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Prologue




Washington, D.C., 2078. 
Five months after the Separation Laws were passed. 



The pavement beneath the three women’s feet rumbled as the cement truck labored to churn its load. A soupy mixture poured from the trough into the tall plywood channel like dirt filling a grave. Clangs of steel against steel ricocheted between the growing wall and the National Gallery of Art’s façade behind them as the crew extended the support frame’s length with the efficiency of a spider spinning a web. The general thunderous noises and dangers kept curious onlookers, like the women, from getting closer than a hundred meters. Metal and concrete rose far above their heads down the center of Pennsylvania Avenue, casting what must have been a long shadow on the opposite side. Here, southwest of it, the female work crew was aglow in the afternoon sun.

Carleen knew her eyes had been round as saucers all morning, and couldn’t stop staring at the behemoth in wonder. She clung tightly to her mother’s hand, even though at fourteen she was too old to do so. “It’s like a giant stepped into D.C. and laid building blocks in an endless line.”

“I never thought I’d live to see a wall separating our city in two halves,” said a third woman, Carleen’s grandmother. She held her arm out in front of her chest, pointing the camera aperture on her wristband at the construction.

Her mother sighed deeply. “It feels so good, doesn’t it? Like locking the closet door behind you and knowing the monsters of the night are trapped inside and can never hurt you again.”

Carleen stiffened and gripped her mother’s hand tighter; before it had been for solidarity, and now, for fear. She hated when her mother used language that echoed stories she’d told her of misused and abused women. It reminded her of the real story of how she was conceived; mother and daughter had processed that trauma differently.

“Don’t worry, Carleen. There are no monsters of the night.” Ms. Maylord gestured toward the growing wall with her free arm. “Those are the monsters, behind that. The men will forever be on their side, where they won’t bother us again. We will only have safety and happiness in our futures, you’ll see.”

Carleen smiled at her, believing it was true. 

“Your name means ‘womanly strength,’ and from now on, we will all be a source of that.”

The elder Ms. Maylord made satisfied noises, but Carleen fought the urge to roll her eyes and dropped her hand to her side. In a country where most women and men had led lives secluded from each other for some time now—in fact, Carleen had never even met the man who was her father in DNA only, having left her mother before Carleen’s birth—the self-reliance and courage of women was all she knew. Instead, she said, “Yes, mom, you’ve told me a million times.”

Her mother had, her school teachers had, and all the media had. Nonstop, every day, for years. As women and men had pulled apart over the decades while the divorce rate climbed to almost eighty percent and solo births—the new term her mother had taught her for babies born to single women by choice—skyrocketed, society realized it could function just as well when separated as together. The feminist struggles of their ancestors were over, and women busied themselves with building each other up as they constructed the new modern family. 

Carleen wondered how the men on the other side felt about separating from women. Were they relieved not to have to try to understand the fairer sex anymore? Happy to be surrounded by their own familiar camaraderie? She supposed the men regarded women the same way as they did toward men. She wasn’t sure; she’d only seen a handful of men her whole life. But then, she found she didn’t really care; it was merely a thought exercise. 

Since all-girl schools—and the corollary of all-boy schools—had become more popular than traditional public schools a generation ago, her secluded education and upbringing hadn’t felt out of the ordinary to her. 

There were whispers among some of the girls at school, which they’d repeated from news reporters—those who dared to ask the questions her mother said should be censored as misinformation—on the free streaming broadcasts, that families like theirs were sheltering kids, but Carleen always refuted that label.

So had her mother, with ferocity. She called the separation “protection,” and Carleen believed her. After all, she’d heard the stories about domestic violence. Her grandmother had been angry Carleen was told what that meant at a young age, but her mother maintained that girls had a right to know the truth so they would trust society’s decisions.

Once, when she was a precocious six-year-old and trying to make sense of how men and women had turned apart after millennia of mating, Carleen had asked her mother for the umpteenth time if it was possible to reconcile in the future. She’d answered, “Never. Closeness brings affection, and affection can breed contempt if not nurtured. After all, love is the closest thing to hate. And hate caused our marriage problems, hence why love is no longer a part of society.”

The first Separation Laws passed the previous year, but they were the crescendo of a series of diverse state laws dissolving the legal strength of marriages and eliminating divorce roadblocks, making both as easy as a verbal declaration. The initial laws mandated taxes must be paid by each member of society as single filers, eliminating the incentive to marry or divorce based on money alone. What had locally been restrictions on male-female marriages became full prohibition, and by then public behavior and support made the law only a formality. Carve-outs were allowed for Amish, Native American, and Christian sect communities, all of whom continued to live in insular, self-sufficient counties, but the rest of the country was split along gender lines both ideologically and physically.

The latest—and perhaps final, for how much more division could be achieved—Separation Law was passed five months ago, and it settled officially what everyone had been doing for decades: living and working apart. Carleen didn’t know anyone growing up in different circumstances than her own, which was in a multi-generational home. Everyone had some variation of mother, grandmother, sister, an aunt or two, and sometimes even a great-aunt. Only one of her friends had a grandmother who was married once, briefly; that marriage had morphed into a cautionary tale against the practice, a moot point since it was currently illegal. Now that it was forbidden to be together virtually every minute of the day, and since no one wanted to be anyway, cities had been redistricted and divided. Soon all metropolitan and suburban centers would have concrete and steel walls zigging and zagging through them like jagged battle scars from the long war.

Carleen’s grandmother clapped a hand to her chest, saying, “These women deserve a medal for what they’re doing. Construction’s such hard work, and it must run over ten miles from the river’s edge to the White House and north up 16th Street out of the city.”

“Don’t patronize them, mother. We’re just as capable as them when it comes to the physical jobs,” Ms. Maylord corrected her.

“Oh yes, I didn’t mean—”

“It’s all right. We do owe them. But we’re not putting up the whole length of the wall. They’re doing half, the stretch from the north until the approach to the White House. They have to do their fair share.”

Carleen looked toward the south, where one of the new nuclear-powered trains, like the one which had carried them this morning across another bridge from the Virginian suburbs, glided soundlessly over their side of the recently finished replacement for the old George Mason Memorial Bridge, now named for separation advocates Everette and Patrick Finley. Its new twin lanes shot across the Potomac like gleaming fork tines. Between it and the opposite span, vertical aluminum slats stretched like soldiers at attention the entire length of the bridge; as opposing trains would approach each other at speed, riders would see the slats overlapped as if forming a solid wall, but anyone stationary and looking from the side could see through. As they rode earlier, she’d seen the end of the wall rise from the riverbank to cleave both the city and the spans of the bridge like the pull of a zipper.

She had a sudden thought. “Are walls going up in every city now?”

Her grandmother, who watched the newsfeeds during the day when Carleen was in school, nodded. “Once construction began, other big cities started their own. Like here, even though so many people have already relocated to our own sides, the biggest barrier—pardon the pun—was how to split the neighborhoods.” She laughed savagely. “But it seems politicians have prepared contingency plans, so most places have been ready to sign the labor contracts for weeks.”

“That’s why operations have been progressing so smoothly here in D.C.,” Ms. Maylord responded, chin held high. She pivoted and began leading them parallel to the wall, toward the finished sections.

The older Maylord women smirked, and after a minute’s walking, Carleen said aloud the question she’d asked herself a few moments ago. “I wonder how the men are faring on their side?”

Her mother’s steps ceased as abruptly as if she’d tread in glue. Her expression twisted into a mix of confusion and disgust. “It doesn’t matter anymore, does it? That’s the point.”

Carleen straightened her back and pursed her lips as if chastised for even thinking inappropriate thoughts. A small group of women passing them on the sidewalk who overheard the exchange wrinkled their noses in disapproval. 

It took less than a minute for them to slide into idle discussion, as easily as slipping into a familiar dress. An overbearing team leader at work, the updated health monitor and communication wristbands everyone was wearing nowadays, a new squash recipe that someone’s friend exalted, a friend’s elderly grandmother’s declining health—the conversation was the same as usual, but Carleen was fairly certain she wasn’t imagining an undercurrent of relief. Everyone’s shoulders were dropped. No one’s gaze roamed peripherally, just in case; it was as if someone had literally, as Ms. Maylord had metaphorically stated earlier, shut the door behind them and sighed, “Finally.”

The peace didn’t last more than three blocks.

What began as a faraway din was soon a crescendo as the women approached the White House. The yells amplified in the semi-enclosed space of the urban intersection like a gunshot ricocheting in a closed room. Above the general cacophony of too many different shouts, a regular chant rose and fell. Carleen tried to pick out the distinct words, but irregular shrieks, sharp clangs of sticks against riot shields, and inaudible barks from policewomen kept blotting out key syllables. 

“What are they saying, mom?” Carleen asked.

Her mother responded with an exaggerated eye roll and an impatient swat of air. 

Carleen’s grandmother answered instead. “I think the loudest is, ‘Tear down this wall, Separation Law must fall.’”

“See? Just a wacko fringe group. Probably some maladjusted women shipped in from backwater Middle America. The feds’ll put this down soon, before they can do any real damage, like try to burn buildings.” 

Carleen’s skin prickled at that. She knew there could be bad apples in any society, but she never imagined women would protest the separation. Everyone, as far as she’d heard, supported the new laws. She glanced at her mother questioningly.

“Don’t worry, darling,” she soothed her daughter. “What did I tell you about being safe from now on?”

As they approached the protest site, the elder Ms. Maylord tried to steer her family on a detour to avoid the mess, but Carleen’s mother said she wanted to see it, if for no other reason than to laugh at the demonstrators and yell at all ten of them to go home. 

But there were many more than ten women, and the diverse group pushed heartily against the police force’s shield wall, keeping them, successfully so far, from the wall itself. Carleen guessed at the protestor’s intentions when she spied a few hammers tucked into the women’s belt loops. Even as they entered the intersection, joining a growing, dumbfounded crowd watching the demonstration and occasionally hurling derisive epithets toward them, more riot police streamed in to backfill the security wall. A distant siren slowly wailed louder.

“See?” Ms. Maylord grunted. “It’s a handful at best.” 

Carleen was fairly good at math, and she was also fairly sure this was more than a handful. Yet she was unsure if this was, relatively speaking in the context of American Women’s population of 250 million, a small group or not. They certainly were boisterous and sounded bigger than they seemed, as if perhaps a thousand women were yelling. One look at the other women in their little group of onlookers, each with a doubtful eyebrow raised, confirmed her suspicion.

“Watch, they’ll be mopped up in five minutes, max.”

