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Sparks in the Veins
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The city looked like a dead cathedral with its lights left on. Morgan Fraser watched it from a broken balcony nine floors up, his hands in his coat pockets, head tilted so the wind could dry the sheen on his teeth. He had not fed tonight. He wanted to. The smell of plasma was everywhere, not just the clinics or the trucks—every breath carried that iron note, pennies in the mouth, ghosts of donors exhaled by exhaust pipes and vent stacks. He felt it in his gums and where the veins around his eyes had learned to sing.

He listened to the street, to the way a block breathes when it thinks a riot might be coming. It wasn’t sound yet. It was pressure. It was the city’s shoulders going up.

Behind him, the safehouse apartment was a square of low yellow light, papers pinned to walls, cables like vines, two laptops open on the table where Ivy Carrow worked her hands dead. She had a cigarette in the ashtray and another behind her ear. She didn’t smoke when she wrote code. She smoked after she finished a thing she knew might change a life.

He turned from the balcony and stepped over the threshold. “How long?” Fraser asked.

“I’m already in,” Carrow said.

She didn’t look up. Her fingers tapped a flat rhythm on the keys, then paused, then tapped again, like she was coaxing a reluctant animal. The right screen showed a grid of gray rectangles, each a file capture; the left ran a terminal with white text gnawing through it. She had tied her hair back with a piece of red ribbon that used to be part of a medical wristband. She would say it was superstition, a lab tech’s habit carried over, but tonight the ribbon looked like a flag in miniature.

“Tell me anyway,” Fraser said.

“Thirty-seven nodes,” she said. “Twelve are dummy mirrors, six dead. Nineteen active, of which nine are in-country. I’m using three for ingress and one for broadcast. The rest are for drift.”

“Drift,” Fraser said.

“Packet fog,” Carrow said. “I want them chasing ghosts while the truth runs bare.”

He nodded and set his coat on the back of a chair. The coat had a weight to it, leather that had seen cold rooms and warm bodies. He wore it because it made him look like a man who remembered being human.

“You’re ready,” he said.

“I’m past ready,” Carrow said.

On the wall behind her, one photograph had a red circle drawn around a face. The face had once belonged to an auditor attached to Hemovore Biotech’s farm oversight division. The man had a wake behind his eyes, the look of someone half-convinced the ship had already sunk and the crew was just doing its job underwater. Another photo showed a corridor with blue plastic curtains and the smudge of a gurney wheel. He knew the corridor. He knew the sound the curtains made when they stuck together. He had fed there once, when he had given up pretending the clean kill was still clean.

“You’re sure ‘Red Sister’ hasn’t been burned?” Fraser asked.

“She’s been burned twenty times,” Carrow said. “And grows back every time. It’s like you.”

He smiled for her because she liked it better when he tried to be a person. “Don’t say that,” Fraser said.

“All right,” Carrow said. “It’s like a weed that keeps finding the light.”

He leaned over her shoulder. The screen was a lattice of proof. Timestamped images from Renewal-era farms, invoices for donor shipments labeled as “biologics,” archive records scrubbed of names but cross-linked to maintenance logs that put human bodies in freezers and called it inventory. There were clips from internal security cameras: nurses looking down and doing the math between a bonus and a conscience. A crate marked with the Hemovore logo being slid into the back of a truck by two men in paper suits. The camera jolted as one of them laughed and the other said not to.

“This is enough,” Fraser said.

“It’s a start,” Carrow said.

She took the cigarette from the ashtray and thumbed it dead against the porcelain. Then she cracked her knuckles one hand at a time. Her nails were black with machine grease. She had been inside a fuse cabinet earlier, replacing a surge bar that liked to blow when the building coughed. He liked the grease on her. It read as honest.

She hit enter. A progress bar appeared, then dissolved. A small red icon pulsed in the corner—three lines stacked, the middle one broken. The mark of Red Sister. In three minutes it would be whispering across the nets, attaching itself to caches and newsfeeds, dropping like a seed in a dozen languages.

“Three minutes to proliferate,” Carrow said. “Fifteen to trend. Thirty to get blocked. Fifty-nine to clone.”

