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  Better the Devil You Know Book One Blurb

    
        
From now until the day she dies, she will be hunted.
When Maggie Brown comes to the attention of Luc, the Seventh Son of Satan, she makes a pact to save her life. He must do everything he can to keep her safe.
It will come at a cost. For both of them. Luc is used to getting what he wants, when he wants it. But with Maggie, all that will change. They'll be thrust into a world of dark revenge, of broken souls, and of twisted desire.
....
Better the Devil You Know follows a cursed woman and a demon lord fighting to save her from a devilish plot. If you love your urban fantasies with action, wit, and a splash of romance, grab Better the Devil You Know Book One today and soar free with an Odette C. Bell series.

    


    Chapter 1

    Maggie Brown

    “But I don’t understand.” She brought up a hand and clutched her throat. Her fingers were shivering, just like the rest of her.

    Father Smith stood several meters back behind the pulpit, the shape of his angry face outlined by the light streaming in through the stained-glass windows beyond.

    Even though it was a brilliant, bright, sunny morning, in here it was as cold as the depths of space.

    “You need to get out, Maggie. Get out of this town completely. You have to leave before they track you down,” he said, and he had the practiced voice of a preacher. One that shook with power as he took a final step away from the pulpit and pushed a hand toward her.

    Though she was standing several meters back, the move had all the force of him locking his hands on her shoulders and shoving her away.

    She shook her head.

    Trust her, you would have in her situation, too.

    None of this made any sense.

    From the day her life had changed two weeks ago – when she’d found the box in her dead uncle’s closet – nothing had made sense.

    She wasn’t ashamed to say several tears trickled down her cheeks as she clutched one hand into a tight fist and used the other to hold onto the hem of her coat as if it were the only safe thing in existence.

    Father Smith took another angry step toward her, and again she saw his contorted face lit up by a beam of light from one of the clear panes of the windows that ran along either side of the church.

    His brow was all crumpled, all wet with sweat. His mouth was pulled to the side, his teeth clenched in obvious anger.

    Ever since she’d been a kid, Father Smith had always been her rock. He was one of those true priests of old. Not someone who simply stood at the pulpit and read from the Bible – one who got into the nitty-gritty of your problems and helped you pick the right path forward. He’d never judged her before, despite her crazy life. He’d always helped her.

    Now?

    Now he was chasing her out.

    Literally. He took another step toward her, the tarnished cross he always wore around his neck swinging at the power of the move.

    She’d never before assumed that Father Smith would physically harm her – but that look in his eyes….

    She shivered back, bringing a hand up and clutching the cross that hung around her own neck.

    Father Smith took another step toward her, brought a hand up, and stiffly pointed at the half-open doors of the church. “Get out, Maggie. Leave the city. Leave everything behind. If you don’t, you’ll regret it,” he said, his voice shuddering down low on the word regret.

    Now she was crying harder, her body shaking back and forth, the only strong thing about her her grip as she clutched her cross for all she was worth.

    But even that couldn’t stop Father Smith from taking one final step toward her and bellowing, “Get out. You’re not welcome here anymore.”

    She turned, tears streaming down her cheeks, loose hair slapping over her shoulders as she ran.

    She couldn’t tell yet what she was running from.

    …

    Luc

    Luc walked through the prison, throwing a small gold cross in his hand up and down. Every time he caught it, he let the cross roll over his knuckles. He was good at the move. He had good reflexes, you see.

    As for being good? Oh, trust him – his skills were the only good thing about him.

    He reached the right door, and the nervous-looking guard beside it quickly plunged a hand into his pocket, fidgeted around, then brought out the right key. If you had a careful eye – and Luc did – you’d see that it wasn’t an ordinary key. Somebody with a quick, shaking, flighty hand had scrawled several symbols over it.

    Powerful symbols that were meant to keep the dark out.

    Well, how ironic – because as the guard thrust forward and opened the lock, he would be letting the dark in.

    Remembering his manners and his unique position, Luc offered the guard half a nod. “Thank you,” he said, his accent a lilting one.

    Though, to be honest, it could be any accent he wanted. He spoke every language in the world. No, he wasn’t some kind of savant. He was… other.

    Rolling the cross over his knuckles, he walked in.

    The first thing he felt – the first thing any ordinary human would feel – was the cold. It wasn’t your ordinary cold – it was far more insidious. It was as if the lack of heat had turned into a virus. The cold spread not just through the room and through anyone who entered, but seeped into every muscle like poison.

