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      Blurb

      

      
        4 books. One volume. Binge the complete She Transcends series.
      

      

      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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    She Transcends Book One

  
    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. She wasn’t big enough to take this man on. She didn’t have enough connections. Nobody was in her corner. But that didn’t matter. This wasn’t fair. Just because these guys wanted to make more money, they couldn’t destroy people’s livelihoods—

    “Go take a break, Layla. Think of your family,” Gary said. His voice fluctuated.

    Yeah. Layla’s… family.

    She didn’t have one anymore. Once upon a time, however, she’d been the happiest kid out there. Who wouldn’t be with a dad like hers?

    He’d worked in the neighborhood police force. A man who’d truly believed in justice, there hadn’t been a single target he would back down from. And that had cost him his life. He’d gone up against a mob in town, and they’d destroyed him. First they’d gone after his reputation, and they’d bribed the papers and council to lie. Then they’d murdered him in plain daylight when that hadn’t destroyed him fast enough.

    Layla’s mother hadn’t been able to take the shame. So she’d taken her own life.

    And now here Layla was, living out her cursed existence. The first sanctuary she’d found in a long time was about to be ripped right out from underneath her feet.

    She took a step forward. Her injured ankle could go hang. She forced weight down onto it, and it tried to buckle, but she wouldn’t let it.

    She went to stride right up to the property developer. Who knew what she’d do in her current mood? Why hold back? It wasn’t like he would.

    In fact, that was exactly how men like him got to be the kind of people they were. Decent, kind folk let them get away with murder, because they didn’t have the chops to do what it took to truly punish someone.

    As these words swirled around Layla’s mind, something rose in her stomach. She wouldn’t call it bile. It was bitter, though. Forceful, too. It felt like lightning trying to ram its way up out of her heart.

    Appropriate, because outside, a strike of lightning suddenly slammed down from the heavens.

    It wasn’t that far away, but it wasn’t too close, either. It was enough that the shop windows shook.

    The property developer laughed. He turned. “Seems that the gods are on our side. So what do you say, Gary? Time to sign.”

    “He’s not signing anything,” Layla spat.

    She reached forward. She settled her hand on the developer’s shoulder.

    He slowly turned to her. She thought she saw something in his eyes—

    Gary reached her. He grabbed her shoulder. He pulled her around, and she let him.

    “Head into the back, Layla.”

    “These men are trying to—”

    “Head into the back room, Layla. There’s something we’ve got to discuss later, anyway.”

    “You heard him, Layla,” the developer said, enjoying every single second of this.

    Layla glowered at him. But there was an edge to her stare. It centered on his eyes as she waited for them to change color. They had… changed color slightly before, hadn’t they? It hadn’t just been the light playing tricks on her, had it? They’d almost looked yellow—

    “Layla, head into the back room,” Gary said flatly.

    “But—”

    Gary wouldn’t take no for an answer. He pulled her into the back room. Then he turned and shoved his body against the door. She didn’t have the strength to open it against his bulky shoulders.

    She still balled a hand into a fist and smashed it against the old white wood. She actually dented it.

    It surprised her for half a second. Then she turned, and she was out of breath by the time she pressed her own shoulders against the door. The tears came half a second later.

    Great. It was happening again. Another safe haven was about to be tugged right out from underneath her feet. Another crime would go unanswered. And more tears would carve permanent tracks down her face. That was Layla’s life apparently, and it would never change.

    Or so she thought.

    For sometimes we must sink, sink far below into the fires of hell before we can transcend.

  
    Chapter 3

    Layla

    She walked emptily down the street, feeling like a husk. She didn’t want to put a hand in her pocket. There was a wad of cash there – Gary’s parting gift. He’d pulled it right out of the cash register. There’d barely been anything there, just a couple of $50 bills. He’d given them all to her with a crazed look in his eyes, and he’d shoved her out of the door and told her to never come back.

    The developer had won. And Layla and Gary and everyone in the street had lost.

    Just like usual.

    Some people live sheltered lives. It allows them to believe in justice. Others don’t. The realities of injustice are beaten into them, day by day.