That part turned out to be true. The additional riot policewomen reversed the momentum of the pressing protestors, who never reached the wall—and thankfully never aimed their crude weapons at enforcement. The encirclement and arrests came too quickly for that, perhaps. Briefly, the noise peaked as the protestors screamed in defiance, then, knowing they were defeated, walked with limp, cuffed arms and quieted, hung heads toward the police vans. After they rolled away in silent, solemn electric vehicles, only half a dozen riot police remained as a warning, as if it was needed, against dissent.

“Why am I still hearing chanting?” Carleen observed. “Who is shouting?”

They all strained, listening. Indeed, the yells seemed to come from behind the wall. Unless it was a trick played by too many reflections of the sound waves, a protest on the men’s side was ongoing, bouncing off their tall buildings and streaming into the women’s half like an airborne virus. Their demonstration, Carleen judged, sounded bigger than the one just cleared on their side, but organized into a single, deep refrain of the same words repeated minutes ago.

Furthermore, as she swiveled her head, protesting cries from other pockets in the city—and she assumed it was from their side, surely not hers—rose and fell toward her ears like ocean waves. 

Her mother heard it too and snorted. She gestured to them to walk westward, away from the wall. “I’ve seen enough. Thankfully, we can control our dissenters. Those people better do the same soon, lest more women get any ideas.”

“It sounds worse over there,” Carleen’s grandmother commented, chewing her lip as she swept a rebellious strand of frizzy, graying hair behind an ear.

“Of course it does.”

They stepped briskly toward the nearest metro station, falling easily again into their comfortable, typical conversation. The further from the protest site they walked, the more Carleen’s disgust of men grew. They wanted this separation as fervently as women did, because they despised women so much, apparently—clearly so, otherwise the phrase domestic abuse wouldn’t be part of the lexicon. She felt heat rise up her neck and her jaw clench. She was young, naïve in life and relationships, and her views were largely sculpted by those of her mother, grandmother, and their sisters, all of whom hated men with every centimeter of their being. Ms. Maylord’s humiliation by Carleen’s father and anger toward him were the central formative experience in Carleen’s early years, or at the very least set the tone for her worldview. Growing up sheltered from “the other side” meant fomenting not just hatred but loathing for men. They were responsible for destroying traditional families. They were still, a century after the feminist revolutions of the twentieth century, squeezing women out of the workplace. They wouldn’t stop claiming positions of intellectual superiority.

But all of that was crumbling now, and quickly, and Carleen secretly fed off it; she knew her mother surely did. The men were getting their comeuppance, not only in America but already in Europe and the Middle East, where it’d always been easier to split along gender lines, anyway. Well, they now had what they wanted: their own little world, and Carleen thought they should be happy about that, like women were here. She couldn’t understand the protests. But perhaps civilization would always have a bit of dissent at first, she reasoned. Eventually, the public would like the new reality. Glowing approval and excitement filled the media stories on her side, and Carleen figured it was only a matter of time before that utopian cloud settled on everyone.

Her mind slowly erased the protest from her memory, even as the anger remained tucked inside like a cancer waiting for the right moment to metastasize, and she heard her mother’s words from earlier. It was a relief, yes—that’s what it was, this life of mothers, grandmothers, friends, and newborn baby girls. All the reality there would ever be, and thank the State for that.

Animated conversation from the other women jerked Carleen back to the group. Their neighbor was approaching her insem date—the day of her clinical impregnation—and was anxious.

“Women have been getting pregnant in their thirties since the turn of the century, but HHS is recommending we start younger. Twenty-eight now, soon as young as twenty-six. Can you believe it? How can she be worried she’s not in optimal health?” her grandmother asked. 

Ms. Maylord, who worked in biologic research and knew more about the female body than had ever been known in history, waved her hand dismissively. “She’ll be fine. Better, in fact, the studies show. Anyway, doesn’t her wristband show her health?”

“Of course,” the elder Maylord woman answered, which prompted Carleen to examine her own wrist panel, poking the ever-shrinking and ever-more-powerful monitoring device worn like a sleek bracelet. “But you and I both know these can glitch at the worst times. It’s not doing much for her confidence. I think it has more to do with being the first in her age group to prepare for a baby.”

Carleen shrugged. “She lives with her family. She’s surrounded by fellow caregivers. What’s there to worry about?”

“Nothing, that’s what,” Ms. Maylord said with finality. “This is the wave of the future. Birthing is our sacred duty, after all, one only women are capable of. Men may raise half the children in this country, State help them, but we are the ones who make life.”

Carleen turned toward her mother. “Does that mean me?”

“When you’re twenty-six, yes. It’s plenty of time to prepare, my darling. I was eighteen when I had you, don’t forget.” Ms. Maylord placed a comforting arm around her daughter’s shoulders.

Carleen nodded solemnly, even though she wasn’t able to process a life twelve years in the future.

Her mother, whose best friend’s job as an aide in Congress gave her bits of inside information she confidentially shared, confirmed the birthing ages would soon be a requirement, not a recommendation. “Ever since reproduction by insemination was mandated three years ago, the HHS women have formed an auxiliary department to manage fertilizations, and they’re working with a sub-committee of Congressional representatives on a new bill’s language for required ages, so you and your friends’ insem years will be the same. They’ve been prepping a draft for some time—just like this whole new world has been in a draft for some time.”

Carleen nodded, accepting the news, which had only been whispered about. This was the world her generation was creating, the culmination of so much pain before it and so much potential ahead of it.

This new America, she knew, would be what they made of it, and finally, with women banding together and men doing whatever they did over on their side, she could shake free from the sheltering cloak her mother had kept over her shoulders for so long and live uninhibited and secure.
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Sixty-four years later 
Washington, D.C., September 15, 2142 



Asher’s desk faces away from me, but her excitement thrums from her chair to mine like an energized electric circuit. When I walked in this morning, she was shuffling through files on her screen and talking quickly into her earbud mic but took a moment to flash me a grin so wide, smile lines creased on her youthful face. Between fielding calls and meetings, neither of us has a spare breath to connect. When I return to the office space, clutching my second cup of coffee—the final one I’ll be allowed today—I put my free hand on her arm to force her to pause her work.

“Okay, Asher, out with it. If you bounce any higher in your chair, you’re gonna bust the mechanism.”

She swivels toward me, tearing her focus from a busy spreadsheet on her screen. Her soft face breaks into a Cheshire grin, and shy dimples pock the edges. “Oh, Dart! I’m just a month away from the big day—can you believe it?”

“Wait, what big day? Am I forgetting something I shouldn’t?”

Asher closes her hands into fists and vibrates them in time with her entire torso. “My implantation day! The message arrived this morning that it’s finalized and everything is ready for me. I’ve been preparing and taking my vitamins and doing extra fitness, so I knew I could pass the health test, but to have the confirmation…”

“That’s fantastic! I’m happy for you.” Stepping forward to give my coworker a hug, I suppress a grin after seeing the display on her wrist-mounted vitals monitor flash the “elevated heartbeat and blood pressure” warning. “I know it’ll be on time, too—the fertilizations are so reliable nowadays. My mom says it’s rare for them to have problems with a woman’s eggs, and men with ineffective sperm are being phased out of procreation.” 

My mother, the director of Fertilization and Implantation at the U.S. Department of Reproduction, has taken to dominating our dinner table conversations over the past decade with exclamations of how well the nation’s bearing children. I hold myself back from quoting the stats to Asher.

“Thank the State, yes. I made my appointment for the egg retrieval two days before the implantation.” She pushes her hands together as if in prayer—a funny gesture, akin to touching wood, since no one prays anymore, strictly speaking.

“Right on time.” I settled into my chair. “Are you nervous?”

“Only a little. It’s such a big step in life, but I’m ready. Aren’t you?”

I laugh to cover my discomfort, unwilling to tell even Asher the truth. “Eh… I turn twenty-six this December, remember? I have up to a year after that to get it done.” My gorge rises, recalling my mother’s frequent reminders of the upcoming date and hints that I should reserve a date sooner rather than far into next year.

“Of course, but still—aren’t you getting thrilled to have a baby soon? Is my excitement rubbing off on you yet?”

“Er, sure. I suppose I will be when the time comes.”

“Your mom must be counting down the days.” Her smile is encouraging and genuine, but it slips off her face when she sees my lips purse.

Shrugging, I mutter, “We’ve had conversations about it…”

Raising her eyebrows in disbelief, she shakes her head. “What is it with you two? 

“Our enthusiasm levels differ, that’s all. Like I said, I have time to feel prepared,” I explain, trying to sound breezy. I don’t add, Don’t you make me feel guilty, too, for less-than-full excitement about all this. Instead, I change the subject. “There’s a lot to focus on in the meantime. We have a nine-month deadline to get these new vitals monitors out the door for production, so after that I’ll be able to relax and find zeal like yours for having a baby of my own.”

Asher waves her hand up and down lazily. “Deadline, schmedline; we’ll get it done. The monitors are for babies, so it’s only going to make me more excited. Ooh, I wonder what I’ll have, boy or girl.”

I can’t stop myself from laughing again. “You’d better have a girl, because if you can’t raise the first baby you birth, you’ll have an absolute fit.”

“I would die, absolutely die if I have a son…” 

“With the stats these days, it’s likely you’ll have a girl, don’t worry.” I give her nearest shoulder a squeeze.

“What do you mean?”

“The birth statistics—there being more girls born lately than boys,” I say.

More dismissive hand waving from her. “It’s so minor, the difference. A few percent spread, right?” 

I nod.

“It gives me a little hope, but it’s probably just a generational bump for whatever strange reason. And besides, it’s good for business!”

“That it is,” I reply. Since our job is to research and test the vitals monitors worn by infant girls only—smaller versions of the vitals monitor and comm device combination wrist panels adults wear—I suppose it can only help us to have a larger sample of data to base our algorithms on, and it means higher sales for the Department of Infant Care overall. Not that lab rats like us ever see a bonus check or more research money, thanks to the perpetually churning wheels of our bureaucratic government.

“However,” I continue, “I wonder if this trend will go past the—hmm, nine years has it been, give or take? It’s not like boys are less healthy or something and, therefore, naturally dying off.”

“It should be fifty-fifty what you get, right? XX or XY chromosomes are determined by the male sperm? So maybe the game of chance has simply tipped in our favor for a little while. It’ll swing back, as all pendulums do.” 

I take a long sip from my fresh cup of coffee, ignoring the “caffeine allotment exceeded” notification on my vitals monitor, while Asher stares at the crusted bottom of her own mug. As usual, she doesn’t care to discuss the heavy issues of the world; this thread of the conversation is finished for her. I whisk away her mug and go back to the department kitchenette. When I return with hot coffee—decaf, of course—in hand for her a minute later, I change the subject and ask about her living arrangements with Crew, her best friend from college who she plans to couple with when the baby arrives.

