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Author’s Note

 

My very first book boyfriend was Louis from Interview With the Vampire. Early incarnations of Silas McNaught, the hero of Wrenching Fate, the first Brides of Prophecy book, were based on Louis. But he evolved and became his own character.

My second book boyfriend was Raistlin Majere from the Dragonlance Chronicles and Legends trilogies. Raistlin is a caustic mage with white hair, gold skin, and hourglass eyes. He wears the black robes that signify evil in the world of Krynn, but he’s actually a compelling antihero.

Rayven Niltsiar is my tribute to Raistlin. He was mentioned briefly in Conjuring Destiny, but has only made a few brief appearances in the Brides of Prophecy series since. Until now. I really wanted to give Rayven his own book, and now I have. Just like with Silas, Rayven became his own character, sharing only a few things in common with the character who inspired him, especially Raistlin’s acerbic persona in the beginning. But his story and ending are very different.

I hope you enjoy it.


Chapter One

Mage’s University of Desmana

Shalafi, Aisthanesthai

 

Tiana Dìlleachdan shouldered a large basket and walked quickly through the common room, hoping her classmates ignored her.

A hand seized her shoulder roughly. “Where do you think you’re going, penny-head?”

Sallie had given Tiana the ridiculous nickname to mock her metallic copper hair back when they wore the white robes of beginner mages. The headmistress and teachers had made Tiana cover her hair with a glamour spell to make it look plain brown, so as not to distract the other students. But Sallie had seen her real hair in their fourth year at the primary mage school and had never let Tiana forget it.

Tiana turned with a sigh to face her nemesis. “Why do you care where I go?”

“The headmistress and directrix are gone, so no one’s supposed to leave campus until they get back.”

“Yeah,” Mara Luni said. “You’ll get in trouble.”

Delia Brewer was the only one of the Wolfsbane Coven who spoke to Tiana without rancor. “Don’t you want to know what answer they’ll bring back from Lord Niltsiar?”

“I already know.” Tiana suppressed an impatient sigh. “Same as the last hundred times. No.”

Sallie sneered. “I know you’ve lived at the school for the past twenty-four years, but that doesn’t make you know everything. Besides, how do you know if Lord Niltsiar’s been asked a hundred times to take a Desmana student as an apprentice?”

“Because the directrix told me.” Tiana shifted her empty basket from one hand to another. “Every three years, the school officials ask Lord Niltsiar if he will take an apprentice, and every three years, Niltsiar sends them on their way with gold and some magical contribution. Last time was a rare spell book, and the time before last was eight ounces of starleaf.” She couldn’t suppress a wistful tone at the memory of the difficult-to-acquire herb. “Honestly, I think the reason the school pays these visits is for the funds and gifts, and they don’t really care whether or not he ever takes an apprentice.”

“Then they shouldn’t have to visit him at all,” Sallie declared with an imperious sniff. “As the high sorcerer of Shalafi and longest-standing member of the mage council of Desmana, it is Niltsiar’s duty to be the school’s biggest patron.”

Tiana didn’t disagree, but she wasn’t going to give Sallie the satisfaction of an assent. “I suspect that he wants the visits. He’s probably lonely, having lived in that tower alone for a thousand years.”

“Lonely?” Mara echoed with a mocking laugh. “He’s a monster. Women have been seen going into his tower, but they never come out. He probably kills them or makes them part of some horrible experiments like Mephistopheles is said to do.”

Tiana shook her head, used to the many rumors about the ancient reclusive high sorcerer. Rayven Niltsiar was feared throughout the duchy of Shalafi and beyond. In the primary mage school, they were warned that if they didn’t behave, the high sorcerer of Shalafi would take their eyes and fingers for his spells. Never mind the fact that he never visited the school, even though she’d heard that was supposed to be a high sorcerer’s duty to his county.

She’d never feared him, even when she was a small child. Tiana couldn’t recall ever being afraid of anything. It was yet another attribute that alienated her from her peers.

There was one thing that interested her about Niltsiar, and that was his nightmare forest. Or rather, some precious herbs growing within the groves of twisted trees. She’d been waiting for the headmistress and directrix to embark on one of their visits to the high sorcerer’s tower, giving her the opportunity to leave campus and enter the forest with no risk of being caught by either party.

But Sallie and her coven had detained her for far too long. Tiana slipped away while they continued to argue and speculate on Niltsiar’s dastardly deeds. To regain some lost time, she used some of her energy on a teleportation spell, but as usual, it didn’t take her far. Tiana didn’t mind, since she was proud to finally be gaining a skill that wouldn’t be taught for another year or two, when her class began training for the blue robes. 

A mage’s robes coincided with their level of power and training. White robes were for children just beginning to learn magic from their parents, or at primary mage school. Yellow was for children in junior mage school as well as skilled amateur humans who didn’t have formal training. Green and red were for intermediate mages, while blue, purple, and black belonged to the highest levels. Most mages stopped training once they achieved blue. The University of Desmana, along with every other university, began at the red robe level, and only taught as high as purple. Those who wanted further training needed to find an apprenticeship with a high sorcerer.

