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Chapter One

Willow Rebow had had great
expectations about the class reunion at her alma mater. It was an
expense that she found daunting, but she was generally so careful
about her spending—had always leaned more towards frugal than
extravagant—because she had to—that she felt like she could indulge
herself this once.

It was only a couple of days, after
all.

A couple of very expensive days
considering the venue was more than halfway across the country from
where she lived and in an area that was pretty expensive to
boot.

But she’d never used any of her
vacation days for an actual vacation.

She thought she was
overdue.

And she had a couple of old friends
she hadn’t seen since college that were planning to
attend.

And that cute guy she’d crushed on all
the way through college might be there ….

Of course, he was probably
married. He’d been going with some girl the whole time she’d nursed
her college crush. Not that she thought she would’ve had a chance
with him anyway. He didn’t know she was alive.

But maybe he was divorced
by now and single again?

Or out of shape and not
even attractive anymore—so she could put her fantasies to
rest.

She had arrived in Nevada
ready to party and discovered the couple of friends she’d hoped to
meet up with had bailed at the last minute.

And if the hunk had even shown up,
he’d changed so much she didn’t recognize him.

That put a serious kink
into her plans and her spirits. So she wandered around by herself
among complete strangers throughout most of the first day, trying
to pretend she was upbeat and having a great time when all she
really wanted to do was disappear. And then she’d happened upon a
billboard posting about an excursion. A party bus had been arranged
by someone that would be going to Vegas to catch a couple of
shows.

Male review!

That was so mind bogglingly naughty
Willow was instantly torn between excitement and
discomfort.

Excitement won. And she
was in luck! She got the last available seat!

Her first suspicion that she hadn’t
‘lucked out’ at all came when she presented herself at the
appropriate time and place.

She didn’t know why, but
the man taking tickets and counting heads completely unnerved
her.

Because he was a giant of a man that
looked like a Russian mobster.

And spoke with an accent
that might have been Russian. Or maybe it was German?

And he had a lot of tattoos that just
screamed ‘prison’ to her for some reason.

She spent the entire time while she
was waiting in line debating whether to get on or make a run for
it.

No one else seemed to pay him any
mind, though, and she decided her imagination was working
overtime.

It probably didn’t have
anything to do with any ‘sixth sense’ of danger about the guy at
all. It was just guilt for spending so much money. And she was just
uneasy about letting her guard down and behaving spontaneously when
she was used to carefully considering everything she did. And she
knew her parents, ‘good Christians’, would shit a squealing worm a
mile long if they discovered what she’d done.

They didn’t care that she was a grown
woman and took care of herself.

Everything she did reflected on
them.

Like anybody cared or knew who they
were!

She still debated all the way to the
door and, when she reached it, made like a herd animal and got on
in spite of her uneasiness.

A cheer went up once they were all
seated and discovered they were getting complimentary
drinks.

That actually disconcerted
Willow.

But it was a party bus, so maybe it
wasn’t unusual?

She’d certainly paid enough for the
short trip to cover a drink—or ten.

Not that she was in the habit of
drinking alcohol.

She wasn’t dead set
against drinking. She just didn’t see the point when she couldn’t
afford it anyway.

The complimentary cocktail
was a one off—everybody got the same drink—but since it was a
fruity mixed drink, and free, Willow was willing to try
it.

Free, apparently,
convinced everyone to have one.

Willow wasn’t favorably
impressed when the guy finally got around to delivering to her row.
It smelled pretty good, but it tasted … strange. Had a peculiar
sort of aftertaste.

“Just take a big gulp,”
her seatmate advised her, chuckling. “After the first couple sips
it’ll taste fantastic.”

Willow was doubtful that
would help, but, with an inward shrug, she decided to take the
advice to see if that made it better.

She was really uptight.
She needed something to help her relax a little so she could
actually enjoy herself.

It took all she could do
to swallow the huge gulp she took and by the time she managed it,
she decided she just didn’t want the drink, free or not.

