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To my dad and mom, for everything. To my brother, who inspired me to write again. And to my wife, Tracy, and my two sons, Donovan and Ryker, who make every day worth living.

And finally to Thomas, for dreaming with me.

 

	“On this day, Unification Day, Dark City—our city built inside the mountains—will no longer stand in the shadows. We will not be divided between Inner and Outer Rings. We will rise to the surface once more and reclaim our rightful place as rulers of the Earth. And all those who seek to impede our progress in this regard will become enemies of the state and bend to serve our moral purpose.”

— Edvard Krum, Director of Dark City, speech at Looming Spire

 

CHAPTER 1

THE NAKED TRUTH

Treason’s in my heart tonight. The city knows it.

The place that once hid me now watches—its eyes in every vent, its breath in every wire.

Lights along the damp street blink out as I run.

Above, cops tighten the aerial sweep of the Outer Ring.

They’ve been pruning Red Lions since before dawn.

In warrens like Kinnaman Square and Bat Hollow and Tunnelways, mothers and fathers will open doors on empty bedrooms tomorrow.

The Outer Ring’s a graveyard—shuttered shops, broken lights, echoes from the war’s first battle.

The ground still remembers; it crunches under my boots like bone.

The air smells of scorched oil and exhaust—like a factory smoldering after a fire.

Somewhere, a fan sputters and dies, and the silence that follows weighs more than the noise.

Adrian’s message burns on my wristband: Meet at Tunnelways. Bring the box they sent you.

I haven’t seen him in months. If he’s calling now—especially about the box—it’s bad.

“Wilma,” he said, “they’re hunting Red Lions. The walls aren’t safe. Not even Lion’s Hall.”

That’s why I left our Red Lions rendezvous point in Kinnaman Square. Why I snuck out and cut through our neighborhood in time to skirt the cops and their prison vans.

I can’t get caught. Not tonight.

I just need to reach Tunnelways before that sector locks down.

These limestone streets feel dangerous—too empty, too unpredictable. Every shadow hums with surveillance. Behind that surveillance is Axis—the city’s top cop, enforcing the Laws of Obedience for Director Krum.

“Obedience will set you free.” A public service announcement scrolls along a brick wall in graffiti colors. Krum introduced Axis to the city last week—and already the level of brainwashing has been sickening.

No one has ever believed that. Not in the Outer Ring. Certainly not now. Not when Krum has voided all our trade contracts and invaded.

I duck onto a near-silent street, scrambling low up a steep slope until it dead ends.

A winding, dusty trail rises from the street, worn into the limestone cliffs by generations of Outer Ringers. As I climb, I see the Starlight Highway below—its gray ribbon looping toward the Dens and Tunnelways. And beyond that, the rest of our city beneath the mountain spreads out in the muted colors of artificial dusk—a glittering, bio-fueled metropolis still breath-taking in its human achievement.

“Wilma, seriously, where are you?” Ruby’s comms message scrolls across my goggles.

I’ll answer her soon, but not yet. I should message Irene too—but she wouldn’t answer. Not anymore. Different world. Different rules. I don’t blame her. Just… miss her.

Several sleek-bodied drones fly past on their way to Kinnaman Square.

I adjust the uncomfortable bulk of the box in my pack as I drop back down into empty streets just east of Tunnelways and the Den. Fast-food eateries stand shoulder to shoulder on the avenue, but none of them are open. It feels too still, too empty. I slow near a shuttered noodle stand. My legs shake. I can’t keep this pace forever.

And I need to find cover.

I bend over the counter of the noodle stand.

Globules of yellow fat float in the dark broth of a half-tipped pot.

Inside, the place looks just like Phan’s by my apartment, stirring memories of our get-together last night.

For a second I wish someone—anyone—were running beside me.  

Then I see it: between a pharmacy and a collapsing wall, a flickering sign.

My goggles identify it: THE NAKED TRUTH.

It hums faintly, like it’s been waiting for me.

