continued to plague the OneCreator’s people while other Immortals remained immune.

Chaos was gone now. His sisters were no longer with him. The OneCreator halted his reminiscences, the memories too painful. Besides, he had a meeting to lead.

He turned to Harmony as she folded her wings into her spine, a blend of warm sable and the honeyed blonde of her hair. She sashayed toward him, a tall female with slim legs clad in skin-tight leather pants and knee-high boots. Long ago she had contracted a malady and become a Scourge. Since her recovery, she’d opted to remain in Angor to manage the dimension when he was not in residence. 

Guilt. 

Trusting his old friend, he had recently given her a special sword and the ability to extinct wrong-doers, making her one of a select few—himself, Michael, and the Feard. She chose to be called the Dispatcher, a moniker she already used as manager of Angor. Today, he would once again add to her duties. He hoped it was the right decision.

Of course it was. When had he become so indecisive?

Since he had told the Feard who had mates to bring them along, Ohngel and Indigo came into the throne room next. The feisty Aeternal witch who had bonded with his fire-winged assassin fascinated him. 

As irreverent as always, she strolled inside, her arm through Ohngel’s, and blurted out, “Hey, Oney, how’s it hanging? Big, bold, and getting some action?” She flicked the hem of her long, brightly flowered skirt, her umpteen bracelets clanking against one another.

While Ohngel’s lips curved, betraying the humor he saw in his mate, the OneCreator threw back his head and laughed. Joy felt good.

Dominion slipped into the room next, whispering in his mate’s ear. Madeline chuckled at his comment, combing her fingers through her short, choppy blonde hair. It pleased the OneCreator that the assassin’s sense of humor had returned.

The atmosphere in the room dropped to freezing when Michael, his Bearer of Death, brought up the rear, his white wings flaring and blinding light seeping from his body. “Oops.” He shushed in his feathers and swallowed his luminescence.

A showman at heart, Michael did that kind of shit on purpose. The OneCreator saw it as a passive-aggressive action.

All eyes narrowed and targeted Michael. What had he done to piss off the Feard and Harmony?

Rising from his throne, the OneCreator offered his visitors seats at a table that appeared with the blink of his eyes. He descended the steps from his throne to sit at the head. Upon his silent order, a lovely Immortal entered carrying a tray. She set it down to pour drinks, winking at him when she left. 

Harmony rolled her eyes, her elbows propped on the table, her fingers steepled. “You are so predictable.”

He shrugged. “We find happiness where we can.” 

She took the conversation private, pathing, You look like shit. You’ve got bags under your eyes.

Thank you. My ego needed a boost.

Elysium, glaring at Michael, interrupted their private exchange. He pointed at the Bearer of Death. “I have a question for Bright Boy. Why were you so quick to extinct Malacour? We could have gotten answers.” He paused, still fixed on Michael but addressing the OneCreator. “I don’t trust him.”

After flipping his gaze from Elysium to Michael and back, the OneCreator asked, “Why?”

Elysium continued to rant. “You have to ask? Michael ashed Malacour after the guy passed through the gateway out of Angor. We all know the Scourge shouldn’t have been able to wing his way through without frying. But before questioning the guy, Bright Boy exed him.” 

Twisting to face Michael, Elysium asked, “Why didn’t you want us to talk to Malacour? Afraid we would learn who was running the rebellion shit-show?”

Light shot from Michael’s pores. “Watch your tone, Ice Man.” He pushed back his chair and crossed an ankle over the opposite knee.

“It was a rash move,” said Dominion. “Your action was dubious. We know Malacour was the head rebel in Angor. He must have had a ton of intel. I’m with Ely. Suspicious action on your part.”

Light shimmered around Michael as he seethed with anger. He wagged a thumb at the OneCreator. “I followed his orders. He commanded me to extinct Malacour.”

All eyes swung to the OneCreator. He stroked his temple.

Did I?

A memory untangled in his mind. He had forgotten. In addition to headaches and colds, must he add forgetfulness to his list of problems? Guess so. “Michael is correct. I did order him to extinct Malacour.”

“Why?” asked Dominion, rubbing what used to be his blind eye. Probably from habit.

The OneCreator leaned forward, resting an elbow on the table, chin in his palm. “Give me a sec.”

No one squirmed in their chairs, coughed, whispered, or cleared their throats. They waited for him in silence, their eyes pinned on him as if he were a butterfly in a glass display.

