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The city kept its promises after midnight. It promised silence and delivered a hush so complete you could hear the elevators breathing. It promised order and delivered it in chrome and glass, in the brushed steel of security turnstiles and the perfect geometry of lobby planters that never shed a leaf. It promised that nothing truly human would leak onto the marble.

Morgan Venn checked in through the private entrance that had no sign and no doorbell. There was only a lens in the wall at shoulder height and a pane that looked like part of the building. The lens blinked once and the pane slid aside. The air inside smelled like a hospital had married a bank.

He handed his card to the desk attendant. The card was new enough to bite, the edges sharp as a shaving. The name read: DAVID MERROW, COMPLIANCE.

“Welcome to Hemovore Elite, Mr. Merrow,” the attendant said. The badge on the jacket read BELLAMY. Bellamy’s smile was an algorithm in a face. “I see you’re cleared for floors thirty through thirty-six. Your first meeting is on thirty-two. May I offer you a refreshment?”

“Water,” Venn said. He never used the alias with his own voice unless someone else said it first. Even then it sat wrong in his mouth, a clean tooth in a row of old scars.

Bellamy passed him a narrow bottle without looking down. The water inside was the blue of movie ocean. Venn took it and kept walking. The elevator doors parted before he pressed a button. He watched the numbers climb behind mirrored glass that showed him nothing. His body made the right weight on the floor; his face made no light.

He unscrewed the cap and let the water touch his tongue. It tasted like someone had erased it.

He capped the bottle and felt the other taste creep up his throat. Copper in the memory. The scent of a glove turned inside out. He checked his pockets with the kind of ritual that kept men alive—the pen, the small black phone, the smaller black blade. The ampoule in the inner pocket knocked against his ribs once. It was the knock of last resort.

On thirty-two, a corridor unrolled like a runway. The floor was thick white. The lights on the ceiling were rib-bones. People in black walked by with smiles that flashed and died. They didn’t look at him. He didn’t look at them. It was all choreography and he had learned the steps.

He paused at a glass wall that wasn’t a wall. On the far side, a boardroom waited like a museum exhibit titled PREDATION WITHOUT MESS. Chairs with thin spines. A table like a frozen river. A screen so large it seemed to breathe.

He checked the time. He had five minutes before the orientation with Security Liaison Griggs. He took those minutes and spent them walking to the window that wasn’t a window. The city stood below, all teeth and glimmer. The pane threw back the room. It threw back the ceiling. It did not throw back him.

Venn looked anyway. Habit. The glass gave him a smudge and a bruise of a man and then decided otherwise. The refusal was part of the design. The elite floors had mirrors that obeyed a list.

He said nothing. There are things you don’t complain about if you plan to keep breathing.

“Mr. Merrow,” a voice said behind him. The voice belonged to a tall woman in a charcoal suit that cut the light like a razor. She had wheat-blond hair that didn’t move and a small earpiece that did. Her badge read GRIGGS. “Orientation is through here.”

“Griggs,” Venn said.

She led him past a planterscape that smelled faintly of antiseptic and anger. The orientation room was a smaller version of the boardroom, which felt like getting a rehearsal before a hanging. She gestured to a chair and sat across from him. The table recognized them and came alive with a blossom of white text.

“By protocol, we confirm identity,” Griggs said. “Please look here.”

Venn looked where she pointed. The scanner hummed low. The table purred. He kept his breath regular and his heartbeat slow.

“Welcome, Mr. Merrow,” the table said in a gentle male voice. “Compliance is integrity.”

“Compliance is integrity,” Griggs said. “I’m tasked to give you the short walk. You know most of it or you wouldn’t be here.” She tapped the table. Slides arranged themselves into a polite assault. “Elite sector operates on nocturnal cadence. Board convenes between twenty-two hundred and zero-two hundred most nights. Staff cycles are offset to serve that window. You’ll be auditing plasma chain risks, donor interface exception reports, and third-party yield variance.”

