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      Blurb

      

      Layla is at the heart of a dangerous myth. A tale of gods, monsters, and ancient forces that must be kept hidden. But nothing can stay in the dark forever....

      When her own powers rise, she's thrust into the arms of a god who wants to send her to hell, but he can't let go of her yet. He senses in her something from his past - a dangerous force of incalculable strength, but a chance too.

      And in this world, men and gods will do anything for chances. Will Layla be able to save herself? Or will she fall?

      But there's something worse than falling - it's falling for him.
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    Chapter 1

    Both men entered the sushi joint, smiles on their faces, death in their hearts.

    “Should be an easy one,” the first man, Harold, said, a snide smile spreading his lips like a whip carving the flesh in half.

    Benjamin, his so-called friend, leaned in close, nostrils flaring in a pumping move like a bellows. “Should be filled with juice.”

    Neither man said what they meant. It wasn’t juice they were after. It was the breath of life – Pneuma.

    They could smell it wafting off their target from here. His desperation only made it all the tastier.

    The sushi joint was divided into three different levels. You could step down to the train in the center, or if you wanted privacy, you could hide in one of the booths in the corners. Which is exactly where their target went.

    Harold almost couldn’t keep his greed in check. It kept rising and falling back down like a tidal wave in his stomach. The greed tore at his throat, his hands, his chest, and his face. It almost tore right through the disguise holding back his true form.

    Music pumped through the joint, low enough that it couldn’t stifle the sound of their target breathing hard, every rocking inhalation making his Pneuma all the brighter. Both men swore you’d be able to see it from down the street. For now. But soon, they’d rip it right out of his chest.

    The man had no clue they were there. He sat with his back to them, his body pressed forward, his fingers madly drumming on the wood of the table. He had a glass of water, which he clutched protectively in one stiff-knuckled grip. His cheeks were sallow, slack, and half dead. It looked like his fear would soon flay them from his body.

    “Come on. Come on. Just contact me. Give me what I need,” he muttered.

    Oh, don’t worry. Harold would give him what he needed.

    Harold reached forward, ready to make himself known. As soon as he touched the human’s shoulder, he felt his Pneuma glow brighter than ever.

    How satisfying it would be to rip it from the man’s chest and feast on it. For there was no food source quite like Pneuma.

    It flowed through all living things, concentrating in their breath as it swayed in and out of their bodies. Catch it, rip it right out of some animal’s soul, and you could feed on it for days. But capture a human’s Pneuma, and it could feed you for weeks. If you were lucky, however, and you came across a particularly powerful Pneuma, you could feed on it for months.

    Benjamin laughed. Low, it barely made it out of his tightly clasped lips. He was getting ready, no doubt, for when he would have to pin this human down and steal his soul in a single endless breath.

    The target turned around. The poor human’s cheeks looked even paler than before. Perhaps he didn’t have a heart anymore. It might have bottomed out of his chest, and now there’d be nothing to pump his circulatory fluid around.

    Good. An appropriate prelude to the death that was coming.

    With his hand still on the poor victim’s shoulder, Harold moved around, and it was easy with his large form. He towered, not just over the booth, but over his cowering victim. He sat beside him, barely leaving any room. Their legs pressed up together, which meant Harold could feel every single shake of his victim’s body.

    The guy cowered back now, but he was smart enough not to break Harold’s grip on his shoulder. He brought up one hand. “I’ve got what you asked for. I—”

    Harold looked right at his victim. He didn’t let his gaze dart left to right. It didn’t need to. His expression was irrelevant. The money he’d stashed in the briefcase clutched against his chest was also irrelevant. The Pneuma that continued to rise and fall in the center of his soul was everything. How bright this man’s had become – for his desperation was like a fire in his heart.

    Benjamin didn’t bother to sit. He stood right by Harold’s side, craning his neck from left to right. But nobody else in this sushi joint cared. They were here for the food and the music, the alcohol and the company. The dark little episode happening in the corner would soon be forgotten, anyway. It wouldn’t just be in a haze of inebriation. All Harold had to do was slightly turn his hand around in his pocket, and a real haze settled over the place.