    It was dark already. Dusk had settled quickly. It hadn’t wanted to stick around. And would you want to stick around in a town like this? The light didn’t belong here. The shadows did.

    She continued down the street. She yanked her phone out.

    She called one of her friends – one of her few remaining friends – to ask her out for a drink.

    No answer.

    That didn’t mean Layla couldn’t go and get a drink on her own, did it? No. It did. She didn’t like to be on her own. Not when she was visible – if that made any sense.

    This didn’t come from a fear of being hit on. No one ever dared try to get close to her and her cursed life. Her fear instead came from… something far more deep-seated. When Layla stood around in public, it was like she was waiting for something to see her – to really see her. And some old fear inside her told her that the day that happened would be the day everything changed for the worse.

    “As if anything could get worse.” She chuckled that, but it was unstable. She rubbed her face. She dropped her hand.

    She stared across the street. There was the pub where one of her last friends worked. She could just… rock up, right?

    No. That would be unfair.

    Layla still crossed the street.

    And that would be when she heard her friend’s deep tone. “I don’t know what to do with her anymore. I just don’t bother replying.”

    A thrill of shame shot through Layla’s stomach. She could’ve assumed Henrietta was talking about someone else. But she wasn’t.

    Layla pressed her lips together.

    Her friend kept chatting on her phone. There was the clunk of beer bottles as she presumably threw them into the recycling bin. “Look, I don’t know. Don’t give me a hard time about it, but I never really got along with her, okay? I just felt sorry for her. Who wouldn’t? She always walks around with a damn storm cloud over her head half the time.”

    Layla was at the mouth of the alley. She turned, and shaking, she pressed her shoulders against the old brick wall behind her. It was dank, and God knows what was splashed over it. She didn’t care. Even as the heavens started to open up. Rain drove down against Layla’s face, sticking her hair against her already cold skin in unattractive clumps. She closed her eyes.

    “Great. It’s raining again. I swear the weather and this city have gone mad,” Henrietta huffed. “What? No, it’s okay. I’m under an awning. I have to get back to work, though. But if she contacts you—” she paused and chuckled.

    It wasn’t a kind move.

    Great. Layla had no job and now no friends. What the hell was the point?

    That thought flitted through Layla’s mind. But she rejected it with lightning speed.

    There was this weird part of her – a part that screamed she could never give up.

    As the rain drove down further, Layla turned her face up into it. It would hide the tears.

    As they mixed with every drop, she stared up into the tumultuous clouds.

    She heard a boom of thunder not too far off. It pealed across the city. It was so dramatic. To her, at least. None of the cars that drove past noticed. Nobody slowed down. Layla, on the other hand, continued to stand there, staring up at the sky, mouth parted, gaze fixed. How could others walk under the majesty of the sky every single day without noticing its power? Its pull, and its….

    “Who the hell are you?” Henrietta demanded. There was the sound of a door closing. The hinges squealed like strangled pigs.

    Layla frowned.

    “Look, buddy,” Henrietta said in her deepest voice, “you shouldn’t be around the back. You’re drunk as a skunk. Now beat it. No one is going to serve you another drink.”

    Layla’s frown deepened.

    “I said no one is going to serve you another drink,” Henrietta said louder now. Her voice might’ve started off strong, but it teetered with fear.

    There was a pause, then the sound of shuffling feet.

    “Hey, don’t take a step closer,” Henrietta began.

    The last thing Layla wanted to do was face the shame of eavesdropping on Henrietta. Maybe if Layla just ignored it, Henrietta wouldn’t change her mind and dump her as a friend. But Layla couldn’t ignore this.

    She raced around the side of the alley. It was in time to see a towering man grab Henrietta’s wrist.

    “Hey,” Henrietta growled now. “Let me go. No one—”

    The guy leaned forward. His nostrils flared, and he smelt Henrietta.

    Layla froze.

    It was like someone had hit pause on her entire body – her entire existence, her past, her future, everything. It all came crashing down into this one moment.

    The storm continued above, getting more violent now, circling over the city like a pack of wolves waiting to race in for the kill.

