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The first time Barry Hastings was abducted, he found it 

kind of fun. 

The flashing lights, the weightlessness, that eerie 

sensation of being sucked through his bedroom window ass 

first: there was a novelty to the experience he couldn’t 

help but enjoy. 

Sure, the anal probe wasn’t much fun and he really 

could have done without that gadget they shoved down his 

throat to tickle his insides with electricity, but the 

aliens themselves couldn’t have been friendlier. They 

smiled at Barry throughout the procedure, large black 

eyes nictating gently as they asked him to look into a 

light and tell them what he saw.  

“I see a big light,” Barry said and they chittered 

amongst themselves, writing down his every word with 

their long nimble fingers. 

Afterwards, he sat in the waiting room sipping a 

complimentary cup of tea and leafing through the stack of 

outdated magazines on offer.  

There were other people in the room with him. One of 

them – a regular – had brought a book with her to pass 

the time. Her name was Marian. She bred cats. 
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“It’s kind of an honour, isn’t it?” she confided with 

Barry, all homely smiles and a knitted sweater with a 

picture of a kitten on the front which she’d apparently 

made herself. 

“What is?” asked Barry. 

“Being chosen! Oh, when I think of all the people 

they could have abducted tonight instead of me… We must 

be something real special, don’t you think?” 

Barry confessed he hadn’t thought much about it but 

he did think the tea was rather good. 

That first time he was home before dawn. 

# 

Thirty nights and 30 abductions later, Barry Hastings 

was starting to get annoyed.  

“I just don’t see why they can’t leave me alone,” he 

moaned. It was close to last orders down at his local 

pub, the Cosmic Badger and almost everyone had gone home 

for the evening. The only person still propping up the 

bar other than himself was Ralph Simmons, the writer, but 

he was poor company at the best of times and especially 

so when he was working on a novel. 

He was writing now, big club-like hands making a fist 

around his pencil as he scrawled away on one of the many 

notebooks scattered over the bar in spiky, childish 

handwriting. 



ABDUCTION, R J Burgess  3 

Ralph was the closest thing Barry had to a friend. He 

was a fat black guy with glasses and a propensity for 

sweating. He wore a T-shirt which was several sizes too 

small for him and he didn’t seem in the least put out by 

the fact that it had a picture of My Little Pony on the 

front of it. 

It took a big chunk Barry’s willpower not to stare at 

those colourful equine creatures frolicking about on his 

t-shirt. Even more willpower to keep his eyes away from 

what the guy was writing. Ralph always hated it when 

people read his stuff before it was ready. 

Instead, Barry’s eyes were drawn to the clock on the 

wall behind the bar. Just 30 minutes until closing time, 

it said. 

He yawned. “I mean, I’m up for a night out as much as 

anyone, but why so often? Why me?” 

“You’re too stressed,” said Ralph who was only half 

listening. 

“I mean, sure, I know the aliens have contractual 

obligations to fill,” Barry continued. “I saw the 

broadcasts when the aliens first landed. I read the 

treaty.” 

The treaty signed between the human race and their 

alien brethren was practically required reading these 

days. It was a non-aggression pact, simply worded, in 

which the aliens consented to give humanity free access 
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their technology in exchange for which they would be 

allowed a fixed number of human abductions each month for 

scientific study. 

The aliens neglected to mention what that scientific 

study entailed precisely, but at the time the Earth’s 

governments were far too busy scrabbling over all the 

sweet alien tech to bother quibbling much over the 

details. 

“A cultural exchange,” they called it with their 

smiles and their suits and the camera bulbs of the 

world’s nations flashing in their faces. “Good for all of 

humanity!” 

“And besides,” they added with the kind of bored 

lingo that was the PR equivalent of a nonchalant shrug. 

“It’s not as though we’re in any position to say no to 

them.” 

“Their quota is 100 abductions a month,” Barry said. 

“One hundred. Worldwide. I looked it up.” 

“Uh-huh,” said Ralph over his page of scribbles. 

“This last month alone, I accounted for almost one 

third of the global total! There have to be laws against 

that sort of thing. It’s discrimination!”  

Barry dragged his eyes away from the clock and 

straight into the smiling faces of the ponies prancing 

about on Ralph’s shirt. He forced his eyes down onto the 

bar instead. Ralph jerked his writing away defensively.  
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“It’s not ready yet,” he declared.  

“Sorry,” said Barry. 

“Look. I think you’re worrying over nothing here. 

Hell, I’m practically jealous of you.” 

“Jealous?” 

“Well sure! Being abducted for real: it’d be like a 

crime writer going on jury duty. Or a romance writer 

falling in love! I mean you’ve actually met the aliens 

first hand – spoken with them face to face. Man what I 

wouldn’t give for that!” 

“You’re welcome to trade places with me,” said Barry 

who couldn’t believe his ears. “If you want.” 

