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      Blurb

      

      Games aren't always fun.

       Valerie wakes up one day - just a normal girl, trying to get by. She ends the day at the foot of the most powerful vampire in the city.

       When she finds out she's a powerful fay - one of the strongest in centuries - her simple life gets switched for one of action, danger, and intrigue. She must fight by her vampire's side, or she will die there.

      ....

      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 One today and soar free with an Odette C. Bell series.
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    Chapter 1

    The night was cold. All nights are, but this was worse.

    The window was open a crack, the gossamer curtain in front of it blowing around with every new chilling gust of wind. I sat on my bed, my legs huddled up by my chin. With wide eyes, I stared at the crack of moon visible between the fluttering fabric.

    Its light cast an eerie silver glow over the room. It had this otherworldly feel. A tarnished one. It reminded me of a rusted coin whose face you could no longer see.

    There was a sudden gust of wind. It took the curtains and blew them higher. It almost ripped them off their rails. It snagged hold of my bed covers and my light linen nightgown. It fluttered around my knees. And yet, not a single hair on my head shifted.

    My heart did. Beating at a million miles an hour, I managed to pry a hand off my knees. My limbs creaking, I pulled myself off my bed. I reached for my window to close it. But that would be when something snagged hold of my wrist.

    A man climbed right through and into my room.

    In the brilliant bright moonlight, I saw his face – every detail, every mark, every line and shadow. From his powerful pale violet eyes to his angled jaw, to his lips as they pulled thin over his white teeth.

    I couldn’t move.

    He stood before me, and he stared.

    I… I had to be dreaming. For the man in front of me was none other than Ridvarn Rose. The most powerful vampire in the city, a man who sat on the Council of Seven, an enforcer who kept the other magical races in line – that Ridvarn Rose.

    He didn’t blink – not once. He angled his head to the side. The look in his eyes… it was endless. Those two pale violet pools watched me, taking in every detail, never missing a thing.

    Just when I thought it would last forever, with me in his hand and me in his eyes, I heard a crack from downstairs. It was sudden, it was violent, and it pounded up through the floor like a hammer against an anvil.

    I jerked.

    Ridvarn let go of my hand. He tilted his head to the side and watched, his gaze slicing over to the door briefly before it magnetically locked back onto me.

    I could hear a creak on the landing outside. It was the sound of footfall.

    I lived alone. I didn’t own a cat or a dog or anything that could possibly be making that sound.

    So there was only one possibility – there was someone in my house.

    Ridvarn Rose just stood there, never saying anything, never interfering, just watching me like a show he’d been waiting for his entire life.

    As my heart pounded so hard, it could have torn from my rib cage, I heard someone pause behind my bedroom door. Even from here, I detected their breath. With every sharp, husky inhalation, my hair stood on end and sweat slicked down my back and in between the webbing of my fingers.

    The window was still open. Another gust of wind caught my nightdress and sent it fluttering around my knees just as the door creaked open.

    A man walked in. He was twice as tall as my diminutive form. The silvery moonlight couldn’t reach him. It cast his bulky body into a long shadow that made him look even taller.

    I couldn’t scream. The only thing I could do was defend myself as the man cracked his neck from left to right then threw himself forward.

    My whole life, I’d always run away. From every fight, from every dream. But this dream no longer let me.

    The guy reached me, pounding his suddenly magic-encased fist into my jaw. I was sent flying. I smashed into the wall beside me. My body struck it with such force, I went straight through the plaster and several supporting wooden beams beneath cracked under my weight.

    I waited for my spine to break. I waited to cough up blood. It didn’t happen.

    Because… this was a dream, right? It had to be a dream.

    The guy grabbed me by my collar and pulled me up. The fabric ripped down one of my shoulders. Another gust of wind grabbed the tattered linen and threatened to pull it from my back.

    But I had bigger issues right now.

    The massive man snarled again. He brought his face close, his sneer taking up my whole world. Then he angled his head forward in a vicious attack.

