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      Two possibilities exist: either we are alone in the Universe or we are not. Both are equally terrifying.

      Arthur C. Clarke

      

      Courage is the most beautiful kind of madness.

      Stanisława Fleszarowa-Muskat
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      A quiet swoosh somewhere nearby tore me out of a dreamless sleep. I was conscious but couldn’t remember where I was or how I got there.

      I felt drugged. I tried to fight it off, but it took me a long time to come around. Needless to say, dealing with helplessness, dizziness, and nausea wasn’t exactly pleasant.

      Getting used to the intensity of the light was a real challenge, too, especially since I was not even able to reach up to my face with trembling hands to shield myself from it. Even that simple movement proved impossible, as my wrists turned out to be tied to the bunk I was lying on. I tried to move carefully, or even sit up, but a belt held me by the waist.

      Jesus, what’s going on? Where am I? Think, girl! Every part of me is strapped down and I don’t know the reason! Am I in a nuthouse or something? Do not panic! Shit! Shit! Shit! Oh yeah, you are definitely starting to panic. You cannot afford to lose it now! You have no idea where you are or why, so you have to concentrate. Just keep it together!

      At least my hearing seemed to work fine, so I listened while resting and regaining my strength. I heard strange noises all around me but I wasn’t able to tell what they were. And by saying strange, I mean really strange. Like nothing I had ever heard before in my life. Well, except for footsteps. Lots and lots of footsteps. And every time they got nearer, I didn’t know how to behave.

      One thing was certain: there was nowhere to hide, so what was left? I figured playing dead was pretty much my only option, so that became my plan if something happened. Yeah, lame, and there was nothing I could do about it.

      I always thought there was nothing worse for a free and able person than feeling helpless, and I felt more helpless than ever, lying there—who knows where—like I did. To keep from losing my mind and making the anxiety even worse, I decided to focus on something other than my current grim situation.

      I tried to remember what had happened to me, especially how I got there, wherever it was, yet I couldn’t remember much, not at first anyway. I knew who I was—Olympia Blunt from New York—and the last thing I remembered was hiding somewhere dark and cold, in pain.

      I remembered feeling dizzy and trying to fight it off. There was a green backpack lying next to me, and I held something in my hands… It was round and made of glass.

      A bottle… but what was in it that I held on to so tightly? What the hell is wrong with my brain? Why can’t I remember those things?

      Meanwhile my eyesight got a bit better. I could finally distinguish shapes, and not so long after that, I was even able to actually see my surroundings.

      I was lying on a bed with white plastic-looking frames, covered with a thin white sheet, in an annoyingly bright room. The place looked like some bizarre futuristic infirmary.

      It had white walls, a white ceiling, a strange-looking white door, and plain white, somewhat oversized furniture. Huge monitors hung above my head, beeping quietly in rhythm with my heartbeat, alongside a holographic 3D projection of my entire body. I swear it was the most sterile, high-tech room I had ever seen.

      And there goes my plan of playing dead… I can literally see my heart beating… I have no other choice but to just pretend I am asleep. Same difference anyway.

      I tried to spot something I could use to defend myself with if it came to that, but besides a drip bag hanging on a hook above the bed and attached to one of my arms, and the odd, massive furniture, there was nothing remotely useful in there.

      Maybe it’s some kind of military compound or something? If it is, then why the heck would they hold me here? I’m just a civilian and I don’t know shit! Or maybe I witnessed something I shouldn’t have or got in the middle of a terrorist attack and ended up kidnapped? Jeez, what did I get myself into?

      I must have dozed off at some point out of simple exhaustion, because the next time I opened my eyes, or actually just one of them, I saw a strange-looking woman who was about to change my drip bag. Her appearance shocked me, but I kept on pretending I was asleep until she left.

      Whoa, what is that thing?

      Even though I saw her for only a split second, I managed to take in quite a lot about her, like the fact that she was really tall. I don’t think it would be an exaggeration to say she was easily seven feet tall, maybe even taller.

      The alien woman wore a blinding-white gown, blending in with the surroundings. It accentuated her perfect figure and the paleness of her body. She had a long face and short, copper, slicked-back hair. She looked almost like a Disney princess, with her huge green eyes and thick lashes.

      She’s definitely not human… I figured, even though the very thought seemed ridiculous and unbelievable even to me.

      I only hoped she wouldn’t notice that my heart was slamming against my chest, or that my hands trembled the whole time she was in there with me. Fortunately, she did not, or—more likely—she pretended not to notice anything. I mean, she would have to be deaf not to hear the increased beeping, or blind as a bat not to see what was going on with me on the projection of my body scan above my head.

      As soon as the woman stepped out of the room, I struggled to move again. I tried to jerk free of the restraints holding me to the bed. Of course, it did not go as planned. The only thing I actually managed to do was to tear open the vein in my forearm where she had just attached another drip.

      Great! That’s just what I need now!

      I wanted to press my fingers onto the gushing wound in my arm, but the belts holding my hands in place would not give up.

      Perfect! Just fucking perfect!

      I was losing blood fast, and I was starting to feel fuzzy. The reality of my situation finally hit me. I didn’t want to die yet, at least not like that.

      Now you can panic. You have every reason to. I finally threw in the towel and yelled, “Help! I need some assistance over here! Can anybody hear me? I need help!”

      The huge native woman burst back into the room. Noticing the red mess I had managed to create in the short time she was gone, she yelled something loudly, and another alien female in white came running into my room with a tray of medical supplies in her pale hands.

      How many more of them are there? I wondered, but then I heard them talking to each other as they were trying to stop the bleeding with some odd green dressing. Their language was so strange, not even remotely similar to any of the languages I was familiar with, but I decided to ask them anyway:

      “What are you? Why am I here? Where are we?”

