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To my children. I'm so glad I have you both.






 








If you can write DNA, you’re no longer limited to ‘what is’ but to what you could make.

  —Drew Endy




  prologue


  Saturday, October 18, 2059


  Irene Crow fiddled with the papers in her file, her fingers worrying the corners of the white pages. She still couldn’t believe it was true. But DNA doesn’t lie. It can’t.


  Her best friend’s room was just ahead on the left. A nurse smiled at her from down the hall and Irene dipped her head and muttered, “Hello.” Yesterday, she had been here for moral support. Today, she was here for work. She adjusted her cream-colored blazer and took a deep breath before knocking firmly on the door.


  “Identification,” came an automated voice. Irene dug her device out of her pocket and held it up to the security panel next to the door. The small electronic in her hand displayed her credentials, including a picture of her dark, smiling face framed by her unruly, black, curly hair. Her device gave a shrill beep, meaning her identification had been scanned.


  “I’m here on official business with the state department,” she said.


  “Your admittance has been approved. You may enter.” There was a soft click of the door unlocking, and Irene let herself in.


  The room might as well have been a palace. She wondered how much it cost per night. Whatever the price, Annette could afford it. In the corner, bathed in natural light from the wall of windows, Annette sat propped up on her bed with her tiny new baby in her arms. Her wavy brown hair was in a ratty mess and there were dark circles under her eyes. Even though she must have been exhausted, she seemed to be glowing as she admired her infant. She looked up and saw Irene standing just inside the door.


  “Irene, come meet my daughter.”


  Irene walked slowly across the room. She had never been a fan of children, least of all babies. They all looked the same: small and wrinkled. Standing stiffly next to Annette’s bed, she looked over the small child. The infant’s face was set in a frown and her hands were balled in little fists. “Hi, baby,” Irene said, not sure how to address this new little person.


  “Would you like to hold her?” Annette asked.


  “Okay.” She set down her file on the table next to the bed and held out her arms. Annette carefully handed her the baby. Irene cradled the tightly wrapped infant, afraid to move. She might wake the baby, or worse yet, drop her. The tiny, scrunched face looked almost alien to her. Did all people start out looking like that? “Have you settled on a name yet?”


  “Ophelia.”


  “Ophelia. It’s pretty.” She stood still, not trusting herself to even rock the child. “Nice to meet you, Ophelia.” As if on cue, Ophelia started fussing and kicking her little legs. “Oh, I… uh…”


  “Here,” Annette said, holding out her arms. Irene quickly transferred the baby back to her mother. Within a few seconds she stopped fussing.


  “She’s beautiful,” Irene said. “I’m so sorry I wasn’t here for her birth.”


  “It’s okay. The nurses said they prefer it when the support person ducks out before things get too intense. I guess they’ve done a lot of deliveries working around a husband passed out on the floor. Plus, Jamie was amazing.”


  Irene nodded in agreement. Even before the nurse had asked her to don scrubs, she had started feeling light-headed. Her wife, Jamie, had stepped in and held Annette’s hand as the doctor performed a routine C-section while Irene sat in the waiting room.


  “What’s up?” Annette asked.


  Irene couldn’t hide her concerned expression. “I’m actually here on official business.”


  “Oh great, you found the DNA match for Ophelia’s father. I’m not going to request child support or anything. Hell, I don’t even need his name. Just his medical history for Ophelia’s sake.”


  Irene grabbed her discarded file. She opened it and looked at the top page. All the information in this file was already locked in her brain. She closed the folder and set it back on the table. Pulling her device from her pocket, she said, “Begin recording,” and placed it on top of the file. “Tell me, Annette, about the circumstances surrounding your daughter’s conception.”


  Annette looked up at Irene and raised a brow. “You already know all the details of how I got pregnant.”


  “I know, I know. But could you just repeat it for the record?” Irene asked, motioning to her device.


  “Cut the crap, Irene. What’s going on?”


  Irene sighed. She picked up her device, pressed her thumb on the screen to stop the recording, and shoved it back in her pocket. Placing a hand on the file, she took a deep breath. “Ophelia’s father is dead. He died six years ago.”


  one


  Saturday February 1, 2059


  Annette bobbed her head to the thumping music at the club. With drink in hand, she surveyed the crowd. Intoxicated patrons grinded against each other on the illuminated dance floor, while others queued at the bar to order more drinks. She was used to swanky clubs with actual human bartenders instead of the automated drink vending kiosks at this establishment. There was even a cup deposit in case any of the glowing glassware got stolen or broken, a tacky detail which made her want to leave. But she was on a mission. She had to stay.


  Irene had recommended Echo when Annette asked her which dive was best. This venue certainly delivered. If only Irene had been able to come out tonight. Hell, Annette would have even settled for Irene’s cute Korean wife. Instead, she had Clara.


  She climbed up the rickety spiral staircase, her stiletto heel getting stuck in the holes of the metal treads. She pulled her designer shoe free, then tiptoed the rest of the way. Even though they were at a seedy club, she didn’t have to dress trashy. Her tight, leather dress, tailored to perfectly hug her generous curves, probably cost more than most of these people made in a month.


  As she walked over to the gaming loft, the speakers perfectly canceled out the techno thumps, making the song transition into a classy jazz tune. She wove around the digital game tables, holograms of balls clattering around as a man pantomimed a shot with his imaginary pool cue.


  Her sister-in-law, Clara, had no idea how to dress for a girls’ night out. Her slacks were more fitting for the office and her black blouse made her disappear into the shadows. She sat in a booth at the back corner of the loft, nursing a soft drink and looking bored. If it weren’t for her light-colored hair, Annette might not have been able to see her at all.


  Annette shot back the rest of her drink and set the empty glass on the table in front of Clara. “We’ll attract more attention if we dance together.”


  “You’re doing great on your own,” Clara said, giving Annette a thumbs up.


  “Please,” Annette pleaded. “I’m not going to score by skulking in the corner.” A man sitting in the booth behind Clara turned to see who was talking, and Annette rewarded him with a wink.


  “I don’t care,” Clara said. Annette wished she had found someone, anyone, else to come out with her tonight. Even her brother would have been a better wing-man.


  “I’ll buy you a drink,” she offered.


  “Now you’re speaking my language.” The two women went to the drink kiosk at the side of the loft. With two fresh drinks glowing under the flashing lights, Annette led Clara over to the front of the loft and they started dancing next to the railing, the dance floor proper directly below them.


  Annette tried her best to look sexy, swaying her hips in circles and bending to the floor. 


  Clara turned to dance with her, closing the gap between them so their pelvises touched as they swayed to the music. “Ray is going to hear about this,” Clara said. Ray was Clara’s husband and Annette’s brother. “Annette, look. That guy’s totally checking you out.” Clara pointed down to a man on the dance floor wearing a tight button-up shirt with black slacks. He was tall with an athletic physique, black hair, and dark mysterious eyes. He waved and smiled when Annette looked over at him. “Go talk to him.”


  Annette knew she wasn’t the most attractive woman. Her look for this evening had required tons of effort: a spa treatment to give her pale skin a healthy glow, a trip to the salon to achieve subtle blond highlights, and an appointment with the best makeup artist in Seattle. Apparently it had all been worth the effort.


  Now was not the time to be shy. She carefully navigated back down the stairs and made her way across the dance floor, approaching him. “Hi,” she said. “I’m Annette.”


  “Annette,” he said. “That’s a beautiful name. Can I buy you a drink?”


  One drink led to two. Before she knew it, Annette was dancing the rest of the night away with Mr. Tall-Dark-and-Handsome. As the lights came up at last call, her new companion offered to walk her out.


  They stood on the curb as other partiers bustled by, heading home for the night. “You drive here?” she asked.


  “No, my friend dropped me off.”


  “How are you getting home?”


  “Well, I do live right there,” he said, smiling at her as he pointed to the tall building across the street. “Would you like to come up? Keep the night going?”


  “Sure,” she said, grinning wide. Her only goal at the moment was getting this man alone and undressed.


  He grabbed both of her hands and looked her in the eye. “Before we do, I have to be completely honest with you.” Annette eagerly nodded. “I really want to fuck you, and if you come up to my apartment, I may not be able to stop myself.”


  She bit her lip and smiled. Even though he had probably used this line with several other woman, it worked on her. She leaned in and pressed her mouth against his, a hungry kiss to make him want more. They could hardly keep their hands off each other as he led her across the street, into the building, up the elevator, and inside his small apartment.


  As soon as his door was closed behind them, they lost all restraint. She pulled open his shirt, exposing his strong chest and perfect abs.


  “If you’ve got an implant, I’m okay with skipping protection,” he said as he peeled off her dress.


  Annette looked at the angry red scar on her upper arm. “It got infected, but it still works,” she lied.


  “Good,” he said before pushing her down onto the bed. He unfastened his belt and pulled down his pants. As he climbed on top of her, Annette thought about how lucky she was. The timing was perfect, and she couldn’t have asked for a more attractive man to father her future baby.


  Once he was spent and had fallen asleep, she slipped out of his apartment and went home. She had achieved her goal for the night. There was no point staying until morning.


  ··OOO··


  A tired-looking woman answered the door to the nice townhouse located in the more affluent area of Seattle. Irene looked down at the file she held to double check the name. “I’m looking for Mr. Theodore Mosley. Is he in?”


  “Doctor. And no, he’s at work. I’m his wife.” The sounds of a child shrieking came from inside.


  “May I come in? I’d like to ask you a few questions.” The chill outside prickled Irene’s skin through the loose knit of her sweater, and she could feel the warm air coming from inside the door.


  “Of course.” Mrs. Mosley opened the door and let Irene in. “Please excuse the mess.”


  “Oh that’s quite all right,” Irene said. There were toys all over the floor in the hall as Mrs. Mosley led the way to the living room. A gate sectioned off a corner of the room, holding back a mountain of toys and sports gear. Each potentially dangerous surface—the fireplace, coffee table corners, staircase—was either blocked off or covered with foam padding. There was baby proofing, and then there was this living room.


  Mrs. Mosley and Irene took a seat in the living room as the older child threw toys at the wall. Irene sat on the canvas slip-covered couch while Mrs. Mosley settled into a self-gliding chair.


  “Is this your and Dr. Mosley’s son?” Irene asked.


  “Yes,” she beamed. “This is Walter. He’s so smart.”


  Walter was listed in her file. He was low functioning due to a severe mental handicap. Children like him were rare since most parents opted to terminate early on and try again for a healthier baby.


  “Yes he is,” Irene said, forcing a smile at the child. She knew fawning over people’s offspring helped when she needed them to open up. “Do you know if your husband has fathered any other children?” she asked.


  “He has not,” Mrs. Mosley said firmly, clearly offended by Irene’s question. “Walter is our one. After he was born, Theodore went through the required sterilization procedure. So did I.”


  Irene looked down at her file. Just a month ago, a baby girl had been born and when her DNA was added to the Genome Database, Theodore Mosley was identified as the father.


  Everyone’s DNA was sequenced and put on file at birth. To help enforce the progeny laws, which limited each person to having only one child, parents were forced to get sterilized as soon as their first baby was born. The process was extremely effective for both men and women. It was very rare for a man to accidentally, or even intentionally, father a second baby. She just needed a sample from Dr. Mosley to confirm that he was indeed sterile, and then she could close this file.


  “Is there a work phone number I could reach your husband at?” Irene asked.


  “Yes, I’ll write it down for you.” Mrs. Mosley pulled up the number on her device. “He works in emergency medicine, so he isn’t always able to answer.”


  “I’ve got it,” Irene said, pulling out her own device. Just a tap of her device to Mrs. Mosley’s transferred the number. “Thank you so much for your time.” Mrs. Mosley shook Irene’s outstretched hand.


  Irene rushed through the cold street back to her car. She made a note on her file to obtain a semen sample from Dr. Mosley. If it came back clean, she could close out the case. With someone like a respected medical doctor, Irene didn’t suspect foul play.


  ··OOO··


  Annette swirled the end of the little piece of paper in her small cup of urine. “Start timer, two minutes,” she said. Her device showed a stopwatch which started ticking down seconds. Her excitement kept her from sitting still and she tapped her foot impatiently as she sat perched at the edge of the toilet seat. It had taken all her willpower to wait until she was late before doing a test.


  At thirty-two, she was quickly reaching what her gynecologist called ‘advanced maternal age.’ With all the trappings of success—a high paying career, luxury penthouse apartment, celebrity connections, and enviable wardrobe—the only unfulfilled part of her life was the lack of a child to nurture and love. The current laws dictated that each person was only allowed to have one. She knew having a baby would make it even harder to find a husband, but right now she didn’t care. The biological urge to be a mother overruled all reason.


  Her device beeped. The two minutes were up. Annette fed the small piece of paper into the slot at the bottom of her device. She said, “Perform pregnancy test,” then watched the graphics on the front of her device swirl before a red symbol filled the screen.


  The device read out her results in a computerized voice. “Pregnancy confirmed. You are three weeks, six days along. Estimated due date, October twenty-fifth, twenty-fifty-nine.”


  Annette hugged the device to her chest. It was finally happening.


  “Would you like to schedule an eight week appointment with your gynecologist, Dr. Walker, on Friday, March fourteenth, at eight am?” the computerized voice from Annette’s device asked.


  “Yes,” she said. “Yes! Add it to my calendar.”


  “Appointment with Dr. Walker for Friday, March fourteenth at eight am added to calendar. Notifications set for day before and thirty minutes prior.”


  Annette jumped up and danced for joy. This was everything she wanted. She had to tell someone. She’d call Irene.


  ··OOO··


  Irene pushed through the throng of people in the cafe, making her way to Annette who was standing in line.


  “God, does everywhere have to be this crowded?” Annette asked.


  Irene looked back around the dining area. There were tons of people packed in the quaint little cafe talking noisily over their lunches. The dense population in Seattle was a daily reminder of why the progeny laws were so important.


  Although climatologists were never able to convince all of the United States Congress that climate change was already in progress, the damaging effects of fossil fuels could no longer be ignored. Smog stretched far beyond city limits. After several years of consistently poor crop yields, something had to be done.


  But instead of limiting pollution and making stricter emission regulations, the bill that had finally passed which directly addressed the problem introduced the progeny laws. These regulations dictated the number of children people could have and prohibiting certain procreation practices. They had been around since the 2020s. Only in the past twenty years had more extreme measures of sterilization been widely implemented.


  When they reached the counter, Annette waved her device under the scanner. A receipt printed out with a friendly computer voice saying, “Please take a seat and a server will bring your order shortly.”


  After some searching, they were able to find a free table. As soon as they sat, a server came out with their food and drinks. “I’ve got two strawberry salads, a coffee, and a decaf cappuccino with extra foam.”


  “Decaf?” Irene asked, raising a brow.


  “Yes,” Annette said slowly, a cheshire grin spreading across her face. She took a small sip from her drink, then wiped off the spot of foam that clung to her nose. “I have news.”


  Irene looked at her expectantly.


  “I’m pregnant.”


  Irene’s eyes widened. “Annette? What the hell? How did you do that?”


  Annette sat back and frowned. “Well, Irene, when a man loves a woman very much, he gives her a special hug…”


  “Stop that,” Irene said. “You know what I mean.”


  “It wasn’t nearly as hard as I thought it would be,” she said, stuffing a forkful of salad in her mouth before continuing. “I cut out my implant, then earlier this month when I was ovulating, I went to that seedy club you recommended and met a man.”


  Irene couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “I wouldn’t have recommended that place if I knew you’d go there looking for a hook up. That place is dripping with venereal disease. Did you at least use some form of protection?”


  Annette raised her brows. “I’m pregnant, so… no.”


  Irene grasped her head in her hands. There were better, safer ways for a single woman to conceive.


  Annette let out a heavy sigh. “Oh, don’t give me that look. I swear I tried all the proper channels. I signed up for matching services, put out an add for a sperm donor, asked all my single male friends and coworkers for a donation. Hell, I even asked the intern. It got me nowhere.”


  “You removed your own implant?”


  Annette bit her lip. “Look, I set up an appointment to have my doctor do it, but since I didn’t have a father lined up, she refused.” She took another big bite of salad.


  Irene looked down at her untouched food. She couldn’t eat. “That’s because you have to do genetic counseling before getting pregnant. What if you and your one night stand are both carriers of CF or something like that?”


  Annette slammed her fork down, speaking through a mouthful of spinach leaves. “Can’t you just be happy for me? Because I’m happy. I want this baby. I made this baby happen.”


  Irene nodded. It was already done. Nothing she said now could change that. “I’m happy for you. Congratulations.” She picked at her salad with her fork before placing the utensil back on the table. “Was it really that difficult to find a donor a more legitimate way?”


  “Freaking impossible. Believe me, I did not enjoy digging this thing out myself.” Annette rolled up her sleeve to expose her upper arm. Halfway between her shoulder and elbow was an oozing scab centered on a large, inflamed red welt.


  “Oh my God, Annette. You need to have a doctor look at that.”


  “I will,” Annette said, rolling back down her sleeve, “when I go in to get the first scan of my baby. Believe me, if there were any other way, I would have done that. I had been looking for a baby daddy for over a year.”


  Irene looked down and sighed. “I think Jamie wants a baby.”


  “Oh, shit. Well, maybe you two will have better luck than I did.” Irene didn’t look up from her food. “Are you ready for a baby?” Annette asked.


  Irene shook her head. “No.” She glanced out the window and saw the first few raindrops fall. “She hasn’t outright brought it up yet.”


  “Maybe she won’t mention it for a while,” Annette said.


  two


  There was a pile of files on Irene’s desk. The occasional infraction of fathering too many children seemed to be becoming more frequent. She picked up the top folder and opened it. Don Young. He lived in Everette, which was just north of her office. A short drive through the rain might be relaxing.


  Irene stood next to the door where the overhang shielded her from the pouring rain. The generic brown brick building loomed behind her, rain dripping down the sides like each window was crying.


  She reached for her device in the front pocket of her slacks and said, “Summon car.” Within a minute, her old, silver electric car pulled up and stopped in front of the building. She tucked the file in her waistband. Pulling her coat up over her head in an attempt to keep her curls dry, she dashed through the rain and slipped into the driver's seat of her car. She placed the file in the seat next to her and spoke again into her device. “Take me to 617 Park Street, Everette.”


  The graphics on her device swirled before its computerized voice said, “Calculating directions.” She held it up to the dash of her car and after a second, the car and her device made a synchronized beep. “Traveling to six-one-seven Park Street, Everette.” The car merged onto the street and navigated down the road on its own through the driving rain.


  When she arrived at Don’s address, she grabbed her file and reached behind her for the umbrella in the back seat. 617 Park Street was a tall apartment complex. She walked quickly from the street side parking spot her car had found to the front entrance of the monolithic building.


  “Good afternoon,” the doorman greeted.


  Irene fought with her umbrella trying to close it. She stomped her feet on the mat to shed any extra water from her shoes before venturing farther into the nice lobby.


  “Hello. I’m Irene Crow, here to see Don Young in apartment twelve forty-nine.”


  “May I see your ID?” the doorman said.


  Irene gave him her device which displayed her picture and work ID for the Social Department. The doorman scanned the screen before handing it back. “The elevator will take you right up.”


  “Thank you,” she said before breezing past the front desk to the elevator bank. There were no up or down buttons to press since the elevators were completely automated. The doorman was the only access up and cameras at each floor would detect if there was anyone waiting to go down to the lobby.


  Irene stepped into the waiting elevator and the doors glided shut behind her. It swiftly took her to the twelfth floor. As she walked down the hall, her device instructed, “Apartment twelve forty-nine is ahead and to the left.” She found the correct door and gave a sharp knock.


  For a moment, no one answered. She knocked again. Right when she was about to knock a third time, the door opened.


  “Hello?” a groggy middle-aged man asked.


  “Don Young?” she asked.


  “Why? What do you want?”


  “I’m Irene Crow from the Social Department. I just need to ask you a few questions.”


  “If you must.” He held the door open to let Irene in.


  The features on his face along with the antiques decorating his apartment indicated his Chinese heritage. Even though the room was dark, she could see a clay soldier on display, along with an elegantly painted fan and framed calligraphy art. In the corner of the living room sat an expensive-looking stringed instrument. Irene opened her file to confirm Don’s profession. He was a concert cellist.


  “Lights on.” With his command, the lights in the room began to glow, their brightness increasing slowly as to not hurt the eyes. The living room behind them could have been a museum of Chinese culture. “I apologize, I’m somewhat of a night owl.” He wore a terry robe and looked tired like he had just gotten out of bed. “My current concert series at the Seattle Theater has me on kind of a late schedule.”


  Irene should have recognized his name: D. Young. She had one of his albums of cello solos on her device.


  “Thank you for having me,” she said. “I only have a few questions for you and then I can get out of your hair.”


  “Of course,” he said, settling into a black leather recliner in the living room. “Ask away.”


  “Do you have any children, Mr. Young?”


  “I do,” he said. “My second wife wanted to have a baby. We had a little boy, Jia. When we divorced, she took him with her back to China.”


  She looked down at her file. Jia would be a teenager right now. “Jia is your only child that you’re aware of?”


  “Yes,” Don sighed. “I always wanted to be a dad, but my ex took that away from me when she took my son. I had the… the procedure done the day after we found out we, my ex and I, were having a boy.” He looked up at Irene, his eyes weary. “Why do you ask?”


  “You aren’t aware of fathering a child with a Miss…” she shuffled through the file briefly, “Linda Summers in San Francisco last spring?”


  Don shrugged. “I perform all over the world,” he said. “I’ve had women proposition me in several cities. Sometimes I use protection. Sometimes I don’t. But I had the procedure done, so I’m not trying to sow my seed or break any laws.” In her file, she also had a copy of his certificate of sterilization, a document which was public record.


  “Do you mind if I get a sample?” Irene asked. This part was always awkward and uncomfortable.


  “Is that really necessary?” he asked flatly.


  “If it comes back with no viable sperm, then I can close my investigation and we’re done.”


  “Fine,” he said.


  Irene pulled a sterile collection cup from her bag and handed it to Don. “I’ll wait here.” Don frowned, but dutifully disappeared to the bathroom to fill the cup.


  ··OOO··


  Jamie was past the point of disappointed. Irene never remembered important dates, holidays, or birthdays. Why should she expect today to be any different? She sighed as she shoved another chocolate candy into her mouth and bit down into the soft center. A quick glance at the clock confirmed it was late, past 11. There was nothing interesting on the evening news tonight. She should just go to bed.


  “Screen off,” she said as she tossed the half-eaten box of chocolates onto the sofa. The room was dark except for the soft flicker of candlelight. She went over to the dining table and blew out the two long, tapered candles which had already burned down to short stubs. Irene’s favorite take-out hamburger sat untouched on her plate, a card with a kitten saying, “You’re purrr-fect!” tucked underneath. Jamie took the card and tossed it into the trash on her way to the bedroom.


  She slipped off her silky robe and hung it back in the closet. Next, she removed her lacy panties and bra. She breathed a sigh of relief, finally free from the itchy lingerie. She put on a pair of comfy cotton briefs and a tank top to sleep in.


  The room felt cold and stuffy. The rain outside wasn’t coming down as hard now, so she opened the window to let some fresh air in. A damp cool breeze rushed into the room. Jamie smiled. Irene liked to sleep in a warm bedroom. She did not.


  She curled up under the comforter and tried to get some rest. She willed sleep to come, but it never did.


  The front door made a high creaking sound as it slowly opened. Shuffling noises came from the living room, followed by a whispered, “Damnit,” undoubtedly Irene realizing she forgot what day it was.


  Jamie held back tears as she listened to Irene quietly change into a sleep shirt before slipping into bed next to her.


  “You’re not going to say anything?” Jamie asked.


  “I thought you were already asleep.”


  “I’m too pissed to sleep.”


  “Sorry I forgot our anniversary,” Irene said as she tried to hug her.


  Jamie pulled away and sat up at the edge of the bed. Her long black hair formed a curtain over her back. “I just kind of expect you to forget these things. I’m used to it now. Your work has always come first. I don’t know why I thought this time would be any different.”


  “Please, Jamie. I’m sorry. You know how much I care about you.”


  Jamie shook her head. “You have a funny way of showing it.”


  “I don’t want to fight.”


  She turned to look at Irene. Her brown eyes glistened. “Am I just not important to you anymore?”


  Irene slid across the bed and hugged her wife from behind. “You’re the most important thing.” She tucked Jamie’s hair around her shoulder and kissed the base of her neck. “I love you.”


  Jamie pulled away, tears slipping from her eyes down her cheeks. “Do you? Do you really?”


  “Of course I do. I wish there was some way to prove it to you.”


  Jamie sat for a moment and remained silent, before saying, “I want to have a baby.”


  When they had first started dating, she made it no secret that she wanted to have a kid. Even though Irene wasn’t fond of children, she seemed amenable to the idea of having a baby one day. Now in her mid twenties, Jamie was the perfect age to have a healthy pregnancy. If Irene truly loved her like she said, she’d agree to raising a child together.


  “You mean now?”


  “Yes, now,” Jamie said in a huff. She wiped the tears from her face and turned away. She knew she was manipulating the situation to get what she wanted, but it was so hard to get Irene to talk about starting a family. “Maybe a baby would love me back.”


  Irene sighed. “You really think a baby would make you happy?”


  Jamie nodded vigorously, turning to face Irene.


  “Let’s do it,” Irene conceded. “Let’s have a baby.”


  Jamie smiled and kissed her. “Thank you.” She rolled back around to try to get to sleep. “Who should we ask to father our baby?”


  “Go to sleep,” Irene said.


  “How about that hispanic guy you work with? Arnold?”


  “Angel. And no. Go to sleep.”


  ··OOO··


  It was late, so the Social Department offices were quiet. Irene’s desk was amongst what they called the pen, the communal area where the desks dotted the floor with no barriers, walls, or dividers between them. The layout was supposed to encourage an air of teamwork, but right now, all Irene wanted was privacy. She flipped through the file one more time. This was a cold case. There were no new leads, so the file stayed in the cabinet collecting dust.


  “What are you doing with that?” Angel asked.


  Irene jumped. She didn’t want anyone to know she was looking at this particular file. Angel leaned against her desk, picking up her pen. He twirled it around his finger while casually examining the file she held with his brown eyes. Even though he was impeccably groomed, his black hair gelled in place and his beard meticulously trimmed, he wore sloppy clothes. Today, he had on an oversized gray t-shirt and ratty canvas pants.


  “Just, uh…” she closed the file quickly before stuffing it in the bottom drawer of her desk. “I was just checking to see if the original case workers missed anything. They didn’t.”


  “Okay,” Angel said, rolling his eyes. “I’m checking out for the night. Have a good weekend.”


  She watched him disappear around the corner before fishing the file back out of her desk. This case was useless. A law student had been selling sperm, an act which in itself was illegal. They found a promotion for his ‘first class genetics’ in a student newspaper, and one of the social workers responded to the ad in an attempt to shut his operation down.


  He had been careful not to do any of the sales transactions in person, instead mailing his product to hopeful customers. The sample the Social Department obtained had been frozen, and not carefully. Their lab had been unable to sequence the DNA in the sample, which meant it would also do nothing to help make a baby. In the end, his little business had been a low priority, and with no leads, it got filed away and forgotten.


  In a moment of weakness, Irene thought maybe she could find this man and get a fresh sample. Even if his business plan wasn’t well thought out, he still successfully got into law school. He wouldn’t make the worst father.


  She closed the file and brought it back to the cabinet of closed cases. It made a thud as it fell on top of the pile of other neglected case files.


  ··OOO··


  “Would you like something to drink, sweetheart?” Tom asked.


  “Just some water, please,” Annette said. She was the first to arrive at her parent’s apartment for their annual Easter dinner. It was so typical for Ray and Clara to be late.


  Annette sat back in the old tattered sofa, the same sofa that had been in this living room since she could remember. When she was little, their home had been sparsely decorated. But her mother, Gerry, had a new hobby: needlepoint. Little pillows with yarn depictions of kittens, puppies, flowers, and fruit bowls seemed to multiply with each visit. Pulling a lump out from behind her, Annette found the newest addition, a grid of four sheep on four differently colored backgrounds. She smirked at the silly pillow and set it on the seat next to her.


  Tom returned with a glass of water for Annette. Even though he was retired, he still wore dress slacks, a button up shirt, and a sweater vest every day. “Thank you, Dad,” she said.


  There was a knock on the door, followed by Gerry yelling, “Tom, get the door,” from the kitchen.


  “Raymond. Clara. So good to see you two,” Tom opened the door wide to let them in. He gave them both a hug as they shuffled inside the spacious apartment. “Can I get you two anything to drink?”


  “I’ll have a beer,” Ray said. Annette’s brother had the same brown hair and hazel eyes as her, but their matching square jaws and thick eyebrows looked better on him.


  “No alcohol for me.” Clara bit her lip. She flashed a quick smile at Ray before telling Tom, “I’ll have some mineral water.”


  Tom laughed. “We’re not that fancy here. How ‘bout some water from the tap?”


  “Oh, tap water has too much fluoride. It isn’t good for the… me.” Clara now had an stupid smile on her face and when she glanced at Ray, he gave her a smirk back. They were both grinning like idiots. Something was up.


  Tom came back from the kitchen with a beer for Ray. “Well, we’ve got orange juice and milk. I’m afraid that’s it.”


  “Milk, please,” Clara said.


  “Why don’t you take a seat, honey,” Ray said, indicating Tom’s favorite recliner.


  “I’m fine,” Clara said. Annette knew it would be polite to get up and give her brother and sister-in-law a welcome hug, but she was too tired to bother. She had been overly fatigued the last couple of months. Just staying awake for a full day of work at the office was a chore.


  “I don’t want you to strain yourself,” he said. He held out his hand and led her to the chair like she was incapable of sitting down by herself. There was that stupid grin again as she complied to his request.


  With the strict progeny laws, siblings were incredibly rare. Annette and Ray were twins. Multiples got a pass in the one child restriction, but medications which encouraged multiple births were prohibited. Women who sought fertility treatments were often disappointed at how little doctors could do to help.


  “You all can come take a seat at the table. Dinner’s almost ready,” Gerry called from the kitchen. Tom and Ray set the table as Clara and Annette took their usual seats.


  “It smells delicious, Mom,” Annette said as Gerry set down the platter with her usual cooked-to-death roast and soggy vegetables.


  “Thank you, sweetie.”


  Everyone helped themselves, and Ray filled Clara’s plate before putting some on his own.


  Clara lifted her fork, but didn’t take a bite. “This meat is fully cooked, right? I can’t eat any rare meat.”


  “Gerry always pulls her roast out of the oven a second before it turns into a charcoal biscuit,” Tom said with a laugh.


  Gerry frowned. Annette looked a lot like her mother and knew one day she would age just like her, with generous amounts of gray in her hair and droopy features.


  “Maybe we should just tell them,” Clara said to Ray, rubbing her palms together.


  “Are you sure?” He reached over to give her hand a squeeze.


  “Tell us what?” Annette asked, her mouth full of food.


  Clara nodded at Ray before saying excitedly, “We’re pregnant!”


  Annette did her best not to choke on the roast.


  “Oh Clara, that’s wonderful,” Gerry said as she jumped up from her chair and smothered Clara with a hug. Tom gave his son a knowing smile before shaking his hand and slapping him on the back.


  “I’m sorry, I just couldn’t wait,” Clara said. “I only found out a couple days ago. My first OB appointment isn’t for a month.”


  “And you’re already telling everyone?” Annette asked, raising an eyebrow.


  “No,” Clara said. “But you guys are family. I’m so excited I could burst. I had to share with someone.” Ray gave his wife another goofy grin.


  “Oh, you two made my day,” Tom said. “When is the baby due?”


  “December,” Ray answered. Tears came to the corners of Clara’s eyes as Ray turned to give her a hug.


  “I can’t believe it, my first grand-baby,” Gerry said. “This is the best gift you could ever get me.”


  “Actually,” Annette said, putting down her fork, “your first grandchild is due in October. I’m pregnant. I’m already three months along.”


  Annette’s announcement was met with shocked faces and stunned silence.


  “How could you do this to me?” Clara asked.


  “I’m sorry, I’m not doing anything to you.”


  Her astonishment quickly changed to red faced rage. “You knew we were trying to have a baby. You just had to take this away from me.”


  “Take this away from you?” Annette spat. “You were there with me at the club the night my baby was conceived.”


  “I didn’t think it would actually work,” Clara yelled. Ray started rubbing his wife’s back trying to get her to calm down.


  “Wait. You’re pregnant from a one night stand?” Tom asked.


  Annette’s silence answered the question for them.


  “Oh, sweetie, you’re ruined,” Gerry said. “No man is going to want you if your oven’s already closed.”


  Annette pulled her napkin from her lap and threw it onto the table. “Why can’t you guys be happy for me? You were all so thrilled when Clara said she’s all of two days pregnant.” Ray held his arms around his wife as she sobbed at the dinner table.


  “Their situation is different,” Tom said. “They’re married and ready to bring a child into this world.”


  “I want this baby,” Annette said. “I planned on getting pregnant. I have a great job and more than enough money to support a kid. I’m not getting any younger, so I figured, why keep waiting.”


  Tom leaned forward, pointing an accusatory finger at her. “That impulsive attitude is exactly why you’re not ready to be a mother.”


  “Well it’s too late now. It’s done. You’re getting your first grandchild from me in October. So, you all can suck it.” Annette got up from her chair and stormed out of the dining room and into the living room. This was not how she had imagined breaking the wonderful news of her upcoming baby with her family. She grabbed her jacket from the hook next to the door and pulled it on before leaving the apartment.


  three


  “You got another one,” Angel said as he dropped a new file on Irene’s desk. Today, he wore a white t-shirt and faded jeans.


  In the past few months, Irene had seen an increased frequency in cases of excessive progeny, where men were somehow fathering a second child. All excessive progeny cases got assigned to her. They had become so common, they eclipsed all of her other work in the department. Over the summer, she went from seeing one case like this every few months, to getting two a week. Now, in mid September, she was getting a new one almost every day, necessitating the aid of another social worker.


  “Another?” she asked, flipping open the file. Inside was a picture of a handsome older man in a suit. George Clark, the CEO of Certain Media, the company Annette worked for. According to his file, he already had a son with his first wife. Now his second wife had just given birth to a baby girl who would undoubtedly inherit his sparkling blue eyes and cleft chin.


  “He had the sterilization procedure after his son was born. He insisted that he didn’t have anyone perform a reversal and already gave up a sample which came back clean.”


  “But it’s his baby,” Irene said. “DNA doesn’t lie.”


  “So here's the kicker,” Angel said, leaning against her desk. “His wife was in LA filming a movie when the baby was conceived. He stayed in Seattle. They were both too busy to visit each other during that time frame.”


  She looked up from the file to Angel’s face. “You think he froze his sperm?” Freezing genetic material was illegal. Some men tried to on their own, but storing and thawing it was difficult enough that most people botched the process.


  “He had the procedure done fifteen years ago. That’s a long time to keep a wad sitting in the ice-cube tray.”


  “He has the money and the means to get a blackmarket bank to do it for him.”


  “Well, it’s all yours,” Angel said. “If it were me, I’d close the case and forget about it. Clark already submitted a clean sample.”


  She ignored his suggestion, still reading through the file. “Interesting.”


  Procedures meant to decrease the birth rate had become required by law in the past thirty years. Originally, women had been the only ones sterilized, and the procedure took place at the hospital right after giving birth. Feminists vehemently protested. Women were being discriminated against while men could have as many children as they wanted. Congress listened and responded by requiring men get sterilized as well. Most countries had similar policies, and not all of them used particularly humane practices to keep their populations in check.


  Irene continued flipping through the file. George’s current wife was named Rose. She pulled her device out of her pocket and set it on her desk. “Look up Rose Clark.”


  “There are several listings in Seattle for Rose Clark. Did you mean Rose Clark, actress?”


  “Yes.”


  “Rose Clark, actress, is known for her role as Diane Scooter in the movie The Z-Files. Rose plays Elizabeth Thatcher in the current blockbuster, The Woman The Cyborg. Would you like to purchase tickets for the seven o’clock showing of The Woman The Cyborg at Royal Cinemas this evening?”


  “No,” Irene said. Her device was always trying to sell her stuff. She should have gotten a better model with built in ad-block. “Call Rose Clark, actress.”


  “Rose Clark only accepts calls from a select list of numbers. Would you like to schedule an appointment for her assistant to call you back?”


  “Yes.”


  “Appointment scheduled for Thursday, September eighteenth, twenty-two twenty-eight, at eight fifteen pm.”


  “Great. Add it to my calendar.”


  “Event added. Would you like to add a notification?”


  “No,” Irene said. She shoved the device back in her pocket. She didn’t need a reminder for an incoming phone call.


  When she looked up from the file, Angel was already gone. There was nothing more she could do at the moment, but she still couldn’t put the case file away.


  ··OOO··


  Jamie picked at her food. Even though Irene had gotten off work early enough to go out for a nice dinner instead of relying on takeout, she couldn’t enjoy her meal. She no longer cared if Irene thought her daily nagging was annoying. She had already reached out to all the men she knew and expected Irene to do the same.


  Irene looked at her and let out a sigh. “What is it?”


  “Did you ask him?”


  A look of confusion crossed her face. “Ask who, what?”


  Jamie slumped back in her chair. She already knew the answer would be no. “Your coworker. Did you ask him to be a donor so we can have a baby?”


  “Jamie, I can’t,” she pleaded. “I have to work with him every day. It would be weird to raise my coworker’s baby.”


  Jamie leaned forward and spoke in a dangerously quiet tone. “You promised you’d ask him months ago. No matter who we choose to be the biological father, our baby would still be our baby.”


  “Of course it would be our baby. But it would look like him. It would still be a little weird.”


  “Don’t make me come to your office to ask myself,” Jamie said. She was dead serious and would do it in a heartbeat. She had hoped that Irene would warm up to the idea of raising a child, but ever since their initial conversation on their anniversary, it was like pulling teeth to get Irene to even talk about it.


  “Fine. I’ll ask, I promise. Just give me a week.”


  “You get a day.”


  ··OOO··


  Annette closed the door to the stall and lifted the hem of her shirt. This was her third trip to the bathroom this morning. She needed to pee all the time. While she was here, she might as well check on her baby. She pressed her device against her round belly. Her belly had been round before she became pregnant, and even though she was only a month away from her due date, it still hadn’t achieved the nice round expectant-mom shape. Instead, she just looked fatter. But Annette knew there was a baby in there, and that was all that mattered.


  “Detect fetal heartbeat,” she whispered.


  “Detecting heartbeat.” The display became a swirl of colors before showing a pulsing pink heart shape. It started making a whoosh, whoosh, whoosh noise. “Heart rate is one hundred, twenty-seven.”


  Annette heard the bathroom door open and hurriedly tucked away her device. She needed to take care of her business and get back to work.


  Back in her office, she returned to the storyboards littering her desk. They depicted the opening scene for the movie her team was working on, Spaceship: Moon. The movie was a retelling of the tragic disaster on the first commercial space shuttle to the moon. The earth’s moon wasn’t entirely habitable, but it was still a popular vacation destination for the super wealthy.


  Movies were immersive, with holograms of the actors interacting with the audience members. Properly shooting the three-dimensional scenes was tricky and expensive. Annette’s team would carefully plan out each scene complete with actor blocking, set placements, and camera angles before the scene was even filmed. The film crew avoided multiple takes of the same scene, so the actors had to nail their lines the first time through.


  As creative director, Annette gave the final approval of the scene scripts her team came up with. Most often, she identified how the scene they made wasn’t working and asked them to try again.


  “Hi, Miss Blisburn?” Charlie, one of the artists on her team, came into her office holding another pile of storyboards.


  “Come in,” she said. She helped him set up the boards on the ledges lining one of the walls of her office. The drawings depicted the interior of a space shuttle, with passengers boarding and finding their seats.


  “For the opening scene, we thought we’d start with an overhead view, then pull in so the audience feels like they are sitting on the shuttle.”


  Annette glanced over the boards. “I think the scene would be more poignant if the action starts with the audience sitting in the shuttle, don’t you?”


  “The CGI department has made a really stunning recreation of the shuttle, so we thought we should show it off when the shuttle is first introduced. Let the audience know this is a grandiose shuttle and not just a commercial airliner.”


  “I don’t really care about what the CGI department does,” Annette said, collecting the story boards and handing them back to Charlie. “The goal is to tell an excellent story.”


  Annette went to her desk and sat down. She couldn’t stay on her feet too long before they started to ache. The storyboard on her desk also needed approval. She was getting behind in her work.


  Charlie cleared his throat. “Is there something else?” she asked.


  “The team was wondering,” he cleared his throat again and shifted his weight to the side. “We were wondering when you would be going on leave?”


  Annette felt her face grow hot. She hadn’t disclosed her pregnancy to her team.


  “Your assistant blabbed,” he said, anticipating her next question. “He was syncing your calendar and saw the extra appointments.”


  There was no point being coy. The whole office would find out when she left. “I can work up to my due date, which is next month. I plan to wrap up Spaceship: Moon first.” It wasn’t a realistic goal. Spaceship: Moon needed a lot more work than could be done in just a month.


  “I would be willing to step up, act as director while you’re on leave, if you’re looking for someone.”


  “I’ve already offered the position to Pat. But thank you for offering.”


  Charlie looked down at the storyboard panels he held and frowned before turning and walking out of her office. As soon as he was gone, she leaned back in her chair and propped up her feet. Her ankles were getting really swollen. There was really no chance of her seeing Spaceship: Moon to completion, and nothing else really held her at the office. She could probably start her leave early.


  ··OOO··


  “Thank you so much more working me into your busy schedule,” Irene said. After setting up the appointment for a phone interview, Mrs. Rose Clark’s assistant had called Irene to schedule a face-to-face interview with Rose instead. Not ready to leave her house with the new baby, Rose invited Irene to the home, a mansion she shared with her husband. Even under the gray skies and light rain, the glass building on the shore was stunning.


  A slender, pale woman dressed in all black answered the door and asked for Irene’s identification before leading her inside. The interior of the house was furnished with a more industrial aesthetic. The assistant motioned to the tray set on the coffee table as Irene took a seat on the uncomfortable angular sofa. “Would you like a cup of tea?” she asked.


  “Yes thank you,” Irene said, accepting the dainty cup.


  “Mrs. Clark will join you in a moment.”


  Irene waited, sipping at her tea. A minute later, Rose came gliding down the staircase. She looked like an old Hollywood star with her flaming red hair perfectly set in curls and a carefully painted face. She was wearing a silky blush robe which billowed behind her as she dramatically made her way down the steps.


  “Thank you for waiting,” Rose said. Her voice was soft and sweet. “I was just helping the nanny get Lily down for a nap.”


  “Thank you so much for making time to meet with me, Mrs. Clark,” Irene said.


  “Please, call me Rose.” She carefully arranged her robe around her as she sat. A cup of tea was waiting for her on the tray, and she lifted it to her lips and took a delicate sip. “Chamomile,” she said. “I’m still avoiding caffeine.”


  “How is your baby?” Irene asked.


  Rose set down her tea. “She’s perfect. But let’s not waste our time on chit chat and bullshit.” She gave Irene a coy smile. “We’re both busy woman, and I’m sure your time is just as valuable as mine.”


  Irene nearly choked on her tea. She hadn’t expected such a sweet-looking person to be so direct, but liked Rose’s attitude. Maybe under different circumstances they could have been friends.


  Rose continued, “You’re here to ask about the suspicious parentage of my Lily.”


  “I am,” Irene admitted.


  Rose leaned back, getting comfortable in her seat. “George knew I wanted a baby when we got married. I actually had it written in our prenup, believe it or not. If he decides to leave me in the future, he’s still financially responsible for supporting my child.”


  Irene nodded. She had heard of stranger arrangements between couples.


  “We decided that during the filming of the Elizabeth Thatcher movie would be the best time for me to conceive. Of course, George would have preferred I just… collected a sample from a willing specimen. But, I have to admit that one of the extras caught my eye and one thing led to another. Nine months later, Lily was born.”


  “When Lily’s DNA was added to the Genome Database, it identified your husband as her biological father. Can you explain that?” Irene asked.


  “I can’t. I just know how I got pregnant. That’s the truth.”


  “What’s the extra’s name?”


  “I don’t know. I wasn’t interested in his name.” Rose gave Irene a knowing smirk. “The production company hired a bunch of people for a scene we were filming that particular day. All the extras were paid in cash. I’m afraid there isn’t going to be any record of him from Certain Media.”


  It was all too convenient. Her husband must have found some way to reverse his sterilization while she held to a flimsy story about an affair with a no name man who left no trace.


