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Dedication

Be weird. Be fierce. Be honest.

Live YOUR life.
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Blurb

“Hate me all you want, pequeña chispa, it doesn’t bother me. So long as you obey like a good little prisoner, we won’t have another problem. Understand?”

  -Ru’en

 

 

Riddled with guilt and desperate to protect her family, Tamara controls her ability to wield fire with an iron fist and subjects herself to the whims of evil scientists. She suffers in silence for years, until all hell breaks loose and soldiers invade the facility. Injured and alone, she prays for someone to rescue her.

 

She gets Ru’en instead, an ice giant alien alpha with cold eyes and an even colder heart. As a Warrior Elite–a top secret Special Operations unit of super soldier aliens–and the only Frigant left in the known galaxies, he relies on his regulator to stop his subzero temperatures from freezing everyone around him.

 

Until he finds his match in Tamara. Fire and ice collide as they battle for dominance, but even when he overpowers her, she refuses to cower.

 

She's his omega lifemate, but she'd rather set him on fire than submit to him.

 

With hate flowing between them, her family still in the clutches of evil scientists, and danger lurking around every corner, can they see past their differences and find their happily ever after, or are they doomed to remain mortal enemies?

 

 

Wronged and Wrecked (Warrior Elite Series Book 8) is a full-length, scorchin’ hot, dark sci-fi alien romance set on a far-off dystopian planet. Intended for +18 readers.

 

Tropes/themes include:

*Enemies to Lovers

*Forced Proximity

*Haters to Lovers

*Grumpy Alpha

*Opposites Attract

*Strong Female Lead

*Special Monster Peen

*He Falls First and Harder

*A Morally Grey/OTT Jealous/Possessive Hero

*Nonshifter Omegaverse (nesting, knotting, marking)

*Graphic Violence (sexual and nonsexual)

*HEA (Happily Ever After)

*Mf pairing (male/female)

*No cheating

 

 

 

 




Chapter 1

[image: Paragraph Squiggle with solid fill][image: Alien Face with solid fill][image: Paragraph Squiggle with solid fill]

Tamara

I jolt awake at the faint noise, my nightmares muddying my mind as I roll off the bed. Only allowed a bare mattress on the floor, I land on my stomach and grit my teeth at the shock of frigid tiles against my naked body. I scramble to my feet, push my hair out of my face, and check the row of little white boxes fixed above my door. 

I swallow my trepidation as the light on the third box blinks. Half a second later, the speaker connected to all three boxes pipes the sound of rustling sheets into my room. A moan follows. I dart across my cell and fling open the top of my only piece of furniture: a fire-safe trunk. I pull out my uniform and yank it over my head before snatching up my hairbrush. After hastily brushing my brown locks, I twist the long strands into a bun at the base of my skull and grab my tights and slippers before slamming the lid closed. I sit and dress as quickly as I can without ripping the tights. As I rush toward the door, a low, terrified wail vibrates from the speaker. 

With my heart in my throat and heat scorching my palms, I step into the outer chamber, close the inner door, and pause just long enough to fill my lungs with cold air. The freezing temperature helps calm the panic swirling in my chest. 

I press my palms to the painted handprints on the wall and shuffle my feet wider than shoulder width apart, standing exactly how my tormentors instructed me to almost eight years ago. The constant dread churning in my gut gathers, but I lean my forehead against the wall and shove my fear into a mental box. The heat racing through my veins decreases as I pull up the image of my homeland. 

With the ocean lapping at a pebbled shore and tufts of green grass coloring the rolling hills, my village sat a few miles from a mountain range. Unlike the mountains far off in the distance, ours held pockets of vegetation and plenty of hiding spaces for birds and critters. Puffy white clouds drifted across a beautiful blue sky. 

The memory turns dark at the edges, but I hug the unsullied landscape tighter to me. 

I will not remember the day hell descended on my family. 

A box above the outer door beeps and blinks green. I fix my face into a blank expression before stepping into the hall. The warm air agitates the heat simmering underneath my skin, but I tuck away my angst and hurry around the corner to my intended room. After tapping in my code, I open the door just wide enough to slide inside. I turn on the soft yellow floor lights before grabbing the tray from the counter and walking across the room. 