Fraser watched the numbers tally. He felt the city’s breath change again, as if it could smell what she had set loose. He did not know if the sensation was real or his own nerves inventing weather. He nodded anyway.

On the other monitor, a slider at the bottom shifted its timestamp and a woman’s face came up—the face he had last seen behind a plate of bulletproof glass on a sky-bridge in false dawn. Dame Calvara, immaculate, hair like a banner, eyes that took a person in and filed them for later. The pre-roll caption said: LIVE ADDRESS: PLASMA STABILITY ACT. The time stamp said ninety seconds.

“She moves fast,” Fraser said.

“She wrote this Act before the last one fell,” Carrow said. “She’s just been waiting for the dress.”

Fraser saw his reflection ghost the screen—cheekbones cut a little too sharp, eyes too black when he forgot to pretend. He looked away. He could hear the hallway, the elevator cables running, the foot traffic of people who would not know the hour had gone crooked until their feed caught up.

“Let her talk,” he said.

The address opened on a city-view from one of the high towers that survived the orbital halt. The orbitals were cold now, the promise of sky-harvested plasma shelved, scaffolds left like ribs in the air. Calvara’s banner unrolled across every sanctioned feed with her crest—a stylized drop of blood nested inside a circle. She took the podium with no paper, no notes. She did not need them. Her voice had the quality of something recorded in a ceramic room.

“Citizens,” she said. “Partners in continuity.”

He had heard her use that phrase before. Partners, not subjects. Continuity, not empire. The words were small knives sanded smooth.

“We are faced,” she said, “with coordinated sabotage. We are faced with fear sold as reform. We are faced with criminals who would burn supply chains and starve the sick. We cannot allow instability to harvest our future.”

“Drink,” Carrow said under her breath.

Fraser watched her face. In his memory, he could still smell her office—cold lemon, wax, steel—still hear the hum of the server cages before he had ripped them down. The Renewal Plan had ended because he broke the spine that lifted it toward the sky. But Calvara had built her enterprise like a hydra. Cut one head. The necks swelled, and the teeth returned.

“The Plasma Stability Act will ensure humane continuity of the plasma economy,” Calvara said. “Targeted security deployments to protect donors and caregivers. Mobile guardians for escorted transport. A temporary rationing schedule to dampen hoarding and price shocks. The guilty will face swift judgment. The innocent will be shielded.”

The feed graphics marched. Bullet points that pretended not to be bullets. A map with red lines like veins threading the city, the known routes where trucks took plasma from clinics to refineries and then out again, the lines now overlaid with little silver shields. Guardians. Militarized transport. He had seen the prototypes. Men grown for muscle. Women too. The company called them Containment Units. The Units called themselves nothing.

Carrow clicked a second window. Her data began to flood the side channel. The Red Sister watermark appeared on two dozen pirate aggregators and then on three legitimate feeds before their editors realized and cut the pipe. For a moment, though, the city saw a gurney wheel leave its mark on a corridor. For a moment, a nurse looked into a fixed eye and saw that the lens blinked back.

The chat columns on the right went from normal hate to a sound like an old radio picking up a storm. Words stacked. Then symbols. Then blocks of color people used when they were too angry to spell.

Dame Calvara’s face didn’t shake. “We will remain calm,” she said. “We will remain fair.”

“We?” Fraser asked.

“You hear it?” Carrow asked.

“I hear it,” Fraser said.

Outside, the street tightened. A siren stuttered three long notes and then shrugged. Fraser stepped to the window. On the corner, a crowd had drifted against the pharmacy chain that did donor contracts as a side business. The sign in the window said SAFE. CLEAN. COMPENSATED. Someone threw a bottle to see what would happen. The glass shattered and the crowd flinched and then wavered, then leaned back toward the hole like a body checking its own bruise.

Fraser could taste the breath that came out of them. Fear, hunger, rage with a sugar rind. He put his hand on the glass. The glass was cold.

“You ready to go out there?” Carrow asked.

He didn’t answer. He watched the crowd long enough to see it wasn’t a crowd anymore. It was fragments looking for a shape. A man with a shaved head talking fast at a knot of donors in gloomy jackets. Two women from the garment alley pulling their sleeves down to hide donor punctures. A boy holding his mother’s purse by the strap and looking at the broken glass like it was something rare.

