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      Blurb

      

      
        There's a game in this town with a difference. Play to win, or you'll lose to the Devil.
      

      When Mary, a witch without power, encounters the most powerful vamp in the city, she can't run away fast enough. Seriously, trouble follows him like the plague. Or is that her?

      Vincent Flagstaff might be the most formidable vampire in Bridgetown, but power brings trouble. For thousands of years, his family has fought to keep the city safe from the Devil. But Lucifer requires sacrifices - blood, sweat, tears, and loss. He crafted a tournament for Bridgetown, one every strong family must send players to, or the city will fall.

      But Vincent has run out of players to represent him. The only way to get more? Make them family members. And the only way to do that?

      Marry them.

      When Mary comes to his attention, only one thing's on his mind. It's on the Devil's too, for both men have their eyes on the worst witch in town and they will until the end.

      ....

      Hell Bent follows a plucky witch and the vampire forcing her to fight for him in a battle to save the city from a dark tournament. If you love your urban fantasies with action, wit, and a splash of romance, grab Hell Bent Book One today and soar free with an Odette C. Bell series.
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    Prologue

    Mary

    “Begin,” a toneless, electronic voice said.

    Mary couldn’t move – didn’t have the time. The tournament had begun, and there was no stopping it.

    Amy, the sorceress, wasted no time. She shot forward, her body glowing so violently, she must’ve swallowed Hell.

    Mary tried to round her fists, but Amy ported two centimeters behind her skull.

    Mary lurched, but Amy still punched her in the back of her head. Mary fell on her front. Her eyes threatened to roll up as blood splattered from her mouth.

    The crowd went even wilder. They shrieked for blood, sounding like Hell hounds and not humans.

    The crowd was nothing compared to the Hell seal. It pulsed through the room, greedily accepting every unwitting sacrifice of the crowd’s brutal joy and Mary’s dripping blood.

    As Amy struck her again, Mary swore she could hear Hell – feel it rising through the shadows dancing over the electrified ring. Rising to swallow her and break this town once and for all.

    Amy cheered herself on, lifted her hands, danced back like a boxer, then rocked forward once more. She struck Mary, this time across the chest, and Mary went flying so high, she got airtime like a basketball. She whacked into the ring-fence protecting the tournament from the crowd. It forced her back with a ferocious sizzle of biting magic like a vice trying to crush her bones.

    She fell to her side. More blood splashed from her mouth as her eyes opened in real fear. The kind of fear she’d never shown before – the kind that rose when you knew your last breath was coming, and real darn fast.

    “Mary,” someone called.

    Not someone – him. Vincent. He was out there. She couldn’t strain her head to the side and stare past the electrified fence to see him. That didn’t matter. She picked up his terror, his pulsing need to save her.

    He’d never get a chance to protect Mary. If she wanted to live, she had to save herself.

    Amy danced back again. She enjoyed this. The smile slicing over her face like a knife looking to draw a permanent scar would tell even the newest psychologist she was a psychopath through and through.

    She even laughed. Until Theodore, her husband and master, snarled, “Finish her now. Don’t waste time.”

    Theodore’s voice wasn’t even. It crackled with fear – the kind that told Mary, despite the crippling odds, he still thought she could win this.

    Win… this? She didn’t have a chance.

    The writing was on the wall – and her blood already all over the floor.

    She’d lose, then Theodore would win her, everything she owned, and every drop of magic in her blood.

    When Amy didn’t finish the fight, lifting her arms to enjoy the adoring chants of the crowd instead, Theodore strained closer to the ring, his tuxedo glinting under the crackling magic of the fence. “Finish it,” he roared.

    Amy paid attention.

    This… this was it.

    No more second chances. And no one to save her.

    Mary Lou was going to lose, and Theodore Winchester would marry her when she did.

  
    Chapter 1

    Weeks Earlier

    Vincent Flagstaff

    “I’d try to give you some tips, but it’s not as if you need any. Just keep a cool head, sir. You can’t afford to upset the council again,” Bates said as he walked close by his boss’s side.

    Vincent watched him out of the corner of his eye.

    He watched most things like that. It wasn’t just that he was an ancestral vampire and his senses were unmatched, meaning he could pick up more information indirectly than a human could if they spent their entire life staring at the same thing.

    Vincent was the last of his kind in Bridgetown. He always had to ensure no one knew what he was thinking or doing. Especially now he had stepped foot inside the magical council.

    Bates came to a stop at the stately stairs that led up to the dark landing above.

    The magical council building was in the town hall. Albeit in the alternate version thereof which you could only access if you had true magical roots.

    Vincent had already shown his ancestral blood and been allowed entry. Now as he approached the stairs and Bates pulled back, Vincent brought up one finger. He had a short, jagged nail on his left hand. He never cut it. He required it for this very purpose. Without flinching and while looking up at the darkened landing above, he sliced it across his wrist. He cut through one of his veins, and magical blood spilled out. Great beads of it slid down his skin, staining his once pristine white Egyptian cotton cuff.