In any case, she
discovered as soon as she got up and headed to the bathroom to
dispose of the remainder of her drink that she was already
unnervingly unsteady on her feet and her head felt
funny.

The other women on the bus started
singing their alma mater while she was in the bathroom—a clear
indication that they were all buzzed and having a great time
already.

So maybe that just meant it was really
strong and that was why it was so awful?

That seemed a likely explanation since
she was definitely more than a little tipsy herself.

Struggling with the effect
of the alcohol on her motor and brain functions, she left the
bathroom and headed back to her seat.

It was in the course of
that adventure of walking drunk on a moving vehicle that she just
happened to catch a glimpse of a road sign that thoroughly confused
her as she wobbled back to her seat.

Her seatmate was slumped against the
window, totally out of it.

That confused Willow, too.

One drink?

It didn’t seem right.

It also didn’t seem right
that she was so foggy—dizzy, seeing double.

And the sign ….

She kept puzzling over it, glancing
out of the window at the darkened landscape they were traveling
through.

They were going the wrong
way, she finally deduced, struggling then with heightened
uneasiness on top of the lowered motor and brain
functions.

She lifted one hand to get the bus
driver’s attention, but he either didn’t see her or he ignored
her.

She was certain they were
going the wrong, though, and she needed to let them
know.

And it still took a strenuous effort
to get out of her seat and wander a little aimlessly down the aisle
till she reached the front. Then, she had to search her mind for
what she was doing there.

It came to her after a moment—just
about the time the bouncer-type guy noticed her. “I think we’re
going the wrong way,” she announced in a drunken voice as he
grabbed her arm and commenced to dragging her back the way she’d
come.

When he reached her seat, he shoved
her into it none too gently. “Sit down and shut the fuck
up.”

Willow gaped at him,
stunned that he’d shoved her and more stunned that he’d used that
kind of discourteous language when she was paying customer. “What
kind of party bus is this anyway?” she said a little
indignantly.

“The party ain’t started
yet,” he said in a sneering tone.

Willow glanced at her seatmate and
finally shook her. “Hey! Hey! There’s something weird
here.”

The woman snickered. “There’s two of
you,” she said in a slurred voice. “I feel weird.”

“Me too!” Willow gasped,
pleased to discover they had something in common and the woman
agreed with her. Then, when she’d studied over it, she began to
feel uneasy again—still. “I don’t think I like this party
bus.”

The woman stared at her owl eyed. “Why
not?”

Willow frowned. “It’s going the wrong
way.”

“They’re lost,” the woman
said, nodding. “We’re not going to get to see the naked men
dance.”

The scary man had started back down
the aisle with something that was making a metallic chinking
sound—sort of like pocket change. “Oh you’ll get to see the naked
men dance,” he said, releasing a belly laugh that made the hairs on
the back of Willow’s neck prickle.

She understood why when he
reached her and clamped a handcuff on both her wrist and the wrist
of the woman beside her and then threaded a chain through
it.

Willow stared at the
manacle and chain blankly. “We’re … under arrest?”

He didn’t respond. He was busy
chaining everybody else up.

Willow studied the cuff and the chain,
trying to make sense of it.

And then, abruptly, it did and,
despite the floating, disoriented feeling that still held her, she
began to feel fear.

Because she was a prisoner, headed god
only knew where.

Apparently, some of the other women
began to get an inkling they’d fallen down the rabbit hole. Some
began to weep and beg. Some began to struggle. Some began to cuss a
blue streak, but it didn’t make any different at all.

Finally, he lost his temper and
bellowed at them to shut up if they didn’t want him to beat the
fuck out of them.

Mostly everyone got quiet then,
although there was a good bit of sniffing and quiet
sobbing.

Until he decided to make an example of
one of them and beat her until she slumped in her seat and didn’t
make any more noise.

That created a wave of
frightened gasps and sobs, but it subsided very quickly when he
swiveled around and penned them with a furious gaze.

