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      Blurb

      

      
        There's no going back now.
      

      Valerie's taken a hostage. The whole magical community is after her. Two weeks ago, she would have given up. Now? She blazes through the opposition to get to Ridvarn before it's too late.

      It's time the vampires learn who they're dealing with.

      ....

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

    I’d done a lot over the past two weeks, but I’d never been in a hostage situation. And I had never once imagined that I would be the hostage-taker.

    But my imagination could go get stuffed, because this was happening.

    I tightened my hand over Saxon’s mouth. He was still frozen. He wriggled around a little, but he was smart enough never to move his cheeks. It felt as if someone had switched his face for a concrete mask.

    I felt Felson’s eyes on me.

    I glowered up at him once more. “Black Rose,” I mouthed.

    I didn’t honestly expect him to do anything. There were too many witnesses, but that didn’t stop him from slowly spreading his lips into one of the cruelest smiles I’d ever seen.

    It made me want to shove Saxon away, barrel up the stairs, and wrap my hands around Felson’s throat. I settled for pulling my lips back in a dangerous sneer.

    “Just let him go,” people kept saying.

    Like hell.

    I kept backing off. Now I’d spotted Felson, I constantly kept him in my sights. I knew he didn’t give a hoot about Saxon. Though I wanted to believe that he wouldn’t publicly attack me, lest other people quickly realized that he didn’t care about a colleague on the Council, I couldn’t underestimate him. Especially with that look in his eyes. It was unfiltered. He was letting everything out, and from the bottom of his soul, it was abundantly clear that he was nothing but a tortured monster.

    I kept backing off until I reached the main doors.

    Had I really thought this through? Of course not. But presumably the cops had already been called and I had a finite amount of time before they arrived. It would be chaos when they did.

    There’d be no way I’d be able to get out of here.

    I guaranteed Felson knew that, because he made no move other than to stare at me. Judging by the specific look in his eyes, I was like an insect about to fly into a spiderweb.

    And this time the spider would pounce on me long before I had a chance to escape.

    I only had one option. I had to get out of here before anyone could follow.

    There was only one thing I could think of. It was stupid, because I didn’t have the requisite magic or even knowledge to begin to understand how to do it.

    What the hell was I talking about? A transport spell.

    As far as I understood, they were relatively untraceable. Plus, who cared if they weren’t? Even if they could be traced, it would take time, and by that time, I would have already run away from wherever I transported to.

    “You have nowhere to go,” one of the security guards said.

    Actually, I had hundreds of places to go. I had a lot to do. I needed to find more of those ration packs. Then, most importantly, I had to head back to Rose Mansion, locate the crypt, and betroth myself to Ridvarn. Then? Why, only then would I be able to get around to actually saving this cursed city.

    “Just give it up. Let him go,” someone called.

    All the while, Felson didn’t say a thing. I could tell that some of the vampire guards around him thought that was curious. Maybe they thought that he should be taking charge of the situation. Instead, he stayed exactly where I’d first seen him, right at the top of the stairs as he leaned against the banister. He was angled forward, his hands on the railing. He looked like a statue, albeit one with very live eyes that were tracking every single micro-movement I made.

    I sneered again.

    I thought I could hear a commotion outside.

    Crap, it’d be the police.

    By kidnapping Saxon, I was doing the equivalent of taking a sitting member of Parliament hostage. They wouldn’t stop at the police. If this current situation continued to escalate, they’d call in the Army.

    So it was time to do something brave, if not stupid. I stopped and ground my hand against Saxon’s lips. I didn’t push against them as if I wanted to kill him. It was a demonstrable move and nothing more.

    Everyone froze. The people closest to me stared in horror.

    Saxon whimpered through his nose.

    I stared up at Felson. “I’m not playing around. Now everyone back off. Back off,” I screamed.

    Reluctantly, the vampires closest to me dropped their hands, and in doing so, dropped their magic.

    It wasn’t quite the equivalent of police kicking their guns away. At any moment, they could lift their fingers again and shoot power out in violent attacks, but at least it was something.

    I inclined my head up toward the stairs. “Everyone on the second level, now.”

    “You don’t have to do this,” someone tried.

