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Chapter 1: Shards of Waking Light


    Sable crouched in the hollowed archway of what once was a bank, her fingertips stained with purple paint, her lungs burning from the iron tang of the City Below. Around her, the old plaza buckled with ruin—windowless towers covered in rust-spotted scaffolding, alleys choked by heaps of glass and broken synth-brick, the air alive with the sick-sick pulse of power lines snaking like vines overhead. Far above, the impossible city of Reverie glittered in slices—thousands of feet of suspended radiant spires incongruously beautiful, their neon reflections dripping down onto the grime as if to remind everyone below of worlds forever out of reach.
  


    Sable’s mural bled violet streaks down a shattered concrete wall—a girl with barbed wings piercing a glass ceiling, eyes turned skyward, mouth midway between scream and song. It was risky, painting here—this was Dream Enforcer territory, close to their watchtowers and the border tunnels where slum-dwellers sometimes vanished for good. But Sable thrived on risk. Danger was the only thing that felt real, sharp enough to override the slow silt of guilt that settled in her chest every time she remembered her mother’s body: limbs slack, face fixed in silent yearning, lost to dreams she’d bought for coins Sable had stolen.
  


    She finished the outline with fast, practiced flicks, then ducked aside as somewhere close a light clicked on, stabbing the shadows with an icy cone. Sable blended against the wall, holding her breath. She could hear the scrape of boots, the modulated chirp of comms—the telltale presence of Enforcers. There were always more of them, always watching, faceless behind mirrored masks. But however many descended to the City Below, none ever truly belonged here.
  


    Blood pounding her temples, Sable slipped deeper into the network of back-alleys, the mural’s bleeding wings still fresh in her mind. The city around her pulsed with old ghosts and the constant ache of dreams denied. People shuffled through the gloom, faces cast in blue light. Some hunched against the stink of refuse fires, some sat in haze-fogged corners, eyelids fluttering as they lost themselves to cheap, illegal dreams. Sable’s stomach twisted every time she passed them—the world’s raw edge numbed away by escapism they’d never chosen if the real world had given them any hope.
  


    But Sable never ran. Not from reality, not from the Enforcers, not even from the loneliness that gnawed at her every night when she came home to her mother’s silent shell and empty gaze.
  


    Tonight, she was after more than the fleeting thrill of defiance. She darted through a tangle of cables, feet silent on the slick tile, and up a crumbling fire escape to the second floor of a derelict hostel—one of the dream dens, where despair dripped from the walls and the air shimmered with neurochemical haze. Inside, a half-dozen slum-dwellers lay sprawling, heads banded in wire circlets, their bodies limp as marionettes. On battered cots, their dream-faces twitched—some serene, some twisted in silent terror.
  


    Sable’s breath calmed. She crept silently, practiced, her mind reaching for the strange sense—the shimmer behind her eyes she’d learned to follow years ago, before she knew what it was. She knelt beside a rail-thin man lost deep in the grip of someone else’s dream. It called to her. Instinctively, Sable reached out—fingers hovering just above skin, pushing past the limits of flesh into the glimmering liminal space where thought and memory became molten and strange.
  


    The man’s dream flickered against her mind: a garden of light, a sky so blue it hurt, laughter ringing with the impossible clarity of longing. Sable tensed, pressing further, and the dream bent—came apart with a tug like silk splitting. In that moment, she took it—pulling the essence back into herself, feeling it brighten inside her skull. The world rippled. 
  


    Suddenly she was aware not only of the man’s dream, but of something else—a heavy, watchful presence. Not nearby, not in the waking world, but somewhere high above, observing with icy detachment. Silver towers spun overhead in her mind’s eye—a sense of eyes behind glass, cold and patient, tracking her through layers of dreaming. Sable shivered, teeth gritted. She snatched her hand back. Sweat beaded down her spine.
  


    The quiet shuddered with the bray of alarms. Crimson lights strobed the haze; voices echoed from below. “Enforcers!” a slurred voice shrieked. “They’ve found us!”
  


    Panic erupted. Figures bolted up from makeshift beds, dragging tangled wires from their skulls. Sable spun to flee but froze—across the room, a young man had collapsed, blood pooling beneath one arm. Ezren, the slum healer, she recognized him vaguely—a fixture in the deeper alleys, always tending those broken by dream or fist. His eyes fluttered, glassy with pain.
  


    She should leave—she had to, every instinct howling that she was the real target; the Dream Enforcers would not tolerate a thief who could strip dreams from the air. Sable backed to the exit, senses stretching, the stolen dream fragment thrumming in her chest, heavier than any before: bright with searing, dangerous energy, as if alive, pulsing with a will of its own. Something forbidden, weaponized—something that called to the city above, and to the ghosts within its foundations.
  


    Another burst of shouting from the stairwell. Boots stomped, heavy, methodical. She could hear the command: “No one leaves! Search for the thief—alive!”
  


    Sable’s heart hammered. She looked one last time at Ezren, sprawled and fading fast, face grey in the flicker of the failing dreamlights. A choice. Escape, vanish into the maze and disappear with the siren’s treasure, or try to drag him to safety and risk everything. She pressed her fingers to her temple, knuckles trembling—her mother’s empty gaze flashed before her, then the mural’s skyward scream.
  


    She chose. In three strides Sable was beside Ezren, hooking his arm around her shoulders, ignoring his muttered protests. “Breathe. Move,” she hissed, voice raw. The dream fragment inside her pulsed, wild and unstable. The stink of scorched ozone grew. Shouts closed in. 
  


    Sable darted for the window, Ezren’s weight dragging against her hip. She muttered a desperate prayer to forgotten gods as she threw herself and her unlikely burden through broken glass—shards exploded around them in refracted neon rain. For one endless second, Sable felt the raw surge of something else—a current flowing from the city above, along her spine, through the dreaming fragment as it pressed a different vision at the edge of her mind: a storm of color, towers aflame, the shape of a mask falling.
  


    They hit the ground hard, pain blooming white-hot in Sable’s shoulder. Ezren groaned. Enforcers bellowed from the window, aiming searchlights out into the maze. Sable didn’t dare look back; she gritted her teeth and staggered into the bruise-black alleys, dragging Ezren into the choking, uncertain dark, her stolen dream burning like a brand within her—and the weight of something vast and watchful gathering far above, waiting for her next move.
  











Chapter 2: The Healer's Pact


    Sable dragged Ezren through a latticework of sagging scaffolds and cracked pipes, every jarring step sending a new wave of pain through her bruised shoulder and rattling Ezren’s weight against her side. The city stank of mold and burning plastic, the air so dense with chemical haze her mouth tasted of rust and something sour beneath. The Dream Enforcers’ alarms still echoed far behind them, their boots too heavy to ever truly disappear, but for now—at least for now—they had vanished into the city’s gut.
  


    They found shelter in an alcove hollowed from a collapsed wall, laced with thick ropes of fungus, their faint blue glow the only light. The walls wept condensation, and somewhere close by, sewage trickled beneath the floor, mixing with rot and the pungent smoke drifting in from burning trash mounds. Sable eased Ezren down and leaned against the concrete, every muscle trembling with the aftershock of adrenaline—her own, and something sharper, stranger, lingering from the dream she’d stolen.
  


    "You should have left me," Ezren rasped, breath thin and ragged. He sucked in air, then coughed, hands trembling as he pressed them to the gash on his arm. "You realize they’ll come back. They always do."
  


    Sable ignored the bite in his voice. "You’d bleed out before then. Give me your scarf." She snatched the filthy cloth from his belt, winding it tightly over the wound. His wince didn’t slow her. "You heal others but forget yourself, huh? Typical."
  


    Ezren watched her work, suspicion and gratitude flickering in equal measure behind his smoke-reddened eyes. For a moment, only their breathing, the distant sirens, and the drip-drip of water from above filled the silence.
  


    Sable finally sat back, hands shaking, the dream fragment inside her chest pulsing again. It felt wrong—alive in a way none of her stolen dreams ever had. Every heartbeat carried a jitter of energy that wanted out. Part of her wondered if the Dream Architects themselves could trace her just by this heat.
  


    "They’ll sweep the whole district," Ezren said. "You can’t stay underground forever. Not now."
  


    "Do you think I don’t know that?" Her voice was sharper than she meant, the words rising from panic as much as pride. She looked down at the dirty concrete, then met his gaze, her jaw set. "Why were you there, anyway? Last time I saw you, you were patching up old Kaito after a pipe burst."
  


    Ezren’s jaw tightened. "I volunteer at the dens. Someone needs to help those people when the dreams go bad. But the Architects—" He stopped, voice jagged around the word, as if saying it could summon them. "The dreams are changing. Hurting people worse. I—" His lips flattened, something old and bruised sliding into his eyes. "My sister was one of them. She never woke up."
  


    Sable swallowed, guilt gnawing at her. "You lost someone, too." Her tone lost its hard edge.
  


    "We all have," Ezren answered. His gaze was steady; there was pain, but also a quiet fire. "You didn’t just steal any dream, Sable. I saw it. When you touched him, the air practically shook. That wasn’t an ordinary fragment. Do you know what you’ve taken?"
  


    She shook her head, the weight in her chest growing. "It’s not like any dream I’ve felt. It’s... hungry. Bright, but wrong. It gets inside your head—makes you see things. Even now, it keeps whispering." She glanced at him, daring him to call her mad.
  


    "Then it’s a message from above." Ezren’s voice was certain. "The Dream Architects—when they want to punish the city, they send down weaponized dreams. The fragments make people desperate for escape, until nothing matters but going under again. They poison us with hope."
  


    The city outside their alcove rattled as a Dream Enforcer patrol stomped by, mask-lights sweeping the cracks. Sable tensed, one hand reaching for the broken pipe she’d pulled from the alley—a weak defense against their gods-and-steel technology.
  


    "If they find us, it’s over," Ezren whispered.
  


    Their silence thickened, broken only by the distant wail of something in pain—animal, or maybe human. The City Below always had more secrets than truth.
  


    "You won’t last on your own with that thing inside you," Ezren said suddenly, more quietly now, no longer accusing. "What’s your plan, Sable? Take your war to the pillars of Reverie all alone? You have power, but that’s not the same as victory."
  


    Sable closed her eyes, feeling the fragment flare in her mind—a quicksilver surge of brightness, images flooding past: glass towers, a sky swirling with impossible shapes, faceless masks staring down. She saw herself reflected there, both prey and predator.
  


    "I don’t need a plan. I need a target," she said finally, voice almost trembling. "I want to make them pay, Ezren. All my life I watched them build dreams on our backs—watched my mother give up everything for a lie. If I let this power go, it’ll swallow me. But if I use it, maybe I can rip a hole in their precious paradise."
  


    Ezren shook his head, but not in mockery. "Revenge isn’t enough. I want to cure what they did to us. No more poisons, no more sleepwalking. You can steal dreams, Sable, but what if you could change them? Make them bearable—real?"
  


    "Maybe you’ve forgotten how this city works," she shot back, anger masking fear. "Nothing real survives down here. Only what you can steal. If you want out, go—"
  


    He didn’t move. "You saved my life. I owe you, whether you want the weight or not. My skills, for yours. At least until that thing in your head burns out—or burns us all."
  


    Sable let the words settle. She felt the sting of his hope—a kind of violence she’d forgotten how to tolerate. The fragment writhed within her, urging action, promising power with every heartbeat. But it was Ezren’s stubborn, cautious certainty that shook her—someone who’d lost as much as she had but still clung to something worth saving.
  


