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      Blurb

      

      It doesn't matter what's after you. The only thing that counts is who's in your corner.

      Bessie's meant to be an ordinary journalist. Okay, she's kinda scatty, bolshie, and has never backed down from a story - or a fight. But when a fight comes to her that could consume the whole city, there's only one person she can turn to.

      Xavier Kilmer is a ghost vampire. He's also Bessie's sworn enemy. The animosity isn't mutual. Three years ago, he met her and sparks flew. Ever since, every paper in town has promised she's his true mate.

      When a shadowy force called the Ghost King reaches through the darkness to claim her as his bride, only Xavier can help. But all help comes at a cost.

      ....

      Codename W follows a journalist and her fated vampire fighting through a shadowy city to solve even darker crimes. If you love your urban fantasies with action, heart, and a splash of romance, grab Codename W Book One today and soar free with an Odette C. Bell series.

      Codename W is the 2nd Your True Vampire series. In a world where vampires know their true love at first sight, love brings trouble. Packed with action, wit, humor, and a dash of romance, you can read them separately, so plunge in today.
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    Chapter 1

    “I don’t care who you think you are – you’re not getting in,” the burly vampire bodyguard said as he shoved his beefy hand out in front of Bessie.

    Her lips twitched. The glittering magical downlights of Fire Mansion played over her hastily applied makeup. It hardly glittered over her equally hastily thrown-on dress. The various attractive magical lights might accentuate the figures of all the rich and beautiful celebrities that gathered in the open atrium beyond, but all anything ever did was make Bessie look out of place.

    Sore thumb. That had been her name in high school. Anyone who saw her now, all grown up and a proud journalist, tended to add one more word. Idiot.

    Bessie might think a lot of herself. Few others shared her positive outlook.

    Yeah, okay, Bessie Tilley didn’t have a great deal going for her. An incredible figure? Well, it all depended on how you described incredible. Bessie was strong and stocky. And ultimately, who cared? Who cared about her wiry, wild hair? It was the same for her nondescript brown eyes. All that counted was Bessie’s legendary determination.

    It burned in her just as brightly as it had in her parents. They’d been tenacious and unstoppable. And so was Bessie. They’d also been journalists.

    Bessie had walked in their footsteps. She was proud, and she at least liked to believe she was known all over the city for never backing down.

    Bessie shoved her hands on her hips. Her discreet mic was shoved down her top. Discreet, that was, until it clunked out of her dress and fell at her feet.

    The vamp bodyguard shook his beefy arms. Then he laughed, this rumbling affair that sounded like a mountain giving birth to a troll. “Seriously? You know it’s illegal to record someone without their permission, right? Even if it weren’t, carrying around microphones is against the rules of the party. The same party you most certainly do not have an invitation to. So I’m gonna tell you one last time.” He got up close and personal in Bessie’s face, his steely gaze ring-fencing her in until she wasn’t even aware of the atrium, let alone the people staring at her, drinks in their hands, smiles on their perfect lips. “You can walk away, or you can be carried. It’s up to you.”

    “I don’t like either of those options. I’m a journalist working for—”

    “No one. We’ve already done a background check on you,” the guy said as he tapped an almost invisible earpiece she hadn’t even noticed before. It was little more than a small diamond earring that adorned one of his large, meaty ears.

    She bit her lip as she thought. She knew how slick institutions like this worked. And Fire Mansion was the slickest of all. That would be because the guy at the helm – the vampire, sorry – was the undisputed king of Parlor City. He was also the worst vampire in the world. At least in Bessie’s books. Somebody needed to uncover his secrets and splash them all over the tabloids. And soon. Because if this city kept falling for his charms, then he’d have the whole thing under his thumb soon enough.

    She could chide herself for not figuring out the security vamps would have mics. Just as she could be angry at herself for failing to realize that said mics would likely be hooked up to some security room, and everything she was saying would be relayed to a crack team who could investigate her in the flick of a switch. It didn’t ultimately matter, because the one thing Bessie knew was that when you started to fail, you didn’t give up. That was a special lesson, one specifically tailored to her and her personality, not for the rest of the world. See, ordinary people with ordinary standards sure did give up when the going got tough. Usually it meant that the destination in mind was out of reach. Bessie never believed in that.

    You set your mind on something, and you kept going. It had to work. Otherwise the last 10 years of Bessie’s life would mean nothing at all. And her parents’ tragic disappearance would continue to go unsolved.