Tiana wasn’t sure whether or not she wanted to seek out a high sorcerer to help her gain a higher power level than blue. But she couldn’t wait to get out of her red robes, which were almost as conspicuous and clashing with her skin and real hair color as the yellow robes in junior school had been.

As Tiana walked towards the nightmare forest that guarded Rayven Niltsiar’s tower, she wished her only friend, Akinyi could be with her. But Akinyi was in bed with a broken leg after her levitation spell backfired. Tiana suspected that Sallie’s coven had sabotaged Akinyi. They had to still be angry at Akinyi for the hair potion incident.

The crisp air and the late autumn sun warmed her back and raised her spirits. Tiana hoped that in addition to the majerium, she’d find some marrow root, which was crucial for a bone mending spell. If there wasn’t, she’d sneak out to the village and see if a Wurrak healer was in town.

When at last she came to the western border of the nightmare forest, Tiana rejoiced. Unlike the new king’s forest, which was said to include specters, carnivorous trees, and other actual denizens from people’s worst dreams, Rayven’s forest simply emitted a sense of pure terror that kept everyone out and guarded his tower, which rose up from the center of the gnarled trees like a black scepter.

Tiana had first discovered her immunity to the forest’s powers a little over three months ago, when Sallie’s coven had set loose a hive of wasps at her. She’d run over a mile past the campus grounds. Only when she’d been several yards beneath the twisted boughs did she realize that she was inside the infamous nightmare forest of the high sorcerer of Shalafi. Sprouting up from the lush forest floor were morel mushrooms. Tiana had filled her robe pockets and returned to the campus in triumph, where she’d made a delicious creamy soup for her, Akinyi, and Sloane, the teacher who’d found Tiana in a riverbed twenty-four years ago. But she’d also found another treasure sprouting in the underbrush of that forest: shoots of majerium, which not only worked beautifully in seeking spells, but also added divine flavor to many dishes. It wasn’t ready to harvest until autumn.

 Now, as Tiana entered the forest for the second time, all was quiet. There was something distinctly unsettling about the lack of birdsong, the missing buzz of insects, and no chittering of animals in the trees. A slight breeze wended between the gnarled gray trees, making them creak, groan, and howl through their various crevices. She walked further beneath the boughs, searching for signs of the majerium in the undergrowth. Toadstools and what could be a species of vision quest mushrooms sprouted up in plenty. Tiana crouched down and gathered a few, cutting the stems with her herb knife, so as not to disturb the underground mycelium network. Soon, she was so deep within the forest that she had to call up an illumination spell.

The orb of light hovered a few inches above her forehead, helpfully revealing the forest floor while keeping her from crashing headfirst into a tree. She wished the orb could emit heat as well. It was a lot cooler in the dark wood than it was outside. A few minutes later, she found the delicate six-pointed leaves of the majerium. Tiana claimed the anticipated harvest, making sure to leave enough plants to go to seed and propagate next autumn. As if to reward her, the forest revealed stalks of marrow root on her path. Now she could make bone-mending tea for Akinyi.

While pulled up the thin stalks to dig up the thick, white roots, Tiana sang softly to herself. “Death of an Angel” by Rage of Angels, the Earth realm band she and Akinyi had been obsessed with. When the lead singer, Xochitl Leonine, was brought to Aisthanesthai and revealed to be the Lioness of Light from the Prophecy, Tiana and Akinyi felt like the only people in the entire world who weren’t shocked at that development. What surprised them was that no one else in their world had figured out that Xochitl was special and magical. Even other fans of Earth entertainment first sneered at the idea of any magic being left on that barren planet. But then they gave way to gaping awe when Xochitl and Rage of Angels proved otherwise, bringing back the sun and crowning Zareth Amotken as the new King of Aisthanesthai.

A wistful sigh escaped her lips. The King and Queen of Aisthanesthai had toured multiple territories of Aisthanesthai after they’d married. Tiana and Akinyi were dying to meet Xochitl Leonine, but thus far, their queen and musical idol had yet to pay a visit to Shalafi, much less the mage school of Desmana. But they knew such a visit was unlikely because Zareth Amotken, the new king, and Rayven Niltsiar were on hostile terms with each other. 

Tiana didn’t know the reason behind the animosity. Only that Rayven had been Zareth’s apprentice nearly a thousand years ago, and that they’d parted on bad terms. Rayven had ascended to the ranks of the black robes on his own and taken on a hydra, a non-corporeal demon that fed on emotions and sustained its host, gaining immortality. Such a feat had never been known to be accomplished before without help. Zareth hadn’t taken an apprentice until Xochitl Leonine. Rayven never had an apprentice. And from the pattern of his constant refusals, he likely never would.

Probably for the best, Tiana thought. The man has to be the most unpleasant person in the world to have spawned such foreboding rumors.

“Well, well,” a raspy voice spoke behind her. “It seems I’ve found a trespasser.”

Tiana jerked to her feet, her basket slipping from her fingers to tumble onto the ground.

A tall thin figure in black velvet robes loomed over her. The pale jewel atop his mage’s staff not only made a shield from the effects of the nightmare forest, but also illuminated his golden eyes, white-streaked black hair, and saturnine features.