My aunt’s emaciated body writhes on the hospital bed, fighting the restraints wrapped around her wrists and ankles. I set the tray on the bedside table and cover her fist with my own, giving her hand a gentle squeeze as I swallow the lump in my throat. 

Her once luscious hair lies in tangled clumps around her head. Scars cover the left half of her face. I close my eyes and swallow again before leaning over her and resting my palm against her cheek. 

“Tía, wake up. You’re dreaming again.” 

My voice croaks. Her wailing intensifies. I straighten my spine and grab her chin. 

“Mara, enough!” I demand, mimicking the tone mi mamá took with her so often as I grew up. She stills and lifts her lids to reveal dull, glassy brown eyes. 

“Look at me, tía. Bien. It’s time to wake up now,” I say, softening my tone despite the awareness seeping into her expression. Her mouth tightens and anger pierces through her confusion. Fear chases her fury away. 

“Don’t touch me!” 

The vehemence in her tone travels through my sternum and digs deep into my heart, chipping away another piece of my soul. I lift my fingers from her face but keep my hand draped over her fist. 

Her eyes widen and sorrow shrinks her pupils. Tears trail down her temples. 

“Lo siento, mi sobrina.” 

She breaks down into sobs so fierce her thin frame rattles the bed. I stroke her hair from her face and use my fear to contain the fire sizzling under my skin. With my spine taut and my face relaxed, I prop my hip on the edge of the mattress and murmur soothing words. She slowly melts into the sheets and lets me run my fingers through her matted curls. I file the memory away, enjoying the gentle touch, no matter how little it may be. Her slow decline over the past few weeks means her lucid moments have become fewer and fewer. Bittersweet agony pierces through me as I recall the hugs she gave me in my youth. 

“Today is viewing day. Are you ready to get up?” I ask, tucking my emotions deep within my chest and cramming the smoldering coals tighter under my control. She nods and aims dull eyes, full of regret, up at me. I offer her a gentle smile and grab a tissue from the tray. After wiping her tears from her face, I clean a patch of skin on her upper arm and pick up the syringe. Her gaze sharpens on my face, desperation twisting her features. I hum a gentle note and dispense the medicine into her system, hating myself more with every move. Hiding my self-loathing behind a purr, I keep my gaze on hers as I set down the syringe. She relaxes against the sheets and her eyes glaze over. I close the port running into her arm and scoot the wheeled pole a few feet away from the bed. 

When I remove her wrist restraints, she doesn’t move. I lift each arm and carefully massage her limp limbs. After freeing her ankles, I roll her feet and bend her knees, easing her stiffness as best I can. 

She groans when I tuck my forearm behind her shoulders and lift her into a sitting position. I give her a moment to find her balance before swinging her legs over the side of the bed. Her labored breathing worries me, but I lean over and pull the wheelchair closer. Despite the thorough and constant disinfecting, the plastic handles and see through netting have an odd brown tinge to them. I grit my teeth and part her legs to stand between them. 

“Ready?” I ask. She nods and lifts shaky arms to lock her wrists together behind my neck. I wrap my arms around her and lift with my knees before pivoting around and settling her into the chair. She shivers as her backside meets the cold plastic. I tuck her gown tighter around her front, protecting her modesty for a few moments longer. She grabs the armrests and leans back. 

I wheel her to the corner, turn on the shower, and hold my hand in the spray until it warms. 

“Feet first, ¿sí?” I say. She nods, but her eyes no longer focus on the real world. I ease her forward an inch at a time, letting her body adjust to the sudden change. 

She shivers when the spray hits her covered lap. 

“Ready? Lean forward and let me take your gown.” 

She obeys. I toss the soaked garment into the corner and push her shoulders to the backrest before shielding her face with my hand. Her greasy hair plasters to her skull as I push her all the way into the shower. I run my fingers through the strands a few times before pulling the chair back so the spray hits her thighs. 

“Lean back, tía. Time to wash your hair,” I say as I guide her head back into my splayed hand. She closes her eyes and purrs as I work the suds over her scalp. My gut clenches and I gobble up her sounds like a starving woman, ignoring how selfish and wrong I am to do so. After rinsing her hair, I angle the chair and clean her shoulders and arms, keeping her partially in the spray as I clean her entire body. With the water sluicing over her shoulders, I kneel at her feet and run the washcloth between her toes. When I look up and see her expression, my stomach drops through the floor. 

