
        
            
                
            
        

    
  	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	The Seeds of Dissolution

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	

	
The Dissolutionverse:

	 

	 

	Novellas and Novelettes:

	 

	The Five Hive Plateau

	 

	Tuning the Symphony

	 

	Merchants and Maji

	 

	The Society of Two Houses

	 

	Journey to the Top of the Nether

	 

	 

	The Dissolution Cycle:

	 

	The Seeds of Dissolution (Book I)

	 

	Facets of the Nether (Book II)

	 

	Fall of the Imperium (Book III)

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


	

  	 

	 

	 

	 

The Seeds of Dissolution


	BOOK 1 OF THE DISSOLUTION CYCLE

	William C. Tracy

	 


Copyright © 2017 by William C. Tracy

	 

	All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed or transmitted in any form or by any means, without prior written permission.

	 

	Space Wizard Science Fantasy

	Raleigh, NC

	www.spacewizardsciencefantasy.com

	 

	Publisher’s Note: This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are a product of the author’s imagination. Locales and public names are sometimes used for atmospheric purposes. Any resemblance to actual people, living or dead, or to businesses, companies, events, institutions, or locales is completely coincidental.

	 

	Cover art by Hannah "Spoon" Wilson

	Interior illustrations by Micah Epstein 

	Map by Damijan

	Editing by Eschler Editing

	Book Layout © 2015 BookDesignTemplates.com

	 

	The Seeds of Dissolution/William C. Tracy.-- 1st ed.

	Library of Congress Control Number: 2017913728

	ISBN 978-0-9972994-4-1

	 

	Author’s website: www.spacewizardsciencefantasy.com

	 

	 

	 

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	For Dad:

	Who read to me about Shelob and the Balrog

	
[image: Image]

	
CONTENTS

	 

	Shadow over the Sun

	A Portal to the Nether

	Moons and Wars

	Through the Imperium

	Patterns of Stars

	The Council of the Maji

	A Crisis of Apprentices

	The Great Assembly

	Clothes Make the Man

	Lines Drawn in Secret

	A Time to Learn

	Rising Fears and Discoveries

	Of Caravans and Drains

	Calamity

	Moral High Ground

	Lost

	An Unexpected Prisoner

	Bars of Music

	A Cold Trail, a Geometry of Actions

	Aridori

	Gathering Information

	The Weight of Repeating History

	The Prison

	The Break-in

	Trust is a Fleeting Thing

	The Prisoner

	New Information

	The Bazaar

	A Surprise Meeting

	The Last Session

	Aberration

	Fate of the Assembly

	Restitution

	A Seed of Dissolution

	Flight of Memory

	Appendix: The Houses of the Maji

	Appendix: The Species of the Great Assembly

	

	 

	
[image: Image]

	
CHAPTER ONE

	Shadow over the Sun

	- From the start, I was calling the voids “Drains,” because of their function. It frustrates me others insist on ignoring or even suppressing my terminology for the phenomenon. It is to be much more descriptive than “void.”

	Journal of Origon Cyrysi, Kirian majus of the Houses of Communication and Power

	 

	Sam was reading when the sun dimmed.

	As he looked up from his book, he caught the sky outside his window shading into twilight. Overhead, the light blinked off, then on and the music playing on his laptop—Beethoven’s 7th—croaked a discordant jumble of notes before the screen went black. A breath of cold air left goosebumps on his arms.

	“What the—” Sam pushed up from the chair as the overhead light faded again. His breath caught in his throat, like he had swallowed a lump of ice. His room was not large, made smaller by the piles of boxes making up his collection, and now shadows rose between stacks of waist-high containers. He wormed through them in the dim light, heart racing. Was this really happening, or was he having an attack? Why now? It took two tries to pick up his grandfather’s pocket watch from where it rested on an end table beside his bed. His hands shook, and the thump of his heartbeat nearly overpowered the rhythmic ticking transmitted through his palm. He focused on the mechanical beat—let it inform his body with the regular beat of time.

	Calm down. Stillness evaded him, left him unsteady. Everything is going dark in the middle of the day. At least the watch was working. He made sure to keep it wound, and kept it safe in his room.

	While watching the darkened sky, his other hand fingered the lid of a small shoebox. His collection of boxes contained grass clippings, shells, sand, and other things, bought by friends and customers of his aunt. They reminded him of favorite sights and smells. However, the shoebox contained things more precious than the rest: half a belt, stiff from water damage, and the heel of a woman’s left shoe, sheared off cleanly.

	No. Can’t think of them now. They’re gone, and I can’t change it. He shivered at another gust of cold air. His room felt like late January instead of August. He eyed the window, but the thought of opening it—letting in the places he didn’t know—made his hands sweat. His hand left the box, moving to the windowpane. He hissed and shook his fingers. The window was colder than the house, which meant outside must be too. He breathed out and raised his watch to his ear, listening to the steady beat.

	Is this all in my head? He hadn’t heard a transformer blow, and there was no storm. It was so quiet his rough breathing was like a train. He rubbed his arms, and a quick touch on his laptop’s case nearly numbed his finger. His cellphone was powered down and wouldn’t restart.

	Aunt Martha will know what to do. Get to safety. Sam weaved through the precise stacks of boxes, trembling. She would be in her sewing shop. Sam wiped sweaty hands on his shorts before pulling a coat from the closet and socks from a drawer. He dropped his watch in a pocket of the coat, but kept one hand on it. If the power outage kept up, he couldn’t log in for his shift in technical support. What will they think? Will they fire me? He couldn’t get his ethics essay done either, and he had to email it in by tomorrow night for the ethical theories class at his online community college.

	The chill air in the hall made him regret the shorts, but he shrugged his coat on, then leaned against the wall, pulling his socks on carefully. If the seams were going the wrong way, they’d just distract him, and there was too much going on already. He closed his eyes. Don’t shut down. Keep moving.

	The dark wood-paneled hallway was cold even through his socks, and Sam made a detour to the front door to get his sneakers, adjusting his feet in them, making sure the laces were the same length. It took two tries with his shaking hands. The dark was deepening outside, and by the time he got to the other end of the house, he was using his sense of touch more than sight to navigate.

	He met Aunt Martha coming from the small one-room addition that served as her workshop. She held a flickering beeswax candle in her hand. It’s not just in my head.

	“What happened?” he asked. His aunt only shook her head at him. Her posture was precise as always, like the romantic ideal of a noblewoman. He didn’t know exactly how old she was, except that her once graying hair was now almost totally white.

	She moved slower than when he first came to live with her, but the clothes she made for shops on Market Street in Charleston, plus his job, would let him afford college. His aunt wanted him to go to a real college instead of online, but it was so much easier to learn at home. Since he had started taking classes online, he didn’t have to deal with the crowds at high school, or worry if he forgot his homework.

