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      June Marlow reached the Program's downtown intake center twenty minutes early, because that was who she was as a person, and then she sat in her car for eighteen of those minutes, because that was also who she was as a person.

      The building did not look like the gossip had promised. The gossip had made it sound half clinic and half nightclub, all low light and bad intentions. The reality was a brick-faced office block with a washed awning, a glass door with the hours posted straight, and a potted plant by the entrance that somebody watered on a schedule. June checked her bag twice. Folder with the forms she had printed and filled out at home. ID. A pen, because borrowed pens gave out at the worst moment. She had labeled the folder in her neat vet-tech hand: PROGRAM — INTAKE. Her fridge at home held the same hand on half a dozen jars and tubs, and she had said it to her own mirror that morning, just to hear it out loud: "I label everything in my fridge. It's not control issues if the labels are cute."

      Saying it out loud helped. That was her rule. Nerves turned mean when they stayed inside.

      Inside, the waiting room smelled like paper and lemon cleaner. Four chairs. A low table with pamphlets fanned in a neat arc. A counter with a sliding glass window, and behind it a woman in her forties with short practical hair and a cardigan with the sleeves pushed up, typing with the speed of somebody who had typed the same forms ten thousand times and still read every line.

      June signed the clipboard, took the visitor badge, and sat down with the pamphlets because there was nothing else to do with her hands.

      She knew the pamphlet copy nearly by heart. Orcs in the Program came mostly from a handful of clans that had signed on in the early years; hers, if she signed, would be Stone Tusk. The pamphlets talked about size the way furniture stores talked about sectionals, all doorframes and load ratings, and June had read those pages the way she read everything, twice, lips moving. The gossip filled in the rest, most of it useless. Gossip at the clinic where she worked ran clinical at best and feral at worst, and orc gossip ran the same range: they ate whole chickens at one sitting, they could carry a grown woman up six flights, they cried at weddings. One assistant swore her cousin's friend had matched and married in under a year. June had nodded along and kept the parts that mattered and thrown the rest out. Pamphlets plus gossip. That was the whole of her education. She had never stood in the same room as an orc. She had never seen one without a shirt on, and the pamphlets, polite to a fault, showed exactly nothing below the collar.

      She liked that they showed nothing. It meant the Program wanted her to meet a person first.

      "June Marlow?" the woman called, and slid the glass aside. "I'm Beth. Come on through when you're ready."

      The intake office was smaller than the waiting room and warmer, a desk, two chairs, a filing cabinet with a dying fern on top that somebody refused to throw away. Beth moved through the intake the way good techs moved through a blood draw, brisk and kind and honest about the pinch.

      "This is the pregnancy-track trial match," Beth said, laying the pages out in order. "Read as we go. The shape of it is simple. You and your match spend a trial weekend together at his apartment, Friday through Sunday. Either of you can walk away at any point, no penalty, no fee, no note in the file beyond returned-to-pool. You both state want on the record before anything proceeds past paperwork."

      June nodded. Her mouth had gone dry.

      Beth turned a page and tapped the plain-language box at the top. "You are both adults and both here by choice. I say it once and it goes in the file." She smiled, quick and real. "After that we talk logistics like grown people."

      That was it. Said once, filed away. June felt her shoulders drop a full inch.

      "The rest is what you already read," Beth went on. "Stated intent toward pregnancy on this track, documented up front, no assumptions smuggled in later. The match window runs thirty days on the file, renewed only if you both say so. Shared costs for the weekend, receipts in the envelope. A check-in call from this desk mid-weekend, five minutes, private. Medicals current on both sides, copies exchanged today. Questions stop the pen every time. Ask before you sign."

      June asked three. What happened to her file if she walked away. Where the copies lived. Whether the trial weekend could be cut short from his side too, for fairness, and Beth said yes to all of it in the same even tone, yes your file waits, yes locked cabinet plus the one encrypted drive, yes either side, same rule, no penalty either way.

      She signed where Beth pointed and initialed where Beth pointed, and her hand did not shake, and she was proud of that hand. Those hands had held a trembling terrier not a week past while the doctor cleaned a split nail, one palm under the ribcage feeling the hammer of that small heart, the other keeping the head steady with two fingers behind the jaw, firm enough to hold, light enough to trust. Animals told the truth with their bodies. People did too, if you watched instead of listened. Her hands knew work. That counted for something on a morning like this.

      A shadow filled the frosted glass of the office door, and kept going up.

      Beth glanced at the clock. "That's him. He's early."