      A commotion out in the corridor seemed to throw the women into panic, so I observed them closely. They disregarded my questions and quickly took off my straps. They made me stand up and then leaned me against the wall as they noticed me shaking all over. Honestly, I was beyond exhausted.

      With my back plastered to the wall, I glanced down and froze. Except for the bandages on my ankle and arm, I was completely naked. I felt my face turning red and my head started spinning, so I clung to the wall even tighter and tried to cover my breasts with my hands.

      “Impexion,” the copper-haired woman said, and immediately they both stood at attention.

      Um, was that supposed to be English? Did she mean inspection? I wondered, and the abrupt silence that overtook the entire place boded nothing good.

      Barely a few seconds later, dizziness hit me so hard that I almost fell to the ground, but I managed to avoid it by holding on to the bed. Unfortunately, the green dressing on my arm didn’t make it, and as soon as it landed on the floor, blood gushed from the wound again.

      I sat on the edge of the bed and tried to cover myself with the sheets while pressing against the wound, but I did a lousy job. Everything was stained with the redness of my blood, like in a slaughterhouse.

      All of a sudden, I heard a deep voice and quick, heavy footsteps coming from behind me. I wanted to look around, but I saw consternation in the eyes of the women, and I just froze. If they were afraid, and by the looks of it, they were close to fainting, then how was I supposed to react? In a flash, I understood the gravity of this unknown threat.

      The source of the deep voice was getting closer and closer, and I held my breath as I saw an enormous alien male stop in front of me. He grabbed my bleeding hand with his big pale palm and held it up. One of the women said something in return as the deep voice rose almost to a shout, and I didn’t dare to move.

      That must be the boss, I thought, and noticed a black ring and a bite mark on the hand that held mine. I swear I could almost hear the gears in my head grinding as they tried to start working, and I saw in a flash of memory myself biting into that hand.

      Oh, shit!

      I pulled my hand out of the stranger’s palm, but not just because it hurt when he held it like that. I was afraid the creature might bite me back. The man crouched by my bed, grabbed my hand and pressed it over the bleeder. Then he pulled my chin up with his finger and scanned my face with his intense gaze. His palm was soft and smelled so good, like some sweet fruit. And somehow familiar.

      I looked him up and down. He was huge! I mean, I am not the shortest at my six feet, but he really was enormous. I guessed he was about seven-foot-three, maybe seven-foot-four.

      The alien kept his curious gaze on me for a long time. He said something to the women, calmer this time, and they answered. I watched them talking, but I had no idea what to think about what was happening. I didn’t understand a thing.

      I decided to take a chance and interrupt their discussion. I looked the man straight in the eye—courageously, or perhaps just stupidly—and asked him the same questions I had asked the women a few minutes earlier.

      “Where are we? Why am I here? What are you?”

      “Planet Borgomom,” he said in a rough, almost intimidating accent. A shiver went down my spine instantly. “You—my slave now. I—your master.”

      That was exactly what I feared he would say, and yet I took the news of being transported by some alien creature across the Universe surprisingly calmly. I couldn’t get over the fact that he had called me his slave. The very word triggered anger in me.

      “I am no slave,” I said, although I knew all too well I was in no position to shoot my mouth off. Especially while talking to a powerful figure like the native man in front of me obviously was.

      A deep laugh filled the room. “Wild cat,” he said and laughed again. Hearing that, another memory flooded back into my dazed brain: it was so cold I could feel my skin prickling and aching, but there was someone by me. That someone was my only source of heat, and he carried me toward a bright light, calling me a “wild cat.”

      He is the one who captured me back on Earth and brought me here, wherever this Borgomom is. He must be. And that smell…

      I watched the male creature stand up with wide-open eyes. He had on a navy blue uniform and graphite metal chest armor with some strange golden markings over it. On his hips, he wore a wide belt, with multiple sorts of guns strapped to it. The alien’s gear was splashed with already-drying blood, which made him look even more disturbing.

      His brown hair was tied up in a messy man bun. His unusually large dark blue eyes, framed by thick dark lashes, seemed oddly familiar and told me straight: I will tame you soon enough. That much I did understand. No problem.

      As soon as the man stepped out of the room, the women looked into each other’s eyes with disbelief. Yeah, that much I could read too. I was not sure what affected them so much, but actually, I didn’t care. I needed to lie down. I did it right after the important alien left and the lights went out.
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      I woke in the middle of the night, drenched in sweat and with a racing heart. I dreamed about home and everything I was now able to remember. My memory came back slowly. I guess the amount of stress, and maybe even the unidentified drugs the aliens had been giving me for God knows how long, had a lot to do with it.

      My whole family, along with my fiancé Sean and me, decided to spend Christmas together. Sean’s parents, on the other hand, went to Zurich, Switzerland. They wanted to spend the holidays skiing, just like they did every year, and we were supposed to join them to celebrate the New Year together. They invited us to stay with them, in their rental in the very heart of the city, for a month—that is, till Sean’s birthday, which was on January twenty-seventh.

      I hoped we would spare some time to explore Switzerland a bit, too. I had read a lot about that incredible country and figured we could start by visiting Zurich. Next, we could see the unique historic capital city Bern, then continue our tour to the World Snow Festival in Grindelwald and end the trip in Lucerne. Not only to see the amazing 14th-century Kapellbrücke bridge there but also to explore the Sonnenberg Bunker, which is one of the biggest public shelters in the world.

      I was very excited about the whole trip, even though my mother-in-law-to-be wasn’t particularly thrilled about that idea because she already knew the country inside out. She wasn’t a particularly warm person either; not to me, that is.