She reaches a shaky hand out and cups the side of my face. 

“You take such good care of me,” she says. I nuzzle into her, needing the affection. “Gracias, Silvina,” she murmurs, and my stomach rolls as I realize it isn’t me she sees, but my mother. “How did we get here? I should be caring for you,” she slurs before her gaze drifts to the side and her mouth droops. 

I swallow my agony and rinse her feet before turning off the shower and yanking the towel off the wall. She sits like a mannequin as I dry her. 

After moving her to a dry wheelchair, slathering her in lotion, and dressing her in a loose gown, I change into the clean uniform I left stacked on the far table yesterday. Her hands flutter in her lap as I brush and braid her hair. 

Taking a deep breath, I open the door and push her into the hall. I turn the opposite way I came and wheel her into the tiny room a few doors down. She flinches when I turn on the light and again when I shut the door. Awareness seeps into her features, but the drugs keep her docile. I pivot her chair and back her against the wall opposite the mirror. 

“I’ll be right back, tía,” I promise before I kick the brake on her wheelchair and stride through the inner door as though flames aren’t trying to escape the confines of my flesh. 

Low, agitated rumbles fill the air. I gather the syringes on the side table and straighten my spine as I head toward the first bed. 

“It’s viewing day, Ramon,” I say as I approach my uncle from the side. He cuts off his snarl and eyes me up and down. The burn scars covering his head and neck pull his facial skin taut over his features, but the beard stubble reminds me of the strapping man Tía Mara married. I hate calling him by his given name without the familial connection, but I’m desperate to avoid a confrontation. 

“Don’t come near me,” he growls. I take a deep breath and continue forward. His bed rails clatter as he fights his straps. 

I clean his arm and dispense his medicine before skirting around the foot of his bed and approaching his son. 

“Good morning, Orlando. It’s viewing day,” I say as I clean his arm. A bushy black eyebrow rises as my cousin swivels his head to look at me. I offer him a gentle smile despite the tormented expression on his face before murmuring, “Tú mamá está aquí. Let’s get you ready to say hello, yes?” I push down the plunger. 

He shifts his large frame against the mattress. I ignore the hard thumping of my heart, his size more imposing than his father’s, and pick up the hairbrush on his bedside table. 

“May I?” I ask. He nods, his expression flipping through confusion, hatred, and pain. I dip my fingers into the basin of clean water and dampen his loose curls before running the brush through the thick strands. After scooping up some gel and warming it between my palms, I style the curls on his head, the darker hairs on his chin, and the thin mustache forming over his top lip. 

He isn’t a child anymore. Neither am I, but I do my best to block out our years of misery. He’s about nine months younger than me, making him twenty-two to my twenty-three, but the differences between us couldn’t be greater. His distrustful gaze lingers on my face as I fix his collar, siphoning off another sliver of my soul. 

We used to be thick as thieves before the ISC attacked our family, but those memories no longer belong to me: they belong to the capricious girl who died a slow, agonizing death at the hands of our captors. 

I don’t address him again, worried the tension in the room will boil over as my uncle mumbles under his breath. 

My feet gain a thousand pounds as I cross the room to my father’s bed. His head lolls against the pillow, but his cloudy eyes search in my direction. 

“It’s Tamara, papá. Today is viewing day, so I’m going to fix your hair and clean your face.” 

I fight to keep my tone steady as his unfocused gaze continues to move through the air around my head. When I slip my hand into his, he flexes his fingers. Tears slip silently down his face. I wipe his arm and give him his medicine. 

The murky quality fades and his pupils dilate. Awareness slowly seeps into him. I speak softly, keeping up a stream of comforting words, explaining my actions as I take care of him. 

In another world, my father would still be the head of a loving, yet slightly dysfunctional, family. He’d have his hands full of rambunctious alphas and opinionated omegas. 

Emotions rise. I cut off my wayward thoughts and fix his shirt before walking to the mirror. Pressing the intercom button, I request permission to begin the viewing process. A feminine voice responds, granting me permission. I slip into the antechamber and change the controls on the wall. The mirror morphs into a pane of glass, showing the three beds in the adjacent room. 

My aunt’s gasp ends with a choked sob. I hurry to her and stroke her shoulder. 

“Mis hombres. Look at them. Look at my boys. Los amo mucho,” she says, lifting a hand toward the right side of the room where my uncle and cousin sit. 