“Lord Niltsiar,” Tiana whispered, unable to hide her awe at his unique appearance and the power that radiated from him, leaking past his shield.

“Who else would you expect it to be? These are my lands.” The sorcerer raised a sardonic brow before those startling gold eyes narrowed. “I’m supposed to be here. Unlike you, little luminite. I thought Kerainne Leonine was the only survivor of the destruction of Medicia. Or did you come down from Luminista?”

“I’m not a luminite.” Tiana was too taken aback by his bizarre error to apologize for trespassing. She lifted her hand and moved her hair to reveal one of her pointed ears. “I’m faelin.”

He walked closer and bent down as if his vision was poor. Yet Tiana was certain he could see her perfectly from where he’d been. His fingers lightly sifted through a lock of her hair, making her scalp tingle. She wondered if he could sense the glamour. “Faelin ears and eyes, yes. The fingers, almost.”

Something in his tone seemed mocking. Tiana glared up at him. “Your eyes aren’t human or faelin. What are you?”

His thin lips quirked. “Nothing pure, that’s for certain. What is your name, girl?”

Nothing pure. An odd answer that told much while also not answering the question at all. “Tiana Dìlleachdan. And I’m a woman, not a girl.”

“Dìlleachdan. The name given to all foundlings. Where do you come from, foundling, and why are you in my forest?”

Between flinching at the battery of questions whose answers never satisfied anyone, the truth that she was indeed trespassing sank in Tiana’s stomach like a heavy stone. “I’m from the university. I am sorry for entering your forest without permission. I wasn’t intending any harm. I only wanted to gather some majerium.”

Lord Niltsiar looked down at the spilled contents of her basket and smirked. “And some marrow root and vision-quest mushrooms, I see.”

“Well, they were there, so…” She shrugged.

“You must be intending a strong seeking.”

“No. I want the majerium for cooking mostly.” She put her hands in her robe pockets to warm them.

“Cooking,” the sorcerer repeated with a chuckle. “Well, gather your harvest, and let’s be on our way.”

“Thank you for letting me keep them,” Tiana murmured, then knelt to scoop the mushrooms, marrow root, and majerium back into her basket. Then, the rest of his words sank in and she bolted back to her feet. “Wait, where are you taking me?”

“To my tower to warm up. I’ll not send you back to the school red-nosed and shivering.” His long fingers closed around her forearm as he pulled her forward, not ungently.

Tiana shivered again, this time not from the cold she’d hardly noticed. In fact, the heat of his hand seemed to burn through the velvet of her cloak. “If you don’t mind, I’d rather go back the way I came. The directrix and headmistress said no one was to leave campus while they were visiting you, so if they see me enter your tower…”

“That ship has sailed since they departed an hour ago.”

“Fuck.”

He quirked a brow at the epithet. “Well, since you’re going to be in trouble anyway, you may as well have a comfortable return.”

Once more, her mouth got away from her. “I’d heard that women who enter your tower don’t come out.”

The sorcerer laughed, a low, raspy sound as if unused to mirth. “The way you said that. You’re not afraid of me.”

“No.” Tiana wondered what was so amusing. “After all, the directrix and headmistress always return. And if you were killing people, the Conclave would have an issue. Or the King.”

“Fuck the King.”

Shit. She should have known better than to mention King Zareth in his presence. Tiana forced an airy tone. “What I meant was that I’m certain you’ll let me return to the school.”

“You shouldn’t be.”

“Why?”

“No one is trustworthy.” Niltsiar smirked down at her. “That said, I will indeed let you return. The last thing I need is an extended disruption of my solitude.”

Tiana blinked at him in confusion. First, he tells me that he’ll take me back, then he tells me not to trust him? Was he testing her or playing some odd game? Curiosity to see the inside of an infamous high sorcerer’s tower won out.

He guided her through a path that seemed to open up before them when touched by the light from his staff. Before long, Tiana was ushered through a tall iron door that opened by itself. Her belly fluttered at the feel of the sorcerer’s palm between her shoulder blades, gently guiding her forward.

Inside, the warm air made her face and hands tingle. Fates, it had been colder out in the forest than she’d thought. Summer had officially slipped away. Though the shade of the nightmare forest definitely lowered the temperature.

Niltsiar brought her to his solar and set the fireplace blazing with a flick of his wrist. He bade her to sit on a plush burgundy couch that nearly matched her robes. Tiana craned her neck to study her surroundings. Paintings and tapestries in rich, dark colors adorned the walls, each somehow matching or complementing the other. Gorgeous curio cabinets, shelves, and small tables displayed sculptures and other pretty things. The light fixtures were both ornate and subtle, bathing the room in comforting illumination that was neither too bright nor too dark.