    "Fine," she breathed. "But this is survival, not charity. If you get between me and my target, I won’t ask twice."
  


    Ezren managed a crooked, tired smile. "Survival, then. For now." A pause, heavy as the city’s weight. "But someday, you’ll have to decide if waking up is really worth all this pain."
  


    Sable looked out from their fungal-lit alcove as gold-masked Enforcers began another sweep below, their armor reflecting the upper city's stolen light. She pressed a palm to her chest, feeling both the cold warning of the dream fragment and the unexpected warmth of a fragile, necessary alliance.
  


    In the dark above, another patrol paused, their searchlight slicing dangerously close to the alcove entrance. Sable’s breath caught, hand tightening on her pipe. But the Enforcers passed—this time.
  


    Sable and Ezren sat in silence, the pact raw, unsteady, lit by the fleeting glow of fungus and the knowledge that whatever hunted them tonight, they would face it together—as allies bound by accident, necessity, and maybe, just maybe, the hope that neither dream nor waking life was finished with them yet.
  


    Outside, the district trembled with unrest. Somewhere, the dream fragment inside Sable shuddered—and for an instant, she saw a mask at the threshold, waiting, patient, and close. Closer than she had realized.
  











Chapter 3: Shadows Cast by Paradise


    Sable followed Ezren through the hush of predawn, weaving between rusted girders and the blackened bones of shattered markets that marked the ragged threshold between the City Below and the shadow cast by Reverie above. The air here glittered with motes of dust and oil—a liminal haze that caught the fluorescence leaking down from the utopia’s underbelly. Every few steps, her worn boots squelched in half-frozen runoff or slid on a slime of decayed hope, remnants of long-abandoned dreams pooling in rainbow sheens at her feet.
  


    Above them, Reverie’s lowest towers blazed with impossible light, their mirrored undersides refracting a dozens moons across the alleys, turning shadow into a jumble of color and confusion. The city above looked almost beautiful from this angle—if Sable ignored the way its light washed the world below cold and pale, if she ignored the feeling of being watched by the glass gods in their silken towers.
  


    “Stay close,” Ezren whispered. “The further we go, the thinner the border. Strange things slip through here.”
  


    Sable rolled her aching shoulder, the wound from their fall still raw, her body now shivering with the effort of moving forward. She gripped the pipe scavenged last night; it felt pitiful compared to the threats prowling these wards, but it was real, waking, heavy in her hand. The dream fragment pulsed at her core, its rhythm echoing the ceaseless flicker of light overhead.
  


    They passed a clutch of children huddled tight against a grated wall, faces chalk-white beneath the fungal glow. Sable looked closer: their eyes shimmered with too many colors, and one’s fingers were webbed—a telltale sign of dream-poisoning, the city’s curse on its youngest. When the tallest boy in the group blinked, his eyelids rippled with the symbols of Reverie’s spires, as if the city itself had branded him.
  


    “Don’t stare,” Ezren murmured, his voice taut with something between helplessness and fury. “Their parents sold their sleep for a month’s rent. Most don’t last through the next cycle.”
  


    Sable forced herself to look away, shame prickling her skin. “It doesn’t seem to matter what we do. It all trickles down.”
  


    “That’s what the Architects want us to think,” Ezren replied, quieter now. The words pressed hard between them in the gloom.
  


    They took refuge beside a collapsed monument—what must have been a statue of some forgotten ideal, now half-swallowed by fungus, its surface corroded to a faceless blur. Here, shielded from roving Enforcer beams, Sable exhaled. The dream fragment thrummed, and she reached for it—wanting control, or at least understanding. With a breath, she pushed herself into its current.
  


    At once the world fractured: pain flared behind her eyes, nausea twisting her stomach. She felt a split—a layer sliding aside, vision swimming. Colors deepened, sharpened, bled into one another. The air warped with music and the scent of rain that could not exist in the waking world. Reality thinned, and then Sable stood—not beside Ezren, but inside a thief’s nightmare. She recognized the man from the dream den: clawed hands reached for coffers overflowing with gold flowers; all around, the walls crawled with heraldic symbols—masks with black glass eyes, their blank gazes following her through every corridor.
  


    And then a voice—both inside and above her, low as thunder, cold as moonlight: “Ruin is the price of theft. All who trespass on borrowed dreams must pay, in blood or memory.”
  


    The voice resonated with an authority Sable had only ever imagined before. Images surged: Reverie’s towers falling, the City Below burning, masks drifting through ash. She felt something push against her mind, pressing down—a suffocating threat, ancient and absolute. For a moment Sable’s grip on herself faltered—her heart thrummed in her ears, breath ragged, the world turning sharper and then spinning away, out of control.
  


    “Sable!” Ezren’s voice cut through the nightmare. His hands shook her shoulders. “Come back. That’s not yours. You can’t let it take you.”
  


    Sable wrenched herself away, the vision snapping closed. She collapsed against the monument, gasping as if she’d sprinted through fire. Her hands shook and the dream fragment blazed behind her ribs, leaving her head ringing and her sight mottled by afterimages of masks and crumbling towers.
  


    Ezren knelt at her side, eyes worried and steady. “Did you see the marks? The ones the Dream Architects use?”
  


    “I saw more than that,” Sable muttered, voice hoarse. “They tried to—something tried to break me. Warned me. They’re watching. Maybe even guiding the dreams themselves.” She shuddered. “That power isn’t meant for us.”
  


    Ezren nodded, then looked at her as if weighing a confession. “That’s why I do this. I’m not angry like you—at least, I try not to be. Anger burns fast and ruins everything. I want to hope there’s something left to save under all this rot.” He glanced at the mutated children. “I keep fighting because I’ve seen small mercies last longer than rage.”
  


    Sable’s reply was softer than she expected. “Hope doesn’t keep you safe here, though.”
  


    “Maybe not.” He shrugged. “But art, medicine, stubbornness—something has to matter besides their rules.”
  


    For a brief silence, Sable let her guard lower. “I think I wanted to change everything with one bold act. But I can’t even control what’s inside my head.” The honesty tasted like rust, yet freed something in her chest.
  


    “Let me help,” Ezren said, not as a demand, but a quiet offer. “Even if you don’t trust me yet.”
  


    Their eyes met. For the first time, Sable found no scorn in his gaze—just a fragile, shared understanding. She nodded, tentative but certain enough for now.
  


    Behind them, Reverie’s towers sent showers of light rippling through the mist, tinting the ruined city in pearl and bruise. Someone above reveled in splendor; below, beauty existed only in moments—fleeting, half-claimed.
  


    Sable pressed a palm against her heart, feeling the dream fragment pulse in time with some rhythm set high overhead. The border between worlds had never felt so thin, or so dangerous. For the first time, she grasped the magnitude of what they faced: not merely the brutality of the Enforcers, but the cold purpose of the Dream Architects, the ones who shaped paradise and ruin with equal indifference.
  


    In the distance, the echo of a child’s laughter—warped, mournful—rose above the hum of Reverie's lights. Sable closed her eyes, listening as hope and dread pulsed together, preparing her for what waited at the threshold to the next shadow.
  











Chapter 4: The Velvet Assembly


    The rain had started by the time Sable and Ezren reached the old Market Vaults—a labyrinthine warren chiseled deep under the foundations of a toppled amphitheater, lit only by flickering globes strung with copper wire. The air down here held the sharp acrid tang of damp metal, old blood, and something sweeter—perhaps hope, or the desperation that could look a lot like it on a hungry night. This was the beating heart of resistance, if the City Below even dared to hope for one—the stronghold of the Velvet Assembly.
  


    Before them, a vast oaken table spread beneath a patchwork canopy of silk became the Assembly’s stage. Around it lounged the slum’s wildest mix of outcasts: pickpockets with silvered nails and masks cobbled from broken mirror shards; visionaries draped in hand-stitched banners of lost revolution; grizzled old fighters clutching rusting pieces of once-fine tech. They watched Sable and Ezren with eyes that glittered, suspicious and hungry for rumor.
  


    Ezren’s limp was subtle but telling. Fresh blood from his reopened cut trailed along the seams of his coat. Sable steadied herself, the stolen dream fragment still churning uneasily within her, making her heart race and her skin prickle with restless energy. Each beat felt as if it echoed the shifting tides of Reverie overhead—an answering, silent threat. They were exposed, but Sable pushed her fear down, stood tall, and met the stares of the Assembly.
  


    “State your claim, thief,” demanded a leader cloaked in velvet ribbons, eyes keen and gold. “We hear whispers of an Enforcer raid tied to your name. Speak, before someone else does.”
  


    Sable’s jaw tightened. “I bring warning—and proof. The Dream Architects have started seeding the dens with weaponized fragments. If we don’t act—if you don’t unite—the Architects will make this district their next test field.” She let a flicker of her power slip, threads of purple dreamfire curling around her fingers for all to see. “I have something they want. Something dangerous.”
  


    “You expect us to trust a dream-stealer?” spat a rail-thin thief, his hand never far from the blade wired to his wrist. “You could be a weapon yourself. A puppet for their games.”
  


    “She saved my life last night,” Ezren interjected, his voice calm but urgent. “And risked hers to warn you.”
  


    Another figure, face obscured by geometric paint, leaned closer. “We’ve seen too many ‘saviors.’ Prove you can forge more than chaos. Seed something—show us a true vision.”
  


    Sable’s hands shook. She didn’t want to do it—the dream fragment fought her, swirling hot and volatile, threatening to spill out worse than any lie. But all eyes pinned her. The Assembly would throw them to the Enforcers in a heartbeat if she flinched now. She stepped forward, inhaling the must and electricity, and called the power up, channeling it not through her anger but through every scrap of memory: her mother’s smile, the painted girls with glass wings, the bitter-clean taste of hope gone sour.
  


    “Picture this,” she murmured. The world rippled outward. Color pooled through the air—the shivering towers of Reverie, shot through with cracks; children running on bridges of glass, laughter blurred with warning sirens and falling shards. Masks hovered in the sky, watching, faceless but all-seeing. She forced the vision to become shared, not just seen with her eyes but felt in the marrow of everyone present: the cold fear, the rising, stubborn will to endure.
  


    The room spun. Sable’s head pounded—her pulse skipping, her skin burning with the price of her magic. Faces around the table slackened in awe and terror as the vision faded, reality snapping back sharp and gray. A few clutched at sleeves or arms, others wept quietly as if mourning something fresh. Sable staggered, catching herself on Ezren’s shoulder, and fought to steady her breath.
  


    Silence crashed down, tense and uncertain.
  


    The velvet-robed leader finally spoke, tone softened but wary. “You’ve shown truth—and pain. But wielding their poison, you risk everything. If the Architects are truly watching…”
  


    “They are,” Ezren cut in, voice strained. “What you saw—what Sable can do—it might call down the wrath of the Dream Architects themselves. She took a fragment meant to enslave us. The Enforcers won’t rest until it’s returned—or until we’re dust.”
  


    The Assembly erupted with anger and fear. Some shrieked accusations, while a few called for Sable’s exile or worse.
  


    Heat rose at Sable’s collar. “I didn’t choose this power,” she snapped, “but I can’t give it back. I’m not your enemy—I’m trying to break their hold, not strengthen it.”
  


    Someone banged a fist on the table. “If you stay, you put us at risk. If you go, we lose our only weapon!” The debate became a swirl of threats, bargains, and intrigue, pressing at the crumbling boundaries of this fragile alliance.
  


