
Table of Contents

The City Where No One Can Lie

Chapter One – The First Lie

Chapter Two — The Echo of Falsehood

Chapter Three — The Man Who Shouldn’t Exist

Chapter Four — The Scryer’s Burden

Chapter Five — The Market of Unspoken Deals

Chapter Six — The Second Lie

Chapter Seven — The Architect of Deceit

Chapter Eight — The Collapse Begins

Chapter Nine — The Council’s Secret

Chapter Ten — The Null Returns

Chapter Eleven — The Forbidden Chamber

Chapter Twelve — The Third Lie

Chapter Thirteen — The Architect’s First Fragment

Chapter Fourteen — The Architect’s Second Fragment

Chapter Fifteen — The Architect’s Third Fragment

Chapter Sixteen — The Architect’s Final Fragment

Chapter Seventeen — The Heart of the Spell

Chapter Eighteen — The Null’s Choice

Chapter Nineteen — The City That Remembers

Chapter Twenty — The City of Quiet Truths

Chapter Twenty-One — The Quiet Between Truths

Chapter Twenty-Two — The Null’s Return

Chapter Twenty-Three — The Shape of Tomorrow

Chapter Twenty-Four — The City That Chooses

Chapter Twenty-Five — The Last Truth


The City Where No One Can Lie

Lyra Hartwell

Copyright © 2026 by Lyra Hartwell

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the author, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, businesses, companies, events, or locales is entirely coincidental. 

Chapter One — The First Lie

Chapter Two — The Echo of Falsehood

Chapter Three — The Man Who Shouldn’t Exist

Chapter Four — The Scryer’s Burden

Chapter Five — The Market of Unspoken Deals

Chapter Six — The Second Lie

Chapter Seven — The Architect of Deceit

Chapter Eight — The Collapse Begins

Chapter Nine — The Council’s Secret

Chapter Ten — The Null Returns

Chapter Eleven — The Forbidden Chamber

Chapter Twelve — The Third Lie

Chapter Thirteen — The Architect’s First Fragment

Chapter Fourteen — The Architect’s Second Fragment

Chapter Fifteen — The Architect’s Third Fragment

Chapter Sixteen — The Architect’s Final Fragment

Chapter Seventeen — The Heart of the Spell

Chapter Eighteen — The Null’s Choice

Chapter Nineteen — The City That Remembers

Chapter Twenty — The City of Quiet Truths

Chapter Twenty-One — The Quiet Between Truths

Chapter Twenty-Two — The Null’s Return

Chapter Twenty-Three — The Shape of Tomorrow

Chapter Twenty-Four — The City That Chooses

Chapter Twenty-Five — The Last Truth

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One – The First Lie
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Mara Quill was halfway through her morning ritual of glaring at the truth-magic when the impossible happened. Normally, the truth-magic glowed in a steady, smug shimmer above the city, a dome of pearly light that pulsed with the self-satisfaction of a spell that had never once failed. It hummed like a chorus of sanctimonious librarians, vibrating with the energy of absolute honesty. Mara hated it before coffee. She hated most things before coffee, but the truth-magic held a special place in her heart for being both indispensable and unbearably self-righteous.

She was standing on her balcony, sipping a cup of bitter brew that tasted like roasted disappointment, when the dome flickered. Not a gentle flicker, not a polite flicker, but a full-body shudder that rippled across the sky like someone had slapped the spell awake. The shimmer spasmed, turned chartreuse, and emitted a sound that could only be described as a magical gasp. Mara froze, cup halfway to her lips, as the dome convulsed again. The truth-magic was having a tantrum.

“Oh no,” she whispered, because there were only three things that could make the truth-magic behave like that: a catastrophic spell failure, a cosmic prank, or a lie.

The pigeons confirmed it. They were enchanted to detect falsehoods, and normally they cooed serenely around the city, occasionally landing on people’s heads to congratulate them for being honest. But now they shrieked in unison, flapping wildly, their feathers glowing neon red. One particularly dramatic pigeon dive-bombed Mara’s balcony, landed on the railing, and screamed directly into her face.

“FALSEHOOD DETECTED!”

Mara dropped her mug. It shattered on the tiles, splashing bitter brew across her boots. She didn’t even flinch. Her entire body had gone cold. A lie. Someone had lied. Someone had lied and gotten away with it.

