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      This novella started off as a short story, “Avenged by an Alien,” in Vengeance for Valentine’s: An HGS Discord Charity Anthology published in early 2025, which benefitted the American Heart Association. I more than doubled the word count, extended the ending, and wrote a lovely epilogue, if I do say so myself.

      

      Please be aware of the following content: open door sex scenes, profanity, past kidnapping and enslavement, violence and gun violence, blood.

      

      If you want free short stories, writing updates, book recs, sneak peeks, and other shenanigans, please sign up for my newsletter at

      
        
        EmilyMichelAuthor.com/newsletter.
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      Today was a perfect day to be a geologist on Vrul 4!

      Krir stepped out of his mobile research lab, which also served as a housing unit, with an insulated bottle of ice-cold water laced with flavored stimulant powder. Though the field season would end in fifteen days as the hot, dry weather settled in, for now the morning breeze was cool and the sky had the perfect amount of cloud cover. There was still much to accomplish before the Qilffir Geological Agency came to collect him.

      He stretched, and the sun peeked through the morning clouds blowing quickly across the turquoise sky. The warmth felt good on the bare scales of his chest, which shifted subtly from their usual aqua, nearly the same shade of the sky, to a tan that matched the surrounding desert. He shook himself, suppressing the unconscious camouflage reaction. This rarely happened unless he sensed danger, but there was nothing strange on the wind or…

      A bright light in the sky caught his attention. Something was falling through the atmosphere. Meteorite season had ended about thirty days ago after Vrul 4 passed through a cloud of debris from a periodic comet. There didn’t seem to be a trail, only a large object, incandescent with the friction as the air grew denser.

      Krir gaped as it slowed. Space junk didn’t slow, but this object did, and it drifted down as gently as a whirling seed pod of the mzol tree.

      He rushed into his unit, dropped his thin sleeping pants, and pulled on thick trousers, a long-sleeved shirt, and sturdy boots.

      “Computer, have there been any tremors within ten klicks?” Even a soft landing would make the ground shake.

      After a few seconds, the voice trilled, “Yes, 6.53 klicks to the northwest. Heading⁠—”

      “Send the coordinates to the rover.”

      “Done.”

      He grabbed the key and hurried to the small shed several meters from the housing unit. Besides protecting the rover from the fine dust that often wreaked havoc on mechanical equipment, the shed housed solar collectors on every exterior surface to keep it ready to go. He started the lightweight vehicle, waited for the coordinates to load, and headed out.

      Leaving the scant shelter of the oasis, Krir drove through the rocky hills. The dull green of shrubs and succulents flashed by, and the reptiles skittered out of his way as he dodged outcroppings and crevasses. In a short while, he stopped at the large metal object. No, not just any metal object, an escape pod covered in markings he couldn’t pinpoint. They weren’t Qilffiran.

      He pulled his laser thermometer from the toolbox bolted to the back of the rover. Pointing it at the pod, he read the temp. It was hot, but with the thermal gloves also in the toolbox, he should be able to open the door. Krir exchanged the thermometer for the gloves and approached the pod, step by careful step. His training had prepared him for many emergencies, but he’d never had much use for anything other than basic first aid before today.

      Krir jumped as the pod whirred and little jets poked out from the top and sprayed a liquid over the surface, sending steam into the air. He waved his hand in front of his face and backed off. Poison to keep away potential hostiles? Nothing smelled or tasted off, and after a moment, the jets stopped. Merely coolant. The steam cleared and the outside access panel slid open.

      Krir cautiously stepped closer, waiting for whatever might happen next. Nothing did. He stared at the controls. The script was more angular than Qilffiran letters. Giukan. He learned some common phrases during his training at the Qilffir Science Academy in case he ran into the aliens during his assignments without his translator handy. As he had yet to meet a Giuk face to face, he remembered little besides some numbers, a few pleasantries, and emergency words, and he’d never learned to read their script. Three buttons flashed in a slow, rhythmic pattern. One big red button, one small green button, and one small blue button.

      The red flowers of the itel vine carried a toxin that could paralyze even large quadrupeds. And the nys, an arthropod, had large red spots to show the avians it was not good to eat. So, he would assume red was bad here, too.

      Green and blue. A fifty-fifty chance to get it right. If he didn’t, what was the worst that could happen? Self-destruct? Why would anyone put a self-destruct on an escape pod?

      His favorite things were blue. The little flying arthropods that pollinated the mzol trees. His mother’s eyes. The crystal springs where he’d learned to swim in the hot months on Qilffir. He pressed the blue button.

      A computer voice speaking Giukan came from the panel, telling him to pay attention, one of the few phrases he remembered from his training. He stood back and waited. The voice repeated the warning, and a soft alarm went off. He took another step back.

      The pod made more whirring noises, then a series of loud clicks came from the door. Another moment, and the door slowly slid to the side. Red lights flashed for an instant before changing to a warm yellow.

      Krir blinked. There were ten seats, but only one was occupied. The gray seatbelts crisscrossed over the occupant, who was roughly the same size and shape as a Qilffiran. But the details were different. Bright red marks covered its feet and an arm, and its forehead had a strange purplish splotch. Short pants and a thin sleeveless shirt covered its smooth light tan skin. Dark hair covered its head and fell to its shoulders. The figure didn’t move.

      “Hello?” Krir said.

      No reaction.

      “Are you all right?”