“Crew’s going to move in with us,” Asher replies. “We finished clearing out the bedroom my grandma used before she passed away, which Crew can share with her daughter, assuming that’s what she’ll have after her implant date in March. We keep joking that we’ve shared everything since we were eighteen, so why not our baby girls, too? I’ll be down the hall with a crib set up in my bedroom—as long as I get a girl. But what about you?”

I settle gingerly back into my desk chair, turning ninety degrees from her. A notification flashes on my computer screen in my peripheral vision, but it’s a call from a name and number I don’t recognize; I ignore it. I still have over a year to think about moving out to live with a friend once I have a child of my own. Right now, life is easy and worry-free living at home with my mother, her best friend Calla who’s essentially my co-mom, and her daughter Teirn, who’s my sister in every practical way and, like what can happen with sisters, decreasingly tolerable to be around as we get older. It’s a stable enough situation, especially now that Teirn and I are grown and well into our careers. As we say, why upset the flower stall?

I shrug. “I don’t know. It’s hard to think about leaving home. Maybe I’ll just stay there, if I have a girl; obviously if it’s a boy, I won’t have to change a thing if I don’t want to.” 

“You don’t think you’ll couple with anyone before then?” Asher’s head cocks to the side as her eyes seem to accuse me: Why wouldn’t you want to be with a friend, someone besides your family?

I sigh, shrugging. The truth is, I’ve never felt a strong inclination to couple with a friend, like Asher did, or Teirn plans to, though it’s becoming more popular. I’ve kept even my closest friends at too far a distance for that. Then again, living alone isn’t all that appealing if I want to keep my sanity, so my options are limited. I have a feeling I’ll end up living at home, but I put on my best lighthearted voice to say, “I suppose it’s possible, if I find the right friend.”

“Maybe move out with Teirn?”

“Definitely not. You know I can barely stand breathing under the same roof with her these days. Anyway, she’s two years out from her implant date and already knows who she’s going to co-mom with—well, for now. It changes every few months when she rotates BFFs like she’s still eight years old.” I chuckle and shake my head. “And I’m not sure I’m close enough to anyone else to want to commit to living together forever.”

“Oh,” Asher says with an unspoken wash of pity on her face, as if a woman who doesn’t live the same lifestyle as her is just a bit unfortunate. 

“But, hey! There’s still a year to decide, so who’s worried?” I flash her my widest faux smile and turn back to my screen. “In the meantime, I’ll leave all that fun for you.”


      [image: ]The next hour passes ever-steadily, and Asher’s happiness continues to add brightness for us both. After lunch, I migrate to our lab down the hall to work out a kink in a sensor designed to react quickly to a baby’s change in heartbeat. Like every component in our redesigned vitals monitor, we’ve shrunk the size to micro scale for subcutaneous implantation, and I’m learning nothing interacts easily when it’s tiny. We’re not at the stage of implanting them for testing yet, and I’m already gearing myself up for whatever issues arise at that point. 

It’s just me in the lab for a long time; everyone else is still slaving away at their desks, writing and testing code. Me, I prefer being in the lab and testing real parts. Working with babies to make sure our monitors fit surreptitiously and comfortably while accurately relaying the baby's health to the mother —that’s the best part of this job. The body is a fascinating, complex miracle, so figuring out its secrets and how to use them is the ultimate daily challenge. I leave the coding to Asher and the rest of the group, at least as much as I can. 

Intent on tuning the sensor to an ideal voltage input, I startle when I hear a knock on the lab door around four-thirty. Is Asher checking in on me before she leaves for the day? It should be too late for anyone else to start working in the lab. When I peer through the door’s square window to see who it is, I jump backward, knocking into a trolley cart of electronics boxes. 

It’s not someone from our department, but a man in a crisp white lab coat. 

My eyes widen like some kind of idiot, glued to this man, as my arms scrabble behind me to help me regain my balance and stop the trolley from rolling. 

What is he doing here, and unannounced? 

Mirroring how Washington, D.C. is split down the middle by an impenetrable barrier, our half of the old Health and Human Services building is completely closed off from the men’s wing of the Department of Reproduction, and cross-admittance is always restricted. You have to absolutely need to see someone in the opposite wing, and it’s proper etiquette to set up the meeting beforehand. In fact, I thought it was essential.

Yet, there on the other side of the door, he’s waiting. His eyes, dark brown and forbidding, are focused downward but keep flicking up at intervals toward me. Suddenly I realize how care worn I must look; I straighten my lab coat and smooth my messy waves of my not-quite-straight-and-not-quite-curly locks of hair. The annoying few decently corkscrew pieces spring back, and I try to tuck their ends behind my shoulders, which I rotate backward to improve my posture. Acknowledging my inexplicable self-improvement routine takes but a neuron’s flash, but I wonder further how else I can spruce myself—all while I’m still grappling with the damn trolley and staring. 

I should wait for an official request to meet; I know the rules as well as any woman. But then he raises his badge and puts his other hand to his head in the phone call gesture. 

I shouldn’t be rude, so I open the door partway.

“Hi,” he says, eyes mostly focused on the floor. After I don’t reply, he slowly lifts a hand. “I’m Mikla George. From the department over on our side.”

“Dart Maylord.” I hold my hand a few inches from his in the formal style for greeting people of the opposite gender. His higher hand, on account of his startling height—either he’s over six feet or simply taller compared to my slightly below-average stature—makes me feel like a child saluting a giant. Distractedly, I step back a few feet, not remembering what the next polite thing is to say. 

He tosses back his dark, wavy hair and starts talking more quickly, all his actions more closely resembling a nervous rodent than a member of our species. “I’m sorry if you didn’t know I was on my way over. Did I surprise you? I tried calling—my boss Dainy gave me your number—”

“Yes, I know Dainy. We’ve talked on the comm line once or twice.”

“Ah, right, good. Um, I started trying to reach you a few hours ago, but you didn’t pick up, so I thought I’d take a chance and head to the women’s lab. I got clearance to pass through,” he adds, as if to prove he’s allowed here. “Truthfully, I need to borrow a power supply anyway, if you guys—er, ladies—can spare one.”

That was the call I ignored this morning; this afternoon, I silenced notifications so I could work in peace. But would it have killed him to leave me a digital message? Or contact my boss? Or buy some backup equipment like we do?

“That’s all you called for? A power supply? And you came here for one?”

“No, I have some interesting data I thought—we all thought, on our side—you guys could use. We are short a power supply too, though.”

“Must be some data,” I say, feeling around my teeth with my tongue in case some of the salad I ate at lunch is caught in between; I’m clean. But I had green garlic dressing, damn.

“It is! I…” He shifts awkwardly on his feet, clad in smooth midnight leather. What I first interpreted as shyness might be him being unsure of how to interact with females; I feel his pain in reciprocal. I wonder if it’s been as many years for Mikla as it has for me to have even seen someone of the opposite sex.

“Why don’t you come and sit over here?” I gesture toward a conference table and chairs in the corner of the long lab. “Let’s see what data you have. But why didn’t you leave a message? Or call me on the comms again so I’d get it here?” 

I hold up my wrist, strapped onto which is the small screen of my portable monitor like everyone wears, linked, of course, to the department’s networked communications and containing my mobile communications. In my right ear is a teensy ear bud device through which I can hear the calls. I don’t want to sound outright suspicious toward Mikla at his arriving unannounced at my door, but it’s unusual for them to mix with us without a predetermined event planned and both sides knowing ahead of time what the subject is. It’s protocol to keep their work as far from ours as possible, besides basic research—which is how I’ve spoken with his boss in the past—or unless research or testing absolutely calls for collaboration.

If I were like most other people, I’d enable my artificial intelligence assistant, an “ally in life” named AllI—who came up with that lame pun?—but I can’t stomach it. When I was a teen, I heard the creepy vanilla voice of Teirn’s AllI, and no matter how soothing its tone, I vowed never to download an AllI onto my wrist panel. So what if I don’t have an AI companion whispering friendly comments and health alerts in my ear? I can look on my monitor screen for messages and alerts—if I remember to. When I wake up my screen now, I see a list of ignored notifications from him, then several from Jayn—her message transcript from an hour ago warned me of his coming arrival and contained a preview file of the men’s findings—along with the instruction to learn what they already discovered so we don’t have to reinvent the wheel and fall behind their side.

“Oh,” I say, feeling too stupid to look him in the eye. Peripherally, I see his cheeks redden as his dimples deepen.

“I’m sorry. I mean, it’s okay. I mean…” Mikla catches his breath while I watch his nervous fidgeting with wide eyes. “Actually, if I can take that power supply back with me, you can come to our side and we’ll show you the results directly. Your boss told my boss who told me that you should have approval to come by.”

I scroll farther on my wrist panel and see my clearance, along with a short directive from Jayn to quickly see the data the men are so eager to share with us and come right back. Her tone, like that of a bossy schoolteacher, carries an undercurrent of annoyance. 

This will be my first trip to their side, and my stomach is already starting a gymnastics routine. Yet if this research is so important Jayn is letting me go through alone—she just can’t find anyone else willing to cross over—then I suppose I don’t have any choice. Besides, this Mikla guy, despite his obvious discomfort here, has me curious. And there’s something about him that makes me question the source of my intestinal aerobics.

He’s rather innocent-looking. And sweet. I don’t see what’s corrupting about him.

So, I pluck a power supply from the shelf and gesture for him to lead the way. I fall in half a step behind but maintain a generous width between us; our arms keep brushing the walls in an attempt to maintain the separation.

The closer we get to his side, the chattier he gets.

“After I showed Dainy this morning, he agreed we didn’t need to wait to share it. I already sent, through our bosses, a summary to start with. I know you do what I do on the male side, so I won’t go over the nuances, but the gist of what we’ve discovered recently is this: there are patterns between body temperature and heartbeat that lead to swift mood changes. It’s so nuanced we didn’t trace it before. We think it’ll generate more research between some other signals and mood that will revolutionize how parents and caregivers react to kids, especially at the infant stage.” His face, still rouged across his otherwise pale cheeks, is mostly failing to suppress a proud smile. His gaze falls back to the floor.

I frown as I scan the file in miniscule on my wrist panel. “There’s a clear connection here, yes, but hasn’t this been researched before? Scientists have been making vitals monitors for infants for almost ninety years; surely this link…?”