  Rose must have read the doubt on Irene’s face. “I think I heard someone call him Juan.”


  Irene sighed. “Could you give me a physical description of Juan?”


  “Tall. Dark. Deliciously handsome.”


  “Thank you for your time. I should be going.” Irene got up and pulled her device from her pocket. It had been recording their entire conversation. She was about to pause it when Rose interrupted.


  “I know it all sounds too fantastic. To be honest, I’m thrilled Lily matches my husband. But he’s been sterile since we first got together. We looked for a doctor who would be willing to reverse the procedure, but there were complications. After searching for years, he finally agreed to let it happen… organically.”


  Irene punched the stop button. She had heard enough. “I appreciate you having me at your home, Rose. Congratulations on the new addition.”


  “Thank you,” Rose said, giving Irene another sweet smile. “Tammy will see you out.”


  The assistant immediately stepped forward from the shadows and led Irene out of the house. As she held the front door open for Irene, she said quietly, “Mrs. Clark is telling the truth. If you’d like, I can give you a physical description of her lover.”


  “Yes, please send it to my office.”


  “I’ll do it later today,” she promised as she closed the door behind Irene.


  The rain had let up and was barely a drizzle. Irene got in her car and said, “Drive to the office,” as she held her device to the dash.


  “Calculating directions. There is a Coffee House Café on the route. Coffee House Café: Always friendly, always fresh. Would you like to stop at this Coffee House Café before returning to the office?”


  “No. Begin driving to the office.”


  ··OOO··


  “Hey Angel. Come look at this.” As she held her device to the printer, it lit up and started to work printing the image on her screen. Within a few seconds, it spit out a large full-color portrait.


  “Who’s that?” Angel asked as he walked up, a mug of coffee in hand.


  “This is a rendering of the biological father of Rose Clark’s baby, according to her assistant.” By the time she returned to the office, Irene’s work voice mail had a message from Tammy: her description of “Juan” in a hushed voice. It only took a minute to run her description through the character sketch software and get a likeness.


  “Wow. He looks like a superhero,” Angel said.


  “I know, right? I don’t even like men, and have to admit he’s crazy attractive.”


  “Hell, I’d sleep with him,” he said before taking a sip of his coffee.


  “Rose Clark said she had an affair with this man, and Lily was the result.”


  “Well I believe the part about the affair. Have you talked to the DNA daddy?”


  “George Clark? Not yet.” Irene kept studying the portrait. This man looked nothing like George Clark. She wished she had asked Rose to see the baby. Maybe Lily would favor her mother’s Latino lover. “Rose said she met this man while filming that terrible Cyborg movie. He was an extra.”


  “That means he was in the movie. You’ll be able to get an actual photograph of him and find out who he is.”


  “I don’t know. It’s a weak lead.” Irene dropped the photo on her desk. She had tried a facial recognition search, but it didn’t come back with a hit.


  “Eh, it’s a lead. Also, it’s an excuse to take Jamie to a movie.”


  “Fine,” Irene said with a pretend frown. “I’ll go see a movie. But I won’t like it.”


  Angel laughed. “Yes, God forbid you do anything fun that you might enjoy.”


  Bringing up Jamie reminded Irene about her promise. “Okay, this is horribly uncomfortable, but I wanted to ask you for a personal favor.”


  “Anything,” Angel said, setting down his mug on the printer.


  “Jamie wants, well, we both would like to raise a child. We’re, uh, looking for a donor.”


  Angel laughed. “You’re looking to get knocked up?”


  “Not me. I can’t. Jamie would carry the baby.”


  “I wish I could help, but my oats have been sewn. Isn’t your best friend expecting? How’d she find a baby daddy?”


  Irene raised her brows. “She hooked up with a random man at a nightclub.”


  Angel picked up his mug and gulped down the last of his coffee. “I guess that wouldn’t really work for you two.”


  “No. No it would not.”


  four


  After a long day at work, the only thing Annette wanted was a nice, long, hot bubble bath. As she stepped into the swirling water of her tub, it was tepid at best. “Detect water temperature,” she said.


  Her device sat at the edge of the tub. “Water temperature is currently ninety-six degrees.” Her doctor had told her to lay off the bubbles and warned her that hot spas could harm the baby. At least she felt weightless underwater. She eased her gigantic-feeling body into the water, giving a sigh as she propped up her tired ankles. Everything hurt. She was ready to not be pregnant anymore.


  As she relaxed, she could feel her baby start to move around. It felt like her baby was dancing and twirling around. She placed her hands on her belly, feeling her little bean move from the outside as well.


  Her device started buzzing. “Incoming call from Gerry Blisburn. Would you like to answer?”


  Annette huffed. What could her mother possibly want? “Yes,” she said. “Hi, Mom.”


  “Hey, sweetheart. I just wanted to check in and see if you would be coming over tomorrow to join us for dinner.”


  Annette idly splashed the water with her hand. “Why would I do that?”


  Gerry chuckled. “Because we’re celebrating your father’s birthday. You always come over for his birthday. I’m at the store and they have Cornish game hens. I wanted to make sure I get enough for everyone.”


  “Mom, you have no idea how to make game hens. You always cook the same damn roast for every occasion.”


  “I thought it’d be nice to try something new. I’ll get you one.”


  “I’m not coming over for dinner,” Annette insisted.


  “Of course you are,” Gerry said.


  “No, I’m not. Last time I came over, you and Dad basically told me I’m a whore.”


  “We said no such thing.”


  “You said I was ruined.”


  Gerry sighed heavily over the line. “We’ve come to accept that you’ve decided to never marry. Now that we’ve accepted that, we really want to see you.”


  Annette laughed. “Oh my God, Mom. I’ll get married one day. There are plenty of men who don’t want to have children, or ones who already have a kid and are still looking for a life partner.”


  “Of course, sweetheart. Look, I don’t want to fight. We’re starting dinner tomorrow at six and would love for you to come over. Will you at least do that?”


  “Fine.”


  After the line disconnected, her device said, “Adding dinner with Gerry Blisburn to calendar for September nineteenth, twenty fifty-nine at six o’clock pm.”


  Her bath had gotten positively cold, so Annette carefully got out of the tub and wrapped herself in a clean, fluffy towel. “Drain bathtub.” As she walked out of her bathroom and into her bedroom to get dressed, the water started trickling out of the tub.


  ··OOO··


  Irene gasped. “Oh my God, your office is amazing.” The entire Certain Media campus was built to impress. Annette’s office had an unobstructed view of the city below. She had trinkets and small props on display from a variety of movies she was involved in.


  “Thanks.” Annette settled heavily on her chair.


  “How are you feeling?”


  “Tired,” Annette said. “Everything aches. I’m always hungry. You know, the usual. But let’s get to it. I have a meeting in half an hour.”


  “Of course.” Irene stood behind Annette’s chair and watched the monitor on her desk. Annette had pulled all the film including extras for The Woman The Cyborg, even the shots that got cut and didn’t make it into the theatrical release.


  “I wasn’t part of this project, so I’m not really familiar with it, but we’ll give it a go.”


  “This is the person we’re looking for,” Irene said, showing Annette the portrait from the description Rose’s assistant gave on her device.


  “Phew,” Annette said. “He’s so gorgeous, he’s giving me hot flashes.”


  There were only a few minutes of footage, and they watched it from every angle trying to find Juan. The scene was set in a city square with cyborg people milling around. In the second pass, Irene recognized Rose Clark under her prosthetic-brains headdress. She still hadn’t seen the entire movie and had no idea how this little snippet fit in the entire film.


  They watched it again and again until Annette leaned back in her chair and sighed. “I’m sorry, Irene. I don’t think he’s here.”


  “One more time.”


  “We’ve watched it five times already.” It was hard to recognize anyone in the scene. They were all wearing elaborate costumes and makeup.


  “Just one more,” Irene pleaded.


  “Fine,” Annette said, playing the scene from the top.


  In the very first couple seconds, someone stepped out of view and didn’t return for the rest of the scene.


  “Go back,” Irene said. “Pause it in the first few frames.”


  Annette replayed it again, immediately pausing the action.


  “There,” Irene said, “at the left edge of the screen. Can you zoom in?”


  “I can do even better,” Annette said, holding out her hands. With a turn of her wrist, the scene rotated, so instead of looking at the extra’s profile, they were looking at him straight on.


  “That’s him!” Irene said. Even through the metallic makeup and crazy wig, his yellow-green eyes and chiseled cheekbones were unmistakeable. She took a picture of the scene with her device and said, “Run through facial recognition software.”


  “Glad to help,” Annette said. “I need to head over to my meeting. But first I need to pee.”


  Irene nodded, engrossed in her device as the display swirled while the search ran. “Match found. Miguel Blanco. Model. Twenty-eight years old.” The photo on her device almost perfectly matched the rendering from the character sketch software. His yellow-green eyes seemed to be looking straight into her soul.


  “Thank you,” she said, looking up to find Annette had already left. “Call Miguel Blanco,” she said into her device.


  His line didn’t even ring before a recorded message played. A deep, smooth voice said, “I’m sorry I can’t take your call right now. I’m probably busy at a photo shoot. If you are interested in using me or my likeness, please contact my agent directly. Otherwise, if this is a personal inquiry, you know what to do.”


  Irene figured his sultry message would make any straight woman’s panties drop. After the beep, she pressed an option on the screen of her device to leave her standard work message. When he checked his messages, he would hear her introduce herself, give her credentials, and request he reach out to her.


  She flipped back to his photograph. Even though she now knew who he was, that did nothing more to explain the DNA of Rose Clark’s baby.


  ··OOO··


  George Clark had not invited Irene back to his house, but instead offered to meet her in his office at the top of Certain Tower. Irene had thought Annette’s office was nice, but George’s made it look like a slum in comparison. He had half of the entire floor and panoramic windows. The current rainfall dampened the view, but on a clear day she would have been able to see the harbor. His office was decorated with a mix of luxurious furnishings, sports memorabilia, and iconic props from classic movies.


  “I was starting to think you were dodging my calls,” she said as she walked around the office, examining George’s collections.


  “I was,” he said as he settled into the black leather chair behind his large oak desk. George was attractive enough to star in movies instead of running the movie production company. He had a square, masculine jaw and full head of salt and pepper hair. “My wife finally convinced me that I couldn’t avoid the Social Department forever. She said I looked guilty if I didn’t sit down and talk with one of you.”


  “Are you guilty?” Irene asked, examining a glass orb displayed on a high shelf. This was the magical crystal ball from The Treasure Hunt, the first ever immersive movie. The placard accompanying it claimed the orb was fashioned from the heaviest crystal in existence, and worth its weight in gold.


  “Straight to the point. I like it. No, I’m not guilty of breaking any laws, reproductive or otherwise.”


  “Then why would you avoid the Social Department? And how did you father your wife’s baby?”


  “I can answer the first question for you,” he said. “Now, what I’m about to tell you can’t be spread outside of this room. If I catch wind of this in the tabloids, I’ll sue the entire Social Department and make sure you lose your job.”


  Irene stopped examining the autographed baseballs and turned her full attention to George. “I’m not going to spread any rumors, Mr. Clark. I’m just here for the truth.”


  “After Trudy, my first wife, gave birth to our son, I had the required sterilization procedure. I wasn’t happy about it, but I did it. Seven years ago, I started having some health problems. Nothing too major, just some abdominal pain. My doctor ran some tests. Testicular cancer. Got both removed, and I have been cancer free ever since. So you see, there is no way, none, that I could have fathered Lily.”


  “What was the name of the doctor who treated you?” she asked.


  “I don’t really remember. Maybe Roth?” he said. “His office is just across from the hospital.”


  “I’ll need you to sign a waiver so we can access your medical file. Did you ever freeze any of your sperm?” she asked.


  “Me and every other man with enough money to do so. I made the unfortunate decision to have Verilicorp house all of mine.”


  Irene nodded. Verilicorp had been investigated by the Social Department ten years ago for illegally harvesting and storing genetic material and embryos.


  “Did you get a chance to remove your samples before their facilities were raided?”


  “I wish I had, but sadly no. Unless the police held on to them.”


  “No,” she said, “everything was cataloged then destroyed.”


  “Then you’ll have a record of mine. My alias with Verilicorp was Joseph Smiley.” Irene nodded again, making a mental note of the name.


  “Do you know a man by the name of Miguel Blanco?”


  A light twitch of his face let her know that he did recognize the name. “Doesn’t sound familiar. Who is he?”


  “He’s a model. He was cast as an extra in the cyborg movie your wife starred in.”


  “The Woman The Cyborg. I had nothing to do with casting decisions for that film, and I have no idea who this Blanco person is.” By his tense tone and stance, Irene could tell George knew exactly who he was.


  She stopped looking around the office and stood right in front of George’s desk while glaring at him. “Your wife knows him. Quite well, according her count of events.”


  George’s face turned red and his nostrils flared. “Look, Miss Crow. I’m answering your questions as a courtesy to my wife. Since I didn’t father that baby, I’m fully aware that some other man did. Now, if you don’t have any more questions, I really need to get back to work.” He stood up abruptly and glared at Irene.


  “Those are all the questions I have for now,” she said. “I’ll call if I need any more information.”


  He nodded, and she took that as his way of telling her she was free to leave.


  All of the details of the case flew through her mind as she left George Clark’s office. She buttoned up her coat and tucked her untamable hair under the hood before stepping outside into the rainy weather. She waited under the awning as her car drove from the parking lot to the front of the building.


  Once she was in and buckled, her car pulled out into traffic and wove around the wet streets toward her office. This case had taken yet another interesting turn. Miguel Blanco hadn’t called her back, but Irene suspected he was just a pawn in a larger scheme. George and Rose were hiding something. Checking with Dr. Roth would give her the next clue.


  “Look up Dr. Roth,” she said. The display on her device swirled before before settling on a drawing.


  “Dr. Roth. Character in the award-winning children’s book, The Great Balloon. Dr. Roth creates the great hot air balloon and acts as tour guide to the main characters, Anna and Jim, as they take a magical journey around the world. Would you be interested in purchasing a copy of The Great Balloon?”


  “No, no,” Irene said. “Search for a Dr. Roth practicing within a quarter mile of Santa Teresa Hospital.”


  The screen swirled for an entire minute before saying, “No match found.”


  She tossed her device into the seat next to her. “Damn it!”


  When she got back to the Social Department building, she dashed from her car into the building, the now driving rain spraying into her face. Each step splashed water up the bottom of her coat and got her slacks wet.


  She walked into the pen and hung her jacket on the coat tree beside Angel’s desk. The weight of her rain-soaked coat took down the wobbly stand and it fell to the ground with a clatter. Irene was too agitated to care and just left the whole mess on the floor and sat at her desk.


  Angel came around the corner and saw the pile next to his desk. “Bad morning?” he asked.


  “You could say that.”


  “Still working on that movie star case?” he asked.


  “Yes,” she sighed. She explained briefly how she couldn’t reach Rose’s lover, and the conversation she just had with George.


  “So?” Angel said. “We already know George Clark is firing blanks. You should just close the file and be done with it.”


  “There’s something else going on,” she said. “I feel like I’m just scratching the surface of a larger conspiracy.”


  “It’s happened before,” he said leaning against her desk and crossing his arms. “Like that doctor who botched a bunch of sterilization procedures. Maybe this is something similar.”


  “No, this is different,” Irene said. “The last several cases have all had clean samples. I think I should reopen them and dig deeper.”


  “Don’t make more work for yourself. Just let it go. Here,” he got up and grabbed a file from his own desk and brought it back, “use this one to distract yourself.”


  She opened the file. It was a woman requesting to have a second child. “While you’ve been investigating movie stars, we’ve gotten a load of these. I could really use your help clearing out the queue.”


  “Fine,” Irene muttered, placing the folder on the top of her pile. Angel leaned against her desk, watching her. “What?” she asked.


  “I asked around, about your need for a donor.”


  Irene felt apprehensive about Angel so casually sharing her personal affairs with other people. “You didn’t need to do that.”


  “I wanted to,” he said, shrugging his shoulders. “Jamie would make a great mom, and you’ll fill in nicely in the role of workaholic father.”


  “Ha ha.” Irene said, her face deadpan.


  “My friend Julio is an eternal bachelor, but recently decided maybe keeping his stuff in the gene pool would be a good idea. If you’d like, I can set it up to introduce him to you and Jamie.”


  Her gut reaction was to say no, but Jamie would be furious if she passed up an opportunity like this. She sighed, saying, “Fine, set it up.”


  “You won’t be sorry. Now get back to work.” He pointed at the new file on her desk before walking away.


  five


  Annette stared in disbelief at the beautiful invitation. Heavy, off-white paper with tasteful script font. Thermographic printed letters raised above the paper and even felt expensive under her fingertips.


  Gerry Blisburn cordially invites you to a baby shower on Saturday, October 18, 2059 at 4pm to celebrate the upcoming arrival of Raymond and Clara Blisburn’s baby boy.


  “We’re registered at Baby Boutique,” Clara said. The whole family was sitting around the dining table at Gerry and Tom’s apartment for a family dinner.


  “You have got to be kidding me,” Annette spat.


  “What’s the matter, sweetheart?” Gerry asked.


  “What’s the matter? Oh, I’m just giving birth to my baby on that day.”


  “You can’t schedule giving birth,” Tom said.


  “Yes you can. Most babies are delivered by c-section, a procedure which I scheduled months ago.”


  “Well how was I supposed to know what date you planned on having your baby?” Clara asked. She rubbed her perfectly small bump. Annette felt positively huge compared to her.


  “I sent it to your calendar. I also sent it to Ray and Mom and Dad.”


  Ray pulled out his device and searched his calendar. “I’m so sorry, Annie. Maybe we could just reschedule the baby shower.”


  Clara gave her husband a furious look. “I can’t reschedule the shower. The invitations are already sent.”


  “Just call everyone invited and tell them you had to change the date. They’ll understand,” Ray said.


  Clara started shouting. “I am not changing the date by just calling everyone. Besides, everything has been set. I’ve ordered the cake, reserved the caterer, and rented a helium tank for blowing up all the blue balloons. Plans have been made. It’s in only a couple weeks. I can’t change it now.”


  Annette hadn’t gotten a baby shower. Well, her coworkers had thrown her a party with cake and streamers. They pulled together to get her a big gift certificate which paid for her baby’s deluxe crib. But work parties didn’t count. Irene had wanted to plan something for her, but had gotten too busy with work.


  She felt hurt that her mother neglected to throw her a shower, but more than that, she just wanted her mom with her when the baby was born. She wanted her family to meet her baby on the actual birthday.


  “You’re going to be with me at the hospital though, right, Mom?” Annette said.


  “We’re hosting Clara’s baby shower here at the apartment, so I have to be here,” Gerry said. “You know if I could be there for you, I would.”


  Annette hated how emotional she had gotten while expecting. Hot tears streamed down her face and nothing could stop them. On a normal day she would have forgotten about her family and forged on by herself.


  “Oh, sweetheart, I’m sure your dad would go with you,” Gerry said.


  Tom violently shook his head. “Oh no. I’ve already witnessed two births. I’ve done my share.”


  Annette stood up abruptly. She still wasn’t used to her new shape and sent her chair clattering over and had to hold onto the table for a second to steady her balance. “I wish I could count on you guys,” she said before waddling slowly out of her parent’s home and down the hall.


  “Annie,” Ray called, running out of the apartment. He caught up to her in the hall. “I’m so sorry, Annie. I swear I didn’t know Clara scheduled her shower for the same day you’re having your baby. I’ll try to talk some sense into her and Mom. If they insist on being stubborn, I’ll go with you to the hospital.”


  “Thanks, Ray,” she said softly, staring down at her enormous belly. She started crying again, and wasn’t even sure why. Her brother pulled her into a hug, patting her back.


  “I’m proud of you, Annie. You’re tough. Everything’s going to be fine.”


  Annette nodded. Everything would be fine.


  “I should get back,” Ray said. Annette continued down the hall. Everything would be fine.


  ··OOO··


  Rain drizzled down. It was cold out. Irene didn’t mind the cold, but she hated going in and out of houses in this weather. The warm interior of each home required peeling off her coat and layers of sweaters, just to put them all back on before going back out and driving to the next house.


  On the passenger seat next to her sat a pile of folders. The bottom one was the file for Rose Clark’s daughter. She didn’t feel right closing it, not yet. The rest of her case files were standard requests to exceed child limits. She had reluctantly agreed to help Angel clear out the backlog.


  Each case was emotionally draining. The hopeful parents usually had a sad story which they used to justify their request, and Irene had the unfortunate task of explaining that their request would be denied. In the unlikely case that she could grant a request, the couple had to wait for procreation approval, a process which could take several years. And for the lucky few who made it that far, they still needed to pay the hefty medical costs of conceiving after having the sterilization procedure.


  Irene took the top file and dashed out of her car to the front door of the apartment complex. She pressed the buzzer. “Hello, Sophie Carmichael? This is Irene Crow from the Social Department.”


  “Please, come in!” The door unlocked and Irene went inside and climbed the stairs to the fourth floor. She was about to knock on door 4B when it opened and a woman with smooth black hair and olive skin greeted her. “Hello! Please come in. Thank you so much for stopping by. I was beginning to think our request had gotten lost.” She smiled and ushered Irene in. Irene knew in just a few minutes when this woman learned her request would get denied, she wouldn’t be so chipper.


  Irene double-checked her file. Sophie was requesting a second child, which would also be a second child for her husband as well.


  “Mrs. Carmichael?” Irene asked.


  “Yes. Sorry, I would shake your hand, but I’m kind of a mess. I was just doing some baking.” Sophie had flour smeared on her face, hands, and ruffle-trimmed apron. She looked down, then untied the apron and set it aside before saying, “Please, take a seat.”


  Irene settled into a chair in the living room. This apartment looked like it already housed a small child. The coffee table had foam pads on the corners and a baby swing sat at the side of the room. According to their file, Sophie stayed at home while her husband worked at a software company.


  “I’ve already read through your file, but I’d like to hear in your own words why you’d like to have a second child,” Irene said.


  “In a perfect world I’d have several children. I love kids. I worked at a childcare facility before I quit to stay home with our little Adam.”


  “Tell me about your pregnancy with Adam.”


  Sophie smiled, “We were so happy when we found out we were expecting. I feel like being a mom is my calling. It was a pretty easy pregnancy, although I did have some strange cravings. I couldn’t seem to get enough peanut butter. Peanuts, of all things. My husband is allergic…”


  “Your scan showed some abnormalities,” Irene said, guiding Sophie back on track.


  “It did. Adam had a few birth defects.”


  “Severe defects. Your doctor stated that they were incompatible with life.”


  “He recommended we terminate, but I could already feel Adam moving. He was our baby. We had to give him a chance.”


  “Doctors are required to tell you that if you have a live birth, you won’t be able to try again for a healthy baby.”


  “I don’t know,” Sophie said, rubbing her eyes. “I don’t think my doctor told us.”


  Irene pulled a page out of her file and gave it to Sophie. It was the standard “authorization to continue pregnancy” form which specifically stated that once a live baby was born, the mother was required to submit to sterilization. “Is that your signature on the bottom?” she asked.


  “Yes,” Sophie said, choking back tears. “And I did get the procedure. We thought Adam was going to make it. Right after he was born, he went into surgery to repair the hole in his abdominal wall. But he wouldn’t eat. They put a feeding tube in his nose, but he just spit everything back up.” Sophie started crying into her hands. “We didn’t even get to take him home from the hospital.”


  Irene hated this. She really did feel for Sophie, but exceptions were very rarely made. In general, babies stayed healthy. Medicine had come a long way. Only in cases of gross medical negligence on behalf of the healthcare system could Irene grant a child limit exemption.


  With such stringent restrictions, parents were hyper-vigilant ensuring the safety of their child. A baby's breathing could be monitored every moment using a device. Advances in nutrition made even the strictest dietary requirements easy to meet. Babies were precious and coveted and society saw them as a treasure which should be protected at all costs.


  “I’m so sorry for your loss,” Irene said, “but I’m not going to be able to approve your request.”


  Sophie dabbed her eyes with her sleeve. “I knew it was a long shot. My husband said it was worth a try. Thank you for at least coming in person. I don’t think I could have handled the news through a device.”


  People tended to get irate over a call. In person was always best. “I wish there was more I could do. I’ll close out the file later today and you’ll get a letter in the next week for confirmation.”


  Sophie nodded and Irene left the warm apartment. She let out a heavy sigh as she got back in her car. She flipped open the next folder. This one was a woman who had given up her first baby for adoption and now wanted the chance to raise a child. It was a straight forward no.


  She pulled the bottom folder from underneath the stack and spread it open on her lap. George Clark’s medical records could help her piece together the truth behind his daughter’s birth. She could take a quick break and do a little digging.


  Pulling out her device, she tried to recall the pseudonym George had used with Verilicorp. “Search Verilicorp sample log for Joseph Smiley.”


  The screen of her device swirled for a moment before returning, “Four samples logged from Verilicorp inventory for a Joseph Smiley. All four have been successfully destroyed.” Even with this information, she didn’t know for sure that Joseph Smiley was George Clark, or if he didn’t have samples elsewhere.


  “Search for oncologists at Santa Teresa Hospital.”


  “There are seven oncologists who practice at Santa Teresa Hospital.” She scanned through the list on the screen. None of the names were even close to the name ‘Roth.’ Looking back at the file, she pulled out the medical release George had signed. He had left the name of the doctor blank. She could fill in anything.


  “Call the office of George Clark.”


  The line rang before a woman’s voice answered. “You’ve reached the office of George Clark, CEO of Certain Media. How may I direct your call?”


  “Hello,” Irene said. “I’m calling from Dr. Roth’s office to confirm Mr. Clark’s physical scheduled for next week.”


  “I’m sorry, who is this?”


  “This is Dr. Roth’s office. Mr. Clark has an appointment on Wednesday at…”


  “Mr. Clark sees Dr. Singh.”


  “Oh, I’m sorry,” Irene said, reaching for a pen in the glove compartment and jotting the name down. “I must have the wrong patient.”


  Once the call disconnected, she said, “Call Dr. Singh.”


  “Calling Dr. Singh.” Pleasant music played while a voice instructed her to say ‘schedule an appointment,’ ask for the billing department, or stay on the line to speak with a representative.


  “Seattle Medical Practice,” a flat voice said.


  “This is Irene Crow from the Social Department. I’m calling to request the medical records for George Clark.”


  “I’m sorry, but we can’t give out confidential medical information. You need an authorization from the patient.”


  Irene sighed. “I do have a signed authorization form.”


  “There’s a seventy dollar fee for copies of medical records. Once we have authorization, payment processed, and an address to send the copies to, it will take four to six weeks to receive the file.”


  She hated receptionists who felt their jobs were beneath them. “What’s your name?”


  “…Freddie.”


  “Freddie, I appreciate your attempt to be thorough. I’m going to assume you’re new and give you the benefit of the doubt. Let me introduce myself again. My name is Irene Crow, and I am calling from the Social Department. When the Social Department requests a medical record, you are required, by law, to send those records within two business days. Do you think you can handle that, Freddie, or do I need to speak with Dr. Singh directly?”


  “Where do you want the records sent?” he asked sheepishly.


  “Send them to the Social Department office in Seattle, attention Irene Crow.”


  “I’ll see if I can make time to send them today.”


  “Thank you.”


  When she got back to the office, the medical records were already sitting on the printer. Irene picked them up and started to leaf through.


  “What’s that?” Angel asked, walking up behind her.


  “George Clark’s medical records,” she said before walking over to her desk and taking a seat.


  Angel followed her, “You still working on that?”


  “I just had to tell four women that they couldn’t have a baby. I needed a break.”


  “Anything interesting?” he asked, peeking over her shoulder to look at the records.


  “I just got it, so I don’t know yet. But, he did tell me the wrong name for his doctor.”


  “I’m sure that’s not the only thing he lied about,” Angel said before walking away.


  ··OOO··


  Irene and Annette hadn’t been on a coffee date since Annette had told Irene she was pregnant. Their usual conversations over coffee had been replaced with chatting over ice-cream. It had been fine in the summer, but this autumn had been really wet and unseasonably cold. Annette didn’t care. Her body craved ice-cream.


  The door jingled as Irene stepped into the parlor. Annette was the only customer there, and was already seated and eating a cone of mint chocolate chip.


  “Aren’t you cold?” Irene asked as she removed her coat and placed it on the other chair at Annette’s table.


  Annette looked down at her sleeveless blouse. “No, I’ve been having lots of hot flashes. Go ahead and get something.”


  “I’m fine, thanks,” Irene said as she sat down.


  “I’ve gained fifty pounds and am shoveling down frozen dessert for an afternoon snack. Make me feel less fat and eat some damn ice-cream.”


  “Fine,” Irene said. She got up and ordered, returning with a hot-fudge sundae. “Happy?” She took a spoonful of the gloopy, melting mess and stuck it in her mouth.


  “Yes,” Annette said with a smile. “I was wondering if you would like to come with me to the hospital when I give birth.”


  “Of course I’ll come,” Irene said. “Have you thought about what you’ll name her?”


  “I like the name Ophelia,” Annette said.


  “So do I.”


  ··OOO··


  Jamie spent way too much time getting ready. She tried on every outfit in their closet, asking Irene if each one looked like something a cool mom would wear.


  “You look fine,” Irene insisted as Jamie modeled a shift dress with a large abstract print paired with a fur-trimmed, oversized cardigan.


  “I look too fussy. Maybe I should wear some slacks with a simple top, something more practical,” she said.


  “Don’t worry about it, bunny. You look nice.” Irene hugged Jamie from behind, kissing the base of her neck. The fur on her sweater tickled Irene’s nose.


  “I saw in the news that taco stands have become pretty high brow,” Jamie said, moving to the vanity and brushing her hair before coiling it into a high bun.


  “Maybe if they set up next to office parks,” Irene said. “We’re going to a construction site.”


  “We are? Who picked the place?”


  “I guess Julio did.”


  Jamie dabbed on some perfume. She was as ready as she could be.


  They got in the car and made their way to meet Angel’s friend. The rain clouds had parted and the sun streamed through. The air felt wet and muggy as they carefully trudged along the muddy pathway from the parking lot to the informal gathering area. At least the ground was covered in gravel and not a mix of rainwater and mud like the surrounding areas.


  A small sign announced future luxury offices for rent. There were a few picnic tables with workers sitting, eating lunch, and talking noisily. At the end stood a mobile food truck selling tamales, french fries, and donuts.


  “So which one is he?” Jamie asked as they approached the small crowd of construction workers taking a break for lunch.


  “I don’t know. Let’s just take a seat and maybe he’ll find us,” Irene whispered. She straightened her blouse before walking up to the tables surrounding the stand.


  They stood observing the crowd for a moment before taking a seat at a table.


  “Maybe we should order some food?” Jamie said.


  Before Irene could respond, a man walked up to them. “You, uh, you Angel’s friend?” He looked to be in his late forties and was short with a stocky build. He wore jeans and a long sleeve denim shirt paired with a orange safety vest, just like all the other workers wore.


  “I am,” Irene said, standing to shake his rough hand. “My name is Irene Crow and this is my wife Jamie.”


  Jame gave him a cautious smile as she also shook his hand, saying, “Pleasure to meet you.”


  “I’m Julio Martinique. I manage one of the construction crews here. We’re working on an office building.”


  Irene did her best to keep her expression serious. She was glad the man in front of her was at least employed.


  “Did you finish school?” she asked.


  “I graduated, yes,” he said. “Most of my training has been on the job.”


  “Are you healthy?”


  He scratched his head with his hand. “Yes.”


  “And are both of your parents still living?” she asked.


  “Yes.”


  “Does any of your family have any genetic conditions?”


  “No.”


  “Cancer? History of heart attack?”


  “No, and no.”


  “Geez,” Jamie said, laying a hand on Irene’s arm. “Give the poor man a chance to talk. I’m sure Julio has plenty of questions for us.” She nodded at Julio, letting him know it was safe to talk.


  “Uh, I don’t know,” he said. “I’ve never really done this before.”


  “Neither have we,” Jamie said, smiling as she grasped Irene’s hand.


  “Okay, well. I’m not entirely sure how a threesome is supposed to go. So, do I come to your place, or what?”


  Irene’s face fell and Jamie let go of her hand. “Threesome? We aren’t interested in a threesome. We’re looking for a sperm donor.”


  He smirked. “Well, I mean, how else are you going to get it up in there?”


  “You leave a sample in a cup,” Irene said flatly.


  He stepped back and crossed his arms in front of his chest. “No. No way. If you want a baby off of me, we do this the old-fashion way.”


  Jamie bit her lip and looked at Irene. “I’m sure we could work something out…”


  “Okay, I’ve heard enough,” Irene said as she stood up abruptly. “Thank you for meeting with us, but I’m afraid this isn’t going to work. Come on, Jamie, let’s go.”


  Julio raised his hands in defense. “Your loss, ladies.”


  Irene stormed back to their car half-dragging Jamie with her. They got in and Irene slammed her door. Once the car started navigating back to their apartment, Jamie started yelling at Irene.


  “What the hell was that?”


  “I am so sorry,” Irene said. “I really thought Angel would have recommended someone who was willing to work with us.”


  “Oh, he was willing. You’re the one who blew up the deal.”


  Irene stared at her wife in disbelief. “You wouldn’t seriously sleep with that man?”


  “He’s right. That’s what it takes to make a baby,” Jamie spat.


  “It’s disgusting.”


  “It’s biology. And if you don’t remember, I used to sleep with men, too.” They sat in silence for a moment, staring at the road ahead. Jamie crossed her arms and looked out the side window.


  Irene finally broke the uncomfortable silence. “I’m sorry. I’m just not willing to go that far to have a child.”


  Jamie wiped a tear from her eye. “Well I am.”


  six


  Annette sat uncomfortably on the examination table. She was supposed to undress and put on the little gown, but it wasn’t nearly enough to cover her now that she had gotten positively huge. Instead, she kept on her blouse and draped the paper blanket over her unclothed bottom half.


  “You ready to have this baby?” the doctor asked as she came into the small exam room. After carefully interviewing each of the doctors at the Seattle OB/Gyn office, Annette had picked Dr. Trimble to deliver her baby. Her graying curly hair and demeanor of an endlessly patient grandmother suggested she was older, but her smooth skin and fit figure were more in line with her actual age of thirty-four. She rubbed her hands together, warming them before placing them on Annette’s belly.


  “Everything feels good,” she said. “Baby is in position, head down. Though she does feel pretty low. Have you had any discomfort walking?


  “Yes,” Annette said. She had every discomfort: her hips, legs, back, feet. It all hurt all the time.


  “We’ve got you on the schedule for next Saturday, so if your baby can wait that long, I’ll see you and meet your daughter then.”


  Annette nodded. Now was her chance to ask questions, but she had already exhaustively searched everything there was to know about birthing babies and caring for infants using her device.


  Dr. Trimble slipped out of the exam room, leaving Annette to get dressed. She had time to get back to work, but there wasn’t much going on at the office. Well, there was, but nothing for Annette to do. Pat would be taking over during her maternity leave and had already picked up most of her work duties.


  Annette decided to take an early weekend. Her last weekend without child. She would celebrate starting with some ice-cream. She was starving.


  ··OOO··


  Irene combed over the details of George Clark’s medical records looking for any sort of clue or abnormality. He had been in perfect health until seven years ago when his doctor referred him to Dr. Tanaka, who later diagnosed him with cancer. He underwent a bilateral orchiectomy, the removal of both testicles, and required no other treatment. The cancer had been caught in the early stages and George made a full recovery.


  The only thing that stood out to Irene was that his normal doctor, Dr. Singh, referred George to a surgeon before doing any diagnostic tests. Other than that, everything seemed to line up with what he had told her.


  Angel walked up to her desk and leaned against it. He took a pen from her cup of writing implements and started twirling it between his fingers. “Sorry about my pal Julio. He said you guys didn’t really get along.”


  “Heh, you could say that again.”


  “Well, still, sorry it didn’t work out.”


  Irene collected her papers together and stuck them back in the folder. “I need someone to come with me to Santa Teresa Hospital.”


  He stabbed the pen back in the cup. “Sure, I’ll come. Let’s take my car.”


  When they arrived at the hospital, they both flashed their credentials from their devices to get past the front desk. Marble floors led to a glass elevator which overlooked the inner courtyard. The hospital was clearly well-funded, likely from generous private donations. They got off on the fourth floor and located the office for Dr. Schumacher, the head of oncology.


  “You’re lucky to have found me in my office,” Dr. Schumacher said as he let Irene and Angel in. “I was just about to make my rounds.”


  “We’ll only take up a minute of your time,” Angel said as he sat down. The office had touches to make it feel more comfortable and less clinical. The walls were a deep green, there was a plush rug on the floor, and instead of harsh, fluorescent lighting, several lamps gave the room a warm glow.


  “We wanted to ask you about a particular patient,” Irene said, handing him the medical records from inside her folder.


  Dr. Schumacher put on a pair of glasses and read through the records briefly before handing them back. “I’m afraid I’m not familiar with this patient.”


  “I’m actually more interested in the doctor who performed his surgery,” she said, flipping to that particular detail in the file before handing it back.


  “Hmmm, Dr. Tanaka? Can’t say I’ve heard of him.” He turned to the monitor on his desk and said, “Look up Dr. Tanaka.” He glanced over the screen and said, “He is a urological surgeon with privilege at this hospital. Looks like he’s based in LA.”


  “Could you give us his contact information?” Irene asked.


  “Yes, of course. I’ll send it directly to you.”


  Irene felt her device buzz in her pocket, letting her know she received the message. “Could you also tell us if Dr. Tanaka performed the same surgery on any other patients at Santa Teresa?”


  “Yes, I can tell you that. I just need to take a peek at your subpoena first.”


  “We’ll have to come back with that,” Angel said, giving Irene a curious glance. “Thank you so much for your time, doctor.”


  As they walked out of the hospital through the grand hallway, Angel whispered, “You really think there’s a conspiracy?”


  Irene shook her head. “I’d like to rule it out.”


  ··OOO··


  “You can’t go to LA,” Annette pleaded into her device. She was already emotional and anxious anticipating the arrival of her baby. Instead of going into work and sitting in her office doing nothing, Annette had decided to start her leave early. She sat in her bed propped up by a mountain of pillows. Her set-up would have been ideal if she didn’t need to get up and use the bathroom every thirty minutes.


  “I’m investigating a pretty important case,” Irene’s voice came over Annette’s device. “I’ll only be gone for a couple days. I’ll be back before the eighteenth.”


  “You promised you’d be here for me when I give birth,” Annette said, tears streaming from her eyes.


  “And I will be,” Irene said.


  “What if my baby comes early?”


  “If you go into labor, give me a call. I’ll be on the next flight there. I wouldn’t miss this for the world. You know that.”


  “I know,” Annette said between ugly sobs. “I’m just so uncomfortable. I don’t want to be pregnant anymore.”


  “No, you want your baby to cook for as long as she needs. Take good care of yourself while I’m gone. I’ll have Jamie check in on you, and I’ll call everyday, okay?”


  “Thank you,” Annette said, wiping away the tears. She hated how easily she got emotional like this.


  “I’ll let you know when I land in LA,” Irene promised.


  After the call disconnected, Annette tossed her device on the bed next to her. She wondered if Irene would be able to remain so calm if Jamie were the one expecting.


  Laying around waiting was boring. She picked back up her device and asked, “Are there any good TV shows I haven’t seen yet?”


  “New this week, the detectives of New York city investigate a serial killer with no face. Watch the latest episode of From the Beat to the Court.”


  “Good enough,” Annette said, settling into her pillow pile as the episode started playing on the large screen on her bedroom wall.


  ··OOO··


  After touching down in LA, Irene started obsessively researching Dr. Tanaka, trying to learn everything she could about him. He had gone to medical school at Shoreline University where he was an average student. He had been an active member of his fraternity. The first ten years of his career had been spent with Doctors Care, traveling around the world and working in understaffed facilities. After that, he did a fellowship at Santa Teresa to specialize in urological surgery. A few years in Seattle were followed by him settling down in Los Angeles. Now in his mid-sixties, it looked like his medical practice hadn’t slowed down.


  Although it was impossible to get a list of his patients, his web brochure highlighted that he had done thousands of urological surgeries and had unmatched expertise.


  “I’m beginning to believe you’re obsessed with this doctor,” Angel said.


  Irene didn’t even look up from her device, rereading the information on Dr. Tanaka. “He’s got to be the key. Everything that George and Rose Clark have said has been true.”


  “Or they just cover their lies really well.”


  Her device buzzed, letting her know she had a message. “We’re about to find out. Dr. Tanaka just invited us to come meet him at his house.”


  “House? Does the man not have an office?”


  He didn’t have an office. Dr. Tanaka worked out of several hospitals, but had no home base to call his own.


  From his name and picture, Irene knew he was of Japanese descent, but she still didn’t expect the traditional Japanese-style house nestled high in the Los Angeles hills.


  The rental car parked itself in front of the large dwelling, and Irene and Angel got out. “This guy must be doing pretty well,” Angel commented.


  Irene had seen pictures of the doctor and immediately recognized him when he came to the door. They came inside and took off their shoes, lining them up with the other pairs of footwear sitting just inside the entrance.


  The palatial structure felt much more intimate inside. Looking around, Irene realized they were walled in with screens and sliding doors, and not able to see the entirety of the space. Dr. Tanaka invited them to sit with him at a low table. The floor mats were surprisingly comfortable, and let off a pleasant, earthy fragrance.


  “Thank you for having us,” Irene said, starting the conversation.


  “I heard you traveled from Seattle to see me. I’m afraid you may find you have wasted a trip.”


  “Tell us about your patient, George Clark,” Angel said.


  Dr. Tanaka looked down at his wrinkled hands resting on the table before looking up at Angel. “I’m afraid there is nothing to tell that isn’t already in the file. Mr. Clark presented with abdominal pain. His primary physician referred him to me. I did a scan which showed a small mass in his right testicle. I did a bilateral orchiectomy. No further treatment was needed.”


  “What happened to Mr. Clark’s, uh, genetic material?” Angel asked.


  “His testes? They were discarded as biological waste.”


  “In your medical opinion, how could Mr. Clark have fathered his wife’s new baby?” Irene asked.


  “The only way would be artificial insemination with previously frozen sperm.”


  “Did Mr. Clark have any frozen sperm?” Angel asked.


  “Although I don’t know any specifics, it’s the most likely scenario. Mr. Clark appears to have the means to pay a private lab to freeze and house a sample off the books,” Dr. Tanaka answered.


  “Have you ever treated Mrs. Clark?” Irene asked.


  “No, I have not.”


  Irene nodded to Angel to let him know she had asked all the questions she needed answered.


  “Thank you for your time, doctor,” Angel said.


  Dr. Tanaka stood up and led them back to the front door. “I wish I could have been more help.”


  Irene was disappointed. George could have fathered Lily with frozen sperm housed somewhere other than Verilicorp. Of course someone with his means wouldn’t have put all his eggs, or in this case sperm, in one basket. He probably had samples at every blackmarket cryogenic-freezer business.


  Something shiny caught her eye as she walked by the entrance. The sun flashed against the glass of a framed photo. The picture was of Dr. Tanaka and another Asian man with a cello. She almost didn’t recognize the younger-looking cellist in the old photo.


  “Is that D. Young?” she asked.


  “Yes, it is,” Dr. Tanaka said, a smile spreading across his face. “He actually played at my wedding. We try to stay in touch.”


  As they walked back to the car, Angel said, “That was a waste.”


  Irene slid into the car before responding. “I thought so as well, until I saw that picture.”


  “Why? What does a cellist have to do with this?”


  Irene pulled up directions to their hotel on her device and held it to the dash. The car engine started up and they drove back to the hotel.


  “I actually met D. Young earlier this year. He was one of the other men with excessive progeny,” she said.


  “So what? It’s just a coincidence.”


  “Here’s another one,” she said. “D. Young was the second case like that I had gotten this year, so I checked to see if there was any link between the two.”


  “And?” he asked.


  “He was hospitalized for exhaustion a while back. It was all over the news. One of the residents of the hospital was credited with treating him. That resident was Dr. Mosley, the other excessive progeny offender. On top of that, this was seven years ago, around the time George had his cancer procedure done. They were all at the same hospital at the same time.”


  “You think two doctors, a musician, and a CEO colluded to somehow get around excessive progeny laws?” Angel asked.


  “It sounds stupid when you say it like that.”


  “Irene, it is stupid. You need to close this case and walk away. Start obsessing about making that baby of your own.”


  ··OOO··


  Irene had already called Annette and Jamie. Neither conversation had gone well. Even though Irene felt the trip to LA had been worthwhile, neither woman close to her agreed. She walked outside of her hotel to get some fresh air, at least as fresh as the city could offer. When her device played an ad for a restaurant as she walked by, she decided to go in and just take a seat at the bar.