    It didn’t affect him.

    The guard shuddered, brought up a hand, rubbed his shoulder, and looked at Luc with a wide-open gaze. It was a gaze that Luc had a lot of experience with.

    “You can stay here,” Luc said as he spread his lips into a smile, tilting his head toward the secondary door that would lead into the interview room.

    The guard looked unimaginably relieved and selected another key from his pocket – this one much larger than the last and carved with far more symbols. He thrust it forward, though he almost dropped it at one point. Eventually, he gathered the coordination to push the key into the lock and open it.

    Then Luc felt it. He could’ve basked in it.

    Anger, desperation, cruelty, the desire for death. There was a sinner within.

    The door swung open, and Luc walked in.

    There was a man chained to the desk. Though this was technically an ordinary police station – those chains were not ordinary.

    They were thick, for one, and just as the key had been carved with unique symbols – every single link in the chain had been marked.

    It was a painstaking process, and Luc could’ve laughed to think of how many hours some solitary monk in a monastery of old had put into casting and carving these chains.

    Personally, he wouldn’t have bothered.

    The door swung shut behind him, and he stopped rolling the cross around his knuckles.

    He took a single step forward, hooked the small, flimsy metal chair in front of the table with his leg, pulled it around, and sat roughly. Then, holding the cross in his hand, he stabbed it into the table.

    The table was made of an inch-thick layer of steel. It was seamless and should not easily be destroyed. The prisoner was chained to it and left alone in this room without a guard, and you didn’t want to give him the opportunity to escape.

    As Luc plunged the cross into the table, the metal puckered as he buried the cross right down as far as it would go.

    The prisoner was old, possibly in his 50s, with long greasy hair that sat in front of his face like a moth-eaten curtain.

    From beneath the wiry strands, Luc saw two eyes.

    They’d been closed before he’d stabbed the cross into the table, but now they opened, slit by slit, like a dragon waking up from sleep.

    Beyond the lids were two yellowed, aged, bloodshot eyes, the pupils pinpoint and dark, the irises a murky brown like some poisoned well you could never hope to see the depths of.

    An ordinary man would recoil.

    Luc wasn’t a man.

    He wore a white suit. Yes, he understood it might not be the height of fashion, but he could pull white off better than most.

    It was a joke, see.

    As Luc leaned back in the flimsy chair, the legs groaning under his weight, he crossed his arms, the fabric of his suit bunching around his elbows.

    He spent some time gazing around the room until he locked his eyes on the man.

    The man didn’t move. Not once. He kept staring at Luc through the greasy veil of his long, unwashed, unkempt hair. Which could be extended to the rest of him. Though Luc knew for a fact that this prison had bathroom facilities, obviously this man had been too distracted to care for himself. Or perhaps he hadn’t had the time.

    Despite the four walls of this thick prison, a man as accomplished as Blake could still ply his trade.

    Shifting back and forth in his chair until the sound of the legs groaning filled the room, Luc came to a stop, sniffing as he brought a hand down and started to drum his fingers on the steel table. “We can do this the long way or the short way – the pleasant way…” he let his lips spread wide in anticipation, “or the painful way. You choose.”

    “I’m honored,” the man said, voice little more than a growl.

    Luc tilted his head to the side. “So you know who I am, then?”

    The guy continued to look at Luc with his yellowed, bloodshot eyes from beneath his cracked veil of hair. “Yes,” the man replied. His voice never rose beyond the same dark, twisted pitch.

    This man would have little to celebrate. Little to laugh about.

    He was what happened to a human soul when it contracted one too many sins.

    “Let’s cut to the chase,” the man began. “I’ll negotiate.”

    Luc let one eyebrow lift on his admittedly perfect visage. Just as he could change his accent, he could – and often did – change his appearance. Yes, he had a fundamental form, but no, it hadn’t been seen in centuries.

    “If you know much about me – you must realize that only I decide who I negotiate with,” Luc said, enunciating every word clearly. He also brought a finger up, tapped it on the top of the cross, and then drummed it there for three beats. With every drum of his finger, the cross was knocked further into the steel.

    All it took was the barest movement of his finger – no strength, no power.

    Though he tried not to react, Luc could taste Blake’s fear as it rose through his heart, as it pulsed and shuddered in his veins, and, more than anything, as it made him desperate.

