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The Story So Far:

	Book 1: The Seeds of Dissolution:

	When the sun goes dark in daytime, Samuel van Oen, a young man plagued by anxiety, nearly freezes to death. At the cost of his aunt’s life, Sam escapes his home on Earth, fleeing through a strange portal.

	On the other side, he learns of the Nether, a hub between ten alien homeworlds, and of the Symphony underlying the universe. Maji of the six houses—Strength, Communication, Power, Grace, Healing, and Potential—hear this music and change its notes to affect reality. Sam meets Origon Cyrysi, of the Houses of Communication and Power, and Councilor Rilan Ayama, the head of the House of Healing. They help Sam overcome his initial anxiety in the Imperium, the capital city of the Nether.

	Unable to find his way home, Sam learns he can hear the Symphony and agrees to become Origon’s apprentice and to study the phenomenon that almost killed him, which Origon calls Drains.

	Sam then meets the twins Enos and Inas, and is attracted to both of them. They help him navigate his anxiety, and share how their entire family was wiped out by another Drain.

	Meanwhile, the Imperium is wracked by rumors of people attacked by Aridori, an ancient shape-shifting species thought extinct. At the same time, a faction attempts to secede from the Great Assembly of Species, and a group with anti-maji sentiment attack Rilan on the way to a Council meeting. The Council of the Maji will not let Origon study the Drains, as they insist all maji focus on eliminating the Aridori, real or imagined.

	Rilan and Origon rebel, and take the apprentices to the site of the Drain which killed Enos and Inas’ family, to determine what caused it. They find nothing, but Rilan learns her home town is under attack by another Drain. Her father, a stubborn man, has likely not left the city.

	They travel there, and use the Symphony to keep from freezing. They find machinery stopped, and animals and people dead from exposure. Rilan also finds her father dead, but has no time to grieve.

	While escaping, Sam and Enos are separated from the others and captured by cloaked beings who call themselves the Life Coalition. In response to losing her and Origon’s apprentices, Rilan is removed from the Council.

	Sam and Enos are cut off from the Symphony, and to keep the Life Coalition from killing her, Enos reveals she is one of the lost Aridori.

	At the same time, Rilan and company guess at an organization connecting the recent strange occurrences. Origon then receives news that Mandamon Feldo, the head of the House of Power, has captured a true Aridori, and it is held in a prison.

	Sam comes to terms with Enos’ species, they escape, and he agrees not to turn her in. They meet up with Rilan, Origon, and the other maji as they plan to interrogate the captured Aridori in Gloomlight prison. Sam and Inas have an emotional reunion, and Inas confirms he is also Aridori. The three hide Enos and Inas’ species from the others.

	However Origon guesses the twins’ species and Sam, against his best intentions, confirms. The maji keep the Aridori under close watch. Against Rilan’s wishes, the Aridori change their appearance to infiltrate the prison.

	Inside they find the Aridori Councilor Feldo captured. Enos communicates with them, though the words and images she receives make little sense until Inas takes over and melds with the Aridori. They discover the Life Coalition will meet in the Nether that night, though the caged Aridori dies. In the process, Inas is injured.

	They ambush the meeting and fight the Life Coalition, though Inas is captured in the conflict. Rilan and Origon find the Life Coalition will attack the Assembly itself by creating a massive Drain.

	They rush to the Assembly, but not before the Life Coalition succeeds. The entire maji organization attempts to battle the Drain, but it destroys the notes involved and throws the maji into disarray.

	During this, Sam is haunted by a voice of another entity in his head, which seems connected to the Drains. It reveals he is not of the House of Communication, like Majus Cyrysi, but is of a new house. Sam, for an instant, sees the flow of time, showing how to defeat the Drain.

	He tells the others to leave, and Rilan creates a portal to follow the fleeing Life Coalition. They chase down the attackers, but do not find Inas.

	Sam faces the Drain, creating an immense portal linking his current time with the moment when his parents were killed on Earth.

	But the voice in his head scrambles his memories, and Sam switches the Drain’s endpoint from his childhood to his house directly before he came to the Nether, fulfilling how he originally arrived. When the Drain disappears through the portal, the voice vanishes.

	The others return without Inas, and find Sam. He shows them he is not truly of the House of Communication, and asks if the others know of the Dissolution.

	End Book 1

	 

	 

	Book 2: Facets of the Nether:

	It has been more than a month since Sam created the portal in the Dome of the Assembly. He has fallen into depression as no one has found Inas. Rilan, Origon, and the others are busy rooting out the Life Coalition’s bases.

	As Enos tries once again to get Sam to leave Origon’s apartment, the Nether vibrates with the sound of an immense chime. After it fades, Enos has a seizure caused by a telepathic connection with Inas, who the Life Coalition still holds prisoner.

	Rilan is exploring her renewed relationship with Origon while attempting to trace the Life Coalition’s last hideout. Enos relays the information from her seizure to her mentor.

	This leads Rilan to suspect the Life Coalition’s final headquarters is not on any homeworld, but on an asteroid surrounding Sath Home—though the ten species are not yet space-faring. Before they can act, they are called to an emergency meeting of the Assembly. On the way there, the chime sounds again, shaking the Imperium.

	The Life Coalition asks for admission to the Assembly, and reveals they have Aridori prisoners, trained as assassins. An Aridori emerges from a box, displaying the true form of their species, though Enos never learned that shape from her parents. Though Rilan is still hostile to the Life Coalition, Rey works with his mentor, Kheena, on a way to begin negotiations peacefully.

	Several ten-days before this, Mandamon Feldo, Councilor for the House of Potential, begins gathering maji able to hear two aspects of the Grand Symphony, to resurrect the Society of Two Houses, an organization to which he belonged in his youth. He hopes to build a device to tear a hole to another dimension, contacting a powerful being to defend against the coming Dissolution, which Mandamon suspects is encroaching.

	Days pass, and the chime continues though no one knows what it is. Rey learns from a meeting with the Life Coalition that Inas is Aridori, and confronts Enos.

	Sam determines with Origon that his house deals with the physical nature of things, and Origon dubs it the House of Matter.

	Since Rey has a conduit to the Life Coalition, Enos forces him to set up a meeting to save her brother. Instead, Enos is captured, while freeing Inas. Sam nurses Inas back to health.

	Every day, the chime grows louder. There is a sense of movement in the Nether, like giant gears shifting.

	Enos, imprisoned with the Aridori assassins, learns of her history, while fending off attacks. She is supposed to absorb her other instance, as the assassins have, to become more powerful. This is the way of an ancient faction of the Aridori, called the Blessed, who opposed the Pillars.