  She ordered a beer and nursed it for a while. Watching the bubbles rise up through the amber liquid, she wondered how many beers this day deserved.


  “Must be a bad day if you’re already drinking alone at four in the afternoon. Do you mind?” The other patron motioned at the seat next to her.


  “Go ahead,” she said. She glanced over the man who had approached her. He was tall and wore a tight shirt which showed off his fit physique. With black hair, tan skin, and almond-shaped eyes, he was pretty enough to be an underwear model.


  Once he also had a drink in hand, he said, “Now that you’re not drinking alone, why don’t you tell me about your day.”


  Irene sighed. It would take more effort to make the friendly stranger go away than to engage in a little bit of polite conversation. “I had a fight with my wife,” she confessed.


  “Wife? Oh, that’s rough,” he said. “Let me guess. Finances?”


  “No.”


  He leaned back and scratched his chin. “Not enough nooky?”


  Irene chuckled. “No. Apparently I spend too much time at work.” Irene looked at her companion while taking a long drink.


  “Then why are you here instead of at home?” he asked.


  “Home is in Seattle. I’m here on a business trip.”


  “Oh. I’m going to have to side with your wife on that one then.” He gave her a friendly smile.


  Irene decided it was safe to open up to this strange man she randomly met at the bar, since there was almost no chance she would run into him again. “The fight really wasn’t about work. Well, it was, but that’s not the underlying issue.”


  “What is the underlying issue?” he asked, turning toward her and leaning in to give her his full attention.


  “She wants a baby.”


  “Oh,” he said, drawing out the syllable like her response explained everything in the universe. “And you don’t.”


  “I do,” Irene insisted. “I guess. If it were straightforward, then it wouldn’t be a problem.”


  “You’re having trouble finding a baby daddy?” he asked.


  She smiled at his warm tone. “Pretty much. We did have one man offer, but only if we played along with his threesome fantasy.”


  “Ouch.”


  Irene finished her beer, then asked the bartender for another.


  Her companion did a little drum roll on the bar with his hands. “Well, hey, if you’d like, I can help you out with your situation.” Irene raised her brows. Surely this stranger wasn’t offering to help in such an intimate way. “Not me personally, but I’m part of an organization that’s in a position to assist you and your wife. They’re actually based in Seattle. They could find a match for you, someone who would make a good sperm donor. What do you think?”


  “That… that would be great,” she said, surprised by her own sincerity.


  “Here, I’ll give you my contact information. Discuss it with your wife, and if you two are ready to get serious about having a child, give me a call.” He held out his device. Irene pulled out her own and gently tapped it to his, transferring his contact information.


  He pulled some cash from his pocket and set it on the bar to pay for his drink.


  Irene held her hand up. “I’ve got it.” He nodded his head and tucked the money back in his pocket.


  “Thanks for the drink. I’ll be expecting your call,” he said as he walked out of the restaurant.


  Irene realized that she hadn’t even gotten his name. She looked down at her device which still displayed his information. Jared Long.
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  Annette couldn’t sleep. It was 3:04 am and her c-section was scheduled for later that day. She hadn’t gotten much rest, and didn’t think she’d be able to get any more sleep before she’d have to leave at six. Dr. Trimble recommended walking as much as possible to help her baby get in position for birth, so she got out of bed and started pacing around her bedroom. After less than a minute, her pelvis ached, and she had to sit back down.


  Although she wouldn’t get any more sleep tonight, she told herself she would have the chance sleep in the hospital. No she wouldn’t; she’d have her baby to take care of. But that was what nurses were for. Did she really want nurses taking care of her child the first few days of her life? Annette wanted to be the one to change her daughter’s first diaper and give baby her first bath. She shook her head, trying to stop the racing thoughts.


  Grabbing her device from the bedside table, she said, “Call Irene.”


  The line barely rang before Irene answered, “Good morning! You ready for the big event?”


  “Yes, I can’t sleep. How are you up already?”


  “Jamie couldn’t sleep either. She’s pretty excited for you. We’re at the Early Bird right now. Do you want us to come over?”


  Annette would give anything for a cup of decaf and some of Early Bird’s famous coffee cake. She wasn’t allowed to eat for twelve hours before her c-section, so the next bite of food she’d get would be after her daughter was born. “Yes, come on over,” she said.


  A half hour later, Irene and Jamie were at her door. Annette immediately regretted invited them. Jamie was so excited and had even packed a ‘baby bag’ complete with embarrassing items like extra-large panty protectors, hemorrhoid cream, and umbilical bandaids. Clearly, Jamie had done more research into the act of birthing and infant care than even Annette had.


  At the very least, the next few hours flew by, and before she knew it, the three women were arriving together at the hospital. From then on, it was a flurry of activity as the nurses got Annette prepped for delivery.


  “Did you call Ray?” Annette asked as the anesthesiologist made sure the spinal block was effective, poking her ribs and stomach, checking what she could feel.


  Irene peered down from the side of the bed. She wore scrubs and a ridiculous hair net over her mass of curls. “I left him three messages.”


  “Why hasn’t he called back?”


  “I don’t know. Do you want me to call again?” Suddenly Irene disappeared from view. “I’ll go try to reach him.”


  “No, come back,” Annette said. She tried to reach out to where Irene had disappeared from, but her arm was strapped down to the bed.


  “Hey, Ray. Annette’s at the hospital having her baby. You need to come over, like, right now.” As she talked, Irene’s voice grew more and more frantic. Was something wrong? Annette thought a scheduled c-section was pretty routine, but if Irene was worried, perhaps she should be worried as well.


  Irene leaned back into view. “I left him another message. I don’t know what else to do.” Her face look worried and she was starting to sweat.


  “Are you alright, ma’am?” one of the nurses asked.


  Annette tried to look around and find the nurse who spoke. “I’m fine.” All she could see was Irene who seemed to be teetering back and forth.


  The nurse came up and put his hands on Irene’s shoulders. “Maybe you should sit down.” He led her to the side of the room and back out of view.


  “All right, let’s get started,” Dr. Trimble said.


  Before Annette could protest and ask what had happened to Irene, Jamie was by her side.


  Jamie grasped Annette’s hand. “Ray will be here soon, but I’m going to keep you company until then.”


  “Where’s Irene?”


  “You can’t see her, but she’s right behind you. She isn’t feeling well and needs to sit. Lucky you, you get to lay down.” Jamie smiled and gave her hand a small squeeze. “Irene said you had your nursery painted gray. It sounds beautiful. Tell me what inspired you to choose that color.”


  Annette recounted her time searching images of tastefully decorated nurseries while she felt immense pressure below as Dr. Trimble worked on getting the baby out. Jamie kept asking questions about preparations she made for her daughter, a soothing conversation which helped Annette feel both calm and ready for bringing a baby home.


  After what felt like forever, she finally heard her baby cry. “Congratulations, Annette. You have a healthy baby girl.” A moment later, the nurse brought the baby over and handed her to Jamie. Jamie immediately bent down so that Annette’s baby was level with her face.


  “You did it,” Jamie said.


  Annette was so overwhelmed. She breathed in, taking in the smell of this tiny little person. She couldn’t think of anything profound to say to mark the occasion. “Hi, baby.”


  Jamie smiled at the flailing infant. “She’s beautiful.”


  “Let’s get her cleaned off and do a quick check of her vitals.” The nurse held out his arms and took the baby from Jamie and placed her in the waiting bassinet. “What are you going to call her?” he asked.


  “Ophelia,” Annette said. “Her name is Ophelia.”


  ··OOO··


  “I can’t believe you’re going to work,” Jamie scolded. She was still laying in their bed as Irene pulled a fresh blouse and slacks from the closet and got dressed.


  “I’m not going in for a full day…”


  “You were working out of town for half the week. It’s Sunday. Spend the morning with me. Get back in bed.”


  “A red flag came up when they ran the DNA for Annette’s baby,” Irene said.


  “What about our baby? Isn’t that more important than work?”


  Irene finished buttoning her blouse and sat down next to her wife on the bed. “You’re right,” she said. “It is. I haven’t forgotten.”


  “But you haven’t done anything about it.”


  Irene grasped Jamie’s hand. “I actually met someone in LA. He’s part of an organization that could help us find a donor.”


  “Why didn’t you tell me sooner?” Jamie asked, pulling herself up to her knees.


  “We were so busy with Annette yesterday, I didn’t get a chance to tell you.”


  Jamie leapt onto her wife, hugging her closely. “I was starting to lose faith. Thank you.”


  “I still need to go into the office for a couple hours, and when I’m done, we’ll have a nice lunch and call him together, okay.”


  Jamie nodded in agreement before curling back up in bed.


  ··OOO··


  “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Irene said as she read over the paper her boss had given her. Her boss, Victory, had been a social worker most of his life. His dark complexion had lightened with age and his once-full head of black hair was now thin and white. He was well past retirement age and had seen it all. Everything except for this.


  When each baby was born, their DNA was added to a global registry known as the Genome Database. Having everyone’s genetics on file proved useful in quite a few ways including predicting disease, identifying uncooperative individuals, and even solving crime. Once a baby’s DNA was added, their lineage was identified. This was partially to help enforce progeny laws, but also to give parents an entire snapshot of their child’s heredity and identify possible future medical concerns.


  Irene’s own DNA had betrayed her, an anomaly getting flagged by the Genome Database when she was born. Irene had known even as a small child that she had a predisposition for cancer. Even though it was scary learning she would probably get sick, the knowledge had kept her vigilant about her health, and her doctor had caught the first signs of a tumor early. She made a full recovery, and could partially thank the Genome Database for making her aware.


  “This can’t be right,” she said.


  “That’s why I had it run again. And then a third time,” Victory said. He pointed at the parentage results for Annette’s new baby girl, Ophelia. “Carmen Potts is definitely the father.”


  Although she didn’t know a lot about the art world, Irene had heard of Carmen Potts. He was Jamie’s biggest role model and a frequent inspiration in her art. He was both prolific and well-respected. His sculptures were animated, but looked like everyday objects at first glance. Then, the motion sensor would trip and they’d open up and turn into a fantastical creation. His most famous work was a toaster which transformed into a giant three-foot-tall grasshopper with wings that would twitch.


  He died six years ago at the age of fifty-one from an overdose. He had no surviving family or close friends. His massive estate had been left to charity. There was no way he could be the father.


  “Maybe he had a twin?” Irene suggested. She knew the suggestion was absurd.


  Victory shook his head. “Nope. How did your friend get pregnant?”


  “She met a man at a club. They had a one night stand.”


  “She got knocked up by a one time encounter?”


  Irene slipped the paper into Annette’s file. She was glad Victory had asked her to come in. She wanted to give the news to her friend personally. “Yes,” she said. “She removed her own implant, and I guess the guy was lax about protection. To be honest, she was on the hunt and looking to get pregnant.”


  “I guess that would do it,” he said. “But we have a serious problem if people are posthumously having children.”


  “How does a dead man come back as a sexy club-goer and get a woman pregnant?” she asked, mostly to herself.


  “You wouldn’t need the whole dead man…” Victor began.


  “Just his sperm. Do you really think a healthy young man would slip another man’s sperm in during a one night encounter?”


  “It’s the only explanation,” he said.


  ··OOO··


  After sharing a nice lunch, Irene and Jamie went to the café next door and got some lattés to sip on while they called the man Irene had met in LA. The café was much quieter than the restaurant they just dined at, and they wanted to be able to hear the call without a problem.


  “You ready?” Irene asked as she placed her device on the small table between them.


  “As ready as I’ll ever be,” Jamie said, her tight grip on her mug turning her knuckles white.


  “Call Jared Long,” she said. They waited as the line connected.


  “Hello? This is Jared,” he said.


  “Hi, this is, uh,” Irene realized she had never given him her name and couldn’t remember what the restaurant where they met was called. “This is Irene Crow. We met when I was in Los Angeles for business.”


  “Of course, I remember,” he said. Irene blew a sigh of relief. “Did you get a chance to talk with your wife?”


  “Yes, and she’s here with me.”


  “Hi, I’m Jamie.”


  “Let me tell you two a little about the organization I’m part of,” he said. “It’s called Advancement of Quality DNA, or AQD for short. Basically, they’re looking to pair people with superior genetics to improve the quality of the human gene pool.”


  “Do I have to take a test or something to show that I have superior genetics?” Jamie asked.


  Jared laughed, “No, not at all. But they will pair you with a donor who does have a lot of positive qualities that he can pass down so that you’ll have the healthiest baby possible.”


  Jamie smiled and nodded enthusiastically. She was totally sold.


  “Hold on,” Irene said, trying to be a voice of reason even though she was vibrating with excitement. “If AQD is pairing together people with good DNA, doesn’t that mean people with bad DNA will pair together making even less healthy children?”


  “That’s what I thought when I first joined,” Jared said. “Like, there should be some sort of gene pool equilibrium. But Aiden Stone, our president, actually worked it all out mathematically using graph theory or something, stuff I can’t even begin to pretend I understand, to find a way to improve the overall quality of the human genome.”


  “I’m not looking to improve humanity,” Jamie confessed. “I just want one baby of my own.”


  “And that’s exactly how AQD works: one baby at a time.”


  Jamie couldn’t keep still, she was so excited. “How do we get started?” she asked.


  “There’s just a simple questionnaire you need to fill out so you can get matched to a proper donor.”


  “Great, send it over,” Irene said.


  “Oh, I should have given you the paperwork when you were still here in LA. I’m kind of like an ambassador for the area. But you two are in Seattle, right? You can go to one of the AQD meetings and pick up the papers there.”


  Irene scratched her head. “Can’t you just send it electronically?”


  “I wish I could, but for a few reasons, AQD stays off the grid. None of their literature or correspondence can be on the network. In fact, I’d recommend you don’t even do a search on them.”


  Irene’s hopes instantly deflated. She tapped the mute option on the screen of her device and turned to Jamie. “I’ve got a bad feeling about this. If they can’t even send a questionnaire over the network, they’re probably doing something illegal.”


  “Irene, please,” Jamie pleaded. “This is our chance. Let’s at least go to a meeting, and then if it really is that sketchy, we won’t do it.”


  “Okay,” Irene said reluctantly. She turned the mic back on for her device.


  “Well, ladies, what do you say?”


  “Let’s go to the meeting,” Jamie said.


  After warning them both not to put anything about AQD in their devices, including storing meetings in their calendar, Irene wrote down all the details for the next meeting on a napkin.


  After disconnecting the call, Jamie leapt up and hugged Irene tightly while saying in a sing song voice, “We’re having a baby.”


  Irene hugged her back, but with less enthusiasm. “Let’s just check out the meeting first.”
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  Ophelia had spent all of her time at the hospital either eating or sleeping. But now that she was home, all she did was cry. Annette was ready to burst into tears herself. Ophelia had already been fussing in her crib for a while, and would break into full-out wailing soon.


  She waited for the NutriBottle to finish processing the milk she pumped so Ophelia would have a perfectly fresh and nutritionally balanced meal to calm her down. The tiny baby wanted to eat every hour during the day, and Annette was having a hard time keeping up.


  A sharp knock came from the door. The sound startled Ophelia who started shrieking. Annette picked her up, shushing her before checking the door. Irene was waiting just outside with a dark-haired man. She opened the door and let them in.


  “Let me get Ophelia her bottle real fast,” she said as Irene and her companion came into the apartment. There were clothes and baby blankets all over the furniture and old plates and mugs cluttering the coffee table. “Sorry about the mess. The cleaner doesn’t come until Friday.”


  “Don’t apologize,” Irene insisted. “You just had a baby. You get a free pass.”


  Annette screwed the nipple onto the fresh bottle and offered it to Ophelia. She just kept crying and turned her face away from the bottle. It was too much for Annette, who felt herself sliding closer to her breaking point.


  The man accompanying Irene held out his hands and said, “May I?” Annette wasn’t sure if she should trust the sloppily dressed man, but at this point she was ready to try anything. She handed Ophelia to him and watched him take over.


  He started cooing and talking to the crying infant as he took her over to the crib. He set her down and tightly wrapped her blanket around her body, pinning down her wriggling arms. Once she was wrapped up, he held her close to him and swayed and danced around the room while continuing to talk and coo at her. After a minute, Ophelia began to calm down and quit crying.


  “I’ll take her bottle now,” he said. Annette gladly handed over the bottle and watched as her baby eagerly latched on and started eating.


  “You’re a miracle worker,” she said, breathing a sigh of relief for the moment of calm.


  “I have one of my own, although he’s thirteen now. You kind of learn what works after a while. Why don’t you and Irene talk while I feed the little miss.”


  Irene moved a blanket over on the sofa and took a seat. “Well, now you’ve met Angel.”


  “He is a fucking angel. I haven’t had a moment of peace since we got home yesterday.” Annette plopped down on top of the pile of discarded clothing resting on the chair. Angel continued walking around the room and singing while Ophelia drank her bottle.


  Irene wrung her hands. She waited a while before speaking. “We need to discuss Ophelia’s conception.”


  “I already told you,” Annette said defensively, “I met a man at a club and we went back to his place. There was nothing unique or odd about it.”


  “Ophelia’s paternity actually points to Carmen Potts.”


  Annette dropped her jaw. “The artist?” she asked.


  “Yes.”


  This was amazing. Ophelia’s DNA matched that of a truly gifted individual, and not just a really physically attractive person.


  Irene continued, “Was there anything suspicious about the act? Did he put any objects inside you, or use any fluids like lubricant he brought with him?”


  “No,” Annette insisted. “It was pretty straight forward missionary. The only thing that touched my junk was his junk. He didn’t even bother putting his fingers or tongue down there.”


  Irene shook her head. Annette knew her friend was disgusted by heterosexual sex. Irene would never understand that skipping all the other stuff could still lead to an enjoyable time. It was too bad her job probably forced her to talk about something she had never experienced.


  “I’m sorry,” Annette said. “The only fluids that were transferred were our own.”


  “We’re going to have to track him down,” Irene said. “The man you slept with.”


  “Good luck with that,” Annette said with a laugh. “I didn’t even get his name.”


  She hadn’t heard a peep from Ophelia for a while, and turned to see what she was up to. Angel continued rocking and bouncing while Ophelia had her eyes wide open, taking in her surroundings. “I can’t believe you got her to be so calm,” she said.


  “It takes some practice. Soon you’ll know the ins and outs of your baby’s personality, and you’ll have a few tricks of your own to help her settle down. But babies do cry.”


  “Yeah, they do,” she agreed.


  “Why don’t you take a break? Take a nice hot shower and wash your hair. I’ll entertain your sweet princess and get her down for a nap, and Irene can run out and grab you some takeout.”


  “That would be amazing,” Annette gushed. Angel stayed in the living room as she went into her bedroom and closed the door. She hadn’t changed or showered since she had come home from the hospital.


  The warm water felt refreshing on her skin and melted her stress away. She couldn’t hear a sound from outside the bathroom, but knew her baby would be in good hands.


  Once she was clean and in fresh clothes, she came back out to the living room to find Ophelia napping in the crib which had the rocking motion turned on. All the clothes and blankets were picked up and Angel was in the kitchen washing dishes.


  “Thank you so much,” she told him as she walked into the kitchen.


  “Irene brought you a turkey and cheese sandwich, chicken noodle soup, and a frozen lasagna for dinner. She’ll be back later to do some laundry.”


  Tears came to her eyes. She couldn’t believe how helpful this total stranger was being.


  “I get it; having a baby is hard. It’s even harder when you don’t have any family to help,” he said.


  Annette let out a short laugh. “Oh, I have family. They’re just too upset about the conditions surrounding Ophelia’s birth to help out.”


  “It’s their loss. Every baby is a blessing.” Annette nodded. He reached out and squeezed her shoulder. “I’ll have Irene bring over some paper plates so you don’t have to do any more dishes. Try to eat something and get some rest while your baby’s sleeping.”


  Before she could adequately express her gratitude, he was gone. She opened the take-out container and took a bite of the turkey sandwich. It was the first real food she’d had since Ophelia was born and it tasted amazing. She didn’t even remember finishing the sandwich or walking to the sofa to curl up for a nap.


  ··OOO··


  The AQD meeting felt more like a worship service for a cult. They opened with everyone in the crowd of around thirty people reciting the mission and main tenets of AQD. After that, the president, Aiden Stone, gave a lecture on the importance of purity in the humane genome. He looked like a preacher in his nice business suit, complete with light blue tie and shiny cufflinks which caught the light every time he jabbed his hand in the air, emphasizing some point he was saying.


  Jamie leaned forward in her seat, hanging onto every word. Irene did her best not to roll her eyes. Everything Aiden said felt more like sensationalist garbage than scientific fact. She was determined to keep her opinions to herself until they were safely out of the rented elementary school gymnasium and back in the car.


  After his lecture, the entire group of people held hands and recited the AQD vision before cheering and retiring to the back of the room. There were card tables set up displaying pamphlets and booklets about the organization and what they do.


  Aiden approached them and immediately held out his hand and gave both Jamie and Irene a firm handshake. “I always love seeing new people here at our meetings. I’m Aiden, the president and founder of AQD.”


  “I’m Jamie Crow, and this is my wife, Irene,” Jamie said.


  “So, how did your hear about the meeting today?” he asked. Aiden was much taller than Irene expected. He had thick brown hair which was graying at the temples and rich brown eyes. He seemed much more friendly and genuine up close than while he was delivering his lecture.


  “I met Jared Long when I was in Los Angeles for business,” Irene explained.


  “He said AQD could help us find a donor to have a baby,” Jamie added.


  “That’s what we do,” he said, grinning widely. “I know genome purity sounds like a bunch of hogwash to most people, but what we’re doing here is really amazing.”


  “It does sound a little too good to be true,” Irene admitted.


  “We’ve got lots of literature on how we aim to achieve each of our tenets,” he said, waving a hand toward the card tables. “Do read over some of it and let me know if you have any questions.”


  “I have a question,” Jamie said. “How do I get a donor?”


  “You need to be members first. The pink form is just the information we need to add you to the member roster.” He pointed to the spot on the tables where a stack of pink papers sat. “Once you’re a member, fill out the green questionnaire to be paired with a male donor. If you both want to participate as female donors, then we need a green questionnaire from each of you.”


  Jamie and Irene walked over to the card table and looked over all the papers. “Let’s take a little of everything,” Jamie said.


  Irene nodded as she grabbed one of each questionnaire. “And then let’s get out of here.”


  ··OOO··


  The following Monday, Irene read over the AQD literature at her desk. She had been busy all weekend helping Annette and hadn’t gotten a free moment to review all the papers they had picked up from the meeting on Friday.


  “What you got there?” Angel asked.


  “Jamie wants us to join a cult,” she said. She piled the pamphlets together and threw them into the bottom drawer of her desk. When she looked up, she saw Angel had traded in his sloppy clothing for a button up shirt and slacks. “Wow, Angel. You look like you’re dressed to go to work.”


  He stiffly adjusted the cuffs of his shirt. “Ha ha. My wife convinced me that I should treat my job with a little more respect, especially if I ever want to get a promotion.”


  “Translation, she wants you to get a promotion,” Irene said.


  “Just a raise, really.” He grabbed a pencil from her utensil cup and started twirling it. “We’ve got that meeting starting soon. I heard Victory has something special for us.”


  “What?” she asked


  “We got a subpoena for Dr. Tanaka’s patient list. I guess it just came in this morning.”


  “What?” Irene said, perking up. “How did he get the subpoena?”


  “I guess we’ll learn at the meeting.” Angel walked away, still twirling Irene’s pencil between his fingers.


  Everyone was gathering in the conference room. Irene got up from her desk and joined them.


  The twenty social workers at the Seattle office sat around the long conference table and along the walls, with Victory at the head of the table. He began the meeting the same way he always did, going over numbers of cases and recognizing workers who were meeting and exceeding their goals. This week, the trend in cases had been men’s procedures getting delayed because their doctors were overbooked.


  Finally, Victory got to the most pressing matter. “The reason I’m particularly excited today is because I need to form a special task force. The purpose of the task force is to interview a list of men: patients treated by a particular individual, Dr. Patrick Tanaka. We just got his patient list earlier today. There’s a higher incidence of excessive progeny amongst his male patients in Seattle in a timeframe of eight to twelve years ago.


  Irene, since you were the first to open an investigation on Dr. Tanaka, I want you leading the task force.” Irene beamed. Not only was she yearning to dig deeper into the case of the Clark baby, but this was also her chance to distinguish herself at the department. “I’ll let you pick who else is on the task force, but I am going to insist Florida is on your team since she has medical experience, and we need to do a physical exam on all of the patients.”


  Florida turned to smile at Victory, her deep-red painted lips pulling at the corners. With blond carefully curled hair pulled up into a ponytail, everything about her appearances exuded sensuality. Despite her medical background, Irene knew men would have no problem dropping their pants for her.


  “I’d recommend a team of four,” Victory added.


  “Would anyone like to volunteer?” Irene asked.


  “I will,” Angel said.


  Irene surveyed the room. Each of her coworkers looked away or down at the table. No one would make eye contact with her. No one wanted this assignment.


  “Elijah,” she said. “You ready for some real work to sink your teeth into?”


  He had been trying to hide behind the person next to him. He leaned forward, exposing his round, youthful face and brown, curly hair. “Uh, sure?”


  “Then there’s our team of four.”


  “Excellent,” Victory said. “That’s the end of the meeting. Get back to work.”


  As Irene walked back to her desk, Angel quietly asked her, “Why’d you pick the new guy?”


  “Because, you and I have been at this job too long to come up with unique, fresh ideas. He’ll add some new perspective.”


  “Or he’ll just be dead weight,” Angel added.


  “Come on, let’s get the team together and start talking strategy.”


  ··OOO··


  Annette was shocked to see her mom at the door. Instead of berating Gerry, she stood back to let her into the apartment.


  “I just couldn’t stay away from my grand-baby,” Gerry said, setting down her bag and stealing the sleeping infant out of Annette’s arms. Ophelia woke up and immediately started crying.


  “Mom, she’s not used to you. Please, give her back.” Annette’s nerves were frayed and the last thing she needed was to hear Ophelia cry even more.


  “Oh, don’t fret,” Gerry said, patting the baby’s back. “I brought you some roast. It’s in my bag.” Annette pulled out the soggy box of leftover roast and brought it to the kitchen to set it on the counter. She opened it to find an unappetizing mush of meat and overcooked potatoes covered in a layer of congealed fat.


  “Go ahead and eat,” Gerry yelled over the screaming baby. “I’ve got her.”


  “That’s okay. I’m not hungry.” Annette dropped the mess into the trash can.


  “She’s hungry,” Gerry announced. “I’ll feed her her next bottle.”


  “She just ate. She’s tired. You woke her up.”


  “I know a hungry cry when I hear it,” Gerry cooed into Ophelia’s wailing face. She pushed past Annette into the kitchen and grabbed a bottle out of the fridge and placed it in the accelerated micro cooker.


  “Don’t put it in there,” Annette warned. “I’ve got a bottle warmer specifically for…” It was too late. Gerry turned on the cooker.


  After five second the cooker dinged and Gerry reached in for the bottle. In that short span of time, the milk inside had superheated. She quickly let go of the bottle of scalding liquid which dropped, shattering against the marble tile floor. Little shards of glass covered the floor and an entire bottle of wasted milk splashed up onto the cabinets and fridge.


  “Why the hell would you use glass bottles?” Gerry asked, tiptoeing out of the kitchen.


  Annette couldn’t handle any more crying. The only thing she wanted to do was rip her mother’s throat out. “They work better with the bottle warmer,” she said between clenched teeth.


  Gerry cooed at the now red-faced infant as she continued crying. “Your mommy is silly.” As if on cue, Ophelia spit up all over Gerry, covering the front of her blouse.


  Annette scooped up her baby from her shocked mother. Ophelia calmed down in her mother’s arms.


  “She’d take to me if you hadn’t already spoiled her so much,” Gerry said, looking down at her soiled blouse. She grabbed her bag and left the apartment without saying good bye.


  Annette sighed a breath of relief. Ophelia was now quiet with her eyes barely open. She would fall asleep again soon.


  ··OOO··


  Irene wanted to do the first interview herself. She brought along Florida for the physical exam and Elijah so he could observe an interview before conducting one of his own.


  “This can’t be the right place,” Elijah said from the backseat. He leaned forward, sticking his head full of brown curls between the front two seats.


  “Of course it is,” Florida said. “Didn’t you read the brief about Dr. Tanaka? He only takes on wealthy or high-profile patients.”


  “Of course I read the brief,” he said in a high mocking tone as he sat back in his seat. “Why are we starting with a dude who has no kids? Shouldn’t we prioritize the baby-slinging criminals?”


  Florida looked at Irene and rolled her eyes.


  “We’re going through patients chronologically,” Irene explained. “Mr. Cooper is one of Dr. Tanaka’s earliest patients. This way we’ll be able to identify any trends over time.”


  “You know, a computer could also identify any trends,” Florida said.


  Irene sighed. “Let me do all the talking.” The car parked at the front door and the three social workers got out.


  The huge house looked like it was ripped right out of an historic Tuscan villa. The intricate stone facade was trimmed with espresso colored wood. They walked up to the enormous wooden front door and Elijah pressed on the doorbell.


  “Please state your name and the reason for your visit,” a computerized voice said.


  “I’m Irene Crow with the Seattle Social Department. With me are Florida Hartford and Elijah Noth. I need to ask Mr. Jonas Cooper a few questions pertaining to an investigation.”


  One of the stones of the facade next to the door projected forward, revealing a scanner. “Please present each of your identifications.”


  Irene pulled out her device and held it up to the scanner until it made a little beeping sound. Florida and Elijah followed suit. Once all three were scanned, the stone slid back in. The door made a loud metallic clunk, then the computer voice said, “Please enter.”


  They pushed open the heavy door and walked into the grand foyer. Every detail of the space looked expensive, from the elaborate crystal chandelier to the mosaic tile pattern on the floor. Jonas came gliding down the curved staircase. He had incredibly dark skin, a smooth scalp, and black eyes. He smiled down at his visitors, his bright white teeth glowing between his dark lips.


  “Pat warned me someone from the SSD might be coming, although I didn't expect three of you.” He warmly shook each of their hands. “Please, come with me to the study and we’ll have a chat.”


  Elijah was so busy looking around, he had to jog across the entrance to catch up. The study looked like a library trimmed in gold and filled with leather-bound volumes. All the chairs in the room were intricately carved wood with plush velvet seats. They all sat around a low table and Irene pulled out her device.


  “May I record our conversation?” she asked.


  “You may,” Jonas said, relaxing back into his seat.


  “Begin recording,” the device said.


  “How did you meet Dr. Tanaka?”


  “I told my doctor I wanted to be castrated, and he referred me to Pat.” Elijah began coughing, and Jonas gave him a wide smile. “Not something you’d do yourself, young man?”


  “No judgements,” Elijah said, raising his hands up.


  “It is a bit drastic,” Florida said. “Did your doctor recommend the procedure?”


  “No,” Jonas said, shaking his head. “It was completely elective. Women are vultures. I can’t tell you how many ladies on the hunt have tried to have a baby off of me to take claim of my wealth.”


  “We don’t need to know your reasons for the procedure,” Irene said. “Tell us about your interactions with Dr. Tanaka.”


  “Well, when my regular doctor finally believed I was serious about removing the brothers, he introduced me to Dr. Tanaka. Pat had a good bedside manner. There were no complications. Was there anything in particular you were looking for?”


  “Was any part of the procedure remarkable, or strike you as odd?” Irene asked.


  “It went just as Pat described. I was only under for half an hour. I stayed in an aftercare facility for a few days before returning home. That was it.”


  “Do you have a personal relationship with Dr. Tanaka?” she asked.


  “A relationship was necessary before allowing the man to perform such a delicate procedure on me. We’ve remained friends.”


  Florida uncrossed her legs and stood up. “Mr. Cooper, I need to conduct a physical exam.”


  He smiled and stood as well. “Of course. I’m sure you want to see that they’re really gone.”


  Before Florida could say anything more, Jonas unbuttoned his linen slacks and pulled them down. Elijah stared in disbelief while Irene looked away. Florida fished an exam glove out of her bag and slipped it on. She approached Jonas and examined him. “Here’s the incision. Looks like just a simple orchiectomy. You said you were put under for the procedure?”


  “I was,” Jonas confirmed.


  “You didn’t get implants to achieve a typical aesthetic?” Florida asked.


  “Why bother? The way they look now, I have proof of how committed I am to never having a child.”


  “That’s it,” Florida said, snapping her glove off. Only after hearing the telltale zip of Jonas’s pants did Irene look back up. Elijah, who had seen everything, looked sickly pale.


  Irene thanked Jonas for his time and they left his house.


  “Who the hell was that guy?” Elijah asked as they drove to interview the next patient.


  Florida scoffed. “You didn’t read the brief.”


  “I did,” he said.


  Irene turned back to talk to Elijah. “Liam Cooper founded Cooper Electric. Although he chose his business partner, Sean Wade, to take over the company, he left his shares to his son, Jonas Cooper.”


  “His weird, eccentric son,” Florida added.


  “So what happens to his piles of money when he dies?” he asked.


  “That’s really none of our business,” Irene said.


  “Sean Wade has a granddaughter whom Jonas fancies. Mr. Cooper set up his whole estate as a trust with her listed as a beneficiary,” Florida said.


  “Wow,” Elijah said, sitting back. “How did you know that?”


  Florida flipped down the sun visor and checked her lipstick. “I read Weekly,” she said. “You know, a simple orchiectomy is usually done with only a local anesthetic. Someone doing the procedure electively, especially a healthy man like Jonas Cooper, shouldn’t need to be put under general.”


  “Could there be a reason to do general anesthesia instead?” Irene asked.


  Florida flipped the sun visor back up and glanced at Irene. “Not a medical one.”


  nine


  “How’s my little niece doing?” Ray asked as he raised the baby into the air.


  “Careful! You need to support her head,” Annette said, hovering around her daughter as Ray held her.


  Ray carefully cradled Ophelia. Her eyes locked onto his. There was no doubt she had taken to her uncle. “I’m just trying to get some practice before my own little bundle of joy arrives.”


  “How is Clara?” Annette asked.


  “Miserable. She’s ready to be a mom and be done with pregnancy.” She smiled, part of her glad that her own misery was over, but mostly she was happy that Clara wasn’t having an easier time of it.


  “This is going to be your reality soon,” she said, motioning at her cluttered apartment filled with baby paraphernalia.


  “We’re already there,” he said with a laugh. “Clara has bought every silly baby item we might never need. Our place is filled. Like, she bought a reusable liner for the clothes washer.”


  “I hear those are useful,” she said. Ray looked up at her to catch Annette’s joking wink. “Isn’t she nesting yet and getting everything tidy?”


  “I wish,” he said, rocking Ophelia back and forth as she waved around her little fists. “She’s currently in the accumulation phase.”


  He continued rocking the baby as Annette pulled a frozen meal from the fridge and heated it in the micro cooker.


  “Hey,” Ray said. “I wanted to apologize for not making it to Ophelia’s birth.”


  “It’s okay,” she said. The words came quickly out of her mouth, even though that really wasn’t how she felt. “Clara needed you. Whatever. She’s your family now.”


  Ray sighed. “I convinced her to change the date of that stupid baby shower. Figures she’d find some other way make me miss your big day.”


  “Has she had any more contractions?” Annette asked recalling Clara’s early labor scare that kept Ray from attending Ophelia’s birth.


  “Actually, yes, she’s has quite a few. Her doctor had her doing daily stress tests on the baby. She and baby are fine. The doctor’s just being careful.”


  Annette nodded. She only cared so much because this was her brother’s baby too. “Speaking of doctors, what time does her appointment start?”


  He checked the clock on the wall. “Soon. I should head out.” He carefully passed Ophelia back to her mother and left.


  ··OOO··


  Jamie had spent so much time filling out and worrying over the sheets of paper, that now they were crumpled and noticeably worn. That’s what you get for using paper forms.


  “I still think we should have filled out a membership form for you,” she said.


  “No,” Irene said, shaking her head. “The donor form states that the donor needs to be a member, but makes no mention of the donor’s spouse.”


  “It just feels weird that you don’t want to fill one out. You’re going to be a mother to this baby too.”


  Irene frowned. She wasn't a very trusting person. Jamie knew that. The membership form for AQD required all sorts of personal information, from occupation and salary, to high school GPA and list of personal references. Each time a question made her raise her eyebrows, she reminded herself that the adoption request form the Social Department required was much worse.


  There wasn’t a full meeting this week, so no chairs or lectern were set up in the school gym where they had met last week. Instead, they found an almost entirely empty room, save for a representative for AQD sitting at a single folding table.


  “Hello,” Jamie said, walking confidently into the room. The tall man looked up from where he sat at the table.


  “May I help you?” he asked in an uninviting tone.


  “I’m interested in being a female donor with AQD. I filled out a membership form,” Jamie said. He held out his hand, and she gave him both the membership form and the one for finding a sperm donor.


  He read briefly over the papers. “Female donors are hard to come by. Thank you for signing up. Have you filled out the parent profile?”


  “I’m sorry,” Irene interjected. “What’s the parent profile? I thought the donor and membership forms were all that was needed.”


  “Well, women are the ones who need to carry the child, and many want to raise the child themselves as well. However, nurturing is a major tenant at AQD so donors who want custody of their offspring must complete the parent profile and enroll in the six month parenting course.”


  “Wait, there’s a chance I wouldn’t get to raise my baby?” Jamie asked.


  “A lot of female donors do raise their offspring, and many co-parent with their male donors. You would just have to fill out the profile, complete the course, and get screened to make sure you would provide an ideal environment with appropriate atmosphere and stimulation. Most women are able to complete all three steps while they’re on the waitlist.”


  “How long is the wait list?” Jamie asked.


  “It usually takes about two years to get matched. Sometimes longer.”


  Irene gave Jamie a dubious look, but Jamie was determined. “What’s the first step?”


  “Fill out the yellow form.” He flipped open his bag which sat on the floor next to the table and pulled out a thick packet of yellow paper. He handed it to Jamie, adding, “Any additional adults in the household also need to fill one out.”


  “We’ll need a second one, then,” she said. Irene placed her hand on her wife’s arm, but didn’t stop her. This packet did look thicker than the forms for adoption.


  “Sorry, I’ve only got the one copy. Come back next week and I’ll bring another.”


  “I’ll just make a copy at home,” Jamie said.


  “No, don’t do that,” he said sharply. “Once you scan the paper it’s in the system. The government wants to shut down the work we’re doing here. We have all these safeguards in place, including only hard copy information, for a reason.”


  Jamie nodded, hugging the packet of paper to her chest.


  “Let’s go,” Irene said. As they walked to the car, she added, “I don’t have a good feeling about this.”


  “It’ll be fine,” Jamie said. “And no matter how you feel about it, this may be the only way we can have a baby.”


  Irene shook her head. She hoped there would still be another way.


  ··OOO··


  The doorbell rang again. “Jamie, door,” Irene shouted, absorbed in the cheesy horror movie playing on their living room screen. The doorbell rang a third time. Irene sighed as she got up from the couch and grabbed the bowl of candy before opening the door.


  “Trick or treat!” chimed a couple of children. They both wore robot kitten costumes, a character from a popular children’s show.


  “What wonderful costumes,” Irene said as she handed each child a piece of candy.


  “Thank you,” both children said before running ahead to the next apartment door.


  “Happy Halloween,” their father said, trailing behind them in the hallway.


  Irene smiled at him before closing the door.


  Before settling back into the sofa, she realized she hadn’t heard a peep from Jamie all night. Jamie loved handing out candy and seeing all the kids in their costumes. Irene walked around their apartment looking for her.


  Jamie sat at the edge of the bed facing away from the door with the yellow packet, now slightly crumpled, next to her. Irene came around the bed and saw that her face was wet with tears.


  “Bunny, what’s wrong?” Irene asked.


  Jamie sniffled loudly and wiped off her face with her hand. “We’re never getting a baby.”


  Irene stroked her hair and said, “That’s not true.”


  “We keep hitting dead end after dead end.”


  Irene glanced at the discarded yellow packet. She knew as soon as she saw the thick packet that AQD wouldn’t work out. “This is just one setback, bunny. We don’t need a secret organization with tons of rules. All we need is one man. We just haven’t found him yet.”


  Jamie let out a short laugh. “Straight women spend their entire lives looking for Mr. Right. I’m sick of waiting. I want a baby now.”


  “I know you do. I want a baby too.” Irene kissed her wife and continued stroking her hair.


  Jamie pushed her away. “No you don’t!” she yelled. “You never wanted a baby. Otherwise you would have tried harder.”


  Irene frowned. “I am trying. As hard as I can. It’s not that easy.”


  “I should just do what your friend did. She had the right idea.”


  “No,” Irene said firmly. She grasped her wife’s shoulders and tried to get Jamie to look her in the eye. “Jamie, no. You’re not going around sleeping with strange men just to get pregnant.”


  “She got Carmen Pott’s baby,” Jamie said with a pout.


  Irene sighed and sat down next to her. “Annette could get into a lot of trouble for what she did. The only reason she hasn’t been arrested for using frozen sperm is because I still believe her story. It’s not worth the risk.”


  Jamie took the yellow packet and threw it at the floor where it landed with a thud. “I can’t find a donor either. None of my art friends want to help. I didn’t think it’d be this hard.”


  Irene looped an arm around her wife and gave her a tight hug before letting go. They sat in silence for a while before Irene said, “Why don’t you join me in the living room? We can watch whatever you want on the screen and we’ll hand out candy together.”


  “The Witch who Stole Halloween,” Jamie said.


  “Seriously?” Irene asked. “Again?”


  “It’s tradition,” Jamie said as she stood up. “And you said whatever I want.”


  “Fine,” Irene agreed, following her to the living room. “But if you start singing along, I’ll sing louder.” Irene didn’t know a thing about music, but she had the words to Jamie’s favorite movie memorized.


  “Deal,” Jamie said.


  ··OOO··


  Jamie took care of all the domestic chores, so whenever Irene came over, Annette knew she couldn’t expect much help around the apartment. She did, however, spring for some of the best take-out the city had to offer. For lunch today, she brought sushi rolls from Fishy Dish, complete with their in-house soy sauce.


  “God, I missed this stuff while I was pregnant,” Annette said before plopping another roll in her mouth.


  “You know the FDA requires all raw fish be treated with UV, so there’s no concern of contracting a parasite,” Irene said.


  “Sure, but UV doesn’t remove mercury.”


  “You could have eaten farm-raised fish…”


  Annette held up her hand. “Not the same. And Fishy Dish doesn’t serve farm-raised.” She ate another bite of dragon roll before asking, “How is the search for a baby daddy going?”


  Irene set her paper plate down. “Ugh.”


  “Even harder when the guy doesn’t get sex out of it?” Annette said, smiling and giving Irene a little nudge.


  “You’ve already gone through all this trouble to conceive. I’m sure you’ve seen it all,” Irene said.


  “Hey, I got mine in the end,” Annette said, motioning to Ophelia who slept peacefully in her crib as it swayed back and forth.


  “We were looking into this organization that was going to match us with a donor who has ‘superior’ sperm…”


  Annette let out a snort of laughter. “Sorry, go on.”


  “Everything looked great until they told us that we’d have to go through all of these steps before they’d actually let us raise the baby, and the wait to get matched takes years.”


  “Years? You’re shitting me.”


  “No joke,” Irene said.


  “What’s the name of the organization? I want to look them up.”


  Irene pulled her device out of her pocket and handed it to Annette. Annette’s was in the crib with Ophelia monitoring her breathing and playing a lullaby. “AQD. Associations of Quality DNA.”


  Annette spoke into the device. “Look up AQD.” The display faded to black. “Uh oh.”


  “What?”


  “There is no such thing as AQD.” The computerized voice said before the device emitted a loud, high-pitched tone.


  They both covered their ears as Ophelia started shrieking from her crib.


  “Make it stop!” Annette yelled over the tone. She handed the device back to Irene and picked up her daughter, taking her to the back of her apartment.


  She could hear Irene shout, “Volume, mute,” at the device a few times, and then heard some banging noises. When the sound finally stopped, Ophelia started to calm down. She was due for a bottle, so Annette went back to the kitchen to grab one from the fridge. She was greeted by the smell of smoke.


  “I’m so sorry about that,” Irene said. “I guess AQD tries to stay off the grid. Jarred warned me not to search for it, but I didn’t realize it would destroy my device.”


  “It’s not working now?” Annette asked as she placed a new bottle in the warmer. Ophelia fussed and grabbed at Annette’s shirt. She wanted to eat now that she was awake.


