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Chapter 1

“Damn you!”

Lying in a bed of white silk and fur, Payne jerked hard on the chains anchoring him to the bed. The crippling pain that he endured still lingered in his muscles and deep within his bones. “Damn you to fucking hell! I will never break.”

He could survive pain; pain was something he was very accustomed to.

But this?

He was a Destroyer! He was a fighting, killing machine, damn it!

And he was chained like a dog, a beast! Expected and commanded to be subservient!

“Well, screw you!”

Flat on his back, straining against the enchanted chains, and with nothing else to do, he gave in to the thoughts running through his mind. Gyth, Lord of the Heavens and master of the Destroyers, leaned more toward torture and control than simple persuasion. No doubt, that was reason enough for the god to have enlisted Payne into his little army of immortal warriors whose chief purpose was to defeat his bitter enemy Damon, Lord of the Underworld.

Ironic really.

A virulent laugh echoed around him. Gyth threw the Destroyers to the proverbial wolves, not caring who survived as long as the enemy did not. Yeah, the enemy—Gyth’s enemies.

In reality, the Destroyers were just a tool, Gyth’s fighting force against the Underworld’s offspring, even though they had been led to believe that the sole reason for their existence was to protect the One Race, the descendants of the gods that lived on earth. Yeah, right. The age-old battle between the Heavens and the Underworld, or in truth, the battle between Gyth and Damon, which in turn had wrought the rise of the Destroyers, otherwise known as Gyth’s lapdogs.

Damon! The Serpent Lord of the Underworld, a.k.a. dear old dad.

The name ripped through Payne like shards of steel and ice. The day would come when that bastard would have to stand toe to toe with him and it was a day Payne would wait a hundred thousand lifetimes for. After he almost died when his mother-dearest and those foul-breathed witches practically flayed him alive just to make points with that scum, Damon, all he wanted to do was to cut everything of Damon’s out of his soul and have his revenge. Afterwards, he had been adopted by humans and had determined to hone his fighting skills. The only thing that kept him sane was his lust for revenge. So, when Gyth came to him and offered a means to that end, he didn’t refuse.

Now, almost two thousand years later, the plan was still the same as ever. Damon would die by his hands.

Burning rage festered in his black eyes. Every Destroyer had his reasons for accepting Gyth’s offer to become one of his lapdogs and Payne sure as hell had his.

“Bastilla.”

The name was a whisper on his tongue, an endless torment in his cold heart.

Her image surfaced in his mind transporting him back to a time when he had loved—the only time in his existence he had known such a thing. The only time he thought he was loved in return. He had memorized every detail of her face—her long black silky hair, large dark innocent eyes, and the creamiest olive skin. She was perfection with a beauty that defied the natural world.

She had been the only good thing in his entire world.

Until Damon.

Until he realized the truth.

The soft rustle of silk brought Payne’s attention back to the predicament at hand. Gyth stood in front of the bed, his eerie topaz eyes clearly expressing his agitation. Like Payne really cared! After all, what could the bastard in white do to him that had not already been done countless times before?

His sarcastic laugh brought fury to Gyth’s face. “Have you changed your mind Destroyer?”

“No,” Payne grunted softly. He wouldn’t be so easily broken.

“You’ll take the female known as Chanta Timbers through her Burning,” Gyth ordered with a haunting laugh. “She’ll need a strong Destroyer to assist her transformation to the One Race.”

A female’s face, one he knew, appeared in Payne’s mind. Her skin was fair, her hair blonde, and her eyes the color of steel. His heart skipped a beat as her lips stretched into a blinding smile. She was light in the darkness, goodness personified. She was the exact opposite of Bastilla.

“Two words, Gyth: screw and you.”

Topaz eyes met Payne’s. “You’ll do as I command.”

The order tugged at every ounce of Payne’s willpower.

As a Destroyer, he had to follow Gyth’s commands, and never disobey, like a dog on a leash, trained and obedient. But Payne was ever the disobedient one, so why mess with success?

With heavily dripping defiance, he replied, “I won’t take her through the Burning! I enlisted in this shit-fest against Damon for one purpose and only one, so screw you!”

“Hmm, well so be it Payne.” Gyth’s eyes swirled, turned white. “You shall endure the tortures of The Algea once again until your mind has changed.”