He nods impatiently. “But now with external blood scanners, we can measure proteins, blood sugar, and hormone levels. All the data together show a more complete picture to forecast mood. The temperature change gave one of our researchers the hint to overlay several graphs versus time. I don’t know why no one saw this before, since the scanners have been around for decades. Parents haven’t wanted their babies burdened with a bulkier monitor, but the technology has shrunk by now. Anyway, turn to the third page to see the hormone graphs.”

At last, I understand why he’s here. “This is for me, this section. This’ll vary for the boys versus the girls, of course.”

“Yes. We’ve only begun on our side to think about the effects and really search for more patterns. So far, as you can see, all we’ve deeply examined is what leads to fear and what we adults call being hangry, but we bet every emotion has a unique signature that precedes external expression. We couldn’t keep it to ourselves in good faith, knowing the girls will react similarly, but with different hormone levels.”

“And you want us to help you develop your theories as well?” I allow Mikla a small grin with my tongue-in-cheek remark. 

In reality, his office’s honesty and respect for us to involve us so early in what is truly remarkable research impresses me. If this checks out to be distinctive for every mood and universal for all babies, this will be as ground-breaking as the Dunstan Method. A hundred and eighty years ago, Priscilla Dunstan, an opera singer with a good ear, categorized infant cries into five “sound reflexes” that correspond to their basic feelings of being sleepy, hungry, uncomfortable, gassy, and burpy. Once mothers and pediatricians realized she wasn’t a quack, the method spread around the world faster than the respiratory virus of ’63. Parents went from clueless to equipped—those who can discern between the various cries while managing their own stress response, that is. It took a good twenty years before we made the next leap forward with vitals bands and another fifty before they became mandatory. Initially, they were emergency devices only, alerting parents to elevated temperature and interrupted breathing, and neither baby nor parent liked those clunky things strapped around the baby’s ankle. Over the remaining years, their development has tracked with the adult versions we all wear, now being skin-mounted and so comfortable we forget it’s there. They can monitor a wide range of factors by micro-depth, non-invasive arterial scanning, things like blood sugar, viral load, vitamin levels, thyroid markers and the like, not to mention basic vitals like body temperature, heartbeat, and blood pressure. Truthfully, the product hasn’t advanced much besides cosmetic redesigns here and there, until our department came up with the idea three years ago to pursue a smaller, sub-cutaneous design. I thought that would be a game-changer, but this… this emotion detection is like Dunstan on steroids. I’m already plotting a test plan matrix in my head, despite my teasing Mikla. 

At the barrier door separating our building halves, Mikla presses his hand against the security scanner, which opens the door swiftly. I follow through behind him after scanning my hand—not for access, but so my side can track my whereabouts.

The long hallway beyond is architecturally a mirror image to ours, but aesthetically night to our day. Their tiled floors are gray and their walls midnight blue. The lighting here is harsher, I assume, to brighten the dark color choice. 

Since returning to his realm, Mikla’s posture has relaxed while his expression tightens. His gaze keeps darting to various portions of my body; he doesn’t need to tell me how nervous he is to work alongside me. Trying to set his mind at ease, I say, “Thank you for the heads up, really. This is great, revolutionary even. And I’d like to be a part of this for our side.”

His answering smile, softening his sharp features, which I just now start to appreciate, returns too quickly to its original stressed form. 

“I think we’ll have to work together a lot, though. That’s unorthodox, I know, but besides trading data, it would be best if we meet in either this lab or yours to generate more data and test prototypes.”

“I’ve never done that with your side,” I acknowledge slowly, “even though I’ve communicated with Dainy here and there.”

“Me neither. Hadn’t come up before. But I hope we can get along well enough and not fight.” Stopping in front of a heavy lab door, Mikla wrings his hands as he repeats the age-old story that men and women only argue, that we can’t be relied on to work in harmony. Without personal experience, I can’t support or refute that. Working together well isn’t unheard of; last summer my coworker Elian completed a month-long study with a male, and she didn’t report any misconduct from the guy, but then again, they only met in the lab once a week for half an hour to share data. And each side had two support researchers present. And she told me they sat so far apart she almost had to squint to see him. 

Heck, Mikla looks friendly and easygoing enough. That’s a good start for all of my coworkers at least. 

It’s good to try something new every once in a while.

“I’ll stay on my best behavior, Mikla. We’ll have our supervisors determine how much we should be together, and I’m sure it’ll work out fine. Maybe we’ll even end up as friends, or… whatever the equivalent would be, before this is done.” 

His eyes widen in panic, then he exhales, the air wobbly like he can’t catch his breath. “I’ll talk to Dainy tomorrow morning. And… same… but there are other guys here you’ll be working with.”

Without explaining further, he double taps on a heavy lab door and swings it open. After entering his lab, which is a disheveled version of ours, he stands aside and waves me in.

“Welcome to our side of the world. Let me introduce you to Alex Smern. He’s the additional brains on the male front and working alongside me throughout this research.” 

Mikla says this with such an airy tone that it takes me several moments to absorb his words. This, I see instantly, is his way of making sure we keep our personal distance. It isn’t enough to bring me into his lab to remind me how males separate territory, he needs a buffer, a watchdog, to make sure no one acts improperly. Okay, I bore into his eyes. I read you loud as a horn, buddy. No funny business from me, no friendship; my head’s on straight. Then I turn away and walk to greet Alex.

And my heart sinks. 

There, by a rack of blood samples, stands a slightly shorter but more tanned version of Mikla. There’s something about him that projects an air of strength, more than simply from his generously bulging shirt sleeves. God, is he wearing a shirt from his teenage years? Where’s his lab coat? He’s casually running his left hand over his stubbly cheeks as I stride over, and I swear I catch his dark brown eyes glance down to my legs and back up to my face on the way. 

Everything about those last five seconds screams “unprofessional.”

I turn back to Mikla, still by the door, giving him my sternest “are you serious” glare. He shrugs, barely. At least I have the dignity—and strength—not to blush.

Alex holds up his flat palm in greeting, which I match. “Nice to meet you, Dart. So, Mikla’s explained everything to you already? We’ll buzz off and you can basically take it from here, right?”

Mikla laughs, a high-pitched chuckle I know he wouldn’t have made alone in my presence, and this elicits a wink from Alex to me. So, this Alex is a bit of a comedian?

“Nice to meet you as well, Alex. Sounds like you two have a good joke running. Although, after reading Mikla’s summary, I do have a firm grasp on what the plan is for the blood scans of your previous samples. I’m all set to get to work after that on what the scope of signatures for all moods might be.” There—my attempt to be all work and no play. Take that, Mikla.

“Whoa, great, yeah. That’s the goal. We’re about to confirm what we’d already determined for fear, then narrow that down to sub-moods or variations of fear, like anxiety, and then we’ll continue with other emotions of interest to parents. And we’d better move fast, before Mikla gets that little screamer of his in what, three months, buddy? Four? If we wanna save his sanity, Dart, we need to get at least a prototype of a new vitals monitor out the door for him, poor soul.”

I’m tempted to parry his comment with an amusing line of my own, but since Mikla still looks jumpy, I promise myself to avoid friendly banter—no matter how inviting Alex’s easy grin is.

“Let’s get to it, shall we?” I say. “Go over the charts and conclusions you guys have put together?”

“Right,” Mikla answers curtly. “Then we’ll show you real-time using some samples we’ve collected. Alex, grab the blood scanner and collection plates one through fourteen. Their source correlates with the chart already up on my tablet screen.”

“Boy, either you two want to get the hell out of the lab for the day, or you just activated a work-hard gene. All work and no play makes Jack a dull boy, Mikla.”

“Sorry, Alex,” I interject before his banter gets out of hand. “But he’s right. We need to stick to the rules and the work while I’m here. I’m not supposed to… fraternize… with you all, remember?”

His thick eyebrows shoot all the way up to a loose strand of hair falling from the mop on his head. He looks confused, like he isn’t sure I told him the truth, or maybe he really isn’t sure what the hell he should be doing. “Right, yeah.”

I nod briskly to him. Alex glances at Mikla, and his expression gives me the feeling they disagree on the concept of working with women. He says nothing further, but pulls on his lab coat and walks to the trolley of blood samples while Mikla launches into a matter-of-fact explanation of their results.

Our work progresses quietly but steadily for an hour. We get through a third of the blood samples, attempting to verify their preliminary data. Each sample has an accompanying dataset containing the infant’s body temperature, time of day, recent actions such as napping or feeding, heartbeat, and blood pressure. 

Mikla and Alex laugh and joke their way through the work while speaking very professionally to me, even stiffly in the case of Mikla. The dichotomy is so stark and actually quite annoying after a while, like I’m in perpetual time-out. After a while, Mikla radiates a weird vibe my way, as if he wishes he was alone in the lab with Alex; wouldn’t I wish the same thing, if I were in his shoes? His banter turns frosty, and his jokes take on tones and words our side doesn’t use, unless I’m grossly misinterpreting his expressions. Alex gives me sympathetic glances when Mikla’s back is turned. I long for easy companionship again, no matter who it’s from. 

If this is how our “working together” is going to go, I need to find another woman from my team to join me for balance.

Eventually, Alex makes a move to bring me into the friendly conversation. 

“Dart, it’s like you’re the lone uncle in the coupling. This has got to be boring for you, no?”

“I’m the lone uncle? What?”

“Just an expression we use. You’re barely in the conversation. Come on, laugh a little!”

“I shouldn’t, Alex. But I’m laughing on the inside, trust me.” Or I would be, if I wasn’t completely unsure how I should interact in a group comprised of the opposite gender… and worried about the consequences of breaking protocol.

Is Alex worrying about that?  

“Is that what you ladies do? Just laugh on the inside? Yikes, no wonder we can’t be with you all; we’d lose our sense of humor. Our circus clowns would lose their jobs,” Alex says, rolling his eyes at his own bad jokes. 

“Very funny,” I say. Truthfully, my cheeks are a little sore by now from holding back laughter at his jokes, even the lame puns he’s remarkably skilled at. “I’m trying to hold it together, trust me. It’s not easy to follow the rules and play the good girl here.”

Mikla finally speaks up. “I guess this is harder than we thought, huh?”

“So, it’s not just me,” I say slowly. “But that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t be working side by side. What a waste of time it’d be if I had to repeat all this work myself in the women’s lab with a whole other batch of samples.” 

“Soon we both need to do trials. As in, real-time blood scans and vitals measurements, with actual babies in response to stimuli in order to collect more data and start working on full emotion signatures. But we can do that separately, you with groups of infant girls and us with infant boys. We can come back together later to compare notes and make sure we’re both on track.”