      Anyway, a few days before Christmas, my dad called us and asked us to come home sooner than planned, because of the terrifying things going on everywhere lately. I couldn’t wait to get there. Being around my parents always gave me a sense of security, and Sean respected it. So, wasting no time, we packed quickly and traveled to my parents’ house the very next day after Dad called us. My two sisters, Babette and Damia, with their families, and my brother Timo arrived just a few hours after we did.

      Ever since, we hadn’t left the house; we didn’t dare to. Most of our neighbors did the same. We were all simply frightened, so everybody secured their properties as best as they could, boarding up all windows and doors instead of decorating them with Christmas ornaments. And honestly, after watching the news or checking our messages from family and friends, we did not hesitate, not even for a second.

      They said on TV that people were going missing in the hundreds of thousands every day. On Monday, tiny towns across the United States had their entire populations wiped out. On Tuesday, bigger towns were found completely depopulated, and on Wednesday, that is, on the day Daddy called us to come home as soon as possible, people in smaller cities were simply gone. They just disappeared into thin air.

      What had actually happened to all the missing masses? And where were the military and police in all this? Nobody could believe their own ears, hearing the statements from the White House and local police to stay indoors and not panic. Was it really all the help we would get? The news that the phenomenon had also affected other parts of the world was beyond terrifying.

      All my friends, and their friends as well, were sharing their fears and disturbing pictures of deserted and robbed places on social media. Obviously, people vandalized everything along their path as they fled the city. They mostly looked for some shelter as far away from here as possible, so in a very short period of time, fuel problems started as well, which only increased the raging panic.

      But then everything went unexpectedly dead. Since Thursday dusk, nothing worked anymore; first, the electricity and water supply failed, then the rest swiftly followed. An ominous silence fell.

      If it were not for my father’s damned obstinacy, we would have had nothing. He always prepared for every possible “what if,” and right then, all the stockpiled generators, the fuel, the water, and the food supplies—it all saved our lives. Retired Marine Corps Major Mark Blunt was very precise and stubborn in everything he did. It was almost impossible to convince him to change his mind. Dad always knew what was best for everybody, which drove my mother crazy.

      “Don’t worry, Pammy,” he always said to her. “I have everything under control.”

      Whenever my mom heard that statement, she was ready to explode, but it happened very rarely. To understand how much my parents loved each other, one would have to see them together. They were both stubborn and proud people, but no less devoted to the family and to each other.

      Growing up around that much love, affection, and respect, I could only hope to find the same kind of happiness someday. I had dreamed about it for as long as I could remember, so naturally, when Sean came into my life, those hopes slowly started taking shape as a plan.

      Anyway, it was the saddest Christmas I ever had. This year, we were trembling with fear instead of singing Christmas carols and drinking eggnog. All the adults spent almost the whole Thursday night preparing handmade presents for the children, to give them at least a substitute for a cheerful and normal Christmas, and to simply have something to occupy themselves with in order not to go insane. Instead of a Christmas tree, we decorated my mom’s favorite ficus tree in the living room, using baubles, candies, and string lights. I have to admit that it turned out surprisingly interesting.

      I could finally recall the whole thing, step by step, and I trembled at the very memory of the nightmare. It culminated on Friday, Christmas Eve. I remember standing under the shower, vaguely aware that I was shaking, with goose bumps covering every inch of my body.

      I was trying to wrap my mind around what had been happening lately, praying for some positive news, but I’d never been much of an optimist. Nothing suggested our situation was improving, and the lack of basic information, such as what we were actually dealing with, completely destroyed any hope I had left. I turned the water off and stepped out of the stall. I felt so anxious that my head felt ready to explode.

      I put on my favorite comfortable old bathrobe and stared at myself in the mirror. As usual, I put moisturizer on and started to comb my wet, matted dark brown strands, but then, suddenly, all the lights went out. The earth shook so intensely that I fell to my knees and frantically gripped the vanity’s legs. Flashes of light briefly illuminated the bathroom through the blinds. I heard everyone screaming downstairs, strange, loud noises, and then nothing…

      When I headed upstairs to take a shower, all my loved ones stayed downstairs, trying to have a nice evening by playing board games and cards. I was sure of that, so once the ground finally stopped shaking and I was able to use my feet, I ran downstairs, calling out everyone’s names. No one answered.

      At the foot of the staircase, I stumbled on something both soft and hard at the same time… and warm. Losing my balance, I flew through the corridor and bumped my head on something hard. A wall? Most likely. I was simply dazed. I held my pounding head for a bit and then tried to stand up, still fuzzy from the impact.

      Suddenly, someone… or something grabbed me by my hair, and I screamed in terror. I was blinded for a few seconds by the bright light of a small device held in the other hand of whatever had grabbed me, and then pulled out of the house. I struggled and tried to kick and hit it, but I just couldn’t do any damage to my captor. I remember thinking: Oh, man, how big is that thing? It’s like a tank on two legs!

      I was aware that the struggle had forced open my bathrobe, and I remember it pissed me off. I didn’t know if I should grab the robe or keep on trying to fight the creature off.

      A few yards behind the house, it threw me onto the snow-covered ground. Sweet Jesus, it was cold!

      When I looked up, I realized that in front of me, there was a strange vehicle. I was only guessing it was a flying one, too, since I did not spot any wheels.

      I quickly looked around and watched the creature reaching out for me again. I focused on the limb that resembled a hand, with a black ring on the little finger, and bit it as hard as I could.

      Oh, yeah, it was THAT hand. I was now more than sure of it.

