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A Note from the Author
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Hello, awesome readers of Etherya’s Earth.  I am so happy to begin this new phase of the series.  If you’re anything like me, you enjoy series where several couples fall in love and their children grow up to get their own love stories as the series progresses.  The Cryptic Prophecy is the first book in the second generation of Etherya’s Earth where we’ll see the children of Miranda, Latimus, Darkrip and Evie fall in love, and I can’t wait to bring them to you.

For now, enjoy Callie and Brecken’s story as our beloved immortals chart a new path that will change their world forever.  These two had some explosive chemistry, and Brecken ended up being really hot and romantic, which was perfect for our kind, sassy Callie.  Also, Darkrip turned out to be slightly overprotective, which was so fun to write and had me snickering along the way.  Happy reading, and thank you for taking the journey with me and the people who live in my head!
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An excerpt from the diary of Calinda, daughter of Darkrip and Arderin
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Dear Diary,

I’m writing to you from L.A. for one of the last times ever.  Today, Mommy and Daddy told me we were moving back to the immortal world so we could be close to our family.  Now that Mommy is a doctor, she wants to help people in our kingdom when they’re sick.  I’m proud of her, but it makes me sad because I really like it here.

Mommy says I’ll make friends in no time, but I’m not so sure.  In the human world, I have to hide my powers, but she says everyone will know about them in the immortal world.  She and Daddy say I’m special, but I’m worried having powers will make the other kids think I’m weird.

Tomorrow is my seventh birthday, so I’ll be enrolling in second grade at Takelia when we move.  Daddy has been named Ambassador by Uncle Sathan and Aunt Miranda, so he’s going to help make sure the compounds keep getting along.  Mommy said it was the perfect job for him before she giggled, and then Daddy gave her a weird look where his face scrunched up.  They’re funny when they look at each other that way, and then Daddy always whispers he’ll get her back once they go to bed.  I don’t understand how you can do anything when you’re sleeping, but whatever.

Anyway, I’ll keep you updated on how school goes.  Hope it isn’t awful.  Wish me luck!

Love, Callie
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Chapter 1
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The Vampyre compound of Valeria, seventeen years after Heden married Sofia

Brecken, son of Maddox, would never forget the day his life changed forever.  His boss—well, technically his boss’s son, Zadicus—called him over with an absent hooking of his fingers as he stood by the window in the sitting room of his expansive mansion at Valeria.

“Come, Brecken,” he said, eyes narrowing as he gazed out at the manicured lawn.  “I have a question for you.”

Brecken approached, only slightly gritting his teeth at the command.  He wasn’t a fan of Raoul’s son, but he needed the income his job as bodyguard provided, so he put up with Zadicus’s arrogance and dismissive attitude.  Many aristocrats still treated laborers and soldiers as “beneath” them, although King Sathan and Queen Miranda discouraged it.

“Yes?” Brecken said, placing his crossed hands on the buckle of his belt as he stood in a wide-legged stance, waiting.  He was a few inches taller than Zadicus, which brought him great pleasure for some reason.  Perhaps it was because he knew he could kick the haughty prick’s ass.  Not only because of his size, but because he thought Zadicus rather soft.  Of course, if ever accused of it, his ward would scoff and assert his dominance over all the other aristocrats he defeated in his weekly boxing matches.

It might be a good defense to some, but Brecken understood the matches were carefully planned in plushy-floored boxing rings with felt-covered ropes.  Much different than the dirty fields where he’d scraped and clawed his way to becoming a formidable soldier.  Brecken had worked hard to tone his body and his mind, and his commanding officers took notice.

When Raoul decided to hire a personal bodyguard for his son, Brecken’s good friend Jack, adopted son of Latimus, suggested he apply.  There had been scattered attacks from Bakari’s Deamon army at Valeria and Uteria over the years, and many wealthy aristocrats felt safer having private security at their homes.  They could afford it, and it created jobs, so Brecken kept his opinion on the matter to himself.  It seemed a bit much since all the compounds were protected by immortal soldiers, but if a rich Vampyre or Slayer wanted a bodyguard in their personal space, who was he to argue?  Although Brecken hadn’t wanted to leave the army, the pay was substantially higher and allowed him to help support his mother and five sisters at Lynia.  After some contemplation, he applied for the job and was hired within a week.

Several years in, he was used to his eccentric ward and could tell Zadicus disliked having a watchdog as much as Brecken disliked watching.  But they both were products of their station in the realm, and they’d formed a bond of sorts.  One based on necessity and mutual understanding rather than friendship, but sometimes, those were the ones that worked best.

Recently, Zadicus had approached Brecken, asking how much his silence would cost if he were to escape a few hours each week unaccompanied.  Brecken had initially balked, knowing that letting Zadicus go anywhere in the realm without his protection was a violation of his contract with Raoul.

“We are both men who crave solace, Brecken,” Zadicus said, determination in his ice-blue eyes.  “If you give me a few hours a week to myself, I will pay your sister’s tuition to the school for gifted students at Takelia.”

Brecken had been floored by the offer.  His youngest sister Rowena was the smartest of them all, and he hated she was relegated to the public school at Lynia.  She had applied and been accepted to the school for the gifted and talented at Takelia, but their family couldn’t afford it on the small stipend they received each month after their father was killed during an ambush on a Deamon-scouting mission over a decade ago.  His mother worked as a seamstress, but that barely brought in enough for them to survive.

“If your father finds out, not only will I be fired, but I will be blacklisted as a bodyguard for eternity,” Brecken replied.  “I can’t take the chance.”

“We are not friends, but we both have a vested interest in keeping this from my father,” Zadicus said, extending his hand.  “Three hours per week in exchange for your sister’s education.”

Brecken stared at the man’s hand for so long he thought he might retract it.  Eventually, they shook, and the deal was made.  