	Origon discovers the chimes herald a meeting on a bridge connected to the wall of the Nether. The maji find the Effature already on the bridge, having received a warning through his diadem. As the chime stops, an alien emerges from the wall of the Nether itself, traveling from another facet. Wor Wobniar is a prophet of the House of Time, and is concerned the Dissolution comes faster than it should. Wor Wobniar suspects Sam is not only of the House of Matter—something not seen for thousands of cycles—but also of the House of Time. The prophet takes Sam and Inas through the wall to the next facet.

	Afterward, Nakan—one of the Life Coalition—attacks the Effature. Though he escapes, Rey traces the portal to the Life Coalition’s base on an asteroid, as Rilan suspected. After stabilizing the Effature, they travel there.

	Enos and the Aridori assassins are brought before the Life Coalition leaders, but when Nakan returns triumphant after having mortally wounded the Effature, Enos breaks free of her restraints in the confusion. Nakan attacks her.

	On the other side of the wall, Sam finds four new alien species, and a remnant of the Aridori, now peaceable. He and Inas also learn this Effature is an Aridori, the other instance of the Effature of their facet. While Inas learns of his people, Wor Wobniar takes Sam to the House of Time, which shifts through different iterations, each one with unique records. There, he searches through ancient texts and artifacts to find information on the coming Dissolution.

	Rilan, Origon, Rey, and the rest search for Enos through the Life Coalition’s base, without success. Chased by Coalition soldiers, they end up trapped in a chamber filled with seed crystals the Coalition used to create Drains. They realize the seeds are almost ready to explode on their own, and decide to create the Drain on their own terms.

	As they do, Mandamon Feldo and his crew pierce the veil between universes, but their target is whisked away. In the Life Coalition’s base, the Life Coalition leaders, the freed Aridori assassins, and Enos converge on the room with the Drain seeds. An utterly alien being comes through the growing Drain, calling itself an Elgynerdeen, and speaks in uncertainties and potentialities.

	The House of Time shakes, and Sam and Wor Wobniar realize some event of great significance is happening. Sam rushes back to his facet with Inas, who has learned of the Aridori from the other facet’s Effature.

	Sam and Inas arrive in the hospital room where their Effature is recovering and confide in the old leader, confirming his species. However, the maji, Life Coalition, assassins, and the Elgynerdeen all arrive through a portal. The Effature negotiates, but for unknown reasons, the creature pounces on him, and both melt into nothingness, leaving only the Effature’s diadem.

	Disguised as guards, the Aridori assassins kill the leader of the Life Coalition and replace her. Rey sees and the assassins capture him.

	More Drains open as Sam hears the voice he heard at the Dome of the Assembly, calling for its servants to come through.

	Elgynerdeen tear through the Drains and attack. Everyone scatters through portals, as the Symphony cannot touch the creatures. Inas grabs the Effature’s diadem, and goes with Sam and Enos to the other facet, where Sam tells Wor Wobniar that he knows how the next Dissolution will begin.

	End Book 2

	 

	 

	 

	Dramatis Personae:

	Samuel van Oen: A young man from the outskirts of Charleston, SC, USA. He is affected with severe anxiety, brought on by new places and crowds of people. Sam can hear the Houses of Matter and Time, the first to do so in thousands of cycles.

	 

	Origon Cyrysi (OR-i-gon Ki-RICE-ee): A majus, born into the Houses of Communication and Power. He is Kirian, a humanoid with bird-like aspects, especially a mobile crest of feathery hair that adjusts according to his mood. He is arrogant, rash, and Sam’s mentor.

	 

	Rilan Ayama: A Methiemum majus and formerly the youngest Councilor for the House of Healing. She is currently in a relationship with Origon. Rilan is confident and determined, and skilled in mental changes in the House of Healing, though has trouble healing physical wounds.

	 

	Enos: Hiding as Methiemum, she and her other instance Inas are really Aridori, a species thought to be a thousand cycles extinct. They thought they were the last of their kind, but have since found others. She is an apprentice in the House of Healing to Rilan, and girlfriend to Sam.

	 

	Inas: Inas is warmer and more sociable than his other instance. He belongs to the House of Strength, and is apprenticed to Caroom. Inas makes friends easily, but his torture by the Life Coalition has left him cautious. He is Sam’s boyfriend.

	 

	Nara Reyhorer, “Rey”: A Sureriaj, a xenophobic and isolationist species. He is a friend of Inas, Enos, and Sam. The Life Coalition’s Aridori assassins seized him, and his whereabouts are unknown.

	 

	Wor Wobniar: A Nostelrahn, one of the four species that inhabit the neighboring facet of the Nether. Xy is a “pruner,” one of the five genders of xyr species, and is Prophet of the House of Time. Xy knows the Dissolution is approaching rapidly, and wants to prepare Sam.

	 

	Mandamon Feldo: an old Methiemum who has been the head of the House of Potential for many cycles. He has revived the Society of Two Houses and attempted to contact a powerful being to help stave off the Dissolution.

	 

	Supporting characters:

	 

	Caroom: One of the few long-lived Benish in the Nether, Caroom is a genderless creature with both plant and animal characteristics. They are a majus of the House of Strength and are logical, intelligent, and straightforward. They are mentor for Inas, though his capture has left Caroom disturbed.

	 

	Hand Dancer: A gender-fluid Lobhl, the newest species to find the Nether. Lobhl have no vocal chords, and use their large, seven-fingered hands to communicate. Hand Dancer is an accomplished majus of the House of Power, though was injured when confronting the Life Coalition.

	 

	Panen I’Fon: A Lobath majus of the House of Grace. Zie is of the third Lobath gender, the wari. Panen is very practical, and works as an engineer in hir hometown of Gloomlight. Zie is an old friend of Rilan’s.

	 

	Kheena: A Sathssn majus of the House of Potential, and Rey’s mentor. He is hesitant of going head-to-head with the Life Coalition, though he does not support their objectives.

	 

	Timpomitnob Gompt, Watcher, and Krat: Old friends of Mandamon. Gompt is a trans-male Festuour, and a talented engineer of the Houses of Potential and Grace. He worked on the introduction of System Beasts with Mandamon and is his right-paw Festuour in creating the new Society.

	 

	Krat is both Gompt’s mobility device and a fully sentient System Beast. She was created by Kratitha, the third of Mandamon and Gompt’s creative trio, and programmed with parts of the since deceased Pixie’s memories and personality.

