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			Chapter 1

			Every star

			Near and far

			Waits for us

			To just

			Reach out

			And accept them…

			[image: ]

			A lone spirit drifted along on a sunless sea. His mind sat firmly in the strange haze between the waking world and that of dreams. The dark ocean blended with the black night sky, with little else for his mind to focus on beyond the thin line of reflected light marking the horizon. The ocean reflected the sky, and in turn copied its speckled brilliance. From afar, it would be impossible to tell one apart from the other, providing a pleasantly unobstructed view of the universe, if not for the lone soul drifting along the border.

			Even in the dark ocean’s embrace, Cynkz could recall the poem. His mind was as lost and wayward as his body, pushed back and forth against the flat sea waves, yet his thoughts often returned to the cryptic verse. Even in his perpetual soporific state, the poem stayed with him. The soothing waters and twinkling night sky impressed an intense torpor upon him, giving him no choice but to let the world take him where it may. For once, he was completely vulnerable to the unknowable hand of fate.

			The thin gleaming light on the horizon reminded him of the thread–its divine otherworldly brilliance sticking out in his mind like a needle gently pressing into his thoughts. Memories surrounding the angelic twine allowed for images to overlap in his mind–the lavender, night-ridden deserts and forests of Dulrot, the po and their glowing auras dotting the dark landscape like stars in the night sky, the many animals and birds and their calls and chirps singing from the dark, the stony sentinels who watched over the land, and the rare visits of gleaming, brilliant entities from beyond–the apostles. 

			Memories of his old home faded as new lands came into view–the dark and murky bog, the shifting gray mountains, the yellow haze of the swamp, the glistening black desert, the caustic pink fog, the maze-like forest, the turquoise grotto and the layered colony housing the Sisters of Elm in the ground below.

			He could remember the scruffy silhouette of his friend, the imp, leading him to the company of several old, hunched women. Their grayed skin and sharply wrinkled faces did little to hide their warm expressions and strangely affable nature. The bright face of a young woman stood tall among them. Every face had a name, yet for the moment they escaped him. His tongue drew a blank as potent as his mind as he tried time and time again to say them. The sting of frustration sharpened his thoughts, and he remembered something that stood out–the missing Sister of Elm.

			A name! Or a title at least. That was enough to get him thinking of more specific details–the fifth chair, the four sisters, Orla taking the position of the lost Sister of Elm.

			Orla…

			Orilay…

			The mysterious woman from Cynkz’s earliest visions came back into view. He could remember the weight of his strong connection to the woman, who only spoke a single verse to him as far as his memory served. He thought of the missing woman, and the missing sister. It helped to force connections between his memories, as loose as they were. Yet the more he tried to think of the enigmatic fifth sister, all that filled his mind was darkness. With little else to go on, his mind resorted to a darkened silhouette piercing the light of his other visions.

			He couldn’t help but think of her departure, why she left, and the effect it must have had. The impact of her one simple decision seemed to cast a great shadow over her sisters, and in a way, the rest of Munderworld who bore the consequences of the sister’s trauma. The more he pondered the fifth sister’s motives, the more her darkened silhouette pierced the light, its shadow expanding wide over the rest of his mind. It wasn’t long before his visions returned to darkness, and he retreated to his floating slumber.

			Time seemed meaningless, and as for how long Cynkz drifted in the sea, even he couldn’t tell anymore.

			Yet something caught his eye. It was large, unnaturally straight-edged—and broke the line of light on the horizon. It was enough of a contrast that he was able to turn his head against the flat, gentle water carrying him to get a better view of what was approaching. As it cut through the water and its size grew, he realized what the strange object was—a boat! He swore he could hear voices moving back and forth across the vessel, though he wondered if it was just the shifting of waves around him playing tricks on his mind. 

			Exerting such effort caused him to grow tired, and he let his head rest back in the cool, black waters carrying him. The water felt chill and smooth, like an ethereal silk blanket carrying him along the sky. It was easy to sleep when fate took the burden of existence off of your shoulders.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			The soft touch of water gave way to coarse rope, and then the firm press of many hands gripping him, pulling his body up by every available limb. Cynkz’s heart sank for a moment as he was reminded of the formless hands that pulled at him within the dark eye at the bottom of Munderworld. Fortunately, the pleasant warmth and soft grip of the new po helping him complimented the soothing ocean, keeping his mind calm.

			With the hollow thud of his body being laid on flat wood, he inhaled, and could feel life being forced back into him for the first time in what felt like ages. As his gasps calmed, the voices of working po began to take over, and he finally opened his eyes. He was greeted with the view of sailors shuffling back and forth over the slick deck of the sea vessel. A few of them were close by, with a couple reaching out to help him sit up and get his bearings. Before the jester could speak, his body began to convulse as he coughed up foreign water from his lungs. He felt the soft patting of a warm hand on his back as a new voice spoke to him.

			“You’re alive!” the new voice said. “Not that the great ocean would actually drown anybody.” 

			The husky sailor, wide-shouldered and unusually calm for one out in the middle of an infinite ocean, looked at the jester, who could hardly maintain eye-contact as he continued to wheeze in a desperate attempt to clear his throat.

			“It’s fine, take your time,” the sailor said. “Just breathe and relax. You’re safe now. You finally made it!”

			The jester gave a final rattling cough that settled him and replied, “Th-thank you.”

			“No need to thank us. It’s always a pleasure to fish out new souls just before they reach Potarium.”

			The sailor gave the jester another look. “You know, you’re awfully heavy for such a lean guy. I was about ready to pull out a crank. You’d make for a good anchor!”

			The jester took in his first unhindered breath and looked around. He returned his gaze to the sailor, presumably the captain, considering his calm demeanor and being the only po not shuffling frantically across the boat’s hard wooden deck.

			“You said … something about Potarium?” the jester muttered.

			“That’s right. The land of po, where all souls are destined to return.”

			“Ah, I see. I finally made it…”

			As the jester leaned back in relief, he noticed that he had solid support on both sides of his body. At first he did not think much of it, until he realized something was wrong—his arm! He had lost his left arm to the corrosive mists of the pink mountains deep in Munderworld, but it was back! And as healthy as ever, as far as he could deduce. He was not sure if his head felt light as a result of the ocean, or the surreal realization that he had somehow been healed. Even his sleeve was still torn where his pale arm jutted forth from its opening, only partially draped by his dark half-cloak. He couldn’t help but stare at it for a few moments.