    “This one’s good. Trust me, you want to know about it,” Blake promised, his words whip-crack fast as his tongue licked quickly over his lips.

    Luc brought his hand back, shifted in his chair, crossed his arms, tilted his head, and looked ahead. “I’m aware of your recent jobs. But I can’t say they fill me with awe. You’re a small-time assassin, Henry Blake, and always have been. And through the alliance, I have been requested to exorcise you.” He got down to business as he reached forward, clutched his hand around the cross – which was now buried in the steel – and wrenched it free.

    He rose and walked toward Henry Blake, feeling the evil wafting off him from here. All Luc had to do was follow it like you would a rope through the dark. It would lead to Henry’s heart, which was incidentally where Luc would stick this crucifix.

    Henry Blake reacted, jolting backward, but he couldn’t push back from the table and break the sacred chains locking him in place. He brought his hands up in a supplicating position – but it wasn’t one you would use against the local Catholic priest. His thumbs were bent in until the nails touched, and his pinky fingers were spread wide.

    It was the symbol of allegiance with the Dark Lord.

    Luc paused, but not because that hand gesture surprised him. He’d peered into Henry’s past. Even if Henry wasn’t aware of it – even if Luc’s nostrils didn’t flare – Luc could sniff it on him. All those sins. A life dedicated to the dark.

    If it weren’t for the alliance – and Luc’s wretched position in the middle of it – he would offer Blake a job.

    But Luc only had a license to negotiate with a few.

    He brought his hands up higher just as he clutched the cross above his head, intending to use the sharpened edge to cut right through Henry’s heart.

    “My last hit – I’ll give it to you. It’s worth a lot. It’ll be yours.”

    “I’m sure it is. But it doesn’t matter. You have nothing—” Luc began.

    “It didn’t come from the dark side,” Henry hissed, his lips now moving so fast, they could have torn free from his face. “It came from the Church. They contacted me. They wanted me to kill one of their own,” he said, trying to spit his words out so fast they became a mumbled, muttered mess.

    Luc hesitated, releasing the tension in his limbs that would’ve allowed him to plunge the cross through Henry’s chest as easily as a man cutting into soft butter. He tilted his head to the side, allowing his eyes to partially shut. “What?”

    Henry took a rattling wheeze of a breath. “It came from the church. A hit. They want me to kill some girl. Ain’t a sinner – I did a séance on her. Hasn’t killed. Checked her up through police records – no crimes. But they want her dead. And they were willing to pay with my sins.”

    At that revelation, Luc stiffened. “Clarify.” Though throughout most of the conversation his voice had remained easy and unrestrained, now it bottomed right out, and even someone who wasn’t aware of the dark arts would hear his natural power beneath.

    “My sins – they said they would expunge them from the Holy Record. They said I could go back to a normal life. They said,” Henry gagged, “they would protect me from you.”

    Luc tilted his head all the way to the side now. Any further, and he would practically be lying down. “That’s… interesting.”

    The light in this interrogation room was harsh, the fluorescent globes above Luc still glinting off the cross, and he watched Henry’s eyes widen as he stared at the cross then back to Luc.

    As Henry’s eyes widened, Luc looked right into his soul. An ability he had not lost when he’d been forced into the alliance.

    An ability that came easily to all the sons of Satan.

    Hadn’t Luc mentioned that yet? His particular family heritage?

    You’d find out soon enough.

    “Prince,” Henry said, taking another breath that garbled his words and made it sound as if he’d already slit his throat, “I’ll give you her address – I’ll transfer the contract over to you.”

    Luc let his tongue slowly press out and lock over his teeth, taking particular pleasure as it pressed past the pointed tips of his canines. “I have no use for your award. My sins cannot be expunged in the Ledger of Heaven.”

    “But… if I transfer the contract over to you… it… must be worth something.”

    “Indeed, it is. And you will tell me the Church’s target.”

    Henry took another garbled breath. “Some young woman. Maggie… Maggie Brown or something. I got her address. Wrote it down in my black book.” He reached a hand through the unbuttoned top of his prison uniform and plucked out a small black, leather-bound book. One he shouldn’t have. He was in prison – and though this country’s penal budget had been significantly cut, one would hope they wouldn’t allow prisoners to keep ledgers of their contract killings.

