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For Mike, who was there to support me through all my books, bragging about them to anyone who would listen. I miss you.

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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Angor, OneWorld, Present Day

What the hell?

Madeline slid her sandpapery eyelids open. Closed. Blink. Blink. She drew a deep breath and coughed. The air was stale, dusty, and sour with the faint odor of garbage left too long in a trashcan.

When reality trickled into her brain, pain rocketed through her shoulders. Her arms were stretched overhead, her full weight on them because her knees had buckled. She wiggled. No give.

Madeline straightened her wobbly knees to relieve the ache in her arms. She widened her eyes, trying to see in the dim room. She twisted her head from side to side. Down. Up. No wonder. Above her, ropes bound her wrists to a bolt in concrete. She was a damn bug pinned to a wall. Swallowing the hard lump in her throat, she struggled against the bindings.

No go. 

Think. Think. Don’t panic.

She and her older sisters used to listen to a radio talk show psychiatrist from New York, Lizette Lee. The woman doled out advice, some of it helping them cope with their shitty home life. 

What did Lizette say? Yeah. Step one—identify the problem. 

At the moment, though, Madeline couldn’t concentrate. Her chest popped in and out as panic bubbled to the surface. 

Fight it. Check out the surroundings. Identify the problem.

Staring straight ahead and fluttering her lids to clear the blurry vision, she took in a cavernous room with unlit bulbs hanging from the ceiling on cords. Windows, the only light source, were small and high off the ground. The place was damp, with moisture seeping from the floor and walls. She shivered. A chill passed through her body.

“Hello. Hello,” she called out. When no one answered, she shouted, “Help me.”

Madeline pulled against the bindings, tearing the skin on her wrists. Blood dripped down her arms, and her eyes watered.

“Hello,” she yelled again.

She was alone. 

Pressing her chin to her chest, Madeline glanced down. Buttons on her blouse were ripped off, exposing part of her bra. Her skirt was torn and dirty, but at least her clothes were on. Her feet were bare. No Uggs.

So, in the best imitation of Lizette Lee, she’d identified the problem. 

She was in a shitty situation. Hogtied to a wall in what looked like a warehouse.

Madeline licked her cracked lips. Thirsty. How long had she been here? Long enough to need water.

How the hell did she get here?

She focused on memories that came to her in hazy bits and pieces.

Getting ready to close up the St. Louis Central Library, which she did each night, she grabbed her coat from the hook and slipped it on. Trading her comfortable pumps for warmer footwear, she slid into suede, shearling-lined Uggs. She took her purse from a desk drawer and stuck the pumps in its place. After pulling out her keys, she slung the bag over her shoulder and went from room to room shutting off lights. Once outside she closed and locked the door, checking the handle twice, even though the cleaning crew would come in behind her.

After donning warm gloves, she pulled her coat tighter. It got cold after the ice storm moved in earlier. She maneuvered carefully down the steps to the sidewalk. On the street, she stared over her shoulder at the library.

At the bottom, she began her six-block walk home, using the time to think about reheating a good soup and tossing a salad. After dinner, she’d call Fia or Darya to catch up and, afterward, crawl into bed with a half-finished book. 

Madeline pulled straight down on her arms despite the torn skin under the ropes. She couldn’t free herself.

Another memory drifted into her mind. 

Once Madeline had crossed the street, a man bumped into her. She mumbled, “Sorry,” her head down, burrowed into the warmth of her coat collar. Instead of going on his way, he grabbed her shoulders. Before she could use the martial arts tricks she’d perfected, he...

She had thought if he planned to mug her, he was out of luck. She carried little cash, much preferring her debit card or Apple Pay. Then ... then what?

Nothing. She’d blacked out. He must have drugged her before he brought her here. Wherever here was.

No. That wasn’t the entire memory. She had first awakened elsewhere. In a bed. Not tied up against a wall. A woman fed her soup. A strange woman with... No... Impossible.

That recollection was too fuzzy. Maybe not real. 

Rocking her body from side to side and tugging on the ropes ravaged more of her tender flesh. She sucked back tears, swallowing the screams in her mind. Not only was crying useless, but it was also a hindrance. She needed a clear head to think. Madeline drew a deep, calming breath in through her nose. Pursing her lips, she exhaled through her mouth.

Focus.

She was bound to a wall in a room that looked like an empty warehouse. She couldn’t get loose.

Yet.

But the calm she had won vanished. Once again, panic set in.

No. No.

When Madeline was young, she had wondered if she had a touch of OCD. Her sister Darya had said, “So what! You’re seriously hooked on lists and order.” True. She organized clothes in her closet by type and color. In her kitchen cabinet, all the cans of chicken soup were side by side. Vegetable soup was with vegetable soup. And so on. Anything that could be grouped was. 

She blamed her needs on growing up in the out-of-control home of an alcoholic. It drove her desire for order. She became a librarian because of the structure. Each book had its proper place.

Now was the time to call on tried-and-true relaxation methods. When stressed, she recited the Dewey Decimal Classification Chart. Since she could use some tranquility, she mumbled, “Computer Science, Information, and General Works. Philosophy and Psychology...”

A door banged open, interrupting her mental recitation. When the light switch flipped on, most bulbs came to life, though a few flickered and dimmed. Madeline slammed her lids shut against the painful brightness. The ominous sound of boots thudding across the floor caused her heart to nearly burst out of her chest. Someone was coming.

Managing rapid, shallow breaths, she prepared to face her assailant. 

Calm. Think. Steel yourself. 

A deep voice punched through her quiet. “Good. You’re awake.”

Inching her lids open, Madeline stared at the man before her. Her gaze traveled up his long legs to a trim waist and broad shoulders. His sandy hair was tied back. She judged him to be a bit over six feet. What met her next was the stuff of nightmares. His eyes were cruel, uncaring, murderous. 

And solid white. Irises. Pupils. The works. 

Breath shot from her chest. She shuddered, stifling a scream. He was a monster.

Her kidnapper jerked his fists to his hips while he scrutinized her. “We’re going to have such fun. Well, at least I shall.” His laugh was deep, loud, hollow.

Madeline cleared her throat twice, finally squeaking out, “Who are you?”

Leathery, veined charcoal-gray wings popped from his back.

Unable to control herself, she screamed.