    Tomorrow morning, people might remember Harold and Benjamin – in a week or so, every single detail would be forgotten.

    Their victim, on the other hand, would remember. For he would never be given a chance to forget.

    The guy spread his hands. “I’ll give you everything—”

    Harold inclined his head toward the bathroom door. “Let’s head in there. It’s too public here.”

    Harold almost couldn’t hold himself back. Why not just punch this man in the stomach, spread his lips, and steal his breath right here?

    Yes. There was a reason. And even in his fugue of greed, he could remember that. Even monstras like him did not practice their powers in public – lest other gods see.

    The thought of another god sent a chill racing down Harold’s spine. He wanted to play, wanted to have fun before he finally killed this guy. Maybe Harold would even try some sashimi. But now there was no time.

    He rose.

    Benjamin took a single step back.

    The human carefully got to his feet. He rocked back, his leg smashing up against the table. It rattled, and his glass of water almost fell, but Benjamin reached in, fingers snapping like a shark’s jaws, and he grabbed it up before a single droplet of liquid could splash onto the highly polished table.

    The human’s eyes widened. Benjamin had shown otherworldly speed. But the human didn’t shriek. He’d come to them, and he knew exactly what they were.

    He clutched his briefcase even tighter. If he had even a fraction of eternal strength, his fingers would be pushing through the leather-covered metal.

    As it was, all he could do was take another shuddering breath. And all that did was lock Harold’s attention on his lungs as they pumped up and down, as they spread the most valuable life force in all of existence through his body.

    Harold couldn’t take it anymore. Reaching in close, he grabbed the man’s elbow, his grip greedy. He pulled him toward the bathroom doors.

    Benjamin was a step behind, and he inclined his head watchfully. But there was nobody who cared.

    Benjamin’s haze spell would ensure that even if someone did see them dragging this human toward the bathrooms, they would quickly forget as they chose to have another drink instead.

    As soon as Harold reached the bathroom door, he kicked it. He almost used a little too much strength. It could’ve fallen off its hinges. He leaned in, grabbed the swaying door, and held it in place. Then he pulled the human in with him.

    The guy was sweaty now, and these long lines dribbled down both of his temples. They reached his collar and stained it. He clutched his briefcase harder, really hugging it against his chest. Was he trying to use it as armor? A shield, perhaps?

    It was far too late for that.

    Harold took one step forward.

    He breathed in. He let his greed march up his chest, sink into his mouth, and spread his lips. He sighed in satisfaction. He closed his eyes. Then he opened them. He could feel the appearance magic that usually kept his true form back peeling away like paint left out in the sun.

    The human jolted back. One of the urinals was right behind him. His shoulders smashed up against it. There was the tinkle of water as it drained from the base. It matched the sweat that continued to march down his brow. It reached his lips and trembled on them as they opened. “I—”

    Harold tilted his head to the side. He didn’t stop when he reached the range of a normal human. He continued to go until his neck would’ve looked like an arching snake’s body. “You contacted us because you knew what we were. And you know equally what we can do.” He brought up a hand. He twisted his fingers to the side. Magic rose along his skin. At first, it was nothing but this slight faint glow. One could easily mistake it for a change in the lighting. No one could mistake what happened next. Symbols appeared up over his fingers. They danced around until they started to grow more powerful. Right in front of this poor human’s eyes, they spread until they covered all of Harold’s arm.

    The human stammered. He closed his eyes. He shoved the briefcase forward. “Do what you have to. Just as long as you save my company. You can have it all.”

    “Don’t you worry. We intend to take it.” Harold couldn’t take it anymore. He grabbed the man’s briefcase and tore it in half. Money fluttered up like feathers ripped from a fat pillow.

    The human didn’t have a chance to scream. Harold jolted in, grabbed him by the throat, twisted him, pulled him into the air, and smashed him down against one of the urinals.

    Harold let his open mouth drift closed. He had intended to let Benjamin do the honors, but Harold couldn’t take it anymore.

    Why even refer to himself as Harold? That was just the name he used to fit in – to assimilate with these strange modern times. But there are some things inside us that can never be changed. And Harold’s true monstra shadow began to rise.

