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      Blurb

      

      
        Lillian's a rare witch, but power brings trouble, and trouble brings wizards.
      

      Indentured to the greatest wizard in the kingdom, Lillian just wants to escape. She can try, but the truth will follow her, for Anders Atticus has a terrible secret. He must track down a host for the Queen - a young woman to be controlled, bled, and used. Little does he know, it's the exact witch he just indentured on a whim. As they grow close and he learns her secret, he must decide what's more important - love, loyalty, or life.

      ...

      The Queen's Host follows a dour wizard and his indentured witch battling to bring down a tyrannical queen to save their kingdom. If you love your historical fantasy with magic, heart, wit, and a smattering of romance, grab The Queen's Host Episode One today and soar free with an Odette C. Bell series.
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    Chapter 1

    Anders

    I sat there, leaning back in the regal chair behind me, the plush red velvet scrunching underneath my purple wizard robes. Head angled to the side, eyes never closing, I locked them on the one thing that mattered in this ruined kingdom. The Queen.

    If my chair was regal, it was nothing compared to hers. It looked as if it had been carved out of the stuff of gods by gods themselves. There was so much gold in it, I knew for a fact that the floor beneath had been reinforced, not just with extra timber, but with magic, too. As had the entire room. We were currently in her opulent drawing room, a large, 20-meter by 20-meter affair with picturesque windows staring out onto the manicured gardens below, perfectly red roses blinking out like blood. An apt image.

    For if there was one thing the Queen was obsessed with, it was the very life-stuff of others.

    “Anders,” she said, tapping her perfectly manicured nails against the carved armrests of her throne. She had a throne in every single room. Including her bedroom, I was told, though of course I had never been there.

    You might accuse me of being presumptive there. The Queen, at least in her current iteration, had a very young face. A perfectly young body, too. If you ignored the blood.

    I spread my lips. “As always, I am here at your service, my liege.” I dipped my head down. It was a practiced move – one I had been giving since my time in the Royal Magical Academy. For it had been since then that my skills had been picked up by the Queen herself. From a tap on the shoulder since my first year, I’d been working for her, sometimes secretly, sometimes publicly. Now I was her official wizard.

    A title that brought me precisely nothing worthwhile yet every material dream I could ever imagine.

    “I find this body tiresome. It was only ever a stand-in, anyway,” she said as she picked up her perfect little hands, twisted them around, then meanly plucked at her cheek. “I find it getting old on me.”

    “I see, my liege. The body itself is only 20—”

    “I don’t care, Anders,” she snarled, once plush lips becoming whiplike, capable of cutting anything out of the air, including eagles or low-flying winged contraptions Man was starting to call airplanes.

    “That is truly problematic, my liege. We will hurry to find—”

    “I don’t want another stand-in host. I don’t want some girl’s body with her mind still intact,” the Queen said as she viciously tapped her long nails against her temple. You’d think she’d be kinder to her own body. But therein lay the problem, because she was currently in the 20-year-old body of a poor girl who’d been found by one of her other wizards.

    I had never inquired as to the child’s name and did not want to.

    Details like that kept me up at night.

    “I want a true host this time. Someone who can sustain my magic, my mind, and my youth,” the Queen said, lifting her hands up as if she were about to fall down in exultant prayer. But I knew the only thing she had ever prayed for in her life was beauty, youth, and power. To be exultant, one ought to have a thought for someone else other than themselves. I could tell you Queen Bethany had never thought of anyone beyond her own nose.

    Leaning back, I smiled, such a well-practiced move. The way it spread my lips, the way it arched my left eyebrow, the way it brought attention to my sharp cheekbones and jaw. All of it was programmed to get people’s attention – especially women’s.

    But if I thought a little charm would calm the Queen now, I was mistaken.

    Her fingers reached forward and clutched around her armrests, tightening with a squeeze. “None of my other wizards are capable of this task. None of them understand magical blood like you do. I need you to find somebody whose blood is the purest of all. Somebody’s blood who can finally sustain my righteous passion and dreams.”

