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      Getting abducted by aliens was not on my bingo card.

      

      Marketing pre-packaged sandwiches was not an exciting job, but it paid the bills. Okay, actually I hated it and it barely covered the basics. Long drives down rural highways to gas stations and minimarts in one and two stoplight towns across a two state area made for a terrible commute. I wanted out, but I’d thought I’d start looking for a new job closer to my apartment. Not get kidnapped along with a whole bunch of other humans by one set of aliens only to crashland on an inhospitable planet inhabited by yet another set of aliens.

      Seriously, when the other survivors voted that it would be me to venture out of the wreckage to see if there was somewhere safe for us to go, there was a whole lot of nothing but white, more white, and oh, even more white frozen landscape as far as my eyes could see through the falling snow. This Florida boy was not a happy camper, let me tell you.

      Then, he appeared. At first, I thought I was about to be eaten by an alien Yeti thanks to the furs he wore. Instead, when he shed them to wrap me up, I was stunned to find a seven foot plus tri color tabby cat man with a disconcertingly human-like face and body. A very ripped one that under very different circumstances would have had me drooling. He picks me up and hauls me off, not understanding a word I’m trying to get across about the others. I need to get him to understand, so we can save them.The way he looks at me as we spend more time together? Some other things don’t need words to be universally understood.

      

      This planet might be frozen, but things are definitely heating up.
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      “Fucking hell, they need to put some lights along this road.”

      I didn’t like driving at night, and today was no exception. If anything, it proved my point as to why driving at night sucked. My astigmatism was mild, but it caused me to see halos around street lights and car headlights. But some light, even if it was artificial, was better than none at all. Tonight was one of those especially sucky night driving experiences where the inky darkness swallowed up my headlights, there was no moon to give even a glimmer to help me see my way, and yay, the current route I was taking to get to the next stop on my route could only be accessed via long stretches of rural highway surrounded by pine forests.

      “They need to pay me better for this shit,” I said. “Ah!” I shouted as something leaped in front of me in the darkness, its large shape moving too fast for me to see what it was. I slammed on the brakes, but it was already gone. “Probably a deer,” I told myself. That was the last straw. I was finding a new job after this. Being a quality control officer for a premade sandwich company sounded great in theory, and on paper, the job was simple enough. Visit random locations in a two state area and check that the vendor was actually displaying my company’s product properly and that all the goods were arriving in a satisfactory condition. Also, that they were disposing of the out of date food in the manner dictated by the agreement.

      The reality was that the company sent me a list of places that included some that were very far away from each other, and only paid me a few cents a mile to travel to them. Oh, and they included places like mom and pop gas stations in the middle of no-fucking-where.

      I took a deep breath. ”It’s okay. You didn’t hit it, " I said, just as something else came careening out of the dark, slamming into the side of my car. I screamed, the sudden impact startling in its intensity. This was no mere smack. It was enough to rock my car over onto its side.

      “What?” I breathed heavily, trying to make sense of what had just happened. I peered through the windshield and saw nothing but the empty road ahead. Nothing but inky sky appeared through my driver’s side window. “What the actual fuck?” My brain told me I needed to try to get out of my car to see if whoever had collided with me was alright. I pressed the button to release my seatbelt only for the car to get impacted again, this time hitting the exposed undercarriage of my car.

      Since I was unbuckled, the force threw me forward and a bit to the side, my head hitting the dashboard before I landed sprawled across the seats, the gear shift digging into my upper abdomen.

      A strange clicking and chirping sound got my attention, and I lifted my head to look through my windshield again. It had a large crack in it now, and I found myself wondering how that had happened when I’d been hit underneath. A bright light dazzled my eyes, and I squinted, trying to make out the shape of the person I could see coming from whatever vehicle had stopped to help us. Green? No, that couldn’t be right.

      A second figure joined the first, and they stepped closer. Yes, they were definitely covered head to toe in green and gray and wearing some sort of respirator mask.

      One of them raised a hand to point at my car, and another flash of light sent me careening into darkness.

      I woke up to more bright lights and hands holding me down as I moved along a corridor. Hospital. I must have been there longer than I’d thought, and those had been paramedics or maybe firefighters responding to the accident. The person who hit me must have called, or someone came along from a house nearby that I’d missed the driveway to, thanks to it being nestled in the woods.

      I reached up to touch the mask on my face, only for a hand to slap mine away. There was something wrong with the hand, and I struggled for a moment to figure out what that was. Then it hit me - it was green, with too many finger joints. I followed the gray sleeve up to look at the person it belonged to and screamed. He cocked his head and chirped and a sweet gas filled my nose and mouth and I careened off into darkness once more.