“Three hours per week.  May the goddess keep you safe.  I will set up comm devices with a secret channel for us to communicate and will be ready to answer your call at a moment’s notice.”

“I hope your sister takes this opportunity to lift herself out of poverty.  An educated woman can go far in this realm thanks to Queen Miranda and Governor Evie.”

“Yes,” Brecken said, arching a brow.  “Their decision to allow females to become combat soldiers has riled up some of the misogynists in our kingdom.”

“Women should be protected by men,” Zadicus said, dismissively waving his hand, “but it is their directive, so I’ll choose to accept it.”

Left unsaid between them was the blatant fact Zadicus himself needed the protection of a soldier, but Brecken decided to let it lie.

Now, several weeks into their deal, Rowena was thriving at her new school, and Zadicus seemed to be relishing his alone time.  Brecken had no idea what he did during his excursions, but he always checked in over their secret channel and so far had returned home with Raoul none the wiser.

“For the goddess’s sake, Brecken, are you listening?” Zadicus shouted, snapping his fingers as Brecken returned to the present moment.  Straightening, his hands clenched on his belt from the man’s irritable tone.

“Yes.  What did you want to ask me?”

Eyes narrowing, Zadicus tilted his head, contemplating.  “A while back, we were discussing our school days.  I mentioned I hated schoolwork, and you said something about excelling at creative writing when you were a student.  Do you remember?”

Brecken nodded, surprised the man recalled any of their prior conversations.  “I loved school and honed my writing skills.  I also figured it would help me pass the written army tests when I became a soldier.”

Sighing, Zadicus ran a hand through his hair before trailing over to sit on the couch.  “I always hated school.  I paid one of our servants to do my homework for me.  I found it exceedingly boring.”

Brecken’s lips twitched as he inwardly remarked he expected nothing less from the man who would inherit a fortune regardless of his performance in school.

“I’ll pretend I don’t see the smirk so we can continue our conversation,” he said in a dry tone.  “Since you excelled at creative writing, do you think you could possibly write love letters?’

Feeling his eyebrows draw together, he contemplated.  “Love letters?”

“Yes,” Zadicus said, slightly rolling his eyes.  “As you know, I have set my sights on Callie.  She is royalty and worthy of my hand and station.  However, she is...”—he circled his hand, searching for the word—“high maintenance and requires extensive courting.  I wrote her a poem, which she had the gall to snicker at several times before assuring me it was passable.  I have a feeling she’d rather have love letters, but I have no idea where to start—which is where you come in.”

Brecken studied the man who stared at him expectantly as disbelief coursed through his veins.  “You want to hire me to write love letters to the woman you’re courting?” he asked, slightly exasperated.  “I understand you can afford anything you set your sights on, but isn’t hiring another man to woo your girlfriend just a bit underhanded?”

“You don’t have to make it seem nefarious,” Zadicus said, standing.  “Writing is something I’m terrible at, and apparently, it’s a skill of yours.  I’d actually be doing her a favor if you wrote to her instead of me.”

Scoffing, Brecken shook his head.  “No, thanks.  I won’t be any part of deceiving the woman you eventually plan to bond with.”

“Goddess, you rural folk always see things with such rose-colored lenses.”  

Brecken’s nostrils flared at the dismissive words, and he clenched his jaw to keep from telling the man to go to hell.  

“I just want a bit of help.  Like a wingman.  You’ve told me you and Jack go out together and help each other flirt with women.  I’m asking the same.”

“Jack and I don’t lie to the women we flirt with,” Brecken said, holding up his hand when Zadicus opened his mouth to argue.  “And even if I agreed, I’d be deceiving Jack since he’s her adopted cousin.  He’s one of my best friends, and I have no desire to hurt him or Callie.”

“How will she be hurt?” Zadicus asked, lifting his hands.  “It will help move the process along, and she can finally bond with someone.  It’s common knowledge she isn’t the most sought-after female in the realm.  This will solidify her status as someone worthy so people don’t focus on the prophecy.”

Brecken took a moment to reflect on the Elven prophecy and the path the kingdom had followed since its discovery.  When he was young, the realm had been embroiled in the vicious war with the Dark Lord Crimeous, Callie’s grandfather, until Evie fulfilled the prophecy and saved them.  The immortal world slipped into peaceful complacency, never realizing there were other threats on the horizon.

Bakari had appeared with a vengeance, determined to rule over the realm from which he felt ostracized when he was only a babe.  Born between Latimus and Arderin, Bakari bore a mark on his inner thigh that the ancient soothsayers believed signified an evil hidden prophecy.  Unbeknownst to his parents, Vampyre King Markdor and Queen Calla, the ancient soothsayers had transported him to the human world and left him to die.  But Bakari survived and pieced together his past and was now determined to rule over the kingdom he believed was rightfully his.

Brecken thought it a sad tale, often wondering if the royal family would’ve welcomed and embraced Bakari if he’d returned to the kingdom with an open heart.  Alas, it wasn’t meant to be, and Bakari was intent upon destroying the Vampyre and Slayer royal families so he could rule in perpetuity.  Another self-proclaimed demigod the immortals would have to vanquish before they could secure the peace they craved.

Added to the strife were the Elven scrolls Queen Miranda and Commander Kenden discovered several years ago in the long-forgotten soothsayer chamber at Restia.  The scrolls held many prophecies, none more concerning than the one regarding Bakari and Callie:

* * *
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Elven Prophecy #1

A lone Elf will survive our kingdom’s destruction.  He will evolve into a powerful being, castigated by the goddess Etherya.  Embroiled in his hate, he will spawn children upon the Earth who will cause great devastation.  The firstborn spawn of his firstborn spawn will align with the marked Vampyre prince to destroy Etherya’s realm as we know it, and it will exist no more...