    He looked into the human’s eyes. He saw that moment of dread and recognition as the human realized this was it. No more life. He had made one final, fatal mistake. He would pay for eternity in the pits of Hades.

    But just before Harold could lock his mouth over the human’s, something reached the door. It kicked it open.

    Benjamin was there, his back against it. Whatever struck the door was more powerful than his monstra side.

    He stumbled forward. He fell to his knees.

    He twisted. He jerked to his feet, ready to fight.

    All the while, Harold kept the human where he was. This interruption would be dealt with swiftly.

    To promise that, Harold twisted his nails to the side. He regained control of that magic he had cast previously. Now it crackled over his fingers. Some might even confuse it for lightning.

    But there would be no confusion soon. For it was not true lightning.

    A figure walked into the bathroom. At first, even Harold did not know what he was looking at. For the lights above dimmed and spluttered, the glass soon cracking and flying around in a chaotic explosion.

    But then Harold’s eyes became yellow, his monstra side rising once more. As they adjusted to the dark, he finally saw who was standing in the doorway. A titan of a man, he wore a trim black suit, the only splotch of difference two gold cufflinks. He had dark, wavy hair that came down to his shoulders and a set of piercing green eyes that looked like a snake come to life.

    A green ring adorned his left hand. And lightning built in his eyes.

    Benjamin was the first to react. He had risen to his feet, ready to fight once more, but he fell with a clunk. He jerked backward. He slid over the unmentionable liquid that had leaked out of the broken urinal by Harold’s side. He shook his head. “No. No—”

    The man took a step forward. Both his hands had been in his pockets, but now he removed one. Sure enough, Harold saw that green ring. It glinted under the moonlight. But there was no moonlight in this urinal. Yet.

    “You have sinned,” the man finally said. No, not a man – a god. His voice sounded like a mountain.

    “No. We didn’t—” Benjamin began. He likely realized the only way to survive was to make a deal. He shot forward. He clutched the god’s trouser leg. He inclined his head all the way back. “Please. Save me, great Lord. Save me—”

    The god stared down at him. “I cannot save the wicked.”

    “We’re not wicked. We simply—”

    “You have sinned.” The god lifted his hand.

    Harold finally dropped the human. He spun. He opened his hands. Then he sneered. He looked around him. This bathroom had no windows. It had no skylight. Which meant the sky? Why, that was far, far away. “Do your worst. You have no right to judge us, Lord of Lightning.”

    “You are wrong. I have every right to judge you. But I am not the Lord of Lightning. I am the Lord of the lightning that only strikes at night.” He lifted his hand. That ring glinted on his finger.

    Benjamin saw an opportunity, but it wasn’t there. He thrust forward.

    The god spun. He punched his hand out. A blast of power smashed into the wall. Harold had miscalculated. While there was no window to the outside world yet, there could be one. With a single punch, the god tore down a massive section of the wall, and as the last brick crumbled out of the way, it revealed the sky above.

    The lightning Harold had seen building in the god’s eyes only grew. He took a step forward. He reached his left hand out. He curled his fingers down until they formed a crook shape. Lightning slammed down from the sky, shooting into them. It crackled around the god, making him blaze where everyone else fell into shadow.

    “No, please—” Benjamin began. He lifted his hands.

    Too late. The lightning god slammed his hand down, and that charge of lightning smashed into Benjamin. It blasted him apart. There was no pause. There was no sorry. There was just punishment.

    Harold hissed. He spun. His shoulders jolted against the back wall. Then he started to punch at it madly with his magic encased hand. If he could only get into an internal room, then—

    There was the thunk of the god’s expensive loafers behind him. He could feel the Lightning God’s breath on his neck.

    Harold spun.

    He lanced out. He struck the god on the chest. It didn’t matter. He could strike this god with a thousand volts of hellfire, and he’d still rise. At night, at least.

    The god reached forward, grabbed Harold’s throat, and pulled him off his feet. More lightning crackled around him, lancing in through the open hole in the wall. “Monstra,” the god said, his voice dropping like an anvil thrown off a cliff, “you have sinned. When you arose again in the human world, you agreed not to steal Pneuma. You broke that oath. You will now be sent back to the pits of Hades.”

