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For My Mother

Who has always believed in my dreams.
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Prologue

Nothing living comes here willingly.

Not birds. Not beasts. Not men.

Except the fly.

It buzzes across the rocky plateau, a barren place no map remembers, skimming stone and gravel worn smooth by forgotten storms.

It circles a lone grey building, a forgotten laboratory whose walls are cracked and bleached by time, perched by a mirror-still lake.

A hum.

A thrum.

Inside, green light flickers behind the glass. Sickly, unnatural.

They say the place is cursed.

That nothing living dares to come near.

The fly slips through a crack in the window.

It settles on the rim of a vast glass vat filled with threads.

Not silk. Not string.

But nightmares.

Poisonous, tangled dream threads. They pulse like wounded nerves.

The fly has no mind to flay, no soul to wound. It flits away as the nightmares stir, reaching for it with whisper-thin tips.

In the shadows, a young man, barely more than a boy, sits at a console. His eyes are rimmed with sleeplessness, his lips pressed tight with unease. He stretches his hand out, hovering over a switch.

For a moment, he hesitates.

Then he flicks it.

Electricity lances through the vat.

The threads convulse.

They learn humans can be cruel.

The boy exhales. Rubs the back of his head and checks his watch.

The nightmares shudder. Then fall still.

They learn to hate.

The threads know no love. Only pain. And someone, somewhere, has fed them plenty.

They say nothing made is ever wasted.

They do not know a secret has been stolen.

Old magic that should have been left to sleep.

Far to the south, in the Citadel of Mirrors, festival lights glow like distant dreams. Bright. Oblivious. But not for long.

Because the Citadel, once sacred, once sealed, is leaking at the seams.

Stolen magic. Dangerous secrets.

And in the north, something is stirring.

Something angry.

Something hungry.

And very soon, it will be free.
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CHAPTER ONE Threadlight Turns Dark


A long time ago, when the Citadel was still being carved into the hills by hand and hope, the founders discovered a way to turn dreams into potions. Not just the nice ones, like riding sky-lions or finding treasure, but the strange, important dreams. Warnings. Memories. Hopes too big to say out loud.

Every year since then, the Citadel celebrates by releasing some of those dreams into the sky.

The Threadlight Festival.

Lanterns swing across the market square, like fireflies on strings. Gold for joy, yellow for friendship, pink for secrets you’re not ready to share. The cobbled square is packed with food stalls and visitors and the air smells of cinnamon, pineapple fritters and woodsmoke.

Rafi pulls me along. ‘Come on, Mimi, keep up!’

A group of Citadel Elders pass us, merrily humming an old song out of tune. I spot Madame Griffin in discussion with a healer from the dream tower. Two apprentice teachers juggle glowing dream threads while being chased by a cluster of excitable children.

On the other side of the square, I glimpse a woman with sharp eyes and tailored clothing. She stands apart from the celebration, surveying the crowd with a cold smile. As though she’s cataloguing secrets. I wonder who she is, what she must think of the Citadel, but my thoughts are pulled away by a troupe of masked children jostling past, paper wings fluttering on their backs.

Lalu perches on my shoulder, hummingbird feathers glimmering blue and gold in the lantern light. My dream creature. My companion since the day I learned to hunt and thread dreams into potions. She hums with restless energy and keeps a beady eye on the other dream creatures circling overhead. A starling gets too close and earns a scolding from Lalu’s sharp beak.

‘You’re daydreaming again,’ Rafi says, biting a slice of mango he definitely did not pay for.

There’s a roguish grin on his face, a grin I know too well. Rafi spent his early years slipping through the Mumbai alleyways and markets, learning to survive on laughter and quick feet long before he joined the Citadel. Now, he’s my best friend, always ready with a joke. Or a distraction.
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‘I was thinking deep and important thoughts, actually.’

‘Oh really?’ He raises an eyebrow. ‘What about?’

I squint at him. ‘I was wondering if starlings gossip, or if that’s strictly a pigeon thing.’

The fruit vendor notices Rafi, who gives a sheepish grin and tosses over some coins. He finishes the mango with the kind of theatrical sorrow only he can manage.

