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      Blurb

      

      
        Games aren't always fun - no, really.
      

       Valerie escapes. For now. News of who she is and what she's capable of spreads like fire. Ridvarn can't keep her safe forever.

       So it's time for Valerie to learn magic. The hard way.

      ....

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

    I reached the city street, but I wasn’t safe yet.

    Jerking my head over my shoulder, I fully expected the door to disappear just as it had the last time I’d thrust up from the subway. It didn’t. I saw something rippling through it. It wasn’t magic – it was pounding force. It told me that vampire had just managed to smash his way through the cave-in.

    Terrified, I stared around the street, desperate to find help. I didn’t know where I was – but a quick look at the skyline told me I was far away from the center of town near one of the industrial districts.

    There was no chance I would run into anyone I knew.

    … I was still on my own. As that struck me, I threw myself forward and across the road. There wasn’t that much traffic here, but I still had to dart in front of several cars. I winced as I heard them screeching around me. Providence ensured I wasn’t run over.

    But my luck soon ended.

    There was a bang from behind me. I’d just made it across the street. I turned my head over my shoulder. It was in time to see two beefy fays bolt out of the door. Their gazes locked on me immediately, and I saw as they reached for something in their pockets.

    I’d expected the vampire, but obviously he didn’t have the balls to chase me publicly on the city street.

    Turning around, my breath a lump in my throat, I ran around the side of the building to my left.

    I had to get out of here. I had to get to Ridvarn.

    I told myself that the first person I found, I’d ask for their phone. If they didn’t give it to me, I’d just take it. But there was no one around. There were cars, but I didn’t have the time to get in their way. Maybe it was just the specific streets I picked as I ran down them full pelt, or maybe the rain was keeping all sane people indoors.

    I staggered as I became more and more desperate.

    Tears rained down my cheeks and made my eyes sting. But nothing could slow me down.

    As I continued forward, I looked around the side of the building. My meager knowledge of this area told me this road would connect up to a major thoroughfare beyond. But it didn’t. There was a massive fence across it. There were several dumpsters nearby, but they weren’t anywhere near close enough nor tall enough to allow me to use them to leap over the fence.

    I slowed down for a fraction of a second. That’s when I heard screaming right behind me. Those fays were hot on my tail.

    “God,” I hissed.

    I threw myself at the fence. My mind started to calculate the few possibilities I had. I could try to climb it, but I’d never been that athletic.

    There was one other possibility – going through. But I didn’t have the required magic. I continued to tell myself that until I finally reached it.

    I heard those fays empty out into the mouth of the laneway behind me. Their attention settled on the back of my neck. I felt it like drills puncturing my skin.

    “Got her,” one of them said, pure satisfaction riding high through his tone.

    I’d heard their ferocious footfall as they’d powered toward me across the street, but now they slowed as if they no longer had a care in the world.

    I threw myself at the fence, but I didn’t even have the skill to be able to hold on. My fingers slipped, my nails snagging in the tight wire and ripping right down to my nail beds.

    I didn’t even bother to scream.

    I threw myself back at the fence.

    Still unhurried, the guys strode up behind me. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see that while one was angling toward me, the other stood guard at the mouth of the laneway, his hands in his pockets, his expression suggesting he wasn’t doing anything but just standing there and hanging out.

    I felt a set of strong hands settle on my back. The next thing I knew, I was being wrenched off the fence.

    I smashed down into the cracked bitumen.

    My head started to spin. I saw a foot pressing close to my throat. Before the guy could stamp down, his boot stopped a few centimeters away from my neck.

    My eyes pulsed wide.

    “The boss is unhappy that you decided to take this out onto the streets. Now, if you come back peacefully, I won’t have a reason to stamp on your throat. Got that?”

    Though my fear wanted to get the better of me and send me into a screaming fit, something wouldn’t let me. “Bullshit,” I managed, the word ripping its way out of my throat, even as it constricted and tried not to get too close to the turned-up sole of that man’s shoe.