    The cotton didn’t care, but the stairs did. As the first few droplets rained down onto the step below him, it lit up.

    It didn’t show him a direct, straight path upward and instead highlighted certain sections of each step. It was a path – one he would be at pains to take precisely. Stray from it, and he wouldn’t just miss his meeting. He’d be thrown right down into the bowels of the council building, and right down into a mini Hell. He had never known of anyone who had escaped that dungeon.

    But Vincent’s blood was more than bright enough to give the stairs the magical power they needed to guide him forward.

    “Good luck,” Bates grumbled from behind him.

    If Vincent were any other vampire, this was likely where he would growl at Bates to hold his tongue. Vincent needed no luck. All he required was his inherent strength and family position. It might not matter that he was now the only Flagstaff in Bridgetown. What counted was the fact his forefathers and foremothers had been the most powerful vampires on this side of the country for 300 years. Their lineage was so powerful, a single drop of Vincent’s blood could open most locks in this city.

    But things change, don’t they? And over the past four years forces had been moving into Bridgetown, here for its inherent, abundant power. There was no other city on the eastern seaboard with the same natural strength as Bridgetown. A strength that was only now being revealed.

    A spate of infrastructure spending had led to excavations throughout downtown, and they were digging up various magical buildings from the past. Ones that hinted at a more magical history than even Vincent had known about. All of that had brought the wrong attention. And as he reached the top of the stairs, grabbed the lapels of his jacket, and dragged them down with a firm tug, he got ready to face that attention.

    Once upon a time, he, his family, and their friends had ruled the council in Bridgetown. Now he was on the outer.

    He walked down the landing. With every step, fire torches lit up to lead him along. The flames didn’t move right. Nothing moved right in the council chambers. Magic knew it was in the presence of greatness. There’d been so many enchantments cast on this place over the years, they watched your every move. They also absorbed all excess magic, redirecting it to the councilmembers. And while Vincent was a councilmember and technically more powerful than the rest, there is safety in numbers, and he no longer had anyone by his side.

    He reached the stately doors that led into the chambers proper. He paused before them. Securing one hand over the other, he grabbed hold of his golden wedding band. He felt nothing as he did – nothing but a sense of betrayal. But it certainly wasn’t one that had betrayed his love.

    He’d never desired Amy. She’d always desired his power, and he’d let her have it for a time.

    It was time to break their misguided connection for good.

    The doors opened for him. As they creaked dramatically, he walked in. His expensive Spanish leather shoes indented the patterned pile of the thick carpet. Why the council persisted to have carpet in their proper chambers, he didn’t know. For many a body had been broken here, and many a drop of blood had been let.

    Who knew, maybe his would be let today?

    As he walked into the council chambers, darkness met him. It surrounded him like the unwanted embrace of an ex-lover.

    He secured his hands behind him, keeping them loose with just a touch of stiffness. If he needed to call on a spell, he could in a split second.

    He cleared his throat, the sound rumbling through the room. “I face the council to end my marriage to Amy Lancaster.”

    At first, there was nothing but silence. Then, one by one, lights appeared in the middle of the room. They looked like nothing more than lamp posts. They were a great deal more, however. They were the magical embodiment of the councilmembers. As the lights burnt brightly, shadowy hooded figures appeared underneath them. It gave him the odd sense of feeling as if he were no longer in the council chambers but out on some darkened street.

    The first cloak to appear was that of the old dame Contessa. Even though he shouldn’t be able to recognize the hooded members of the council, she wore so much jewelry, her rings dripped off her like molten gold. A few caught the light now. Her fingers were stiff as she held her hands in front of her. From that alone, he could tell she was no longer on his side.

    So they’d got to her too, ha? How easy the great fall.

    One of Vincent’s fingers twitched, but that was it – the only sign of tension he was going to show from now until his divorce was done.

    All the rest of the councilmembers appeared.

    And then there was Amy.

    She’d been in the room since the beginning, but over to the side near the shadows where they were deepest.

    She wore a svelte black and blue silk dress. It accentuated her every curve, and trust him, there were many.

    Her tousled black hair slithered over her shoulders. Though that may not be the most sensuous verb, it matched Amy’s reality.

    As she moved toward him, she had all the poise of a snake.

    She came to a stop in the middle of the circle. She inclined her head to the side and clicked her tongue. “I am so sorry for this, my love. It’s time to move on.”

    He arched an eyebrow. “It is me who is petitioning for this divorce.”

    She crossed her arms and clucked her tongue again. “There’s no point in pretending you’re not disappointed. You’ll miss me forever.”

    “Our relationship was never anything more than transactional. You agreed to fight for me in the arena. But you will no longer fight for me.”

    She lifted her head all the way back now and laughed. “Will anyone ever melt your cold heart, Vincent?” she hissed, showing her true colors.

    “My heart is neither cold nor capable of melting.”

    “Of course it isn’t. But I can tell you, it’s capable of being ripped out,” she snarled.

