
  
  [image: ]




  
  Copyright © 2026 by CM Dawson 
All rights reserved.
Book Cover by Jamie Noble Frier, 2026
Edited by Lisa Edwards
CM Dawson has asserted her right under the Copyright, Designer and Patents Act, 1988, to be identified as Author of this work.
No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law. For permission requests, contact Crystal Path Publishing.
The story, all names, characters, and incidents portrayed in this production are fictitious. No identification with actual persons (living or deceased), places, buildings, and products is intended or should be inferred.
No part of this story was generated by artificial intelligence. No part of this story can be used for teaching large language models, AI Chatbots, or any variation of artificial intelligence platforms.
Crystal Path Publishing does not have any control over, or responsibility for, any third-party websites referred to in this book. All internet addresses given in this book were correct at the time of going to press. The author and publisher regret any inconvenience caused if addresses have changed or sites have ceased to exist, but can accept no responsibility for any such changes.
A catalogue record of this book is available from the British Library.
Amazon Print ISBN: 978-1-7393551-2-8; Amazon eBook ISBN: 978-1-7393551-7-3; Ingram Spark eBook ISBN: 978-1-7393551-8-0; Ingram Spark Print ISBN: 978-1-7393551-3-5






  
  For Lionel – for listening while I babble on about Bex's adventures








  
  Prologue


The feeling of ‘different’ had always sat heavily on her shoulders. From the way she looked with her red hair and cerulean eyes, to the way she thought. Bex knew she differed from others. Her quick wit controlled her tongue before her brain engaged, landing her with the duty of dusting the dunes most evenings after studies. She was the exasperation of her professors and earned the distinction of the smartest, dust-brained girl in all Mchenyu. Where most guilds fought over attracting the brightest of the annual Liberating class, they shunned any discussion of Bex’s future with them. Bex’s ma, Ystryn, spent many hours counselling her and cajoling the Grinder’s Guild Master to accept her so she could follow in her father’s footsteps. Even the council members and Hadrial Abuzi kept a close eye on Bex’s development, if for different reasons. 
Stories of fantastical worlds filled with strange people and even stranger creatures had filled Bex’s imagination and spurred her desire for adventure. Tales spun by the great Xan Janal coloured her dreams and salted her tongue every time the topic of becoming a Grinder was raised by her ma. After finding her hero with his life’s blood pouring from the lethal wounds in his belly, Bex was compelled to hunt down his killers and prove his stories real. 
After venturing through a tear in the Veil, she thought she would simply have a look around, then return to Anckesh with the evidence needed to prove her hero wasn’t just another dirt drifter and a wastrel. She didn’t mean to drag her best friends along with her. They volunteered – sort of. They found their way into one of Xan’s stories and into the epicentre of a political rift between rivals they never knew existed. Now kidnapped by assassins, Bex is separated from her friends and pulled into a dark Facet. There she must decide whether getting her friends home safely or stopping the vengeful ruler who seeks to destroy everything, including her home world, is the priority. She may also learn that her feeling of  being ‘different’ really was something to pay attention to.