	“Do you think the power plant has a problem?” Sam tried again. If his aunt had something to say, she would, but nothing could get her to talk when she didn’t want to.

	“If it were, all the lights in the house would go out at once,” she replied. The rounded syllables of “house” and “out” betrayed her Charlestonian heritage. “Haven’t you looked outside?”

	“Yes, Ma’am.” He swallowed. Something was trying to catch in his throat, and Sam put out a hand to steady himself on a wall. His other hand snaked into his pocket to stroke the comforting curve of his watch. He couldn’t feel the ticking over the pulse of his heartbeat and his panting breaths.

	They watched the candle flame dwindle to a speck, and Aunt Martha cupped her hand around the flame—so close Sam worried she might burn herself. She only nodded impatiently at him to move.

	“To the living room, boy.” She still called him ‘boy,’ even after ten years. He moved, but she was at his heels the whole time, urging him on. If she hadn’t been using both hands for the candle, she would be poking him in the back. Her closeness was a comfort, in the dark and cold.

	The formal living room was a contrast with the rest of the house, filled with overstuffed furniture, throw pillows and doilies—all the accouterments one would expect from a little old lady. Sam shivered violently, and knocked against the curio cabinet with the creaky leg, making the little porcelain figurines inside shiver with him. His aunt was staring at the ancient fireplace, unused since the last big snow, eight years ago.

	No dressing down about being clumsy? She is worried. “Wh-what do we do here, Aunt Martha?” Sam’s body tried to shiver him to warmth, but even his coat wasn’t holding in the heat. Are the chills from the cold, or the panic?

	“Hush,” she said. Then, still shielding the candle, barely alight, she cocked her head toward the hearth. “Lay us a fire.”

	Sam knelt obediently. Aunt Martha kept a well-stocked hearth. There was a pile of old newspapers, some kindling, and even a small cord of wood, just in case. He placed the fire as quick as he could, hands numb with the cold, stopping every few seconds to rub them together. He snuck a glance up at his aunt, but she watched the tiny candle flame, eyes narrowed. She was shivering, but only what her proud bearing would allow. He laid the fire quickly. Like Dad taught me. It took his mind off what was happening, and he felt his shoulders unknot a little, until he thought about what had happened to his parents—the similar temperature, the speed of it. No. Keep it together.

	“Good,” commended Aunt Martha, and creakily, she knelt beside him, both hands still around the candle. He couldn’t smell it any longer, in the cold. He steadied her as he could, surprised she didn’t wave him away like normal.

	Aunt Martha bent forward, hands creeping carefully to keep the flame from guttering, until the little light was just below a corner of newspaper. They both watched the fire—so slowly—blacken the newspaper. It should have caught in an instant and devoured the kindling, but the flame moved unnaturally slow, like the fire was a slowed down recording.

	Sam’s aunt sat back with a grunt as the newspaper lit, and the fire gradually grew. Her hands trembled as she took them away, and Sam saw the candle was completely extinguished. He reached out to the flame, feeling his hands tingle. His aunt did the same.

	“Can we make it bigger?” Sam asked. It was an effort to speak in the freezing air.

	Her voice was soft. “There is cooking sherry in the kitchen, but I believe we must leave, instead. We shall warm ourselves, then I shall drive us into town and see if this condition is prevalent over the entire region.”

	Sam’s mouth went dry. “I can’t,” he whispered. Crowds. People. I haven’t been in the middle of the city in years. It’s probably changed. I won’t know where to go.

	His aunt only rubbed her palms together. “You shall.” She wobbled as if she might fall, and Sam supported her. She put one hand to her chest and swallowed. Sam could see the discomfort she tried to hide. “If you wish to teach one day, you must learn to be around crowds of students.”

	I can’t let her down. His breathing was fast. His application to the College of Charleston was unfinished, in his room. People he knew were one thing, but so many, all together… More warmth was what they needed. “Let me put more wood on.” Sam’s joints were tight from the cold as he moved.

	“No,” Aunt Martha said, putting her shaking hand on his. “Let it die, and then we shall leave.” The fire was already losing against the cold.

	“Let’s stay here,” Sam suggested. “We can get more fuel, make a bigger fire.”

	His aunt attempted to rise but fell against him, and Sam caught her awkwardly. “You must go,” she said. He was suddenly aware of how much willpower she must be using to stay conscious, to fight the cold that sapped their strength. She’s been strong for me, all these years. Now she was tiny, leaning against him. Her bright green eyes fixed him in place. “You save yourself. The keys are by the door. Get to the car.”

	“I don’t know how to drive,” he said.

	“N-no excuses.” His aunt shook, and one hand tried to reach for him, failed. She made a small sound he had never heard from her.

	“Aunt Martha?” It was like a rock had lodged in his chest. She never submitted to anything. She couldn’t now.

	“Go.” Sam scarcely heard the whisper. Aunt Martha’s eyes flickered and her head fell against him, unconscious.

	With his remaining strength, he pushed her closer to the failing fire and wiggled onto the hearth. Something is deeply wrong with the world. His heart beat too fast, and his stomach clenched. The air’s too thin. It was as if the very energy around them was leaving, electrical and natural. He struggled to grasp his watch, raise it to his ear. Even the watch was ticking slowly, winding down. He put it back in his pocket. Their only hope was to get warm enough. Then he could wake his aunt up. She will wake up.

	He prodded the weak flame with the thinnest piece of kindling, hoping to spark the fire back to life, but it wouldn’t catch. His hand shook, and he dropped the sliver of wood. He fumbled below the stacked kindling, fingers trembling as he tried to close his hand around the tiny sliver, but they wouldn’t respond. Can I get to the kitchen, to the cooking sherry? His legs didn’t want to unbend. Sam’s head nodded forward. Just a moment to rest…

	Wake up.

	Sam’s eyes snapped open, as if a voice called him. He jerked his neck up, wondering how much time he had lost. Ice crystals cracked around his mouth, nose, and eyelids. He tried to move, and fell to one side. He was slumped half in the fireplace, his aunt’s head on his leg. His fingers and toes ached as if tiny needles bored into them.

	He reached down, but when his fingers brushed his aunt’s white hair, the strands broke with a tiny crack and fell, like little ringlets of glass. He jerked back, then touched her wrinkled forehead. It was colder than his hands, and he winced at the pain in his fingertips. The skin there was dark. He brushed ice from Aunt Martha’s skin. Sightless eyes stared back. No.

	He should feel something, but his hands and his mind were numb. His aunt had put up with him and his fears for ten years. Should have obeyed instead of questioning. Sam’s eyelids dragged him down to sleep. It was pitch dark, save for a hint of light hidden in the pile of charred wood in the fireplace, like a little campfire in a cave. He was drawn to it.

