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Legal Rites Book Four Blurb

    
        

Something isn't right. Madeleine can't remember a thing that happened at the hospital.

Worse? Neither can Calista. And Calista is getting worried. She keeps saying this is the beginning of the end and Madeleine will soon be dragged so far into this mystery, she'll be killed and she'll take the rest of the world with her.

But Valstein wouldn't let that happen, right? He's the one man she can rely on to keep her safe. The only problem is, he's not a man, and he certainly has no intention of saving her this time.

....

Legal Rites follows a wisecracking witch detective and a vampire with dangerous secrets fighting a shadowy magical council. If you love your urban fantasies with action, humor, and a splash of romance, grab Legal Rites Book Four today and soar free with an Odette C. Bell series.
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    Chapter 1

    So, things have been… interesting. Sorry, did I say interesting? Goddamn confusing.

    Ever since the crazy incident at the hospital, I’ve been….

    “Neurotic,” Calista suddenly supplies in my mind.

    I clench my teeth, drumming my knuckles on the steering wheel of my car. “This really isn’t helping, Calista. And considering how… crazy things are at the moment,” I say through an exasperated gasp, “I really need you to be helping and not hurting.”

    “This is me helping. This is me keeping you sane,” she says triumphantly, her voice arcing up high on the word sane with all the pride of a doctor who’s just saved somebody’s life.

    I snort so wildly, I almost lose control of the car and plow into a tree.

    “Hey,” Calista blasts in my mind, “you need to pay attention to the road. It’s dark, and it’s pretty cold and icy out there. The last thing I want to do is die with you in a ditch.”

    “Then maybe you should stop paying attention to our problems and start looking for solutions, Missy,” I snarl at her.

    “Do you think I haven’t been looking for solutions? It’s been a week since… whatever the heck went down at the hospital went down, and I have been doing nothing but trying to find out what went on. While you’ve been lolling around and sleeping like some kind of disaffected teenager, I have been working,” her voice punches up high on the word I, and rattles with real pride.

    Though I grind my teeth together and snarl at her in my mind, I don’t bother to bite back out loud. Out loud, I take a breath. “What have you found out?” I can’t hide the hope infiltrating my tone.

    Which is crazy, right? Because you would think it would take the virtual end of the world for me to reward Calista when she’s being this rude and brutal.

    But you know what? It is the virtual end of the world. Or something close. Just how close, I can’t even tell anymore.

    I bring up a hand and swipe it across my suddenly sweaty brow.

    “Would you just do yourself the dignity of holding it together, please?” Calista says with an obviously exasperated tone that arcs up high and punches through my mind like a bell.

    I bring up a hand, lock it on my ear, and waggle it about as I try to chase away the distracting sensation. “Mind not screaming at me in my mind?”

    “Gosh, let me see,” Calista pauses, then she blasts, “of course I don’t mind. Like I’ve said, I’m trying to help you out here, kid. And considering you’ve got absolutely no one else to rely on in the entire world,” she really emphasizes the word entire, “I’d say it’s time to be nice to me. Now, more than anything, it’s time to trust me,” her voice bottoms out low.

    I frown. I get an odd feeling in my stomach – one that warns me that Calista has something nasty planned. “What exactly are you thinking?” I manage through a hiss.

    “What am I thinking? I think it’s time we start a full-blown investigation on Valstein,” her voice is like a whip on the word Valstein.

    Calista has vacillated between loving Valstein and hating him. Now she’s back to hating him. In fact, since… whatever the heck went down in the hospital, Calista has been pushing me to spend less time with Valstein and to control every interaction, ensuring there’s always someone else on hand.

    “We don’t have any solid information that he’s done anything,” I say, exasperation filtering through my voice. It’s the exasperation of someone who has to keep repeating the same thing over and over again. “We have no idea what went down at the hospital. The only thing we know for sure is that Valstein saved us,” I manage. I can’t keep my voice even on the word save, and it arcs up high and sounds way too girly. It gets the stupid, distressed quality of a damsel in distress admiring her hero.

    Yeah, I shouldn’t have to tell you that this pisses Calista right off.

    She now snorts like a bull that’s getting ready to rampage. “Would you stop it already? Yeah, I get it, okay – you’re a prude. And in your head, you just can’t wait to jump into the attractive Valstein’s pants. But that time is well and truly gone. You should’ve capitalized on the opportunity before we found out that the guy is a murderous liar.”

    My back arches on the term murderous liar. My hands clench the steering wheel even tighter, and for a moment, I forget about the dark icy conditions, and I concentrate my full attention on Calista. I really clench my teeth. “For the hundredth time – we don’t know what happened. All we can really be certain about is the fact that he saved us.”