      I came to with the worst hangover of my life. My mouth was dry and tasted like shit, my eyes were gritty, and someone was having way too much fun playing the drums in my head. Also, I hurt all over. I opened my eyes as I remembered the car accident, then that weird hallucination I had when I regained consciousness at the hospital. I made a mental note to tell the doc about it so he could list the side effects in my chart. Wait, why did it smell so bad in here? Not a disinfectant sort of unpleasant either, but actually rank, like body odor, sewage, and decomposing trash. And was I on the floor? What the hell?

      I sat up, hating how stiff I was and how my drug hangover made the world around me move oddly.

      “And you’re awake,” a woman’s voice rasped. “Hi, I’m Beth.”

      I twisted around carefully to look at her and wished to high heaven I hadn’t. Greasy matted hair, the small blonde had definitely seen better days. Her face was looking a bit gaunt, and she had bags under her eyes. I could see a few more people in a more or less similar state huddled in a corner behind her, looking at me with curiosity. Next to them was a row of long, stacked boxes, with blinking lights on the sides. More boxes sat haphazardly against the wall behind them.

      “Where the hell am I?” I asked, clutching my head as lightning crashed through my skull as I spoke.

      “Shh, not so loud. If we don’t keep it down, they get mad. You don’t want them to get mad, trust me.”

      My hand dropped in horror as my mind processed the facts as I knew them. Something had hit my car. Someone came and took me out of the car. Someone very weird looking had transported me somewhere and knocked me out. This was not a hospital. It was a storage room? In a warehouse? And there were hungry, dirty people who were terrified of other people who did bad things if they decided you were too loud. Shit. I was in a horror movie.

      “I’ve been kidnapped,” I whispered.

      “Got it in one,” she replied softly. “Abducted by aliens, to be more precise.”

      My heart stuttered at her words. Those green hands and that face had been real?

      My stomach roiled, and I turned away, dry retching.

      “Try to do that in the trough,” she said, pointing to a section of wall I'd not noticed yet. I stared as a guy crouched over the trough, defecating.

      “That’s our toilet?’

      “Yeah. They empty it every couple of days, so it gets quite ripe in here. You’ll get used to it.”

      I did not want to get used to it.

      “Do you know why they took us?”

      She shook her head. “No, but we’re all around the same age, and we were all alone when we were taken.”

      That meant someone had been watching me, or how else would they know that a guy my age would be traveling that road alone? Were my bosses in on it? Did they send me out on those stops knowing I’d end up traveling that quiet highway, ripe for the picking?

      The guy wiped his ass with his hand and I felt like barfing again. He smeared it on the wall above the trough in an effort to clean it off, then hitched up his pants. He strode over. “Hi, I’m Gary. They grabbed me from my hotel room. I was on my way to my kid brother’s high school graduation and had stopped halfway at one of those old motels along the highway.”

      “I was on a camping trip with Carol and Sam,” the girl said, gesturing over her shoulder at two women who waved at me hesitantly. “We’d rented an RV and had pulled over for the night along the highway. We thought we were alone except for the occasional passing truck, the odd coyote, and the desert.”

      I was sensing a theme here. “So they hunt the rural highways.”

      “Looks that way,” Gary said. “We don’t know how they got the ones in the coffins.”

      “Coffins?” Oh, that did not sound good. Not one little bit.

      He pointed at the long boxes with the lights. “That’s what they look like, only the lids are also see through and the people inside have masks on and tubes going in. We think they might be some kind of stasis units, like on TV.”

      “Yeah, we think they didn’t have enough for everyone, or else they package you up when they get an order or something.” Beth rubbed her arms as if to ward off the chilling thought.

      A loud chittering sound suddenly echoed around the room.

      “They’re on loudspeakers. We hear them like that right before they come in.” She pointed to the wall where her friends were huddled.

      “We need to line up there or they’ll use the shock stick on us.”

      Gary grabbed under one of my arms and helped me move across the space.

      “Thanks,” I said, earning me a dirty look from one of the two girls who wasn’t Beth. I wasn’t sure yet which one was Carol and which one was Sam.

      “Shh,” Beth rebuked me as the wall parted to reveal a doorway.

      I shivered at the sight of three of the aliens, two with what looked like barbed cattle prods in one hand. The other one held a box from which he tossed a bunch of large cubes onto the floor. He chittered and chirped at us before turning to leave, the guards backing out behind him in clear warning to us to not try anything.