    “What are you doing?” Henrietta tried to kick the guy in the stomach, and the move did connect, but it didn’t throw him back.

    He continued to smell her. The way his nostrils moved wasn’t right. Layla thought she could see something flash in his eyes.

    “Henrietta—” Layla hissed as she jolted forward.

    Henrietta spread a hand toward Layla. “I’ve got this, Layla. Just go.”

    Layla took another step. She faltered.

    “I said get off me,” Henrietta tried.

    The guy continued to hold her wrist. He didn’t have a hold of Layla’s wrist, but Layla still knew exactly how hard he held Henrietta. It was like she could feel his muscles crunching from here – the tendons, the bones, and… something else.

    Layla swayed.

    She didn’t know what kind of expression she had. Broken, probably. But one that promised she could still break just a little more.

    Why did this keep happening in this city? Why did entitled people think they could do whatever they wanted whenever they wanted? And why… why did they all look like they had yellow flashing eyes?

    If Layla had paused, she would’ve realized just how crazy her thoughts sounded, but she couldn’t take a step back from herself. She could only move forward.

    Her hand twitched, groped to the side like it was trying to gather something from the air, then crunched into a fist.

    “I said to back off, buddy,” Henrietta tried. She thumped the guy on the chest.

    There was a resounding thwack as her strike smashed into him, but it didn’t push him back. He just leered. “Strong Pneuma,” he snarled.

    That word—

    There was more lightning overhead. It was getting closer. Though maybe the storm wasn’t in the sky anymore? It was in her skull, right? Every bolt of lightning kept slicing from side to side, dashing through all of her resistance. It wanted to drag her down to her knees, wanted to make her finally submit.

    Layla jolted.

    It was just as the guy leaned forward and opened his mouth.

    Now there was no mistaking it. Layla saw the light in his eyes, felt the promise pulsing in his twisted, monstrous core, and watched the magic climb over his skin.

    She jolted into his side. She wrapped an arm around his stomach. She went to pull him off her friend.

    It shouldn’t work. He was too big. And unlike her, Henrietta trained. She boxed every other weekend.

    But none of that mattered. Statistics be damned. All that counted was Layla’s force as she managed to wrap an arm further around his middle and yank him to the side. He fell with her onto the drenched cobbles.

    Layla jerked back. “What the—”

    The guy went to punch Layla. It was a vicious move, but Layla twisted her head to the side.

    Then it was her turn to attack.

    Her whole life, she’d been forced to watch as injustice was handed out to her family and friends. Her whole life, she had been attacked, but she’d never attacked back.

    Now, she would rise.

    It almost felt like a dragon rose through Layla as she reared back. It roared in her mind, powered into her fist, and promised her one thing. Follow it, and everything would change for the better. So she followed it. And she smashed her fist into the man’s face.

    He was thrust back. He fell two meters away, rolling until his tumbling body sent water splashing everywhere.

    Henrietta shrieked. “What are you doing, Layla?”

    Layla didn’t know anymore, and she didn’t care. What mattered was that she was fighting back, finally fighting back.

    She scrabbled toward the man. She was down on her hands and knees, and her hair stuck to her face. There was old glass scattered over the cobbles. It should have cut her skin, and a large piece should’ve driven right through the center of her palm. Irrelevant. Irrelevant. Nothing mattered. She’d get to the guy, and she’d end this. She’d finally hand out the justice no one else was brave enough to give.

    She reached the guy. He attempted to punch her again, but once more she dodged to the side, and his fist whistled past her face.

    She grabbed him by the collar. She brought him up, and she punched him once more. There was a crack as she broke his jaw.

    Henrietta shrieked. “Layla, what are you doing? Get off him. Get off him now.”

    No. Layla was not going to back down. It wasn’t fair that people like him existed. They used their… power, their something to gain an advantage over other people. They didn’t belong here, and she was finally going to do something about it.

    As she knocked him flat, his body became weak, but his eyes didn’t. They flashed. They almost became luminescent yellow. Then with a flick like someone switching off a light, they returned to this dull gray.

    She lifted her fist.