      My captor yanked it free and hit my face hard with its other palm—but not as hard as I think it meant to. I touched my cheek and kicked the invader straight in the face. Well, not exactly in the face, but in the mask that it was wearing. Some pieces of his visor fell to the ground, right beside me, and that was the moment I could finally see for myself that I was dealing with a human-like attacker. A male attacker.

      He watched me with wide-open dark-blue eyes, looking pretty damn surprised by my behavior. Hadn’t anyone else at least tried to fight back? Maybe no one as naked as I am now… The thought went through my mind in a flash, but I knew I had to act quickly, the torn robe be damned. I used the moment, while he appeared to be in shock, and kicked him in the face again. This time, he landed on the ground beside me.

      I started to run toward the house, trying to hold the remainder of the ragged bathrobe in place. At that same moment, I heard rough, deep laughter coming from behind me. I was shocked as the sound of a dozen harshly laughing throats boomed into the dead silence that had taken over the entire area.

      The outside hatch leading to my parents’ cellar was getting closer and closer. I stumbled and fell on my face to the ground. It hurt like hell, but I wiped the remnants of the snow and gravel from my already bleeding cheeks, nose, and knees, got up, and managed to reach the entrance.

      I burst into the cellar, dumped the bathrobe on the ground, and slid into my brother’s motorcycle suit. I threw on one of the green backpacks that were lying by the entrance on a shelf and got on my brother’s lightweight motorcycle. I started the engine, then hit the gas, and got out of the basement in one smooth motion. Fortunately, I was able to land on the asphalt with a fair amount of grace, which was a true miracle. I was a bad rider when it came to motorcycles and had broken three bones in the past, proving it beyond doubt.

      I sped through neighborhood after neighborhood. Obstacles in the form of broken branches, trees, huge chunks of roofs, other vehicles, and all sorts of weird stuff were everywhere, so it was not hard to guess where the alien machines had landed.

      I did not have the guts to turn the lights on, though, so I was painfully aware that I might crash into something at any time now. The road was icy, and all the streetlights were out. I only consoled myself with the fact that the snow brightened everything a bit, but I was also fully aware that the roar of the engine was giving me away.

      I remember thinking back to the house and trying to understand what happened there. Dad, where are you? And what about the rest? Where are they? I fled from there like a coward, but I really had no clue what else to do! I think I was in shock because I couldn’t even cry.

      That short loss of focus while trying to escape the aliens cost me dearly. It was precisely the moment I hit a family van abandoned in the middle of the street and flew right over it. “Oh, God!” At least that is what I think I was screaming until I landed on the sidewalk, breaking my ankle. The impact made me queasy; my body was trembling. I tried to breathe normally, but the pain was overwhelming.

      I held on to the injured leg for a few more seconds, and then I forced myself to move because no way in hell was I going to let the creatures catch me so easily. Frankly, I didn’t know how to do it. First, I tried walking—the pain was unbearable. Then I tried hopping. The ground was frozen, and the ice helped me land on my face, also injured in the crash, so I gave up that idea too. Next, I tried crawling—not a great idea either. Everything just hurt even more.

      My last try was to glide on my ass over the frozen ground. The winter was rough that year, with snow falling all the time and extremely low temperatures for this region. However, right then, for the first time that winter, I was glad it was so harsh.

      I could almost hear the Marine Corps major’s voice in my head, “If you are hunting or being hunted, always cover your tracks.” Just like all the other life-saving lessons my father taught me, this one was burned into my brain like a mantra. No wonder I automatically grabbed one of the broken tree branches that were lying around everywhere and swept the trail I had left behind me as I struggled on. The cold winter wind did the rest.

      I looked frantically around for a place to hide and rest. I spotted an open storm drain manhole not far from me. I was absolutely certain that if I dared to hide in one of the empty houses around me, I would be found in a heartbeat. Nevertheless, I figured if I hid in there, I might still have a chance. A very small one, considering the broken ankle, the outside temperature, and the fact that I was still wet from the shower, but still…

      I somehow managed to get inside the manhole and close the hatch behind me. How? No idea. It just had to be the adrenaline.

      It was cold in there. So very, very cold. Thank God, I still had the backpack strapped to my back. My father had prepared a bunch of them “just in case,” of course. Oh, how my mother hated when he talked that way and did all those crazy things, and how grateful I was at that moment that he never listened to her complaints and did them anyway.

      As quickly as I was able to, I grabbed the thermal blanket out of the pack and tightly wrapped myself in it, shaking like a leaf. After a few minutes of warming up, I was even able to move my hands normally again, so I pulled a bottle of water and a few organic food bars out of the backpack. Yes, my father was crazy about safety and organic food. “Preparation. Preparation. Preparation.” That was his motto.

      Anyway, as soon as I ate one bar and drank a bit of water, I felt bad. I relaxed, so automatically, my adrenaline levels began to drop. The pain of a broken ankle that was not properly set started to bother me seriously. Even more so, as the swelling increased.

      As time passed, I became aware of all the rest of my injuries and bumps. I needed some painkillers as soon as I could find them. I searched the backpack for medicine with my trembling hands.

      Morphine! I finally stumbled on a little bottle, pausing for just a nanosecond to wonder how Dad had gotten hold of it. I decided to divide the substance into tiny doses since I had not found other painkillers in there. I opened the bottle, took a sip, and fell asleep.

      What I did not know back then was that I had taken much too much morphine. It should have been just a few drops of it, to blunt the pain a bit, but I had no way to divide it precisely and, in the end, I took a full sip of it. Because of that, I can’t say that I remember much from the time I hid in the manhole. One thing I am sure of, though, is that I was found a day later, still high from the drug.

      My vision was fuzzy as blurry figures pulled me out of there. Some giant carried me toward a huge, blinding light. He felt so warm to the touch, I clung to his broad chest instinctively, stealing all the warmth I could and inhaling the smell of sweet fruit.