  
  one
Bleak Beginnings


My breath came in short, shallow chunks of thick air as I trudged behind my kidnapper. We had been walking for hours and I hadn’t seen a single plant or animal. The thudding of my heartbeat echoed my steps as I glared at his broad back, following him through the labyrinthine depths of this new Facet world. Reconnecting with my friends for such a brief time, then being ripped away was almost too much. 
I had a choice. The opportunity was there. I could have grabbed one of the halshwas and raced back to them. But that would have meant we would be trapped in Grenbor. Finding another shred leading back to Anckesh would be difficult, if not impossible. Perhaps the Hadrial, Delreine, would have helped. But at that moment, I didn’t have time to weigh all my options. I had to decide and act. And so, I let Tar drag me into this Sarnoth-forsaken world of metal and sour air in the hopes of retrieving the Lesitha Crystal. 
We travelled on metal walkways covered in a thin layer of rust and grease. Pockets of people clung to platforms where several gantries came together like junctions. Mostly, Tar tried to avoid them. His two lackeys, Omaj and Chalor, followed behind me. Neither said a word, but I sensed their apprehension about this strange world we’d landed in.
A pallid yellow sky spread overhead and thick clouds obscured anything below us. Cables hung between the metal walkways where platforms and carriages raced along them. Tar paused to check a device. I assumed it was a map of some kind as he checked it at every junction. 
I leant against a railing trying to clear my nose and mouth of the foul stench that permeated the air. A loud klang reverberated across the expanse. I wondered if my friends were foolish enough to come after me as I searched the pallid mists. They were so close when Tar had pulled me through the shred. I imagined them blundering through in some dust-brained attempt to save me. I should have fought harder. Forgot about the Lesitha Crystal. There must have been another way to find shreds in the Veil. 
I glanced at my kidnapper. The lump of the Lesitha Crystal amulet sat on his chest beneath his tunic. If I’d been stronger and a better fighter, I could have snatched it from his neck and run back to the shred, then returned to Grenbor where my friends were still trapped. We might not have got back to Anckesh through the tear we came through, but with the crystal we might have found another way home. 
A swirling group of blue lights, gathering and separating in the distance, caught my attention. As I watched, I imagined they performed an intricate dance to music only they heard. I looked out across the vast network of metal gantries. They crisscrossed, connected by stairs, and were punctuated with amber lights where several passages came together. Cables stretched between the layers, dripping with black moss – the only vegetation I had seen so far. Where my world of Anckesh was hot, dry, and sun-drenched, this world was hard, greasy, and filled with thick, acrid air. I pulled the thariff covering my nose and mouth tighter in a poor attempt to block out the oily stench. 
A movement at the edge of the metal platform caught my attention. From beneath the grate, several skeletal spines reached up over the edge. Two red, unblinking eyes followed them. I stepped back as an oval body with several spindly, jointed legs protruding from its sides hopped onto the platform. It tilted onto its back legs and looked up at me. 
A series of squelches escaped the thing as it wobbled back and forth, continuing to stare at me. I knelt to get a better look at the little creature. It wasn’t much bigger than the palm of my hand. I reached out and rapped my knuckles on its back, releasing a hollow sound. The creature pushed its body up to meet my hand when I stopped. I thought of the lamner cub I brought home once. Ma wasn’t too pleased and made me release it back into the dunes when its paws became bigger than my hand. 
The body was of a dull blue-black metal with several gashes down one side. A white liquid oozed from the deepest one. 
“Oh, you look like you’re hurt.” I held my hand out and let the creature climb onto my palm. The jointed, spindly legs poked me but didn’t hurt as they curled beneath its body, turning it into the shape of a pebble. It settled, and although the red eyes were unblinking, an intelligence peered out from them. It was studying me, and I felt it sensed that I meant it no harm. 
“We need to move before the psydrones find us,” Tar told us. He turned and walked toward me.
I tucked my newfound pet into the largest pocket of my tunic before he reached me. I felt compelled to hide the little thing from him. My secret. And not knowing exactly what it was, I wanted more time to examine it. I doubted Tar was the type of kidnapper that would take kindly to picking up stray metallic bugs.
“Tar Kwaa Mae,” a thick, grinding voice called from the gloom that surrounded us.
My eyes bulged when a being that was more metal, wires, and gears than flesh walked towards us. It had a mostly human shape, with additional appendages extending from its midsection. A louvred helmet slid back, revealing a pale-grey head. The face it revealed was only half human. One side had been replaced with a shiny metal skin like what the beetle was made of. The cheekbone glistened beneath the glowing blue eye that zoomed in on Tar. The flesh side of the man was pale and covered in glyphs of red ink that extended across his hairless head. I took a step back as the being neared us. It towered over Tar by half his body height. 
“Krank’s gears,” Tar called out with an open-armed greeting. “It’s been too many cycles since I’ve seen you. Sharzar’ent, step out of the shadows. There is no need to fear me. I come with news.”
It stretched one of the mechanical arms that extended from its midsection toward Tar, who clasped it between his two hands. “It is good to see you, old friend.”
“Friend,” Sharzar’ent whispered like a valve releasing trapped air. He spoke slowly, as if each word were carefully selected. His voice sounded like gears grinding against each other, badly in need of oil. “I have not been called that in a very long time.” 
“Well, I have always considered you a friend. I trust the same is true of you for me.”
Sharzar’ent paused, looking beyond Tar at me and the others. “Things are much different since you last came. Fleshies are not welcome. Except…” His thick tongue slid out between his lips as he paused.
“Except?” Tar prompted him.
“Except.” He refocused on Tar. “Except as ‘ents or ‘nauts.”
“I don’t like the sound of fleshies or ‘ents,” whispered Omaj to Chalor.
Sharzar’ent’s cold-blue eye zoomed in on Omaj. “You have much flesh.”
“Sharzar’ent, tell me who is ruling here now?” Tar stepped forward to bring his focus back to him. 
“Ruling is done by Urbo’Krk. He sits high in Kor’mek, above Gearon City, and does not like loose fleshies in Vrellum. ‘Nauts will come soon.” He scanned the surrounding area. “Or psydrones.”
“I remember when Urbo was just a young sprocket.” Tar forced a laugh. “It’s great to hear he’s done so well for himself.”
Sharzar’ent leant down to Tar’s level and turned his metal-filled mouth toward his ear. His voice dropped to a low hiss. “Urbo’Krk is not the same as you knew him. He lost gears with ruling. Urbo’Krk is no friend of fleshies.”
Sharzar’ent stayed bent over. His face wore a stern look that caused Tar to take a step back. “Well, I’m willing to find out if my old friend remembers me. Perhaps we can make a trade.”
Sharzar’ent pushed his face closer to Tar. He sniffed deeply at him, then stood abruptly. “Trade is good. Follow.”
Tar glanced over his shoulder at me, then to Chalor and Omaj. “Let’s go see what’s happened since I was here last. Things have definitely turned a gear or two.”
I slipped my hand into my pocket where the little metal creature was now curled into a pebble. I wondered at how many might be out there and felt as though there were hundreds of eyes watching, unblinking in their observation of newcomers. I ignored the tingling in my spine and focused on Tar. I needed to figure out how to get the crystal back and return to Grenbor to save my friends. And the longer I stayed here, the more likely it was that they would attempt to follow me. This was no place for the likes of Muut or Sarja, and Nyraj might be big, but looking at the full metal limbs of Sharzar’ent, I feared even my mountain would struggle to fight him.






