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      Blurb

      

      Death comes to all - or at least that's the promise.

      Eve's got a problem - a big one. She can't die. She's cursed to be resurrected, no matter what. A blessing, right? Dead wrong. One of the most powerful - and handsome - generals of Hell has promised to kill her once and for all. He's left her alone for a decade, but now he's back.

      When Eve is dragged into a shady mission, she doesn't realize he's at its heart. It'll take her longer - and a lot of blood and tears - to realize he's always been in her heart, anyway

      ....

      Better off Dead follows a woman cursed never to die and a demon who'll rip the world apart to save her as they fight Armageddon and each other. If you love your urban fantasies with fast-paced action, punch, and a splash of romance, grab Better off Dead Book One today and soar free with an Odette C. Bell series.
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    Chapter 1

    I gunned the engine, driving right at the violent gang blocking the street. I could take them – I could take anything, including death.

    Gritting my teeth, I let magic bleed out of me and blast into my motorbike. It gave it the last bolt of power it needed. I mounted a car in front of me, shot over the top, and lunged into the air. Around me, shots blazed.

    This big, beefy guy in a leather jacket that looked as if it had been made from a whole cow yanked something out of his pocket. I had a chance to see a blast of light and magic exploding everywhere, then he threw it at me.

    I hauled the bike to the side, skidding around the object. It whipped past my long ponytail. I could smell the scent of nails, sulfur, and wax.

    A hex.

    Sure enough, as it smashed into the street beside me, it gouged a meter-wide chunk of bitumen out and sent it spinning into the air like flaming kisses from the devil himself. My blood boiled from the aftereffects of the hex.

    Fortunately, my blood didn’t actually boil. My heart wasn’t burned to a crisp, and my skin wasn’t seared off me. But within me, my energy recognized the magic of Hell.

    Spinning the tires, I shoved the bike to the left. There was another car. Fortunately, it was a low sedan. Expensive. Luxury even, if my short glimpse was anything to go by. Well, it was about to get a bonus set of tire tracks up the hood.

    Sneering again, I rammed the bike up and got plenty of airtime, my ponytail slicing over my shoulder like a whip.

    The gang continued to attack, firing every spell they had in their inventories, but it wasn’t enough.

    I landed again, my tires skidding. Fumes wafted everywhere. This great toxic cloud now blocked us off from the shops lining the street. Nobody was outside staring at us. There weren’t any intrepid kids on their phones catching this crazy footage for the Internet. If there had been anyone on the street when I’d arrived, they’d run for cover long ago. Nobody got involved when a Hell gang was out to make someone pay.

    Well, no one got involved except for me.

    The massive guy chucked his head back and yelled at me. Considering his sheer aggression and size, he had to be the leader.

    Jerking back, he locked his hands on his knees, and he bellowed, spittle flying around his lips. The cry pierced through the air. I wasn’t making that up – nor was I going for dramatic overemphasis. This guy had to be a voice magician. Because with one simple, rumbling cry, he carved a doorway out of the air with nothing more than his frigging words.

    Crap. Reinforcements were on their way now. As the door was carved right out of the very fabric of space-time, I saw a bony white hand stretch through. The skin glistened. It was wet and hung off the corpse like melted plastic wrap.

    Feeders. I hated feeders. Their singular purpose was in their name. They fed off anything and everything in sight. That could be lampposts, chunks of the street, little old ladies, or entire school buses. If they got big – because as they grew their appetite matched their size – you ran.

    I hated them more than any other hell creature – and that was saying something.

    Twisting to the side, using my body to force the bike into a tight turn, I reached the big guy in a leather jacket. It was my turn to shove a hand into my pocket. I wasn’t about to hex him. I had something a whole lot more powerful. I grabbed a simple white card. Engraved on it was a mandala of power. One I’d been working on for the past two weeks. I’d painstakingly crafted it, going through every line with not just my magic, but my pinpoint concentration. It now had the power to release pure elemental force, which was exactly what happened now.