After she’d studied the solar, her gaze drifted back to Lord Niltsiar, who sat across from her in a plush chair, and froze on him. He’d lowered his hood, and the light from the fireplace and the globes above presented her with the full impact of his appearance. He was the most striking man she’d ever seen. In addition to those glittering gold eyes and striking white streaks in his hair, his features were somehow both fine-boned and sharp. He had the high cheekbones of the Tolonquan tribespeople, the smooth skin and tilted eyes of the Shyr people, silken black hair that could have come from any human ethnicity, and a goldish-bronze complexion that attested to a beautifully blended ancestry. And, like her, something in the mix wasn’t human.

Nothing pure, he’d said. Tiana wondered which part of his ancestry made him feel that way or if he’d been speaking of a different attribute of his.

Niltsiar broke her perusal with a softly muttered word. A tea tray appeared on the small table by the couch.

“Have some tea.” He poured her a cup.

Tiana accepted the mug, her breath hitching when their fingers brushed. Did he just use magic on her? Was his element electricity like his former mentor’s? Was that what caused the jolt between them? She released her breath and allowed the warmth of the cup to seep into her chilled hands. A delightful floral scent rose from the tea. She almost took a sip, then focused her magic and waved a hand over the top.

He made a small hum of approval. “Very good of you to heed my earlier advice. But as you can discern, I did not try to drug or poison you.” His golden eyes never left hers as he drank from his own cup.

Tiana took a sip of the hot liquid and sighed in bliss at its sweet, delicate flavor. He’d used lavender, rose, honey, and peony. A wonderful combination, though it would relax her to the point where leaving this comfortable room would be more difficult.

Lord Niltsiar continued to study her over the rim of his cup. “What do you know of your parents?”

“Why do you care?” Tiana couldn’t hide her defensive tone. “There are several half-faelin people in this world.”

He inclined his head. “Yes, but not one powerful enough to enter my forest. Or to shield as you do. I can’t even determine your age. Furthermore, it is unusual for a halfling to be enrolled at a human mage school rather than in Shellandria.”

The last fact hurt. She took a deep drink of tea for composure. “No one there wanted me. When I was found, the directrix sent a message to Shellandria asking if any faelin men had any possible offspring they could be unaware of that year, or if any faelin women had abandoned a baby, but had a change of heart. A few men did come and perform the blood-kin detection spell, then left when they learned I wasn’t theirs.”

His eyes seemed to soften. “Where and when were you found?”

“There was an earthquake twenty-four years ago. One of the teachers at the Shalafi primary mage school found me in a time-stasis container with my name on it. I wore a baby gown of Shellandrian wool, and a lock of faelin hair was draped over me.”

For the longest time, Niltsiar remained silent, considering her words. But instead of interrogating her further on the contents of the time stasis container or the earthquake, he asked, “What did they do with you then?”

“I was brought up by the school. I’ve lived there ever since.”

“Hmm.” Another long silence passed. Abruptly, he rose to his feet and banished the tea tray. “Well, I suppose I’d better return you.”

Tiana blinked at the suddenness of the departure. Whatever it was about her that caught his interest in the first place, it was clearly gone now. A stone of hurt settled in her heart at being unwanted yet again. Her fists clenched at her sides, trying to fight the irrational feeling. Surely not being a subject of interest for one of the most feared mages in the world was a good thing.

And yet, her heart leaped at his final words before he sent her through a portal. “Until we meet again, Tiana.”

 


Chapter Two

 

Rayven Niltsiar laughed to himself as he watched Tiana disappear through the portal. The young woman truly did not know what she was. Only a luminite was capable of entering his nightmare forest because they were the only species who were incapable of feeling fear. And though it was somewhat surprising that none of her faelin kin had claimed her, it did more to confirm his theory of how she came to be discovered inside a time stasis container twenty-four years ago. Those earthquakes she spoke of were caused by the fall of Medicia, Aisthanesthai’s only luminite kingdom before Mephistopheles obliterated it and stole the land. Some poor luminite woman must have put her baby inside the container and sent it down the river like Earth’s Moses in the reed basket. Why she hadn’t opened a portal and fled to Shellandria to be with the father, the fates only knew. Rayven was unable to come up with any other explanation as to how a luminite-faelin hybrid was adopted by a school of human mages.

He poured another cup of tea. He could learn more about Tiana’s background later. Right now, he needed to figure out what to do with her. Zareth, fates curse him, had gained a crown, multiple alliances, power, and happiness after finding his luminite halfling. Rayven was certain that he could gain something with this one. His hydra had already enjoyed a good meal from her barely suppressed vivaciousness. Such a different flavor than the fear he usually fed on to sustain his immortality. And so much more invigorating.

An idea struck him. If he went through with it, some of his formidable reputation would be damaged, but the return on the investment would likely be more than worth the disruption to his life.

The gate stone chimed, interrupting his planning. Who the fuck was trying to bother him at this late hour? If it was one of those women from the school again, he swore he would—wait, they may have some useful information about the foundling.

Instead of using the scrying bowl, Rayven cast a shadow spell and transported it through the gateway.

His visitors were not from the school after all. Instead, Delgarias, the Keeper of the Prophecy waited outside, along with a Wurrak healer.