Fucking bat wings. Impossible. Like the woman she dimly remembered, the one who had fed her.

Madeline couldn’t stop herself. She tugged on her arms and tried to kick her feet clear of the ties. Blood dripped onto her shirt. What her captor did next, however, led her to gravitate from scared to pissed in seconds. 

He laughed, and she wanted to bitch slap him. She may be a librarian, but she didn’t fit the stereotype. No shy, retiring demeanor for her. She was more inclined to rip out your throat if you didn’t obey the posted quiet signs. 

Not really, but sometimes the urge was there. She was a librarian for the lists and order, not to hide behind the bookshelves.

Years with her mother’s erratic, drunken behavior had taught her well. Never let the enemy see you sweat. She wiped the fear from her expression and stared at the monster, her gaze devoid of emotion.

The nightmare vision in front of her tapped his chest. “I’m Praevus.”

Latin for evil, perverse. Uselessly tugging on her wrists again, she asked, “Where am I?”

“Angor.”

Hmm. She didn’t know where Angor was.

“Why am I here?” She drew breath in through her nose and exhaled through her mouth.

“You were my gift to me.” His white eyes shone like twin full moons.

“What do you mean?” Madeline bit her lower lip, using the pain to center her thoughts.

Praevus’s wings disappeared from view as if he had retracted them. “That is none of your concern.”

She hated the sound of his hollow voice. “Turn me loose. You don’t want to hurt me.”

The guy was a nightmare, but she wasn’t dreaming. He was in focus. Too sharp.

She stifled sobs, reminding herself that crying did no good. And terror was incapacitating. It muddled thoughts, preventing her from forming a game plan. That was step two of Lizette Lee’s strategy. After clarification of the problem, came solving the problem.

Madeline began reciting the Dewey Decimal Classification system again, a focus for her concentration. She whispered, “Religion. Social Sciences. Language...”

The monster’s hollow voice interrupted her recitation. “But I do want to hurt you. Besides, if I turn you loose, there is nowhere for you to run in Angor.”

Madeline slowed her breathing, struggling to form thoughts. She stopped her mental relaxation technique. “Where is Angor? What part of St. Louis is it in?” But she already suspected this monster wasn’t human. Nor was he from Earth.

The white-eyed, bat-winged pervert chuckled. “St. Louis? Earth? These are places of your past. They will mean nothing to you. Not even a memory. I shall be your place, your reason for living, the center of your universe.”

He’s a fricking psycho villain from a bad melodrama. A megalomaniacal serial killer. If he were a book, she’d file him under Philosophy and Psychology. She’d shelve him with other parapsychology and occultism works in the Mental Derangements section. Of course, the label no longer existed, but it fit Praevus. She shook her head. Back to reality. “You’re going to kill me.”

He shrugged. “In a way. Your body will live on. Your mind, though, will belong to me. Its only thought will be my pleasure. My approval. If I want you to kill for me, you will. If I want you to fuck me, you will. If I want you to walk into a blazing fire for me, you will.” He rubbed his hands together. 

Yep. 

A B-movie villain. 

He continued with his bad-film dialogue. “I have never had a human. I hope your flesh and mind are not too weak for my plans.”

Madeline and all of Earth had watched the shocking news several years ago. Humankind’s illusions had shattered like glass when TV anchors reported on Aeternals, a superior species living in another realm called Scath. We were not alone.

Hungry for knowledge, she’d studied the tons of newspapers that came into the library to get a clearer picture of these unknown beings. Though St. Louis hadn’t been attacked like other cities, she learned the American military had fought beside a group who called themselves ... what? Firebrands. Their common goal was to save the world from an organization determined to enslave humans. They won.

Once the good guys defeated the bad guys, Lizette Lee began broadcasting again after a long hiatus, telling how she’d been kidnapped, taken to this other realm, held prisoner, and saved by a Firebrand. Madeline had been happy to hear of her return. 

Could Praevus be with those terrorists who wanted to enslave humans? Reporters had announced they’d been rounded up and killed or incarcerated, but he may have escaped.

“Are you an Aeternal from Scath?” she asked.

He rolled his white eyes as if he resented the accusation. “Those weak bastards? No. I told you. I am Praevus. I’m an Immortal. Well, I was. Now I am called a Scourge.”

“What’s an Immortal? What’s a Scourge?” 

Keep him talking. 

As long as he talked, she was safe. Besides, questions were an occupational hazard for a librarian and a big part of her personality. Madeline needed to know as much as possible about her problem before formulating a successful escape plan.

“I am an Immortal whom the black-winged assassin Dominion wrongfully threw into Angor. Because I have certain ... um ... tastes, they call me a Scourge. Someday, I shall find a way to extinct him or make him suffer an eternity of torture as I have. Perhaps the latter is better.” Her captor’s upper lip curled into a sneer.

Madeline didn’t understand what the hell Praevus was rattling on about, but she figured it was bad. Scourge? Immortal? Assassin? The last two rang a bell. She’d read something.

Think. Think.

The only thing she could connect to his rants were news shows where talking heads had discussed another being they called an Immortal. What was his name? Yes. Angel. No. Ohngel. They identified him as a winged assassin. They’d even flashed pictures of him on the screen. Despite his title, they said he was a good guy who had helped the Firebrands save humans.

None of this explained how she was here or why he chose her. When the answers to those questions eluded her, she trembled, her calmer thoughts scattering. She swallowed the bile rising in her throat, determined not to upchuck.

When she was young, Maddy and her sisters had played what-if games. What if one of their mother’s gentleman callers visited the wrong room? What if they had no money for food? What if their mother fell against the edge of a table and died? But the current dilemma with Praevus was worse. Scary. Not a game.

Her captor stepped closer. He tangled his fingers in her hair and yanked her head down. She turned her cheek to the cold concrete wall but could not escape his oily touch.

“Wait here, my pet. Don’t leave before I return,” he whispered. Stroking her lower lip, he chuckled as if he had made a joke. “Our time together is just beginning.”

She listened as the pounding of his boots faded, the lights went out, and a metal door slammed shut. “Control,” she murmured, again ticking off major classes of the Dewey Decimal System. “Science. Technology. Arts and Recreation...” 