    I threw the card. It spun into the air about a meter away from me. Then the paper burned off. As it singed to a crisp and flew away in the clipping breeze, it released the magical lines. They hovered there in the air until they untwined themselves like a spider web being woven in reverse.

    The guy tried to jerk back, but he was way too late. This blast of light pierced through the scene. It was brighter than a thousand flares. It made every single member of the gang jerk back and hide behind their beefy arms. As for me, it was my spell, so I could look right into the heart of it and not blink once.

    Fire suddenly burned out in every direction. It blasted in this random, impossible-to-predict pattern. It caught two of the gang members. It also slammed right into the chest of the leader. It sent him barreling back. He smashed into another gang member, forcing him to topple off his own motorbike. The air became thick with the particular stench of leather heating up – and skin too as my fire spell continued to burn wildly.

    Realizing I had no chance to gloat, I spun the bike around. I paused on the street and revved. That Hell door was now half open. The hand of the feeder had stretched all the way through until I could see its bony little elbow. The guy was small. That did not put my mind at ease. Judging by the sheer size of the etheric energy cloaking him, he had the capacity to grow as large as a frigging truck. He’d be able to take out half the city. Not that the Demon Boys would let him, but that was another story.

    I could not and would not rely on them.

    I sneered again. I revved the bike once more. Then I shot forward. I didn’t bother to rely on another mandala card in my pocket. I closed my eyes.

    So this was it, then? I would have to use that power.

    When I’d woken up this morning, I’d gotten the distinct feeling that today would be one of those days.

    I finally shot toward the feeder, the bike thrusting forward so quickly, it would’ve looked like a strike of blazing light.

    I got airtime again, leaping a good meter into the air until I slammed back down onto the street in a cloud of exhaust. I reached the Hell door. I grabbed the ring on my right index finger, twisting it to the left. A blade appeared in my hand. As I leaped off the bike and it skidded to the side, immediately catching alight, I thrust the sword right through the feeder’s hand, pinning it back against the hell door. Energy discharged everywhere, leaping high in great clouds that would’ve made a supernova blush.

    The feeder screamed. I could hear its voice reverberating through that Hell door. Soon other voices joined it, and they collected together – this cacophonous wail of the damned.

    More energy built up through the Hell door. I might’ve downed the guy in charge, but he’d already cast his spell.

    The door began to buckle. I could see the feeder’s face now. That ghastly apparition was pressed right up against the door. It wasn’t a door an ordinary human would be used to. It was more like this wall of wavering energy. It was as if someone had picked up water, condensed it into this thin line, and stretched it across space. Well, if water could be equivalent to the sheer burning firepower of Hell.

    The feeder’s face pressed against the doorway as it tried to force itself forward and through into the real world. The crackling force field pushed toward me as the feeder’s mouth opened wide, its lips parting back as it tried to swallow me whole.

    “Not today, buddy.” I shoved my sword further in, pinning the hellish creature’s hand against the door. I let power blast out of me. I dug deep, all the way. As this keening shriek kicked up from the doorway, blasting over the street like the trumpets of damnation, I groaned one last time. Then I screamed. I used all the magic I possibly had. I wrenched the sword out of the door. Then I twisted it around. I thrust through the doorway, and I stabbed the feeder right through its heart.

    Energy cascaded around me. The shockwave catapulted across the street. There were several parked cars. At least there had been. They were obliterated. The metal carcasses were ripped apart as if some kind of massive monster had descended on the city, Godzilla style.

    The feeder shrieked. All the while, I shook, these great big burns blasting over my skin. They reached my face. I could feel my flesh being singed from my body.

    But I had to hold on. If I didn’t kill the feeder, it would kill me and everyone else out here.

    I still didn’t know what this Hell gang was after, but with this much muscle, they weren’t here for a picnic, if you know what I mean.

    My hands were way past shaking now. They were starting to disintegrate. Right in front of me, they were just burning off as if someone had stupidly thrown a plastic doll into a live volcano.