    He bared his teeth at me. “What was that?”

    “You’re not going to stamp on my throat,” I wheezed.

    “You sure?” He jerked his foot back then brought it down in a quick move.

    I didn’t even bother to wince. His foot stopped predictably close to my throat without actually touching it.

    I just stared up into his eyes defiantly. “The vampire wants me alive,” I hissed.

    The guy initially looked disappointed at the fact I’d seen through his threat, but then he must’ve seen something playing in my eyes, because he brought his face down close to mine and sneered. That vicious move took up my entire world and crowded everything else out.

    “Yeah,” he said through a tight, violent wheeze. “I’m not gonna stomp on your throat. Because the boss does want you alive. And there’s nothing you can do to get away from him. Now get up.”

    He stopped threatening me with his boot. He stamped it hard on the ground, jerked down to his knee, and locked a hand around my shoulder. He wrenched me up fast enough that I saw stars.

    “You still on the lookout?” he asked the guy at the mouth of the street.

    The other guy still had his hands in his pockets, but if he was trying to act casually, any idiot worth their basic human instincts would be able to see through the act. His shoulders were up high, and there was so much tension running down his thick neck, it looked as if it had been replaced with ropes from a dock.

    “Coast is clear. But hurry up. I think I feel something headed this way,” the guy said quickly.

    The fay with his hand on my shoulder let out a pissed off hiss. Then he tightened his grip on my arm.

    At first, I couldn’t feel anything. Then blinding pain shot through my shoulder. It made my eyes roll into the back of my head. I would’ve fallen over, but he just tightened his grip.

    “If you don’t want to feel more excruciating pain like that,” his voice hissed by my ear on the word excruciating as if it was a burning exclamation mark emphasizing what he could do to me, “then I suggest you do exactly as I say. No fast movements. No nothing. You follow. Follow, or I do this to you.”

    Something blasted into my shoulder. Pain the likes of which an ordinary mind could not imagine, let alone experience, shot through me. It was like I’d just swallowed hot lava and it was working its way through my body in a relentless wave of total agony.

    I went to scream, but my throat was mysteriously closed off.

    I felt something tightening around my lips. I might have only experienced it once, but that didn’t matter. The trauma of the last time was still heavy in my bones.

    Crap, it was a gag spell.

    As it pressed against my lips harder, I wondered why the hell the guy had threatened me not to speak. There was no way I could work past this gag spell to let out a ragged breath, let alone a desperate scream.

    The guy keeping watch on the mouth of the road nodded at the one holding me. “Coast is clear, Luke.”

    “Make sure it stays that way.”

    Luke kept his hand on my shoulder. It was a clearly threatening move until we reached the mouth of the laneway. As soon as we walked out of it, he switched his grip to my hand. It would’ve looked like we were just a couple out for a pleasant walk in atrocious weather.

    He could hold my hand all he wanted, but he couldn’t hide my terrified expression. One look in my eyes, and no one would be able to confuse this for a polite midday walk.

    My fear couldn’t last very long, though. We caught up with the other guy, and he handed something to Luke.

    Luke fixed something over his finger then leaned in next to me. He swiped his hand down my face.

    I felt this… I guess you could call it mask lock into place. It made the air in front of my face hazy.

    Before I could question what was going on, I caught a glimpse of my reflection in a store window.

    I was now just staring out into space, a placid smile on my face and nothing but joy in my eyes.

    It scared me down to the depths of my soul, but there was nothing I could do to change it.

    We kept walking, my hand in Luke’s, the other guy up front as he kept a lookout.

    I’d managed to get away from that vampire only for this to happen.

    In my head, all I’d had to do was reach that door and get out into the city. But my head had been wrong. Because my understanding of this city was fundamentally wrong in the first place.

    When I’d been nothing more than a human civilian, I’d always thought that this city was safe. Not always perfectly safe for the magical community, but ultimately, it had law and order.

    The wool would never be pulled over my eyes again. This was the furthest thing from law and order you could get.