      Korag had to duck under the doorframe by half a head, and then there was simply a quantity of person in the small office that the small office had not planned for. He wore a plain dark work shirt with the sleeves folded to the elbow, clean work pants, boots worn honestly at the toe. Gray-green skin, black hair pulled back and tied, a jaw that looked carved and then, on second look, merely settled. A canvas tool bag hung from one hand like a lunchbox. He looked at the room's two chairs, the visitor chair beside June and the spare stacked in the corner, and he looked at them the way a man looks at furniture he does not want to insult, and then he stepped back against the wall by the filing cabinet and stood, hands easy at his sides, and nodded to June.

      "Miss Marlow," he said. "I am Korag."

      His voice sat low in the room and stayed there.

      June's first thought, immediate and unedited, was that standing was courtesy. The visitor chair would have taken him the way a kennel crate took a shepherd, technically containing and actually ridiculous, and he had spared them all the performance of finding out. Her second thought was the size of his forearms below the folded sleeves, corded and dusted with something pale at the cuff, and her third thought was to stop thinking about forearms and ask her questions.

      Beth did the paper part first. File basics exchanged, copies passed each way over the desk. Korag knew her name and her work and nothing else, and the way he set her folder down, squared to the desk edge, told June he had read exactly what was there and invented nothing extra. She liked that more than she expected.

      "Stone Tusk," Beth said to June, tapping the clan line. "Trade: stone-countertop installation. Medicals current, copy for you." To Korag: "Pregnancy-track, stated intent on file. Trial weekend as discussed. Walk away anytime, no penalty, either side."

      Korag inclined his head. "Understood."

      June turned in her chair to face him properly, because the whole point of the morning was that she got to choose and choosing meant looking. "I interview everybody," she said. "Animals, repairmen, dates. You are getting the interview."

      Something near amusement passed over his face and did not become a smile. "Ask."

      "What does a countertop installer actually do all day?" she said. "Not the title. The day."

      "Measure," he said. "Cut. Carry. Set." A pause. "Wait for the glue."

      Beth snorted softly into her pen.

      "Say more than four words in a row about the setting part," June said. "That is the test."

      Korag considered. "Stone doesn't hurry," he said. "A slab weighs more than the two of us. You shim it dead level and you check it twice, because once the bed is set there is no apology that lifts it again. The seam is the work. Anybody can drop rock on cabinets. The seam is where you see the hands."

      June felt something warm move up the back of her neck, and it was not embarrassment, or not only that. She knew that ethic. She lived that ethic. The seam is where you see the hands could have been stitched on a pillow in every treatment room she had ever worked in.

      "Okay," she said. "Second question. Why the Program, and why this track? Say it plain."

      "Plain," he repeated, as if testing the word's weight. "I want a mate and a family. The ordinary way did not find me one. This way states the want out loud, so nobody guesses wrong." He met her eyes without crowding them. "I am tired of being looked at like a story. I want to be looked at like a man."

      The frankness of it landed in her chest like a kicked door. She had come in braced for swagger or salesmanship, and instead got a ledger read aloud. She answered honesty with honesty, because that was the rule.

      "I want a baby," she said. "That is the track and that is the truth. I am done with the apps. I am done auditioning strangers over noodles. I want a child and a mate who stays, in that order, and I would rather say it ugly than pretty." Her voice stayed level. "If I am a file to you, tell me now and we save the weekend."

      Beth's pen went still.

      Korag did not rush the reply, and June watched his hands while he thought, the way she watched everything that mattered. Big hands, the knuckles lined with pale dust ground into the creases, a thin white scar along one thumb, the nails cut short and clean. Trade hands. Hands that lifted rock for a living and had learned, somewhere, exactly how much pressure a fragile thing could take. He turned the tool bag's strap once in his grip, slowly, and then stilled it.

      "You are June Marlow," he said. "Vet tech. You label your folder." The corner of his mouth moved, nearly. "You interview repairmen. You are not a file."

      "Good answer," Beth murmured, and uncapped her pen. "Continuing."

      They talked logistics like grown people. Friday through Sunday at his apartment. She would bring her own bag and her own ride home and keep both. Receipts in the envelope. The mid-weekend call, private, five minutes. He gave the street name and the buzzer number and the parking situation in six words total, and Beth wrote it down in twelve. June asked about food and bedding and the spare key, practical things, and Korag answered each one short and complete, and when she asked about the sleeping arrangement he said, "The bed is yours. I will take the couch unless invited otherwise," flat as a measured slab, and Beth nodded without looking up, and June wrote COUCH — HIS OFFER on her own notepad and underlined it twice, because plain saying was the whole game and she wanted the record straight in her own hand too.

      Under the table her knee bounced once. She stilled it with a palm. Anticipation
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