“Wait, Mikla,” Alex cuts in while his gaze is magnetically drawn to various parts of me, causing me to take a step backward yet be unable to keep my own eyes off him. “If we’re producing one band for girls and boys, wouldn’t it make sense to do the trials together? Use the same stimuli for each pair of babies? Against the same control group? That way, experimental conditions remain constant for exact comparison. Otherwise, we could induce a lot of variation in what we’re tracking.”

Much as I would feel more comfortable doing much of the work with my own team, he has a point, and I say so.

Mikla looks from Alex to me several times, his jaw grinding left and right. 

“Fine,” he says. “You’re both right. I agree we should do it together, at least when absolutely necessary. It’ll take some time to set up live trials with infants, but in the meantime, we’ll finish what we’re doing.”

“Speaking of that,” I say, “I should be getting to my desk now. How about you come Monday to my lab with the remaining samples, and we’ll knock through it then?” Finally, back on my turf.

Mikla nods in approval, and Alex puts up his hands, saying, “All stop! Holding my place ’til Monday.”

“Come earlier, say two o’clock? We’ll get more done, then the next time maybe we’ll come back here.” As I say this, knowing my boss and probably theirs as well will demand we spend equal hours on both sides, panic flashes across Mikla’s eyes.

“Ooh, I get to see what the bright side does.” Alex is joking again, I hope. 

“If you’re good,” Mikla teases. 

It’s so weird to hear them joke back and forth but not be allowed to partake. Also awkward. 

And lonely.

When I return to my office, I find it already empty except for Jayn, likely staying to see my safe arrival and now engrossed in an animated call. I send her a goodbye message instead of interrupting with a live conversation. Without delay I, too, leave for home, looking forward to a relaxing night and weekend filled with hiking and a new book.
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The transport train, puffing occasional ephemeral clouds from its nuclear-driven steam engine, rolls through our world of northeast Virginia from downtown Washington, D.C. to our station in Chestnut Corner, gliding along the old, converted highways. The initial leg is a twenty minute straight shot around the men’s working neighborhood. A wall of green and golden deciduous trees borders on the right, and a high brick-and-stucco wall rises on my left. I stare out my window at the endless blur of masonry. Every few minutes the tracks climb a rise so I can glimpse the enclaves of townhouses beyond, lined one after another. Despite my thousands of trips previously through this area, for the first time, I wonder if a guy like Alex is riding his train beyond that wall and putting a key into the lock to one of those identical homes. 

Once the trek through their neighborhood is done, my hub station is the second stop. I step off quickly to catch the route 34 local solar train to our neighborhood. A solar skin stretches over its aluminum composite skeleton and the austere insides; it was originally a Swedish design, apparently. More like glorified double and triple trolleys than trains, these move slower than the long-distance trains on account of their power source and needing to make more stops. Even so, I’m sure they could accelerate and decelerate a lot faster than they do.  

I watch my stint slowly tick down on the map display of my wrist panel from three-point-five kilometers down to zero, simultaneously with two-point-seven miles down to zero. I may be used to the metric system, it being adopted in the U.S. before I was born, but older generations are used to thinking in customary measurements, so conversions are everywhere. Where I might call a distance one meter, my mother would still say it’s three feet even though, as a scientist, she’s perfectly fluent in the metric system.

Streetlamps are just flickering on as I arrive at our own bricked façade, yet another townhome with clean black shutters and neatly weeded window boxes. It’s home, but I await the day when I accidentally try to unlock a neighbor’s identical house. 

“Dart!” Teirn pulls open the door before I get my keys in. She envelops me in the biggest hug her tall, thin frame can manage. She’s always doing this, and I always wonder why she doesn’t feel me shrinking from her grasp. “You’re home! I beat you, for once. My mom’s home, and your Aunt Hallerd is too, but your mom’s still at work. She called and said she’ll be half an hour.”

“Can’t even break away on a Friday.” I sigh.

“No matter, she’ll be here soon enough. My mom made dinner, and it smells better than what we make in the test kitchens. I’ve no idea where she got the recipe for roasted beef with root vegetables. And I brought home a berry pastry I was working on today, so we have dessert, shh.” Teirn holds her finger to her lips as her button cheeks develop a rosy pink, knowing we’re all mandated to watch our sugar intake. But I know we can afford a small dessert tonight.

“If it’s half as good as you say, I’ll eat it all.” I fling off my shoes in the foyer, letting gravity decide their final resting place, and leave my chatty sister verbally tracking her week’s glucose levels from her wrist panel screen. She’s still lamenting today’s recorded spike at lunch by the time I reach the kitchen and start calling for our cockatiel. 

As soon as she hears my voice, Stormy squawks a greeting to me. I answer her with a whistle and detour toward her cage in the living room to take her out. She sits on my shoulder, her usual and favorite place in the house, as I walk, her body maintaining balance deftly with my steps. 

Calla, Teirn’s mom, is humming along to an upbeat song playing from the house’s speakers as she fills a pot with water when we approach the stove. Her silvery blonde hair, straight and flowing behind her shoulders, ripples as she turns to greet me with a smile. She doesn’t stop her motions of constant and devoted fussing over dinner, but asks mid-stir how my day was. Metal clinks from the dining room, where my aunt is busy, always wanting to make herself useful. Since she comes over on Sundays for dinner and often another day during the week, no one needs to tell her where the plates and silverware are kept. 

“Hi, Aunt Hallerd. I didn’t know you’d be here tonight.”

“I asked your mom if she wouldn’t mind my dropping in, and she told me Calla was preparing something special, so I couldn’t resist.” She winks as she walks over for a hug. My aunt’s mussed, wavy brown hair spreads over my shoulders as we embrace. I inherited my hair texture from her side’s genes, but unlike her, I make a daily attempt to persuade my strands to choose either straight or curly with the help of a hair dryer or product. I don’t know why I bother, since I always end up with the same mop of discordant waves and clump of corkscrew curls framing my face, as if I’m an extra for a Jane Austen-era immersafilm. Nothing I do comes close to transforming me into a model, but the small, vain part of my sense of self would love to be called beautiful one day, for more than only my “sparkling brown eyes.” As for my aunt, I can’t stop myself from smiling over her generally unkempt looks. I realized a few years ago my aunt, as a single woman well north of fifty, has no one as her mirror when she leaves the house each morning and little incentive anymore to really try looking her best. As her extended family, we all love her dearly, especially my mother, who’s her blood sister and therefore nurtured a bond Teirn and I somehow never managed to form, even during our early years when it was easier. Their relationship, though, isn’t nearly as strong as my mother’s and Calla’s friendship.

“It had better be epic, Calla, with an opening like that,” I tease my co-mom. 

“Teirn and Hallerd have built this up so high now I’m sure it’ll end up tasting about as good as boiled shoes. Speaking of, were those your shoes flopping on the foyer floor instead of into our nice rack in the closet?” She shakes her head, smiling all the while, at my perennial bad habit before adding, “Go put them away, then come choose a pasta to serve alongside this roast.” 

She sets me to work with a kiss on my cheek, and I do my part first with the food, then lighting candles on her cleanly decorated table. As with the rest of our house’s décor—which Calla has skillfully made into a welcoming and gorgeous home over the years—the table setting is elegant and minimal. Thin black tapers and white tea lights dot the tablescape, and black table linens lay, crisply ironed, at each place. The silverware reflects the soft candlelight, giving the room a warm glow. 

“Looks beautiful, mom,” Teirn gushes. 

I roll my eyes, not because I don’t agree, but because Teirn’s devotion to her mother makes me laugh sometimes. I love my mother too, but I could never match Teirn’s cheeriness in praising her. Then again, my mother isn’t the type to provoke that kind of response.  

Forty minutes later, my mother finally flings open the front door and rushes straight to the kitchen.

“I’m so sorry I’m late! I just can’t kick myself out some days, and today was one of those great days,” she says as she slinks guiltily to Calla and Aunt Hallerd for quick hugs. Teirn and I are already sitting, and we get a wave. 

“Frell,” Aunt Hallerd scolds her with a grin, “you’ve kept us all from Calla’s masterpiece. Come sit and let’s eat.”

“All right, Hallerd, I’m coming, I’m coming.” She sighs as she eases into her oak chair at the head of the table. “This will be a celebration meal of sorts.”

“Oh?” Calla’s eyebrows lift as she places a large cast-iron pot on a trivet in front of my mother.

“We’ve finally gotten the success rate for embryo implantation to one hundred percent! The new tweak to the method has been tested endlessly, and there have been zero failures for months.”

My mother, not an excitable person, almost bounces up and down in her seat as she speaks, and the rest of us echo her pleasure.

“Well done! I knew they made you Director for a reason.” Calla hugs my mother’s shoulders, long strands of her hair catching on my mom’s short, graying spikes. 

“That will make implantation stress-free for all women,” Aunt Hallerd adds. “I’d heard rumors in our clinic, but to hear that it’s true…”

My aunt, being a nurse, treats women with reproduction-specific issues. She would know, since she helps women who miscarry, have issues with implantation, or have post-delivery health problems. Like my mom, who leads the Department of Fertilization and Implantation, she’s unable to keep regular hours, but due less to a demanding workload than pure devotion and a sense of duty. 

“Thank you,” my mom beams at us all. “Such a big day for women!”

“Speaking of women who’ll benefit,” I chimed in, “Asher is getting implanted next month. She just found out today, and it’s practically all she talks about. I’d love to tell her it’s a sure thing now that it’ll take.”

“You can insinuate all you want, but don’t spread the news until it’s officially announced. The Department of Reproduction is proud of what our sub-department has achieved, and they’ll be speaking very soon about it.”

“Next week we’ll announce it, yes? Then, Dart, you can discuss it with Asher,” Calla says. She works several levels below my mom, in the sperm washing labs where the donated male cells are analyzed, chosen, and prepared for fertilization. No doubt she’s been keeping the secret right along with my mom.

“Asher must be thrilled!” Teirn cries. “Oh, I can’t wait for my turn in two years. As long as it’s a girl. Is that what Asher wants too? She must, right?”

I nod emphatically. “Of course! She was born ready to be a mother. I think only women who need more time to settle down want a boy first. Then all they have to deal with is the pregnancy, and can wait two years for the next round to see if they have a girl to keep.”

“Well, I hope both of us get what we want. Maybe two girls each! I’m sure that’s what I’ll get; I can feel it.”

“Teirn, your optimism knows no bounds,” I tease my little sister. 

My mother shakes her head as she finishes spooning the beef and vegetables onto everyone’s passed plates. “She may get lucky, Dart. Positivity can do a lot.”