Madeline clenched her fists, commanding her fear to dive deep into her heart where she buried it. One thing was for sure. She refused to break. Her sisters had prepared her well. 
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Dominion shoved his way through the crowded bar, patrons scurrying out of his way and his entrance causing a brief lull in the noise. He pulled alongside his fellow winged assassins. Deep in conversation, Ely greeted him with a nod and Remi a slight smile. Dom cocked his foot onto the railing, his usual grim frown in place.

The Angor Management Club was the only sleazy tavern in this dimension where the Feard, aka the winged assassins of the OneCreator, could find a good drink without being hassled.

Elysium perched beside Dom on a barstool, his hand cradling an imported Demon Brew, his icy wings snapped tight to his spine.

On the other side of Ely sat Remiel, drinking a local rum. Leaning forward to include Dom in the convo, he said, “I need to kill something.” His jittery fingers tapped on wood marred by centuries of use. The bronze spike-winged assassin was high-strung, always seeking action, never satisfied unless he was fighting or buried cock-deep in a female.

Just then a dominatrix decked out in leathers, ankle-breaking thigh-high boots, and a shit-ton of metal strolled by their stools. With rumpled blonde hair and eyeliner that would do a raccoon proud, she was dressed for a little BDSM play later that night.

Remi winked at the female, halting the tap, tap, tap on the bar. The eternal playboy. 

Returning his admiration, she cracked her whip overhead and grinned, her tongue sweeping across black lips. Then her eyes widened when she spotted Dom. The dolled-up Scourge shuddered and scurried on her way, putting distance between herself and the grim onyx-winged assassin who enjoyed his rep.

Ely studied the female’s retreating backside as she shot a nervous glance over her bare shoulder. In a delayed response to Remi’s need-to-kill-something statement, he said, “Downtime. Killing. It’s all the same now. Ho-hum.” 

The ice-winged assassin was struggling with the boredom of eternity again. The last time he got bad, he sought stasis for a millennium. Dom had missed him, but if it was something his brother-in-arms needed, well...

Dominion, able to launch sharp obsidian-bladed feathers from his wings with little more than a thought, didn’t bother to track the dominatrix rushing off. He was accustomed to patrons giving him space and speaking in whispers. Maybe it was the patch over one eye. As a rule, Immortals were not scarred. Not on the outside.

Yep.

He knew how to keep a party lively.

Pushing three hundred pounds, all of it solid muscle, Dom was a full head taller than most of the patrons. His long hair flowed to the middle of his back, as black as the darkness that surrounded his soul. He was the biggest, though not the oldest, of the Feard. That honor went to Ely. Yeah. Kudos to him for being a bit younger than dirt.

Dom tightened his rock-hard jaw, donning his stone-cold-killer expression, while he adjusted the intimidating leather patch over one eye. He didn’t mind the flaw. Goddesses in Vast and female Scourges in Angor told him that the savagery it implied made him an enticing hunk of meat. That fact got him laid. A lot.

His true love, though, was his work as an assassin for the OneCreator. Whether it was a capture or extinct assignment, he lived for the job. One and done. Brush that asshole off the list.

When the bartender came through a rear door, he spied Dom and attempted a hasty retreat. Too late. 

“Hey, there, asswipe. Get me a drink,” Dom growled, daring the barkeep to disappear into the back room. 

The guy stayed put. He knew better. “What kind?” he asked, his voice quivering.

“Surprise me.”

Scourges came in four flavors—Flesh Eaters, Blood Leeches, Mind Rats, and Soul Suckers. The one behind the bar was an Immortal condemned to Angor by the OneCreator. His malady? Well, the pearly white fangs and taste for a vein were dead giveaways. He was a Leech. Not a vamp, though. Immortals didn’t swing that way. He craved blood but didn’t need it to survive. He just enjoyed it and the pain he caused when he took it. 

Nobody knew why some of their kind contracted a malady, developed an unhealthy obsession, and changed physically. Not even the OneCreator. Rumor had it that Chaos, the boss’s now-extincted brother, was the cause. Something about how that Sibling’s destructive powers altered Immortal DNA, forever making the species vulnerable to the affliction. Another rumor claimed the cause was the pressure of eternity. 

So-named Scourges, who succumbed to a malady, met one of two fates. If they were beyond saving, the OneCreator issued an order to extinct them, to end their existence. The justice was deserved, swift, bloody, and legit. If the OC deemed the malady-infected Immortals salvageable, an assassin dropped them in Angor where they had a chance to redeem themselves. Happy times and job security.

If Harmony, Angor’s head honcho in the OC’s absence, or the OC pronounced a Scourge rehabilitated, they returned to Vast, reformed and their physical perfection restored.

While some Immortals contracted maladies, others successfully fought the disease or remained uninfected.

The bartender looked as if he might piss his pants. “Fuck no, Dominion. The last time I prepped a surprise drink, you broke my jaw.” His mouth dropped open, showing two yellowed fangs peeking below an upper lip.

Dom didn’t feel sorry for the guy who had swept through Vast on a rampage when he succumbed to his malady. In a haven, a home for newly-created Immortals and a supposedly safe place for the young from infancy to maturity, the Blood Leech bartender had drained four toddlers. The only evidence left behind was their withered skins. When he was found, his victims’ blood still dripped down his chin onto his soiled shirt. The OC condemned him to Angor, believing he would truly reform after doing penance for his crimes. Dominion had delivered the sentence, bagging him and dropping him off in the dimension where he would be punished.

Though mature Immortals could be extincted only at the hand of the OneCreator, Michael, or the Feard, toddlers were not so lucky. They had not settled into their eternal form yet. So, the bartender’s victims had died slow, terrifying deaths. Shouldn’t happen to kids.

Dom uncoiled from the barstool, his movements fluid. He leaned on a bent, thickly muscled forearm, his good eye freezing the Leech. “Punishment is part of the gig here. What’s your complaint, wuss?”

“You never appreciate my choices.” The guy shook, imitating a willow in a strong wind.

“Not true. I just enjoy breaking your bones. Any Scourge who is in here for your crimes deserves a constant reminder of his sins.” Dom continued his intimidation while Ely and Remi looked on.

The bartender groaned. “Isn’t it enough you confined me in this pit where I’m regularly tortured at the Ordeals?”

Once in Angor, Scourges were assigned to different Ordeals for their punishments, each specializing in a torment. Drowning. Fire. Limbs torn off or chewed on by predators. Strangulation. Whips. Knives. Fun times, fashioned specifically to fit each malady.