			“Are you alright, stranger?” the sailor asked, leaning in ever so slightly, his gray eyes shifting back and forth to look the jester over. “Most of the po we save are either scared witless and crying or ecstatic. You seem to be quite serious, however, as if you have other things on your mind.”

			“No, no, I am fine. You will have to excuse me.” The jester took another deep breath, and confidently pushed himself up, trying to get a feel for his new arm as it shook slightly under the pressure. “Where are my manners? My name is Cynkz.”

			“Cynkz?” The sailor’s brow twisted as his head turned. He reached up with a hefty hand to scratch at his broad chin, an oddly delicate act for such a husky figure. “That’s a weird name if I’ve ever heard one. You’ll definitely stand out among the other po in the city! How is it spelled?”

			“C-Y-N-K-Z. But the ‘z’ is silent. It is pronounced like sink, as if sinking into, well…”

			“Sinking into the ocean?! Ha!” The sailor caught himself in the middle of a hearty laugh, only partially stopping to continue, “I’m sorry, it’s just too perfect. Well, it’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Cynkz. I am Bellor, the captain of this humble vessel.”

			Cynkz looked up and out to the ocean, squinting to see anything in the dark of early morning. He took the opportunity to take a few steps away toward the taffrail and angle himself away from view. With a swift gesture and a slight puff of colorless smoke, he conjured a proper sleeve for his bare arm, once covered by his dark cloak.

			I still have my abilities, he thought. That’s good to know.

			“You know,” the captain said, “most po have little more than whatever rags they were wearing in Munderworld with them. Yet here you are with an entire getup: a dark cloak, a fancy red and purple pattern on your shirt and pants. And even a hat to boot? How did that manage to stay with you all this time? Did it somehow get stuck to that long braid of hair you’re carrying?”

			“Heh, it’s hard to say, I—” Cynkz interrupted himself, eyes wide as he remembered the thread. He frantically reached for his breast pocket, his palms sliding clumsily over the smooth wet material of his shirt and cloak before catching the opening’s edge with a sharp fingernail to pull it open. A brief flash of otherworldly light peered out from the dark cavity before he closed the pocket flap just as quickly. 

			Cynkz couldn’t help but exhale in relief. He also noticed the crude twisted ring Foa had given him in Munderworld. Its metal was so dull, worn, and sandy in texture that it hardly reflected anything. Seeing his belongings in order put his mind at ease.

			“You’re a strange one, ain’t ya?” the captain said. “But it’s alright. Potarium welcomes all kinds. I figure I’d be a bit scattered too if I had just been fished out of the ocean.”

			Cynkz readjusted his shirt and cloak as he turned to address the captain. “What can you tell me about Potarium, if I may ask?”

			The simple act of moving on solid land, getting the opportunity to ask questions and investigate, filled Cynkz with confidence. It felt more than good to get his bearings and to begin making progress on his journey again, even if he was now doing it alone.

			“It’s the city of po. In fact, it’s said that all po souls are destined to eventually make their way to its shores. Strangely enough, we haven’t been getting as many po coming in as we used to. You’re the first we’ve seen in maybe, ah… Hey, Jaid!” The captain turned his head to one of his crewmates. He lifted his heavy hand to his mouth to amplify his already boisterous voice in the direction of a young lad pulling in ropes from over the boat’s edge.

			“Hey! Jaid!”

			“Y-yes, cap’n?”

			“When was the last time we saw a po wash up in the dark ocean? Five years? Maybe six?”

			“As far as I know, it’s been ‘round twenty full years, at the least, sir.”

			“By all that the Creator—” The captain ran his wide palm along the side of his head. “Twenty years already? Time sure does fly here.”

			Cynkz’s eyes began to dart around as he worked through the implications. Twenty years? Surely it couldn’t have been that long. It hardly felt like a night’s dream since I last spoke with Fiddle and The Munder King down in the abyss. But what if it’s right? That such a simple decision to move forward could lead to entire decades just gone…

			“You alright, stranger?” The captain’s voice broke Cynkz out of his pondering, and the two greeted eyes once more. “You seem awfully distressed for someone who was just saved.” Bellor hoisted himself up, readjusting his belt as he took in a weary breath. “Welp, whatever you went through in that hellish pit, it’s over. It’s all good tidings from here, friend. We’ll be arriving at the docks soon enough.”

			“Earlier you were talking about Potarium?” Cynkz said, trying to refocus the conversation.

			“Oh, yeah! Potarium is a beautiful city. A giant mountain of fancy buildings and towers. Golden grass and colorful birds humming all around it. Once it starts to get a little lighter you’ll see it reflecting across the horizon like a lamp against a mirror.”

			“Is it that bright? Like a glowing city?”

			“Well, you’ve gotta take into account that all po souls glow. You get a million of ‘em all cooped up in one place with a bunch of bright, shiny buildings, and it’s gonna be a real sight at first.”

			“It sounds painfully blinding.”

			“Aye, but your eyes’ll adjust to it real quick. We fishermen and sailors have to deal with it the most. Going out into the dark waters just to come back, and needin’ to look at the city time and time again. But you get used to it.”

			“You still have to fish? Even in heaven?”

			“Well,” the captain ran his square knuckles against his chin again, a tick that Cynkz couldn’t help but take note of. “We don’t have to do anything. But they say that even in Heaven, it’s good to know the joy of earning your keep. It’s worth it, too! The fish and food here is unlike anything you’ve likely had back on Peara.”

			“Peara…” Cynkz looked down as he struggled to recall as many details about the planet as he could.

			“Yeah, Peara. You know, the world? Though I’ve heard it no longer exists. What madness could have brought that about, huh? You weren’t there, were you? When Peara was supposedly bathed in ‘destructive light,’ or whatever the priests say happened?”

			“No, I… I don’t think I was there.” Cynkz couldn’t help but notice how unsure he felt all of a sudden. He could feel his head weighing heavy as he looked down at his feet, and his shoulders bearing down on him as they slumped. What little confidence he had was gone as he tried to think of ways to fit in, to make it sound as if he was not some strange alien who had never heard of his own world.

			“Well damn. It’d be nice if at least someone could give us a firsthand account of what happened. It sounds way too interesting to be left up to interpretation.”

			“Who knows,” Cynkz said, forcing a soft smile. “Perhaps I will be the one to find out what happened? You just have to learn how to get to the right people and ask them the right questions.”

