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      Blurb

      

      
        With nowhere to run, it's time to fight. And Valerie can't stop fighting. Which is good. Because her enemies don't stop coming.
      

      The Black Rose ups the ante. When he kidnaps Ridvarn, Valerie will stop at nothing - including necromancy - to get him back.

       You see, this vampire bride knows who she works for.

      ....

      Prince of Roses follows a faery fighter and her vampire employer fighting his enemies to claim the city and each other. If you love your urban fantasies with action, heart, and a splash of romance, grab Prince of Roses Book Three today and soar free with an Odette C. Bell series.
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    Chapter 1

    I turned slowly.

    Right behind me was the Black Rose. Except I couldn’t see his face. It was obscured by some kind of shimmering static veil. I meant static like white noise. His face was being actively blurred.

    The only thing I could possibly recognize was his hands as they stretched toward me. Rather than try to grab my wrist, he pointed one stiff, dead white finger at Jefferson’s comatose form.

    The fay was out for the count.

    Clearly the Black Rose wanted him out for longer. “Kill him, or I kill the shifter. You get to choose.”

    I took a staggering step back.

    Jake was still behind me. He was propped up against the wall. I caught sight of his expression out of the corner of my eye. His cheeks were slack with total fear.

    He said nothing. What was the point? We were both trapped now.

    I knew what I would and would not do. I stood my ground, but I did not turn around and kill Jefferson. I shook my head once in a defiant move.

    “I will give you one more chance. Kill Jefferson, or I will kill the shifter.”

    “I’m not playing games—”

    “I assure you, they are not games.” The Black Rose took a step forward.

    I’d fought a lot over the past 20 minutes, including a frigging grave demon.

    Sure, the appearance of the Black Rose had scared me, but what was to say I couldn’t fight him?

    As that possibility flared within me, I must’ve shown it visibly, because the Black Rose ticked that white, extended finger back and forth. “I would not bother, Valerie. You may have defeated a grave demon, but there is no way you could possibly go after me.”

    “Grave demon?” Jake spluttered.

    I didn’t turn. I wouldn’t for the world. As I knew that the second I pulled my gaze off the Black Rose, he’d tighten his fingers around my throat.

    He kept his finger extended. It didn’t deviate once. It was held so straight, it was like it was attached to a spirit level. “You have five more seconds. Kill Jefferson—”

    “Why the hell do you want to kill him? Isn’t he your greatest fighter?”

    “Correction. You will be my greatest fighter from now on. This is just a rung on your ladder to the top. Now, kill him.”

    I paled. I shook my head.

    “Five,” he began.

    I shook my head harder.

    “Four,” he continued.

    “There’s no way I’m going to kill a man for you—”

    “Then I will kill a man for you. Three,” his voice pitched down low.

    I jerked forward. If I was gonna go down, I was going to go down fighting.

    Before I could take another step toward him, this shimmering field locked into place between us. I went to form a fist and punch it, but something suddenly snagged hold of my shoulder. It yanked me back.

    It was Jake. I couldn’t even imagine how he was on his feet. He looked so broken, he was like a china doll someone had thrown off a tower.

    “You can’t, Valerie. It’ll fry you.”

    “I don’t care. I’m not gonna kill—”

    “Then just let me die. I’m half-dead anyway.”

    Terrified, I stared at Jake. He was pale, and it looked as if he’d seen better days, but he wasn’t half dead.

    “You have run out of time.” The vampire closed his hand into a fist.

    I winced. I didn’t move. But when the Black Rose stretched his hand out toward Jake, I jolted in front of it and spread my arms wide. “You have to go through me first.”

    “Correction. Jefferson will have to go through you.” The Black Rose twisted his hand to the side in this dramatic move that looked as if he was unfurling something.

    I heard Jefferson creak. It was like listening to a puppet picking itself up out of a cupboard.

    I turned my head over my shoulder and stared at him. He staggered to his feet. At first, it didn’t even look as if he was awake. Then his eyes snapped open, and they locked on me. I could see this fire inside of them. It looked like something you’d see inside a golem’s eyes.

    “What?” I had a chance to stammer.

    Jefferson went for Jake.

    Jake was quicker, and he managed to push me back. But I wasn’t about to be shoved out of this fight forever. I hit the opposite wall, turned my feet around, planted them into it, then flipped. I got between Jake and Jefferson before Jefferson could land a single blow.