In between torments, the OC, or Harmony in his stead, gave the Scourges brief stays, believing that downtime increased their fear. They got to think about what was coming. A little icing on the cake of agony. 

But not all punishment occurred at the Ordeals. For grins and giggles, wicked malady-stricken attacked their own on the streets or dragged them out of their quarters for impromptu pain.

Trustees, those Scourges who were nearly rehabilitated, got to be the punishers at the Ordeals or moved into management positions, running a restaurant, a shop, or a bar.

“No biggie,” said Dom, answering the bartender’s question. “By morning, you heal. Refreshed, hearty, and eager to start a new day.” 

The barkeep continued his sad story. “I get no reprieve. When my daily dose of torture ends at the Ordeals, I go home to the pits where it stinks like backed-up sewage.”

“Invest in air freshener,” said Dom.

“There’s noise, too. Screams. Pleas. Never-ending cries for help.”

“Boo hoo,” said Remi. “Have you tried Air Pods and heavy metal?”

“Can we get that stuff here?” asked the Scourge, his eyes lighting with excitement.

Ely took a swig of his brew. Afterward, expelling a loud sigh. “You can’t. Like we’re gonna buy you an iTunes account and some Apple shit. Do you think about the babes? You shoulda fought your thirst and stayed in Vast. It smells good there, and the sounds are mostly giggles. Some guitar music. Beaches. Blue waters. Rolling hills of green. Sunlight. Stars at night in a clear sky.”

Remi added his two cents. “Of course, we prefer to live in Angor where we can watch the Scourges suffer. Besides, no politics here. No games. No kissing the OC’s perfect ass. We do fly to Vast to shag a goddess now and again. Though we have no qualms about doing the females here, too.”

“My drink,” reminded Dom. He perched on the stool, his working eye glaring at the bartender.

The guy shuffled off, returning with a goblet filled with a dark amber liquid and fruit. He slammed it onto the worn bar.

Dom guzzled the entire thing. He swiped the back of his hand across his lips. “What’s it called?

“A Dead Manhattan.”

“Excellent.” Dom rose, hauled back a fist, and let go at the bartender’s jaw. The guy flew into a rack of bottles. Only a few crashed to the floor and shattered as he slid onto his ass, legs out straight, his head lolling on his shoulders.

“Good one. Looks like you cracked his mandibular again. Got that out of your system, Dom?” asked Remi.

“Yeah. I’ve been feeling a little down. That helped.”

“I was just saying we need a KOC order,” Remi said, clapping his hand onto Ely’s shoulder.

“Even kill-on-contact extinctions have become boring. We need an interesting assignment,” said Ely. 

Peeking over the bar, Dom said, “Get the fuck up, asswipe. Pour me another Dead Manhattan.”

Leaning forward on an elbow, Remi asked, “Where’s Ohngel? I thought you were on assignment with him.”

Ohngel was the fire-winged assassin, one of the Feard. He had mated an Aeternal, a witch named Indigo. The OneCreator, being a sap for true love, allowed their brother-in-arms to travel between here and the realm of Scath with his mate. The OC also permitted her to accompany him anywhere in OneWorld.

“Nope. I was flying solo. He and his mate are on something Indigo called a honeymoon,” said Dom.

A stranger interrupted, slapping a mottled hand on Ely’s upper arm. “Hey, aren’t you guys the Feard, the OneCreator’s winged assassins?”

Ely brushed off the guy’s misplaced palm and glared over his shoulder. “So what?”

The Scourge lowered his voice as if letting them in on a conspiracy. “I’ve got intel. What can I get for it?”

“Your teeth get to stay in your mouth,” said Remi.

When the guy buttoned up, Ely said, “One free pass when you do something stupid. And you will.”

The male thought for a moment. “This is worth more. What’s the one steadfast rule we must all obey?”

“Never run from the Feard,” said Dom.

The guy puzzled his brows, a wrinkle between them. “Another one.”

“Do not tell the OC to fuck off,” said Ely.

The guy sighed. “No. Another.”

“Do not bring an outsider onto Angor,” said Remi.

“Bingo.” The Scourge scratched his arm. A chunk of skin peeled off and fell to the ground, a sure sign he was a Flesh Eater.

Ely snapped out his wings. The ice-bladed feathers unsheathed and nearly decapped the stranger. “Oops. Not sorry.” Obviously having found the exciting assignment he was looking for, Ely glanced at Dom and Remi. “Here we go again. How long has it been?”

“Not long enough,” said the black-winged assassin. “Maybe three centuries?”

Ely tossed back what was left of his brew while Remi scrubbed a hand across his eyes.

Dom pushed off his stool, fisting the front of the informant’s ragged shirt. “What’s your name, Scourge?”

“Ike.”

“Well, Ike, tell us about the outsider.” Dom’s upper lip curled into a sneer, his no-nonsense, do-what-I-say expression.

“I want to negotiate.”

Remi asked, “What do you expect for the intel?”

“I want time off from all Ordeals.”

Dom answered the Scourge. “Not happening. Besides, we have no say-so. That’s up to the OC or Harmony. If your shit is important, we’ll negotiate to keep you out of a few Ordeals of your choice.”

Ike looked as if he was thinking about the deal, but that assumed he was capable of rational thought. He scratched his arm again, opening a sore. “Deal. Time off from three punishments of my choice.”

Dom nodded. “Spill.”

“The outsider’s a human.”

The news exploded like a bomb blast. OneWorld was restricted. Vast was for Immortals. Angor for Scourges. Never. Never. Humans. And for good reason. Earthers were weak creatures who would be easy prey for Immortals and easier prey for Scourges. Besides, the OneCreator had a very protective fondness for them.

Ely’s eyes pinged from Remi to Dom. “What the fuck?”

Dominion guzzled his Dead Manhattan and jacked onto his feet. “Time to earn our pay. Shit just got very interesting, huh, Ely?”
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Chapter Three
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On the street in front of the Angor Management Club, Dom released his grip on Ike, the Scourge-dash-snitch. “Well, where is this human?”

Rubbing the back of his neck hard enough to slough off skin, Ike stuttered, “I-I-I have to show you.”

“We have trust issues,” said Remi, speaking for everyone.