    I just managed to pull my face to the side so he didn’t catch me front on and shatter my nose. He caught me on my shoulder instead. Pain erupted through me. It started to challenge my assumption that this was just a dream. But it had to be. It had to be, because something was happening to me.

    Just as the guy picked me up by my side and threw me down with an echoing thump that could’ve torn a hole through the floor, I felt something within me. This energy – this unstoppable force. It began in my stomach – reacting to the aching, goading fear. It pulled its way up through every cell. It gushed into my back, it raced into my throat, and it spread through my mouth as I screamed.

    For the first time in my life, it wasn’t a cry of terror but one of anger.

    When the guy came at me again, one yellow-encased fist smashing into my side as he let magic spread out and blast through the room, Ridvarn Rose just stood there. He stood there, and he stared at me. Not once did his eyes deviate off course, even as the guy came at me again and punched me hard enough to make my frigging head explode.

    The wind continued to rage through the open window. My gossamer curtains whipped across the windowsill, making the only noise aside from my attacker’s grunts as he came at me again.

    This time, he grabbed me up by the throat. He easily pulled me off my feet. He brought me close enough to his eyes that I saw right through. They glowed this blood red – this fiery, chaotic color no ordinary human’s irises could ever achieve.

    They spoke of endless pain and endless power – all of which would be directed at me.

    I freaked out. One last torrential downpour of horror struck me. It shook through my body. It pulled up my hands, and it spoke to that power buried deep in my stomach.

    It rose through me in an unstoppable wave. Just as the guy tightened his fingers around my throat, just before he ripped it right out of my neck, I screamed. And I fought back.

    A wave of magic blasted out of me. It pulsed through the room. It smashed into my desk, upturned it, and sent every single paper on top scattering over the floor. It also struck the door. It pulled it right off its hinges and shattered the wood into a thousand pieces.

    It tore the covers off my bed and set my pillow on fire. But more importantly than all of that, it struck my attacker – right on his chest. He went flying. He smashed into the window, but he didn’t stop there. He was blasted right through. He sailed down the side of my house and out of sight forever.

    I staggered to my feet.

    There were two soft footsteps. Ridvarn Rose, the most powerful vampire in the city, stopped right in front of me. He pushed one hand toward me, his fingers open in a clear invitation. His other hand disappeared behind his back.

    I didn’t know what I was doing. My mind was fracturing on fast forward. I had… I convinced myself this was a dream, but now I wasn’t sure. Though I’d had crazy dreams my entire life, none had ever been as intense as this. As I stared at Ridvarn’s hand, I saw every detail. From the lines in his palm to the perpetually glowing red rose tattoo on his wrist.

    “Take it,” he said, his voice vibrating through the room. It was the first time he’d spoken.

    Lost, alone, and terrified, I lifted my hand. The wind was still fluttering in through the now completely smashed window. It gently brushed my fringe and sweaty hair like a lover’s touch.

    “Take it,” Ridvarn said, his deep voice vibrating through the room, shifting into the floor, and pitching up into my stomach.

    Closing my eyes briefly, I reached out. I took his hand.

    That’s when he brought his other hand around from behind him. I opened my eyes to see a rose – blood-red and encased in wisps of black smoke. He grabbed my hand, spread it open with a broad stroke of his thumb, and shoved the rose into my grip. He forcibly closed my fingers around it until they were cut by the scalpel-sharp thorns.

    As I stared up in shaking fear at Ridvarn’s face, my blood trailed down my wrist.

    Never taking his eyes off me, he slowly traced a finger down my blood. Then he lifted it up to his lips. “From today on, Valerie Stevenson, you’re mine.”

    …

    I awoke, covered in sweat and screaming.

    It took 20 gut-wrenching, fear-filled seconds until I realized that had just been a dream.