    Ezren leaned close, voice pitched for her alone. “If they turn on us, we’ll have to fight our way out. But if you hold steady—give them hope, not just fear—they’ll follow.”
  


    At last, begrudging consensus emerged. “If you bring the fight to the Architects,” the leader pronounced, “we’ll shield you. Betray us, and you won’t get another chance.” A ring of hands met in reluctant contract—and just as quickly, the Assembly splintered, messengers scattering to spread word of what had happened.
  


    Ezren and Sable retreated to a darkened alcove in the vault’s wall. For a moment, as the storm raged upstairs, they sat close—silent, battered. “You took a risk,” he said finally. “You were right to.”
  


    Sable shook her head. “I made us a target. They’ll blame us when the Architects come.”
  


    “All the more reason to lead,” Ezren said quietly. “Hope is sharpest when it’s desperate.”
  


    Above, the clang of iron doors rang out. An urgent runner slid into the chamber, breathless. “Enforcer patrols at every exit—lockdown! They know you’re here.”
  


    Sable’s heart thudded. Shadows pressed up against the edges of the room, as if masks waited just beyond the flickering lights. She met Ezren’s eyes, both of them bracing for the next move, and wondered—was there still time to shape the city’s dream, or would the walls close in before dawn?
  











Chapter 5: The Dream-Linked Map


    The safehouse was a tumbledown apartment behind a curtain of rotting velvet and overgrown nightferns, stitched into the bones of a forgotten tram depot. Here, out of sight from golden-masked Enforcers and the Velvet Assembly’s wary eyes, Sable and Ezren paused for breath. Old insulation hung in pale blue tatters from the beams, casting the small space in a muted light that softened the jagged world beyond the barricaded windows.
  


    It was the first moment that felt remotely safe since the theft. Sable slumped against a rusted radiator, letting the faint warmth chase away the edge of the rain that drummed on the tin roof above. Ezren clanked the battered kettle onto a cracked induction plate, its ghostly hum oddly comforting. The silence pressed close, broken only by the occasional distant gunshot plinking off metal and the river of anxious thoughts between them.
  


    “I keep seeing their faces,” Sable finally said, voice low. “Every time I close my eyes—the Assembly. I don’t know if I helped us or doomed them.” She let her head fall back, the ache behind her eyes pulsing in time with the dream fragment’s uneasy throb.
  


    “None of us could’ve predicted this. You made them see the truth, at least.” Ezren poured dark, bitter tea into mismatched mugs. “If anyone can bear the weight, it’s you.”
  


    She grimaced, accepting the mug. “You say that like you know me. You don’t—not the real shape of it. Not the mistakes I keep making just to stay angry so I don’t feel so damn guilty.”
  


    Ezren’s gaze sharpened, but his voice stayed gentle. “Maybe I don’t know all your scars. But I know what it is to survive when you shouldn’t, to wonder why you didn’t save more.” He sipped, then reached into his satchel, pulling out a palm-sized square wrapped in oilcloth. He unwrapped it with almost ceremonial care, revealing a patchwork scroll, ink shimmering with an iridescent sheen in the gloom.
  


    “I was going to keep this to myself—habit, I guess, from too many double-crossings,” he admitted. “But you’ll need it now more than ever.” He unrolled the map between them. The parchment seemed to ripple, its dream-ink shifting as if alive. Jagged lines traced unseen arteries running from the slums up into Reverie, some pulsing brighter than others, forming the pattern of a great network beneath the city’s skin.
  


    Sable leaned forward, curiosity overcoming caution. “I’ve seen maps of trade routes, even old smuggler paths under the water pipes. This isn’t like any of them.”
  


    “It’s not. It marks the conduits—channels built to siphon dream-energy up to Reverie. Most people think it’s just about power, but the truth is worse. Reverie is built on everything the City Below loses—every desperate escape, every broken hope. It’s a feast.” Ezren’s voice was taut, colored by old anger, shame, and something like faith—a belief in making things right, even when the odds were impossible.
  


    Sable hovered her palm over the nearest conduit mark. The dream fragment flared in response, heat pricking along her skin. “This was drawn in dream-ink. If I reach in… I might see what its creator saw.”
  


    “Is that safe?” Ezren frowned, hesitating. “Last time nearly broke you.”
  


    “You said it yourself, if we don’t risk something, they’ll win.” Sable focused, feeling the world tilt, the scent of old ink rising until it overwhelmed the mildew and rain. She fixed on the shimmering path, letting the magic flow—a familiar ache stabbed behind her ears, memories blurring and twisting until everything but the map’s vision fell away.
  


    She found herself adrift in another mind’s dream: a submerged city, its towers breathing with a pulse that was at once familiar and alien. Dreams poured down from above like rain—collected, harvested, compressed into streams of bright hunger that spiraled upward through crystalline roots. At the heart of it all, a shadowy colossus flickered, its arms spanning both worlds. She heard the whisper of a woman’s voice, worn by time and sorrow: “Paradise only thrives on the starvation of the waking. To feed one world, another must suffer.”
  


    Sable gasped, wrenching back to herself. Her heart hammered, sweat slick on her skin, the taste of ozone and ink thick in her throat. The fragment inside her was boiling, restless. Echoes of the vision lingered—pain, futility, and a suddenly overwhelming resolve.
  


    Ezren steadied her, worry plain. “Are you all right? That looked worse than last time.”
  


    “It’s… it’s nothing. Just the cost.” Sable pressed her palm to her chest, trying to will her heartbeat steady. For a second she met his eyes and forced herself to trust. “I know what we’re really fighting now. And I can’t run from it. If I do, all of this—my mother, the Assembly, you—gets eaten.”
  


    “I wouldn’t let you run alone, anyway.” His smile was small, but real. “We’re in this together. Angry or hopeful, we’ve got to try.”
  


    Sable offered a lopsided grin, a flicker of banter easing the sharpened edge of fear. “Ah, so you’re stubborn as well as reckless. Didn’t peg you for both.”
  


    “Family trait,” Ezren replied. “Some people inherit money. I just got a fool’s courage.”
  


    Their laughter was quiet, punctuated by a chill wind rattling the frame, but within its memory they found the seeds of something solid—someone to rely on, even if just for tonight.
  


    But as the last of the laughter faded, a shrill siren cut through the gloom outside, its pitch different—metallic and urgent. Sable tensed, unable to let go of the map or the lingering dread inside her. From the barricaded window, streaks of searchlights swept the alleys, and through them Sable glimpsed gold-masked figures rallying at the edges of the safehouse block.
  


    “Looks like our break’s over,” Ezren murmured, voice somber but resolute. “Time to see who’s really dreaming—and who wakes up first.”
  











Chapter 6: Broken Reflections


    Sable and Ezren moved through the fog-damp streets, keeping low in the maze of puddled cobbles and collapsing archways as they fled the sweep of Enforcer searchlights. Sable still felt the cold fingers of the dream-linked map at her temple—a lingering echo of the vision, a hunger that gnawed at her determination and stoked the coals of her fear. Every shadow stretched too long, every corner might hide a mask or a memory sharpened into something hungry and waiting.
  


    The Temple of Reflection lurked at the slum’s edge, its spires fractured and its stained glass fretted with creep-moss and rust. Once, it had been a place where waking and dreaming intersected: city records woven with threads of memory and hope, a sanctuary for those who sought truth beyond escapism. Now, its facade was split, windows leaking dim violet light, the silence inside thrumming with an anxiety as tangible as breath in cold air.
  


    “This place gives me chills,” Ezren muttered, brushing past the sagging doors. “Records say it’s haunted—by memories, by what the architects left behind.”
  


    “Sounds like home.” Sable forced her voice steady, but her fingers shook around the cracked lantern she held aloft. They pressed on past a toppled font. The floor was slick with condensation, and their footsteps were muffled—almost erased—by the woven carpets, rotted now to a grey mulch.
  


    The air chilled as they neared the heart of the temple: a domed chamber encircled by mirrors, each etched with cryptic sigils and the faces of citizens who had vanished into dreams. Sable’s pulse quickened; the dream fragment inside her fluttered, drawn to the remnants of longing imprinted in the mirrored glass. Every reflection seemed to warp and bleed—a child wept into her arms in one, a lover raged against invisible bars in another. Sable felt her grip slip, and then the room spun, mirrors blurring into a careless whirl of half-seen faces and places.
  


    “Sable?” Ezren’s voice echoed through the rippling images, distant and warped.
  


    Sable reached for him but found her fingers passing through illusion, touching only cold air. The dream fragment surged, hot and painful, and the boundaries between memory and vision broke apart. A familiar presence unfurled before her—her mother, eyes bright and whole, smile gentle and impossible.
  


    “You don’t have to keep fighting, Sable.” The voice was honeyed, intimate—so real Sable felt tears rise, unbidden. “It’s easier here. No one’s left behind in dreams.”
  


    Sable’s strength guttered in the face of that comfort—the echo of everything she’d ever wanted clashing with the searing pain of truth. She let herself reach for her mother’s hand, desperate for warmth, but the touch was all frost. The cold sank deeper. The comforting smile melted, revealing sorrow beneath. Sable felt herself slipping, a piece of herself beginning to fracture, swallowed by the illusion’s gentle tide.
  


    “Sable!” This time, Ezren’s grip was real—his hand anchoring her back with a desperate force. Through the haze, she saw his worry, the sweat at his brow, the way his knuckles whitened on her arm. “That’s not real. Don’t listen. Come back.”
  


    With all her strength, Sable tore her gaze away from the mirror. The vision shattered into drifting glass petals that dissolved on the air. Sable gasped, her chest burning, eyes stinging with unshed tears. The fragment inside her pulsed with warning; her limbs trembled from the effort. The cost of resisting the illusion felt steep—a fresh grief gnawed at the raw place in her heart where hope and fury warred.
  


    “You okay?” Ezren’s voice was cautious, soft. He steadied her, his presence a balm in the shifting gloom.
  


    Sable nodded, though it felt hollow. “It’s getting harder. Every time I use this power, it takes a little more. But if I don’t—these memories, these ghosts—will just keep feeding Reverie. That’s the deal, isn’t it? Escape or endure. Comfort or pain.”
  


    Together, they pressed deeper into the temple, their breath clouding in the chilly air. At the altar, amidst toppled ledgers and memories etched on crumbling scrolls, they found what they’d come for—a faded journal, its cover stamped with the sigil of the Architects.
  


    Ezren thumbed through trembling pages, his frown deepening. “Listen—‘Let the longing multiply below, that the dream above might grow brighter. To seed despair is to reap paradise.’” He looked up, voice tight. “The Architects did this on purpose. An Architect lived among us once. Planted these dreams like weeds.”
  


    Sable felt anger and grief knot together. “So it’s a cycle. They feed off our ruin so their world can rise. That’s why nothing changes. Unless—” She looked at her trembling fingers, the ache of magic singing under her skin, the burden both curse and possibility. “Unless I can rewrite it. Steal the root of the dream and twist it into something new.”
  


    Ezren closed the book, nodding. “It has to be you. They tried to make us believe there was no way out, but your power can break the pattern. You just need to believe you can.”
  


    Wind howled through the broken dome, snuffing their lantern. For a moment, only the haunted light from the mirrors remained, casting Sable and Ezren in fragments—their futures splintered and uncertain, haunted by the ghosts of what had come before. But in their shared silence, a new resolve flickered—a promise that the cycle could end, if only they could survive long enough to try.
  