  “It started sparking and smoking before the tone stopped,” Irene said, pointing at the still-smoking electronic which now sat in the sink.


  “You should go to the Cherry store. See if they can fix it.”


  Irene poked her device and quickly pulled her hand away. It was too hot to touch. “I’ll give it a try, but I think it’s a goner.”


  Wrapping her dead device in a kitchen towel, Irene wished them well and left. Annette settled down on the sofa with Ophelia and her warm bottle. After what happened to Irene’s device, she was dying to know more about this cult-like organization.


  ··OOO··


  Irene and her small task force held a meeting in the conference room. Victory had brought in donuts for the entire department, and Elijah couldn’t seem to keep out of them. His fingers were covered with glaze as he consumed his third donut. Florida stared at him in open disgust.


  “What?” he said. “They’re free.”


  Irene sat down at the head of the long table. “Can we get back on task?”


  Angel sat on the tabletop at the corner, reading over her shoulder. “So what do we have so far?”


  “A lot of men missing their balls,” Elijah answered, stuffing the last half of the donut into his mouth and licking his fingers.


  “None of them had complicated procedures, yet were all put under,” Florida added.


  “But, why were they put under?” Irene asked. They had been pondering this question all week.


  “Anxiety?” Angel suggested. “I’d be pretty worried if I were about to lose the family jewels.”


  “There’s much better medicine for anxiety than general anesthesia,” Florida said. “And for surgery, doctors prescribe the fun stuff.”


  “Obviously Dr. Tanaka is hiding something,” Elijah said.


  Angel stood up and paced around the front of the room. “What do you mean?”


  “If there’s no medical reason to put these guys under, there has to be some other reason. There must be some aspect of the procedure that Dr. Tanaka doesn’t want his patients to know. Maybe he has someone else doing the procedure,” Elijah said, his eyes wide.


  “Why don’t we just ask him?” Florida said.


  “I’ll give him a call,” Irene said. She knew he wouldn’t be forthcoming with answers, especially now that he was being formally investigated. However, her team needed to see her as a leader and that included leaving no stone unturned. She pulled her device from her pocket. The large handheld, if it could even be called that, was a much older, refurbished model. Her previous one had been completely destroyed.


  “I’ll do the talking,” Florida offered.


  “Cha cha cherry,” Irene said, waiting for the display to show a cherry graphic which meant the device was listening. “Call Dr. Tanaka.”


  “Holy shit, that thing is old,” Elijah said. “You find it this weekend while searching for dinosaur bones?”


  Angel hushed him as Irene tapped an icon to turn on the device’s speaker. The line rang a few times before Dr. Tanaka answered. “If it isn’t the social worker. What can I do for you today, Miss Crow?”


  “I’m here with my medical professional, Florida Hartford.”


  Florida launched in. “Dr. Tanaka, we’ve been speaking with some of your patients who had a simple bilateral orchiectomy. All of them have claimed to have been placed under general anesthesia. What was your reasoning for using general on a simple procedure like this?”


  “Pleasure meeting you Miss Hartford,” Dr. Tanaka said. “I’m sorry, but without a specific patient in mind, I’m afraid I can’t make any sweeping generalizations.”


  “Jonas Cooper,” Irene said.


  “Jonas asked to be put under,” he replied. Florida looked at Irene and raised her brow.


  “How about George Clark?” Angel asked. Florida shook her head.


  “His procedure was much more complicated,” Tanaka said.


  “Evan Gripp,” Florida said, listing a name not on the patient list.


  There was a long pause before Tanaka responded. “I’m really too busy to answer all these questions over a call. In the future, send any questions you have directly to my assistant. Good day.” The line clicked as Tanaka disconnected.


  “Who’s Evan Gripp?” Irene asked.


  “Just a guy I dated ages ago,” Florida said.


  “Then why ask about him?” Angel said.


  “Because that guy,” Florida pointed to a man who was wearing a black suit, white shirt, and black tie peering through the window in the conference room door, “came to my apartment this weekend asking about him.”


  With all four social workers looking at him, the man in the suit let himself into the conference room. “Hello,” he said, nodding his head in greeting. “I’m Agent Rick Elder with the social crimes division of the FBI.” He held up his device which displayed his credentials.


  Angel held out his hand and gave Rick a firm handshake. “I’m Angel Cole. This is Elijah Noth and Irene Crow.”


  Irene turned to look at Rick. His hair was thinning on the top of his head and his mouth was fixed in a frown. “I’m leading the task force investigating Dr. Patrick Tanaka,” she said. Irene had worked with the FBI only a couple times before. More accurately, the Bureau relieved her of those two cases, leaving her in the lurch. This one was too important for her to let go.


  “We’ve already met,” Florida said, uncrossing her legs then crossing them again with the other leg on top.


  “I’m Elijah,” Elijah said, wiping his hands clean on his shirt before holding one out. Rick reluctantly shook his hand then retrieved a wipe from his pocket and cleaned his own hands.


  “Why are you here, Agent Elder?” Irene asked, not even trying to sound courteous.


  “I thought the Social Department would be a little more welcoming. Especially after the Bureau got you your subpoena.”


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Irene said.


  Rick strolled around the room and sat at the other end of the table. “The FBI opened an investigation on Dr. Tanaka related to another case. We thought maybe he was recruiting patients for some illegal activity, and subpoenaed the list. When Victory requested the list, the Bureau sent it over as a gesture of goodwill. Why is the Social Department interested in him?”


  Irene briefly explained how her investigation into Rose Clark’s baby had led them to Dr. Tanaka.


  “So what about Eric Gripp?” Elijah asked.


  Rick leaned back and steepled his fingers together as he explained. “Mr. Gripp was a member of a fraternity of sorts while he was in college. A fraternity with which Dr. Tanaka was also affiliated. Mr. Gripp recalled waking up late one morning after a particularly wild party in a moderate amount of pain with an ice pack crammed in his crotch. He dismissed it as some sort of hazing ritual, and only recently found out that his left testicle had been surgically removed.”


  “Wow,” Elijah said. “How do you not notice one of your balls is missing?” He shuddered at the thought.


  Rick stood up as he continued. “Dr. Tanaka was still a resident at the time. He may or may not have been involved in the incident. But that really isn’t the FBI’s primary concern.”


  Angel sat in a chair at Rick’s end of the table. “Well, we knew Dr. Tanaka wasn’t shy about removing men’s cojones.”


  “We’re not done investigating Dr. Tanaka,” Irene said, standing up. “The FBI isn’t taking this case away from us.”


  “We’re not interested in whose balls the good doctor has removed.” Rick said.


  Elijah shook his head. “Then what is the FBI interested in?”


  Rick placed both hands palms down on the table. “The fraternity. I’m here because I need one of you to help with our investigation. Have any of you heard of a group that calls themselves AQD?”


  He was met with silence.


  Angel turned to Irene and asked, “Is that the cult Jamie wanted to join?”


  A grin spread across Rick’s face. “So you have heard of it.”


  Irene’s stomach dropped. She couldn’t be sure how much the FBI knew, but she didn’t want to get caught in a lie. “My wife and I went to a meeting.”


  Rick tapped his fingers quickly against the table before standing up. “Miss Crow, how would you like to become an asset to the FBI?


  “Do I have a choice?” Irene asked.


  “Of course, but there is a right and wrong answer.”


  Irene nodded.


  “Please, come with me.”


  ··OOO··


  Rick didn’t use navigation on his device, instead driving manually to their destination. There was nothing remarkable about the generic office building they arrived at, aside from the tall, barbed-wire-topped fence surrounding it.


  The interior, however, was a completely different story. Irene was shocked by the high level of scrutiny. Immediately inside the doors sat a security desk. A woman wearing a navy uniform stood up and greeted them. “Good afternoon, Agent Elder.”


  He pressed his hand against the top of the desk. The wood seemed to glow, light tracing his hand before the dark front of the desk illuminated green and a computerized voice said, “Welcome back, Agent Elder.”


  “Your turn,” he said to Irene. She placed her hand on the desk and felt the warm light dance over her palm and fingers. This time it glowed red.


  “Irene Crow. Access is not authorized.”


  Irene looked at Rick. “How does it know who I am?”


  “DNA isn’t the only thing collected at birth,” Rick said. He turned to the security officer and said, “She’s my guest.”


  “Limited access granted for Irene Crow, escorted by Agent Richard Elder,” the computer corrected.


  “We’ll get you clearances before you leave today,” Rick said. He pulled out his device. “She’ll need yours too,” he told Irene.


  The security officer brought up a small lead box from under the desk which had a key sticking out of a lock on the top. She opened the box and Rick dropped his device inside. Irene did the same. The officer closed the box and locked it, then handed the plastic key to Rick.


  “Thank you,” he said before strolling through the scanner. Irene followed alongside him, passing through the security office to a bank of elevators. One of them automatically opened and they got in. Without a word of instruction, the elevator went down, deep underground. Irene wasn’t sure how far down they had gone when the elevator finally stopped and they got off.


  This part of the FBI building looked like any other office building with cheap, temporary walls marking small offices. They walked through the maze of hallways until they reached a long stretch of hall with only one door. Rick placed his hand on the doorknob, and after a moment, the knob glowed green and he was able to open the door and walk inside.


  The conference room looked similar to the one at the Social Department, except that the walls were covered in smart boards. A glance around the space showed images of Dr. Tanaka and some of the patients Irene had interviewed. There were pages from medical records and handwritten notes displayed. Someone had gone in with a red marker and drawn lines between various photos and documents forming a spiderweb of connections.


  There was only one other person in the room, an older woman with her gray hair in a men’s crew cut wearing a suit similar to Rick’s, complete with a black tie. She wore heavy glasses which took over much of her face.


  “You must be Irene Crow,” she said in a low, crackly voice. She shook Irene’s hand. “I’m Josephine Jordan, the Director of Domestic Terrorism here at the Bureau. My colleagues call me Jo. Let’s all take a seat.” Irene wasn’t sure about working with ‘Domestic Terrorism.’ It didn’t sound safe. Regardless, she sat down next to Rick and across from the Jo. “Tell me, Irene, what happened to your device?”


  “How did you know…” Irene began. Jo pointed to the screen behind her where a square appeared, displaying the footage of her placing her new device in the lead box at the security desk.


  “No one uses the Cha cha Cherry model unless they have to,” Jo said. “Especially since the Social Department provides the Economy Deluxe model to employees.”


  “I tried to search for AQD on my device and it fried,” Irene said.


  Jo clasped her hands together and leaned forward, ready to listen. “How did you first learn about AQD?”


  “I was in Los Angeles, actually to interview Dr. Tanaka. I was sitting at a restaurant bar, and a man, Jarred Long, came over and sat next to me.”


  “This man?” Jo asked, turning to the wall behind her. A rectangle appeared on the board next to the square of security footage showing an image of the man who promised to help Irene get a baby.


  “Yes,” Irene said.


  “How about this man?” Jo asked, another picture appearing on the smartboard.


  Irene recognized him as well. “That’s Miguel Blanco, the man Rose Clark had an affair with.”


  “What about him?” A third, stunningly attractive portrait displayed behind her.


  “I don’t recognize him,” Irene admitted.


  “This is Michael Shark. He’s the man we believe impregnated Annette Blisburn.”


  Irene’s jaw dropped in shock. “How did you find him?”


  “His device was closest in proximity to hers during conception.” Irene knew the government was able to access some information from devices. Now she was beginning to believe they had access to all the information. “All three of these men fathered a child without biologically fathering a child. There seem to be lots of attractive men affiliated with the organization. But that’s not why we called you in for this briefing.”


  While Irene had to admit that the three men displayed on the smart board were all incredibly handsome, she recalled all the people at the meeting were pretty normal looking.


  “More important,” Rick said, “is that all three of these men are affiliated with the terrorist organization, AQD.”


  Irene shook her head. “I wouldn’t call them terrorist. Maybe misguided.”


  “So you have been to a meeting,” Jo said, a smile enveloping her face, showing her crooked teeth. “You’ll be perfect.”


  “Perfect for what?” Irene asked, cautiously glancing from Jo to Rick and back.


  “We need you to infiltrate AQD. We’ve collected information which has led us to believe that they are planning on destroying the Genome Database,” Jo said. Irene was familiar with the Genome Database, which held the DNA information for every person in the world. They interfaced with it every day in the Social Department. She imagined the physical storage of the database was housed in a huge facility filled with servers. “You can imagine if it were lost, the results would be catastrophic.”


  Having everyone’s DNA on file was how genetic abnormalities were avoided, crime rates were kept down, and genetic diversity monitored. Without it, the most valuable tool in fighting crime would be gone and there would be no balance in the human genome for the future generation. It would take a huge effort to collect all of that information again.


  “What about Dr. Tanaka?” Irene asked.


  “He’s a small player,” Rick said. “You just need to find out how they plan to destroy the Genome Database and then report back to us. The FBI will take care of shutting them down.”


  “Where is the Genome Database?” she asked.


  “It’s classified,” Rick said quickly.


  Jo pulled off her glasses and rubbed the bridge of her nose for a moment before returning the heavy frames to her face. “If we give you that information, you may inadvertently leak it to AQD. We’re not yet sure if they know where it is held.”


  “Why me? Why not one of your agents?” Irene asked.


  With a snap, the entire smart board cleared and the whole thing became white. “I looked up your file. You’re in a unique position they would be eager to experiment with,” Jo said. “With the strange parentage cases you’ve seen and their affiliation with Dr. Tanaka, they’re undoubtedly running some sort of medical experiments. They won’t be able to resist planting an embryo in your barren womb.”


  “Hold up,” Irene said, raising her hands. “I’m not taking part in any medical experiments.”


  “Then you better find out their plan before it comes to that,” Jo said as she stood up. She turned to the smart board and all the notes and information from before faded back into view. “You’re dismissed.”


  “I’ll take you out,” Rick said. He led Irene out into the hall and back to the elevators.


  As they rode back up to ground level, he turned to her and said, “For her safety, you shouldn’t tell your wife anything more about AQD, or that you’re investigating it.” Irene couldn’t imagine hiding all this from Jamie.


  “I need to get back to my office,” she said as they exited the elevator.


  “You don’t work there anymore. AQD would never trust an active social worker. They will trust a disgruntled past employee who got fired for voicing her progressive ideas.”


  “What am I supposed to tell my wife?” she asked as they walked back through security.


  “You’ll come up with something,” he said before disappearing back into the building.


  ten


  “Don’t you need to get up for work?” Jamie said, nudging Irene who was still asleep.


  Irene grunted and rolled over. Her head was pounding. Her memory of last night was foggy at best. She didn’t recall getting home or climbing into bed, but she also didn’t remember Jamie waiting up for her, which was good.


  “Get up, babe,” Jamie said, nudging her again. “You don’t want to be late.”


  “Just let me sleep,” Irene moaned, grabbing the blanket and covering her head.


  Jamie sat up. “I’m going to make some coffee.” She got up and left the bedroom.


  Irene tried to piece together her fragmented memory of last night. She had called Jamie to tell her she had to work late. Then she went to a local bar, one with game tables and local patrons, but no dance music or open mic. After a few beers, she talked to someone on her device. She had a complete, friendly conversation, but couldn’t recall who with or what was said. There had been pool. She played pool on a cheap table with physical pool balls. Hadn’t she played with someone? While playing game after game, she kept drinking, maybe from a pitcher. Had she bought all that beer?


  More important than her memory of last evening was her need for coffee. She had to sit up slowly, her head screaming in reaction to each motion. Her stomach felt like it was full of acid. She needed to eat something.


  Her device buzzed on the side table next to her. Who would be calling her this early in the morning? When she saw the name on the display, it all came back to her.


  She answered the call, even though she didn’t really want to talk to him. “Hey.”


  “Hey, Irene. I wanted to make sure you made it home okay,” Elijah said.


  “I had my car. I woke up in my bed, so I guess I did.”


  “I just wanted to say sorry, for my part in everything,” he said. “I probably should have told you to stop.”


  Irene pressed her hand against her head, willing the pain to go away. “I’m a big girl, so you don’t need to feel responsible for me. I can make my own decisions, including how much I drink.”


  “Well, after everything that happened with work and all, I figured you wanted to drown your sorrows.”


  “I’m fine now,” Irene said. “Just don’t try to help again.” She disconnected the call before setting her device back on the table. What were the chances that her local bar was also Elijah and his group of friends’ favorite hang out?


  She got up and shuffled into the bathroom to take a shower. Once she was clean and dressed in her casual clothes, she came out into the kitchen and poured herself a cup of coffee. The door to the second bedroom, which Jamie used as an art studio, was closed. She must already be working.


  “Cha cha cherry play the morning news,” Irene said. The screen in the living room turned on and the news started playing. She settled down into the armchair and sipped on her coffee as she watched the screen.


  After a while, there was a knock on their door. Irene got up and answered it. “Angel,” she said, opening the door for him to come in. He stepped into the front entrance, but didn’t come any farther.


  “I, uh, brought the stuff from your desk,” he said, holding up a box.


  “Thank you.”


  “Are you okay? You look like shit.”


  Irene shrugged a shoulder. “I tried to drown my sorrows last night. I did a pretty good job.”


  Jamie emerged from her studio. “Oh, hi Angel. What are you doing here in the middle of the day?” She had dabs of paint all over her smock and was cleaning her hands with a rag which smelled strongly of paint thinner. Even though stunning effects could be done easily with digital art, there was still a huge market for physical paintings.


  “I just came over with Irene’s stuff,” he said. He had a stern expression on his face. “I’m so sorry about everything.”


  “Don’t be sorry,” Jamie said with a smile, “I’m used to her working all kinds of hours.”


  Angel looked at Irene. “You didn’t tell her?”


  “Tell me what?” Jamie asked.


  Irene took the box from Angel and set it on the kitchen counter. “I got fired,” she said.


  “Fired?” Jamie spat, throwing her rag at the kitchen sink.


  “I should go,” Angel said, ducking out of the apartment.


  “I wanted a baby for us so bad. I took information about a sperm bank, hoping to use them for our baby. The bank had already shut down, but my theft didn’t go unnoticed.” Irene wanted to tell Jamie the truth, that her investigation had taken her on a new turn investigating AQD. At least this lie would keep Jamie from getting too mad. “I’m so sorry, bunny. I let my desire to have a baby cloud my judgement.”


  “If you really wanted a baby, you wouldn’t have gotten yourself fired! How are we going to afford starting a family if you don’t have a job?”


  Irene knew Jamie would likely be upset, but she didn’t expect this outburst. “I get a severance. I’ll find a job before it runs out.”


  “I can’t believe you’d do this to me,” Jamie shouted before going back into her studio and slamming the door. A moment later she stormed back out and grabbed her rag from the sink before disappearing and slamming the door again.


  Irene sighed as she sat back down in the living room, turning the news on again. Although she knew she needed to get to work on her assignment from Agent Rick, she wasn’t sure where to start. More pressing was the nausea waving through her stomach.


  She went to the kitchen and put some slices of bread in the micro cooker and set it to toast. As it heated her bread, she peered at the box of things from her office. Looking through the contents, she shuffled past her wedding photo and the pile of pens to the pamphlets at the bottom. All the literature she and Jamie had gotten from that first AQD meeting they had gone to were here.


  The micro cooker bell dinged. She put her toast on a plate and slathered a generous amount of butter on each piece. Taking her plate and handful of papers to the living room, she sat back down in her chair. Jamie would get upset about the crumbs in the living room, but she was already mad. What was one more little infraction?


  As she ate, she read through the pamphlets, cover to cover. One of the brochures had a small section on the back titled, “Employment Opportunities.” It was perfect. This would be her in. They held open interviews every Friday at noon. “Cha cha cherry, update resume,” she said. She had an interview to prepare for.


  ··OOO··


  Irene wasn’t sure where the interview would take place in the middle of the school day. It was bright and sunny outside as she walked from her car to the front of the elementary school. She wore a full suit of matching dark gray pants and blazer with a simple cream-colored blouse. On her neck hung a silver pendant necklace, and a watch adorned her left wrist. Her only other accessory was the leather folder with copies of her résumé.


  She pulled out her device and said, “Cha cha cherry silent mode,” then placed it back in her pocket before entering the school. The pamphlet had said to check in at the front office at noon for open interviews. Walking tall, she strode into the school’s office and said, “Hello. I’m here for the open interview.”


  The secretary at the front desk glanced up over her reading glasses for a few seconds before saying, “What interview?”


  She could feel sweat forming at her hairline, but remained confident. A job at AQD would be her in, and a much faster way to infiltrate than being just a member.


  “I’m a member of the association which rents facilities from this school building,” Irene said.


  A man working on a computer at the far end of the office spoke up. “She’s talking about the DNA brainwash club.”


  Irene smiled. She didn’t want to say ‘yes, the brainwash club!’ but that was what she thought too.


  “Right, right, the DNA club. They use one of the mobile classrooms, Unit G, during the week.”


  “Thank you,” Irene said before leaving the office. She went back out the front door and walked around the school until she found the correct temporary structure. Now it was ten past twelve. She hoped her lateness wouldn’t be an issue.


  She knocked on the door and waited for a voice to say “Come in,” before entering the trailer. The unit was long and empty with just a desk and chair at the end. The chair was occupied by the same tall man who had given them the parental profile.


  “Hello, I’m Irene Crow,” she said, extending her hand.


  “Oh,” he said, looking up at her. “It’s you. I don’t have another yellow packet.”


  She dropped her hand since he apparently wasn’t going to shake it. “I’m actually here about a different matter. I came for the open interviews. I’m interested in employment at AQD.”


  “We’re actually not hiring right now,” he said. Done with their conversation, he turned away from her and focused on the small screen sitting on the desk.


  Irene searched the desk for a name plate or some other indication of this man’s title. “What’s your name?”


  “Sean Nagle,” he said.


  “Mr. Nagle, it’s a pleasure to formally meet you. I’m not one for self-aggrandizing, but you need me. AQD needs me.” She opened up her folder and handed him a copy of her résumé. “I would like to point out that my previous employment was at the Social Department. I was forced out because of a disagreement in ideologies. I hold the AQD tenets at heart, and the Social Department wasn’t accepting of my vision for the future.”


  She pulled out the green membership form which she filled out for herself and handed it to Sean. “Since I was employed with the Social Department for eight years, I have an in-depth knowledge of how they work and what red flags they are looking for as far as the Genome Database is concerned. My knowledge would be invaluable to AQD.”


  “I could pass your information along,” he said.


  Irene gave him a big smile. “I would greatly appreciate that. I’ll make a point of looking for Mr. Stone at tonight’s meeting.” Before leaving, she held out her hand for a firm handshake which he accepted this time. She felt good.


  ··OOO··


  Irene spent the rest of the afternoon trying to memorize the AQD mission statement and tenets. In case Aiden observed her at the meeting, she wanted to be able to recite the passages without having to read them from a page. She wanted to show how serious she was about this job.


  Jamie had cooled off a little since their fight over Irene’s lost job. Over dinner, Irene told Jamie that she had gone to an interview and it went well. All through the meal she tried to come up with a convenient reason to be absent for the evening without directly telling Jamie she was going to the AQD meeting.


  As Irene cleared the table after dinner, Jamie announced, “I promised some of my artist friends that I’d go out with them tonight.”


  Irene didn’t mix well with Jamie’s artistic friends. This would be perfect. “I was just going to stay in and look for some more job leads, but I’ll go out with you and your friends.”


  “That’s all right,” Jamie said, getting up from the table to help Irene clean up. “Your job search is more important.”


  “Are you sure you’ll be okay going out by yourself?” Irene asked. She needed to carefully toe the line between getting out of the social interaction and making Jamie suspicious that Irene would so willingly stay behind.


  “I guess I can do it just the once,” Jamie said.


  Once Jamie had left, Irene quickly put her blazer back on and swiped on some lip balm before leaving for the meeting.


  ··OOO··


  She did her best to look engaged through the entire evening. She recited all the tenets loudly from memory and nodded along with Aiden’s lecture, making a show of agreeing with everything he had to say. Today he focused on nurture, and how each person’s upbringing shapes the adult they will become.


  After the ceremonies concluded, Aiden actually made a point of finding Irene.


  “Mr. Stone,” she said pleasantly, shaking his hand. “What a wonderful lecture. I’m interested to hear more about how a person’s early development sets the stage for future learning.” She wasn’t actually interested, but she wanted to let him know she had been listening.


  “Please, call me Aiden. Sean spoke highly of you after your conversation earlier today. There aren’t any positions in the organization that currently need to be filled, but we could certainly benefit from your expertise.”


  “All I want to do is help,” she said. “Perhaps I could volunteer for a trial period. I get thirty days severance from my old job. After that, you can decide whether it’s worth keeping me on.”


  “All right, you’ve got a deal,” Aiden said, shaking her hand again. “I want you to report to this address Monday morning at eight am sharp.” He pulled a business card from his breast pocket and pressed it into her hand. She slipped it into her own pocket.


  Only after leaving the school grounds did she look at the card. All that was printed on it was an address. She knew better than to put her first day of work in her device’s calendar.


  ··OOO··


  The weekend had been tense. Jamie had stayed out all night Friday, finally coming home late Saturday morning. She claimed she had simply lost track of time. Irene didn’t trust any of her wife’s friends, and wasn’t sure if she should trust Jamie either. She was glad when Monday finally rolled around and she was able to go to work.


  Irene didn’t want to take the chance of her device shutting down by putting in the address Aiden gave her. Instead, she pulled up a map of the area and looked for the street the address was on. A couple blocks away was a shopping center with an Every-Mart. She could park there and walk the rest of the way.


  A tree-lined sidewalk connected the Every-Mart parking lot to a quiet residential area. The street was dotted with compact single-family homes nestled on small lawns. It was a lovely walk on such a nice day. Even though the houses were little, the price of the land they sat on made them far too expensive for most middle-class families. The city was so saturated with people, little luxuries like a yard were hard to come by.


  Double-checking the street number to the card, Irene found the place she was looking for. It was an unassuming ranch style house clad in gray siding. Large trees grew in front, blocking the view of the house from the street.


  She knocked on the front door and was greeted by Aiden who was still dressed in pajamas.


  “Irene, you actually came. Please, come in.” He held the door open for her and she walked inside. “I didn’t realize it was already eight. I apologize, I haven’t gotten ready yet.”


  Irene looked around at the interior of a house. She assumed Aiden was a bachelor who lived by himself, and the house he stood in was nothing like she had expected. Every surface and piece of furniture was covered in floral prints and trimmed with lace. The table tops held lots of little pictures, candles, and fragile figurines.


  “This is your home?” Irene asked.


  He smiled, clearly proud of the little house. “Yes, it is.”


  She needed to stop staring at the cluttered interior and focus on Aiden. “So, what would you like me to do?”


  “Let’s get you caught up first,” Aiden said, walking to the kitchen table. He grabbed a couple of notebooks and handed them to her. “You can start reading through these. I’m going to go get showered.”


  She watched him disappear down the hallway and enter the last door. Clearing a small spot between the fussy place setting on the kitchen table,  she took a seat.


  She opened the top notebook and flipped through the pages. She quickly believed that AQD, specifically being led by Aiden, was capable of a terrorist attack. The tiny scribblings crammed into each page, curling around the bottom and snaking up the sides, were not the writings of a sane man. Every page was more of the same: incomprehensible ramblings about DNA impurity and the inevitable fall of man. The second notebook looked much like the first. An uneasy feeling rose from her gut, and she no longer felt safe even being at this man’s house.


  The sound of water running came from down the hall. Irene figured she had a little bit of time to poke around before Aiden got out of the shower. She walked into the living room to explore.


  Even through the room was full to overflowing with stuff, it was still clean and dust free. She picked up a figurine from an end table, a little white Japanese cat with one paw raised into the air. Next to it sat a globe which appeared to be upside down. The southern hemisphere was on top with the northern hemisphere on bottom. All the labels were legible, so the orientation must have been intentional. Setting down the cat, she moved farther into the room.


  There were four or five rugs on the floor, some overlapping. She wondered if Aiden couldn’t settle on just one, or if they were hiding some horrible defect underneath. She stepped carefully, worried that the floor would give out under her.


  The fireplace looked unused and neglected. The mantle was crammed with even more items: clocks, candlesticks, and another cat with its paw in the air. In the middle was a family portrait. Her eyes widened when she saw the people in it.


  She didn’t recognize their faces. A young man wearing a graduation gown and cap with bright blue eyes and tanned skin stood between an older couple, presumably his parents. The woman had fair skin, blue eyes and blond hair. The man had dark skin, dark eyes, and black hair. This wasn’t Aiden’s family. This wasn’t Aiden’s house.


  The sound of a car pulling up startled her. She almost fell to the floor tripping on the pile of rugs. Rushing to the front of the house, she stood next to the window, straining to hear whatever she could. She couldn’t tell if the water was still running in the bathroom or not. The car engine cut off and was followed by voices. Someone was here. She needed to leave.


  Irene grabbed the two notebooks from the kitchen table and dashed through the living room to the sliding door leading to the back deck. Closing the door behind her, she crept down the steps and around the side of the house. She hid, watching the family get out of the car.


  “Are you sure this is the place?” a woman asked, pulling a small child from a car seat in the back.


  “This is it,” an older woman said cheerfully. “Looks like my sign fell over again.”


  “The yard is pretty overgrown,” a man said. The young family and their realtor all walked up to the front door and the realtor fiddled with the doorknob and keys.


  “Huh, the door should have been locked,” she said before letting the family into the house.


  Irene wondered what happened to Aiden. She couldn’t hear whether or not the shower was still running from outside. Hopefully the young family wouldn’t run into him in the bathroom.


  She walked quickly back to Every-Mart and went inside the giant shopping center. The front held a cafe where they sold beverages and snacks. Irene got a cup of coffee and sat at one of the small tables. She held up her device and said, “Cha cha cherry, look up Aiden Stone.”


  The hourglass icon flashed for a few moments before the computerized voice said, “No match found.”


  She opened the notebooks again, flipping through to see if she could learn anything from the insane scribbles. She was looking for any mention of the Genome Database. Scanning a third and fourth time didn’t reveal anything useful.


  Letting out a heavy sigh, she closed the notebooks and looked back at her device. What was she supposed to do now? She could go back to the house and see if Aiden was still there. He would be at the AQD meeting on Friday, but she didn’t want to wait that long before returning to the case. She wished there were some way she could reach out to Agent Rick and get some form of guidance.


  Irene wasn’t the only one employed by AQD. The tall man, Sean Nagle, was an employee. Where was he today? “Cha cha cherry, look up Sean Nagle.”


  “No match found.”


  “Damnit,” she said, banging her device against the table. The woman at the register gave her a curious glance. Irene wasn’t getting anywhere, so she decided to just go home.


  Instead of using navigation, she engaged the manual drive mode of her car and drove back to the house. There was no longer a car parked out front, and there were no signs of life outside.


  Feeling bold, she parked and walked up to the front door. It was now locked. She knocked on the door, but no one answered. Aiden must have also left. She got back in her car and drove home.  


  eleven


  Irene got up early the following morning. She wasn’t sure what to do. She could try going back to the house she had met Aiden at yesterday, or she could go to the elementary school where AQD rented space.


  Only after getting in her car did she make up her mind. “Drive to Baker Elementary School.” When nothing happened, she sighed and repeated herself. “Cha cha cherry, drive to Baker Elementary School.”


  Instead of going into the school where hundreds of children were milling around and trying to make it to their classrooms before the bell, she went straight to mobile unit G. She walked in to find Sean sitting at the desk with Aiden dressed in a button up shirt, tie, and slacks standing behind him. They both looked up from the screen on the desk as she entered.


  “Irene, I didn’t think I’d see you again after yesterday morning,” Aiden said.


  “I apologize,” she said. “I was feeling a little ill and had to go home to rest.”


  Aiden stood up straight and scratched his neck. “What made you feel ill, the crazy man rambling in those notebooks or the surprise visit from the realtor?”


  She stared at him blankly for a moment before he burst out laughing. Even Sean cracked a smile. “You’ll have to forgive me,” he said. “That was sort of a test I do to see if prospective employees are committed. I don’t want people working for me who just need a job. I want people who truly believe in the AQD tenets. Most new hires don’t come back.”


  Irene wasn’t amused. A test like that to check someone’s dedication was abusive and unprofessional. She kept her opinion to herself and forced a smile. “So, I passed?”


  “With flying colors,” Aiden said, holding out a hand. “Welcome to the team.” She shook his hand enthusiastically. She was in.


  “Well, why don’t I show you the office,” he said. “I’ll drive us there.” He waved bye to Sean before leading Irene out of the mobile unit and to the parking lot. He walked up the flashiest car in the lot. The bright red muscle car stuck out amongst the modest teachers’ sedans and mini-vans.


  They got in the car and Aiden opened the glove compartment which appeared to be lined in a metal mesh. “If you’ve got a device on you, place it in here.” Irene complied, putting her Cherry in the compartment and closing it. “You’ll want to pay attention to where we go, because you won’t be bringing a device with you to work.” She knew his caution was well founded. The FBI seemed to know all the information from everyone’s electronics. If anyone brought their device to the AQD office, it would likely be tracked.


  The engine of the muscle car roared to life. There was something about the raw power of a combustion engine that felt both exciting and dangerous. Irene held tightly to the door as they sped out of the parking lot and onto the road. They drove along small roads, avoiding the freeway. After fifteen minutes they came to a more agrarian setting with fewer houses dotted between orchards. Irene began to wonder if this was another test as they drove into the driveway of a two-story farmhouse. Beside the house was a carport where a few other cars were already parked.


  Instead of going in the house, Aiden led her around the back to a pair of storm doors. He opened them up and descended down the stairs to the basement. “Don’t forget to close the doors behind you,” he said as he continued the descent down.


  After carefully closing the doors, Irene looked around the basement. There were antique-looking woodworking tools along with yard work equipment. In one corner stood a metal shelf filled with cans of food caked in dust.


  Aiden lifted a large trap door in the concrete floor revealing a spiral staircase. As he descended, lights automatically turned on. Another flight down and they were at the AQD headquarters.


  The space didn’t look like any other office Irene had seen. It was just one large space with simple painted cinderblock walls. The length of the room stretched to the left and right with a single long table spanning the room in front of her. The wall facing her was filled with filing cabinets. The three other workers sat in their own area of the long table and all looked up to take notice of Irene.


  “Welcome to AQD HQ,” Aiden said, extending out an arm to indicate the space they were in. “I’ll have you learn the ropes of data entry with Sharon.” A pale woman with light brown hair lifted a dainty hand at the mention of her name. “I need to head out and do some recruiting. You’ll report here for work at eight am from now on.”


  Aiden disappeared up the spiral staircase.


  “Nice to meet you. My name is Sharon.” She talked slowly, but Irene couldn’t tell if she was slow herself or just spoke with a non local accent. She was sickly slender with large brown eyes.


  “Irene,” Irene said. She walked around the table to get to the other side and took a seat next to Sharon. What she thought at first glance was a screen at Sharon’s work area was actually a light box projecting a magnified image of the paper below it. A modified mechanical typewriter printed tiny letters onto the page.


  “I’m copying down the responses from this membership form to a new page where the information will take much less space,” Sharon explained.


  “Why aren’t you using a computer to store the information?” Irene asked.


  Sharon smiled at Irene. “Mr. Stone doesn’t trust computers,” she said.


  “Not even for just storing data?”


  “Especially not for storing data. Computers run algorithms and do analysis on any information you give them. When everyone just lets computers make all the decisions for them, that's the beginning of the end of humanity.”


  Irene knew computers didn’t automatically analyze anything; people had to program them to do that. She kept her thoughts to herself. Hadn’t she been watching Sean use a computer earlier that morning? Surely he was working on something for the association.


  “So for this part here,” Sharon said, pointing to the membership form she was transposing, “each response gets a point value. You check the response against these sample responses,” she pointed at a booklet of instructions, “and that gives you a number. At the end of the form, you’ll need to total all the points.” She added the points for the form she held and typed the sum at the top right corner. “See, this person got a total of seventeen, so he doesn’t meet the cutoff.”


  “What’s the cutoff?” Irene asked.


  “Thirty or more out of a possible total of fifty.” Sharon got up and took both the original form and her transcribed copy and walked to the left end of the filing cabinets. “We still hold on to the forms of those below the threshold, but they’re not as important. They go in the last cabinet.” She opened the top drawer and stuffed in her transcribed copy. “The originals get incinerated,” she said, tossing the green form in a trash bin.


  “Let me show you what happens when we get a good one,” Sharon said, walking to the cabinet on the far right. Irene noticed that each drawer had a number and sex like ‘Male 42’ and ‘Female 38.’ Sharon opened ‘Male 48’ and took out a page and brought it to her magnifying box. She slid it under and Irene began to read the page.


  “Forty-eight is the highest score anyone’s ever gotten,” she gushed. Irene read it over. This man was well-educated, described himself as physically fit, and enjoyed volunteer work. In a hushed voice, she continued, “This is Mr. Stone’s profile.”


  “What happens to the members who make the cutoff?” Irene asked.


  Sharon gave her a vacant look for a moment before another one of the workers spoke up. “They get recruited,” a young man said. He had curly black hair similar to Irene’s and wore a red bow tie with matching red-framed glasses. He walked over and shook Irene’s hand. “You must be the social worker,” he said.


  “I am,” Irene said. “Well, I was.”


  “I’m Bobby. I’m the matchmaker.” He wagged his finger to get Irene to follow him back to his spot at the middle of the long table. “Hopefully, Aiden will have us working together. We’ve had a little bit of pushback from the Social Department in our matchmaking. You should be able to help us avoid that.”


  “Of course,” Irene said. She couldn’t imagine what kind of matchmaking would get the attention of the Social Department. As long as they didn’t match two people who were carriers for the same genetic disorder or two people who were too closely related, they would be fine.


  “We have two types of DNA that we want to highlight. One is the well-rounded, like Sharon is identifying with the membership forms. The other is that of the savants: people with extraordinary skill in a particular area. This includes brilliant artists, multi-billionaire business managers, olympic gold medalists, mathematical geniuses, etc.


  “Now, one would think that mixing two savants would have the best outcome, but that isn’t the case. Savants tend to have glaring areas of deficit, and pairing two together can actually produce a child with an even worse handicap. However, if a well-rounded person is paired with a savant, the resulting offspring tend to be well-rounded while also exhibiting the savant’s special ability.”


  “How do you identify a savant?” Irene asked.


  “Those are easy,” Bobby said. “Just find a hugely successful person and recruit them.”


  “What happens when you make a match?”


  “We let each person know they’ve been matched, and uh, well, I don’t have to explain the biology, do I?” Bobby flushed, his dark cheeks turning red.


  “The pair are expected to have sexual intercourse with each other?” she asked, raising an eyebrow.


  Bobby held up his hands. “I didn’t say that. There is a meet up scheduled at a mutually convenient location where the two individuals exchange fluids however they see fit. That seems to work best.”


  “What about freezing sperm and mailing it?” Irene asked.


  Bobby pushed up his glasses. “First, that’s, like, super illegal. Plus, it hasn’t really worked in practice. Freezing and thawing a guy’s stuff safely so it would still be good isn’t feasible for most individuals. Basically, we’d have to have the man come here to, eh, produce a sample so we could freeze it, then have the woman come here so that we could safely thaw it. In the end, it’s just best to do the trade in person and avoid having them all go through here.”


  “But wouldn’t it be easier to have them all come here where the ‘exchange’ could be controlled?” Irene asked.


  “That wouldn’t work,” the older man who had been quietly sitting at the other end of table said. He said it in such a way, with so much authority, that Irene didn’t want to argue. She looked down at the forms Bobby held.


  “I’ll show you my matching method,” Bobby said.


  “Yes, please do,” Irene said. She glanced up at the old man. He was still glaring right at her.


  ··OOO··


  The piles of dirty laundry and unwashed dishes in the living room were starting to get to Annette. She didn’t like living as a recluse, but having an infant seemed to require it. Her friends and brother had been good about dropping by and keeping her company, but it wasn’t enough.


  Peering out the window to the sidewalk below, she could see lots of pedestrians bundled up in warm clothing while walking about in the mellow sunlight. There was a coffee shop about two blocks away. She could walk there and back.


  Ophelia was fast asleep in her crib wearing only a diaper, socks, and a shirt. “What’s the temperature outside?” Annette wondered aloud.


  “Current forecast, fifty-two and sunny. This evening, forty-nine and partially cloudy.” Ophelia would need to wear something warmer. Her next bottle wasn’t for another half hour, so if she hurried, Annette could walk to the coffee shop and back before she had to feed her.


  Annette packed her diaper bag with a fresh bottle just in case, along with every other possible thing she could need for a fifteen-minute walk. She might need to change her baby’s diaper, so she packed a few. Also toys, fresh clothes, hand wipes, butt wipes, nose wipes, and lotion. Annette stuffed so many items in her bag, it was ready to burst.


  When she tried to squeeze the bag into the bottom of the stroller, it wouldn’t fit. Perhaps she didn’t need the third blanket. She removed just the one item, then forced the bag under the stroller. It was tight, but she felt better being prepared.


  Since Ophelia was still sleepy, she wasn’t too hard to dress. Annette put her in a soft pink sleeper with rosebud shaped buttons and a matching hat. She set her in the stroller and tucked the coordinating soft pink blanket with a floral pattern around her to keep her warm. Almost immediately, Ophelia started fussing.


  Annette pulled her out and starting bouncing her and humming to calm her down, but it didn’t work. She must be hungry early. Annette set her in the crib and tried to get the diaper bag free from under the stroller. It was jammed tight. She tried to open it and get the bottle out without removing the bag from the stroller, but the bottle had shifted to the bottom and she couldn’t reach it.


  She had to pull everything out of the diaper bag to get it out of the stroller and reach the bottle. Ophelia was now wailing in her crib. She rushed with the ready bottle to her baby, who immediately calmed down as soon as she got to eat.


  Annette sighed, and sat on the sofa while she fed her child. This would take a while. Perhaps after her bottle, she’d stay awake to enjoy the short walk to the coffee shop.


  Bottle done, Annette held Ophelia up and patted her back. She forgot a burp rag, but it was already too late. Part of Ophelia’s freshly consumed bottle now dripped down the back of Annette’s shirt. It was okay, she was still at home. She could just change.


  She strapped Ophelia back into the stroller and went to the bedroom to pick out a different blouse. Thank God for her house keeper who already washed and put away a few clean items. She put on a simple patterned blouse. If Ophelia spit up again, the little shapes would help hide the stain.


  Back in the living room, she packed back up the diaper bag and was finally ready to go. But what was that smell?


  Ophelia was looking around happily as she lied back in the stroller, but the whole front of her sleeper was stained brown. Annette groaned. Her diaper had blown out.


  Not only did she have to change Ophelia’s diaper, clothes, and blanket, but poop had also gotten all over the stroller. After wiping clean the stroller, she put Ophelia back in, now dressed in a green sleeper with teddy bear buttons and matching hat and green blanket.


  They were finally ready. Annette pushed the stroller out of the apartment and to the elevator. When she got out at the lobby, the doorman greeted her and smiled at her baby.


  All that work to get outside had been worth it. Annette felt so refreshed, the warm sun and fresh breeze tickling her skin. It also helped that every person she passed stopped to comment on how beautiful Ophelia was, or at the very least smiled at her.


  She got a hot latté at the coffee shop, then turned around and went straight back to her apartment. By the time she returned home, Ophelia had fallen asleep. Annette decided not to try and move her. She’d be fine sleeping in the stroller.


  Annette kissed her baby gently on the forehead. This. This was what she had wanted so badly.


  ··OOO··


  Irene knew she would be expected again at the AQD meeting on Friday night.


  “You’re going out?” Jamie asked as Irene put her shoes back on in the bedroom and slipped her device in her pocket.


  “I just thought I’d take a walk, get some fresh air,” Irene said.


  “I’ll come with you,” Jamie said. She grabbed her own shoes and slipped them on.


  “I need some time alone…”


  “Nonsense,” Jamie scolded. “You’ve been working crazy hours at your new job, and you haven’t told me anything about it yet.”


  “It’s just data entry,” Irene said. “It’s pretty boring.”


  “You haven’t mentioned your new coworkers or anything,” Jamie said. “You’re pulling away from me. I just want to spend some time with you.”


  Irene sighed. “I was going to go to that DNA club meeting. I thought maybe if I went, I could convince them to bump you up on the donor wait list.” Now that she had seen a glimpse of how matches were made, she wasn’t sure Jamie would get matched at all.


  “You’re going to the AQD meeting? For me?” she asked, her eyes glossy.


  “For us,” Irene corrected. “For our baby.” Jamie grabbed the sides of Irene’s face and kissed her.


