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Introduction
In the world after the fracture, the city-core towers over its own ashes, a fortress of
electric light and cold order hemmed by endless, forsaken wastelands. Here, every
breath is rationed, every movement overseen by the regime's unblinking surveillance,
and every citizen is measured by their utility to the system. It is a world forged by
technological marvel and cemented by fear—a place where hope is little more than a
whisper that vanishes in the hum of the ever-present Drones.

For as long as she can remember, Maya has called the concrete slums of Sector 9 her
home. Among corrugated rooftops and neon-glow alleyways, she has learned to
survive by her wits, hands, and the restless mind that makes her a prodigy in code.
With deft fingers, she slips through firewalls and patches together scraps of forbidden
information, eking out existence for herself and her younger brother, Luka. They are
bound together by hardship and secrecy—two siblings against a world that keeps its
boot firmly on those below.

Yet, Maya also bears the weight of a hidden past. Shadows of her father’s rebellion
cling to her, a legacy the regime has never forgiven nor forgotten. While others fear to
so much as think a treasonous thought, the whispers in the city’s underground
suggest Maya’s family name still stirs unease among those in power. She denies it
wherever possible, hiding in plain sight, but the truth cannot remain buried forever.

It is on the eve of a rare electric storm that the regime comes for Luka. Accused of
orchestrating a sabotage he never committed—his only crime being his blood—Luka is
torn from Maya’s arms, proof that the sins of the father still poison the children. In that
moment, Maya’s world contracts into a single, burning purpose: she will risk
everything to save her brother, even if it means shattering the fragile veil that keeps
her out of sight.

Beyond the armored gates lies the wasteland—lawless, lethal, and luminous with
dangers Maya can scarcely imagine. Yet in these wild places, she will uncover forces
not even the regime fully understands: a legacy locked in her DNA, an ability to slip
through the digital seams of the world itself. Pursued by hunters, courted by rebels,
and haunted by her own doubts, Maya sets out on a journey that will ignite the
slumbering embers of rebellion and decide the fate of a divided world.

This is Maya’s story—of love and loss, courage and transformation. It is the story of a
broken world and the spark that just might heal it, or destroy what little remains.
Welcome to The Shadow’s Veil.
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CHAPTER ONE: Ash and Neon
The air in Sector 9 tasted of recycled synth-protein and the metallic tang of distant,
high-voltage currents. It clung to Maya’s tongue, a constant reminder of the sprawling,
enclosed existence she shared with millions. Every dawn brought a new layer of grey
dust, kicked up by the sanitation drones and settled onto the peeling paint of the
tenements. From her perch on a precariously balanced rooftop, she could almost
pretend to be above it all. Almost.

Below, the alleyways snaked like forgotten arteries, pulsing with the muted thrum of
illicit activity and the ceaseless murmur of survival. Holographic advertisements,
glitching and faded, flickered on ancient walls, promising luxuries that were a lifetime
away for anyone in Sector 9. “Transcend your limits! Join the Core Elite!” one
particular ad blared, depicting a smiling, pristine family in a soaring, chrome-plated
apartment. Maya snorted, the sound lost in the grind of a passing cargo skimmer.

She adjusted the crude antenna she’d jury-rigged from scavenged comms parts, her
fingers nimble and practiced. The old comms array was a patchwork masterpiece of
ingenuity and desperation, designed to skim the edges of the city’s heavily encrypted
network. Most people were content with their regulated infofeeds, but Maya hunted for
the cracks, the forgotten frequencies, the whispers that carried more truth than any
broadcast.

Her brother, Luka, stirred beside her, his head nestled against a pile of discarded bio-
fiber insulation. He was younger, just thirteen, with a mop of dark hair perpetually
falling into his bright, inquisitive eyes. Even in sleep, a faint frown creased his brow, a
shadow of the concerns that pressed down on them daily. He was too thin, Maya noted
with a familiar ache, despite her best efforts to “acquire” extra rations.

A faint, almost imperceptible ping sounded in her ear-implant, confirming the
connection. Maya’s lips curved into a small, triumphant smile. She had breached the
outer layer of a Core-city data stream – nothing vital, just a public transport schedule,
but it was a gateway. From there, she could slip deeper, unnoticed. This was her
currency, her protection, and her quiet act of defiance. Knowledge, even trivial
knowledge, was power in a city that thrived on enforced ignorance.

“Got it,” she whispered, nudging Luka gently with her elbow. He mumbled something
unintelligible, then blinked awake, his eyes focusing on the cityscape. The Core, a
distant cluster of shimmering towers, pierced the perpetual haze, a testament to
wealth and control. Even from this distance, its artificial glow seemed to mock the dim
struggle below.
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“Anything good?” Luka asked, his voice still thick with sleep. He sat up, rubbing the
back of his neck. His gaze, however, was already drawn to the miniature data-pad
Maya held, its screen displaying lines of shimmering code.

“Routine, mostly,” Maya replied, scrolling through the decrypted data. “Though it
seems the Elite’s latest shipment of luxury synth-fruit is experiencing ‘unforeseen
delays.’ Probably a logistics drone crash, or some low-level Core-dweller trying to
boost their status by diverting resources.” She knew the small details of Core life
better than most, having spent years sifting through their digital refuse.