“What are they like?” 

“Who?” 

“The aliens!” 

“They’re…” Barry yawned. It was hard to think of 

anything to say when he was bone-shatteringly sleepy. The 

clock on the wall read 20 minutes until closing time. He 

tore his eyes away. “Punctual.” 

“That so?” Ralph jotted the information down in the 

corner of one of his notebooks. “You know, I’ve never 

seen the aliens wearing any sort of watch – have you?” 

“Um…” 

“I’m guessing they must follow the passage of time in 

some other way. Maybe it’s transmitted directly into 
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their heads? Like the telepathic equivalent of a speaking 

clock… What’s their ship like? Shiny, right?” 

“Um…” Barry cast his mind back to his most recent 

visit but the only thing he could remember was the alien 

shining a light in his eyes and saying, “Tell me what you 

see.” 

“A light,” Barry replied. “It’s just a light.”  

The look on the alien’s face as it jotted down that 

answer was very similar to Ralph’s expression now. 

Barry shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “It’s… OK, I 

guess. Spacious.” 

Ralph punched the table and grinned at Barry from the 

other side of his writing. “Spacious!” he shouted. 

“That’s exactly it! I’m telling you man: this is just the 

sort of detail I need! Have I told you about my latest 

story?” 

“No,” said Barry. 

“It’s gonna make me millions!” 

Ralph was a writer by trade. He wrote science fiction 

for the most part. Now that aliens were proven to exist, 

the whole science fiction genre was going through 

something of a mini-renaissance of late. Except that it 

wasn’t called ‘science fiction’ anymore, it was just 

called ‘fiction’. And instead of being cobbled together 

by bearded academics and intellectuals who grew up 
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playing D&D in their mother’s basement, it was mostly 

being written by frumpy housewives. 

The most popular book of the last year was about a 

doomed relationship between an alien and a human female. 

The alien in the book is said to adore perfection above 

all other things. He searches the whole Earth for a human 

with a perfect genetic structure. After thousands of 

failed abductions, he eventually finds what he’s looking 

for and of course falls instantly in love with it.  

In a twist of irony, however, that perfect genetic 

specimen turns out to be hideously deformed following a 

motorcycle accident when she was a teenager. The book was 

called Starstruck and all the day-time women’s shows 

agreed it was one of the most ‘unflinching’ and ‘brave’ 

portrayals of being courted by an extraterrestrial being 

that had ever been written. 

A free copy had been given to the alien ambassador 

for Christmas last year. Apparently he was still yet to 

give his opinion on the subject. 

Even among such luminaries, however, Ralph’s work 

stood out. His stories were an anachronism of everything 

science fiction used to be and no longer was. Geeky. 

Weird. Overly obsessed with the buxomness of its heroines 

and the square-jawed rightness of its heroes. It was the 

sort of thing that would have been outdated back in the 
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1930s but now was so hopelessly archaic that it held a 

strange sort of ironic niche on the market. 

Like disco, mullets or pump-action sneakers: no one 

really knew why such things continued to exist or why, 

indeed, they had ever been invented in the first place, 

but no one could quite muster up enough strength to 

bother complaining about it. 

“Listen to this!” Ralph declared, pulling a wad of 

crumpled pages from his satchel and smoothing them down 

on the bar before him. His half-finished beverage served 

as a convenient paper-weight on one particularly dog-

eared corner. 

“I figured I’d write about why the aliens came to 

Earth in the first place, right? It’s something we still 

don’t know. So the aliens are on this planet out in the 

middle of nowhere – Mars or something – that’s completely 

dead, right? And the aliens, they’ve all wrecked their 

own planet you know, so they decide to terraform this new 

one. You know what terraform means? It means they make it 

habitable! So they give it an atmosphere and water – the 

whole shebang – and they introduce a bunch of species one 

at a time, yeah? Except they do it wrong. You know what 

happened when folks introduced the bunny rabbit to New 

Zealand?” 

Barry said he didn’t. 
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“The bugger took over in a matter of years! No 

natural predators, see, so they humped their way across 

the whole country, population growing the whole time 

until now they’re this huge ecological menace, right? And 

I was thinking, the same thing could happen on Mars 

except on a planet-wide scale. And with spiders: great 

big spiders!” 

“So the main characters go to the planet after a few 

years expecting to find this Garden of Eden waiting for 

them, right, but instead it’s like something out of 

Arachnophobia. You ever see that film?” 

Barry said he hadn’t. 

“You should, it’s great. Anyway, I figured I could 

tap into people’s fears, you know? All that Golden Age 

Sci-Fi pulpy stuff. People love it!” 

Do they? Barry thought. 

