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	Part One: Apis

Chapter 1

The contractions start at night, too weak and fleeting to truly pull me from my nightmares at first so I spend some time - minutes? hours? - tossing and turning on the thin mattress pad, nightmares coming to life in my prison. Then an explosion of pain, like a cold hand wrapping itself around my spine, jerks me to consciousness and I groggily make my way to the rimless steel toilet in the corner of the room. Being pregnant made me no stranger to bowel disturbances, and some part of me thought I could evacuate and go back to sleep, restless as it was.



It takes a while before I realize the waves of pain are getting stronger, not subsiding; periodic and regular, not random. There is no shit in the toilet, just a blood-tinged mass of mucus, and with the next contraction the realization hits - this is labor, and I am alone.



From my spot on the toilet I glance towards the graveyard, that corner of the room where his “gifts” dangle from fishing line - dried out, mummified corpses tied to the rafters next to the staircase. The dessicated remains range in size from a newt the size of my pinky to a full grown cat, skin and fur and bones held together by sheer spite.



The smell was certainly something special when his gifts first arrived, but the dry basement air soon sorts that out, at least I think, but perhaps my nose just numbed to the scent of death and decay.



In that corner, too, lies a fist sized hole in the subfloor above - another gift, this one from nature. Whatever building lies over this dungeon - I suspect it is not a home, due to the lack of footsteps unless he is visiting - has become home to a stranger, or rather thousands of them. The floor hums in that corner, radiating warmth and life. What at first looked like a simple wet spot, perhaps flooding, grew softer and warmer, and when I poked my fingers through the soaked, softened wood they came back sticky sweet. In the space between the walls above my prison, bees were building a hive of honey-soaked comb. When I first made the hole, a few bees flew out, buzzed angrily around the room for a few minutes, then retreated back to their hive. Too dark, too enclosed, no flowers, I imagine them telling their queen. Some guards stand nearby at all times, but they always allow me a taste of their sweet honey when I need it.



Another contraction clouds my thoughts, and I find myself curled up into a ball on the floor, the cold concrete leaching heat from my bare skin.



Nothing about this is normal, and nothing about this is right. Normally, he would visit this cellar every other day; now he has not been down here in over three weeks. Normally, he would bring fresh supplies: toiletries, the occasional treat, and food - precooked, shelf stable packages I have to eat cold - but now, despite my best rationing, I am nearly out.



The electricity is out except for a single dim emergency light that I assume is powered by a solar panel, though the wires are sealed away inside the concrete wall. Normally, the rest of the lights would flicker on and off in cycles - 9 hours of night, 16 of day, usually, and upon waking I would etch another mark into the concrete wall with a penny to tally another day - up to 892 before the power went out. Now I have no way of tracking time, and I have no clue how long I’ve been living in near darkness. The silence in the room is oppressive, and I almost miss the TV mounted to the wall across from my bed that used to play reruns of Spongebob Squarepants for three hours each afternoon, the volume turned all the way up so the sea creature’s laugh echoes in the concrete room.



Another wave of pain rakes down my lower back and I feel liquid spilling out between my legs. Normally, he wouldn’t have let it get this far. He knew I was pregnant before I did - he was testing me regularly, ever since that first surprise. That first time I got pregnant, I had not had my period in over 7 months before I started showing, before he realized what happened. Not that I’d ever had a regular period in the dungeon. I had no other symptoms; I was malnourished, my body constantly aching. Then one week he cupped his hands over my slightly protruding belly, almost gently, almost lovingly. Then he clawed his pristine, manicured nails into my skin, shoved me into the wall, and kicked as I curled around my stomach, trying to protect the life kicking away inside me.



When I woke up a week later, I was no longer pregnant. I thought I was glad, and maybe it even meant I would never get pregnant again. Everything was in agony. Broken ribs, concussion, fractured jaw, internal bleeding. He came down every day for a month to care for me; I remember wishing he would leave me to die alone.



Finally, when I was healed enough to feed myself, he left me alone for a week, the longest I’d ever been without him. When he returned, he added a new corpse to the graveyard. This one he’d mummified properly, packing its tiny body in salt to dry out translucent skin around soft, fragile bones. It would hold together for as long as I was down here. That was a year ago, I guess. After that my body bled fresh blood each time he raped me, roughly tearing at the lingering wounds of childbirth. He was excited, this time, to learn I was pregnant. I kept waiting for him to snap, to end the fetus’ life before it could ever begin. Instead, he disappeared.