    Shuddering and locking a shaking hand against my forehead, I doubled forward. I grabbed my pillow from behind me, locked it against my stomach, and rocked back and forth. “What the hell was that? What the hell was that?” I bleated louder and louder.

    From beside me, my alarm rang. Its insistent tones shook through my reverie. It reminded me that, not only had that crazy nightmare been a dream, but the real world was waiting for me and I had 10 minutes to get dressed and rush for the bus.

    “Valerie,” I said to myself as I squeezed my pillow tightly once more, “that was just a freaking dream. It’s not as if you’ve never had them before. Now thrust it aside,” I forced myself to push my pillow off my bed, “get up,” I shoved off my covers and stood, “and get to work.”

    I rushed to get dressed. That’s when I noticed that my window was open a crack.

    It sent me straight back into the arms of that terrifying dream. I’d been somewhat lucid of the fact that I was dreaming while I’d been stuck in that nightmare. It was enough that it reminded me sharply of how real it had seemed.

    “But it was still just a dream,” I said forcefully once more as I marched up to the window, closed it, tugged my curtains shut, and turned hard on my bare foot. I had work to do – a normal life to lead. At the end of the day, no matter how real or violent, dreams cannot hurt you unless you let them.

    At least, that’s what I told myself as I left the house. When I returned, I would be a different person.

  
    Chapter 2

    I just made it to the bus. That dream was lingering. It wasn’t just chasing around my thoughts – I swore it was locked in my body. My limbs were heavy, and as I pulled myself onto the bus as it darted out from the curb, the bus driver cracked a sneer. “Not the fastest filly out of the barrier, are you? Now, pay and sit down.” Gesturing with his shoulder, he directed me toward the self-service box to his side.

    Choosing not to roll my eyes at his filly comment, I managed to stabilize myself by grabbing one of the metal bars next to the ticket register, and I brought my face close enough that the sophisticated scanner captured a snapshot of my eye. The little electronic display above the scanner blinked to green. The word human scrawled across it quickly, then the amount that would be debited from my account.

    “Valerie,” someone called out cheerily.

    Still clutching hold of the metal pole for support as the bus driver took to the streets like a skier down a slippery slope, I turned around to see my best friend and colleague, Cassandra, near the back of the bus. She waved me over with a grin on her lips.

    I made it through the other packed seats, pressing my bag hard against my chest as I did. I wasn’t honestly worried that anyone would try to steal my stuff. I didn’t have anything worth taking. I was just….

    I sat beside Cassandra. I rubbed my face.

    Cassandra instantly frowned at me. “Don’t tell me, you had a funky dream last night? Well, we’ve got 20 minutes before we reach work. What happened?” She crossed her arms. “I will be your agony aunt and psychic.”

    Several people turned around and stared at her on the term psychic.

    I tried to smile back politely. “She’s not a real psychic. She’s just a human. It’s nothing more than a saying.”

    Cassandra just scrunched her lips together and laughed. “No one actually thinks I’m a psychic, sweetie. If they did, they’d be too stupid for this town. A psychic wouldn’t be on the bus with commoners. They’d be out working for the government. Or living with one of the Seven,” she added as she leaned back, her faux leather jacket scrunching against the polyvinyl fabric of the seat. She waved at her face. “Can you imagine what it would be like to work closely with one of the hottest vampires on the planet? I wish I were a psychic. Beats working in dry-cleaning.”

    I just stared at her. At least the interaction allowed me to pry my tight fingers away from my bag. I drummed them on my knees instead. “What would be so great about living with one of the Seven? Presumably, you’d be indentured to them. I could think of better things than working for a vampire lord.” Unlike Cassandra, I controlled my tone.

    It wasn’t as if what I was saying would be unpopular, it was just… not something you said on the bus, okay?

    The Seven didn’t just rule this town – they ruled the whole country. And versions of them ruled every city in the world. They were the means by which humans could comfortably get along with the magical races in their communities. Before the Seven had come along to control the otherworlders, it had been chaos.