	Take the heat. He reached out to the little light, hoping to delay the inevitable. His aunt’s body was a cold weight against him. He wouldn’t waste the extra time, however small, she had given him. He wanted to be far away from here, somewhere safe.

	The tiny light winked out, and he heard a plunk of a bass string snapping in his head, shattering into a thousand harmonious notes. Warmth flowed into him, then away, leaving him colder than before. He gasped as a thick ring of light erupted on the hearth, barely as high as his kneeling form. Two colors intermixed and rotated around the edge of the ring, one color bright, the other shiny, like circlets of gold and silver. In the ring’s center was a pool of blackness.

	Sam reached out to the glowing circle. His mind was sluggish, but he craved the glow. Instead of intersecting anything physical, his hand passed through the darkness, to someplace warm. That was where he needed to be. It was not cold there. The world was not dying there.

	Another hand, warm and alive, caught his arm in a vice-like grip. Sam’s eyes widened, and he pulled back instinctively, but whoever was on the other side of the circle was stronger. He grabbed for his aunt’s body, trying to bring her along. His numbed fingers slid across her frozen shawl, down one arm, clutching. His hand closed on nothing as he was dragged head-first through the hole in the air.

	 

	 

	 

	
CHAPTER TWO

	A Portal to the Nether

	- Many new maji first use their abilities in a blaze of power, then are unable to use them again for several days. Scholars believe there is an overload of music from one’s first contact with the Grand Symphony and the aspiring majus is rendered ‘deaf’ for a time.

	Yaten E’Mez, Highest of the House of Communication, 356 A.A.W.

	 

	Sam’s head burst into a splash of light and warmth. He closed his eyes tight against the brightness, hands clenching in hard dirt. The air here was a contrast to the still strangulation of his house, but a breeze carried the scent of ammonia and rotting wood. His fingers tingled at the sudden change in temperature, sending up spikes of pain.

	Pressure on his arm made him open his eyes. The man who had pulled him through let go, cleared his throat, and stood up to his full height. Sam scrambled to his feet, backing into rough wood siding. There was maybe one body length between him and the next building, behind the man. He had to look up to face him—not something he did often. Nearby, the hole in the air imploded silently, and Sam inhaled, his mind clearing. Aunt Martha was still back home. Had he dreamed her glazed eyes? He grabbed for his watch, in his coat pocket. Stopped. He was hyperventilating.

	 He lunged for where the ring of light had disappeared, trying to get back, clawing the air as he stumbled, braking before he hit the other wall. He was in a dead-end alley somehow, between buildings with wood slatted siding, far away from home.

	He had to get back to his aunt and find out what happened to the house. The warm breeze ruffled his hair, too long since his last haircut. It carried angry trills between two birds overhead, and snatches of conversation. This was not a place he knew.

	Lost.

	The thought flitted through his mind as his heart raced. Sam’s joints locked and he flattened to the dirt like a squashed toad, trying to hold on, to keep the alley from falling in on him. Too much—too new. I’m not safe.

	“What are you doing, opening a portal outside designated grounds? You are lucky I was the one catching sight of it, in this alley.” The voice pulled his gaze up and Sam tried to focus. The clash of color on the long robe the man wore was jarring, half bright yellow, half burnt orange, with a silver belt and stripes of blue and green. He had wrinkled, liver-spotted skin, and hair with small feathery tufts of gray, hints of blue and pink peeking through. The top—crest was the only word—bristled as the man did, a comb rising in the middle of his head. A moustache made of what could only be feathers ran down either side of his chin, hanging almost to the large collar on his robe.

	“What are you?” Sam breathed. He had to be imagining things again—so cold he was hallucinating, while his aunt lay helpless beside him. He took his watch out, wound it, his tightness bleeding into the motion, then held it up to one ear, listening for the calming tick. It still worked. It had to be real. Not imagining this. Is that better or worse?

	The man’s large purple eyes narrowed at the movement and he cocked his head as he watched. “I am of the Kirian,” he said. “You come from Methiem, yes? Your town must not be getting much interspecies traffic.”

	“I…I’m from America.” What’s a Kirian? What’s Methiem? Those words didn’t make sense. His heart was trying to strangle him, climbing up into his mouth. One sweaty palm gripped his watch while the other dug fingernails into the dirt. Sam scrambled away, but hit the wall, his right leg spasming. The wood siding rose overhead, blocking his view of whatever was above them. Blocking escape. He looked past the man to the entrance of the alley. Unintelligible sounds wafted in, and a splash of some jaunty music. There were more people out there. Crowds. No escape that way.

	He was hyperventilating. Breathe deep. Aunt Martha’s sightless eyes filled his memory. No. Not her. She was his only family.

	The man, the…Kirian?…studied Sam. “A fledgling majus? Your first change to the Symphony?” A pause. “I did not make the portal. You were doing that.”

	He’s real. Oh God, he’s real. Where am I? “I have to get back!” Sam pointed to where the hole in the air had been. He was ready to accept anything at this point. “Can you make another one? I have to get home. I have to get back to her.” He was talking too fast, and tried to stop. “How do I get back?” Sam sniffed hard, then swallowed. His eyes burned, and hot trails ran down his face. Cold flesh at his fingertips, sightless eyes staring up. He would have to…clean up the body. She would accept no less.

	“You must be opening another portal yourself.” The Kirian was annoyingly calm. Why wasn’t he doing something? “Or communicate to me the location. Difficult, if you have not changed the Grand Symphony before.”

	“How do I do that?” How could music help his aunt? Why wasn’t the man helping? Maybe he was hearing things. He held his watch close again, but the ticking didn’t calm him. I already checked that, didn’t I? This is actually happening. He held his breath, then let it out. He was panicking, and he couldn’t stop. He had to stop.

	The Kirian made an irritated noise, a clicking in his teeth. “Are you able to hear the Symphony?”

	“I don’t know what that means,” Sam said. He heard the words, but they weren’t going anywhere in his head. They didn’t mean anything. “Just help me.” He sniffed again, and his nose cleared suddenly. There was an acidic tang in the air, like this place had been used for a toilet. It made him have to pee.

	The ridge of feathers on the man’s head ruffled, rising like hackles. Annoyance, Sam somehow knew. How can I know that?

	“I have not time to teach a majus, with his song scarcely written, how to access the Symphony. If you are wanting to get back to your home, you will need to learn for yourself or pay for a portal. I am very busy.” The man turned, and Sam gasped at an icy spike of fear.

	No! I can’t be in a strange place all alone. “Wait.” He stretched out a hand, and the stranger paused. “Don’t leave me. I don’t know how I got here. I think she’s gone. She was cold, and the fire burned out. Nothing worked anymore.” He swallowed past a lump, gulped for more air. “I have to get back—” He was babbling, but the man turned back sharply. He wasn’t going to leave. Sam ran a hand down the wood behind him, splinters poking his skin. The rough surface had to be real. 