    Come on, I thought to myself. You can do this. There’s no one else.

    I’ll let you in on a little secret – there’s never anyone else. It has always just been me. One woman hell-bent on one task – to hold Hell back for as long as I can.

    I let out another scream. Destruction was marching up my body now. It reached my chest. It was pushing in toward my heart. While the rest of my body was warm – as hot as the center of the frigging sun – my heart was frigid. It knew what I would have to do next.

    I screamed once more. I pushed the blade all the way into the feeder’s body. That meant my face was pressed right up against the Hell doorway.

    Nobody can survive coming face-to-face with the power of the damned, no matter how good they are with magic.

    My face began to disintegrate. This pernicious, destructive force marched up my throat. I lost my mouth, my nose, my other cheek. The only thing that remained was one of my eyes.

    I used it to stare at the leader just as he got to his feet. He yanked a small dagger out of his pocket, furled it to the side, and forced it to grow into this bolt of blistering magic. Then he thrust it right through my chest. It skewered me, slicing right through my heart in a blast of deadly power.

    I held on for just one more second. As my hands finally broke away, turning to dust, I transferred the last scrap of my power into the feeder.

    It exploded, and it took the Hell door with it. There were no more screams of the damned. There was nothing but an ugly popping sound like someone shooting a balloon with a military-grade rifle.

    “Dammit,” the leader roared.

    “Sorry, boys.” I didn’t even know how I managed to say that. I no longer had a mouth. For now.

    I fell. I disintegrated long before my knees struck the ground.

    I died.

    
      For now.
    

  
    Chapter 2

    As soon as I died, I felt the process being initiated.

    Resurrection on fast forward.

    Every one of the particles that had constituted my form had drifted away, but suddenly some force grabbed hold of them and dragged them back. It was like the greedy hands of God grabbing up puzzle pieces someone else had carelessly thrown away.

    The process, as always, was beyond painful. It was this agony that reached, not just into one’s body, but beyond it. This wasn’t the first time I’d died. I hadn’t died only a handful of times, either. I’d lost count, but it was somewhere in the thousands.

    Yeah, that’s right. I’d died more times than most people had gone out for dinner.

    I screamed. It wasn’t with my throat – I didn’t have one yet. But as I was dragged back together, the resurrection acting like a violent hand scrunching me back into one piece, my soul begged for mercy. Not that I was going to get it. Not anytime soon, anyway.

    Light blasted through the street. I started to take form. I was floating in the air, just above where I’d been dispatched. As my head formed, it jerked back. My arms appeared beside me. They were stretched to the side as if I was spread out on some cross. But I sure as hell wasn’t a savior.

    More light coiled around me like a snake. It blasted out. It would’ve blinded anyone stupid enough to be staring right at me.

    There was a thump, and I landed down on one knee. I slowly placed my trembling hand on the pavement. It was cracked through with light – the last vestige of the resurrection process. It soon turned into wispy smoke that coiled around my leather jacket as I thrust to my feet.

    I was back. It would be business as usual from now on.

    My sword reformed in my hand.

    The leader of the gang was right there. Right in front of me.

    He had been one of those aforementioned stupid people who’d looked right at my light.

    He didn’t have eyes anymore. They’d become glazed over like glossy white skin stolen from a corpse.

    He would know what was going on, though. He dragged himself backward, scuttling like a confused crab. He banged up against the burning remains of my bike.

    I took a step forward, swinging my hips, my sword still over my shoulder. “That’s right – I’m back.”

    “You’re… you’re her,” he hissed.

    I stopped in front of him. My sword still over my shoulder, I leaned down, placing one hand on my knee as I got right up into his face. “Yeah, I’m her.”

    “You’re the one God damned,” he hissed. For a so-called bad guy, he now looked like nothing more than a frightened little boy.

    I remained right there in front of him. “I don’t know who cursed me. Maybe it was God – maybe it was a devil. I don’t really care. There’s only one thing I want to do.”