The time between contractions is getting shorter, harder, and I can barely catch my breath between them. I force myself to crawl onto the mattress pad, shoving the blanket aside to prevent it from getting fouled. With each wave of pain there is a shifting inside me, my guts churning, dread filling my chest. I vomit onto the concrete floor, thin bile dripping down from my lips.



I place my fingers between my legs and they come back bloody. Is that normal? My body writhes and through the pain I feel an incredible urge to push. I don't know what I was expecting but it wasn't this, every muscle on fire, my entire lower half splitting apart, my bowels evacuating. I feel between my legs and there it is, the curve of a smooth, round skull; wet, slippery skin; wispy hairs. That's good, I recall, head first, and then my body is curling up on itself again and my groin is on fire as it stretches again and again. I feel for the head emerging and guide it out; its release is an immediate relief from that stretching pressure. The head out, in my hands, and the rest of the body slips out and there it is. There is screaming, but is that from the baby or me?


Chapter 2

I sold him the book Angels and Demons. Any other day, I wouldn't even remember what I said to him; just another blank face in a sea of empty customers. This day, however, the bland niceties I usually exchanged with customers were replaced with excited chatter about the news: MARS-V, the US-led colonizing team, had successfully landed its shuttle, second to land on the red planet after Russia's MARS-I. In the coming weeks the other three members of the Mars Colonization Project - China, the EU, and India - would land their teams. The collaboration promised a utopian space colony, self-sustaining after only a decade. It was a project half a century in the making, with each nation launching hundreds of material and supply rockets in advance of the human landings; designing robots to work in the Martian environment and autonomously begin building and mining; drones to scan the landscape, find the best place to land and inhabit. My father, Dr. Lawrence Thomson, was on that team, the oldest astronaut and one of the few civilians. As an ecologist, he would be responsible for creating and maintaining the microbial cocktail that will turn the dead, rusted dirt of Mars into a living, life-giving soil.



I bragged to all of my customers that day that my dad was on Mars. He asked me, "How do you think it would feel, to be so isolated for so long?" How could I not have predicted he would still be there at midnight, six hours later? That he would be there waiting for me to lock up the used bookstore I'd been working at since I was 16; that he would silently sneak up behind me and wrap his arm around my neck? Did I fight back? Were there witnesses? Even if I did, even if there were, I'm still here now. Did they tell my dad about my disappearance, or does he think I have abandoned him?



At first we could talk on the radio, but as dad’s shuttle raced further and further from Earth, the time lapse between messages became too much to have a conversation, and eventually we settled on monthly monologues broadcasted from the air force base in Colorado Springs. In between, we sent plain text emails, but now I haven't seen a computer in years. The last I heard from him was the day before I was kidnapped. He emailed that he was nervous for the landing; I responded only briefly, promising him we would talk again in a week.



My captor kept me drugged and asleep at first, then handcuffed me to the bed for another month. I remember little of the first weeks: a hot spoonful of broth against my lips, a straw in a cup of metallic water so cold it hurt my teeth, a sponge bath with a sharp, astringent scent and water that rose from my skin in soft, steamy whirls. He brought each of my meals freshly cooked at first, which I reluctantly chewed and swallowed under his unwavering stare. Originally the dungeon was less sparse. I had books to read, a television. A soft rug covered the icy concrete, warming the room. I even had a real bed with a white painted wood headboard, the bars of which I would run my knuckles along during the long, empty nights handcuffed to them.



Maybe he has abandoned me, left me to die of starvation or in childbirth. Or maybe he is waiting for this day, for his child to be born so he can torture us both. I slump against the concrete wall, feeling detached from my body, floating somewhere through space. My surroundings slowly come into focus as the shock of the trauma to my body subsides just the tiniest bit; I can breathe, I can think. I scoop the tiny, thrashing body into my arms and hold her to my chest, shivering at how cold her body feels. My stomach cramps again and again and at some point the wet slick of a placenta slips out, tugging at the baby's pulsating umbilical cord. I have no way of cutting it. I wrap us both up the blanket and begin to sob.



I don't know how much time passes. The baby's cries have subsided to strange, mewling whimpers, and my body trembles as I try to stand, blood and fluids spilling out between shaking legs. I need to wash myself off. I would like to wash the baby, but the water from the shower is so cold. I wet the corner of the blanket and wipe the vestigial fluids off her face, her torso, her twig-like arms and legs. She recoils from my icy touch. Then I wrap her up in the blanket with her placenta and leave the whole bundle on the mattress pad. I don't know what else to do - I have to shower. My legs are covered in blood, and I don't know if I am still bleeding. I could hemorrhage to death down here, the baby’s tiny wails forever gone unanswered.