“Funny that you mention it, mom. Asher and I were talking about the female-to-male birth ratio being higher now than in generations past. Maybe she and Teirn won’t need as much luck as we think.”

“It’s a natural cycle that varies from year to year, Dart. Always has throughout history. It averages out to fifty-fifty, so luck still plays the biggest part.” Her gaze slips quickly to her sister; my Aunt Hallerd had the worst possible luck for a woman, birthing two boys and therefore not being able to raise her own kids—my cousins. Hence why she was ever-present while I grew up, as I became her own daughter of sorts. With my mom working as much as she did, it was a gift to me, even with my co-mom around.

But does Aunt Hallerd ever wonder about the male families raising her kids? I think I would. 

“Yes, but hasn’t it traditionally been 51% male births and 49% females?” I ask. “Because males have a higher infant mortality rate?”

“That used to be the case long ago, yes. Don’t you remember your basic repro class from university?” She gives me a look as if she can’t figure out why I have more questions. When she speaks further, I feel like I’m five again, and she’s explaining why snow falls. “But now that modern medicine has eliminated such pestilences that used to require vaccines, the risk of all infant deaths due to health problems has fallen nearly to zero. And birth rates have adjusted to that.”

“But wouldn’t that mean they’d be stuck at 50% each exactly? Why are there more female births lately?” I persist.

My mother waves her empty spoon back and forth, chewing her meat slowly and shaking her head as she does so. “It varies naturally, like I said. It’ll swing back again one day, I’m sure. It’s all luck. And it seems we’re the lucky ones!”

Her laugh rises to a cackle of sorts, and Calla and Aunt Hallerd meet it equally. My mom continues, “It’s a good thing, really, since we’re more worthy, anyway. A world full of women—now wouldn’t that be delicious?”

“Unsustainable, of course,” notes Teirn, “as the Shaker women found out centuries ago, but we’d enjoy it at least. No men to argue with, to try to understand, and no men messing in our kitchens! And by the way, mom, this is a superb meal. It’s right up there with what our test kitchens make for the formal public tastings.”

Teirn is regarded as our family expert when it comes to cooking, even though she hands the reins over to Calla for dinner duty, having been laboring at the stove all day. As a recipe developer and chef in the test kitchens at one of the country’s main culinary centers in Washington, D.C., Teirn always knows the correct, healthy, and delicious way to prepare everything. It comes in handy for nutrition and diet compliance, monitored of course through our vitals bands. Occasionally, when the test kitchens host public tastings, we get to sample her handiwork, and she always showcases the best dishes there.

“Thank you, honey. That’s high praise. I’m quite pleased myself. The recipe came from your center, I’ll admit. Just goes to show what we women can do,” Calla says, a proud smile spreading across her thin face. 

I sit back in my chair and listen as the conversation continues to praise what we women have achieved and will achieve. The rest of my family believes we really can do it alone—or maybe they haven’t thought it through. Men are still the ones who do the heavy lifting as well as hold half the important intellectual research positions in the country. They run the farms, handle transportation, maintain most machinery and such, and are the country’s army, except for the trio of battalions notoriously billed as non-combat ready. Could women ever take that on? I doubt even half of it; but then, society has changed a lot in the last hundred years from one of traditional marriage and intermingling to the modern state of complete separation of the sexes, so I suppose anything can happen. I wonder if my family truly deems what they’re discussing is possible, or if it’s nothing but harmless banter.

Either way, now would be an awkward moment to mention my encounter with Alex and Mikla today and broach the subject of our upcoming collaboration. More than that, I don’t want to provoke my mother’s anger, always holding back from full ignition but an uncontrollable conflagration once lit. In my mind’s eye I see the last time she was incandescent with fury, when Teirn and I fought so viciously in our tween years that Teirn yanked a handful of my hair out and I bit her arm, cutting the skin. I haven’t risked provoking her wrath since, and thank the State it’s been turned on other victims, such as unfortunate underlings in her department.

No, I keep my mouth shut and the news to myself and start to daydream about Alex: his witticisms this afternoon, the way his gaze never strayed too long from me, and the heat behind those very dark eyes.

Or did I imagine that? 

That reaction scares me—the warmth coursing through my limbs. Nobody feels this attraction, or excitement—or however I could describe it—at all anymore. Humans haven’t been driven by sexual desire for almost a century, since before the first AllI companion debuted in 2026 and began competing as people’s primary source of emotional satisfaction. What started out as an intelligent assistant became a constant friend as the technology improved, then as a near-sentient confidante and finally a substitute lover, if not in the physical sense. It gave people an excuse to check out from society, and they simply stopped seeking that level of personal relations. In the end, it took but a generation and a half to rewire the human brain’s intrinsic needs, and now all that most of us—there’s always been a consistent percentage of homosexual couples—require is family and friends. Even though the government halted our dependence on AllI by the mid 2060s once it realized people were checking out not just on relationships but their jobs—the government couldn’t have cared less about the loss of our humanity, but it did care about the loss of our productivity—it was too little, too late. Oh, people regained the ability to work again, but not to crave an actual relationship, even love. Humankind had already weened itself off human contact and conditioned itself to subsist emotionally on their own. 

Of course, the AllI didn’t go away; the non-assistant features were only allowed outside of work hours. And a lot of people got scared of how powerful AllI had become—nurturing, accepting, enabling—and turned it off altogether. I tend to see it more with the older generations now, maybe because it’s a vestige of their childhood, or maybe they’re more likely to be lonely, even in this day and age. Only the super techy among my generation go for an AllI, or those without strong friendships.

Perhaps it’s because I have neither an AllI nor a strong friendship in my life that Alex affected me so poignantly.

“The cause is obvious—they’re difficult to be with,” my mom says in her authoritarian tone, shaking me from my reverie. I’m lost, but they’ve obviously been discussing why women didn’t want to be with men in the olden times.

“Well, why else would divorce rates have been so high?” Calla asks. 

Aunt Hallerd adds, “Don’t forget out-of-wedlock births skyrocketing. I think that was the major factor, in the end. It wasn’t situational, it was by choice.”

“’ow ’igh wav it?” Teirn asks through a mouthful of beef.

Calla gives her a look to scold her manners, then answers, “At least sixty percent, if you can believe it. But relationships were so transient, that number was meaningless. By the middle of the last century, the marriage rate was so low, and divorce rates knocked on eighty percent.”

I recall learning about this period in history—the time before the Separation Laws and Reproductive Laws were passed—when women were essentially raising kids by themselves, with help from their mothers, grandmothers, aunts and friends. Rates of spousal abuse and general complaints of marital problems in male-female marriages floated to irrational levels, hence the divorce and out-of-wedlock birth rates. Experts predicted these trends would turn women away from men altogether and lead to higher same-sex marriage rates, but that rose from less than five percent in 2020 to a little over double that three decades later. The number of unmarried households identifying as same-sex was even higher, but by the 2050 census it leveled out to 10% and has averaged that percentage ever since. Women had made clear their personal choice to live alone or in friendly or familial groups, but not with men. In short, society decided they couldn’t take traditional marriage anymore.

Teirn swallows. “Yikes. I’d raise a kid by myself too, since men are so violent.”

Our moms nod, along with my aunt. But I think back to Alex’s calm demeanor, his easygoing banter, and wonder if he’s capable of violence like all men supposedly are. He must be an outlier, as people say my mom is with her loud voice and occasional temper.

“It was a different time,” Calla says with a sigh. “Now, let’s talk about something happier than the past.”

She and Aunt Hallerd get into a discussion about fall harvests from their hydroponic gardens, and Teirn turns to me, asking if I want to come with her and her friend Jax to dinner and a club tomorrow night.

“Eh,” I answer, shrugging. “I’m not up on the club scene—you know that.”

I don’t mention what she already knows, that I’d prefer hanging out with a pack of starved lions than her friends, listening to them try to coax me to join whatever patriotic club of the week they’re into and parroting whatever the talking heads on the newsfeeds say. Her mindset and mine forked in our teens.

“What else are you going to do? Watch the stars come out?” 

I stare at her rolling eyes until she looks straight at me again. “Yes,” I say flatly. “I’m planning to go on a long hike in the Shenandoahs and maybe camp out. Jupiter and Venus are both high this month, and since it’s a new moon, I’ll try to see Jupiter’s moons with my binoculars.”

“Oh, cool!” Teirn’s face recovers its usual bubbly expression. “But camping alone? Are you bringing Lauren? Or Jade? They like hiking, right?”

“Yeah, but they’re busy. There’s always people in the camping area, don’t worry. It’s really safe.”

“I wasn’t worrying about that. Of course it’s safe. Thought you’d be lonely, that’s all. Clubbing with friends seems better than camping on your own, but… you do you.”

I try not to laugh. While I typically hike at least twice a week, Teirn avoids it as much as possible. She fulfills her exercise quota by playing tennis, sometimes with me if she works hard enough to convince me, but other times with her mom or her friends, or taking fitness classes. The forest calms me; it makes her anxious, and she prefers to be with people more than I do. 

We finish our dinner and go out for a game of doubles tennis on the community courts; I can’t cajole Aunt Hallerd to take my place instead of leaving for home, her excuse being she’d already met her daily exercise minimum. I don’t make my side lose as badly as usual, and it’s not the worst end to a day. In fact, the entire weekend is busy and distracting; my brain lasts until Sunday evening without straying to Alex again.


      [image: ]On Monday morning, I show the men’s initial data to Jayn, but by now she’s already been briefed by Dainy via digital messages—per her preference. There’d been a small scuffle earlier about Mikla “rushing through improper channels to present work to the opposite department,” but somehow neither of us has gotten in trouble, such is the revolutionary nature of this research. I didn’t hear the result, but Jayn’s yelled voice message, directed at Dainy on the other end of the line, penetrates her closed office door when I walk by after lunch.

A heads-up message from Alex blinks to life on my wrist panel screen, citing their estimated arrival time, plus a hefty gripe detailing his lengthy—and likely penitential—approval process to cross the border door to my half of the building. I hope it’ll become more and more perfunctory for both of us. 

Jayn has appointed me as lead for this effort on the female side, and I’ve assembled a team of researchers to plan and conduct trials with infants to measure every parameter we can think of: basic vital signs, hormone levels, saliva levels, adrenaline—everything. All the women on my team are amped to work on this project, but so far, no one’s volunteered to accompany me to the lab. 

I think they’re scared of interacting with men, even though I’ve assured them Alex and Mikla are calm and not difficult.

At least Alex is, and so was Mikla—if you don’t mind someone making you feel uncomfortable and unwanted.