	 

	Touching Digits: A very old Lobhl, one of the original signees of the accord between their species and the Assembly. Touching Digits has a stutter in their sign language, hence their name, and is also an accomplished majus of the Houses of Communication and Potential. They are one of the few remaining survivors of the previous Society of Two Houses, along with Gompt and Krat.

	 

	The Effature, Bolas Palmoran: An elderly Methiemum who was the de facto leader of the Nether. He presided over the Assembly of Species, but was killed by the first Elgynerdeen invader, shortly after it was revealed he was an Aridori in disguise.

	 

	The Effature, Crominu Vaevicta: Crominu is the other instance of Bolas Palmoran, and rules as a monarch over the neighboring facet of the Nether. She has more memory of past events than Palmoran, as she has been free to show her identity as an Aridori and to change her shape when needed. She has close ties to a group of Aridori living in her city.

	 

	The Council of the Maji:

	 

	Scintien Nectiset: head of the House of Strength, a weak-willed but talented Kirian.

	 

	Freshtanatipieletournale “Freshta”: head of the House of Communication, an aggressive and impulsive Pixie.

	 

	Hathssas: A young Sathssn, the head of the House of Power.

	 

	Jhina Moerna Oscana: the Head of the House of Communication and the Speaker for the Council of the Maji. She is the point of contact between the community of maji and the larger Assembly. She is a proud and overbearing Etanela, and often butts heads with Rilan and Origon.

	 

	Joban Szaler – The newest head of the House of Healing, replacing Fernand Vethis, who replaced Rilan Ayama. Joban is the head surgeon of the medical ward attached to the House of Healing.

	 

	Mandamon Feldo – See above. Absent lately from his duties.

	 

	The Life Coalition: an organization that created the original Drains. Slithen the Dreamer, a Sathssn who lived about a hundred cycles ago, was given visions by another entity. He entrusted the organization to look for a large energy source which will “bring peace and promote life.” With the Elgynerdeen’s arrival, there is confusion whether the new aliens or the members of the Great Assembly were supposed to provide this bountiful energy.

	 

	Janas – the leader of the Life Coalition and a descendant of Slithen. She directed the actions of the organization, but was killed by Aridori assassins, who took her place.

	 

	Nakan – a member of the Life Coalition and possibly even better at hand-to-hand combat than Rilan, aided by his ability to hear the Symphony of Grace. He often goes against the decisions of the rest of the leaders.

	 

	Zsaana – a very old Sathssn, and the head of the House of Healing before Rilan. He is now a member of the Life Coalition. He was responsible for some of Rilan’s training in the Fading Hands style of martial arts.

	 

	Dunarn – another Sathssn member of the Life Coalition, she was responsible for capturing Sam and Enos. She can hear the Symphony of Strength.

	 

	For a complete list of the ten species of the Assembly and the Houses of the Maji, see the appendices.

	 

	
CHAPTER ONE

	Fallen Crowns and Crumbling Thrones

	- Little is known of the cause for the Dissolution, or even whether it is an actual event. It is said to change everything it touches, yet how can there be records of its existence, if this is the case? Therefore, each tiny fragment of information we learn about it better prepares us.

	Scroll from the House of Time, penned by the forty-third prophet

	 

	“I know how the Dissolution will start,” Sam said. “With an invasion.”

	He looked up into the open jaws and waving head flaps of Wor Wobniar. He was lying on the floor of the Effature’s court, in another facet of the Nether, stone flagstones cold against his shirt. Tremors ran through him as adrenaline bled off. They’d barely escaped the Effature’s recovery room, where crawling orange and black centipede-like creatures had torn their way from forming Drains.

	Sam closed his portal before anything followed them. There was a pop of silver and gold—his colors. The notes of his experience returned, like droplets of cold water on a hot day, though far fewer than he expected. He winced at a forming headache. He couldn’t have made the portal between facets without the C-shaped ring, still hot on his left forefinger. Even so, the portal had been just big enough to squeeze through, and exhausting to make. The Symphony of this facet was foreign to the one playing in the Imperium. Too different, yet also too close. Fatigue washed through him, but he clawed the vestiges of terror away. He was safe, for now.

	“An invasion? By whom?” asked the prophet of the House of Time. Wor Wobniar’s jaw grated words as colors flashed across the top of xyr forehead.

	Around him, the murmurs of courtiers bounced off the columns and the roof, several stories above. This facet’s species—the gray, three-armed scuttling Nostelrahns, the purple tripod-like Praveadi, the lumbering symbiotic Caraakn with their spindly-armed rear heads, and the floating, ephemeral Lufvurn—were all present, clustered in little groups. He guessed most were discussing his dramatic appearance with Enos and Inas, but Sam pushed away the stage fright of being the center of attention. There was more at stake than his anxiety.

	He felt for the others beside him, his fingers twining between Inas’. Enos put a hand on his shoulder, her mouth gaping in wonder at the collection of strange creatures.

	“There’s a new species appearing in our facet, without portals,” he answered Wor Wobniar. The three of them got to their feet, Sam flanked by the Aridori instances. His girlfriend. His boyfriend. They were finally together again, and stronger for it. His breathing slowed as his body realized he was no longer being chased.

	The Effature, Crominu Vaevicta, leaned forward from the pedestal atop the throne-like construction of stone, shell, and webbing where she held court. She was in Aridori form, the only one of her species visible. The other beings flew and crowded around.

	“We saw them,” Inas said into the silence. “The invaders.” He squeezed Sam’s fingers, then released them. “They are creatures not of our facet or yours, and they stalk people like predators. They say they come to negotiate, but they only offered violence. And they—” he broke off, looking toward Vaevicta. “They killed the Effature. Our Effature.”

	Vaevicta stumbled down the steps of the dais toward them, one hand outstretched. Her black-scaled face, like a cross between a cat and a dragon, was rigid with grief, or fear.

	Enos stared at the unfamiliar species, though her gaze rested longest on the stricken Effature. Sam guessed she’d met the same Aridori assassins Inas had while held captive by the Life Coalition, but she seemed healthy, except for favoring her right arm. Had she been injured?

	“They are deadly by touch,” Enos said, “and call themselves the Elgynerdeen. I’ve never seen their like before, and they aren’t Aridori in disguise. What they did corrupted even the Symphony.”

	“They tore notes away like the Drains do,” Sam added, his voice rough. Just being near the creatures had been agony, and he shivered at the memory. “The Symphony died around them.” He looked to the two beside him with a surge of relief. Enos and Inas were with him again, but he could only think of the maji they left behind. Had Majus Ayama and Majus Cyrysi survived? What about the others? What about Rey? “I think the others escaped. I hope they did.”