    
      “We cannot be certain about anything. All we can really know for sure is that the only person who has any idea what happened in the hospital is Valstein.”
    

    I want to scream at her – I really do. Instead, I settle for beating the steering wheel hard with the base of my palm. “Which is precisely what I’m saying. Valstein was there, he saved us from whatever happened, and until we can find out more about the situation, we really need to give him the benefit of the doubt. Don’t you think he’s earned that?” I snap.

    There was a time when our roles were reversed. Calista was always the one to push me to trust Valstein, but now it’s the other way around.

    Though I really have absolutely no freaking clue what happened in that hospital I… I don’t know. Some part of me still wants to trust Valstein – now more than ever.

    Calista gives another god-awful rattling snort in my head – this one so loud I’m pretty sure it’s going to burst my eardrums.

    I almost swerve off the road as I bring a hand up, latch it over my ear, and waggle my eardrum. “Do you mind?” I spit with pure ferocity.

    “Do I mind? Not particularly. I would, however, prefer that you could have a conversation without driving us off the road. Now, pay attention, dear sweet, naïve Madeleine,” Calista really puts a lot of effort into emphasizing the word naïve. “I know something went down at the hospital. And I know there’s a reason I can’t remember. I know that reason wasn’t that Ellery appeared.” With every point Calista makes, her voice arcs up higher with more passion until it sounds as if she’s going to start screaming at the top of her lungs. And considering she’s trapped in my head, that’s going to give me one hell of a headache. “We now have to start a full-blown investigation on Valstein.”

    Though I want to keep laboring my point that we should trust Valstein, not be suspicious of him, I know I’m gonna have to throw Calista a bone. If I don’t, she really is going to give me hearing damage. So I sigh, my voice echoing out in the dark car.

    The lack of illumination inside my vehicle really isn’t helped by the fact this night is a seriously dark one. The weather has really pressed in, and considering I am way out of town right now, there’s no light pollution to keep me company.

    I’m on my way to Basilisk Cemetery – one of the original cemeteries in Knight City. Back before Knight City sprawled toward the river, it hugged the mountains. And that’s where the original settlement came from.

    It’s the original cemetery of that original settlement that I’m headed to now.

    Why the builders of said cemetery decided to name it after a fearsome ancient creature who could turn you to stone with a single glance, I don’t know, though by all accounts, the past was a shitty place full of world wars and plagues. So no judging.

    The point is, however, this is not a holiday. I’m not taking my day off and spending it carousing around the old cemeteries and settlements in the hopes it can improve my already dire mood. Nope. This is work. To be specific, the Chief has heard recent reports of exhumations at Basilisk Cemetery. Though it’s an old cemetery, and it’s no longer used, exhuming the dead without approval and without proper dignity is still illegal and wrong.

    Whether it’s a magical crime too, however, is yet to be seen. The Chief’s gut told him it was, and considering the Chief’s gut is really good at detecting two things – oncoming cheeseburgers and bad ass magical situations – then I’m inclined to trust him.

    My brief is this – pick the worst night possible, head out to the cemetery, hunker down, and wait.

    No, I’m not picking the worst night possible just because I get a kick out of subjecting myself to cold, icy conditions. I’m not masochistic or anything. The point is that if it is some magical fiend exhuming the corpses illegally, they’re most likely to come out when the conditions are the worst. After all, when the storms are a bruin’ it’s much more likely that free magic will blast down from the sky – and fiends do love anything that’s free. They’re kind of like the coupon seekers of the magical realm. Why waste their own power when they can harvest it from the heavens during fell weather?

    Though I’ve tugged my mind from Calista and locked it back on the task at hand, she doesn’t let me do that for long.

    She begins whistling in my head. And it’s not a happy tune. It’s one specifically designed to get my attention. And it’s no mistake that she sounds a lot like a gale before a storm.

    “Like I said, Madeleine Macy,” she continues, “it’s time to take this investigation to the next level.”

    “You keep saying that,” I say in an exasperated breath, “but what the hell does that mean? I don’t know if you’ve realized this, but this isn’t the first time you’ve decided to go full-investigation-mode on Valstein. It’s never found anything particularly useful. Because I don’t think there’s anything there,” I say quickly, taking yet another opportunity to defend him.

    She actually hisses at me like she’s a cat and I just stepped on her tail. “Could you please stop being so deliciously naïve? Though most of the time I like it, right now I really don’t want to be killed. Now pay attention, sweet idiot. The reason we haven’t found much on Valstein is, for one, that we haven’t been this motivated. For another, I think we haven’t appreciated how much he has to hide before.”