    Righteous passion and dreams?

    I’d heard her propaganda before, not of course that I would ever call it that.

    I dipped my head forward, trying to look as if I had just been given the greatest honor someone had ever been bestowed.

    It was her turn to arch one of her perfect eyebrows. It slid up her glossy, dewy skin as if it were about to peel off, sharpen, and stab me in the chest. Long before it could, I came to my senses, and I slipped off my chair. I bowed in front of her, the only time I would ever become prostrate unless I was searching for something under the bed.

    Neck creaking, hands splayed flat in front of me, my robes picked up a few specks of dust.

    I’d clean them later. It would be impossible, however, to clean my conscience.

    “Find me a host, Anders. Find me the perfect blood. The face is irrelevant. We can work on that. But the body is everything. Something I can combine my power with. Something that will give me the immortality I seek.”

    I was lucky I was on the floor now, because it meant it was easy to cast my gaze downward, easy to lock my attention forward and hide my eyes with the bulk of my brow and head. The Queen didn’t want to see my expression right now – this sharp stab of flashing awareness that traveled through my pupils like a warning cry from a crow.

    Immortality, or so they’d taught us in the Magical Academy, was a fool’s journey. Head off down that rickety old path, and you will fall into numerous traps, not just of the body, and not just of the mind, but of the soul. Humans, by our very definition, are transitory creatures. The second you forget that, the second you ignore the fact that you exist to make a change, then to get out of the way so someone else can do the same, is the second everything breaks.

    Or at least that was the theory.

    It all depended on the grip of the person holding onto that claim. And there was nobody in Larken Kingdom who was quite as strong as Queen Bethany.

    “You’re dismissed, Anders. Find me the perfect blood. Continue your little clinic. Do what you have to. But find me who I need. You have a month.”

    My lips twinged, this moment of fear chasing through me, quick and flighty like a flock of tender sparrows. “It may take—”

    “You have a month, Anders,” she spoke right over the top of me, voice harsh like a whip. “I have grown quite tired of this body. I’m not even certain I’ll let her live after I remove myself from her.”

    I twitched again, treacherous lips opening to remind her that she had signed a contract with that poor girl. The girl had rented her body in essence to the Queen for the removal of her father’s debts to the state.

    If there was one thing Queen Bethany respected, it was herself and nothing else. From rules of decorum, to the stuff of the state, all were irrelevant in juxtaposition to her treacherous desires.

    “Yes, my liege,” I muttered.

    “Rise, Anders, and find me my host.”

    I rose. I nodded. I didn’t bother to neaten my robes. They felt far too much like old skin that needed to fall off. Perhaps, if I were lucky, I would fall with them.

    I turned. And I left.

  
    Chapter 2

    Lillian

    “Look, I can come back. I just… I know these aren’t appropriate work clothes,” I said, looking down with a frown at the rather frumpy dress that I’d acquired from my neighbor’s washing line.

    She’d understand. She was a good sort. Plus, she knew that I had trouble looking after my own wardrobe. Okay, looking after anything.

    I lived up in a loft barn on the opposite side of the fence from her, right at the far end of a busy farm.

    She was often cooking for me. Not because she felt particularly indebted to me or neighborly. Because the last time I’d tried to cook, I’d almost burnt the barn down.

    I reached up, grabbed my rather frazzled hair, and tried to neaten it out of my face.

    The other girls working at the dress shop looked over at me.

    I shouldn’t really have to describe the exact quality of their glances, nor the meaning of them. They jolted down to my mud-splattered shoes up my torn stockings and over my… extraordinarily voluminous dress. I’d had to fix it to my waist with a length of twine I’d found on the side of the road. It was covered in grease. Or was it called oil? I was having trouble keeping up with the terminology of those newfangled machines that had filled the streets for the past 10 years.