Chanta Timbers’ face appeared again in his mind, her large eyes full of excitement and wonder as she read from a book in her lap. She was beautiful, enchanting, and full of vitality. And he cursed under his breath. Her face had plagued his dreams for eight years. Shutting his black eyes and forcing her image from his mind, a growl ripped from his chest in anger.

“Get out of my head!” Payne roared. “I won’t take her through the Burning!”

With a flick of his wrist, a mammoth of a male god dressed in black leather appeared beside Gyth holding a set of manacles. “You summoned me my lord?”

“What are we waiting for?” Payne laughed as his feet were manacled. “Can’t wait to see the bastards again!”

The leather bound brainless slave of Akhos, the spirit of pain, grinned. Through his razor sharp yellow teeth, he gurgled. “The Algea await your return. They so enjoy the company your body and mind provide.”

“I want him completely broken this time, spare no mercy, spare no pain. He is to be completely obedient.” Gyth frowned as he looked down at Payne. “You’ll do as I command or you’ll suffer the consequences again and again. Learn from your mistakes Destroyer or I shall put you down myself.”

“What’s stopping you?” Payne spit out. “Two thousand years and I have yet to face Damon as you swore I would! Hold up your end of the bargain and I’ll uphold mine!”

“The bargain was set, the deal between you and me was written in stone. One day, after you have served your purpose in my war against the evil of the Underworld, you’ll have your heart’s desire.”

“Two thousand years! How much longer do you expect me to wait?” Payne jerked on the chains again.

Gyth paused, his pristine white robes swirling round his feet as his eyes swirled and glowed white. “Time will lead you to the path that you must walk. Your destiny is before you Payne, choose very carefully when you face the crossroads ahead.”

A scream ripped through Payne’s soul as the enchanted chains dug into his flesh. His back arched, the pain twisting inside his muscles, winding a path to every nerve ending in his body.

Refusing to break, he stared straight into Gyth’s eyes with venom dripping from his lips. “I only walk one path and it will lead me to vengeance!”

• • •

Payne reappeared suspended over a bed of wooden stakes. If he fell, he wouldn’t die. He would be in a lot of pain but he could handle that. A laugh escaped his lips. All this for a woman going through the Burning. It was ridiculous.

Chanta’s face came to his thoughts again. She had one of those faces that you never forgot, and he hadn’t forgotten He didn’t have to rack his brain when it came to her. He remembered. Eight years ago, he met her. Gyth had ordered a new sanctuary to be built in Kentucky and Payne had been placed there as a precautionary measure to ensure none of Damon’s minions attacked. They hadn’t, and Payne had gotten really bored, really fast.

He ran into her on a clear night. She was sitting under a green apple tree staring at the stars. As the memory resurfaced, the details of that night were crystal clear.

• • •

Lexington, Kentucky—eight years ago

Payne took his nightly walk around the sanctuary and paused as he looked across the rolling hillside. Alone under a tree, a woman was sitting, staring into the stars. She was out of the protective shroud Gyth had placed around the sanctuary.

Wondering if she was a member of the One Race, he made his way to her. First, something rumbled from deep inside of him that sent goose bumps along his flesh. Second, every feral instinct he had sprang to life. And before he came to his senses, one word bounced around his thoughts: Mine.

To announce his arrival, he stepped on a dead branch. She jumped to her feet, her face a mixture of surprise and fear. It wasn’t the reaction he had hoped for, but it was for the best.

“Who are you?” She stepped back looking around. “No one is supposed to be out here this time of night.”

He nodded, gave her a look he surmised would make her shake in her—-he looked down—bare feet. “Are you from the sanctuary?”

Her mistrust pierced him for reasons he didn’t understand. “Who are you?” she demanded.

She was wearing red and pink plaid pajamas, barefoot, and her blonde hair was braided. And she was pretty, too pretty to be on the outskirts of the shroud. She would make an easy target, an easy kill.

“Payne.”

“You’re the Destroyer Gyth has protecting us?” She attempted a half smile.

“Yes.” He stepped closer, and could smell her lemon and honeysuckle scent. “Why are you out here? Gyth ordered everyone to stay on sanctuary grounds.”

She looked up. “Watching the stars. And I’m not everyone. I play by my own rules.”

“Really?”

“Yes, really.”

“Well, you just haul your star-gazing ass back to the sanctuary, okay?”