      “I find you, wild cat,” said the blue-eyed man, and that was the last thing I remember on Earth.

      Seriously, in retrospect, I wished I could forget it all over again. I would rather not remember the cold, the pain, and the fear. The memory of them kept on vividly replaying in my head, over and over, alternating with the recollection of the moment the monster violently dragged me out of my parents’ house. Moreover, I never saw what happened to my folks that night; the uncertainty was devastating, and consequently, I grew more confused by the minute.

      Dad, was it you I stumbled on while I was walking down the stairs? Was it your body that I stepped on and lost my balance? I think it was really you. I smelled the hideous aftershave that you loved so much and kept on using, although we all teased you about it. And what about Mom? Was she lying there somewhere close, too? Did I step on my Mommy’s body too? God, why did you allow it all to happen? Where were you when we needed you?

      I now cried openly, not even trying to stop the tears.

      The sudden return to reality startled me, as one of the alien female nurses was peeking inside my room and the door swooshed open. It wasn’t the first time I saw her do it; I just swiftly wiped my eyes and face on the long white hospital gown I had on and waited for her move.

      Since the alien hotshot left, no one came to strap me down again, which was an enormous improvement. Still, now I knew for sure I had little to no chance to escape from there. A heavily armed alien guard stood by my door constantly and took turns with nurses peeking inside.

      I guess the woman had enough of seeing me cry and tremble while I sat at the edge of the bed instead of sleeping, so she stepped inside the room. She grabbed a peculiar automatic syringe from her pocket and injected something into my left arm.

      She moved fast, and I did not see it coming. It must have been some strong tranquilizing concoction because I do not even remember her leaving the room.
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      I woke up the next morning, groggy from the drugs the alien nurse had injected me with. I opened my eyes and stared at the white walls for quite some time. One of them turned out to be a huge frosted window, and I saw shadows of tall figures walking behind it. A bizarrely fascinating view.

      My throat and lips felt dry, so I turned my head to the right, looking for something to drink. I was pretty sure that there had been an over-bed table with a cup of water the last time I was conscious.

      I was startled when I saw a male alien in the room with me. He stood by the bed silently and inspected the wound from the IV needle on my arm, but as soon as he noticed me stirring and watching him, he moved closer, shone a light in my eyes just like our doctors do, and then straightened up.

      I wanted to sit up, but he put his hand on my shoulder and pushed slightly. I’m positive he saw that neon question mark flickering on my forehead because he pointed at the bed and awkwardly pronounced the English words: “Stay. Order.”

      “Why?” I asked, but he no longer cared enough to look at me. Before he stepped out of my room, I shouted at him, “Why do you keep me here? I am no one! I am just a civilian! Why don’t you let me go? You do not need me!”

      The alien didn’t react at all, but less than a minute later, the copper-haired nurse came, holding another one of their syringes in her hands. My self-preservation instinct kicked in immediately, and I wanted to run or do whatever was necessary to elude the needle, but it turned out the woman was faster.

      I don’t know how long I slept, but the next time I opened my eyes, there were two alien females trying to spoon-feed me some white mush. I wanted to push them away, but my hands wouldn’t move. It finally dawned on my dazed brain that they had probably given me something to immobilize me, and I started to scream and cry in panic. I howled and wailed, and… I don’t remember more. Just the waking-up part. Again.

      It was the middle of the night, don’t ask me what time because I do not know. I sat up on the bed, checked if I still had my limbs, and took a deep breath of relief when I saw them all, working.

      I’m still here, healthy and in one piece. Thank you, Jesus, but what now?

      I decided to get up and look for a way out. I wondered if I could open the window or if my only option was to break it. When I was about to get to my feet, I heard the familiar swoosh of the opening door to my room. I made a split-second decision and dropped back onto the pillow, pretending I was asleep again. It was the only thing I could think of in such a hurry, and it turned out to be the right one.

      I lay still and listened: quick footsteps, a sound reminding me of scrubbing, something light, like a piece of plastic cutlery landing on the floor, a quiet hiss, some more scrubbing, more footsteps, and the swoosh. The beeping sound of the machinery above my head seemed more or less steady, so I figured the woman hadn’t noticed that I was faking.

      I opened one eye and carefully looked around. I was alone! Yay! I jumped to my feet, went to the window, and started feeling around for a handle. No more than half a minute later, I heard the familiar swoosh again.

      Oh, shit!

      I looked back, quite sure another needle was coming my way, and I froze. It was the giant male alien with the bite mark on his hand who had entered my room this time, not a nurse. Honestly, I felt the instant need to pee, but I just sat down in the fetal position and waited for the inevitable.

      To my astonishment, I saw the man’s lips stretch in a strange smile. I couldn’t tell if it was surprise, amusement, or just curiosity that I saw in his eyes. Nevertheless, he walked toward me, picked me up from the floor, and carried me to bed. He then held my hands down, yelled something, and, of course, the copper-haired nurse came running in. She was carrying the bed straps I already knew too well.

      Oh, no!

      She strapped down one of my legs, the one without the bandage on it, and I looked her boss in the eyes, pleadingly. “Please, no,” I begged miserably. “Please.”

      He smiled once more and then said something again to the nurse. He did not look away from me for a second, though, just kept holding my hands tight. She put the rest of the straps on the floor, then handed him a bowl of the white mush from before. He placed it unceremoniously on my belly and wrapped my own hands around it. I understood perfectly that I was supposed to hold it myself, and I did.