He snapped his fingers, finally grasping a clear memory. “Michael had questioned Malacour, obtaining all the answers he would get.”

Michael dropped both feet to the floor, crossing his arms over his chest, and glaring around the room. “Apologies are in order.” When no one answered, he added, “Malacour confessed to me that he’d met an Immortal inside the gateway. This contact handed over Maddy.” He paused, catching Madeline’s eye before turning back to the OneCreator. “Do you want to tell them the rest?”

The OneCreator shouted a telepathic message to his lippy Bearer of Death. Are you testing me?

Someone must. Your memory appears spotty.

When the OneCreator didn’t share the story, Michael continued, “Any guesses as to who handed Dom’s future mate off to Malacour at the gateway?”

Elysium said what they were all thinking, “Only one Immortal could inspire Malacour to lead the rebels in Angor—Supreme Commander of the Winged Squadrons Yosef. Malacour worshipped him and flew beside him for millennia. That same commander, of course, can travel freely to Vast, Earth, and Angor.”

The OneCreator smiled. “Correct. Yosef kidnapped Madeline on Earth and gave her to Malacour, who turned her over to Serita to care for during her transition. Once Malacour told my Bearer of Death everything he knew, I ordered Michael to extinct him for treason.” The incident was now clear in his head. 

“Back it up. Transition? What’s this about a transition?” asked Madeline. Despite Dom’s arm slung around her shoulders, she was anxious. 

The OneCreator understood her distress. She’d been kidnapped by Yosef, handed off to Malacour who gave her to Serita. Then Praevus stole her. Later, Dominion saved her when she escaped from Praevus. Unexpectedly, during her time with his black-winged assassin, she grew wings and tiny fangs and was suspected of being a Scourge. But she was not. Not exactly. She was unique. Despite her similarity to a Blood Leech, she was a hybrid. Part human. Part Scourge. Part Immortal. And, along with the wings, other gifts had sprouted. Madeline could extinct an Immortal or any living thing. On the flip side, she could also restore life. 

Michael explained to Maddy, “That was Malacour’s word for your expected change. He meant your transition from human to hybrid. It was supposed to happen under Serita’s care, but Praevus screwed that up when he snatched you. Of course, we are no closer to knowing what spurred your transition or why.”

The OneCreator scanned the room. “Now that you have forgiven Michael for following my orders, let’s talk about Remiel. Where is he?”

He telepathed his bronze spike-winged assassin, something he had done frequently since the Feard’s disappearance. Remiel. No answer. Had he become so lax that his creations chose to ignore him?

Louder. Remiel! 

Silence.

The OneCreator had already lost one of his assassins to a malady over a millennium ago. And Dominion had been eaten up with guilt because he had been chosen to extinct Gareth, his brother warrior. 

When his black-winged assassin had chased down his closest friend, the newly turned Scourge stabbed his brethren in the eye. Full of self-reproach, Dominion refused to have the wound healed, wearing a patch over it as a reminder. But Madeline had tempered his guilt, and he requested that his vision be restored. The OneCreator had granted it.

“Haven’t found him,” said Dominion. “And this isn’t like him. He doesn’t go dark on the Feard. Maddy and I searched his house. No sign of him. Ely hit all the low-life spots where he likes to hang. Nothing.”

The OneCreator pathed his assassin again. Remiel. No answer.

Elysium hesitated before asking, “Is he extincted?”

The OC closed his eyes. “No, but I cannot see him. His disappearance and non-response to communication come at a troubling time.”

Ohngel bristled at the implication, his upper lip curling into a sneer. “He has not deserted us to join the rebellion.”

“You are certain?” asked Michael.

The Feard answered as one. “Yes.”

“We’ll keep looking,” said Elysium. “On another note, is it possible Maddy is not the only human brought to OneWorld?”

The OneCreator angled his head toward his ice-winged assassin. “Explain.”

“The barkeep at the Angor Management Club overheard chitchat between a few Rats. I have a lead I’d like to investigate.”

“What lead, Ely?” Madeline had the best reason to be interested.

“Someone who sings in Malacour’s old place in Stupool. Though she appears to be a Scourge, something’s off about her.”

“What do you mean? What’s she look like?” asked Madeline, Dom’s arm still around her for comfort.