The mic glints under the dying light, slick with condensation.

Block letters glow on the screen: READY WHEN YOU ARE.

A palm reader pulses blue beneath it.

They say the Naked Truth knows when you’re desperate—reads your logs and decides if you’re worth the risk.

Two minutes of someone else’s memory in exchange for one of your own.

Painless. No witnesses. No cops. Just me—and the machine.

Right now, I’d trade almost anything to remember what the surface feels like.

“Ready,” I whisper.

“Two-hundred credits. Confirm?”

I put my palm on the screen.

The screen flares to life, moisture skittering across the glass.

A voice, neither male nor female, murmurs through the static:

“Request received. Payment accepted.”

Two-hundred and fifty credits vanish from my account. There’s always “convenience” tax.

“Memory request?”

“Earth. Surface life.”

In Dark City, even thinking about the surface is frowned upon.

Saying it out loud is forbidden, and if you actually try to go there—that’s treason.

The feed cuts to black.

Then—

Brown hills roll. Rivers flash like molten glass. Clouds stack above drowned cities.

A girl laughs, running barefoot down a dirt road. A white cat bolts past.

Lightning splits the sky.

Cicadas buzz in trees so green they hurt to look at.

Wonder and grief twist together—a life buried before I was born.

This is what they stole.

I bend toward the screen like it would swallow me—that clean air, the warm, baking, yellow sun, that tickle of wild grass—what I would give for those memories, to have been born in an earlier time.

Ping—my goggles blink a warning:

YOU ARE A SURVEILLANCE TARGET OF AN ENFORCER CLASS C AERIAL DRONE.

The Naked Truth retracts into its casing with a hydraulic shudder, like it’s spooked.

A spotlight drops.

A sleek body glides overhead—stingray-black, whisper-quiet.

Recon.

A red beam sweeps the street, locks on me—my name already flashing in its system.

I run.

Boots slap. Lungs burn.

The drone slides after me, smooth as oil, fast as thought.

Its beam crawls up my back—too hot. Any second I’ll feel it bite.

A jolt gun fires from a high floor.

The shot hits dead center. The drone veers, sparks blooming like fireworks.

Its hull cartwheels across the street, burning.

“The city remembers!” I shout up.

A woman’s voice whoops above the smoke:

“The living make it remember!”

I grin, even as I run.

Outer Ring forever—half joke, half prayer.

The Naked Truth was a mistake. What if Axis figured out a way to monitor the illicit lines? What if it saw through my ghost ID and got curious?

Dust and hell, what did Krum unleash on us?

But I don’t care—not about that. Not tonight.

The city’s burning either way.

And they can outlaw everything they can think of,

But they can’t outlaw wonder.

And tonight, wonder’s the only thing keeping me human.

I catch a glimpse of Lion’s Hall waiting in the distance, every window of its campus dark.

Adrian’s message still glows on my wrist—Tunnelways.

More of this night. Half the eastern city to go.

Through the Den—

that cluster of dusters and zealots.

But it’s not those characters who worry me.

It’s the ones writing the rules.

Chapter 2

THE CHASE TO TUNNELWAYS

I reach the railworks of the Den just as the rain machines start rumbling. The ambient sounds of an approaching storm mark the moment surface runoff is redistributed as rain for the city. Droplets stain the grimy streets, rivulets slanting downhill. I follow the path toward the Tunnelways entrance below—each level older, only two blocks from the bridges spanning the Great Chasm, dividing the limestone hills of the Outer Ring from the broad plateau of main Dark City.

I detest this place. Cramped, narrow, always smelling of damp, mossy metal.
During market hours it’s usually packed—furniture, meats, jewelry, anything worth bartering—
but now the stalls are empty, shut tight. Rain sluices from gutters, splashing onto cobblestones.
The stillness makes it feel as if time itself has stopped.

A cold rush of wind from the chasm buffets my face.
Then the low, unmistakable whine of drones—closing. in.