Fuck. What did Delgarias want? Rayven’s gut twisted. Could the faelin sorcerer have also sensed a luminite presence? Every mage in the Conclave of high sorcerers, as well as the Council of Desmana were under strict orders to inform the Keeper of the Prophecy if they encountered a luminite. However, Rayven knew that Delgarias was looking for a particular luminite. And Nikkita Leonine was a full-blooded luminite, and would be about twenty-five hundred years old now. Therefore, Tiana’s existence was none of Delgarias’s business.

Fighting back another pang of unease at such a powerful and forbidding visitor, Rayven spoke through the shadow. “Revered One. Your visit is an honor.”

His hazy view was clear enough to see Delgarias flash a mirthless smile that acknowledged Rayven’s sneering tone. “Allow me to honor you further by granting me entry, Lord Niltsiar.”

If Delgarias had come alone, Rayven would have felt a measure of trepidation at the prospect of inviting him in. He’d discovered a secret the Keeper of the Prophecy had been hiding from the people of Aisthanesthai for nearly two millennia. All of Shellandria had once learned and exiled him for it, but from Rayven’s sources, it seemed that nowadays, only the royal family knew.

With a grimace, Rayven opened a portal that would open into his study. He wanted his weapons and magical implements at hand so he could defend himself. The enormous desk made a nice barrier as well. Delgarias gave a knowing smile at the move, while the Wurrak healer—a male healer, which was a rarity in that country—stared at Rayven with unabashed curiosity.

Rayven sat in the comfortable chair behind the desk, and affected a look of boredom. “Why are you here?”

Delgarias smirked. “Firstly, you have not yet pledged fealty to the King.”

“And I will not. You know our history. I will never bow to Zareth Amotken again, not even on paper, and not by proxy, if that is what you are asking of me.” Rayven cursed inwardly at the heat in his tone and leaned back in his chair, trying to recapture the picture of indolent indifference. “I pledged my loyalty to the Queen. That should be sufficient, as her commands are the same as her mate’s. But you said ‘firstly.’ What else brings you to my isolated abode?”

“The war is coming soon.”

Rayven rolled his eyes. Surely the Keeper of the Prophecy hadn’t come all the way here to point out the obvious, so what was his aim here? “We all know that.”

“Yes, but what I do not know is if you will cast aside your bile and fight with us if need be.” Delgarias sounded stern as a master scolding an apprentice for a botched spell.

Niltsiar couldn’t help taking offense. “Although the animosity between King Amotken and myself is well-known, do you honestly doubt for a second that I would side with Mephistopheles? A monster who has torn pieces of our world away and slain millions? Do you truly think so ill of me?”

“I do not think you would serve the Evil One, and neither does Zareth.” Respect returned to Delgarias’s voice, but his pale blue eyes remained cold and piercing. “However, the Conclave is concerned with your lack of involvement with the world. You rarely attend meetings, you do not support any of the mage schools in the area, and you have yet to take an apprentice. They find your indifference worrisome and fear that you will shut yourself away in your tower when the war begins.”

There was something about those pale blue faelin eyes, with lines of darker blue shot through like bolts of lightning, that made Rayven uncomfortable. Something familiar that he felt like he should identify, but could not. But Delgarias’s words merited a derisive snort. “Most of the Conclave meetings are myopic sessions of bickering and gossip. If something important is going on, I attend. As for the schools, I’d thought they had sufficient patrons.” He wouldn’t point out that he had given the Desmana university yet another large sack of coin.

As for Delgarias’s long-repeated chidings for not taking an apprentice, well, Rayven decided that he would at last indulge him. “If aiding young mages is what it takes to keep yours and the Conclave’s scolding off my back, I’ll kill two birds with one stone and bring a sack of gold to the nearest school and select my apprentice from their crop of pupils.”

No one needed to know that he already had someone in mind.

“Why, Rayven…” Delgarias smiled in such a way that nearly revealed the fangs he kept hidden. “While I appreciate your willingness to help your community in times of war as well as peace, I’m beginning to think you’re not very fond of me.”

“I’m not.” Rayven studied Delgarias’s companion, a mage he had never met. “Why do you have a Wurrak healer with you? And a male at that? I thought Wurraks only allowed women to practice magic.”

The blue-robe eyed him nervously and stepped forward. “I am Artavian Calla, son of Moira, Lady of Wurrakia and high healer.”

“That’s impressive but doesn’t explain your presence at Delgarias’s side.” Rayven stood and inwardly cursed as a likely explanation struck him. “Unless the Revered One is trying to foist you off on me as an apprentice. I do little healing magic.”

Delgarias placed a hand on Artavian’s shoulder as if to protect him. “He’s the King’s apprentice, returning from his homeland. I’m escorting him back to Zareth’s tower and he is merely accompanying me with my errands on the way.”

Rayven grimaced at the mention of his former mentor and friend. So Zareth had taken five apprentices? That was more than enough to form a new coven. Rayven tamped down the lingering pain of betrayal and allowed relief to sink in at Delgarias’s words. He was not going to be saddled with the Wurrak after all.