She squared her shoulders, bracing her hands on her hips, her eyes narrowing. “Don’t talk down to me. Get off your high horse and stop trying to order me around.”

“I will repeat myself just one more time. Haul your ass back to the sanctuary.” Payne took two steps and looked down at her. He could see, too, that beneath the challenge in her grey eyes, there was an undercurrent of fear, and it unsettled him. “Or I’ll take you back myself.”

“Excuse me?” She sputtered and stepped back. “I don’t know who you think you are, but I don’t take orders from you or from Gyth.”

Narrowing his eyes, he grinned devilishly. “Over my shoulder or on your feet. Which way is it going to be?”

She turned on her heel, took a few brisk steps, and then started to run. Instincts fired in his brain, commanding him to chase. She made it a few more feet before he scooped her up, twisted her, and threw her over his shoulder.

“My way.” He laughed as her fists beat at his back. “Such a pretty little girl out here all by her lonesome. If Damon’s minions didn’t get you, any number of horrible creatures could have.”

Again, the word “mine” screamed at him from every corner of his mind but he refused to acknowledge it. He didn’t have time for such silly notions or feelings. There was simply no place in his life for it. End of story.

“Let me go, you over-sized fool!” She kicked hard and he swatted her backside. “How dare you?”

“Oh, little lady, I dare.” She was light as a feather and much too thin. Despite her fight, he could feel her fear cascading down his shoulders. “As a member of the One Race, you know better than to let yourself be unprotected.”

“Who’s going to protect me from you?” Her fingernails cut into his shoulder, her words cutting far deeper.

“Ouch! That hurt!”

She immediately relaxed her grip. “Sorry. But you brought it on yourself.”

“Point taken.”

“Look, I only work at the sanctuary, I’m not living there. Will you please put me down?”

He shifted her and planted her feet on the ground in front of him. He stared her down. She didn’t shrink. Interesting.

“No one can protect you from me.” He grabbed her wrists, pulled her to his chest. “You only work there?”

“Yes,” She tried to arch her back away from him, but he only pulled her closer, taking a deep breath as he did. “You’re a member of the One Race. I can smell it on you.”

Even though her entire body was shaking, she looked up defiantly with a snarl on her lips. “Get your hands off me! How dare you touch me. Gyth will hear about this.”

The woman was infuriating, maddening. . . and sexy, especially when she was pissed. He hadn’t wanted to kiss a woman in a long time. Now seemed like a good time.

Payne laughed and flashed a bitter smile. “Tell him I did this, too.”

He backed her up to the black fence that ran around the sanctuary. Leaning in tight, he stared at her full pink lips. When her mouth opened to protest, he took advantage of the moment, pulled her into his arms and kissed her. It wasn’t right, for him to take this from her. He knew it.

“Bastard!”

Payne blinked, the stinging impact of her hand and her curse burning straight into his heart. “What makes you think for a second that I want your lips on mine?”

Catching her hands, he stared into her eyes, a fighter’s eyes. She didn’t even quiver, just simply stared back at him, one eyebrow cocked slightly.

“Well? Don’t you think you should let me go now that you’ve had your fun trying to scare me?”

“I wasn’t trying.” He smiled devilishly as he easily manipulated her hands and brought her body flush to his leaning down to capture her lips.

She struggled in this embrace.

She was afraid; he could sense it, but she wasn’t about to let on. That aroused him; everything about her did—her smell, the way she tasted of honey and sweet wine. The damnable word “mine” started ping ponging inside his brain, and he stopped dead in his tracks, his lips hovering a scant inch above hers.

With a growl of disapproval he pointed at the sanctuary. “Get out of my sight. Don’t ever come out here again. Stay within the shroud.”

She sank to her knees. Her emotions lighting up the air around him. “Oh God, you . . . you demon. How dare you! You had no right to touch me.” She touched her lips.

“A kiss is the least of your worries.” And he meant it on every level possible. He didn’t understand what was going on inside his body but he knew without a doubt that this female, this woman, was the cause of it.

Payne crouched on his hunches and looked her dead in the eyes. He was taken by surprise when she returned his look with that cocky little eyebrow raised again. Perplexed by her spunk, he let his eyes devour her. Instead of her shaking in fear, she blatantly copied his action.