I shield my eyes as a white-hot spotlight flares, its beam cutting slowly across the street.

A neutral voice booms from the drone:
“Wilma Cross, you are in violation of code 103-c. Halt and surrender.”

103-c—resisting police arrest. As if I’m going to give up now. I sprint down cracked pavement, head low as a half-lit delivery tram clanks past—tagged with Lion graffiti: THE CITY REMEMBERS.
Behind me, footsteps join the chase—shouted orders slicing through rain.
Pitweiler’s squads.

Above them, drones glide like predatory birds with Axis for brains.

I cut between two shops, past a shuttered clothing store and a row of mannequins whose faces never finished rendering. Axis switches its tack to the city’s infrastructure. A streetlight above me explodes—glass snowing down. Then another. And another.

Axis letting me know—it sees me.
It’s controlling more than police and drones.
If that’s true, things just got worse.

I pant into my comms:
“Lights dying behind me—Axis apparently hunts by current—it’s using the city walls. Not sure I can shake it.”
Then, “Where are you?”

Adrian’s channel stays dead.

“Keep it together,” I mutter to myself. “You’ve been through worse alone. Remember the morgue?”

A message flickers on my HUD:
SIGNAL INTERFERENCE DETECTED — SECTOR 9-A.

Static thickens in my ears.

The ad-wall across from me sputters to life—some old club promo still looping on an orphaned circuit.
A silver-suited man grins, perfect teeth, perfect lighting:

GLITTER DUST—
GET READY TO SPARKLE UP YOUR NIGHT!

Right…or pass out in a gutter like a duster. How old is this thing?

The grin freezes mid-flash. Color drains to white noise.
Then the image collapses to black, letters stuttering across the screen:

CROSSFLOW ACTIVITY DETECTED
SYSTEM STATE: MISALIGNED
SUBJECT: NULL
ID STRING: FOUND

The ad blinks back to perfume and champagne bubbles—business as usual.

I don’t wait. I bolt downhill toward the tram yards, vaulting a railing and sliding down the berm above the station.
A jackhammer disturbs the air, reverberating in my chest.
Floodlights wash the broken streets—mechanized, construction Lurkers saving the Den’s citizens a morning commute.

Boots thunder on the street above.
Pitweiler’s squads still in pursuit.
Drones skim the chasm edge, searchlights pulsing through the rain.

I stay crouched behind the tramway station until they pass, then break for the tree-lined boardwalk hugging the chasm rim.
The entrance’s close—I just can’t remember where.

From across the gulf, two drones emerge from the dark, lens-eyes glowing red.

“Doris,” I hiss. “It’s Wilma. Still remember me, old girl?”

She’s known me since I could walk.

“Wilma Cross,” she answers softly. “How is your father?”

“I’m being chased by Axis, Doris. I need a door.”

Boots hit the boardwalk behind me—closing fast.

“I thought you’d be good at this by now,” she says, voice almost human. “The entrance is next to Yannick’s Motorless.”

“The grip-bike store?”

“That’s the one. Narrow alley, fifty yards on your right.”

Yannick’s comes into view, limestone painted white with cursive red letters.
I slip into the alley beside it—blocked wall, hand-sized panel welded into the rock.
I slap my palm against it. The wall shivers, splits, spills blue light.
I dive through and slam it shut.

Breath ragged. The corridor beyond the door is narrow, lined with power conduits and memory ports—old Red Lion tech my father once maintained before he and my mind were arrested
The air smells like someone left their shoes to rot in the rain.

Doris’s voice filters through static:
“You’re lucky. That section’s still off Axis’s grid.”

“Define lucky.”

“Alive.”

I almost laugh—Dad’s humor, recycled through code.

The tunnel hum steadies. Farther ahead, a door glows faintly.
“How about that section up ahead? Is it safe?”

“Negative.”

“Then I need your help.”

“I can try,” Doris replies. “No one told me about the invasion today.”

