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    "To those who have ever loved an enemy, and found themselves in the flames."

      

    



  	
        
            
            "We are all thieves—some steal gold, others steal hearts."
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Part 1: Glass Without Moonlight
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New York doesn’t sleep. It simply learns how to hold its breath.

Obsidian Tower rose from Madison Avenue like a blade of night—sleek, merciless, and impossibly tall. From the street below, its lobby shimmered with artificial starlight, while far above, black glass ribs disappeared into restless clouds.

From the rooftop across the avenue, a shadow detached itself.

Maya Veyra moved as though gravity were only a rumor. Dressed in matte charcoal that devoured reflections, she was nothing more than intent wrapped in silence. No jangling buckles. No stray gleam of metal. Even her breath refused to fog the air.

She clipped a fiber line to a service mast and stepped into the void. The city tilted beneath her—yellow cabs crawling like fireflies, sirens stitching red across the avenues. Up here, the wind spoke in clean syllables. She listened, counted, descended.

Her micro-suction plate clung to the glass. A wafer of heated gel softened the seal. Her cutter traced a silent oval, and the pane lifted free with the obedience of a closing eyelid. She slipped inside, replacing it so neatly the night itself couldn’t tell the difference.

The corridor smelled of new money and ozone. LED strips hummed faintly. Dome cameras blinked, then blinked again—until her gloves whispered a looped feed into their memory.

A digital panel glowed behind smoked glass. Maya paused, studying her reflection for a beat before her lips curved.

Still chasing difficult doors, Veyra.

Her fingers danced: two numbers, a pause, one with a lingering touch, then four quick taps. Not guessing. Reading. Patterns lived in people, not machines. And people always left fingerprints in the way they thought.

The lock sighed open.

She drifted down a carpeted hall, where priceless art hung like unspoken secrets. A Kandinsky—or perhaps an imitation. A silvered photograph of a desert road. A bronze sculpture clenched into storm. Somewhere below, an elevator chimed. Then silence.

The vault lived behind a door that pretended to be polite. Inside, the air was cold—expensive, metallic, edged with nitrogen. Guardians here didn’t breathe; they pulsed through wires and sensors. Maya extended a hand close to the lock, not touching—just letting the electromagnetic field taste her presence. It trembled.

She smiled.

At the center of the room, beneath a glass dome, waited the object of the night: a slab of brushed obsidian, shot through with a single vein of red light.

The Velorum Codex.

Corporate whispers called it a design archive. Darker rumors said it carried Draven Corp’s buried skeletons—encrypted passwords to its ghosts.

She circled the plinth. Dust refused to fall, betraying the laser tripwires. A bead of vapor revealed a net of faint blue threads. She danced through them, graceful as a shadow.

Her reflection rose on the glass—focused eyes, a mouth made for flattery and defiance. She pressed a ceramic blade to the dome—

and froze.

A second reflection had joined hers.

A man’s face, sharp-edged, smiling like danger that had learned charm.

“You walk softly for an emperor,” Maya murmured.

The reply came smooth, unhurried, from the doorway.

“I pay the floor to tell me who questions it.”

She pivoted with deliberate grace.

Victor Draven. Tailored black, open collar, a watch glowing faintly like a winter moon. He didn’t need theatrics. Gravity itself seemed to acknowledge him.

He stepped inside, closing the door without a glance. The air closed with it.

“Maya Veyra.” He spoke her name as if he owned the right.

“You pronounce it correctly,” she replied evenly. “That must have cost you.”

“Everything worth knowing is expensive.”

“You collect that too.”

“Sometimes.” His eyes lingered on her. “Tonight, I collect you.”

Her gaze flicked to the Codex. “You’re in my light.”

“You brought the light.”

He moved closer. The room shifted with him—his cologne dark with cedar and ink, her pulse answering in spite of discipline. He tapped a code into the plinth; the lasers bent into a new geometry, changing the game with casual precision.

“So this is how a king guards his gospel,” she said.

“You think in temples.”

“I think in exits.”

“You came here to leave heavier than you arrived. That paradox,” his mouth curved slightly, “is why I enjoy you.”

They circled each other—predators in measured orbit. Reflections overlapped on the glass dome, a coin with two living sides.

“What is it you really came for, Maya Veyra?”

“The truth.”

“No one breaks into Obsidian Tower for philosophy.”

“Truth is currency too.”

His gaze lingered on the blade in her hand. “Black clothes to vanish, a weapon that glitters. Contradictions. I respect those.”

She struck, quick—at the auxiliary lock beneath the plinth. The system inhaled.

Victor pressed a switch. The floor thrummed. Lasers folded. Oxygen thinned. The dome fogged.

“You changed the algorithm,” she said calmly.

“I built it to change,” he answered. “Predictable security invites thieves.”

Their eyes locked—tension humming like wire between towers.

“You’re not here only for the Codex,” Victor said at last. “You’re testing me.”

She let the silence reply.

The air thickened, crowded with unspoken wagers.

“What story helps you sleep, Maya?” he asked softly.

“That I owe no one.”

“Impossible. Everyone owes someone. Even kings. Especially thieves.”

“I pay in my own currency.”

“And that is?”

“Survival.”

A smile ghosted across his lips. “Then we speak the same language.”

The Codex pulsed faintly within its dome, as if listening.

Victor extended his hand. “Walk out with me. As my guest. The Codex stays, but you keep your freedom—while I decide if I prefer your mind to your hands.”

Maya’s grin flickered, sharp and brief. “You’ve discovered my face, not my terms.”

“We are both discovering.”

For a heartbeat, she almost took his hand. Instead, the lights stuttered. In that instant she moved, sliding under the shifting lasers, silver foil pressed to the dome—convincing the glass to forget.

Victor
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