Whatever the attraction was that he was feeling, it had to be destroyed, annihilated. He didn’t need or want any weaknesses and even though his body was demanding hers, he had to let her go. He couldn’t afford to get absorbed into emotions he didn’t know how to deal with, he had a mission to fulfill and she wasn’t part of it. It was entirely too dangerous for someone like her, someone as good as she was, to get involved with the likes of him.

Compelling her to watch, he let his eyes change. Allowing the “demon,” aka his Destroyer that lay under his skin to come out to play, he let his black irises expand devouring the white part of his eyes. Slowly, he let his double-edged fangs unsheathe, a gift from his father. As they slid down over his bottom lip, she scrambled backwards, her eyes wide with terror.

“What are you?”

His voice warped, twisted, a hissing sound hanging on every s. “Didn’t Gyth tell you why Destroyers are so good at killing? We’re all demons under our skin.” She rolled under the fence and was on her feet before he could count to three. He wanted to chase her, wanted to get her in his arms again, and wanted to kiss those lips. Without looking back, she ran to the sanctuary, ran from the demon that lurked under his skin. And he could only remain as he was, crouched low to the ground, fighting every instinct in his entire body.


Chapter 2

As Akhos’ slave disappeared with Payne, Gyth gritted his teeth. Cracking the muscles in his neck, he dematerialized sending himself to earth. Knowing that if Payne did not break soon, the world would have bigger problems to deal with, he sent a summons across the earth. He needed players in this game and he had to take the necessary precautions.

Determination raced through his heart. The oncoming events had to be played with precise control and like chess, the king had to be protected at all costs. The queen and her rooks would have to rule the board and corner the opponent’s men.

From time to time, Gyth had to take these little excursions with a fair amount of patience, even when they involved the throne of the Heavens. Knowing what future lay ahead, he had to turn the tables. He wasn’t going to allow Damon to rise from the Underworld, nor was he going to lose the throne any time soon.

Materializing in front of the Tortured Souls, the bar that served as a sanctuary for his Destroyers, his eyes darkened. If the game was to be played and for his team to have a fighting chance, he would have to make sure that he chose the best of the best to be Chanta’s rooks. The bishops and the knights, although important, would have to be probable forfeits in the game as well as the pawns.

His nostrils flared. As much as it dismayed him, Payne was the king in this game and he had to be protected at any cost. True, Chanta was the priceless asset; however, in order to achieve the desired outcome, Payne would have to survive. And the best protection he could give him was sitting at the bar drinking vodka. Gyth’s own son, Varick Ta Farg, was the best of the best.

Given the recent events in Varick’s life, he may not be a willing participant in the game. With a low grunt, Gyth walked into the bar and met Varick’s eyes. No matter how defiant his newly transformed son was, he knew that Varick would never allow any serious harm to come to Payne.

Varick was a god now, his powers restored. Gyth got his eyes full of Varick’s appearance. Black trench coat, black cowboy boots, and a black button up silk shirt graced his muscular body. He and Gyth shared common traits. They had the same gold eyes and the same white hair. They both flexed their jaws when angry or upset. Gyth’s gaze flickered over the red braid hanging from his son’s temple.

The braid was the same as Terror Sky’s, the elemental god that served Isten with a faith that defied logic. Gyth had no idea what the braid meant, but he was sure it did not bode well. Nevertheless, Varick would serve the purpose at hand simply because of Payne and their friendship.

Across the empty bar, Varick set his glass down, small sparks of purple flames jumping from his fingers. “Where the hell is Payne?”

“In the realm of the Algea.” Gyth replied, “Either he’ll do as I command or he’ll be ruined.”

In a flash, Varick was in Gyth’s face, his hand wrapping around his neck. “Father or not, if you harm Payne, I’ll destroy you!”

“Before you take me on, you’d better learn how to control those god powers. Your threats are empty until you do,” Gyth reminded him. “Remove your hands or I’ll have that bastard son of Damon’s neutered and skinned alive.”

Varick stared hard at his father and slowly dropped his hand. “What do you want from me? That’s why you’re here isn’t it? To make a bargain in return for Payne’s freedom.”

Straightening his robes and trying to keep his anger intact, Gyth followed Varick to the bar. “The female, Chanta Timbers, is entering her Burning. Her destiny is to be protected at all costs.” Gyth gritted his teeth. “You’ll make sure that Payne takes her through it and that she survives.”