    In the distance, a bell tolled—a warning, or perhaps an omen. Sable squared her shoulders, and together they stepped from the temple, faces set toward the deepening dark, and the mounting threat that awaited them on the other side of their reflection.
  











Chapter 7: The Waking Lottery


    Dawn broke thin and yellow over the ruin of the City Below, slicing through the haze to paint cruel shadows across the cracked facades and garbage-clogged rivers. Sable and Ezren emerged from the derelict Temple of Reflection into chaos—the slums flooded with crowds, every alley and roof teeming with anxious faces. Overhead, glowing banners—projected from spindly towers with Enforcer crests—proclaimed the same impossible promise in pulsing script: “THE WAKING LOTTERY—ONE CHOSEN, FOREVER FREE.”
  


    “It’s a show,” Sable muttered, watching the crush of desperate bodies funnel toward the central square. Already gangs in patched coats bartered bribes for better positions while the gold-masked Enforcers drifted through the masses. “A carrot for the abyss.”
  


    “It’s more poison than hope,” Ezren replied. “We have to do something, before the dream of escape eats them whole.”
  


    They pressed through the crowd, hearts hammering beneath the surveillance drones buzzing like flies, every step a risk of being recognized by either the Enforcers or the rival syndicates. The entire event pulsed with a sick energy—a festival of false deliverance, where the glimmer of Reverie above seemed almost within reach. Sable felt the old guilt flare inside her: was she any better than the puppet-masters, feeding the people wild promises in place of answers?
  


    As a makeshift stage rose from plastic crates, a minor functionary—gowned in opalescent rags to imitate Reverie’s finery—held up a glass sphere shot through with dream-ink. The crowd fell into a hush, eyes wide, each resident quietly bargaining for just one ticket out of despair. Children clung to mothers, old men squeezed battered necklaces, everyone bearing their own quiet prayers to the sky.
  


    Sable and Ezren ducked into the shadow of a toppled tramcar, strategizing in hurried whispers. “If I can seed the vision while the winner is called, maybe I can show everyone the truth—what really happens to those who ‘win,’” Sable said, voice taut. “But if word gets out that I’m here, the Enforcers will descend. Or worse—” Her gaze flicked to a knot of muscle-bound thugs bearing the sigil of the Ratskin Syndicate, their eyes locked on her. “Rival crews want me too. Maybe as a bargaining chip, maybe as payback.”
  


    “We can’t wait,” Ezren urged. “You saw what the lottery does—a perpetual wound. We have to break the performance, even if it’s only a spark.”
  


    “And what if the cost is everyone here?” Sable’s voice quivered. The burden of her power, the taste of grief from the Temple, pressed close. “What if this just paints a target bigger than ever?”
  


    But beneath Ezren’s steadiness was a flicker of worry, a silent question: would she risk them both for a sliver of truth? Their brief trust hung in the balance, fragile as glass. “We do it together. Or not at all,” he affirmed.
  


    The time for doubt vanished as the Enforcers began scouring the square, their search methods efficient, cold, and terrifying. Rumor moved faster than light—already, Sable heard whispers of her name, felt predatory gazes prickling down her spine.
  


    The lottery’s architect, a woman in ivory robes, ascended the stage, her voice amplified and sweet: “One of you will see Reverie with waking eyes. Your pain will be our hope, your sacrifice—our uplift.” The crowd roared approval, desperation bursting like wildfire.
  


    Sable forced her way forward, reaching the edge of the stage’s dreaming shadow. Focusing, she gripped the dream fragment and let herself slip sideways through waking and illusion. Heat rushed down her veins, sharp and unkind—her vision fracturing into layers of sensation. The world grew molten, the air a whirl of masked faces, Enforcers blending with rival gang leaders—the lines between enemy and ally growing thin.
  


    Reaching into the collective dream, Sable pushed, “seeding” an image into the winner’s mind just as the glass sphere smoked and a youth’s name echoed. For a split second, the winner’s eyes widened—not with triumph, but terror. Reality tore, and through Sable’s seeded vision, the crowd saw not a paradise but a cage: sterile white walls, forced sleep, hands shoving gentle poison into veins. The lie cracked—the audience gasped.
  


    Sable staggered, pain slashing through her mind. Blood prickled at her nose; the cost came high, her thoughts echoing and fading out of order. Someone screamed, delirious and confused. Enforcers surged forth; gangs panicked. Hands grabbed Sable’s wrists—rough, callused, desperate for vengeance or reward. She fought panic, meeting Ezren’s fearful gaze across the chaos.
  


    “Ezren—run!” she yelled, but she wasn’t sure she’d make it. The riot blossomed: Enforcers drawing weapons, gangs rushing in, a stampede of slum-dwellers desperate for a different future.
  


    Sable twisted, biting the pain, ready to fight or fall, as the world shimmered with sirens and blood. She realized, then—awakened them or not, the world would never give up its dreams easily. But now the false paradise was exposed, if only for a flickering heartbeat.
  


    As Enforcers closed in, Sable was seized from behind, vision strobing between waking and dream. Ezren’s shout shattered in the uproar, lost as Sable was dragged into the crush—her power surging wild and uncontrolled, her fate balanced on the razor edge between revelation and ruin.
  











Chapter 8: Glass-Tower Shadows


    The riot swallowed Sable—a tangle of fists and cold hands clawing for hope or vengeance. She twisted free of the nearest grip, just as Ezren crashed through the aftershocks of the crowd, bruised and breathless. Enforcers surged around them, precision and menace in every calculated step, their gold masks reflecting the chaos in shivering fragments. The false lottery was collapsing into screams and confusion, but the Enforcers’ lines closed like jaws.
  


    “Here!” Ezren shouted, voice hoarse, dragging Sable toward a corridor formed by overturned tables and snaking cables. The air stank of ozone, blood, and something sharper—as if the dreams themselves had bared their teeth. A stun-baton slashed the air behind Sable, catching Ezren across the ribs. He stumbled, voice breaking in pain, and Sable felt panic claw at her control.
  


    “Let me carry you!” she hissed through clenched teeth, her own body burning with adrenaline. She was already reaching for the dream fragment, feeling for that slippery edge where waking became mutable. The pressure built—buzzing in her ears, blackening the edges of her vision with migraine fire.
  


    The Enforcers advanced, herding them into a decaying government annex—broken windows staring like blind eyes, floors slick with old oil and rain pooling from holes in the ceiling. “Trap,” Ezren gasped, pressing his hand to his side, blood spilling warm between his fingers.
  


    “Not if I can help it,” Sable replied, voice shaking. She pulled hard on her Oneiromancy, letting cracks open between the seams of the world—reflections fractured and multiplied, vision lurching through memory, dream, and waking in succession. The cost slammed into her: her heart hammering like it would shatter, her skin burning, sharp flashes of her mother’s voice and impossible colors floating in and out of focus. Each step through the swirling labyrinth of dream left her more unmoored; pain shot up her arm as if the fragment was scouring her from the inside out.
  


    The corridor bent impossibly—each hallway now splintering into multiple false paths. Sable dragged Ezren, each fragmented reality crawling with their own versions of threat: officers with faces she recognized from nightmares, twisting tendrils of smoke forming bars, blinding neon towers weeping broken glass. The dreams bled together, and Sable sensed something foreign stirring, watching, as if the city itself resisted her intrusion.
  


    “Hold on, Ezren,” she panted, feeling weak. “If we turn back, we’re dead. If we push through—”
  


    “The fragment—don’t let it break you,” he warned, breath ragged, every syllable trembling. “You’re burning yourself out…”
  


    “You’re bleeding too much,” Sable snapped back, her panic masked in anger. She forced the power outward, shaping a corridor—one moment stone, the next glass and fog—praying it would hold, that the physical and the dream-warped would merge long enough for them to slip the Enforcers’ chase.
  


    At last they burst clear, stumbling onto the rain-slick fringe of the City Below—a span of cracked concrete clinging to the remnants of an old sky-bridge, directly beneath Reverie’s grandest spire. The city above loomed, thunderous and mythic, its crystalline veins casting sheets of light across the slum’s battered roofs. For one breathless moment, Sable looked up and saw her reflection refracted in a thousand shards: a small figure at the mercy of paradise’s indifference.
  


    Beside her, Ezren collapsed, his fresh wound leaking freely. Sable knelt, frantic—her blood-slick hands pressing rags against his side.
  


    “Stay with me,” she pleaded. Guilt raked through her as his skin ran cold. Her magic still prickled dangerously, the aftertaste of power leaving her dizzy, almost hollowed out. Rain masked her tears—was it worth unleashing chaos if it cost the one anchor she had?
  


    Above, a tremor ran through Reverie’s spire. For a fractured instant, Sable felt herself seen—truly seen, by something vast. A pulse of thought not her own vibrated through the fragment in her chest, coiling up the spire and down into her bones. She glimpsed—impossibly—a council cloaked in gold and shadow, faces hidden by expressive masks, their collective gaze turning as one to regard her in icy, knowing silence.
  


    The Dream Architects. With a single, effortless motion, they twisted something in the world above. Sable saw, beyond doubt, that her powers were no longer hidden. They could manipulate Reverie as easily as sleep, and now, the dreams raining down on the slums would turn hostile—corridors narrowing, memories swallowing the unwary, waking and illusion fusing into traps.
  


    “You’re not alone.” Ezren’s voice was barely audible, yet steady. “Even if you feel like you are… I see you, Sable. I choose to stay, if you let me.”
  


    His loyalty, offered through weakness, struck her. Riven between fear and gratitude, Sable pressed his hand in hers, fighting to anchor herself to the present and not the fractured, echoing futures offered by the fragment.
  


    Behind them, sirens built to a fever pitch. Ahead, the fallen skyline waited, Reverie’s spire like a blade at the city’s heart. In the cold gleam of glass-tower shadows, Sable knew her trial with the Dream Architects had begun. Her actions had not just distorted the slums’ dreams—they had provoked the gods of paradise themselves.
  


    As Ezren slipped into unconsciousness, Sable looked up at the vertiginous walls of light and glass, her own reflection swirling with doubt and resolve. Somewhere above, unseen hands rewrote the city’s dreams. And Sable, alone and hunted, watched the boundary between hope and nightmare dissolve.
  











Chapter 9: Sanctuary Lost


    Sable pressed both hands to Ezren’s wound, desperate to stanch the bleeding with rags torn from her own sleeve. His face was clammy and drawn, his breathing shallow. He drifted in and out of consciousness on the cold cement, shadowed by the monstrous bulk of Reverie’s grandest spire above, while rain ran in thin rivers from the broken gutters and pooled at her knees.
  


    “Stay with me,” she whispered, not sure if he could hear. The world felt awash—colors too sharp, the city’s scents a chaos of urine, soot, and ozone—and Sable’s mind began to split and shimmer, the cost of her fledgling Oneiromancy scraping raw behind her eyes. Every movement sent echoes through her skull, the city’s grief made physical through memory and pain.
  


    When it became clear Ezren would die without proper supplies, Sable forced herself up, throat tight. “I’ll be back. Don’t die on me,” she muttered, then slipped into the maze of alleys, heart pounding with guilt and terror. Alone now, every step felt heavier. The city’s underbelly twisted beneath her feet: slick cobbles, fungus-lit tunnels, graffiti half-swallowed by mold. Shadows flickered with impossible shapes. She clung to her task—needles, bandages, painkillers, anything to buy Ezren time—but as she scoured the broken clinics and shuttered market stalls, the world blurred and bled.
  