    “Good,” the Black Rose chuckled.

    I tried to place his voice. Though I couldn’t see his face, I had other ways to identify him. I’d heard every single one of the seven vampires in the Council speaking.

    But, try as I might, I couldn’t recognize his guttural tones. Obviously the static spell preventing me from seeing his face was modulating his voice, too.

    “Stay back, Valerie,” Jake spluttered.

    He already sounded like he was choking, and all he’d done was put on a burst of speed. He would be mincemeat in Jefferson’s hands the second Jefferson landed a blow.

    So I sneered, parted my lips tightly over my teeth, and shunted forward. I shoved my shoulder into Jefferson. I let magic blast over me. It wasn’t enough that it lit up the corridor, but it didn’t need to. What it lacked in showiness, it made up for in effectiveness.

    Over the past week, Charlie had been trying to teach me how to be efficient. To do that, according to him, at least, you had to have a single target in mind and you had to strip back the rest of the world. You had to throw away every distraction, including the protestations of your own body.

    You had to make yourself into the equivalent of a weapon. That is exactly what I did now.

    I let a roar rip out of my throat and tremble out of my lips as I shunted my shoulder into his.

    It was a solid, good blow. The kind that Charlie would be utterly proud of. It didn’t matter. It did nothing against Jefferson.

    When I’d taken him down earlier, he had fallen like a felled sapling. Now he was like a mountain.

    His eyes still glowed. As he shoved toward me and punched me in the gut with such ferocity, he could have pulled down the building, I caught another glimpse of his gaze. It was endless. Not in a good way. It looked as if his brain had been replaced by that of an automaton that would do anything for its master. It would not stop. It would not back down. It would continue to fight until it was pulled apart, piece by piece.

    I struck the wall. I hit it so hard, the plaster crumbled around me. It formed this halo around my head as I tilted my face back. I stared through the dust and sweat and blood.

    Jefferson took a step toward me.

    Jake roared and threw himself at Jefferson.

    I could see what was going to happen long before it happened. Jake would reach Jefferson and try to land a punch, but Jefferson would just shove his hand out, grab Jake’s throat, and snap it.

    “No,” I screamed.

    It happened again. I dug all the way down as deep as I could. I reached that point of power. It was a singular experience of true destiny.

    I reached the part of me that was the real vampire bride.

    As my scream hit the air, so did my power. It blasted out in a tidal wave. It smashed into the walls, shaking through them until they revealed steel girders.

    It cracked through the floor. It even took down great chunks of concrete from the ceiling. It also shoved Jefferson all the way back. He fell 20 meters down the corridor.

    Out of the corner of my eye, I saw that my blast also affected the shield between the Black Rose and me. It crackled and looked as if it was going to buckle, but the Black Rose quickly snapped a hand forward, spread his fingers, and bolstered it. Power bled out of his hand, sinking into the shield in great splatters as if he’d just cut his wrist and thrown his blood on it.

    I couldn’t see his face. But something told me that right now he was sneering both in awe and fear.

    “What the hell?” Jake spluttered. My attack had gone around him seamlessly. It had been like targeted missiles.

    He turned around, fear in his eyes.

    He didn’t have much time to direct it at me.

    Jefferson rocketed to his feet. Everything I knew about both fairies and ordinary physiology told me that should be impossible. He should be out for the count. But he moved exactly like the killer robot he’d turned into.

    He practically unhinged his jaw and screamed. The blasting sound shot through the corridor. It wasn’t just a noise. It buffeted into me. I staggered back, not expecting it to be such an effective attack.

    Jake squared off in front of it, pushed his shoulder forward, planted his feet, and took it on the chest. He was shaking, but he was clearly not about to give up yet.

    He managed to turn slightly, his neck muscles straining against the effort. “Valerie, get out of here. I’ve got this.”

    Got this? How the hell could he have it? Jefferson had turned into some kind of deadly automaton, and right behind me was the Black Rose.

    … There was no way to get out of here. Unless I did something dramatic.

    There was only one thing I could think of – that blood ghost and the way I’d brought it down. It had been playing on my mind for the past 20 minutes. Yeah, okay, so I’d had many distractions – including a grave demon. But in the background, it had been percolating.

