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​Chapter One: Omnicode
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The Lux Aeterna was less a ship than a boat. It drifted in orbit above Aeterna Prime, all gleaming biometal and flowing light, its hull pulsing faintly like muscle under skin. It was alive in a way only the wealthiest families could afford—a yacht whose every curve whispered: our fortune is deeper than your dreams.

Inside, the air carried the engineered fragrance of saltwater and ozone, a reminder of oceans most of the guests had never seen. The ballroom stretched three decks high, chandeliers swaying like jellyfish. Nobles and heirs of the Helix Dynasty moved in shimmering attire keyed to their moods, pigments flaring with pride, envy, lust.

At the center of it all: a display case, bio-grown “impenetrable” glass pulsing faintly to the rhythm of the genetic strand suspended inside. The “Omnicode.” A helix designed to overwrite flesh with universal compatibility, a key to every augmentation, every mod. To own it was to corner evolution.

It was supposed to be untouchable.

Which, of course, meant someone was going to try.

Verya Thorne had been dispatched precisely because Dalen Tovek—the petty heir hosting this showcase—wasn’t trustworthy. Middle-management blood in a family that valued blood above all. He was desperate to prove himself, and desperation bred enemies.

She stood at the mezzanine, watching. Tall, imposing, dangerous. Her skin caught light in shifting opalescent hues, her eyes gleamed silver. In her black uniform, edged with living circuitry, she was the sharp edge to the Dynasty’s soft flesh. Her supervisors knew she was efficient, merciless, and—unlike Dalen—useful.

The music crested. Simultaneously, the thieves struck.

Three raiders tore through the east balcony, grotesque with bio-mods. One’s body split open to reveal a weaponized thorax, another’s hands fused into claws, the third’s spine arched with armored plates. Panic rippled through the ballroom.

Verya moved like a blade unsheathed. Her arc lash coiled to life, crackling violet as she cut through the crowd. A single strike fried the weapon-spine, another scorched the clawed raider’s nerves until he collapsed screaming. The third fled, scrambling into the coral-like corridors of the yacht.

Security was slow, but that didn’t matter. Verya already had two of the three convulsing on the floor. She straightened, lips pressed thin. Sloppy. Predictable.

And then the alarm changed. A sharper pitch. A deeper urgency.

She didn’t need to look to know—the Omnicode was gone.

Verya spun, eyes cutting across the chaos. Guests panicked, guards scrambled, Dalen shouted something about his inheritance. But it wasn’t the raiders. The case had been cracked in the confusion, its prize lifted clean. Whoever had orchestrated this had used the raiders as cover.

That’s when she saw him.

Not running. Not panicking. Not even pretending to belong.

Standing by the open balcony door, watching her.

He was out of place in every possible way. Tight trousers, scuffed boots, jacket sharp but threadbare. A shirt unbuttoned just enough to break etiquette. His hair was electric silver-blue, short at the sides but wild on top, like a fashion that belonged on neon-drenched streets, not here.

One green eye glinted with amusement. The other—artificial, cybernetic—burned blue beneath a half-mask cracked at the cheek.

And while her eyes locked on him, his hand slipped into the pocket of a fallen noble, plucking a credit chit with the same ease someone else might straighten a cufflink. He palmed a data-etched invitation from another, glanced at it, and smirked before tucking it into his coat.

Not a thief. Not a rebel. A vulture.

Verya advanced, lash humming. “Who are you?”

He gave a shallow bow. “Jax Luno. Just a guest.”

“You’re no guest. You don’t belong here.”

“Neither do they.” He nodded toward the twitching raiders, voice lilting, sing-song. He didn’t even glance at the empty case. He already knew.

Her eyes narrowed. He wasn’t with the raiders—too calm, too composed. And unlike them, his mods were clean-cut cybernetics, straight from a system that had trended toward steel and circuit instead of flesh. An outsider. A sheep; not a wolf.

Before she could close the distance, he tilted his head, that infuriating grin widening.

“You’re quick. Faster than they expected, I’d bet. Shame is, someone else already took the prize.”

And then he turned, stepping lightly onto the balcony railing. With a flourish, he slipped backwards into a maintenance vent disguised as living coral—

—and immediately kicked loose a cascade of biofiber tubing. The chandelier above flickered. A panel slammed shut behind him, pinching his coat; he yanked free, tearing the seam.

The alarms wailed louder. Security drones pivoted, targeting the commotion.

Verya lunged, lash crackling—only for the vent’s organic ductwork to seize shut around him, swallowing him whole just before her strike connected. The only trace left behind was a faint echo of boots scrambling gracelessly through the yacht’s guts.

The drones fanned out. Guests screamed louder. Dalen shouted about sabotage.

Verya stood, arc lash trembling in her grip, silver eyes narrowing. He hadn’t vanished like a ghost. He’d blundered out by sheer luck.

And that made her hatred burn even hotter.
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​Chapter Two: Crawlspace
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Jax Luno had only ever been on two kinds of ships: the ones he wasn’t supposed to be on, and the ones that kicked him off.

The Lux Aeterna was about to be both.

He hadn’t come here for the “Omnicode” or whatever triple-helix science toy the Dynasty was waving around tonight. He’d snuck aboard because galas like this were ripe for distraction. Nobles drank more than they should, their credit chits slid too easily from their pockets, and the staff were too busy bowing to notice one extra sharp-dressed rat skittering through the halls.

The plan—if you could call it that—was simple: blend in, lift a handful of wallets, walk out richer than he came in.

Then the raid happened.

And now he was crawling through a living vent that smelled like sour meat.

The duct clenched around his forearm, slick with some mucus-like film. The walls pulsed faintly, as if the yacht itself was annoyed to host him.
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