	“What—exactly—did you run from?”

	Sam had to keep him talking. Something his therapist told him bubbled up in his mind: notice what was happening to him, review it, then respond to it. He had to sound reasonable to keep this man here. If he really wanted to teach, then someday, he would have to stand in front of a class of students. If he couldn’t talk to one strange man, what did that say about him?

	Sam closed his eyes and brought his watch close, letting the ticking set a beat for his thoughts. He was taking quick, short breaths, and made himself hold them. One, two, three ticks.

	What had happened? Sam recited, his eyes closed. “I was reading, then it got cold, and all the lights went out, and the sun was dark.” His voice got stronger as he spoke. “Aunt Martha and I—” His voice wavered upward, breaking. She’s gone. “We started a fire, but it burned out. We were freezing, and then the hole appeared.” He opened his eyes. “I couldn’t take her with me. I didn’t have time—”

	The Kirian held up a hand, palm out. He had long and thin fingers, each with a nail ending in a wicked-looking curved point. “I believe you are needing to come with me.”

	Wasn’t he listening? “No. I have to go back. Didn’t you hear me?” Sam straightened, just a little. He could do this. “Who are you, anyway?”

	“Ah. I have not introduced myself. I am Origon Cyrysi, majus of the Houses of Communication and Power. You may call me Majus Cyrysi.” The first syllable of the last name was hard, almost a click of the Kirian’s mouth.

	“I’m Sam,” he said in a small voice. The man was going to stay. He wouldn’t be alone. His breathing slowed to match the watch. He was safe, but he needed to get home. Something the man—Kirian—said nagged at him. He slid up the wall, shaking. His legs fought to stand. “You said I could tell you where my home is and you can open a…a portal?” Then I can forget all this ever happened.

	The majus’ already thin lips compressed to non-existence. After a moment, he stepped closer. Sam swallowed as Majus Cyrysi touched cool fingers to his forehead. He’s going to help, right? Suddenly, yellow light dripped like syrup along the man’s arm, arching toward him. Sam jerked away. “What’s that?”

	The Kirian twitched, and the color spiraled back up his arm, like mist retreating from the sun. “Do not move.” The majus looked pale. “I was almost losing part of my song and I do not have extra to lose.” His crest ruffled, flattened. “So you are able to see the colors. You can be trained as a majus then, can hear the Grand Symphony.” He reached out again. “Do not move. Think of your home. Pretend you can be showing the picture in your mind to me.”

	The long nails pricked his forehead as the swirls of color crept closer. Anything to get back. Home was familiar, easy to imagine. This was probably all a hallucination. Sam thought of his room, the boxes in his collection. The cozy kitchen, filled with his aunt’s southern cooking. His heart raced at the remembered smell of hominy grits with cheddar and butter. She’s gone. He grabbed the memory, visualizing Aunt Martha’s workshop, filled with scraps of cloth, half-finished shirts and pants, and the sound of a sewing machine. His aunt teaching him to sew on a button. The living room, frozen and quiet, spread out in his mind’s eye while silent tears streamed down his face.

	Majus Cyrysi’s brow eased, and finally, the hand receded. “Reverse communication leaves many questions, but you are acceptable at transferring location pointers.”

	“Then you can open a hole back to my home?” Things didn’t have to make sense in a hallucination.

	“Portal. Yes, I believe I am having enough information.” The man turned to one wooden wall of the alley. “This is to be highly illegal outside a portal ground, but to catch a Drain like you were experiencing in action is more important. If I were not friends with those on the Council, I would not even be trying this.” Sam nodded along, no idea what the Kirian was saying. The majus watched the wall for a moment, then raised a hand, frowning. Then he raised both hands.

	As his fear receded, Sam’s curiosity grew. That’s not how it happened before. “Are the colors going to appear again?” he asked. Majus Cyrysi gave him a sharp look and Sam hunched down.

	The majus watched the wall, both hands outstretched, then dropped them. “The location is changed too far from your mental picture.” He sounded out of breath. “As happened when I was experiencing my own Drain.”

	“What does that mean?” Something wasn’t right, but his heartbeat was slowing. Keep breathing. Three ticks in, three ticks out.

	The man ignored him. “This is the second Drain I have encountered. Both times, the phenomenon was powerful enough to warp the environment it was in, breaking down the very fabric of reality. What is happening to the energy—the notes? They cannot simply be destroyed!” He looked back at Sam. “You must be accompanying me back to the Council. Maybe this time they will listen.”

	Destroying energy? That makes no sense. Was what happened to me one of these Drains? “That’s it?” Sam’s voice rose, his hands clenching. “Just look at the wall, then tell me I can’t get home?” This hallucination sucks.

	“You are welcome to try yourself.” The majus gestured curtly at the wall.

	“Maybe I will,” Sam said. Anger made his panic lessen. He stood, chest out, staring at the wall, willing the hole in the air to open. It was his hallucination and he needed to see Aunt Martha. He needed the safety of his room.

	The faint noise of the crowd grew in his perception, as did the wail of whatever street music was being played. He was fairly sure that wasn’t the same thing as the Symphony the majus referred to. The Symphony seemed an internal concept. He closed his eyes and, just briefly, might have heard the same bass plunk as when the portal opened from his fireplace.

	But nothing happened. He couldn’t make a hole through space because that was impossible.

	Sam slumped and turned back to the majus, who was watching him like a chicken eyeing a worm.

	“Are you finished?” He looked disappointed. Sam nodded wearily. “Then come with me. The Council needs to be seeing this evidence.” Majus Cyrysi’s robe swished around heavy boots as he strode to the mouth of the alley. 

	The icy chill seized Sam’s chest again. His feet rooted to the ground. Maybe. Maybe this isn’t a hallucination after all. “No.”

	The majus looked back. “Why not?”

	If this wasn’t a hallucination, then the sounds that drifted from the mouth of the alley came from a crowd of people, possibly as strange as the majus. He blinked rapidly, willing the scene to fall away, to see the frozen living room. It didn’t work.

	This is real. He swallowed. Aunt Martha always wanted him to meet more people. He owed it to her memory to try. What else would he do—live in this piss-stained alley? He took one step forward.

	“We will use the maps at the Spire of the Maji to determine where on Methiem you are from,” Majus Cyrysi called back from the end of the alley.

	Sam’s step faltered. “Methiem?” He put one hand to his chest, willed the thumping there to quiet.

	The majus frowned. “You are from Methiem, are you not? You are unfamiliar with other species, so I am assuming you know little of the Great Assembly, or the ten species. You cannot be from one of the other homeworlds.”