      A drop of red liquid trickled along its arm and fell from a fingertip to join a puddle of the same on the floor. What⁠—

      A low moan came from the figure, and its fingers twitched.

      More red drops fell. The red slashes on the feet and arm weren’t markings, they were wounds. The purple splotch, too. This creature had red blood. Iron based?

      You’re a geologist, not a biologist. And this is not the time.

      He rushed in and released the creature from the restraints. He scooped it into his arms. Another moan greeted him, and the creature’s eyes fluttered but didn’t open. The scent of it…

      No, Krir was pretty sure from the scent she was a female. But if she didn’t receive some medical attention soon, the point would be moot. He carried her out to the rover.

      “Don’t worry. I’ve got you.”
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      Everything hurt. Her feet. Her ass. Even her fucking ears.

      Nicole groaned. Why did everything hurt? The last she remembered⁠—

      Her eyes shot open. Shit! She had to…

      Instead of the steel-gray of the escape pod’s rounded interior, she stared at a light blue ceiling from a reclining position. Not sitting, as she had been in the pod, strapped in tight with safety belts.

      Had it all been a dream? Some fever-induced hallucination?

      Kidnapped and held for three weeks—maybe, since time was extremely difficult to measure since her smartwatch had died almost immediately—by those hairless red aliens.

      She turned her head and gave herself a minute to let the pounding subside. Her vision blurred, but she saw a tall metal pole next to wherever she was sleeping, and a clear tube led from it to her arm. An IV? Was she in some sort of medical facility?

      Nicole could only hope. What a relief if the pain, fear, and confusion of the past however-many days were merely the result of a medical condition.

      The headache from earlier kept her flat on her back, but she examined the room. There seemed to be no windows, but the dim lights mounted halfway up the bright green walls offered enough illumination. Counters lined most of the room with cabinets covering at least half the wall space. Various screens and computers were strewn about. A small area was curtained off on the other side of the room, which was probably forty feet long and ten feet wide. A…what did Chris say the army called them? A CHU.

      Quarantine. She must be in quarantine with some sort of new pathogen she was exposed to on the job. Most days, she loved being an EMT. The thrill of the ambulance ride, the satisfaction of helping someone, the adrenaline of it all. But there were hazards, and it seemed one had found her.

      She relaxed a bit. Now that she had an explanation, she needed to wait for further instructions. Soon enough, someone would realize she was awake—maybe a camera somewhere—and they’d come in wearing a hazmat suit, and she’d have all the answers she needed.

      Nicole took a deep breath. It wasn’t the recycled air from the spaceship. Wait, that had been delirium. It was recycled air from an isolation room in a hospital. Or here.

      But this wasn’t recycled air. It smelled like food had been cooked here, a little of dirt, and a spicy scent, almost like cologne or aftershave.

      Despite the pounding whenever she moved her head, Nicole sat up and swung her legs off the built-in bunk. Someone had wrapped the ankle she’d twisted in her mad dash for freedom. Her feet ached horribly as she stood on shaky legs. When she didn’t kiss the floor, she took a step. Her injured ankle held.

      Her arm stung, but only a thin pink line remained. She prodded her forehead, certain she’d conked it, but the bump was gone, leaving only tenderness. All part of her delusion?

      She dragged the pole connected to the IV line with her as she shuffled around, looking but not too closely. Something was off with the room, but she couldn’t say what. Screens, books, a desk, a chair. All normal. A kitchen? Less normal, but she might need to stay isolated for a while longer. Nicole picked up a tablet. Good, she could use some entertainment while she waited for the doctors to show.

      She clicked a button, and her heart stopped for a split second. The writing wasn’t English. It wasn’t anything she’d ever seen on Earth. But she had seen it on the medical kits the aliens allowed her to use on her fellow prisoners, which was all too similar to the writing on the ship’s equipment.

      It hadn’t been a hallucination. It was real. Aliens were real.

      She opened the drawers in the kitchen until she found some fabric. She ripped out the IV and pressed the fabric to the wound. One thought drove her: she had to get the fuck out of here.

      Nicole stumbled to the door, praying it wasn’t locked. Fuck if she knew whether God could hear her this far from home, but it sure as hell wouldn’t hurt. The handle turned easily, and she pulled open the door.

      The light temporarily blinded her and heat poured in. She’d driven to LA once in the middle of a summer heat wave. This heat was much, much worse. Blinking, she took in the desolate landscape. Orange rocks, brown dirt, barely green spiky plants, and a turquoise sky with two moons. Whatever hope she harbored that it had all been a dream, a delusion, some adverse reaction to medication, vanished.

      A trilling sound drew her attention. A lean figure approached from a shed about thirty feet from the CHU, waving their arms. All she could make out was the silhouette, but it was decidedly not one of her captors. Too thin, and taller than her. The red aliens were built like rhinoceroses, thick and muscular, and generally shorter than the figure approaching. But she may have landed in the proverbial fire after escaping the frying pan.

      She couldn’t chance it. She stepped onto the ground with a wince. The dirt was hot, as hot as asphalt in the middle of August, but Nicole had no choice. She had to make a run for it.

      The figure waved their arms even harder and ran toward her. Veering left, she forced her feet to move one painful step at a time. The trilling, so close to birdsong, grew louder, and feet pounded the ground behind her. There was no way she would escape her newest captor. She was too injured, too weak.

      With a whimper, her knees buckled.

      But before she could hit the scorching dirt, strong arms caught her and lifted
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