    Dreams—no, engineered illusions from above—skittered along the edges of her senses, silver and warm and terrifying. She heard her mother’s voice in the hiss of steam pipes, saw flashes of paradise reflected in oil-rainbows in the gutter: long tables set for feast, her younger self laughing among impossible colors, warmth and clean air and the hush of gentle sleep. More than once she had to press a fingernail hard into her palm just to remember her own name.
  


    Down a deserted alley, she nearly tumbled over a hunched figure wrapped in patchwork blankets—eyes glassy, scent of sage and ancient sweat. It was Grana, the old slum elder. Some whispered she was impossibly old, half in dream herself. The woman looked her over and cackled.
  


    “You’re the thief who dances with ghosts,” Grana rasped. “You carry more than wounds, child.”
  


    “Not now, Grana,” Sable snapped, her anger brittle with worry. “I’ve no time for riddles. Someone’s dying because of me.”
  


    Grana’s eyes narrowed shrewdly. “Someone is always dying here. Only those awake within sleep can break the rot. They sent me dreams once, too. Sweet ones, threaded with gold, but with teeth at the heart.” She held out a grimed tin, shaking with old hands. “Take. For blood and pain.” Inside were bandages, a scavenged vial of antibiotics, and—most precious—a crimped bottle of pure water.
  


    Sable hesitated, swallowing pride. “Why help me?” Her voice wavered, stripped of its armor.
  


    “Because you’re close to waking, even as you burn in their sleep,” whispered Grana. “But beware—the city loves its chains. Memory is the only blade sharp enough to cut through. Don’t let them feed you dreams when what you need is truth.”
  


    The words snagged in Sable’s mind as she staggered away, clutching the supplies. The city pressed on all sides, illusions crowding her vision—now a parade of lost friends, now the tempting hush of oblivion. The aches within her—Ezren’s trust, her guilt, her mother’s failure—roared for release.
  


    She ducked beneath a collapsed beam, hallucinations sharpening: her dead father’s hands outstretched, voices calling her to rest—just for a moment, just to forget. Sable’s breath came ragged, her vision swimming. She nearly let go, nearly let herself drift, when a fresher pain cut through: the memory of her mother’s real face, hollowed and gaunt, begging for one more coin, never quite saved. That pain—bright, hard, unforgiving—snapped her back.
  


    Sable gasped, sobbed, wiped her eyes. With trembling fingers, she forced her feet to keep moving. The illusions retreated, leaving only emptiness and resolve.
  


    When she returned to Ezren, pale but alive, she knelt and worked in silence: binding wounds, dribbling sweet water between his lips, letting the antibiotics soak into his veins. With each small act, her anger softened—not erased, but reshaped, hardened to something purpose-driven.
  


    As night deepened, sirens warbled at the city’s edge, shimmering with the threat of more Enforcer patrols. Sable watched the lights glowing from above, gilded and cold as stars. She knew, now, that what Reverie called paradise was a knife turned on the city below. It would never be given. Only seized, only remade.
  


    Sable pressed Ezren’s hand, promising herself—and him, whether he heard or not—that she would not surrender to forgetfulness, nor let the city’s dreams break her. And as the city above pulsed with sleeping brilliance, Sable stayed awake, ready for whatever trial the next dawn would bring.
  











Chapter 10: Resonance


    Sable worked throughout the battered night, using Grana’s bandages and water to clean Ezren’s wound and ease his fever. With each ragged breath, his color flickered between deathly pale and flushed with chills, knuckles white as he gripped fractured dreams. She sat beside him, back pressed to cold concrete, exhaustion coiling in her muscles like wire. The city outside hummed with restless dread; sirens wandered above the roofs and the thin, metallic song of Reverie’s engines never faded.
  


    As the fever peaked, Ezren’s sleep soured. He thrashed against invisible restraints, sweat pooling on his temples, jaw clenched in terror. Sable heard him mumbling—fragments of nightmare—pleas for forgiveness, cries of warning, desperate confessions tangled in the language of the dying. The Dream Architects’ poison, she realized, was devouring him from the inside.
  


    Alone, desperate, she reached for his trembling hand and summoned her courage. “Hold on,” she whispered, not certain to whom—the boy, herself, or something listening beyond the gloom. The dream fragment in her chest pulsed a bruised warning. She had little mastery, but risking the chaos was better than losing him to a sickness seeded by her own war.
  


    Closing her eyes, Sable let herself drift sideways—loosing her grip on waking, falling into the coils of dream. Instantly she was cast into a place of twisted architecture: ruined towers floating in endless dusk, streets corkscrewed into impossible angles, the ground fracturing beneath rivers of colorless rain. In this nightmarish version of the city, gravity bent, and shards of memory drifted like glass beneath her boots.
  


    Ezren was a distant specter, staggering through endless corridors that transformed as he fled—one moment a clinic washed in blood and the next, a home crumbling to dust. He called out for a sister who never answered. Shadows stalked him, wearing the faces of those he hadn’t saved: wide-eyed children, old friends with bandaged mouths, hands always slipping from his.
  


    Sable followed, her own shape coming undone, pulled towards scenes she recognized—her graffiti mural melting into a sick parody of hope, her mother lost among the debris, accusing eyes both real and dreamed. The city judges all of us here, she thought bitterly, and every step cost her: her focus wavered, memories curling away at the edges.  
  


    At last she seized hold of Ezren, their hands locking through a field of broken reflections. “You don’t have to run,” she urged. “We are more than what they’ve left us.”
  


    A crack appeared in the world, light bleeding through. Sable, mustering the last shreds of her will, poured her own memory—one of grief and defiance—into Ezren’s dream. The vision steadied. She found herself cradling him in the shifting chaos, anchoring his mind to hers. The city’s impossible geometry slowed, the rain sharpened into something real, and together they fought their way up from the poison fog.
  


    Awake. Sable fell backward, dizzy, a sharp metallic taste in her mouth. The price of such anchoring was steep—bits of time missing, names scrambling in strange order, her limbs heavy with loss. Still, she pulled Ezren into consciousness. He blinked at her, wild at first, then grounding himself in the warmth of her hand.
  


    “Was I lost?” he croaked.
  


    “You were haunted. But not anymore.” Sable tried to smile. “Lucky for you, I’m stubborn.”
  


    Ezren managed a weak laugh, pain and gratitude warring in his eyes. “I never wanted to drag you down. This isn’t what I meant—you risking yourself just to save me.”
  


    “That’s the problem with unlikely allies, isn’t it?” Sable replied softly. “We start meaning something to each other, even when we’d rather stay broken.” She sobered. “They’ll keep hunting, Ezren. The only way forward is up—right into Reverie. That’s where the rot starts.”
  


    He squeezed her hand in return. “We fight together, then. Until the end. No easy escapes.”
  


    For a long time, they remained in the hush, just being, bruised and unbroken. Sable felt the ache in her magic subside—she had learned to anchor not just herself, but another. Their fates were entangled, and the cost of her gift no longer belonged to her alone.
  


    Above, as daylight seeped through cracks in the ceiling, Reverie’s engine-chant mingled with the sound of rebuilding in the streets below. There would never be a perfect moment to move, Sable knew. But there was purpose now—sharpened by pain, stitched together with something dangerously close to hope.
  


    “Let’s plan,” she said, fierce and resolute. Ezren grinned through the ache, and together they set their sights on the impossible staircase to the city above—prepared to confront illusion and power on their own terms.
  











Chapter 11: Crossing the Veil


    Sable and Ezren’s hearts hammered out of sync as they crept beneath the shadow of Reverie’s immense spire. The city above shimmered through breaks in the clouds, its glass veins throbbing with color, yet nothing felt more unreal than the door they’d found: a rusted service duct behind a heap of fallen lift rubble, half-swallowed by moss and tangled spectral wiring. The city below moaned in its sleep, and Sable knew that with every minute spent here, the border between dream and waking thinned.
  


    “It’s now or never,” Sable whispered, voice barely audible over Ezren’s shallow breathing and the electric hum running through the stones. Ezren nodded, determination banked behind exhaustion, and together they pushed the hatch open.
  


    The world inside was not a world at all, but a corridor limned in impossible geometry. Metal groaned underfoot, slick with condensation, and the duct stretched farther than physics allowed, branching at uneven angles. Overhead, slabs of reality pulsed—sometimes solid, sometimes transparent, sometimes bleeding with impossible colors. Every so often, a chittering shadow with too-long limbs flickered at the edge of the pair’s vision, teeth gleaming like knives made of wind.
  


    “Dream-warped,” Ezren muttered, voice tight with awe and dread. “No one crossing over stays whole.”
  


    “We have to,” Sable replied. She pressed her hand to the cold metal, calling up her Oneiromancy. Threads of her will spidered through the shifting corridor. The cost was immediate—a headache like nails in her skull, sweat rising at her brow. But the effect was worth it: for a few precious steps, the passage stilled around them, walls solidifying, the chittering beasts folding away as though forced back by an unseen tide.
  


    Every twenty paces demanded another exertion, Sable breathing harder—her mind left echoing, old memories jumbling with the present. Sometimes she glimpsed graffiti from her past scrawled across the duct; sometimes she heard her mother’s voice, taunting or warning. Ezren, for his part, kept a hand on her shoulder, lending courage even as his wound throbbed anew.
  


    Halfway through, disaster nearly struck. Enforcers swept past a maintenance grate overhead, their footsteps ringing metallic and cold. Sable froze, the sweat on her neck prickling as the thinnest shadow trickled down from above. The pair squeezed into a tangle of pipes, every breath measured, until the patrol passed and silence retook the duct.
  


    At the end of the impossible corridor, a figure waited—neither living nor dead, but something in between. The gatekeeper was draped in moth-eaten robes, its eyes voids glimpsed through a screen of static. “Price,” it rasped, its tone a discordant hum. “Truth for comfort, memory for passage.”
  


    Sable shook with resolve and dread. She reached beneath her collar and pulled forth a battered ribbon—her last memento of childhood and her mother’s real laughter, stained with spray paint and years of grief. Her fingers trembled as she offered it; the vision of comfort and innocence flickered through her mind before the ribbon vanished into the gatekeeper’s empty palm.
  


    Warmth drained from Sable in that instant. She wobbled, grief sharper than fear, and Ezren steadied her with a gentle squeeze. “Memories grow heavier the closer you carry them to paradise,” he murmured.
  


    The gatekeeper bowed. “The way opens—with hazard,” it intoned, then melted into the wall, taking the scent of lost safety with it.
  


    Beyond the threshold, the duct split into a spiral staircase composed of glass and shadow. Each step trembled underfoot. Lights flickered from above, and the pair ascended—emerging at last, blinking, on the hidden periphery of Reverie’s lowest skyline.
  


    The world above rolled out before them: skybridges looping into fractal patterns, towers wreathed in chromatic mist, windows glowing with the soft music of a city lost in its own perfection. Yet even here, the beauty was edged with decay—the faintest suggestion of rot beneath the dream’s flawless sheen.
  


    “We made it,” Ezren breathed, hope and fear intertwined. Sable felt the loss of her ribbon like an ache, but inside that ache was steel—the cost of waking was real, but it was not beyond her grasp. The pair clung to each other as the full, surreal brilliance of Reverie unfurled, uncertain what dangers or revelations awaited them in the city where dreams ruled and the truth had a price.
  