  “I’m coming with you,” she declared.


  ··OOO··


  After the meeting itself was done, Irene wanted to make a quick exit, but Aiden caught up with her and Jamie.


  “You brought your lovely wife,” he beamed, kissing Jamie on the hand. “We’ve appreciated having Irene on board.”


  Jamie looked confused. “What are you talking about?”


  “I thought I told you,” Irene cut in. “My new job is with AQD.” Agent Rick’s warning to not tell her wife was circling in her head, but there was no way to avoid it now.


  Jamie’s jaw dropped. “You work there? Did you get this job to help speed up the donor process?”


  “I, uh,” Irene’s mind was racing, trying to come up with something to say that wouldn’t offend her wife or her new boss. “I needed a job, and, uh, I believe in some of their principles.”


  Jamie raised her brows. She didn’t look convinced.


  “We’re not as crazy as you think,” Aiden said with a genial laugh. “And I think we could work something out to get you ladies the family you desire. Why don’t I take you two out for dinner tonight?”


  Jamie’s eyes lit up. Irene was stuck. “That would be great,” Irene said, trying to sound enthusiastic.


  ··OOO··


  The restaurant Aiden picked was busy, and there weren’t any tables available. If Irene was going to spend an entire evening suffering through polite conversation between her new boss and her wife, she needed a drink.


  There was an actual person tending the swanky bar, and Irene wondered how she would afford her single, make that double, bourbon, not to mention the exorbitant meal prices listed on the menu. When she told both Aiden and Jamie that she received a severance, she had been lying. The truth was, she had no idea where her money would come from. Technically, she was just interning at AQD and not pulling in a paycheck, and she had failed to ask what kind of pay she could expect from helping the FBI. She suspected it would be nothing.


  “Our table’s ready,” Jamie said, pushing through the crowd to reach Irene, who was still standing at the bar, nursing her drink. Irene nodded and followed Jamie to their table.


  Aiden smiled and pulled out a seat for Jamie, pushing it in for her as she sat. She looked at him and smiled. She seemed to enjoy his attention. Maybe too much.


  When he moved around the table to help Irene into her seat, she held up her hand. “I can get it myself.”


  Aiden sat and placed a hand on his menu, but didn’t open it. “Please, ladies, get whatever you’d like. My treat.”


  “Thank you,” Jamie gushed. “You’re so very generous.”


  “Yes, thank you,” Irene added.


  “It’s the least I can do,” he said, flashing his megawatt smile to both women. “It has been an absolute pleasure having Irene on board.”


  Irene had just grabbed her glass to take a sip and had to set it back down. “I’m so glad to be a part of the team.” Only after bringing the glass back up to her lips did she realize it was empty.


  A waiter came by to rattle off the current specials, and Irene took the opportunity to request a second double. When he returned with Irene’s bourbon, Jamie’s glass of white wine, and mineral water for Aiden, Irene felt prepared to navigate the small talk for the evening.


  “Jamie, I’ve heard you’re an artist,” Aiden said. Irene couldn’t recall telling him that, but it had been on the membership form Jamie filled out. Had he read Jamie’s form? Did he read everyone’s? “What kind of art do you do?”


  “I paint,” Jamie said. “I know physical oil on canvas is a little antiquated, but there’s nothing quite like the tactile feeling of the color spreading onto the surface. It’s almost addictive. I love it.”


  “I can tell,” he said.


  “It also makes a mess,” Irene said. Jamie flashed her a frown. Irene was already beginning to feel a little warm. After this drink, she should be good. Maybe one more; she’d have to see how the night went.


  Aiden leaned forward and focused on Jamie. “If you could have lunch with any artist, who would it be?”


  Jamie took a sip of her wine, then carefully set down the glass. “If I could choose anyone, I’d have to say Carmen Potts. I’ve always found his work fascinating. I wish I could do what he does. I’d probably pick his brain, figure out how he comes up with his amazing sculptures.”


  Aiden nodded and smiled. “You know, I actually had the pleasure of meeting him ages ago.”


  Jamie’s eyes widened. “Really? I’m so jealous! What was he like?”


  “Real sharp, witty guy. He loved puns.”


  “Wow.” She rubbed a finger around the rim of her glass. “How did you meet him?”


  He leaned back in his seat. “Just one of those chance things.” Turning to Irene, he continued, “You must be so proud of your wife.”


  Irene forced a smile. “I am.” She reached over and patted Jamie’s hand with her own.


  The waiter came back and took their order. The rest of the evening went similar to the beginning. Aiden kept asking Jamie questions about herself, and they seemed to flirt back and forth while Irene quietly listened and drank her second and third drink.


  Although she didn’t like the idea of her wife cozying up to Aiden, especially after his ‘test’ with the house for sale, she figured it was easier if they got along than if they hated each other. At least she was tolerating their conversation until babies came up.


  “Tell me about your attempts to have a baby,” Aiden said. “How long have you been trying to get pregnant?”


  “I don’t know if you could call it trying,” Jamie said, glancing at Irene.


  “We’ve been searching for a sperm donor for quite some time,” Irene said. “We haven’t gotten past that step.”


  “How did you decide that Jamie would be the first to carry a child?” he asked.


  Even after three doubles, Irene felt uncomfortable. She peered at the empty glass on the table wishing it to be full.


  “Irene can’t get pregnant,” Jamie said.


  “Not at all?” he asked Irene.


  Irene didn’t look away from her empty glass. “My ovaries were removed when I was sixteen.”


  “I’m so sorry,” he said, reaching out and grasping her hand. Even though his hand was warm and his eyes caring, his touch still made her skin crawl. “That must be really hard, to know you’ll never mother a child.”


  Irene pulled her hand away. “She’ll mother our child,” Jamie said.


  “But you’ll never know the joy of nurturing a baby in your womb. The miracle of childbirth.” His piercing eyes seemed to scathe Irene’s very soul, like he could personally feel her loss. She had dealt with these feelings when she was a teen, but his words brought the buried pain back to the surface. As long as she was too busy with work and Jamie wasn’t yet carrying a child, she had been able to suppress these feelings.


  “It’s okay to cry,” Aiden said. “It’s like mourning a death. The death of a possibility.”


  “Oh, babe,” Jamie said, moving her chair with her as she slid up next to Irene and wrapped her slender arms around her wife.


  “I’m fine,” Irene said. She hadn’t even realized the tears were crawling down her cheeks and quickly wiped them off her face. “Let’s just talk about something else.” Jamie rubbed Irene’s back until Irene held her hand up to let her know she didn’t want any more comforting.


  “Actually, I think I can help,” Aiden said. “If all you need is a sperm donor, I’d be happy to offer myself.”


  “Really?” Jamie said, straightening up in her seat. She looked eagerly at Irene, waiting for her to accept.


  “What about AQD?” Irene asked. “Haven’t you been matched with a female donor to make a superior child?”


  “I haven’t fathered any children yet,” he admitted. “And any child of Jamie’s would be superior.” Jamie was smiling and squeezing Irene’s hand. She couldn’t contain her excitement. He turned to Irene. “You’ve really been a huge help at the office, this is the least I can do. What do you think?”


  “That would be…” Horrible. Catastrophic. A huge mistake. “Amazing!”


  Jamie squealed in delight. She jumped up from her chair and squeezed Irene in a tight hug before dashing around the table and hugging Aiden. He laughed and hugged her back for a moment before she sat back down in her chair.


  “I’ll have to make an appointment to get my implant removed,” Jamie said. “Oh my gosh, I’m so excited. Irene, we’re going to have a baby.”


  Irene nodded in agreement. How had she let this happen? She waved the waiter over to order another drink.


  twelve


  Irene jogged along the path through the wooded area of the park. When they were first married, Jamie came along on these pleasure runs. Now, she preferred to sleep in instead of getting up at the crack of dawn and watching the sunrise through the trees.


  Perhaps Irene should have slept in as well. She had an awful hangover: her head ached and body was too tired. No amount of willing her legs to keep jogging could make her keep up the pace. Even though the sun was low in the sky, the bright light seemed to taunt her as it burned at her retinas.


  There was a water fountain ahead, and Irene slowed down for a moment to get a drink. A man in dark gray sweats came up behind her, probably waiting for his turn at the fountain. Even so, she took her time before jogging off.


  “Wait up,” he said. “Let me run with you.”


  Irene enjoyed the solitude of her morning run and didn’t want to share it with a stranger. She was about to tell him, “No thanks” when she realized she knew him.


  She stopped running. “Agent Rick?”


  “Just act natural, like you and I are simply jogging at the same pace,” he said.


  They jogged along for a moment, the path curving toward the harbor. Ships and boats were visible below the rocky cliffs. On a sunny day like today, the low morning sun filtered through the trees making a patchwork of light on the path. Irene wasn’t in the mood to appreciate the natural beauty. She had to slow down and catch her breath.


  “Did you learn anything at the Friday meeting?” Rick asked, jogging in place beside her as she stood, hands on knees, gasping for air.


  She shook her head. “Not at the meeting. Although the president took my wife and I out to dinner afterward.”


  “Interesting. You’re attempting to establish a personal relationship with their leader,” he said.


  She looked up at Rick. “I’ve gotten a job with them as well,” she said.


  “That’s great. So you know all the details for their planned terrorist attack?”


  “I’ve heard nothing about a planned attack. It’s a pretty small operation, and I doubt they have the means…”


  Rick cut her off, “Our sources don’t lie.”


  “Where are you getting your information?” she asked.


  Before Rick could answer, Irene’s device started buzzing from its pocket in the band of her sports bra. “Heart rate below threshold. Please increase activity.” She tapped the device twice through her shirt which switched off the heart monitor software.


  “I shouldn’t tell you,” he said.


  “I’m asking because AQD is completely off the grid. All of their files are on paper. They don’t even use hardware storage. They share information through pamphlets and word of mouth. I can’t bring my device to the office. Aiden doesn’t even have a device.”


  “That’s good,” Rick said.


  “No it’s not,” Irene said.


  “It’s good that you’re on a first name basis with the president. You need to cultivate that relationship. Get him to trust you.”


  Aiden would certainly trust her more if he was going to be the father of her baby. Jamie’s baby. Her head began to spin at the idea, but it was the best way to get closer to him.


  Irene started moving again, this time walking along the trail. Rick maintained his jog even at their new, slower pace. He was surprisingly fit, but Irene guessed that was required of an agent. They continued in silence as the path led back into the trees and away from the harbor.


  “You need him to trust you,” Rick reiterated.


  Irene stopped again and leaned forward, her stomach leaping to her throat. She tried to take deep, intentional breaths.


  “Are you okay?” he asked.


  She felt faint. After a moment, the trees stopped spinning and her eyes were able to focus on the gravel of the path. “He wants to father my baby, with my wife.”


  “That’s perfect,” Rick said.


  “I can’t,” Irene said. “I can’t let Jamie get close to him. I shouldn’t have let her even meet him. Now she’s obsessed with the idea of having his baby.”


  “That could be a problem,” Rick pointed out.


  “I can’t raise his child,” Irene said, looking Agent Rick in the eye so he could see how serious she was. “The man is deranged.”


  He shook his head, “If you had kept your wife out of this, it would have been easier for us to protected her. It might look suspicious if we tried to remove her now that she’s involved.”


  “What do you mean, remove her?” Irene asked, crossing her arms. They were no longer even pretending to be jogging together and were arguing in the middle of the path.


  “Change her name. Relocate her. You’d never get to see or talk to her again,” Rick explained. “But she would be safe.”


  “No,” Irene said, picking back up her jog. “No. I’m not losing her.”


  Rick chased after her. “Then you’ll have to let her try to get pregnant with the enemy.”


  The path forked ahead, and when Irene took the path to the right, Rick continued on to the left. She returned to the parking lot huffing and puffing. What was she going to do? She was faced with an impossible decision: keeping Jamie safe, or keeping Jamie in her life.


  The only car in the parking lot was Irene’s silver economy sedan. She got in and took a deep breath. “Ch cha cherry, drive to Taco Palace.” She pulled her device from it’s pocket in her bra and pressed it against the dash.


  ··OOO··


  “Sorry I’m all gross and sweaty. I just came from my morning run,” Irene said.


  “That’s alright. Anything can be forgiven when you arrive with Mexican takeout,” Annette said, accepting the bags of food. Her apartment was in its normal disarray. Ophelia was lying in her crib in the living room, watching intently as the mobile spun above her. She was starting to get chubby. Even though Irene found her friend’s baby adorable, Ophelia’s presence only intensified her anxiety over her current situation.


  She sat heavily on the sofa as Annette opened the boxes of food in the kitchen.


  “I need to talk with someone,” she said.


  “Good,” Annette said, piling tacos on a recyclable plate and taking them with her as she sat in a chair next to Irene. “I could really use some adult conversation. Ophelia isn’t much of a talker.”


  Irene covered her face with her hands.


  Annette put down her plate to focus on her friend. “What is it? What’s the matter?”


  “We found a donor.”


  “Well, isn’t that good news?” Annette asked.


  Irene looked up at her friend. “He’s terrible. He’s got all these insane ideas. He’s manipulative. He’s not someone I’d want to father my kid.”


  “What does Jamie think about him?”


  “She’s in love with the idea of having a baby. I don’t think I can talk her out of it.”


  Annette picked up a taco and started eating. Between mouthfuls, she said, “You could try telling her how you feel.”


  Irene sighed. “She’s pretty much given me an ultimatum. Either I get on board with him being our baby daddy, or she’ll leave me.”


  “That’s what she said?” Annette asked.


  “Basically,” Irene said, shrugging. It was essentially the truth, even though the ultimatum had come from the FBI and not Jamie.


  “You’ve got time. Doctors make you jump through a ton of hoops before they’ll remove the birth control implant. I took out my own when my doc refused. I had to have a specific father in mind to subject to genetic compatibility testing.” Irene glanced at the scar on Annette’s arm. It had pretty much healed by now, but was a permanent mark of how she had taken matters into her own hands. “You might be able to find better man meat while Jamie’s waiting on approval for this current guy.”


  Irene nodded. If only she could do that. She wished she could separate the genetic material from the man who made it. Annette was lucky that her daughter had gotten her DNA from a savant. She had almost forgotten that her best friend’s baby was also a product of AQD’s tampering.


  But Annette had a point. There was time. All she needed to do was complete the FBI investigation before Jamie could get pregnant. Then Aiden would be in jail, and they could move on and find a new donor.


  “You’re right,” she said. “We have time.”


  “I usually am,” Annette said with a smile before inhaling the next taco.


  “I’ve avoided home long enough today. I should head back.”


  “Thanks for stopping by,” Annette said, holding up a taco.


  “Thanks for the talk,” Irene said. She didn’t feel nearly as anxious now. As she stepped outside of Annette’s building, she breathed a sigh of relief, finally able to enjoy the morning air.


  ··OOO··


  Jamie tried to look at her canvas with a critical eye. She was too close to the work. Every brush stroke she added ruined her vision. There were too many cool tones. She loaded her brush with burnt ochre and drew a curve through the middle. No, it was all wrong. Grabbing her rag, she smeared the wet paint, blurring the background in the process. She threw the rag at her canvas and it flopped down, dragging paint with it, before landing on the floor. Before she could do any more irreparable damage a knock came from the door.


  “Check peephole,” she said. She looked at her device sitting on the cabinet which stored all her paints and brushes. The screen displayed Aiden standing in the hallway holding a gray messenger bag. She wished she had known he was coming. She would have changed into something nicer than her stained long sleeved painting top and overalls. At least she could remove the smock.


  She went out to the living room and opened the door. “Hi.”


  “Hello, Jamie. I hope I’m not interrupting anything.” He looked like he came straight from work wearing a soft blue button up shirt with dark slacks.


  “No, please come in,” she said, holding the door open. “I was just in the middle or destroying my current piece. I could use a break from it for a few. What brings you here?”


  “I brought you something,” he said, flashing her a smile. His warm expression was disarming and friendly. Even though she had only had the one meaningful conversation with him the other day over dinner, he felt like an old friend she’d known for ages.


  “You didn’t have to bring me anything,” she said, flustered. She could feel her face growing hot.


  He strolled into the apartment and set his bag on the dining table. Before opening it to pull out whatever he brought, something caught his eye. “Did you do that?” he asked.


  She followed his extended finger to the canvas on the living room wall. “I did.”


  “It’s amazing,” he said, walking closer to the piece. He stood there for a minute, just looking at the painting and taking it in.


  Jamie couldn’t help but feel proud. This was one of her favorite works. Irene didn’t really like having large art pieces in the apartment, but reluctantly agreed to leave this one on display. It was nice to finally have someone admire it instead of merely tolerating it.


  Aiden stepped a little closer to the canvas. “I can feel the chaos, with the swirls of color, but it still feels warm and inviting. It’s very moving.”


  She walked over and stood next to him, admiring her own work. Although she did photorealistic paintings, this one was more abstract. Among the bold swirls of color, she had added a few definite elements. A hand reaching out between two swaths of color. A tall building bending around the perimeter. “I made it after graduating college. I felt like I was finally entering the world, its huge expanse chaotic and scary, yet enticing for a young woman. I was ready to jump in head first, that hand pulling me into the center of human experience.”


  He turned to her, “Is that how you still feel?”


  She glanced at him, then stared back at her work. Life so far had disappointed her. Her art career had never launched like she had wanted. Even though she had found a life partner, she didn’t feel the daily embrace of a loving relationship like she expected. And she didn’t yet have the baby she so desperately desired. If she were to paint her world right now, it would be cold and dark. “No. No, it’s not.” Perhaps Aiden could help her change that, by getting her the family she wanted.


  “I like the way you saw the world as a new graduate. I want to live there.” He smiled at her. She couldn’t help but smile back. “You know, I have a friend who manages an art gallery, and I think they have an opening next month. I know it’s a little short notice, but maybe you could hold a show there.”


  “Really?” Jamie gushed. “That would be amazing. You really think I could do a show?”


  “You’ll never know until you try.”


  Jamie looked back at her piece. She felt the same warm feeling in her belly that had inspired this painting. “I’ll do it,” she said.


  “Let me call my friend, and we’ll set it up.”


  She reached over and grasped his hand, “Thank you.”


  “I almost forgot, I came here for a reason. Your beautiful painting distracted me from my mission.” He strode back to the dining room and opened up his bag, pulling out a dark object. “Jim Beam’s almost finest,” he said, holding up a small bottle of cheap bourbon. She couldn’t help but laugh as he pulled off the cap.


  “I’ll get some glasses,” she said, pulling a couple of old fashioned glasses from one of the kitchen cabinets and setting them on the counter. She liked the idea of spending the afternoon tossing back a few shots with such an amazing companion.


  He filled the two glasses with bourbon. “Drink both,” he said.


  “You don’t want any?” she asked before tipping back the first glass.


  “I do, but not until after we’re done. I need steady hands for now. I thought we’d take care of your implant.” He pulled a small medical kit from his bag. Jamie had planned on calling her doctor that afternoon to set up an appointment. She recalled how infected Annette’s arm had gotten when she removed her implant on her own. Taking the second glass, she tipped it back.


  “Don’t worry,” he said. “I know what I’m doing. It’s a very simple procedure. I’ve done this countless times before for all the women who volunteer as donors.”


  She was hesitant, and Aiden seemed to pick up on that. He grasped her by the shoulders and looked into her eyes. “If you’re more comfortable having your doctor remove it, by all means do that. But when the man fathering your baby isn’t also your spouse, they start asking a lot of questions, and that causes delays.”


  She refilled one of the glasses and chugged it. “Let’s do this,” she said as she slammed the glass back onto the counter.


  “Roll up your sleeve so we can get to the implant,” Aiden said as he started washing his hands at the kitchen sink.


  Her long-sleeved painting shirt was too bulky to get to the top of her arm. “I’m going to need to put on a different shirt,” she said.


  “Go ahead and change. Nothing too nice since this can get a little messy.”


  Jamie went in the bedroom and closed the door. Her heart was hammering in her chest. She was about to take the first step toward making a baby. Aiden was a perfect fit for a father. He was tall and handsome, smart and successful, friendly and kind. She dug through her dresser and pulled out a tight tank top and some leggings.


  “You ready?” he asked as she opened the door. He had a tray lined with paper holding a few medical instruments. Most notable was the scalpel laying in the middle.


  She could feel her head swim from the bourbon. “As ready as I’ll ever be. Where should we do this?”


  “You’ll be most comfortable if you’re lying down,” he said.


  “So, bed?”


  “Sounds good.”


  She led him into the bedroom and he had her lay down on her side. He sat behind her back and set the tray on the night stand. “I’m going to clean the area first,” he said. He opened a packet of alcohol wipes and slowly and gently cleaned her upper arm. She could feel something like a zap of electricity from his touch.


  “I’m going to numb the area so you won’t feel anything,” he said. “You might feel a slight pinch as I administer the anisthetic.” She inhaled sharply at the prick of the needle. “Sorry,” he said. “Just one more stick.” Irene squeezed her eyes closed. She hoped this was the worst part.


  “We’ll give it a moment to kick in,” he said.


  Jamie opened her eyes and sighed. “Where’d you learn to do this?”


  “Believe it or not, I went to medical school.” Jamie couldn’t believe her luck. On top of being perfect, he was also a doctor. “I actually started AQD near the end of my residency, after doing the obstetrics part of my training. The amount of regulation over procreating is appalling, and it’s limiting the human experience.” He rubbed his fingertips over the thick layer of scarred skin covering the implant. “Can you feel that?”


  “It’s pretty numb,” she said.


  “Great. Just try to stay still. You’ll feel a bit of pressure.”


  She felt an immense amount of strain on her arm, but it didn’t hurt. She held her breath as she felt her skin spread apart for the blade, and the tips of the slender tweezers he used to find the implant.


  “Deep breaths,” he said. She tried to take a deep breath. Then another. She could feel the warm trickle of blood sliding around her arm and staining her top. With a final tug the implant was free. “There it is,” he said, leaning forward to hold the tweezers where she could see them. That tiny little object, about the size of a grain of rice, was what came between every woman and owning her own fertility.


  He took some gauze and cleaned up her arm, then carefully placed a few pieces of surgical tape on her arm to close the wound. “You’re all done,” he declared. The intimacy of having him on her bed, a part of her split open for him to explore, was now over. The actual act of conception would be sterile, clinical. He took his tray and left the bedroom.


  Jamie sat up and examined her arm. She gently touched the surgical tape. Her skin was still numb underneath. Walking out to the living room, she saw Aiden had already packed away his medical kit and was pouring himself a drink.


  “Would you like another?” he asked.


  “Sure,” she said, accepting a glass. She was already teetering the line of drunk. What was one more?


  Aiden held up a finger and said, “I have one more thing for you.”


  “Another surprise,” she said, smiling. She curled her fingers around her glass.


  He pulled a booklet from his bag. “This is information about getting to know your cycle.”


  Jamie leafed through the booklet. There were charts and diagrams of female anatomy. She wasn’t sure what else she expected Aiden to bring, but this was not it.


  “You’ll want to figure out when you ovulate, so we can time everything to catch the egg.” Aiden placed his hand on her arm, the one that didn’t have surgical tape on it. “Is everything okay?”


  “Yeah,” she said. After gushing about her art and the physical closeness of him removing her implant, she was starting to feel a connection to Aiden. But conception would be more like a business transaction or medical procedure than a friend helping a friend. “I’m fine. My arm’s just starting to smart a bit.”


  “I’ll get you something. You should take a seat.”


  Jamie sat down in the living room as he went to the bathroom and found their painkillers. He returned with two tablets and a glass of water. She took them and drank some water as he sat down in the armchair across from her.


  “What should I do when I know I’m ovulating? Call you and say come over?”


  Aiden leaned forward and looked her in the eye. “I have a confession. I don’t actually own a device.”


  Jamie’s eyes widened. “How do you live without one?”


  Aiden laughed as he leaned back into the chair. “It’s surprisingly easy.”


  “But, you need a device for identification, and paying for things, and messaging and calling people.”


  “First of all, I have an identification card issued by the state. Second, my bank offers a payment card for making purchases.” He pulled a leather square from his pocket and unfolded it, pulling out two rectangular objects. He passed them to Jamie, and she examined them closely.


  The one had his information, name, and address, and a picture of him smiling. The other was green with numbers printed on it and the word “Visa”. Both had a raised square near the bottom left corner. Jamie touched the square with her finger.


  “That’s the chip,” he said. “It holds the information from the card. Placing the card next to a device transfers that information, similar to holding two devices next to each other to share contacts. It’s pretty old technology, but it still works.”


  She handed his cards back. “But how do I get in touch with you?”


  “I prefer having interactions face to face,” he said. “It’s more intimate that way.”


  Jamie swallowed hard.


  He bit his lip, then continued, “I’ll make sure to keep in touch. My schedule is pretty flexible, so I’ll be available for you.”


  She tried to say something, but couldn’t form the words.


  He got up and grabbed his bag. “Take it easy,” he said as he placed a hand briefly on her shoulder. “And read that booklet. It’s important stuff.”


  She nodded as she watched him leave her apartment. She glanced from the booklet she had set down on the coffee table up to her painting on the wall. The painting in her studio needed a new direction. She stood up and got back to work.


  thirteen


  Irene was irritated and couldn’t focus on her work. She read over the profile a third time, trying to figure out if this individual could be matched. The very same thing that put Jamie in an excellent mood had caused Irene’s sour one.


  “Who pissed in your coffee this morning?” Bobby asked. Today he was sporting navy-framed glasses and matching bow tie.


  She had been scowling as she read the profile. “My wife,” she said.


  “Domestic drama? I’m an excellent sympathetic ear if you need to get anything off your chest.”


  Irene nodded. Bobby seemed to enjoy drama. Her thoughts were interrupted by footsteps coming from the circular staircase. Sean’s tall figure had to crouch to make it down.


  “Irene,” he said. “I need you to come with me.”


  She glanced at Bobby who simply shrugged his shoulders before she followed Sean out of the basement office. He led her outside the storm doors into the pouring rain. Walking up to a black car, he said, “Get in.”


  Irene slid into the passenger seat and buckled up. “You need to wear this,” he said, handing her a blindfold.


  “You’re joking.”


  “Put it on,” he said.


  “It’s okay, Sean. Irene can see where we’re going.” His voice instantly gave her chills. She turned to see that Aiden was sitting in the back seat of the car.


  “Fine,” Sean said, snatching the blindfold back and stuffing it in the glove box.


  “You’ve been so open with me,” Aiden said. “I wanted to reciprocate.”


  “Where are we going?” she asked.


  “Somewhere very special to me.”


  They drove along through the driving rain. Instead of heading farther out in the country, they drove to the city center. Irene watched out the window as they passed tall apartment complexes and office buildings clad in mirrored glass. There wasn’t a single pedestrian walking through the heavy rainfall.


  They slowed down, and Sean parked the car on the side of the road on a small one-way street nestled between two tall buildings. Irene had left her raincoat at the office. She didn’t think they would be leaving the farmhouse, let alone walking outside through the rain. Aiden stepped up next to her as she got out of the car and held his umbrella over both of them. They walked down the block to a covered staircase descending into an old subway station. Once they were underground, he put his umbrella away.


  The subway station was like a snapshot from the past. Large low-resolution screens for advertisements were now cracked and covered in dust. Uncomfortable benches lined the platform with raised armrests to discourage anyone from sleeping there. The place was stark and unwelcoming. Only a few of the overhead lights still worked. It was no wonder no one ever came down here.


  Aiden jumped down from the platform onto the track and started walking. Sean hopped down and followed him. She still had no idea where they were going. Even though the stations were left open to the public as shelter in case of emergencies, bulletproof glass blocked the track at each end of the station to prevent people from getting lost in the tunnels. She wasn’t tall enough to jump safely to the track, and carefully lowered herself, holding onto the ledge as she searched for the ground below her with her feet.


  She wanted to ask where exactly they were going, but knew she’d find out soon and held her tongue. Aiden came up to the glass wall and pressed a hand against it. He followed it to the left, feeling the tiled wall of the tunnel. Finding what he was searching for, he pulled something out of his pocket and pressed it into the wall. A key. He swung the door open and disappeared into a dark tunnel, reappearing just a moment later at the tracks on the other side of the bulletproof glass.


  Sean and Irene followed through the short hall which brought them into the subway tunnel. With the push of a button, Aiden’s umbrella illuminated at the end of the handle like a flashlight. They walked along the abandoned tracks, Aiden leading the way, for a while.


  “These tunnels were only used for a few years before the subway was shut down,” he explained. “The city spent billions of dollars constructing a subway, finishing just in time for fully electric cars to become the most affordable form of transportation. All that money on this beautiful infrastructure, and not enough enough passengers to keep the lights on.”


  As the track forked ahead of them, they took the sharp spur to the left. “This is where the off-duty trains would park,” Aiden said. There were no trains here now. There were a couple of concrete steps from the track to an almost-invisible door on the wall. Aiden opened the door and walked inside. With the flip of a switch, lights flickered on, illuminating a cavernous room.


  Irene walked up the steps into the room. The floor and walls were covered in glossy white tiles. There were metal gurneys and various pieces of medical-looking equipment set along one of the walls. Another wall had a large metal door. There was a strong smell of bleach and other cleaning chemicals.


  Aiden turned to Irene and walked backwards with his arms outstretched. “This is where the magic happens.”


  Irene had an overwhelming sense of dread. She didn’t feel safe here, underground and isolated with a probably mentally unstable man and his assistant.


  He walked over to the wall of gurneys and picked up a tool from on top. It was some sort of saw. He fiddled with it, flexing the blade. Glancing from the saw to Irene, he asked, “Is something the matter?”


  She felt a strong grip clamp down on her shoulder. Jumping, she letting out a shriek.


  Aiden burst out laughing. Sean had slipped behind her to scare her. He let go of her and laughed as well. Aiden set down the saw and walked up to Irene, wrapping her in a hug. “It’s okay,” he said. “I couldn’t help myself.” He looked at her with his charismatic, disarming smile. “You should have seen your face.”


  “What is this place?” she asked, still not at ease.


  “It’s where I do my experiments,” Aiden answered. He walked to one of the gurneys and sat on top of it. “Jamie probably told you I was trained as a doctor. I went to your apartment yesterday to see her. Surely she showed you the nice job I did in removing her implant.”


  Irene’s gut clenched. Jamie hadn’t mentioned removing her implant. The only thing Irene had been holding onto which would buy her time was now gone. She felt sick about Aiden going to her home, her personal sanctuary. And why hadn’t Jamie bothered to tell her?


  He tilted his head to the side. “She didn’t tell you. Interesting.” He hopped up and started pacing around. “I’ve done my best to advance AQD’s tenets while remaining under the current law, but it has proven quite difficult.” He snapped his head up to look at Irene. “That’s where you come in. The social worker. Not only do you know the laws, you know exactly how they’re upheld. I need your help. Will you help me?” He stared pointedly at her.


  “I…” she stammered. She swallowed hard and said, “I’m here to help, however I can.”


  “Would you be willing to put your own body on the line? Your womb?”


  Absolutely not. “Yes,” she said tentatively. “If that’s what it takes.”


  “Good,” he said, flashing another smile. “We’re done here. Sean, take her back to the office.”


  Irene glanced briefly behind her before leaving the room. Aiden had picked up the saw and was fiddling with it again. She was glad to get out of the white cavern, get the door closed, and get far away from Aiden.


  As she walked with Sean along the tunnel back to the station, Sean said, “He really is a genius.”


  He was absolutely mad. The man she just saw in that medical room was definitely capable of bombing the Genome Database. Hell, he’d probably also bomb a church full of school children if it advanced his goals. “Yes, he is,” she said.


  “We’re so lucky we get to work for him and be a part of AQD,” Sean continued. They walked the rest of the way in silence. Once they got out of the subway station, they dashed through the rain to Sean’s car. Without an umbrella, Irene got soaked in the downpour. He looked at her, dripping wet in his car. “You really should have brought a coat.”


  ··OOO··


  Irene couldn’t concentrate the rest of the day. She was worried that she’d be forced to submit to some cruel experiment. She was livid with Jamie, both for letting Aiden into their apartment and for removing her implant without ever mentioning it. After spending over fifteen minutes reviewing a single profile, Bobby suggested she should call it a day.


  She was fuming the entire ride home. She rehearsed in her head exactly what she would say to her wife. A little voice in the back of her brain reminded her that she couldn’t have a constructive conversation about this until she calmed down, but she focused instead on how Jamie had wronged her.


  Storming into their apartment, she walked straight to the studio door and threw it open while shouting, “We need to talk.” She looked around the studio. On the easel was a painting of swirling blue water with an ugly orange stripe down the middle. All of the paints and brushes were put away. Her smock hung on its peg on the wall. Jamie was nowhere to be seen.


  “Where is she?” Irene asked, stomping through the apartment. She wasn’t in the living area or the bedroom. The bathroom was also empty. “Where is she?”


  In the kitchen, she found a note on the counter. It said, “Went out. Won’t be back until late.” Irene pulled at her thick curls. Where the hell had her wife gone?


  “Where is Jamie?” she said. Recalling the obsolete model of her device, she shouted, “CHA CHA CHERRY Where is Jamie?”


  Her device was sitting on the counter right where she had left it that morning. “Jamie Crow’s location has been set to private. She is currently not receiving calls. Would you like to send a message?”


  “She’s my fucking wife,” Irene shouted, slamming her fist on the counter next to her device. “Tell me where she is!”


  “I’m sorry, I didn’t catch that. Could you please repeat your request?”


  She sighed and opened the kitchen cabinet. Right at the front was a half-full bottle of bourbon. She didn’t remember buying it, but it would do the job just the same. She took the bottle and filled a glass with the transparent brown liquid. After shooting back the first glass she refilled it. This time she sipped slowly as she walked to the bathroom.


  Setting the glass on the sink, she looked at her reflection in the mirror. How had she gotten here? She lost the job she loved and now she was going to lose her wife. As she reached for the faucet to run the water, something caught her eye. It was barely bigger than a grain of rice. Irene picked up the speck from the side of the sink and examined it closely. It was a birth control implant, Jamie’s birth control implant.


  She couldn’t take it any longer. Tossing the stupid speck into the trashcan she stormed out of the bathroom, grabbed her device, and left for the local bar.


  ··OOO··


  Irene was glad she had a chance to cool her head after her freakout on Tuesday. When she finally did talk to Jamie later that evening, she learned that her wife had been interviewing with a gallery manager, and was going to be featured in an art show next month. Her pride for her wife’s accomplishments immediately eclipsed her anger over the removal of Jamie’s implant.


  She also got a chance to read Jamie’s booklet about a woman’s body and conception, and was pleased to learn it would take a few weeks for all the hormones preventing ovulation to leave Jamie’s system. It was less time than she had planned on, so she had to do her best to quickly uncover whatever scheme the FBI was looking for.


  “Bobby, I’ve got a question,” she said.


  “Shoot,” he said, turning in his chair to face her. Today he wore neon green glasses with a green and pink polka-dot bow tie.


  “I’m looking at this male profile, and I actually found three potential matches.” In reality, she had been sorting through the files trying to find any matches that would somehow break the law to see how they would be dealt with.


  “May I see?” Bobby asked, holding out his hand. She hoped he wouldn’t look too closely. Two of the three matches she had picked out were a bit of a stretch. Instead, he only scanned the male profile before saying, “No, not quite.” He handed the profiles back to her. “Just pick the best fit and send her a notification letter. If she’s changed her mind, then move to the next best fit.”


  Irene looked back down at the files. “What did you mean, ‘not quite’?”


  Bobby set his elbow on the table and propped his chin up on his fist. “We’re always on the lookout for what Aiden calls, ‘quality DNA’. Basically, it’s when a man is both well-rounded and has savant qualities. Someone who’s successful, talented, an amazing specimen. Usually they already have a kid.”


  “What do we do if we find quality DNA and he’s already reached his progeny limit?” she asked.


  “Doesn’t matter how widely his seeds are spread. If you find quality DNA, let me know. I hold those profiles special for Aiden. I mean, it’s what AQD is all about. The advancement of quality DNA.” Irene had thought AQD was all about improving the overall human genome, not spreading the genetics of just a few select men.


  “What if a woman has so called, ‘quality DNA’?”


  Bobby paused for a moment to adjust his tie before answering. “Well, there are, eh, biological challenges to advancing women. It’s only possible now for men, but I know Aiden is working on a solution to better utilize quality DNA women. Speak of the devil…” he glanced up from Irene to the spiral staircase.


  Irene looked over and saw Aiden coming down. She hadn’t seen him since the trip to the medical room in the subway tunnel earlier that week. Her heart rate quickened, but she tried to smile and act pleased to see him.


  “How’s everyone doing?” Aiden asked.


  “Fine,” the other three office workers replied as Irene said, “Good.”


  “I need to talk to Irene. Could you please come with me?”


  Irene shot a glance at Bobby before saying, “Of course.” She followed Aiden up the staircase and out of the storm doors. Instead of getting in his car, he opened the back door to the farmhouse and held it open for her.


  She stepped inside to a quaint country kitchen. The floors were old linoleum and the table and chairs looked like antique oak. There were checkered curtains and roosters decorating the space. It was like a time capsule from a past era, but she couldn’t put her finger on which one.


  “I put some water on for tea. Would you like some?” he asked.


  She slid into one of the chairs at the table. “Sure.”


  “You know, I’m impressed,” he said as he pulled two delicate cups from upper cabinets with glass panels set in the front. “You are one tough chick.”


  She wasn’t sure what he was talking about. “Oh, thank you.”


  As the kettle on the stove started to whistle, he lifted it off the hot coil and poured the steaming water into a teapot. He brought the tray containing the teapot, sugar bowl, and two teacups over to the table and sat down next to her.


  “I need to apologize,” he said. He poured tea from the pot into both cups, then added sugar to both. She took one of the cups and held it with both hands. “There’s a mole in AQD reporting to the FBI.”


  She set down her cup and tucked her hands in her lap where he wouldn’t be able to see them trembling.


  He continued talking. “I thought maybe it was you, since you are the newest employee, and privy to our secrets. I took you down to the emergency medical suite with the intention of scaring you into reporting us.”


  Irene blinked hard. “Reporting you? For what?”


  Aiden laughed. “For medical experiments,” he said, wiggling his fingers. He smiled as he took a long sip of tea. When she didn’t say anything, he continued. “Michael Shark was the mole. He got arrested for public intoxication, of all things. Of course he blabbed, thinking he’d get a lighter sentence. And now I can’t use him anymore, which is too bad. He had so much potential.”


  She recognized the name. That was the man who had somehow gotten Annette pregnant. Was he also the one who told the FBI that AQD was planning on bombing the Genome Database? She closed her eyes trying to clear her thoughts. “So, what was that place?” she asked.


  “Like I said, it’s an emergency medical suite. If there was ever a natural disaster and people were using the old subway for shelter, the EMS is there to treat anyone who’s hurt or needs medical attention.”


  He switched so easily between charming and charismatic to absolutely insane, she wasn’t sure whether she could believe a single word that came out of his mouth. She would have to check if EMSs were really a thing when she got home.


  “You don’t think you can trust me,” he observed. “I’ll admit, I haven’t made it easy.”


  She let out a single laugh. “You could say that.”


  He set down his teacup and said, “Let me tell you a story. I had a really good friend. He was an amazing man: top of the class in school, owned his own successful business, athletic, smart, real Renaissance man. And, he was an excellent father. Had a baby boy with his wife. When his son was born, he went through with the whole sterilization business. He loved his kid with every fiber of his being.


  “He was watching the baby one day while his wife was at work. He was about to start cooking dinner when he realized they were all out of eggs. The grocery store was right down the road, and it was a nice day out. He had one of those child seats on his bicycle, so he buckled in the baby, and they rode to the store.


  “Apparently, bicycles painted in a reflective color are hard for self-driving cars to detect, and when he rode through an intersection, a turning car smashed right into them. Sent the child seat flying.” Aiden paused. His brown eyes were glossy.


  He was staring straight ahead. He took a deep breath and continued. “A social worker, probably a nice woman like yourself, told him he couldn’t reverse the sterilization procedure. He already had his one chance. Even though his baby is longer with us, he wouldn’t be able to have another one. He would never get the chance to raise his son, go to his graduation, wedding, or see him have a child of his own.”


  Aiden looked Irene in the eye. “He was a shell of a man after that. He was too depressed to work and sold his company. His wife left him. He had nothing left to live for.”


  “That’s so awful,” Irene said. She was being sincere. She had been on the giving side of those conversation so many times. The heartbreak of parents who lost their only child was unfathomable. She couldn’t imagine how awful it must have felt.


  “He’s the reason I started AQD. It was the only thing I could think of to help. The world lost an amazing soul, and the most I could do was make sure that the best men, those with the highest-quality DNA, would know they have progeny out there somewhere, no matter what happens in their personal lives.”


  “What happened to your friend?” she asked.


  “He killed himself about a year after he lost his son.”


  Irene had nothing to say. She looked up from her cup to Aiden. She still thought he was crazy, but at least understood his motivation after losing a good friend.


  After a long pause, she broke the silence. “I’m not a mole. I just want to help.”


  “I know,” he said. He placed his hand over hers and gave it a light squeeze. “And I want to help you.”


  Irene bit her lip. She didn’t want his help.


  ··OOO··


  Jamie was still trying to figure out the sonogram software on her device. She sat on the edge of the bed wearing only a tank top and panties. Pressing her device against her hip where she thought her ovary would be, she said, “Start scan.”


  “Unable to capture image.” She let out an exasperated sigh.


  Since the second Irene had left for her Saturday run, Jamie had been trying to figure this out. She wasn’t sure why she felt compelled to hide ovulation tracking from her wife. Every time she brought up anything to do with having a baby, Irene’s mood would sour. Jamie was determined to make this happen, with or without Irene’s help.


  “Troubleshooting,” she said.


  “For best results, try laying down. SonoSolo cannot capture images through clothing.”


  Jamie laid down on the bed and pushed down one side of her panties. She placed her device on her hip and said again, “Start scan.”


  “Scanning now, please wait. Scan finished.” She lifted her device and glanced at the display. She had no idea what she was looking at. The booklet Aiden had given her was on the bedside table. Grabbing it, she leafed through the pages. Somewhere, there were images of follicular phase ovaries and the growing follicles which indicated ovulation would come soon. She looked at the grainy black and white picture in the booklet and compared it to the gray image on her device. It was hopeless. They looked nothing alike.


  She should have sprung for the special fertility ultrasonic imaging software. It cost a lot, but it automatically read results from the image. It would tell her where to move the device to get the clearest scan, then would read off what phase her cycle was in, and when she could expect ovulation.


  In the bathroom, she had the testing strips she bought at the drugstore which would detect the hormones in her urine and favorability of her cervical mucus. She got up and went to the bathroom, taking her device and booklet with her.


  As she was trying to collect different fluids, she heard Irene come back. She was almost done. She fed the first strip into her device. “Check LH surge,” she said quietly.


  “Results in one minute.”


  Irene must have overheard her device, because she knocked on the door. “Everything okay in there?” she asked.


  “Yeah, I’m fine,” Jamie said loudly enough to be heard through the door. “I’ll be out in a minute.”


  She stared intently at her device, waiting for the timer to finish. “Baseline recorded.” Baseline? What the heck did that mean? She looked up LH again in the booklet. It said something about levels going up and down. Couldn’t it just tell her yes or no? It was all so confusing. She threw all the used strips in the trash and hid the rest in the cabinet under the sink before coming out to check on Irene.


  ··OOO··


  Jamie walked around the gallery space, getting an idea of how many pieces she’d need for her upcoming show, and where she’d put them. The gallery was currently closed between showings. No one was booked for the next few weeks, and soon it would be her turn to show off her work.


  There was a sharp knocking at the door. She turned to find the source of the sound and saw Aiden standing there.


  “Hey there,” she said after unlocking the glass door and opening it to let him in. The sound of rain echoed through the empty space. He didn’t have an umbrella or hood covering his head, so water droplets fell straight onto his brown hair and dripped down his brow. “Oh my goodness, you’re soaked. Come in. Come in.”


  “I don’t think I should,” he said.


  She realized he didn’t have his normal genial smile on his face. Instead, he wore a serious expression. “Nonsense, I insist,” she said.


  He didn’t budge. “I can’t do it.”


  It was the worst possible thing he could say. “Come in out of the rain. We can talk about this inside.”


  He finally stepped in, a puddle forming around him on the marble floor. He looked at her, his eyes pleading. “I can’t do it,” he reiterated.


  “Let’s get you dried off,” she said, still ignoring what he had said. She helped him slip off his coat and draped it over the front desk. There was comfortable seating in the back and paper towels in the restroom to soak up all the water. “Follow me.”