The market pulls us forward, stall by stall. A pink swirl of candyfloss, samosas crackling on a nearby stove, and something so spiced it makes my eyes water. Lalu bobs above it, wings twitching with curiosity.

We watch dream threads, thin glowing strands, float skyward from folded papers cupped in people’s hands.

Lalu zips upward into the crowd.

‘Lalu!’ I call, scanning the sky, but she is a disappearing dot. Weaving between heads and lanterns.

‘She’s just exploring,’ Rafi says with a shrug, though his dream creature Mithi tightens her grip on his shoulder and lets out a low chirp.

‘She never explores alone on festival night,’ I say, heart stumbling into a panicked rhythm. My voice sounds far away, buried under festival laughter.

We scan the crowd. No flash of green-blue wings. Just music and masks and paper lights.

‘Something’s wrong,’ I whisper.

‘Where?’

‘There.’ I point to a blue blur of wings near the domed roof of the Library of Forgotten Dreams. At first it looks like always. White stone, windows lit by the rows of bottled dreams inside.

Then I see it.

A thread. Thin, sickly green, almost invisible. Crawling up the wall of the Library of Forgotten Dreams like a vein of poison. It twitches. Like it knows it’s being watched.

My heart clenches painfully, the music and laughter warping into distant, meaningless noise.

‘It’s moving,’ Rafi says.

It is. The thread winds upwards in a slow curl, vanishing when I try to focus. As if slipping behind my eyes.

A flicker of blue.

Cold fear washes over me, sharp and undeniable.

Lalu.

She loops above the library, frantic, following the thread in tight circles.

I call to her but she is too far away.

Then I hear it.

A whisper.

Not a sound exactly, more like a feeling across my skin.

It slides into my ears, cold and strange. The syllables are slippery, ancient, broken into pieces that do not quite fit together.

Then one word finds shape.

Curse.

I stumble backwards.

The noise of the festival crashes back into focus. Laughter. Music. The clatter of feet.

‘Mimi?’ Rafi is beside me, holding my arm.

‘I heard something,’ I murmur.

Before he can respond, Lalu dives.

One moment she is zipping past a spice stall. The next, she is jabbing at a boy’s face with her beak.

He screams. Falls back.

And from Lalu’s beak, something falls.

A thread.

Sickly green and pulsing like it’s alive.

It slithers onto the boy’s chest and coils. Moving slowly, hissing faintly.

He convulses.

I run to him and without thinking I grab the thread.

My fingers close around it instinctively, and pain blooms like hot ice beneath my skin. A bitter taste floods my mouth, and a flood of dark whispers scratch inside my ears, cold, insistent and again that word.

Curse.

I yank my hand back and fling the thing away. It shatters into a shimmer of green ash.

The boy wails, curled in his mother’s arms.

People slow down as they pass. Voices. Questions. My heart thunders as I scan the skies for Lalu, then find her huddled by the wall of the Library.

Mithi flutters over the boy and drops a soft, golden thread onto his chest. It sinks into his skin and his breathing settles.

I watch from afar as he blinks and clutches his mother tight.

People move on. The boy and his mother move on.

But I cannot. My hand still stings, and my dream creature is riddled with strange green nightmare threads.

She drops into the crate Rafi offers without a fight. Then she folds her wings and curls into herself.

‘Lalu will be fine,’ says Rafi. But his voice lacks conviction.

We find a quiet alley near the edge of the market. We set the crate down, and I lift the lid.

My dream creature does not move.

Her feathers, once brilliant, are dull. Her eyes are vacant.

She lets out a low, mournful hum that fills me with a heavy dread.

Watching Lalu huddle miserably, a terrible truth settles in my chest. Dreams were crafted to heal and inspire. But this dream is not a healthy one. It’s corrupt, spiteful. How has this happened?

‘She’s afraid,’ I say. ‘Something got in.’

Rafi says nothing, because we both know. The nightmare hasn’t left. Something of it lingers.

A shadow in the air. The festival dances on. The threads keep rising, beautiful. Oblivious.

But one has fallen.