    “Enough,” the council adjudicator said, her voice hard. “We are here to process the divorce of Vincent Flagstaff and Amy Lancaster. We are also here to announce a new marriage.”

    Vincent’s lips twitched. “What?”

    He should’ve monitored his expression, especially with Amy this close. But the news—

    She laughed. It was teetering and high. If you thought that meant it sounded stupid, you would be wrong. For every single thing Amy did was calculated. He’d never met a fighter like her. But unfortunately for him, her skills were not just aligned to the arena. It was clear she’d been playing him from the very beginning.

    One of the councilmembers walked forward.

    Vincent’s eyes flashed up to them.

    He didn’t need them to pull their hoods back to know who they were. It was Theodore. Vincent’s direct competition. He wasn’t an ancestral vampire from Bridgetown. He’d moved in only four years ago. He’d brought with him chaos. Though Vincent didn’t have sufficient evidence, he seemed to be in control of most of the new criminal gangs in town. Theodore was also pushing for more fights in the tournament.

    Ah, the tournament. It was one of the sickening truths of the magical side of Bridgetown. One the ordinary inhabitants were thankfully kept ignorant of. Vincent professed to have a good working relationship with the police force. He was even close to the mayor and the local branch of the federal government. None of them knew about the seedy underbelly this city had to keep secret.

    Bridgetown had deeper magical roots than most people could guess. Magical roots that traveled all the way down to Hell. It was an area where space was thin. The Devil knew this. So he’d made a pact with the magical races of Bridgetown long ago. There were seals preventing Hell from breaking through. But they needed appeasement. And they were given it by fights.

    In the bad old days, the fights had been real – gladiatorial matches played until death. Before that, Bridgetown had been the location of some of the most ferocious battles in the country. Now the blood-games were controlled. Every single prominent family in town had their players, and they pitted them against one another regularly, more so if the seals seemed to be weakening. And over the past four years, the primary gate had deteriorated rapidly. The seal required more fighting. And who knew, one of these days, those fights might turn deadly.

    Amy chuckled. She moved close to Vincent and plucked up one of his hands. “I can see the disappointment in your gaze, my dear.”

    She went to touch his face, but he shot her a look that told her if she did that, she would lose her fingers.

    “But I’ve found someone who truly loves me.” She turned over to Theodore.

    The entire time, he’d stood there, the slightest smile plucking his lips, the cold move of a man who knew he was about to win.

    “Theodore does not love you, Amy,” Vincent said, no volume in his voice. He didn’t need to scream this. Why give it added emphasis? Theodore couldn’t love anyone. And Amy was a fool if she thought affection was part of their equation. For trust him, this was nothing more than maths to that monster.

    Amy was one of the most powerful players in the game – a sorceress of such repute, she was known throughout the country.

    This was all just business.

    Amy leaned in again, and he let her flatten her hand against his chest. She pulled in close like she was a lover. “Don’t worry. We’ll make it swift. The Flagstaffs have been falling for so long now. With one last kick in the guts,” she hissed, “you will go to meet your maker.” She turned, her gaze still flashing as she sauntered over to Theodore.

    He plucked up her hand and held it tightly. All the while, he stared at Vincent. He didn’t dare do so aggressively. Not yet. But the energy behind his gaze said it all.

    “The divorce of Amy and Vincent is done. They will no longer be recognized as a couple, and Amy won’t fight for him in the arena,” the adjudicator stated.

    Theodore lifted Amy’s hand. She got the most ridiculous smile on her lips.

    Did she think this was a step up? Vincent cared for every single one of his employees. And yes, he thought of his wife as a member of staff.

    In order for someone to fight for him in the ring, they needed to be family. And considering Vincent had no other family, the only way to acquire a fighter was to marry them.

    “Don’t look like that,” Theodore said. “This is love. You should try it sometime.”

    He lifted Amy’s hand higher. He shoved his fingers into his pocket. He withdrew a ring. It looked as if it had cost the price of a house to buy.

    Amy let him slip it onto her finger. Then she bit her lip. She did so too hard. She slackened off just before she could draw blood. But the look in her darting black pupils said she wanted to do it anyway.

    Amy, in retrospect, while she’d been a good fighter, had been too unhinged. She’d always wanted to flaunt Vincent’s wealth and power. She’d been disappointed whenever he’d reeled her in.

    Vincent crossed his arms and sighed. “I congratulate the happy couple.” He emphasized the word happy.

    “Thank you. I’ll be amused to see who will fight for you in the next game,” Theodore said, letting a smile crack across his lips. He looked Vincent up and down, up and down like he wanted a way in. He didn’t need one, did he? He just needed to win the game.

    “The next game will be at the end of the week. How are you going to find someone to fight for you, Vincent? Or are you finally going to fight yourself?” Theodore could pretend to be polite all he wanted, but now that politeness just fell away like stones treacherously falling out from the edge of a cliff.