Venn nodded as if he’d never heard those words. The language had been his for years, and he knew what it hid. Yield variance meant bodies not emptied enough. Donor interface meant a needle that didn’t come out clean.

“You report to Director North for cover and to me for security,” Griggs said. “Director Dame Calvara oversees the whole, of course. You will not report to her. If you see her, you do not speak first.” She let a small silence sit. “Understood?”

“Understood,” Venn said.

Griggs watched his face like it might leak. “There are social protocols too. The executives are particular about tone. You are part of the chandelier—necessary, invisible. If anyone offers you hospitality, you accept once and only once. If anyone asks personal questions, you answer in the passive voice. We maintain surfaces.”

“I’m good with surfaces,” Venn said.

“Good,” Griggs said. She folded her hands. “Two more items. One: the glass on these floors is algorithmic. It reflects for registered primary stakeholders and extinguishes for retained staff. That includes you.”

“I noticed,” Venn said.

“Don’t take it personally.”

“I won’t,” Venn said.

“Two,” Griggs said. “Health. There have been incidents with new staff regarding... diet. The kitchens are equipped. If you have any unusual requirements, you route them through me. Quietly.”

Venn let the quiet flex. “I keep a simple diet,” he said.

“Excellent,” Griggs said. The small smile again. A professional curve. “Walk?”

They walked. She showed him the three boardrooms and the one that looked like a chapel. She showed him the consultation lounge with chairs that tilted the soul. She showed him the private elevators to the sub-basements where the refrigeration sang. She never used the word blood.

They finished at a glass bridge that hung in the interior atrium like a nerve. Thirty stories of air below, light running through the building in white veins. Across the gap, another bridge, another nerve. It made the whole place feel like an organism designed for a single purpose and that purpose was calm feeding.

“Questions?” Griggs said.

“No,” Venn said.

“You’ll get your first docket in the morning. Real morning,” Griggs said. “Go home before dawn. We find the day makes people clumsy.”

“Sure,” Venn said.

They walked back toward the elevator core. A group approached from the far end, five people in black, moving as if pulled by the same string. At the center, a woman in a dress the color of dry smoke. Her hair was black as burnt sugar. Her heels made a sound like a metronome measuring a long life.

Griggs slowed without seeming to. “Board Chair on deck,” Griggs said, voice down a notch.

Dame Calvara passed without looking left or right. The group moved around her like planets around a deliberate sun. Venn looked at the floor.

Her shadow passed over him. It felt like a memory of cold.

They reached the elevator. The doors parted and held for them without a request. Inside, Griggs pressed the lobby. She glanced at him like a lens takes a measure.

“You’re retired military?” Griggs asked.

“I’m retired compliance,” Venn said.

“Of course,” Griggs said. “Slip of the tongue.”

The doors slid shut on Griggs’ smile.

Street level pretended to be street level. Hemovore’s elite tower came down to earth through a glass atrium that made the sidewalk look like a museum piece labeled OUTSIDE. The revolving door spun out men who smelled like fresh paper and women who smelled like sharpened metal.

Venn walked until the tower’s shadow thinned. The city didn’t notice him and he preferred it that way. He kept to the strips of dark between streetlights, the old habit that had never been a habit, just survival written in muscle.

He passed a café with all the chairs stacked. He passed a convenience shop where the owner watched a telenovela with the sound down and the eyes up. He passed a man on a stoop with a dog that didn’t bark. The dog looked at Venn and decided it had seen worse.

In the alley with the cracked mural, he turned left and went down iron stairs slick with condensation to a door that had no reason to exist. He knocked once, then twice, then once. The lock clicked. He went in.

The black-market shop had no shelves, only a refrigerator that could have been a coffin if it had handles. The man behind it had the kind of face people forgot in a minute and the kind of eyes people remembered for years. He wore a denim jacket no one had ever washed and a T-shirt that had seen a riot.
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