	Vaevicta pushed aside one of the purple twig-like Praveadi courtiers, who clicked and sang an apology, but the Effature ignored the courtier and stopped close to them, her muzzle gone gray.

	“My other instance,” Vaevicta said. Her voice was low, and tight. “He is truly dead? I wished to speak with him again. We had the chance, after so many cycles, but now…” She trailed off, her lips drawing back as if she held off tears. Even the green and purple of her chest scales paled. “I thought I felt a ripple through my mind, but we have been too long separated.” She covered her eyes with one black-scaled hand.

	“I’m so sorry. There was nothing we could do. It happened too quickly.” Sam gave the Effature an apologetic look, but turned to Wor Wobniar, his new mentor, and what he had to treat as the more important matter.

	So I’m deciding the ruler of this facet of the Nether is not significant enough to speak with her about her other instance’s death.

	He wanted to melt into the stone floor of the Effature’s court, but he couldn’t. There was too much at stake. He’d heard the voice of the one who spoke to him through the Drains. He’d seen more Drains open, and let the sinuous invaders through from—where? From another planet? Another universe?

	“The Elgynerdeen are agents of the Dissolution, whether or not they know it,” Sam told Wor Wobniar. “They are controlled by a presence I thought gone months ago, but it came back, in my head. The ones we saw came through a Drain—a void in the Symphony. Nothing can touch them.” The voice had hidden away memories of his parents and his aunt, forcing him into a month-long depression. He thought he’d left that behind. Sam raked fingernails down his other arm, trying to sooth the spike of panic.

	One of the two-headed Caraakn lumbered forward. The agitated rear head waved long arms about, as the front head’s shaggy mane waggled with fear. The being stamped all six legs, and Enos shied back. “What does this mean for us?” the rear head asked in a high, chittering voice. “Are these Elgynerdeen coming here as well?”

	“Slow, please,” Vaevicta told the Caraakn. Her eyes were hollow with grief, and she pressed fingers to the scaly ridges above her eyes, as if she had a headache. Her other hand was up, fingers extended as if she wanted to grasp the words. “How long do we have? Tell us everything. Where do these invaders come from?”

	“We don’t know,” Enos said, “but we’ll tell you what we can. We have to prepare for more Elgynerdeen to arrive. They can appear anywhere.”

	Crominu Vaevicta winced and her hands turned into fists as Enos described how the Effature had melted into nothingness, under the writhing cilia of the Elgynerdeen ambassador.

	Then Inas produced their Effature’s diadem, snatched up from where it had rolled away. “I saved this before we came through Sam’s portal,” he said. “It’s all that’s left of him. Even the Elgynerdeen couldn’t dissolve it.”

	The diadem sparked memories of talking with the kindly old man who had led Sam’s facet. The Aridori in disguise. As Inas held it, Sam saw, there were long, thin protrusions hanging from the bottom of the half-circlet. Had they been in the Effature’s head? He looked to Vaevicta, her face contorted in grief, wearing a similar piece of Nether crystal. If they were identical, there were no signs of the same tendrils.

	Vaevicta opened her hands, as if she would take the diadem, but then closed them again, grimacing. “You should keep it,” she told Inas, and included Enos with a glance. “It is something Aridori can use. You two, from what I hear, are near to the last in your facet.”

	Enos looked confused. “Then it is not the symbol of the Effature?”

	“It may be now,” Vaevicta said, “but it has not always been.” She winced again, closing her eyes for a moment, her snout wrinkling.

	Sam watched Enos. They’d only been reunited for minutes, since arriving in Palmoran’s recovery room, but he could tell Enos was different, skittish. Inas had seen it immediately, and now Sam did too. One of her eyes was not the usual dark brown of the other. It reflected purple in the light from glowing rocks set around the tops of the columns. As she turned, he caught the edge of a fresh wound on her left arm, running from bicep to forearm. What had the Life Coalition done to her? Now wasn’t the time to ask.

	“I don’t know if the Elgynerdeen can come to this facet directly,” Sam said instead. He’d lost one home. He would not lose another. “We must learn what they can do. Several arrived through Drains before we left, killing whomever they touched. We have to warn people.” His skin felt too tight, like he needed to act, but he didn’t know how.

	As he spoke, Vaevicta, Wor Wobniar, Enos, and Inas huddled close around him. The rest of the court stood off, but were straining to hear. “I told the others to meet us in Dalhni,” he continued. It was Majus Ayama’s birthplace, now desolated by the largest Drain any of them had seen. Memorable enough for anyone who had been there to open a way back. The vision of the pus-like skin overhead made him shiver.

	“If they went there by portal, we might catch them,” Inas said. “I have only seen Majus Caroom for a few days since coming back, and I know they are worried about me. They didn’t seem themself, the last time I saw them.”

	“And I have been away from Majus Ayama,” Enos said. “For far too long.” Her mismatched eyes looked haunted. She moved away from the Aridori ruler.

	“Will you allow me to open a portal here?” Sam asked the Effature. She was looking far off, but her gaze snapped to him as he spoke, and Sam swallowed, ready to backpedal, but then resisted the feeling. He had to get back to his facet.

	“You may,” Vaevicta allowed. “My maji often depart from this floor after I have given them a new task. We thank you for your warning.” She paused, her mouth open. Then said, “Perhaps I may accompany you, to pay my respects?”

	“Of course,” Sam said quickly.

	Wor Wobniar skittered closer. “Before you leave, what do these Elgynerdeen want, in case they arrive here?” Lights flashed xyr concern. “We must prepare our warning.”

	Sam shook his head. “Power, or energy, though for what, I can’t say. The Life Coalition thought the Elgynerdeen brought that power with them. They wanted to use it to renew their homeworld. Seems like they were deceived, or confused.” What did killing the Effature have to do with power or energy?

	“The Vloeinkaal presses,” Wor Wobniar said, the band of color on xyr head flashing at Sam. “And I fear the Dissolution comes faster. You cannot stay here? You must learn more of the House of Time, and the House of Matter, to combat its arrival.”

	“I left you only a few lightenings ago,” Sam said. But in that brief time, his universe had upended. His resolve battled the instinct to curl into a ball. “I will come back as soon as I can. I have to make sure my friends are still alive.”

	Wor Wobniar fluttered xyr head flaps in grudging acceptance, and xy and the Effature stepped back to make room. The courtiers whispered and chittered to each other, but stayed away.

	“Ready?” Sam looked to Enos, who frowned and gave a sharp nod. She’d been watching Vaevicta while testing the edges of the gash on her arm. Inas squeezed his bicep, then let go for Sam to work.