  
  two
Concessions


Nyraj’s head pounded and the metal clamps chafed his wrists. The pale-green moon of Grenbor rode high in the night sky. Nyraj rolled his shoulder gently under his twin’s cheek as she rested on his shoulder. Sarja moaned at the intrusion into her slumber as she turned her head and opened her eyes. As her vision cleared, her head snapped up and she looked around, trying to pull her hands from behind her back. She only succeeded in digging the binding into the baubles that adorned her bracelet. 
Before she could call out, Nyraj whispered, “Sarja, don’t make a fuss. They are just behind those boulders.”
“I’ll spit on their graves after I feed them to the nuks,” she snarled at him.
“Easy. That’s not going to win their confidence back.”
“Why did they stop us? We were so close to getting Bex back.” She tilted her head up to stare at the star-dappled sky. “How long have we been out?”
“A few hours at least,” Muut responded as he swept the sleep from his eyes.
“Good to know you’re okay.” Arelwyn, Head of the Anckeshian Enforcers Guild, walked out of the shadows towards them. He and his lieutenant, Garnak, had been right behind them when Tar pulled Bex through the shred. 
Sarja kicked and jerked against the stone wall, trying to free her hands to grab his throat. “Why? We were so close.”
“We can’t just go running through shreds without making sure we’re at least prepared.” Hadrial Delreine joined Arelwyn. With his hands clasped before him and his back stiff, he stared down his nose at them. “You Anckeshians are such a fiery lot. Must be something to do with all that sun and sand.” He turned toward the stones where Bex had disappeared. “We will send a scouting party through to find out what kind of world we’re stepping into. Some worlds are best avoided.”
“You’re a Hadrial. As an Advisor, you must know what worlds are next to your Facet.” Muut’s narrowed eyes scrutinised the Hadrial as he stared down at them. 
“I don’t know which world this shred may lead to. You are correct in that I have travelled to some, and each one is distinct from the next. As you discovered, they are interconnected yet separated by the Lesitha Veil.” Hadrial Delreine shared. “The crossing of which can be quite dangerous. Especially if you’re unfamiliar with where you’re going.”
“How is it you know all of this?” asked Sarja. “Our Advisor, Hadrial Abuzi, seemed clueless about anything outside of Mchenyu.”
“I assure you she is well-versed on the Facet worlds and the dangers that lie within them,” Delreine told her.
“You know Abuzi?”
“Of course I do. I know all the Hadrials, although I can’t say I know all their worlds,” Hadrial Delreine shared.
“So how many Hadrials are there?” Sarja slipped into her diplomatic tone, attempting to engage Delreine with her curiosity. 
“Now? Maybe a couple hundred. There used to be so many more, but many of the worlds have gone dark. They’ve lost their battle against chaos and their Hadrials with them.”
“What happens when a world goes dark?” Nyraj joined the discussion.
“Let’s just say it’s not a place you want to venture into blindly. There are no rules. No laws. Chaos reigns. And only the brutal survive,” Delreine warned him.
Sarja stopped pulling at her bindings. “Why would Tar kidnap Bex and take her into another Facet? What did he hope to gain from stealing a dust-brained girl who is as stubborn as a dax?” 
Hadrial Delreine considered Sarja’s question. “Perhaps if you’ve calmed down now, you would join us for dinner and I can share some thoughts.”
The smell of cooking stew drifted out from between the boulders, and Muut’s stomach growled loudly. Despite the welts around her wrists, Sarja giggled. “I guess we should take some time to eat and plan our next move.”
“That’s a sensible decision. If you promise not to be foolish, you will be released. Then we can decide how best to proceed.”
Two heads nodded in unison and Sarja spoke for them all, “Yes, we agree not to try anything foolish.” She directed a look at Nyraj, and he granted her a curt nod.

      [image: ]The fire warmed them as it crackled against the glowing stones. Stars glistened in the inky sky as the moon washed the landscape in its green hue. Hadrial Delreine had shared his belief that Bex may be a potential Rysyn, an energy bearer. He’d explained that the Rysyn energy fed the Lesitha Veil, maintaining the separation between the worlds. Sarja challenged him on this theory, telling him that Bex was nothing more than a young girl whose head was filled with stories and dreams. She was always chasing moon shards, telling stories, aspiring to be another Xan Janal. Her head was filled with sand and her energy was focused on making mischief, not leading some group of mysterious overseers.
“I believe Hadrial Abuzi saw more in Bex than you may understand,” Delreine countered. “There is a belief that the Anckeshian people carry the true blood of the Lesitha and with it an ancient energy. The last Rysyn that was in line to replace Olena’ba’Tor was Xan Janal. He came the closest to completing all the challenges and was in training with Olena’ba when he turned his back on her and disappeared.”
“Xan Janal? A powerful energy bearer?” Nyraj slapped his knee and laughed. “You must be speaking of another Xan Janal.”
“Yeah, the storyteller could spin some tales, but he definitely wasn’t known for his powerful energy. Unless you consider tall tales a strength,” Muut added.
Hadrial Delreine sat back and observed the three friends. “The fate of Xan Janal was a sad ending to what might have been a bright future for us all.”
Sarja leaned forward and glared at the Hadrial. “You knew him. And you know what fate lies ahead for Bex. But you’re not telling us everything. And you still haven’t answered why Tar would kidnap Bex.”
Delreine watched the flames lick up the side of the cookstove. “The Rysyn energy rises as the candidate grows. It can influence those around the bearer. Energy attracts energy. And not all energy is positive. When a candidate reaches an age of maturity—”
“Like our Liberation Day?” Sarja interjected.
“Yes,” he sighed. “Bex is on the cusp of finding out the full strength of the Rysyn energy that is building within her.”
“And Tar wants to use this energy to…what?” Nyraj poked the embers with a long stick, the end glowing with the embers.
Delreine took in the full breadth of the Anckeshian Blaster who would have made a fine Guild Master. “He is taking Bex to Olena’ba’Tor’s rival, Shrykka. She tried once before and failed to overthrow our current Torsoma.”
“Then that’s settled. We need to find Bex before he can reach this Shrykka,” Sarja stated.
The conversation shifted to discussing the best way to continue their mission to rescue Bex.
“I’ll go through the Veil, have a quick look around and come right back,” Nyraj told them.
“You’ll do no such thing on your own. Where you go, I go.” Sarja’s firm stance left no doubt in her determination.
“It should be a skilled warrior,” Grajal, the Grenborian Shield to Hadrial Delreine, offered.
“I’m happy for anyone to go but me,” Muut threw into the discussion. “At least initially. Once it’s confirmed that it’s safe, then I’m absolutely crossing to explore what this other world has to offer.”
“As much as I’ve had enough adventure, I can only see the path forward.” Garnak interjected. “I agree with Grajal, a skilled warrior…or two should go first.”
Arelwyn and Delreine remained silent while the others offered to cross the Veil, agreed to wait, or simply said nothing. 
Talus, Hadriel Delreine’s other Shield, had not provided any insight into what he might be thinking. He simply sat, stirring the glowing coals of the fire and listening to the debate. Finally, he stood, pointed at Garnak and Nyraj. “The three of us will cross with the morning light.”
Silence followed his proclamation. Arelwyn and Delreine shrugged and returned to their quiet conversation. Neither willing to undermine Talus, both willing to accept his edict.
“I guess that settles that. I’m getting some sleep now.” Muut pulled a bedroll out of his pack and settled in for the night.
The group shared a look of mixed relief and acceptance between them and followed Muut’s example.