She sprinted inside, grabbed her scrying lens, and pressed it to her eye. The lens was a circular piece of enchanted glass that showed truth-threads, the metaphysical strands that connected every honest statement in the city. Normally, the threads glowed in tidy lines, weaving a tapestry of perfect clarity. Now they were tangled, twitching, and sparking like a nest of angry cosmic worms.

“Oh no no no,” Mara muttered as she scanned the threads. They jittered violently, snapping in and out of existence. One thread in particular pulsed with a sickly green glow, the color of spoiled magic. It writhed like it was trying to escape the tapestry entirely.

She followed it, tracing its path through the city. It led to the lower district, the place where truth-magic was always a little weaker, where people spoke in careful phrasing and the spell occasionally misinterpreted sarcasm as treason. The thread ended at a small, crooked building with a sign that read: **Cassian Vale — Consultant in Creative Compliance**.

Mara groaned. Of course it was Cassian. If anyone could break metaphysical law, it was the man who treated rules like polite suggestions. Cassian Vale was a criminal mastermind, but not the dangerous kind. He specialized in loopholes, technicalities, and exploiting the truth-magic’s tendency to take things literally. He once convinced the spell that a stolen artifact wasn’t stolen because he “borrowed it indefinitely.” The spell had accepted this. Mara had nearly torn her hair out.

She grabbed her coat, stormed out of her apartment, and marched through the streets. The truth-magic flickered overhead, casting jittery shadows. People whispered nervously, clutching their honesty tokens. A streetlamp blinked erratically, then shouted, “CLARIFY YOUR STATEMENT,” at a passing couple who had merely said they were “fine.”

By the time Mara reached Cassian’s office, the truth-magic had begun humming in a low, ominous tone. She shoved the door open without knocking.

Cassian was sitting at his desk, feet propped up, flipping a coin that glowed with faint magical energy. He looked up with a grin that suggested he had been expecting her.

“Mara Quill,” he said, voice smooth as enchanted silk. “To what do I owe the pleasure of your aggressively punctual presence?”

“You lied,” she snapped.

Cassian blinked. “I lie all the time.”

“No,” Mara said, pointing her scrying lens at him. “You lied and the truth-magic didn’t stop you.”

Cassian’s grin faltered. He sat up, lowering his feet to the floor. “That’s impossible.”

“Tell that to the dome,” Mara said. “It’s having a meltdown.”

Cassian stood, pacing. “What did I lie about?”

“I don’t know,” Mara said. “The thread led here, but it’s corrupted. I can’t see the content of the lie.”

Cassian rubbed his temples. “I didn’t lie today. I haven’t even spoken to anyone yet. I’ve been here all morning trying to convince this coin to stop telling me my financial decisions are reckless.”

The coin chimed, “RECKLESS,” in a cheerful tone.

Mara frowned. “If you didn’t lie, then someone lied near you. Or someone used your loophole magic. Or someone is framing you. Or—”

The truth-magic dome spasmed again. A shockwave rippled through the city, rattling windows. Mara staggered, grabbing the doorframe for support. Cassian caught her arm, steadying her.

“What was that?” he asked.

“The lie is spreading,” Mara said. “Falsehood is contagious. If we don’t find the source, the entire truth-spell could collapse.”

Cassian’s eyes widened. “And then what? People start lying freely? Chaos? Anarchy? Politicians?”

“Worse,” Mara said. “People start doubting their own memories. Reality becomes negotiable. The spell holds the city together. If it breaks, everything breaks.”

Cassian exhaled slowly. “All right. I’ll help.”

Mara blinked. “You will?”

“Of course,” Cassian said. “If reality collapses, I’ll have to redo all my loophole paperwork. I’m not living through that again.”

Mara rolled her eyes. “Fine. But we need to move fast. The corrupted thread came from the lower district. We need to track it before it infects more truth-threads.”

Cassian grabbed his coat. “Lead the way.”

They stepped outside. The truth-magic dome flickered violently, then emitted a sound like a cosmic hiccup. A pigeon swooped down, landed on Cassian’s shoulder, and screamed, “SUSPICIOUS BEHAVIOR DETECTED!”

Cassian sighed. “I hate these birds.”