And I fear it won’t be the last.
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CHAPTER TWO The Cage and the Curse


Trouble didn’t begin with a scream. Or a shadow. Just the faint shimmer of green threads and a low whisper that made the air feel too tight to breathe. The joy of the Threadlight Festival has gone dark.

‘We need to get somewhere hidden. Somewhere safe,’ I tell Rafi.

Lalu shifts in the crate, and gives a soft screech that buzzes against my ribs.

We run.

The bread man glances up as we race past, the crate rattling in my arms, my heart lodged somewhere near my tonsils. The vendor’s eyes flicker with recognition, but even Rafi, usually more committed to fried snacks than fleeing danger, doesn’t stop.

We round the corner towards the Library of Forgotten Dreams. And stop.

Deena Dilsay is on the steps. My schoolmate and the human equivalent of a thorn bush. She’s red-faced, arms crossed and feet tapping like she’s warming up to shout.

‘Your dream creature,’ she says, ‘attacked that poor boy.’

‘It wasn’t Lalu that attacked her, It was something else.’ I grip the crate like I can protect my dream creature from what’s already happened.

Deena sees my uncertainty. ‘Tell that to the boy’s mother,’ she snaps.

Her dream creature, a bright green parrot cackles. Tell that to his mother. Tell that to his mother.

‘We’re trying to get some help,’ Rafi says. ‘A nightmare thread attacked that boy. It just appeared out of nowhere. It made Lalu act strangely.’

‘What nightmare threads? It’s Threadlight.’ Deena points to the sky where hundreds of dream threads are still rising. ‘You’re making things up.’

‘There were strange threads on the wall of the Library. Green. Moving through the cracks in the brickwork like vines,’ I say.

Deena tilts her head, studying me. ‘You always think you’re the only one who sees the truth, don’t you?’

‘Better than spreading lies,’ I shoot back.

Ma opens the door, her eyes darting from the crate to me. Her jaw tightens as she steps aside.

‘Inside. All of you.’

Rafi and I obey immediately. Deena hesitates but then follows. Even she knows this isn’t something to gossip about in the street.

The apartment is warm and shadowy, the festival light outside casting colours on the floor. Inside, a few of the senior threaders are gathered at the window to watch from above the crowds. Monsieur Sooli, chief dream threader, is always dressed like he belongs in a storybook. Today he’s excelled himself with an extravagant silk turban in red and yellow hues, and a long silk brocade jacket. He leans over the crate, curiosity sparking in his eyes, though he jumps back fast when Lalu senses him. She hurls herself against the wood with a screech.

Papa, who usually meets any disaster with rolled-up sleeves and a steady hand, just stands there blinking at me, adjusting his glasses.

I explain what happened. The green thread on the Dream Tower. The boy in the market. And how Lalu, my brave, brilliant dream creature, turned into something I don’t recognize.

Ma wraps a shawl around my shoulders, but I’m still shaking. Not from cold but terror.

‘How could such nightmares spread through the Citadel on a night like this?’ Papa murmurs, pacing the room. ‘Did you search for the dreamer? They must be suffering terribly to release a nightmare so strong.’

Shame prickles behind my eyes. ‘I didn’t think of them,’ I say quietly. ‘I was only thinking of Lalu. And the boy he attacked.’

Papa slows his pacing and stares out of the window, across the rooftops, towards the silver-barked trees of the Forest of Garh.

A nasty twist curls in my stomach. What if there are other threads out there, what if more people have been attacked? More creatures damaged?

The box trembles. Green light bleeds through the cracks. Then the words form, curling across the room like smoke.

Threads that twist, that start to churn,

What happens when they long to burn?

Shadows will pause and nightmares will scheme,

As the Night Curse starts to dream.

The air sharpens, and we freeze.

Rafi, for once, says nothing. Even Deena holds her breath.

‘The Night Curse,’ Papa says, finally breaking the silence. ‘I never thought I’d hear those words outside a tale.’

Ma snorts. ‘Legends meant to scare children. That’s all.’

Papa’s voice dips low. ‘Shadeweave nightmares,’ he murmurs, his eyes darkening. ‘We’d grown up hearing the word whispered in fear. Magic twisted into something monstrous. Nightmares that ask questions and refuse to fade.’