    It suddenly reminded me of the glove on my hand.

    I had other injuries, but not as significant as my fleshless fingers.

    I knew that if I ripped that glove off, I would bleed profusely. And that blood could be used as a hell of a weapon.

    I turned around and glimpsed that shield for just a second.

    I tried to calculate something.

    Maybe the Black Rose could tell what I was doing, and maybe he was just a little fearful of the look in my eyes, because I watched him make that same movement. He spread his fingers and pushed them toward the shield as if he had just cut his wrist and he was splattering his blood against it.

    Blood. That’s it.

    All I had to do was scatter my blood on that shield, and it would get through.

    I hoped to hell I was correct. Because if I was wrong, I was just about to injure myself even more in a fight that hinged on me being fitter than both of my opponents.

    I heard a grunt as Jake just managed to stay out of Jefferson’s way. There was a finite amount of time he could do that for. In my estimation, maybe he could dodge for one or two more attacks, but then he’d be dead.

    I did it. Wincing for half a second, I gripped hold of the body glove on my hand, and I ripped it off.

    Even though I couldn’t see the vampire’s eyes, I swear they widened.

    “That’s right,” I exclaimed before I threw my blood forward, “I’ve got a trick up my sleeve. Literally.”

    My blood struck the magical barrier.

    In a single second, it was through. It just sailed past its defenses as if it was as impenetrable as air itself.

    The Black Rose staggered back, but some of my blood struck his chest. And critically, his face.

    It was a hell of a gamble, but even if a little had struck his lips, I might be able to get out of here.

    When he didn’t stagger back again, I attacked once more.

    Fortunately, my hand was bleeding profusely. That would happen if the only protection it had possessed had been ripped off as violently as somebody pulling leaves off a twig.

    It happened again. The barrier could not prevent my blood from pushing through.

    The Black Rose staggered back. This time, he pushed down to one knee.

    From behind me, I heard Jefferson suddenly stagger.

    “What the hell is happening?” Jake managed.

    I wasted no time. Once more, I threw my blood through that shield.

    The Black Rose was forced to roll.

    I finally had him on the defensive.

    I didn’t try my hardest to push through the shield. Something told me there was no point. Even if I could reach him, the Black Rose was already onto me. He would stay as far away from my blood as he could.

    I had to capitalize on this opportunity to get out of here.

    I turned. I’d never moved faster in my life. My boots left marks on the concrete.

    I shoved forward, grabbed Jake around the middle, and shunted my shoulder into Jefferson just as he teetered.

    I got a chance to look into his eyes one last time. There was nothing there. It was like he really had been replaced by a computer.

    “What are you doing?” Jake said.

    “It’s time to get out of here. We’ve got seconds – maybe a minute if we’re lucky.”

    I saw a door to my side. I didn’t hesitate in shoving toward it.

    “No, we need to head down the corridor – they’ll just catch up—”

    I ignored him, kicked the door down, and pushed him in.

    The room was empty. That didn’t surprise me. I’d already surmised that much.

    “We have to get back out there,” Jake stammered.

    No, we didn’t.

    I stared at the wall.

    This was a gamble, but something told me it would pay off.

    I reached the wall right in front of me. I followed the iron tinge in my mouth.

    I shoved my hand out. My electrified knuckles practically groaned with magic until they glowed so brightly, they could’ve rivaled several stars.

    “What are you—” Jake had a chance to say.

    My fist sailed into the wall. It cracked. I brought my fist back and punched it again.

    “Valerie?”

    “We’re getting out of here. It’s our only option.” With a scream, I smashed the wall one more time.

    The wall hailed down around us. Concrete chunks settled against my feet. They revealed the corridor beyond.

    That corridor was memorable. To be exact, it was the first corridor I’d entered after I’d been chased here from the car park.

    “Yes,” I stammered as I shoved through. When Jake didn’t follow immediately, I turned around, leaned in, grabbed his wrist, and pulled him with me.

    “What the hell? How did you know a corridor was behind there?”

    “It isn’t just any corridor. That hatch,” I shoved a hand forward and pointed at the hatch in the wall, “will take us back to your car park. Or at least I think it will. As long as this space isn’t as magically screwed as it seems.”

    Jake didn’t immediately tell me I was out of my mind. He finally started running on his own two feet.