    But Henry was a resourceful fellow. Luc had read his file – and he could see it in Henry’s eyes. Henry knew more dark magic than your average goon.

    Luc reached a hand out, and Henry paused for a single second until he winced and passed the book over.

    Luc closed his hand around it.

    Then as Henry stared up at Luc with hopeful eyes, Luc exorcised him.

    Henry Blake was a bad man, and it was up to bad men like Luc to keep the balance.

  
    Chapter 2

    Maggie Brown

    She stood at the threshold of her door, staring at the darkened house within.

    She shook. She was cold all over. She’d never felt this cold, in fact.

    This wasn’t fair.

    Two weeks ago, her life had been perfect. Okay, not perfect – but it had been getting better.

    The crazy childhood and screwed adolescence that had followed her like the plague had passed. She’d been getting back on her feet. She’d had a well-paid job. She could afford the rent on a nice house – even if it was out of town. And she was finding her feet.

    Then two weeks ago, all that had changed.

    Now… she just didn’t know.

    She pushed against the door, letting it swing open, tuning out the irritating squeak of the hinge that echoed through her cold, dark kitchen and living room.

    She walked in, swallowed, and pressed a hand over her eyes. She stood there on the threshold as another wave of fear slammed into her.

    She… didn’t know what to do.

    It took her several seconds before she could bear to pull her hand from her eyes. She faced her dark kitchen.

    She brought an arm around and slapped a hand on the wall, searching out the light switch. She found it and flicked it.

    No power.

    Great.

    Could anything else go wrong in her life?

    The answer was yes.

    As she brought a hand up and worked a few stray tears from her eyes, she stumbled through her kitchen, trying to use the dim streetlight from beyond to navigate through the chairs and furniture.

    She snagged her toe against a chair, despite her best efforts, and stumbled over it. She caught herself before she could topple over and cut her head.

    The chair fell. It clattered to the floor with a thump.

    There was another thump.

    … She swore there’d been a thump just as the chair had dropped.

    It’s paranoia, she tried to tell herself. Nothing but the paranoia of a woman who’d had her life destroyed over the past two weeks. Her body was full of adrenaline, and it was causing her to hear bumps in the dark.

    Then there was another thump.

    One of her hands shot up, and she clutched the cross around her neck. As she did, her ring clinked against it. The same ring her uncle had written about in the box of papers she’d found in his cupboard.

    The box of papers that had ruined her life in a single day.

    They’d been there at the back of her uncle’s closet. He was dead – long dead – but it was the first time she’d gone to his house in years. His sister – an old spinster who was so into Catholicism that every single room in the house had possessed at least two crosses on the wall – had left the house practically untouched. It was in the same state Uncle Ray had left it in before he disappeared five years ago.

    As for Auntie Camille, she'd died two weeks ago, and Maggie had found the cupboard during the wake.

    She’d always been intensely curious about Uncle Ray as a child. A priest – but unlike ordinary fathers, it’d taken him more than seven years to train for his position. It’d been more like 20 years, apparently.

    If Father Smith had been her rock, it was only because Uncle Ray had been taken from her five years ago.

    So yeah, she’d been curious. Yeah, she’d wanted to find any information she could about him. More than anything, his mysterious disappearance five years ago – though everyone was pretty sure he was dead by now – had derailed her.

    It’d sent her off the deep end.

    So when she’d spied that closet, she’d opened the door and rifled through it. It hadn’t taken her long to find the box.

    She'd remembered it. When he’d been alive, he’d been so protective over the box. He'd said it contained family secrets.

    Whenever she’d asked to see it, he’d always put it on top of the cupboard out of her reach.

    Now there’d been no one to stop her.

    So she’d opened the box.

    And now?

    Right now?

    There was someone in her house.

    Her whole body stiffened as she heard the soft but perceptible sound of footfall against her hallway runner.

    She bolted for the door.

    But the door, though it had been half open, suddenly slammed shut as a massive gust of wind caught it.

    The sound of it banging closed was strong enough that it reverberated through the entire house and shook the floor.

    She reached toward it, intending to yank it open, intending to run back to her car and get the heck out of here, but as soon as she clutched hold of the handle, it rattled loosely in her grasp, bits of it falling off into her fingers.

    Yes, this house was old – it was all she could afford – but no, the handle had never broken like this before.