Luka chuckled, a dry, raspy sound. “Just as well. More for us, right?” It was a running
joke between them, a grim acknowledgement that any glitch in the seamless
efficiency of the Core meant a fleeting opportunity for those living on the fringes. A
misplaced shipment, a forgotten access code – these were the crumbs they survived
on.

“Don’t get your hopes up,” Maya said, though a flicker of hope always sparked within
her at such news. She began a more focused scan, her fingers dancing across the data-
pad’s interface. She wasn't just looking for sustenance; she was looking for
information, for anything that might give them an edge, or at least a warning. The
regime was like a hungry predator, and the slums were its hunting grounds.

Their father had taught her to be wary, even before his disappearance. “The shadows
always watch, Maya,” he’d said, his voice a low rumble in the cramped confines of
their old apartment. “And the brightest lights cast the darkest shadows.” He’d been a
tinkerer, a dreamer, and a rebel, though Maya hadn't fully understood the last part
until much later. Now, his words were a constant echo in her mind.

Luka, ever the curious one, leaned closer. “What about the whispers? Any new ones
about the… the outside?” His voice dropped to a near-inaudible level, an instinct born
of growing up under constant surveillance. The ‘outside’ was the wasteland, a
forbidden, dangerous realm that few from the city ever ventured into, and even fewer
returned from.

Maya paused, her eyes scanning a recently updated public security bulletin. 
“Increased Drone patrols in Sector 7. Citizens advised to remain indoors after curfew.”
Standard fare, designed to instill fear. She shook her head, though, a slight tremor
running through her. “Nothing concrete. Just the usual fear-mongering. Why?”

Luka shrugged, picking at a loose thread on his worn tunic. “Just thinking. Papa always
talked about it. About how there was more than just the city.” He looked out at the
vast expanse of the city-core, then back towards the grey, polluted sky that obscured
the true horizon. “Do you ever wonder what it’s really like?”
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Maya did. More than she would admit, even to Luka. She imagined endless skies, not
confined by towering buildings, and ground that wasn’t paved over with recycled
duracrete. But the risks… the stories of raiders, mutated creatures, and brutal
skirmishes were enough to keep most people from even contemplating such a journey.
And besides, their life was here, within these walls, however suffocating.

She finally found something of interest: a poorly secured communication channel used
by a mid-level enforcement officer. Sloppy, she thought with a smirk. A rookie, or
perhaps someone who thought they were too insignificant to be targeted. The channel
buzzed with static for a moment, then cleared, revealing a fragmented conversation.

“—intel confirmed. Target is in Sector 9, near the old power conduit grid. Possible
collaborator with… the remnants.” The voice was gruff, devoid of inflection.

Maya’s breath hitched. “The remnants.” That was the regime’s favored term for any
opposition, any group that dared to question their authority. It was a broad, all-
encompassing label designed to demonize and isolate.

Luka’s head snapped up. “What is it?” he whispered, sensing the shift in Maya’s
demeanor.

“They’re talking about a ‘target’ in Sector 9,” Maya said, her voice tight. She tried to
glean more information, but the conversation abruptly cut out, replaced by the
infuriating hum of a secured line. Someone had realized the mistake and patched it.

A cold knot formed in her stomach. “Remnants.” The word vibrated with a dangerous
resonance, one that connected directly to her father and his past. Their father had
been accused of being a ‘remnant,’ a traitor. It was the reason they lived in the
shadows, the reason every drone felt like it was watching them.

“Do you think… do you think it has anything to do with Papa?” Luka asked, his voice
small. His innocent question hit Maya like a physical blow. The regime had a long
memory, especially for those who dared to defy them. And while their father had
vanished years ago, the taint of his defiance lingered like a toxic cloud over their lives.

Maya shook her head, forcing a confident expression onto her face. “No. It’s probably
just another petty criminal or someone who jaywalked the wrong way. They use
‘remnants’ for anything that doesn’t fit their perfect little system.” It was a lie, and
they both knew it. The word sent a shiver of fear down her spine. The regime didn't
use that word lightly.

She packed up her comms gear, her movements brisk, almost frantic. The morning
light was strengthening, casting long, sharp shadows across the rooftops. It was time
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to descend, to blend back into the anonymous throng of Sector 9, to disappear before
the watchful eyes of the regime could find them.

“Come on,” she urged Luka, swinging her worn pack over her shoulder. “We need to
get some work done before the midday heat gets too bad.” Their work involved
navigating the dangerous underbelly of the city, performing small, untraceable data-
scavenging jobs for other residents, trading their skills for food rations and precious
access to information.

As they descended from the rooftop, through crumbling stairwells and narrow
corridors, Maya couldn’t shake the enforcement officer’s disembodied voice. “Target is
in Sector 9, near the old power conduit grid.” The conduit grid ran directly beneath
their tenement block. A coincidence? Or was the past finally catching up to them?

The thought tightened its grip around her heart. She pushed it down, deep, where the
fear couldn't paralyze her. She had to protect Luka. That was her absolute,
unwavering purpose. And to do that, she had to be smart, silent, and invisible. In the
vast, oppressive machinery of the city-core, anonymity was their only shield, and
information, their only weapon. But even shields could crack, and weapons could be
turned. Today, the air felt heavier, charged with an invisible tension, as if the very
fabric of their carefully constructed lives was about to fray.
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This is a sample preview. Purchase the book to read the full content.
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