      “Dinner is served,” Gary said, and they all rushed towards the cubes, snatching them up and ravenously taking bites out of them.

      Gary glanced over at me and, with a pitying look, brought me one of them.

      “Tastes like compressed cardboard and grass, but it’s all we get.”

      “No water to wash them down with?’ I asked, taking it from him.

      “When they turn the pipe on to sluice out the trough, you gotta stick your head in the stream where it comes out of the pipe and drink as much as you can, then let someone else have a go.”

      We had to drink out of the toilet, basically. The thought made me feel too sick to even try to eat.

      “You gotta make yourself eat it. They don’t come in at regular times and we’re damned sure aren’t getting fed three times a day.”

      Fear gripped me. Now I knew why they looked so gaunt. They were on starvation rations. Correction. We were on starvation rations.

      “How…how long have you been here?”

      He looked at me sadly. “Sam has an old wind up watch that was her mother’s. At first, she kept it wound. She counted off fifteen days. I was here before she was, for several more days before that. And the coffins were full when I first got here. There was another guy here before you, Fred. He kept screaming and shouting, and they hit him with the shock sticks and dragged him out of here. We haven’t seen him since.”

      I couldn’t decide if Fred’s probable fate was better or worse than what ours was going to be. I knew one thing, though. I wasn’t ready to die quite yet. I took a nibble. Gary was right. It tasted like grass and cardboard. Yummy.
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      I touched the back of my head, wincing.

      “Yeah, that hurts for a few days,” the girl I’d learned was Sam. “They shoot that thing in deep. We think it might be actually in the bone, not just sort of free under the skin.”

      “Wait - are you saying they chipped me? Like a dog? This isn’t from where I banged my head?”

      “Nope. Sorry.” She winced. “We only know because Beth woke up while they were doing it to Carol and saw it.”

      Right. So even if we did somehow manage to escape, we’d not only either be trapped on a ship we didn’t know how to fly, or stranded on an alien planet where they’d be able to track us because maybe I was being paranoid, but I just knew that the chip was not just an ID but probably also had fucking GPS or whatever the hell they had like it as one of its functions. It made a horrible kind of sense. They seemed to regard us as property, animals to keep alive for whatever reason. I doubted they were experimenting on us themselves, but that didn’t mean we weren’t destined for some alien lab or worse, a live meat market where we’d end up being sold and then eaten. Or bred like cattle to make a herd for some farmer. That seemed more likely as we were in our prime reproductive years, all of us between twenty-one and twenty-five.

      The joke was on them, though. I was gay as hell. So gay that they’d have to give me drugs if they wanted Little Robbie to rise for the occasion when presented with a female. A willing female, thank you very much. I was no rapist, no matter what the circumstances, which would probably end up getting me culled and in some alien farmer’s wife’s casserole.

      Not that if it was a willing guy I’d met on an app or a club, I’d be all that keen on topping, either. I was very much a bottom and fuck anyone who thought that made me less. Huh. Maybe I’d end up in a brothel instead of as Robbie Fricassee. And how fucked up was my life that now I was hoping I’d end up in the Best Little Whorehouse in the Galaxy so I could find a rich alien dude who’d buy me out of there and agree to pay a doctor to remove the thing in my head because he’d fallen in love with me. Not exactly Pretty Woman, but I’d take it.

      The chirps and clicks over the intercom heralded the door opening. As usual, the guards came in first, four of them this time, along with two others who were dragging in a new guy. They dumped him unceremoniously and left. Assholes.

      Beth walked over to check him.

      “He’s alive,” she said, as if that had ever been in question.

      “They dump dead people in here?” I asked, filled with morbid curiosity.

      “No, but it’s good to check, right? I mean, he could have died on the way here, and it’s not like they’d have bothered making sure he was still alright when they dumped him off.”

      I hated her logic, but it made a terrible sort of sense.

      “He’ll wake up in a bit,” Gary said, just as chirps and clicks sounded over the intercom again. This time the door didn’t open. Instead, a small port opened, and a hose poked out and immediately began spewing water into the trough.

      “Avoid the end of the hose,” Gary advised me. “A drain opens up and it’s got powerful suction.”

      I did not even want to know how they discovered that. Some things were better left unasked.

      Carol was first to the hose, her face in the torrent, hands in front of her mouth to catch as much as possible. As the newest member of our little party who was awake, I got to drink last. I managed to get a belly full of metallic tasting water before it abruptly shut off.