    I don’t bother interrupting to point out that I don’t have to appreciate anything – that this is very much a one-sided argument.

    For some reason my back prickles. It’s a cold, fleeting, darting sensation, and it makes me feel like I’ve just rolled down a snowcapped hill.

    I even bring up a hand, latch it on my shoulder, and try to chase the sensation away.

    “There, you feel it, don’t you? You can’t deny your intuition,” Calista barks out her words quickly, trying to spit them out all at once.

    I frown at her. “I’m just cold, that’s all.”

    “Bullshit,” she practically screams. “That was your intuition playing up, kid, and you really need to trust it right now. Because even though we can’t remember what went down at the hospital, odds are your body can. Every cold tickle down your spine, every gurgle of your gut – you’re gonna need to trust them from now on. Because they will be trying to warn you of something your brain has forgotten.”

    I go to roll my eyes. I stop.

    As awful as it sounds, I start to genuinely listen to her. I also frown. “Go on, then, put me out of my misery. What exactly are you planning on doing?”

    Calista takes a deep sigh. Though she doesn’t technically have a mouth and I certainly can’t see it, I get the impression she’s grinning. “The book,” she says with the vocal equivalent of a flick of her fingers.

    I frown even harder. “I’m sorry, what are you talking about? What book?” I begin. But then I stop. My mind ticks back to the book hidden under one of my large bookcases. The book, to be precise, that is the history of the vampires of Knight City. A book I, as a non-vamp, should very much not have.

    I hear Calista take a sharp breath. “That’s it. And that’s the key to getting out of this mess.”

    Though I really should take the opportunity to defend Valstein once more, I don’t. I frown. It’s one of those really deep, etching frowns that feels as if it will leave a permanent mark on your lips. “What do you mean? We’ve already gone through that book, and though we learned some important information at the time, surely there’s nothing else in it of consequence?”

    Calista snorts. She doesn’t even bother pointing out I’m an idiot, though, which further underlines how important she thinks this situation is.

    She just does the mental equivalent of rolling her eyes and then hisses right in my ear. “It’ll map out all his frigging enemies, sweet idiot.”

    
      “And why exactly would we need that? I thought you wanted to get at him, not protect him by tracking down all his haters.”
    

    There’s a really long pause. The kind of pause Calista only gives when she’s trying to drive home just how much of a frigging monumental world-shattering idiot I am. “Did you really just say that? I’m thinking you need to go back to the hospital just to have that frigging dense skull of yours checked over for holes. The reason, you numbskull, is that enemies are the first place you go to when you want dirt on someone.”

    I blink as I finally arrive at the long, damn scary drive that leads up to the cemetery. It’s right above us, nestled into the foot of a hill. I can just see the massive six-meter wall that rims the whole thing from here.

    I strain my neck as I look up at it. At that exact moment, there’s a massive flash of lightning that slams across the drab night sky, illuminating the wall in a very specific way. The way light slices and glimmers along a drawn sword, to be exact.

    My heart skips a beat.

    Calista has been quiet for a few blissful seconds, but it sure as hell doesn’t last as she grumbles in my mind. “Don’t be such a frigging coward. I remember fondly when you were a badass, Miss Macy. Not, of course, that it lasted for that long – maybe only a couple of minutes of your usually pathetic life.”

    “Calista, do you mind? I’m trying to get a feel for the cemetery before we wander in. The Chief is pretty keen to get this done. He wants this case sorted by the end of the week.”

    
      “Oh, well, we can’t do that.”
    

    I frown as I finally find the balls to direct the car up the crappy drive that heads to the cemetery. Owing to the general terrifying nature of this place, suffice to say, the council doesn’t bother to foot the bill to repair it anymore. Hell, there aren’t even any church groups or well-wishers who donate to a fund to keep the cemetery usable. It seems anyone and everyone in Knight City who has a brain and a functioning danger-avoidance system, stays the hell away from this place.

    As I slow the car down and navigate the pot-hole laden gravel, I tune back into what Calista said. I frown. “What the hell are you talking about, Calista?”

    
      “I mean we can’t possibly solve this case by the end of the week.”
    

    “You brave enough to tell that to the Chief? Because I’m sure he’d be really interested in hearing that excuse. With the amount of crap that’s gone down in this city lately, he needs every new case wrapped up as soon as possible, lest Hell get any ideas and decide this city is a good holiday destination.” Yeah, okay, so my joke is weak as hell, but you try being funny considering the current circumstances. Between listening to Calista and her doomsday speak, to climbing up this dead path to the cemetery, my mind really isn’t centered on the good side of life right now.