While Willow was trying to
figure out what to do about the situation, the bus left the road
and started across the desert.

She was so disoriented she
thought, at first, that the driver had fallen asleep or just run
off the road because he was drunk or not paying attention. But he
turned onto what seemed to be a rutted track that wound through the
desert as if he knew exactly where he was going—so she decided he’d
meant to.

Eventually, the misery of
jouncing down the pothole pocked road diverted Willow from her
fear.

About an hour after they
turned onto the road to hell, the bus was suddenly spotlighted from
above—a blinding light that appeared without warning, was so sudden
and so bright that Willow felt perfectly blank.

“What the fuck, man? Is
that the fucking border patrol? Out here? Step on it,
man!”

The driver gunned the
engine and the bus picked up speed, slamming into and out of the
potholes until the seat springs were jouncing Willow so high she
began to worry she’d bash her head into the ceiling. Or that the
driver would lose control and wreck the bus. But the light stayed
with them despite his efforts to elude—almost as if it was pasted
to them.

Thank god, Willow thought
when she could think and put it together in her head. We’re saved!
Please, please, please stay with us!

Because her mind might be rambling too
much to completely grasp what was going on, but she knew they were
in trouble.

Almost like a divine sign,
the light stayed with them despite every effort on the part of the
bad men to outrun or outmaneuver it and Willow began to feel some
real hope that their nightmare would end before it had the chance
to get really bad.

In fact, the light became
more intense until it began to feel like a sunlamp or something of
that kind. She could feel her skin burning, feel her nerve endings
tingling—as if ants were stinging her all over.

She was in the act of
trying to fight them off when, as suddenly as it had begun, the
lights went out.

Even as she regained
awareness, all hell had broken loose.

Someone was shooting. She
didn’t know if it was border patrol or the bad men or both, but she
fought the chain, trying to get low enough to avoid catching a
bullet—with indifferent success. Her seatmate had been faster to
dive into the only shielding available to them—the seatback in
front of them—and all she could do was lean over the other
woman.

The gunfight was actually terrifying
but pretty brief. The silence that followed it was deafening and
then all hell broke loose again. This time it was the scream of
metal.

The horrifying thought crossed
Willow’s mind that they’d been dropped into a vehicle compactor,
but that impression only lasted a handful seconds before she
realized the bus wasn’t being flattened. Something was taking it
apart.

And that something snapped the chain
that bound her as if it was a string, caught her by one arm and
lifted her right out of the hole where the roof of the bus had
been.

She only caught a vague impression of
the thing that picked her up, but she screamed until darkness
reached up and sucked consciousness from her.

When she came to, her body had the
heavy feel of having lain in an unnatural position for a very long
time. The surface beneath her was hard, cold, and
smooth.

Struggling, she managed to gather
enough strength to push herself upward to look around.

Which, she discovered, was
useless.

The blackness that surrounded her was
so thick she thought she might be blind.

She swallowed with an effort,
discovering in the process that her throat was so dry she could
barely gather enough spit to do so and her throat felt like it had
been scoured with a pine cone. “Hello?” she managed in a croaking
voice.

“Who is it? Who’s there?”
responded a woman’s voice close at hand.

Willow felt her heart jerk with
hopefulness. “Willow. I’m Willow Rebow. Who are you? Where are
we?”

There was no response for long enough
Willow felt her hope crash.

“I don’t know. I was …
unconscious, I guess.”

There were probably a dozen more
voices that agreed with her.

“I think … maybe we were
gassed. There was this … thing ….”

“It was gas.
Definitely.”

“Those bastards drugged
us,” someone else offered. “Must have put that date rape thing in
the drinks. What’s it called?”

“It was something. I
didn’t even drink half of mine. I’m an easy drunk, but that
completely knocked me on my ass and that just isn’t
possible.”

“Brazen bastards! Came
right out to the damned campus and we loaded up like total idiots
and fell right into their hands.”

“Sex trafficking ring,”
another woman said flatly.