    The storm was greater than any she had ever experienced before, and trust her, that was saying something. Layla had endured storms her whole life. This one didn’t want to tear her down. No. She felt… connected to it. Every single slice of lightning tried to drive into her, tried to awaken the dragon still rising within.

    She held her fist further up. She wasn’t just getting momentum now, putting distance between him and her so when she finally let her hand slice forward, it would do maximum damage. It was like… she was charging it.

    There was a flash in the heavens above. She had to close her eyes. She saw her family. She saw Gary. She saw everyone who’d ever been chewed up and spat out by this city. It was the last motivation she needed.

    Something sliced down into Layla’s fist. It was not rain. It was not the wind. It was the very lightning of the heavens.

    As it rushed into her hand, it did not break her apart. It didn’t stop her heart, and it didn’t throw her backward. It gave her the power she had always needed.

    Something screamed within Layla, and the storm screamed back.

    The guy’s eyes widened with utter terror, but he didn’t have a chance to say anything. Layla went to bring her hand down.

    She never managed it. From behind her, she felt something rise.

    She didn’t have the time to turn, just couldn’t. Her fist was still charged with power.

    Then a force reached her. Two powerful arms wrapped around her middle and pulled her off the man.

    He jolted to his feet and ran.

    Layla spun around.

    She had this moment when her mind tried to shut down. It was like history rose up to slap her.

    But then she heard a dark hiss in her ear. “All sinners will be punished. You made an oath to come to this realm, and you will keep it.”

    There was something about that voice.

    Henrietta opened her mouth to scream, but all the guy had to do was click his fingers, and she froze. Her arms fell forward, her phone clattered out of her hand, and her head lolled to the side. It looked like she was a robot someone had turned off. Her red hair soon formed a curtain for her face until Layla couldn’t see anything anymore.

    Anything but the man. He spun her around again.

    Layla’s fist was still electrified with lightning. She could feel it climbing up over her knuckles, begging to be let out.

    So she let it out. This guy had stopped her from getting revenge. Was he an accomplice? Likely.

    She went to smash her fist forward into the man’s chest, but something rose off him. Dark lightning the likes of which she had never seen sliced down from the storm and protected his body. But it meant as they spun, she finally stared into his eyes. Piercing green, there was nothing like them on Earth. But maybe there was something like them underneath it.

    She had to get out of his grip before his gaze turned deadly.

    But there was nowhere to go.

    His dark lightning smashed into hers. But hers forced its way back into him.

    There was something about the way he’d stared at her that told her he thought this would be easy. But now his eyes narrowed. This powerful twitching look crossed his face. It was a moment of utter curiosity, and it was one she imagined people could only truly feel once in their lives. But it didn’t last.

    He spun with her again, even as she tried to punch him on the jaw.

    “I’ll give you one last chance. You will be taken back to my ministry. And there you will be punished. It is infinitely better than being sent down to Tartarus. But try me, and I will send you there anyway.”

    “Get off me, monster.”

    “It is you that is the monstra,” he said.

    She’d never heard that word before, but it didn’t matter. Someone or something had primed her to react to it.

    She shuddered.

    He continued to spin with her like they were locked in a deadly, crackling dance and always would be. Then he leaned forward and growled in her ear once more, “Release your lightning, and I will give you another chance.”

    “Get off me. I can’t release my lightning – I don’t know what it is. But I’m no longer gonna let monsters like you rule this city.” She managed to squeeze her arm out of his grip. She forced it forward.

    Her lightning hadn’t diminished. If anything, as it raced through her knuckles, it had become even more concentrated.

    But it still wasn’t enough to deal with him. He forced his chest forward and used it to block her attack. As her knuckles smashed up against his pecs, it brought his gaze close once more.

    Something in her snapped.

    This guy was more powerful than her. She had… dear God, she had somehow called on the very power of the heavens, but it wouldn’t be enough. No matter what Layla did, she would never be able to rise up against injustices.

    Just before this guy could attack her with his own lightning, he narrowed his eyes. “You cannot be a new monstra. You are pretending that you don’t understand what you are, but you are lying. Another crime. I retract my previous offer. You will be sent down to Tartarus.”

    He shoved her.