    I looked at him defiantly, my eyes flashing. “I do. Because the Vampire Council is being taken over by necromancers. The very people you trust to make your decisions are actively hiding their crimes. People are being murdered in this city, every frigging day. I am going to stop that. I guarantee you.” Once more I defiantly stared up at Felson.

    I started to hear hammering on the front door.

    “If anyone interrupts me, I’m gonna kill Saxon,” I growled. I had absolutely no intention of doing that, but claiming I would probably – no, definitely – reduced my trust amongst the vampires.

    “Listen to her,” Felson finally said, his voice dipping low. “She claims we are necromancers? She’s here to kill us.”

    I tilted my head back, my jaw rippling with tension. “No. I’m here to protect everyone but you. Now, move.”

    I selected a door beside me. I hadn’t been through it before, but that didn’t matter. My senses were telling me it would be good enough to hunker down in.

    When everyone was up on the second floor, I thrust through the door, but not before turning and staring at them. “I have excellent senses. If the front door is opened or anyone comes down those stairs, I will kill him.” With that, I slammed the door closed – for half a second. I wrenched it open, a plan forming in my mind. “When I come out of here, I will have incontrovertible proof that Saxon is a necromancer. And I will prove that Felson,” I jutted my chin out, “is the Black Rose.” I slammed the door again.

    Saxon stiffened. It felt like someone had injected him with steel.

    I brought my head forward. I had to push up onto my tippy toes to reach his ear. “Yeah, that’s right. Felson now thinks that you are a liability. So are you going to play ball?”

    He couldn’t speak.

    I had to think of a way to get him to talk without killing him and without emboldening him to attack me.

    I’d been in some pretty awful situations before, but this one took the cake. I couldn’t explain what my heart was doing. I was pretty sure it was still in my chest, but that was it. There was this diffuse sense of total fear. Prickles of adrenaline raced up and down my back, and my tongue was so dry, I was certain it was sandpaper.

    But that didn’t stop me from taking another step into the room and dragging Saxon with me.

    It was some kind of sitting room. There were couches, chairs, and books. There was even a polished mahogany dresser with liquor on top. What I wouldn’t give for a stiff drink right now.

    I had to focus, though.

    “I’m gonna tell you what I’ll do,” I hissed in his ear again. He’d done that to me earlier. I took great pleasure in returning the favor. “You’re going to talk to me. You’re going to tell me everything you know. Because right now, Felson is out there cooking a way up to break in here and break your neck. I know exactly what kind of operator he is, and so do you. He is going to stop at nothing to kill you if it means keeping his position on the Council and his secret hidden.”

    I felt Saxon’s fear. I felt it as it shook through his chest, powered up into his neck, and made his muscles somehow stiffer.

    “That’s it. You are finally appreciating how serious this is. Good boy. Now, I will remove my hand from your mouth. But you know what I’m gonna do? I’m going to keep it right next to your lips. I’ll wipe away the blood for now, but if at any moment I don’t like what you say, this,” I tickled my fingers against his cheeks, “is going to gag you again. Got it?” I growled.

    Slowly, I pulled my hand off his lips. He didn’t immediately elbow me and shove me to the side. His face was still covered in blood. It looked like, despite his best efforts, he’d swallowed a few droplets anyway.

    Though Saxon was clearly powerful, it had still affected him. It would account for the slightly glassy look in his eyes.

    I brought my sleeve around. I dragged it over his mouth and cleaned away my blood. When I realized it wasn’t good enough and I was just smearing it over his face, I sent a few particularly nasty charges of magic escaping over his skin. That was better.

    I shoved him in the knees and kicked him down to the floor. I remained behind him, my hand held just a few centimeters away from his lips.

    I could feel him breathing against it now.

    “You’re gonna tell me what I need to know before Felson cooks up a way to come in here and kill you. You got that?”

    “There is nothing—” he began.

    I snapped my hand forward. He stopped. Before I could press my fingers against his lips, I shoved my face next to his. “I wouldn’t say that there’s nothing you can do for me. I wouldn’t say that there’s nothing I can do to make you speak. Because there is plenty. Maybe you don’t quite understand how the Black Rose operates. I do. I’ve seen what he does to his apparently trusted employees. When they fail him, he gives them boosters, bleeds them dry, then presumably grinds them up and feeds them to his other warriors. Tell me, what kind of ration pack will he make out of you?”