    “You can’t—” Harold began.

    The god closed his eyes. Then he opened them once more. “I can. I am Summanus, god of night lightning, god of oaths, and god of the final revenge.” With that, he sliced his hand down.

    All Harold saw was lightning flashing toward him. Then nothing. For as it smashed into his body and tore him apart, there was no time to realize he’d been wrong. It wasn’t the human who wouldn’t see another day; it was Harold.

    For he had been brazen enough to sin in Manus’s realm. And he would never be given a chance to sin again.

  
    Chapter 2

    Layla

    She walked to work that day, a frown marching across her lips, her hands in her pockets, her fingers twitching in and out. She wasn’t sure if they were attempting to form fists or if they were just reminding themselves they could move. Her body did that a lot, see. It would twitch in the night, never sitting still, or it would force her to run at the worst possible time – all to prove she could still move. Because if she could still move, she’d have a chance, right?

    But here’s the thing. Layla Garnet had never felt like she had a chance. Her whole life, she’d been the odd one out, the sore thumb, the stranger in a strange land.

    Over the past several weeks, that sense had only increased.

    She’d never had that many friends. The few she did have were now ignoring her.

    And all the while, all the while—

    She twisted her head up, and she snarled at the gathering clouds. “Enough of the rain and storms, already. I can’t take anymore,” she hissed.

    She rubbed her face.

    Someone had been walking behind her. They now gave her a wide berth. To be fair, she hadn’t been that crazy when she’d talked to the weather, right? Or perhaps the guy had just reacted to her general vibe. She’d been told by practically every single psychic she’d ever seen that she was cursed. She didn’t take much stock in psychics. But every single time she came across them, something would come across them. Then the same words would spit from their lips. “Cursed one. Cursed one here to suffer.”

    As those words now reverberated through Layla’s skull, she shivered. Shoving her hands further into her pockets, she finally reached the right block.

    She sighed as she glimpsed the shop on the opposite side. It might not look like much. It was a little pharmacy on the outskirts of town. It barely drew many customers, to be fair. And most of the people who did come had been coming for decades. But it meant everything to Layla. It was the first job she’d ever been able to hold down for any length of time.

    Shoving her hands further into her pockets, this time because they were cold and not because she was hiding from anything, she strode across the street.

    It was just as she saw her manager, Gary, reach the store. Funny. He usually opened up a good half hour before she got there.

    Now she watched him drop his keys three times. By the time he finally managed to open the front doors, he was twitching all over. She called out to him, but he didn’t hear.

    He ran into the shop, closed the door, and pressed his back against it.

    The skies took that exact moment to open up. They didn’t start with a gentle pitter-patter of rain. No. They sent rain gushing down as if someone had just split the sky’s throat.

    “Dammit,” she spat. She lifted her hands over her head, but it wasn’t as if she could protect herself from the deluge. She finally made it to the tiny awning that covered the front door. But the wind decided to blow horizontally, and it offered no protection. So she opened the door. At first it was hard, and the door banged up against something, but then that something grunted and got out of the way.

    She lurched in to see Gary. He was down on his knees, shaking. He looked like he was in shock.

    “Boss? Boss? You okay—” She reached toward him.

    He shuddered back. He shook his head. “Can’t remember a thing, kid. Nothing.”

    “What are you talking about?” Alarm rose through her tone. She reached into her bag, ready to grab her phone, but Gary wouldn’t let her.

    He shot to his feet. He grabbed her hands. His skin was strangely clammy. That wasn’t much to note, to be honest. Layla’s hands were always cold. In school, the kids had unkindly claimed she wasn’t even human. So what was she instead? Some reptile?

    But for her to notice that Gary’s hands were cold meant that they must be frozen. “Boss, you’re freezing. I will put the heater on—”

    He clutched her hand tighter. “I don’t remember a thing. Just the sensation.” He slowly tapped his throat.

    Layla had turned around. She turned back.

    She had no idea why. Was it the look in his eyes, or was it—

    “I remember what happened last night, remember someone trying to steal my breath.” Gary clutched his face. He turned. He spun a little too fast, and his shoulder banged into one of the shelves. Band-Aids fell over the floor. He scattered all of them as he lurched away from her.