“Axis is searching for me, Doris.”

“And you need an exit—fast.”

Ahead, faded rally posters streak the walls, the Lions’ rising-sun emblem ghosted to ruin.
I slow, pulse syncing with the low hum running through the stone. Above, a wide spiral stair leads up to the Mashberry Park entrance to Dark City.

“Which way?”

“Straight ahead—” Doris’s voice warps: “Axis is swarming.”

Its hum hits the tunnel—shifting low to high. Lights dim.
A broken, synthetic voice whispers in the dark:

SUBJECT: NULL
ID STRING: FOUND
ANOMALY: UNKNOWN / FAMILIAR
DEVIATION LOGGED
CONTINUE PATTERN?

Axis is still working out who I am. It’s seen me but I don’t fit its system. It just doesn’t know why yet.

“You really want to know who I am?” I shout into the dark, muscles tensed.
“I am the Walrus—so there… ku, ku, ka-chu!”

I run.

Power flares—white, searing.
I sprint for the glowing door, pulse screaming.
Behind me, the corridor fills with roaring energy.

“Service hatch sealing behind you, Wilma,” Doris reports.

I spill into the main tunnelway—and see them.
Three silhouettes running from the opposite direction.

My head’s still ringing.
Steady.
No let-down now.

A voice calls:
“The city remembers.”

Familiar. Warm.

“It’s the living that make it remember,” I answer.

Blue echo lights flare on, revealing Ruby and Tina.
The officer pacing behind them is Adrian Switzer—my designated guardian until I turned eighteen.

Ruby runs up through the half-dark.
“Finally! What took you so long?”

“Axis,” I pant. “And Pitweiler.”

“Great. We were starting to miss him.”

“And half a dozen enforcer drones.”

“What,” Ruby says. “How are you even here?”

“Save it,” Adrian cuts in. “If Axis is following you, she won’t stop. Tell your war stories later and let’s keep moving.”

The old tunnel lights flicker as Doris reroutes power.
My HUD scrolls a new alert:

CONVERGE: TUNNELWAY DELTA
LOCKDOWN IN 04:00

We take off together—boots hammering old steel, echoes folding into dark.

Something makes me glance back.

Axis murmurs through the walls, voice fractured, almost human:

CROSSFLOW ACTIVITY PERSISTENT
SUBJECT: NULL
ID STRING: FOUND
SYSTEM MISALIGNED
CORRECTION NEEDED

Correction needed? Did I hear that right?

I’m not staying to find out.
I race to catch up to the others—thankful for the familiar rhythmic hum rolling beneath our heels.

 

CHAPTER 3

BELOW DARK CITY

Tina brings us to a stop as the tunnel forks like a wishbone ahead—one branch half-collapsed, the other curving upward through the maintenance depths below Lion’s Hall. Air blows over our grimy faces from unseen vents—cold, misty. My mask fogs once—Doris syncing to the pressure shift.

“Doris, I need an update on our map location,” Tina snaps.

“Location information… unavailable,” Doris replies.

“Doris, Axis is closing the relay grid,” Adrian says, checking his slate. “If that relay closes, we’re cut off from the Dark City network. You understand? You’ll be our only source of power.”

“I’m aware,” Doris responds. “Would you like me to start a countdown—to celebrate your disconnection?”

I snort. Tina throws up her hands.

“You’re supposed to be helping us,” Ruby murmurs

“Easy, Ruby. She doesn’t have any new information,” I say, peering at the wishbone. The collapsed branch dives into dead dark. The open one slopes higher, hugging the Hall’s underbelly. “We go left—up.”

Tina shakes her head. “That takes us toward the old comms deck. I thought we were staying off the main lines.”

“We’re not heading for the decks,” Adrian says, already moving. “There’s a service stair off this run. It’ll punch us back toward Hall level. Come on.”

The layout of these sections is coming back to me—past visits here with my parents on some mysterious job. Pierre and I once turned this exact slope into a racetrack, sprinting up and bombing back down until Mom caught us. The memory hits like phantom laughter—gone before I can hold it.