The Feard warriors finished the convo telepathically.

What’s the worst that could happen? Dom shifted from one foot to the other as he pathed his brethren.

A bored Ely rested a hand on the hilt of a short blade in his hip holster. A shitload of Scourges could be waiting to jump us.

And that would hurt us how, Ely? Dom frowned, not sure what the problem was. They were Immortals, and other than themselves, no one except the OneCreator or Michael could extinct them.

His ice-winged brethren turned an empty gaze to Dom. They can’t kill us, but we could be laid up for a while if there were enough of them.

When did you get to be such a wuss? asked Remi.

Ely’s eyes narrowed to angry slits. Not. I could use a real dust-up to keep me awake. Just throwing out a possibility.

Dom scrubbed a fist across his jaw. I’ll fly above the Scourge, keeping pace with him. You two stay on his ass. Be ready for a surprise once we land.

“Let’s go, Ike.” Dom’s ebony wings spread wide as he pounded into the air. The Scourge popped off the ground next with Remi and Ely following him. They skimmed the rooftops, taking a route toward the industrial district. 

Newly arrived inmates in Angor or those who were too stupid to move up in status worked in the factories here in Stupool. No safety standards. They breathed chemicals, sooty air, and toxic fumes. A dark cloud of smog enveloped the area, a thick, nasty haze vomiting from smokestacks. Not that it could kill them, but getting air in the zone was like breathing underwater and had them hacking up black spit.

After Ike signaled below, he angled toward the ground, coming in for a soft landing on a street. “She’s in this d-d-district, but the alleyway gets n-n-narrow. We have to walk.”

Dom snagged his upper arm, nearly yanking him off his feet. “She? You didn’t tell us the human was a female.”

“Does it matter?” The Scourge’s cheek twitched. 

Dom distrusted beings with nervous tics. They weren’t reliable. “Where we goin’?”

Ike pointed straight ahead, leading the way.

Dom’s gaze took in both sides of the alley. What a dump. Course that assessment pretty much held for all of Angor, except where the assassins lived. The largest city, Stupool, was a dismal industrial jungle of factories, flesh bars, BDSM joints, roads clogged with cars emitting carbon monoxide, and streets ripe with smells and things you didn’t want to think about. Whenever possible, he avoided strolling the avenues, wading through sewage that leeched onto the street. 

Beyond the city were the Ordeals—Blood Volcano, Slough of Despair, Blades Forest, Violence Village. And more. Each spot was a punishment zone for Scourges. 

Angor was often shrouded in fog and storm clouds, the sky dim, a palpable gloom that ranged from shadowy to inky. Yet the fickle weather would change in an instant. Gentle breezes turned to gale-like winds and tornadoes, light mists transformed into monsoon rains, and black skies heralded sunshine. One moment, you slapped on sunscreen and dark shades on a hot, bright day. The next, you buttoned up your fur-lined jacket against the stormy skies and intermittent light, a cold, icy, stark place as cruel as those it contained.

Nonetheless, centuries ago, the Feard had elected to live in the White Mountains of Angor rather than among their kind in Vast. Each winged assassin had a different reason for the relocation. Ohngel had grown weary of the politics of Vast, the OC’s favored dimension. Ely, bored with immortality, was game for anything new. Dom wanted to distance himself from those he might have to capture or kill another day, as he’d done with Gareth. Remi? Well, who knew why the bronze spike-winged assassin did anything.

The Feard had built their homes on cliffs high in the mountains, open to the air and overlooking the ocean and Scutter Shoals Bay. In that territory, they thrived in the unpredictable environment, far from Vast’s politics, other Immortals, and the ennui of eternity.

Though they lived among the Scourges of Angor, the same detritus the Feard tracked, captured, or extincted, there was an honesty to this dimension that Vast lacked. The OneCreator’s home base was a place of disguises, platitudes, and intrigues. And it had its own miscreants, sometimes as dangerous as Scourges.

Behind Dom, Ely cleared his throat. We’re heading into a warehouse zone. Keep sharp.

Dom answered by flicking out his onyx-tipped wings, some with sheathed razor-edged feathers. Then he swooshed them into his spine. “Ike, we better get there soon. I’m getting itchy. When I get itchy, shit dies.”

The Scourge pivoted around, his eyes wide with fear. “Just a little farther. H-h-honest.” He resumed walking forward.

Dom listened as Remi rambled on about his kinks. This place smells like the ass-end of a pig. Not my favorite perfume. I prefer a nicely showered female Scourge wearing a leather garter belt, fishnet stockings, and nipple rings. She’s carrying a whip and chain. 

Remi had a thing for fucking Angor inmates. The more pain, the more pleasure. For someone who could light up a dimension with his broad, dimpled smile and deep amber eyes, he could be dark and destructive.

But Dom was in no position to judge. He enjoyed a weekly visit from the Scourge Mora, and he dabbled in other local females as well as several in Vast. He had one steadfast rule, though—no emotional connections. Sex for the sake of sex. If a female got too clingy, too demanding, she was history.

Ike halted. He gestured toward a tall metal door. “H-h-here. I’ll wait outside.”

“You wish,” said Dom. “You’ll be keepin’ us company. In fact, you’ll be first through the entrance. Thanks for volunteering to be target practice.”

“But Praevus is mean.”

The Feard flicked their gazes from one to the other. “That fucking Mind Rat,” said Remi. “Is he our mark?”

The Scourge nodded.

Dom grabbed the handle, jerked on it, and, grabbing the back of Ike’s ragged tee, shoved him through the door. The Scourge stumbled, falling to the ground. The Feard stepped over him, Ely and Remi racing forward to flank their brother assassin.

Nothing. 

The place was empty. Dom’s nostrils quivered as he picked up a faint scent beneath the stale air of the warehouse. The female. She had a rich, layered aroma. He had sensed something similar before. It was when he had been in the OneCreator’s library in Vast. Books. Ancient ones. Classics. The boundless array of learning had appealed to his senses. And floating just above that scholarly bouquet was the spice of the skies beyond his home, the free territory between Vast and Angor. Also, OneWorld’s oranges. He drew a deep breath, wanting to remember the complicated smells. Wanting to roll around in them. Books, oranges, and fresh, free air.

Boots echoed across the massive warehouse as the Feard searched.