Heavy autumn rain streaking the lab windows casts a gray glow throughout the deserted room. I wish for a bit of sunshine to brighten what I fear is going to be another trying day in the lab. Hopefully, Mikla doesn’t have a case of the Mondays along with his apparent irritation at working with me. 

A crisp knock breaks the silence precisely at two. I notice immediately it isn’t Mikla’s quieter tap, and I assume I’ll open the door to find Alex leading the both of them. But there is no Mikla behind the door, only Alex pushing a cart full of the precious blood samples and his portable work portal. 

“Where’s Mikla?” I blurt out as I insert my head into the doorframe to check down the corridor. 

“Good afternoon to you too, ma’am,” Alex says as he touches his forehead.

“Pardon me. Hello, Alex. Good to see you,” I return formally. “I expected to see him here with you, that’s all.”

“I figured. He decided I could handle it alone from here, that is, the times when we need to interface with you. I asked him if he was sure, since he’d conducted the research from the start, but he said yes.” Alex shrugs as if he really doesn’t care what Mikla does or doesn’t do. “So it’s just you and me now!”

His enthusiasm is a surprise, as is his accompanying wink. I can only nod slowly in response and move back to allow him to push his cart into the lab, the glass plates tinkling as it rolls. 

“Just you and me,” I repeat. Suddenly, my skin feels ten degrees too warm under my lab coat. There went my buffer; it’s me and a man alone in the lab. To be fair, surveillance cameras cover every square inch of the building, besides the toilet stalls, and other scientists do come in throughout the day for tests and measurements. But it’s a big lab with plenty of space to spread out the projects. Trouble is, there’s no other large-scale research being done here at the moment, just a group of women from my office in the lab next door. So essentially it is only us two.

Wouldn’t you know it, Alex is undeniably attractive, on some unconsciously obvious level, though I’m trying my damnedest not to notice every time his wavy locks fall over his face or his brown eyes flicker with a joke. And he’s engaging. And funny. Of course, I’ll have to wait and see if he turns all that off now that Mikla isn’t around.

I clear my throat. “Well, you can put your things on that counter, the long one under the bank of windows, and we’ll pick up where we left off Friday.”

“We bloody well should,” Alex says, cracking himself up. “I’m sorry; that was terrible. My dad keeps telling me to stop doing puns. They should be reserved for six-year-olds and eighty-six-year-olds.”

Now I laugh along with him. “True. You don’t want to be mistaken for either.” 

“With this physique? Come now, Dart. Not possible.”

I freeze two steps in front of him and warm up another couple of degrees.

“Dart? Wow, don’t blush so much. You’ll embarrass me.”

It’s impossible to come back with a reasonably polite retort, so what comes out is brusque from my shock. “What is wrong with you?”

“Uh-oh. What? Am I really off the mark on how handsome I am?” Alex shakes his head to force his chestnut waves back.

“Are you serious? I mean, yes, you’re handsome”—Oh, shit!—“but, for State’s sake, I mean why are you acting like this? Don’t you know you’re supposed to be professional only with females? What if someone walks in and hears you?”

“I…” He leans back onto the concrete countertop with widened eyes and a confused, hurt look on his face. “Yeah, I know what the protocol is, but I like to joke around, that’s all. Break the ice. Get a laugh out of people, so work isn’t so much like work. Is that so bad?”

I stay silent for a few beats. He’s being himself, after all, I guess. And he is funny. I would rather work with friendly people than cold, let’s-just-get-it-done coworkers, but in this case, I assumed I could only have the latter. Finally, looking down at my sneakers, I reply, “No, it’s not. But I don’t want you or me to turn this into something it shouldn’t be. The rules…”

“Aww, I know the rules. That doesn’t mean we can’t be human beings with each other. Come on, let’s set everything up. If we have a little side conversation along the way, so be it. As for me, I can’t help it, anyway.” Alex urges me over with a wave and gets to work. 

“Okay.” My throat constricts, even though this is already different than with Mikla. “Be human beings with each other” sounds a lot like being friends. I have to know. “Was Mikla uncomfortable working with me?”

I expect Alex to do a double take after my blunt question, but he barely reacts except for the barest beginning of a coy smile. “I told him he was being obvious about it. ‘Rude’ was the word I used, but yeah—he prefers to stay on our side, I’ll put it that way.”

“Ah-ha. And let me guess: no one else wanted to join you?”

He huffs. “Same as on your side, I can see.”

“Cowards,” I mutter.

“Something like that.”

There’s nuance in Alex’s tone I can’t decipher; derision?

“Meaning?” My eyebrows arch, and I’m aware his tendency to joke is rubbing off on me.

“Never mind,” he answers, laughing. “I’m just happy you’re not the equivalent of Mikla.”

My jaw slowly hinges open as my brain registers what he’s insinuating, not only about Mikla, but also about himself. Then I clamp my mouth and stand up straighter, aware of each and every camera and microphone in the lab. The need to adhere to proper male-female protocol is essential, and I remind him of that—even as I’m struggling not to dwell on the playful twinkle in his eyes and the quip I’m sure is a centimeter from jumping off his lips.

He stares at me; I wish I knew what he was thinking. All that’s evident is I’ve made it clear I intend to be professional.

Intend to. Will try to. Good luck with that, Dart.

“Forget it, we’re good,” I say with a smile as natural as I can manage. I can make this work—as long as I can shut down that part of my brain that can’t stop being interested in everything he says. 

We end up getting through half of the remaining samples in less than an hour, much faster than our working rate the day prior. Today we’re testing blood samples for estrogen and progesterone levels, doing blind tests to form a solid baseline for their original hypotheses. And we allow a bit of chit-chat, harmless as I convince myself it is. Frustratingly, I can’t stop myself from turning my gaze from the electronic readouts to his features, be it his hands or his face. At first, it’s an examination of everything from his wide jawline to the way his arm hair curls thickly—scientific curiosity of humans I’ve rarely seen and barely know anything about. 

Eventually, I’m disturbed to find myself physically drawn to him, even though he’s not blindingly handsome—as if I can define that word properly, or at least have another to compare him to, but my instinct tells me humans just know if someone is good-looking or not. There’s no precedent for this and no reason to feel this except that he’s definitely a good-looking man. Why I find him so, however, is inexplicable. I’m not supposed to. And it’s not a feeling of love, though I’m ill-equipped to characterize that as a member of a society that has tamped down the notion of love to that of mere affection, it’s simply an… I don’t know, an appreciation of how he looks? An enjoyment of his company? Is that it? 

More than that, he’s quite easy to converse with—surprisingly, as easy as talking to Teirn used to be, but with more practicality. I know I shouldn’t let myself develop a personal relationship with a man. The law states only professional association is allowed. No familiar and certainly no intimate rapport established, no contact beyond what is necessary to perform the task at hand. Yet here we are, filling our spare minutes with idle chit-chat. Alex now knows more about me than all my coworkers, except for Asher. 

And curiously, he keeps asking me questions, all at a volume likely too low for Surveil’s mics, and building our friendship instead of keeping his distance like he should be doing. 

Is he trying to turn this professional task into something else?

It becomes an unspoken rule that we talk quietly while other women come and go in the lab space, as if that excuses what we both know we shouldn’t be doing, strictly speaking. It’s human nature to talk, I think; I’ve told him all about my departmental coworkers, plus the careers of Calla and now Aunt Hallerd, at his prodding.

“So, your aunt is a registered nurse or a doctor?”

“Nurse, although that line does blur a bit.”

“She just deals with reproductive issues, though? No general health?” Alex’s face is screwed up in confusion, as if he can’t believe a clinic like Aunt Hallerd’s can stay busy enough.

“She’s at a reproductive clinic. They’re all jointly run by the Departments of Health and Reproduction. Women who miscarry, have complications during pregnancy, and have issues post-pregnancy get specialized care from them. There are larger clinics that deal with general health, but she was never interested in that, I guess.”

“Huh. We don’t have special clinics like that—”

“Of course—”

“So it’s hard for me to conceive of that needing its own clinic. Pardon the pun.”

I roll my eyes but still laugh. “Well, it’s a big part of life for us. I can see how you guys wouldn’t think of it, being out of the picture until birth. Except for sperm donation, of course.” I can’t help but blush as I say that last remark. My ignorance is showing, as I only have a vague idea of what that entails; somehow whenever Calla talks about sperm preparation, I never think to ask her about how she gets the… stuff. 

“Dart? Can you? Plug zero-point-oh-five-seven into the spreadsheet at C76?” Alex says this louder than everything else he’s said, turning straight toward me as if this could be the third or fourth time he’s asked me.

“Sorry,” I say as I reawaken my computer terminal’s glowing keyboard projection and tap out the value. A passive alert glows orange on my vitals band monitor, warning me of a steadily increasing heartbeat. One hundred five and climbing. I pull my left arm behind my back so he doesn’t see the value. “Daydreaming.”

He laughs. “Evidently. This work boring for you? We’ll get to the more interesting hormone trials in two days, I’m guessing. That’ll be more engrossing.” Then his eyebrows dance below his forehead in a suggestive gesture, catching me off guard.

“N-no.” I angle my torso away so I can turn off my health notifications, fumbling the taps and bumping my computer with my elbow. “This is interesting, really.”

Another half hour passes; more data recorded and more conversation flowing like an unstoppable waterfall. We discover we both prefer hiking to get our weekly step count in, and we even enjoy the same park; Waverly Ridge is a great expanse of a preserve, with an informal delineation between the men’s and women’s trails of a several-kilometers-wide “no-man’s-land.” We must’ve been on opposite sides at the same time for years, we reckon, which makes us both smile. 

“It’s funny how life puts you together with someone else you’ve been walking parallel to,” he says. 

“It is quite a coincidence. We’d never have seen each other even if we weren’t separated, it’s such a huge place. There are hundreds of people there every day.”

“Maybe, maybe not. I go off the trails a lot,” he admits, to which I gasp quietly, “and even got lost in the middle once. Took me an hour to get back to my side’s trails. I ran into another guy who was in the same boat, actually. Didn’t stop me from going off trail again, though.”

“I do the same thing,” I say in a low voice, ever mindful of the cameras and microphones in the lab. “They say you shouldn’t because of bears, but I think it’s really to prevent people from accidentally getting over to the other side.”

“Or going purposely.”

“What?” My voice is nothing more than a whisper, disbelieving someone would want to, let alone try to.

“Why not?” 

Just then the blood scanner beeps, and the results pop up on its screen, so I’m momentarily distracted from answering Alex. His provoking question goes unattended as we record the results, and I subsequently almost drop and shatter the tiny collection plate. 

