
        
            
                
            
        

    
	They’re otherworldly beautiful, but where am I?

	 

	 

	The last thing I remember is going to buy snacks for my road trip with Mitch. I don’t know what happened after that, but I’m awake in a strange room. I think I’m in a hospital room, but something isn’t right. I learn I’m now a prisoner, and these weirdly beautiful people can control my body.

	I was pregnant when I left my home, and I’m learning, as a prisoner, that’s no longer the case. They’ve taken everything from me, and now they plan to auction me off to the highest bidder.
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Chapter One: Product

	 

	 

	Before I even opened my eyes, I knew that I wasn’t home. The air smelled too sterile—disinfectant, the scent of hospital-starched sheets, and some harsh lemon chemical. The unpleasant aroma clogged my throat and burned my eyes. Groaning, I tried to lift my hand to cover my nose, but my reach came short. Way too short.

	With my tired eyes flying open, I squinted through my blurry vision, seeing that my hands were bound to the surface I lay on by thick, black restraints. Dreaming. I must be dreaming, I thought, but the chill in the air felt all too real.

	I scanned my hand for the gold band on my finger—the symbol of Mitch’s love and my anchor to reality.

	Gone. My ring was gone.

	I wiggled my feet with mounting horror, realizing that my ankles were bound, as well. I gave a sharp yelp, arched my back, and my eyes rolled in a desperate search for my unseen captor. The harsh light twinkled near my right foot, and I peered with confusion at the snug silver band around my ankle, resembling a bangle. My neck strained as I turned my head. I tugged at my restraints with all my might, which wasn’t much in my weakened, groggy state, and I sobbed when I felt no give.

	I wore the universal hospital gown, with my ass bare by the feel of it.

	Horror movies started like this, and if I’d been a betting kind of girl, I’d have wagered that the grey, lifted, rectangle-shaped thing near my bed was covered in clean, sparkly, sharp objects on a flimsy paper mat, placed in order from the dullest to the most wickedly sharp. Some would be perfect for cutting small slivers of flesh as thin as tissue paper from the screaming patient. Others would be jagged and crafted for sawing through bone.

	I sucked in air, whimpering, adrenaline clearing the last of the blur from my vision and causing a cold sweat to break on my brow. My head swam sickeningly as I lifted my upper body as much as my restraints would allow, noting the black bands on my abdomen and chest. Only my head was mobile. I tried in vain to fight the visions of my impending torture. My mind was painting a vivid picture of a masked man slicing one of my ears from my skull with surgical precision. My blood-soaked hair whipped wildly as I screamed and begged for mercy, bargaining and throwing prayers to any deity that could help a girl out.

	My imagination was an asshole.

	My heart rate spiked, thumping hard against my chest, and I sucked in air greedily and rapidly, feeling dizzy. My body quaked as I held in a wail of the purest of horror, not wanting to alert my captor that I was conscious. My shaking hands straining towards my belly. Towards my secret.

	A hospital.

	Maybe I was only in a hospital.

	The possibility was like a valium to my soul.

	A faint stinging sensation caught my attention, and I looked down, noting the—by the feel of it—rather large needle just below the crook of my elbow. My eyes trailed the tube attached that led to what I gathered had to be the IV pole, which beeped softly and slowly. The screen above glowed, and though I couldn’t make out the digital readings, I assumed all was well. Those contraptions made a shrill fuss when someone was kicking the bucket, and though my heart felt like it would burst from my chest like a face-hugging alien, it was apparently still doing its job.

	I was conscious and in one piece.

	I bit my lip and wiggled my hips as much as I could manage, feeling comforted that I felt no wetness between my thighs, no padding. If I’d miscarried, I’d bleed, right? I’d ache. I was painfully new to the idea that a little person had taken up shop in my womb, but I knew enough to know that there would be some discomfort if I’d lost the mysterious little person that had attached itself to my innards.

	There was no pain.

	Just a persistent ringing in my ears and a chill spreading along my scalp. Blind terror merged with suicidal curiosity as I stared at the door.

	Maybe we would be okay.

	Maybe.

	Mitch would be here soon and...

	I tried to recall how I’d gotten here. Had I been in a car accident? A fall, perhaps? I shut my eyes, straining my brain to glean any recollection of how I’d gotten here.

	I’d gone to pick up some junk food for the trip. I remembered the parking lot, the candy aisle, and walking to my car, plastic bags rustling against my side, and then...

	Nothing.

	I opened my eyes, sighing in frustration. I’d hit a brick wall. What the hell had happened to me? Blinking, I scanned my surroundings again, this time lingering on the details. Yes, this appeared to be a hospital room, but a very upscale hospital room. The door to the far right of the room gleamed a lacquered red, and the dark hardwood floors shined, reflecting the small, intricate chandelier above. A chest of drawers, though a boring grey, were clearly not cheap. The handles of the furniture curved elegantly, catching the harsh light and sparkling as if from within.

	Crystal?

	An equally boring shade of gray belonged to the chair nearby in the far-right corner, and I strained my neck, inspecting the bear-claw legs and the thick material, the plushness of the backing and seat. A small, gray leather pillow sat propped perfectly against its generously cushioned back. I’d guarantee the small throw alone would have been worth a large chunk of my paycheck.

	A large oil painting hung in the center of the two fancy pieces, and my mouth dropped open as I studied the scene. I recoiled, horror and panic returning with gusto, lips peeling back from my teeth in distaste.

	The art—a generous word for something so heinous—depicted a nude woman who lay screaming as little red devils danced around her writhing form with their mini pitchforks held high, their smiles stretching from ear to tiny ear. The unlucky beauty had long, cascading red hair, and within the tresses, I could see faces. Screaming faces.