Ely paused beside a back wall. “We got ropes here. Looks like she was cut loose.” He eyed the ground. “The only footprints belong to a male. No female has feet that big. He must have carried her off.”

Rummaging in boxes scattered throughout the cavernous space, Remi shouted, “Looks like Praevus boogied out in a hurry. Nothing good here.”

Dom stroked his chin. “Ike, get the fuck over here.”

The Scourge pushed off the ground and raced across the warehouse. “This is where she was. I swear. You owe me.”

“Yeah. Yeah. She was here. We’ll pay what we owe. But part of the deal is you report whatever you hear. If I find out you’re holding back, I’ll put you through a meat grinder. Literally. First pain, followed by non-existence at the end of my blade.”

The Feard most often extincted because of an order from the OC. But not always. Faced with a situation, they could use their own judgment.

“I-I-I’d never ch-ch-cheat you, Dominion.”

“Get lost. We’ll be checking on you.”

As Ike hustled out the door, disappearing into the alley, the assassins confabbed. Ohngel was on his fucking honeymoon. But to Dom, the Feard would always be short a member. He stared into space, missing his friend Gareth and their adventures. They’d raced across the sky to see who was faster. Challenged each other to sword fights. Shared willing Immortals in bed. Tossed back drinks at a bar, enjoying the camaraderie of friendship. 

Ely interrupted Dom’s memory-lane trip. “We could use Ohngel. This is shaping up to be more than a three-man job.”

“Damn straight,” muttered Remi. “Their honeymoon is over. We need him. The search for Praevus and this human female requires a full crew to tear Angor apart.”

Dom hesitated because Ohngel had insisted that he and Indigo have some alone time, free from business in Angor or Vast. Screw their me time. This was serious. “I’ll call him in, and we’ll divvy up the tasks. Ely, you hit the hot spots, the clubs, the hangouts, the joints frequented by Scourges. Remi, you see what you can learn at the Ordeals. I’ll be on the ground, scouring streets and alleys. We’ll assign Ohngel to flyovers, stopping any place that looks promising.”

After Ely and Remi headed off on their assignments, Dom rubbed his sightless eye. It ached today. Pain in his barometer was never a good sign, a signal something bad was about to happen. 

He strolled out of the alley. Stretching his midnight wings, he shot into the air, his flight taking him into the passageway that led out of Angor. From there, he traveled to Scath, the realm of a species called Aeternals, where Ohngel’s mate resided. 

First stop, Indigo’s office. Dom could have pathed his brother-in-arms, but he was certain Ohngel would cut him off. This situation required a face-to-face and, perhaps, muscled persuasion.

Not long ago their fire-winged assassin brother had saved Scath’s Aeternals and Earth’s humans. But the OneCreator had a non-interference rule. When Ohngel violated it, he was put in stasis. Eventually he’d been forgiven and offered his old job back.

In a surprise move, the OC reinstated Ohngel and allowed Indigo to travel with him in OneWorld. For some reason, the boss was soft on the mouthy witch from Scath. And the couple fascinated Dom. He couldn’t understand the bond they had formed. Anyway, they were still on what the witch called their honeymoon. His assassin brethren said it meant he didn’t have to chase asshole Immortals and could fuck the days and nights away.

Time’s up. 

Ohngel needed to clock in on the job, but Indigo’s office was empty. Since Dom knew the witch spent hours at the River Am, reading the water for images of possible futures or hints of trouble, he winged his way there.

Dom spotted the couple swimming in a calm pool, dammed by boulders and fallen trees. Hovering above them, he watched their riveting play for a while before he floated to the bank of the river.

Laughing, Ohngel dunked his mate under the water. Then his head snapped around. “What the hell, Dom? Indy, stay put.” The fire-winged assassin strode up the incline, naked, threatening, muttering something like, “Fucking intruders. Fucking up my fucking good time.” 

Once Ohngel was out of the river, he fashioned clothes with a flick of his wrist, faster than re-donning his own, which were in a pile near a tree.

The dark-haired witch glared at Dom as she stood neck-deep in the pool. “Roark, make me something to wear.” She still called him Roark, even though she knew his real name. It had been his alias when she’d first met him.

“They’ll be wet,” he growled, his pissed-off gaze fixed on Dom.

“Then how about a swimsuit?” she shouted.

When she exited the water, Indigo was dressed in a vintage bathing outfit, navy blue, a blousy top, a bow at the neckline, and pantaloons below her knees. She glanced down and rolled her eyes. “Really?”

Ohngel shrugged.

She joined the males to sit on the grassy bank. “Welcome, O frowning one,” she said.

Settling his onyx-tipped wings into his spine, Dom stretched his legs straight. “We have a problem, Ohngel. Praevus the Mind Rat has a human in Angor. We had a lead, but he’d already vacated with her. Whereabouts unknown.”

“An Earther in Angor?” Ohngel’s brows arched.

“A female,” Dom emphasized.

The mated couple exchanged glances and nods. Indigo slapped her thigh and said, “Knights in shining armor to the rescue.”

“What do you need me to do?” Ohngel looked at his Feard brother, still grinning at his mate’s comment.

“Flyovers.”

“How can I help?” asked Indigo.

“You can’t,” blurted Dom.

“Don’t make me witch bolt you, O dark, misogynistic one.” Indigo crossed her bare feet at her ankles. “I’ll be joining Hotness for the task.”

Though Ohngel laughed, Dom still didn’t understand this warrior’s attraction to the sassy but powerful mage from Scath. The fire-winged assassin, who lived for the hunt, needed to get her under control. “You can’t fly.”

“True. But I have my loyal Oskar.”

She summoned a modified gryphon she’d once claimed to have “bedazzled” with scales. He was unique, having the head and wings of an eagle, the neck and torso of a dragon, and the haunches and feet of a lion.

He plopped onto his fat rump and snorted, sending out sparks of fire that landed on Dom. The black-winged assassin brushed off the hot spots. “Do that again and you’re toast.”

Indigo patted her gryphon’s haunch. “There. There. He didn’t mean it.”

Dom snapped, “You can’t take the gryphon into Angor or Vast.

“Hmm.” Indigo scratched her chin. “A problem in need of a resolution.”

