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The Hall of Eternal Light stood in the heart of Council Territory, high up in the lush canopy of the harmony trees. Those below strolled the plank walkways connecting the branches of the trees, going about their daily business with hardly a thought for the green glow the Hall cast upon them. 

Seva stood on the porch which surrounded the hall and gazed down at the bustling town. A cool morning breeze brushed her blonde hair from her shoulders and ruffled the tawny feathers of her wings. 

As the only flyer in Council Territory, Seva was something of an oddity. If the humans below ever thought to lift their eyes toward the Hall it was only in the hopes of getting a glimpse of her. It was as close as they could ever get, for she was forbidden to go out amongst them. 

“Must you stand out in plain view that way?” 

Seva turned to face her grandfather. Though well into his sixties, Therin was still a hale and hearty man with traces of gray starting to show in his thick blonde hair. 

“What way?” Seva asked. 

Therin frowned. “You know very well what I mean. Must I confine you to your room?” 

A familiar swell of anger, hurt, and resentment welled up in her chest, making her throat feel hot and tight. “Forgive me for disturbing you, grandfather.” She tucked her wings and strode past him. “I know how you hate your people to see your shame.” 

“Our people,” he said as he followed her into the hall. “You will be their leader someday.” 

Seva snorted. “And will I rule them from my glass prison?” 

Therin sighed. “I don’t intend to have this argument with you again. I have something 

important to discuss with you.” 

“Oh, and what’s that?” She reached for the door leading to the back of the hall, where they had their chambers. 

“The queen has called a Conclave.” 

Seva froze with her hand on the doorknob; her breath caught in her throat. Slowly she turned toward him, not daring to let her hopes rise too high for fear of falling. “What does that have to do with me?” 

“With your mother gone, you are my only heir.” The pinched expression on his face might have been sorrow at the memory of his only child, or perhaps despair that this half-flyer should be all that was left to one day rule Council Territory. “You’ll be expected to attend.” 

For a moment, Seva couldn’t find words to reply. Her heart was doing a crazy little dance inside her chest. The last Conclave was called almost seventeen years ago, and it was then Seva’s mother, Mersei, had met a flyer from Raven Haunt. A flyer whose name she had never revealed, not even as she lay dying. Seva doubted if her father even knew she existed. 

Something of what she was feeling must have shown through on her face, because her grandfather’s expression grew stern. “I know what you’re thinking, so let me make something perfectly clear. You are not, under any circumstances, to go about the castle trying to find out who your father is. I forbid it, do you hear me?” 

Seva heard, but the words meant nothing to her. She had long held the secret belief that Lord Dalvern was her father, which would explain why her mother had never told anyone. Mersei wouldn’t have wanted to admit to an affair with a married man. If it was true, then soon Seva 

might find herself standing face to face with her father, for surely the Lord of Raven Territory would be at the Conclave. 

“Seva, please,” Therin’s tone turned gentle. “If your mother was so adamant about keeping your father’s identity a secret, she must have had good cause for it. She was trying to protect you.” 

“I don’t need to be protected,” Seva said. “I need the truth.” She knew what was in his mind, what had always been in his mind. He believed Mersei was raped, he could fathom no other way his daughter could have ended up pregnant with a flyer’s child. Maybe it was true and maybe it wasn’t, either way Seva needed to know. 

“If you go about asking indelicate questions it will only cause trouble,” Therin said. “Best to leave the past in the past where it belongs.” 

How easy for him to say. He had no idea what it was like for her to have this empty space inside where a father should have been. “Does that mean I can’t even talk to the other flyers?” 

“Well...I suppose you’ll have to be sociable,” Therin said. “It wouldn’t do to be rude to the Raven Lord or his heir. But no talking about the last Conclave. Or about your mother.” 

An angry retort was all set to fly from her lips, but she caught it at the last moment. If she pushed, her grandfather was apt to leave her here no matter how the queen might feel about it. He could always lie and say she was ill. Then she would never find out the truth. 