	“I’m from America,” Sam said again. “On Earth.” Questions were piling up, but he had to focus on one thing at a time.

	Majus Cyrysi’s thick eyebrows drew down. “I have not heard of this place.”

	“You’ve never even heard of Earth? Then where are you from?” I preferred the hallucination.

	“From Kiria, naturally. My birthplace was in a small mountain town called Asbheriton.”

	“A different planet?” Freezing darkness. Aunt Martha. Holes in the air and aliens. If this was real—

	Sam found one wall with a hand, leaned against it. His breathing was speeding again. Suddenly, fresh tears carved hot lines down his cheeks.

	“It is the planet on which most of my species are born,” the majus returned, his words sarcastic. “Though some are born in the Nether, or on other homeworlds.”

	“The Nether?” No. Too much information. Get home first.

	Majus Cyrysi spun around, robe swishing around his feet, gesturing with a long skinny arm to the mouth of the alley. “This, boy!” he cried. “We are in the Nether.”

	Sam peered out of the alley, keeping his hand on the rough wood of the structure—a point of stability. Before him buildings loomed from all sides. The light outside the alley was wrong, as if from giant fluorescent lights instead of a sun. He shrank back. Strange people thronged a small square across from the alley. They gestured and talked to each other. Too many, too close. He would have to go out there. So many chances to mess things up. He couldn’t just reset, like in a computer game. This was why he hadn’t finished his college application.

	A red squid-like creature with tentacles sprouting from its head was selling something to another of Majus Cyrysi’s species, who was wearing a crazy quilt of a robe. Two eight-foot tall beings strode across the square like faintly blue, two-legged giraffes. They both wore long flowing pants with split skirts, swishing loudly as they moved. They passed a seated figure like them, who blew into a long tube. That was where the music was coming from. Sam’s fingers tightened on the rough edge of a plank. He wanted to pull back in the alley, but he also wanted to see more. 

	There were humans too. A woman wearing a loose wrap of fabric spoke to a being covered in green-brown hair, with sharp blue eyes and a snout. The woman’s scarf looked like something Aunt Martha might have knitted, and Sam choked down a sob. How were there humans here when Majus Cyrysi hadn’t heard of Earth?

	Buildings of wood and stone, reaching far overhead, hemmed in the square. A bridge crossed between the tops of the buildings on either side, greenery trailing from it. Vertigo caught at Sam, and he took comfort in the packed dirt of the alley and cobblestone of the street, pressing back against the wall.

	“I can’t go out there,” he mumbled to his shoes. “It’s too much.”

	“What is this?” Majus Cyrysi said, bending down beside him. “More excuses about your Earth?”

	“It’s not that,” Sam said, looking up into the other’s strange face. “I…I don’t like new places.” His eyes darted to the alley entrance, back down to the ground. “Or crowds.”

	The Kirian frowned. “I see.” He tapped a long finger against his cheek, looking Sam up and down. Did he ever poke himself with those hooked fingernails? “Do you think you are able to be walking through the city just a bit? The Spire of the Maji is much quieter, enclosed.”

	Sam shook his head. Not after what happened. How much did the cold touch? Did it affect my house? All of South Carolina? The whole world? “Maybe later. I need to sit down for a while.” With time, he could calm his breathing. He peered out of the alley again and his heart raced.

	What if I don’t have to go through the crowds? “Could you make a hole in the air to where we need to go?” Sam waved a hand at the alley entrance.

	Majus Cyrysi shook his head. “Portals are not working in that manner. There is a limit to how close the endpoints can exist to each other, on the scale of continents. Certainly not within a city. The songs of the two endpoints so close together would cause harmonics overpowering the majus changing the Symphony.”

	Sam slumped. So much for having a good idea.

	The majus stroked fingers down his moustache. “Will you stay here for a short while? The information you hold is very important.”

	Sam looked up. “You’re leaving me?” Alone? Or the crowd? Alone was better.

	“Not long,” the majus said. “A friend of mine has experience with fears such as yours. She has techniques to help you cope, if I am bringing her here.”

	Sam gulped, wiped at his eyes. “Yes. I’ll be better soon,” he snuck another peek outside the alley, shivered. Or the hallucination will end.

	“Then I will be back soon.” Majus Cyrysi strode to the end of the alley, turned back. “Do not leave, even if you feel you can. It is easy to get lost here.”

	Sam nodded, and slid down in a corner, pulling his knees in. Alone, he wept for Aunt Martha.

	 

	
CHAPTER THREE

	Moons and Wars

	- People commonly wonder how the floor of the Nether is made of dirt, instead of the substance of the columns. By the influx of inhabitants, flora, and fauna through portals, and over thousands of cycles, soil accumulated. I have visited deep windswept gullies, far away from any habitation, where the true Nether floor gleams like crystal in the light from the walls.

	Morvu Francita Januti, Etanela explorer and big game hunter

	 

	Origon frowned at the boy still curled in the corner of the dead-end alley, tear-stains on his face, shivering though the air was warm. The fledgling majus hadn’t moved since he left, nearly a lightening ago. The light of the walls were shading into afternoon. Was this new majus so scared of existence? If he had been in the boy’s place, he would have been halfway through the Imperium by now, warning or not. He hoped the fledgling was capable enough to help his research on the Drains. He had to get the information locked away in that head.

	Rilan pushed past him and he stepped aside, anticipating how she would move even so long past the end of their travels together. The bell at the end of her braid jingled as she walked and she tugged at the waistline of her white dress looking, as always, as if she would rather tear it off. That she wore it meant she had been on her way to a Council meeting when he caught her—fortunate timing. Though they had spoken little in the last few cycles, Rilan was his one instance of leverage with the Council, when the other councilmembers thought his research was so much eggshell leavings. What he would give to have the Council of his youth back.

	In any case, this boy could influence his next meeting—turn the Council from their obsession with the Aridori to actual threats, like the Drains.

	“This is the new majus, Ori?” Rilan asked, breaking into his reverie. “You left him like this?” The boy looked up at the sound, sniffing. His eyes widened a little and Origon let the Nether interpret for him. Surprise, and maybe fear. It was hard to guess at Methiemum expressions without the aid of the Nether, as their topfeathers could not signal any subtle emotion.

	 “He said he would be fine on his own for a little time. I believed him.” Really, there were more pressing matters, like his investigation into the Drains.

	 “I’m Councilor Ayama,” Rilan said, ignoring Origon and squatting down in the stinking alley. She pulled her dress away from a suspiciously dark puddle. “What’s your name? Where are you from?”

	The boy wiped at his eyes, and took in a deep breath. He still had a death-grip on that pocketwatch.

	“I already told him,” he pointed up to Origon. “I’m from Earth. My name’s Sam. Sam van Oen.” Ah yes. That was his name.