    He was the one who reached the hatch first. He grabbed it, and rather than laboriously open the wheel, he just wrenched the whole thing off. I didn’t know he still had that kind of strength in him.

    I shoved him in through the hole first.

    “Ladies—” he began.

    “Injured shifters first,” I snapped over the top of him and gave him another shove in the small of his back for good measure.

    He fell down into the tunnel.

    I’d forgotten that it was so small.

    “It’s as tight as a can of sardines in here.”

    “Then become a cat,” I snarled at him.

    “Good point.”

    I heard him groan. He used up a lot of magic, but it was the difference between life and death, so he dug deep.

    Right in front of my eyes, he shifted.

    Apparently, it was a pretty intimate thing for a shifter to move completely into their animal form in front of somebody who wasn’t part of their gang. The kind of intimate that you would only really do with one romantic partner your entire life.

    He thought nothing of it, though.

    As he shifted into a cat, he ensured it was a small one. It was a bobcat, if I was any judge in these dark confines.

    The thing about big cat shifters is they could change into any big cat they wanted. The same stood for bears and wolves or any of the other animal shifters.

    As long as they stayed within the same species, they were good.

    He darted forward. He didn’t move so quickly that he left me behind.

    I was hardly holding up the team. I was going as fast as I could. And when I threatened to fall behind, I used bursts of magic. I centered them in my hands and shoes. I used them like blasts from a jet engine.

    Behind me, I could hear a scream. It was the Black Rose. I only had seconds. I had to use my every advantage.

    “Come on,” I roared.

    “You come on,” Jake snapped back. His voice was materially different. He was trying to speak through a cat’s throat.

    Still, I understood perfectly.

    This right here was one of the most pressured moments in all my life. I could fight, but running, I was rapidly realizing, was terrifying.

    When you were running, you couldn’t stop to stare behind you to figure out how far away your enemy was. You couldn’t use the fire and force in your limbs to fight them. All you could do was concentrate on getting away.

    I concentrated all right, so much it could have burned a hole in my brain.

    The tunnel twisted around. It was exactly the same as I remembered.

    I didn’t know how these strange corridors worked. The unfinished car park was miles away from Celestine’s manor. But in terms of the distance I’d traveled, they could barely be half a kilometer away from each other.

    When I was out of here, I’d have to ask Jake what the hell was happening.

    If I got out of here.

    I could hear something hit the tunnel behind me. It was scrabbling fast. It was also shaking the whole tunnel. It had to be Jefferson. He would be throwing himself down it as fast as he could, but his massive shoulders would be smashing into the walls.

    I thought I heard him grunting like a bear.

    “Come on,” I wasted the breath to scream.

    “You come on,” Jake screamed back once more. His voice was constricted with total fear.

    These were the longest moments of my life, even though they really couldn’t have lasted more than a minute or two.

    Jefferson was somehow getting closer. Jake was a frigging bobcat, and I was using my unrivaled fay magic, but Jefferson was still charging up close from behind.

    Finally, I thought I saw light. It was dull, but that didn’t matter.

    There was the sound of scrabbling claws as Jake burst through. “Come on,” he screamed, “nearly there.” I heard him leap back into the main corridor. He quickly changed into a man.

    I burst out of the tunnel mouth. I was moving so fast, I struck him. His large, appreciable arms wrapped around mine. I had a chance to be pressed up against his sweaty chest and look into his sharp gaze before he pulled me around and shoved me forward.

    He went to stand in front of the tunnel mouth, presumably to fight and give me a chance.

    “Hell no.” I snapped my hand around his arm and pulled him forward.

    There was nothing he could do to fight against my grip.

    “Crap, Valerie,” he took the time to waste his breath. “When did you become so strong?”

    “I’m a vampire bride, remember?”

    “That’s insane.”

    There was a lot of awe in his voice. A lot of fear, too. I didn’t know if it was directed at the situation or me. I figured it was for me and not against me.

    I barely knew Jake, but the experiences we’d had together had been pretty intense.

    We made it down that short corridor. Finally, we reached the elevator shaft.

    “There’s no other way up, is there?” I stammered.

    “Nope.”

    Behind us, we heard Jefferson scream.

    “How good are you at parkour?” I snapped.