    It’d been Theodore’s goal all along to draw Vincent into the arena. Do that, however, and Vincent would swiftly lose his place on the council. It wasn’t that Vincent couldn’t fight; he had certain limitations.

    “Do not worry. I will find someone to fight for me by the end of the week,” Vincent stated calmly.

    “The matters of the arena are not matters of the council,” the adjudicator said. “The marriage of Theodore and Amy is recognized. May they live happily ever after.”

    As soon as the adjudicator finished, Vincent turned without another word. He strode toward the doors. Yes. May they live happily ever after. But there was no happy in Bridgetown. And there wouldn’t be an ever after. If Vincent couldn’t find a wife by the end of the week, everything his family had ever worked for would crumble, and Bridgetown would follow soon after.

  
    Chapter 2

    Mary

    “Hello, Mary Lou Detective Agency,” Mary said as she crammed the phone against her ear, stuck her tongue between her teeth, and took a tricky turn.

    “Do you mind?” the pickpocket said from the back seat.

    Mary flopped a hand at the guy. She’d secured him in a pretty strong magical enchantment, but she’d forgotten to put his seatbelt on.

    He thumped against the window. “You know it’s illegal not to strap a passenger in, right?” the guy snarled.

    “Did you say you’ve lost a cat, ma’am?” Mary asked the woman on the other end of the line. “Nobody’s as good as finding lost felines as Mary Lou.”

    The guy in the backseat spluttered. “You can’t be serious, right? You’re a detective who stoops to finding lost cats? I can’t believe you caught me.”

    “Please just leave your details in a message, and I’ll get back to you,” Mary said, ending the call and throwing her phone onto the passenger seat. Then she turned around and snarled at the guy. She only drove with one hand, but she left half of her attention for the task. You may not think that would matter, considering her eyes weren’t on the road, but Mary knew how to talk and cast magic at the same time.

    She’d been taught by the best – her aunt, Millicent Lou.

    She’d run an orphanage, and pretty much everybody who’d ever come out of it had gone on into law enforcement or protective agencies in some capacity. She was a legend.

    And that was why Mary was so darn good at dealing with perps. Lifting both of her hands off the steering wheel now, she ground her fingers into fists.

    The perp opened his eyes wider and nodded at the road. “Pay attention to where you’re driving,” he snarled.

    “I’m smart enough to drive a car magically,” she hissed. “And you don’t need a belt, do you? Because you’ve got a bubble spell cast on you. An illegal enchantment. You’ll bounce off anything that strikes you. Now quit—”

    Mary tuned in to the car just at the right moment and realized they were about to veer toward a tree. Her enchantment wasn’t that strong after all.

    She snapped around, grabbed the wheel, and swerved. It meant she went into the path of a taxi, and it honked at her wildly.

    She shrugged. Her window was down, and she offered the taxi driver a cute wave.

    “Oh crap. You’re going to get me killed,” the perp hissed.

    “You’re fine. You’re fine,” she said firmly.

    “Are you talking about me or about yourself? Because I can tell you, Mary Lou,” he hiccupped through laughter, “you’re not fine. You’re mad. I can’t believe you took me down.”

    She opened her hand. That left one on the wheel, which was okay, right? “I’m just gonna stop you there. Because I know exactly what you’re going to do. This is where you’re going to go off on a spiel about how you’re the greatest criminal in the city, right? You’re not. You’re a measly pickpocket. You might have a connection to a gang or two, but you’re not in charge of them. They tolerate you. That’s it. And you’re going down today whether you like it or not.”

    “Tolerate me? Do you have any idea who I work for?” he snarled.

    She twisted her finger in the air, indicating he should hurry up. “We don’t have all day. We’re only two blocks away from the police station. When we get there, I won’t have the time to listen to how fantastic you are. So if you want to share your story, you better do it now.”

    She said the word share as if he was in kindergarten telling the other kids how wonderful his day had been.

    He spluttered, his indignation as obvious as a neon sign. “You know I’m affiliated with the Rite Gang, right?”

    She snorted. “Is there a left gang too? That’s got to be the scariest gang name I’ve ever heard.” She yawned.

    “Not the right gang – r-i-t-e,” he snarled. “Ever heard of them?”

    She twitched. She’d heard of them, alright. And they were one of the worst gangs in town. But she soon shrugged. “You’re just a petty pickpocket.”

    “Yeah, but if I’m so petty, why was I allowed to go on the museum job last month?”

    “Museum job? More evidence.” She took both hands off the wheel, grabbed the pad of paper beside her, and scribbled on it.

    This time she was in full control of her driving enchantment, however, and her car kept straight on the road.

    “Watch the road,” the perp spluttered anyway.

    “What exactly did you do on this museum job? The more information I can give the police, the quicker they can process you. It might even lead to more bounty credits for me,” she said happily.

    “You’re a goddamn idiot. I’m not sharing anything with you.”

    “You shouldn’t cuss,” Mary chastised him.

    “Good god. Where the Hell did they drag you up from?”