“Tall. She’s a redhead with a sultry voice,” said Elysium.

When the hybrid-Scourge gasped, cupping a hand over her mouth, Dominion asked, “What’s wrong, Maddy?”

“She’s a singer. She has red hair. What’s her name?”

Elysium shrugged. “Don’t know.”

Madeline jumped to her feet, shrugging off Dominion’s grasp. “I haven’t been able to reach my sister, Fiamma. You’ve got to ask the woman’s name. I know it’s a stretch, but what if she was kidnapped, like me?”

The OneCreator stroked his jaw. “That would be quite a coincidence. The odds would be staggering. And it would likely mean your kidnapping was not random.”

“But...” interrupted Madeline, her lips pressed together.

Sticking out a finger, the OneCreator motioned for Madeline to sit. The hybrid promptly collapsed into her chair, obeying his gesture. “Elysium,” he said, “if the singer is an Earther, get her out of the bar.” 

Madeline raised a hand.

With a sigh, he acknowledged her. “I suppose you’ll keep interrupting me until I let you talk.”

“Probably,” said Madeline. “Once you told me you did not make Scourges. Emphasis on did not. That was an evasive response. Here’s my question. Can you make Scourges?”

All gazes pinged to the OneCreator. Through squinted eyes, he stared at Dominion’s mate. Of course she wondered if he could make Scourges. He didn’t need to peek into Madeline’s head to realize she had lingering doubts about his culpability in her transformation from human to hybrid Scourge.

He probably could make a Scourge, but the notion of doing so was abhorrent. He’d never tried. He never would. Chaos’s manipulation of Immortal DNA had been bad enough. 

“Okay. Easier query,” said Madeline, “Did you ... um ... transform me into a hybrid Scourge-Immortal or whatever the hell I am?”

“I did not.”

She sighed, her shoulders less tense as if she were relieved.

Dominion’s mate was a mystery. Yosef had delivered her to OneWorld. But why? And who had transformed her from human to hybrid Scourge? The OneCreator hadn’t seen that one coming. Of course, he hadn’t been looking for it either. He had let things slip. Now, his own health faltered, and his grip on his Immortals was weak.

Dominion patted his mate’s hand. “Back to Yosef. The guy is involved in the rebellion.”

“Count on it,” said Michael. “He’s not answering my telepathic summons and is missing from his home in Vast. Yosef is up to his squinty eyeballs in bad shit. Malacour also told me that followers were awakening. He named names.”

Ely whispered, “Awakening? He could mean from a Somnebulum.”

The OneCreator’s eyes shifted right. Left. “What did you say, Elysium?”

“Awakening could refer to those sleeping in a somnebulum. After I check out the singer, I’ll meet with Macia to see if anyone unexpected has been stirring.”

With a shake of his head, the OneCreator said, “First, go to the somnebulum. Then investigate the singer.” Though both tasks were important, learning who the rebels were was more pressing than rescuing one human-hybrid-Scourge.

Elysium objected to the order of the missions, but the OneCreator cut him off, remembering another question he had on his mind. “Do we know who extincted your snitch Ike or Praevus yet, assuming it was none among us?”

Heads shook.

Michael caught his eye. “We need to discuss your ... uh ... health.”

The OneCreator cleared his throat. “About that.” He paused, searching for the words while the others squirmed in their seats. Best to jump into it.

“Lately, I am sometimes out of sorts.” Understatement. He was ill, frequently tetchy, and obviously forgetful.

Michael pushed. “Why?”

The OneCreator’s temper flared. He shouted, rising and pounding on the table, “I don’t know why. I am obviously not as all-knowing as I believed.” Regretting his outburst, he sank back into his chair. “In the event I cannot function, you—the Feard, Harmony, and Michael—will rule in my stead. You are to be my Sworn Council.”

“Whoa, right there, big guy,” said Indigo. Naturally, the witch would butt in even though she wasn’t appointed to the council. “You’re just fine. No reason to send in subs.”

“Indigo, my dear, I must prepare for all emergencies. Too long have I been lax. No more. My Immortals need guidance. My Sworn Council will provide it if I cannot. The matter is not up for discussion.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Four
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Though Ely preferred to check out the singer first, he obeyed the OC. He soared into the sky and flew east from Sanctuary Keep to the Aeries Range overlooking North Bay. There, he landed in front of Placidity Somnebulum, where he’d spent a millennium resting in peaceful oblivion until the OneCreator had ordered him back to duty.