    “He wouldn’t do that,” Saxon hissed.

    “And why not?”

    “Because he wouldn’t be where he is today without me.”

    “You think someone like Felson cares about the people he had to step on to get to the top? Do you think he is the kind of kindhearted soul who’ll turn around and lift you up with him? Or do you think he’s gonna take this opportunity to get rid of you? Because I can guarantee you,” my voice vibrated down with a pitching shake, “he’s been looking for an opportunity just like this. People like him do not like loose ends. And you,” I shoved my shoulder into him, but before I could force his lips against my hand, I pulled it forward, “are a loose end. Now, I’ve got some questions.”

    He didn’t say he wouldn’t answer them now. I couldn’t see his face, but I could tell he’d be staring out in pale fear. The kind of fear that was finally letting him understand how serious the situation was.

    “I want to know how to practice necromancy magic.”

    “What?” he spluttered.

    “I want to know what you pricks have been doing.”

    “There is no way. You cannot learn necromancy magic. Especially not as a fay. You need a guide. And no one in this town would guide you. Plus, what’s the point? You will never defeat the Black Rose,” he said with some satisfaction.

    “I’d wipe that smile off my face if I were you. Have you forgotten everything I just told you? That same Black Rose is right now planning on killing you. Hell, I don’t even know how much time we have. I really doubt he’s the patient kind. Tell me, how many necromancy spells have you cast that he has access to? What’s to stop him from finding them and pumping them full of magic? What’s to stop him from doing exactly what I did to Pavarn?”

    “It won’t work,” he hissed.

    There was clear certainty behind the way he said that. This was not bravado.

    I frowned. The only thing I could think of was the fact that somehow the Black Rose was practicing consequence-free necromancy.

    Perhaps it wasn’t just him who was doing that and Saxon could do it too.

    “You’ve found some way around putting your life force into your necromancy spells, haven’t you?” I shoved my hand forward. I let it hover next to his lips before pulling it back. It was the equivalent of cocking a gun.

    “You are too foolish to understand.”

    I tilted my head back and laughed. “Look, I’ll agree that I’m quite ignorant when it comes to the magical world. I’m not innocent, though. Not anymore. Trust me on that. I’ve sacrificed a lot to understand how monsters like you work. So what have you done? How exactly have you figured out how to practice consequence-free necromancy?”

    “I’m not going to—”

    I suddenly locked my hand over his mouth. “You sure you’re not gonna tell me?” I pulled my hand off and sent magic cascading over his lips to burn up my blood before I could inadvertently kill him.

    He took a rocking breath that pushed his shoulders into my chest.

    “There we go. I think you are finally starting to understand that you are not in a position to hold back the truth. So tell me – how can you practice consequence-free magic?”

    “By pushing the consequences on to other people.”

    I frowned. “How exactly do you do that?”

    “You do not have the requisite—”

    “Just try me, vamp – I’m not as stupid as I seem,” I growled.

    I didn’t even have to shove my hand over his mouth this time. He was obviously appreciating that I would not stop until I got the answer I wanted. Hey, he was also likely highly aware of the time. As every second ticked by, Felson would be getting closer. I didn’t know if he would port right in here. I was telling myself he wouldn’t. It would be highly suspicious if he left the rest of the group. I’d already cast aspersions on him. Hopefully that meant that if there was even one good egg amongst that security team, they’d keep a watchful eye on him. But that didn’t mean that he didn’t have other ways to get in here.

    I was getting more pressured as time ticked on – but it must’ve been pure hell for Saxon. That would account for why sweat suddenly dripped down his brow. I felt it slide against my thumb as I kept it locked against his nose.

    “Why are you sweating, anyway?”

    He laughed. I couldn’t think of anything he had left to find funny, but there was something about that chuckle.

    “This is one of the consequences of you utilizing necromancy magic, isn’t it? Pavarn sweated.” I shoved hard against him.

    “Pavarn was nowhere near the necromancer I am.”