* * *
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It was all a bit dramatic for Brecken, who favored practicality and succinctness, so he preferred the summarized version: Crimeous would spawn Darkrip, and Darkrip’s firstborn child Callie would align with Bakari to pulverize the immortal realm.  Heavy.

“If Callie is such an outcast, I’m surprised you decided to court her,” Brecken said, resuming their conversation.

“Are you trying to piss me off?” Zadicus asked, scowling.

Brecken breathed a laugh.  “No.  It just seems as if your station is very important to you, and I’d think you’d want to solidify that with a bonded mate whose reputation is...unvarnished.”

“Her reputation is fine,” he muttered, beginning to pace.  “She’ll be a virgin on our wedding night thanks to a promise she made her mother, and I can work with the taint from the prophecy.”

Brecken still thought it strange the man didn’t care about his reputation since that was in direct opposition to everything he knew about Zadicus, but he remained silent.

“Regardless,” Zadicus continued, “I would like your help.  Agree to write some love letters to Callie, and I’ll assure your mother gets the open seamstress position in the governor’s mansion.”

Feeling his eyes widen, Brecken pondered.  The position paid five times what his mother made as a freelancer.  “How soon could she start?”

“As soon as you write the first letter.”

Inhaling a deep breath, Brecken let it churn in his gut, knowing what he was about to agree to was so very wrong.  But he had his family to think about, and now that his father was gone, they were his responsibility.

“Okay,” he said with a nod.  “But I’ll need to observe her to get an idea of what to write, and you’ll need to give me feedback too.”

“Yes, yes,” Zadicus said dismissively.  “She’s planning on going to the street fair with Jack after she heals a horse at Restia tomorrow.  Why don’t you accompany them?  You can take one of your sisters and act as if the meeting is a coincidence.  As you know, we are having dinner with Aunt Melania and Uncle Cameron tomorrow night, and I will speak to them about hiring your mother.”

Brecken had two days a week off from guarding Zadicus, and his ward always had dinner with his aunt and uncle on those occasions.

“All right.  There’s no need to manipulate the situation.  I’ll just call Jack and tell him I’d like to go with him.  I’ll take Rowena with me.  She loves street fairs.”  Extending his hand, he enclosed it around Zadicus’s and gave a resigned shake.  Brecken knew Callie casually, having met her with Jack several times at Lynia and, more recently, when she began dating Zadicus.  Frowning, he acknowledged his discontent at deceiving her.

She’d been nothing but gracious to him as he guarded them while Zadicus courted her.  In fact, she treated him with a respect he wished his ward bestowed.  Although Zadicus was cordial to him, he still treated him like a servant, often snapping his fingers or making underhanded remarks that would offend someone with a lesser temperament.  Brecken was tough and usually brushed it off.  After all, many aristocrats were raised to be dicks.  It was just the way of the world.

Callie was different even though she was the daughter of royals.  She had a generous heart and often spoke of the animals she healed throughout the kingdom.  Feeling his lips twitch, Brecken recalled the last time she scolded Zadicus for his callous words.  They’d been strolling in the garden, and Zadicus had summoned Brecken over from his spot several yards away where he’d been observing.

“Go inside and grab a wet cloth for us, will you, Brecken?”  Zadicus asked.  “I want to pick some flowers for Callie and wrap them in it so she can take them home.”

“For the goddess’s sake, Zadicus,” Callie said, wrinkling her nose, “he’s not your servant.  If you want a cloth, go get it yourself.  And honestly, you sent me a bouquet every day this week.  I think I’m all flowered out.”

“He doesn’t mind—do you, Brecken?”

Brecken inwardly sighed, annoyed but used to the treatment.  “It’s fine—”

“No way,” Callie interrupted, flashing him a brilliant smile.  Goddess, but she was a looker, with a mass of black curls that fell down her back and stunning ocean-colored eyes.  They were olive green in the center, like her father’s, and sky blue on the rims like her mother’s.  “We’re fine, Brecken.  Feel free to go back to your corner in the shade.  Thank you.”

Her fingers encircled his wrist, and her soft skin grazed his, sending a jolt of arousal through his frame.  Disengaging from her touch, he walked back to the house, standing in the shade as he observed them.  Zadicus leaned down to kiss her forehead, and Brecken absently rubbed his wrist, still tingling from where she’d touched him.  Closing his eyes for one brief second, he imagined pressing his lips to her forehead...to her full lips...to the curve of her neck...and then he promptly shut it down.  Fantasizing about the girlfriend of his ward was a definite no-no.

And now, he’d signed up to deceive her.  It certainly didn’t sit well inside his core, but the income for his family was too valuable to deny.  A governor’s seamstress’s salary could feed his entire family for decades, and their well-being was his priority.  So, he would study Callie and write the letters for Zadicus.

“I think I’d like to head to the boxing club,” Zadicus said, strolling toward the grand staircase.  “Let me change, and I’ll meet you back here.”

With a brief nod, Brecken resumed his wide stance, hands clasped over his belt buckle, as he prayed to the goddess to forgive him for his future deception.
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An excerpt from the diary of Calinda, daughter of Darkrip and Arderin
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Dear Diary,

I would like to officially report that being ten years old is the worst.  We’ve been back in the realm for three years, and I still haven’t made a lot of friends.  It’s hard when everyone looks at you like a freak and seems scared you’re going to destroy the world.  Daddy says they’re dramatic and insignificant and they can go screw themselves (and then Mommy tells him not to use that word, although I’m obviously old enough to handle it.  Sheesh!).