    She fell at his feet. She stared up at him. He cut the most powerful figure she had ever seen. Layla had been on holiday to Greece before. She’d seen the statues at the Acropolis and in the museums. None of them – not one of them had the presence of this guy. He was like… a god come to life.

    For that was exactly what he was.

    There was another flash of lightning. It slashed in behind him, struck his back, and illuminated his body. As these purple-black lines of force raced up and down him, he lifted his left hand into the air.

    He twisted his fingers in until they were shaped like a hook. “You have sinned, monstra, and you will be sent back to Tartarus where you belong.”

    His voice… it was filled with so much righteousness.

    He didn’t know a thing about her. Nor had he paused to find out what she was. But he would still punish her. For what? Because she’d defended her friend? Someone had been trying to steal Henrietta’s… steal her Pneuma?

    Those thoughts rose in Layla’s mind, but where could they go? Where could she go – where could anything go in the blazing force of this man’s gaze?

    There was only one place. Back to hell.

    Layla winced her eyes closed.

    Maybe this was for the better. She’d always been cursed.

    The storm raged. And the man attacked.

    At the last moment, she opened her eyes. It was to the sight of that massive bolt of lightning slicing toward her.

    She didn’t flinch back. She took it on the chest, a twisted smile marking her lips as she realized it was all over.

    But it had just begun.

    Trust her, it had just begun.

  
    Chapter 4

    Manus

    Another sinner. Another day, another banishment.

    He knew his job. He did it. He had been doing it for thousands of years, and he would continue to do it until the very last year of this world’s existence.

    But sometimes his sense of injustice burnt greater than usual.

    And now was such a time.

    Very few monstras could call on the forbidden skills of magic. And very few would be brazen enough to call on lightning, his own domain.

    But this one was.

    He’d been willing to give her a chance – for half a second there. Staring into her eyes, he’d almost felt… something.

    But he could not give chances to a murderer. He’d seen what she had done to that poor wretch earlier. If Manus hadn’t got there in time, she would’ve blasted the human apart with her lightning.

    Murderers had to be returned to Tartarus.

    For a moment there, Manus had tried to tell himself that she had not killed in the end. Perhaps he could use her as one of his employees?

    Then she’d attacked him.

    There was only one way now.

    Yet he flinched – or something inside him did.

    She closed her eyes.

    She said nothing.

    Very few monstras faced death nobly. For there was not a noble bone amongst them. They were beasts, through and through. Yet she did not beg for her life in the end.

    Who cared? Let her be taken down to Tartarus without resistance, then. It would not change her eternal punishment.

    Manus roared as his night lightning blasted through him. As he channeled it, it rose and sang through his body. It was only when he was charged with lightning from the sky that he truly felt alive. All other times it was as if he was just a shadow.

    This time was different.

    This time within him, something withered and flinched back. Perhaps it knew what it would face next.

    The lightning struck her. It should have torn through her feeble form immediately, returning it to the dust from whence it had come.

    It did not.

    It powered into her chest, jolted into her arms, and forced its way down into the cobbles beneath her feet.

    He had struck her with the might of the storm.

    And she had withstood it.

    She jolted forward, her eyes widening.

    She stared at her arms.

    She was still charged with her own power.

    She looked at her hand then up at him. “What—”

    Indeed. What?

    Manus froze.

    He had made a fundamental mistake. This was not an ordinary monstra, after all.

    He would not have the strength to eliminate her here.

    But he would have to do something.

    She continued to stare down at her left hand.

    The lightning was becoming chaotic.

    Perhaps it had been disrupted by his own force or something else, but now it leaped wildly from knuckle to knuckle.

    She gaped at it in shock.

    His first reaction was to believe that shock was real. But it couldn’t be. She must’ve had these powers her whole life, ever since she’d slithered up from the cracks in Tartarus. She would know how to use them. She was simply trying to manipulate him.

    “Discharge your lightning now, monstra, and I may give you another chance.”

    “I don’t know who the hell you are,” she said through clenched teeth, “but I don’t know what’s happening to me. You—” She pulled power from the storm again. Though perhaps she did not do so knowingly. Another slice of lightning smashed into the ground nearby. But rather than discharge naturally, it curled toward her, and all its power pulsed into her form, joining the rest.