‘The Citadel Elders tried to contain it,’ adds Ma. ‘But people kept succumbing to the curse. But eventually it died out. I am not sure why. We should look in the ancient records. Isa Malou will have written about it.’

‘Yes, he must have a cure! Why didn’t I think of it?’ I feel a spark of hope. My ancestor, Isa, was the first Chief Librarian and had compiled a book on dream magic, called The Magic of Dreams. If anyone could have worked out a cure it would be him.

But hope slips away as Lalu utters a mournful hum.

The air sparks with a bitter tang as dark whispers fill the room.

They hurt.

They lied.

The Night Curse replied.

The room tightens around the silence that follows.

‘We have to make Lalu better,’ I say eventually. ‘I won’t let her die.’ My words come out in barely concealed sobs.

Papa sends for Madame Griffin, our head teacher. She arrives shortly after, hair pulled back, glasses perched on the end of her nose and eyebrows raised to a higher level than I’ve ever seen. Tucked under her arm is a large iron birdcage.
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‘You wanted containment,’ she says, holding it up. It looks like something dug out of a museum. Tight bars. A faint hum of old enchantments. ‘A relic from Moyna’s old dream laboratory. Repurposed, of course.’

‘Come in, Leena,’ says Papa. ‘We need your advice. Deena you can go.’

Deena shuffles out, narrowing her eyes at me for good measure but wise enough not to argue.

Ma lifts the box lid just as Papa lowers a cloth. Lalu bolts upward, all wings and fury. The cloth catches her and wraps around like a net. She pokes her beak through, shrieking.

Ma deftly grips the cloth and drops her into the cage.

Lalu lands in a tangle, her feathers flickering with green, red and black threads. Her body pulses with corrupted light. Her once-azure wings are almost translucent.

‘She’s losing her mind,’ I whisper.

Lalu curls into a heap and tucks her face under her wing. I press my face into my hands.

Papa puts a hand on my shoulder. ‘We’ll take her to the rooms of healing. There’s always a cure.’

Madame Griffin raises a brow. ‘Nothing in my notebooks covers this.’

‘We must look in The Magic of Dreams,’ says Ma.

‘We’ll fetch it, Auntie Selina!’ says Rafi brightly.

Ma opens her mouth, ready to correct him.

It’s Madame Malou to you.

But we’re already legging it.

Down the stairs.

Past the librarians setting up for morning shift, and through the doors into the main library.

Bottled dreams glimmer on rows of shelves, whispering memories and moods but we race past. Mithi flutters alongside as we take the staircase to the artefacts section.

People think dreams are fluffy, forgettable things. But here in the Citadel, they’re ingredients. Many know of the potions we craft, but few know of the old magic. Spells that can hide, disguise or even control minds.

The book is stored with the ancient manuscripts from the founding days of the Citadel. Third shelf from the right. Halfway down.

Rafi and I work our way across the shelf of dust-laden, leather-bound books. We reach the right shelf.

There’s a gap. But we know the book is protected by an invisibility charm.

Mithi flutters up, head cocked. She perches, then hops into the empty space and vanishes.

Rafi reaches in. ‘It’s not there.’

‘Let me try.’ I slide my hand in, brushing past the edge of the shelf. I tug Mithi back. She pecks my ear in protest.

I search again.

No warmth. No whisper of dream magic. The enchantment feels… thin. Like someone peeled it back a little.

The book is gone. The one book that might save Lalu. I stare at the empty shelf, heart hammering. Only a handful of people knew it existed. Even fewer could find it.

One of them took it.

And now I don’t know if I can save Lalu in time.
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CHAPTER THREE Hollow Shelves, Heavy Secrets


Whatever happened to Lalu could happen to any of us. Or to any dream creature in the Citadel. If the Night Curse has returned, The Magic of Dreams was our best defence. And now it’s gone.

But what if this is all connected? What if someone broke into the Citadel’s heart to steal the book, and with it, revive a dark magic that should have been forgotten?

