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Prologue — The First Yield
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They said it began in the blood banks of the New York Blood Center, though no one there would admit to it after. Summer of ’46, when the drought was a war and the hospitals ran out of saline. The first trials weren’t meant for immortality or myth. They were meant for plasma yield—how to make the human body give more of itself before it died.

They built the vats in upstate New York to begin with. Iron towers and pipes like capillaries driven into earth that had forgotten rain. The research was public, almost noble: regenerative synthesis of hemoglobin complexes under controlled hypoxia. The papers said it would end anemia in the refugee camps, feed the wounded, make famine irrelevant. The truth was older.

Dr. Havelock and his cohort learned that blood could be coaxed, like grain, to grow. You deprive a body of oxygen, infuse it with a tailored viral catalyst—a recombinant retrovirus designed to enhance erythropoiesis—and the marrow sings. Yields doubled, then tripled. The donors didn’t die. They simply changed.

It was the enzyme. A little chain of proteins that learned too much. It rewired the body’s hunger loops. Glucose pathways collapsed. Mitochondria turned on themselves and began to drink iron instead of sugar. The first test subject lived eighteen days without food or water. They said his breath smelled of pennies. He looked at them and said he could hear the sun burning.

By the time the project reached Geneva—and then the rest of the world—they had stopped calling it gene therapy. They called it Sanguin Optimization. The investors called it Yield Biology. The soldiers who guarded the donors called it The Red Work.

Then came the patents. The labs. The long corridors where light had weight. The virus was seeded into populations already broken—refugees, prisoners, laborers in the mines. They were told it would strengthen them against fatigue. It did. It also taught their cells to crave hemoglobin like a drug.

The change spread quiet. A thousand small infections mistaken for miracles. The body learned new laws. The liver forgot its old name. The skin grew pale to waste less heat. Vision sharpened in the dark. Taste narrowed until only blood had meaning. And still the work continued, because there was profit and policy in it, and the world was hungry for both.

They made farms after that—clean, white, efficient. They said it was humane to regulate the harvest, that the alternative was chaos. They said the infected could live full lives if supplied with measured plasma in sterilized units. They said a lot of things.

By the third decade, no one remembered where it began. Only that there had been a contract: blood for food, hunger for order, life for life. The old diseases vanished, and new ones took their place, quiet as the turning of a page.

In some forgotten archive, a tape still played: a man’s voice, calm and certain, reciting the creed of the new biology.
We have conquered death not by curing it, but by teaching it to feed itself.

Outside the glass, something stirs: a thin hand pressing against the tank wall, nails black with iron.
The first donor. The first yield.
Still alive. Still waiting for the next collection.
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Audit Trail
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Morgan Fraser woke before the alarm, mouth dry and as hairy as a hippy’s locks under his tongue.

He lay still and listened to the radiator tick. The room was dark but not quiet. Trucks worked the highway three blocks over, a low iron growl through the walls. His throat pulsed. The old hunger had been a whisper at first—something you could bargain with. These days it came on like a train that didn’t brake.

He sat up and breathed until it went down.

He shaved in the little mirror that had a crack in one corner. The crack bisected his jawline, gave his reflection two mouths. He kept the razor strokes slow. He had learned slow. Quickness nicked the skin and nicked skin had a smell and he didn’t want that smell at the start of a day.

He dressed the way he always did: white shirt, charcoal tie, city-cut jacket the color of storm clouds. The badge went in the inner pocket, the clipboard and tablet in the satchel. He checked the pills, the brown glass bottle with the paper label he had steamed off and replaced with a blank. One pill under the tongue and hold. Let it fizz. Bitter. Medical said it stabilized hemoglobin anomalies. He called it a cork in a broken bottle.

He locked his door and took the stairs. The hallway bulbs buzzed. In the entry, Mrs. Calloway was feeding a cat that wasn’t hers. The cat stared at him with old, gold eyes.

“You’re early, Mr. Fraser,” she said.

“Outskirts run,” Fraser said.

“You eat?”

“Later,” Fraser said.

“Don’t let them people out there sell you their story,” she said.

“They don’t sell,” Fraser said. “They invoice.”

She laughed and coughed into a napkin. He kept walking.