    “I will give you one chance. Discharge your force right now, or you will face my full wrath.” He reached down. He placed his hand over his heart. He was used to making promises. He was the God of Oaths, after all.

    He never broke a promise. But sometimes he felt more bound by them, as he did now.

    She jerked to her feet.

    Lightning wildly sliced around her body.

    He wondered if he looked like that when the same element claimed him. Though perhaps even he would not look as consumed.

    It hadn’t reached her eyes yet. It played over her skin, though, crackling up and down, rising only to fall with a crash like thunderous waves at a seawall.

    “Discharge,” he growled.

    She lifted her hands. Fear catapulted into her gaze. The lightning might not be able to reach it, but trust him, her terror could. She shook her hands. “What’s happening to me? Why isn’t this lightning pulling me apart? What—”

    “Enough of your manipulations, beast,” he growled. “Discharge your lightning, or I will hand you over to Tartarus himself.”

    Manus took a menacing step up to her, but she didn’t pay attention. She jolted backward. She lifted her hands higher. Real fear infected her gaze now as she shuddered.

    It almost looked as if she was about to lose hold of her force. No monstra would do that. For they would all understand the consequences.

    If you lost hold of your magic, it could rip through your Pneuma. Then the magic would continue, ripping through everything else it could find. You could claim that this monstra was simply suicidal. Perhaps she would do anything to take him down? But no monstra would be that foolish. Because you would never be reborn again.

    She jolted back again. There was a dumpster behind her. Her hip impacted it. Then the lightning spread into it. It powered up the metal until it started to rattle on the spot.

    “Discharge,” Manus demanded now. His anger started to give way to fear.

    What if… this monstra had just been awakened, after all? What if she had no clue what her powers were nor how to control them?

    He could answer that. For if that were the case, she could carelessly destroy half the city or more.

    He stared into her eyes.

    She briefly stared back. She shook her head.

    She twisted. She went to run.

    There was nothing behind her. But that would be irrelevant for her power. In this state, if she touched the wall, it would crumble. If she came across a house, it would burst into flames. And if, heaven forbid, she met a human, they would be ash in seconds.

    “No,” he screamed as he shot forward. He grabbed her again.

    Manus was used to grabbing monstras in all their powerful forms.

    Unlike with touching a human, when you touched a monstra, you felt their spirit rising up to meet yours. Usually they were twisted and dark. And trust him, this woman, whoever she was, certainly had a dark spirit on the same chthonic level as him, but—

    The lightning charged over her more. It started to sink into her body then jolted back out. She shuddered. The ground beneath them began to crack.

    “Discharge,” he stammered.

    “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I can’t… I can’t stop it. I can’t—”

    He came to a decision. It could be one that would destroy the rest of his life. But he couldn’t let half the city go. And maybe… he couldn’t let her go, either. This powerful curiosity built in him as he grabbed her left hand. He pointed it toward the sky, his thumb spreading her palm until her fingers opened and his power pulsed into her.

    One thought, one hope, one command. And one spark. It was all it took. He redirected her power in the correct direction, and it finally understood what it must do. It couldn’t stay in this body, nor could it return to the earth. It had to go back to the heavens where it belonged.

    She jolted into him, her head flattening against his chest, her hair rising up around him in a cloud.

    It was nothing compared to her power. For as it raced back into the clouds, it parted them immediately, swallowing the storm almost like an implosion.

    The clouds parted, and a powerful ray of moonlight reached down. It cast him into shadows and her into light.

    She jolted once.

    She closed her eyes. Remarkably, regardless of what she had just done, she did not pass out.

    Until she stiffened.

    She twisted. “Let me go. Whatever you are, let me go—” She bared her teeth at him.

    He stared down at her.

    He had used his own powers with hers. There would be consequences. He could no longer easily hand her to Tartarus. And perhaps he did not want to.

    She had confirmed that she was a new monstra. His gaze darted down her.

    If he was attempting to understand the basis of her power, good luck. Her secrets seemed to be deeply hidden. But his eyes never gave up quickly.