	Sam took in a deep breath, pushing the clawing fear and uncertainty to the side so he could fall into the notes of the Symphony. The music of the House of Matter was deep and roiling, themes swelling and falling like a cold sea, calming and supporting everything. The House of Time was high and fragile, as if any change would break the sharp music into pieces. Its music echoed through the C-shaped ring Wor Wobniar had given him, setting up an accompanying beat. The artifact focused the crystalline sharpness of that Symphony.

	A portal was made by matching the music of one place to another. He’d done so moments ago, in the medical ward, to escape the Elgynerdeen, but he’d done it almost without thought, pouring his notes into it, in a moment of stress and biting dread. He felt the lack of them now. He’d lost more than he thought.

	Now he struggled to match the music of the dry and blasted ruin of Dalhni. He recalled the chilly wind—a flurry of trilling eighth notes. The dusty earth was desolate horns. The city was carved like a melon baller had taken its center, and its music was echoing and empty. No birds sang, no animals called. With an effort, he connected the dirge to the music of the Effature’s lively, warm, court.

	And nothing happened.

	His portal strained to open, as a sheen of gold and silver surrounded his arms. The music felt far away and even with the aid of the ring, he thought he might feed his whole being into the music to open a hole the size of his hand.

	Sam gasped and stumbled back, letting his composition shatter into individual notes, reabsorbed back into his core.

	“I…can’t,” he gasped. Hands of ice crawled up his spine. Was he stuck?

	“Is it too soon since we arrived?” Enos asked. “Does the Symphony resist?”

	“Shall we try?” Inas asked.

	Sam shook his head. His chest felt compressed by an iron bar. “The Symphony isn’t resisting. It’s more than that.” He clenched his hands, then opened them, trying to find his fault. He had to get back to the others.

	“Could it be this facet?” Inas suggested.

	“Possible,” Wor Wobniar cut in. “We do not know how portals react between facets of the Nether.”

	“Let me attempt. I remember Dalhni all too well,” Inas said, his face stony. Sam could almost read his thoughts. It was where he had been first separated from Sam and Enos. He stood where Sam had, and Sam retreated with Enos. Inas closed his eyes, and the green of the House of Strength enveloped him. But then he slumped, frowning. “No good.”

	The hands were clutching Sam’s heart now. What was wrong? Why couldn’t they get back? He imagined Majus Cyrysi, dead under the multitudinous legs of an Elgynerdeen, and shuddered.

	“I might as well not try,” Enos said. She cast a glare around the open room, as if someone might be hiding among the forest of columns that stretched out of sight. “The Symphony is already muddied with your efforts.” She cocked her head, the expression on her face strange and calculating. Her purple eye gleamed. “Though I almost thought I heard Inas’ music. That happened before.”

	Inas nodded. “As I have almost heard the House of Healing.”

	How were they so calm? Sam reached for Enos’ good arm, but Inas caught at his shoulder first, rubbing it, and Sam leaned into it. There had to be a way to get back, but if portals weren’t working, what else wasn’t?

	“Then we’re stuck,” he said, “unless we travel through the wall.” The courtiers’ conversations were increasing in volume. They would ignore him like everyone else. Two Lufvurn floated overhead like kaleidoscopic butterflies, trading their perches on one column for another one, across the Effature’s court. The touch of one of their feathers had sent him into a panic attack the last time he’d been here.

	Wor Wobniar’s band of lights flashed bright and then dim, which the Nether translated as interest. “Where did your portal originate?”

	“In the medical ward connected to the House of Healing,” Enos said. She turned worried eyes to Sam. “That is quite close to the wall.” She looked around. “Where exactly are we?”

	“We are walking distance from the other side,” Inas added. He pushed long hair back behind one ear. “Far too close to open a portal under normal conditions.”

	I’ve done something different again. Not normal.

	“Maybe the wall changed what was required,” Sam suggested. The stares of the courtiers made the anxiety creep into his brain. Were they judging his failure? He wanted to be anywhere else. “Distances in the Nether are strange. It’s not even really in the universe, is it? That’s what Majus Cyrysi says.”

	“It is not,” Wor Wobniar confirmed. “Though laws of physics hold within the Nether.” Xy bent toward Sam, the lights flashing on xyr head in a repeating and intrusive pattern. Xyr hinged jaws grated xyr next words. “From what little I have researched of the House of Matter, they may have some purview over portal creation. If so, this may explain your ability.”

	Sam swallowed, thinking back to the giant Drain that filled the Assembly. He’d created a portal that fit all the way around its circumference. If he’d had the ring of Nether crystal then, could he have resisted the voice that scoured his mind?

	Vaevicta brushed long scaly fingers across her forehead, and over her catlike ears, smoothing the tufts at the ends. Her eyes were hooded with grief, but she gestured to the crystal diadem Inas held. “I informed the leader of the Aridori enclave of your first visit. They are eager to meet you—both of you. If you cannot immediately depart, perhaps now you might meet them. It will be good for me as well. With Palmoran’s death, I feel the need to speak with my people.”

	“We must help our facet guard against the Elgynerdeen,” Inas protested, but he asked a silent question of Enos with a glance, taking in her wounded arm. He wanted to know more about his people, and Sam couldn’t blame him.

	“They would be interested you hold a diadem equal to the one I wear,” the Effature continued, pulling one long finger down the clear crystal that sat on her head. “And you might tell me of meeting with my other instance.”

	Sam watched Enos to see if she would back Inas up, and was surprised to see her hands in fists, her jaw bulging as she gritted her teeth. Something moved in her temple as if she were about to change.

	“Do we have your assurance these Aridori will treat us better than the last ones I met?” she growled. She was tougher than before she left to rescue Inas.

	What did they do to her?

	Surprise cut through the Effature’s grim expression. “These are not the Blessed under which you suffered. These are the Pillars.” She said this as if it explained everything, but Enos only scowled back at her.

	Inas put a hand on her shoulder and murmured into her ear, making Sam tense as he moved away. He pushed the feeling down. The two hadn’t been together in ten-days. They were two sides of the same person.

	Yet Enos brushed Inas off. “The assassins acted as if their old rivals were all dead, but you say they are here?”

	“And peaceful, and helpful,” Vaevicta said, then winced again. She rubbed at her eyes. “It may be necessary for me to visit their enclave again. I feel…odd.”

	“Enos, it is a good idea,” Inas said. “We can learn so much of our people. They are accepted here, as a species of this facet.” He opened one hand toward the Effature. “She is their leader, and openly shows she is Aridori.”