    He couldn’t push himself backward – there was nowhere to go. He inclined his shaking, sweaty head back. He stared at me, his sightless eyes wide like open hands.

    “If you are going to plead for your life, don’t bother. You didn’t show mercy to any of the people whose lives you’ve taken since you crawled up from Hell. Which is, incidentally,” I pulled my sword off my shoulder, and it blazed brightly, “where I’m going to send you back to.”

    I wasted no more time gas-bagging. I sent magic surging into the blade until it burned like a bright slice of lightning.

    I stabbed him right through the chest.

    The blade came out the other side. His torso thrust forward, his eyes opening wide one last time.

    He disintegrated, just like I had moments before.

    The rest of his gang had already run off. Some of them had inadvertently been destroyed when they’d gotten too close to my resurrection wave.

    As for the rest of them, I’d hunt them down.

    For now, I settled my sword back over my shoulder. I turned. I looked at the patch of broken street where the Hell gate had been. I tilted my head up. I glanced at the sky. It was sunny. There wasn’t a cloud in sight. The weather had the temerity to be good when, moments before, Hell had been about to spill over the streets of Vagrant City until I’d stopped it.

    Did that mean I’d saved anyone?

    It was hard to say. It really depended on what I was. A monster from Hell? A gift from God? Or somewhere in between?

    I’d been waiting my entire life to find out.

  
    Chapter 3

    I sat on the balcony. It was literally rotting out from underneath me. As I grabbed my beer, drank half of it in one smooth gulp, and settled it down a little too roughly beside me, one chunk of the railing actually fell off.

    I waved at it as it sailed down the side of the castle, clanged against a broken flagstone, and crumbled to dust. “I hope you have a better rebirth than me,” I muttered at it churlishly as I grabbed my beer again and finished it.

    Without bothering to head down to the fridge, I waved my hand, wrote a mandala in the air, and waited for a beer to fly up through the guts of this broken castle.

    Because yeah, I lived in a castle. Technically.

    If anyone found this place, they sure as heck would not refer to it as a palace. It was ruined. It was crumbling down around my ears. New chunks fell off every day. It was being held together by spit, glue, and a prayer. And a little magic, of course.

    I finished my second beer. I shoved my legs through the broken railings, dangled them out in the air, and lay back. I locked my hands behind my head, and I stared up. Clouds flew on by, darting across the night sky like scared birds. A wolf call split through the air.

    “Happy hunting,” I muttered at it.

    This castle was situated… okay, there was no point in talking about where this building was situated. To say that would assume first that it occupied real space. The castle itself came from France. The forest came from Bavaria. And the beer and half-finished pizza beside me? They were from New York.

    In other words, this place and everything in it was smashed together from various locations all around the world. It had taken me a long time to master this spell.

    You would think, considering how much effort I’d put into it, that I would’ve picked a location a lot nicer than a run-down castle. Yeah, technically it had 50 rooms, and yeah, it even had a bona fide ballroom. But no, it was not a nice place to live unless you considered mold, broken plaster, and mushrooms in the bathroom to be living it up. But I didn’t deserve better. Whenever I tried to rise above, my enemies always pulled me back down. And I had a lot of enemies. Heck, I had no idea exactly how many people I’d pissed off in this great big world. The list of scumbags who wanted me dead would fill the Sistine Chapel.

    I couldn’t be bothered keeping track of them, anyway. There was only one group that mattered in the end.

    They were the Generals of the Damned. And they were here to drag me back down to Hell. That gang I’d fought today had probably belonged to one of them.

    “Not that you boys frigging won,” I said as I picked up my empty bottle, balanced the mouth on the tip of my finger, then tossed it right off the side of the castle. It sailed down and smashed against the same cracked flagstone that had dealt with the dearly departed chunk of railing.

    I slowly uncoiled my body and sat, staring at the moon. This castle was located right on the edge of a craggy cliff. On one side was a thick, wolf-infested forest – on the other was a deep valley leading up to a tall mountain range.

    I turned my face up to the silvery light of the moon.