    Layla couldn’t move. Her gaze was locked on his throat. Something had… tried to steal his breath?

    She clutched her own throat. She squeezed her eyes closed. It was crazy, but she’d always had a recurring dream. It had been of this monster… no, this god leaning in close, staring into her eyes, and locking his mouth over hers. But it had been no kiss. He’d wanted her soul instead.

    She’d always managed to wake herself up in the end, but she’d never been able to do so before his lips had locked over hers.

    With his mouth over hers, a cage for her own, it always felt like she would never breathe again.

    Gary knocked into another shelf, then another. If he kept going like this, he’d destroy most of the stock.

    So she shook her head and came to her senses. She grabbed him just before he banged harshly into the counter. Locking her fingers around his arm, she tried to guide him, but he wouldn’t be guided. He jolted out of her grip. He grabbed his mouth. He breathed through his fingers. He shook his head. “It tried to steal my breath, Layla.”

    “What? Was it… a dream?”

    He looked at her. Then he shook his head. Maybe he really was coming to his senses, because finally, he stopped shuddering. “I dunno, but it seemed so real.”

    “Boss, is there someone I can call for you—”

    The doorbell tinkled.

    She turned.

    And then she saw the two men from the property company. The same company that wanted to buy up every single building on this block so they could redevelop it.

    The same men who would not take no for an answer. And the same men who had been working on Gary for several months now. No wonder he was breaking down and having frenzied nightmares. Anyone would with piranhas like that snapping at their tails.

    The guy at the lead clearly thought he was handsome. Maybe he was. He’d probably paid a lot for that specific nose and jaw. But they couldn’t match the look in his eyes. Piercing didn’t do them justice. They were like swords. They immediately roved over her, and they locked on Gary.

    The guy at the rear was nothing more than a bully boy. Massive, he looked as if he’d been born right out of Earth’s bosom. Surely those weren’t muscles – they were disguised rocks adorning his arms and legs.

    And surely, they would do just as much damage as stones when they were pounded into Gary’s face.

    The property developer took one step up to the counter, but Layla tried to get in his way. “You’re not welcome. The store is not open yet.”

    “The door was open, which means the store is open. Now get out of my way, girly,” he snarled at her.

    She backed off. She threw her arms out wide. He wouldn’t be able to ignore her when she was standing right in front of her boss like a shield.

    “It’s okay, Layla,” Gary hissed. “Go on a break or something.”

    “But I just got to work—” she tried.

    “It’s okay, Layla,” the property developer repeated, head on an angle. “Just go on a break or something.”

    She hated his smug tone. More than that, she hated the way he looked at Gary, the store, everything. It was like he owned every damn thing his eyes strayed across. It didn’t matter if it was someone else’s house – it didn’t matter if it was someone else’s hands. He’d steal everything, and not a soul would ever be able to stop him.

    The bully boy behind him took a step up to Layla.

    She’d already told you this was the only job she’d managed to hold down in a long while. She couldn’t afford to lose it. That wasn’t why she wanted to stand up to these bullies, though. They’d been doing this to every single establishment on the street. Just because they were more powerful and because they had more money for lawyers, they thought they could do anything. They thought no one could get in their way. It didn’t matter that Layla was small – she at least tried.

    She took a step in front of the massive grunt, so he just weighed a hand down on her shoulder. He spun her around. Her ankle gave out, and she twisted and fell hard to the side.

    She yelped as she smashed into a shelf. Everything came tumbling down around her.

    The property developer just hooted with laughter and clapped his hands. “You should be a little bit more careful. What was it again? Oh yeah, Layla. Now you should really go and take that break, Layla. There’s something I have to discuss with your boss here.”

    “Like hell. You can’t just get what you want all the time.” Layla used the closest shelf, climbing up it until she managed to stand properly. She still had to lean against it, though.

    Her ankle felt as if it had been snapped.

    Hopefully, it was just a really bad sprain, but as the bully boy shot her another glare, she realized he could make it much worse if he wanted to.

    Layla hesitated. There were a thousand reasons to leave. The most prominent, of course, was the fact that she couldn’t do anything
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