But the truth is: I think I am a freak.  Yesterday, I discovered something really cool and really scary about myself at the same time.  We were having dinner at Aunt Lila’s, and I went to the creek behind the house afterward to catch lightning bugs.  As I was trying to catch one in my jar, I heard something wail and looked over to find a tiny chipmunk lying in the grass. After rushing over, I could tell he was hurt and picked him up to examine him.  He had blood on his fur and looked like he’d been half-eaten by something with really sharp teeth.  I have no idea why, but for some reason, I felt like I could fix him.  Closing my eyes, I held my hand over his wound and summoned my powers.

The little critter cried out, and I opened my eyes to see his wound healing.  I was so excited—and so shocked—that I lost control of my power and felt it shoot through my arm into the chipmunk’s body.  He looked at me with his little beady eyes as his legs shook, and then he died in my hand.

“You ready for me to catch some lightning bugs with you?” Dad asked behind me.

Turning to him with tears streaming down my face, I lifted the animal.  “I’m so sorry,” I whispered.  “I killed him.  I didn’t mean to.  I was trying to heal him.  It was working, and then...it wasn’t.”

He studied me before crouching down and examining the animal.  Looking into my eyes, he stroked my hair.  “It’s okay, Callie.”  His voice was so soothing, and it made me feel a tiny bit better.  “You tried your best.”

“Does it mean I’m weird or...bad?”

“No,” he said, shaking his head.  “It makes sense you would inherit your mom’s desire to heal and it would manifest through your powers.  As long as you tried your best, that’s all that matters.”

“I think I can do it if I practice.”

“Then we’ll practice,” he said, kissing my forehead.

After swiping my arm under my nose, I asked, “Can we bury him?”

“Absolutely.  Let me get the shovel, and we’ll have a proper funeral for him right here under the stars.  Do you want your mom to help?”

I nodded before he went inside.  I petted the chipmunk until he returned with Mom, and they helped me bury it.  No one else came outside, and I knew Dad asked them to leave us alone.  It was perfect because I decided I’m going to do my best to heal every animal I can in the future.  Dad promised he’d help me learn to use my power, and I won’t stop until I figure it out.  Cross my heart.

Love, Callie
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Chapter 2
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Calinda, daughter of Darkrip and Arderin, kneeled beside the horse in the dim stable.  Strained puffs of air exited the animal’s wide nostrils, and its pain coursed through Callie as if it were her own.

“What do you think, Princess Calinda?” the horse’s owner asked.  “Will she be okay?”

“I told you to call me Callie, Shamus,” she said, rising to look the man in the eye.  “Tordor is the heir in this kingdom, and he can have all the fancy titles.  I just want to be normal ol’ me.”

Shamus’s lips twitched.  “Sorry, princess, but I don’t think you’re like the rest of us.  You’re very special.”

“Special,” she muttered, striding to grab the bag she’d set by the barn door when she arrived.  “People always call me that when they’re afraid of me or want to avoid me.”

“I assure you, ma’am, I don’t want neither.  I just want my horse to live.  I need her for a whole heap of things at the farm and can’t really afford another one right now.”

“Yes,” she said, crouching beside the horse and opening the bag.  “The proclivity of Slayers and Vampyres to use horses on the rural compounds still baffles me.  Aunt Miranda and Uncle Sathan built a magnificent railway connecting the compounds, which is a good start, but our people still haven’t embraced driving cars—outside of battle, of course.  The soldiers use four-wheelers quite frequently.”

“They implemented a lot of fancy technology at Takelia since it’s the newest compound, but I’ve never had much use for it, princess.”  He ran his fingers over the brown felt hat in his hands as she rummaged in the bag.  “My wife, daughter and I do well here on the farm with what we have.”

“Well, I guess that’s all we can hope for,” Callie said, pulling out the large plastic syringe and wiping it with an alcohol pad.  “To be happy with what we’ve got.”

“From your lips to the goddess’s ears, ma’am.”

“Callie,” she corrected, resting her palm on the horse’s side as the animal lay on the hay-covered ground.  “All right, sweetie,” she said, looking into the creature’s dark eyes, “this will hurt for just a moment.  We’re going to withdraw some fluid so I can test it.  And then I’m going to heal you.  Okay?”

The horse nickered, and Callie smiled.  Her abilities afforded her a connection with animals, and she could sense the creature’s trust.  Spreading her fingers wide, she inserted the needle, maintaining eye contact with the animal’s deep brown orbs.  The horse flinched slightly before Callie uttered a soft, “Shhh...” and she eventually relaxed on the ground.

Withdrawing the plunger, Callie extracted several milliliters of the dark red fluid from the abscess on the horse’s stomach.  Once finished, she placed the syringe in a plastic bag and deposited it in her medical bag.

Resting both palms on the horse’s broad belly, she stared deeply into her eyes.  “Okay, girl, you ready?  This will be a bit uncomfortable for us both, but it will help.  Close your eyes.”

As if she understood the command, the creature closed her lids, the tiny black eyelashes stark against her brown mane. 

Squeezing her eyes shut, Callie summoned the magic in her blood.  It swam inside with dark and sticky remnants of her grandfather Crimeous’s evil, alongside the reformed righteousness of her father, the regal valor of her grandmother Rina and great-grandfather Valktor and the feisty strength and self-healing properties inherited from her mother.  The amalgamation of the powerful forces swirled and congealed in her veins, rushing toward the spot where her palms met the horse’s skin.  Letting it flow through, the energy enveloped the animal as it whimpered softly below.

Seconds later, Callie felt the horse release its pain.  Sensing it was free from the sickness that had ailed it only moments earlier, Callie collapsed on the ground, pulling her hands from the animal and bringing her knees to her chest.  Encircling them with her arms, she buried her face in her thighs and struggled to catch her breath.

“Princess?” Shamus asked, concern in his voice as her ears rang.

“Just need a minute,” she said, holding up a hand, palm facing him.  “It will pass.  Just give me a sec...”  Focusing on the yoga breathing techniques her mother taught her, Callie waited for the squeamish feeling inside her stomach to abate.