	“I’m not familiar with that place,” Rilan said. “I can get a globe of Methiem—” Origon sighed. The boy was waving his hands again. He was going to get riled up, as before.

	“I’m not from Meth…Methiem,” Sam said, and Origon saw his nostrils flare, sucking in air too fast. “I’m from Earth. My aunt was just—” He swallowed. “There was this cold that took all the power and energy away.” Rilan peered closer.

	“This is what he told you?” she asked Origon, but the boy nodded.

	“He has seen a Drain,” Origon answered, “much as I did. You know what happened with the first.” Every moment they debated meant it would be harder to study the phenomenon.

	Origon’s nails dug into his palms, and he carefully kept his crest neutral. The abomination he’d encountered after the crash on Methiem’s moon loomed in his mind. So much for the Methiemum’s first spaceflight. Not only had piloting the craft deprived him of much of his song, but the off-white, fleshy egg that almost killed him had absorbed the material of the space capsule, changing the crash site so fundamentally that making a new portal to the moon was all but impossible. He still dreamed about it, and now his song wavered like a simple tune, stripped of many of its notes and much of its complexity.

	“You claimed the Symphony cannot touch the voids,” Rilan said, twisting back to him. “The Symphony’s music winds through everything.”

	“As you say.” Now Origon let his crest flatten in disbelief. “Yet both I and the space capsule’s crew barely escaped through my portal.”

	“Space ships?” This at least seemed to catch the boy’s attention. “Is that where all the aliens come from?”

	“Of course not,” Origon started, but Rilan hushed him.

	“We travel between our homeworlds via portals the maji control. The capsule Ori piloted was an experiment.” She waved a hand vaguely. “One that did not go as planned, because of Ori’s void. Did you see the launch of the shuttle? Were you in the crowd on Methiem?”

	The boy—young man, really—only shook his head. Origon frowned. They had to get him out of this dirty back alley, somewhere Origon could learn more about the Drains, and where Sam was from.

	“Are you well enough to come with us?” he asked.

	 Sam looked past them, to the open end of the alley, and shivered. His eyes went back to Origon’s face. “The same thing happened to you? You know what I went through. Why didn’t you tell me?”

	Origon stared back. He had said as much, had he not? Or at least mentioned something of it. Why else would he be so interested in the Drains? Was the young man’s brain addled? If so, Origon might need a softer approach to get the information from him.

	“Up now.” Rilan helped pull Sam to his feet, then stepped back so the three of them were in a triangle, looking up slightly to meet his gaze. “You still haven’t told me where exactly you’re from.”

	Sam took in a deep, shuddering breath. “Where I come from, there are no aliens, and we call ourselves humans, not Meth—Methiemum.” He paused. “And there are no maji. The only symphonies we have are the ones that orchestras play. How does a symphony make colors?”

	Origon exchanged a look with Rilan. Many non maji didn’t understand what the maji did, and if Sam was new to the Great Assembly of Species, then perhaps more explanation was needed, despite the extra time it would take. He seemed calmer now he was conversing.

	“The Grand Symphony underlies everything,” Rilan said. “It is the music that writes the universe’s existence, ever flowing and changing. Maji are those who can hear some aspect of the Grand Symphony.”

	 “Then, a majus can use the notes defining their own experiences to change the music they hear,” Origon continued. “As a lit candle produces not just light, but heat, so the changes produce colors, along with the physical or mental effect, based on the aspect of the Grand Symphony that was being adjusted.” Origon tapped his robe. “I am of the Houses of Communication and Power, and my strength lies in using air and heat in combination.”

	He let the Symphony of Communication fill him. Subtle cadenzas representing the buzz of the crowds outside the alley warred against the smooth chords of the wind and pressure differentials. He grasped a few of the notes that made up his song—the reflection of his collected experiences—and used them to alter a chord progression, bringing the notes to a lower register, and speeding the tempo. Yellow spiraled out from his hand as a sharp breeze blew away the smell of the alley. Sam blinked in surprise, but again, his eyes followed the color. He was definitely majus potential.

	Origon took his notes back and the breeze died. He spread fingers toward his friend. “Councilor Ayama is of the House of Healing, though her specialty is mental rather than biological.”

	“I’m a psychologist,” Rilan said. Origon grunted. He had just said that.

	“I’m studying ethics, and I’m going to go into law,” Sam said. “Does your job use magic?” Origon winced at the word. He fluffed his crest and started to answer, but Rilan got there first.

	“In…a sense,” she said. “Though it isn’t magic. We can change the tempo and notes of the Grand Symphony underlying the universe, but only of that aspect we can hear. I hear the Symphony of Healing, and so belong to the House of Healing, but any member of any house may pursue a livelihood in whatever they wish.”

	Sam raised his head a little, holding his watch tight. “Sounds like magic to me.” Rilan rolled her eyes. At least Origon wasn’t the only impatient one.

	“Do you have a way to be helping him?” Origon glanced around the wooden alley. His feathers would mold if he stayed here any longer. “At least to get us somewhere with more resources?” Origon stroked his moustache. An idea was forming.

	Rilan held out a hand to Sam again. “Ori is correct. We must get you out of here. I can use my song to listen to yours, if that’s acceptable. The House of Healing will enable me to hear what part of your mental makeup does, well, this to you.” She gestured at Sam, backed into a dark corner.

	Origon let his crest ruffle as the young man retreated even further. This would take all day. He had to be stable, or at least calm, if Origon were to get information about his homeworld, assuming it was not Methiem.

	Then Sam came forward, breathing fast, knuckles white around his watch. “You can see why I have problems with new places? With crowds? Can you make it go away?”

	Rilan shook her head. “Only you can do that, and likely it will never go away completely. You can learn to cope with it, however. I may be able to help you.” Her hand was still extended.

	Sam looked to the alley mouth again, bit his lip, then took another small step away from the wood planks. “It’s not that I don’t like people. I do.” Origon let the Nether translate Sam’s wide eyes and mouth screwed to one side. Like a crest flattened and swept in a curve. “I’d like to meet more people without being afraid.” He swallowed, took yet another step. “Okay, let’s try.”

	Rilan nodded. “Hold still a moment.” She shifted forward to touch fingers to the young man’s forehead. White and olive blossomed around her hand, shifting into a net that buzzed around Sam’s dark hair. Origon could see his eyes tracking the colors, hands shaking slightly by his sides.

	“Yes, I can hear the notes describing an overload on neural pathways dealing with the fight and flight response.” Rilan’s foot tapped in time with something Origon couldn’t hear. “Crowds, new places, large areas are the worst?” Sam gulped a breath and nodded, but he must have remembered what happened before. He didn’t jerk away.

	“You can see—hear all that?” Sam asked Rilan.