    Luke’s phone rang. He didn’t hesitate to reach a hand into his pocket.

    As he pulled it out, he winced.

    “That the boss?” the other guy said.

    “Yeah, Stan, that’s the boss. Who else do you think would be calling?” Luke closed his eyes, took a calming breath, jerked his head to the side, manipulated his jaw, then answered. “We got her.”

    I heard breathing on the other end of the line. I academically knew that someone would be speaking, but I couldn’t pick their voice up. It was like my mind refused to tell me what they were saying – as if it was too frightening to even begin to comprehend.

    I didn’t need to grasp far to recognize the voice, anyway. It had to be that vampire.

    The horror of his hand reaching out of the darkness toward me yanked at my gut. It looped around my throat and tried to throttle me.

    “We’re right near one of the secondary entrances,” Luke said. “We’ll be back in five minutes.”

    No, I only had five minutes to get out of here.

    I knew I would not have this opportunity again. I’d seen that vampire’s eyes. He wouldn’t make the same mistake twice. Not that he’d even made a mistake last time. My mind was brought back to that shaking and the screams I’d heard. My attention focused on the memory of a lion growl.

    It couldn’t have been Jake, could it?

    Even if it was, it was clear that whatever the threat had been, it was now over.

    My eyes widened in pure desperation as I searched the street for any way out.

    No one could see me, and I sure as hell couldn’t fight past the gag spell, despite what Luke thought.

    I would be taken back to that vampire.

    And then….

    The memory of him reaching out toward me and promising that he wouldn’t hurt me because we would spend the rest of our lives together struck me. It was like a bullet to the face.

    What the hell had he been talking about? I’d never met him before today.

    Though I hadn’t been able to see his eyes as he’d said that, something told me that at that moment, they’d been sparkling with certainty, not manipulation.

    Why would he think we were destined to be together?

    “It’s just up ahead,” Stan said as he arched his neck to the side. His muscles were still strained and prominent. They only became more so as we were forced to walk across the street at a set of lights.

    Right next to me was a bus. Just behind that was a cop car. It didn’t matter that it was technically the human police. Human police worked with the magical community – hence the fact that I was out and in Ridvarn’s custody.

    They would have direct communication lines with him. All I needed to do was to get them to see me.

    I had no chance of that happening, though. Luke just tightened his hand around mine.

    He looked at the cop car once.

    I strained my head toward it. I tried to scream. Nothing would come out.

    As soon as Luke had seen the cop car, he’d hung up the phone. It took all of about another five seconds for it to ring again. He didn’t answer, not until we were on the other side of the street and the cop car had finally started moving.

    “I’m sorry,” he spluttered as soon as he thumbed the answer button. “Human police,” he said without further explanation.

    There was a pause. This time I could hear the vampire. His voice made my every sense curl in on itself as if they’d just withered up and died.

    I had to get out of here. But there was nothing I could do.

    The fays continued to drag me down the street.

    All my mind could do was replay that moment the vampire had reached for me. It was as if a permanent imprint of his knuckles was now in my consciousness – more prominent than any other memory would ever be.

    I squeezed my eyes shut. Tears trailed down them. It was a surprise I still had some left to cry. I felt so empty.

    “She’s not too much trouble – less than we thought,” Luke said.

    “Keep it that way,” the vampire growled. “And hurry.” He hung up.

    The word hurry repeated through my mind. It was the only ray of light that could make it through the impenetrable darkness that surrounded me.

    If that vampire wanted them to hurry, that meant there was a chance I could escape, right?

    Wrong – I was weak all over. But there was another possibility – someone might find me.

    I held onto that with all my might. It was as if the thought became embodied and I could grab it and hold onto it like a Teddy bear.

    But hope is not the same as actual help. One minute ticked by, then another and another and another. Soon I could see something on the opposite side of the street from us. It was this door. It was just plonked there in the middle of the wall. Okay – most doors were in the middle of walls, but this one looked as if someone had spray painted it there several moments ago. I swore I could still taste magic in the air. It darted along my tongue, played down my throat, and itched my insides.

