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    To the variables who refused to be solved.
And to those who bleed in silenceto keep the city lights burning.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Capital is dead labor, which, vampire-like, lives only by sucking living labor, and lives the more, the more labor it sucks."
— Karl Marx, Das Kapital
 
"There is no such thing as a free lunch.Someone, somewhere, is always on the menu."
— The First Law of the Sanguine Exchange
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CHAPTER 1: THE EXCHANGE
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The ticker tape running along the ceiling of the trading floor was the only light that mattered. It bled red, casting a rhythmic, pulsing glow over the faces of the brokers below.

O-NEG: 4,500 Credits/Liter. UP 2%.
AB-POS: 800 Credits/Liter. DOWN 0.5%.
SYNTHETIC: 120 Credits/Liter. FLAT.
Elias Vane rubbed his tired eyes. He had been staring at the screens for twelve hours. Around him, the trading floor of the Sanguine Exchange in Neo-Veridia roared with the noise of desperation. Men and women in sharp grey suits shouted into headsets, buying and selling future lives. They weren't trading oil or gold. They were trading the harvest.

"I need fifty liters of B-Positive, fresh draw, no preservatives!" a broker shouted two desks away. "My client is trembling. He needs a fix within the hour!"

"Price just spiked," Elias muttered, watching the board. "War in the Southern Sector just ended. Supply is down."

Elias was a Senior Broker. He didn't source the blood; he didn't drain the donors. He simply moved the numbers. He was the barrier between the livestock and the elite. He was human, but in this building, he was useful, which was almost as good as being immortal. Almost.

A notification chimed on his transparent desk console. A Priority Request. The screen flashed gold—the color of the Apex Class.

Client: Director Kael.
Order: Vintage Reserve. Source: Uncontaminated.
Elias stiffened. Kael wasn't just a client; he was the Regional Overseer of the Exchange. A vampire who had looked thirty years old for the last century. If Kael was ordering directly, he was hungry. And when the Apex were hungry, the price of failure was death.

Elias grabbed his tablet and stood up. He navigated through the chaos of the floor, moving toward the heavy steel doors at the back: The Vault.

The temperature dropped ten degrees as he entered the storage facility. The air smelled of antiseptic and cold iron. Rows of glass tanks stretched into the darkness, humming softly. Inside them, the currency of the world suspended in bio-stasis.

"Elias," a voice echoed.

Dr. Aris, the head of Quality Control, stepped out from behind a row of cooling units. Aris was an older human, his skin papery and grey. He had spent too many years breathing the refrigerated air of the blood bank.

"Kael needs a bottle," Elias said, keeping his voice professional. "The good stuff."

Aris scoffed, adjusting his glasses. "They all want the good stuff. The farms are running dry, Elias. The donors are stressed. Cortisol levels are rising in the general supply. The taste is... souring."

"Kael doesn't care about excuses," Elias warned. "He pays for purity."

Aris sighed and walked to a secure locker. He punched in a code, the keypad beeping sharply. The lock hissed, and he pulled out a sleek, black canister. He handed it to Elias.

"Sourced from the Nordic Zone. Donor was an athlete. Twenty-two years old. Clean diet. No stress markers. It’s worth more than your apartment."

Elias took the canister. It was heavy. "I'll run the final purity test myself. Kael is paranoid lately."

"Paranoid?" Aris laughed humorlessly. "They rule the world, Elias. They own the banks, the armies, and the hospitals. What do they have to fear?"

"Starvation," Elias said.

He left the doctor and walked to the testing station near the exit. It was a simple procedure. A micro-needle would sample the contents, and the computer would analyze the chemical composition to ensure no diseases or synthetic fillers were present. Synthetics were for the poor vampires, the street-level enforcers. The Apex drank only organic.

Elias placed the canister in the dock. The machine whirred.

He watched the screen, waiting for the green checkmark.

ANALYZING...
Type: O-Negative.
Iron: Optimal.
Adrenaline: 0%.
Elias was about to eject the canister when the screen flickered. A second reading appeared, one he hadn’t seen before.

Trace Element Detected: Unknown.

He frowned. "Aris, what is this?"

He looked back, but the doctor had already retreated into the depths of the Vault.

Elias tapped the screen. The machine seemed confused. It ran the test again. The result was the same. Unknown.

He should have rejected it. Protocol demanded he flag it and incinerate the batch. But something stopped him. The readout on the spectral analyzer wasn't showing a toxin. It was showing energy. The caloric density of this blood was off the charts. It wasn't just blood; it was super-fuel.

If Kael drank this, what would happen?

Elias hesitated. If he delivered a tainted batch, Kael would kill him. If he destroyed a batch this valuable without cause, Kael would kill him.

He needed to know what it was.