	“As I said, I’m a psychologist.” The fingers of Rilan’s other hand were weaving in a complicated rhythm, as though she directed a choir. “I use my song to help me in my job. My house lets me hear the aspect of the Grand Symphony that defines your brain, among other things.”

	“Oh,” Sam said. Origon smiled as he watched his friend work, his crest relaxing. Once, many cycles ago, she had to talk a Lobath child down from where he had gotten stuck on the top of a giant rotting conk fungus—one the Lobath used for housing materials. Origon considered the similarities.

	Rilan twisted to him. “He is Methiemum,” she confirmed, but her brows drew down. She ran a hand down her long braid, pulling it over her shoulder.

	“But?” Origon prompted. He didn’t need another impediment. They had been in this alley long enough.

	“There are differences in his mental makeup. He’s certainly not one of the other species—his psychology is like a Methiemum raised on a different homeworld.” She paused.

	“I was raised on a different homeworld—um—on Earth,” Sam insisted, behind her.

	Rilan shifted her stance, as if she realized the baby bird she found was in actuality a young nesting raptor. “Or hiding what you are.” She passed two fingers in front of her eyes once, twice, in quick succession, in the old gesture to reveal a hidden Aridori.

	Origon stared at her, his crest slowly tightening, drawing his skin up. “Do not tell me you are now believing the rotten eggs the Council is pushing? Next you will be telling me the Aridori will climb through my window at night and replace me. You have more sense than that.”

	She dropped her hand, looking only a little guilty. “That’s all the Council is discussing today, Ori. It’s all they can think about. There are eyewitness accounts coming in from all over the Nether.” She looked up, judging the quality of the light, then quickly back, as if Sam would have run off in that time. “In fact, I need to get back very soon.” She fixed Origon with a glare. “In the Imperium, in Gloomlight, even in the farming communities and Poler, people are scared the Aridori are coming back. There have been two reported murders this month—someone claiming their spouse had been replaced by an impostor.”

	Origon watched his old student, his old companion. Her face showed more confusion than conviction. He looked to the young man, who was obviously no threat. “Was there any proof these murderers were not simply capitalizing on panic? They are seeing what? Monsters change shape before their eyes, or shadows in the grain fields? What solid evidence is included? Has anyone brought in an Aridori?”

	“Well, no,” Rilan admitted. She straightened, chin up. “Though I wouldn’t be surprised if someone did. We’ve had innocent citizens in the Imperium hassled by over-zealous do-gooders, thinking they’ve single-handedly stopped the downfall of the Great Assembly.”

	“Excuse me.” They both looked to Sam, and he swallowed. However, his eyes were alight, as if he saw where they were for the first time. “What’s an Aridori, and what does it have to do with me?”

	Maybe there was fire in this new majus after all. “They are but a child’s scare-tale,” Origon said.

	Rilan waved a hand at him. “You must admit there is truth to the tales. The Aridori war did happen.” She shifted just out of the young man’s reach.

	“They fought a war with you?” Sam asked.

	“It was to be long enough ago no one remembers anything about it,” Origon told him. He could at least explain the tales rather than accusing Sam of acting in one. The sooner they got past this distraction, the sooner they could study something real, like the Drains. “The Aridori disappeared after the war was over, so all the stories say, with the last stragglers hunted down by groups of soldiers. The horror tales say they could look like anything, be anyone. For all we know the species fought each other over phantoms.”

	“‘Never trust what an Aridori says or does,’” Rilan said in a sing-song voice, and Origon let his crest flatten again, cocking an eyebrow. Sam was scared enough as it was. “‘Slip through a crack like an Aridori.’ ‘If you lie to the maji, an Aridori will take your place in the night.’”

	Sam was looking between them. “So. Do these Aridori exist, or not?”

	“No,” Origon said. There were serious problems without imagining a monster behind every door.

	“Yes,” Rilan said. Then she bobbed her head sideways, lips pursed. “And no. I do believe they exist.” She flicked a glance up at Origon. “Or did. But, they are no longer considered one of the ten species of the Great Assembly.”

	“You think I might be one of them?” Sam asked, his voice small.

	Origon barked a laugh. “If you are, boy, then you are an actor worthy of the ancestor’s praise.”

	“‘Never trust what an Aridori says or does,’” Rilan muttered, but Origon stared her down. She wiped a hand down her face. “No. I don’t think you are an Aridori. The Council’s fears are getting to me.” Tension bled from her.

	 “Then if we are convinced he has not come to kill us all, can we be leaving this alley?” Origon asked.

	“We need to get him to the Council,” Rilan said.

	“I am having a better idea.” Origon told her. He tapped the shoulder of her white dress with one finger. “You are needing to get to the Council. I will take Sam to the House of Communication and see if we can locate his homeworld. Then we will be coming to the Council.” The Drain on the Methiemum moon Ksupara was inaccessible until they sent another capsule, and he was not losing another chance.

	“Do you think you can walk with us now?” Rilan asked Sam. “Ori is correct. I need to get back to the Council.”

	The young man eyed the entrance to the alley again, and Origon saw his breathing speed up. That ancestors-cursed watch came back out. Origon moved to block the view. They didn’t have time for this, and he glared at Rilan. “If you are to be convinced he is not some ancient evil, can you please do something for him?”

	Rilan took in a breath, but she also glanced up again, judging the time. “There is one thing I can do, but it is only temporary, and will leave you feeling,” she waggled a hand, “off.”

	Sam looked to her, and away from the alley entrance. “Like anxiety medication? I’ve taken that before, when I had to. I didn’t like it.”

	Origon’s friend frowned. “The medical ward attached to the House of Healing has been experimenting with such things. They are common, where you come from?”

	Sam nodded.

	“Hm. I mean to do this with my song, though it will be a permanent use of my notes.” Rilan rubbed her chin. “A physical form of this medication would save much effort from maji of the House of Healing.”

	“Permanent?” Sam asked.

	“Not to you,” Rilan answered. “A permanent change to the Symphony means I do not get that portion of my song, my being, back. The change is non-reversible.”

	“If I were to add heat somewhere with the House of Power,” Origon explained, “I could later reverse the change to be recouping my song, as I was doing with the breeze you felt.”

	Except, in the space capsule, he had spent hours spending his song like spare Nether glass to keep them from crashing.

	“This change—to the Symphony—would act like anxiety meds?” Sam dry washed his hands.

	“I think so,” Rilan said. “I can block that phrase of music for a short time, lessening your fear of crowds and spaces, but it is artificial, and never as good as working through the issue—” she broke off to Sam’s furious nodding.

	“Do it,” he said, then pointed to Origon. “Like he says, I have to get out of here. When I’m somewhere safe I can work through it on my own.”