      The man took a spoonful of the mush and said one word to me: “Open.” I looked at the food with disgust and only shook my head. My behavior obviously surprised him, as I saw his eyebrows rise. He then grabbed my face with that huge hand of his, squeezed it open, and unceremoniously put the spoon in it. “Swallow,” he ordered forcefully this time, and I had no other choice but to obey.

      I swallowed spoon after spoon of the nasty white stuff, even though I honestly felt like vomiting. The mush was beyond horrible; it was like eating tasteless, watery pudding. And I hate pudding.

      Thank God, another alien came in, and the boss left with him in a hurry. He just handed the bowl to the nurse, wagging a finger while presumably giving her orders. The woman took the dish and nodded her head. Leaving, he did not look back, only clenched his fists.

      The nurse did not put the bowl on my belly as her boss had done; she held it herself but tried to feed me, too. The moment she put the food in my mouth, I spat it back, aiming at her face. I wasn’t thinking about the consequences at all, but she did not react as I imagined anybody else would. She just wiped the mush off her face with her sleeve and left the room.

      Well, that’s interesting.

      No one came to check on me for hours. Not even the guard peeked inside like he used to. I wondered what was going on, but there was no way to get the answer.

      I took the bandage off my foot to see how it looked underneath the dressing, and it seemed just fine to me.

      But the ankle was broken, right? I remember it perfectly. The dull, severe pain and accompanying nausea. I did not imagine it, right? Right?

      I lay back down, thinking there were so many questions I needed answers to that it actually scared me. In fact, everything scared me at this point. Losing all hope does that to a person.

      The door to my room swooshed open in the middle of the night. I sat up, wiped my eyes and cheeks quickly, and watched two unfamiliar nurses step inside. One of them was carrying a piece of fabric in her hands, which turned out to be nothing more than a long, shabby shirt. The woman untied my leg and forced me to stand up by pulling me by my hand. She took the white gown off me and then dressed me in the shirt she had just brought. After that, the other nurse let in the guard I had seen so many times standing there, by the door.

      The guard—another huge, pale figure in a dark gray uniform—steered me out of the hospital, where I saw a strange, long transporter standing just outside the building. The vehicle looked like an old, huge bus with large windows, but in reality, it turned out to be a modern hovercraft.

      The male alien forced me aboard with rough shoves and slaps. The moment I was on board, he forced me to sit on the floor. I didn’t resist; he held a whip in one of his hands but hadn’t used it on me yet. I just made sure that by sitting down, I wouldn’t flash my bare private parts at him, crossing my legs ladylike at my ankles. The man tied me to the wall with some straps sticking out from it and then walked to the cockpit.

      I felt the engine start, and we were rising into the air in no time. I looked around. The machine was made of metal and had a huge square viewing window, but since it was nighttime, I wasn’t able to see anything in it except the reflection of half of my face.

      Where is he taking me? Am I going to survive this night? Where are you, Sean? And where are my sisters and brother? Is he taking me to the place where they are all being kept? Are they still alive?

      I tried to hold back the tears. I have no idea why, though. If there was ever a moment to cry, this was it. I was tied up in an alien vehicle, and flying to who knows where. Fear of the unknown clawed at me, but I stubbornly fought it.

      The flight did not take long, just a few minutes. When the machine finally stopped, still hovering in the air, the same alien guard unstrapped me and pushed me out of it. I tumbled through an open hatch in the back of the ship and fell straight into a cage, where other people were trying to sleep. I fell onto my hands and knees and cursed harshly when my limbs hit the ground. Fortunately, I didn’t break anything, just got banged up pretty darn good.

      “Hush!” someone hissed.

      “Can anyone understand me?” I whispered.

      “Shut up, or we’ll all pay for this,” I heard another angry whisper coming from my left side. “Sleep!”

      “Where are we? What do they want from us?”

      “Don’t you get it? We are in a cage! If somebody hears us, we’re dead! So, shut up!”

      I shook my head, angry and sore, but decided not to discuss anything more with strangers in the dark. They sounded angry and scared, so I sat on the wet, unpleasant ground, which smelled of a mixture of rotting grass and excrement, keeping my disgust to myself. Darkness swallowed everything. The damp, polluted air filled my lungs, and to top it all off, I felt the coldness of the night mercilessly enfolding me. I just clenched my teeth, hugging my knees, trembling all over, and trying not to panic.
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      The more time passed as I sat in the cage on the wet soil, the colder it got. I swear I could feel the cold even in my bones, and I struggled to withstand the increasing despair.

      What would I give for a simple blanket… or trousers. Now I’m getting carried away—a cup of tea with honey, or even better, a glass of mulled wine like the one we had not so long ago on Christmas Eve.

      I was grateful I could remember the whole evening clearly. After all, it was the last one spent on Earth. I could almost smell the apple pie my mom had baked for us that afternoon, as well as the turkey slowly cooking in the oven, and the spices in the mulled wine Dad had warmed up for all the grownups. I sipped my hot drink slowly, enjoying every drop of it for as long as I could.

      We all sat in the living room, trying to keep our minds busy with something positive rather than agonizing over the whole world disappearing. Dad came up with the idea to get our old board games from the long-forgotten depths of the closets, and Mom took care of the lingering dust. Of course, the kids were over the moon, and the grownups had no other choice but to go along with it.

      Babette’s husband, Donald, played Twister with his children, Peter and Hunter, but the boys argued a lot while playing, so their dad decided to change the game to something less touchy. The children’s high-pitched bickering soon turned into laughter as the wise father, now very content with himself, fished colorful dominoes out of the grandparents’ closet. They had so much fun playing that Angelica, Damia’s daughter, decided to join them, and not so long after, my mom, her grandma, followed her lead.