Varick shook his head. “Payne won’t touch a woman. There isn’t a woman alive that holds a flame next to Bastilla.”

“That concubine from his past? He still holds that wench in such high regard?”

Varick shrugged. “To each his own. But I’m telling you right now, Payne won’t take any female through the Burning. Just isn’t going to happen.”

“Granted, Payne wouldn’t have been my first choice, but he’s the only one strong enough to do this. Your job is to make sure he does his duty and that she lives.” Gyth walked around the bar and poured himself a shot of vodka. “Chanta’s destiny and her life is of great importance in the Heavens. They will try to take her down as she enters the Burning and her presence is revealed.”

“Then hide her presence.” Varick paused. “You can’t, can you? And who are ‘they’?”

“The Angels, an ever-loving thorn in my backside.” Gyth shook his head. “I have very little control over her life. I cannot hide her, I cannot force her against her will, and I cannot interfere with the Burning.”

Suspicious, Varick stared hard at Gyth. “Why?”

For a moment, Gyth wasn’t sure he wanted to answer that question. “Because she is an enigma, part angel, part goddess. I cannot interfere with angel affairs, no matter how great or small. Angels are literally another pantheon of their own, one that I do not and cannot control. I can at best only make bargains with them. Its part of the gods-be-damned laws.”

There was a lot more at stake than just Payne’s destiny. Not that he cared about what happened to Payne, but Chanta’s future was another matter. She had to survive, especially now that her original destiny had been unwritten.

The Angels were always and forever after the throne, especially Chanta’s mother. She was the biggest thorn in Gyth’s backside and unfortunately, it was of his own doing.

If Chanta didn’t survive the Burning, there would be consequences in the Heavens. And Gyth wasn’t about to lose the throne. He had forfeited too much and fought too damn hard to simply let Chanta’s mother take it.

Gyth swallowed the shot. The bitter, sweet burn lingered in the back of his throat. “I had a deal with the Angels and that bargain cannot be broken. I agreed to let Chanta live as normally as possible on earth—to live as a human, until she turned twenty one.”

“Does Chanta know she’s part angel?”

Gyth slowly shook his head. “She understands that she is descended from the gods but she has no idea that her mother is an angel.”

“That doesn’t explain why you can’t protect her now or hide her here on earth.”

“Chanta Timbers isn’t just part Angel.” He watched Varick uneasily as he made his way around to the front of the bar. “She’s your sister.”

Varick slammed his fists on the bar. “Then why in the nine hells is she on earth?”

“Angels aren’t gods.” Gyth grimaced as Varick grabbed the bottle of vodka from the bar and tipped it to his lips. “When angels are born, they are sent to earth to reside here and learn human nature. And as you know, only full-blooded gods and full-blooded angels can reside in the Heavens.”

“There’s more to this, isn’t there?”

Gyth nodded and stared into his son’s eyes. “Gods make mistakes and meddle in things that they shouldn’t regardless of the consequences.”

“What mistake did you make?”

“Chanta was my mistake. I wanted a daughter at any cost. Her mother offered me a bargain and I took it. The bottom line is if she dies, I will lose the throne and the Heavens will fall to the Angels. If I lose the throne there will be nothing to stop Damon from rising from the Underworld and unleashing hell on Earth.”

Varick tipped the bottle to his lips, swallowed, and leaned against the bar. “Does Damon know about her?”

Gyth sat down on a barstool, his legs suddenly feeling like Jell-O. “Damon does have an interest in her. He could have killed her, but at the time he didn’t know she was my daughter. Now that she is entering the Burning, all bets are off that he won’t figure it out.” For the first time in his long life, Gyth’s heart felt heavy. “There’s something about her that Damon found irresistible. I was lucky to have found her when I did.”

“Damon? Did she know who and what he was?” Varick slowly sat down beside of him at the bar, his jaw slack. “Where does that leave her?”

Gyth shook his head as disgust rolled around his stomach. “No, she didn’t know, not until Damon was one step from slicing her throat.”

Silence hung between them for seconds, mere seconds that felt like eons.