Moments later, the viscous energy left her body, and she lifted her head.  Blinking rapidly, she stared up at Shamus.  “Okay,” she said, blowing out a breath.  “I think we’re both fine.”

Proving her statement true, the horse whinnied before kicking its legs against the ground.  After a few tries, she awkwardly rose, standing on strong legs, and elicited a joyful neigh before quickly trotting out the barn door to the attached fenced-in meadow.

“Wow, princess,” Shamus said, bending and extending his hand to her.  “That’s something else.  We Slayers always knew Vampyres had self-healing abilities, but you’re the first person I know of who can heal others.”

Grasping his hand, she let him pull her to her feet and swiped the hay off her jean-clad thighs.  “Yes, it’s a pretty cool party trick.  All three of us—the grandkids of my woefully terrible Deamon King grandfather—inherited specific individualized traits, along with the ability to read others’ thoughts and manipulate things with our minds.  I got the ability to heal other living beings, my brother can walk through walls—which was super-creepy when I was a teenager, by the way—” she said, holding up a finger while Shamus chuckled, “and Rinada can render herself invisible.  Much cooler in the whole ‘things I inherited from creepy grandpa’ scheme of things if you ask me,” she teased, making quotation marks with her fingers.

“I think you all are amazing,” he said, reverence in his tone.  “You’re hybrid children of some of the most powerful creatures on the planet.  I told my wife she should come to the barn and meet you, but...well, she...”

“She’s afraid,” Callie said, giving a reassuring grin as she shrugged.  “It’s okay, Shamus.  I’m used to it at this point.”

“I don’t mean no disrespect, ma’am—”

“It’s totally fine,” she said, waving a hand.  “Call me if you need anything else for any of your animals.”

Tilting his head, his eyes narrowed.

“What is it?”

Assessing her, he placed his hat on his head.  “I just was wondering if it gets lonely sometimes.  Being that different.  There’s comfort in blending in with the crowd sometimes.”

“That there is,” she said wistfully, lowering to close her bag.  Grasping the handles, she straightened and extended her hand.  “I’m happy I could help your horse, Shamus.  I’ll be handing over the sample to Nolan and Sadie to test.  Bakari hasn’t unleashed any new toxins that we know of in several months, but the threat is always there.  Most likely, the abscess was caused by some bacteria she drank in the watering hole on the far side of the meadow.  I would treat it before she drinks it again.”

“Will do, princess,” he said, shaking her hand.  “Thank you so much for healing her.”

“You’re welcome.”  After a firm shake, she gave a salute and trailed out of the barn into the bright, sunny day.

Slinging her medical bag onto the passenger seat, she climbed into the four-wheeler and revved the engine.  Putting the vehicle into gear, she pressed the pedal to the floor and began the drive to Takelia.

Shamus’s farm at Restia was about a forty-five minute drive to Takelia, which would give her ample time to ponder the inner workings of her life as her hair blew in the wind and she soaked up the sun.  She could’ve taken the train, since it connected all seven compounds of the immortal world, but she still would’ve had to find transportation from Restia’s train station to the farm.  No, it was better to drive through the open fields and enjoy the freedom she’d so deftly negotiated earlier.

Darkrip didn’t like the idea of her driving to Restia alone.  Bakari had amassed a powerful army, cloned from the Deamon inmates he’d sprung from Takelia’s prison almost two decades ago.  There was always a latent threat Bakari would launch a surprise attack or approach Callie and try to gain her alliance, especially since the prophecy declared they would align one day to destroy the world.

“Bakari hasn’t ever approached me, Dad,” she’d said to his reflection in the mirror of her vanity as she sat combing her hair earlier that morning.  “I doubt he’ll try today.”

“If you recall, he did approach you,” Darkrip said, crossing his arms over his chest as he loomed over her shoulder.  “He took some of your hair from the playground swing when we lived in the human world.”

“Yes, yes,” she sighed, rolling her eyes as she dragged the brush through her long black curls.  “And Tatiana used it to make the potion that allows Bakari to teleport like you and Aunt Evie.  It’s all my fault.”

“It’s not your fault,” he said, cupping her shoulder.  “I just don’t want you to put yourself in harm’s way.”

Covering his hand, she smiled into his green eyes in the reflection.  “What will you do if I bond with Zadicus and move in with him at Valeria?  Will you come and check on me every day?  Perhaps move into the room next door?  Maybe you can listen while we—”

“Enough,” he said, squeezing her shoulder.  “I told you, if you ever mention having marital relations with anyone, I’ll jump into the Purges of Methesda.”

Snickering, she stood, shaking her head as she faced him.  “Marital relations?  Come on, Dad.  You can say ‘sex.’”

“Etherya help me,” he muttered, glancing at the ceiling.  Stepping back, he recrossed his arms and assessed her.  “I won’t let you go alone to heal the horse.  Take a soldier with you.”

“We both know I’m strong enough to overpower fifty soldiers,” she said, lifting her hands in frustration.  “I can read their thoughts, same as you, and although I can’t transport, I did inherit the ability to crush things with my mind.  I think I’ll be fine.”

“You’re not a trained soldier—”

“I’m not a man,” she said, thrusting up her chin.  “Isn’t that what you meant to say?”

“For god’s sake,” he said, rolling his eyes.  “You and your mom play the sexism card anytime we have an argument.  You know it’s ridiculous considering I’ve never won an argument against either of you.”

Callie smiled and squinted one eye.  “You’re right.  I can’t remember ever losing one...”

Chuckling, he stepped toward her and encircled her wrist.  “You’re my daughter, Callie.  I love you.  You and Creigen are proof I’m capable of doing good things in this wretched world.  Let me keep you safe.”