Maybe these threads were corrupted on purpose. Maybe there was a plan behind this. My breath catches as the thought lands, heavy and cold.

‘Perhaps the curse was released on purpose,’ I whisper. ‘The square was full of people. Whoever did this could strike again. How many more could it hurt?’

Rafi shivers and holds Mithi closer. I push down a flush of envy. Lalu is in the healing rooms, wings trembling and dull, her bright feathers lost beneath the corruption. She’s fighting, but I don’t know how long she can hold on.

We walk the Citadel’s winding corridors, and every shadow feels sharper. The walls seem thinner, as though something unseen is pressing in.

‘You think it was her?’ Rafi asks, voice low, wary.

The question stops me cold and I know immediately who he is speaking of.

Aunt Moyna.

Her name is like a thorn in my chest. Once she was the Citadel’s greatest dream threader, until ambition swallowed her whole. She made nightmares sharper than razors, spells that nearly tore minds apart. She tricked me once with a potion laced in nightmare threads. She nearly poisoned a king to death.

But I stopped her.

‘She’s in Ratnagar now,’ I say, voice unsteady. ‘Locked away, deep underground.’ But doubt creeps in. ‘Maybe she has an ally though.’

‘She’s the only one clever enough to corrupt nightmares like this,’ Rafi says.

Ma opens the door to the apartment, stepping aside without a word. The room feels still now. No curses or whispers, but I can see the empty crate. Lalu’s absence presses down hard.

We tell my parents about the missing book.

‘Should we check visitor records?’ Rafi asks.

Papa sighs, rubbing his temples. ‘We don’t know when it vanished though. I’ll have my assistant check when it was last used.’

Ma frowns. ‘It’s a reference book. No one takes it home. The library archives were never closely guarded.’

‘Maybe they should be doing a better job then,’ I mutter.

Papa’s sharp look doesn’t scare me. Lalu is in the healing rooms now, but what if they can’t help her?

Outside, my father’s dream creature, Tala, streaks across the sky. His phoenix wings blaze gold and crimson. For a heartbeat, I envy his freedom. Then a chill settles in my bones. Could phoenixes be cursed too? Could the corruption spread to him?

‘We should warn the Citadel council,’ I say. ‘It looks like someone planned this. Perhaps even talk to our allies in the outer world.’

‘No,’ Papa says firmly. ‘The Citadel cannot look weak. We have to find the book and use it to make the cure, without delay.’

His words sting, but before I can answer, Madame Griffin steps in.

‘We must do more than find the cure. We must locate the threat,’ she says. Her voice low but sure. ‘Not just for Lalu, but for what might happen to the Citadel.’

I grip the table. ‘You think someone stole the book to stop us finding the cure?’

She nods. ‘Someone wants the Night Curse to spread.’

A frantic knock shatters the moment and an assistant bursts in, breathless. ‘It’s Lalu. She’s worse.’

We run.

Even before we reach the Dream Tower, a chorus of shrieks and hisses fills the air. Sounds that make my skin crawl.

Inside the healing room where Lalu is being kept, my breath catches.

Lalu is tangled in red and green nightmare threads, her tiny body trembling. Black strands coil like smoke, writhing with a life of their own and twisting around her, testing her, learning from her.

‘They’re growing,’ I whisper.

Papa drags the cage into the sunlight. The darkness recoils, sizzling. Some threads burn away, but others curl tighter around her wings.

She utters a strangled cry. The sound cuts me to the bone.

‘We fight darkness with light,’ Madame Griffin says. She sends assistants to bring jars of golden dream threads, which arrive like bottled starlight.

Papa’s hand is steady as he opens a jar. The threads swirl around his dream hook, trailing light. He lowers them into the cage. Stars, flowers, bright hearts that shimmer as they melt into Lalu’s feathers. For a moment, they help. Her breathing slows. Her feathers glisten.

Then the darkness returns. The threads multiply, faster than the light can chase them.

Papa’s jaw tightens. ‘This will only help so much. We need a spell to reverse the curse. We need to find the book.’

‘Until then,’ Madame Griffin says, ‘we keep feeding her dreams. It’s the only way to hold back the poison.’