    She stiffened further in his arms. “Put me down. What are you?” She twisted her head to the side as if she’d just received a vision. “You act like you’re some kind of… god.” Her voice broke.

    Previously he would’ve said it did so with fake emotions, but now he realized they were real. And the horror that slackened her cheeks was real, too.

    Still holding her, he stared down into her eyes. “Yes. I am a god.”

    “Does that mean I’m—” she began, her lips twitching strangely, her brow slackening only to contract like a tightly clenched fist.

    He chuckled once, the deep move rumbling up through his chest and pushing into her arms. “No. You’re not a god,” he growled. “You are a monstra.”

    He expected she would hiss at him. She had done that too many times to count. She shook her head once. It was a disarmingly simple move.

    She stared down at her hands again.

    The storm had disbursed. For now. But if she was foolish, she could call it back.

    He tightened his hand around her wrist.

    “What are you going to do to me?”

    “Have you finally realized that I am in control, monstra?”

    “Who are you? What’s going on here? What was that thing that attacked my friend—”

    “It was a human. You—”

    “His eyes glowed. He wasn’t human.”

    “I feel all monstras. It was not one of your kind. You attacked a human – do not try to lie.”

    “You’re wrong,” she shrieked. “What have you done with my friend?”

    “I have paused her. She will remember nothing of this incident.”

    “And… you’re going to take my memories, aren’t you?”

    “No.” He let that statement rumble even deeper into his chest. But he fancied that it could not reach quite as deeply as her power had.

    The remnants of it still pulsed through his body. And they still drew his mind and his actions.

    Drawing away from around her, he still held her wrist, and he started to pull her away.

    He clicked his fingers close to her friend. The woman blinked her eyes open, saw that her mobile phone was in the rain, grabbed it up with a curse, then turned.

    “Henrietta? What are you doing? Henrietta?” the monstra demanded.

    “Leave her,” he growled.

    The monstra tried to rip out of his grip. He held her tighter.

    Though she seemed to be a pushover, he could not forget what she’d done to the storm.

    He stared up at the clouds again. They were gathering once more. He had one option – to return her to his ministry.

    He dragged her forward.

    “I don’t care what you’re going to do with me, but please ensure that my friend is fine. That thing will come back for her.”

    “It was a human. It will be dealt with by the police. They will already be informed of his crime.”

    “You’re wrong. He was after her….”

    He paused. He looked at her.

    Her cheeks twitched. It was… quite something watching her try to remember. But she clearly could not.

    Most monstras came to Earth knowing exactly what they were. It wasn’t as if they needed to waste time reinventing themselves. And if, for some reason, their memories were taken away, they usually returned completely within minutes of reawakening. But not with this woman, apparently.

    “Monstra,” he repeated. He shored up that conclusion as he glanced at her once more.

    She sneered at him.

    He chuckled once. “You can curse all you want. You can try to fight, but you will not escape.”

    “What are you going to do to me?”

    “We will have to see.” He reached his car. He’d parked up on the pavement after feeling her attacking that man.

    Even now all he had to do was close his eyes, and he could re-create the image of her calling on lightning to kill the man in a single hit.

    It reinforced Manus’s will.

    He clicked his fingers as he reached his car. He pulled her around to the passenger side. The door opened. He shoved her inside. Immediately she tried to get out, but the seat imprisoned her. The seatbelt rushed up, crossed tightly around her arms, and locked her in place.

    She fought against it.

    He waited for her to call on other forms of magic – for it was not impossible that she might have more than lightning force. She did not fight, however.

    He walked around. He flattened his tie down and got into the front seat.

    The car started itself. It also drove itself, and he stared at her. He let his gaze do what it wanted. It searched for any sign of evil.

    He couldn’t smell blood on her hands. Perhaps she’d never killed before?

    He did not let that fact mellow his anger. He straightened.

    “Who the hell—”

    “I am Summanus, God of Night Lightning and Oaths. Or Manus for shot.”

    This powerful shudder shook her shoulders. It almost ripped the seatbelt back, but as soon as it passed, the seatbelt was fine.