I lean down and murmur in her ear, “Calm down, tía, please. Regulate your breathing. Save your strength.” I cup her hand and lower her arm into her lap. “If you settle yourself, they might let us go inside today. Can you do that? Can you calm down, please?” 

“Get away from her,” Tío Ramon snarls. I stand and step back, but continue to stroke her shoulder. 

Her tears dry and determination tightens her features. My heart skips a beat as I glimpse mi tía in all her furious glory, sneaking through the shell of a woman trapped within a wheelchair. 

“Ramon, mi corazón, stop. Save your anger for someone who deserves it.” 

He softens as their eyes meet. 

I stay silent as she greets Orlando and Tomas, my father. When the designated five minutes pass and tempers remain low key acceptable, I press the black button. 

“Orderly 208 requesting permission to enter room 763 with Subject 206,” I say into the microphone. 

Three agonizing seconds pass before the same female voice responds, “Proceed.” 

I open the inner door, push mi tía to her husband’s side, and lower the railing on his bed. 

They have eyes only for each other. She clutches his hand and rests her cheek on his arm. 

I step back and give them their allotted time, hating myself for everything I must do. As I peel her fingers off his and murmur assurances I don’t feel, I remind them both of their son and wheel her to his bedside. He holds his palm upward and his fingers splayed, waiting for his turn to reunite with his mother. She cannot lift her hand above her armrest, so I do it for her, resting her trembling fingers on his much larger ones. 

Despair nearly swallows me whole as he encompasses her frail digits in his. 

I retreat to the far corner and press my back against the chilly wall, wrangling my emotions down until the heat spreading through my veins settles. When the air no longer sizzles around me, I take a deep breath and lead my aunt to my father. 

Their time ends. I lead her into the outer chamber and close the door behind us without a word. Her head droops. 

“Mara, are you well enough to visit the other room?” I ask after I change the window back into a mirror. 

“Sí,” she says as she sighs. 

I nod even though her eyes are closed and push her into the hallway, but when I square her shoulders with the mirror in the next antechamber, her head lolls on her shoulder and she groans. 

“Tía, I can’t leave you asleep in your seat,” I say as I drop into a squat in front of her. 

“I’m awake,” she whispers, but two seconds later her lids close again. Disappointment spears through me. I grit my teeth and shuffle my legs, so I kneel with my shins pressed against the cool floor. The fire sneaking through my defenses retreats. 

A single tear slips down her cheek. 

“It’s okay, tía. We’ll try again another day,” I promise as I take her hands in mine. She nods and slumps in defeat. 

I run my thumb along her knuckles before placing her hands in her lap and returning to her room. As I settle her into her bed, she mumbles nonsense, slipping deeper into herself with every breath. 

For a moment, I stare down at her face in the harsh overhead lights and stroke my fingers down her braid. The burn scars covering her face and arm stand in stark relief, reminding me of the worst day of my life. 

“I’m sorry,” I whisper before kissing her brow, restraining her limbs, and draping the blanket over her skinny frame. The pallor of her skin almost matches the white sheets, much lighter than yesterday.

I’ll get us out of here. I don’t know how, but we can’t continue this way. I’ll find a way to free my entire family. 

I swallow the fiery ball of fear simmering at the base of my throat. When the air smokes around my arms, I rush to the outer chamber and close the door between us. Several deep breaths later, I press my palms to the sensors and rest my forehead on the wall. 

The storm brewing within my chest grows more difficult to manage every day, but I’ll suffer in silence for eternity if it means freeing my family. 

Premonition raises the hairs on my nape. I shove the sensation away and scurry down the hall to my next post. 




Chapter 2
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Ru’en

I step onto the bumper of the transporter and duck inside, glad to put distance between myself and base camp. Fury throbs at the base of my skull, threatening to spread outward and steal my control. The processor on the back of my suit works overtime as my veins hover on the verge of icing over.

The last few weeks have been one hit after another, and while I thrive in the dark recesses of the universe, the most recent attacks seem more aimed at my emotions than my physical prowess. 

Choku darkens the doorway. The swirls of light emanating from his black eyes cast a slight glow in the cabin until he adjusts to the dim light. I meet his stare as he sits on the bench opposite me, his midnight flesh swallowing whatever light may have bounced off normal skin. His brow rises and lips thin. 