She looks at me, her eyes softer than I’ve ever seen. ‘Visit her when you can, Mimi. She needs you.’

I nod, though it feels like my heart feels sore. ‘Thank you, Madame.’

As we leave, Rafi pats my arm. ‘She’ll be okay. Madame Griffin always finds a way.’

‘Not this time,’ I whisper. ‘Not with a curse like this.’

Outside, the corridor feels cold.

Lalu. The book. The curse. They’re pieces of something bigger.

Deep down, I know.

This is only the beginning.
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CHAPTER FOUR Dream Threads are Sacred


The market hums with energy as Rafi and I head home with Ma. Merchants call out, spices crackle in hot pans and the air is thick with roasted cumin and fresh bread. It should feel comforting. It doesn’t.

Every sound feels sharp, like a warning.

Ma stops at the spice vendor, plucking coriander and turmeric root with her usual brisk efficiency. She handles vegetables like she handles students. Firmly and with no nonsense.

‘Rafi, why don’t you join us this evening?’ she says, not looking up. ‘Ibrahim will be entertaining a difficult guest. There will be extra portions.’

Rafi narrows his eyes. ‘No surprise maths homework, I hope?’

Ma sometimes examines dream threading students at school. Her fearsome reputation is second only to Madame Griffin’s.

Ma smiles. ‘Perhaps a little test on dream thread classification.’

‘Madame Malou,’ he groans, ‘your offer is too good to refuse but too terrifying to trust.’

Their banter sounds normal, but all I can think about is Lalu. My tiny dream creature, locked in the rooms of healing. Her wings dull, her eyes heavy. Fighting.

‘Who’s the guest?’

Ma’s answer comes slowly, the words deliberate.

‘Someone from beyond the Northern Kingdoms.’

Rafi’s eyebrows shoot up. ‘The High Himalayas?’

‘Shimla,’ she says. ‘Celestine Dilsay.’

Her name lands like a stone in my stomach. ‘Dilsay?’ I ask, too sharply. ‘As in, Deena Dilsay?’

Ma hushes me. ‘Related, yes. She used to live in the Citadel. She was… difficult. Brilliant, but cautious. And very, very focused on money.’

A chill crawls across my skin. Among the visitors to the Threadlight festival, I remember seeing a stranger. A woman with a cold smile and eyes that missed nothing.

Could she have been Celestine?

She arrived with the Night Curse.

But so did many other outsiders.

I can’t judge Celestine yet, but I will tonight.



At home, Papa is at the table with a grey folder marked CONFIDENTIAL. Before I can get close, he slides it under a stack of napkins. His look says everything: Not for you, even if you saved the Citadel.

I make a silent promise to check later.

The knock on the door comes just as we’re laying out dinner. I busy myself stacking plates while my ears do all the heavy lifting.

Ma ushers her in, and I realize I’ve seen her more than once. Not just at the festival, but at the Auction of Nightmares when my aunt was selling poisonous dreams to invited guests. Celestine was there.

Her black hair is tightly plaited down her back and she wears a fur-trimmed cape that glints like frost. Her dress, scarlet silk threaded with gold, sways as she steps inside. Around her neck, a pendant glints like ice, cold and unfeeling.

She studies my school photo on the mantel. Madame Griffin sits in the centre, her glasses perched on the end of her nose. Celestine smiles.

‘She looks as terrifying now as she was when I was a child,’ she says.

‘I’d say she’s even more so these days,’ says Pa, ‘it’s good to see you Celestine.’

She smiles and casts her gaze across the rest of the room, her eyes resting briefly on me and Rafi before turning to Ma.

‘Your place feels smaller than I remember,’ she says.

Ma doesn’t rise to the bait. ‘We are glad to welcome you regardless, Celestine. Please, make yourself comfortable. Dinner is ready.’

We eat in awkward silence, broken only by the clink of cutlery and the rustle of napkins. The food is warm and comforting. The company is not.

Celestine dabs her mouth with delicate precision. ‘So. My proposal.’

Papa’s fingers tighten on his glass. ‘We considered it.’