He walked around his desk and approached the healer to read his power and take his measure. As expected, Artavian was indeed worthy of being mentored by King Zareth. “You have great power, apprentice. But your power is blocked off, like a corked bottle of spirits. It will be interesting when it bursts forth.” He turned back to Delgarias, unable to resist one last jibe at the man. “Are you leaving soon, or do I need to offer tea and refreshments? I’m afraid I don’t have the particular sustenance you prefer.”

Delgarias’s eyes widened, and he flashed Rayven a glare of warning. “We are departing. Thank you for your courtesy.”

Rayven bit back a laugh. The Keeper of the Prophecy wouldn’t be able to keep his secret for much longer. And considering that they were going to be at war against the one who made Delgarias what he was, Rayven was tempted to report the truth to the Conclave. But he wouldn’t. Because the Conclave was made up of pompous fools, and besides, it was amusing to see them constantly fooled, blinded by their reverence for Delgarias. He would attend more meetings just to make sure he wouldn’t miss their reaction when the truth came out.

Did Zareth yet know what Delgarias was? The Keeper of the Prophecy had been a regular visitor to the King and Queen’s tower ever since Xochitl Leonine saved the world. Rayven hoped the King remained in ignorance. Zareth hated vampires. Rayven wanted to see the look on his face when he discovered that he’d welcomed one under his roof so many nights.

As always, dwelling on Zareth made Rayven’s stomach sour, so he turned his focus toward his evening meal. The roasted quail, squash, and late summer greens he summoned were bland. As he chewed the unseasoned meat, his memory drifted back to the sight of the majerium leaves in Tiana’s basket. The herb would indeed improve the taste of this bird. And she’d known it. He looked forward to tasting her cooking.

And anticipated seeing what her real hair looked like without the glamour spell that disguised its true hue. She could have at least selected a more vibrant brown.

The more pressing question was: how much power did she possess beneath her shield? And who put that shield there in the first place?

Something brushed against his ankles. Rayven looked down and gave the creature a wry smile. “Begging again, Irving?”

The big orange cat had followed him home from the market, then dove through the portal Rayven had made to bypass his forest. After days of seeing the feline pacing the grounds below his tower, hearing the plaintive mews from the windows, and being presented with dead birds and rodents on his doorstep, Rayven gave in and allowed the cat inside. While Irving wasn’t bright enough to be a true familiar, he’d been a sufficient companion for the past five years.

He peeled meat from the quail and fed Irving a few pieces.

After finishing his equally dull meal, Rayven poured himself a glass of Shellandrian wine and leaned back in his chair while Irving settled into a purring lump of fur on his lap. Rayven worked out the timeline for when he’d next see Tiana. It would take at least a week to prepare his tower. He needed to pay a visit to several markets as well for various books and implements.

Rayven grabbed a piece of paper and began a list. Halfway through, he paused, marveling at how excited he felt about something he’d been resisting for nearly a thousand years.

“It’s because she’s so powerful,” Rayven told Irving.

The cat blinked at him with large yellow eyes and yawned as if dismissing his reasoning.

“Her beauty means nothing. Especially since she’s part luminite. Generally, they can only mate with their own kind and sometimes with faelin. Which is a good thing since the last thing I desire is that sort of distraction.”

Another eyeblink.

Rayven stroked the cat and frowned. “Yes, Zareth mated with a half-luminite, but that’s either due to his half-faelin blood, or whatever makes up the other part of Queen Xochitl’s parentage. No one knows what Mephistopheles is. But I’m sure that nothing in my bloodline will be enough to spark anything sexual with a higher being such as her.”

The conversation may have been one-sided, but it was enough to get Rayven to free his mind from dangerous lines of thought and back to the list of things he’d need to acquire or accomplish before paying a visit to the University of Desmana.

In the meantime, if Tiana left the university grounds, Rayven would know.

Because while she’d checked her tea for poison and drugs, she’d missed the tracking spell he’d added.

He didn’t really think she’d leave the school before he was ready to accept her as his apprentice, but Rayven had experienced plenty of failures and disappointments in his long life.

And now that he’d made the decision to end his thousand years of solitude, he’d be damned before he allowed Tiana Dìlleachdan to slip through his fingers.

 


Chapter Three

 

Tiana stirred the venison stew, took another taste, and added more majerium. She’d just gotten out of her four-day sentence in the isolation dorm that night and a mute spell during classes as punishment for leaving campus without permission. Akinyi had greeted her with a hug, then pelted her with questions as soon as Tiana confessed why she’d been off campus that day.

“And you just went into Lord Niltsiar’s tower with him?”

“Yes. But you can’t tell anyone. If Headmistress Leah learns where I really was, I’ll have a barrier spell cast on me. Which means I can’t get any more marrow root for your leg.”

“Holy shit.” Akinyi shifted against the pillows and fidgeted with her hair wrap. “I knew you were fearless, but damn. I would have run the fuck out of that forest. That is, if I could have gotten in there in the first place.”

“Uh-huh.” Tiana smiled at her friend’s habitual use of phrases from Earth movies, then frowned, remembering what the sorcerer had first called her. Little Luminite. What if he was right? After all, luminites were biologically incapable of feeling fear, which would make them immune to nightmare forests.