“Fine,” she said. “Have it your way. Like always.” 

“It’s for your own good, truly. Now come, we’ll have to see about having some of your mother’s gowns altered. We haven’t the time to get anything custom made and we certainly can’t have you going before the queen dressed that way.” 

Seva looked down at her knee-length gray tunic and leggings. “What’s wrong with the way I’m dressed? It’s comfortable.” 

“You will be representing the future of Council Territory and you must make a good impression. Especially with the queen. You may take some of your own things along to wear in the privacy of your room, if you like.” 

Seva supposed she should be grateful he was willing to allow her such a small concession. “All right, but I won’t wear the heeled boots. I’d fall and break my leg in those things.” 

“I’m sure we can find a few pairs of flat dress boots.” He laid a hand on her shoulder, a rare moment of contact, and smiled. “Try not to look so glum, my dear. Spending a week dressed as a Lady won’t kill you.” 

Thinking of her mother’s frilly dresses with their corsets and hoops and complicated buckles, Seva wasn’t so sure of that. Wearing so much lace and ribbons couldn’t be healthy for anyone. 
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Falcon City sprawled across the vast, open grassland from Aviary Hill to the Sharp Beak River. It was the largest city in Falcon Territory and second largest in the entire land of Solice, dwarfed only by Silver City on Star Mountain, where the queen lived. 

The castle sat atop Aviary Hill, the only hill in the entire territory. There it served to remind those below of the lofty stature of their Lord. Behind the castle, in a fenced in paddock, Roth was putting his favorite mare through her paces. She was a beautiful, purebred horse of the finest stock, chestnut in color with a flowing cream colored mane and tail. 

She had just sailed effortlessly over a two log jump when Roth spotted Steward Adir hurriedly approaching. A lean, sallow-faced man, the Steward had served at the castle since before Roth’s father was born. 

Roth drew his mare to a stop beside the fence. “Good day, Steward, why the rush?” 

The man paused to catch his breath before replying. “Begging your pardon for disturbing you, my Lord,” he bowed at the waist, “but Lord Ashlin wishes for me to inform you that the two of you have been summoned to Star Mountain for a Conclave.” 

“I see.” A crease appeared between the young Lord’s brown eyes. Roth was only four at the previous Conclave and could remember nothing about it. However, he knew enough to know it would be a disruption of his mostly placid life here at the castle. And worse, it would mean mingling with the other races who called Solice home. 

“Your father wishes to speak with you,” Adir said. 

The crease deepened. “Take care of my horse,” Roth said as he dismounted. He dropped the reins into the Steward’s hand, then climbed over the fence and jogged up toward the castle. 

Lord Ashlin was in his study, gazing out the window at the sparkling landscape of the city below. Falcon City might only have been the second largest in the land, but it was certainly the most beautiful with buildings in a myriad of designs and colors. The sight of it from this high vantage point never failed to steal Roth’s breath. 

“Father?” Roth approached Ashlin cautiously. “Steward Adir tells me the queen has called a Conclave.” 

“Yes,” Ashlin said without turning. His pale shoulder-length hair was neatly brushed. His white robes were clean and pressed. But there was a certain worrisome set to his shoulders. 

“There have only been two Conclaves called in my lifetime,” Ashlin continued. His voice was rather flat. “At the first one, I was but a boy. I met the others who are now the territorial leaders there. I remember so clear. But I was a child and too young to understand the way things are. 

“The second time, I understood.” He twisted the silver ring on his finger. “Your mother didn’t. She thought it would be good for you to play with the other children. The prince and that,” his lip curled, “Gari-Za. But in the end even she saw the truth.” Ashlin turned slightly from the window. “We must be very careful, my son. We will have many enemies at the castle.” 

Roth’s stomach churned. “Yes, father.” 