			“Maybe, maybe, but that’s way too much sleuthing for me.” The captain rested his hands on the ship’s railing, almost looking dismissive of the idea. He kept his eyes on the horizon for a while. Cynkz wondered what it was in particular he was looking for.

			“Ah! There!” The captain excitedly pointed a stocky finger at something in the distance.

			Cynkz’s eyes followed the line the captain’s arm formed. At first, he couldn’t see anything distinct in the darkness, no matter how hard he squinted. Yet when he least expected it, Cynkz’s sharp eyes became wide as he noticed an intense glimmer of light cutting through the exact middle of the scene before him, right where the dark ocean met the sky.

			The fierce light rose out from the horizon. Its center revealed what appeared to be a golden mountain, one that was oddly detailed and intricately patterned. Upon further viewing, its truth became evident—it was a layered piling of exquisite architecture. Rows of shining gold lined the edges of countless, creamy white walls and formed deliberate barriers of the many buildings that composed the city’s silhouette. The metropolis engulfed the horizon, its borders seemingly unending as it unveiled itself. The smaller, milky white structures at the base of the city eventually gave way to rows of gleaming towers behind them, and even greater unknown structures behind those. The many rounded edges and jutting spires lining the upper columns bordered on pomposity, as if the architects knew no limits, be it money, space, or time. Taking in a whole view of the city from afar gave the impression of an abstract painting, and its theme, if there was one, was that of indulgence.

			At the center of the rising mass of structures a colossal tower stood out above all others. It was a pure, solid cylinder of gold that reached up into the heavens. From the top of the tower several smaller pillars reached out in all directions, like the fingers of a mighty hand. Potarium itself appeared to hold up the sky.

			The final detail that stood out was the sky itself. Rather than a flat plane of color and clouds, it resembled a clear, ethereal marble. The atmosphere looked as if it were bending upward, as if it were attempting to swallow the cosmos. The rounded, orbed effect distorted and reflected the countless lights emanating from the souls below as they moved back and forth. Their movement streamed across the surface of the marbled sky in arcs reminiscent of shooting stars. Parts of the city could be seen reflecting off of the far side of the orb, though the image was distorted in such a way that it was nearly impossible to determine anything specific. 

			Much like the rest of the city, it was easy to relax the mind and soak everything in as a single large piece, letting the various elements and lights and colors blend together into something abstract and holy. Despite its supernal impression, its overwhelming presence inspired the undeniable temptation to reach out and embrace it.

			Cynkz stared at the city in silence for a long time, hardly noticing the early dark morning turning into day. Every other sound was drowned out by his fixation on the land set before him—the soft brush of foamy waves, the thumps of shuffling po on the ship’s deck, even the sharp whistle of faint winds that carried the vessel forward. As they drew closer, Potarium’s splendor amplified his fixation. It was physically challenging to try and take in every detail set before him. 

			As soon as he mentally surrendered himself to bask in the city’s glory, the ship banged against a  concrete pier jutting out from a stone dock and into the ocean. The resulting shock jolted his body back and forth, and his senses returned to him.

			Cynkz could hear the frantic scurrying of the po manning the ship as they hurried to obey the orders of their captain. Just as he turned to watch the scene unfold, his eyes met Bellor’s, who seemed to be waiting for the right moment to address their passenger.

			“Alright, we’re finally here, stranger. Once we set the gangway onto the dock you’re free to go.”

			“Thank you,” Cynkz said. “Where should a newcomer such as myself head first?”

			“Well, by all rights you’re free to do as you please.” Bellor’s voice strained as he struggled to reel in a heavy rope connected to the towering sails above. “I’d suggest you wait a moment and meet one of the holy men who will show you around. There’s always one or two waiting near the docks to help new po get their bearings.”

			Just as Bellor yanked on another thick rope, the heavy clunk of wood on concrete caught Cynkz’s ear. A new opening in the vessel’s railing led to a makeshift bridge leading down to a stone pathway above the water. 

			Cynkz made his way to the path and had to stop himself short of stepping onto its planks. Considering that he still had his powers—such as shapeshifting and presumably flight, and their related attributes, such as his immense weight—he remembered that he had to take great care not to break anything he stepped on. Not wanting to draw any more attention to himself, he concentrated his gait upward, hovering ever so slightly above the surface before stepping forward. It took only a dozen soft steps before he reached the cement dock at the bottom and could relax. 

			He had hoped his act would go unnoticed, yet as soon as he rested at the bottom of the walkway, it seemed he had the attention of one po in particular all along. Cynkz met the man’s eyes and took note—average height, evenly tanned skin, a clean-shaven head and luxuriously smooth and simple robes colored like a deep grape wine with gold accents. 

			At first the po seemed unknown to Cynkz, yet the way he watched him and smiled said that he was familiar with him. Cynkz stared and squinted for just long enough, and suddenly his memory was jolted at the realization of who his watcher was.

			“Kadd!”

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Cynkz could hardly believe his luck. It was indeed the same po he had talked with back in the depths of Munderworld, trapped between the shifting gray mountains of Horgafell, though now Kadd was much more presentable. Despite his change of clothing, and his clean-cut hair, he radiated the same calm, dignified air that stood out to Cynkz in the abyssal realm.

			“Cynkz!” Kadd called out, releasing a thin, tapered hand from one of the baggy sleeves of his robe to wave. “It’s been far too long. You and your imp friend have some nerve!”

			Cynkz caught himself staring a moment too long and pushed himself toward his friend. Once within arm’s reach and before he could say anything, Kadd stepped forward and wrapped his arms around him for a warm hug. Cynkz couldn’t help but smile and return the gesture, though realizing he was still wet forced him to speak up and start the conversation proper.

			“Ah, my apologies, Kadd. I still reek of the ocean—”

			“Nonsense!” Kadd pulled back, the tanned skin of his cheeks pressing in tight balls toward his eyes, his hands pressed firmly on Cynkz’s shoulders. “You and your friend have some gall.”

			“How so?” Cynkz asked.

			“You and Fiddle come along, and within mere moments capture the attention of a forlorn group of po whom I had been looking after for only Paithos knows how long, and then you lead us on a harrowing adventure to an entirely new realm, giving us the opportunity for ascension. Then what? You just leave? I could have sworn you possessed better manners than that!”

			Paithos? 

			“Well, I cannot speak for Fiddle,” Cynkz replied, his head bowed, “but I at least try to ensure each of my own interactions begin and end proper—”

			“Cynkz, I’m only joking.” Kadd’s words sputtered through a half-chuckle.