      [image: ]A few hours after the others had gone to sleep, Arelwyn quietly crept out of his bedroll. Having strategically placed it farthest from the camp, he walked away until he was certain he was out of earshot. He pulled his communicator out of his pocket and activated the screen. After entering his code, he waited. The screen wavered as Hadrial Abuzi’s image materialised on its surface. 
“I trust you have some good news.”
Arelwyn ran his hand through his hair and blew out a long breath. 
“That sigh doesn’t give me confidence,” Abuzi told him.
“It shouldn’t. Things are complicated here. I closed the shred as you told me so there is no fear of Tar returning to Anckesh.”
“I hear a ‘but’ coming.”
“Yes. As I said, it’s complicated. We narrowly avoided an all-out war; however, the Regent was killed by his own son. In the ensuing chaos, Tar kidnapped Bex,” Arelwyn told her.
“And the amulet and Dar’nilyen?” Abuzi leant closer to the screen.
“I believe the girl, Sarja, has the book. However, Bex…” Arelwyn was cut off.
“Sarja? Why would you think that?”
“Because she and her twin, Nyraj, followed Bex and Muut through the Veil.”
Silence greeted him as the rarely perplexed face of Abuzi stared out at him. Finally, she responded, “Well, that does add a twist. What were you saying about Bex? Tar kidnapped her?”
“Yes. He took her while everyone was reeling from the murder of Perthryk. And she was wearing the amulet around her neck.”
“Regent Perthryk murdered?” She paused, thinking. “Well, if you’ve sealed the shred, then at least they can’t get back to Anckesh.”
“No, but they can find other shreds.” Arelwyn swallowed hard as he admitted this last part of the story to Abuzi. “Which is exactly what they’ve done. They’ve disappeared through another shred.”
“Then you must go after them and once again close that shred behind you.” 
“You realise that every time I close a shred, I have less chance of returning, even if I have both the book and amulet.”
“Leave that technicality to me. You just focus on finding that girl and the amulet. And if Sarja does have the Dar’nilyen, then take it from her.” Arelwyn stiffened at what that implied. “Or keep her and it safe.”
“Yes, Hadrial Abuzi,” Arelwyn responded to a now-blank screen.
He closed the communicator. Looking up at the pin-pricked sky of Grenbor, he wondered if he’d ever watch the rusty sibling moons of Anckesh chase each other across the night sky again.