“I’m not leading a riot,” Fraser said.

Carrow looked up. “You’re not,” she said.

“I’m not,” Fraser said.

The elevator cables shivered. A new sound lay beneath them, the heavier roll that meant a truck. Not the big tankers they used at night. Smaller. Armored. The kind that came with escorts who were proud of the way they wore their helmets.

The building’s intercom coughed once and cut out. Whoever ran the front desk pulled the plug or got told to. Either way, silence. Carrow’s monitors stuttered, then recovered. She had her own line. She patted the side of the laptop as if it were an animal that might get spooked.

“Fraser,” she said.

He glanced over.

“You told me once you didn’t believe in saviors,” Carrow said.

“I don’t,” Fraser said.

“Good,” Carrow said. “Because they’re asking for one.”

Her right screen split into four and then eight panes. Each showed a different neighborhood feed. Pop-up clinics. A colonnade in the old courthouse where donors lined up on Tuesdays, now ringed by barricades. A refinery spire where a banner flapped, CONTINUITY IS MERCY, the kind of sentence that sounded like a prayer until you tried to swallow it. In one pane a woman’s voice rose and broke. In another a man’s voice measured itself like a sermon. The panes shifted again, and she tuned them to the ones that mattered.

He moved behind her, big enough that the small chair warred with the wall. She didn’t mind the way he took up space. She said it made her feel less alone. He believed her. He just didn’t believe it made him good.

On the left-most pane, a masked figure leaned toward a camera. The mask was the Red Sister sigil done in cloth and elastic, the broken line across the mouth. The figure’s voice was carved down to genderless.

“Evidence continues to arrive,” the voice said. “We are verifying as fast as we can. If you have donor footage, send it to the drop. If you are a clinic employee, do not delete. Do not sanitize. Preserve timestamps. The world is watching.”

Carrow listened to the voice she had built for herself and kept her face flat. She had tuned the timbre toward compassion with an iron rod inside it. He had heard her run other drafts. This one cut the right way.

“You won’t be able to take it back,” Fraser said.

“You told me that on the sky-bridge,” Carrow said. “Right before you cut the server.”

He remembered. He remembered everything about that morning, the way the world had been a silver bowl turned on its side, the way his hands had held Calvara’s throat and then let go because killing her would have made her a story instead of an absence. He remembered the sound the racks made when they came down and how the air got warm when the cores died. He remembered Ivy Carrow’s blood on his tongue and the way he stopped.

“You didn’t let me die,” Carrow said, softer.

“I didn’t finish,” Fraser said.

“That’s not the same thing,” Carrow said.

They let it rest. Outside, the truck’s engine and a lower beat—the boots. Fraser felt his jaw tighten and then made it loose. He picked up his coat and shrugged into it. He slid his hands into the pockets and found the gloves where he kept them, soft leather, black, stitched for leverage. He pulled them on, finger by finger.

“You’re going out?” Carrow asked.

“I’m going down,” Fraser said.

She stood. “I’m coming.”

“No,” Fraser said.

“You need eyes,” Carrow said. “And a mouth you still trust.”

She had a point. He had one other set of eyes he could trust and those belonged to a man who said he didn’t trust anybody.

The apartment’s door monitor blinked red. The camera had been cut. He walked to the door, unlocked it, then relocked it, because old habits still scratched at the new ones. He crossed back and picked up a phone from the table. Not his. The kind you bought for cash, the kind you cracked open with a thumbnail when the battery acted like a liar.

He dialed a number he knew by finger.

The man who answered did not bother with hello. “Tell me you’re not the reason they’ve got riot trucks in Sector Seven,” Milo Ashur said.

“I’m not the reason,” Fraser said. “I’m just the context.”

Ashur laughed once like he’d hurt himself. “It’s your artwork, Fraser. You only work in red.”

“We need a corridor,” Fraser said. “Street level. North to south. Four blocks. We’ll take the second-floor walkway at Calder and then drop on the pharmacy corner.”

“I can clear you a corridor,” Ashur said. “I can also sell you a corridor. Which one you buying tonight?”