    “St Winston’s Orphanage,” Mary answered.

    The guy paused. Mary flashed her gaze up to him in the rear vision mirror, and she could see how frightened he looked.

    “Wait, does that mean that you were trained by—”

    “Yep. My aunt, Millicent.” She slapped a hand on her chest.

    The guy’s nose scrunched. “Wait. You weren’t an orphan?”

    “No. Millicent was my aunt.”

    “Wait,” he laughed. “I think I know you. You’re that idiot, aren’t you?”

    “Idiot?”

    He chortled, tipping his head back, getting so into it, he splashed spittle all the way over his chin and the window beside him. “You’re the idiot who owns the doofus detective agency.”

    “I’m sorry, but did you just use the term doofus?” She chuckled, though not as joyously.

    But she couldn’t derail him. He now snorted with so much laughter, it sounded as if he would cough up a lung.

    “You’re the idiot who has ads on the TV, aren’t you? No case too small, ha? You find lost cats, broken enchantments, and wandering teddy bears, don’t you?”

    “You heard about that case?” she asked, proud of herself. “I found a wandering teddy bear. I took him right back to his owner. The little kid was so cute.”

    “Good God. You’re an idiot. You can’t be related to Millicent, can you?”

    “Like I told you,” Mary’s enthusiasm ebbed, “she was my aunt.”

    “Yeah, well, you’re a chip off the old block, aren’t you?”

    “You’re hardly a god yourself,” she snarled. It usually took a lot to dent her cheer. But the traffic was now thick. She wanted to drop this perp off and get to her next case. That lost cat wouldn’t find itself.

    The guy laughed again. “Did you inherit any of your aunt’s amazing magic? Any of her skills? I’m assuming that’s a no. That’s why you’re nothing more than a petty private detective,” the guy strained all the way forward against his magical chains, his eyes flashing with glee, “and you’re not in real police enforcement.”

    “I like my job,” she said a touch too defensively.

    “Like Hell. You probably tried out for the police but were kicked out, ha? Oh, poor you.”

    “Did you forget I was the one who caught you?” Mary snarled.

    “You didn’t catch me. I fell over in front of you.”

    “And I was right behind you, and I caught you.”

    “I wasn’t running from you, idiot. You’ve got no idea what you’re shoving your head into.”

    “I don’t care. But I will pick up my reward, and you will go where you belong.”

    “I wouldn’t mess with me if I were you,” he growled.

    “Okay. I’ll let the police do it instead. As we’re now here.” She shoved her foot on the brake, and the car came to a careening stop right outside of the police station. She rammed up onto the pavement next to a squad car. She barreled out.

    “You can’t park your car here—” a detective began. Then he rolled his eyes in a long-suffering way.

    “Detective Hammerstead,” Mary said with a wave. “I’ve got a perpetrator for you.”

    Detective Hammerstead, who was quite handsome and had one of the most charming smiles in all of the city – not that she ever saw it – locked his knuckles on his hips. “What do you mean you’ve got a perp? Did this guy steal the neighborhood cat or something? Or maybe he didn’t pay his library fines?”

    Mary had already opened the back door, and she was pulling the perp out by his handcuffs. “Nope. He’s a thief,” she said without a sense of the fact Hammerstead was teasing her.

    Even the perp laughed.

    Hammerstead stared from her to the perp, then dropped his act. “Isn’t that Mark Townsend?”

    “I’m not really sure,” Mary answered. “But while I was tracking down another case, he fell in front of me, and I recognized him from the wanted posters.”

    Hammerstead stopped being defensive. He shoved forward. He grabbed a set of real handcuffs – that could trap even a vamp – from his belt. Mary had already done a pretty good job of tying the perp up – or so she thought – but Hammerstead insisted on the cuffs.

    “He really is Mark Townsend, isn’t he?” Hammerstead changed his tune as he tilted his head and stared at Mark from multiple directions.

    “I guess,” Mary said with a shrug.

    Hammerstead sliced his gaze over to her. “You said you caught him on your own?”

    “Let’s be clear about something,” Mark said. “She didn’t catch me. I tripped in front of her.”

    “And I caught him. So you can give me my reward now.” She opened her hand right in front of Hammerstead’s nose.

    He looked at her palm then up to her face. “By the sounds of it, you didn’t actually track him down—”

    “Pretty sure that doesn’t matter. I recognized him, restrained him, and brought him to you. And that’s all that counts. So I’ll have those bounty hunter credits now.”

    “You’re not a registered bounty hunter.”

    “Pretty sure that doesn’t matter,” she repeated. It was a phrase she had to say an awful lot when she came to the police station.

    She had a little bit of a reputation around here.

    “Is that Mary?” she heard an officer say from a few meters away.

    The younger officer beside him snorted. “Yep. What a legend. She tried to get into the police force 10 times. Every single time she crashed and burned like a crappy car falling off a cliff.”

