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Author’s Dedication:
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Chapter 1
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She woke to the sharp kick to her midsection and instinctively curled into a protective ball. That’s when she realized this kick came from inside her belly. What was going on?

She pried open her eyelids for a bleary survey of the room before making a visual confirmation of the mound of her stomach. She was pregnant, somehow, and searched her mind for clues to solve this unexpected mystery.

Blank.

How was it she could be self-aware and know the pregnancy was outside the norm, and not know the father, where she was, her own name? Her breath shortened, her gasps coming fast enough her field of vision started shrinking. She clapped her hands over her nose and mouth to avoid incipient hypoxia—and startled herself into a deeper gasp of air with that knowledge.

Another deep breath.

She levered herself into a seated position, noting in passing that the bed was comfortable, but positioned in the midst of bland decor that wouldn’t be out of place in a hotel. As much as she was able, she leaned forward to attempt the head-between-the-knees solution to hyperventilating, and wondered again at the bits of instinctive knowledge that were filtering through the blank slate of her mind.

A few more deep breaths and she began to feel she could steady herself into standing, the better to investigate the drawers and doors she could see from the vantage point of the bed. The dresser had three wide drawers, filled with clothes that looked like they might fit her. Picking out a shirt and shaking it out, she noted the darts for an expanded bust and belly, but had to shake her head at the wild, flowery pattern of the fabric. She hoped she hadn’t been the garish kind of personality to match that. Nor the fake kind of person to equal the slick, synthetic fibers listed on the label.

Standing brought the full weight of her stomach’s occupant to bear on her bladder and she turned around to see whether one of the doors would open to a bathroom. She found a closet stocked with functional outerwear and more bright colors, the door into a long hallway, and finally, a bathroom. She noted used product bottles on both the counter and in the tub before she hastily pulled down her pants and crouched over the toilet.

All these clues pointed to either a long-term hotel stay—or something more institutional... Maybe she was crazy and this was how she was being treated?

She felt logical. She didn’t think she had any delusions. She had undertaken a rational inventory. So what had happened to her memory?

Her face could be a clue; she stared into the mirror after she flushed the toilet. Her skin was clear and fair. Her brown hair was cut short, in a stylish pixie. Her eyes were not bloodshot, although the brown irises meant she was of a common genetic phenotype. The bridge of her nose looked lumpy enough to point to a broken past. She opened her mouth wide; did she have any distinctive dental features that might help recover her identity?

How did she even know people could check dental records to confirm an individual’s existence? Her brain felt like Swiss cheese. It was time to do a more exhaustive inventory of what was in her room to see whether there were any clues to who she might be.

An hour later, she had neat piles of maternity shirts, pants, sweaters, jackets, and underwear on one side of the bed. The other side held a few romance novels, with heroines looking almost as busty as she was, stacked next to a small selection of children’s books.

She was as much of a mystery to herself as she’d ever been. Who was this woman who seemed to have Ann Klein-style taste in clothing, insipid reading material, and no other indication of identity?

She revisited the products from the bathroom counter. Clinique. Apparently she was one of those high-maintenance women who had to go out perfectly made up and styled? And who thought these fabrics were comfortable? She felt starched and pressed and girdled into conformity.

It didn’t feel right. So was her missing memory part of a radical personality change? Or was someone trying to make her obey their ideal?

She shivered. She’d try to hold off on the paranoia until she had proof there was something more sinister at play, but it seemed odd that she’d been up and moving around for this long and nobody had come to check on her, if she really were institutionalized. Staring at the backs of her hands, she realized there were small scars across her knuckles; this was not the picture of a stylish woman to match the clothes and makeup in her space. In fact, she felt strong—despite the large bulge of her belly. And despite the lack of real challenge to her muscles in reviewing the belongings in the room.

She eyed the corners at the ceiling level. No cameras. There was a big TV on top of the dresser at the foot of the bed, but she didn’t watch soaps.

Wait.

Looking out the window showed shadows slanting as if it were early afternoon. So why had she been asleep? Had she already eaten lunch? She didn’t feel hungry. How did she know to expect soaps on the TV?

She sighed and began putting everything away again. Should she go looking for someone? See if anyone else had any better ideas about what had happened to her memory?