    “Oh lord,” she whispered under her breath, her voice too startled and small to carry far. No matter how hard she rattled the handle, there wasn’t enough of it left to open the door.

    She turned. She pressed her back against the door just as she heard footsteps in front of the closed corridor door that led to the rest of the house.

    She stared at the handle in her fingers.

    She crammed a hand over her mouth and tried to stop her ragged breathing in the stupid hopes that whoever was out there didn’t know she was already in here.

    There was no point.

    You have to fight, a voice in her head said. It sounded like her uncle – she swore it did. Despite the fact he’d been the most pious man she had ever met, he’d also been proactive. He’d been the kind to get amongst the disaffected communities in their area and show them another path.

    He was a man of action.

    No, sorry – he’d been a man of action.

    Maggie was just soldered to the spot.

    She heard the handle from the hall door rattle.

    She had no phone – it was back in her car.

    As for a weapon, she inched forward and grabbed one of the chairs and held it as the door opened.

    … No one came through.

    The door handle had rattled, and the door had certainly squeaked open, the sound of its unoiled hinges loud enough to be heard across the street.

    But there was no one behind it.

    She felt the same wind that had slammed her front door shut whistling past her cheek. It caught the ends of her hair and sent them tumbling over her shoulders.

    And she swore she heard something on it. A mutter, a dark hiss. Something that shouldn’t be there.

    She didn’t move.

    Despite the fact there was no one behind the hall door, she couldn’t encourage her hands to let go of the chair.

    She just stood and waited. Her eyes darted back and forth as she surveyed the kitchen, as she searched through every shadow.

    As for the wind, it kept catching the door into the kitchen. It continually swung it back and forth, the sound of its hinges groaning filling her mind.

    A part of her told her she couldn’t stand here forever – that she had to go out and find out for certain if someone was in her house. Or if this had just been the wind.

    No. It couldn’t be the wind. She’d heard footsteps.

    And she heard them again, didn’t she?

    Right behind her. Clear as day.

    She spun on the spot, lurching forward, clutching the chair high and bringing it around.

    … But there was no one there.

    Honestly, there was nothing.

    Then she heard the footsteps right behind her. Loud, heavy, and unmistakable.

    She screamed, the sound choked and messy as it tore from her throat. She swung on her foot, hair slicing over her cheeks as she brought the chair around. She swung it forward, losing her footing, her leg banging harshly into the edge of the table, hard enough that she would have a hell of a bruise.

    That didn’t matter; there was still no one there.

    Her eyes were as wide as they could possibly be, drawing in the dim light creeping through the crack in her kitchen curtains.

    There was nothing. Until behind her, footsteps echoed out.

    She spun, letting the chair drop as her tired muscles began to twitch. She pressed her back against the table, her hips banging into it. Her eyes darted from left-to-right, but she couldn’t find anything.

    Just as her adrenaline spiked, something tapped her shoulder. It was like someone reaching out and touching her then erasing the fact they’d ever existed.

    She screamed again, clutching her shoulder wildly.

    She thought she felt a hand.

    She screeched and spun.

    
      What the hell was happening?
    

    Those ghostly touches continued.

    Did she believe in ghosts?

    Did she believe in demons? Did she believe in the denizens of Hell?

    Did she believe, full stop?

    Her whole family did. Especially her uncle. Her uncle had taught her everything she knew. That’s why she had gone to the Church – to Father Smith – after he died.

    But did she honestly believe in God, in the Devil, in Heaven, in Hell?

    No. She’d been down that path before, and it had almost destroyed her sanity.

    That didn’t stop her from quaking on the spot as something happened to her house.

    She couldn’t deny that something was out there as its ghostly touch wrapped itself around her arm.

    She jolted hard into the table and fell. She rocketed to her feet and ran for the door that led out of the kitchen.

    Though it had been swaying on its hinges as it was caught in that unexplainable wind, suddenly it slammed closed.

    “No,” she shrieked as she reached it, latched a hand on the handle, and tried to wrench it open.

    But again the handle disintegrated in her fingers, and the spring shot out, zipped past her, and pinged into the darkness.

    She froze, standing as rigidly as someone waiting to be hung.

    Behind her, the footfall continued to echo

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
  EPUB/cover.jpg
FROM THE AUTHOR OF WITCH'S BELL AND TII{E GALACTIC COALITION ACADEMY

“ODETTE C!






EPUB/images/logo.jpg
ODETTE @LL