			“My apologies…”

			“Weren’t you a jester?”

			“Yes, but… I hardly remember anything of my time alive.”

			“Ah, that’s right.” Kadd stepped back, folding his arms into the billowing sleeves of his shining robe. “I remember you mentioned you lost your memory of your life back on Peara.”

			“What I am interested in is how you ended up here? Fiddle and I barely made it out of that swamp unscathed. I tried to follow and help the other po but—”

			“Cynkz, it’s alright.” Kadd patted the jester on his pointed shoulder once more. “I know you did what you could. We all knew the risks of what we were attempting to do. The fact that I, and several others, were able to make use of the opportunity to eventually ascend means you did more than enough.”

			Cynkz couldn’t help but press his own cheeks up into tight knots as he smiled back at Kadd. It was difficult to tell if he was merely dripping wet, or if actual tears were beginning to form in his eyes.

			“Thank you, Kadd. That means a lot.”

			“In truth, it was not long after we got separated that I was able to lead Harla and a few others toward a maiden of Elm.”

			“Harla? I remember her. She was the … ‘interesting’ older woman with the sharp tongue?”

			“That’s the one.” Kadd’s expression loosened as he shrugged and shook his head. Cynkz could only guess at the sort of burden Harla had been back in Munderworld.

			“Is she here too?” Cynkz asked. “How did you manage to make your way through that swamp? And how did you end up here before me? Fiddle and I blazed through the remaining realms in what felt like record time.”

			“Really? It’s been some years since we last saw a po wash up on our shores, at least fifteen, maybe twenty years since I last saw you two.”

			“Twenty years...” Cynkz rubbed his chin and jaw as his eyes darted around, as if trying to follow his frantic thoughts. “So, what the sailors spoke of was true… But how? It could not have been that long. It hardly felt like a night’s dream since I last spoke with Fiddle and The Munder King at the bottom of the abyss.”

			“Wait…” The priestly po’s eyes shot wide, his arms loosened from his sleeves as he looked the jester straight in the eye. “You actually spoke with this ‘Munder King’? You found him? He’s real?!”

			“Yes, very real, and just as terrifying as you would imagine a lord of darkness to be.”

			“By Paithos…” Kadd stumbled back so clumsily that it looked as if he might fall over. Cynkz widened his stance, bracing himself to lunge forward and help if need be. Before he could do anything, Kadd caught himself and raised one hand as he rested his head in the other.

			“I—I’m fine, Cynkz, thank you.”

			Paithos… That name again… Cynkz thought. Kadd had said the name enough times that it stood out as significant.

			“Is it really that shocking?” Cynkz continued. “I mean, considering all of the oddities in Munderworld, meeting the king does not seem so far-fetched an idea that it should be surprising.”

			“It’s not that…The Creator—or Paithos, as we call Him in Potarium—none of his teachings mention a Munder King. In fact, much of Munderworld does not exist in the old texts or scriptures.”

			“Well, that is odd—”

			“It’s more than odd.” Kadd returned his arms to his sleeves, his expression now stern to match his stately demeanor. “It is near blasphemous that such a thing even exists. Nothing is supposed to exist beyond Paithos’ guidance.”

			“Kadd, I did meet The Munder King, as did Fiddle.”

			“Oh Paithos, Fiddle met this ‘Munder King’ too? Hopefully, he didn’t anger him? Though considering you are here, it must have gone … decently?”

			“Yes, in fact. Actually, believe it or not, Fiddle is one of The Munder King’s offspring—”

			“What?! How…” Kadd took in a deep breath, perhaps realizing that he was betraying the otherwise dignified impression he was trying to uphold.

			“Fiddle was just as shocked as you to learn of it.”

			“From where did you two learn of this?”

			“The Sisters of Elm. We got to meet them and had an interesting exchange.”

			“You … also got to meet the Sisters of Elm? Personally? And they told you all of this?”

			“Yes. They helped us move forward and tasked me with finding their long-lost sister—”

			“There’s more of them?!”

			“Yes. Just one. Her name is Yla.”

			“I have never heard that name before. If there is a ‘Yla’ here I’ve certainly never met her. But… by Paithos…”

			“I am sorry, I did not mean to—”

			“No, no, it’s fine, Cynkz. But you have literally just arrived! You’re still dripping wet from your time in the dark ocean, and of course, the first thing you do is come along and relay world-shattering information to me. This is all too much!”

			“My apologies. I only wish to be candid.”

			“That you are, Cynkz. In fact, it is why I like you! Simple, straightforward and honest, like any respectable po. But come along.” Kadd turned and gestured toward the city behind him. “I have been working these docks as often as I possibly could in the hopes of getting to greet you if you ever arrived. Now that you’re here, I’d like to fulfill my duty as a humble deacon and help introduce you to our lovely city.”

			Cynkz’s eyes followed the line formed by Kadd’s pose, his vision trailing along the po’s robed shoulders, his thin extended arm and finally resting on the mass of gold and white buildings that layered upon one another just ahead. He looked back at Kadd and smiled.

			“Of course,” Cynkz said. “Lead the way.”

			The subtle combination of sweet and salt in the air faded as the two walked further into the city and away from the shore. It was fortunate to have a proper guide, as only one word could adequately describe the new world Cynkz now walked through: overwhelming. He saw detail upon detail, layers of cream-colored stone and golden edges, exquisite arches supporting the many, unnaturally colored trees and plants—they were everywhere Cynkz looked. His eyes felt overworked, though in the exciting way a child may feel upon visiting somewhere new. 

			Despite the abundance of elements at play, everything was meticulously designed. The curvature and coloring, and even the way the divine light shone upon the many glistening edges did well to lead the eye naturally in the right direction. It was easy to deduce where one would need to go in order to walk from one area to the next. The wide streets and clean brickwork were also inviting, allowing the overflow of po bodies to shuffle back and forth effortlessly in every which way.

			Cynkz took every opportunity to look around, always keeping Kadd’s humble silhouette in view from the corner of his eye. The bright whites and golds constituting the majority of the architecture made the numerous flags and ribbons hanging off every available nook stand out. Most of these banners were dark and silky, brilliantly mirroring the realm’s radiance with complimentary reflections. Deep crimsons gave off pink shines, weighty ultramarines were lined with sky-blue lighting, and even thick and woolen eggplant colors expressed lavender shades when dancing against the light. In many of these pieces of cloth intricate threads of gold were woven into unknown symbols consisting of carefully considered curves and swirls that formed their embroidery. As if that weren’t enough, within many of the designs were clear cut outs, and as the wind blew through them, the air hummed sweetly. There were so many of these flags and ribbons, and yet their many songs against the wind never clashed. They inexplicably harmonized in a way that one could not believe, even when experiencing it directly.