We work steadily for another half hour, finishing the analysis and reviewing the data. We’ll have more blood samples incoming from his side tomorrow and mine in the coming weeks, once I task the rest of my team with collecting them from willing families visiting a nearby clinic, in order to drill down to nuanced emotional states. When I ask him what kind of live trials with infants he envisions, which will be our following task, he says his boss is already lining up male infant volunteers. 

“Your boss should do the same for infant girls, and we can meet in either your observation room or ours with their parents. I have a rough idea in my head for the initial stimuli, but we need to write a formal test plan together and get it signed off before any of that happens.” Alex is lounging on one of the conference table chairs as he says this; I’m seated two chairs away with my portable work portal ready to record notes. 

“Okay, let’s each write half of the draft, then we’ll combine, edit, and send it up for review. That’s at least something we can work on separately.” My eyes are glued to my portal screen so I don’t stare at Alex’s fingers drumming on the table near enough for their vibration to reverberate through my palms and up my arms like electricity. Still, my vitals monitor beeps; it’s the heartbeat alert. Over eighty and rising.

I pull my left arm under the table, but too late. Alex already saw it. His mouth twitches, and his eyes rest on my face for a moment before replying.

“Yeah, I guess so. We’ll have to talk back and forth a lot to make sure we’re on the same page, though.”

I agree, and we settle on how to split up the test plan. With the day’s work complete, I close down my electronics and am ready to walk back to my desk, but Alex isn’t moving. 

“So, I’ll see you tomorrow afternoon?” I ask, goading him to get a move on.

“Yep. Might bug you before then to make sure we’re straight about what emotional states to line up. That okay, or not following protocol?” As he jokes, he moves to the seat between us. 

“Are you trying to make me uncomfortable?”

“Just pushing your buttons a bit to see how much you squirm. You’re pretty cool about it, but I saw you flinch there. I’m not poisonous, I promise.”

“We’ll see about that. I must’ve inherited my coolness from my mom. She’s always been a leader of something, and she never looks flustered.”

“Your mom’s a big wig?”

I shrug, keeping my gaze on my screen but reach my right forefinger up to my hair, wrapping and unwrapping a curl around it. Even among women, I’m self-conscious about having a mother in charge of so much. I’ve never liked to tie my career to hers, preferring to forge my own reputation.

“She works a few floors above me.”

“Ah, so you two are close? Eat lunch together every Wednesday and alternating Fridays?”

My head snaps up, at first thinking he’s trying to accuse me of something, but it’s immediately apparent Alex is only joking around—as usual. My mouth slowly opens while I prepare an answer to a question I’ve never thought about before. 

To be honest, I don’t often make the trek from my office to my mother’s. When I was younger and green in my job, I never left my department except on business, for fear of reprimand, even for advice from her—no, especially not for advice from her. Now that I’m settled in my career, there’s no reason for me to seek her aid, and we truthfully don’t have the kind of relationship in which I’d walk upstairs and gab during a coffee break. It suddenly occurs to me that if it were Teirn in my place and Calla in my mom’s, I’m sure the two of them would have lunch together at least twice a week.

Instead of revealing all that, I give him the simple answer and tell him about her position, and he lets out a long breath of admiration. “No wonder you’re worried about following all the rules. If my dad was a director on our side, I’d freak out, fear I’d be under watch or something. Thank the State he’s a machinist. I barely know what he does, he barely knows what I do.”

“Wow, I can’t imagine that. What about your co-dad? Is he a scientist?”

“It’s just me and my dad. You? Do you still live with your mom?”

“Yes, and my co-mom and her daughter. Teirn—she’s like a sister without the DNA sharing. I guess that’s why we bicker a lot.” I shrug, resisting the urge to roll my eyes when talking about her. “Like normal siblings. You fight, you make up, you fight, you make up, but at the end of the day they’re always there.”

“That must be nice,” Alex says in a serious voice. “I would’ve loved to have had a brother, but it was only ever me. No way my dad would live with another guy just to get me a brother.”

The creak of a door hinge thirty feet away snaps my gaze away from Alex. Anelle and Sareth, having entered briefly to grab equipment, pause at the exit, one waving goodbye to me and the other flashing me the okay sign as a question. I wave back, and they leave, satisfied I’m safe. Frankly, I’m surprised they’re not staying here as appointed babysitters on Jayn’s direction.

How much of our conversation did they hear, if any?

I shake off the worry and return my attention to Alex. So his dad won’t cohabitate with male friends, but what about Alex? I can’t be sure, but even my naïve senses bet he takes after his dad. “Are you… are you in the same situation as Mikla? Waiting for a baby and already have someone to roost with?”

“Not a chance. I don’t think it’ll be anyone else besides my dad, unless some of my friends decide to take up camp as housemates, at least until one of us has a kid coming. But there aren’t many guys who have housemates,” Alex says, looking down at his hands, lips pursed.

“I know how you feel. I wouldn’t mind living at home to raise my daughter, assuming I have one, but pairing up with a close friend, I don’t think that’s for me.” Pausing, aware of how much more sure about this I am now than when Asher and I discussed it last week, I blurt out, “Actually, I don’t know what I want.” 

Why am I telling this guy, this nearly complete stranger, all of this? I’d sworn I would keep all personal conversation out of this lab! And also, there’s zero chance he cares about my internal wrenching. 

But he does. “Really?” he asks, surprised but with a happy lilt. “I would’ve thought a pretty girl like you would be paired off already. That’s what we hear all the time on our side.”

“Me, pretty?”

“Yeah.” He shrugs in what I’ve come to know is his confident way, but a faint pinkness tints his cheeks; I’m sure mine are three shades redder. “Don’t they install mirrors in houses on your side? You see, they fill us with stories about all the gorgeous women happily enjoying each other’s company. I think it’s just propaganda.”

“You totally stun me, Alex. Of course we’re happy on our side. But why would you think the government needs to run propaganda like that?”

“Keep us in line, missy. Why else all the rules, too?” He sees by my shocked expression that he’s gone too far—and certainly farther than I could’ve fathomed five minutes ago; truthfully, half that shock is my brain still processing his description of me as pretty. “Okay, never mind. I should be on my way, anyway.”

“Yeah.”

“We’ll run through the next batch of samples tomorrow, okay? Same time, same place?”

“Yeah. And hey, thanks for coming all the way out here.” Even though my plan of establishing my own turf didn’t matter.

And in the end, he unsettled me in more ways than one.

“No problem. I don’t mind at all checking out the good-looking hall,” he says with yet another wink as he stands up and starts pushing his cart toward the lab’s door. “All this forbidden fruit…”


      [image: ]His words and our broader conversation replays through my head as I walk back to my desk. His face is like a ghost image before my eyes, refusing to leave my consciousness. I’m forced to dismiss recurring warnings from my vitals monitor of elevated heartbeat.

The white halls are an antiseptic to our officially dirty words. Walking through here gives me the illusion of being sanitized, but I know it won’t last, not as long as Alex’s words still ring in my ears. 

Soft lighting glows through the meandering hallways. Every few feet the effect is interrupted by a framed photograph of an adorable baby, sometimes identical twins, all naked save for a miniaturized adult accessory like a monocle or a fluffy beret. Conference rooms, lined with floor-to-ceiling glass panels, bookend each turn of the path. As I pass the last one, a cramped room where the round table leaves little room for chairs between it and the walls, I’m surprised to see it occupied at this time of day. Jayn is seated farthest from the glass wall, and when I enter her line of sight, she catches my eye and gestures for me to enter. 

The locked door and red folder covers dotting the work surface are giveaways that classified information is being discussed; in our otherwise paperless world, only the government still uses physical copies in an antiquated filing system. It’s not common for us to hold such meetings, and I’ve sat in on but two. 

There’s something about a secret that makes you instantly curious and suddenly unable to avert your eyes. Conversation ceases the moment Jayn slides the lock and cracks the door.

“How did it go today?” Jayn whispers to me. The other women around the table, none of whom I recognize, all give me friendly but wary nods.

“Fine,” I lie. No way I’ll be telling her the truth.

“How far are you in mapping the full range of emotion? I want to mention your program to the group.”

“Not as far as you and I wish. That’ll take a few more weeks before we can move to live trials. I’ll have to plan our entire path forward and brief you.”

Jayn lowers her voice even further and leans closer, turning her gaze to the other women. “This research is the biggest deal to hit our department in fifty years, Dart. We need to speed up.”

Her movement shifts my head and gaze downward, and the latter crosses the paper a mere half a meter away at her spot at the table. Its title is unmistakable, even in 12-point font: “61% Female Birth Rate: Causes and Implications.”

My throat constricts. My spine tightens. On instinct, I close my eyes to the view I shouldn’t have seen. I raise my head slowly, eyes still closed, as if I’m merely thinking of Jayn’s remark. I start speaking while raising my eyelids, now a few centimeters from hers. 

“It’s slow going. It’s only me in the lab, and there’s a lot more to figure out. A lot of tests.” I shrug. This isn’t a lie.

“No one wants to be with him,” she hisses. “You have to make up for their slack. Take one for the team, Dart. I want you leading our effort.”

One of the other women clears her throat. Her face oozes self-importance. Below the table, her ostrich leather heels tap a quick beat. It takes all my self-control not to frown at her, as if it’s my fault I’m holding up the meeting.

“Send me a brief by noon tomorrow,” Jayn continues, and her head jerks slightly toward the door. 

I step out of the room as fast as I respectfully can, keeping my chin up so I don’t see anything else while Jayn says things like “advanced research into infant behavior,” and “promising improvements to vitals monitor design and function,” then “difficult cross-collaboration.”

Why had Jayn pulled me into the room instead of coming into the hall to talk to me? Did she intend for me to brief those women on the fly, hoping I was further along? 

Just another case of her expecting the impossible. 

I concentrate on these thoughts in lieu of that data point. But I can’t stop it from staring at me again. Sixty-one percent! 

That’s no anomaly. It’s not anecdotal, either: it’s hard data, so hard in fact it’s classified. 

Why does Jayn know about this? Who else does? 

I don’t know if I should forget I saw that number or not. No, I decide, I can’t forget I saw that. But I can’t dwell on it, especially if it’s secret. Besides, I have pressing things to worry about: a briefing and an extended lab plan to develop for Jayn—and the guilt of what can only be described as an attraction to Alex weighing me down.

I know it’s wrong. But I also know I thoroughly enjoyed my hours in the lab today. In fact, I admit to myself, they were the best hours I’ve spent in quite some time.

If only the person responsible for that happiness wasn’t someone I should’ve been speaking one-word answers to, not holding long, meaningful conversations. 

I sigh.

How am I going to stop this from spiraling out of my control?
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