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When Rose awoke, she could hear voices speaking quietly, and the room was so vast and so empty, they echoed from the walls in a whispered refrain. She went very still, too afraid to her open her eyes, listening with building dread to the whispers that surrounded her. She could feel that she was lying on a metal table, for its cold stung the back of her arms and her legs, which seemed to be bare in that chill room. She tried moving her hand, and when it did not respond, her brain flew into a silent panic and tears filled her eyes. She was unhappy to realize that she could open them if she wanted and squeezed them shut tight, too afraid of what she might see. Her heart thundered in her chest as she tried to imagine where she was, if she had been kidnapped . . . if Olivia was dead. 

The voices fell silent, and somehow, without even looking, Rose knew they were waiting for her to open her eyes. She didn’t want to. She just wanted to wake up in the hotel dining room again, with Olivia sitting across from her, ranting angrily about her divorce attorney. Something told her it was the lesser Hell.

“Rose,” said a woman’s voice, buzzing as if from a speaker. “Open your eyes. It’s all right. You are safe.” 

Rose swallowed hard. Somehow, she knew that voice, but she couldn’t recall where she’d heard it before. Her eyes slowly fluttered open, and her heart shrank with fear to see the woman standing over her. She was wearing a tropical shirt and a pair of khaki shorts, and Rose’s lips parted in surprise when she recognized her as the young woman from the hotel bar. Olivia had commented crudely on her swollen rack. 

Now the barwoman’s eyes were solid black instead of warm brown, her sun-kissed golden-brown skin was a vibrant blue in the dim light, and the kinky dreadlocks were gone, leaving her head completely bald. Her slanted eyes reflected the overhead light like black water.  

The bartender had drugged Rose. Something had been in the drink! She dimly remembered taking a sip, then wobbling back to her room, fumbling out the key, staggering through the door. As she fell to the floor, the bartender had been in the doorway behind her. She remembered it now and looked up at the woman with hate.

The bartender looked down at Rose with a pity that surprised her. “It had to be done,” she said in the same buzzing voice. “Soon you will see.”

How was drugging her at all necessary?! Rose thought with rage.

The room was very dimly lit, but straining to look past the bartender, Rose could see the curving walls were lined with bean-shaped pod after pod. The translucent blue sacks were each glowing at the center, their ghoulish light pulsing as if with the heartbeat of the black-eyed fetuses contained in each one. The unborn were curled and gurgling softly, a strange warbling sound that rose like a background hum in the vast chamber.  

As she glanced around, Rose realized her table was in the very center of the room. On a table beside her, the corpse of a dead woman was stretched, and Rose went still, staring at that body in silent dismay. The woman was beautiful, with smooth blue skin and a bald head, high cheekbones and full lips. She was wearing what looked like a white hospital gown, though of strange and foreign design, and glancing down, Rose realized she was wearing the same garb.  

The dead woman’s eyes were barely open, solid black orbs that stared in frowning agonies she could feel no more. The front of her hospital gown was bloody and her legs were up in stirrups, as if she had died in childbirth.  

Rose’s eyes flitted back to the bartender in fright and confusion. She tried to speak but her throat flexed, her lips moved, and nothing came out. Her lashes fluttered and she tried again. Tears started to her eyes when she realized she could only make the barest moan. 

“You cannot speak,” the bartender gently told Rose, her voice buzzing still, as if she were speaking through a dying microphone. “Which is just as well. There is no need for you to. You need merely listen. It is paramount that you do so.” She paused, as if to make certain Rose was indeed listening.  

Rose glared at the woman. She didn’t care what the barwoman had to say or what was important to her. She had drugged her and kidnapped her and had probably murdered her ex-wife to boot! She could still feel the drowsing effects of the drug and glanced around in a listless daze as she raged against her own helplessness. It seemed to her as if the world was spinning the harder she tried to scream, but nothing came out of her mouth and her chest heaved in vain. Whatever drug they had given her, it had stolen her voice. 

“You have been selected,” said the bartender, “to carry one in the fifteen thousand eggs of her royal highness, Queen Nashal, of our beloved planet Qorlec.” Her black eyes went to the dead woman on the adjoining table and they filled with affection.  

Rose watched, heart thudding fear, as people with surgical masks came forward. Like the bartender and the dead woman, their eyes were solid black, and their skin was blue and their heads bald. There were two of them and they were women. One gently closed the dead woman’s eyes with fingers that were spindly and long, while the other shook her head in silent sorrow, gently taking each of the woman’s legs down from the stirrups. 

“Our queen passed away as we smuggled her from the homeworld,” said the bartender regretfully and her eyes saddened as she gestured at the surrounding pods on the walls. “But she managed to lay every last one of her eggs. She did so prematurely, knowing she would die but that it was best for the survival of her bloodline.” 

Rose glared at the bartender, wondering why she should care. This had to be a dream. A really, really bad dream. Likely caused by indigestion. She shouldn’t have had that spicy pizza before her nap.

“Each one of the fifteen thousand princesses needs a womb and a place to hide on your planet, until the resistance has regained control of Qorlec. Because you are one in ten thousand humans who are biologically compatible with our people, because you are healthy, intelligent, and – by estimation of our brain scanners – kind and compassionate, we have chosen you to carry one of our royal eggs. When the time is right, we will return to Earth for the girl.” 

How do they even know it would be a girl? Rose wondered in listless misery.  

The bartender’s lips curled in a slight smile, as if she were listening to Rose’s thoughts. “All entirian are female,” she said simply. “The queen’s sister would have been an ideal substitute in the event of her death, but she has lost contact with our forces.” She blinked regretfully. “We believe the regime has taken her.” 

There was a bang in the distance, and the room rocked. The lamp above Rose wobbled, gliding its spotlight through the dark in a white circle and swinging dangerously before the bartender caught it deftly in one long-fingered hand. She looked with alarm beyond the edge of the light’s sphere, and following her gaze, Rose could see bald blue women in white coats staggering amidst sliding tables and chairs as the room swayed. Glass tubes and vials shattered on the floor as they screamed and shouted in a language Rose could not understand, scrambling to gather falling trays and instruments. The sound of a clicking voice buzzed something frantic over an intercom, and several people ran in and out of the room. Lights on the walls blinked in duress, and the fetuses stopped their soft gurgling to shriek in horror. There was another bang and a crash, and someone screamed in pain as somewhere far away, glass shattered. Smoke rose like a choking mist on the other side of the room. People coughed and screamed. 

“Goddess,” muttered the bartender. “They’ve found us. It has begun.” She braced herself against Rose’s table and looked down at her apologetically. “If the regime captures us, there will be no hope of saving the royal children. You may be the only one we manage to impregnate – Gralik! Hurry! We’ve little time now!” 

Rose saw three women come running to her table. As the bartender stepped back into the shadows, they surrounded her, peering down at her from behind their white surgical masks. Two were dressed in white scrubs, while the third was wearing a long white lab
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