			The angelic whistling of the flags and ribbons seamlessly led the ear to the excited chirps of numerous small birds buzzing and dancing their way across the open air. Unlike the hanging cloth, their colors were not afraid of delving into the lighter hues, some so bright they were indistinguishable from the glistening reflections of gold. 

			Cynkz had remained mostly quiet on their tour, so that it seemed as good a place as any to start his lighthearted inquisition.

			“So, what is with all the birds?”

			“Hmm?” Kadd turned his head slightly to the side, keeping his sight in front of him but an ear toward his guest.

			“The birds,” Cynkz repeated. “There are a lot of them. Their song is lovely, but creatures are often not the most sanitary things to have going about.”

			“Ah, the hummingbirds. Potarium’s representative animal.”

			“Representative?”

			“Yes.” Kadd finally stopped and turned, revealing a warm, simple smile as he spoke. “A national animal, like a symbol chosen to represent a people, something to embody them in a romanticized, artsy way.”

			“They are beautiful, but why hummingbirds?”

			“Well, they’re colorful, energetic, clean, full of active energy and life, and the constant beating of their sharp little wings creates a pleasing hum. But, between you and me,” Kadd leaned in, going so far as to place a hand up to his mouth, akin to a child about to share some wily, arcane knowledge with a friend, “my favorite thing about them? It’s their snoring.”

			“Their … what?” Cynkz was taken aback, literally, in that he had to stop himself from leaning too far back as he raised a curious brow.

			“They snore. At night, they always go to sleep at the same time, and you can hear them snore well into the night. It’s absolutely adorable.”

			“Seems as though it would be hard to get any sleep.”

			“That’s the best part.” the humble holy man spread his arms wide, his billowing violet sleeves waving around like wings. “Their snoring synchronizes! They always come together into a single, calming tune. It’s like getting your own personal angelic choir to lull you to sleep. I swear it sounds a little different every night, but it’s pleasant all the same.”

			“That sounds lovely.” Cynkz had to restrain himself from smiling too wide as he witnessed his friend’s enthusiasm for the little creatures. He even wondered if he could turn into a hummingbird later and join in the nightly chorus for fun, perhaps to add a little bit of himself to the holy air.

			“I’ll admit, it’s a bit of a childish thing to gush over.” Kadd returned his hands to his sleeves and looked upward. “The fact that they are so reminiscent of the most glorious, though subtle, part of our city cannot be understated.”

			“And what is that?”

			“I mentioned it earlier, but their little wings create a constant buzz, a soothing hum that fills the ear like warm honey. That hum is much like a proper huum.”

			“A what?”

			“A huum. You’re hearing it now.”

			Cynkz looked around, unsure of what precisely the man was talking about.

			“I can only hear the buzz of the songbirds and the hustle of po in the street. I do not—”

			“Listen more closely, Cynkz.”

			For the first time since their walk, Cynkz stopped and rested his mind. The cacophony of buzzing wings and shuffling feet, of whistling wind blowing through open flaps sewn into cloth—everything merged into a single harmonic sound. It was difficult to describe in terms of sound, but it could be felt easily. It was akin to a thick, balmy water swelling up within the soul that gently pushed its way up from the core and to the face. It was like sharing the warmth of another’s heart with his own.

			Cynkz didn’t feel sad or mournful, yet the heat of oncoming tears lined the bottom of his eyes. The only thing that stopped him from staining the otherwise pristine brick roads with his newfound emotions was the regular soft pats of hands given by passing po upon his shoulders as they greeted him:

			Welcome to Potarium.

			Praise be to you, newcomer.

			May Paithos guide you.

			Potarium welcomes you.

			The difference between the cold ocean water and the warm, loving air proved too much, forcing Cynkz to finally raise his hand to wipe away a single tear. The bulbous drop flattened and blended in with the rest of his slightly damp skin.

			“What… what was that?” Cynkz asked.

			“That was huumming, Cynkz,” Kadd replied.

			“I—I still do not understand, not fully.”

			“Song is the light which can touch things beyond the dark. We huum for Him. The effect is more powerful in groups, as you have no doubt just witnessed.”

			“So, it is like singing?”

			“Not necessarily. It’s like humming from the soul. It’s a means of pushing forth your inner warmth out into the world around you. All po can do it! Give it a try?”

			“I, uh, have no idea what I should do.”

			“Start simple, try humming.”

			Cynkz paused for a moment but took solace in his friend’s confident expression. He took in a soft breath, cleared his throat, and gave his best attempt.

			“Hoom… Hoooommmm… Hyooooommmmmm.”

			Kadd’s smile immediately flattened, then the sharp edges of his mouth curled up like a dried leaf as his lips split to let out a hearty laugh. Cynkz couldn’t help but smile back.

			“Well,” Kadd said, “it’s a start. Nobody gets it fully on their first attempt.”

			“It all seems lovely, regardless.”

			“That’s the important thing, I suppose. It means you have a heart, and you are, in fact, a real po.”

			“Was there any doubt of my po-ness?”

			“Considering what you can do…”

			“Fair point. But you know…”

			“Hmm?”

			“I remember the sentinels possessing some intensely deep roaring abilities. Is that at all similar to—”

			“Ah, those stony beasts from the abyss? No, it is not the same, I hope. Huums are specifically meant for po to express and enjoy. They are a way of celebrating Paithos’ brilliance and love. To huum for anything less is a grave sin, and certainly is not a privilege permitted to creatures of the dark.”

			“That makes sense.”

			“Let’s keep going. This city is so large it’ll probably take us a solid year of daily walks just to see it all.”
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			With so many sights and sounds competing for his attention, one thing captured Cynkz’s eye: the massive golden tower and the strange orbed sky it held. 

			The tower appeared like a shining marble filled with pure, clear water and perfectly reflected the world below. It radiated an aura similar to the apostles that would occasionally appear in Dulrot, a sight that demanded one to stare, yet no matter how much one looked, they could never quite make full sense of it. It was a beauty that escaped all logic, which only made the enchanting effect more potent. This formed a relentless feedback loop of furious thoughts leading into awe-inspired acceptance. Once the mind settled, more thoughts forced their way into view as it attempted to deduce what was being seen. On and on the process went through Cynkz’s mind before he could hold his curiosity back no longer.