Chapter 12: The City Above


    Reverie unfurled before Sable and Ezren in a symphony of dream-logic: skybridges looped and arched in impossible spirals, their rails inset with jewels that shimmered in midday sun like pools of liquid opal. The air was thick with the scent of wild jasmine and sweet spices. Overhead, sun-filters danced with iridescence, dappling the white marble walkways in endless shifting color. Delicate music—plucked strings and crystalline bells—drifted across plazas where fountains played and nothing ever truly stilled. The haunted hush of the City Below felt as distant as an unremembered dream.
  


    They walked carefully, cloaked in borrowed finery that stank of mothballs and fear, passing as ascendant hopefuls: two faces in a crowd of those desperate to enter higher and higher echelons of paradise. A gentle, artificial breeze set Ezren’s hair fluttering and hid the cold sweat on his brow. Yet even here, every step made Sable feel exposed. Reverie was breathtaking—but brittle, too beautiful. There was a tension humming underneath, a falsity at odds with the memory of rain and grit and real hunger.
  


    “Are we doing this right?” Ezren whispered, voice pinched with awe and worry. “I feel like I should be bowing, or holding my breath.”
  


    “Try to look like you belong,” Sable murmured, glancing sidelong at a group of youths lounging on a velvet-cushioned terrace, oblivious to the newcomers. They sat in lazy stupor, attended by white-masked dream-guides whose eyes never moved.
  


    They wandered beneath chandeliers made from flowers, past balconies that floated above nothing, their only anchors the invisible strings of oneiromancy. Sable’s mind reeled—not just from the beauty but the sense of unreality. Her memories of the City Below fell away in handfuls, replaced by snippets of manufactured joy that drifted in the air. She caught herself smiling at nothing more than a song, or the sight of children chasing floating stars, and felt the fear of forgetting why she’d come.
  


    “Don’t drink anything,” Ezren murmured. “And don’t stare at the sky for too long. I heard you can lose yourself in it—even your name.”
  


    The warning grounded her for a moment. Yet everywhere she looked, Sable felt herself being pulled toward ease, a hundred small temptations promising rest. She wondered, with a sting, what it might be like to simply let go: to trade the taste of guilt and pain for the velvet comfort of Reverie’s endless escape.
  


    Beneath their elaborate cloaks, the pair kept to their mission. Ezren, ever observant, noted the patterns of guards; Sable kept half an eye on the movement of the dream-guides and the banners emblazoned with the crest of the Dream Architects—a stylized mask and tower. They drifted from lush marketplace to a shadowed gallery where aging nobles wore stories instead of faces, swapping memories for curios with quiet detachment.
  


    Sable’s heart ached. She saw what the slum-dwellers never would: towers with sleeping gardens on roofs, libraries where dreams hung from ledges like living tapestries. Yet glimpses of decay gnawed at the illusion—flowers wilting around the edges, attendants with hollow gazes, servants that moved with erratic, mechanical grace.
  


    “Look.” Ezren nodded to a secluded colonnade where a man in silver-laced robes traded a memory crystal for a vial of neon mist. “It’s all commerce here. They’re so lost in their own dreams, not even outsiders register.”
  


    “That’s the danger,” Sable whispered. “Even us. If I let this place in, I’ll forget the city below—the people dying so this can stand.”
  


    Her voice trembled. She pressed a palm to the wall, grounding herself in the cool stone, the friction real enough amidst so much luxury. For a moment, her awareness flickered: in a curved mosaic, she saw her own face—eyes hollowed by dreams she didn’t want. She staggered, struggling to anchor her sense of self.
  


    “You with me?” Ezren asked, a note of concern rising above the hush.
  


    “Barely,” Sable managed. “It’s so easy—just to stop fighting. To let yourself dream until nothing hurts anymore.”
  


    “We need your pain,” Ezren said, his voice firm. “It’s what keeps us honest. Don’t let Reverie take that, even if it means suffering.”
  


    They leaned together in a rare moment of closeness, two strangers holding desperately to the memory of suffering, finding in shared pain the shape of purpose. With effort, they pressed on—watching, listening. They overheard whispers of a masked council meeting, talk of new experiments with dream conduits, nobles wagering on the spread of unrest below. Names floated through the air—Dream Architects, each more mysterious than the last, each rumored to have rewritten whole sections of paradise for amusement or ambition.
  


    As Reverie’s golden streets curved away, Sable caught herself glancing backward—remembering her first mural scrawled in the City Below, her mother’s lost song, the taste of real rain. She held on, even as Reverie’s soft music tried to drown out the chorus of truth.
  


    Dusk crept across the city, igniting every glass facade into fire. At the edge of the plaza, Sable and Ezren exchanged glances, knowing that losing themselves here was as dangerous as being discovered by the Dream Architects themselves.
  


    “Tomorrow, we find the council,” Sable vowed, voice steady for the first time since their ascent. “No more hiding or pretending. We confront what they’ve built.”
  


    As the first stars kindled above Reverie’s impossible skyline, Sable held tightly to her pain and her purpose, trusting that the city’s dreams—no matter how beautiful—would not erase what mattered most.
  











Chapter 13: Gilded Cages


    Sable and Ezren ghosted along the latticework of Reverie’s lower towers, their reflections splintered across endless glass. Behind every sweeping arch a labyrinth waited, but Ezren’s careful eye found the hidden service access at the edge of an orchid-strewn garden—a false door masked by humming vines. They slipped through into the belly of paradise, guided by the map’s pulsing lines still etched painfully in Sable’s mind.
  


    Inside, the beauty gave way to horror: the Dream Conduits were not myths but monstrous truths. Beneath the marble walkways, fat roots pulsed and groaned with stolen light. The air was thick with the reek of copper and ancient secrets. Great glass columns bulged with liquid color, tubing reservoir after reservoir, drawing up the despair harvested from those below. Unconscious figures hung in shimmering cradles along the conduits, their faces caught between bliss and emptiness—a perpetual harvest masked as deliverance.
  


    “Gods,” Ezren breathed, fighting the urge to retch. “They’re using them as batteries. None of this is real.”
  


    Sable’s fists clenched. Every instinct begged her to recoil, but her empathy cut deeper. She knelt by a young woman floating in the blue-glass stasis, palm pressing to the vessel. “They’re alive… and trapped. I can feel all of them, Ezren. More than dreaming. It’s like the city eats what makes them human and spits back only beauty.”
  


    “If you can reach her—wake her—maybe you can break the circuit,” Ezren urged, his voice tight, voice trembling between hope and fear.
  


    Sable drew on her unraveling Oneiromancy, channeling her own pain as a lever against the system’s peace. Through the glass, she seeded a vision not of comfort, but of memory and choice—a mural’s worth of rebellion coalescing in a flash behind the woman’s eyelids. The process nearly broke her: sweat beaded, her chest clenched as if the conduits themselves tried to siphon her spirit. The price was real—she felt a piece of herself tear away, a desperate yearning for the easy emptiness of oblivion. But she persisted. The captive’s eyes snapped open.
  


    The woman gasped and fell forward, coughing dream-watery breath. Blonde curls plastered to her pale face, she blinked at Sable and Ezren—then seized Sable by the wrist. “You pulled me out. I thought I was dead,” she managed, voice raw but stubborn. “Name’s Lys. And whatever fight you’re starting, I want in.”
  


    Sable, shaken, eyed her warily. “You’re from above. Why risk everything for strangers?”
  


    Lys squared her shoulders, a fire in her bruised gaze. “I was born into this garden, but I’m no architect of dreams. I painted on the inside—was punished for doubt. You—” She hesitated, wonder and conviction battling beneath her exhaustion. “You made me remember anger. Thank you. For that, I’d risk paradise.”
  


    Sable felt her walls falter as Lys’s hand squeezed hers: hope—a fragile, dangerous thing—stirred in her. Lys’s sincerity and naiveté were like acid and light, grinding against the gritty bitterness at Sable’s core. “It’s not a revolution if you’ve never lost anything,” Sable muttered.
  


    “Isn’t that why you’re here?” Lys countered, searching her gaze. “To remind us what we’ve forgotten? You carry pain like a banner.”
  


    Ezren pressed fingers to his wound, glancing between them. “If we’re going to argue the meaning of suffering, we’d better not do it here. Someone will notice the alarm’s been tripped.”
  


    His warning proved prophetic. A thunder of footsteps rang from the high catwalks—gold-masked Enforcers, drawn by the disturbance, laser lights flashing furious red. One barked an order, and the sound of pursuit echoed through the marble-walled corridors.
  


    Sable’s mind spun—pain from her magic, hope from Lys’s rescue, dread from the alarms. “We run,” she decided, grabbing Lys’s hand, Ezren at her side. They bolted through the low-lit arteries of paradise’s underbelly, juking past stunned attendants and living murals that turned their painted heads to watch them flee.
  


    They burst out into sunlight, breathless, as sirens wailed behind. For a moment, hope and terror mingled in Sable’s lungs: they had cracked the shell of Reverie’s perfection, liberated a dreamer, and found a new companion. Yet the price was angered Enforcers and the looming shadow of the masked council—proving once more that the closer you climbed to paradise, the sharper its teeth.
  


    As the trio dashed for cover among overgrown arcades and mirrored pools, Sable was left questioning—could she trust hope in the company of suffering, or would paradise always devour the things that tried to change it? 
  


    The answer, Sable knew, would come at a cost she was no longer certain she could pay.
  











Chapter 14: The Architects' Court


    They didn’t make it far. Lys’s breath was still ragged from her rescue when masked Enforcers cut them off in a glass-tiled arcade, weapons raised in gleaming silence. Sable, Ezren, and Lys were surrounded, forced to their knees, then hauled through corridors that seemed to reweave themselves with every blink. The city above had a thousand faces, but none so cold as the mask of the law.
  


    The trio was ushered into a chamber unlike anything else in Reverie. Its walls were crafted from a single arc of living crystal, refracting rainbows so sharp they left afterimages in Sable’s vision. On a raised dais stood the Dream Architects—four of them—each in flawless attire, masks porcelain or gold, their movements elegant and glacial. Every gesture rippled with practiced confidence, charisma so intense it felt toxic, the sheer force of their presence making air hard to breathe.
  


    “You trespass in pursuit of truth,” intoned the Architect in the mask of cascading silver lines. “But you misunderstand the mercy of our design.”
  


    Another, masked in blue lacquer, continued smoothly. “Utopia for the worthy, peace in perpetual sleep for the rest. Aren’t you tired of struggle? Each act of rebellion poisons the dream—costing your own people more.”
  


    Lys stiffened, her anger barely concealed. “You use us as ballast. You call it paradise because you ignore the cost.”
  


    The tallest Architect fixed Sable with a gaze as chilling as absence. “You, dream-stealer: you can shape nightmares, enter souls, seed hope. That should horrify you. Accept what we offer—join us, and we’ll restore what was taken. You could see your mother again, endlessly perfect, pain erased.”
  


    Sable’s heart slammed against her ribs. Temptation flickered—a vision of her mother whole, laughing, safe from want. Her gift, controlled. Her past rewritten in gold and light. All she would need to do was turn away, step back, stop fighting, let go of guilt. The city below would fade, but her personal agony would at last dissolve into paradise.
  


    Her fingers clenched. “You offer me escape,” she whispered, “not justice. You’d erase the pain that makes me real, erase everyone’s suffering—by erasing us.”
  


    “Pain is a flaw,” said the youngest Architect. “Let us perfect you.”
  