    Hell no. If there’s one thing my mind is doing, it’s trying to distract itself from… those sensations. What sensations am I talking about? This dense, tingling pressure in the back of my head. You know when you get a sudden fright or you wake up from a nightmare? For a while, your body tingles, especially your feet and your head. I guess it’s left-over adrenaline, or maybe your muscles calming down after their imaginary fight. Not the point. My point is that the weird sensation at the back of my head feels exactly like that. It tells me I’ve just woken up from a nightmare. Except it’s not going away….

    
      “Goddammit, you’re extraordinarily thick today, Missy. I’m not about to tell the Chief that we aren’t going to try to solve this case – just that we won’t be able to.”
    

    “And why not?” I ask as I finally make it up to the top of the looping drive and arrive at the car park of the cemetery, though car park is a generous term. An exceedingly generous term. It hasn’t been maintained in years, and now it’s overgrown, interspersed here and there with patches of burned ground. Before you can assume that said burned ground is the result of dark practitioners lighting fires on nippy nights to stay warm, it’s more than that. Primarily, it’s lightning. You see, Basilisk Cemetery has more lightning strikes than anywhere else in Knight City. A fact I’m more than wary of as I slowly draw the car to a park as far away from those burned patches as I can.

    
      “Oh for God’s sake, Madeleine, I’m trying to tell you that it’s statistically unlikely that we’ll make it through the week, let alone find the time between running for our lives to solve this damn case.”
    

    I sour at that damn comment as I turn the car off and settle my palms on the steering wheel. Though now would be a good time to push my magical senses out and try to tune in to the magical world to see what kind of vibes are out there – I can’t. Calista’s words are finally driving down too deep.

    She pauses. For all of like half a frigging second. “We need to treat Valstein as a priority. If we don’t, we’re not just going to run out of time—”

    “We’re going to run out of our lives too.”

    She pauses again. This time there’s an expectant edge to it. “Is that you?”

    Though I could pretend that Calista is just trying to make a bad-taste joke about Ellery, and the fact my mind and aura aren’t entirely my own, that’s not what she’s doing. Calista is asking if the old me – the suspicious, mouthy, angry Madeleine Macy – is back.

    As I finally get out of the car, tilt my head back, and stare up at the massive wall of the cemetery, I wonder the same.

    There’s no doubting that Valstein has done something to me. Since meeting him, my life has gone crazy. Hell, in the privacy of my own head, I can admit that my heart has gone crazy too.

    “Hey, kid, is that you?” Calista tries again.

    Is it me?

    Can the old me return before it’s too late? I close my eyes.

    And I nod.

    I need to face this, don’t I? All of this. Not just Valstein and Ellery, but all this world-ending angel-of-death shit that comes along with it.

    I find myself unconsciously bringing up a hand and locking it on my aura-blocker. It’s warm to touch, and it’s a nice distraction from the fell wind marching in across this hilltop.

    I feel my hair whipping over my shoulders and playing fast around my face.

    I don’t bother opening my eyes, though. Not until I drive my conclusion deep into my heart. With my fingers tightening around my amulet, I nod once more. “After this, we find out what’s going on. Once and for all.”

    Those words – once and for all – echo out loud as I turn, catch my hair, and focus on the cemetery.

    I walk toward it.

    For work must be done.

  
    Chapter 2

    “Oh, well isn’t this lovely,” Calista chimes in my head as we reach the main gates.

    Though the car park and grounds around the cemetery might be in total disrepair, the gates and walls are perfect. I’m not making that up. As I stop in front of the massive intricate iron gates and take a moment to draw in their enormity, I shake my head. “That was a hell of a preservation spell they cast on these,” I comment out loud as I stretch a hand out to touch the metal.

    “I really wouldn’t touch that if I were you,” Calista admonishes immediately.

    “What? I don’t feel any magic coming off them,” I reply in my mind, appreciating it’s time to keep things quiet in case I scare off all the wrong-doers in there.

    
      “Magic, no – rusted chips of metal that will cut your skin and put you in an even worse mood, yes. So just keep your hands to yourself and jump the damn wall, already.”
    

    I snort out loud. “I’m sorry, are you serious? You want me to jump the frigging six-meter wall? Are you mad?”

    
      “No – just competent. I’m the light guardian, remember? And you’re just the lowly agent. So follow my lead if you want to get through this in one piece, giving us time to finally, you know, save the world from Ellery and Valstein.”
    

    
      “Can you just cut to the point, already?”
    