He stared at the structure with longing. It called to him—a restful sleep, a tranquil way to deal with eternity. The Feard kept him grounded and provided purpose, but he was cautious around others. Getting too close was to court danger, to court evil, and Ely knew all about evil.

The marvel of glass and steel rose into the sky, housing Immortals who sought temporary stasis. It was one of many, each somnebulum having a unique architectural design. Seekers of peace chose which they preferred.

Ely had selected the cold efficiency of this structure. He strode up the wide front stairs of the familiar place and opened the door. The lobby inside was austere, minimalist. The walls a muted gray. The furniture black, including the reception desk. He approached the Immortal manning it.

“I’m here to see Macia.”

The female turned a serene smile on him. He supposed everyone who worked here was required to be calm, pleasant but somber. She fit the bill. “Is she expecting you?”

“No. Tell her Elysium is here on official business.”

After a discrete call, she pointed toward the elevators. “Do you know where her office is, winged assassin?”

“I do.”

After he rode up two flights, strode through the hall, and opened a door, he found the female who managed the somnebulum. Macia was at her desk, as proper as always. Her suit was impeccable, her hair in place, makeup light, but perfect, her voice a tranquil wave in an otherwise angry sea. 

Ely knew her from his time here. She hadn’t changed.

A psych interrogation was required for anyone entering a somnebulum. She had done his intake and was aware of his reasons for seeking stasis—his problems relating to others, his trust issues, and his boredom with eternity. She had deemed sleep perfect for what ailed him.

Macia rose and powered toward him on very high navy-blue heels that matched her suit. She embraced him while planting a peck on each cheek. “It is good to see you, Elysium.”

He fell into the chair she indicated while she returned to sit. “I have what may seem like a strange question.”

She rested her hands on the desktop, her fingers laced together. “I shall try to answer even a strange question.”

“Have you had an unusual number of Immortals awakening at the same time recently?”

She paused, her gaze fixed on Ely. “How fortuitous of you to stop by. I was about to report a bizarre occurrence. You know we check regularly on our guests.”

He nodded.

“During one of the checks, a counselor found a place of stasis empty. We immediately checked others. A few more were unoccupied, even though a guest should have been in residence.”

“They were not scheduled to be awakened?”

She shook her head. “It was not their time.”

“What was the condition of the rooms?” Each somnebulum resident had a private space. Ely didn’t understand the reason. It wasn’t as if Immortals in stasis knew what was happening during a rest. They didn’t jump up to brush their teeth, comb their hair, or chow down on cereal to start the day. They slept until awakened at a pre-arranged time.

“The rooms were neat, clean, beds made as if no one had occupied them.”

“Did anyone see the guests leave?”

“No. It’s all very unusual.”

“Has anything like this happened before?”

She shook her head. “And there’s more. I called around to a few other somnebula. Several others reported missing clients. Same thing. No break-ins. The rooms perfect but empty.”

“I’ll need a list of the somnebula you called and the missing Immortals.”

“I can give you our records, but you must contact the other places for their names.”

“Of course. What do you think happened?”

Macia exhaled a frustrated sigh, her relaxed demeanor cracking a bit. “I have no idea.”

Ely was silent while she sent the material he’d requested to his personal electronic device. He glanced at his small arm pad. She’d handed off her list of names and the somnebula she had contacted. No other information was provided. She said gathering intel about their jobs or other significant facts about their lives would take longer. Intake mainly dealt with their mental fitness for stasis. Other matters were entered into biographical files. Ely did, however, recognize a few names.

“Could they have awakened early and left on their own?” he asked.

“No. Sleepers do not awaken unless we facilitate. Or in your case, Ely, unless the OneCreator so orders.” Macia paused in her response and said, “Warrior, you look as though you could use rest. I am always here for you.”

He was ready, but now was not the time. Crazy shit was happening in OneWorld, and it was his job to set things right. His own demons would have to get in line.

In possession of the list from Macia, Ely flew off with a bad feeling. He’d pass it on to Harmony since she had a lab and a shit-ton of Scourges to research the awakened sleepers’ bios. She could also match names to those Malacour had given Michael before he was ashed.