Mara adjusted her scrying lens, scanning the air. The corrupted thread pulsed faintly, leading down the street. They followed it, weaving through crowds of anxious citizens. A baker shouted at his pastries, which had begun correcting his measurements. A child cried as her toy dragon insisted she had exaggerated its size. A street vendor argued with his enchanted sign, which kept changing his prices to “FAIR MARKET VALUE.”

The thread led them to a narrow alley. Mara stepped inside, the air thick with magical static. The thread pulsed brighter, vibrating violently. Cassian squinted at it.

“That’s not normal,” he said.

“No,” Mara agreed. “It’s mutating.”

The thread twisted, splitting into two. Then three. Then dozens. They writhed like living things, branching out in every direction.

Cassian swallowed. “That’s bad.”

“It means the lie is spawning more lies,” Mara said. “We’re dealing with something new. Something dangerous.”

Cassian looked at her. “What do we do?”

Mara took a deep breath. “We find the liar.”

Cassian nodded. “And then?”

Mara stared at the writhing threads. “And then we pray the truth-magic doesn’t explode.”

The dome flickered again, turning briefly purple. A streetlamp screamed. A pigeon fainted. Cassian sighed.

“Well,” he said, “this is going to be fun.”
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Chapter Two — The Echo of Falsehood
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The alley where the corrupted truth-thread writhed was not known for its charm. It was narrow, damp, and smelled faintly of existential dread. The walls leaned inward as if conspiring, and the cobblestones were uneven in a way that suggested they had opinions about footwear. Mara stepped carefully, her scrying lens glowing as she tracked the twitching strands of falsehood. Cassian followed, hands in his pockets, whistling a tune that sounded suspiciously like a lullaby for misbehaving magic.

The threads pulsed brighter as they moved deeper into the alley. Mara’s lens vibrated, sending tiny shocks up her arm. She winced. “The lie is echoing. It’s bouncing off the truth-magic like a bad joke.”

Cassian raised an eyebrow. “A bad joke can be powerful. I once destabilized a ward with a pun.”

“That’s not something to brag about.”

“It was a very good pun.”

Mara ignored him, focusing on the threads. They twisted around each other, forming a knot of metaphysical nonsense. The knot pulsed, then emitted a faint sound — a tiny, pathetic squeak. Cassian leaned closer.

“Did the lie just squeak?”

“Yes,” Mara said. “That’s new.”

The knot shuddered, then shot upward, slamming into the wall. The bricks rippled like water, then rearranged themselves into a glowing doorway. Mara stepped back.

“Oh no,” she whispered. “Not this place.”

Cassian frowned. “What place?”

“The Archive of Unfortunate Truths.”

Cassian blinked. “That sounds made up.”

“It’s very real,” Mara said. “And very annoying.”

The doorway pulsed, inviting them in with the enthusiasm of a bureaucrat who had been told to smile more. Mara sighed and stepped through. Cassian followed, muttering something about magical architecture being passive-aggressive.

The archive was enormous. Shelves stretched into infinity, filled with scrolls, tomes, and glowing cubes that hummed with suppressed judgment. The air smelled like dust, ink, and mild disappointment. Floating lanterns drifted overhead, illuminating the aisles with a soft golden glow. At the center of the room stood a desk, behind which sat a spirit made entirely of paperwork.

It had a torso of stacked forms, arms made of quills, and a head shaped like a filing cabinet. Its eyes were two glowing stamps that read APPROVED and DENIED. It looked up as they approached.

“Welcome,” it said in a voice that sounded like rustling parchment. “Please present your authorization.”

Cassian smiled. “Of course. I have it right here.” He reached into his coat and pulled out a blank sheet of paper.

The spirit stared. “This is not authorization.”

“It’s a conceptual representation of authorization.”

“DENIED.”

Mara stepped forward. “We’re here on official truth-scryer business.”

The spirit’s APPROVED eye flickered. “Truth-scryer Mara Quill. You are authorized to enter. Your companion is not.”

Cassian gasped dramatically. “Discrimination.”

“DENIED.”

Mara sighed. “He’s assisting me.”

“DENIED.”

“He’s essential.”

“DENIED.”

“He’s annoying but useful.”

The APPROVED eye flickered again. “Accepted.”

Cassian grinned. “I’ll take it.”

The spirit gestured toward the shelves. “The lie you seek has corrupted several
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