    Sable’s denial was a bright stone in her chest. “No. If hope costs the truth, leave me the truth. I’d rather wake with the pain than sleep beneath a lie.”
  


    Ezren’s voice joined hers, trembling but stronger with every word. “We choose freedom and memory. No matter the cost.”
  


    Lys laughed, bitter and fearless. “Keep your heaven. I’d rather paint madness than be your blank slate.”
  


    The Architects’ masks tilted in tandem, a single organism wounded by genuine refusal. “So be it. If you will not join, then you will be forgotten.” Magic pooled in the floor, quicksilver shadows rising like oil smoke.
  


    A torrent of illusions rushed over the trio, drowning them in a maelstrom of agony, nostalgia, and doubt. Sable’s senses fragmented—her own voice echoing in endless corridors, her name unraveling. Pain lanced through her as the Architects sought to peel away memories, strip apart identity, reduce resistance to static.
  


    Sable clung to a final glimmer of realness—Ezren’s hand in hers, Lys’s stubborn shout, the memory of loss that would not fade. The world fluxed: they tumbled through a hellscape of broken cityscapes, halls that looped into infinity, truths slipping like water between their fingers.
  


    Sable fought to hold on. She focused on sensation—rough stone, the taste of iron, the weight of a friendly hand. The Architects’ magic—Oneiromancy at its most seductive and cruel—pushed deeper, and with every assault she felt herself teeter closer to the edge.
  


    “We’re still here,” Sable whispered through gritted teeth, more to herself than to her friends, sweat standing on her brow as reality blurred to the edge of loss. “We endure. We…”
  


    The architects’ laughter was chill, echoing in mind and body. And then, slowly, the nightmare-prison closed around Sable, Ezren, and Lys, swallowing them into a darkness where the only way forward was through memory—and the will to become more than a dreamer’s shadow.
  











Chapter 15: Breaking the Loops


    Sable’s world spun through color and teeth and noise—a rush of nightmare that felt too intimate to be anything but real. When the Architects cast them into the dream-prison, she shattered not all at once, but in relentless cycles. It began the same way each time: standing before her mother, arms outstretched, only to watch her collapse back into the arms of oblivion as Sable’s murals wept red. Again and again she failed to save her, waking in cold sweats within the looping landscape of dreams.
  


    In another corridor, Ezren relived the fevered death of his sister, locked in a clinic cell while he pounded helplessly at barred glass—sometimes the child’s face warped into Lys’s, sometimes Sable’s, never quite delivering the mercy he longed for. For Lys, the nightmare was a lush gallery filled with copies of her own artwork, each painting mocked by blank-faced critics wearing the Architects’ masks. The colors drained, her hands turned to stone, her art erased.
  


    Sable fought the cycle, tried to paint cracks in the world with memory and broken rules, but every rebellion seemed to repair itself. After an eternity, she noticed a detail: the nightmares could never quite mimic her spontaneous flourishes—spirals drawn with grit and hungry hope, fragments of unfinished rebellion smeared in desperate color.
  


    “It’s their blind spot,” she gasped aloud—not certain if the words echoed only inside her own skull, or if they crossed the illusory walls that separated her from the others. “They can’t create—only repeat. Only control.”
  


    She seized on that paradox, clawing lucidity from terror. In her mother’s dream, Sable dipped her hand in red paint and sketched a door on the blackened wall. It flared to life, bright as blood. “Ezren! Lys!” she cried, hurling herself through the threshold as the nightmare frothed and strove to snap her back.
  


    Ezren was pounding at the clinic window, sinking into hopelessness, when colors bled into his sky, forming a hand—Sable’s hand. She painted cracks in the glass, called his name. “You’re more than their loop, Ezren. Come through.” He hesitated—tears, shame, relief. The glass shattered, spilling him into Sable’s world.
  


    Together, they thundered through dream corridors, the walls stitched tight with nightmare logic that buckled whenever Sable swept color or Ezren named his anguish aloud. When they reached Lys, she was curled on the floor, silent as the architects erased every one of her imagined canvases. Sable offered her a brush, Ezren a word of faith. Lys, trembling, slashed vivid, impossible scenes onto the walls—flowers that bled, faces that laughed, a world more real that the one behind the mask.
  


    Their dreams began to cross, connecting at every scar and hope. Sable felt a surge in her power, something dangerous and bright: she was no longer only a thief, but a creator—capable now of forging and unmaking dreams in tandem. The cost pulsed through her: for every new bridge she formed, some memory grew more threadbare, some piece of her heart became heavier. But freedom was near.
  


    As the nightmare architecture shattered, Sable suddenly saw an old, familiar face—Aris, her childhood art mentor, illuminated in a shaft of stained-glass light. “You always feared you’d lose yourself,” he murmured. His phantom hand rested on her shoulder, warm and heartbreakingly real. “Sometimes you must let go. What you build for others survives longer than what you try to hoard.”
  


    “Don’t leave me,” Sable whispered. The dream demanded her choice: to stay and be comforted, or to move forward in hurt and uncertainty.
  


    Aris smiled, eyes kind. “You know the way out. Paint it.” He faded, leaving Sable in tears, her loss blooming raw. She poured her grief into the final act, sculpting a swirling portal through which Ezren, Lys, and she tumbled—out of the nightmare and into waking pain.
  


    They landed breathless, battered, on the cold marble of a hidden arcade within Reverie, the city’s hush strangely profound after so much chaos. Their flesh and minds strained by magic’s toll, they clung to one another—dazed by what they’d survived, and by the power Sable now recognized as both a gift and a wound.
  


    Somewhere above, the Dream Architects stirred, aware that for the first time their prisoners had rewritten the laws of sleep. Below, the world threatened eruption, and Sable grieved the loss of her most trusted guide—her hands stained with hope and heartbreak in equal measure.
  


    But as they rested together in the hush, newfound trust and a sense of purpose passed between the three survivors, forging them as true allies on the eve of the coming storm.
  











Chapter 16: Unlikely Rebellion


    The trio crouched in the damp shadows beneath Reverie, breathless from their narrow escape. The marble arcade above shimmered with silent alarms, but here—amid the tangle of conduits, forgotten shrines, and fungal glow—Sable could almost feel the city’s real heart beating. It was here, according to maps in dream and waking, that the ritual network fed paradise’s hunger: the roots that drew on pain below to sculpt Glory above.
  


    “This is it,” Sable whispered. She saw hope and fear war for primacy in Ezren’s eyes. Lys, bruised but resolute, stared at the pulsing infrastructure with something between awe and betrayal.
  


    “We’re really going to do this,” Lys said, but some of the certainty had drained from her voice. “What if Reverie collapses? What if… we just make it worse?”
  


    Ezren looked away, voice rough: “I watched my sister dream herself to death. If paradise is built on our suffering, let it fall.”
  


    Sable felt the weight of her power pooling inside her—both burden and blade. “And what if we just become what we fight? What if weaponizing dreams, even for freedom, makes me another tyrant?”
  


    Lys’s gaze steadied. “But you’ve let us choose. The Architects never did.” Her words faltered, but she held out her hand, and Sable clasped it. Ezren squeezed her shoulder. For one vulnerable instant, their alliance—unlikely and bruised—felt like the purest rebellion the city had ever known.
  


    Sable called on her oneiromancy, flinching at the exhaustion and ache that reverberated along every scar and memory. “Everyone’s afraid, above and below. If we don’t give them a reason to fight, the cycle repeats. We need more than an army; we need a shared dream—one they can choose, not one forced on them.”
  


    Slipping through the maintenance channels and prayer-niches, they found slum-dwellers pressed into labor, and privileged dreamers drifting in trances along milk-white corridors. Sable began to seed waking, raw visions into the night—memories of injustice, flashes of solidarity, pain relabeled as a badge of survival, hope as a weapon. Ezren whispered encouragements and organized the hesitant; Lys, with color and words and smile, drew artists and musicians and the lost to their side.
  


    The rebellion was a mosaic, not a mob: a doctor tending the sick with unapproved herbs, a dream-guide sabotaging a feed, a row of children with faces painted bright red, marching and singing that the world was not fixed, not finished. The air around Reverie began to warp—illusions fragmenting, gilded spires shuddering at the base as the network destabilized. Cracks opened across the lowest skybridges, let in the stinging smell of City Below’s real rain.
  


    Within the trio, tension knotted and frayed. Lys struggled to see her people as the enemy while believing in change; Ezren’s voice sometimes shook as he relived losses triggered by Sable’s dreamwork. Sable herself hovered on the edge, using her empathy as a firebrand—worrying that her own anger might poison even healing dreams.
  


    “We can’t undo all the hurt,” Lys whispered, seeing one of her old teachers weeping in the midst of a ruined salon. “You can’t paint paradise whole when the canvas is torn.”
  


    “But you can use the tear,” Sable replied, voice hoarse. “Let them see what they lost. Let them decide, even if it hurts.” She pressed her palm to the trembling wall as ripples of waking hope began to infect Reverie’s currents, spreading faster than the Architects could contain.
  


    Then, from above, came a guttural roar—the Dream Architects themselves conjuring new defenses, illusions thickening around the spire’s core as all semblance of restraint was cast aside. The rebellion surged, drawn toward the city’s ritual heart, as false heavens trembled with the weight of memories brought into light.
  


    As an uncanny rain fell—one part water, one part dreamstuff—Sable and her allies advanced, the fate of both worlds riding on what they chose to build or destroy at the heart of Reverie’s unraveling.
  











Chapter 17: Collapse and Confrontation


    It started with a fracturing—a high whine that rippled from Reverie’s roots out through every dream conduit, rattling glass and trembling stone. Sable felt it as a pulse of wrongness, echoing in her teeth and in the fevered fragment fused to her ribs. Beneath the spires, the rebellion boiled over: slum-dwellers advanced through cracked marble, dreamers broken from their trances emerged blinking and enraged. Distant, desperate, the Enforcers unleashed their arsenal—tear gas, shock-hymns, storms of hallucinatory color—but the city had surpassed their control, the lines between waking and dreaming well and truly undone.
  


    “We keep going!” Sable shouted, dragging Ezren and Lys with her through a rain of shattered memories and electrostatic hail. People wailed as catwalks melted to ladders of bone, fountains disgorged not water but dreams incarnate: lost loved ones, newborn guilt, nameless terror. All of Reverie shuddered as dream-stuff seeped through every split seam.
  


    The trio fought toward the heart of the riot, where the roots of Reverie’s magic throbbed with the city’s anguish. There, the Dream Architects awaited, masks cracked but proud, their presence radiating power and disdain. Without words, the duel commenced—not of blades, but of will: minds flung together in a realm neither wholly real nor imagined, a field where every memory was grist for the struggle.
  


    The Architects conjured storms of illusion—Sable’s mother whole and laughing, Ezren’s sister beckoning, Lys’s art restored in unimaginable glory. Each vision was a snare, seductive as song, seeking to pull them under. Against this, Sable rallied her well of pain and hope, wielding her Oneiromancy as both sword and thread. She anchored Ezren and Lys with memories: holding hands in the darkness, the heat of rebellion, laughter over stolen tea.
  


    But each act took its toll. Ezren’s wound, battered anew, left him reeling in hallucination, and Lys began to mistake real for nightmare, sobbing as her paintings bled into the floor. Sable herself bled from nose and ear, bones rattling with agony, her grip on self blurring as the fragment inside threatened to overtake her—a chorus of voices urging her to simply let go, to taste the sweetness of oblivion.
  