I stare back into the galaxies of his eyes. I have nothing to hide. 

He doesn’t sit back. 

I have nothing new to hide, I silently amend. 

“You’re fully recovered from Jokur’s antics,” Choku says, phrasing the question as an absolute while placing blame on Jokur. I grit my teeth, annoyed by our teammate’s absence. If the prankster were with us, I could continue to take my frustration out on his hide, but the fool found his lifemate. 

A few days ago, Thret—who lumbers into the transporter and settles his heavy ass on the bench beside me—and Choku were in the clutches of our enemies. Jokur kicked my processor and used my resulting blast of subfreezing temperatures to rescue them. 

The thumping at the base of my skull signifies my body’s heightened state of function. 

I cross my arms over my chest and continue to stare at Choku, knowing he sees my agitation. After a few moments, he sits back and turns his gaze to Thret before slipping his mask over his head and flipping on his communicator. 

More soldiers climb into the transporter until my processor kicks into a higher gear in response to their body heat. I don’t move until the vehicle rolls into motion. Thret’s bony plates rub against my shoulder, but I lean back and tuck my mask over my face and settle in for a long, uncomfortable ride. 

I look forward to reaching our destination. Despite the tussle between Jokur and me during his rescue, it’s been too long since I found release on the battlefield. I long to sink into my instincts and use the skills drilled into me since I was a youngling. 

Unease joins the ice flowing through my veins. Before Jokur pulled his stunt and found his lifemate, a spaceship crash landed on Mai’CuS. We were the first team to reach the site, which seems too coincidental since Cahress’ omega was onboard. A Fleet spacecraft carries him, his lifemate, and the alpha who impregnated her into orbit. The planet has proven too dangerous for the trio. 

Our nemesis, the Intergalactic Science Corps, or ISC for short, has countless facilities hidden all over Mai’CuS. Most are underground, where they remain undetected by the population of the planet. Once an upstanding organization, now all they do is conduct atrocious experiments on dynamics of all races. 

My unease grows as I sit among my silent team members. Without Cahress and Jokur to annoy us, we ignore the humans and other Warrior Elites. There’s no reason to interact as they settle in for the long ride through the desert. 

Logic tells me one of us will find our lifemate on this mission. My instincts chime in, agreeing with the sentiment. I meet Thret’s sharp gaze and note his completely unbothered expression. The alpha has thoughts only for the mission, which I appreciate. 

I meet Choku’s eyes and find no hints as to the future. 

No matter. It won’t be me who finds themselves tethered to a weak female. The alphas of my race, Frigants, do not have non-Frigant lifemates—never in history has fate been cruel enough to pair us with other creatures, since we’re genetically incompatible with most other life forms. The few remaining female Frigants live in the solar system where I spent the first few decades of my life, so my chances of finding the omega destined to accept my mating mark are astronomically low. 

I plan to never return to my homeland, Glayseer. Nothing remains of what I once took great pride in. When I left, I knew I would never look back. 

My communicator beeps in my ear. I sit up, tap the mic, and respond. After a few curt sentences, I confirm my understanding and turn off my microphone. 

Thret glowers at me. 

“Are we really doing this?” he growls. 

“Yes,” I answer. 

He stands and stomps toward the rear of the vehicle. 

Choku watches with a calculating expression before turning his gaze to mine. 

“He will sulk until we reach the front lines,” he states.

“It will be no different than normal,” I say. 

Choku nods and rises to his feet. 

I follow him, hunching over to avoid the roof, and step from the moving vehicle into the desert. My boots sink into loose sand as purple and gold streak across the darkening sky. We head the opposite direction as the transporter, following the tracks in the sand for a few miles before veering east. Dune after dune disappears under our feet as we trek through the wasteland left behind by our enemies. 

The ISC terraformed the entire planet to suit their needs. By redirecting all water sources, they created a world of sand and sun where pockets of civilization live separately from one another, allowing them to poach off the population. 

The atrocities they commit within the facilities sicken me. They experiment on humans of all dynamics, but seem more apt to prey upon the weaker omegas. Jokur’s recent stint in their hands only increases my hatred for them. 

As I pass Thret and lead my small crew toward the barren mountain range, rage agitates my particles. Despite my brutal pace, my processor continues to work harder than normal. My heart pounds against my rib cage and ice crackles through my veins. 