    He still narrowed his eyes.

    “Night lightning? That’s impossible—”

    “Do not play games with me.” He leaned over, placing his hand on the gear stick just as his car changed gears and sped up. It knew well how important it was to get her back to the ministry and away from the tumultuous sky before she could break once more.

    “What are you doing?” She tried to jerk back, but there was nowhere to go.

    “I am waiting for your darkness to rise.”

    “Who the hell are you to assess me?”

    He arched an eyebrow. “I told you before. Perhaps—”

    “I don’t care who you are. You didn’t even wait to find out my story. And you let that monster go. If it goes after my friend again, I’ll never forgive you,” she growled.

    She’d once looked pathetic. She was tied to his car seat, after all. But… there was something inside her that blazed brightly, and he could not easily forget the fight they’d just had.

    He turned.

    He focused on the windscreen. They were not far from the ministry.

    “Where are you taking me?” she demanded again.

    “If I were you, monstra—”

    “Stop calling me that—”

    “If I were you, monstra,” he simply spoke louder, “I would watch my tongue and my actions from this point on. You have two options.”

    “Who gave you the power to punish people like this?”

    “The gods. Now listen to your two options. You will either be thrown into Tartarus, or—” he paused.

    Should he really offer this woman another option? Yes, her power was curious, but he could investigate it once she had been handed over to the underworld. It would be harder now he’d let his power flow into her, but it could still be done.

    “What’s the second option? Wait, you aren’t going to give it to me, are you? I don’t trust you – I’ll never trust you,” she hissed.

    His gaze flashed. “The trust of monstras is worth nothing,” He spat that with vehemence, and her neck jolted back.

    She stared to the side.

    They were coming up on the ministry.

    She should not be able to recognize it. She opened her mouth, presumably to hurl another insult his way, but her attention was stolen by the looming black building on the horizon. If you were not from the other world, you would not be able to recognize it. Even then, you had to be inculcated into its mysteries. Yet her eyes darted toward it on the horizon line, and there could be no mistake that she not just saw it, but it stole her attention away. “What… is that building? I’ve never… seen it before.”

    “Come.” His car drove down into the car park. It stopped. He got out. He paused. He clicked his fingers. Her door opened.

    Her seatbelt disengaged. It remained wrapped around her arms.

    She staggered out and fell harshly to her knee. He thought he heard something cracking. She still pushed up.

    She breathed hard. “I’m not going to wait for you to give me some second option. I don’t trust you,” she growled again.

    She couldn’t possibly know what that word meant to him. For it was the most important word in his lexicon. It was what he was built on, and ultimately, if he ever ignored it, it would be what he fell upon, too.

    “I’m not interested in hearing your protestations—” he began.

    “I’m not interested in pandering to your egotistical self-righteousness. You are in control. You can do whatever you want,” she growled. “So just do it. While you’re doing it, try not to pretend that you’re high and mighty. You keep calling me a monstra. But you’re one yourself.”

    “I uphold the justice of the godly realm. I keep the city safe from people just like you.” He’d just slipped. He shouldn’t call her a person. She was the furthest thing from it, regardless of her simple human form.

    “Just do your worst. You’re gonna do your worst anyway. When you kill me and send me down to Tartarus or wherever,” she spat, “do me a favor.”

    “You will have no favors.” Clicking his fingers, he strode toward the elevators.

    Her seatbelt dragged her forward. The car park was cavernous. There were some rather large vehicles that had to fit in here at times. And sometimes, when the prisons were overflowing, monsters from legends had to be housed here, too. The concrete had a dark, gray tinge, and there were a few lights on, making it feel as if they were walking through a massive cave.

    “You will do me a favor, anyway,” she hissed. “Before you kill me, pause. Look in the mirror. Realize you’re a monster, too.”

    At that exact moment, the elevators arrived. They opened, and he stared across at the reflective metal panels. It was like looking in the mirror.

    And he indeed saw himself. But he did not flinch back, regardless of what she wanted.

    Manus had always known what he was. He was here for one reason. He’d always existed for one reason. To uphold the law. To preside over oaths and to
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