I stand under the cold water until my legs are numb, the stinging in my groin dulled to an aching throb. My body feels beaten, abused; my breasts are hot and heavy. It is eerily quiet when I turn off the shower; the baby is not making a sound. On autopilot I feel for my lone towel and wrap it around my crotch like a diaper; then I walk stiffly to the bundle on the floor, pick it up. She is still breathing, eyes darting behind swollen lids squeezed tightly shut. She must be as exhausted as I am. I sit on the only part of the mattress that is not soaked in my own body fluids, squinting at my baby’s face, imagining most of the details too fine to see in the dim emergency light.



Her nose twitches, wrinkles, then her big, round eyes open and gaze into mine. Her mouth makes little sucking motions and my nipples burn; I am supposed to feed her. I awkwardly shift the bundle of blankets until her mouth is aligned, but she doesn't take it. A single drop of glistening colostrum leaks out, touches her lip. Then suddenly she is coughing, or is she choking? I hold her on her side and pat her back as she gags and spits up a load of foamy, clear fluid. A few more gut wrenching gasps and then she is screaming, my heart relieved to hear her lungs working so hard.



I shussh shuusssshhh shush her and rock and bounce her until she is reduced to tiny hiccups, eyes and face swollen in frustration. I try to position her against my breast again and this time she takes it, and the pain is a shock, her desperate sucking and tugging like sandpaper on sensitive skin. I close my eyes and lean my head against the concrete wall and breathe.

 


Chapter 3

I was here 892 days plus or minus a few weeks drugged or unconscious before I lost count. I estimate it has been nearly five weeks since he last visited. He’d left extra provisions, said not to expect him for a week at least. Two weeks later, the power went out. When the baby finishes nursing she pulls away from my aching nipple, eyes already dropping into sleep. Perhaps I nap too, the line between sleep and waking is blurred in this dark, unchanging room.



I awake to sharp pains in my stomach; I am ravenous. My body desperately needs to replenish its depleted resources. I gently place the baby on the mattress pad, placenta still attached and tucked into the blanket against her body, then I roll off the mattress and struggle to my feet. There is a warm gushing between my legs, soaking the towel; I feel faint. I lean against the wall for support as I make my way to the box of food in the corner of the room. It is nearly empty, except for a packet of saltines and a single easy-open can of green beans. Fingers trembling, I tear open the crackers and chew, my mouth too dry to swallow. I stumble over to the shower and hold my head under the icy stream, drinking in the water. Drenched, I take in a few more crackers, then open the green beans. I am considering drinking the salty water from the can when a loud crash from above startles both me and the baby awake.



The water is still running and I pray it is enough to cover the baby's first cries before I swoop over and pick her up. More crashing, banging; more sound than I have ever heard from upstairs before. It sounds like he is looking for something. His steps are heavy, as though he has been drinking; a bad omen, if the past is any indicator. My heart is racing, and the baby picks up on my stress from my arms, begins to squirm and whimper. He will kill her, I realize with sudden clarity. He'll do it right in front of me and save her body because he can.



Whimpers are turning into wails, and I glance around the dim room desperately. I must keep her quiet. I creep over to the corner where the bees live, reach up into the sweet comb. I bring my finger to my mouth and taste the vivifying nectar before offering it to the baby. She takes it, sucking greedily on my finger. Another drop, and she sighs contentedly. The next time I reach up, a couple bees crawl onto my wrist, tickling my hairs with their antennae.



The sudden silence from upstairs is almost as disarming as the crashing and stomping. My breath catches as I hear the telltale scraping that signals his arrival - there is a piece of furniture that conceals the door that he must drag across the floor to access my prison.



The baby is sucking the last of the honey off my finger. There is a bee crawling on her face, but she is calm, quiet. I gently pull my hand away and reach towards the hive again as the doorknob upstairs jiggles. There is a metallic scraping from the doorknob, as though he is having trouble with his keys. I grip the softened wood overhead and tug; it pulls away slightly, easily, and more bees tickle on the skin of my hand. I close my eyes, bracing for the inevitable stinging pain. My other arm holds the bundle of blankets tightly, as though I could possibly shield her from the stinging insects.