    “That’s great. Let’s get back to my question. How do you push the consequences of necromancy magic onto someone else?”

    “By constantly recycling the dead.”

    I hadn’t been prepared for him to answer so bluntly. My stomach churned. I took a heavy breath, and it would’ve been obvious as my chest shuddered into his back.

    I swore he sneered with satisfaction. It was that, or he was twitching his lips in fear.

    “What do you mean by constantly recycling the dead?” I asked quietly. There might’ve been no punch to my voice, but the punch was in my hand. I brought it forward quickly then backed off a little.

    He hissed. “In necromancy, he who casts the spell to bring the power of the dead back to life must use life force to do it. You cannot make the dead live again without it.”

    “But if you… recycle the dead,” it took me a while to push those words out, “you can get around that?”

    “Yes.”

    “This has something to do with those god-awful ration packs, doesn’t it? And that booster drug.”

    “Yes.”

    “Well, fill in the dots,” I growled.

    “This information will be irrelevant to you.”

    I laughed. “Trust me – it won’t be. I’ll find some way to use it. I’ll find some way to shove it right down the Black Rose’s throat.”

    “He’s already too powerful. Why do you think he’s been able to trap Ridvarn? Even if Ridvarn were to escape, he would be pulled back. The Black Rose is powerful enough to bind vampires now. There’s nothing you will be able to do.”

    I couldn’t tell if it was satisfaction in his voice or just resignation.

    I locked my hand harder around his middle and leaned into him. “You know, I’m pretty new to this game. I’ve only been a fay for two weeks. I used to think that was a disadvantage. Now I’m not so sure. Because tradition,” I let that word bottom out and shake through the air around me, “hasn’t had a chance to sink its hooks into me yet. I don’t know what’s meant to happen in this world. I don’t care. But I do know that if I keep pushing forward, finding the right targets, and shoving them until I get what I want, I can make a difference. So tell me. How does recycling the dead push the consequences of necromancy onto someone else?”

    “The booster drug works in tandem with the ration packs. The ration packs have the dust and ash of the recently deceased. The booster accesses the recipient’s life force. And they feed into each other.”

    I made such a disgusted face, I could’ve thrown up all over his collar.

    I wheezed, and I made no attempt to hide it. Screw him. He needed to know just how disgusting that was.

    “You don’t have the stomach for this world,” he spat.

    I let out a shaking laugh. “I don’t have the stomach for this world? Yeah, you’re right. But I’ll tell you what I do have the stomach for. Ripping this world apart. I’m never gonna let you vampires get your way again. The past is over. You’re going to have to accept that. Or I’m going to shove my fist where the sun don’t shine. Now, I need another little favor.”

    “If you don’t get out of here soon, Felson will burn this whole building down to get to you.”

    “Is that fear I detect in your voice? Good,” I spat close enough to his ear that his hair ruffled. “Because Felson will come for you, you’re absolutely right. And while he’s coming for you, I’ll slip away. Unless,” my voice punched out again, “you can give me the information I need. If you prove yourself to be useful, I’ll keep you around. I’ll hide you somewhere he can’t find you.”

    “There is nowhere he can’t see.”

    “He’s nowhere near as good as you think he is. He has limitations. I managed to slip his grasp three times.”

    “But he’ll capture you eventually.”

    “Time will tell. Now, I need to know how to practice necromancy. Not the kind you practice,” I growled.

    “As I told you, it is impossible. You would require a guide to the dead.”

    My lips twitched. All I could do was think of Spotty. I’d actively been trying not to think of him. Because if I thought of him, I’d break, and I sure as hell couldn’t do that right now. Though I’d only just met the cat, that was what made it so hard. I’d dragged him into this world. I’d pulled him away from his task, and I’d gotten him killed.

    Though I knew I had to keep pushing on, I couldn’t. I took a ragged, angry breath. I tightened my grip around his middle. “Why did you have to kill that grave guard, anyway? Did it make your boys feel powerful to shoot something smaller than themselves? Did they get a kick—”

    “Grave guard? Why do you think it’s dead?”

    It was my turn to freeze. “What?” I managed when I unstuck my lips.