    Auto cars or something they were called, correct? They were a darn sight better than those terrible massive airships you’d see darting over the city all the time, especially on the weekends. It was like whales had taken flight. But where was I again? Oh yes, being fired.

    I could see a specific glint in my work mistress’s eyes. She clamped her ring-covered hand on her perfectly white satin bodice, and she shook her head once. If looks could kill, this one was designed to grab you, rip out your heart, take your possessions, and burn you.

    I tried to make a face, smiling a little, grabbing some of my frazzled hair and twisting it around my suddenly sweaty fingers in an attempt to distract her. It was just as effective as distracting a hungry, rabid dog with a piece of newspaper while you, yourself, were covered in meat.

    “I am the only witch here,” I tried to point out, going back to the very reason she’d hired me in the first place, regardless of the fact I didn’t fit the so-called mold. Every other girl who worked here – the most expensive, prestigious, and busy dress shop in the capital city – was perfect. From their curls, to their smiles, to their bright eyes, to their work clothes, always shiny, new, and free from stains. But none of them could practice magic. Problematic when we had a magical section of clothes to sell. From thick army jackets, to dresses meant to cinch in one’s waist visually without the unnecessary added stricture of nausea. The girls couldn’t deal with them, but I could.

    “I will find another witch. Anyone. Anyone other than you.” Shoving her bust out, her whale bones creaking as if she was about to break free from them like a ship getting rid of its mast, she poked me harshly on the shoulder.

    A little surge of magic tried to rise up to push her back. I smothered it. Not only did I not have that much magic, but if I attacked her right now – or worse, defended myself – the guards at the door would make mincemeat of me. Plus, it would ignore the fact I was desperately attempting to keep my job, not lose it.

    The barn didn’t come for free. I was almost certain I had gone through every single different establishment in town, from the bakeries, to the sweet shops, to the shoe makers, to the hatters – nobody wanted me anymore.

    It seemed they could not accommodate my particular style.

    I chose to phrase it that way – because that’s what my coven mistress had called it. I came from a quaint little fishing village quite far from here. A place where everyone knew each other and helped one another out. Not because they felt indebted to, because that’s what good folks did. I’d moved here to earn money. But I’d quickly learnt that the big city wasn’t like my small little fishing town.

    Nobody liked me, and nobody needed a witch who didn’t really know what she was doing.

    Still, I had to focus. Retain the job, I told myself, even squeezing my hand into a light fist to focus my mind.

    But my mistress took that as a sign of attack. “Guards,” she bellowed, her less than dulcet tones ringing through the very tall central room of this establishment, making her sound like a soprano giving out a death cry.

    I opened my hands immediately and spread them wide in an attempt to show her no, I wasn’t practicing magic. It was far too late. The guards barreled in, heavy, reinforced magical footwear crumpling the plush carpet.

    It would irritate the mistress, but it would irritate her less than I was, apparently.

    “With us,” they growled.

    “I wasn’t attacking anyone—”

    Too late. I got struck on the back of the head by a magical baton.

    I protected myself – but only a little. Enough to ensure that I wasn’t knocked out.

    Pain still erupted down my skull, into my neck, and across my shoulders.

    Agony accompanied by the laughter of the girls I’d once worked with. They were all behind the polished, glistening mahogany counter, and most of them leaned forward like leering gentlemen in a bar watching some show.

    I clutched the back of my skull, but both of the guards grabbed me up roughly, turned me around, and started to frog march me out of there.

    I kicked up my legs, knees delightfully free under my voluminous skirts.

    But the guards would have none of that.

    “Cast an Anders curse on her, quick. This one is too lively. I’ve seen her at work out back. Can’t let her get a head start on us.”

    I wanted to pause, tap the guard on the shoulder, and point out that I really wasn’t a very competent witch at all. It was too late. My skin chilled at the mention of an Anders curse. As would anyone’s in this town. Anders was the Queen’s witch. He was a wizard who had graduated with the highest scores ever seen from the Magical Academy. And he ran a very important store. Unlike this, it wasn’t manned with a bevy of beautiful girls. It had one shop assistant and thousands upon thousands of the greatest potions ever seen. They came with a certain price, of course. You could buy everything from curses to medicaments to love potions.