But if he was right, surely Sloane, the blue-robed primary schoolteacher who’d found and raised Tiana, would have told her. And if there was some chance she hadn’t known, then the directrix or headmistress would have been able to tell. They wore the purple robes, the second highest rank of sorcerers.

Unless they’d conspired to keep that part of Tiana’s heritage a secret.

A memory of Sloane covering Tiana’s hair with a glamour spell on her first day of school drifted through her mind.

“Directrix Headley doesn’t think it’s a good idea for you to draw too much attention. We don’t want to distract your classmates.”

Then she remembered the day the glamour spell wore off. Sallie pointing and laughing. “Penny-head! Look at the penny-head!”

“Tiana?” Akinyi’s voice brought her back to the present. “What was it like in Niltsiar’s tower?”

“I didn’t get to see anything interesting, since he only brought me to the solar. The room was almost as luxurious as the directrix’s parlor but had more artwork hanging on the walls and more little decorative things. The tea he made was very good.”

“He wasn’t angry with you for trespassing?”

“At first, I thought he was, but now I think he was only curious to know what weaknesses are in his fear spell.” Or if there were any weaknesses at all. “Either way, I seem to have permission to return when I want more herbs and mushrooms.”

“He’s letting you come and go as you please?”

“I think so. When he opened a portal for me to take to return to campus, he said, ‘until we meet again.’ What else could that mean other than he expects to encounter me in his forest again?”

“Maybe he meant he will come here and pay you a visit.”

“He’s never come to the school. I highly doubt I’m interesting enough to change his mind on that front.”

The announcement glyph lit up, and a projection of the headmistress appeared in the corner of their dorm room. “We have a very important visitor. Please be in the auditorium at thirteenth-hour.”

Akinyi’s lips spread in a wide grin. “I bet it’s him.”

Tiana’s heart thudded against her ribs. She took a deep breath and forced herself to sound calm. “We’ll see soon enough. The stew is done and I have your bone-mending potion ready.”

Her friend grabbed her crutches and gingerly made her way off the bed and to their tiny table. “Thank you again for getting the marrow root. I think it’s horseshit that the healer isn’t allowed to heal me completely. Especially when it’s partly the school’s fault for me getting hurt in the first place. If they’d put a stop to Sallie’s shit back in primary school, the bitch never would have made me fall.”

“I completely agree.” Tiana ladled their stew into bowls. “But I do think this is yet another one of their tests. See if you can heal yourself or if a classmate can do it.”

“Well, if there is a test, you’re passing it.” Akinyi carefully sat, extending her casted leg to the side. “You should have been put in the blue robes years ago.”

“So should you. You have more control with your power than the rest of our class.”

Akinyi tightened her features and put her nose in the air before imitating their pyrokinesis instructor, Mr. Lume’s imperious voice. “If your power can be harnessed with little effort or discipline, you don’t have enough power.”

Tiana snorted before crossing her arms over her chest and narrowing her eyes in imitation of Headmistress Leah. “Power only goes so far if you are unable to harness it.”

Akinyi smirked, then downed the draught of bone-mending potion with a grimace. “Seriously, how do they expect us to learn anything when they’re always contradicting each other?”

Even though they finished their meal shortly after the twelfth hour, it was almost the thirteenth by the time they made it down to the auditorium, with Akinyi on crutches and Tiana unwilling to leave her friend.

Akinyi frowned as they entered the crowded chamber. “Mayre and Svetlana could have waited for us.”

The other two red robe students were friends, but not as close as Tiana and Akinyi. They’d begun tentative talks about forming a coven, but thus far, no one had taken the first step.

The auditorium was one of Tiana’s favorite rooms. Once a cave, sculpted and perfected by earth and water mages, the round chamber resembled the coliseums of Earth’s ancient Italy, with multiple layers of bench seats hewn into the bowl, and overlooking a large stage at the bottom. The acoustics were fantastic, allowing for speakers to be heard, plays to be performed, and, on rare occasions, music concerts.

The downside was that when the high seats were taken, Tiana had to struggle to find a vantage point that wasn’t behind a sea of asses and shoulders. This night, she had no luck. Every seat was filled. But they wouldn’t have been able to make it to the upper seats anyway, with Akinyi’s crutches. So they squeezed their way between the masses on the main level, and Tiana tried to find a vantage point behind someone who wasn’t much taller.

The important visitor didn’t end up being Lord Niltsiar after all. In a breathless voice, Headmistress Leah announced the arrival of Lord Delgarias, high sorcerer and Keeper of the Prophecy, here at the university for the first time in fifty years.

Tiana let out an unbidden sigh. Was she disappointed that it wasn’t Niltsiar? She shook her head to clear the ridiculous thought and rose up on her toes in an effort to get her first glimpse of the Keeper of the Prophecy.

Unfortunately, everyone around her was trying to do the same. Tiana craned her neck to see between the constantly shifting masses in front of her. She caught intermittent glances of a tall, narrow figure in the black robes of a high sorcerer. Like Lord Niltsiar wore, only his shoulders were narrower. His hood shadowed his features and concealed his pointed ears, but Tiana knew he was like her. A faelin. The sight of his long fingers, wrapped around his mage’s staff, brought back a flood of memories of faelin men towering over her, scrutinizing her with those lightning-struck eyes, first with curiosity and tentative fondness, then with cool detachment before they rejected her.