    Mark heard. He laughed, looked at Hammerstead as if to get the detective to chuckle with him, then swallowed his mirth. He still looked at her triumphantly. “I knew you were nothing more than an idiot.”

    Mary sighed. “Yeah. Sure. I’m an idiot, but I still brought you in.”

    “Head to the front desk. I’ll process him through remand myself. Get your reward.” With that, without so much as a goodbye, Hammerstead walked off.

    Mary stood there for a little, listening to the conversations around her.

    Maybe the other officers didn’t think she could hear. Or more likely, they didn’t care.

    She didn’t have the greatest reputation in this town.

    She might’ve received training from her aunt, but Mary hadn’t always been the best pupil.

    And they were right. She’d crashed and burned every single time she’d tried to join the police.

    She kept trying. And that meant something, right?

    Nope. If her aunt were still alive, she’d tell Mary the only thing that mattered was making a change.

    You could try, and you could try. You could hope, and you could hope. But unless you went out there and you saved people, everything else was a petty distraction.

    Mary closed her car door, locked it, and shoved her hands into her pockets. She strode into the lobby. It was a mess. There were people everywhere, some trying to get the attention of the cops at the front station – others being dragged in by officers.

    Mary tried to blend into the background, but it was pretty hard considering how infamous she was around here.

    She heard a few more unkind comments. Sorry. Who was she kidding? A few? Practically every cop told jokes about her. And when other officers weren’t in earshot, they just shared them with the perp they were trying to book.

    She scrunched her lips together. She scratched behind her ear and made it to the front desk. “Detective Hammerstead—”

    Barney Fenton sat behind the front desk. He hadn’t been an on-duty officer for about 20 years. An injury had left him doing paperwork. He was now an asteroid of a man. Not only did he have a big body, but he had the gravity field to match. He was exactly the guy you wanted on the front desk, because everybody listened to him. He had this big, barrel-chested Barry-White voice. It could shake through the room, silencing the lobby with nothing more than one well-placed shout.

    He could also reach over the desk with his massive hands and grab a perp long before they slipped custody. He was like facing off against a mountain.

    And this mountain didn’t like her much.

    He rolled his eyes. “That’s you, is it, Mary?”

    “Sure is. I’m here for my bounty hunter credits.”

    “Yeah, but we don’t just hand them out for breathing. You can get lost and stop wasting my time.”

    “Detective Hammerstead should’ve called ahead. I brought in a man from the wanted list. The guy is Mark Townsend.”

    Barney didn’t laugh and shrug her off. He checked the system. “Hammerstead hasn’t written anything up. I don’t much appreciate you wasting everyone’s time. We’re real police here, and we’ve got a real important job to do.”

    Her lips twitched. “I appreciate that. However, I brought in a wanted man, and I need my bounty hunter credits,” she said politely.

    If there was one lesson that had rubbed off on her from her aunt, it was that. You always maintained your civility. You could be screamed at by an assailant. Someone could kick you down. You just smoothed a smile over your face, got right back up, and kept being as polite as you gosh darn could. And the reason you did was that it was one of the most disarming skills there was.

    Sure enough, as Mary stood there, her hand still reached out, that smile still on her face, Barney just rolled his eyes. “Look. If you wait around, I’ll call him myself. Just get out of the line. Go sit on one of those plastic chairs.”

    “Thank you,” she said courteously. She turned, walked over to the plastic chairs, but didn’t sit, considering they were full. There was everything from body witches to gang members.

    Mary looked over at Barney and soon realized this could take some time. He wouldn’t get to her until he cleared everybody else. And as the doors kept opening, more cases walking through, Mary appreciated she could spend the best part of her day here.

    Oh well. Good time to drum up business. Shoving a hand into her pocket, she activated a simple spell and grabbed out her business cards. Then she politely went down the line of plastic chairs, handing them out. She always had the same spiel. “Mary Lou, the only private eye in town who can go after any case, no matter how big or small.”

    It was a good spiel, right? Yeah, well most of her cases ended up being tiny. She might proudly proclaim that no case could be too big, but the big ones were just sucked up by the real private eyes in town. The guys who went after the actual kidnappings, the real assaults, and the bounties. They were relied on by the police more often than not. They were ex-army warlocks, sorceresses too.

    Then there was Mary. She was a level I witch. Yep. You heard that right. She was about the same as most teenagers who first came into their powers.

    Mary had never progressed.

    Irrelevant. Her aunt had always taught her it was meaningless how much power you had – it was how you used it.

    When Mary was done handing out her cards – and done listening to the chortles of laughter it induced – she stood by the wall, crossing her arms and tapping her fingers on them until she realized that might look impatient, and she had a reputation to upkeep. She swung her hands by her sides instead.

    She looked over at the desk. She tried to get Barney’s attention. He was knee-deep in booking some gang. It had at least 10 members, and all of them looked as if they wanted to bring the roof down. When one guy charged with magic and the officer attending to him looked as if he might fail to contain the attack, Barney reached over, locked one huge hand on the guy’s collar, and shut him down as fast as someone slamming a door. Hell, every single person in the foyer went quiet. They all appreciated how stupid it was for anyone to take Barney on.