Outside, the air had the sick sweetness of a refinery. The city bled into the flats without a line between. Warehouses the size of hangars. Grain elevators that didn’t store grain anymore. The roads were pocked like the skin of a smoker. He passed a billboard with a smiling family and a white slogan: NUTRITIONAL PLASMA FOR ALL.

The father on the billboard had perfect teeth. The mother held a glass like cranberry juice. The kid was mid-laugh like someone tickled him from offstage. There was a fine dark line at the bottom where the previous slogan hadn’t quite buffed out. Fraser didn’t try to read it. He already knew what it had said.

He took the tram to the edge where the lines thinned and the wind carried a smell of wet copper. The tram car was mostly empty except for men in orange vests and a woman with a lunch pail that had someone else’s name stenciled on it. Fraser stood. Sitting felt like committing to a place. Standing meant he could get off when the urge rose.

The tablet hummed in his satchel. He left it there. The assignment was old by the time it reached him, the way assignments got old in his department. The Director didn’t call often and didn’t have to. The memo had a single line: VEN—PLASMA FARM 12C—SURPRISE AUDIT. KEEP IT FRIENDLY. — HALLOW.

Hallow liked his messages like he liked his suits. Crisp. No lint.

At the end of the line the tram sighed and gave up. Fraser walked. The wind cut across the flats and combed the weeds. He passed a chain-link fence with fresh razor wire and a sign: BIOSECURITY ZONE. DO NOT FEED DONORS.

He stood there a second with that phrase in his head like a song lyric you didn’t want. Then he went on.

Farm 12C rose behind a berm of earth scored with pipes. It didn’t look like a farm. It looked like an airport terminal that lost its planes. Glass. Brushed steel. A cheerful strip of artificial grass out front with benches no one used. The doors were clean enough to see yourself and hate it.

Inside, cool air. The lobby glowed a soft blue that said we are modern and human and very safe. Posters ran the walls in neat frames. A child blowing out birthday candles. An old man walking a dog that could have been pulled from stock. Slogans in a font that made you feel tended to: SHARE LIFE. BALANCE TOMORROW. NUTRITIONAL PLASMA FOR ALL.

The reception desk curved like the lip of a glass. Behind it, a woman with tight hair and a badge that read LOPEZ. She smiled in a way that told you the smile had been fitted, not grown.

“Welcome to Twelve-Cee,” Juanita Lopez said.

“Fraser,” he said, flipping the case badge without holding it long enough for her to notice how he didn’t want to hold it. “Internal Audit.”

The smile didn’t change. “We’re always happy to cooperate with partners.”

“We’re not partners,” Fraser said.

“Of course,” Lopez said.

He wrote his name in the visitor log, block letters, left-handed. The pen had a ribbon tied to it, red. He minded the color and didn’t let his thoughts step toward it.

“Director Hallow scheduled you?” Lopez asked.

“Director Hallow assigned me,” Fraser said.

“Ms. Kwan can receive you,” Lopez said. “Doctor on duty.”

“Medical later,” Fraser said. “I want operations. Intake. Records.”

Lopez blinked like a shutter closing against too much sun. “Of course,” she said.

He stood in the lobby while Lopez made a call. His eyes went to the far wall where a mural ran twenty feet long. People in white coats. Rows of beds like something between a dorm and a ward. Nobody looked at the camera. In the corner of the mural a graphic explained how plasma became products: PUMP → PROCESS → PACKAGE. The arrows were green. The arrowheads were smiling leaves.

He tasted metal again.

Lopez hung up. “Manager Reyes will meet you in the glass office,” she said.

Fraser followed the line of frosted partitions past a lounge with water dispensers and a rack of pamphlets. A man in a gray uniform sat on a stool and watched the hall. He was bored in the way only a man paid to watch could be. He didn’t watch Fraser. He watched the floor like it might confess to him if he stared long enough.

The glass office sat like a cube dropped into the middle of a maze. On its door someone had etched a phrase in small letters: TRANSPARENCY BUILDS TRUST. Fraser looked at the phrase and thought of curtains.

Reyes was waiting in a shirt that could have been blue or could have been white, depending on the light. He was one of those men whose face is the same shape in any emotion.

“Inspector Fraser,” Reyes said.

“Reyes,” Fraser said.

“We run a clean operation,” Reyes said.

“That’s what everyone says,” Fraser said.

Reyes gestured to the chair. Fraser didn’t sit. He took out the clipboard and uncapped the pen. He preferred the pen. Tablets were good for numbers. Pens caught lies.