	No, this wasn’t a maternity ward. And no, it wasn’t the psych ward. The painting would have driven someone to suicide if they’d stared at it long enough, the artist having captured the damsel’s mad look of torment perfectly.

	My brain decided it was the perfect moment to recall a certain horror movie, and though Mitch had loved the film, during the scene where the dude’s desperation had driven him to saw his own hand off, I’d struggled not to hurl into my popcorn. Now, nearly worked into hyperventilation, I waited for a disembodied voice to give me macabre instructions to complete if I wanted to earn my freedom.

	I retched, but nothing came up. Clutching the sheets like they were anchors, I almost convinced myself that if I let go, I’d fall into the sky.

	A click.

	I didn’t dare breathe as the door swung open, revealing a willowy, platinum-haired woman in a lab coat. The vision glided in like a heavenly apparition, high heels clicking on the spotless floor. Her impossibly ice-blue eyes demanded my undivided attention, and I wondered if the hue was courtesy of contacts. The effect had to be artificial, I decided, because one couldn’t have eyes that pale, that luminescent.

	Small glasses perched on the end of her tiny, upturned nose, and her full mouth was pursed in a look of calculation. Artfully braided hair snaked over her thin right shoulder, hanging nearly to her waist, catching the light and shining as if coated with a layer of black ice.

	She walked like a supermodel.

	I assumed she was a doctor or a nurse, given she held a clipboard and wore a stethoscope around her long, elegant neck, but I’d never seen anyone who’s looks contrasted so wildly with their profession. She belonged on a catwalk, not a hospital.

	“You’re awake. Wonderful!” Her musical, breathy voice washed over me, soothing. She smiled, and her teeth were perfectly straight and blindingly white.

	I said nothing but continued to stare. She was photoshop perfect, and I tried to recall anyone I’d seen, in magazines or on the tube, that was as beautiful as the woman in front of me was.

	I couldn’t.

	She all but floated to my bedside, gazing down at me with those ethereal eyes, and I gasped, unable to look away. I wondered if I reached out to touch her, if she’d disappear—pixels scattered—the hologram of the world’s most perfect female from an unseen projector interrupted.

	“Let’s take a peek, huh?”

	I opened my mouth to ask a million questions, but the strangest thing happened—it clacked shut, my teeth loud in the quiet. What felt like an invisible fist pressed cruelly against my lower jaw, and I thrashed, my eyes feeling as if they’d bug out of my head.

	Was this what a seizure felt like? Why wasn’t she helping me?

	A strange sensation crept over my scalp, the feeling not unlike dozens of tiny insects digging into the roots of my hair. It wasn’t painful, but it was unbearable, and my hands twitched and jerked, trying to yank away the bindings so I could swat the crawling, burrowing things away. The woman watched with the same kindly curiosity while the feeling wiggled beneath my skull, and I whimpered.

	She sighed and looked away, and the feeling of infestation skittered away as she made herself busy with a pen, scribbling away on her clipboard.

	“Your thoughts are chaotic. Understandable,” she mumbled to herself.

	What kind of drugs had they given me?

	Because people couldn’t command ghost-bugs to descend upon your brain.

	Her voice was husky, soothing, and I listened, feeling terrified of a repeat of whatever had just happened to me, my mind roiling with the unreality of it all, of her aloofness as I struggled to hold down my hysteria.

	“I’m Doctor Anise, and I know you’re terribly confused, but rest assured, you’re in good health, and you’re safe.”

	I said nothing, watching her eyes as she stared at my midsection.

	“I’m sure you have many questions.” She smiled. “And they’ll be answered in due time, but for now, I need you to relax.”

	She grinned as she tucked the pen into the breast-pocket of her lab coat and reached out, her elegant hands coming towards my face. I jerked as her long, pianist fingers caressed my cheek in an almost maternal way, and though my muscles were tensed in fear, they relaxed as a liquid warmth spread through my jaw.

	I could not resist, breathing deeply as the lovely smell of wild roses surrounded me. It wasn’t a scent that could come in a bottle—it was as if she’d rolled in a pile of crushed petals. It was as if she was a rose herself, bursting with floral aroma after a summer rain.

	Soft as down, the pads of her finger prodded my jaw as her lips pouted slightly and her head tilted quizzically.

	“Now tell me, do you feel any discomfort? Cramping? Often the procedure is painless post-unburdening, but occasionally, my patients will feel... unsettled. Though I believe it’s purely mental, we could elevate your...”

	“What procedure?” My voice was a whisper, but I jerked my head away, my toes pointing in panic. “What procedure are you talking about?”

	My breaths were fast now, too fast, and the swimming in my head increased, causing gorgeous Doctor Anise to tilt haphazardly in my vision.

	“The pregnancy is no more, but trust me, it’s far better this way.” She turned, gliding away and turning with her hand on the doorknob, and gave me a magnificent smile. She winked, as if we’d just shared a special secret. An inside joke. “The flush in your cheeks is complimentary. It makes you look so very... young.”

	I went limp against the pillow, holding my breath, waiting for a small twinge of pain or a physical hollowness that would confirm the strange woman’s claim that I was no longer carrying a child. I felt nothing.

	I knew. I don’t know how, but I did. Grief exploded in my chest, and I flexed my hands as numbness spread across my collar. The beginnings of a panic attack, I knew, not unfamiliar with the symptom.

	She was still there, watching.

	“Our healers are exceptional. You will experience no bleeding or hormonal shifts. It will be as if you were never with child. Anything you experience will be purely psychological.” She sounded pleased. Proud. She wrinkled her dainty nose, making the skin around her eyes crinkle. “I never understood the inclination to reproduce among your kind. Stretch marks are unsightly. Your skin is so fragile.”

	They’d taken my baby.

	The certainty that I would die here was secondary to the rage that began to heat within my belly. A belly that would not
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