    She teetered on that edge, vision tunneling as the Dream Architects pressed harder. “This can end, Sable,” they crooned, their voices joined in a single, inhuman harmony. “For once, rest. Pain forgotten. City forgiven. Mother restored. Take it—”
  


    Sable nearly surrendered. For an agonizing moment, she felt herself slipping—saw her mother’s arms open, scented with lavender and song, saw Ezren and Lys safe in a world without fear, saw herself folding into the infinite soft dark. Peace, in the purest sense. Every injury, every heartache, every failure—erased as easily as a smudge on glass.
  


    But then Ezren’s voice pierced the haze, ragged with pain and love. “You’re not alone! Sable—we matter. The pain means we’re alive!” Lys reached through the smoke, locking eyes with Sable, a wild thread of color unspooling from her fingers. “Don’t let memory go! Dream with us. Dream real.”
  


    The words clawed Sable back. Every bruise, cut, bond, every single loss that had shaped her—she found them, cherished them. Defiantly, she refused the hollow relief. Her power, trembling and near-spent, flared with something different this time: choice, and the echo of those she loved.
  


    The psychic duel exploded in a storm of color and anguish, overthrowing the Architects’ false peace. All around, Reverie’s towers buckled, dream and waking tearing apart as the rebellion poured in—slum and dreamer united, forging new bridges in riot and hope.
  


    As the foundations of paradise quaked, Sable staggered, Ezren supporting her bloody form. Lys, eyes bright through tears, whispered, “We are here. We’re still here.” Their enemies lay scattered, but the greatest trial—one last, irreversible choice—loomed ahead, and the future of the city trembled on the next heartbeat.
  











Chapter 18: Seeds of Waking


    Reverie trembled, its very architecture shuddering as waking chaos shredded the last veils of illusion. Sable stood at the epicenter of a world teetering between annihilation and rebirth, battered and bleeding, Ezren and Lys at her side. The ghost of the dream fragment burned inside her, offering salvation if only she’d embrace oblivion—and her mother’s memory shimmered at the edges of her thoughts, tender and urgent. All around, riot and riotous hope surged as Enforcers faltered and the Dream Architects closed ranks, their masks cracked, their voices unbraiding into gibbering fragments.
  


    “It’s too much,” Ezren warned, struggling to keep Sable on her feet. “If you spend it, there’s no going back.”
  


    Sable pressed trembling fingers to her heart. “No paradise is worth the world that pays for it.” She stared at the fragment, feeling every possibility: to surrender, rescue her mother and hundreds in endless sleep—or to fight for something dirtier, harder, real. She lifted her chin, pain and hope braided together. “We wake them. All of them.”
  


    Lys, wild and luminous after the fight, seized Sable’s hand. “I’ll show them the truth through art—they’ll have to see.”
  


    Drawing deep on everything she’d ever loved or lost, Sable unleashed her full power. The fragment thrashed, threatening to tear apart what remained of her mind, but she used her Oneiromancy to go outward not inward—to reach into the seams of Reverie and fill them not with comfort, but with restless, honest dreaming. The pain nearly stopped her heart; memories inside her fissured, some gone forever, and exhaustion swept through her like winter rain.
  


    Dreamers jolted awake citywide. The slum-dwellers, the comatose wealthy, the ragged rebels and dream-guides—they all blinked, stunned, into a world that was not utopia but the jagged truth. Lys, at Sable’s side, conjured impossible murals across every exposed surface: panoramic visions of pain, beauty, fury, and forgiveness. Her artistry amplified Sable’s power—wherever a mural spread, people dreamed their lives honestly, contending with both love and suffering in the public square.
  


    The Dream Architects howled, undone as the roles they’d authored unraveled before them. Their forms flickered, masks tumbling free to reveal faces indistinct and ruined. “You have doomed us,” they intoned, a dozen voices shredding at once. “Without the dream, what are we?”
  


    “Alive,” Sable spat, her words raw with cost. “Free to make it matter.”
  


    Reverie’s towers groaned, their light shifting as fractures spiderwebbed from foundation to spire. Ezren’s voice, braced with love and mourning, grounded the populace—he spoke out, urging the rioting masses to hold fast to one another, to help the wounded, to face the pain awake. Lys’s murals settled into place, vivid records of this revolution.
  


    Sable nearly collapsed, emptied of power and memory, haunted by what she’d lost—including the chance to ever see her mother whole again. She let herself grieve, leaning into Ezren and Lys, both shaken and fiercely present. The cost was everywhere: some dreams lost forever, some wounds too raw to forget, alliances redrawn in the blood and light of a new day.
  


    But as the morning sun filtered through the remains of the city’s upper bridges, Sable saw strangers helping strangers, children painting over ruins, elders watching the dawn with real tears. Reverie was wounded—foundation shattered, illusions gone—but in their place grew the first, fragile seeds of honest waking.
  


    Sable drew her arms around her friends, unsure what came next but willing to face it as herself. Behind her, the spellbroken spires caught the light, not with perfection but with something better: hope, messy and alive.
  











Chapter 19: The Dawning Slum


    The city was strange in the aftermath of revolution—a place both broken and new. Reverie’s towers no longer soared untouched above the world; their glass-and-gold façades were cracked, trailing vines from the City Below. Skybridges wound downward like healing scars, linking districts that had been kept apart by dream and law. Sable limped through the streets with Ezren and Lys, the bruises of their ordeal a quiet ache in every footfall. The ruins birthed new gardens: wild color spilled from shattered palaces, and children chalked bright defiance on the curb stones where dreams had once been currency.
  


    Sable carried a hollowness where the dream fragment had once throbbed, a place no power could refill. She mourned her mother — the possibility of restoration forever lost — but the ache was clean, honest. Grief bloomed where guilt had lived, watered by Ezren’s steady understanding and Lys’s inventive light. The three sat on a mosaic step while workers from all walks of life began, haltingly, to clear debris and mend pipes. Revived dreamers squinted in the daylight, their hands unsteady as they discovered the weight and relief of unscripted waking.
  


    In the plaza’s center, the surviving Dream Architects stood unmasked, stripped of their illusions, their faces unremarkable and unsure. Most wandered the edge, ignored by those they’d ruled. One Architect, trembling, tried to speak, but her words vanished beneath a chorus of children’s laughter and hammers rebuilding what had been torn apart. Sable watched, pity mixing with satisfaction—their power gone, their stories irrelevant in the dawn of something uncertain but real.
  


    “Does it hurt?” Lys asked gently, eyes tracing the scars along Sable’s arm.
  


    “Some wounds are worth carrying,” Sable replied, voice ragged and true. “I used to think pain was a sign I’d failed. Now I know we’re meant to feel it—so we can know hope when it comes.”
  


    Ezren nodded, his own hands roughened by tending the sick and grieving. “It was never about building a perfect world. Just one that we could face—together.”
  


    The three shared a fragile laugh, relief softening their exhaustion. Around them, neighbors who had been enemies only days before handed out food, patched broken walls, began tentative trades. Reverie was no longer above or below; it was simply here, its scars visible, its history undeniable. Light filtered through unbarred windows, carrying the clear notes of a street musician’s song. No more forced dreams, no more sleepwalkers—the air felt raw, but Sable breathed it in, willing herself to hold the beauty and ache at equal measure.
  


    In a quiet moment, Sable knelt and pressed her palm to the earth—the same place she’d once painted wings for escape. “I stayed awake,” she murmured, “even when I wanted to sleep.”
  


    Ezren crouched beside her, offering a crooked smile. Lys joined them, strong and stubborn, her own eyes bright with tears that reflected ruin and sunrise alike. “We did more than survive,” Lys said. “We made something nobody will ever forget.”
  


    The city was still wounded, still uncertain, but already, Sable could see the beginnings of honest dreaming—children painting, people grieving and forgiving, communities finding their voices. She stood, shoulders squared against the beautiful, uncharted future, anchored by the friends at her side.
  











Chapter 20: A World Rewritten


    The city was not healed, but it was alive in a way Sable had never imagined. She wandered through streets bearing the scars of revolution—one-eyed statues toppled from their pedestals, shattered bridges now bolstered with mosaic tiles, gardens coaxed from crumbled stone by patient hands. The trembling towers of old Reverie no longer floated untouched above; light now spilled between districts, glinting against market stalls selling both bread and dreams, the two no longer irreconcilable.
  


    Sable traced her route through history: the alley where she’d painted her first mural, wings bursting through a concrete halo; the fungus-lit alcove where she and Ezren forged their first, fragile alliance; the tram depot once shrouded in fear, now host to children sketching their wishes on its walls. Each place bore ghosts, but their shadows did not haunt as they once had. They were reminders—of pain survived and change won through struggle.
  


    In the hush of early morning, Sable finally stood before the mural she’d painted of her mother—the wild-winged figure vaulting from the slums into imagined light. The colors had faded, and violet dripped down the stone, but now she saw truth in the cracks: a story etched not of defeat but endurance. She placed her hand on the old wall, her breath shaky but sure, and let herself remember with gentleness what she could not change. Her mother’s memory was a wound, but also a root. “Rest, now,” Sable whispered, not for her mother alone but for herself. “You’ve let me go.”
  


    The city had not granted peace, but it offered the chance to build it. In a sunlit square, Ezren taught groups of children and exhausted elders simple healing arts, showing them how skill, patience, and honest care could anchor hope. He laughed a little more freely now, his own burdens lighter, his faith in waking life rippling outward.
  


    On the city’s highest surviving wall, Lys—once captive to utopian fantasy, now fiercely present—unfurled a mural across the skyline. Her paints poured out defiance and truth: pain and joy revealed beneath vanished masks, hands reaching for each other rather than for escape. Sable watched her, pride glowing quiet and fierce in her heart.
  


    Life was not easy. Skirmishes still broke out among old rivals reconciling their place in the world. Some citizens struggled with the weight of awakening, tentatively choosing which dreams to abandon and which to carry forward. The exiled Dream Architects, faded and anonymous, wandered the fringes, learning what it meant to live unadorned. But no single hand forced the city’s future. Instead, every day offered a new act of creation—murals, songs, repaired homes, promises kept in ink and memory.
  


    Sable, for her part, grew used to waking not with dread but with expectation. She found herself surrounded by unlikely family: Ezren’s quiet constancy, Lys’s tempestuous laughter, the friends gained and lost along the way. Oneiromancy, once a burden and a fear, now curled quietly within her—a tool, not a curse. She used it to help others cope with nightmares, not to replace what couldn’t be fixed, but to offer vision and courage in facing the truth.
  


    On the morning of the city’s first new festival, Sable walked Reverie’s reborn avenues. The air was heavy with the chalk and smoke of change, children’s songs rising wild above the rooftops, their feet dusted with violet paint—living proof that dreams, and suffering, could walk hand in hand. She climbed the steps to Lys’s mural, joined by Ezren and a slow-gathering crowd, and picked up her brush once more.
  


    The first strokes were hesitant, then bold—a wing, a scar, a face turned to the honest dawn. There would be more pain, more rebuilding ahead. But Sable met the coming day awake, alive, and refusing to run. She painted not to escape but to remember, each brushstroke an oath to the world she loved at last for all its cracks.
  


    As the sun climbed above the fractured spires, Sable stepped back from the glowing wall, her friends at her side, the city stretched wide and unfinished before them. This was their world rewritten: imperfect, unbroken, and wide awake.
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