    “They are powerful things to a necromancer. Why would we kill it?”

    “You’re telling me he’s still alive? Where is he? Where the hell are you keeping him?” I shoved his shoulder hard.

    “Back underground in our primary facility.”

    “You are going to take me there right now.”

    “And how exactly am I going to get out of here?”

    I let my gaze jolt over to the door. There was no other way out of here. There wasn’t even a window. I dragged my lips over my teeth. Something struck me. “You’re going to transport.”

    “I don’t have that kind of power.”

    “Then I will give you that kind of power.”

    “Very well,” he said all too easily.

    I shook my head. I pulled my lips back, and it sure as hell wasn’t in a smile. “I can tell what you’re thinking. You’re thinking that you’re going to transport me right into Felson’s clutches. And what you’re thinking is absolutely wrong. Because I still,” I gripped his mouth once more, “have you hostage. And even if I didn’t, he does. Like I told you, Saxon, you have proved yourself to be a liability to Felson. No matter what happens from this point on, he will find a way to get rid of you. Now get that into your thick skull. If you transport me directly to the grave guard, I promise you that I will hide you from Felson.”

    I felt his lips move. I pulled my hand off, cleaned his mouth, and leaned back a little.

    “There is nowhere you can hide from Felson,” Saxon managed eventually in a defeated tone.

    “Trust me, there are plenty of places. Arrogant jerks like him think they have control of everything. They don’t. Their egos create blind spots. How do you think I managed to get away from him so many times?”

    He remained silent.

    I thought I could feel his hope. This wasn’t the first time I’d attuned to a vampire’s processes. I’d been doing it ever since I’d fallen into that memory pool. This time was a lot more intense, though. It was like I’d somehow clambered into his heart and I could sense his emotions from the inside out.

    I pulled my hand away – a good deal away. I even shifted back until I was just holding onto him. “You’re trapped, Saxon – by a lot more than me. Now I’m offering you a way out. The only way you’re gonna get.”

    He took a hard breath. It shook through his chest. Hell, it was hard enough that it was a surprise it didn’t pull the floorboards up as it vibrated down through his knees.

    “Decide,” I pushed.

    “You will have to keep me safe. If you go back on your deal—”

    “I guarantee that I will keep you safe. I won’t let the Black Rose get anywhere near you. Because you’re gonna testify against him.”

    “That would—”

    “Trust me, by the time I’m done with the Black Rose, he’s going to be barely alive. Now, do we have a deal?”

    I was surprised when he nodded. Granted, he didn’t bring his lips close to my hand, but he was still brave enough to move when before he’d been as stiff as a tree trunk. “Very well, we have a deal.”

    “If you go back on it—”

    “You’re gonna kill me.”

    That was the threat, at least. I doubted I’d actually do it. I’d likely just end up fighting him again. But I was happy for him to believe that I’d go to extremes.

    “All right, I’m going to give you my magic, and we’re going to transport right out of here.” As soon as those words were out of my lips, I thought I heard something.

    There was a scrabbling from behind me.

    It almost brought something back.

    While I was struggling to recognize what it was, Saxon jerked. “Grave demon,” he whispered through a constricted throat.

    I had a chance to snarl.

    Saxon jerked a hand up.

    Before I could push him away, he settled his fingers on my grip around his middle. I could feel him starting to concentrate. Magic began to pour out of him.

    It poured into me. It was like an invitation – like an open door. It clearly wanted me to accept it and allow my magic to push out.

    I wasted no time. That scratching became louder.

    Saxon’s fear grew. But so did his magic. Especially once he had access to mine.

    We were both lit up like candles.

    Just when I thought I saw some black gelatinous creature reach out of a hole in the floor and spread its wings wide, something happened. I was transported for the second time, and it was just as confusing as it had been the first time.

    In a flash, we disappeared.

    And in another flash, we reappeared somewhere else.

    Up until that point, my skepticism had warned me that there was no way this would work. Saxon would take me right to the heart of Felson’s mansion, and I’d have to find a way out again.

    But I’d underestimated something. Hope. Even the most twisted beings could have it if you provided them the opportunity to stay away from their own monsters.

    We arrived in a small concrete room. Up on
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