	Enos whirled to him, and Inas’ eyes widened at the movement. She was in his face, yelling. “Did they do to you what they did to me?” she asked. “Did they try to tear you apart, piece by piece, or take your very being from you?” She pointed to her eye. “It’s not just me in here anymore,” she said. “I have…memories, feelings, and madness. The voices speak to me, but I am not strong enough to tamp them down. Those assassins care for nothing but death, and power. They want to kill, to rend and find others that they can hurt. They have eaten their other instances, Inas.”

	Crominu Vaevicta strode forward, making a sound almost like a hiss. Sam backed away from the intensity in her eyes, his worry over the portal pushed to the back of his mind. “These are the worst practices of the Blessed,” she said, “not of the Pillars. I thought those had been lost, exterminated like the cancer they are.”

	Blessed? Pillars? Sam had never heard of those people. He tried to fade back to where Wor Wobniar watched the proceedings, but Inas caught his hand.

	“Stay,” he whispered. “You strengthen us.” Sam nodded to his boyfriend, trying to slow his heartbeat. He clutched for his pocketwatch, stroking the patterned surface. Naturally he would stay. But why was Enos fighting? The Elgynerdeen were the larger threat.

	Enos scrunched her face up as if she vaguely remembered something. “The Blessed,” she mused. “Yes, the others mentioned that.” She looked to the Effature, accusing. “What does it mean?”

	“People I hoped never to encounter again. These are the designations our people used during the Aridori War, and before. They were the cause for the genocide that sped through the species of my facet and yours.” Vaevicta clasped her hands, worrying at her fingers. Her face was a mask of unease and pain. “I insist. You both must meet Matir, the leader of those who live here.”

	“See? We can learn from the Aridori, Enos. Our people,” Inas said. He grasped her hands in his, pleading. Enos winced as she bent her wounded arm. “There’s so much we are missing from our history. The Effature has taught me a little. While we are here, isn’t it our duty to learn more?”

	Enos finally relaxed, though Sam watched a bump under her skin slide across her temple and down her cheek. His heart was hammering despite stroking the pocketwatch. First the portal, now Enos’ anger. She was like Inas had been after his captivity. Her unstable changes were barely controlled. He wanted them to be well, but wasn’t capable of healing them.

	Maybe this is more important than returning to our facet.

	“You should go with the Effature,” Sam told her. “I can pass through the wall with Wor Wobniar and see what’s happening. Once there, we should be able to make a portal to Dalhni.”

	Wor Wobniar’s line of lights flashed with regret. “Yet if we stay, you may learn to combat the coming Dissolution. These Elgynerdeen are merely one sign, which you likely cannot fight on your own.”

	Sam turned to his new mentor, fighting down the surge of anger. There was too much happening for xy to dismiss the danger to those he’d met over the last few months. “Can you promise Majus Cyrysi will not be injured while I’m here? What about Majus Ayama? They’ll both be at the front of the fight against Elgynerdeen.” His fingernails dug into the center of his palm, and his other hand clenched the pocketwatch as if he would crush it.

	His anger washed off Wor Wobniar, and rather than answering, xyr lights went dark and xyr head flaps folded up. Xy stayed like that for several seconds. Then xyr lights flashed white, then many colors. Xyr hinged mouthparts grated out words.

	“I cannot say for certain, though I see many lines of the Vloeinkaal connected to you which you cannot see—they are too close to you. Many point to your continued training with me in this facet, at the House of Time. Fewer indicate you will fight with the maji in your facet. Some on either side wink out before their completion.”

	Sam shivered. That was just creepy, but he was starting to understand Wor Wobniar’s title of ‘Prophet.’

	He looked to Enos and Inas, hoping they could all agree. He didn’t want them to fight. “Maybe we should stay, if for only a day or two. You can learn about the Aridori while I learn of the House of Time.”

	Enos stared at him in amazement. “You believe xy can see all that, just from concentrating?”

	Sam nodded. “I’ve seen the Vloeinkaal. It’s what told me how to stop the Drain in the Assembly. I didn’t know the word for it then. Wor Wobniar is a prophet of the House of Time. I…I could be one too.” He wondered if he would be as solitary as xyr. Could he bring Enos and Inas to the House of Time?

	“Then you shall all come with me,” Vaevicta said, her face drawn. “Enos and Inas can learn of their people, as can you, if you are as close to them as it seems. It would be beneficial for you to see how instances form attach—” The Effature stumbled to one side, one hand pressed to her chest.

	Enos moved fast, for all her anger a moment ago. She shoved one arm underneath the falling Aridori, but by the time Sam and Inas got there, Vaevicta was unconscious.

	Sam looked from Enos, to Inas, to Wor Wobniar. The courtiers of the Effature’s throne room were silent and staring. He’d already lost one Effature today. He felt like folding into a ball.

	“We must go,” Wor Wobniar said, the lights flashing across xyr forehead with urgency. “The Aridori will know how to help her.”

	 

	
CHAPTER TWO

	Shades of Family

	- I hold my position as Effature firmly, and will not bow down to those few who say I am unfit to rule. Much of my stability and longevity comes from the aid of my friends and the remains of my species. The community of Aridori in our city has historically been segregated, and still suffers under bias from many centuries ago. But despite what the other species think, my people are a proud race, and strong. The leaders of the other four species come to me, and sit in court in my palace. For my species, the reverse is true. I visit for the wise council of the enclave’s leader.

	From the private notes of Crominu Vaevicta, Effature

	 

	Enos hung back as a being like Wor Wobniar called for a sled and creatures named dyhro to pull it. The courtiers crowded around, and she pressed against her other instance and Sam. This other facet of the Nether was both like and unlike the one she knew. It had been days since she was around people she thought she could trust. Around Inas and Sam. She pushed away the voices inside calling for her to distrust everyone.

	“What’s wrong with her?” Sam asked, looking down at the prone Vaevicta. Her scales had gone pale. Enos wondered at an Aridori letting themself be so weak in front of others.

	You could absorb her in a matter of moments, the voice of an instance hissed through her subconscious, but she batted it away. Not even the assassins would make so bold a play.

	“Likely the stress of her other instance’s death.” Wor Wobniar’s lights blinked in time with the grating of xyr jaw. “It has happened to others of her species. But we will not know for certain until we reach the Aridori enclave.”

	The Effature was soon situated on a polished section of shell as long as she was tall, tied to shiny, twelve-legged beetles—the dyhro—as high as Enos’ thigh. There were four of them, and their legs pistoned against the stone floor of the throne room, bringing the sled to a comfortable walking pace. Enos frowned at the transport. It was no more sophisticated than what was used in remote farmlands on Methiem. This was what they had to carry the injured and sick?