    He just shot past me. He pushed off against the elevator shaft, jumped, reached the other side of the shaft, and repeated the move. “I’m a frigging cat. I’m the best. Now keep up.”

    I had a chance to grin.

    I shoved off the wall and repeated his moves. Jefferson was right behind me. He smashed into the half-open elevator doors. They grated against his massive form. Because he was bigger, wasn’t he? Out of the corner of my eye, I could see that he’d put on muscle like an addicted bodybuilder. Except he’d only had several seconds to do it.

    Magic was wrapping around his form. It was this dark, kind of dirty red. It put me in mind of boiling blood.

    “What the hell is happening to him?” I snapped as I kept close behind Jake.

    “He’s dying.”

    “What?”

    “He’s taken booster pills. Several, if I’m any judge. They are ripping through his body, using his muscles and organs to feed his magic.”

    “How long has he got?”

    “Long enough that he will be able to catch us and rip us to shreds. Now come on.”

    I stopped speaking. I concentrated on jumping up the shaft.

    I don’t think I’d ever focused more in my life. Ridvarn could have come in and done a naked dance, and I wouldn’t have noticed.

    I heard Jake reach the top of the shaft.

    “Come on,” he screamed. I saw him shove a hand down to me.

    Jefferson put on a burst of speed. He made a grab for my ankle. I managed to kick his hand away, but something told me that the next time he grabbed me, I wouldn’t be able to force him off.

    “Valerie, come on,” Jake snapped.

    Now Jake was only a meter above me. I could see his hand – it was close enough to touch, close enough to grab.

    I made a move for it, but Jefferson snagged hold of my ankle.

    There was nothing I could do but stare at Jake in wide-eyed horror as Jefferson yanked me down the elevator shaft.

    “Valerie,” Jake screamed right in my face.

    I was pulled down and down. This was the second time I’d fallen down this shaft. The experience was just the same. It felt like the shaft walls were moving while I was staying still. They got faster and faster until, with a bone-shattering smash, I fell against the elevator’s base.

    I was not provided Jefferson’s accommodating chest to fall onto. He spun me around and landed on me. His knees pushed hard into my torso. It was more than enough to pop my lungs, let alone knock the breath out of me.

    I had a chance to stare up into his face. His whole form was covered in magic.

    “Valerie?” Jake called after me. I knew that he was about to jump down the shaft to get to me.

    “It’ll kill you,” I spluttered.

    It didn’t sound like he cared. I heard the scrabbling of claws.

    I… had to get out of here.

    One more time, I had to climb the elevator shaft.

    One more time, I had to push this jerk off me. And one more time, I had to slip the Black Rose’s grip.

    I could hear footfall. It was him. It was quick and directed. It was coming toward me like a bullet.

    Jefferson brought his hand up and went to smash me in the face with it.

    I kicked. I let out another roar. I dug deep, and my fay power blasted out of me. It was costly, though. The more I used it, the more I had to give of myself. It felt like I was carving up my heart with every blast. I no longer had much more heart left to give. But I needed to give it anyway. Because while Jefferson was thrust back, he was not pulled off me completely. He tilted, then snapped back as if he was on a spring. Before his fist could smash into my head, I jerked to the side. His knuckles indented the base of the shaft by my left ear, moving so violently and with so much force, they cracked it and sent dust spewing out everywhere.

    “Valerie,” Jake called once more.

    Screw this.

    The Black Rose was only meters away. I could feel his attention on me. It was like a knife carving away every prospect I’d ever had. Every hope, every dream. All of it would fall under his intense gaze and darker desires.

    One last time, I dug deep. And one last time, I let my fay power out.

    Just at the same time, I could see that Jefferson dug deep, too. The booster magic in his body stripped it dry of every last ounce of power he had.

    He screamed, spittle flying over my face as he brought his fist down. I screamed, spittle flying over his cheeks as I fired my own fist forward.

    Our knuckles met. Power blasted out everywhere. It was as if two sonic booms had struck each other in midair. Force smashed into the sides of the elevator. The whole thing shook.

    I thought I heard the Black Rose hiss. There was even a squeak of shoes as he was thrust back.

    My head started to spin. I was woozy. My brow was cut, and blood covered my eyes. That didn’t matter. I shoved Jefferson off.

    He went to clutch at me, but his grip was weak. He’d finally lost most of his power.

    I turned around and kicked him right in
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