“Walk me through intake,” Fraser said.

Reyes put his hands flat on the table like a press photo of a man explaining something reasonable. “Applicants arrive with appointments. They are screened by medical. Consent is obtained. Donations are made in four-hour intervals per schedule. Compensation is in credits. Monitoring is continuous. Records are sequestered and audited biweekly.”

“Biweekly by who?” Fraser asked.

“Compliance,” Reyes said.

“Which firm?” Fraser asked.

“Accord Partners,” Reyes said.

Fraser wrote the words. He didn’t look up. The pen felt heavy in his fingers.

“Any anomalies in the last quarter?” Fraser asked.

“None,” Reyes said.

“Turnover,” Fraser said.

“Aligned with sector,” Reyes said.

“Define aligned?” Fraser asked.

“Comparable,” Reyes said.

He said it like a man who had practiced. Fraser let the silence lay there until it grew a rind.

“How many donors reside on-site?” Fraser asked.

“Two hundred nine,” Reyes said.

Fraser checked the assignment sheet which had last year’s numbers printed in small bureaucratic type. One-eighty-four.

“You grew,” Fraser said.

“Demand increased,” Reyes said.

“For who?” Fraser asked.

“Distribution is centrally allocated,” Reyes said.

“By who?” Fraser asked.

Reyes smiled like Lopez had smiled. Fitted. “You’ll want to speak with Medical about donor welfare,” Reyes said. “We can walk the floor.”

They walked.

The corridor made a loop around the production wing. Behind glass, machines did what hands used to do. Fraser watched the red come up through plastic lines into bags that looked like grocery store milk. The bags rocked minutely as the machines trembled. A line of donors reclined in chairs with little televisions set into the arms. Cartoons without sound. Hands without rings. He looked at the faces. Some were young with old eyes. Some were old with no eyes at all, the stare gone far away into a place that had no furniture.

A nurse in blue scrubs adjusted a flow rate. Her badge read BEREKET. She glanced up, saw the suit, saw the clipboard, and looked down again. On the wall above the machines a sign said HYDRATE HYDRATE HYDRATE. The font had the same curve as the lobby posters.

“Nutrition?” Fraser asked.

“Balanced,” Reyes said.

“Scale?”

“Approved,” Reyes said.

He kept the questions short and the answers had to be shorter. That was a trick he learned at the academy before the funding shrank and the windows began to stick.

They reached a door marked INTAKE. The smell changed on the other side. Less antiseptic. A human smell like damp laundry. A row of metal chairs held eight people, each with a clipboard and pen, each with eyes that measured him and then turned away. A boy had a paper band around his wrist that said MENDOZA in letters made by a machine that didn’t care. A woman hummed like she was soothing someone you couldn’t see.

A poster hung by the door, laminated. A pyramid of food groups. At the top: PLASMA PRODUCTS. The icon was a droplet with a halo.

“Consent forms,” Fraser said.

“In the packets,” Reyes said.

“Languages,” Fraser said.

“All,” Reyes said.

“Read-alouds,” Fraser said.

“Available,” Reyes said.

“Today,” Fraser said.

Reyes hesitated. “Our counselor is off,” Reyes said.

Fraser wrote that down.

He took two packets and flipped pages until he found the consent sheet. He read fast the way a man reads a fuse. The text was thick and black. The signature line was wide. A paragraph called WAIVER OF CLAIMS had a font size that made you think of ants.

“You track weight over time?” Fraser asked.

“Yes,” Reyes said.

Fraser pointed to the empty plot on the sample form. The axis lines were clean. The bars had no bars. “Show me the charts,” Fraser said.

“In Records,” Reyes said.

“We’ll go now,” Fraser said.

Reyes led him past a door marked STAFF ONLY and another marked QUIET ROOM. He didn’t look in the quiet room. He had learned not to look into any room that told you what it was before you asked. The Records door had a keypad. Reyes put in a code like he was dialing a dead friend.

Inside, the air worked on his nose. Paper. Toner. A faint edge under it like a clean knife. Fraser’s mouth watered and he swallowed hard against it. The pill bottle in his pocket felt like a little warm animal.

A clerk sat at a terminal, the hunched shape of a man who had been told to sit and keep sitting until the day they told him to stand. His badge read AHMED. He didn’t look up.