    It was when Mary had been waiting for a full hour that the doors opened and everybody went quiet for the second time.

    You’d think, based on just how silent they became, that God had just rocked up and walked in.

    This was no god. Though technically, to some vampires in the city, he was godly.

    Who was she talking about? Why, none other than Vincent Flagstaff.

    His family was the oldest in Bridgetown. They were the first vampires to establish it. And if you believed their family history, they’d had some presence on this hallowed land for even longer than that.

    They were the closest thing to royalty in this city you could get. And most people treated them exactly like that.

    It didn’t help that Vincent was insanely good looking. Seriously. He appeared as if he’d walked right out of the pages of a magazine.

    He was tall, but not too tall, broad, but not too broad. Everything was well proportioned. His jaw was angular, and his gaze always flashed. Hell, it had this luminescence behind it that suggested you could cover it with any cloud, but it would always blaze right through. He had sandy-blond hair cropped to his ears. It should’ve looked messy, but it always sat like a spirit level.

    He was wearing a navy-blue suit that matched his eyes. As soon as he strode in, the body witch behind Mary bit her lip and moaned.

    Everyone went quiet. Barney rose.

    Vincent walked over to him. “Do you have the file?” He might’ve dropped his voice, but everyone was paying attention to him.

    Hell, even the shifters who’d been rowdy a second before became quiet. One guy looked as if he wanted to take a selfie with Vincent.

    This was all very good, but Mary had been waiting here for an hour.

    She sensed a break in the traffic.

    Everybody else might treat the Flagstaffs like royalty, but they were just another vampire family.

    Or so Mary told herself. She raced forward.

    She didn’t get too close to Vincent, though. She’d never been a fan of vampires.

    They could smell power, see. Other people might have to wait around to hear Mary’s history before they could find out what level of witch she was. Vampires? All they had to do was sniff her once.

    Vincent was too distracted to notice her.

    Barney turned around, his gaze flashing a stark warning at her. “Just wait here a moment, sir. I’ll get the file myself.”

    Mary leaned forward, locked an elbow on the bench, and tried to get his attention. “While you’re there, can you call Hammerstead, please? I’ve been waiting for an hour.”

    Everyone in the room was still just as quiet. So they all heard Mary’s complaint. They shot her the kind of look that said how dare she for interrupting Vincent.

    As for Vincent? He noticed her. His gaze slipped across her once, and his nostrils flared. He soon snorted quietly in derision.

    She bit her lip. She didn’t turn to face him.

    Barney soon came back.

    He handed Vincent over the file.

    Mary noted what was written over the front. The Rite Gang.

    She frowned.

    “Thank you,” Vincent said. “Let me know if you find anything else. This information is of the utmost importance.”

    “I dragged in a perp only an hour ago who claimed he had a connection with the Rite Gang,” Mary said.

    It was clear she wasn’t meant to speak to Vincent. What she’d done already was bad enough. Now the silence in the room took on a particular edge. It was almost as if the shifters beside her were ready to jump up and beat her for daring to bother Bridgetown’s heir apparent.

    Vincent had already half turned away. Now he paused and pushed back.

    “Ignore her,” Barney blurted. “She dragged in a petty thief.”

    “Sure. A petty thief. But he claimed to have a connection to the Rite Gang.”

    Vincent looked her up and down. “Are you a police officer?”

    The whole room snorted in amusement.

    Mary ignored them. She flattened a hand on her chest. “I’m a private eye. No case too big or too small.” She proudly waggled a finger.

    Vincent frowned. “You are a,” he paused, his nostrils widening a nanometer, “level I witch. How could you take on a large case?”

    Mary pressed her lips together and swallowed.

    Though most people appreciated she wasn’t powerful, very few others knew just how much power she lacked.

    Laughs erupted everywhere.

    She looked at the floor uncomfortably, then let her gaze bounce back up to Vincent as if it was a ball somebody had hit with a racket. “Yeah, I guess I am. But my perp still claimed to have a connection to the Rite Gang.”

    “You will not waste my time in the future,” Vincent said, arrogance dripping off him as he went to turn away.

    Mary sucked at her teeth. There were a thousand things she wanted to say. She opened her mouth to say Vincent was horrible, in fact, but that would be when Barney reached over and touched her shoulder as if she was one of the worst uncontrolled criminals here. The exact way he pressed his hand down made Mary feel like she’d just been set upon by a mountain.

    “Hold your tongue, Mary. Vincent is in a hurry. You’ve got nothing worth saying to him.”

    Mary opened her mouth anyway. But that would be when the door behind Barney creaked. Out walked Hammerstead. With him was Townsend.

    Mary stared triumphantly.

    Vincent turned around.

    “Vincent.” Hammerstead nodded low. “I’ve got something you might be interested in.”