“This Conclave has been called too early, it may be some sort of trap,” Ashlin said. “A trick to drive us to some desperate act. Like your mother.” He turned full around to face his son. “Make no mistake, there may have been years between the Conclave and the day she took her life. But they were connected. Oh, yes. You must be very careful while we’re at the castle. Do not trust the other heirs. They’re jealous of all we have. They would love to get their greedy hands on our territory.” 

It was all Roth could do to hold still as his father strode across the study to lay a hand on his shoulder. His brown eyes swam with a madness belied by the serenity of his expression. “You are the only heir I have. If something were to happen to you it would mean the end of our dynasty. You understand, don’t you?” 

“Yes, Father.” 

“They hate us,” Ashlin’s voice lowered as he leaned closer to his son, “because we’re human. You see.” 

Roth didn’t bother pointing out that the Council Head and his heir were also human. It wouldn’t have done any good, and might even have thrown Ashlin into one his rages. “Yes, Father.” 

“Good, good boy.” Ashlin cupped Roth’s cheek and now tears glimmered in his eyes. “You’re a smart boy, just like your mother. You’ll be all right.” He turned and wandered over to sit in his chair. He stared at the floor a moment, then looked up at his son. “Would you go tell your mother to have the servants start packing our things? I’m terribly tired all of a sudden.” Ashlin laid his head on the desk. 

“Yes, father.” Roth’s words were hardly more than a whisper, but it mattered not. His father was no longer listening. 
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Raven Haunt was nestled high up in the boughs of the evergreens of Aubury Forest. It was a darkly brooding city beneath a thick canopy of leaves that allowed in little natural sunlight. The buildings were made of steel and warm yellow light poured from most every window. The city’s residents were the only ones in Solice to benefit from the use of electricity, courtesy of the turbines far below on the forest floor. 

These turbines rolled on day and night, sending out a constant flow of power. Of course, there were downsides to this marvel of progress, such as the endless grinding noises and the cloud of gray smoke hanging over the city like a shroud. But what a small price to pay for being the most technologically advanced territory in Solice. 

High up on the fourth floor of the Raven Lord’s spired castle, a window was dark. Not because it was unoccupied, but because the window was covered with heavy drapes. Not that the meager light of the single candle sitting on the little end table would have thrown its glow far even had the window been open. 

Valdor was curled up in the chair next to the table, his wings tucked and a thick book in his hands. All was silent around him, for he was the only one who used this wing of the castle since his mother’s accident. And that was the way he liked it. 

The heavy thud of footsteps in the hall broke the silence. Valdor didn’t bother to look up, even when the door opened. He heard a faint click, and then his father sighed. 

“Did you disable this light switch again?” 

Valdor gripped the book more tightly. “It’s my room.” 

“It’s your mother’s room,” Dalvern said. “And haven’t I told you over and over that you’re too old to be hiding out up here with these books? You should be out doing the sorts of things young men your age do.” 

“You mean like bedding any whore who will spread her legs, like you?” 

In two strides, Dalvern was across the room knocking the book from Valdor’s hands. “Mind your mouth, boy. I won’t take that kind of talk from my own son.” 

Valdor’s hands curled into fists he dare not raise against his father, but still he didn’t look up. “It’s true.” 

Dalvern cuffed him on the side of the head. Hard, but not as hard as he might have. “Don’t backtalk me. I didn’t come up here to listen to your mouth.” He stepped back and straightened the cuffs of his shirt. “The queen has called a Conclave and you, worthless little piece of shit that you are, happen to be my only heir so you’ll be expected to attend. Pack up, and don’t bring any of these damn books.” He slammed the door as he left the room. 

Valdor sat still for several moments, breathing in and out through his nose. His teeth were clench so tight a vein in his neck stood out. He stared down at the book on the floor, tears blurring his vision. 

As he leaned over to retrieve the book from the floor, his long black hair fell across his burning face. He stood and slid the book back into place between its well-worn companions. 