“Pull donor weight tracking for the last six months, randomized sample of fifty,” Fraser said.

Ahmed began to type before he finished speaking. He had done this before. The printer smiled and started spitting.

Fraser waited. Waiting was the job. People showed you who they were when the air had to be filled.

Oscar Reyes watched the printer like it would print the correct answer if he stared with enough faith. Fraser watched Reyes. The man’s nails were immaculate. His shoes had soles like mirrors.

Fraser took the stack while it was still warm. He ran his finger down the lines. Weight. Date. Delta. The deltas were small. Too small. A room full of humans on a schedule did not draw lines that even. Life wobbled. These didn’t.

“Source files,” Fraser said.

Ahmed kept typing. The graphs came next, one after another, smooth as product literature. On page twelve, a date hiccuped. July 16th misprinted as 61/7. On page twenty-one, a donor ID switched genders and then switched back.

Fraser held the papers up to the light like it had secrets written in lemon juice.

“Who compiled these?” Fraser asked.

“System export,” Reyes said.

“What system?”

“Accord,” Reyes replied.

He said it like you say the name of a church you don’t belong to but visit on holidays because your wife asks.

Fraser put the pages in two piles. Clean. Dirty. The dirty pile was smaller but it made a more interesting shape.

Lopez knocked once and stuck her head in. “Director Hallow on two,” Lopez said.

Fraser’s hands tightened without moving. “He can wait,” Fraser said.

Reyes smiled the fitted smile. “Director Hallow doesn’t like to wait,” Reyes said.

“Neither do I,” Fraser said.

He took the call because you take the call even when you want the voice to stay trapped in its black box.

“Fraser,” Hallow said.

“Hallow,” Fraser said.

“How friendly are we being,” Hallow said.

“As friendly as a tax bill,” Fraser said.

“This facility is flagged green,” Hallow said.

“Green like the arrows on their poster,” Fraser said.

“Green like we have other fires to put out,” Hallow said.

“They’re smoothing weights,” Fraser said.

“Round-off errors happen,” Hallow said.

“Round-off errors don’t sign waivers,” Fraser said.

“You'll do the drive-bys and the box checks,” Hallow said. “You will not spook donors or lock doors. You will keep it friendly.”

“Friendly for who?” Fraser asked.

“The public,” Hallow said.

Fraser looked at the posters through the glass. The child with the cake jumped its colors at him. The frosting was red. He could hear it fizz.

“Copy,” Fraser said.

“Good man,” Hallow said.

The line went dead. Fraser put the phone down like it might bite. He looked at Reyes. He looked at Ahmed. They looked at him like men at a bus stop watching for rain.

“Randomize a second fifty,” Fraser said.

Ahmed typed. The printer purred. The same smooth deltas. The same typo at a different place like a card trick. On page five a donor gained two kilos during a four-hour interval. On page nine someone vacated a bed and returned with a new ID that was one digit off the old one.

“Dormitories,” Fraser said.

“After Medical,” Reyes said.

Fraser watched him choose the order like a man in a buffet line with a single plate.

They took another corridor. Behind the glass, machines whispered. Men and women lay in their chairs and let the day draw out of them. The smell climbed his throat and he swallowed once and then again. The cork held. He kept walking.

Medical sat in a corner of the building where the windows had been frosted to show silhouettes of leaves. A woman in a white coat came out with a tablet hugged to her chest. Her badge read KWAN. Her eyes were the clear, hard sort that came from counting things the rest of us pretend not to count.

“Doctor Kwan,” Reyes said.

“Kwan,” Fraser said.

“Inspector,” Kwan said.

“We’re touring,” Reyes said.

Karen Kwan didn’t smile. She looked at Fraser’s hands and then at his face. “How much time do you need,” Kwan said.

“Enough to be reassured,” Reyes said.

“Enough to be informed,” Fraser said.

Kwan nodded once. She opened a door with a badge swipe and let them into a room as bright as a dental ad. A bank of fridges hummed. A centrifuge sat like a quiet animal. The counters were white enough to call a priest.

“Nutrition packs?” Fraser asked.

Kwan pulled one from a plastic bin. The label read FORTIFIED MEAL—CHOCOLATE. The ingredients were a paragraph of words that could be grown in a factory.

“Calorie totals,” Fraser said.

“Eighteen hundred per day for on-site residents,” Kwan
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