  
  three
Of ‘Ents and Arks


The twisting maze of stairs and walkways went on for leagues as we followed Sharzar’ent through the oily air. His long, hydraulically assisted legs and heavy boots clomped on the metallic surface echoing his footfalls into the surrounding murkiness. I turned every twenty yards seeking the path we had followed, but all the steps and gantries blended into a metal maze with no obvious path. My heart sank as I realised I would never find my way back to the shred and to my friends. There were only metal rails, cables and tubes. No familiar sweeping dunes or boulders to mark my way. No trees with limbs bent pointing the direction. No buildings to mark a turn of direction. I held on to the hope that once I retrieved the amulet, it would somehow guide me back to the shred. 
A metallic scraping, punctuated by tweets and pulsating tones, drifted up to us from one of the amber-glowing platforms. I could now make out structures that looked like dwellings where several metal passages came together at a junction. As we neared it, the air became pungent with the smell of greasy cookstoves. In a central courtyard, clanks and sharp pings rang out as several half-flesh, half-metal beings with multiple appendages tended a large basin filled with glowing embers. I watched them and wondered if they were only half alive.
A metallic replica of a tree sprouted from the centre of the village’s courtyard. Its towering canopy spread out overhead as if protecting the inhabitants from the acrid smoke that filled the air. To one side, a small gathering of half-life beings huddled in an alcove. Each arm held a different instrument or tool that released the clunking, pinging sound that had a faint melodic tune to it. 
Perched on the outside edge of the platform were the buildings. Pieced together with a myriad of materials, more heaps of rubbish, then dwellings. Some of the fabric looked disturbingly like stretched skin pinned to a frame. As I passed a hovel, I noticed the sewn holes where two eyes would have once viewed the world. Stitched below it were the nostrils and mouth holes. An image had been drawn on what must have been the chest of the poor human. The image was like one of the large trees I had seen in Grenbor with the full canopy and long trunk. Two vines trailed down from a limb and held a seat where a small child sat, its head back as it gazed up at the treetop.
A shudder ran down my spine as I glimpsed the being sitting within the home. Flesh-white eyes peered out of a cold metal face. Topped with a crooked pipe hat, it tilted its head and grinned at me. I gasped and hurried to catch up with Tar and the others. 
“This way.” Sharzar’ent motioned for us to enter the largest building. He held the heavy drape that covered the entrance as we passed through. 
Inside, we found a gap-toothed woman. Her head was intact and covered with thick waves of grey hair shot through with streaks of black. It perched atop a metal collar that fitted tightly around her neck. The collar was fixed to a clear suit that wrapped around her torso like a vest. It was filled with a brackish green fluid, encasing her featureless body within. Thick arms and legs extended from portals in the suit with similar collars as the one around her neck. Her legs curled beneath her as she reclined on a pile of cushions. Wires and cables extended from the back of the suit, disappearing into the wall behind her. I was reminded of the specimens I had seen in the fortune teller’s hut. The thick, nondescript bodies floating in liquid. 
She held a pipe connected to a long tube to her lips and inhaled. After holding the smoke in for a few counts, she exhaled a yellow vapour. It carried an acrid odour that brought back the memory of the belly of the galaal tree I had been trapped in when I found the amulet.
The yellow haze drifted toward me. I gagged and swished my hands to make it go away. She opened her eyes and pinned me with her stare. Sweat crept down my back as my spine quivered under her unwavering gaze. A ghost of a smile curled her lips as she shifted her attention to Tar.
“What brings you back here, Tar Kwaa Mae?” she purred at him. 
“Good to see you, Rosch’Ark.” Tar gave her a small bow. “We are just passing through. On our way back to Anckesh. Where Shrykka is awaiting our return.”
“You are still playing with Shrykka?” Her raised, fuzzy eyebrow betrayed her curiosity. “She was banished many turns ago.”
“Banished,” Tar scoffed. “No. She was merely biding her time.”
“And now her time has come again?” She released another yellow breath into the room.
My stomach was churning from the stench and the close quarters. The sweat was gathering on my forehead and threatening to pour down my face.
“Yes, I believe it has,” Tar told her. 
She pointed at him with her pipe. “Sharzar’ent says you want an audience with Urbo’Krk. Why?” 
“Let’s just say we share a common interest.” Tar nodded toward his two companions. It was a small movement, but I noticed it because I was focused on him while I was trying not to vomit. 
The slow smile returned to Rosch’Ark’s thick lips. “Much has changed since your last visit. The Arks exist only to feed his ego. They are sycophants and pander to his whims. I think he keeps us as reminders of his pain and how he rose above it. Most have elected to augment.” She swept her hand down her body. “Some of us had no choice.” 
She sucked on the end of the pipe and let her words hang in the thick air with the yellow smoke.
“I believe what I have to share will greatly interest Urbo’Krk. And the one who helps me will be seen with great favour,” Tar told her.
Rosch’Ark’s face curled into a snarl. “You think I want his favour after what he did to me? I choose to live out here on the fringe, away from the tower and his rabid supporters. I want nothing to do with him or the games played by the other Arks. They can all rot in a pit of acid.”
I wasn’t certain what Tar was trying to achieve, but it didn’t look like he was going to get any help from her.
Sharzar’ent released a low grunt that vibrated into a growl. He stood behind me, blocking the exit. I glanced over my shoulder and saw a sneer on his face that didn’t look promising.
Rosch’Ark chuckled, and her bodysuit slowly percolated with air bubbles. Her gaze lingered on Tar before shifting back to me. “And what do I get for doing this for you, Tar Kwa Mae? Besides the favour of a putrid ruler I want nothing to do with?”
The bubbles crawled up her body, churning the green fluid against the glass walls. I couldn’t stand it any longer. Covering my mouth, I turned and headed for the exit. Sharzar’ent held out one of his arms to block my way. Trying to hold down what little might be in my stomach, I pleaded with him to let me pass. Hoping he still held a shred of humanity within his desecrated mind. He glanced at Rosch’Ark. She must have nodded because he dropped his arm and let me pass. 
I pushed past him, throwing the cover out of my way. Although the air was oily and thick, it was fresher than the yellow, hazy air of Rosch’Ark’s hovel. I sucked it in, gagging and retching. I would give anything to have the dusty air of Anckesh filling my lungs once again. A gentle touch on my shoulder drew my attention. One of the half-lifes was now standing next to me. Her single flesh-blue eye peering into mine. In a metal hand of gears and mesh, she pushed a bottle towards my mouth. 
I tilted the bottle to my nose and sniffed. There was only a faint metallic tang. I tipped it to my lips and tasted the cool water. When I was certain that was all it was, I took a long drink.
“Thank you.” I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand and held the bottle out to her.
“You keep,” she whispered, her eyes scanning all around us.
“I’m Bex,” I told her as I tipped the bottle to my lips once more. 
“Noly’ent,” she replied as she placed her flesh hand on her chest.
“Thank you, Noly’ent.” I turned back to Rosch’Ark’s building and found Sharzar’ent glaring at us. Noly’ent dipped her head and scuttled back into the shadows.
“You don’t have to be so imposing,” I snarked at him.
He remained silent as he stared down at me. I saluted him with the bottle and then drained the last drops as I sauntered back into the hut.