If he’d been feeling slightly more drunk, or a little 

less tired, he would have challenged that statement there 

and then. “No one cares!” he would have said, voice of 

reason slicing through his friend’s jibber jabber like a 

beam of light being cast in his eyes. “No one cares 

because all that pulpy golden aged stuff is real! It’s 

happening! Now! To me! And I don’t know what to do about 

it! I’m sleeping with the lights on and bolting down the 

windows! I hammered so many planks of wood over them I 

have to turn the lights on during the day – my 
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electricity bills doubled this last month! I even bought 

a dog and kept it chained to my bed, even though it 

slobbered all over my slippers and kept farting in the 

night. And every night the aliens are there – again – 

laughing at me!” 

“We have the ability to travel billions of miles in a 

heartbeat,” they said to Barry at the time. “Do you 

really think some planks of wood and a domesticated 

carnivore will keep us away?” 

“Why can’t you just leave me alone?” Barry sobbed. 

“Why does it have to be me you abduct every night?” 

He never got any answers though. Just another night 

of anal probes and bright lights.  

“What do you see?” they asked him as they shone a 

light into his eyes. 

“I don’t know what you want me to say!” he wailed and 

they jotted down his every word, chittering all the time. 

Barry told Ralph none of this, however. Instead he 

sat there twitching slightly, drinking more of the vile 

lager they served in the Cosmic Badger his eyes 

resolutely locked somewhere in the void between Ralph’s 

t-shirt, his writing and the clock on the wall. 

Just 10 minutes left until closing time… 

“So anyway, there’ll be spiders everywhere – real big 

ones and the scientists will be all like, ‘Oh my god, 

look at all these spiders!’ and they’ll go out with guns 
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and tanks – blam blam – mashing them up into spider goo, 

and they’ll be all excited for a while because they’ll be 

winning, right? But… then there’ll be too many of them 

and loads of the aliens die. And then, then like, the 

spider queen gets involved and she’ll be this huge 

Shelob-like thing who totally kicks ass. And the main 

character will get trapped in this massive spider web at 

one point (I haven’t really worked this bit through yet) 

but he’ll be trapped there for ages and in the end have 

this titanic battle with the spider queen – you know, man 

versus beast – and he’ll blow her up with a grenade! 

“And at the end there’s this really moving speech 

from this old timer who’ll be all like, ‘You see what 

happens when we try to play God?’ And everyone will feel 

really bad about themselves and it’ll be really poignant. 

But it’s okay, ‘cause at least the spiders are all dead 

now.” 

“That’s good,” said Barry. 

“They do it by blowing up the planet!” 

“Wow.” 

“Yeah that’s right,” said Ralph, a wide smug look of 

undeserved satisfaction spread across his fat 

bespectacled face. “Moral ambiguity!” He drained the last 

of his beer and smacked his lips for good measure. “And 

I’m thinking, in this story anyway, that’s why the aliens 

came to Earth, see, to find a new home. Only they’re 



ABDUCTION, R J Burgess  12 

being careful this time not to wreck the eco system of 

the Earth like they did Mars because then there’ll be 

loads of spiders on the run again and no one wants that.” 

Barry was tempted to tell Ralph that the very idea of 

terraforming a planet in the first place was ludicrous. 

That the only reason we had an atmosphere on Earth in the 

first place was because the spinning of the Earth’s 

molten core created a natural dynamo which in turn 

generates a magnetic field to deflect away harmful solar 

radiation. Without that magnetic field, our atmosphere 

would be stripped away in a matter of centuries, let 

alone the millions of years needed for life to evolve. 

The very idea of taking a dead rock in space and 

turning it into some glorious Eden would require a feat 

of engineering so vast and complicated it would probably 

be easier to simply build a planet from scratch.  

A planet either has the ability to hold an atmosphere 

or it doesn’t, he thought. And if it has the ability, the 

likelihood is it’s already got one, without any need for 

interference on our part whatsoever. Forget giant spiders 

– the entire foundation of the story was built on 

salacious nonsense. 

Besides which, he was pretty sure the aliens had much 

better reasons for coming to the Earth than what Ralph 

had just described. If it turned out the aliens were 
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indeed abducting him every night just for the sake of 

some spiders, he would be very disappointed. 

But he didn’t say that to Ralph. Of course he didn’t. 

Because then he’d have to explain how he knew such a 

thing. That he learned it from the aliens that abducted 

him every night. That he learnt it in-between his nightly 

chats with Marion and his flicking through the free 

magazines. In-between the anal probes and the endlessly 

shining lights. He didn’t want to think about those times 

right now. He just wanted to stay in the Cosmic Badger, 

drink in hand, listening to Ralph prattle on about his 

latest book destined for the slush pile. 

“I just want to sleep,” he told the aliens one time. 

“We all want to sleep,” the alien on duty replied. 

“You think I enjoy working nightshift? Now, look into the 

light and tell me what you see.” 

“I see a light!” Barry replied. “What else is there?” 

and the alien dutifully recorded his answer. 