  She led him through the main gallery to the back, his footsteps squishing behind her. They passed through the open doorway that marked the ladies’ restroom. This first room before the restroom proper was set up as a lounge with plush seating and a nice vanity in the corner.


  There was a throw blanket on one of the sofas. She grabbed it and handed it to Aiden. “Why don’t you use this to dry off.” He dabbed his face with the blanket then wiped it through his hair before taking a seat at the edge of the sofa. He planted his elbows on his knees and covered his face with his hands.


  Jamie sat next to him and rubbed his back with her hand. “Tell me what’s going on,” she said.


  “I can’t do it. All I’ve ever wanted was to raise my own child. I can’t give you a baby.”


  “You’d be involved in your child’s life,” she said. “Our child’s life. I mean, you’re Irene’s boss. You’ll always be around.”


  He looked at her. “You want a baby that you and Irene can raise. A perfect little family of three. I won’t ever get to be a daddy.”


  She couldn’t tell if it was rainwater still dripping down his face or if he was crying. Jamie wanted a baby so bad, she was willing to do just about anything to make it happen. But more than that, she felt his pain.


  “I know how you feel,” she said. “It’s just not enough to know your kid is out there somewhere. You want to love someone, mold them, teach them all the silly little things a person needs to learn. Play catch in the park. Help them with their homework and science fair projects.”


  He sobbed into his hands. Instead of calming him down, she had gotten him more worked up. “I do. I want it all.”


  She rubbed his back as he regained his composure. He continued, “I’ve always wanted to pass down everything I love to a child. To see my baby, with similar features to mine, sleeping peacefully in my arms. You’re so wonderful, talented, and beautiful, I wanted to give you everything you desire, but I can’t.”


  He looked at her. She could see the pain behind his eyes. All she wanted to do was bring him some comfort. She combed his wet hair back with her fingers. “You’ll have it all,” she promised.


  “You don’t know that,” he said.


  She leaned forward and kissed him briefly. His lips were wet and cold from the rain. She leaned back and bit her lip. He still looked sad. “I want it all, too,” she confessed.


  “And you’ll get it,” he said. “In time.”


  She could feel tears pricking the back of her eyes, but this wasn’t her moment to be sad. Ever since he had been at her apartment, removing her implant, she had fallen in love with the idea of him fathering her child. Maybe, what she had actually fallen in love with was him.


  “I want you,” she confessed. She leaned in and kissed him again, a little longer this time. He didn’t kiss her back, but he didn’t move away either. “I thought a baby would fix things between Irene and me, but our relationship is already fundamentally broken. You’ve been so nice to me. You’re the reason this whole show is happening, because you believed in me. I’m so ready to move on with my life and start the next chapter, but I just don’t know how.”


  He placed a hand on her cheek. She couldn’t help it as a tear fell from her eye onto his thumb. “God,” he said, “you’re even beautiful when you cry.”


  She chuckled, which came out as a little sob. He leaned forward this time and kissed her.


  She couldn’t help herself. Heat radiated from her core. She slipped her hands onto his shoulders and pulled her body close to him. Wrapping his arms around her, he placed his hands on her back, and she could feel the electricity between them as he moved his hands upwards to the back of her neck. She crept her hands to his chest and found the top button on his shirt with her fingers. She undid it, then moved to the next one.


  He pushed away. “Stop,” he whispered.


  “What?” she asked. She was ready to go. All she wanted in that moment was to feel his skin against hers.


  “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have come over here.” He pushed her aside as he got up and walked out of the lounge and through the gallery.


  “Wait,” Jamie said, following him. “Just wait a minute.”


  He took his coat from the front desk and shrugged it on. “I should go.” He opened the door and disappeared, jogging into the pouring rain.


  She watched him through the door until she couldn’t see him or where he had gone along the dreary street. Turning the deadbolt, the door made a clanking sound as it locked.


  There were wet footprints glistening against the smooth, white marble floor. She leaned down and touched a puddle of water from Aiden’s wet entrance. Tears fell from her face and splashed into the water he had left behind.


  fourteen


  Irene read through the profile a third time. Without a doubt, this was Jamie’s profile. Using the ranking system, she qualified as a savant due to her artistic abilities.


  “Hey, Bobby,” she said. “Why hasn’t this woman been matched yet?”


  He pushed up his navy frames and looked over the profile. “Hmm, female, mid-twenties. We should be able to find her a good match.”


  Irene’s heart skipped a beat. This was wonderful news. If they could match Jamie with another AQD member, they wouldn’t need to rely on Aiden.


  “Oh, here it is, see this code right here,” he said, pointing to some random character jumble near the bottom of the page. “She’s been selected for a quality DNA match. Do me a favor and file it away.”


  Irene stared at the character code. Figured that Aiden considered himself ‘quality’. “Of course. Where does it belong?”


  “The middle cabinet. It should be labeled female QD.”


  Irene brought her wife’s profile over to the filing cabinets and found the correct drawer. She opened it and rifled through some of the other profiles. One of them caught her eye, and she pulled it out.


  “We’ve got a special project today,” he said. “Let me show you.”


  She quickly folded the profile she held and tucked it in her pants pocket before returning to the long work table. “What do we have?” she asked.


  “We get to design a layout for new promotional material. Our recruitment pamphlets are getting a little dated, so Aiden wants us to come up with something fresh to attract new members.”


  “Great,” Irene said, faking her enthusiasm.


  ··OOO··


  When Irene got home, the apartment was quiet. Jamie was having another late night at the gallery. She had spent much of the previous evening there as well. Irene couldn’t even begin to understand what went into an opening and all the artistic considerations it entailed. If it took hundreds of hours to get her show ready, Irene would just have to trust her.


  Irene sat at the dining table and unfolded the profile she had stolen. She spread it flat, reading over the details. Identifying information including name, hair color, and eye color were always left out, but through other clues it was possible to determine who each person was. They still collected information like height and weight, race, age, and occupation.


  “Cha cha cherry, lookup Rose Clark, actress,” she said. Reading over the actress’s profile on her device, she knew without a doubt that the member profile she held coincided with the star.


  Originally, the profile had been rejected for use as a donor. She read through the responses and could see why. Although Rose did well in school and excelled in English and History, she was deficient in math and analytical thinking, making her unfit as a well-rounded donor. Even though she was successful, she wasn’t particularly talented, and didn’t qualify as a savant either.


  What was interesting was a note under the match section. She was an elite benefactor. Irene knew that AQD subsisted on financial donations from members, but those donations weren’t suppose to influence donor matches. The ‘unable to match’ comment had been crossed out and annotated with the same code from Jamie’s profile. Rose had been selected to receive ‘quality DNA’. Somehow, Aiden had orchestrated for her to conceive using her husband’s sample through an affair with a model working as an extra.


  What happened to the men who were selected as quality DNA? From what Bobby had said, it didn’t matter how many children they had already fathered when they were found. And judging by Annette’s baby, it also didn’t matter if they were already dead.


  “Cha cha cherry, call Annette.”


  The line rang a couple time before a breathless Annette answered, “Hello?” Ophelia was screaming in the background.


  “You free tonight?” Irene asked.


  “I’m up to my eyeballs in baby shit and still wearing my pajamas. What do you think?”


  “You want some adult company? I could bring over dinner.”


  “That would be amazing,” Annette gushed. “Wait, is Jamie working late again?”


  “Yeah, she said she’ll be at the gallery all evening.”


  “How’s it feel to be the neglected spouse while your wife is the workaholic?”


  “I’ll tell you all about it when I get there,” Irene said. “How does pizza sound?”


  “Brilliant. If you don’t hear crying when you get here, don’t knock. Just let yourself in.”


  “See you in a few.”


  ··OOO··


  Jamie hadn’t told Irene about Aiden’s visit to the gallery. She had been so thoroughly rejected she was too embarrassed to talk about it. If only she had some way of contacting him, she could try to change his mind. But she didn’t know where he lived or worked. There was no AQD meeting that Friday since people were out of town for the Thanksgiving holiday, so she couldn’t find him there either.


  In a fit she had deleted the SonoSolo software from her device and thrown away all the test strips from the pharmacy. Any reminder that she had once hoped for a baby had been stripped from the apartment.


  Instead of obsessing over the loss of her potential child and Aiden’s rejection of her, she threw herself into her art. She wanted a new piece as the focal point of her opening. When first walking into the gallery, there was a feature wall in full view which was the perfect place for an oversized arrangement.


  She decided to do three canvases placed side by side. She had the canvases lined up in her studio, ready to go with a base coat of white. They were too bright. Currently, the blank canvases were all optimism and potential.


  With black and white paint loaded on her pallet, she’d start with a monochrome effect. After she got an idea of what she should make, she could add more color as necessary.


  The prim white taunted her. She loaded a wide brush with black, adding a little white to get a charcoal color, and marked a horizon through the top half of the middle canvas. Creating art was violent, each added brushstroke forever changing the piece and taking away the work’s innocence. She painted in a dark sky. Switching to a smaller brush, she added some Indian yellow to her pallet and mixed it with white to make ominous clouds.


  Although the dark, cloudy sky matched her mood, she didn’t like it. It needed rain. She would need to wait until she added the foreground before adding a rain effect.


  Taking a slender brush, she added a lightning bolt using tense jerking motions. She couldn’t wait for the foreground. It needed rain now. Taking the jar of thinner she used for cleaning her brushes, she flicked some onto the painting using a new brush. A few droplets stuck, picking up the dark pigment and dragging it down as they succumbed to the power of gravity. It needed more. She saturated the brush and flung more thinner. Her crisp lightning bolt began to run.


  She didn’t like anything about the canvas. Anger welled up as she decided she needed to start over. Nothing was going right, not the painting and not life. She threw the entire contents of the jar at the canvas, and the thinner exploded over the center of the canvas. All the dark sky swirled as the liquid ran down, leaving a dark stripe straight down the center.


  The running paint wasn’t enough. She needed to ruin it. Smearing her hand against the palette, she dragged the new muddy-brown color over the canvas. She started with an x, then swiped her hand back and forth over the canvas, destroying her work.


  The mess in front of her was a perfect reflection of how she felt. She smeared more paint on her hand, ready to do more damage, when a sharp knock at the door interrupted her. Although she didn’t want to deal with anyone right now, she needed to stop wasting her energy on defacing this canvas. She wiped as much paint off her hand and onto her smock as she could before leaving her studio and opening the front door.


  “Aiden,” she said, surprised to see him. “What are you doing here?” She didn’t get a chance to react to his presence before he stepped into the apartment and shut the door behind him. He tilted her head back with his hands and met her mouth with his.


  Her mind was burning with questions. Had he changed his mind? Was she getting her baby? She tried to push those thoughts aside as she kissed him back.


  She stood on her toes and wrapped her arms around him, and he pulled her body against his. Every sensation of him was new and exciting, the prickling of the scruff on his face, his large, warm hands pressed against her back, and the woodsy scent of his cologne. Opening her mouth just slightly, she let her tongue meet his.


  All of her anxieties slipped away as she let go of herself and fully enjoyed the moment. The mess in her studio and her desire to have a baby, along with the friction between her and her wife, all melted away and were replaced with the desire to fill her senses with Aiden.


  He lifted her up and she wrapped her legs around him as he carried her into the bedroom. She sat at the edge of the bed and watched him pull off his shirt. There was a dusting of dark hair on his chest and trailing down. She reached out her hand and placed it on his chest. His heart hammered underneath her touch. Hers was doing the same.


  As he finished undressing, it was clear he was ready to go. She could also feel the heat radiating from her core, making the tips of her fingers and toes tingle.


  Scooting back on the bed, she made room for him to climb on. She was still wearing her smock and overalls. With a quick shrug, her smock came off and he pulled her overalls and panties down past her feet.


  She started to feel apprehensive. Shouldn’t she be worried about how this would affect Irene? Just minutes after Aiden arrived at her door, they were already both naked in her bed. She laid back. It was too late to stop now. This was happening.


  He spit in his palm, then rubbed it over his erection. Pressing her knee to the side, he forced himself inside her. She yelped in surprise. She wasn’t ready. Jamie was used to Irene taking her time, making sure to warm her up slowly and asking permission before getting even slightly rough. But Aiden was taking what he wanted, starting at full tilt, groaning softly into her neck.


  Her body’s response quickly caught up, and she gasped with each frantic thrust. She clawed at his back with her fingernails and he responded by digging his teeth into her shoulder. After how caring he had been when they first met and his gentle touch when removing her implant, she had expected him to be tender in every situation. A groan escaped from her throat, partially from pain, partially from pleasure. He smiled, pleased with her reaction.


  The unapologetic thrusting almost made her feel almost numb, so she was surprised when she felt the familiar build up of pressure. She gripped him tightly against her, willing her body to meet its end. There it was. She tipped her head back and let out a moan of release.


  He groaned in return. Seeing her orgasm must have been enough to send him over the edge. Since he hadn’t used any sort of protection, he must have been alright with the chance of her getting pregnant. Spent, he rolled to the side, breathing heavily. Jamie watched his chest rise and fall as he caught his breath.


  “Hey,” he said. It was the first word he had said since arriving at her apartment.


  “Hey,” she returned. Although she felt tingly right now, she knew she’d be sore later. She seldom had that problem after making love with Irene.


  She could feel the warm fluid from his finish dripping down her thigh. The wetness reminded her of the paint. Holding up her right hand to look at it, she muttered, “Shit.”


  “What’s wrong?” he asked, turning to look at her. There was brown paint on his cheek and next to his ear. Sitting up, she saw that her smock was on top of the bed. When she lifted it up, there were smears of paint on the pillow and sheet beneath.


  “Fuck,” she said as she collapsed back into the bed. “I got paint on the sheets.”


  “Can’t you just wash them?” he asked.


  “No, I use oils. The only solvent that will get the paint out will melt the fabric in the process.”


  Aiden seemed unfazed by the ruined sheets. She’d need to replace them before Irene got home from work to keep her afternoon activities a secret. But how would she explain away new sheets?


  She waited silently for him to say something. He must have had some change of heart in order for him to even be here in her bed.


  Sitting up, she grabbed her shirt. As she was about to put it on, he reached over and touched her arm and said, “Please don’t, not yet. Just lie with me a little longer.” She dropped the shirt and lied back down. He turned toward her and cuddled against her, breathing into her hair. “It’s been a long time since I’ve been with anyone. I just want to enjoy being next to you.”


  “Of course,” she said. It was surprisingly easy to get lost in the moment while lying in his embrace. She should be worried about… everything. But for now, she focused on the warmth of his breath on her neck and the muskiness of his smell.


  “Promise I’ll always be in your life,” he said.


  “I promise,” she said as she rolled over and embraced him. She was so happy; he must have changed his mind about fathering her baby.


  “When I first met you, the only thing I could think about was how beautiful you are,” he said, looking her in the eyes. “But you’re so much more than a pretty face.”


  She smiled. “I thought you were perfect. I still do.”


  They lay there for a while longer before Aiden finally got up and pulled his clothes back on. “I need to get back to work,” he said.


  “So do I,” she said, finding her own clothing.


  Only half dressed, she followed him back to the front door. “I’ll come back in a few days,” he said.


  “I look forward to it.” She kissed him, and then he left.


  Returning to the bedroom, she pulled on the rest of her clothes and her smock. She tried to straighten the covers, then messed them up again. She’d tell Irene that she got tired and took a nap, forgetting about her smock. Irene would believe that.


  Back in her studio, she looked at the canvas she had been destroying just an hour earlier. The brown smudges and black drips looked almost like a tree trunk. She took a fresh palate and squeezed some cobalt green from a small tube onto it. Grabbing a clean, fine brush, she painted a slender vine snaking around the tree. Adding little leaves, the canvas started to come to life. She dipped a finger in her white paint and dotted on some petals for a flower. The canvas may be salvageable after all.


  ··OOO··


  Annette’s parents, Gerry and Tom, hosted Thanksgiving at their apartment every year. Annette hadn’t made it to any family gatherings since she had given birth, and she particularly looked forward to seeing how huge and fat Clara had gotten.


  Normally, Irene and Jamie spent the holiday with Jamie’s family, but they had won a cruise and were enjoying the Caribbean for the week. Annette invited the couple to celebrate with her family. It would be like when Annette and Irene were in college and Irene spent every holiday with Annette’s family.


  Except Annette wasn’t in college. She had a baby now.


  “I can hold her,” Jamie said, stretching out her hands for the screaming baby. Annette gladly handed Ophelia over. With her hands now free, she went to the kitchen to get a drink.


  Gerry had Thanksgiving down to a science. She had an oven schedule posted on the fridge to make sure she had plenty of time to slow-cook the pie, turkey, rolls, and green bean casserole. Right now she was mashing some potatoes in her giant mixer.


  Annette knew better than to get in the way, and stood behind the bar-height counter dividing the kitchen from the dining room. “Drink me.”


  “Wine or beer?” Tom asked.


  “Wine.”


  “I’ll have a beer,” Irene said. Tom poured Annette a glass of white and tossed a can of beer to Irene. They returned to the living room where Jamie was cooing at Ophelia.


  “Hey sweetheart,” she sang. “You’re just the cutest thing. Auntie Jamie loves you.”


  “I guess now’s not a good time to ask about the donor search,” Annette whispered to her friend.


  Jamie overheard and looked at Annette. “Didn’t Irene tell you? There’s this amazing man, Aiden. He’s actually Irene’s boss at her new job.” She continued in a baby voice at Ophelia, “he’s agreed to put a munchkin in Aunt Jamie tummy.”


  “That’s a terrible idea. What happens if Irene gets fired again?” Annette asked. Jamie glared at her as she took a sip of of wine. Someone needed to say it.


  “It’s up to Irene not to get fired again,” Jamie said hotly before returning her attention to the baby.


  “How is your new job going?” Annette asked.


  “It’s work,” Irene said curtly before taking a long swig of her beer.


  Annette was trying to be social. She had hoped Irene would reciprocate even a little. “When is Ray getting here?” she asked as Tom came to the living room to join them.


  “Didn’t your mother tell you?” he said. “Clara isn’t feeling well, so they won’t be joining us.”


  Annette sighed. She had been looking forward to seeing her brother and having Irene with her like back in the day. Her holiday wasn’t living up to her expectations. And with Irene and Jamie constantly bickering, no one could even engage in pleasant conversation.


  “That will be me soon,” Jamie sang to Ophelia who seemed to be basking in all the special attention. “Staying at home getting ready for baby.”


  Irene sighed. “Maybe we should hold off a little bit on getting pregnant. Wait a month or two.”


  “Why?” Jamie shot back, glaring at Irene with her jaw clenched. “I’m ready to have a baby now. We have a donor. There’s no reason to wait.”


  “You’re just really busy with the gallery opening and everything involved with that. You’ve got too much on your plate. We should wait until life settles down a little,” Irene suggested.


  “My show will be over in a month. That’s not a reason. You just don’t want to see me happy.” Jamie got up and handed Ophelia back to Annette. Ophelia didn’t know what to make of the two women arguing and just looked from one to the other.


  “Irene has a point,” Annette said, trying to help her friend. “The first trimester is especially trying. Expecting saps out all your energy. I wasn’t able to keep up with everything at work and just wanted to sleep all the time.”


  “I think I can handle it,” Jamie snapped.


  “I’m just saying, once you have a baby, your life will be different,” Annette added.


  Jamie gave Annette a cold look. “Maybe for you, doing this all by yourself.”


  “Ouch,” Annette said, trying her best not to roll her eyes. Jamie was still young and naive. No amount of explaining to her the realities of having a baby would make her actually get it. She would have to learn the harsh truth for herself.


  “Can we just try to have a nice evening?” Irene said.


  Jamie stood up and crossed her arms in front of her chest. “You don’t want us to have a baby at all, do you? Why won’t you just admit it instead of coming up with lame excuses to keep me from getting pregnant?”


  Irene covered her face with her hand. “I want a baby. I’m just not sure Aiden is the best choice.”


  “What the fuck is wrong him?” Jamie shouted. “He’s everything you could want for our child’s genetics. He’s perfect.”


  “You don’t know him like I do,” Irene said in a dangerously quiet tone.


  “Oh, I know him really well.”


  Irene sighed. “You met him once.”


  Jamie threw her hands up, “He came over to remove my implant.”


  “Shit,” Annette said to no one in particular. The other two women were so engrossed in their fight, Annette might as well not have been there.


  Jamie continued ranting. “He saw my painting and wanted to talk about my art. I know you don’t give a shit about it, but he did. He connected me with the gallery for my art show. So, yes, I think I know him pretty well.”


  “It’s all so fast…”


  “Oh come on,” Jamie said.


  Annette felt like she should have a bucket of popcorn while watching the spat. Instead, she had a sleeping Ophelia, already bored of the fight, on her lap.


  Jamie was just getting started. “You’ve been dragging your feet ever since we decided to start a family. Now that we’ve finally gotten a man to agree to father our baby, you want to back out.”


  Irene hung her head. She looked sad. Annette knew she must have a good reason for not trusting this Aiden person, but she clearly wasn’t able to verbalize it to Jamie.


  “Maybe you could get a puppy?” Annette suggested.


  Jamie turned to her and said, “Fuck you,” before storming out of the apartment.


  Annette glanced at Tom who just shrugged his shoulders in return. She knew her best friend’s relationship had been strained recently, but Irene never mentioned that it had gotten this bad.


  “Just like college,” Annette said, raising her glass in a mock toast.


  Irene frowned at her beer before finally raising it as well. “I wish Ray were here. Then it would really be like college.”


  “So he could awkwardly hit on you, refusing to accept that you’re gay?” Annette asked, smiling to herself.


  “Yeah,” Irene said. “Maybe I should go.” She set her half-full can on the coffee table and left.


  Tom stood up stiffly. “I’m going to go see how your mother’s doing in the kitchen.”


  Annette looked down at her sleeping baby and whispered, “And then there were two.”


  ··OOO··


  Irene had special photoreactive paper tucked in her blazer. She couldn’t get her device into the office and take pictures, but the paper would allow her to copy some of the files. Specifically, she wanted to get a hold of all the women who had been selected to receive the so-called quality DNA. If she could, she also wanted to find the men who had been tagged as such, but suspected Aiden kept those files elsewhere.


  She slipped Rose’s profile back into the cabinet and was about to grab the next profile when she heard footsteps on the circular stairs. Quickly closing the drawer, she turned around to see Aiden come down.


  “Good morning team,” he said, smiling brightly at the four workers in the office.


  “Good morning,” they all said back.


  “I trust you all had a good holiday yesterday?” he asked. Irene nodded, and the others did as well.


  “I did,” Bobby said, smiling widely.


  “Good,” Aiden said. “Bobby, I wanted to go through some of the new members with you.”


  “Of course,” Bobby said.


  “The rest of you can return to work,” he added. Sharon went back to her typewriter. The other employee hadn’t even bothered looking up from his meticulous spreadsheets when their boss arrived. Irene had been working closely with Bobby since she started, so she joined him and Aiden at the center of the long table.


  Aiden sat down and said, “Let’s see if we can find some married pairs that also make a good match. I think it’s so important for children to be raised in a traditional family, don’t you?”


  Bobby had been raised by a single mother. He talked about his family drama a lot. “I guess. I always figured two parents made for more people to mess a kid up.”


  “What do you think, Irene?” Aiden asked.


  This felt like a trick question. “I think children should have lots of people in their lives to love them, including parents, grandparents, godparents, aunts, and uncles.”


  “God knows I could have used more love growing up,” Bobby joked.


  Aiden gave Irene a sideways glance, but dropped the subject. Irene pulled the newest membership profiles from the cabinets and they started going through them. They worked together the entire morning, giving Irene no chance to make copies of the files.


  At noon, the other three employees left for lunch, leaving Aiden and Irene alone in the office.


  “Why don’t you come upstairs for lunch today?” he offered. “I started some chili simmering this morning. I made an entire pot, much more than I can eat myself.”


  “That sounds great,” Irene said, “but I wanted to finish up some of the promotional material before taking a break.”


  “Don’t take too long,” he said as he disappeared up the steps.


  She didn’t have much time. She pulled out the drawer labelled ‘female QD’ and took out the top five. Laying the pages on the table, she retrieved the photo paper tucked in her blazer and set a sheet on each profile. She just needed to rub the back of each page and the static charge would activate the photo ink. It would darken anywhere there was black pigment below.


  It worked like a charm, each page slowly gaining the text details from the profile underneath. She tucked the photo paper back in her blazer and returned the files to the cabinet before going upstairs.


  “Perfect timing,” Aiden said as she let herself into the kitchen. He was wearing an apron over his business clothes and oven mitts. He opened the antique oven and pulled out a square pan of cornbread, placing it on top of the range. “Please, take a seat.”


  Irene sat at the table and waited stiffly for Aiden. He cut up the bread into squares and poured some chili into a bowl, placing it on the table in front of Irene. “Thank you,” she said.


  She waited until he was also seated before she started eating. This was by far the blandest chili she had ever tasted. It was basically tomato soup with a little bit of meat in it. “It’s very good,” she said.


  “Thanks. It’s my mother’s recipe.” They ate in silence for a moment.


  “Your wife is pretty amazing,” he said between bites.


  Irene thought about their fight from the previous day. When Irene left after Jamie, she hadn’t been able to find her and their apartment was empty. She assumed Jamie had gone to the gallery. “She is,” she agreed.


  “I must confess, I was having reservations about being a donor for you two.”


  Irene nodded. “She’s wanted a baby for a long time.”


  “What do you want?”


  The question caught her off guard. It wasn’t something she normally asked herself. “I don’t know. I guess a better future. A world worth bringing a new baby into.”


  “You know what I want?” he asked, clearing the empty bowls from the table. He gave her a mischievous smile. “Ice-cream.”


  Irene couldn’t help but smile. Aiden pulled two little bowls out of the cabinet and filled them with ice-cream from a pint stored in the freezer. “I hope you like mint chocolate chip.”


  He set the little bowls at the table and they started eating the green, whipped ice cream. “Ask me something,” he said.


  “Excuse me?”


  “I’m about to be the father of your baby. All you know about me is within the confines of AQD. Aren’t you curious to learn more?”


  “Okay,” Irene said, licking her spoon. “Football or soccer?”


  “If you’re talking about the name of that game where you kick a black and white ball on the ground, the answer is soccer. If you’re asking which I played growing up, the answer is track.”


  “You did track?” she asked.


  “Not intentionally at first. I was the awkward scrawny kid growing up. I got bullied a lot, and ran away from a lot of fights. Turned out I was pretty fast, and got recruited by the track coach.”


  Irene nodded. She had been a softball player herself.


  “Ask another,” he said.


  “If you had a billion dollars, what’s the first thing you’d buy?”


  “A yacht,” he said. Irene burst out laughing at his answer. “I would move AQD headquarters onto it and spend my days cruising around the world. I think it’s an excellent plan.”


  Even though she still didn’t like him, she was enjoying their conversation. The genial man she had been conversing with over lunch was how Adain presented himself to other people including Jamie. She could see why her wife was so taken with him. But why had he chosen to show Irene his other side? Perhaps she would have been more trusting of him if he hadn’t brought her to the creepy medical room or given her the crazy, rambling notebooks at a house that wasn’t even his. But now they were having a totally pleasant lunch together in the farmhouse, which she was pretty sure was actually his home.


  “Okay,” she said. “Serious question this time. Why haven’t you had a child until now?”


  His expression went from amused to stony and unreadable. “It just hasn’t come up.”


  “And now you're ready to father your one child, with me and Jamie,” Irene said. There was no changing Jamie’s mind about having Aiden act as their donor, but maybe she could change his.


  “Isn’t that the goal of every human being? To make their mark on the world and leave it a better place for their progeny. All my life, I’ve wanted to be a father, to watch my child grow and mold them into a good person. To see someone I created inherit the world we live in.”


  Instead of looking hopeful about his goal, he just seemed sad. For a flash of a second she saw him as human. He was struggling with his legacy and she admired his candor. For a moment, she could actually see him as a father to her kid.


  But it was only a moment. She forced a smile, and he flashed his signature smile. “I should get back to work,” she said.


  “Yes,” he agreed. “Your boss probably wouldn’t approve if you returned late from lunch.”


  ··OOO··


  Irene didn’t bother checking in with Jamie. She had spent every evening at the gallery, planning her opening. Not even once did she think to send Irene a message to let her know she was running late, but Irene didn’t care anymore. Jamie was going to do what she wanted to do, regardless of how it affected anyone else.


  Irene drove to the south side of town, where the apartments were rent-controlled and single parents could almost afford to get by. As she walked from her parking spot along the block, she looked for a particular apartment number. It was on the ground floor, so at least she didn’t need to climb any stairs.


  She knocked on the door. “Who’s there?” called a woman’s voice. Irene waited. As soon as they checked the peephole, they’d let her in.


  Angel opened the door just a couple inches. “Irene, what are you doing here?”


  “I need your help,” she said.


  He opened the door a little wider and let her in. “Victory warned us not to get involved with you,” he said.


  Irene smiled. Victory was pretty old school. “That’s because I’ve crossed over to the dark side. I’m working undercover for the FBI.”


  “Shit,” Angel said. “Come in. Take a seat.”


  She walked into the small apartment. The living space had a small sitting area along with a dining table and kitchenette. Angel’s son was at the table working on homework. The apartment didn’t have nice furnishings, but it was thoughtfully laid out and clean. Irene pulled the copies out of her blazer and handed them to Angel.


  “These are profiles for women,” she said. “There should be enough information to figure out who they are.”


  “Why don’t you bring them to the FBI?” he asked, leafing through the copies.


  “They only care about the possibility of a terrorist attack, not about the actual people involved.”


  Angel held his device in front of the top page and said, “Read data.” He watched his device as it scanned in the text and analyzed it. “This one is a Trisha Small.” He went through all five profiles, identifying the woman corresponding each one.


  “How many of them have a child?” Irene asked.


  Angel poked at his device for a moment. “None of them,” he said.


  Irene shook her head. She wanted to get to the male donors, the ‘quality DNA’ used to impregnate these women. Then she remembered Aiden’s story. “Can you look up traffic accidents involving a bicycle? One where a child died from at least eight years ago.” Maybe the late friend who inspired Aiden to form AQD would hold answers.


  Angel spoke the details into his device and they waited while it found a match.


  “One match found,” the computerized voice of the device said. “Amir Lazuli, surgeon.”


  “Can you send that to me?” she asked.


  “Sure,” he said. Irene held out her device and tapped it against his.


  She looked at the profile. Ten years ago, Amir got in a tragic accident when he was biking near home. The accident killed the baby boy strapped in the child seat. A year later, Amir died in another car accident. She flicked her finger down, scrolling to the picture at the top of the profile. Her heart dropped.


  “I need to go,” she said.


  Angel nodded. “I’m happy to help, but it might be best if you don’t come back. Especially if you’re working with the feds.”


  She mumbled an agreement before rushing out of the apartment and outside into the dark evening. She looked back down at her device. The picture was unmistakable. Amir Lazuli was Aiden Stone.


  fifteen


  “I’m disappointed,” Rick said. Yet again he had caught up with Irene during her Saturday run. “You shouldn’t be sharing information on this investigation with anyone. Not even the Social Department.”


  Irene huffed and sped up, but Rick had no problem keeping up with the increased pace. She wished she could lose him. “If I had some way to reach you when I found something, then I’d go to you first.”


  “What was so important that you had to see your former coworker?”


  “I found the profiles of women who are members of AQD who were picked to be matched with their elite donors, or quality DNA. I need to find out who the men are who’ve been labeled as quality DNA. They’ll hold the key to how AQD has been breaking progeny laws.”


  “It doesn’t matter it they’re freezing enough sperm to fill a swimming pool. You need to focus on uncovering the attack on the Genome Database.”


  Irene was huffing, trying to keep up the pace and talk at the same time. Rick slowed down and once she got her breathing back to normal, she said, “Aiden knows Michael Shark is reporting to the FBI. He thought I might be the mole, and took me to a medical facility to try and scare me. I really believe he’s doing some sort of human experiments there.”


  “I don’t care if he’s making Frankenstein’s monster in his basement. Find the details on the attack against the Genome Database and stop futzing around with this matchmaking bullshit. If the FBI has to let you go from this operation, you’re not going to be able to get your beloved job at the Social Department back.” Rick turned and jogged back toward the parking lot.


  She didn’t have a lot of time. She needed to find out what was going on before Jamie wound up pregnant.


  ··OOO··


  She probably could have learned more about Aiden through the FBI, but she had been too angry with Rick to bring it up. So here she was at the library, trying to find information.


  On this beautiful Saturday afternoon, everyone was enjoying the weather outdoors. There were a few people at the work tables and research stations. They were probably all students getting papers and projects done before the winter break. Irene passed through two shelves of physical books to the bank of workstations. Most information was kept on servers, a few of which were housed in this library which was why it was kept so cold.


  The public computer was old technology and set behind a wall of bulletproof glass. She couldn’t touch it to navigate, but the voice control worked well enough. Even though each computer terminal was set in a semi-private booth, she picked one in the very corner, far away from anyone so she wouldn’t be overheard.


  “What is your inquiry?” the soft computer voice asked.


  “I need all the records for Amir Lazuli,” she said. When she was still employed by the Social Department, she had full access of public information through her device. The FBI wasn’t affording her that same privilege, so she had to dig up information the same way other people did.


  “Searching… searching… searching… These are the records we have for Amir Lazuli.”


  Irene read over the screen. There weren’t many official documents. She saw his medical license, but not his college or medical school degrees. There weren’t any records of his early life. At one point he owned a house in the California bay area. He had a marriage certificate and also a non-contested request for dissolution of that marriage. She wondered why there wasn’t a birth certificate for the baby that died. Wasn’t Aiden/Amir the father? Also notably missing was a certificate of sterilization, meaning he was still free to father a baby with Jamie.


  The last bit of information about Amir was a death certificate. In the police report for the crash, it stated that his car had been found smashed into a tree on a remote highway in Oregon. There were several empty liquor bottles littering the floor boards. His body hadn’t been found in the car, but there was a good amount of blood. No one would have survived that crash. There had been a search of the area, but nothing turned up. When he was still missing a couple months later, the case was closed and Amir was officially pronounced dead. The police claimed a cougar probably removed his body from the crash site.


  It was the perfect setup to get out of his old life and start fresh. There weren’t any records under the name Aiden Stone.


  The only loose end was Amir’s wife. “Search Amy-Marie Lazuli,” she said.


  “Amy-Marie Lazuli, former name for Amy-Marie Baker, born Amy-Marie Park.” Irene looked at the beautiful woman in the profile picture. She resembled Jamie, only older. Her occupation was listed as a news anchor and journalist in Los Angeles.


  Irene quickly lost track of time reading over editorial pieces she had written for the LA Times News. She had a distinctive voice and was insightful and humorous. One piece in particular stood out.


  
An unofficial obituary for my husband.


  Many of you knew I was married, and those who did probably also heard me complain about my husband. He was a bit of an egomaniac and a workaholic spending all hours at the hospital. But every minute he spent with me or our son, it was like we were the only things in his world. Our baby was his number one, and I was okay with coming in a close second.


  He died that day of the accident. Not the car wreck in Oregon, but the freak accident that took his son. That day, his entire world ended, and him with it.


  I knew another baby wouldn’t replace what we’d lost, but he didn’t. He became obsessed with finding a way. We tried the legal way with the Social Department and the not-so-legal way of donors for hire. Reversing the effective female sterilization procedure is impossible; I had gotten my only chance. When even the top gynecological surgeon at Grace Hospital confirmed I would never again carry a child, my husband fell into an even deeper despair.


  Sometimes I wonder if things would have turned out differently if I had stayed. But I needed to look after myself. I had also lost a son and needed to heal.


  I like to imagine my husband driving into the sunset, the top down on his car and the wind in his hair. Instead of veering off the road, he drives up above the horizon into the evening sky, straight to the heavens where he can join our son.


  He will be remembered by friends and family this Saturday at the Friendship Funeral Home. I invite you, my readers, not to mourn with us, but to celebrate life. Take a moment to hug your spouse and hold your child close. Tell them again that you love them, even though you already remind them every day. Because no matter what life brings, or doesn’t, it can never take that love away.


  
Irene wiped the tears from her cheek. She could feel the woman’s loss through the words on the screen. How would she react if she found out her former husband was still alive?


  After a few deep breaths trying to regain her center, Irene had to remind herself what she was looking for. She scrolled through Amy-Marie’s public documents and found the birth certificate for their son.


  He was a healthy baby, born at just over 8 pounds. Amy-Marie Lazuli was listed as the mother, and Amir Lazuli was listed as her spouse. But the father portion claimed Patrick Tanaka was the biological father. Attached to the birth certificate were the certifications of sterilization for both Amy-Marie and Dr. Tanaka.


  Had they known each other back then, Dr. Tanaka and Aiden? Were they still in touch? Was Dr. Tanaka part of AQD? And why was he the father of Amy-Marie’s baby and not Aiden?


  Irene logged off the library computer and stood up. She shook her head, trying to calm the racing thoughts. If only she could reach out to the Social Department and see where they were on the investigation into Dr. Tanaka.


  ··OOO··


  “Cha cha cherry, set video recorder activation to motion.”


  “Video recorder set,” said the computerized voice. Carefully, Irene placed her device on top of the cabinet above the toilet. She didn’t like the idea of watching Aiden jerk off, but she needed to get a sample if she had any hopes of finding out who he really was. He had been Aiden since the formation of AQD, and Amir before that. With his genetics, she could find who he was before he became Amir.


  At the pharmacy, she had bought collection cups and syringes with the special flexible plastic tip for accurately depositing samples at the cervix. She bought fertility test strips and pregnancy test strips, along with prenatal multivitamins for Jamie. She even found a gentlemen’s magazine. Most men consumed their pornography on their device, but she suspected Aiden didn’t have one.


  Everything needed to make a successful fluid transfer was set up in her bathroom. Once it was done, she had also purchased a virility tester kit to check for the presence of sperm in his seminal fluid. She even removed the trash from the little bathroom waste bin and put in a new liner so she wouldn’t have to dig around old tissues to find the discarded collection cup. And just in case he brought a frozen sample instead of procuring one of his own, she had her device recording to see how he prepared the insemination syringe.


  Irene suspected Aiden lived in the farmhouse above the office. If she got there early enough, she might be able to catch him at home before he left for his daily activities.


  With the bathroom set, she returned to the bedroom. She kissed Jamie, who was still asleep in bed, on the forehead before leaving. Jamie had been touched that Irene went through all the trouble getting together the collection material. Being a specialty item, the syringes in particular had been hard to find. Irene said it was a way to say sorry for their fight. She didn’t mention the real reason she did it: to collect Aiden’s DNA.


  There was a small chance that this would lead to Jamie getting pregnant, but it was something she had to risk to find answers.


  When she arrived at work, it was still fairly dark out. There was a glow at the horizon, but no sun yet. She checked the time on her watch, seven thirty-two. Her coworkers usually arrived right around eight. Instead of going down through the storm door to the office, she went around to the back door. Some of the lights were on inside and she could see a figure walking around.


  She tapped softly at the door. A moment later, Aiden opened it and let her inside.


  “Well, hello,” he said. He glanced down at his watch. “You’re here early. For a moment I thought I must be running late.”


  “No, you’re not late. I wanted to catch you before you went on your recruitment rounds today.”


  “Would you like some coffee?” he said, gesturing at the old coffee maker which was sputtering as it brewed a pot. “I always make too much.”


  “I would love some,” she said. He poured her a mug and handed it to her. “Thank you.”


  “So why did you need to catch me?” he asked, taking the tie draped over one of the kitchen chairs and tying it around his neck with a slender knot.


  “Jamie’s been monitoring her fertility, and she believes she’s ovulating today.”


  Aiden perked up. “Really? That’s excellent. I have a busy day planned, but I should be able to make time to go over to your place.”


  “We’ve already gotten all the collection materials, but you can bring your own if you prefer.”


  “No, that’s great,” he said. “That saves me a trip to the pharmacy. I better go get my day started.” He opened the door and stepped out, then stopped and turned back to Irene. “When you’re done with your mug, you can just leave it in the sink. If you could lock up when you leave, that would be great. I always leave a spare key under the mat.”


  “Sure,” Irene said. She was used to his genial smile, but she had never seen him quite as happy as he was right now hearing the news that Jamie was ovulating. Maybe this hadn’t been a good idea.


  She checked the time. It was only seven forty-five. No one else would be at the office for another ten minutes. She could use the time alone to copy more files. After a minute, the roar of the combustion engine in Aiden’s car faded away. She poured the rest of her coffee down the sink and left the mug. Making sure to lock the back door behind her, she went down to the office for more secret work.


  ··OOO··


  When she got home, Irene pulled the photo papers from her blazer and set them on the kitchen counter. She had gotten twenty profiles copied before Sharon had arrived at the office. On the counter, Jamie had left her a note.


  Went to the gallery. Thanks for sending Aiden over. Love, Bunny


  Jamie normally didn’t bother to leave a note. She must have forgiven Irene after their big fight.


  Irene went into the bathroom and checked the little waste bin. Inside sat a used collection cup and syringe. Pulling them out and setting them on the edge of the sink, she wished she had thought to buy gloves. The image of Aiden’s most intimate parts touching her skin disgusted her, and she did her best not to gag. She would just wash her hands really well when she was done.


  Deep inside the cabinet, behind their mundane first aid supplies, hid the virility test kit. She pulled it down, opened the box, and read through the instructions. This kit just had tester strips and didn’t use any device software to read the results. If Aiden’s stuff was any good, the strip would show two purple stripes. The control which would indicate the presence of seminal fluid, and the second which detected the presence of sperm.


  She dipped one end of a strip in some of the fluid which clung to the bottom of the cup. The moisture slowly wicked up the strip until the entire paper was damp. She set it on the sink and glanced at her watch. It could take up to two minutes to read results.


  After two minutes passed, the limp strip was still fully white. Irene double-checked the instructions, the tester was supposed to detect even the smallest amounts. He must have washed out the cup.


  But there was no reason to rinse out the inside of the syringe. With a bit of struggle, she was able to pull the plunger completely out. Taking a new strip, she touched it against the moist end of the plunger. Yet again, two minutes later, the second strip also showed no hint of a purple line. The entire kit must have been a bad batch. Frustrated, she knocked the plastic pieces back into the waste bin and scrubbed her hands.


  Climbing on the toilet, she grabbed her device off of the top of the cabinet. “Cha cha cherry, stop recording. Review recording.” She watched as Jamie went into the bathroom for her morning routine. “Skip ahead.” At first she didn’t see the motion that had prompted her cherry to start recording. The device could see into the bedroom through the reflection of the mirror above the sink. The bedroom door opening had started this segment of recording.


  “I need a drink of water,” Jamie said. There was the sound of footsteps, the clattering of glass, followed by running water. Was Aiden there with her?


  “You ready?” he asked. He was there. This was it.


  “No,” she said. “I need to be warmed up a little first.”


  “We can do that.” What were they talking about? Irene hadn’t paid too much attention the mechanics of insemination from Jamie’s booklet, just the part about how long she had until Jamie would be fertile. She recalled something about basal temperature being important. Maybe that was what they were talking about.


  She kept watching even though there wasn’t any more movement. There must have been some sound the device picked up that she couldn’t hear which kept the recording going.


  Then Jamie came through the door walking backwards. She was holding Aiden’s hands, pulling him with her. She stopped when she reached the bed, but pulled him closer until their bodies met. Irene couldn’t believe what she was seeing. Jamie grabbed the sides of Aiden’s face and kissed him deeply. He slipped a hand under her overalls and reached down between her legs and was met by a moan.


  “Is that what you had in mind?” he asked.


  “Yeah,” she answered in another moan. Irene was shocked and disgusted, but couldn’t stop the video. Jamie unclasped her overalls and they dropped to the floor.


  “You know, the whole point is for me to come, not you,” he said.


  She chuckled. “Shut up and make me want it.”


  He pulled her panties down and, in a move Irene had done countless times herself, pushed her onto the bed and buried his face between her legs.


  As Jamie continued to moan, Irene threw her device at the floor. It bounced up against the bathroom door before landing screen down on the floor where it kept playing the sounds of Aiden pleasing her wife. She covered her face as she listened, tears welling up in her eyes. She couldn’t bear hearing any more. “Skip ahead,” she said, and the moaning stopped.


  She picked up the device. On the screen, Jamie went into the bathroom and pulled out a cup and syringe from the cabinet. She rinsed them quickly and tossed them in the trash before leaving the room.


  Part of her wanted to immediately delete the recording, and part of her wanted to save it and show it to Jamie. No matter what she did, she had already lost her wife to the enemy. She wished she had taken up Agent Rick’s offer to have Jamie ‘removed from the equation’. Maybe she still could.