  
  four
Unwelcome Truths


The pungent, stale air hit my nostrils once again. Tar leant toward Rosch’Ark. They barely noticed when I returned; quickly resuming their hushed conversation. Chalor and Omaj still lounged on large cushions across from Tar. They leaned back as if they were trying to keep as far away from her as possible. 
“What are they discussing?” I asked them as I squatted on a puffy green pillow, sending the little tassels that encircled the top bouncing as I landed.
“Sounds more like negotiating,” Chalor offered.
“He should let me do that,” Omaj grumbled. “I could negotiate water from a sand drifter.”
“While she might be interested in your flesh, I don’t see any sand drifters nearby,” I scowled at him. I remembered men like Omaj coming into Sarja’s trading store. They typically left with sand in their teeth after Sarja had a go at them. And Nyraj had even less patience with them. If he were around, they were more likely to land on their backsides when he tossed them out the door. Omaj was a classic dust grifter. Always trying to get one better. Dig a little deeper. Push a little further. Life was hard enough in the sandblasted basin of Mchenyu. Scratching out a living while fighting dust storms and avoiding getting sun-scorched meant there was little time for anything else. Sarja’s family had worked hard to build their trading store into something to be proud of. They were honest Traders, and while they liked a good bargain, they never took advantage of someone with less than they had.
My heart felt heavy as I thought about Sarja and Nyraj. Twins so alike they were complete opposites. Sarja was a diplomat in the making, and Nyraj would either be a Guild Master before he saw twenty-five cycles, or he would join the Council of Mchenyu. Likely, they would both eventually join the Council. My heart sank even further when I thought of Muut. Of my three friends, Muut and I were the closest. He was like the brother I always wanted. We were inseparable as kids and had grown even closer as we neared our Liberation Day. The guilt that sat in my gut at dragging him through the Veil just to assuage my pride, boiled and churned my stomach. 
Muut was destined to be one of the greatest scientists in Anckeshian history. He spent more time in his lab than anywhere else. Fiddling with something, jotting down notes, recalibrating, and seeing what the result was. I’d lost count of how many times he blew up his lab. Good thing his parents were both well-respected guild members and could replace things easily.
The hair on my neck prickled. I found Tar and Rosch’Ark staring at me as they continued their negotiations. A shiver crept up my spine and lodged itself between my shoulder blades. Whatever they were negotiating, I didn’t like the feeling of it. I set my chin and glared back. A crooked smirk crept across Rosch’Ark’s swollen lips, and before I vomited again, I shifted my gaze toward the central table. Everything about her screamed vile, unclean, and untrustworthy. I rattled with an involuntary shudder as her slimy lips moved against Tar’s ear and he nodded. 
They clasped hands. The deal was struck. I really didn’t feel this was going to be in my favour. Tar already had the Lesitha Crystal. The Book of Facets was still with Sarja back in Grenbor. I would never leave until I got that amulet back. Without it, we’d never be able to find our way home. Of course, that would mean finding the way back to the Grenbor shred. I glanced up at Sharzar’ent. That would be easier if I didn’t have that thing watching my every move.
As if reading my mind, he moved to stand in the doorway. His cold-blue eye challenged me to make a run for it. I smiled my sweetest smile up at him. Maybe I could disarm him with my charm. If only Sarja were here. That was her expertise. She had the ability to charm the shell off a scorched troutis. I’d just have to make do with what I was born with - my smarts. Or my wits, as Ma would say. A sigh escaped me at the thought of Ma. She must be worried sick by now. I imagined her stamping into the council chamber, shaking a long, delicate finger at Councillor Jrabel, demanding to know where I was. Had she already gone to Hadrial Abuzi? What would the Advisor tell her? Would she confess to giving me the map? She would probably give her some story about me running away to join a scry camp and read fortunes.
A movement in my pocket drew my attention, and I remembered the little creature I had picked up when we first crossed. It shifted, repositioning itself within the folds of my tunic. I placed my hand over the bulge, hoping to calm it. Something told me neither Sharzar’ent nor Rosch’Ark would appreciate me carrying it into their village. 
Tar stood, glanced at me, then motioned to his two companions. Omaj and Chalor both stood, looks of relief washing over their faces at leaving the stuffy building and uncomfortable presence of Rosch’Ark. I remained seated, praying he would leave me; hoping I could then sneak out and make my way back to Grenbor.
“You’re coming too.” Tar grabbed my shoulder and pulled me up. He pushed me through the doorway. “
“Why don’t you leave me here? I’ll only make trouble. You said it yourself.” I jerked out of his grip. “I’m not—”
“If you want to keep your skin, you’ll do as I say.” He reached for my arm again. “With any luck, I’ll convince Urbo’Krk to let us pass through quietly. Then we can find Shrykka and your mum. Now wait here while I arrange a few things.”
I pulled back and glared at him as he turned and motioned for Sharzar’ent to join him. Omaj and Chalor scurried after them, leaving me in the sour presence of Rosch’Ark. She had exited her hut with a trail of life-extending cables and wires still connected to her. She sucked on the pipe and blew a caustic cloud toward me. I coughed and waved it away as best I could. 
“What did he mean about my ma?” I asked her.
Her bulbous nose crinkled as a laugh escaped her thick lips. “Your mother,” she choked on the smoke drifting from her mouth. “She and Shrykka are best friends now.”
“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” I scoffed. “My mother is in Anckesh, probably beating down Hadrial Abuzi’s door trying to find me.”
The pipe became her wand. “Can’t do that. Abuzi is missing. Probably followed Shrykka and your mother into the Eth’hedrial.”
I realised she wasn’t laughing anymore, and a darkness had set behind her eyes. “What are you talking about? You don’t know anything about my mother.”
“Oh, child, I know more about you and your mother than you know about yourself. And Shrykka has taken a liking to Ystryn Gartan. And her interest in you means you are valuable. You’re only safe because Tar Kwaa Mae mandated that no harm must come to you.”
Stepping back, I glared at her. “That filthy sand flea isn’t protecting me. He kidnapped me and he’s lying about my ma working with this Shrykka. She would never do that.”
“A mother’s love will drive her to do anything to save her child.”
The familiar prickling of fear rolled in my belly as I saw the hard truth lurking behind her eyes. Shrykka had somehow convinced my mother to join her. Or had she too been kidnapped? I couldn’t imagine my mother joining forces with anyone as vile as this Shrykka. Someone who would send assassins to find and kidnap me, just because I have a Lesitha Crystal and a book of maps? That wasn’t the type of person my ma associated with. My mother, a former council member and guild master. I wondered, did her fear for me and grief drive her to do something so desperate? Had I forced her to make such a reckless decision? No, I refused to believe what Rosch’Ark was telling me.