    While human governments looked after humans, the Seven looked after the various magical communities. But they sure as hell were not democratically elected – let’s just put it that way. They were the most powerful representatives of the most powerful magical race – the vampires.

    While I understood that without them, the magical races would be almost impossible to control, I didn’t think it was fair that humans got democratic political autonomy when the best magical creatures could hope for was not to fall afoul of their vampire overlords.

    Cassandra suddenly leaned in. Thankfully, she controlled her tone. She did nothing, however, to modify her piercing gaze. Cassandra might technically not be a real psychic, but she had pretty ace observational skills. “I know what you’re thinking about. Stop it. If we didn’t have the Vampire Council, society would break down. Now, what did you dream about?” Leaning back, she patted me hard on the shoulder.

    I pressed my lips together. It was a slow affair. It was like I was trying to shut the only door into my tortured thoughts. But I had no hope of keeping it closed anymore – not now that I’d blurted out to Cassandra that I’d had a crazy dream. Most people ignored my dreams – but Cassie didn’t. She never had. Even back in high school when kids would tease me about my dreams, telling me I was trying to fake magical powers to pretend that I was more interesting, Cassie had always stayed by my side.

    She leaned in. “Come on. It usually takes a good 20 minutes to digest one of your dreams. Spit it out already.”

    I sighed. I locked my hand against my brow and let my fingers drag down. “There was a guy.”

    “I like this dream already,” Cassie approved with a purr.

    “Not like that,” I squeaked.

    “Ah ha like that.” Cassie just grinned all the deeper. “I heard it in the way you said guy. So tell me, is this the kind of PG dream we’re allowed to share on a bus, or should we keep this for work?”

    “Believe you me,” I crunched down and settled my elbows on my knees, “it was not that kind of dream. It was terrifying.”

    Cassie dropped the act. She followed me down, crunching forward as she settled a hand on my back. “What happened?”

    “I don’t know. This guy climbed in my bedroom window. He just,” I shivered, “spent minutes looking at me.”

    She made a suitable face. “That’s creepy. But you’ve always had weird dreams, right?”

    I shook my head. “It doesn’t end there.”

    “What happened?”

    “There was a crack from downstairs. I heard somebody down in the kitchen.”

    “Okay.”

    “Then my bedroom door opened,” I shoved a stiff hand down through my polo shirt collar and pulled it out, “and this massive guy came into my room and… we fought.”

    Cassandra made a face. “You mean like physically fought?”

    “Yeah. It was insane. I’m always running away in my dreams. Not last night, though. I…” I paused. I wanted to add that I’d used magic in my nightmare, but something told me to hold back. It was that same little voice that had been telling me to hold back since high school. Whenever I’d talked to people about my crazy magic-filled dreams growing up, they’d always told me I was a poser. I was just another sad human who wanted to pretend I was magical to make me more interesting. The other legitimately magical creatures in my school had quickly veered from finding me sad to actively bullying me.

    “What else happened?” Cassandra pushed, thankfully keeping her voice low.

    I shrugged. “I won the fight. And all the while… that other guy – the one who’d climbed in my bedroom window… just watched.” I remembered perfectly who that guy had been, but I couldn’t share. Not here – not on a frigging bus.

    Ridvarn Rose owned this city. He was the most powerful vampire on the Council of Seven. While most people would find it plain creepy that I’d dreamed of him, if there were any magical races on this bus listening in, they’d find it insulting. A little crappy human like me had absolutely no place dreaming about someone like him – especially not so intensely.

    Cassandra pulled her tongue over her teeth. “That has to be one of the weirdest dreams you’ve had.”

    “It’s not over,” I said. I hadn’t been wanting to add this bit – but out of all the details, it was the one that kept playing in my mind the most. I had to tell somebody to lighten the load. That, or I’d go mad. I had a full shift at the dry cleaners today. I’d be the last there until late at night. The last thing I wanted to do was be alone with my crazy thoughts. It meant my dreams would be even more hectic tonight.