I scale a red rock wall and fling myself over the top, listening to Thret’s boots scuff against the stone as he progresses up the slope. Without waiting for him, I sprint across the open space and drop into the ravine on the other side. 

A Sky-Flyer sits tucked under an outcropping. I launch myself inside and wait for Choku and Thret to step inside before I close the sliding door. The pilot lifts off, carrying us away from the mountains. 

Hours pass. Apprehension builds. We take a wide path around a new mountain range and dip impossibly lower. 

A dome rises out of the desert. Tall buildings glint in the moonlight as we approach the city over our target. 

Red lights flash on the underside of the dashboard. 

“They’ve detected us. Drop now,” the pilot says, his voice piped directly into my ear through my communicator. 

I stalk to the floor hatch and fling it open. Choku steps through, his wide shoulders dropping through the opening and disappearing into the darkness. Thret follows, the bony plates covering his shoulders and back scraping the hull of the Sky-Flyer on his way out. I grab the edge of the hatch and close it behind me as I jump into the night air. 

Wind buffets my suit as I freefall. My processor whirs into overdrive as the warm air rushes by, working hard to keep a buffer between my subzero temperatures and the atmosphere. I land and drop into a crouch as my boots sink into the dune, then dart into motion as an engine roars overhead. 

Sand plumes behind me as bullets pepper the desert floor. I kick up more grains of sand as I vault over the peak and soar down the next slope. I catch up with Thret halfway up the next dune and change direction with him as the same Sky-Flyer doubles back above us. 

Choku’s dispersed particles blur along the edges of my vision. He sweeps ahead, leaving us behind to clear a path. Thret rumbles his displeasure. 

We shift our trajectory again as a second aircraft approaches from our rear. I slip a disc from my vest and toss it in the air. It collides with the bottom of the Sky-Flyer and explodes. We change direction again, cresting the dune and angling around the crashed vehicle. 

The pilot recovers faster than expected. He wobbles from the cockpit, his frame tiny as we approach. His weapon discharges. Thret snarls as the bullet sparks against his bony plates. I dart forward and grab the human alpha by the throat. I push a quick burst of cold through my gloves and flex my fingers, shattering the ISC scum’s neck. I fling his carcass away and start after Thret. 

The first Sky-Flyer locates us again. I motion for Thret to continue. He scowls in response but heaves himself up the next slope. 

I yank another explosive from my vest and chuck it at the craft before dodging their attack. The Sky-Flyer hits the ground to my left, illuminating the sky with a bright flash of light. 

Baseon looms ahead, the city’s dome causing a slight blurring of the stars. I pour on more speed, my muscles primed and adrenaline flowing, kicking my processor into a higher gear. After skirting around a quarter of the city and climbing up a concrete wall, I find Thret and Choku near the entrance to the underground tunnels. 

Thret blocks my path before I can step into the darkness. 

“Whatever they need, we’ll accomplish and leave as soon as possible. Maybe we won’t miss the initial invasion of the next facility if we’re fast enough,” he says. 

I hold my arms at my sides, refusing to show him any emotion. 

“They wouldn’t have sent for us if they didn’t need us. We’ll be here as long as it takes to accomplish the mission,” I reply. 

His scowl deepens the creases on either sides of his eyes, but he nods and steps out of the way. 

I lead them into the tunnels. 

Unwilling to give our position away, we move through the pitch black subway system without turning on our flashlights. We reach the subway station and hoist ourselves onto the platform. A film of grime covers every surface. 

I lead my team around the corner toward the tunnel just large enough to fit a vehicle. 

The lights dim and dread settles in my gut as we approach the only entrance to our destination. Miles of dirt and tons of concrete bear down on our heads, making the passage seem menacing and eerie. 

I relish the discomfort. The threat heightens my senses. I belong in the darkest, coldest, least habitable parts of the galaxy. 

I was created and raised to be exactly who I am today—a cold-hearted killer who greets violence with violence. The battlefield is where I thrive. 

Thret’s footfalls lighten as we trek down the curved driveway. I tap my communicator and announce our arrival. The immediate response relays their eagerness to accept us. 

Without hesitation, we stalk into the bowels of hell. 




Chapter 3
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Tamara

This is utter fucking bullshit. 