“Dad,” she whispered, eyes welling as she cupped his cheeks.  He’d always been such a strong, abiding constant in her life, and she loved him with every piece of her heart.  “I’ll be safe.  Maybe you should say what you’re really thinking.  You’re afraid Bakari is going to somehow contact me and manipulate me to his side.  You’re afraid I won’t be able to deny the call of Grandfather’s blood...of his evil.”

Darkrip’s eyes darted between hers.  “You’ve never really had to fight the malevolence inside because your mother and I protected you.”  Palming her face, he ran his thumb over her cheek.  “As you grow more independent, I worry I might have shielded you too much.  I struggled with the darkness for centuries.  I fear you haven’t begun to comprehend how powerful it is.”

Giving him a reassuring smile, she shook her head.  “You and Mom did everything you could for us, but you can’t keep me locked away forever.  Hopefully, I’ll be bonding soon, and there will be times you won’t be there.  You need to trust me.  There’s no way in hell I’d ever hurt anyone in our family.  You know how important they are to me.”

“You’re telling that to the man who almost strangled me when I was pregnant with you,” a sardonic voice chimed in from the doorway.

“Oh, brother,” Darkrip muttered, glancing toward the door.

“Hey, Mom,” Callie said, grinning as Arderin entered the room.  “Dad was just worrying I’m going to turn into Grandfather and destroy the kingdom.”

“Was he?” Arderin asked, standing on her toes and placing a peck on Darkrip’s cheek.  “How utterly fatalistic.”

“Are you two really going to gang up on me when I was trying to protect our sweet, precious daughter?”

“The embellishment is a bit much,” Arderin said, playfully rolling her eyes.  “You heading out to Shamus’s farm, sweetie?”

“Yes,” Callie said, heading toward the bed and donning the light jacket that sat beside her medical bag.  “Dad’s worried.”

“Fine—go on and get yourself abducted and murdered for all I care,” he said, waving his hands in frustration as he turned to exit the room.  “Goddess forbid I try to protect my own damn daughter—”

“Whoa, there,” Arderin said, grabbing his wrist and drawing him to her side.  “What your sweet, loving father meant to say is that we’re going to settle on a compromise, right, darling?”  She batted her eyelashes.

“I’m listening,” he muttered.

“Callie, you’ll carry the walkie on you at all times.  If you see anything that’s the least bit alarming, you’ll radio Kenden and Latimus immediately and also send one of those weird telekinetic message thingies to your dad.  Are we clear, young lady?”

“Mom, I’m almost twenty-five, for the goddess’s sake—”

“Are we clear?” Arderin interrupted in the stern tone that implied she meant business.

“Yes, Mother,” Callie said, contrite.

“Good.  Darkrip, you’ll have your spidey-sense all ready to go until she returns home, right?”

“Do I have a choice?”

“Stop it,” she said, swatting his chest.  “Agree with your wife, please.”

“Yes, dear,” he said, pecking her lips.  “I’ll be on alert.  Callie, you have the walkie?”

“There’s one in the four-wheeler.  I’ll radio Uncle Ken and Uncle Latimus before I head out.”

“Fine,” Darkrip said, rubbing the back of his neck.  “I have a meeting with the compound governors today, but I can leave in a second if needed.”

“My dad, the kingdom’s ambassador.  Who knew you’d be so great at instituting diplomacy between all the compounds?”

“Evie is a great governor, but that’s too formal for me.  I enjoy helping the seven governors run the realm.  Ambassador was a good fit, and I need something to do while your mom floats around healing people at the clinics.”

“Yes, it was world domination or ambassadorship.  I’m so proud you chose the light,” Arderin teased, sliding her arm around his waist.  “Good luck with the horse, sweetheart.  You’re so wonderful to use your powers to help wounded animals.  I’m so proud of you.”

“Okay, no crying today, Mom,” Callie said, noting the tears welling in her mother’s eyes.  “This is a happy day.  We won another round against Dad.”  

Darkrip frowned as she stepped forward and gave them both a kiss.  

“See you both when I get home.  Love you!”

With that, she grabbed her bag and headed to Shamus’s without so much as a blip from Bakari as she traversed the open fields between Takelia and Restia.  

Now, on the way home, a slight melancholy settled in as she drove through the open air.  She had no idea why—after all, she was finally being courted by a man who was well-respected and seemed determined to win her over.  Zadicus romanced her with such zeal she sometimes marveled at how lucky she was to find him as her first love.

Callie had always been a romantic—a trait most likely inherited from her mother who was deeply in love with her father.  Knowing her dad returned the sentiment gave Callie hope as she contemplated her own future.  Zadicus was exceedingly handsome with his piercing blue eyes, austere features and jet-black hair.  He embodied the regal appearance his aristocratic blood conveyed, and she enjoyed their passionate kisses when he visited Takelia to court her.  Although she’d decided not to sleep with him until they bonded, it was nice to be desired by someone so handsome.

Arderin had always urged Callie to wait to make love until she bonded, and they had discussed it on several occasions as Callie grew into adulthood.

“Sweetie,” Arderin had said during one of their discussions several years ago, “making love to someone is a big decision.  I just want it to be as special as you deserve.”

Callie had been moved by the words and the sentiment in her mother’s voice.  “I do like the idea of waiting until the time feels right.  If it’s the night of my bonding ceremony, so be it.  It’s not like anyone is beating my door down anyway.”

“Someone will, and I can’t wait for that day,” Arderin said, running a soothing hand over Callie’s curls.

She’d been right, as her mother often was.  Two years later, she met Zadicus at a royal fundraiser at Valeria.  The immortal royals were always holding fundraisers to encourage the wealthy aristocrats to fund the army, and this one had been particularly stuffy.  Callie had exited onto the balcony of the castle at Valeria, and a smooth voice sounded in her ear.