Ohngel didn’t look happy, probably because Indigo sounded as if she had a scheme in mind.
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Chapter Four
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Madeline awakened, bouncing on Praevus’s shoulder as he scurried through a door into a deserted alley. Once clear of the narrow passage, the monster took to the air, bat wings shooting from his spine, pounding up and down to lift off the ground. Maddy screamed, unable to hold back her shock and fear.

Holy shit. I’m gonna die.

When he shifted her in his arms, cradling her like a baby, she watched buildings get smaller and smaller until he leveled out and zoomed forward. They soared above a crumbling, shabby urban area, the air filthy, factories belching noxious exhaust through chimneys. 

Abruptly, Praevus changed the angle of flight, eliciting a gasp from Maddy. He straightened the slant of his body, his wings pounding up and down. His boots touched the ground near one of the fume-spewing factories.

Setting Madeline on her feet, he maintained a firm grasp on her wrist. Though shaky, she attempted to peel off his fingers, but Praevus was too strong. 

He looked both ways, then opened a metal door and shoved her inside. She fell to her knees. Another cavernous warehouse, dark and reeking of mold and mildew. She heard the snick of a switch. 

Light.

Madeline fought Praevus as he bound her wrists and ankles with rope. He won easily and would have even if her arms and legs hadn’t been so weak.

Her gaze flicked from the monster to her surroundings. The concrete was filthy, with dark blotches of God knew what. But since she trembled from exhaustion, she flopped onto the floor with her back to the wall, her legs straight out in front of her. Maddy refused to think about what was under her, including any bugs or rats in residence.

New digs. Same problem. What did he want with her? What plan could she devise to escape? She couldn’t break free from the ropes, though she kept trying. Best thing was to stay alert. Wait for an opportunity. But if she got away, where would she go? 

Focus. Don’t worry about that now. Devise an escape first.

To calm herself, she ignored Praevus and mentally shelved books in the library, using the Dewey Decimal System while she tugged on the restraints at her wrists. The result was to open fresh wounds on unhealed skin. Able to reach the bindings securing her ankles, she gave them a jerk. Not going anywhere. 

When she lost focus, Madeline felt herself slipping into old, destructive patterns—watching someone else, waiting for them to act, being afraid they would, and losing control of her environment. She wanted to run or curl into a ball, duck her head, and hide. She shook off the disabling behavior.

No! 

Once, her sisters had returned home to find her cowering in a closet, hiding from their drunken mother. After hugging her and telling her she was safe, they scolded her. Darya made her plan a different way to deal with the problem, one where she would be in control. Life was about control.

That’s what she needed now. Madeline drew in a calming breath through her nose, refusing to even blink. That tiny motion might be all it took to dissolve any sense of control, any sense of order and precision she might gain from the breath. Like when she’d been at the mercy of an alcoholic parent. 

Interrupting her reminiscences, Praevus pulled a chair on wheels close to her and sat down, elbows on knees. He stared at her.

She held the monster’s fixed gaze. “What do you plan to do with me?” 

Praevus straightened and smiled, but his grin was far more terrifying than his slumped posture and grim stare. He tilted his chin to one side. Then the other. He scratched his jaw. “I’m beginning now. Pay close attention because I am a master of my craft.”

Bending forward, he set a palm to each of her cheeks, squeezing her face between them. Pain shot through Maddy’s head, churning her stomach. Instead of barfing, she slammed her eyes shut tight while she concentrated on driving out the agonizing headache. 

When the pain lessened, she reorganized her closet, putting the items in alphabetical order. Blouses, pants, t-shirts...

Praevus jumped to his feet and grabbed a fistful of her blonde hair. “Stop it,” he screamed. His white eyes blazed with anger.

Stop what?

Maybe it was her concentration on arranging her wardrobe. She chuckled. He didn’t like her itty-bitty OCD thoughts. 

Screw him.

Though he continued to hold a chunk of her hair, he relaxed his grip. “I can see you will take time.”

She grouped the closet items by color. Blue, green, red... Then, by season and, finally, by length, creating a beautiful diagonal line of hanging clothes.

Eventually, Praevus stomped off, leveling her with an evil, melodramatic cackle. “You are so fun.”

When darkness swallowed an exhausted Madeline, her antagonist starred in her nightmares.

When she awoke, Praevus offered her a plate of food. Bound with her wrists in front of her, she fed herself. Madeline pushed the items around, sampling small bites, not trusting the meal he’d set on the floor beside her. It might be drugged. Still, what choice did she have? If she didn’t eat, she’d weaken and be unable to escape when an opportunity arose.

With a spoon of something resembling fruit salad hovering near her lips, she stared into Praevus’s unnatural, freakish white eyes. She shoved the bite inside her mouth. Not so bad. The man was depraved, and whatever he had done to her made her temples pound like the drum solo in a heavy metal band’s song. She swallowed a second taste, her arm quivering from fatigue or fear.

Praevus snatched the plate away before she finished. “Time for another session.” He pulled his chair close again, reaching out to touch her hair, resting an unwelcome hand on her head.

He was rummaging around in her mind. Crazy, huh?

Twisting her head from side to side, she dislodged his palm. With more wiggle room in the rope, she raised her hands to fight the dissolute Scourge. 

When she scratched his face, he slapped her so hard her teeth rattled. “Enough,” he screamed, his white eyes an imitation of flashing headlights as blood dripped down his cheeks. One point for the prisoner.

While she was recovering from the blow, he fisted her hair. Maddy’s eyes rolled up as pain shot through her. “Stop. W-w-what are you doing?” She just wanted relief from the bulleting agony. Praevus was a dentist drilling out a deep cavity, striking nerves without the benefit of Novocain.

She’d recited the Dewey Decimal Classification System. She’d re-organized her closet. Time for famous authors in alpha order while she ignored the throbbing spasms rocketing through her, a dark cloud eclipsing her concentration. But she forged ahead. American. Alcott. Angelou. Baldwin. Faulkner. Fitzgerald. Hemingway. Lee. O’Connor ... 

Once Praevus removed his hand from her head, she sighed with immediate relief. Still, something was wrong. She’d been ... violated. She felt dirty, as if his fingers had been everywhere. She’d been mind-raped.

Madeline struggled to speak. “W-w-what? W-w-why?” Slurred words tumbled from her mouth.