    She shoved her face closer. Any ordinary person would have backed away, hands held high, a polite smile crumpling their lips in the hope that the vamp would see it and not tear through their throats. But she really doubted this guy would snack on her – especially at a public function being visited by not just literati, but politicians too. That wasn’t her point. He was still bigger than her. She barely had any magic, and he had the upper hand. But Bessie—

    She never got to finish that particular thought. The guy glanced past her. Someone had just arrived. They’d driven right up to the front of Fire Mansion, too. Fire mansion was not just the best-lit mansion in the city, but it was the most magical by far. You see, it belonged to the most prestigious line of vampires this place had ever seen. The Kilmer ghost vamps, to be precise. And Xavier himself – the head of the family – had just rocked up, hence the fact he could park casually outside of this massive function with no one batting an eyelid.

    The bodyguard locked his hand on Bessie’s shoulder, turned her around as if she weighed as much as a feather, and shoved her down the steps. It was only the fact she had good balance and that this wasn’t the first time she’d been manhandled that she managed to stay on her feet and not fall to her knees right in front of Xavier himself.

    Some slinky model vamp got out of the car beside him, wearing red. It not just matched her lipstick, but probably her proclivities, too. Though these days vamps weren’t meant to feed on people, people can be preciously stupid creatures. If somebody wanted to let a vamp feed on them, they could sign a waiver and said vamp would gladly sink their fangs into the naïve fool.

    This specific slinky model had red splattered all down her chin. Bessie very much doubted that meant she’d snacked on Xavier himself. You really, really wouldn’t want to do that. Even if you were a prestigious vamp, it would come with a certain cost.

    Xavier Kilmer and all of his family were ghost vamps.

    There’d been a time, not so long ago, when the ordinary souls of the world hadn’t known ghost vamps were out there. Now you couldn’t take the bus without someone having a conversation about that new, crazy form of vampirism.

    Ghost vamps were, like most other vamps, technically undead. But importantly, they were far, far closer to the dead than ordinary vampires. That didn’t mean they strode around, clods of dirt falling off them wherever they walked and dust tumbling out of their eyeballs. No, it was far more magical and insidious than that. Ghost vamps didn’t feed on blood. Fortunately, they weren’t like ghouls and they didn’t munch on carcasses, either. They solely consumed dead energy.

    It was a concept Bessie still hadn’t wrapped her head around, and she doubted anybody in Parlor City had, either, let alone the rest of the world. It required that you understood the edge. And what was the edge? Good question. According to ghost vamps, at least, there were multiple dimensions in this world. Most of the time, people were kept separate from them. Until things pushed through. It was the ghost vamps, according to their fabulous PR, that stopped that from happening and saved everybody on Earth from going crunch under the foot of some great big dimensional demon. Or whatever. Did anyone actually believe all of the hype? Bessie certainly hoped not. Ghost vamps, whatever their proclivities, at the end of the day, were just vampires. And vampires knew two things. How to look good, and how to secure their next feed.

    The slinky vampire slipped in close to Xavier. He shot her an affectionate smile. As for that smile, you wouldn’t have been able to replicate it on anyone else’s face. It wasn’t just the slow, almost crawling way it slipped over his lips. Nope. It was the lips and the rest of the face. They were… okay, he was handsome. He had to be. Vampires had perfected that long ago as an evolutionary technique to ensure that the humans they preyed upon didn’t reject them completely. If poison comes from a flower, you’re less likely to remove it from your garden.

    Not Bessie’s point. This wasn’t the first time she’d faced Xavier, considering her beef with him. But every time, the same thing happened. Her stomach clenched, her breath quickened, and her heart wanted to retreat somewhere safe.

    He had something to do with the disappearance of her parents, she was sure. But to be fair, it wasn’t him, just his father. Xavier Senior had died years ago. Now Xavier was the chief ghost vamp of the city, and Bessie knew he would know everything about the case.

    But he’d always steadfastly kept those details to himself.

    Bessie had harassed him for interviews hundreds of times. She kept getting close to him at every single function she could. But did he ever look up at her once? Did he even acknowledge her presence? Nope. He always walked on by.