“But Damon didn’t harm her; he couldn’t for some reason.” Gyth closed his eyes. “That’s the night I found her, naked and in his arms in a dark alley. Her terror was heart shattering. Not until after Damon vanished did I realize just what had been wrought between them. My own flesh and blood was in love with my bitter enemy. I have been protecting her ever since that night because she allows me to, but now, I cannot protect her from the Burning. It is her time.”

“Because she is part angel, you have to have her permission to protect her and I can only assume, she doesn’t want your protection.”

Gyth could only nod. His voice lodged in his throat.

“Has Damon made any move against her?”

Gyth shook his head. “She is a member of the One Race because my blood runs through her veins, but that also means that only someone with the truest strength of the gods can save her. That leaves her in desperate need to have a Destroyer take her through the Burning.” Gyth reached for the bottle in Varick’s hand and added. “That leaves her in desperate need of Payne.”

Varick stood, his topaz eyes swirling with power. “And Payne is Damon’s son. The chances of him doing this are zero to none especially if he finds out that she was once Damon’s lover.”

“He must or Chanta will die.” For added measure, Gyth stood and grabbed Varick’s shoulder. “Your sister, my daughter, will die.”


Chapter 3

Mounds of books lay scattered across the granite coffee table, littered the floor, and obscured any pathway through the small living room. In these pages, Chanta Timbers had found so many ways to leave the planes of reality. They were her escape. They offered her silence in the wake of so many storms.

Today, escape seemed impossible. Her thirtieth birthday was just around the corner. Being a member of the One Race had plenty of advantages, if you survived the Burning. And that was a big if.

The Burning would start on her birthday, last a week, maybe two. She would be consumed with confusion, weakness, muscle cramps, headaches, and lust. The drive to have sex would push her right over the edge and send her straight into the Burning. It was biology, simple and complicated.

Because she was descended from the gods, on her thirtieth birthday, her life as a human would come to an end, literally. Biology would demand her body to undergo major changes, her genetic makeup, which was dormant, would awaken and force the change, the transformation, to take place. Only the strongest descendants survived the Burning because it was an overwhelming physical and mental challenge.

And if that wasn’t enough, the need and desire to have sex would consume her. If she refused to have sex with another member of the One Race or a Destroyer, she would die. End of game. It was the consequence of being a descendant of the gods. Too bad she didn’t know who or even which one of her parents had passed on the god genes. She had been left at an orphanage, had no memory of either of her parents.

If she survived, she would be granted special powers—a unique gift, a special ability that was hers and hers alone, as distinct as a fingerprint, and long-lasting life. Chanta could live for hundreds or thousands of years. She would not die of old age, her body would restore itself, never wearing down or causing her demise by natural causes.

However, she was not immortal. She could die by another's hand. Even the gods could die.

The problem was that during the Burning, many members felt the urge to mark their sexual partner as theirs . . . for the rest of eternity. It was a bond that was unbreakable, and if one died, the other would slowly go insane. She didn’t want to be marked and belong to anyone, especially not for the rest of her conceivably very long life. And she didn’t want to mark a man either. If he was not a member of the One Race or a Destroyer, but a regular mortal, his life span would be short, and she damn sure didn’t want to go insane.

Insane with godly powers sure didn’t sound like a good combination.

And a Destroyer? They harbored demons under their skin, were ruthless killers, and from the stories she had heard, they were emotionally brutal. Male members of the One Race were few and far between, most already bonded with someone that had taken them through the Burning.

And if she were to be marked, then what? She had a job she loved, she had devoted herself to helping children of the One Race, and she wasn't about to give that up. Not to mention, she was just turning thirty and had already been through enough rocky relationships to last her several lifetimes.

If she had a choice she would just stay human and not go through the Burning.

But she did not.

She breathed in through her lips, the fragrance of the old books calming her nerves. Shoving those thoughts aside, she looked down at the pile of papers to her right and groaned. Shoving her thoughts of the Burning aside, as well, she turned to the stack of reports by her side.

Chanta ran her slight fingers through her thick cotton-blonde hair. What exactly had she been thinking when she told her students to do reports on the creation myth? And why had she not picked just one for them. Oh no, she had let them choose their own. Twenty research papers and almost all of them were on a different myth.

There were just so many gods and so many myths. She should have simply assigned the One Race creation myth, which would have been much easier. And because she knew she wouldn’t be able to sleep until she graded each one, she gave in and grabbed another book.