A click, the creak of a door. One… two… three steps, but something's wrong, what is it? I don't have time to consider; I yank hard on the weakened wood, pulling it and part of the beehive down, then I chuck the whole thing at the stairs, a cloud of bees blotting out the tiny emergency light, the angry buzzing deafening in this chamber. I dive towards the running shower, the baby tucked under my body to protect her from the frigid downpour. Screaming, but is it hers, or is it his?



He never closed the door. That was what I had missed. Every other time he came to visit he would step down the concrete steps one… two… then turn around and close and lock the door before taking the final seven steps.



This time, he didn't.



His screaming quickly transformed into wheezing, then a thud, then silence. My skin is too numb to know right away that I had avoided any stings at all. The baby in my arms is shivering, but silent - is that a bad sign? - when I step out of the shower. A corner of the blanket is soaked where it trailed in the water, and the towel wrapped around my crotch is dripping blood tinged water onto the concrete floor. The presumed threat neutralized, most of the bees have retreated back to their hive, but a few still linger, sipping up water from the puddles on the floor.



He never closed the door, so light streams in from above, highlighting the body crumpled at the base of the stairs. I can see immediately it is not him - this man is too young, younger than me, maybe not even fully an adult yet. His face is twisted in a grotesque mask of pain, patchy stubble and acne dotting his face. Just a kid, and I killed him, even though he left the door open. His skin is bloated and swollen from the stings, face red from exploded capillaries as his lungs strained to take in oxygen through his closing throat. The dead bodies of worker bees who sacrificed themselves to save the hive lay scattered around him. A breeze blows in from the open door, chilling my skin. The baby gives a grunt and whimpers, squirms.



I need clothes. I kneel down to the body, just another corpse for the graveyard. The image of this teenager hanging from the rafters above flashes through my head, makes my stomach churn. He would probably have to cut the body into pieces to tie them up - here an arm, there a big toe.



I struggle to my feet, gagging, and stumble back towards the mattress pad. The baby is screaming as I set her down, but I need both hands. He is wearing a flannel jacket; it is dry, so I remove that first and take it to the baby. She is covered in a sticky, black sludge when I unwrap it from her body, and she yells indignantly as I try to scrub it off, using the cleanest corners of the blanket, wet from pooling in the shower stall. The umbilical cord looks red and inflamed, the placenta congealing and sticky. I need to figure out how to cut the cord, but until then I wrap her up in the flannel and bounce and shh shuusshhh ssshhhh but she doesn't stop. She screams and screams and screams until I am crying too.



My breasts feel sore again and I wonder if she could be hungry still, but she won't close her mouth long enough to try. I step carefully over to the hive, steal just a tiny bit more honey and for that I am rewarded with my first sting on the second knuckle of my middle finger. The sting is at first mild, then spreads like fire before settling into a painful itch. The baby sucks on the honey, immediately calm. I lay her down again and return to the body. First his shoes and socks, then pants, then t-shirt. He has a pocket knife sharp enough to cut my finger open when I gently press it to the blade, blood welling in three minute droplets. His boots are a couple sizes too big and the pants dwarf me, but they are warm.



The door has been open all this time, and I have yet to make my escape. He could still arrive, and this intrusion would not go unnoticed. The light trickling in and the lure of fresh air are so enticing and I am so scared. I pick up the baby, step over the body, and slowly make my way up the stairs.



For the first time in 892 days, plus or minus a few weeks of unconsciousness and isolation, I step out of the dungeon.


Chapter 4

The first gift he gave me was a little over a month into my captivity. There was a mouse in the dungeon; I tucked food under my blankets for it, talked to it when he wasn't around. It lived with me for a week before he caught it, crushed it in his bare hand, and tied it to the ceiling.



That was also the first day he violated me. I was still allowed clothes, then, and he made me pull them off under his cold gaze, my skin prickling with goosebumps in the cold basement air. I was made to stand there, my legs still atrophied and weak, trembling, shivering, while he examined my body; unhurried, unblinking. His fingers trailed along my arms, my legs, my hips and ribs. His touch was gentle, almost non-existent but I felt his fingerprints permanently etched over every square inch of my body.



When he was done he directed me to the bed. He tied my hands to the headboard and I stared blankly at the mouse dangling from across the room as he defiled my body. At one point, I swear I saw it twitched. When he was done I begged him to let me go, let me stretch my legs. I wanted nothing more than to shower alone and wash every trace of his filth from me. His eyes ran lazily over my body, then he shrugged, freed my hands, and directed me to sit in the corner of the basement while he dragged the frame up the stairs. At times he would punish me by taking away the mattress, forcing me to sleep on the cold concrete for weeks at a time. 