“The one where Ivy doesn’t get shot,” Fraser said.

“Carrow gets shot, we won’t have to argue about corridors,” Ashur said.

Carrow heard her name and looked up like she could feel it. She came close enough that her shoulder met his arm. He didn’t move. She stayed.

“Payment is a future,” Fraser said.

“And what a currency that is,” Ashur said. “Future’s worth less than coins in a dead man’s pocket.”

“You owe me,” Fraser said.

Ashur had been on the sky-bridge too. Not on the bridge, but near enough to smell it. He had watched Fraser walk away with a woman still breathing. He had told Fraser afterward that mercy didn’t spend anywhere he knew.

“I owe you,” Ashur said. “But I don’t like it.”

“You don’t have to like it,” Fraser said.

“You two are adorable,” Ashur said. “All right. You’ll have your corridor. You see a man with a yellow scarf, wave him past. You see a woman with a shaved head and a broken nose, don’t shoot. That’s Ludo. She’s quicker than you and she charges by the minute.”

Fraser smiled despite himself. “I don’t shoot,” Fraser said.

“You don’t,” Ashur said. “You tear. You chew. You reinvent verbs.”

The sound on the line shifted—Ashur walking through a doorway, voices turning into hallway echoes. “You flipped the lights on,” Ashur said. “They can see their blood again. They’re going to want it back.”

Fraser said nothing. He could picture Ashur’s face: the wrestler’s shoulders, the scar across his lip like punctuation, the eyes that belonged to a man whose first loyalties had been beaten out of him long before Hemovore gave him a paycheck.

“Calvara’s got troops moving,” Ashur said. “She’s calling them guardians like she always wanted to be Mother. They’ll hit the intersections and pull a net. If you’re not moving now, you’re in a bag in twenty.”

“We’re moving,” Fraser said.

“Carrow,” Ashur said. “You listening?”

“I am,” Carrow said.

“Your Red Sister work is ugly beautiful,” Ashur said. “It’s going to cost a lot of pretty.”

“I know,” Carrow said.

“Good,” Ashur said. “Because faith is expensive, and I never had any.”

The line clicked. Fraser dropped the phone in his coat pocket. Carrow already had her small pack on, the one with a med roll and two batteries and a knife she hated but kept sharpened anyway. He knocked the deadbolt open and they went into the hallway’s stale light.

The building smelled like oil and old meals. On the second landing a woman with a baby carrier looked at them and then looked away. The baby slept. The woman’s eyes did not. Carrow slowed and tugged a flyer from the board—Hemovore recruitment, donor “contract improvements,” a graphic of a smiling nurse holding a hand. She folded the paper twice and put it in her coat. Fraser didn’t ask why. He liked to see what she kept.

On the ground floor the security door had been propped with a brick, then the brick had been kicked away, then the door had closed on it and crushed it into dust. The door stood open now with its teeth full of grit. They stepped through and met the night.

Sector Seven was the kind of district that pretended to be up-and-coming right up until the money rerouted. Half-built towers with banners nobody took down, cafés that showed a brave face at noon and curled in on themselves by four. The old canal cut through it and carried away what could be carried. The rest lingered. The pharmacy on the corner tried to be clean in a neighborhood that didn’t allow it.

A ring of people stood around the broken window. Fraser saw no leader, which meant there were five. Carrow moved close, easy shoulders, hands visible. She wasn’t trying to look harmless. She was trying to look like a reason to listen.

“Back it up,” a voice said behind them.

Fraser turned. Two men in black city security jackets stepped out of a dark van and lit the world with handheld beams. Their helmets were the new kind, the visor a black oval that made a face into a placeholder. The left man’s beam rested on Fraser’s chest and then rose to his jaw, then fell again like the man didn’t want to see what there was to see.

“Street’s closed,” the right man said.

“Since when?” Carrow asked.

“Since now,” the right man said.

People don’t like to be told they can’t stand where they were already standing. The crowd pushed back by not moving. Someone cursed calm and someone else laughed without humor. Fraser kept his hands in his pockets. One security man recognized the wrong thing and flinched; the other recognized the right thing and didn’t.