	They trudged past countless columns in the great building in which the Effature held court—like a miniature Nether. They lost courtiers as they went, splitting off on their own errands. Only a few severely-dressed Nostelrahns escorted the sled.

	Enos was reminded of the tunnels in the Life Coalition’s asteroid and hunched down. She hadn’t been outside in the Nether for days.

	Sam must have sensed her unease. He rubbed her shoulder as they walked beside the sled. She steeled herself not to flinch away at the touch. “We’ll sort this out,” he said, and Enos bit back a laugh. They were stranded in a new facet, escaping an unknown enemy, heading toward more Aridori, while their ruler—who insisted the ones here were not as bloodthirsty as the assassins—lay insensate. It took everything she had not to throw Sam’s hand off her shoulder. For the past few days, another person touching her would have been the start of an attack, not affection. But this was her Sam.

	“I know we will,” she answered.

	All others can be your prey. She ignored the voice.

	Inas gave her a quick look, no doubt feeling the frustration flooding her. Could he differentiate thoughts from the other Aridori? How they called for her to go on the offense? If so, he gave no sign, but perhaps he expected such division. He’d been imprisoned longer than she had with the Aridori assassins, though he hadn’t absorbed one of them. He couldn’t know what it took to push away the voices within.

	With Wor Wobniar in the lead, they exited the building into a city like the Imperium but not as tall. The buildings used bone, shell, and something like hardened silk, rather than the wood, stone, and resin of the Imperium. Enos breathed in, glad for the crystalline walls that towered overhead.

	Sam grabbed for Inas’ hand, as he slid nearer. They’d grown closer at the expense of her liberty. Enos clenched her teeth, trying not to yell. What she’d learned while captured by the Life Coalition she couldn’t learn elsewhere, especially given the Effature’s reaction to the assassins. But Inas had rough edges too. Whose would fade faster? She felt the edges of the slash Nakan gave her, running from bicep to forearm. Better than across her belly. She hoped it would heal quickly.

	In the open air, the voices pleaded with her to rend, to strike and leave no trace. They urged her to leap on the Effature’s prone form while she was defenseless.

	Stay down. Stay away. You have no say over what I do, she commanded them, but they persisted.

	We have submitted, but some among us wish autonomy. You cannot fight all of us. This voice she knew. It was the one who attacked her, the big Aridori. They had fallen beneath the rush of other voices, but must have climbed back to the top of the instances within her. They were strong.

	Maybe the Pillars would show her how to wall the voices away. She watched the city, trying to take it in, trying to keep her mind away from the actions the voices proposed.

	The technology here seemed rougher, like stories her parents told of when they were young. After meeting the ancient assassins, Enos wondered how old her parents had been. She didn’t think they knew of their true forms. Had that information been passed down through the elders of their merchant caravan?

	“They are gone now,” Inas whispered, guessing what she was thinking. She almost growled at him, like one of the caravan’s guard dogs, before she stopped herself and looked back at the city, forcing the instinct away. She could feel Inas frowning, but couldn’t look at him while the voices exhorted to rend and absorb. Eventually, he turned away.

	A high, strident noise drew her attention to a squadron of Lufvurn—furred and six-winged serpents—flying overhead in a riot of colors. Multiple voices chittered, circling around the Effature’s sled and offering observations.

	“This does not fall into the latest estimation.”

	“What new variables are introduced?”

	“Different species? Communicable diseases? Should we recalculate transmission map of city?”

	Wor Wobniar waved a claw at the Lufvurn. “Shoo. We have the problem in our grasp. Go attend to your predications and forecasts elsewhere.” Enos stared as the creatures flew off, watching their fractal wings. The voices in her clambered for her to make her own, to try out the unfamiliar shape.

	No. I control my form.

	Members from this facet’s other species came to investigate their fallen Effature, but the guard of Nostelrahns kept them away, telling them to wait for more news. Enos watched the spindly-armed purple beings, the great shaggy six-legged behemoths with long-limbed symbionts on their backs, and the other Nostelrahns, wondering what she could take from each to better herself. All had three arms and three legs, but the Effature had two of each. Were the Aridori native to her facet, or had they independently shown up in both places?

	Simply ask. We know much.

	It was the big Aridori again, and Enos threw her head side to side as if she could shake the voice from her.

	“Go away!”

	“Enos! What’s wrong?” Sam was near her—too close. She flinched away, but he came after her. He didn’t know what she was capable of now. Wor Wobniar walked on with the sled, leaving them behind, but Inas hesitated, his stance wary, as if he sensed the riot within her. He’d protected her when Sam first learned their species. Now he shadowed Sam.

	Sam took another step forward.

	Kill them! Shouted one voice from within.

	Sam deserves you, not the other instance, said another, the big one. Your other will only seek to undermine your station. It is why we absorb them. Let the two aspects become one, united.

	Enos pushed the voices away, like putting a hand over the face of an annoying and impulsive child. They gabbled at her.

	“Don’t come too close,” she said.

	Wor Wobniar turned, letting the guards travel on with the Effature’s sled. Xyr lights flashed in a complicated rhythm, xyr mouthparts grinding in accompaniment. “What is the hold-up? There is much to be done. The music of Time does not wait.”

	Enos was learning the Nether’s translation of the twitches and jerks of the Nostelrahn’s head flaps. Xy was annoyed at the continued interruptions. Xy seemed to be all business, not caring for any emotional strain they might be under—she might be under.

	Enos didn’t have time to ponder the prophet’s words, as Sam closed the distance between them, reaching for her face.

	“Tell me. You can tell me anything,” he said.

	She tamped down a flash of surprise that he was taking the lead, coming to help her despite her words. Was he trying to rile her? He’d gotten more confident, in the days since she’d been captured. How had it happened so quickly, when before, nothing shifted him from the apartment?

	“Sam.” Inas’ voice was a warning. He must have picked up on her conflict.

	“It’s the others in you, isn’t it? There was one in Inas too,” Sam said. He touched her face, but she flinched back, the voices rising in concert. “I found the music of my being again, like in Dalhni. I can do the same for you.”

	“No,” she whispered, but Sam closed his eyes. He was listening to the House of Matter, but an aura of silver formed around him, gold swirled with it. Two Houses, not one. Well, she’d grown, too.