Ringed by the three companions, he glanced my way as I stomped toward them. Images of my friends and now my ma crashed around my head. I charged. He grabbed my fist before it connected with his nose and he easily forced me to the ground, twisting my wrist.
“What have you done with my ma?” I hissed at him through bared teeth. 
Tar glanced at Rosch’Ark, then back at me. “You just couldn’t resist, could you? Always one to be so helpful,” he called out to her as he released my wrist and squatted down, his face inches from mine. His heavy, feral scent crawled up my nose. “Your mother went with Shrykka of her own free will. I didn’t have anything to do with that.”
“You’re lying. She would never go with someone as vile as this Shrykka you follow.”
He inched closer. “You’d be surprised what people will do when they’re desperate. Especially when they are searching for answers about a loved one who’s gone missing. It’s not Shrykka you should be angry with. It’s that meddling Abuzi that put you on this path. She’s the one that caused your mother the anguish of losing her only daughter.”
My eyes filled with hot tears. It was my fault. I caused her the pain that sent her to befriend Shrykka and turn away from everything she believed in. “Why can’t you people just leave us alone? Let us live our lives in peace.”
He grabbed my shoulders and shook me. “Leave you alone? That’s exactly what Shrykka wants. She wants to end the control and manipulation of the Eth’hedrial. Let these worlds exist without the advisors nudging them, whispering in the Regent’s ears. They call it stability. We call it control. Shrykka wants freedom for all the Facet worlds. Freedom to move between the worlds. Freedom to love who you want. Freedom to follow the ruler of your choice or no ruler at all. But freedom comes at a cost. That cost is chaos and the Eth’hedrial don’t like chaos. It’s unpredictable. Uncontrollable. People who are free aren’t as easily swayed and manipulated. They have their own thoughts. Follow their own minds.”
He threw me back and sneered down at me. I spat on his boots. “We were free in Anckesh. We lived our lives peacefully. Everything was just fine until you killed Xan Janal.”
His eyes narrowed as he stared down at me. “You have no idea what you’ve got yourself mixed up in. Count yourself lucky that Shrykka wants you alive. I would have tossed your scrawny body into the Lesitha Veil when we crossed into this world. One less Anckeshian to drag us down.”
“I need to speak with Urbo’Krk and don’t want you distracting me with your petty whining.”
 I lay there in a heap. His words lashed at me. The half-life citizens of Vrellum clustered together in groups of three and four around the platform. Each one had variations of mechanical attachments where limbs or flesh once were. They moved at a slow ratchet tempo around the courtyard, carrying out various tasks. Most of which seemed meaningless. 
I watched as a short, tallow-coloured man picked up a box using the winch that protruded from between his shoulders. The crane rose above him and spewed a cable with a hook to attach to the crate. His hands were the rudders to keep it steady as he wobbled to a stack of boxes and placed it on top.
I choked on the putrid air that burned my throat. “If that is what you call freedom, then maybe a little control is needed.”
Tar snarled down at me. His narrowed eyes scrutinised me. “I’m not sure I see it, but for whatever reason, Shrykka wants you alive. So, don’t do anything stupid, like get yourself killed or half-lifed while I’m away.” He called to his new Grenborian lackey. “Chalor, keep an eye on her. Make sure she stays in line.” 
He turned toward Sharzar’ent. “Let’s go.” He stormed down one of the passages that led to a carriage clinging to a low-hanging cable. 
My head hung limply, my braid damp and straggly, as I curled into a tight ball, hugging myself for some level of comfort. Tears flowed freely down my cheeks. Everything I touched fell apart. All my friends got hurt. I was certainly no hero. Xan Janal would be so disappointed in me. And to top it all off, I’d lost both the amulet and the book. The one thing he begged me to save for him, and I didn’t even know where it was. I prayed Sarja had grabbed my bag and kept it safe. Yes, she was smart like that. Not like me – brazenly wearing the crystal amulet around my neck and letting it slip into Tar’s greedy hands. No, that was just dust-brained. 
Thoughts of my friends sank me deeper into the haunted recesses of my mind. Did they follow me? Did Grajal come with them? Oh, Avywa’s breath. I cursed myself for thinking about Grajal when things were so bad. Just because he kissed me and confessed his love for me. He didn’t even know me. How could he love me when I was such a coward and messed everything up? Yet, a warmth spread through my belly when I thought of him. His quiet strength. His perceptive, all-knowing, all-observing gaze. Nothing escaped him. So how was I worthy of his love? No, it wasn’t love. Infatuation maybe. That’s all it was. He would have stayed in Grenbor to help restore order. That was his job as the Hadrial’s Shield: a peacekeeper. Someone who maintains stability. Not someone who trudges forward in the face of chaos. 
Chaos. I seemed to find chaos or make it wherever I went. I wasn’t sure if it followed me or if I was simply drawn to it. Either way, I seemed to be in the eye of a chaotic storm in that moment, and I needed to learn to navigate. I wished Sarja were there. She would have helped guide me. Her diplomacy and ability to discern all sides and options easily would have cut through even the staunchest of arguments.
I ignored a nudge between my shoulders. 
“Come on. Tar’s waiting.”
“Leave me,” I mumbled and wrapped my arms tighter around my belly.
“Get up.” The boot was firmer this time.
I curled away from Chalor and pushed my face into the rough metal grating.
He grabbed me by my collar and hauled me up, shaking me as he pushed me forward. “Get moving. I’ll not suffer Tar’s wrath for the likes of you.”
I stumbled toward the passage where Tar and Sharzar’ent had disappeared. They stood waiting in front of what could only be described as a cage suspended by one of the cables. I stopped and peered over the edge of the platform looking into the swirling miasma of putrid clouds. A similar cage whizzed by over our heads, dipping down and disappearing into the mists. “You don’t expect me to get in that, do you?”
Sharzar’ent ducked through the doorway and stepped onto the platform sending it swaying. “It is the quickest way to reach Urbo’Krk’s fortress.”
I glanced at Tar, who scowled at my reluctance to move. Omaj moved forward, but Tar held him with a raised hand. Pointing at me, he growled, “Move.”
I took a deep breath and pushed my lower lip out, trying to return his scowl. I think I only succeeded in looking like the petulant child he thought I was, as I gripped the nearest bar and stepped through the cage entrance. The cage swayed with my uncertain footstep, and I grabbed the other side of the frame, letting a yelp of fear escape. 
Tar sent me flying to the other side, where I slammed into the bars. My right shoulder took the brunt of the impact.
Sharzar’ent released the brake and sent the cage sailing out into the swirling clouds. We dipped and swung with the uneven distribution of weight. Tar motioned for Chalor and Omaj to move back, balancing the front with the back. I crouched in a corner trying to hold down what remained of the bile in my stomach. Tar stood, legs solid, hands on his hips as Sharzar’ent navigated the junction changes of the various cables connecting the pathways that would take us to Urbo’Krk’s fortress.