    Then with a swallow, I pulled my hands up and I stared at my palms. And right there, emblazoned on the flesh, were two symbols. To most humans, they would mean nothing. To people who understood magic, they would be curiosities. But to anyone who’d been touched by Hell, they would be a warning like no other.

    “The resurrection curse,” I muttered to myself as I distractedly rubbed them. They didn’t glow. They looked like nothing but scrawls of black ink. Even when I was lit up with resurrection magic, they were not illuminated. They would remain on my hands – dark, shadowy reminders of what I was.

    “Don’t think too much,” I muttered to myself quietly. I finally stopped rubbing them, shoved up, and walked into my bedroom. It was the only room in all the castle that I bothered to keep in good condition.

    The walls were dotted with crumbling plaster – the baby blue ceiling having rotted away long ago to reveal the warped beams beneath. There was a fourposter bed in the middle. It, unlike the rest of this place, was perfect. It looked as if it had been snatched from Louis the XIVth’s own boudoir. It was covered in an expensive red and gold blanket. There were embroidered peacock pillows on top.

    Around it were several dressing tables and wardrobes. They were filled with my gear – both mundane and magical.

    As for the rest of the large room, it, like the rest of the castle, was fighting the ravages of time. There was even a hole down to the library in one of the corners.

    I walked out of my room, my bare feet slapping against the marked floorboards as I locked a hand around the open doorway – considering the door itself had rotted long ago – and walked quickly down the corridor.

    I reached a stately set of stairs that led down to the lower levels of the castle. Above it was a convex stained-glass window. It had broken long ago, and ivy had poked in through the shattered glass and steel to march relentlessly down the pockmarked walls.

    It left this attractive pattern winding through the blistered plaster.

    I continued down the steps in my bare feet. You would think it would be suicidal to trundle down a set of such disheveled stairs with no protection. I knew exactly where the rusted nails were, and I avoided them without looking down once.

    I finally reached the bottom floor. I stretched my shoulders, my simple blouse edging up over my knobbly, tattooed hips.

    I faced the door. While everything else in this castle was rotting away, this door was state-of-the-art. By that, I didn’t simply mean that it had been refurbished back to what it had looked like in its heyday. This door belonged inside some high-powered vault. It was massive – three meters high and three meters wide. To open it, you needed to use this huge metal wheel. It had to be turned 10 times to the left, then three to the right. To even touch the wheel, you had to have the right hands – mine.

    There was a small hall table to the side, and above it a massive hole in the wall that let in the whistling breeze. You would think, considering the hole – and all the other easy entry points into the castle – that there would’ve been no point in spending so much money and magic on a door like this. But you’d be wrong. The door was a form of force field. It was a representation of the full protection of this castle. No one would be able to poke their head through the moldering plaster – or a weapon. They’d have to breach the castle’s full defenses – and the door – first.

    I grabbed something from an ornate bowl sitting on top of the hall table. It was a handful of gleaming white knuckles. They were bone – I knew that much, though I had no clue exactly whose bones they’d been. They could’ve been human. Heck, they could’ve come from a small troll. Or perhaps they were from the very hand of a demon. All I cared about was that they were effective in telling the future. They were the greatest clairvoyant runes I had ever acquired. And if there was one thing I always needed, it was to tell the future before it happened and tried to strangle me.

    I shoved them into my pocket, opened the door, grunting as I turned the wheel, and walked out.

    Sitting on a cracked section of balcony that led down to a huge set of stairs was a wolf. It looked up at me. I nodded at it. It went back to cleaning its paw. Over the years, I’d achieved a begrudging peace with the wolves that littered the forest around my castle. And when I said begrudging, the most salient point was grudges. The wolves knew I was not someone to mess with.

    Playing with the knuckles, I leaped down the steps and headed out through the garden. Though garden was an overly generous term. Back where this castle had been plucked from, once upon a time, there might’ve been a stunning rose patch and a hedge maze, but that was certainly no longer the case
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