	Rilan nodded. “Hold still.” She cocked her head, listening for several seconds, then placed both hands on Sam’s head. They blazed white and olive, and the color made an organic-looking map once again, pulsing in time to something Origon couldn’t hear. This time the net slid into the young man’s flesh and disappeared. Rilan removed her hands and took a deep breath in, tilting her head side to side as if a headache was imminent. Sam relaxed, and sighed. He lowered his watch. His eyes were slightly unfocused.

	“I’ve silenced the music of several of your mental connections,” Rilan told Sam. “It is not the best method, but it should work for the moment.” Origon pushed down his crest. Rilan giving up her notes sent his memory spinning back to piloting the capsule. She looked up to him, as if she knew what he was thinking. “The cost is small enough. I’ve done it before.”

	Origon nodded back, making his crest loosen. He turned to Sam. “Are you ready to be finding your homeworld?”

	 

	
CHAPTER FOUR

	Through the Imperium

	- The Spire’s structure was one of the first built after the Imperium was founded. All species in the Great Assembly accepted the idea, as the Spire was destined to be the center of education and governance for the maji. The maji’s portals brought the species together, and it was deemed necessary for maji of different species to continue their association.

	From “The History of the Spire,” a work by the Festuour philosopher Hegramtifar Yhon, Thinker

	 

	Sam blinked at the majus. Majuses. Maji. Everything was muddy, like strong anxiety meds. He peered around the councilor and Majus Cyrysi to the end of the alley. Is my heart beating faster? He couldn’t summon the will to care about it. He edged closer. There were layers of cotton wrapped between what he saw and the fear that usually rose up.

	“Is it working?” The councilor sounded tired.

	He took a few more steps forward, and when he looked down, his shoes were outside the wooden walls of the alley. There had been a question. “I think so.”

	Before him, swirls of people passed by, all shapes and sizes. He took another step, pulled despite himself to the chaos. It was like a big party he’d been invited to, or so he imagined. He was never invited to anything. He hoped that would change when and if he got to college.

	He stepped out, between a family of humans, or whatever they were called here, and two women of Majus Cyrysi’s species, one with skin the color of mahogany, the other’s like desert sand. Both sets of bare legs ate up the ground in long strides, their crests waving and stretching as they gestured to each other. He was already past the first vendor stalls, stepping around a sputtering motorized cart holding a glass tank of fish, when the other two caught up. The majus’ clawed hand came down on his shoulder, holding him back.

	“It’s so colorful,” Sam told him. He pointed to a squid-like bipedal creature, with rubbery skin and three head-tentacles in place of hair. “What is that?” There were lots of the creatures here, now he looked more carefully. His finger wavered, pointing out more of them.

	“She is one of the Lobath,” Councilor Ayama said, pushing his arm down. She peered up at the Kirian, around Sam’s shoulders. “I may have blocked a few too many connections.”

	The buildings around the plaza grew on each other, sprouting up like mushrooms after a heavy rain. So many buildings. They stretched on, built up and around. A glint of light caught his eye above the line of structures, reflecting from a giant curved surface. It pushed through the fluff in his mind, and Sam staggered at a moment of vertigo. He swallowed and grasped for his watch, feeling a little more himself.

	“What is that glass thing?” Did I just point at a whole bunch of aliens? He glanced around, but no one besides the two maji were paying attention.

	“You are meaning the column?” Majus Cyrysi followed the surface with one hook-nailed finger. Sam’s gaze went higher and higher, and he could feel unease scratching at his mind behind the cotton. “The columns are spaced more or less regularly, through the Nether. They connect the floor—” Majus Cyrysi pointed down, as if through the dirt beneath their feet, “—to the ceiling, far above.” His finger speared upward. The immense cylindrical surface protruded from the buildings lining the square, reaching upward until it was lost to sight. Reflections shimmered across it, and buildings crowded around like small animals bundled near a larger one for warmth.

	“There’s a ceiling?” Sam asked. The column disappeared from view as they passed under an archway, moist, earthy scents pungent in the enclosed tunnel. Small ferns and moss dotted the sides of the streets, and Sam pulled his arm close before he brushed a wide, furry alien. His stomach turned over, and he swallowed bile, though he didn’t feel afraid. 

	“The Nether is enclosed,” Councilor Ayama said, from just behind. Sam blinked back at her, trying to understand. The fog in his mind was slowing everything. “The first maji found their way to this place long ago. The ten species came from different stars and galaxies, like you did. Normally, one must have detailed information of the endpoint of a portal, except for the Nether. This is the one place maji can reach without knowing where they are going beforehand.”

	They exited the tunnel, hurrying across a wide tree-lined street where carriages and vehicles puffing smoke passed each other at a walking pace. Sam tried to pay attention both to the councilor’s words and to his surroundings. One of the nearby trees had fluffy blue fronds instead of leaves.

	Majus Cyrysi’s robe was bright as they walked through pools of light and shadow. “The first maji to come here remembered the way back home, and were starting trade between their species. It was what grew to be the Great Assembly.”

	They passed through a square where the walls were a wet-looking brown resin. Long bushy ferns hung from windows, and the flat fluorescent lighting cast shadows from strange directions. A fishy smell permeated the air, mixed with something like mushrooms in take-out Chinese. Sam slid through people, trying not to let them touch him. A jangle of music made him turn to another street musician, one of the giant blue-ish aliens like he had seen outside the alley. This one had a thin stringed instrument taller than him, and was singing in a high reedy voice along with his plucking. They seemed a common sight here. Haggling, speeches, and casual conversation washed by, and hands of anxiety clawed at the cotton in his mind, reducing its thickness. Why are they blurry? Can’t quite focus on faces.

	“Through this market, then up above street level,” Majus Cyrysi called back, his voice almost lost in the voices around them. “Once we exit the Lobath district we will be in High Imperium.”

	I can feel my heart beating. Should I be able to? Maybe it’s because we’re walking fast. Sam realized his watch was in one hand. The constant influx of new places was overcoming the councilor’s magic. If I break down in the middle of the street, will they leave me here?

	“I have not been visiting E’Fon’s curio shop in many a cycle.” Majus Cyrysi pointed at a recessed section of wall with a bright blue door. Did the Kirian not see Sam’s distress? Did the councilor? The majus gestured at a display of writhing insects behind a red-tinted piece of plate glass. “Murienta’s shop has the freshest maggots. Much tastier than those half-dead things they serve at the Spire.”

	 They turned into another open square, all the buildings made of green, glowing stone. There was a crowd of people surrounding a platform made of old crates, shaded by two tall, leafy plants, like banana trees. On top of the platform, a human and one of the very tall aliens were shouting out into the crowd. Some people were holding signs. The fuzziness was evaporating, and Sam knew this was wrong, especially when both maji stopped dead.

	Sam peered at a sign, willing his eyes to focus. A sequence of circles and dots wavered, and suddenly he was reading English: ‘The
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