A rattling noise jerked her from her thoughts. She sat up and went to her knees peering over the couch. Her heart was in her throat, terror only inches from claiming her. Straining, she listened, watched.

“I’m safe here.” She whispered as her eyes darted around the room. “I’m safe.”

A faint smile spread cross her lips as a small black cat jumped on the back of the couch and purred at her. Her body relaxed, a sigh escaping her lips. She was safe; she knew that, but still, sometimes an odd feeling of fear crept up her spine and beat at the base of her skull, like a warning bell going off.

Instantly, she thought of Damon and the night he had revealed to her what and who he truly was. Anger crept over her terror. She was just another member of the One Race, just another plaything in the ongoing war he had with Gyth. And he had used her in the foulest of ways. He seduced her, made her feel things that she had never felt and still hadn’t felt to this day.

Members of the One Race had to be careful, fearful. They never knew when or where they would be attacked or even how it would happen. Under Damon’s rule, the minions of the Underworld were constantly trying to eradicate the race. And there were so very few of them that survived. If you were descended from a god, the safest place to be was at a sanctuary.

A sanctuary like the one where she was a teacher. One Race Academy, a private boarding school for One Race children, was one of the safest places on earth. Secluded and hidden behind the guise of a horse farm on the outskirts of Lexington, Kentucky, the academy protected those children. It was the kind of protection she had needed when she was a child.

She had dedicated the last nine years of her life to the academy, making sure it was stocked, staffed, and protected at all times. The children there were orphans in one way or another and needed the protection the academy offered. With her dying breath, she would see to it that those children were not harmed.

With the profits from her diner, After Midnight, she managed to stay afloat and one step ahead of her bills. Quietly nestled in the hubbub of the city, the diner offered her an escape from the academy. The paychecks she received from the academy were safely nestled away in a fund to help support the children she cared about so very much.

If she could make a single difference in any of the One Race children’s lives, she would do it, no matter how much she had to give.

Groaning rather loudly, Chanta reached for an old tattered and yellow stained book, the only thing that had survived her childhood, other than the emotional scars. How she had managed to keep it was beyond her. Being tossed from one human home to the next, from one orphanage to the next, it was simply a miracle it had not been lost.

She vaguely wondered about her parents. Were they dead? Why did they leave her at a human orphanage? She had so many questions and not nearly enough answers.

Slowly, she opened the cover and for the millionth time, she read the words written by the mother she had never known.

“To my precious daughter, my heart, my soul, and the light of all things good—in your possession I leave this book. One day it will lead you to your destiny and all will be as it should be. With love, your blood-born mother, Elena.”

She stared with steel gray eyes at the words for a long time before turning the page and taking a deep, ragged breath. The title page was empty, save one inscription in ancient Sanskrit. “As Above so it will be Below. Herein reads the Book of Light.”

Her Sanskrit was not the best, but she read it anyway.

“All life sprouted forth from the hands of the eight gods of creation. This is the telling of one of these accounts, written and sealed for all time by the eyes of Isten, the eldest and most grand of the eight gods.”

Her phone rang stirring her from the familiar trance the words seemed to always put her in. Numbly, she reached for the phone, her eyes falling to the next paragraph and her mind burning the words hard into her heart. “Isten saw what would come, saw man stepping out from the ground and procreating. He saw the race grow, spread. But they were unprotected. Holding his hand out, he manifested a ball of white light. Within the light, a being grew. And that being was called an Angel. Henceforth, Angels became guardians of mankind.”

“Hello?”

“Chanta?” The familiar velvet male voice made her smile. “What troubles you child?”

She snorted. “These research papers! I’m telling you Gyth, they’re going to be the death of me.”

He laughed. “Nonsense. Your teaching skills are excellent. I’m sure you’ll get them graded before the weekend is over.”

“Well, one thing is for sure, next time I’m going to be a little more specific about the subject.” Wondering why he had called, she gently laid her book on the couch behind her. “Is there something wrong?”

“It’s time.” His voice sent a cold chill down her spine. “In less than six months, your Burning will begin.”

She swallowed hard. “I know.”

“For your benefit, I have hand-picked a Destroyer for you.” He paused. “He’s strong and his powers are exceptional. I chose him because I believe he’ll successfully take you through the Burning.”

“But . . .” Her voice faltered. Destroyers were demons. Cold, calculating demons who killed without mercy and without pause.