I breathe through my nose and keep my gaze locked on the red-haired omega as she speaks to the other females in the room. The stench of death invades my nostrils, but I keep my mouth closed and force my lungs to inflate and deflate at a regular pace. 

A beast three times bigger than the largest alpha I’ve ever seen looms over her back. His eyes promise death to anyone stupid enough to hurt his female. 

My heart lurches in my chest. Soul deep longing pinches my insides and I struggle to snuff the growing firestorm brewing behind my sternum. 

I want what they have, even if the hyena-like creature scares the hell out of me. 

The Head Orderly’s body lies several feet in front of me, and I tighten my fists at my sides as the pool of blood reaches my work shoe. 

I don’t feel a single ounce of pity for the woman. She deserved to die. In fact, I can’t summon any emotion for the females standing around me. We may wear the same uniform, but I am not the same as them. I may answer to the same title, but I do not belong here. I am a prisoner, just like the Subjects huddling around the red-headed omega. 

“It wasn’t your fault, Stacy,” she says with her arms wrapped around a younger female. Residual nausea rises in my gut as I recall treating the younger omega’s wounds. With a broken collarbone, a concussion, and bruises covering her from head to toe, the girl looked like she’d been tossed around like a rag doll. I suck down another steadying breath and dig my nails into my palms, willing the rolling discomfort away so my flesh doesn’t erupt into flames. “It was hers,” the red-haired woman says, pointing a freckled hand at the dead body, “and hers,” she points at me, “and hers,” she shifts her finger toward the blonde bitch who torments me every chance she gets, “and every other asshole working in this godforsaken place.” 

I tune her out, grappling for control as outrage soars through me. I hate being lumped in with the voluntary workers. I’m nothing like them. The air sizzles around my neck and shoulders. I curl my toes inside my shoes until my feet ache, distracting myself from my turmoil. 

The group shuffles out the door, leaving three alphas behind. I sharpen my senses and search my memory, desperate to recall the end of their conversation. 

They intend to break out of the facility. What if this is my only chance to save my family? 

The urge to dart into the hall inches my foot forward. My shoe squeaks in the puddle of crimson. 

“Don’t fucking move,” says the alpha standing farthest into the room. I calculate my options, knowing they won’t believe a single word I say. 

The alphas follow the freckled omega’s instructions as she speaks from the hall. Understanding dawns as they gather supplies to cause an explosion. 

Chemical fires aren’t my thing, but for my family, I will survive. I firm my stance and meet the nearest alpha’s eyes. He pauses. The burn scars covering his entire body stand out in the stark lighting. 

Emotions flit across his face, but he firms his expression and fills a vial. I lift my chin and slide my foot backward, searching for flooring not made slippery by blood. 

As the alphas file out the door, I turn and dart toward the back corner. The blonde orderly grabs my arm and uses my momentum to swing me around. I lash out, punching her chin as flames encompass her hand. Others scream around us as they frantically run toward the shower room. The front of the room explodes, sending me flying. I twist in midair, the blonde bitch’s grip changing my trajectory. Her bony body cushions my impact with the wall, but a secondary explosion throws my head forward. 

A disjointed cracking sound vibrates through my skull. 

Fire roars. Colors flick along the edges of my vision. 

I need to get up. There’s something I have to do. People I need to find. 

Memories hover just out of reach. Pain spears through my head, but I force my eyes open. 

Black smoke covers my vision. Instincts kick in and I pull my limbs free of the tangle of burning flesh and charred metal. A bed lies on its side, pinning my left knee to the floor. After a few shoves, the frame gives way and I slide my leg free. Lightning streaks up my thigh, and I cough in pain as I bump my knee into the blonde’s lifeless body. 

Shaking my head to clear away the stars, I press my chest to the floor and pull myself along with my elbows, army crawling in the direction I hope is toward the door. When the smoke thickens, I close my eyes and continue forward by feel. 

Bones block my path. I gag and push the smoldering items to the side. Glass shreds my chest as I reach the wall under the medicine cabinet. 

I curse my lack of direction and pivot to the right, following the wall until the doorframe stubs my fingers. The pain barely registers as I use my legs to push myself into the hall. I stumble several steps until I exit the worst of the smoke, then drop onto my hands and knees and scramble until I find fresh air. 

My lungs hurt. Coals burn in my chest. 
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