Yeah. Evil shit was happening, but he was off to check out his suspicions about the other human in Angor. Then he had to investigate the rest of the somnebula scattered around Vast.

Dom pathed him as he soared into the sky, Maddy is bugging me. Have you visited the female in Malacour’s old bar?

Not yet. I’m on my way.

Damn, Ely. My mate’s worried.

Doin’ what I can as fast as I can, Dom.

If Ely were honest with himself, he was eager to visit the singer up close and personal. She was an inexplicable draw. To cut down on his flying time, he took the gateway from Vast to Angor.

****
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Angor, OneWorld

Fia’s cage descended for the early evening performance. When it spun around, she searched the audience. There he was, leaning against the bar, staring at her, his long hair as icy as his pale eyes and expression. All was a stark contrast to his black t-shirt, pants, and boots. He was a head taller and sported bulkier muscles than others in the establishment.

With a hand clasped to her heart, she sighed at the sight of him. Each time he came to the bar, he inspired hope. Hope that she was not alone. Hope that this new world was not so pitiless. Hope that he would free her.

This evening, she’d sing just for him. And he’d know it. How? She wasn’t sure, but she’d plant the thought in his mind. Whether he wanted the job or not, she would make him her avenging angel.

Fia opened her mouth. Out came “At Last” by Etta James. Hoping to distract him with words of love, she focused on slipping into his head.

He flinched, abandoning his perfected insouciant lean to shoot upright. His piercing gaze went glacial. He was angry with her.

She raced out of his mind. Did he hate her so? Did he think she was cruel? He had seemed impervious to the pain her singing caused others.

The screams of her audience interrupted her focus on the man at the bar. She watched as, one after another, her listeners tumbled to the floor, grasping their heads and crying out in agony.

Fia tried to plant joy instead of pain. For a moment, she felt she had, the customers’ cries becoming sporadic and less intense, their faces relaxing rather than twisting in anguish. Their relief lasted only a few moments, though. At least she’d gained some control over this ugly thing she did with her voice.

It was a beginning. She’d eventually manage it. Fia snapped out her wings, but in the cramped space of her cage, they crumpled against the velvet bars.

The man seemed puzzled by the reprieve she gave her audience. His brows drew down over his beautiful icy eyes. Despite the confused look he shot at her, he tossed back his drink and slammed the glass onto the bar, turning away from her. 

She sang the closing notes of the performance’s final song. As a last resort, she screamed into the stranger’s mind. She was desperate, willing to risk his hatred. “Help me! Help!”

He spun around and glared as Fia’s cage began its ascent. She rose from her swing, gripped the bars of her cage, and stared at the man, putting all of her pleas for help into her intense gaze. Her performance was over. She could tell by his reaction that he had heard her cry for help. Yet he did nothing but glare. So much for an avenging angel. She was alone.

Her contraption reached its apex. When the gate clicked open, she stepped down onto the platform and began the long, lonely walk to her room. She rejected the Leech’s assistance, took the steps, shuffled along the hall, and opened the door. Inside, she threw herself onto the couch.

The story of Fia’s life was simple. No one was coming to save her. Maybe her sisters, but they weren’t here. She’d have to rescue herself. Nothing new.

****
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Somewhere in OneWorld

With weak arms, Remi pushed off the cold ground. He rose to his feet on trembling legs, holding his head steady between his palms to lessen the spin. Momentarily standing still, he regained his balance, took a deep breath, and straightened his shoulders.

He twisted left and right, glanced up and down, and slowly pivoted. Rock walls, floor, and ceiling with metal bars on the front side. A cave made into a holding cell.

Now that he’d established his location, it was time to remember the journey.

What had he been doing when his life went to shit?

His memories were scattered puzzle pieces, difficult to arrange, sliding into place sluggishly. He’d been quelling riots in Angor. Afterward, he had gotten his rocks off in a little BDSM joint in Stupool. On his way home, three winged squadrons intercepted him. Why would they do that? They were the elite of the OneCreator’s air corps.

Did Yosef, the squadrons’ supreme commander, know what his Immortal fliers were up to? A question for another time. 

After rubbing his temples, Remi’s hand slid to his neck where he touched a sore spot. He’d been darted. Unable to contain the anger, he swept out his bronze wings, scraping the walls of his cell. After pulling them into his spine again, he reached for the sword at his back. Gone. The long-bladed knives in holsters on his hips. Gone.
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