    Bessie was brave enough – or stupid enough – to try to muscle in close now, but the burly guard who’d shoved her down the stairs pushed one massive hand out and actually locked it on her forehead. It was like having your momentum cut by an icebreaker. You were a tiny little dinghy motoring along, then an ocean cruiser rammed your hull, broke it, and sent you tumbling down to the bottom of the sea.

    Bessie spluttered.

    The model with Xavier laughed, her amusement dismissive – then the two of them walked into the atrium.

    Bessie shot up behind Xavier. “When are you going to face me—”

    “I do not give interviews to unattached journalists. Try to get a real job with a real paper,” Xavier muttered.

    Bessie spluttered.

    Xavier didn’t even bother looking at her. He opened his arm behind his slinky model girlfriend, gesturing her forward with a flick of a smile.

    … Really, he couldn’t even look her in the eyes? Fine. It was pretty easy to wind Bessie up. But when she got wound up, you’d better get out of the way.

    Slipping back, glad that three cars had just arrived and some seriously important celebrities were in them, Bessie used them as a distraction to slink around the side of the mansion. It shouldn’t be easy. Fire mansion wasn’t just the most important building in Parlor City, but it was also the most well-lit. There were crackling red magical lanterns everywhere.

    When it wasn’t being used as Xavier’s residence during the day, it was a bona fide nightclub.

    There were security enchantments everywhere. There were cameras, too. Hell, there was even a security guard a couple of meters up, though thankfully he had his back to her and he was on his phone, chatting to somebody as he leaned against a tree.

    But Bessie had a little secret weapon that would help her slip on by undetected, no matter what you threw in her path.

    She shoved a hand down her top. She grabbed her clock amulet. As soon as she did, the familiar race of energy charged across her lips, down her face, across her back, and around her stomach. It felt like love’s embrace.

    Not that she’d had that much experience, considering her red-hot personality, but whatever. That was the way she chose to describe it. And as for the way she chose to think of her amulet? Oh, it was her savior.

    She’d received it the day her parents had disappeared. She used that term, though according to the courts, they were dead, thus the fact she’d been given this in their will.

    That didn’t matter. Nothing really did, aside from the fact that with this, she could get into the mansion easily.

    She grasped her fingers around it, and she slid them over the glimmering primary clock ring. Gold, it glinted under the light of a nearby lamp. The fire playing within made the clock face all but burn, giving it this strange, otherworldly feel. As her fingers slid around it, she turned it to the first charge setting.

    Bessie couldn’t technically practice magic. Okay, she could – a tiny bit. But a talisman like this connected her to her family magic. And the Tillys had been some of the strongest witches this side of heaven. Honestly, her grandmother, though now long departed, had been the most powerful witch in all of the country.

    And now Bessie got just a little of that power. As it zinged into her, raced around her stomach, and reached high, she twisted her hand to the side, cupped a spell in her fingers, and quickly cut through the enchantments protecting the side of the building.

    She shoved her amulet back down her top. She couldn’t use it too much. For two reasons. Her body wasn’t used to magic, and the more she practiced, the harder it became. For days after she used it like this, she would be wiped out. The other reason was that she didn’t really want people knowing she possessed something like this. Not with this kind of force. Technically they couldn’t take it from her, but let’s just put it this way – it would be a lot harder for Bessie to do her job.

    She slunk down the side of the well-lit castle, her back rammed up against the old, dank sandstone until she finally found a window. It was locked. But who cared?

    As she pressed up against the windowsill, she slipped her fingers down until she found the slightest crack in its magical defenses. With her tongue secured between her teeth, she muttered, “Here we go.” She closed her eyes, squeezed them until the skin was tight, and attuned to the talisman. Great charges of yellow-green magic zapped from it, across her throat, and into her fingers. She used it to yank the windowsill up.

    She hadn’t even checked to see if there was anybody in the room beyond. And there was. Because that was the kind of luck she had to deal with every day. She clambered in, her dress hardly looking attractive as it bunched up around her knees and stocky legs. Then she jumped down, heels wobbling, and at least managed a smile. She’d grabbed her microphone up before being unfairly dismissed by the bouncer at the front doors. She waved it in the air and brought her phone out. “Don’t mind me. Just an investigative journalist going about her duty.” She saluted the guy.

    Lord knows who he was. He was on his own phone, having a cigarette, a drink in his hand. He looked like he was a vampire, but a low-class one.

    Fortunately, he said nothing, and he didn’t call security.

    Bessie still had to be fast.