      I looked in disgust at the trough. A few semi solid bits of waste were still at the far end.

      “Yeah, they don’t do a thorough job,” Carol said, noticing my look. “A few more seconds and it would be all gone, but they don’t bother. I think it's on a timer.”

      “Well, if that’s the same amount each time, then once that dude is awake, we’ll each have to take less water or he won’t get any,” I pointed out.

      Everyone grimaced, but no one disagreed.

      The new guy, who turned out to be named Patrick, woke up. He was as confused as I’d been. He’d gotten into an argument with his boyfriend and gone out for a walk. He’d been snatched right next to a patch of woods.

      “Well, that’s two of us that are gay, then,” Gary said.

      I swallowed. “Make that three.”

      “Bit of an odd coincidence, don’t you think?” Beth said. “Maybe we’ve gotten it all wrong. All of us like men. What if we’re destined to be sold as exotic sex slaves?”

      I didn’t mention my previous fear about us being cattle or us getting a John to buy us free idea, because now that whole sex slave thing was more likely, the less Dolly Parton movie it occurred to me our ultimate destinations were going to be. There was no sense feeding the embers of despair we already had into full blown flames.

      “That’s…no!” Patrick cried out, curling into a ball.

      None of us mentioned it again, not even when, as the days passed, two more men and three girls found their way into our private hell. Then, something new happened. This time, when the chirps and clicks sounded and the door opened, a human man walked in. He looked defeated, his face and arms covered in mottled bruises in various stages of healing. The door closed behind the guards escorting him in, and he looked at us all sadly. “Hi, guys,” he said.

      “Fred!” Beth exclaimed.

      “Yeah, it’s me. Um, so, they forced me into this machine with my eyelids taped all the way open, and it did this thing, beaming hot light in. When it was done, I could understand what they were saying, mostly. Some things they say don’t translate in any way that makes sense to me.”

      “And the rest of the time you were gone?”

      “Let’s just say we are anatomically compatible and they don’t care if you say no,” he said, his chin wobbling and face averted.

      I closed my eyes. Damn, Beth and I had both guessed right, it sounded like.

      “So, they made you their plaything?” Gary asked him.

      “Yes. Don’t make them mad. If the shock sticks don’t work, they get to, um, train us, in other ways.” His voice broke. Carol reached for his arm, and he shook her off. “Don’t. It happened and probably will again. But I’m stronger than they think. I might have to take it, but they will never have me.”

      We all nodded.

      “They sent me back to you guys as they deemed me obedient enough now, and so I could talk to you, tell you what’s what. Apparently, the machine they used on me eats a lot of power, so they don’t like using it more than once per load. Our new masters will be responsible for giving you guys translators or teaching you their language.”

      “And who are our new masters going to be?” one of the new girls, Anne, demanded.

      “Near as I could figure out, they are dropping the ones in the coffins off someplace as they’ve already been paid for. The rest of us are headed for some auction or other.”

      The ship began to vibrate, and clicks, chitters, and chirps came over the sound system.

      “That says for all to prepare for lightspeed. I suggest finding something heavy to hold onto.”

      No sooner had he spoken than the ship gave a large shudder and lurched. It did nothing for our stomachs. I heard a few others join me in retching at the awful sensation of our stomachs falling. I thought I’d felt deep despair before. It turned out there was further yet to fall as we left our home solar system and with it, the faintest of hopes that somehow we’d find a way back. No Space Force astronauts in a modified shuttle would be shooting holes in the ship, busting their way in, to action movie their way through the aliens, and rescue us.

      It sounded stupid in my head, but as we flew away, I realized that somewhere, deep down, I’d secretly hoped for exactly that. From the sounds of the sobs around me, I hadn’t been the only one entertaining such a crazy fantasy, either. Once the bumpiness stopped, I moved to sit against the wall, reaching for Sam’s hand. She looked at me gratefully, eyes shimmering, then reached for Bill, one of the new guys. He came and sat down, taking her hand, and in turn, offering his to Patrick. As we traveled out into the deep black unknown, we all sat in solidarity, holding hands. We couldn’t do much, but this we could do. We could provide the comfort of simply being there for each other.
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      “Well, according to my watch, we’ve been traveling for three days.”

      The pronouncement had us nodding, for no other reason than to acknowledge what Sam had said. She might occasionally forget to wind it up, but she remembered more often than not. Having some sort of way to be able to sense the passage of time was a godsend. It let us know we’d survived one more day.