“Keep moving,” the second man said to Fraser, softer now, like he’d realized who he was speaking to, or what. He tilted his head a fraction, enough to say he’d prefer not to have this kind of evening.

“We’re crossing,” Fraser said.

“No,” the man said.

A bottle went in and another came out. The pharmacy’s front racks bled toothpaste and bandages into the glass. A donor in a gray jacket picked up a box of gauze and then put it down like maybe it had asked him to. Fraser watched the reflection in the window, not the men, and saw the shape of an armored truck roll past the intersecting street, four wheels high off the curb, slow enough to be felt.

“You have twenty seconds to clear the corner,” the first man said, voice too loud because he was frightened.

“Or what?” a woman asked from the ring.

The man lifted his chin like a person who had told this story too often for it to keep its edge. “Or you’ll be detained for your safety,” he said.

“Detain me for their safety,” the woman said, and nodded at the pharmacy.

“Ma’am,” the second man said. “Not tonight.”

Fraser measured the weight of the next minute. If he put a hand out, there would be no guns drawn because these men would not draw. They were municipal, not corporate. They’d been told to form lines, to angle crowds, not to stand firm against whatever it was Fraser kept in his mouth.

He did not want to break them. He did not want to break anyone who wasn’t built for breaking. He looked at Carrow.

“Not them,” Carrow said.

He nodded and stepped toward the ring instead. He bent and picked up a plastic basket that had been kicked into the street. He set it upright. The handle clicked back, timid. Small things wanted to work.

A voice rose at the back of the crowd. A young man with a shaved head—Fraser had clocked him—climbed onto the low step and lifted his hands like a director calling action. “They bleed us,” the man said. “We bleed them.”

The ring rippled. Words like that carried old weight. Fraser saw the words leap from person to person, a string of lights on a bad line. He stepped into the ring and lifted his hand. He did not shout. He did not have to. The sound of him carried farther than sound.

“Stop,” Fraser said.

The shaved head turned. “Who the hell are you?” the man asked, then saw. “You’re him.”

Fraser hated to be the pronoun in a room.

“You want your blood back,” Fraser said, still low. “I understand that. You want to make them pay. I understand that.”

The crowd leaned. The security men took two uncertain steps like they were being pulled.

“But you burn this place down,” Fraser said, “and all you get is smoke. You want more than smoke.”

“What do we get?” a voice asked. Fraser didn’t see the owner. The words were the room.

“You get evidence,” Fraser said. “You get routes. You get names. You get trucks that don’t make it to the spire.”

“You sound like a cop,” a woman said.

“I sound like someone who knows the way they count,” Fraser said. “You want to hurt them? Hurt the count.”

Carrow moved to his flank. She held up her phone and the Red Sister mark pulsed once and went still, as if it were breathing. “We’re mapping the guardian routes,” Carrow said. “We’ll feed the grid. You move when we tell you. You hit where it takes them days to fix.”

“Who died and made you... anything,” the young man asked. He didn’t say king. The word had too much history and not enough sense.

Fraser looked at him and saw a thin body built hard by too many ugly years. He wanted to tell the kid to go home, and there were no homes. He wanted to tell him to sit down, and there were no chairs.

“Nobody died,” Fraser said. “That’s the point.”

Two floors up, a window opened and a woman leaned out with a pan and hit it with a wooden spoon. The sound was small the first ten hits, then it became a bell you could hear four blocks away. Another window opened and another bell answered. Fraser did not know if this had been planned. He did not know if anything ever had been. But he watched the rhythm assemble itself like bone.

The first guardian truck turned the corner and stopped like it had found the ocean. Its plate was smooth and its sides bore the silver shield. The rear doors opened and four Units stepped down, helmets glossy, armor growing from skin, eyes invisible. The municipal men breathed and stepped aside like they had been built for stepping aside. The crowd tightened and then held.

One of the Units lifted a device that ate light and coughed it back in pulses. The crowd’s eyes went glassy. Carrow took his sleeve and tugged, and they pivoted to the second-floor walkway where Ashur had promised a corridor.