  “Cha cha cherry, call FBI Agent Richard Elder.” It was a stretch, but maybe it would work.


  “No match found.”


  “Dammit!” she yelled. She picked up the worthless device and dropped it into the toilet. Watching the screen swirl as the device died gave her a little bit of satisfaction.


  Now wasn’t the time to make a rash decision, but she couldn’t stand to be in the apartment where her wife had fucked someone else just earlier that day. She stormed out of the apartment and got in her car. Without her device, she couldn’t use navigation. That was okay, she knew where the closest bar was.


  ··OOO··


  “Ugh, where am I?” Irene moaned. She rolled over to find she wasn’t alone in bed. A head of curly brown hair lied on the pillow next to her. Had she gotten so drunk that she had picked up a random woman last night?


  Elijah rolled over to look at her. “Hey there, beautiful.”


  Irene sat up with a jerk. “Oh, hell no.”


  “Oh, no no no no,” he said quickly, “We didn’t… we did not. No.”


  Of course they didn’t. She would never voluntarily sleep with a man. “Why were we sleeping in the same bed?”


  Elijah turned to the side and pulled on some pants, then got up and picked up a t-shirt from the floor, putting that on over his undershirt. “It’s the only bed. You insisted on sleeping on the couch. Until you got lonely and said you just needed a warm body.”


  The details of the previous evening started coming back to her. Yet again, Elijah and his friends were at her bar. After a few drinks, she started calling him handsome and insisted he call her beautiful. She had danced with one of his friends, a young woman with red hair who couldn’t have been older than twenty.


  At ten, she had decided to call it a night. She was tired and just wanted the day to be over with. Only after she had walked to her car did she remember that she no longer had a working device. Elijah had offered to give her a ride home, but Irene couldn’t stand the idea of sleeping next to Jamie. Instead, he had called her wife to tell her not to worry and took Irene home with him.


  “What time is it?” she asked.


  Elijah poked his device to illuminate the screen. “Uh, seven thirty.”


  “Shit,” she said. “I’m going to be late for work.”


  “Here,” Elijah said, tossing her a bottle of clothing refresher. “Just spray this on your suit. No one will notice you’ve worn the same one two days in a row. Not if you put on a different top.” He pulled a black v-neck shirt off a hanger and tossed it to her as well.


  “Thanks,” Irene said. She went out to the living room and found her suit and blouse from the day before folded on top of the couch. Elijah must have loaned her the t-shirt and sweatpants she slept in. With a few sprays of the refresher, her clothes would pass for the day.


  Elijah dropped her off at her car on his way to work, and she drove from the bar parking lot straight to her office. She couldn’t stand the thought of seeing Aiden, but she didn’t want to let on that she knew about their affair. Not yet. Until then, she needed to go on with life and act normal.


  She got to work only fifteen minutes late. When she came down the staircase, she saw the three employers were all huddled together instead of each working in their own zone.


  Bobby looked up and saw Irene. “Come read this,” he said.


  “What’s going on?” Irene asked.


  They were all crowded around the memo. “It was just here on the table when we arrived.” Bobby turned the paper so Irene could read it from the other side of the table. The title read, “AQD ready to begin the first QD female trial.” Irene read through the entire page and still wasn’t clear what it was saying.


  “I don’t think I understand,” she said.


  “I wonder who she’s going to be,” Sharon gushed, her eyes wide. “What a privilege.”


  Irene looked back at the memo. Not once did it mention what the QD female trial was, just that Aiden was confident that they were ready.


  “I bet he’ll pick a total babe like he does for the male recipients,” Bobby said.


  Irene scratched her head. “I’m sorry, male recipients?”


  Bobby and Sharon just stared at her before exchanging a glance with each other. “Should we…” Bobby began.


  The old man interrupted before Bobby could finish his thought. “It’s time to show her.”


  Sharon’s eyes grew wide. “Are you sure?”


  “Show me what?” Irene asked.


  The old man looked at Bobby. “Go up to the house and phone Sean. Tell him he needs to come here to escort Miss Crow.”


  Bobby nodded and dashed up the staircase. Uneasily, Irene joined Sharon as the they all got to work. When Bobby came back down, he said, “Sean will meet you out front at nine.”


  The honk of a car horn interrupted her concentration as she copied profiles with the special typewriter. She looked down at her watch. It was five ’til nine.


  She went upstairs and out through the storm doors. Sean was waiting in his black car. After getting in, she double-checked the back seat to make sure Aiden wasn’t with them. “Where are we going?” she asked.


  “The medical facility,” he answered. She had expected him to be coy, but this time the answer was scarier than not knowing. “You didn’t really think AQD was just about silly matchmaking, did you?” he asked.


  “Changing the world one baby at a time,” Irene said, quoting part of the mission statement they recited at all the meetings.


  “We’re hoping to accelerate that pace in the near future.”


  They got out of the car, and Irene followed Sean through the subway station and down the tracks to the same medical facility. This time there were a few people already there wearing lab coats, milling around. Irene’s heart fell to her stomach. She felt faint, like she was about to pass out. The closest person in a lab coat noticed them and started walking toward her.


  “Troy finally thought you were ready,” Aiden said.


  “That’s what Bobby said,” Sean replied.


  Irene so badly wanted to punch Aiden square in his smiling face. She did her best to put her feelings aside.


  “Didn’t you say this was an emergency medical shelter?” she asked.


  “It was until I took over. Now this is where I do my research.”


  “What research?” she asked.


  “How would you like to learn firsthand?” he asked. “You get the privilege of being the first female recipient.”


  Before she could react, she felt a sharp sting in her arm. She turned to see Sean gripping her arm, pushing down the plunger of a syringe. “What is that?” she asked. Her vision swirled, the lights getting brighter until all she saw was white.


  sixteen


  Yet again, Jamie was having trouble concentrating on her art. She had finished two of the three panels for her featured piece, but couldn’t decide what to do with the third. The theme she settled on was life from death. She could do something with a phoenix, but that felt too literal. Perhaps she should just give up and use the painting which currently graced their living room.


  She hadn’t seen Irene since Monday morning and was starting to get worried. Monday night she had gotten a call from Irene’s old coworker, the young guy. He said they were all going to Victory’s retirement party, and since she had lost her device, she’d spend the night instead of driving manually that late. Jamie found her wife’s device floating in the toilet. It all seemed a little strange.


  There was a familiar knock on the door. “Unlock door,” she said. Her device heard the command, and the deadbolt retracted into the door with a click. “Come on in. I’m in the studio,” she yelled.


  A moment later, the door to her studio opened and Aiden walked in. “So this is where the magic happens,” he said.


  “You could say that.” She wasn’t going to be able to figure out what to do with the last canvas. Not today. She grabbed the rag and started wiping her hands, cleaning off the paint from touching up some details on the left panel. On that one, she had painted a skull in the mud with a solitary mushroom poking out of an eye socket.


  “What goes on that one?” he asked, pointing to the blank canvas.


  “So far, nothing,” she sighed, dropping the rag on the easel and pulling off her smock.


  “Hey, is something the matter?” he asked.


  “I haven’t seen Irene all week,” she confessed. “I’m starting to get worried.”


  “Oh, right,” Aiden said. “She’s on a business trip.”


  “A business trip?” Jamie asked. “Why didn’t you tell me sooner? I was starting to think she found out about us and left me.”


  “No, no, of course not.” Aiden brushed her cheek with his hand. “I thought she already told you about the trip. I guess it was kind of last minute.”


  “Where is she?” Jamie asked.


  “In LA,” he said. He wrapped his arms around her waist. “Now can we stop talking about your wife? I hate that you’re married.”


  Jamie smiled and placed her hands on his shoulders. She loved that he was jealous. “Just one more question. How much longer will she be gone?”


  “At least a few days,” he said.


  “Then you should stay here until she gets back.”


  “I think I might.”


  She leaned in and kissed him before he led her into the bedroom.


  ··OOO··


  Annette wasn’t entirely sure she was ready to bring Ophelia out into the world again, but she didn’t really see any other way. Irene hadn’t called, which was unusual, and she also wasn’t answering Annette’s calls, or responding to her messages.


  She even tried reaching out to Jamie a few times, but Jamie seemed to be blocking calls from her device, and Annette didn’t know if the two were currently getting along.


  She grabbed the stroller frame from the trunk of her car and unfolded it. Taking the bucket seat with Ophelia still in it out of the back seat, she clicked it into place on the frame. Her little baby had fallen asleep on the ride over. Hopefully she would stay that way.


  There were a few puffy white clouds in the sky, but mostly it was a beautiful, sunny day. Even though the air was crisp and cool, the heat of the sunlight warmed Annette’s face.


  She went into the apartment building and rode the elevator to the sixth floor. She walked slowly down the hall. It smelled like someone was cooking. It couldn’t be coming from Irene’s apartment. Neither she nor Jamie were any good in the kitchen.


  She knocked on the door and waited. Irene wouldn’t be home from work yet, but Jamie was usually there during the day. Jamie would let her in to wait for Irene to come home. She couldn’t resist spending time with a baby.


  Instead of Jamie, a man opened the door. “Good afternoon,” he said, a big, sleazy smile on his face. He wore an apron over his business clothes and had an oven mitt on one hand. The smell of lasagna baking wafted out of the apartment. He turned down and saw the stroller. “Oh, what a sweet little baby. How old is she?”


  Annette loved talking about her daughter, and instantly answered, “Six weeks.” She had to double-check that she was at the right apartment. This was definitely it. She could see the gaudy orange painting that dominated the living room over this man’s shoulder. “Who the hell are you and what are you doing here?”


  “I’m a good friend of Jamie and Irene’s. I was invited to come over. Who are you?”


  “I’m Irene’s best friend, so I know their friends, and you’re not one of them.”


  He gave a chuckle. Annette didn’t think this was funny. “I guess Irene would introduce me as her boss before admitting we’re friends. I’m Aiden Stone.” He held out his hand, the one without the mitt, for a handshake.


  This was the boss and baby daddy Irene had been so cautious about. She decided not to shake his hand and just said, “Where’s Irene?”


  “Didn’t she tell you? She’s on a business trip in Los Angeles.”


  “Then why can’t I reach her?”


  “Did she forget to bring her device?” he asked, striding back into the apartment and toward the kitchen. Annette stayed firmly planted outside the door. “Oh, she did,” he said, holding up a device from the counter. She knew Irene would never go anywhere without her device. This man was hiding something. She didn’t trust him. “Should I have her give you a call when she gets back, Miss…”


  “Annette. Yes. Where’s Jamie?”


  “She stepped out to the gallery, but should be back in a minute. Would you like to stay and join us for dinner?”


  She didn’t want to spend another second alone with this man and felt safer standing in the hall. Irene was right to be cautious about him. Even though he was smiling and charming on the surface, something clearly wasn’t right. But her desire to make sure Irene was alright, even if it meant just checking in with Jamie, made her stay. “Actually, that might be nice. I left the diaper bag in the car, let me go get it and I’ll be right back.”


  “Great.” He closed the door as she walked down the hall back to the elevators.


  Her diaper bag was already sitting in the bottom of the stroller. Annette pulled her device out of the outside pocket and whispered, “Call Ray.”


  “Y-ello.”


  “Ray, I need you to come over to Irene’s apartment right now.”


  “Why are you whispering?” he asked.


  “There’s a strange man here. He claims he’s friends with Irene and Jamie,” she said.


  “What do Irene and Jamie say about him?”


  “They’re not here.”


  “Oh my God, Annie?” he said loudly. “You’re in an apartment alone with a strange man?”


  “No,” she hissed. “I’m outside the apartment in the hallway. He invited me to stay for dinner.”


  “So why are you calling me and not Irene?” he asked.


  “I can’t reach her. I haven’t heard from her all week. I’ve got a really bad feeling about it all, but he said Jamie would be home from the gallery soon and that I should join them for dinner.”


  “So then wait for Jamie,” he said.


  “I’ve got Ophelia with me.”


  She could here him sigh heavily. “Dammit, Annie. Fine. I’ll be there in a minute. Don’t go in without me.”


  She waited in the hall, gently pushing the stroller back and forth for what felt like forever. Eventually, the elevator opened and Ray came out.


  “This better be good,” he said as he walked down the hall. He knocked solidly on Irene’s door and a second later it opened.


  “Hello, I’m Raymond Blisburn. I’m Annette’s brother.”


  “Aiden Stone. It’s a pleasure,” he said, giving Ray a firm handshake. “Please, come in.”


  Ray glanced back at Annette, raising his eyebrows. He clearly didn’t find this strange man nearly as threatening as she did.


  “It smells delicious,” he said. “I hope you don’t mind us crashing.”


  Aiden opened the oven to check on the food inside. “Not at all.” He pulled a pan out and placed it on top of the range, then pulled off the mitt. “So, you two are siblings? That’s kind of rare.”


  “Fraternal twins,” Ray said. “Two for the price of one, the old-fashioned way.”


  Aiden leaned against the counter and smiled. “I think that’s great, growing up with other children in the same household.”


  “I wouldn’t say that,” Annette said. She was adjusting the blankets tucked around Ophelia. She remembered fighting with Ray when they were younger. It wasn’t until they were in college and living separately that they finally started getting along.


  Aiden just shrugged his shoulders.


  They were interrupted by the door opening. Jamie came in saying, “Hey,” warmly to Aiden.


  “We have guests for dinner,” he said.


  Jamie looked initially disappointed that other people were here. “Hi, Annette. Hey, Ray. How are you guys doing?”


  “Great,” Ray said.


  “Where’s Irene?” Annette asked.


  Jamie glanced at Aiden then back at Annette. “She’s on a business trip. Didn’t Aiden tell you?”


  “I did,” he said.


  “When was the last time you talked to her?” Annette asked.


  “I don’t know, maybe Wednesday? It might have been Tuesday. She didn’t bring her device.”


  “Well, when will she get back?”


  “I…I don’t know,” Jamie stammered.


  Annette looked pointedly at Aiden. “She’s almost done there. I’d expect her to be back any day now,” he said.


  Although she didn’t like that answer, Jamie didn’t seem concerned, and that would have to suffice. She took a seat at the dining table while Jamie set the table and Aiden brought over the lasagna.


  The other three got along great, chatting away over dinner as Annette sat, quietly observing while she picked at her food. Even though it smelled amazing, it tasted bland. She missed Irene’s visits complete with delicious takeout.


  Ophelia started fussing in her stroller. “Must be time for a bottle,” Annette said. She checked her watch. It was close enough to Ophelia’s usual evening bottle time.


  “May I?” Aiden asked. He was already up out of his seat and walking around the table to reach the stroller. “You finish your meal. I’ll get her.”


  Even though she didn’t totally trust him, he seemed much more genuine and calm while handling her baby. She nodded slightly, although he had already taken her silence as permission and was undoing the buckles holding Ophelia in. He pulled her out and carefully cradled her in his arms. “Hi, sweetheart. Are you hungry?”


  He took the diaper bag from the bottom of the stroller and sat down on the living room sofa. Jamie watched his every move, an intense look of interest on her face.


  Ophelia was enraptured by this new person fawning over her. Annette would give her daughter a pass this time for not being the best judge of character since it gave her a few more minutes to eat.


  While Aiden sat with Ophelia, Ray asked Jamie about her art and her upcoming opening.


  Aiden came back once the bottle was empty with a happy baby in his arms.


  “Someone looks ready to fall back asleep,” he said.


  “It’s almost her bedtime,” Annette admitted. “I should take her home.”


  “Thank you so much for staying for dinner,” he said.


  “Thank you for having us,” Ray said, helping pack up the diaper bag and tucking it under the stroller.


  Annette breathed a sigh of relief when they finally got out of the apartment. As Ray helped her get her daughter in the car, he said, “They’re totally sleeping together.”


  She stepped back and looked at her brother. “Why do you say that?”


  “The way she looked at him when she first got there. She was ready to jump him before she saw we were there. And the way he kept touching her through the meal? You don’t touch someone like that so casually unless you’re used to a lot more touching behind closed doors.”


  “Irene was right to be worried about him. He’s the man they wanted to use to make a baby.”


  Ray shook his head. “Well, Jamie’s certainly going about that in the traditional sense.”


  “You think they were lying about Irene being on a business trip?”


  “No,” he said. “But I’m sure she was sent on a business trip so those two could play house, and not for any actual business. She’ll come home next week, and they’ll have to face the music.”


  Annette nodded. He was right. “Thanks for coming.”


  “Of course, Annie,” he said, giving her a hug before leaving to take his own car home. She got in her car just as Ophelia woke up screaming. She got back out and sat in the backseat next to her baby before telling the car to navigate home.


  ··OOO··


  “That was a lot of fun,” Aiden said as he cleared the table. He set the dishes on the counter before coming up behind Jamie who was loading the dishwasher and wrapped his arms around her waist.


  He had seemed in his element during dinner, especially while he held Annette’s baby. By the way he pressed against her, she could tell he wanted to keep having a good time. “Can you imagine if it was like that all the time?” he said. “You and me, doing normal stuff together like hosting dinner parties, our baby sleeping in a crib next to the table.”


  “It sounds nice,” Jamie said. The whole thing had felt off though. Annette was Irene’s best friend, and it was awkward spending the evening with her when Irene wasn’t there. She stood up stiffly, and he started nibbling her neck.


  “Don’t you wish you were mine all the time?” he asked.


  “What about Irene?”


  “What about her?”


  Jamie pulled his hands off her waist and turned to face him. “She’s my wife.”


  He kissed her briefly on the forehead then turned away. He took the kitchen rag and started wiping down the dining table. “We need to leave soon for the meeting. Why don’t you get changed into something nicer while I finish cleaning up?”


  “Sure,” Jamie said, disappearing into the bedroom. She couldn’t deny that she had fallen for him fast. Could she really leave Irene to start a new life with him? More than anything, she wanted to have a baby. Irene only seemed to tolerate the idea of raising a child, while Aiden wholeheartedly embraced it.


  The idea of leaving Irene nagged at the back of her mind throughout the AQD meeting. Was she brave enough to leave her wife and start over in order to have the perfect little family?


  ··OOO··


  There was a loud knock at the door. At first, Jamie thought it might be Annette crashing for dinner again. She didn’t like entertaining Irene’s best friend without having Irene there, but Jamie liked the idea of spending more time with Ophelia.


  She opened the door to find a man with thinning hair wearing a black suit, black tie, and dark sunglasses. “Can I help you?” she asked.


  “I’m trying to get a hold of Irene Crow. I have this as her address.”


  “I’m her wife,” Jamie said. “She’s on a business trip in LA right now, but she should be back in a few days.”


  He pulled the sunglasses off and looked her in the eye. “It’s of utmost importance that I get a hold of her.” He was starting to scare her.


  “I could take a message and give it to her when she gets back. Unfortunately, her device broke before she left.”


  “Where in LA is she?” he asked.


  “I’m not sure.”


  “When was the last time you had any contact with her?”


  “Monday,” Jamie stammered. “Um, Monday morning. Who… who are you?”


  “My name is Rick Elder. I’m an agent with the FBI.” He held out his device which displayed his credentials. “Do you know where she’s staying or who she’s with?”


  “I really don’t,” Jamie said. What kind of trouble had Irene gotten in that would have the FBI looking for her? “I wish there was more I could do to help.”


  Without another word the agent turned and walked away. Jamie closed the door.


  “Who was that?” Aiden asked, finally emerging from the bathroom.


  “An FBI agent looking for Irene.”


  Aiden’s face went cold, but he recovered a second later with a smile. “I have some work I need to do, but I’ll be back later.” He kissed her briefly before disappearing out the door.


  Jamie had work to do as well. She was meeting the owner of the gallery for a business dinner. Her opening was only a week away and they needed to iron out some of the final details. Pulling on her coat, she left the apartment as well.


  ··OOO··


  Irene’s head ached, the agony radiating from behind her temples. When she opened her eyes, she was greeted with white. White light reflecting off of white tile blurred into a painful shock on her retinas. She blinked until her pupils adjusted. She was lying on a hard, flat surface.


  A round object moved into her vision, blocking some of the light. “She’s awake.”


  Sean was standing above her watching. She tried to move, but her limbs felt heavy.


  “Ah, she lives.” His voice alone made her feel nauseous.


  “What am I doing here?” she asked.


  Aiden leaned over the side of her gurney. “You’re my latest medical experiment.”


  She started breathing rapidly. She tried to lift her head to look down at her body, but felt too weak. “What did you do to me?”


  “You said I could have your body,” he said, pulling on a pair of gloves from the pocket of his white lab coat. “Specifically your womb.”


  “What did you do to me?” she yelled.


  “Calm down.” He pulled off the crinkly paper blanket which was covering her torso and started palpating her abdomen with his fingers. “Getting stressed like that isn’t good for the baby.”


  “Baby? What baby?” Her fingers and toes began to tingle and she was able to move her hands. She wished she could shield herself from Aiden’s touch.


  “Your baby,” he said, removing the gloves. “Well, not technically your baby, but the baby you’re carrying. The proud parents are,” he took a clipboard from the wall behind her head, “Miss Diana Porter--oh she’s absolutely wonderful, university student studying American Literature, also an accomplished gymnast--and, the late Henry James.”


  “The creator of Pokey Panda?”


  “The one and only,” he said, hanging the clipboard back up.


  “But how? He’s dead,” Irene said. She tried to sit up, and Aiden offered a hand to help. She gripped his hand and pulled herself upright.


  “Yes, he is, but his family jewels are alive and well,” he said


  “That’s not possible,” Irene said.


  “It is with the magic of modern medicine. See, after siring his allotted one offspring, he came down with testicular cancer. Well, Dr. Tanaka said he had cancer. He got cancer treatment, and I got his testicles. Actually, Sean got them,” he said, pointing over at Sean.


  Irene waved her hand, not believing what she was hearing. “Wait, are you saying you transplanted Henry James’s testicles into Sean, the receptionist?”


  “He’s more of a partner, but yes, that’s the basic idea.”


  All the pieces started to fit together in her mind. Michael Shark didn’t have to do anything out of the ordinary to get Annette pregnant. Rose Clark probably got to pick the recipient of her husband's testicles after the hefty donation they made.


  Her stomach was doing flips. She pressed her hand against her abdomen. She didn’t feel pregnant.


  “I know what you're thinking,” Aiden continued. “IVF is old technology. Where’s the experiment?”


  Irene had not been thinking that, but now that he mentioned it, she felt even more sick.


  “You had an IUD which was delivering a constant stream of hormones to replace those that would have been produced by your ovaries. I had to remove that, and put in a synthetic uterine lining we’ve developed. It actually produces all the hormones needed to support the pregnancy so you won’t have to take any hormone supplements.”


  Irene couldn’t hold it back any longer. Hot bile erupted up her throat, and spilled out onto her paper blouse, dripping down to her exposed knees and onto the floor.


  “Sean,” Aiden called. Sean walked up beside him and gave Irene a disgusted look. “Could you help Irene clean herself up?”


  Irene glared at Aiden. She could no longer hide her hate.


  “Oh, by the way,” he added, “it’s Saturday. Your friends think you’ve been on a business trip in Los Angeles, so let’s stick to that story.” He turned to Sean and added, “You can send her home when you’re done. Oh, actually,” he focused back on Irene, “you probably want to go to your friend’s place, Annie or whatever her name is. Jamie is leaving you.” He turned and walked away.


  She retched again. Sean handed her a wet towel. “When you're done getting sick, clean yourself off.”


  ··OOO··


  Irene watched the scenery flash by as Sean drove her to Annette’s apartment. It wasn’t a long drive from the central subway station. She was wearing the same suit she had worn on Monday, then wore again on Tuesday. The same suit she had worn when she watched the video of Jamie and Aiden. She needed to talk to Jamie.


  Sean dropped her off in front of the posh apartment building and reminded her that she was expected to show up for work on Monday before he sped off. She went up to Annette’s door and knocked.


  “Oh my God, Irene, you look awful. Are you okay?”


  Irene shuffled into the her friend’s apartment. It was in its usual messy state, the new normal ever since Ophelia was born. “Could I borrow your device?”


  “Of course,” Annette said, getting it from the coffee table and handing it to Irene.


  “I need to make a call,” Irene said before locking herself in the bathroom. “Call Jamie Crow.”


  The line rang a few times before she answered, “Hey, Annette, I’m really busy at the gallery right now, can I call you back?”


  “Jamie...” Irene said.


  “Irene? I was starting to get worried about you. Are you back from your trip yet? How’d it go?”


  “I know,” Irene said flatly. She was met with silence.


  When it had been quiet an uncomfortable amount of time, Jamie finally said something. “I’m… I’m sorry.”


  Irene had so many questions, but wasn’t ready for any answers. She wanted to warn Jamie about Aiden, but couldn’t think of a way to word it that would make Jamie understand.


  “Should I come home?” she asked.


  “I don’t know. Maybe not,” Jamie said. “Irene? I’m really sorry.”


  “Me too.”


  There was a moment of silence. “There was a man looking for you, from the FBI. He came to the apartment. I… I don’t remember his name.”


  Irene knew she needed to say something. ‘Okay’ or even ‘thank you’ to acknowledge that she heard her wife, but she was too heartbroken to follow social convention. Instead, she pressed the disconnect button and set the device on the counter. She turned on the faucet and splashed some water on her face. What she really needed was a shower and some fresh clothes. Drying off her hands, she looked at her reflection in the mirror. Her face was gaunt and there were hollow bags under her eyes.


  A knock on the door brought her back to the present. “Everything okay in there?” Annette asked.


  Irene opened the door. “It’s over,” she said.


  “Oh, honey, I’m so sorry,” Annette said, pulling her friend into a hug. She started crying against her friend’s shoulder. “Why don’t you take a seat and I’ll get the ice-cream?”


  ··OOO··


  Irene looked down at the bowl filled with melted chocolate chip ice-cream. Her stomach felt off, and she wasn’t sure she could eat. Last time she ate ice-cream was with Aiden in the farmhouse kitchen. She definitely couldn’t eat.


  She had wallowed in self pity for long enough. What she needed to do next was find Agent Rick. “I need to go,” she said.


  “It’s late,” Annette said. “Why don’t you stay here and get some rest?”


  “It’s about my job. I need to tell someone,” she stammered, getting up.


  “Tell me,” Annette said.


  “I can’t. I have to tell the FBI.”


  “The FBI? I know it’s hard right now, but your boss having an affair with your wife doesn’t warrant a federal investigation. Why don’t you turn in? Take my bedroom, I’ve got an extra fold out in the nursery.”


  “No. It’s something else. My business trip. I wasn’t actually in Los Angeles.”


  Annette leaned forward on the sofa. “Where were you?”


  “I was being held against my will. I need to tell Rick.”


  “Who’s Rick?”


  Irene got up and set the bowl of melted ice-cream on the counter as she made her way to the door. “My contact with the FBI.”


  “Hold on,” Annette said, getting up from the sofa. “You’ve been in contact with the FBI? What’s going on?”


  “I’ve said too much,” Irene said, opening the door and slipping through.


  “Wait,” Annette yelled. She came out into the hallway following Irene. “Take my device.” She held it out for Irene. It was one of the top-of-the-line business models. “Set new user to Irene Crow.”


  “But, you need it,” Irene said carefully holding the device.


  “I’ve got an older one somewhere. I can charge it up and use it. Please, whatever you need to do, don’t go off the grid again.”


  “Sure. Thank you.” Irene turned and went down the elevator.


  Once outside, she wasn’t entirely sure where she needed to go. Rick had always approached her while she took her Saturday morning jog. It was now evening and dark.


  She held up the device in her hand. Perhaps Annette’s device would work better than hers. “Cha cha…” she forgot she didn’t need that part. “Call FBI Agent Richard Elder.”


  “Without a contact previously added, unable to call a specific member of the FBI. Would you like to search for Richard Elder?”


  “No,” Irene sighed.


  “Would you like to call the FBI general contact line?” the device asked.


  “Yes,” Irene said. This device was a lot better. Hopefully the general switchboard could connect her to the right person.


  “Thank you for calling the United States Federal Bureau of Investigation general public line. If you would like to leave a message please say, ‘leave a message’. If you are calling for a specific person or department, please call again using their direct line. For more general information, please check our news site. Thank you for contacting the FBI.” There was a moment of silence before the call disconnected.


  Irene cursed under her breath. She would try the park where she normally ran. It was a stretch. Rick wouldn’t just wait there for her all day.


  Her car wasn’t here. It was probably still at the office. Annette wouldn’t mind if Irene borrowed her car, and since she was using Annette’s device, the car automatically unlocked for her.


  She drove to the park by the harbor. As she walked onto the trail, a sign reminded her that the park closed at dusk. There were lights illuminating the parking lot, but none when she got to the actual trail. She followed the paved path for a little bit. This had been a stupid idea. It was late. She wouldn’t find anyone here.


  Footsteps came up from behind her, and she turned to see who it was. A powerful light shining in her face momentarily blinded her. She squinted and held up her arms, but even blocking the flashlight, she couldn’t see the person holding it.


  “Good evening, ma’am. Park’s closed at dark.”


  As he got closer she could make out the dark uniform. Instead of a park ranger patrolling the trails, it was a police officer.


  “Officer, I need your help,” she said.


  “Of course. Do you have somewhere you can stay the night?”


  “I need to contact the FBI,” she said, “I’m an asset. I haven’t been able to reach my contact. I came here trying to find him. Please, I need your help.”


  “You normally meet your FBI contact here in the middle of the night?” the officer asked, raising an eyebrow in disbelief. She realized she was sounding crazy.


  “No, not normally at night. My name is Irene Crow. I need to find Agent Richard Elder. I’m investigating a terrorist organization and I have new information. Please, I need to talk to him. They’re doing medical experiments in the subway.” She couldn’t keep the air of desperation from creeping in her voice.


  “Can I see some ID, Miss Crow?” he said.


  “Of course.” Irene pulled the device out of her pocket. “Show identification.” The device screen displayed a swirl of colors before showing Annette’s information. Her change of user command must not have registered. “Shit, this isn’t my device. Mine broke. I’m borrowing this from a friend.”


  The officer stepped behind her and took a plastic strip from his belt, clipping it around her wrists. “I’m going to have to take you in ma’am for the possession of stolen property.”


  “It’s not stolen,” she said quickly, trying to remedy the situation. “My friend gave it to me, I swear. You can call her.” She immediately realized that was a stupid thing to say. “We can go to her apartment. She’ll vouch for me.”


  “We’re going down to the station, and you’ll get a chance to lie down and rest, and if Miss Annette decides not to press charges, you’ll be released in the morning.”


  Irene struggled against the handcuffs as the officer led her out of the park to his patrol car. “She’s not going to press charges. She’s my best friend.”


  “Well then you’ll just get a nice warm place to sleep tonight instead of the park,” he said, helping her duck into the back seat of the car. Irene wasn’t wearing her blazer, just her suit pants which had gotten dirty and stained. On top she still had on Elijah’s ill-fitting shirt. In the closed space, she could smell herself, a mix of sweat and stale vomit. The officer thought she was homeless. Why hadn’t Annette insisted she change and take a shower at her apartment?


  Irene leaned her head against the window as they drove to the station. There was nothing more she could do right now.


  seventeen


  “I’m sorry, ma’am, but we’re having trouble contacting the owner of the stolen device.”


  “Borrowed,” Irene corrected. “I borrowed it.” She spoke through the holes of the thick acrylic wall. The holding cell made her feel like she was on grand display for the entire police precinct. There was no privacy in the little room and too much light to let her get any sleep. Instead, she stayed up all night, rocking on the bed, waiting for an officer to contact Annette to clear up this whole misunderstanding and let her go.


  “Did you try her brother, Ray? Raymond Blisburn?” she asked. She had already recommended calling him. Twice.


  “Can’t reach him either,” the officer said. He didn’t look like he was in a hurry to release her as he leaned back casually in his desk chair.


  “What about her sister-in-law, Clara Blisburn?”


  “Can’t reach her.”


  “Is it the baby?” Irene asked, pressing against the clear wall. “It’s the baby, isn’t it? She’s at the hospital having her baby. That’s why you can’t reach them. Annette and Ray would be there with her. Try calling the hospital.”


  The officer sighed and leaned forward, picking up the handset for private calling. He poked at his device a few times. She couldn’t tell if he was actually calling or just pretending to get her to shut up. Pulling her hair, she let out an exasperated grunt and began pacing around the small cell.


  A man dressed in a black suit approached the officer at the desk, and the officer immediately set down the handset. They had a quick whispered conversation before he came up to the holding cell and looked at Irene. It wasn’t Rick Elder, but he was definitely FBI.


  “Hello, Miss Crow. I’m Federal Agent Clark Burns. A friend of yours is on the way here to pick you up, but I was hoping to ask you a few questions before you leave. Could I please come in?”


  Irene almost laughed. She had no control over whether Agent Clark came in or not. “Please, be my guest,” she said. He opened the door to the cell, and as soon as it closed, the clear walls turned an opaque white, the precinct disappearing behind them.


  He took a seat on the bench which doubled as a bed, and she sat down at the other end. “Where’s Rick?” she asked.


  “I was hoping to ask you the same question. When was the last time you saw Agent Richard Elder?”


  “God, it’s been at least a week,”she said. “What day is it?”


  “It’s Sunday.”


  “Okay, so a week ago this past Saturday. I don’t think I was out for more than a week. Wait, what’s the date?”


  “December seventh. What do you mean you were out?”


  “AQD,” she said. “They kidnapped me.” She wanted to tell him about the medical experiments, but didn’t want Clark to start treating her like she was crazy as well. “Maybe you can help me. I found out what they’ve been up to.”


  Clark shook his head. “I only investigate personnel matters, not terrorism.”


  “Personnel?” her stomach dropped. He had come in asking her questions about Rick, not offering to help with the investigation. “What happened to Rick? Why isn’t he here?”


  “We’re trying to locate him. He went dark while trying to find you.”


  “He didn’t. He didn’t find me,” she said.


  “You’re free to go for now, Miss Crow, but don’t disappear this time. Until you get a new device, keep this with you at all times.” He handed her a small laminated card. The background was the FBI seal and in large blue letters it said ‘asset’. In the bottom corner was a raised chip. “It’s a tracking device.”


  She slipped it in her pocket. When Agent Clark opened the door, the walls turned transparent again. He let her out first and asked the officer at the desk outside the cell to escort her to the front. “Your friend is already here waiting for you.”


  It was annoyingly sunny outside. Irene expected to find Annette waiting for her, but instead a familiar, beat-up blue car idled in front of her. She groaned before getting in the vehicle.


  “I’ve seen plenty of people spiral out of control before, but this has to be the fastest and furthest I’ve seen someone fall,” Elijah said. “Have you been on a bender since Monday?”


  “No,” Irene said. “Why are you picking me up?”


  “The precinct tried to call your wife, but her device was blocking calls. They called your friend Bennet next, but she’s at the hospital while her sister gives birth.”


  “Annette,” Irene corrected.


  “Yeah, that makes more sense. Since you’re still unemployed, they contacted your previous employer, and I was the only one who had seen you since you were fired. Err, resigned. So, I volunteered to come get you. I bet you’re ready to go home.”


  She looked down at her lap. “I can’t go home. Jamie and I split up.” Aiden could be over there at her apartment right now. She shook her head trying to get rid of the thought.


  “Shit, I’m sorry. Is that why you didn’t want to go home the other night at the bar?”


  “She’s been sleeping with my boss.” Irene bit her lip, holding back tears.


  “Damn, that really sucks,” Elijah said. “Wait, the precinct said you hadn’t gotten a new job yet.”


  “There wouldn’t be a record of it, would there?” It was suddenly so amusing, she laughed through her tears. “I’m working for a terrorist organization.”


  He turned to look at her. “What?”


  “Their cutting off men’s balls and transplanting them into other men,” she added.


  “Holy fuck, Irene. You really have gone off the deep end.”


  “I need your help,” she said.


  “But first, you need a shower.”


  ··OOO··


  The hot water felt good against her skin. She could feel the grime and discomfort from the last few days wash away and swirl down the drain. The door opened and Elijah came inside.


  “Can I get a little privacy?” she said. Only the thin white shower curtain shielded her from the rest of the tiny yellow-tiled bathroom. At least it was clean.


  “Oh, don’t worry, you’re not my type,” he said, sitting down on top of the closed toilet.


  “Well, you’re definitely not mine, either,” she said. Pouring more soap in her hand, she kept scrubbing her skin.


  “I’m trying to get this all straight in my head. That FBI agent asked you to investigate a terrorist group, you get a job with said terrorists, their president steals your wife then kidnaps you, and now your agent who got you in this entire mess is missing?”


  “Pretty much,” she said. “I’d bet anything that Aiden’s involved in Agent Rick’s disappearance.”


  “So what can we do?” he asked.


  She kept scrubbing. She wasn’t sure. “You want to help?”


  “Hell yeah,” he said. “It’s not everyday I find out about a terrorist organization and get the chance to take them down.”


  “I’m not entirely sure they even are terrorists,” she said. “I never uncovered a plan to bomb the Genome Database.” She turned off the water and wrung out her saturated curls with her hands. Elijah held up a towel and she reached from behind the curtain and took it.


  “That’s because it can’t be done,” he said.


  “Anything can be done,” she said, pressing the towel against her hair.


  “I guess I should have been more specific. You can’t bomb something that doesn’t exist.”


  “Of course it exists,” she said, wrapping the towel around her before stepping out of the shower. “We work with the database all the time.”


  “Right, right, it exists, but not how you think it does.” He got up and opened the medicine cabinet, pulling out a toothbrush still in its packaging. He handed it to her and said, “I bought this in case I ever had a woman over who was willing to stay the night. I guess you technically fit the description.”


  Irene gave a half smile. She brushed her teeth while Elijah kept talking.


  “When someone says Genome Database, the image that comes to mind is an entire floor of a government building dedicated to housing servers storing tons and tons of information. But that’s just not the case. The Genome Database isn’t centralized like that. It would be too vulnerable to things like terrorist attacks.


  “Instead, it’s decentralized. Imagine all the information that makes up the Genome Database as a jigsaw puzzle. With all the pieces together, you have a list of every person’s genetic code, while each piece remains relatively small. Remove one piece and you’ve got little bits of several people’s DNA.


  “Continuing the jigsaw metaphor, if you lose a single piece, there’s now a hole in several DNA strings. Instead of just duplicating pieces, there’s a second entire picture cut into a new puzzle in a different way. Sure, some of the pieces overlap, but if you lose a few pieces, chances are when you put it all back together, the total picture is still complete.


  “Now do it again and again. Take a hundred complete pictures of the genome and cut them into jigsaw puzzles a hundred different ways. Give each person a few pieces. Even though the pieces hold valuable information, they’re useless without the entire picture. If someone loses their puzzle pieces, no big deal, just look at the complete picture from one of the other puzzles and make a new piece and give it to someone else.”


  Irene spat in the sink, then stared at Elijah through the mirror. “So where are the puzzle pieces? The government would never trust citizens to hold onto them.”


  “They would, and they have,” he said. He pulled out his device and placed it on the sink next to her. “On every device for every person in the entire world.”


  “How is that possible?” she asked, picking up his device and looking at it like she had never seen an object like it before.


  “Display storage usage.” The screen lit up and showed a list of how the ten petabytes of storage on his device were used. He took his device from Irene and scrolled to the bottom of the list. The last and smallest entry coming in at only a hundred gigabytes was titled ‘HGDCLD0x4E3DF6F68’. “That stands for ‘Human Genome Database cloud’, and the rest just references which piece of the puzzle is held on my device. So unless they’re able to wipe every device, there’s no way to destroy the Genome Database.”


  “How do you know all of this?”


  “I interned at a federal agency one summer in college. I learned all kinds of cool classified stuff.” They exchanged a look. Now they had both shared sensitive information the other needed to keep secret.


  “So, uh, do you need something to wear?” he asked. The thin little towel barely covered her. In a heap on the floor were her smelly old clothes which desperately needed washing.


  “You have anything I could borrow?” she asked.


  Elijah led her into the bedroom and pulled out some light gray gym shorts and a dark t-shirt with a local college sports mascot printed on it. He didn’t offer her any underwear and she didn’t ask for any. She could go without for a little while until she could get her own clothes from her apartment.


  “I have a question,” she said when she emerged from the bedroom fully dressed. “Agent Rick would have known that the Genome Database is decentralized, so why would he believe that it could be destroyed by terrorists?”


  He was already lounging on the living room sofa. “Devices are pretty sophisticated technology, but that doesn’t mean they're impervious to hackers,” he said. “I’ve never heard of an instance of a device’s data getting wiped remotely, but I wouldn’t completely rule it out.”


  Suddenly it made sense. “My device,” she said, her eyes wide. “I was telling my friend about AQD and she did a search for it on my device. It responded and said something before frying itself.”


  “Really?” he said, leaping to his feet with a look of excitement. “I have a hacker friend. If she could see it in action, maybe she could figure out how they do it and we can stop them.”


  “I’d rather let the FBI take care of it,” she said.


  “Oh, where’s your sense of adventure?” He put on a coat, and tossed a knit hooded pullover to Irene. “The FBI isn’t really listening to you right now anyway since they think you made that agent disappear.”


  “Fine,” Irene said, pulling the hoodie over her head. “Let’s go.”


  ··OOO··


  Elijah manually drove his car to his friend’s place. They travelled to the south side of town, parking only a couple blocks from Angel’s apartment building. They went into the ground floor of a high-rise in serious disrepair. The halls smelled of mildew and neglect as they walked to the staircase in the back. They only went up one flight of stairs before exiting the stairwell.


  The carpet squished under Irene’s feet, pools of slimy water left in the wake of her dress shoes.


  Elijah turned to her and said quietly, “Dora is a little… different. Just let me do all the talking.” She nodded, not expecting a totally normal, well-adjusted person to ever willingly live in an abandoned building like this one.


  Along the wall ran an extension cord which disappeared into a hole in the drywall. Elijah knocked firmly on the next door.


  It opened a crack and Dora peeked through, only her blue eyes and freckled nose visible.


  “Who’s there?” she asked.


  “It’s me,” he said.


  “I fucking know that. Who’s the broad?”


  “This is Irene. She used to work with me. We need your help.”


  She opened the door a little more, eyeing Irene like she was a dangerous animal.


  “Come in,” she said. Dora was wearing ratty clothing. Half of her head of blond hair was shaved off, the other half was in unkempt dreads.


  Irene slipped past her into the apartment. She expected the room to look just as disheveled as the woman inhabiting it, but instead it was nicely appointed in modern Swedish furnishings and full of high-tech equipment. It looked like a promotional picture advertising smart homes.


  “What do you need?” she asked curtly, crossing her arms in front of her chest.


  “I need your help,” Elijah reiterated. “There’s an organization that’s found a way to remotely wipe devices.”


  “Not possible,” she said. Her tone left no room for argument.


  “Is there a way to remotely overload a phone?” Irene asked.


  “Now we’re talking,” Dora said, the beginnings of a smile on the corner of her mouth. “Changing data on a device is restricted to just the user, but for troubleshooting reasons, the power supply can be tampered with. Use to be, only the user could make changes to power supply, but bugs happened enough that allowing back-end adjustments greatly increased the user experience. But having the back-end access introduces a whole level of fun hacking opportunities.”


  “Can you show me?” Irene asked.


  “I like this girl,” Dora said to Elijah. “Follow me.” She led them into another room which looked like an office littered with computer pieces, circuit boards, and microchips. There were at least six devices sitting on the desk. Dora picked up one that was a much older model and was missing the back cover. She turned it so the back was facing them, and Irene could see the inner workings of the device.


  “Okay, Cherry, allot one point five volts, three amps to charlie-papa-uniform three.” After she said it, the device gave a little beep followed by a bright spark. “That never gets old.” She examined the back of the device, pointing out a blackened chip. “See, the backup CPUs normally get power in sequence, but putting all the power allotted to them on one back up totally kills it.”


  Irene took the device from Dora as she held it out and looked closely at the blackened chip. “I bet this is what happened to my old device.”


  “Sucks that Cherry won’t repair old devices and just forces you to trade them in and get a new refurbished one,” Dora said. “Thankfully, I have these.” She pulled a box off the shelving unit behind the desk. With a small screwdriver, she popped off the old blackened chip and replaced it with a new one from the box full of all sizes of micro chips. “So how did you fry your device?”


  “I did a search for AQD.”


  Dora raised a single brow. “That’s it? Okay, Cherry, search for alpha-quebec-delta.”


  The device made the same beep before saying, “There is no…” The device gave off a flash of light accompanied by a pop. Dora examined the damage.