    They were all horrendously out of my price range, but I knew for a fact this store had a deal with Anders.

    The great oaf who had me shoved a hand into his pocket and grabbed out one of his curses.

    My eyes widened in a pulse of gut-wrenching fear. The exact curse he now had his hands on, when deployed, would knock out every single person in the room. You had to know what you were doing to use a curse like that, and it was rather frightening that he’d bought it without appreciating its range and power.

    “No. Don’t—”

    Too late. The great oaf picked it up, clicked his fingers, and gave it a spark of will. That was enough. The curse was written on a small slim piece of oblong paper. It suddenly twisted up, looked like a human being stretching out its shoulders, straightened, then illuminated. There was a very intricate pattern of circles and runes cast on it, and one by one, they lit up like that newfangled electricity surging through light globes.

    I had another second to scream no, but it was too late.

    The Anders’s curse was activated, and in a great whoomph, a cloud of white gas erupted out. It expanded through the room in half a second, and I heard thumps all around me. There was no more laughing from the shop girls and certainly no more grunting from my mistress.

    I fell down to both knees, eyes attempting to roll into the back of my head, but just before they could, I tried an old trick from my coven mistress. When one is close to blacking out, they must hold onto their consciousness. To do that, why, though it sounds silly, you must hold onto your head as hard as you can. It probably had something to do with the fact that in doing so, I shoved my fingernails hard into my temples and drew blood, distracting myself from the overwhelming urge to fall asleep.

    It worked though, and that was all that mattered.

    Rocking forward, I fell against the carpet, coughed up some of that nasty white gas, then twitched. I looked at the comatose guards beside me, rolled over, noted my mistress, then stared at the shop assistants.

    I pushed up to my knees.

    I bit my lip. Hang around, and they’d just think I did this. Best to exit stage left, as my worldly coven mistress would say.

    Picking up my skirts, coughing up another little cloud of gas, I twisted and headed for the door. Though I was staggering at first, in a few steps, I managed to make it into a run.

    And I would’ve kept running had I not reached the main door and run straight into somebody.

    Exactly the person I did not want to run into.

    My mistress’s husband was a constable.

    He could see beyond me to all the comatose people, and I watched his bustling mustache shoot up his face as his mouth opened in outrage. “What’s happened here? What have you done, you unruly witch?”

    “Nothing. I did nothing.”

    “Then why were you running?” he roared.

    My heart rate picked up, and sweat smeared itself across my brow and down my back.

    There was thundering footfall from outside.

    It seemed the constable wasn’t alone.

    Oh no. Much worse than that, his dear boss was here.

    The police in this town, you wouldn’t be surprised to find out, were not independent of the Royal family. In fact, they were controlled by a branch of the palace. And the man who suddenly appeared in a trim waistcoat, beige pants, and a very officious hat that matched the look in his eyes was an advisor to the Queen himself.

    He locked his gaze on the room, narrowed his eyes further, then looked at me. “You’re a stupid witch for attempting to attack this establishment. Take her away.”

    “I didn’t attack anything. Those guards used the wrong Anders’s spell. It backfired. Those things are far too powerful for ordinary folks to use.”

    Nobody wanted to listen to me. I said nobody, because the room started to fill up with far too many people.

    It seemed as if an entire party of policemen had been outside.

    Now as they filed in, my heart shuddered as it realized something rather awful. There’d be no getting out of here.

    As I heard several muttered complaints from the police, I realized something far worse.

    They thought I was some kind of terrorist.

    Not only would I not escape – I might be thrown into the most dangerous prison in the land.

    I started to sweat more, something my mistress had always told me was unsightly for a lady. I did not share her particular views. Sweating occurs when the body is under stress. And I certainly couldn’t think of a far more stressful situation right now.
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