			“What is that, exactly? Up in the sky?”

			“I figured curiosity would get the better of you at some point. In truth, we know very little about the phenomenon.”

			“What of the tower, then?”

			“That’s an easy one to answer. It is called the Hand of Po, though most merely call it the golden tower, to appear a little less pretentious.”

			“It almost looks like a giant hand holding up the sky.”

			“Yes. It is believed to have been one of the first things the po built as tribute to Paithos. Before all of these buildings and roads and whatnot, there was just the mountain.”

			“Where do the resources come from? This city seems to radiate abundance.”

			“Believe it or not, countless resources grow within the mountain and below it. No matter how much we mine into the ground, there is more space and more materials to be found.”

			“Was gold the first thing the early po found?”

			“No, but it appeared to be the most significant, or perhaps symbolic.”

			“How so?”

			“Look to the ground, around the trees.”

			Kadd stopped and pointed loosely in the direction of a nearby oak. At the base of its silvered trunk stood countless small threads of gold. Save for its color and sheen, it seemed to behave as normal grass, except for one distinction. No matter how much the strands swayed, they never crossed paths or met one another. They stood in perfectly straight order, moving in harmony as they danced against the soft breeze.

			“The grass itself used to cover this entire mountain,” Kadd said. “It is a staple material of Potarium, lovingly called ‘tinsel weed,’ though it has many names. I believe the ‘scientific’ name for it is tinsel fescue, but many resort to much more pleasing terms, such as angel hair or Omun thread.”

			Cynkz couldn’t help but chuckle beneath his breath, knowing what he did and carrying a truly divine thread in his pocket.

			“Yes, the term ‘weed’ may seem a bit derogatory,” Kadd continued, “but it is in good spirit. The unique golden grass is stubborn and strong and will grow anywhere it gets the chance. Some believe the soil it grows from could possess a number of practical uses of its own. It’s both incredibly durable and flexible. No doubt you’ve noticed the golden lining on much of our cloth?”

			Cynkz looked over Kadd’s robes at the golden seams that poked out against a sea of dark silk. Another look around him and he noticed similar, though more restrained, threading in much of the other clothing the passing po wore. What would be simple shirts and trousers and skirts seemed elevated by the soft shining edges of gold outlining their silhouettes.

			“Indeed, I have noticed. It looks very nice, almost ostentatious.”

			“Well,” Kadd released his crossed arms to shrug his shoulders and smile. “When you have an eternity to look forward to, you may as well make the most of it. We could find you a seamstress to help you blend in. Your cloak and dark attire make you stand out quite a bit.”

			“I am used to standing out, whether I want to or not.”

			“I can imagine.”

			“How big is this city? How can it continue to accompany so many souls?”

			“Good question!” Kadd’s excitement overtook him and his voice was loud enough to rise above the buzz of birds and the brush of the crowd, catching at least a few strange looks.

			“Look up to the sky again. You can see the other side of the city reflected on it, though it may be a bit distorted.”

			Cynkz could see countless glowing dots sliding back and forth along the clear silver surface of the curved sky. It no doubt mirrored the many po as they moved back and forth through the city underneath. The golden tower covered most of the bottom of the sky, and the light reflected so intensely that the top of the structure seemed to blend into the orb itself. He could see some part of the bottom edge of the orb as it curved away from the tower on the opposite side. The faintest line stretched across the circular edge in a bleach-white strip that cupped the sky.

			“You see it?” Kadd asked. “On the other side of this mountain, you can see an infinite desert, or at least we believe it to be infinite. Many have tried to travel into it and reach its edge, but no matter how far we go, we could never find its end. We gave up trying to travel across the thing, and nowadays we are just grateful for the free real estate!”

			“A desert does not sound too inviting.”

			“No, no, but here’s the amazing thing about the land,” Kadd lowered his hand, gesturing toward the golden grass before them. “The fertile soil itself slowly expands. In fact, if you stand on the edge of Potarium’s border and stare long enough, you can see the ground changing color and texture as it reaches outward.”

			“Ah, sort of like the burning horizons in much of Munderworld.”

			“In a sense, yes. Though the effect is much, much slower here. It’s wondrous at first, but soon loses its novelty. I liken it to a more exciting form of watching paint dry, to be perfectly honest with you. Though I am grateful all the same.”

			“The abundance present in nearly every facet of this city makes a lot more sense now. How interesting.”

			“Interesting, indeed! It’s surreal, isn’t it? We have ever-expanding lands to cultivate, an endless sea to fish from, limitless minerals from the ground, and all the space and time eternity can offer.”

			“And no sentinels or muns to get in the way of pursuing more peaceful, productive endeavors.”

			“Exactly!”

			Again, Kadd was loud enough even Cynkz was beginning to feel uncomfortable. Once again Kadd drew a handful of strange looks. Fortunately, it gave many po an opportunity to give their greetings as they passed by.

			Greetings, Father Kadd.

			Good day to you, Father.

			Morning, Father Kadd.

			“Father?” Cynkz asked, his curious brow raised enough to poke uncomfortably into his forehead.

			“Yes, well,” Kadd said, finally quieting down. “I’ve spent enough time here to get on good terms with most po. I figured rubbing elbows with the religious authorities was a good way of getting along.”

			“It seems like a perfect fit for you, I would say.”

			“Why thank you!”

			Again, Cynkz’s guide was loud enough to garner more attention from passersby. Even the occasional passing hummingbird stopped to give the man a quick glance.

			He must be doing this on purpose, Cynkz humorously thought.

			Kadd seemed to calm down, and he looked back up at the sky, staring on for a moment too long for Cynkz to consider comfortable.

			“Many believe that an even greater land lies beyond the sky,” Kadd said, his voice returning to the more solemn tone Cynkz remembered from their first meeting in Horgafell. “We have a name for it, a sort of unofficial title for what many believe to be the land of the Creator, Paithos, and his loyal Omun. It’s called Omundisia.”

			“Omundisia…”

			Cynkz joined his friend to stare in awe at the divine orb. The streaks of light reflecting the po strangely reminded him of stars shooting across the night sky. Of course he was reminded of his time stargazing in Dulrot, as such things always did. He felt overwhelmed, almost suffocated, by the barrage of new details this strange world was giving him. He longed for the comfort of the still, night sky and its motionless stars, their positions ingrained in his mind like an old map. 