      Fred cocked his head, a look of concentration on his face as the loudspeaker came on again. I envied him his ability to understand what the fuckers were saying, but not how he came to be the one elected for the translation beam. It had really messed with his vision, his eyes now having a sort of haze to them, and his depth perception was off.

      “I think the engines have slowed down almost to a stop,” Carol said.

      Fred nodded. “That jibes with what they’re saying. They are talking about docking with another ship and offloading cargo.”

      The door opened, and four guards came in, along with two unarmed crew. They attached four disks onto the coffin on the bottom of each stack of three. As the last disk went on, a light flickered and a low hum sounded as the stacked units began to rise. We watched as the two crew members guided the levitating units carrying the blissfully unconscious people out the door. The two guards smirked at us, shaking the shock sticks and baring their teeth menacingly as they backed out through the door. Once they were gone, I said, “I hate that there was nothing I could do to stop them from taking them.”

      “There really wasn’t,” Fred said, laying a hand on my arm.

      “Not even if we all rushed them,” Beth added.

      “Yeah, they’d have just sent more guards,” one of the girls who’d finally decided to start talking to the rest of us, Mary, said.

      “There’s four more, and they probably could pipe some of that gas in here that they used to knock us out to begin with,” Fred continued.

      It made sense, but I still hated it. We didn’t need to understand the next announcement to know we were moving on now, delivery completed, as the engines got louder and that horrible lurch happened again.

      Sam glanced down at her watch. “That took about half an hour.”

      “Probably took a few minutes to connect the two ships,” Gary mused.

      “Yeah,” I said.”But you know what? I’ve been thinking, and every one of us that’s male is gay or bi, while the women are straight. How the hell did they know that about us?”

      Fred glanced away. “I was still recovering in bed after, um, spending some, ah, time with the captain of the ship when he spoke to someone on a video screen,” he sighed deeply. “The guy was human, and I’m sorry to say that they’re fed that information, in exchange for technology. Those sudden big breakthroughs we’ve had over the last few years? All reverse engineered in exchange for data about people. I was real upset about it, and the captain laughed at me, said that our governments happily placed trackers on our vehicles and stalked our social media, et cetera, to help facilitate our removal.”

      Silence reigned for several moments as we all digested the betrayal.

      “But why all gay dudes?” Gary asked suddenly.

      Fred looked at us sadly. “That’s just this shipment. Different shipments, different purposes. The captain gleefully told me that they often took males of any orientation to work in mines.”

      None of us wanted to hear any more after that.

      It was after they brought us our next meal several hours later that another change in our routine happened.

      “What was that?” Mary screamed as the ship suddenly lurched without the light speed jump warning.

      The lights began flashing red, then green, then blue, as an urgent voice spoke in a rapid fire series of clicks, chitters, and chirps.

      Fred’s face lost all color. “Apparently, we’re under attack. Seems like they caught the attention of some pirates.”

      I hadn’t thought things could get any worse, but pirates? Any alien ruthless enough to try to knock holes into another vessel obviously was not caring much about the living beings on board, which included us.

      The ship rocked again, then a loud whine sounded.

      “Sounds like they are fighting back,” Fred told us.

      We hunkered down in a corner away from the boxes, not wanting to get tossed around during the battle. It didn’t last long.

      “Okay, it sounds like he’s saying they got in a lucky hit and the other ship has lost engines. But um, we’re losing atmosphere in some parts of the ship and our engines are also damaged, so they’re going to set down somewhere for quick repair.”

      “Think they’ll have to sell us off early to pay for parts?” Carol asked.

      Fred and I both shrugged. ”Does it really matter?” I asked. “We’re going to be sold no matter what. Whether it's to one auction house or another, we’re still getting sold.”

      “But what they are selling us for might be different,” Beth pointed out.

      And now we were all thinking back to the cattle market theory. Or at least I was.

      “Or decide to keep some of us and sell the rest,” Carol shivered.

      Fred looked at each of us, his expression the same resignation as the rest of us. “We’re fucked seven ways to Sunday no matter what. Slavers are evil people, so there’s no positive outcome any way we slice it.”

      Silence fell over our group, each of us alone in our thoughts as different scenarios played out in our imaginations. The noises from the fight ceased, but the alarms kept blaring. Fred merely pursed his lips and shook his head when asked what was being said, as it sounded different than before, maybe. It was hard to tell. In any case, when Beth finally spoke up to ask, Sam’s watch said it was fifteen minutes short of seven hours from when fighting seemed to end and the alarms stopped. Then a new announcement came on, and Fred’s face turned ashen.
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