Up the stairs is a greenhouse, hot and humid and bright. The rear of the greenhouse where I emerge is built like a workshop but the rest of the structure is composed of panels of clear glass. My eyes ache after weeks of near darkness, and I struggle to adjust, to see the room around me. Shelves of dirt-filled pots have been knocked over, shards of orange terracotta scattered on the floor. The door to my prison is disguised as a storage closet, hand trowels and trimming shears hanging from pegboard. An enormous pot, large enough that I could bathe in it, has been shoved aside to allow the door to open. Next to that is a backpack, lumpy and too awkwardly heavy to pick up with the bundle in my arms. It is the type used by outdoorsmen, a sleeping bag and tent tied to the bottom, a long tube from a water bladder afixed to one strap.



I shift the baby to one arm and use the other to work the zipper open. Whoever it is down there, they were prepared to spend more time outdoors than in. Freeze dried food and energy bars, trail mix, wool socks, a first aid kit. A dark hand towel that I tuck into my pants, which are already developing bloody spots. Water bottles and insect repellent, a rain poncho and an old, musty smelling blanket. Various kinds of rope, string, and fishing line. A flask, half full with some bitter alcohol. As well as some rather unexpected things: trinkets and jewelry packed in a padded yellow envelope, another envelope with several thousand dollars cash, a small claw hammer. I open a leather pouch containing a ziplock bag of white powder, a lighter, and a rusty spoon. Was the kid downstairs a junkie, trying to rob my captor? Why would anyone just walk around with a thousand dollars in cash in their backpack? I wonder if the kid knew him, what made him decide to check this greenhouse for valuables.



I set the baby down carefully on the dirt covered floor, avoiding the shards of clay and glass. I try to stand but my knees lock; my legs are so weak. I am exhausted, my body's resources stretched too thin. How long has it been since she was born? Several hours at least, maybe a whole day, but all those days and nights in darkness has left me disoriented in time.



I sit again with a groan and dig through the bag for the trail mix which I pour straight into my mouth. The first aid kit is basic, but I need the gauze and alcohol wipes, and there is a tube of antibiotic ointment. I spread out the poncho and lay the baby on it, unwrapping her to expose the umbilical cord. The placenta smells earthy, like it belongs with the greenhouse. I pour whatever was in the flask over the knife, but it ends up being unnecessary; as soon as I touch the umbilical cord it falls off, leaving just an oozing stub at the baby's belly button. I dab at the inflamed skin around the stump with the alcohol wipes, much to the baby's chagrin, then put ointment on it and cover it with gauze. I lift her up to my chest, and it is warm enough that she is not shivering. This time my breasts are already leaking fat droplets of sweet colostrum and she latches on to my nipple instantly. She sucks noisily and I manage to maneuver another handful of trail mix into my mouth. As I chew I watch the corner of the workshop where bees buzz lazily around.


Chapter 5

I know we have to leave but it feels less urgent now that we are both relatively satiated. I have yet to step into direct sunlight, or even leave the relative protection of the shaded workshop. Even as my eyes adjust to the sunlight, things remain blurry beyond a few feet; objects reduced to vague impressions of color. I used to wear glasses, but my eyes weren't this bad without them - I wonder if all that time staring at nothing beyond the four concrete walls of my prison made them worse.



When he first brought the television down to my room, I was allowed to pick what I wanted to watch. He even gave me a simple remote so I could navigate Netflix whenever I wanted. I wept real tears of joy, my gratitude sincere despite all the indignities he put me through, despite the tinge of disgust I felt at myself for accepting the gift. I watched nature documentaries nearly 24/7; the shows were soothing, hypnotizing distractions. They took me back to childhood: my dad was an ecologist, and I grew up on his field research. As a baby he would strap me to a carrier on his chest and take me on multi-day field trips, collecting samples and recording observations. As I grew older I was able to assist: sweeping long nets through tall grass, shaking branches as he waited below, watching insects drop onto sticky traps on the forest floor beneath. He kept an apiary a few miles away from the university, and I would watch carefully as he slowly pulled the frames of sweet, fragrant honeycomb out of the hive boxes, my eyes darting around the crowd of honey bees to find the queen. I was never very good at it; once dad pointed Her out, it was obvious, but my eyes had travelled over Her a dozen times without picking Her long, golden body out from the crowds of doting workers. I loved the sound of bees, that soft buzz multiplied by thousands into a roar; the sharp odor of burning pine needles in the smoker; the feel of sticky sweat running down my back, tickling like a bee’s antennae.
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