There was silence for a short time
while everyone wrestled with defective memory.

“Who were they shooting
at?” someone asked finally.

“The monsters,” Willow
gasped. “Metal thing. They cut the roof off the bus and broke the
chain and picked me up by one arm ….”

Again silence fell while the others
tried to prod their memories—but the drug effected each differently
and the amount they drank also determined what they remembered and
what they didn’t.

No one, unfortunately, had a very
clear picture of what their situation was. It seemed self-evident,
though, that they hadn’t been rescued.

“Is there any water in
here? I feel like I’m going to die if I don’t get some
water.”

Willow felt like that,
too, but she was afraid to move very far. She was completely blind
and there could be a hole right beside her and she wouldn’t know it
until she fell in.

Someone got up—she thought. She heard
a scream and a hard landing. Then some grunting as they struggled
up.

“You ok?” Not that she
could help.

The woman grunted out a positive
response. “I think we might be in a container.”

“What?”

“What the
hell?”

“What kind of
container?”

“The kind they use to move
stuff around. Like they carry on ships. And Tractor trailers. You
know?”

“Why would you think
that?” Willow asked after a long moment when no one else said
anything.

“No windows. It wouldn’t
be this black if there were any.”

“Yeah but … wouldn’t there
be light coming in through cracks if there was some
outside?”

“I don’t know, damn it!
I’m just guessing here. Maybe it’s a room? It’s not very wide,
though, and not very tall either.”

“But it’s long—I can tell
that by the sounds,” Willow offered.

“So … no
water?”

“I’m looking.”

It sounded like the woman that had
fallen off … her bunk?”

Willow was so thirsty, it was hard to
be afraid of anything at that moment. She started feeling her way
around the spot where she was laying and discovered she was laying
on a flat surface roughly the size of a coffin. Thankfully, no
sides, but something above her.

Stacked bunks?

“How many people were on
the bus?”

“Two per seat. Maybe
fifteen rows. On each side.”

“I think it would be
easier if everybody just sounded off,” someone else
suggested.

They did a ‘head count’ by voices and
discovered there were around thirty of them.

“I think that means we
aren’t all here,” Willow said uneasily. “I got the last ticket and
the bus looked full to me.”

“So we aren’t still on the
bus?”

“No seats. Unless they
pulled them out and put some kind of bunks or shelves in place of
them …. Then no.”

Eventually the speculation petered
out. The fear didn’t. It escalated in direct proportion to the lack
of any water and the need that got steadily worse.

The absolute darkness ‘helped’. It
sucked the life out of them so that, between that and the lack of
water, they began to drowse.

Willow thought she must have slept
again. She seemed to have lost time and then they were all jolted
by a sudden noise a few seconds before light flooded the
compartment where they were. Pretty much everyone gasped. A few of
the women actually let out squeaks of fright.

But that was just the
beginning.

As soon as they managed to
focus their eyes and got a look at the thing that had ordered them
out they all started screaming, cringing, trying to climb over
anybody blocking their path to the furthest point from the metal
monstrosity that continued to order them out in a dead voice,
absent of any emotional tone.

Willow thought that was why the
violence was so shocking.

Then again, violence was
always shocking. That was why people capable of it had a distinct
advantage over people who were anti-violent.

The thing grabbed the
woman closest and slung her toward the door, and then the next. By
the time it had grabbed the third woman everyone was fighting to
get past it and get out. When Willow finally managed to get past
the thing without being picked up and thrown, she discovered the
‘lucky’ ones that got out ahead of her were laying around the vast
room outside theirs and the many armed monsters were picking them
up and carrying them toward a destination that eluded
Willow.

Since she didn’t want to be knocked
out and carried, she did as she was told. She followed the others
across the vast area and discovered a hallway. As the other women
regained consciousness, the metal beasts dropped them to the floor
and let them crawl until they were able to stand up
again.

“I almost think it
would’ve been better to be taken by the Russian mob as sex
slaves.”

Willow stared at the woman blankly and
then looked around.