    She smiled and locked her arms around her middle. Here we go. She would soon be vindicated. And every single person in this foyer who had laughed would learn she’d been the one to bring in that perp.

    She kept her back to the guy as she watched Vincent, waiting for the moment when he realized she wasn’t an idiot after all.

    The moment wouldn’t come.

    Mary wasn’t paying attention. To be fair, even if she’d been paying attention, she would’ve lacked the magical awareness to know what Mark Townsend was doing.

    Hammerstead had taken a step away from him.

    One shifter beside Mary opened his eyes wide. The guy recognized Mark.

    They both shared a moment.

    The shifter slipped a hand into his pocket.

    “I told you that this guy was important,” Mary said.

    Nobody paid a scrap of attention to her. She could’ve jumped up on the bench, pulled off her clothes, and done a dance, and no one would’ve even looked her way.

    So she cleared her voice even louder. “I—”

    The shifter moved in fast from Mary’s side.

    She attended to it now, her brain catching up, but there was nothing she could do. The guy moved too fast, and that enchantment he had in his hand was way too powerful.

    Mary was swung around like a ribbon on a string. Her hair fanned out, her jacket flaring around her waist. She was locked against the shifter’s beefy chest as something was pressed right up into her throat.

    She knew what the enchantment was before it started burning her skin. It was a knife spell. It was far, far sharper and more effective than any blade you could go buy down at the local weapons store. You sure as heck wouldn’t be cutting carrots with this thing. You’d cut right through walls and necks instead.

    Silence descended like the sun on a cold dark night.

    “Don’t move a muscle. No one move a muscle,” the shifter roared at the top of his lungs. He had to be smarter than his friends, because he backed off away from Barney’s reach. He pushed the knife spell even harder against Mary’s throat.

    Maybe this is where she should scream. She wasn’t an idiot. Do that – voluntarily push her throat even a micron closer to the knife – and it would slice through her flesh. It might not slit her throat, but it would go a long way to injuring her badly.

    “Hey,” Hammerstead growled.

    Vincent said nothing. He watched the shifter, his expression guarded.

    If the shifter had been paying attention, he would’ve realized that Vincent was charging with a little magic.

    The shifter shoved the knife spell harder against Mary’s throat. He drew blood. A long line of it trailed down her neck. Vincent didn’t glance toward it once. “What’s your plan?” he whispered.

    “To get the Hell out of here,” the shifter snarled.

    Mary sensed as he twisted his head. This might just be a guess, but it felt as if he was making meaningful eye contact with Mark. They had to know each other. This had to be an attempt to break Mark out of here.

    She strained a little, turning toward Mark. It cost her throat, and more lines of blood sliced down her neck.

    “Don’t move,” the shifter snarled.

    Hammerstead had his hands up. He looked apoplectic. He jerked back. “Don’t do anything stupid.”

    The knife spell was shoved harder into Mary’s throat. It wasn’t just skin that it cut now. It sliced into her muscles. How much longer until it reached her jugular?

    He wouldn’t do that, though. If he cut her throat, he’d lose his only advantage. Mary had caught his scent – she knew he was a shifter wolf. He would know how to threaten her without ending her life. His senses would be locked on her blood with mechanical accuracy.

    Vincent looked calm and collected. One of his hands was in his pocket now, as nonchalant as if he were waiting for the bus, his gaze just as bored.

    Hammerstead continued to back off. Barney did, too, though his gaze was about as calm as an exploding volcano. He would take this personally. What happened in his lobby was a matter of pride for him.

    No one would have threatened him like this for years.

    “What’s your plan?” Barney snarled.

    “To get the Hell out of here and to end this bitch when I’m done,” the guy hissed.

    “If you’re planning to kill me, then there’s no point in threatening my life now,” Mary said calmly. Don’t get her wrong – she’d prefer not to be pinned up against this guy’s chest with a knife spell digging into her throat. But she didn’t show the trembling fear everyone expected her to.

    “Shut the Hell up,” the shifter snarled.

    “If you wanted a silent victim, you picked the wrong person,” Mary said.

    The guy pushed the knife harder into Mary’s throat.

    Vincent hadn’t been paying much attention to her. Not obviously. Now he sliced his gaze up to Mary’s neck. This wasn’t his vampire senses going wild, right? He wouldn’t care about her blood. Vampires had much better blood these days. They didn’t need to steal it from victims. It was manufactured for them in the same labs that printed fake meat. And it was a complete nutritional supplement. Usually they had to dice with people’s varying health conditions when they drank their blood. Manufactured blood was always perfect and gave them what their finely tuned bodies required.

    Maybe Vincent was noting what Mary realized too as the knife was pushed further in. Just a fraction further in, and the shifter would cut her jugular.

    “Everybody is going to leave this room right now,” the shifter screamed.

    Hammerstead swore. He backed off.

    Barney staggered several meters away. The other officers beside Mary moved back.

    Meanwhile, Mark was right there.

    The shifter only held Mary with one hand. His other strayed toward his pocket. He’d hidden a
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