They climbed iron stairs that had a film of old oil. The walkway crossed the street like a narrow bridge that remembered better days. From here Fraser could look down at the Unit’s device and feel the way it tried to walk into his head. It wanted him to forget what came next. He let the feeling pass the way he let hunger pass, by locking the bones on either side of it and refusing to be the rope it used to climb.

On the far side, a woman with a shaved head and a broken nose leaned against the rail with her thumbs hooked in her pockets. She wore a yellow scarf around her throat. She saw Fraser and carved out a smile.

“Ludo,” Carrow said.

“Red Sister,” Ludo said. “Bigger in person.”

Fraser scanned the street behind and the one in front, the seams in the city you can push with two fingers if you know where. He didn’t see Ashur but he smelled his hand in the absence of certain problems.

“You’re covered three blocks,” Ludo said. “After that, it’s whoever loves you most. I’d keep moving.”

“How many trucks,” Carrow asked.

“Four right now,” Ludo said. “Eight in ten minutes. Twelve in thirty. They’re making a spine. They’ll pinch the corners and call it humane.”

“We’re going south,” Fraser said.

“Everybody’s going south,” Ludo said. “That’s where the river is. That’s where you wash blood.”

The Unit on the corner lifted his hand and the crowd’s tone shifted a half step toward panic. The bell upstairs got louder, and another bell answered from farther away. The noise stacked into a wall, and the wall had holes.

Fraser felt the decision arrive like a bruise under the skin, something that hurt before you knew why.

He turned to Carrow. “We stop it here,” Fraser said.

Carrow met his eyes. There was love and there was fear and there was a third thing that had no name because words moved away from it when they got close.

“If we stop it here,” Carrow said, “it starts somewhere else.”

“If we start it here,” Fraser said, “they’ll make it a story they know how to end.”

Carrow looked down at the Unit’s device and then up at the windows where the bells lived. “We aim them,” Carrow said. “We don’t lead them.”

“We can’t lead them,” Fraser said. “They don’t belong to anybody.”

“Not even you,” Carrow said, and then she smiled the way she did when she wanted to show him he hadn’t scared her away. “Especially not you.”

Ludo watched them like she was standing next to a fuse and trying to guess how fast fire moved. “Make your call,” Ludo said. “I get paid by the minute, but the minutes get stingier when the trucks grow teeth.”

Fraser reached for the rail and squeezed. The metal bent and sang quiet. He let it go. “We split,” Fraser said. “You take south—riverside clinics, donor lines, church basements where they stage the ‘care vans.’ You keep them moving, not burning. You send the worst to me.”

“And you?” Carrow asked.

“I’ll go east,” Fraser said. “Refinery approaches. Guardian staging. I’ll break the spine. If they’re busy holding their own body up, they won’t have hands left for choking the city.”

Carrow nodded, quick, like that was the thing she had hoped he would say. “We need eyes,” Carrow said.

“I’ll have eyes,” Fraser said. “Ashur’s everywhere he isn’t supposed to be.”

“I heard that,” Ashur said.

He was suddenly at Ludo’s shoulder, as if he had stepped out of the seam in the rail. He wore a jacket that didn’t belong to him and walked like he always expected the floor to give. He looked at Fraser and then at the street and then back at Fraser like he was weighing three bad choices and picking the one he’d already tried.

“You break the spine,” Ashur said. “You get a limp city that trips and breaks its teeth. You keep the spine, you get a strong monster.”

“You have any good news?” Carrow asked.

“I had a sandwich,” Ashur said. “It was adequate.”

He put something small in Carrow’s hand. A wafer like a coin, braided metal. “Put that in your pocket,” Ashur said. “If they get you, bite it. It’ll pretend to be your heartbeat somewhere else for a while.”

Carrow slid it away without looking. “You did this for other girls,” Carrow said.

“I did this for other people who mattered,” Ashur said. “Which you do.”

He didn’t look at Fraser when he said it. Fraser was all right with that.

Below, the first Unit stepped forward and lifted a hand, palm out, all the theater of mercy with none of the work. A small boy stood on a garbage can to see and his mother pulled him down quick. A brick went in and didn’t hit anything important and two people cheered like a joke had landed. The Unit turned the device up. The crowd’s shape lost its edges for a second and then found them again sharper.

“Time,” Ludo said.
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