    She opened the door that led to the main hall. She knew this place well. Well, kind of technically. She’d read all of the gossip mag articles about it, and her friend, Leanne, wrote the best ones. But Bessie had never been to Fire Mansion. Not since she’d started harassing Xavier, anyway. She was persona non grata around these parts.

    That fact made her grin. A trace of nerves mixed with expectation slammed together, forming a heady cocktail, one she didn’t much begrudge. You needed nerves of steel if you wanted to be a journalist like her. And, okay, she had hardly had many big scoops. But it wasn’t for want of trying. She’d just single-mindedly focused on one case. Other journalists went for simple stories. But Bessie wanted to break the one that would matter most.

    There was a secret at the heart of her parents’ disappearance. It was one that was connected to ghost vamps – and considering they had this city under their thumbs, it would affect everyone. And it was a case that she just knew, if she broke it apart, could change the whole world.

    Speaking of breaking apart things, two vamps, locked in a passionate embrace, suddenly burst out of the door to her side. The guy elbowed her in the ribs, and Bessie, her slight form no match for him, jostled against an expensive lamp. The lamp went tumbling, and it split her dress at the same time.

    The guy said nothing. He just walked away, hand-in-hand with his lover.

    Bessie stared down at the lamp, which was likely worth more than her entire crappy fortune, then over at her dress. She petulantly kicked the broken glass, groaned, wondered if her trashed outfit would make her stick out like a sore thumb, then laughed at the context.

    Who cared? She was meant to stick out. Journalists wanted people to pay attention to them.

    For the more attention she got, the more she could do.

    Gathering her split dress and cupping it in one hand as she kept her microphone in the other, Bessie stalked forward.

    It wasn’t too hard to find the heart of the party. According to Leanne’s gossip mag, the bottom floor of Fire Mansion was dedicated to the nightclub. Most of the rooms had been magically altered until they’d created this maze of entertainment, as the official website for the mansion noted. You could go from one sultry club to a banging dance hall but turn around and not manage to get back. It was billed as a night of entertainment like no other. For you would have no clue what you might find.

    Now it was pretty easy to follow the signs.

    She saw various celebrities and politicians, drinks in their hands, voices low as they muttered about Xavier’s new girlfriend. Would this be the one? Xavier, apparently, needed a wife. Once he got one, according to the rumors, he’d come into the true inheritance of Fire Mansion and his esteemed family.

    It was a whole lot of crap if you asked her. There was a reason so much mysticism followed vampires around. Vampires weren’t just skilled in luring prey – they were masters at PR.

    Yeah, maybe Xavier had some kind of legal hurdle to get his full inheritance. But it wouldn’t be mysterious. And it would just lead to more money and more privilege.

    If that slinky model back there would be the one to unlock that treasure for Xavier, whatever. Bessie just cared about getting the story of her life and his.

    She twisted around a couple who were discussing Xavier in low tones. She pushed through a large door into a massive reception area. It kind of looked like a ballroom, but there was a banquet table set up at one end. And by table, she very much meant tree. It wasn’t to say that it was lying there, branches and leaves and surprised birds and all. It was to say that it looked as if it had been carved from a massive Redwood. It stretched… she wasn’t very good at judging distance. It had to be at least 30 meters, though. It would probably take a gargoyle to move it on their own.

    She was not distracted by the food, even though her stomach rumbled. How about the celebrities? Nope. She passed one gossiping about some recent case with a movie producer. Interesting. It could make a good story. One she could actually sell. Who cared? Because there was Xavier.

    There was the outer periphery of the party, and there was the inner circle.

    This room, while it was large and technically open plan, had different sections. There were even several bars. They were dotted around, and each seemed to have a different theme. One was sultry and had a soul singer perched on one end of the polished marble, her voice just as smooth as the whiskey the barman kept pouring.

    The other was a whole lot edgier. An honest to God emo served black… liquid to anyone who wished to listen to his melancholic prose and take their chances with the strange gunk he poured them.

    Then there was the inner circle. Various comfortable chairs and couches were set up. And there was Xavier, arm on the back of one, that slinky model beside him. She leaned in as a photographer from one of the major papers – Channel 89 – took snaps of them.

    Even from here, though it sounded kind of mad, Bessie could see the reflected flash of the camera’s bulb in Xavier’s wide eyes.

    Then said wide eyes suddenly darted over to her.