Her belly cramped with
fear.

She got a glimpse of the crate they’d
occupied until they were turned out—for whatever was coming
next.

She recalled abruptly that she’d
thought when she saw the blinding light that it was border patrol
and they were saved.

Actually, the men that had
kidnapped them had thought it was border patrol and she’d hoped
that meant they’d be rescued.

She had a really hard time trying to
convince herself that they were in any facility of any kind in the
United States or Mexico. She wanted to in the worst kind of way,
but nothing ‘fit’.

Most specifically, the robots didn’t
fit.

Even in her heightened state of fear
induced idiocy she couldn’t accept that anything or anybody on
Earth had anything like them.

It wasn’t completely beyond the realms
of possibility, but it was close.

And the place where they
were could have
been—like maybe a submarine? Or a ship of some kind—ocean type
ship?

But she didn’t think it
was.

She didn’t give voice to her
thoughts—didn’t even respond to the woman who’d spoken to her. But
she agreed, she thought they might have been better off if they’d
been taken by the Russian mob as sex slaves.

At least, then, they’d be on Earth and
there might be some possibility of escaping.

Because she was pretty sure they
weren’t on Earth anymore.

And that meant they were just
fucked.

This is what happened when somebody shirked responsibility and
spent money they didn’t have, doing something stupid!

This was why she never did anything spontaneous!

It always fucking
backfired!

And usually in a very big
way.

Like now.

Everyone, without exception, was a total blithering idiot of
sheer terror by the time they got through ‘whatever was coming
next’.


Chapter Two

There
was no fighting the machines, but they tried anyway when the
bastards began to rip their clothing off—because most of them
flatly refused to remove them.

They
almost went quietly into the night from that little exercise in
futility. The clothing was removed anyway and they were a lot more
bruised and banged up than they had been before.

Willow
ripped her own clothing off trying to remove it before the machines
could get to her.

Because she was too scared to fight and she could see it
didn’t do any of the women any good to try.

When
they were thoroughly traumatized by that experience, they were
marched down the hallway to a smallish chamber fitted with shower
nozzles.

Willow’s mind leapt instantly to the gas chambers used by the
Nazis during WWII. But then it didn’t actually make sense that they
would go to the trouble to steal them and then kill them when they
could have just killed them without capturing them.

Which,
unfortunately, she was too scared to realize until she discovered
it actually was a
bath.

Just
not a regular bath.

They
were ‘decontaminated’ she supposed.

That
didn’t actually make a lot of sense to her either, but she had no
real idea of what the hell was going on and that was what her brain
furnished as the ‘answer’ to the smell.

As
thirsty as she was by then, she was afraid it would poison her to
drink the water so she went away as thirsty or more than she had
been before the showers.

The
examination came next and that was the real horror.

They
were gassed coming out of the shower room and woke on a gurney
looking up at a blinding light similar to what might be seen in a
hospital.

And
aliens scarier looking than the robots they’d
built.

Willow
discovered she couldn’t move and it wasn’t just the cuffs they’d
used to tie her to the gurney. She felt … strange. It reminded her
of the pre-op drug she’d had years earlier that left her feeling
disconnected from body and mind. She could still see, hear, and
feel. She just couldn’t do anything to defend
herself.

The
aliens surrounded her.

Even
though she’d been pretty convinced before that they’d been
abducted, she was shocked, horrified—terrified.

But
she couldn’t move.

She
couldn’t even scream.

They
looked her over thoroughly, examined absolutely everything and
stabbed her with various instruments while she screamed inside her
mind at the pain.

And
then one of the robots picked her up and carried her off and she
descended into darkness again.

She
thought they’d been returned to the ‘crate’ where they’d been
before because she woke to laying on the same hard surface,
surrounded by a darkness so deep it felt ‘thick’. She could hear
the whisper of movements around her and felt her skin prickle with
alarm. “Are we … back in the box?” she asked in a quivery voice she
hardly recognized.
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