Maybe it was best that Lord Delgarias couldn’t see her in the crowd. If the Revered One noticed her, then dismissed her in front of everyone, she’d be humiliated.

Still, she felt the weight of his intent gaze as his pale blue eyes swept over every student and teacher of the university. His voice was soft, but magic carried his words to every ear.

“It has been too long since I’ve visited this school, and I apologize for such uncourteous neglect. Though I’m afraid I am not here wholly for the happy reason of looking upon such fine mages. As you all have heard, the war against Mephistopheles and his accursed horde has begun. The Conclave will have a meeting soon, and while many strategies and other grave matters will be discussed, I have begun to lay the groundwork for a plan that must begin to be enacted immediately. It is very important for everyone to be prepared to fight. We need fighters, healers, shields, nourishment, everything we can muster when the Evil One invades Aisthanesthai once more. That is why I’ve spoken with Directrix Headley and Headmistress Leah. Your curriculum will be altered slightly, and more instructors will be coming. You will be trained in combat, both physical and magical. You will be taught more healing spells and ways to summon, cook, and preserve food. And finally, I’ve commanded every purple and black-robed sorcerer who has yet to take on an apprentice to come to their nearest university and select one or two.”

The gasps seemed to suck every breath of air from the room. Or so it seemed when Tiana’s intake of breath failed to reach her lungs. Her ears rang from the high-pitched sound. 

Akinyi nudged Tiana, grounding her back to reality. “How do you think Lord Niltsiar reacted to that order?”

Tiana remembered Rayven’s grumbling about his privacy being disrupted. “Probably not too happily.”

Speculations from their classmates rose to a cacophonous buzz before the headmistress commanded silence.

Before Lord Delgarias could continue speaking, Sallie’s voice echoed in the cavernous chamber. “Does that mean you will take one of us, Revered One?”

The Keeper of the Prophecy looked up at her and smiled. “Although I’m sure the majority of this class would make for fine apprentices, I’m afraid that my duties to the King and Queen, the Prophecy, and other obligations take up far too much of my time to dedicate to training an apprentice. Although I am helping King Zareth while I can with the five he currently has.”

“Five?” Tiana’s shocked echo mingled with the others. The last everyone had heard, King Amotken had one apprentice: Xochitl Leonine, his mate and now his queen.

Delgarius nodded. “Yes. Aside from Queen Xochitl, he accepted Stefan’s former apprentice. And now he’s begun training the other three members of Rage of Angels.”

This time, it was Headmistress Leah who couldn’t stay silent. “The Earth folk? But I thought Earth was barren of magic?”

“It was never completely barren. But the Queen’s companions all have luminite blood.”

“Holy shit,” Akinyi whispered. “That had to have been the fates’ doing. Luminite blood is rare since they can usually only mate with their own kind.”

“Very likely,” Tiana agreed. “And it also explains why every member of Rage of Angels is so good.”

Her attention shifted back to the Keeper of the Prophecy. From her few glimpses between the people in front of her she noticed his body language had shifted. He seemed almost nervous now.

“There will be many changes to our world as we prepare for the war. The Queen has begun gathering her allies as the Prophecy foretold. Some include the nightwalkers and their brethren.”

More gasps and whispers momentarily drowned him out. “Vampires? The Evil One’s creations?”

Delgarias held up his hands for silence. “I’m aware that our world hasn’t had the most pleasant history with vampires, brief as that was. And I am not about to assure you that all of them will now be fighting on the side of Queen Xochitl and for Aisthanesthai, but many will be heeding her call, and I expect that some will be visiting our world. I wish I could say more, but this alliance is in its early stages, and the meeting of the Conclave has much to determine before anything is certain.”

The nervousness in his demeanor was more apparent as he paced in front of them, making it more difficult for Tiana to catch glimpses between the people in front of her. “Before I take my leave, I have one more thing to say. At the Conclave meeting, there is something about me that I will reveal. I expect the news will spread fast. In the event that you hear about it, I only ask that you all keep an open mind and remember my two-thousand years of channeling the Prophecy, providing aid and guidance, and my efforts to keep this world safe from the Evil One’s machinations. Remember that it was I who brought Princess Kerainne Leonine to safety so she could give birth to our queen, who brought back the sun and saved our world.”

With that, Lord Delgarias vanished.

The auditorium erupted into a maelstrom of chattering chaos. Tiana and Akinyi struggled around the cluster of students, trying to get a head start back to their wing of the campus.

“What do you think Lord Delgarias’s secret is?” Tiana asked when they made it out the door into the blissfully quiet hallway.

Akinyi worked her crutches to a loping speed. “I don’t think there’s anything that could make me think ill of him. He has done so much for this world. What interests me more is Rage of Angels. I heard they’re going on tour soon. I wish we could open a portal to Earth and see them live. The videos aren’t the same, not even when we use the illusion spell to project them into three dimensions.”
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