    
      “I don’t know why idiots have been coming in here and exhuming corpses, but there’s one thing I can say – someone’s put a watcher spell on these gates.”
    

    
      “Wait, sorry, what? I don’t feel a watcher spell.”
    

    Calista drops into that specific silence she uses when she’s trying to punish me for being an idiot. “I’m not even going to deign to reply to that especially idiotic statement. Instead, I’m going to point out once more that there’s a watcher spell just beyond the gates. It’s designed to turn on the second the gates are opened.”

    
      “So it hasn’t seen us yet?”
    

    
      “Correct. So hoik up your pants and get ready to climb the damn wall. With my help, of course.”
    

    I don’t bother to grumble again, even though I probably should. I turn around, walk along the length of the massively tall wall, and wait until Calista tells me to stop.

    She does so in a ringing, commanding voice as if she’s ordering troops around.

    
      “Alright, stretch out your hands and get ready to turn into an iguana.”
    

    “I take it by that statement that you’re just going to make my hands magically adhesive, and that you are not intending to give me a tail,” I think as I nonetheless hold my hands out and stretch the fingers wide until my tendons protest with a creak. Still, even if they do creak, it’s nothing to rival the sound of the trees being thrashed around in the wind still whipping across this hilltop. It sounds like we’re in a forest that’s being felled tree-by-tree.

    
      “Hmm, tail, you say? That sure would be a nice touch.”
    

    
      “Cal, don’t you dare.”
    

    
      “As if I’d waste my magic altering your appearance in any way. I’ve already completely given up on your ugly mug. Now stretch those damn fingers as far as you frigging can. The more tension you get in your fingers, the better contact the adhesive spell will have with your skin.”
    

    I comply, even though my hands groan and complain. Finally, I get the required length, and I feel magic start to spread through me. It charges over my skin and leaps along my nails. It sinks down into my tendons and muscles, dancing and squirming as if worms have managed to wriggle their way under my skin.

    
      “Ah, that’s good. We’ve got great adhesion. Still, if I were a careful light guardian, I’d tell you to test your weight on a patch of the wall before you try to climb the whole thing – in case the spell gives up halfway up.”
    

    “But we both know that you’re a crap light guardian. So I guess I’ll just take my chances.” With that, I take a running leap and throw myself at the wall. I spread my fingers wide and slam them against the old, musty stone. Instantly, I feel its heat. And, fortunately, just as instantaneously, my hands stick and I don’t fall flat on my ass. As I start to climb the wall, shoving my non-sticky shoes into the grooves between the rocks – I concentrate on that memorable trace of warmth pushing through the stone. It’s memorable, because it’s magical.

    
      “Jesus Christ, Calista, can you feel that?”
    

    
      “Of course I can frigging feel that—”
    

    
      “If you’re about to remind me that you’re the light guardian and I’m the lowly agent, just don’t. Let’s talk about the fact that there’s a frigging mega-ton of magic coming off these stones. Weren’t these stones – like the main gate – spelled to soak up magical discharges, drawing them away from the graveyard so, you know, the dead wouldn’t walk, talk, and generally do things the dead should not?”
    

    
      “If by that dumbass explanation you mean to say that the walls of this cemetery were magically treated to ensure that all excess magic was drawn out of the cemetery so as to prevent unintended magic incidents, then yes, you’re correct.”
    

    
      “So doesn’t the fact that these stones are as hot as hell mean there are some serious magical shenanigans going down in there?”
    

    
      “An assumption. It could easily be because this cemetery has been abandoned, and that the council has been too stupid and lazy to come drain the wall in a few years.”
    

    I finally reach the top of the wall. I loop a leg over it, pause, and stare down into the cemetery. I’ve been here before. All new agents are taken here – or at least they were in the old days. These days there are other places closer to town you can take an agent if you want to scare their pants off and remind them that the dark side of magic is not to be messed with.

    As I sit there, straddling the wall, always sure to keep both of my adhesive hands pressed into the top in case I overbalance, I survey the gravestones and crypts. As soon as I do, a cold sweat slicks down my shoulders. It feels exactly like an icy hand running down my back.

    It hasn’t been raining since we got out of the car, but as I tilt my head to the side and notice the clouds virtually boiling overhead, I see that the brief respite is about to end.

    
      “Unless you want to get struck by lightning while straddling a cemetery wall, I suggest you climb down the other side already.”
    

    
      “Yeah, yeah – I’m just doing some advanced recon.”
    

    
      “That’s what I’m here for.”
    

    I shift to clamber down the other side of the wall, but I pause. There’s a flash of lightning in the clouds, and it draws my attention to the dead center of the graveyard.
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