She dragged her feet. Everything felt so wrong without the context of an identity; she couldn’t help but think that someone who might have known her might try to force her into the chic box of the belongings she was now stowing. The cut of the front of her top might be designed for the extra bulk of child-bearing, but her arms felt constrained to tight movements, so her efforts seemed mired in molasses.

On the other hand, maybe she did need help. Something was obviously wrong with her head if she didn’t know her name.

Her hand landed on the last book in the small pile she’d already returned to the shelf in the bedside table. Maybe there was an inscription? Could she discover her name that way?

She carefully fanned through the pages. The spine was well-worn. Had she read this story that many times?

She flipped to a random scene and started reading; then blushed at the explicit love scene the author described, complete with turgid manhood uniting with an inner goddess. She hoped her name wasn’t written in this book. She snapped it shut and looked at the others. They were all thoroughly used. Maybe they were second-hand books?

She hoped so.

Maybe she could at least try on the names... Was she a Deirdre? Krista? Janelle? Natalie?

That last felt at least OK as a placeholder. If she introduced herself as Natalie would that make her seem more or less delusional to the people in this building?

There was nothing for it but to try.
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She poked her head around the door frame, looking first one direction, then the other. The hall was silent. She seemed to be in the middle of a long row of rooms with no company. She chose a direction at random and walked with as much grace as she could manage to the next door.

Knocking brought no response. She glanced over her shoulder before trying the door handle. It was unlocked. Maybe exploring another room would provide some answers about where she was?

This one seemed to mirror hers in layout, if not decor. The colors were heavier, bolder, the furniture more masculine. Yet when she peeked behind the closet door, she found fatigues cut to her size. They felt more familiar to her than the girlie outfits from next door.

Had she mistaken the wrong room as her own?

She found blue emu oil in the bathroom and knew it could help reduce the appearance of the scars she’d found on her hands. She shrugged and rubbed some on; it didn’t matter much where her snippets of knowledge came from, if she “knew” something, she would act on it.

She debated changing into some of the clothes in the closet in this second room, but backed off the impulse, reasoning that while she didn’t know that the slacks and blouse she was wearing were hers, that’s what she’d come in, and she didn’t want to risk offending anyone by appearing to have stolen their clothes.

This room only got a cursory search, though she noted once again the lack of personal information. You would think, were this a hotel, somebody would have left behind something with a name or inscription on it. Of course, were this a hotel, she probably couldn’t have just opened the door to begin investigating the room.

She returned to the hallway, cautious still, but advancing with more purpose to her steps. Why hadn’t she seen anyone yet?

Her pregnant body held her back from the quick stride she was aiming for, but she covered ground efficiently, randomly testing door handles, and finding each unlocked. This must be some kind of institution, then, or at least a secured compound, that the residents were so trusting as to leave their belongings open to scrutiny.

Oddly, each time she looked behind a closed door, the rooms were decorated to match some individual character, and if she investigated the closets, she invariably found women’s clothes in a size she could have fit while not pregnant, or in maternity sizes geared to her current condition.

It was beginning to feel like a hotel for split personalities and had shivers chasing up her spine as she contemplated the possibility that she was lost within herself.

When she got to the end of the hallway there was an option to turn a corner. The shimmer of a misty veil confused her momentarily, before she turned fully and breathed a short sigh of relief that she wasn’t faced with another corridor of doors. Instead, there were large windows providing views into an exercise gym on one side, and what appeared to be a children’s playroom on the other.

Considering she was about to be saddled with a child, she decided to poke around the playroom. Maybe there would be something there to help her acclimate to what to do with an infant.

The back wall of the playroom was well-stocked with toys and books. She tried to imagine herself as a child in this space and failed. She had to assume these were the paraphernalia that would entertain children and ran her finger along the spines aligned at the edge of the low bookshelves.

There was even a small chair and table set up, with a book cracked open on its surface. Maybe reading would help provide her some context?

It was difficult to lever herself into the low setting, and wasn’t terribly comfortable once she was settled, but the picture of women dancing around a fire intrigued her. She flipped back to the cover to find the title. Goddess Gifts? That it didn’t ring a bell shouldn’t have surprised her, given how little she knew of her circumstances, but she thought it would be worth reading at least some of it.

A secret sect of women were granted goddess gifts. They sang their praise to the sky, they splashed their way through the lake, and they
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