A low electrical vibration hums through the concrete—not Axis, but Doris—steady and faint.

“It’s like running on a pulse,” Ruby mutters.

“Sort of comforting,” Tina murmurs.

Adrian raises a hand. “Quiet.”

We freeze. For a moment it’s only breath and heartbeat—then a click, small and regular, like a metronome under the floor.

Doris breaks through the comms, voice staticky but steady.
“Axis crossflow activity high. Ninety seconds of coverage before Axis sweeps this sector.”

“Let’s go,” Ruby says. “I don’t want to get caught with our pants down.”

“Doris, directions—Lion’s Hall access,” I shout.

“The tunnel forks ahead,” Doris answers. “Keep left at the bifurcation. You’ll find a maintenance stairwell along the west wall. Ascend ten flights for Atrium-adjacent levels.”

“Define bifurcation,” Tina mutters.

“Just stay left,” I say.

We run through the sector, past sealed storage rooms—MEDIC / AID printed in white lettering on green doors.

“Hate passing up good luck,” Adrian mutters as we race by.

“Why? Thinking we’ll need them?” I shout.

No response. Either he didn’t hear me or that was a yes.

“Hold up!” Ruby raises her hand. We skid to a stop, breathing hard.

“Do you hear that?” she asks.

“Hear what?” Tina asks.

“That—nothing.” Ruby’s eyes widen. “The hum. Doris. Gone.”

A deep quiet surrounds us. Our echo lamps paint the old Red Lion insignia carved into cross-beams above—faded, half-buried under grime.

“So what’s happening?” Tina asks.

“Get ready,” I reply.

“For what?” Ruby asks.

Static.

“You need… to go.” Doris’s voice, barely discernible.

I grab Ruby and pull her along.

“Come on,” Adrian says. “Stay tight.”

Ahead, the tunnel splits again—the right ramp climbing toward utility sectors, the left swinging toward an older line. A sign hangs crooked above the left:

OLD SERVICE — ID REQUIRED

We keep right—up.

Cold, damp air clings to my throat, then thins as we climb. The walls tighten—less like a corridor, more like a throat drawing us toward the Hall.

“Feels like gross old history,” I whisper.

“Your father designed this section,” Adrian replies. “Emergency backbone. Old, but it still feeds half the building.”

The reminder lands harder than expected. He was always the planner, the builder, the protector—the one who built my ghost ID. It’s kept me alive since he and Mom were taken by Krum’s police. And even after all this time, it still fools the grid.

Tina breaks the silence.
“I heard Axis took these systems offline.”

“She tried,” Adrian says. “Doris rerouted half the network into backups before Axis could.”

“So Doris is why the Outers still have lights,” Ruby says.

“Among other things.”

We reach a fenced-off service door stamped:

EXIT — MAINTENANCE ACCESS

Adrian pulls it open.

Inside: a spiral stairwell, rust flaking from the rails. The shaft narrows as it rises, walls pressing closer with each turn.

“This goes back toward Hall level,” he says. “Stay tight.”

We move double-time. My legs burn from the steps I’ve already taken tonight, but up is non-negotiable.

A rising hum suddenly erupts from below—sharp, aggressive, unmistakably Axis. Pressure slams upward through the shaft. We drop instinctively to our knees, visors down.

White light spears the stairwell from bottom to top.

The metal shudders around us. Heat licks my boots, then vanishes. When the afterimage clears, the walls nearest the blast are fused into glass—tubes of frozen shine.

Rats and roaches are flash-frozen mid-sprint, trapped in the translucent glaze.

“Way too close, Doris,” Adrian grits out.

“Yeah, what he said,” Tina mutters.

“Feedback loop detected,” Doris says, tone clipped. “Axis is using ambient circuits to scan.”

Ruby looks at me for a translation.