These books, this room, held all the echoes of his mother’s life. The scent of her perfume lingered in the cushions of his favorite chair, the sound of her voice echoed off the walls, pieces of her soul were gathered on the pages of her journals. Here, he was not alone. 
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The Outlands was the largest of the territories and the one with the most varied terrain. There were rolling hills, grasslands, one rugged mountain, and a forest. A fine, old forest, though its trees did not climb up into the sky as did those in Raven and Council Territories. And there was also the Mournful Sea with its sandy white beaches. Only through the Outlands could one reach this sea, and so no one but the Gari-Za had seen it in three hundred years. Since the Great War, travel between territories was non-existent, except for on the rare occasions of a Conclave. 

The Gari-Za were the oldest race, the first to live on this land long before it was called Solice. The humans, the flyers, the blood witches, none of them belonged to this land the way the Gari-Za did. 

Zee was their High Priest and he ruled them from a simple three room cabin beneath the sheltering limbs of the everwood trees. After having given his daughter news of the Conclave, he had left her to go into the nearby village to inform their people of their impending departure. 

Iza stood at the window to her room, gazing out at the forest. “I think it a good thing that I should have a chance to meet the other heirs. We have been isolated far too long. It is high time we mend this land.” 

“The High Priest tells me he was not well received at the last Conclave,” Tyde said. “There is no reason to think it will be better this time.” 

Iza turned toward him. “There is something better than reason. There is hope. Things cannot go on this way forever. It is the will of the goddess that her children live in unity. All of them.” 

“There have been many Conclaves since the Great War,” Tyde said. “Not one of them has brought about any kind of unity between the territories. The best that can be hoped for is that the leaders will agree to continue upholding the peace treaty our ancestors signed. Even if it does keep our people relegated to living in this wilderness rather than where we should rightfully be.” 

“Something tells me this time will be different,” Iza said. “I have had dreams. Strange dreams. They tell me the gods are stirring. Something momentous is about to befall this land and we will be part of it.” 

Tyde shook his head. “The High Priest will not say as much to you, perhaps, but he has told me that he worries for your safety at the castle.” 

“Why, when no ill befell me the last time I was there?” Granted, she was only two at the time but still. “Besides, what need has my father to fear for my safety when you will be by my side?” 

Tyde shifted his gaze from hers, but not before she saw the troubled expression in his silver eyes. “I will do my best to watch over you, as always. But we will be in a strange place surrounded by people who hate us.” 

Iza was sorry to have made him look away. Sometimes, when they were alone as they now were, she forgot herself and spoke to him as she would have long ago, before their situation changed. “Why should they hate us? They do not even know us.” 

“They know what their eyes see. The humans and the witches, they look the same. Even the flyers, aside from their wings, are little different. Look in a mirror, Iza, and you will see all the reason they need to hate.” 

She touched a hand to her purple hair, which flowed down across her shoulders to her narrow waist. “Then we will make them see more than the mirror’s reflection. We are all people beneath the skin. All the same. If we can bring such understanding to the Conclave, than perhaps we can change our world.” 

“Do you really believe that?” Tyde lifted his head and met her gaze once more. “Do you really believe you can cure three hundred years of animosity and mistrust in a single week?” 

She smiled. “I can try.” 
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The castle on Star Mountain was bustling with activity in preparation for the Conclave. Which was why Ganamere was hiding out down in one of the lower levels of the Keep. Anything to stay out of the whole mess for so long as he could. 

He sighed, leaning over to flip the switch and turn off the pump. The middle-aged man strapped to the metal table continued to scream even though the contraption was no longer slowly draining the blood from his body. 

Even that was not enough to lift Ganamere’s low spirits. It was possible a more hands on approach would help and with that thought he glanced to the shelf where an assortment of knives was laid out. But he couldn’t work up the enthusiasm for it, which only spoke to how truly black his mood was. 

With the flip of a second switch, Ganamere sent a clear liquid flowing through the tubes and into the man’s veins. The screaming tapered off and then finally stopped as the potion took effect. His features, twisted in pain but a moment before, eased into placid calm. His bright blue eyes grew clouded and foggy. 

Ganamere removed first the tubes and then the straps which held the man to
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