“Chanta, when I found you, I swore to you that I would do everything in my power to make sure you would survive and others like you would have more than a fighting chance.”

“I know. And you’ve helped me so much.” Memories of the day she had met Gyth swamped her. “I owe you my life.”

“Nonsense. What Damon did to you was because of me; it was a shameless and cowardly thing. There is nothing I can do to make those things up to you, so allow me to assist you in this.”

Tears came to her eyes, her heart breaking all over again. She didn’t dare mention that somehow, Damon, in human form had made her fall hard for him. “I can never pay you back enough for saving me.”

“Let me help you again.” His voice was almost pleading. “Allow me to send him to you so you’ll have a better chance of surviving.”

She leaned her head back and closed her eyes.

“And if I can’t go through with it?”

“You must. If you can’t do it for yourself, do it for me. Do it for the children at the academy. Just make sure you survive.”

Survive? He made it sound like an invitation to a death match, but then that’s what it was. With a ragged breath, she answered, “Okay.”


Chapter 4

In the pit of the Algea’s lair, Payne succumbed to the betrayal of his mind to his tortured body. He screamed viciously as steel spikes fell upon his limbs pinning him to the marble slat beneath him. In the darkened recesses of his mind, he heard Gyth’s personal hounds of misery, the Algea, taunting him. Akhos and Lupe laughed as Ania begged them to let her have a turn.

The spikes vanished and his wounds started to heal, his bones mending as his shattered mind slowly gathering tidbits of information about his surroundings. A need for retribution slithered through his soul as his numb body refused to move. It was times like these that he was grateful for his ability to heal so well. Being the son of Damon had its advantages.

Ania, a black-haired slender wisp of a goddess, crossed the black marbled floor and stood in front of Payne’s mangled, but healing body. Her hair was swept up on top of her head with a golden tiara firmly nestled in its curls. She wore a short white silk chiton that came just above her knees, gold sandals were on her tiny feet laced up her legs just under her knees. Gold bracelets dangled on her arms and gold earrings dangled from her ears down to her shoulders.

She was devastatingly beautiful in a dark, sultry, maddening kind of way. Maddening to the point that Payne would gladly gouge out her eyes or his own for that matter. He felt the urge to laugh, but his throat wasn’t working properly.

She pouted. “Come on Payne. Hurry and heal so we can play.”

He wanted to choke the babbling witch until her black eyes popped out of her head. Of the three spirits of pain, she was his least favorite. Being the most abhorrent of the menacing trio, she was the most worthy of his hatred. The goddess of sorrow, grief, and mental distress, she could, with a single, slight touch, take a man to his knees and turn his hand on himself, causing him to take his own life.

His psychotic laughter filled the dark chamber. But he was no man, he was Payne! Let her do her worst.

Before his body had healed enough to allow him movement, Ania reached down and ever so gently ran her fingertips over his brow. Her hysterically gloomy chuckle split through his hard exterior and despair clutched his entire being. Dangerous and volatile emotions tore through his mind like red-hot daggers, sending him back through time.

Ania’s voice echoed softly, her words scorching his thoughts. “Deeper inside than ever before. Let me see your pain, your suffering, your heart’s torture.”

No matter how hard he tried, the images and memories surfaced like oil from water. His earliest memory took over, drowned out the male that he was and took him down the venomous path to self-destruction.

His mother, head witch of the coven he was raised in, lifted her hand, and with a howl of anger beat him until he passed out. When he woke, she was kneeling over him, his blood dripping from the dagger in her hand. Naked and afraid to move, to breathe, to cry, he watched as his mother carved into his skin over his heart the star that claimed him as property of the god Damon.

But he wasn’t just property; he was Damon’s son.

The beatings and the bloodlettings at the hands of his flesh and blood mother tumbled around in his unforgiving mind. Years of nothing but pain and fear cascaded over him, fueled his desire to die. But he wasn’t even allowed that option. He was a god’s son and in his mother’s unmerciful care.

Then Bastilla had appeared and his heart rejoiced, finding something other than fear. She was his everything, but her treachery and fearful love of Damon sliced through his soul. With one look, she had ripped out his heart and served it to him on a gold platter. Her love was pledged to his father, bound to him in ways that even Payne could not describe. She had refused him and betrayed him to his mother and father.
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