	Now! Strike while he is distracted! The voice was like an iron poker, and she grabbed for the Symphony of Healing, the fire of anticipation blooming in her chest. Her body changed as she listened to the notes, mirroring what she planned before she knew it. Her fingers lengthened, and the chords defining her bones changed key to something minor, and sinister.

	“Ow!” The aura of silver and gold disappeared like a popping soap bubble and Sam jerked his arm away. Inas leaned in from the other side.

	“What are you doing? How are you changing so fast?” he asked, pulling Sam away. “I can hear the echoes in the Symphony of Strength…and something else?” Her other instance sounded confused.

	As he should be. He is not worthy. Take him now.

	Sam pawed at pinpricks of red on his bicep as Enos fell back, her eyes wide. She glanced down at the open wound in her arm.

	Shut up! She screamed at the big Aridori.

	“I didn’t mean it!” she said. The other voice was strong. She thought she’d beaten them when she absorbed their body. She stepped back so Sam wasn’t in reach.

	He cannot move far enough away from us.

	“No.” She shook her head again. Sam and Inas stared as she fought the changes in her body. Her arms were trying to lengthen, to reach him, but she grabbed arpeggios and squeezed the extra notes out, capturing them in her core again. She wouldn’t let her body betray her.

	I am stronger than you, she told the assassin.

	“Enos, what’s wrong?” The fool was coming toward her, reaching even as jagged teeth rose in her mind, like a giant sea creature hunting smaller fish. The other personalities in her would kill him if she let him near.

	“No,” she said again. “I can’t be near you.” She wanted space to retreat if she lost control.

	We will always be here. The words echoed in her head, but the big Aridori’s tone sounded farther away, as if something dragged them down into her subconscious.

	“Why not? Enos, what’s wrong?” Sam walked forward as she backpedaled, away from the retreating sled carrying Vaevicta’s pale form.

	Inas came to her rescue, squinting as he picked up on her turmoil.

	“Stay away. Do as she says.” Inas put an arm across Sam’s chest, drawing him into a tight embrace. “You have not seen everything we are capable of. If she says to stay back, you should.”

	She looked away from the hurt in Sam’s eyes. He’d been strong, moments ago. Her feet almost moved to him, but she forced herself back.

	“All the more reason to reach the Aridori,” Wor Wobniar interjected. “Both you and Vaevicta need aid.”

	“Go on with Inas,” she said. “I’ll follow once I cool off. Maybe the enclave leader can help.”

	“Matir.” Wor Wobniar supplied the name.

	“Enos,” Sam protested. “I won’t let you wander alone through this city. I don’t want to go without you.”

	“You’ve done fine so far.” She regretted the words as soon as she’d said them when his face fell, but if they kept him away, they would at least serve a purpose.

	Sam had changed. Two months ago, her rejection would have reduced him to silence. Now, he took a deliberate step toward her.

	“That’s right, and I won’t do it again.” He reached a hand out, even as Inas held him back and Enos pulled away. Sam was taller than Inas, and stronger, though he’d never used that advantage before. He brought her other instance along with him when he took a step.

	“We all need to be together. Not just one or the other. I’ve done that and I don’t want to worry like that again. Both of you were captured and tortured. If I’d just been stronger then…” He broke off and hugged Inas’ arm, still around him.

	You can maintain control, if you are strong. That was a new voice, peaceful and confident. The others, strangely, were quiet.

	“It wasn’t your fault we were captured,” Inas told Sam, low and measured. She could feel the resolution bubbling up through him. In contrast, emotions surged through her blood.

	“But I could have stopped it.” Sam’s face was grim, as resolute as she’d seen him. “Let’s go to the Aridori. I want to learn about them. About you and Inas.”

	The resolution forced the voices deep into her core. She rushed to him, her kiss fierce on his lips. She sensed more than saw when Inas stiffened, then relaxed as he caught what she felt.

	Stay strong, came a warning from deep within her—the peaceful voice. I will keep the others at bay while I can.

	Enos pulled back from the kiss and let her eyes roam Sam’s face. He was watching her differently-colored eye, though not with the wariness she would expect. Could anything drive him away?

	“It suits you,” he finally said. “Your fierceness.”

	Enos felt her smile grow.

	Wor Wobniar cleared xyr throat after a moment. “The Effature may well be in danger and we lag behind. We must catch up.”

	“Yes, of course,” Sam said. “We need to get your arm bandaged up, too.” He took her hand and Inas’, and they followed the trundling beetles.

	 

	
CHAPTER THREE

	Homes and Healing

	- Though Healing is the house most commonly associated with the arts of physical and mental aid, there are, in fact, applications for all six houses in healing individuals. For example the House of Grace may allow a patient to more efficiently absorb a tonic, while the House of Power may shore up a compromised immune system. The House of Communication might let a body accept a foreign item for surgery with ease, while the House of Potential is used to either restrict or allow energy to points of the body—for example to promote healing or suffocate a tumor. However I consider the House of Strength to be second in my line of work to the House of Healing itself, for its ability to give an ailing body the pure and basic support it requires when wounded.

	Joban Szaler, lead surgeon of the medical ward of the House of Healing, newly promoted to the Council of the Maji

	 

	Inas stopped before a tall, slatted fence made of something like hardened silk, Sam and Enos beside him. There were signs on it in splashes of color and curled spines, which the Nether translated as notifications of the Aridori enclave. These were notices, not warnings. His people were here voluntarily. Vaevicta mentioned this to him when he was last in this facet, but he had not fully believed her. He found many things harder to believe than he had before the Life Coalition.

	He stole a glance at Enos. He found it hard to believe, for example, that his other instance was completely recovered from attacking Sam. He could feel the spikes of indecision when she spoke, as if someone tried to influence her. She admitted others shared her mind. Inas shivered, remembering the presence that had tried to scour him from the inside, gained from the dying Aridori in Gloomlight prison. The assassins had showed him how to tamp it down, even as they tormented him for being too weak, and challenged him to grow stronger or die. Vaevicta had shown him how to overpower that tiny piece of the Accretion lodged deep within him. Its presence was still there, though reduced to an echo, too small to affect him, though he suspected the voices in Enos were louder. He watched the Effature’s body on the sled. She had been so strong and dedicated, then simply collapsed. Would that happen to him or Enos if the other died?

	Wor Wobniar guided them to a small doorway in the silken wall and rapped on it. An Aridori poked his head through a window in the fence, and his blue eyes widened when he saw who was on the sled. Inas watched the scaled head, noting how the ears twitched and showed emotion, how the mobile jaw showed fear. Could he copy that form? Who was he? He’d lived inside a lie his entire life.

	The Aridori backed away from the window, and opened a gate
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