    Crap. There was a whole crowd of people between her and him, but he still picked her out.

    Ignore me, ignore me, she chanted in her head. He was so good at doing that usually, but now he clicked his fingers once, pointed to a huge gargoyle bouncer, then over at Bessie.

    Oh God. Right. She only had a few seconds to do this.

    She ground one hand into a fist and, still holding onto her split dress with the other, she marched over.

    There were several other bodyguards about, not all of them dressed in black and as obvious as neon signs, but she managed to dodge them all. She could be light on her feet, even though her figure didn’t do that fact justice.

    She ducked under one just as he swiped toward her head.

    She finally reached the inner circle.

    She was out of breath even before she opened her mouth. “Are you going to ignore me now? Or are you finally going to tell this city exactly what happened that night 20 years ago? Because your family has been hiding something. Something massive. Something that could change—”

    “Who’s this?” the model-type asked as she leaned forward, one svelte hand tapping her knee. “And why hasn’t security thrown it out already?”

    Bessie didn’t react to being called an it. She’d been called way worse. Harsh words tended to slide off her like water off a particularly aquatic duck’s back.

    But actions?

    They stuck.

    She marched up to Xavier.

    Beside her were the photographer and lead reporter of the same paper she’d been trying to get into for two years. Both of them shot her this look. It was the exact stare you’d give the craziest person in the village when they somehow became even crazier, surpassing everybody’s already low expectations.

    Whatever.

    Bessie shoved the mic in front of Xavier’s face.

    He just looked at her, eyes narrowed, jaw locking together.

    “Are you finally going to tell people what ghost vampires really are? Are you going to reveal where you get your power and money from? Are you ever going to—”

    The svelte vampire suddenly sniffed. “She has some kind of magical talisman,” she snarled.

    “Indeed,” Xavier muttered, unamused but hardly surprised.

    It was like Bessie had been sucker-punched. Come on, her talisman was all she had. She’d always been so careful to keep it hidden. How could Xavier already know about it?

    The model vampire pointed at Bessie, her lips parting back in a vicious snarl. “She’s trying to attack Xavier.”

    Those words made the security team already chasing Bessie explode.

    You know that massive bouncer from earlier? The one that just had to be a troll bred with a gargoyle bred with Mount Everest? Yeah, he rammed Bessie from the side.

    Bessie had been struck by a car once. It hadn’t been enough to knock her out, but it had certainly been enough to make her appreciate that there are some forces the human body cannot play with. There are some forces that will turn you and all your bones and all your joints into the equivalent of a tennis ball being struck by a hammer.

    You won’t bounce. You’ll split.

    Bessie had a little magic left in her.

    It didn’t provide her with explosive force, but it did protect her from that blow, enough that she slipped out of the guy’s grip. So where did she go? Forward.

    And where did forward deposit her? Right in the lap of the most important vampire in the city.

    Bessie felt the moment, watched the moment, and heard the moment. The moment that would be trapped in her head for the rest of her damn life. Not only did every single person at the party see it, but it was being picked up by the photo journalist right behind her. Every damn detail. Every. Damn. Detail.

    Bessie knew what should happen. Xavier should just shove her off like somebody discarding trash. That was not what occurred.

    Xavier Kilmer paused.

    No, sorry. His whole body just stopped. The heat that had surrounded him, which had once felt like getting uncomfortably close to a hot coal, suddenly switched off. His breath froze until his skin turned a little blue. And as she fumbled in his lap, trying desperately to pull herself up but struggling as her split dress got in her way, she felt his heart.

    And that paused. For half a second. Then it freaking raced.

    Bessie knew that vampire hearts were important organs. The most important to a vampire, in fact. To be fair, the heart was pretty important to humans, too. But Bessie meant more about magic right now.

    A vampire’s heart is where their magic truly comes from, and if vampires were to be believed, it was their compass.

    The heart, the saying went, could tell them when something was important to them. And the faster it raced, the more important that thing would turn out to be.

    Bessie was still in his damn lap, but so far she’d been concentrating on trying to extricate herself from it. Now she made the mistake of tipping her head back, and she made the even greater mistake of staring into Xavier’s eyes.

    Urban legend has it that a vampire will know when they meet their true mate. Sorry, their body will. Their mind might be blessedly ignorant. Their ego might demand another person. But their body will always reveal the truth.

    Aside from a vampire’s heart, their eyes are
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