I shrug, adrenaline still buzzing. “It’s outsmarting Doris.”

“I heard that,” Doris replies. 

The hum pauses—the shaft goes still.

Axis’s voice cuts through like it’s tuning itself:
PATTERN UNRESOLVED
TRACE RETURN: NULL
ID ANOMALY PERSISTS / SOURCE FAMILIAR

Ruby claps her ears. “Jam that goddamn thing already!”

“I’m trying,” Doris replies, calm.

The vibration swells, then thins again—Axis tasting, testing, retreating.

Finally:
“Crossflow rerouted,” Doris says. “Signal obstruction restored. Recommend upward movement.”

“On it,” Adrian says.

We climb until my thighs scream.

At the top, Adrian shoulders through another service hatch. Clean, filtered, warm air rushes out.

“We’re back inside,” he says.

We climb through one by one into a maintenance room that opens into a small lobby with waiting chairs and a wide mirror between two rapid lifts. A sign on the wall reads:

LION’S HALL — LOWER RESIDENTIAL
LEVEL 30

Tina presses the call button. For a tense moment—nothing. Then one lift groans open.

“Backup power from Doris,” Adrian mutters. “One car alive—barely.”

The lift drags us up four floors and spits us into a long, narrow hallway shaped like a railway car—metal panels, numbered doors, all dark except two: mine and the stairwell’s.

“Clear for now,” Doris notes.

Ruby sighs loudly. “This is too much. This—all of this—it’s a steaming pile of bull crap.”

“Well said,” Tina fires back. “Any other complaints?”

“I can’t help it if I feel things,” Ruby snaps. “Like love… and imminent danger.”

I smile despite myself.

I look down the hall—my door waiting.

“Feels like coming home to a grave,” I murmur.

“Then let’s make sure you don’t end up in one,” Tina says.

I press the pad. A soft tone. The lock releases.

Inside: silence. Furniture still in place, my father’s coat draped over the chair. If I ever belonged anywhere, it was here—under a name that never existed.

“Something’s off,” I whisper.

“Someone accessed your feed two hours ago,” Adrian says, scanning. “Log spikes. Fast hands.”

“Two hours?”

“They were searching for something.”

Ruby checks the comms panel. “No chatter on the police lines.”

Tina unclips my pack. “Wilma—the box.”

I slide it out and set it on the table—small, matte black, unmarked.

Ruby eyes it. “So that’s what this is about?”

“If it’s what I think it is,” Adrian says, “it belongs to Lakeland.”

I hesitate, then open the lid.

Static leaps to my fingertips—then light flares above the table.

Two figures form in sepia holographic grain: my parents, Mara and Ryan Cross.

My heart drops—they look older. Not just from time, but from the mines. The light’s gone thin in their faces, but they’re alive. For a moment everything stops—the noise, the fear, even breath. I reach out without meaning to, fingers hovering just short of their ghostlight shapes.

Mom’s voice is gentle, hurried.
“If you’re hearing this, Wilma, we’ve escaped the Dorian Mines. The Lurkers helped us—don’t forget what they risked. We’re on the surface now, waiting for you. We left behind a cache. Lakeland must get it. There is no one we trust more than you. Find him. He can help everyone. We love you. We never wanted you to become hunted.”

Dad’s voice follows, rough but steady. “We built a map into Doris. She’ll guide you if you listen. You were always meant to find the way, Wilma. And we’ll do everything we can to get you out of that prison.”

The projection flickers. Static crawls through the air like cold breath.

Mom’s image wavers. “You’ll understand soon. There’s more of us in you than you know.”

Axis’s tone knifes through the feed:
“ACCESS REQUEST DENIED. TRACE RETURN: NULL.”

The images fracture and vanish. The room breathes cold.

Adrian steps forward. “If that cache still exists, Lakeland has to see it.”

Ruby whispers, “So we find it.”

A rumble shakes the apartment walls.

“Axis is tracing the signal,” Doris warns. “Move fast.”
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