      Whenever the grandkids visited their grandparents, they spoiled them rotten. My mom spent a small fortune on dresses and accessories for the little princess, saying with tears in her eyes, “Angelica’s hair is strawberry blonde, the same color as mine was when I was her age.” Every time Damia heard that, she rolled her eyes, and the rest of us laughed.

      Grandpa was no better. Whenever he saw the boys, he gave them new toys—miniature military vehicles and soldiers—which eventually drove Babette and Donald crazy. They tried to reason with him, explaining that their house was drowning in toys and there really was no room left for more, but there was no point. Dad always knew better, right? It did not matter that the boys played with their new gifts for no more than ten minutes and then tossed them aside like everything else. Dad took pictures or recorded videos of his grandkids playing, and then posted them on social media.

      Oh, yeah, Sean and I had a lot of fun watching them, but we also knew too well that we would eventually share my siblings’ dilemmas, as we, too, planned to have kids of our own. Rather sooner than later.

      Damia was, as usual, observing her husband, Leo, from the side, as he could not stop talking to Babette. Honestly, it looked like Leo was awkwardly trying to flirt with his sister-in-law, about which Babette couldn’t care less, and Damia was jealously watching them, nervously adjusting her dress or hair every now and then.

      I never heard her say she was happy, but her twin, Babette, prattled about it countless times, and whenever that happened, I couldn’t help myself and felt a tiny bit jealous because I, too, wanted a wonderful husband and kids, and to look like my sister did after giving birth to two boys.

      Sean was trying to impress my father with his chess skills, but he wasn’t doing very well out of nerves. Dad loved that fact, which I could tell right away by the very smile he had plastered on his face. Oh, he was so proud of beating my fiancé that I couldn’t stop myself from smiling, so I covered my lips with my palm.

      I sat by the table with them, trying to read the newspaper I found in the living room after our arrival. Timo sat next to me, stole half of the paper right from my hands, and read it with a triumphant smile while enjoying his favorite chocolate bar.

      It was a loud evening, but it was so fun to watch them all doing such casual things, relaxed. It was my last memory of my entire family spending Christmas Eve together.

      What wouldn't I give to be back there again and stop myself from leaving them in the living room? From going upstairs for a stupid shower? Maybe I would be able to defend them or… I don’t know… Maybe I would end up being captured with them? Maybe I would be with them right now? Jesus, what would I give for that… Perhaps the right question is: what would I give just to be able to see them one more time, even if only for a moment?

      I was torn out of my musings as I heard an insufferable noise rising as if a hundred train horns were bellowing at the same moment, so I covered my ears with my hands as tightly as I could. It happened just as the sky began to slowly turn from entirely black to a light shade of gray. Thick clouds covered the entire firmament, which made it impossible to see its true color. Nonetheless, the temperature began to rise, and along with it, the dampness of the air.

      I looked around. As far as the eye could see, there were countless cages—cages like the one I was in, filled with people shivering from the cold. I guessed that mine measured no more than two hundred square feet and contained about fifty people. It looked like the aliens filled the rest of them in a similar manner.

      People around me began to move, and eventually, everybody got to their feet. All the men went to the left side of the cage, and the women to the right. I watched them urinating and defecating, all of them at once, like clockwork.

      What the hell?

      I turned my head away and covered my face with my hands in order not to watch it any longer. I mean, I couldn’t understand why the humans let the aliens do that to them. Oh, the ignorance… I was truly shocked.

      “What is going on here?” I finally asked aloud.

      Someone laid a hand on my shoulder. I turned around and saw a filthy face beaming like the sun at me.

      “Olympia?”

      “Sean!” In a flash, I was crushing my fiancé in a bear hug.

      “I thought you were dead! We all thought…” His voice broke, and tears instantly flooded my face.

      Breathe! Just breathe! I tried to pull myself together.

      “What is this place? Are you all right? Where are the others? Are they here, too? What happened to them?” I threw questions at him like crazy.

      “We are on some hostile planet. I don’t know where exactly. Nobody does, but it is definitely not Earth. This place here, with all the cages, is called the Slaves’ Section. We spend the nights here, locked in cages, but during the days we work for the aliens. They really do treat us like slaves and keep us under constant heavy surveillance.”

      I hugged him even tighter. “I know it’s not Earth. They told me when I was in the hospital.”

      “What do you mean, in the hospital? Here? Are you okay? Are you hurt?”

      “I’m fine, baby. What about the rest? Are they here, too?” I asked again.

      Sean shook his head. “Your brother and one of your sisters, Damia, were here with me until two days ago. They were transferred somewhere else, though. I don’t know where. No one knows. I have no idea what happened to Babette, and I won’t even mention the kids…”

      “And Donald and Leo?”

      “I don’t know, but…” He made a forced pause. I instantly knew what he was about to say.

      “My father is dead, isn’t he?” Sean nodded. “And Mom?”

      “She was also killed during the taking.” He held me firmly in his arms. I struggled to breathe again, even though I already had my suspicions and expected the worst. “Everybody here tells the same story, if they are even able to remember anything. Young, healthy people and children were taken; the elderly, sick, and disabled were all killed on sight.”

      “This is what I was afraid of,” I rasped out. “Has anyone at least tried to escape from here?”

      “Don’t talk like that. We think there might be a snitch among us. Too many things have happened. Besides, there are two assholes here—humans—working with them openly. As soon as the aliens divided us and locked us in the cages, they brought one of them over to us. The traitor was dressed exactly like them and translated everything they wanted us to know about our position here as slaves, our duties, and the punishments if we dared to defy them.”

      It all began to make sense. “They are learning our language. Some of them were trying to talk to me in English. I was barely able to understand⁠—”

      “Kneel!” Sean went down on his knees and tried to pull me down with him.