			Yet something new stirred within him—thoughts of what he would do, and where he would go after accomplishing his task to find Yla, the missing Sister of Elm. Returning to Munderworld was not all that appealing, but strangely, neither was staying in Potarium. His mind still felt incomplete, and he knew spending another eternity watching the sky, even if it was in a newer, brighter place, would not satiate his unending curiosity. Whatever answers he sought, he knew he would most likely have to go further than he ever thought possible. 

			If what Kadd said was true, then everything he could ever want to know must lie in the land of Omun. He had found his way to the enigmatic Munder King; what was there to stop him from at least attempting to reach the Creator?

			“We should get moving.”

			“Hmm?” Cynkz responded sharply, as if a trance had been broken.

			“The days go by quickly in Potarium, and I’d like to grab a bite to eat before retreating to my home for the night. If that’s alright with you, that is?”

			“Of course. It is not as if I have anywhere else to lay for the night.”

			“What kind of food do you like? I imagine your palate is sick of whatever cuisine Munderworld offered?”

			“Well, I was never that picky. Normally, I would just catch some small fodder and Fiddle would cook it with his flaming breath.”

			“Ugh!” Kadd’s face twisted with displeasure, the first time Cynkz had seen him with a cold expression since his arrival. “You two are such animals! Come on, let’s get you some real food. Maybe steak? Seasoned vegetables? I’d offer seafood, but considering how long you must have spent drifting in the ocean, I could understand your distaste for such things.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			The world was dark, warm, and comfortable. The rejuvenating veil put Cynkz’s mind at ease, despite residing in what could be described as an unending abyss. A dark eternity stretched out in every direction, yet held his heart in tranquility.

			A single light in the far-off abyss caught his attention. The tempered cadence of its twinkling was soothing for the soul. With little else to use as a reference—not even his own body—the sight of the single light growing larger made him think he was somehow approaching it. Or perhaps it was approaching him? 

			It felt like too much effort to break the peace by questioning it. Except the one thing that stayed with him longer than the poem—his curiosity—forced him to examine the vision further. 

			He looked hard into the abyss, and into the light and its piercing quality. What was once airy and tranquil soon weighed heavy with dread. The calming, suppressive touch of the darkness now felt encumbering as if something, or someone, was holding his mind in place. The cradle of the dark revealed itself to be the cold grip of countless invisible hands hiding just beyond his sight. The dancing light resembled the tip of a dagger as it stretched into a long, sharp pupil.

			The sharp, vertical slit continued to burn its way toward him. The once-flat plane was engulfed in the frayed, dancing edges of a menacing eye that peered directly into him, and spoke in a voice that was felt, rather than heard.

			The thread…

			Power…

			Freedom…

			You are but a wayward child… You grasp at the dark, blind to the freedom, the power, sitting right before you…

			Give it to me, then…

			The thread!

			Give it to me!!!

			Howls of the damned flew past Cynkz’s ear. The woeful groans blended with the crackling, frayed edges of the light burning against his vision. When movement failed him, he tried to speak. Nothing but coarse sand spewed forth. 

			Cynkz smothered himself with cries of agony as the blinding light and cold grasp of the damned consumed him.

			[image: ]

			A quick, shallow breath returned Cynkz to the waking world. The contrast of chilled sweat mixing with the warmth of his bed helped bring him back to his senses. He could do little in that moment except stare at the dark, blank ceiling.

			It was just a dream…

			Cynkz could hardly remember most of his dreams, and nightmares were rare. Even though he knew better, the few times he experienced anything in his slumber often stayed with him far longer than they should. It took a lot to affect him enough to return from a dream or a nightmare. Despite everything he had experienced thus far, such a short meeting with the dark eye—Eshra’Tel—seemed to offer the appropriate amount of trauma to have a long-lasting impact. He wondered if Fiddle ever experienced something similar.

			As his breathing slowed, he reminded himself that he was safe and merely lying in a simple bed in Kadd’s humble home on a cool evening night.

			He looked to his side and could see the edges of a bowl, half-filled with crackers that sat next to a half-filled glass of flat ale. He remembered Kadd mentioning the risks of eating just before going to sleep.

			Even heaven itself can do little to protect you from your own mind. Snack away at your own risk, Cynkz.

			As Cynkz recalled his friend’s warning, he couldn’t help but chuckle. He thought it was a fitting reward for expressing such restraint during the day’s walk. He remembered the look on Kadd’s face as he practically shoved all sorts of food into his face: finely roasted vegetable skewers, exquisite crabs and lobsters that reflected odd colors in the light, and steaks seasoned with golden … something. Kadd never told him exactly what it was, thinking it would be more fun for him to just ‘try it’ and see what he thought.

			Being inside such a small space was odd. He had spent so much time soaking up the infinite air of Dulrot, with nothing to restrict his freedom or his shapeshifting. Anxiety’s sting slowly overtook him as he sat himself up to stare into the dark room.

			A subtle, sharp chirping coming from outside a nearby window set his mind at ease, reminding him that freedom was but a few feet away. With an invigorating breath, he picked himself up and made his way to the clear pane, making sure to grab his trusted cloak and pointed hat along the way.

			A creak of the frame and he heard a passing breeze carrying a trill symphony throughout the night. From every corner of the city, tiny trailing echoes fluttered in perfect harmony. When the sleeping hummingbirds would breathe in, a soft whistle flattened the air. Then came a pause. Then a handful of rolling chirps tickled the ear. They started off high in pitch, then trailed off into the night like wind. This rhythm repeated, over and over, complimenting the otherwise silent night the way a rocking chair creaking back and forth on a wooden deck would.

			A quick glance around the neighborhood revealed the coast was clear. Quickly, the jester stepped up and flew outside, sticking close to the side of the building to finally rest on top of the slanted, shingled roof. The roof’s angle ran almost parallel to the rest of the city, with its many short buildings, tall and winding trees, and various odd structures, including intricate street clocks, shining flagpoles and golden railings sitting perfectly on the mountain’s side. 

			As he looked into the far distance, he could hardly see the line where the city ended and the flat, dark ocean began. Everything had a pleasing way of melding together; one element had a way of naturally leading to another, setting the mind at ease with little more than a slow look around. When he sat down and leaned back, the quick shift in perspective as he lost sight of the ground instilled the sense of his center of gravity being thrown to the wind. It was a freeing sensation, complimented perfectly by his first deep breath of fresh air.