  “Oh,” she said. “This is quite clever. See here, the secondary RAM plug-in overheated. No big deal in this older model, because it couldn’t handle the voltage and just shorted out. But a newer device with modern architecture could potentially overheat long enough to destroy the hard storage next to it, effectively wiping the drive. Very clever. I should have thought of something like this myself.” She looked far too happy to have discovered a way to destroy her device. “I wonder what it was trying to say.”


  “There’s no such thing as AQD,” Irene said. “At least, that’s what my device said before it died.”


  “Let’s see if there’s more,” Dora said, pulling out more pieces from her box. She plugged in an adaptor where the secondary RAM had been, then put another chip in the adaptor. “This is a primary RAM for the top-of-the-line business model. It should be able to handle whatever we throw at it.” Once everything was situated in the back of the device to Dora’s satisfaction, she repeated the phrase, “Okay, cherry, search alpha-quebec-delta.”


  After making a beep, the device said, “There’s no such thing as AQD. There’s no such thing…” with the computerized voice trailing off in a deep baritone.


  Dora popped out the newly fried chip. “Okay, cool. Basically what you said happened to yours.”


  A sudden stabbing sensation caught Irene off guard. She leaned forward, gripping her arms around her stomach.


  “What’s wrong?” Elijah asked.


  “He said he did an experiment on me.” The pang came again, but stronger this time. “I think… I think they might have implanted another woman’s ovary in me while I was kidnapped.”


  “Oh hell no,” Dora said. “I’ve already been involved in too much shady shit, I’m not getting sucked into this. Get out.”


  “Come on, Dora,” Elijah said. “We’re not getting you into any trouble.”


  “Get out!” she shouted, pointing at the door. Elijah led Irene by the arm. They hurried out the apartment, Dora right behind to slam the door closed once they were out.


  As they walked back to the car, Elijah said, “Sorry about Dora. She’s okay, she just gets a little over the top sometimes. How do you feel?”


  “Fine right now.” The stabbing was gone and now felt more like an ache. She wasn’t sure, but it could be a totally normal sensation at the beginning of a pregnancy. “We did learn something, though,” she added.


  “Right,” he said, nodding. “So, you think they did experiments on you?”


  “Maybe.”


  “Florida could check you out, see what they did,” he said. “Let’s head over to her place.”


  She nodded. She was glad he was taking her seriously.


  ··OOO··


  “Elijah,” Florida hissed as she opened her door a crack. “You can’t just drop in here any time.”


  “I brought someone with me,” he said, pointing at Irene.


  “Irene,” Florida said, opening the door wider. “Come in! It’s so good to see you.”


  “You too,” Irene said.


  For once, Florida wasn’t wearing her trademark red lipstick, and her hair was a frizzy mess. She was dressed like she was ready to leave for the gym.


  “You know,” she said, licking her lips, “Victory said we weren’t supposed to talk to you after you left. But I don’t care. It’s so cool of you to come over.”


  “I was hoping you could do a scan for me.”


  Elijah started explaining, “She was kidnap…”


  “I think I’m pregnant,” Irene said, interrupting. She gave Elijah a sideways glance. She trusted Florida’s medical ability, but didn’t want to divulge all the details of the medical experiments done by AQD. Not yet.


  “That’s amazing,” Florida said, her lips pulling into a sincere smile. “Let’s see if we can find the baby. Why don’t you lay down on the sofa.”


  Irene stretched out on the cream-colored sofa in Florida’s living room. The entire room was decorated in white and off-white, a clear sign Florida had no pets or children.


  “We can actually do the scan with a device,” Florida said. “Could you pull up your shirt a little?” Irene held up the bottom of her shirt, and Florida held her device against Irene’s skin. “Start ultrasonic imaging. Display on screen.”


  The screen on the wall lit up with a black and white image. Florida drew on her device with her fingertip which displayed as red lines on the large wall screen. “See this right here? This is your ovary, and this is the blastocyst released maybe a couple days ago. So if we look in your uterus and zoom in a bit… there’s the first few cells for the baby. It’s not even technically an embryo yet. So yes, you’re pregnant, but it’s very early. If the blastocyst doesn’t release enough hCG, then it’s not a viable pregnant and the lining will be shed like normal. But, if it’s healthy, you should expect a positive result from a urine test in a couple weeks. I’d wait until then before scheduling an appointment with your OB.”


  Irene felt sick again. The room began to spin around her, even though she was still lying on the sofa. The next thing she knew, Florida was in her face, holding a cold towel to her forehead.


  “We lost you for a second,” she said. “I guess this news was a bit of a surprise?”


  “Yeah,” Elijah said. “Especially for a gay woman.”


  “Oh my,” Florida said, her face full of concern. “Were you raped?”


  Tears stung at Irene’s eyes. The difference between being physically assaulted and experimented on seemed slim. She might as well have been raped.


  “I’m so sorry,” Florida said, pulling her into a hug. “You want me to call the police?”


  “No,” Irene said. “No police.”


  “Would you want to keep the baby?” she asked.


  Irene shook her head. She didn’t want her body to serve as an incubator for Aiden’s deranged research.


  Florida disappeared into another room before returning with a glass of water. She held out a hand to reveal a small white tablet. “Take this,” she instructed. “It will force your uterus to shed its lining and prevent the baby from implanting. Since it’s so early, just the one pill should be enough.”


  Irene took the pill and washed it down with the glass of water.


  “You might have some slight cramping.”


  “Thank you,” Irene said.


  “You’re sure you don’t want me to contact the police?” Florida asked.


  “I’m sure.”


  “It’s getting late,” Elijah said. “Why don’t we get some grub. How’s pizza sound?”


  Irene shook her head. “I don’t know if I could stomach pizza.”


  “You should get some rest,” Florida said. “That pill’s going to cause some cramping and kick-start your period into high gear. If you need anything, anything at all, give me a call.”


  “Thanks.”


  Florida still wore a worried expression. “I’m serious. Anything. Even if it’s two in the morning.”


  Irene smiled weakly and nodded.


  ··OOO··


  “Is everything okay?” Aiden asked. He sat down next to where Jamie lay on the bed and brushed her hair out of her face.


  “I feel awful,” she confessed. After talking to Irene on the phone yesterday, she had gone straight home and collapsed on the bed. She hadn’t moved from there except to use the bathroom. “Irene called, and…” She stopped, not wanting to say the rest, like saying it would make it real. Tears rolled down her cheeks. “I’m the worst person ever,” she said.


  “Shhh. You knew the relationship was over well before you ever met me. She was just using the promise of a baby as a last-ditch effort to hold onto you, but it was too little too late. Don’t blame yourself. Now you can mourn your loss, and move on.”


  She nodded. It hurt too much to think about moving on.


  “Have you eaten anything today?”


  “No.”


  “I’ll go make you a sandwich.” He gave her hand a quick squeeze before getting up and disappearing into the kitchen. She heard the screen turn on and the sound of the evening news playing while Aiden rummaged through the kitchen.


  All the moments of her relationship and marriage with Irene flashed through her mind. The day they first met at a mutual friend’s wedding, their disastrous first date, their first kiss in the rain under the awning of their favorite coffee house. She remembered the day Irene proposed. She had said, “I can’t imagine myself without you,” before revealing the sapphire ring. Now, not only did Jamie have to imagine life without Irene, she would have to live it.


  Of course, not everything had been perfect. As Irene spent more and more time at work, Jamie had also pulled away. They stopped reminding each other how much they were in love. After a while, they weren’t in love. They had become roommates more than lovers. Irene started drinking more. Jamie started finding thrills elsewhere. She flirted with new people she met and forgot to mention that she had a spouse. The barista at their favorite coffee shop had asked her out on a date. And now Aiden.


  All of that didn’t matter now. It was over. She couldn’t fix it. A sense of dread settled over her as she realized they would need to file for divorce. She wasn’t ready to think about that.


  A loud crash interrupted her thoughts. It sounded like a plate shattering. “Fuck,” Aiden shouted from the kitchen. The sound of ceramic shards clattering into the trash followed.


  A moment later, Aiden returned with a ham sandwich on a plate. “Here you go, love.” Jamie took one half of the sandwich and lifted it to her mouth. She wasn’t hungry. She took the smallest bite before returning the half to the plate.


  “You should eat,” he said.


  “I’m not really hungry.”


  He leaned forward and kissed her forehead before getting up and walking out of the bedroom. She heard the screen turn back on, this time to sports. The plate holding the sandwich was taunting her from where it sat at the corner of the bed. It was reminding her of her physical body, ultimately broadcasting the message that life must go on. She shoved the plate aside and it dropped onto the floor, taking the offensive sandwich with it.


  ··OOO··


  Pizza had not been the best idea. Irene sat down in the tiny stall. She didn’t care how dirty the floor was; after heaving out every little bit she had eaten, she didn’t have the energy to stand. She hung her face over the toilet and spit out another mouthful of bile. This was more than just the heavy food. She suspected the pill Florida had given her was contributing to her nausea.


  A few minutes later, the feeling passed. She got out of the stall and rinsed her hands and face at the sink before returning to the table.


  “Is everything okay?” Elijah asked. “You were gone for an awfully long time.”


  She shook her head. She just wanted to go home and get some sleep. But she couldn’t go home, not to her apartment. “I think that pill Florida game me…”


  “Oh, shit,” he said. “I guess we should have gotten something lighter, like salads or something.”


  She looked down at her empty plate. “It’s not mine.”


  “What’s not yours?” he asked, keeping his voice down. “The baby?”


  “The ovary.”


  “How do you know?”


  She took a sip of water. The only other person who had known she was barren was Jamie. And Aiden. “Mine were removed when I was sixteen. I knew I was predisposed to ovarian cancer, so I had to get detailed scans every year. When I was fifteen, the doctor found tumors on both sides. At the time, I was a ward of the state, so the ultimate decision wasn’t mine. My case worker decided to have them both completely removed, even though my doctor thought she might be able to save the right one.” Yet again, tears slipped down her face. She didn’t care anymore. Elijah had already seen it all.


  “Is that why you got a job at the Social Department?”


  She nodded. “I wanted to prevent something like that from happening to anyone else.”


  “Instead, we get to tell healthy people not to have kids.”


  “Basically.”


  Something on the screen behind the bar caught her attention. She got up from the table and approached the bar. Elijah followed her.


  “Can you turn that up?” she asked, pointing to the screen. The bartender nodded, and tapped at the corner of the screen, increasing the volume.


  “What is it?” Elijah asked.


  Irene shushed him as she watched the news segment, her eyes never leaving the screen. A body had been found in the dumpster outside of Irene’s apartment, possibly strangled using an ordinary brown leather belt. The body had been identified as a federal employee, his ID portrait displayed in a small frame at the corner of the screen.


  “Holy shit,” she said.


  “What is it?” he asked again.


  Irene turned to Elijah while pointing at the portrait on the screen. “That’s Agent Rick.”


  eighteen


  Elijah offered to take Irene up to her friend’s apartment, but she insisted on going by herself. She glanced back at the beat-up blue car sputtering away before going into the lobby and greeting the doorman.


  Annette’s door was open and she was waiting for Irene in the hall. “Oh my God, Irene, I’m so glad to see you.” Annette grabbed her into a hug, squeezing her. “You just disappeared and I couldn’t reach you. And then I got a call from the police that a vagrant had stolen my device. What the hell happened?”


  Finally free of Annette’s grasp, Irene went into the messy apartment and collapsed onto the pile of laundry covering the sofa. “Thanks for letting me stay.”


  Annette settled into a chair near Irene. “You better stay this time. No going out searching for your FBI handler.”


  Irene looked around the room. “Where’s Ophelia?”


  “Asleep. She’ll stay that way for only maybe half-an-hour, so you better spill quick. Now, what’s going on with you?”


  Irene let out a heavy sigh. She proceeded to tell Annette everything: how she was originally approached by the FBI, all of her dealings with AQD, how she learned about Jamie’s affair, the medical experiments including her own, how she got arrested, and that her contact with the FBI was now dead.


  Annette leaned forward, staring at her in disbelief. “Wait. You’re telling me Carmen Pott’s balls were implanted in the body of a hot young underwear model by your mad scientist of a boss?”


  “Pretty much.”


  “Holy shit. Oh my God, Ophelia’s going to be all messed up. I mean, transplanted? That can’t be good for sperm quality.”


  Irene gave a half smile. “I’m sure she’ll be just fine.”


  Annette leaned back and looked up at the ceiling. “Shit. And he put some other deranged experiment inside your uterus?”


  Irene looked down at her belly. She had some cramps right now and her stomach was still off, but otherwise she felt fine. “I took a pill. I won’t have the baby. I’ll be fine.”


  Annette gave her a concerned look. “What are you going to do now?”


  She knew she should leave it up to the FBI. They hadn’t exactly done a great job handling the situation so far, but they’d come to the same conclusion Irene had: Aiden killed their agent. He’d go to federal prison and do some time.


  But Jamie’s face flashed through her mind. He had taken Jamie from her. He didn’t deserve Jamie’s love and adoration. He didn’t deserve anything. Irene clenched her fists. “That asshole is going to pay for what he did to me.”


  ··OOO··


  Irene didn’t think she’d be able to sleep at all, even in Annette’s plush bed, but her body was physically exhausted. She was out as soon as her head hit the pillow.


  Noises from the other room woke her in the middle of the night. She could see flashes of light coming from down the hall. Her curiosity got the best of her and she crept out of bed, following the light source to the living room. Annette was seated on the sofa feeding Ophelia a bottle while the screen softly played the news.


  “How long have you been up?” Irene asked.


  Annette glanced at her device. “A while. Check this out.” She turned up the volume on the news. Irene sat down next to her and watched the screen.


  “What’s going on?” She watched for a moment before she realized the news was reporting on Agent Rick.


  Ophelia pushed the bottle away, so Annette set it on the coffee table in front of them. “I guess they’ve ruled his death as an accident.”


  Irene glanced at Annette, then back at the screen. “What? What about the belt?”


  Annette didn’t look away from the screen. “I don’t know, but the medical examiner claims he died from a blow to the head. Probably caused by a fall. They’ve stopped investigating.”


  Irene bowed her head. She wouldn’t stand for this. “I need to borrow some clothes.”


  ··OOO··


  Irene got out of the cab and started walking to the farmhouse. She had asked to be let off far enough away from the structure that the car navigation wouldn’t show the actual location of the AQD office. The extra precaution wasn’t to protect AQD. It was to protect herself. Although, if she was caught and had to live the rest of her life in prison, she was okay with that.


  Beads of sweat formed at her hairline as she walked, and she wiped them off with her hand. In any other circumstance, she would have stopped to admire the beauty of the little house and orchard under the first rays of the sunrise, but today she was on a mission. She attributed the extra perspiration to nerves since it was too cool out for her to sweat from pure exertion.


  A sudden stabbing pain in her gut stopped her. She gripped her abdomen as the slicing feeling wracked through her. After stopping to catch her breath for a moment, the pain subsided and she was able to continue walking.


  Only a minute later, the searing pain shot through her again, stronger this time. As she moaned through the worst part of the residual cramping, she noticed a dark blue stain spreading out from between her legs.


  Annette had loaned her a pair of charcoal gray pinstripe pants and a bright yellow top, two items Irene would never pick out for herself. They were a little loose on her figure, but she still looked at least a little professional. Except for the blue spreading down the legs. Florida had warned her about having a heavy period, but she hadn’t expected this. If only she had remembered, she would have tucked a pad in her panties. It was too late now, and honestly, she didn’t care. All that mattered was taking out Aiden.


  The stabbing pains seemed to come in waves. They came on quickly, but each time subsided fairly quickly as well. She pressed on, walking up to the house. Nothing would get in her way. She patted her hand on the right pocket of her pants. The box cutter she had borrowed from Annette was still there.


  Peeking in the back window, she didn’t see any signs of anyone in the kitchen, and none of the lights were on. She would pretend to go to work like normal and find a way to make Aiden come to her. Another wave of pain ripped through her, and she had to hold onto the doorknob to keep from crumpling down to the ground. As the stabbing sensation subsided, she made her way to the storm doors and stepped through.


  As soon as she finished laboriously climbed down the stairs into the office, her coworkers started voicing their concern.


  “Irene,” Bobby said, his eyes wide. “You look like death. What’s the matter?”


  “Nothing,” she said. She felt hot and cold at the same time, and her insides were in excruciating pain, like knives were ripping her apart. The entire front of her slacks were now stained blue.


  “Okay,” Bobby said slowly. “Why don’t you match these profiles, and I’m going to go find, some, uh, paper.” He gestured at the profiles he had spread out in front of him before sprinting up the spiral staircase.


  Irene looked at the first profile. She was so used to matching pairs. She could still do it in her current state. Looking at the paper though, she couldn’t make out any of the words. The letters began to spin and move around the page, unwilling to stay still.


  She set the page back onto the table and looked over at Sharon who was quietly typing. She looked totally normal. Irene lifted the profile again. It was fine. A little blurry, but she could make out the letters.


  Stomping feet came running down the stairs. Aiden walked straight to her, followed by Sean, and then Bobby. Instead of walking around the table, he jumped over it to the side Irene stood on.


  “How do you feel?” he demanded. Now was her chance.


  “I’m fine,” she insisted. She reached for the box cutter in her pocket, but fumbled it, dropping her weapon. No one else seemed to notice the loud clank it made as it hit the floor.


  “How many fingers am I holding up?”


  She counted four, but then it changed to two, then one. “You have to hold still,” she said. Aiden and Sean exchanged a glance. Aiden pressed a hand into her lower abdomen. It felt like an explosion of shards of glass as he pressed against her. She screamed out in pain, unable to hold it in.


  “Shit,” Aiden said. “It’s infected. Shit.” Sean helped him lift Irene over the table and the two men carried her upstairs to the farmhouse.


  She had never been farther in the house than the kitchen, but she was so dazed, her brain didn’t really register what was going on around her. She thought that she was lying on a soft surface, but the only feeling that made sense was the pain.


  “We need to remove it,” Sean said, his voice sounding far away, like he was shouting through water.


  “This was supposed to be my first female success,” Aiden said, his voice also miles away.


  “Right now, it’s just going to kill her. We’ll try again.”


  “Start her on antibiotics. We’ll move her to the medical center, but first I need to get a scan.”


  The pain intensified as something cold pressed against her lower abdomen. That’s the last thing she remembered before it all went black.


  nineteen

  



  Aiden sat next to her, holding a cold towel to her head. Irene looked up at him. She felt dazed and happy, surely the effect of some sort of drug.


  “I was able to save the ovary,” he said.


  “Good.” Saving things was good.


  “I guessed correctly that the infection was Staphylococcus. I injected a targeted antibiotic directly into your pelvis which killed the bacteria. Of course, there was the chance that I was wrong about the type of infection, in which case we would have been too late and you would have died. Even though you lost the pregnancy, you shouldn’t have any trouble conceiving again.”


  She tried to sit up, but he held her shoulder down. “I’m glad you guessed correctly,” she said.


  He smiled, the corners of his eyes crinkling. “It was more than a lucky guess. I do have a medical degree.”


  She tried to sit up again, and this time he helped her up. She glanced around the room. They were still in the farmhouse. Had she ever gone to the medical facility, or had she been treated right here on the sofa?


  “Amir has a medical degree,” she said.


  “Ah, yes,” Aiden said, stretching his arms. “One of my better aliases. I’m glad you found it.”


  “If Amir and Aiden are fake, then who are you?” she asked, searching his face.


  “I’m Aiden Stone, of course,” he answered. “Founder and president of AQD.”


  “But Aiden Stone doesn’t exist,” she said.


  “Sure he does,” he said, standing up to face her. “It’s the name I use and the profession I made. It’s the name printed on my identification along with an image of my likeness. Aiden Stone is who I’ve chosen to be, so for all purposes, I am Aiden.”


  “But, the FBI…” The words slipped out before she could stop herself. If he didn’t already know she was working with them, now he definitely would.


  “The FBI have their own weird criteria for what makes a man. According to them, I’m a monster. They would never give Aiden Stone any legitimacy. In fact, I believe they’d prefer it if I remained test subject seventeen.”


  “What are you talking about?” she asked.


  Aiden’s eyes lit up, a fire behind them. He started pacing around and gesturing widely as he talked. “You and I are the same now. Medical experiments. But if you were to birth a child, it wouldn’t really be your child, now would it? The woman whose egg formed the child would be identified as the mother by the Genome Database.


  “Even though your status as an experiment is newly earned, mine began at birth. I was engineered to maximize the potential locked in human DNA. I was raised by the state, and even so, excelled in academics and sports. I was always the healthiest, smartest, and best-looking kid. When I reached adulthood, I decided that becoming a surgeon would be the best use of my talents. I finished med school in just two years.


  “Even my personal life came easy. I’ve always had lots of friends and admirers. I met a beautiful woman in college. She started a lucrative career managing real estate after graduation. Her family was wealthy beyond measure, yet still accepted me as their son-in-law. It seems that my superior DNA, handcrafted by a research group on an NSF grant, had provided me with everything a man could desire.


  “With both our careers booming, we decided it was time to have our allotted one baby. We were both excited about this monumental endeavor. Part of the human condition is having and raising a child, and this was the final chance for me to prove that I was indeed a real boy and not just a successful experimental puppet.”


  His eyes were wide and wild now as he paced quickly around the room. Irene was curious to hear the conclusion of his monologue, but also trying to figure out a way to get free. She didn’t have her car, and in her current condition she couldn’t run far. Her only hope was that he wouldn’t do her any harm as long as the ovary inside her was fine.


  “We tried to get pregnant for over a year. Soon, it became a sore topic in our marriage, slowly ripping us apart. Finally, I convinced her to go to a fertility clinic and get checked out. Everything seemed fine on her part, so now the blame sat on me.”


  He stopped pacing and pointedly looked at Irene. “You know what a mule is?”


  Whatever happy drugs she had been on, all the optimism immediately left her system. She was sure Aiden had come unhinged and would attack her without warning. “No,” she said cautiously. “No I don’t.”


  “Back when farming used animals instead of equipment, mules were bred by studding a male donkey with a female horse. They are superior to both species in several ways, yet are sterile, because their chromosomes don’t pair up. Similarly, my experimental DNA isn’t balanced, so I can’t shoot any quality sperm. Instead of fulfilling my biological purpose, my wife was shopping around for donor sperm to meet our parentage goal.


  “See, I was bred just like a farm animal. The research facility that created me shut down soon after my creation, and there aren’t any other people like me. So to answer your question: who am I? I’m not even a human. I’m the result of a reckless experiment.”


  Irene’s mouth hung open in shock. She hadn’t known anything about scientific studies creating actual people and wasn’t sure whether or not to believe him.


  “After I left my first wife, I started again as Amir. Patrick Tanaka, whom I believe you’ve met, and I started working together. He was harvesting men’s family jewels for an experiment, some sort of drug. I, however, saw the true potential in all the genetic material we had amassed. We could reuse the genetic material from some of our more successful clientele. Make designer children, like I was originally meant to be, in a more organic and natural way.”


  She recalled the birth certificate for the son who died. “Your son…”


  “Yes. I couldn’t sire a baby myself, but I still wanted the experience of raising a kid. Even though my colleague acted as donor, our son was truly mine. He’s the reason I started AQD. Plus, I already had all those beautiful testes in my freezer. It was time to put them to use.”


  Every part of his confession made her feel sick. But one point nagged her enough to ask, “If you can’t have children, why’d you offer to be a donor for Jamie?”


  “Because I wanted to have her. She’s beautiful. She reminds me of my second wife, Amy-Marie. It was so easy to manipulate Jamie. Too easy, really. I just had to compliment her art, then act like I was conflicted about helping her. You know, she threw herself at me first.”


  Irene didn’t want to believe it, any of it. He had used her wife and was now using her.


  He smiled at her. “But you, Irene. You’re my first female success. I have great plans for you. I’ve finally succeeded at what I set out to do.”


  Irene looked him straight in the eye from where she still sat on the sofa. “Have you? You still can’t father a child. You’re a failure.” As soon as the words were out of her mouth, Aiden lunged at her, wrapping his strong hands around her neck. She couldn’t breathe as he squeezed harder, his eyes bulging and his teeth clenched.


  “I’m not a failure,” he growled.


  She started to see stars in the center of her vision, but before she could black out, he let go. Coughing, she collapsed onto the couch. “If I could, I’d kill you,” he hissed. “But right now, you’re too valuable.” He grabbed her wrist and started dragging her across the room. She tried to get her feet under her, but couldn’t. Instead, she flailed behind him as he grabbed onto both of her wrists and dragged her up the stairs.


  He threw her into a bedroom and shut the door behind her. There was a metal clanking of a key turning in the lock. “You’re too important to let out of my sight. You can earn your freedom in nine months after you successfully carry a baby to term, not a minute before.” She heard his footsteps as he retreated down the stairs.


  She looked around the bedroom. It wasn’t too dissimilar from a holding cell. It had a bed with a thin mattress and threadbare quilt, a braided rug on the wooden floor, and a small wooden vanity with a shelf holding a porcelain pot which undoubtedly was meant to be a replacement for a toilet.


  Sitting down heavily on the bed, Irene examined herself. She was wearing the clothing Annette gave her. Her slacks were stained and stiff from the dark blue liquid and her shirt was smelly and damp with sweat. Lifting her shirt, she saw the tape and gauze covering the injection site for her dose of antibiotics. She pulled away the tape to reveal a large red scab surrounded by deep purple bruising. That entire side of her pelvis still felt sore. Her whole body was weak. With nothing else to do, she lied down to take a nap.


  Her eyes shot open a moment later, realizing a key detail. She dug her hand through the pocket in her pants. Even though the box cutter was gone, something was still there. She pulled the object out and examined it, the asset card from the FBI. As long as she still had that card, she could hold out in the hopes that someone would come rescue her.


  ··OOO··


  After spending the third day in a row visiting the hospital, Annette was exhausted. Her parents kept making such a fuss over Ray and Clara’s new baby, but she knew Ophelia was cuter. For one, Ophelia had adorable baby rolls while Charlie was scrawny and bald.


  But now that she was resting at home, watching a show with Ophelia napping in her arms, she still couldn’t relax. Irene had been gone for a couple days, and she was starting to worry.


  “Call Jamie Crow,” she said. She rocked Ophelia gently while the line rang.


  “Hello?”


  “Hey. Have you heard from Irene?”


  “No. I thought she was with you.” Jamie sounded annoyed.


  “What about Aiden? Is he there?”


  “No… He’s been busy with work. I haven’t seen him in a couple days.”


  Annette had kept a close eye on the news. She hadn’t seen any stories covering male deaths, but if Jamie hadn’t seen him, maybe Irene had already taken care of him. “If you see either of them, could you let me know?”


  “Sure, whatever.” The line disconnected.


  Annette thought about calling the FBI, but decided not to. If Irene’s plan was supposed to take this long, she didn’t want to do anything to get in the way. She believed in Irene. Irene would get it done.


  Still, there was a nagging feeling in her gut. “Track Irene Crow.” She had convinced Irene to let her scan the asset card into her device, but so far, it proved completely useless.


  “System error. Unable to track.” That couldn’t be good.


  “Call Elijah.” Maybe he would know something Annette didn’t.


  “Hello?”


  “Hey. I’m Irene’s friend. I know this is weird, but I didn’t know who else to call.”


  “Um, okay.”


  “She left soon after you dropped her off. I haven’t seen her in days, and I’m worried about her.” Annette paused, trying to collect her thoughts. “She went after that guy, Aiden, her boss at the DNA cult. I think she might be in danger. She doesn’t have a device so I can’t call her, but maybe there is some way to find her. The FBI gave her an asset card to track her… I thought maybe you would know a way to trace it.” As soon as the words left her mouth, she knew it wasn’t possible. Not unless he could somehow hack into the FBI.


  “I don’t. But I know someone who might.”


  ··OOO··


  Irene had been locked up in the tiny bedroom for maybe four days and she needed to find a way out. Each evening, Sean visited to give her hormone injections. The first time, she resisted, which resulted in Aiden coming to her room and strapping her wrists and ankles to the bed in order to administer the shot, then leaving her restrained there for the night. They wanted her new ovary to produce as many eggs at it could. She didn’t want to think about what would happen once the ovary was ovulating. It would definitely involve the restraints. She winced, trying to push the thought out of her head.


  To distract herself, she continued bending the FBI asset card back and forth. She had been able to break off the corner of the plastic card holding the chip. Rubbing the raw edges against the floor, the sharp torn corners began to wear down. Her plan was risky at best, but she had to do something.


  After the initial shock of getting locked up wore off, she concentrated on what she needed to do next. Her number one goal was to stop Aiden. Not dismantle AQD or reveal his medical experiments, but remove Aiden, even if that meant killing him. Her second goal was to escape. When she really thought about it, if she had to die in order to take out Aiden, she was okay with that.


  Her final goal, which came in a far third, was to stop the destruction of the Genome Database. If she got out of the farmhouse alive, she would contact Jo, but if she wasn’t able to warn the FBI in time, at least she would have her life.


  She looked at the small micro chip one last time before placing it on her tongue and swallowing. God forbid the worst happened, at least the FBI would be able to find her body.


  Next, she needed something sharp, something that could cause some damage without being fatal. She thought about using the metal wire from one of the mattress springs or a large splinter from the worn wooden floor. The bedroom had a small window and, after inspecting it for a while, she was pretty confident it was made out of normal glass instead of the insulated safety panes which were standard in most residences. In a pinch, she could use the chamber pot, but considering the lingering smell, she preferred the window.


  Irene grabbed the hand towel from the vanity and wrapped it around her right hand. She tried to sit on the bed and wait patiently, going through the details of her plan over and over. Outside the window, she saw the sun was starting to set. Any moment now, Sean would come upstairs and let himself into her room to give her the daily injection.


  She waited. After a few minutes, she heard the sounds of approaching footsteps climbing the stairs. Tightening the towel on her hand, she took one last deep breath. She was ready. She stood up and walked over to the small window.


  The door opened and Sean came into the room holding a syringe. “You ready?” he asked, closing the door behind him.


  “No,” Irene said. “I need to talk to Aiden first.”


  “Be a good girl and sit on the bed,” he said. “Then maybe Aiden can come up here and talk to you.”


  She pressed her body against the wall next to the window. “I want to talk to him first.”


  He took a step toward her. She needed him to keep his distance. “Would you like me to restrain you?” He came another stride closer. It was now or never.


  She thrust her towel-covered fist through the window with all her might. The window cracked and split, shards of glass flying outside. Breaking off a big chunk of glass, she jabbed it at Sean. “Step back,” she warned.


  He lifted his hands in the air, still holding the syringe. “Let’s not do anything rash,” he said, stepping back.


  Irene waved the shard of glass at him. “I need to talk to Aiden.”


  “He doesn’t want to see you,” he said. “You need to calm down. Drop the piece of glass or else I’ll be forced to restrain you.”


  She knew she probably wouldn’t fare well in a fight against Sean. Attacking him wouldn’t help her get Aiden’s attention, but she knew what would. She lifted her shirt and placed the glass against her skin, right above where her new ovary was placed.


  “Stop!” he shouted. “Don’t do anything crazy.”


  “Maybe I will,” Irene said, plunging the glass through her skin, pointing it down low into her pelvis. Her body was so full of adrenaline, she didn’t feel the cutting of the glass at first. Dark blood dripped from the sharp edges of the shard. The red stain on the towel started to grow, and the front of her slacks were now wet with blood. She couldn’t look down. The sight of so much blood would make her lose her resolve. “You should go tell Aiden what I’ve done,” she said.


  Sean ran out of the room, shouting for Aiden. She dropped the bloody piece of glass before breaking a smaller shard from the window and holding it in her towel. A moment later, Aiden came barreling into the room, Sean following closely behind.


  “You bitch!” he roared. He ran up to her and grabbed her by the neck. As she struggled to breathe, she tried to remain calm. She could see the pure fury in his face. He wanted to kill her, but she knew he’d also want to save his experiment. “Get some gauze and medical tape,” he shouted. Sean scurried out of the room.


  With one hand he pressed her neck against the wall and with the other, he applied pressure to her wound. “What the hell did you think you were doing?” he said. He was still angry, his jaw clenched. She could see an artery bulging on the side of his neck. She tried to focus on that artery.


  “I needed to see you again,” she said. “I needed to tell you something.”


  “You better tell me now before I sedate you for the next several months,” he sneered. “What’s so important that you needed to tell me to my face?”


  “This.” She swung her fist at his neck, the small shard of glass making contact with his carotid. Blood flowed down, quickly soaking the last white bits of her towel, along with Aiden’s collared shirt. She twisted the glass before pulling her hand away. He stumbled back, a look of shock on his face as blood sprayed from his wound.


  “You bitch,” he said before crumpling onto the ground.


  Sean came into the room and saw Aiden lying on the floor, the pool of his blood growing around his limp body.


  “You’re next,” she sneered. Sean turned and ran back out.


  Irene chanced a glance down at her pelvis. She was bleeding a lot. She had cut much deeper than she originally intended. With the immediate threat of Aiden now taken care of, the acute pain of the gash in her abdomen hit her. She stumbled down to her knees and had to crawl. She pulled herself up onto the bed. There had to be a quick way to stop the bleeding.


  Ripping off a strip of the quilt, she tied it tightly around her hips to cover the gash. She ripped off a second piece and did the same. Now she had to get out of here. She stood up and stumbled through the bedroom. Her improvised bandage made it hard to move her legs, and even harder to walk. Not sure if Sean would bring someone else to subdue her, she hurried to get away from the farmhouse.


  There didn’t seem to be anyone else inside the house. She went down the stairs and cut through the living room and kitchen, exiting out the back door.


  Her coworkers’ cars all had fingerprint locks. All of them except for Aiden’s combustion car. Even though it was locked, the top was down and she simply climbed over the door to get in. She had previously seen him pull the keys out from under the sun visor, and sure enough, they fell from the visor when she checked. She shoved the key in the ignition and the engine roared to life.


  Driving this vehicle was a bit different than a normal electric car. The accelerator and brakes responded differently. When she pressed the right pedal, the car lurched forward. The brakes were less responsive, and she had to jam the left pedal to get the car to stop. Instead of reversing out of the drive, she pressed full on the gas. Clumps of dirt and grass flew up behind her and the tires squealed against the wet earth as the wheels spun. Finally, the tires gripped the ground and she drove around the farmhouse through the lawn to get to the road in front.


  She should go to the FBI. They needed to know about the Genome Database and how AQD planned to shut down every device. But first, she needed to get stitched up. The nearest hospital was the same one where Annette had given birth, Santa Teresa. Irene had a general sense of where it was, and drove straight there.


  Not worried about parking, she pulled right up to the ER drop off and left the red combustion car idling in the ambulance bay. She hadn’t looked at her wound the entire time she was driving. Red had soaked through the cloth and dripped onto her pants and the tan leather seat of the car.


  She found standing up and getting out of the car to be harder than normal. The center of her vision turned dark, and she started seeing stars. She paused while shaking her head back and forth. She wasn’t fainting. Not right now. The automated doors to the ER opened and she stumbled inside. Blood was dripping down her leg and onto the cool linoleum floor. She didn’t care. She was almost there.


  The nurse at the reception desk saw Irene come in and immediately grabbed a wheelchair and brought it over to her.


  “What happened?” he asked as she settled in the chair. She pressed her hand against the blanket.


  “I was stabbed,” she said.


  Her nurse called out, “Get Dr. Brown. Female patient, mid-thirties, lower abdominal stab wound, may need an OR.”


  A woman in a white lab coat ran up to Irene’s side as she was being pushed down the hall. “What happened?” she asked.


  “I got stabbed,” she said, each word an effort. She had to catch her breath even to talk. “By a piece of glass… from a window.” Her vision was turning dark again, and she hung her head, willing her sight to return.


  “Are you in pain?” the doctor asked.


  “Yes.”


  “Alright. We’re going to get you in a bed and get you comfortable and I’ll take a look at the wound. If it’s a clean cut, then we’ll just wash it out, do some stitches, and you’ll be good to go.”


  Irene tried to nod, but it was too much effort. The nurse helped her climb onto a hospital bed and then removed the makeshift quilt bandage. As soon as the quilt was off, he pressed his gloved hand against the wound. “It’s pretty deep,” he whispered to Dr. Brown.


  “Keep applying pressure. I’ll book an OR.”


  There was a flurry of activity around Irene’s bed. Another nurse entered and started an IV before an anesthesiologist came in and explained the risks of general anesthesia. A third nurse approached her with forms. The last nurse didn’t even bother explaining what the forms were for, and just said, “Please sign these.”


  The anesthesiologist placed a mask over Irene’s mouth and instructed her to count backwards from ten. She made it all the way to eight.
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  Irene woke back up to a stabbing pain in her pelvis, much worse than the initial pain of being stabbed. After the nurses gave her enough pain meds to make her loopy, she was situated in a shared room for recovery.


  “How are you feeling?” Dr Brown asked.


  “Okay, I guess,” Irene said.


  “Your cut was pretty deep, all the way through the subcutaneous layer and muscle, hitting your right ovary. You had lost a lot of blood and needed a transfusion of two liters.” She thumbed through Irene’s file on a large hand-held screen. “You’ll be glad to know I was able to save the ovary.” Irene wondered why the doctor didn’t find it odd that a woman who had a both ovaries removed as a teen suddenly had one. Perhaps there had been an oversight in her medical records.


  Dr Brown continued, “I noticed you didn’t have a birth control implant, so I did need to give you one.” Irene looked down at her left arm. Halfway between her shoulder and elbow was a neon bandaid with Pokey Panda on it. It felt fitting.


  “If you feel up to it,” Dr. Brown said, “the police are here to ask you about what happened. Would you like me to send them in?”


  “Sure,” Irene said.


  A few minutes after the doctor left, two detectives came in and introduced themselves.


  “I’m Detective Harvey Small and this here is my partner, Doris Jenkins,” the male detective said in a rough voice. The man was short and rotund while the female detective was tall and solid. They both wore tan trench coats which were damp with rain.


  “Could you please state your name for the record?” Dorris asked, placing a small voice recorder on the table next to Irene’s bed. A little red light illuminated from the top to signal it was recording. Irene wondered why the detective would use such archaic technology when a device would have sufficed.


  “Irene Crow.”


  “Can you tell us what happened to you?”


  “I was stabbed.”


  “Could you start from the beginning?” Dorris asked.


  “I don’t know if I should talk about it,” Irene said. “I was working a case as an asset for the FBI.


  “I didn’t hear nothing from the FBI,” Harvey said. “Did you?”


  Dorris answered, “No, I’m afraid not.”


  “I was infiltrating AQD,” Irene offered.


  “Never heard of it,” Harvey said.


  Doris gave Harvey a warning glance, before turning back to Irene. “What matters right now is that we get your statement while it’s all still fresh in your mind. So, start from the beginning and tell us exactly what happened.”


  Irene thought for a moment before speaking. “I was taking a walk downtown, looking for ‘now hiring’ signs in shops. I went down an alleyway as a shortcut and got attacked. He had a broken beer bottle and used it to stab me.”


  “Did you recognize your attacker?” Dorris asked.


  “No,” Irene said firmly.


  “Do you think you could describe him?”


  “It was dark,” Irene said. Harvey crossed his arms and grunted loudly.


  Dorris sat in the chair next to the bed. “What happened next?”


  “I came here,” Irene said, looking from one detective to the other.


  “How’d you get the muscle car?” Harvey asked.


  Irene hoped she’d be able to keep the details of her lie straight. “It was parked street side with the keys in it.”


  “Is there anything else you remember? Any little detail could help us find the man who did this to you.” Dorris said.


  Irene’s mind replayed the scene from her bedroom prison, Aiden’s limp body on the hardwood floor, his blood pooling outward. Jamie would want to know he was dead, and Irene felt it was her responsibility to give Jamie the news. “No, nothing,” she said. “Has anyone called my wife?”


  Harvey let out a laugh. “Where’ve you been? Under a rock?”


  “Excuse me?” Irene said.


  Doris looked puzzled as well. “All devices went haywire a couple days ago, don’t you remember?”


  “Oh right.” It was too late. The database was gone. That must have been why the doctor hadn’t looked up her medical records using her DNA.


  “If you need to get in touch, you can still use a landline,” Dorris said, handing Irene a paper business card. Irene accepted the card and laid back on her pillows. The detectives excused themselves and left the room.


  She examined the small card in her hand. Dorris Jenkins’s contact information was a string of ten digits. Irene tried to think if she had ever seen the numbers for Jamie’s contact info.


  “Tell me you got him.” Annette said, barging into the room. She wore an odd contraption strapped to her front which held a peacefully sleeping Ophelia.


  A sick feeling tore through Irene’s chest. She had killed a man. Even though she had hated him and by all means he deserved what he got, the fact that she had ended his life made her nauseous. She nodded weakly, tears stinging at her eyes.


  Annette came over and sat on the edge of her bed. “Damn, Irene, you are one tough chick. I’m going to have the writers at Certain Media start drafting a script for a movie based on all this shit.”


  Irene gave a half smile. “Please, don’t. This is all a little too real for me right now.”


  “Don’t worry,” Annette said, patting her hand. “They’ll go full artistic license on your life and make the climax a giant war between the Social Department and a team of aliens.”


  Irene chuckled at the idea, but the motion caused the pain to knife through her healing wound. She stopped and held her arms against her bandaged abdomen, trying to ease the pain. “Please, don’t make me laugh.”


  Annette just smiled in return.


  “How did you know I was here?”


  “Elijah’s friend Doris was able to track you.” Irene recalled the woman with blond dreads who had gleefully demonstrated how to destroy a device. “I would have come sooner, but she couldn’t find your signal until just moments before you came to the hospital.”


  It figured that the farmhouse would somehow block her asset card. She was glad she had done something instead of waiting for the FBI.


  “I’ve been at the hospital every day since Charlie was born. Clara keeps bringing him in for imaginary emergencies. Last night, she brought him to the ER because he wouldn’t stop crying. It was just gas.” She leaned down and kissed her own baby on the head.


  Irene guessed Charlie was the name of Annette’s new nephew.


  Annette stood up. “I’ve got to go. My best friend’s ex-wife is having an event, so I need to get Ophelia set up at the babysitter’s.”


  Irene winced at the mention of Jamie.


  “Too soon?” Annette asked.


  Irene nodded.


  “I’ll be back. I’m getting you a cell phone, and you better fucking hold onto it this time. No blowing it up or throwing it in a body of water.”


  Irene smiled, remembering this time not to laugh. “No promises.”


  Annette left, leaving Irene alone again.


  ··OOO··


  Irene poked at her dinner. Dr. Brown wanted her to wait a day before eating any solids, so on her tray was a bowl of broth, a cup of gelatin, a hot mug of tea, and some juice. She poked a finger at the gelatin, and it wobbled in response. Even though she didn’t feel hungry, she knew she needed to eat something.


  “Irene?”


  Irene’s heart jumped. The curtain between the two beds was drawn to give her some privacy, so the visitor in her room wasn’t able to see her.


  “Back here,” she said. She tried to pat down her unruly curls and quickly tidy up her blanket.


  “Irene,” Jamie said again, stepping up from behind the curtain. She looked stunning wearing a fitted gray dress with her hair tied up in a bun. She walked up to the side of the bed and reached down to hold Irene’s hand. “I’m so sorry,” she whispered, tears rolling down her face.


  “Me too,” Irene said, tears forming in her eyes as well. “I need to tell you something, about Aiden.”


  “I already know,” Jamie said, wiping her tears away with her hand before returning it to Irene’s. “They told us at the AQD meeting just now that he died of a brain aneurysm.”


  Irene nodded her head. She was okay with Jamie believing that. “Shouldn’t you be at your opening?”


  Jamie smiled. “I’m the artist. I can be a little late if I choose. I wanted to come see you first.”


  Irene crinkled her face, the tears pouring out even more.


  “I wanted to ask you something,” Jamie said. “Would you move back in?”


  She looked down at her tray. The gelatin was now completely still. “I can’t,” she said.


  “Just until you get back on your feet. You’ll lose your job with AQD shutting down.”


  “I can’t pretend it didn’t happen,” Irene said, searching Jamie’s eyes. “We can’t go back to the way it was.”


  Jamie sat down on the edge of the bed. “I know. I don’t expect us to. I’ll move into the studio. I won’t be able to afford the apartment on my own for much longer without a roommate.”


  After four years of marriage, it seemed almost humorous for Irene to downgrade her wife to roommate. “Okay,” she agreed. “You should get to your show.”


  “Right,” Jamie said, standing up. “I need to head out.” She walked away from the bed to the curtain, then paused, turning back to Irene. “I love you,” she said.


  “I love you, too” Irene whispered. As Jamie left, Irene wondered if she would ever get the baby she so desperately desired. She hoped so.
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