“Are you as bored as I am?”

Glancing up at the handsome Vampyre, she grinned.  “To death.  These things suck.  I attend because it makes my parents happy and shows my support of the cause, but, man, I hate them.”

“They’re not my cup of tea either.”  Warm breath caressed her ear as it blew the soft curls at her temple.  “Want to take a walk by the river?”

She’d contemplated only a moment before giving a nod.  “Sure.  I can disappear for half an hour.  Let’s blow this joint.”

They’d walked along the grassy riverbank, learning each other’s stories as Callie’s excitement grew at finally being pursued by a handsome, attentive suitor.

“So, you’re Melania and Camron’s nephew?” Callie asked.  “I don’t know them very well, but Lila is close with Camron.”

“He’s a great governor, and Melania is my father’s sister.”

Callie thoughtfully chewed her lip.  “My dad mentioned a few times that Melania was once sympathetic to Bakari’s cause.  Aunt Lila always reminds him that she’s chosen our side and that everyone deserves redemption.”

“That’s very kind of her.  Melania has never spoken to me with anything other than support for the immortal royals.”

“That’s good.  Perhaps she just made a mistake.  None of us are perfect.”

Zadicus halted, encircling her wrist and drawing her to his side.  Blue eyes simmered in the moonlight as he stared down at her, desire swimming in the deep orbs.

“You seem pretty perfect to me, princess.”

A laugh escaped her throat.  “Then you really don’t know me,” she said, the words breathy and disjointed.

“That’s something I would very much like to change.”

“You would?”  Her heart pounded as she stared up at his handsome features.  No one had ever looked at her with such raw passion, and it was...exhilarating.

“Yes,” he whispered, sliding a hand behind her neck and tilting her face.  “Come here, princess.  Let me taste you.”

With that, Callie experienced the first truly passionate kiss of her life.  She’d had a few others that were lackluster, but Zadicus embodied such zeal as he devoured her mouth.  Afterward, she stared at him, attempting to catch her breath.

“I would like to court you, princess,” he said, sliding his palm over her upper arm in warm, slow circles.  “Should I ask your father?  Forgive me, but growing up in an aristocratic family has made me quite formal.”

Callie wrinkled her nose.  “It’s so different from the human world, but I think I quite like it.  Yes, you can ask my dad to court me.  If he doesn’t disintegrate you on the spot, I’d very much like to be wooed.”

Zadicus responded with a playful grimace but seemed undeterred.  Days later, he embarked on a long discussion with Darkrip in their sitting room at Takelia.  Darkrip had several reservations about Zadicus—the most glaring being that he was related to Melania.  He also questioned why a high-ranking aristocrat would want to court someone as free-spirited as Callie.  Although they were technically royals, their family unit was anything but traditional.  But Zadicus had assured Darkrip his intentions were true, and Callie had all but begged him for his blessing.  Finally, someone was eager to court her, and she was excited for the experience.  Eventually, her father consented, and Zadicus began his courtship.

They’d now been dating for nine months, and Callie was all-consumed with zealous shows of affection from her handsome suitor.  It was all quite overwhelming for Callie, who had struggled to find her place in the immortal world when they returned after Arderin completed her medical training.  Being the focus of an evil prophecy wasn’t the best way to fit in, and her teenage years had been tough.  After going through her immortal change in her early twenties, she longed for affection and comradery with a partner.  She and Zadicus certainly had mutual affection.  Was she one hundred percent comfortable with him yet?  Not really.  But Callie figured those things took time, and she wasn’t going to squander the chance to finally fall in love.  They would eventually grow into a relationship similar to what her parents had, right?  Gnawing her lip, Callie deliberated.

Zadicus had employed every tactic possible to win her love.  Long walks by the river, moonlight picnics, flowers at every turn.  Hell, he’d even written her poetry.  Snickering as she drove the four-wheeler, she admitted his poetry was terrible.  But the effort was sweet, and she hoped he didn’t realize she thought it dreadful.  There was no point in hurting his feelings after all.

Callie felt that within the next few months, Zadicus would ask her to bond.  She would accept, although she would stick with her decision to wait until their wedding night to make love.  The choice stemmed from a combination of several factors.  Her promise to her mother she would wait until it felt right.  Her desire to ensure Zadicus truly loved her with all his heart.  And perhaps most important of all, the nagging feeling that her ardent suitor might be trying just a bit too hard.

The feeling swam in her gut, dark and heavy, and it created a secret doubt she hadn’t expressed to anyone else.  It was responsible for her slight melancholy and made her wonder if she was truly making the right decision.  She considered herself a pretty chill person, and although the elaborate courting was nice, she didn’t really need it.  It was almost as if Zadicus had some strange ulterior motive to ensure she chose him.

Realizing she needed to express the feelings to someone she trusted, Callie slowed and parked in the open meadow.  Pulling her phone from her bag, she called Jack.

“Hey,” his deep voice said over the receiver.  “You okay?  I know you went to Shamus’s farm today.”

“Yeah,” she said, picking at a frayed string hanging from one of the ripped holes in her jeans.  “We’re still on for the street fair tonight, right?”

“Yep.  We’ll be done at four.  We’re letting the soldiers go early so they can attend with their families.  On that note, it’s Brecken’s night off, and he asked if he and Rowena can come with us.  She’s his youngest sister, if you remember.”

“Oh, sure,” she said as Brecken’s face flashed through her mind.  She was fond of Brecken and knew he was close with Jack.  Now, she mostly saw him when he stood off in the distance protecting Zadicus.  Callie always sensed his presence when he was near, which she attributed to her heightened senses from her Deamon blood.