			The night sky in Potarium was odd to Cynkz. He could see most of the same stars and constellations he knew back in Dulrot, yet the general brightness was distracting. Back in Dulrot, the darkness had a way of dulling the other senses, making the stars stand out all the more potently. In Potarium, despite it being the dead of night, most of the world was clearly visible. This, along with the city’s excessive detail and flair, made stargazing difficult for Cynkz for the first time. Regardless, he resumed his rest and focused himself completely on the stars, looking for the usual constellations: the many stories the night sky told.

			In the center of the sky, from his perspective, was a small bundle of four stars that formed a distorted, rhomboidal shape. It was said to represent the shield of an ancient hero, simply named Olcgahen. Many said he was strong enough to thwart half an army on his own and needed no weapon. He only began to carry a shield to help protect his friends on the battlefield.

			Farther down was a loose collection of no less than eleven stars that, when connected, formed a crude spiraling shape. This was meant to represent Fairia, the first po, or the po mother, as some called her. Cynkz had heard many speculations, from scholars and the like whom he and Fiddle had met in Dulrot, concerning what exactly she was meant to be holding. Some said it was her first child; others believed she was merely holding her hands up to her heart. Some of the oldest art depicting the constellation merely showed a po woman huddling around something, concealed by a long elegant robe that cloaked her entire body.

			Cynkz’s favorite theory, however, was that she was holding a precious egg and was using her warmth to incubate an unborn phoenix. Just to the right of her constellation was another collection of stars, around fourteen in total, though sometimes as few as twelve could be seen depending on the lighting or time of night. These stars were meant to represent one of the oldest creatures in po mythology, a great fiery bird named Hagharaia the Sky Flame. It was depicted as stretching out its wings to Fairia, giving her warmth and strength as she birthed the first po.

			It was rare for the stories concerning constellations to overlap, but Fairia was notable as the first to do so. Cynkz often wondered what exactly she looked like. Such thoughts led him to think of the mysterious woman who told him the poem. This, of course, always led to Cynkz reciting the poem in his mind:

			Every star

			Near and far

			Waits for us

			To just

			Reach out 

			And accept them…

			Perhaps he could find her, somewhere in the massive city. And if not, maybe he could go to the Creator, Paithos himself, and ask him what it was supposed to mean, or why he had held on to the memory for so long.

			His mind went quiet, and then he lifted his head from the slanted shingles of the roof and looked at the top of the mountain city. First, he saw the giant golden beam reaching up to hold the glistening orb that defined the sky. In the dark of night, it was much easier to see the many reflections of the world below, though from so far away very little could be discerned. Everything reflected on its surface melded together into countless swirls of colors and shapes, looking similar to a giant divine marble melting into the rest of the sky.

			As it always did, curiosity pierced his mind, letting loose countless simple questions regarding the phenomenon:

			Omundisia…

			What is it exactly?

			What is stopping me from just going up to it and…?

			That was the moment Cynkz knew he had to do something. If watching the stars wasn’t enough to quell his mind for the night, he may as well go forth and do a little exploring. He was still on a mission after all, and it did no good to sit idly by and watch time pass. Who knows, perhaps he’d find an important clue regarding the missing sister? Endless possibilities ran through his mind, giving him a burst of energy that could be contained no longer.

			Cynkz began to ponder his method of attack: I suppose I could fly up there to the top of the tower if I really wanted to, but … I would rather not draw unnecessary attention if I can help it. I doubt the good people of Potarium would appreciate a cloaked figure slithering across the night sky.

			Another pensive look around, and the jester made his way up the slanted roof. Once he dropped behind the lip of the gray-shingled rooftop, a quick puff of colorless smoke was all that remained. In his place, a small cream-colored mouse could be seen venturing off to the first open alleyway behind the humble home.
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			In the guise of his diminutive new form and under the shade of the bright elaborate architecture, Potarium revealed a new side of itself to Cynkz. 

			One thing that stood out to him during the day was how wide the buildings in the city were. Most structures didn’t surpass three, maybe four stories as far as he could tell. The relative height of any building seemed to rely mostly on its placement on the mountain. Near the pier were many larger buildings that seemed squat and short when compared to a single restaurant or simple shop placed upon a fabulous perch. From below, so low that Cynkz’s long whiskers dragged along the smooth sandy brick in the many roads, everything appeared massive. The extravagant architecture and the many looping arches and flared edges only seemed to exaggerate the effect. Cynkz did his best to stick close to the walls and railings as he sped along. The open inviting layouts now seemed intimidating.

			Another aspect of the city that stood out to him were the many stalls placed meticulously alongside the proper buildings. None of them were being manned during the day, at least as far as he could tell. Most had little occupying their shelves, and their specific purpose escaped Cynkz, though there were a number of stalls that did have something nearby: puppets. What would normally be little more than knee-high bundles of loose, wooden joints and simple caricatured faces appeared as resting colossi to the mouse. 

			Cynkz had to take great care not to trip on any of the many strings attached to them. Their size and variety were as bewildering as many of Potarium’s other details. They were so different from one another that Cynkz began to wonder if each one was made for a specific person in the city. They did have one unifying trait, however. A single, wooden chute shot out from their heads. Most had at least a single feather sticking out like fanciful plumage, and most, if not all of their strings came from the chute. It seemed as if someone happened upon a genius innovation for puppet construction, and the practice spread like an epidemic over the entire city. 

			Perhaps Cynkz could get one made for him. If puppetry was so beloved in Potarium, he would do well to get along with the other po and learn the trade, or so he thought.

			The strange mouse seemed to enjoy getting a chance to truly stretch its legs. He almost seemed to make a game of it, going out of his way to jump between arches and somersault over railings. Whenever a path or alley offered no obstacles for him, he took it upon himself to hit his stride and carry his momentum onto a nearby wall, running along the vertical edge for as long as he could manage before gravity finally had its say. 

			He could never get truly lost, no matter how much he tried, as the golden tower always loomed overhead, pointing him in the right direction. Flat roads led to layered steps, leading to inclined walkways. Railed paths lined the ground with winding pedways clearly designed for leisurely strolls by those who had nothing but time on their hands. 

			The closer he got to the tower, the more inefficient and ornate everything became. The relatively utilitarian square blocks of the buildings near the ocean gave way to elaborate cream-colored residences and golden arches with countless flags and ribbons. Further up, the residences gave way to huge terraces, grassy parks, and gated mansions. They were the first buildings he saw that exceeded the usual three or four stories of the buildings below. 

			The scent of fresh
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