  
  five
The Torsoma’s Command


The leader of the Eth’hedrial, Olena’ba’Tor, waved her hand in front of the screens that clung to the wall of her office. The various worlds that displayed on each screen varied from the arid, windswept world of Anckesh to the frozen wasteland of Wainef. A pod of ceophris broke the surface of an ocean covering the water world of Beshazi. They were not the same as the ceophris found in Grenbor. These beings were playful, family oriented. Not like the deadly creatures that populated the rivers in Grenbor. 
Olena’ba’s head turned left then right as she scanned the screens looking for any sign of where Bex may have landed. What if they crossed into a dark Facet? she wondered. There was at least one she knew of that could be reached from Grenbor: Vrellum. It had darkened many cycles ago, cutting off any connection with the Eth’hedrial. The tragedy that led to their castration was not of her doing, but she was certain the current ruler held her responsible. She had sent emissaries several times and none had returned. 
Vrellum was only the latest over the cycles that had disconnected. Most darkened through internal strife, destroying their worlds and all who lived within them. Some completely ceased functioning, as if their beings living within them simply gave up. She knew her own days were numbered. Olena’ba had done everything within her power to extend her reign. But her power was waning, and she could only hope that Bex, as a potential Rysyn, would realise her strength and come to her willingly. She would need to begin the necessary training to replace her. Of course, that would mean giving up control of the Facet worlds. And as the Torsoma, Olena’ba didn’t give anything up easily.
Shrykka’s interest in the young woman intrigued her. While she may be the daughter of Xan Janal, that didn’t automatically make her the next Rysyn. Abuzi had noted her powerful aura, but her impulsive nature would likely get her killed. Would she understand her power and develop the discipline to wield it? Or would she be like her father and shirk her duties for the fancy of a lover?
Noytras, her trusted assistant, entered her chamber on whisper-soft feet. She was always mindful of her moods and today was no exception. The disaster in Grenbor resulting in the violent death of Perthryk was unexpected and unnecessary. Delreine would answer for his failure to stop such a tragedy. While Perthryk’s mind had been crumbling over the years, he was infinitely easier to manage than his young, defiant son, who was now fully aligned with Odya.
Odya brought her own challenges. She had spurned Perthryk’s love for the fancy of Xan Janal, then spawned a daughter. Odya had amassed a strong following throughout Grenbor, welcoming strangers from foreign lands into her realm. Never questioning their origins as long as they swore peace and fealty to her. Clever, really. She might have made a good Rysyn had she not entangled herself with that rogue, Xan.
“Any news?” Olena’ba continued to scan the screens as she called out to Noytras.
“Not yet. I have alerted all the Hadrials who might be next to the Grenbor Facet. They know to contact us as soon as they have any news.”
“That may take many cycles.” Olena’ba turned, her skirts rustling in her wake. She strode to her crystalline desk and tapped her finger across the smooth surface. A slim screen rose from the middle of her desk. A moment later, an olive-green reptilian face appeared. “Captain Jor’such, I need your assistance. Ready your troops. We have a Rysyn to track down.”
Golden eyes blinked at her as a thin, forked tongue flicked across his lips. His words came out in a low hiss as he spoke. “Rysyn? We haven’t hunted one of those since…”
Olena’ba’Tor silenced him with her raised hand. “Yes, and this one may be even more powerful so send your best Frellings.”
His pink forked tongue flicked rapidly as if tasting her impatience. “Very well. Where was this Rysyn last seen?”
“Grenbor. And the shred she disappeared through was likely sealed. So, you’ll need some forensics to locate it and re-shred it.”
Golden eyes blinked. Pink tongue flicked. “Does Hadrial Delreine know we’re coming?”
“He has his own mess to clean up. This is beyond him now. Do what you must to secure the young Anckeshian and bring her to me.”
“Anckeshian again, eh? Interesting,” he hissed and grimaced as if his flicking tongue were tasting the words. “I know just the Frellings for the job.”
Olena’ba’Tor let the screen sink back into the table before addressing her assistant. “Noytras, have you found Hadrial Abuzi yet?”
“No,” came the simple reply.
Her fingers drummed on the table as her eyes roamed across the wall of screens. Where have you disappeared to, Abuzi? 
She turned to her assistant. “Tell Captain Jor’such to send a contingent to Anckesh as well. If he finds Hadrial Abuzi, he is to bring her to me immediately.”






  
  six
Into the Void


Shrykka sat on one of the stones that had been cut to form a seat. The tinkling trinkets adorning her high-piled hair filled the air with light music. She stirred the pot sitting on the cookstove and watched as Ystryn paced across the slick, rocky floor. 
“Come, sit and eat.” She held a bowl out for Ystryn, who scowled at it and shook her head.
“How can I eat? I’ve made such a mistake following you.” She hugged her arms to her chest and raised her eyes up to the shadows above. As if joining in her sorrow, a drip released from the jagged ceiling and landed on her shoulder. Glancing at it with disdain, she sniffed. “Where have you taken me? Certainly not to my daughter.” She coughed. “The air here is so different. It reminds me of the mech rooms that support the farms buried beneath Mchenyu.”
Shrykka scooped a spoonful of the thick, meaty stew into her mouth and chewed casually. Pointing at their surrounding with her spoon. “This is the place between the worlds. We are in the guts of the Eth’hedrial realm. No, your daughter isn’t here, but we will find her.”
Ystryn continued her pacing. She stopped and dropped her arms to her side and glared at Shrykka. “And who are you that you even knew about a place like this? I thought you were my friend. Just a lonely, retired Trader from the Clowell Mountains. What is this Eth’hedrial
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