I shift my leg under the table and bump into Rafi’s. He flinches, then gives me a look like, Are you hearing this?

‘And?’ Her eyes gleam. Cool and unreadable.

‘It’s not in line with the Citadel’s values,’ Papa replies. ‘Dream threads are sacred. We will not industrialize them.’

Her lips twitch. ‘Sacred? Is that why they’re locked away? While the rest of the world suffers with broken sleep and whispers of nightmares that don’t end…’

Ma takes in a breath but says nothing.

Celestine smirks. ‘You stockpile dream threads like they are pantry items.’

‘Dreams are nurtured,’ says Ma, her tone firm. ‘They are not harvested.’

‘No, they’re not,’ Celestine agrees, her voice silky. ‘But perhaps that’s the problem.’ She leans forward slightly, her pendant catching the light. Celestine’s smile never reaches her eyes. ‘You treat dreams like relics. I should like to offer them as medicine. Everywhere.’

Rafi fumbles with the jug of mango lassi. A spoon clinks to the floor. Celestine’s eyes flick to him, amused.

Her voice softens. ‘Dream threads are a resource. We should exploit them.’

Papa shakes his head. ‘No, dreams were always meant to be free. They must be handled with tenderness. History has warned us what happens when we manipulate them.’

‘You mean the Night Curse,’ says Celestine. ‘Perhaps we might even find a cure for that. Oh yes, I know it’s back.’

‘Can you cure it?’ I ask before Ma can hush me.

Celestine turns to me, eyes narrowing slightly. I suddenly feel like a very small animal being considered for lunch by a very large hawk.

‘I have heard about terrible happenings today. The festival, that poor child… I think it must be cured.’ she says, ‘I think it must be cured. And quickly. Because something like this won’t stay contained.’

Ma’s back straightens. ‘What have you heard about the curse?’

‘Enough to see the Citadel needs help,’ Celestine replies. ‘And by the sound of it, you’re already running out of time.’

The air in the room shifts. Rafi glances at me, the colour draining from his face.

‘You speak of profit,’ Ma says.

Celestine leans back, her hands resting on the table. ‘The world won’t wait for your careful committees and dream-council votes. There’s a tide coming, and your little Citadel may not stand against it.’

Rafi’s jaw tightens. I can see him debating whether to throw something or say something he’s likely to regret later.

Papa stands. ‘We’ve heard your offer. Our answer remains no. We cannot agree to mechanizing dream production.’

Celestine rises. Her scarf catches the lamplight as she sweeps to the door.

‘Very well. But don’t say I didn’t warn you.’

At the door, she pauses. ‘Oh, and Ibrahim… I’d find that missing manuscript sooner rather than later. Not everything in the Citadel is as safe as you believe.’ Her gaze slides to Rafi. ‘Especially when you start collecting so many strays.’

Rafi’s face turns scarlet, but before he can speak, Ma’s hand on his shoulder stops him.

Celestine leaves without another word. The door clicks shut behind her. Quiet, clean. Like a blade.

She is gone. But her words linger like an unwelcome fog.



As I walk Rafi back home, we replay every word.

‘That woman,’ says Rafi, ‘is about as trustworthy as a fox in a henhouse.’

I wrap my cloak tighter. ‘She knew too much. And she mentioned the missing book. What if she was the one who stole it and then set the Night Curse loose?’

‘We have to find out,’ he says, ‘but how?’

‘I’ll think of something.’

‘You know I love a secret mission. I’m in,’ Rafi says as we reach the dormitory building. ‘May you have luminous thoughts, Mimi.’ He opens the door and a wedge of yellow light spills out onto the cobblestones.

‘Thank you.’ I tap my head in farewell. ‘May your dreams shine ever brightly.’



Back home, Tala lands on my windowsill, his fiery phoenix feathers flickering against the night.

‘What do you think?’ I whisper. ‘Is it Celestine who is behind this curse? Or Aunt Moyna from her jail cell?’

Tala tilts his head, as if considering. With a quiet trill, he spreads his wings and soars into the night.

The night presses close. Like it knows something I don’t.

But I won’t let the darkness swallow us.
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