    “Almost there,” Luke said under his breath, his voice one low, continuous growl. I could feel his tension – hell, the whole street could probably feel it. It wrapped around him like barbed wire.

    Come on, I told myself – come on. There has to be a way to get out of here.

    Up until that point, I’d been holding onto the hope of someone else sweeping in to save me. As we waited at another set of lights and it turned green for us to walk across, I realized I was on my own.

    I had to do something.

    Every step brought me closer to my inevitable demise.

    We reached the other side of the street. Nerves exploded through my gut. They ricocheted into my mouth. For just a single fraction of a second, I thought they’d be enough to allow me to break past my gag spell, but they weren’t. If anything, the spell only doubled down. My lips were practically sutured together now as if I would never open them again.

    Stanley was walking behind us now, Luke just beside me. He still gripped my hand. His fingers were slick with sweat. His movements were jerked. They gave me the impression of a sports car that was reluctantly traveling at low speed when all it wanted to do was power toward its destination with a roar.

    A few more steps, and we stopped in front of the door.

    … This was it. I’d failed. I was about to be handed back to that vampire with the black rose.

    I could only think of the fact that just last week, I’d been a normal person. Just your average, everyday human. I’d worked, I’d rested, and I’d lived.

    Now….

    All I could see were images of that fight. They were still like photos – no, like paintings. They were far more evocative than mere footage that had been paused. They were the stuff of grotesque nightmares. I replayed the moment that fay had head-butted the dead contender. That crack echoed through my mind and promised me I’d be next.

    Luke leaned in and knocked on the door, once, twice, three times. The sharp sound echoed all around me. It promised me that anyone worth their magical senses would be able to hear it and would realize something was wrong. But there was no one on the street. The cars passing by were traveling way too fast.

    I was on my own.

    That thought scarcely had an opportunity to break through the surface of my turgid fear when the door opened. The way it creaked made it feel as if someone had grabbed hold of my spine and they were twisting it to snap it.

    The door opened inward.

    No light from the street penetrated through the doorway. That meant I could only see a hand as it shifted through into the light. It was the vampire.

    He was wearing a ring on his Jupiter finger. It caught the sunlight and did strange things to it. The metal glistened, but not as gold should. It had a far fierier quality as if someone had managed to capture the flame of the sun and condense it down into a solid substance.

    My heart stopped – I swear it did – for at least half a minute.

    30 seconds hadn’t passed, but that wasn’t the point. I was just dead in time. But all of a sudden as the hand latched onto my wrist, something ignited inside me. This blast of unholy energy sailed through my stomach, pounded into my chest, and ricocheted around every part of my body like a ball bearing in a pinball machine.

    I hadn’t made any sudden movements – not since Luke had captured me.

    Now I couldn’t hold myself in. I jerked back, the move so forceful, I smashed into Luke and knocked him flat onto his ass.

    The vampire still had a grip around my wrist. I felt this memorable anesthetic magic pass through his fingers into my skin. I say memorable, because it reminded me of what Ridvarn had done in the car after my first run-in in the subway. But this was so much worse. Ridvarn had just been trying to hold back my pain – this vampire wanted to knock me unconscious.

    As blackness started to play at the edges of my vision like scratching fingers, that shot of fear sailed into me one more time. Don’t ask me where it came from – within me or from on high – but it had the one thing I needed. Magic. It was just a spark, but it still counted. It blasted into my muscles. It shot down into my legs. It powered past the vampire’s spell as I brought my foot up and kicked. I locked it on his shoulder and sent him barreling back into the darkness.

    As his grip was broken on my wrist, I swore I heard the sound of bones snapping – maybe chains, too – some magical restraint that simply could not hold back my force anymore.

    Stan was still on his feet. He spluttered wildly and threw himself at me. I ducked to the side. My instincts were blaring, and they were telling me to run.

    I scrabbled along on my hands and knees, pushed into an ungainly but thankfully quick roll, and shoved up.