      Of course, I did not let him. I straightened up even more, and I watched the alien boss approaching us, laughing and discussing something vividly.

      I noticed he wore a clean navy-blue uniform, but without chest armor. Two other aliens who accompanied him wore similar garb—one dark green and the other red.

      “Kneel, slave.” The huge man, whom I had already identified as my captor, stopped in front of me. His harsh, deep voice rasped the English words. “Kneel.”

      I refused, shaking my head. “I am no slave. We’ve already had that discussion, haven’t we?”

      “I—Prince, you—slave. Kneel.” The alien gestured with his hand while he said that, and tilted his head to one side at the end. He watched me carefully, with some kind of sick enjoyment in his eyes and a strange grin on his lips.

      “Well, in that case…” I took a step back and bowed to him, just as the characters did in the countless books I’d read or the dozens of movies I’d seen.

      The man looked amused. He tilted his head to the other side, but as soon as I straightened back up, I could read in his eyes that a lesson in obedience had just begun.

      “You mate?” He pointed at Sean.

      “No. Not my mate.” I lowered my eyes.

      It was too obvious that I was lying, and the alien prince clearly realized it. Not taking his eyes off me the entire time, he unfastened a whip from his belt and said something to the two men who had come here with him. They stripped off Sean’s filthy shirt and held him down. I stood there, frozen, watching the horror take place.

      The whip cut the air and swished appallingly. Sean’s skin cracked like paper, and he screamed. I was breathless. I fell to my knees and touched the soil with my forehead.

      “Forgive me, Your Highness!” I cried out, terrified of what was happening because of my own stupidity.

      The whip cut the silence two more times. My heart broke into a thousand pieces with every slash.

      The royal sadist pulled me up by my hair and grabbed me by the throat. “Next time—worse.” His eyes bored into mine, and he waited.

      “Yes, Your Highness. I’m sorry, Your Highness,” I rasped out.

      “Good.” A beastly smile appeared on his face.

      What the fuck? I was starting to choke, yet he kept on holding my neck in his hands, looking at me with curiosity. Are you trying to strangle me, you asshole? I thought, and although I didn’t mean to show it, my eyes were blazing with anger.

      Finally, the alien let me go. He looked at the hematomas and bruises he had left on my neck with interest, as if surprised by how easily they came to be, and laughed loudly.

      “Name?” he asked in that deep, rough tone of voice.

      I had no documents on me when they brought me here, so I wasn’t going to give him my actual name. “Opium, Your Highness,” I rasped once more, and he left, laughing and calling me wild cat again.

      I tried to apologize to Sean for what happened, but he didn’t even look at me.

      “You just had to ignore me, didn’t you? You just had to open your mouth and talk back!” He shook his head. His movements were quick and shaky as I helped him put the shirt back on.

      “I am so sorry,” I rasped, trying to hold back the tears burning my eyes.

      “This is not Earth! We are not home! What did you expect? We are lucky we are still alive!”

      He looked so miserable with his filthy and extremely pale face, splattered with his own blood. Even the soil underneath our feet was heavily splattered with the sticky red liquid. My guts twisted unpleasantly when I realized it.

      The worst thing at that moment was that I couldn’t do anything about his wounds. We had no drugs or bandages. There was not even a drop of fresh water to clean the cuts.

      No more than a moment later, the alien guards rounded us up like cattle to work. One of them came to me and slapped the back of my head when he noticed me lingering by Sean. That son of a bitch! I held it in my hands, reeling from the force of the blow. The soldier pushed me bluntly toward the column of walking humans, and I lost sight of Sean.
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      The route to the unknown was made of cobblestones. Some strange, rotting grass covered the wet soil on its sides. I trembled all over from the low temperature of the surroundings, and the damp air made the cold even worse. The lack of footwear made my body, already numb from the cold, feel even colder. I hugged myself, hoping the shivers would stop at some point.

      Natives who happened to pass by our column were openly disgusted by us. I realized that we all stank literally like the cages in which we were kept, but that wasn’t the reason for the others’ behavior. They hated us, pure and simple. One look at their faces, and there was no doubt about it. It’s just that for brazenly staring at any of the strangers, one paid in blood, so no one risked direct eye contact with these monsters.

      Despite the constant sound of whips slicing through the air or across people’s backs, I risked looking up. Although heavy smog was covering everything around us, the outlines of a densely built-up area were becoming more visible with every step we took.

      Soon, the guards led us through a huge metal gate, past one of five enormous stone statues, to the center of a plaza, which they surrounded. The march stopped there, in the middle of the courtyard, and the aliens divided our group as they saw fit.

      I looked around quickly, trying to take in the huge edifice around us. To my astonishment, the construction looked like some sort of modern castle, made of stone, metal, and glass, with several massive towers. The whole structure formed an oval colossus, connected by a network of staircases and countless partially roofed catwalks. It shocked me how much this strange planet’s architecture reminded me of our own.

      And all this time we thought we were so special and alone in the universe. How foolish and naive of us. How reckless and arrogant. And how typical…

      Some of the women, including me, were directed to the main building to scrub the floors. The alien wardens assigned us as they pleased—five women on each floor, but on the top one, they decided to send only me and two others. They didn’t let us inside the building, oh no; we were to work outside and scrub the floors of the catwalks to different wings of the castle.

      I took a bucket of water and a brush, which were already prepared and waiting for us on the plaza, and just followed the guard up the high, steep stairs to the top level. As soon as we arrived there, I dropped to my knees, panting and puffing, and began to scrub the stone floor.

      The women who came there with me were stalling for time, so I watched them discreetly. As soon as the guard chatted away with another alien who just happened to pass us by, I saw them drinking straight from their buckets
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