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CHAPTER ONE







THE HEAVY BRASS key turned with a reluctant groan in the lock of mailbox 402, and Lana pulled out a single, crisp envelope bearing the university’s official crest. She didn't even make it back to her dorm room before tearing the paper open, her breath caught as her eyes scanned the cold, bureaucratic lines of the letter. The words “funding unavailable” and “alternative arrangements” seemed to vibrate on the page, blurring into a nightmare that threatened to end her junior year before the spring semester even began. She leaned against the cool metal of the mail kiosks, the air in the community center suddenly feeling far too thin to breathe.

"Tough break on the financial aid?"

Lana jumped slightly, looking up to see a tall girl with a high ponytail and a gym bag slung over her shoulder leaning against the adjacent row of lockers. The girl gestured toward the letter with a sympathetic, yet strangely focused, look in her eyes.

"It’s that bad," Lana admitted, her voice trembling as she folded the paper into a jagged square. "If I don't find ten thousand dollars by next month, I’m packing my bags and moving back to my parents' basement."

The other girl nodded slowly, then stepped closer, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial hum. "You should look at the community board by the exit. There’s a flyer for Vaca Labs, they’re recruiting for a new longitudinal drug study, and the compensation is enough to cover a full year of tuition, plus housing."

Lana’s brow furrowed as she followed the girl toward the corkboard, which was cluttered with lost cat posters and tutoring ads. "Vaca Labs? I’ve never heard of them. Is it safe?"

"I’ve been tracking their postings for months because they only open up spots once in a blue moon," the girl replied, tapping a bright white flyer pinned tucked under a local pizza coupon. "Word is the benefits are incredible, free medical care, organic meals, and the most comfortable facilities in the state. I’m actually headed back to my place right now to call them before the slots fill up, because they go incredibly fast."

The urgency in the girl's tone acted like a spark to Lana’s mounting panic. She stared at the bold lettering of the flyer, noting the professional logo of a stylized, abstract sun and the promise of "High-Yield Compensation for Dedicated Participants." Without a second thought, Lana pulled her phone from her pocket and snapped a photo of the number, her heart hammering against her ribs as she turned and hurried toward the elevators.

Once inside the cramped safety of her dorm room, Lana sat on the edge of her unmade bed and dialed the number, twisting a loose thread on her duvet. The phone rang only twice before a smooth, masculine voice answered, sounding polished and clinical.

"Vaca Labs Intake, this is Marcus speaking. To whom am I speaking, and how may I assist your career in clinical research today?"

"Hi, my name is Lana Adams," she said, her voice sounding small in the quiet room. "I’m calling about the... the study? The one on the community board at the university."

"Ah, the maternal-hormonal optimization study," Marcus replied, and Lana could almost hear the smile in his voice through the receiver. "You have excellent timing, Miss Adams. We are looking for young women of a certain physical profile, healthy, resilient, and ready for a total-immersion experience. Are you currently taking any long-term medications, or do you have any dietary restrictions we should be aware of?"

"No, nothing like that," Lana said, her mind racing through the possibilities of what 'immersion' meant, though the looming threat of her tuition bill silenced any lingering doubts. "I’m very healthy. I just need to know if the compensation listed is... is accurate."

"The figure is quite accurate, and often supplemented by performance bonuses depending on how well your body integrates with our specialized supplements," Marcus explained, his tone becoming low and soothing. "We provide everything, Lana. From your wardrobe to a highly specific, nutrient-dense diet designed to maximize your physical potential. It is a demanding role, as you’ll be required to remain on-site for the duration of the trial, but I think you’ll find the environment very... rewarding."

"I can stay on-site," she whispered, looking at the "Past Due" stamp on her desk calendar. "When can I start?"

"We have an opening for a preliminary screening tomorrow morning at 8:00 AM," Marcus said. "I’ll send a car to your dormitory. Just bring yourself, Lana, we’ll take care of everything else."










THE SLEEK BLACK sedan arrived at the dormitory curb exactly at 8:00 AM, its tinted windows reflecting the grey morning sky like polished obsidian. Lana climbed into the back seat, her small duffel bag feeling lighter than it should for someone leaving their life behind for a semester. The driver remained silent, navigating the winding backroads that led away from the university town and deep into the lush, rolling hills of the countryside. When the car finally pulled through the wrought-iron gates of Vaca Labs, Lana leaned forward, pressing her hand against the cool glass. The facility was a marvel of modern architecture, a low-slung building of white stone and expansive glass nestled in the center of a perfectly manicured emerald pasture.

Marcus was waiting for her in the foyer, looking even more polished than he had sounded over the phone. He wore a crisp, slate-grey lab coat over a tailored suit, his eyes scanning Lana with a clinical intensity that made her skin prickle. He didn't offer a handshake, instead, he gestured for her to follow him down a corridor bathed in soft, recessed amber lighting.
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