    “Catch her,” the vampire bellowed. He did not, however, throw himself out of the darkness to follow me. I had no idea why, but I’d never been more thankful. I had a chance against Luke and Stanley – but no hope in hell against that vampire.

    My skin was paradoxically hot but cold as I threw myself down the city street.

    Little blasts and charges of power scattered over my flesh. They were erratic. It was like they were lightning strikes and I was some dry plain. Every time they blasted into me, they left heat as if they’d ignited fires through my muscles. The rest of me was cold from the pounding wind. The rain had suddenly picked up again. It slammed into me like artillery fire. It ensured my hair stuck against my skin, my fringe covering my eyes and my clothes shrinking against my legs and arms like wet sheets.

    None of that mattered. You could’ve offered me the entire world at that moment. You could have shown me any number of intoxicating distractions. I would’ve shoved them all away. The only thing that would ever count was getting out of here.

    I’d experienced this before – this narrowing of my focus – this removal of every other thought, object, and distraction. But it had never been as intense as this. My senses aligned. I didn’t have to ask them to do anything – and God knows I didn’t have to dig deep. They did it for me.

    As I ran, Stanley kept putting on bursts of speed. The back of my neck tingled as I felt his energy discharging in waves of magic. He wasn’t attacking me – he just had to call on his every resource to keep up.

    … Just how fast was I running?

    I couldn’t question – I couldn’t divert my precious attention.

    My arms pumped in and out as I sailed forward.

    Maybe the vampire somehow had a hand in the storm, because it became only more outrageous. It was like the heavens had decided to open up and unleash their fury over the city in one unstoppable wave of catastrophic wind and unrelenting rain.

    I could no longer describe how wet I was. Even if I’d soaked in a bathtub for hours, it wouldn’t account for how sodden I was now. I swear my clothes would never dry again.

    But nothing stopped me. Not the puddles that splashed beneath my feet. Not the grunts of Stanley behind me. Not even the cars as I erratically darted across major roads.

    I still couldn’t speak. I tried to concentrate on the gag spell. A few times I wasted precious energy to drag my fingernails over my mouth – but I couldn’t snag hold of anything. I rued the fact that I hadn’t asked Jake how to remove one of these spells.

    When it became clear I could do nothing for myself, I focused on finding help. All I had to do was locate a powerful magical creature. An ordinary fairy or gargoyle wouldn’t work. Stan and Luke were exceptionally powerful. To take them on, I’d need a vampire.

    I’d found one earlier today when I’d barreled out of Vincent’s café. So I could do it again, right?

    I kept running. Stanley kept following me.

    Without me consciously realizing it, I traveled further into town.

    I managed to locate another cop car, but by the time I tried to wave it down, it had already moved on.

    I couldn’t afford to waste a second, anyway. Don’t ask me how, but despite how fast I was running, Stanley was still keeping pace behind me. He was only 10 meters away. That might sound like a good lead, but it could be broken in a single second of misfortune.

    The heavens continued to spew their unrelenting fury over the city. Wind whipped me until it felt as if I was a prisoner and it was my torturer.

    I continued to run. I had no idea where. At first, I thought I was simply following a random route – doing exactly what my senses had done back in that construction tunnel. Soon enough, I realized that wasn’t the case. There was this deep, niggling need in my stomach. This compulsion – this promise. It was pulling me to the left, then the right. It seemed to know which streets to run down.

    As I turned around another corner, I saw a bright yellow barricade. And ahead of me, a crowd.

    It was near the primary city council building. There was someone up on a podium speaking.

    I couldn’t see them, but I knew they were a vampire. Their energy spread out toward me like a hand.

    There were police – and various security guards.

    I shot forward.

    I jumped over one of the barricades. My move was uncoordinated, and I ended up sending the barricade clattering onto the city street with an echoing bang.

    People turned around. A few of them screamed. I didn’t know if it was at my expression – I didn’t even know what they’d be able to see. Presumably, that blank look Luke had cast on my face was still in
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