    “What was the other detail?” Cassie asked.

    I pressed my lips together and blew a breath out of them. Here goes nothing, I thought. “The guy gave me a rose.”

    I was as quiet as I could possibly be as I shared that detail, and for the first time in Cassie’s life, so was she.

    She gave me this silent look. Her left eyebrow was ever so slightly arched. Her lips were thin and pulled hard against her teeth, and there was a sharp, slightly frightened, piercing look in her eyes. “Rose?” she whispered.

    I shoved my fingers back down my collar and tried to pull it out. I was wearing a comfortable polo shirt with the dry cleaning company’s logo on the front, for God’s sake. I wasn’t in a straitjacket. But suddenly anything touching my skin felt like chains. I managed a nod.

    Cassie leaned close. She placed a supportive hand on my back and let her fingers trail up and down my hunched, tensed shoulders. “Don’t worry. It’s just a dream.”

    Yeah. Just a dream.

    I sat back.

    A flash of movement out of the corner of my eye caught my attention.

    The guy sitting in the seats just opposite us was tall, thin, devilishly handsome, and probably a vampire. Though some people claimed that you couldn’t tell a vampire just by their looks, you could. All that really mattered was their eyes. Not only did vampire eyes come in a larger range of colors, but they had a piercing quality ordinary people could not match.

    They also moved quicker. And this guy moved like a frigging robot as he texted somebody. He… had he been listening in to the conversation I’d had with Cassie? It had been quiet and muttered, and though I would confidently proclaim that no one else would’ve heard it, vampires had formidable extended senses. If they were powerful and well fed, they could pick up conversations a block away. I hadn’t been expecting one to be on the bus with us. As representatives of the most powerful race, vampires tended to all be well-off. The kind of well-off where you could afford several sports cars and the concept of public transport was as foreign as Pluto.

    Cassie leaned in. “You should just put it out of your head. There’s no way it could be a symbol from Ridvarn Rose. In fact, I know what it was.” She suddenly patted my shoulder excitedly. “Did you see that news piece last night? You know, the one about the illegal fairy fighting ring that was broken up this week? They said it was at the hands of Ridvarn and his fays. In fact, I remember that piece clearly stating that he’d given out roses beforehand. You would’ve seen it and subconsciously brought that into your dreams. See? Nothing.” She fondly patted my back again.

    The whole while, I just paid attention to the vampire. “Yeah, sure,” I muttered.

    “It would be ridiculous for someone like you to get a symbol from Ridvarn.” I didn’t think that Cassie had ever been more discreet in her life. Her tone wasn’t just controlled. She sounded as if she’d been trained by the government to ensure her voice couldn’t be picked up by anyone but the person immediately beside her.

    “Yeah,” I muttered as I still stared at the vampire out of the corner of my eye. I couldn’t be sure – it wasn’t like I had magical senses – but something told me that while I was watching him, he was watching me.

    “I thought it would take longer to go through your dream,” Cassie said, speaking fast, either to distract me or to put my creepy dream behind her as fast as she could. “Now we’re going to need another topic of conversation for the rest of the bus trip. How about this – I heard from our boss last night that we’ve got a mega job today. Clothes coming in from a vampire party.” She scrunched up her nose. “You’re the one who’s best at getting bloodstains out. How about I take the front desk today?”

    Nobody liked dealing with vampire clothes. Bloodstains were a pain in the ass. One or two were fine – but sometimes you’d get silk blouses absolutely covered in the stuff or expensive suits that looked as if they’d been wiped over a bloodied corpse. What made it worse was that depending on the origin of the blood, some of it was next to impossible to get out. Fay blood was by far the hardest. It left this enduring blue stain that bloomed through fabric the longer you left it. If you left a single drop of fay blood behind, the whole top could be permanently ruined, and the customer would be furious.

    Still, clothes from
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