Most wouldn’t even sense the hulking bodyguard’s presence—after all, it was his job to blend in and go unnoticed.  But sometimes, she would catch him staring at her out of the corner of her eye and always felt a strange jolt of...something.  Intensity?  Awareness?  She wasn’t sure how to describe the feeling and usually wrote it off as a side effect of being observed.  After all, it was a bit creepy to have another man watch you as you strolled with your suitor, even if he was a paid bodyguard.

The fact her suitor’s protector was viscerally attractive was an entirely different rabbit hole Callie had no interest in chasing.  Although, it was interesting to compare Brecken and Zadicus in those rare moments her mind went there.  Zadicus was perfectly coiffed, attractive in a smooth, polished manner.  Brecken was...primal.  Sexy.  Brooding.  Sometimes, in those rare moments her eyes met his, golden flecks would flash in his deep brown eyes, and Callie would have to tamp down a shiver.  Did they flash like that when he made love?  Did the dark orbs simmer as he claimed his mate’s body, marking her as his?

With a vicious shake of her head, Callie returned to reality.  Why in the hell was she imagining Brecken having sex when she had a wonderful man expending excessive amounts of energy courting her?  “Get it together, Callie,” she muttered before resuming the call with Jack.

“Callie?”

“Sorry, I’m here.  Should be fun.  I like Brecken.  I remember when we celebrated when you got him the bodyguard position.  He paid for all my drinks, which wasn’t necessary but was really nice.  Obviously, I see him when I’m with Zadicus, but it’s different.  Anyway, it will be nice to hang with him outside of the whole bodyguard situation.”

“I’m assuming Zadicus isn’t coming?”

Callie chewed her lip.  “No.  I need a break from him.  Please don’t tell anyone else I said that.  He’s awesome, and I love hanging with him, but he’s...a lot sometimes.  I mean, sometimes, a girl just needs to Netflix and chill.  He’s kind of formal.”

Jack’s chuckle sounded in her ear.  “He is, but I think you signed up for that.  You are planning to bond with him, right?”

“Of course,” she said, her tone cheerful, although the doubt lingered inside.  “But I’m excited to hang with you guys.  That’s all.”

“Sounds good.  Want to meet me at my cabin at five?  We can walk to town from there.”

“Sure.  I’ll remind Dad I’ll be home late so he won’t have a heart attack.  I’m in a four-wheeler, so I might get to you a bit early.  Is that okay?”

“Yep.  I’ll leave the key in the lockbox hanging on the knob.  Works out well since I don’t have to reset the code considering you can unlock the thing with your powers.”

“Perfect.  I’ll pick up some wine on the way.  We can have a glass before we walk into town.”

“Can’t wait.  See you in a bit.”

The phone clicked, and Callie released a sigh.  Spending time with Jack would clear her head, and she could always talk to him about Zadicus if she needed.  Pressing her foot to the pedal, she told herself everything would be fine.  Even people who loved each other needed a break sometimes.  Zooming across the open field, she sped home to pick up the wine before driving to Lynia, excited for the evening ahead.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

An excerpt from the diary of Calinda, daughter of Darkrip and Arderin
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Dear Diary,

I would like to report that I am not enjoying sixth grade.  At this point, I’d love to stay home and have Glarys homeschool me, but Mom says it’s important I learn to handle adversity and make friends.  We’re royals and have a duty to uphold, but it’s hard when everyone thinks you’re a freak who’s going to destroy the kingdom.

We started learning about the history of the immortal realm today, since that’s part of the sixth-grade curriculum.  After Miranda and Kenden discovered the hidden Elven scrolls, they wanted the contents to be taught across the realm.  They’re pretty vague, but they do give us glimpses of the extinct immortal species, and Miranda thinks it will help unite us.  Now that Vampyres, Slayers and Deamons live on all the compounds, it’s important we take lessons from the destruction of the Elves to help counteract and prevent our own mistakes.

Well, that’s great and all, but when you’re the subject of one of those deadly prophecies, leaning about it in a classroom of your peers kind of sucks.  Today, as the teacher was explaining Bakari’s history and his mention in the Elven prophecy, she also referenced my role in the prophecy.  Several of my classmates shot me mean looks from their desks, and others looked at me as if they were terrified.

Afterward, when we went outside for lunch, no one would sit with me, so I sat alone like a super-dork.  Some of the other kids snickered when I opened my soda and it sprayed all over my table.  I shot them the bird, and my teacher sent me to the principal who said I had to go home for the day.  You know what?  That was just fine with me.

Mom picked me up, and we had a long talk when we got home.  She says that one day, I’ll find my people.  People who accept me and love me just for me.  I hope so because being an outcast really blows.  At least I have Mom, Dad, Creigen, Jack and the rest of my family.

Love, Callie
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Chapter 3
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The day of the street fair, Brecken rose with the sun and went out for a run.  He’d had a restless night tossing and turning as he envisioned Callie’s reaction if she discovered his pact with Zadicus.  Would those luminous eyes fill with tears?  Or would she punch him in the nose and tell him to go to hell?  Chuckling as he jogged, he realized he preferred the latter, if only so he could see her cheeks flush and observe the vibrant colors in her irises flare.  For some reason, he imagined Callie angry would be fun.  She was passionate and had a gregarious personality, which enthralled someone with his more stoic demeanor.  What would she be like in bed?  Would that passion translate between the sheets?

Swiping his damp forehead, Brecken told himself to shut it down and finish his jog.  After a refreshing shower, he threw on jeans, a T-shirt and sneakers, happy to be free of his black tactical gear for the day.  Raoul employed a floater security agent who observed Zadicus on his days off, and Brecken savored his free time.  He did some chores around the cabin, prepared his Slayer blood weekly rations and washed the load of laundry that had been piling up for over a week.  Eventually, the sun sat low in the afternoon sky, and he realized Rowena would be home from school.  After running a comb through his thick, dark brown hair, he locked the door behind him and
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