Wiping sweat from his brow, Praevus leaned back in his chair. “I am making you mine.” His shoulders slumped and he released an exhausted sigh.

Maddy’s chin rolled to her chest, but she jerked up to fix on his crazed, chalky eyes. “D-d-don’t understand.” 

“It’s none of your concern. After I rest, I have an errand. Don’t miss me too much.” He cackled. 

Worst movie villain ever.

But Madeline couldn’t let go of his words. “I am making you mine.” 

No. Never. Not happening.

Still, how do you fight someone who can touch your mind? Make it feel dirty, violated?

When he returned, she resisted the next incursion by focusing on alphabetizing canned goods. Darya and Fia had drummed survival into her. They taught her control, that every situation had a way out, that she could protect herself, and that she was self-reliant.

But she collapsed, dreaming. She returned to the house with her drunken mother. Surrounded by empty booze bottles and overflowing ashtrays, the woman hurled insults, blaming Madeline for everything. For the father who had left. For her miserable life. For her addiction. For the steady stream of men who wouldn’t stick around.

“No,” Maddy shouted, jolting awake. 

I am responsible for myself. For every situation, there is a solution. I will get out of here because I’m in control.

But something wasn’t right. Her head bobbed forward when the dark cloud swallowed her again.

****
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Praevus studied the human from a shadowy corner, eager to continue his sessions with Madeline but content to observe for the moment. He was lucky a Scourge had warned him of Ike’s betrayal so he could escape with the female. The hard-won prize he’d found at his employer’s cabin in the Razor Mountains.

Serita, the trustee Scourge who was his boss at the restaurant, had called him to her place to give him an assignment. She told him she would be absent from her cafe for a while and asked him to manage it while she was gone. 

That’s when he heard a sound from the other room. Sheets rustled as someone tossed and turned in their sleep. Curious, he shoved inside to find a human tied to the bed, a delicious female whose mind was ripe for the taking. Praevus lost control of his urges. After nearly beheading his employer with his bare hands, he stole Madeline. After all, he deserved a chance to use his gift. Then he panicked.

Stupid. Stupid. Stupid. But the deed was done. Now he would enjoy the fruits of his rashness.

Stroking a palm across his jaw, he tilted his head to the side. The pretty young thing was unconscious again. Though her blonde, chin-length hair was dirty, the choppy cut gave her an air of innocence. She was a tall female with a trim but lush body. Revealed beneath a torn white blouse, her breasts were full. He closed his eyes to imagine testing their weight. He’d raped her mind. In time, her flesh would be his. His cock stirred, a rarity for him these days.

Not yet.

She was a fighter. Usually, he abhorred strong females, preferring fractured, subservient ones. Still, he loved the prospect of breaking this one, splintering her mind. He would enjoy the look in her eyes once she realized her will was shattered. His mouth watered with anticipation.

She woke.

Her breathing steadied. She appeared calm, pinning him with a glare as she sat with her back against the wall, her bound legs out straight in front of her. Despite her controlled expression, he sensed her mind floundering in chaos, screaming with fear. Yet she refused to show it. Interesting. Earlier she had proved a strong subject, fighting his invasion. He would ramp up his efforts.

“Hello, Madeline. Are you happy to see me again?”

Her lips squeezed tight. Her eyes narrowed.

He grabbed the back of his chair and dragged it across the floor, the scritch of metal on concrete echoing through the cavernous warehouse. Sitting near her, he leaned forward and slapped a hand on her head, curling his fingers so she could not escape his grasp.

Once she stopped whipping from side to side, he began. 

To Praevus, the mind housed a beautiful, intricate series of underground burrows that turned left, right, up, and down, a maze of interconnected pathways. He always started at the outermost point before working his way inside. The closer he traveled to the center, the greater his control over the being.

Most often he slipped into the first tunnel with ease, the shaft to the mind open, allowing access. Later he might come across a collapsed area—that was how he thought of it—where he had to dig through rubble. If he ran into a wall of debris, he recognized it as damage. Then he backtracked until he could plow forward again. 

Madeline required more effort. He realized this from his earlier attempt to breach the exterior of her will. When he could not find an unobstructed shaft, he had left, too exhausted and puzzled to continue. Now he resumed the task with a re-invigorated determination. 

He still saw no doorway that led deeper into her mind. Continuing to explore the outer surface, he sought a way inside.

Ah. There it is.

A gigantic metal door. Sturdy. He pulled on the handle. When it didn’t budge, he leveraged a phantom foot on the frame and tugged. 

No success. 

Praevus paused in his failed pursuit so he could study Madeline. She drew her lips into a grim slash. Her facial muscles tensed with the pain of a headache caused by his intrusion. He rose from his chair, stretched his arms overhead, and bent left and then right. Altering a mind and setting triggers was a physical task as well as a mental one. He laced his fingers together and curved them until he heard cracking sounds. 

Better.

Back inside her brain again, he sought a way to disrupt her battle against him. At the imaginary doorway, he turned around, pretending to ignore his task. As he suspected, Madeline, weary from the struggle, relaxed. When she did, he barreled through with a sneak attack. 

Success. 

He made it into the first tunnel, deception being a marvelous tool.

Praevus, Mind Rat extraordinaire, halted, examining his location and what surrounded him. Hers was unlike any mind he had breached before. Most, even those of Immortals, were open, more easily accessed. But in Madeline’s brain, a burrow in front of him had collapsed, requiring him to dig. Metaphorically, dirt, pebbles, and larger rocks filled it. 

He clawed through. When he hit a clear patch, he caught his breath and scurried ahead. 

Damn. Another collapse.

Praevus dug his way forward.

After hours, sweat dripped into his eyes, his arms quivered from tension, and his own head ached from the labor. Praevus released his hold on the human. To preserve his strength, he would require more than a couple of days for this mission.

He could use brute force, but that would leave Madeline a drooling, useless blob of flesh. Using stealth and finesse, he would be more pleased with the result. She would become a thrall to his desires, his errand girl, his slavish lover, his waitress, his housekeeper, his cook, his admirer, his greatest fan.

Using his skills on the Scourges in Angor was unrewarding. Their brains did not exercise his superior Mind Rat talents. But now, he was free to do what he wished to this human.

When he retreated from her mind, her eyelashes flickered, indicating she was equally tired.

Rising from his chair, Praevus stretched
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