He quickly cancelled the test record, wiping the error from the system. He took a small, empty vial from the rack and carefully siphoned a tiny drop—less than a milliliter—from the black canister. He sealed the small vial and slipped it into his pocket.

Then, he authorized the main canister.

Status: Purity 100%.

"God help me," he whispered.

He took the black canister and left the Vault, heading for the elevator that led to the Penthouse.

The elevator ride was smooth and silent. The doors opened into a sprawling office that overlooked the city. Rain lashed against the floor-to-ceiling windows. The city of Neo-Veridia was a grid of neon and shadow. Below, millions of humans worked to pay their blood tax. Above, the Apex watched.

Director Kael stood by the window. He wore a tailored suit that cost more blood than a human family donated in a lifetime. He turned. His skin was pale, perfect, and terrifyingly still. His eyes were a piercing, unnatural blue.

"You took seven minutes, Elias," Kael said. His voice was soft, like velvet over gravel.

"Quality assurance, Director," Elias replied, placing the canister on the ebony desk. "We had to ensure the vintage."

Kael walked to the desk. He moved with a predator’s grace—too fast, too fluid. He picked up the canister and examined the seal.

"The market is volatile today," Kael said, not looking up. "Rumors of a resistance cell in Sector 7. They blew up a transport truck. Three hundred liters spilled on the highway. A tragedy."

"A waste," Elias corrected. That was the approved terminology.

"Indeed." Kael cracked the seal. The hiss of escaping gas filled the silent room.

He poured the thick, dark red liquid into a crystal glass. He didn't sip it. He inhaled the scent first, his eyes closing.

Elias held his breath. The vial in his pocket felt heavy, like it was burning a hole through his trousers. Please don't react. Please be normal.

Kael took a drink.

He froze.

Elias’s heart hammered against his ribs.

Kael lowered the glass. He stared at the red liquid, his expression unreadable. For a long moment, the only sound was the rain against the glass.

Then, Kael looked at Elias. The blue in his eyes had shifted. It was brighter, almost electric. The vampire’s pupils were dilated. A flush of color—actual pink color—appeared on his pale cheeks.

"Where..." Kael’s voice trembled. It wasn't anger. It was ecstasy. "Where did this come from?"

"The Nordic Zone, sir. Batch 49-Alpha."

Kael took another drink, faster this time, almost desperate. He slammed the glass down. He looked... alive. The cold, statuesque stillness was gone. He looked like a man who had just taken his first breath of air after drowning.

"Lock the file," Kael commanded. He was breathing hard. Vampires didn't need to breathe. "Erase the donor's origin from the general database. Transfer the exclusive rights to me. Personally."

"Sir? Is something wrong with the product?"

"Wrong?" Kael laughed, a sound that was manic and terrifying. "It’s not wrong, Elias. It’s... silent."

"Silent?"

" The Hunger," Kael whispered, touching his own chest. "For a hundred years, I have felt a hollow pit in my stomach. A constant, nagging need. I drink, and it fades for an hour, but it never leaves. But this..." He looked at the glass with reverence. "The noise is gone. I am full."

He looked at Elias with sudden, sharp intensity. "If anyone else finds out about this donor, I will skin you alive. Do you understand?"

"Yes, Director."

"Go. Secure the data. Now."

Elias bowed and backed out of the room. As the elevator doors closed, he saw Kael pouring the rest of the canister straight into his mouth, abandoning all dignity.

Elias exhaled, his knees shaking. He pressed the button for the lobby, but then quickly changed his mind and pressed for the basement levels—the Archives.

He reached into his pocket and touched the stolen vial.

Kael was wrong. It wasn't just high-quality blood. The machine had said Unknown. Kael said it cured the Hunger.

That wasn't just a commodity. That was a revolution. If the vampires found out there was a cure for their addiction, they would burn the world down to control it.

Elias needed to find the donor. Not to sell them. But to warn them.

He pulled up the tracking data on his tablet as the elevator descended.

Batch 49-Alpha.
Origin: Relocation Camp, Zone 4.
Donor ID: Mira Solis.
Status: Scheduled for Termination (Low Yield).
Elias stopped breathing. "Termination?"

The system flagged her as low yield because she was small, or perhaps because she was sickly. The irony was sickening. The source of the most valuable blood on Earth was scheduled to be executed and incinerated in less than twenty-four hours because she wasn't producing enough volume.

The elevator dinged. The Archives were dark.

Elias had a choice. Go home, sleep, and pretend he didn't know. Or go to Zone 4.

He looked at the red ticker tape still running on his tablet.

O-NEG: UP 3%.

"Screw the market," he whispered.

He turned his coat collar up and walked out into the rain. He had twenty-four hours to save the girl, or the world would stay broken forever.
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