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Dedication

Life ain’t easy. This is for those who make it more bearable. Thank you. 
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Blurb

“No, little beauty, I was not strapped to a table being tortured. You were. And I felt it.”

  -Steil

 

 

As the top fashion designer in her city and the most ruthless business owner in the clothing industry, Macy loves her life as an independent beta female. With plans to expand her business, she doesn’t mind making a few enemies, until three alphas sneak into her office and abduct her. When things go from bad to worse and she finds herself strapped to a table and surrounded by white lab coats, she begs for a savior.

 

She gets Steil instead, a gigantic alligator alien alpha with reptilian eyes and a tail as long as she is tall. As a Warrior Elite–a top secret Special Operations unit of super soldier aliens–and the only alpha in his team who hasn’t found his omega, he worries the emptiness in his chest will plague him forever.

 

Until a seizure knocks him unconscious and he wakes with the mate bond roaring through his veins. He rampages across the globe, destroying everything in his path, and finds his female on the verge of death and deserted in the wilderness.

 

She’s his lifemate, but she hasn’t been an omega for long.

 

Steil does everything he can to protect and support Macy while she struggles to accept her new fate, but with enemies on their heels and a sinister plot hanging over their heads, will they ever find their happily ever after?

 

 

Revived and Rutted (Warrior Elite Series Book 5) 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:

*Dynamic Change

*Forced Proximity

*Protective Alpha

*Size Difference

*Supportive Hero

*Age Gap Romance

*Strong Female Lead

*Special Monster Peen

*Burn the World Down For Her

*Nonshifter Omegaverse (nesting, knotting, marking)

*Graphic Violence (sexual and nonsexual)

*HEA (Happily Ever After)

*Mf pairing (male/female)

*No cheating
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Macy

Standing beside the bright photography set, surrounded by minions scurrying to do my bidding, I suck in a breath and count to three, pushing down my frustration, and offer the child sitting on the floor a calm smile. 

I didn’t get to where I am today by patience, but for this strange little creature, I’ll pull every ounce from the depths of my marrow before I lose my shit. Sensing how close to full-blown tantrum the spoiled little princess is, I drop to my haunches beside her and fluff up the tulle of her dress. 

“Is this the new princess pose? You know you’re adorable no matter how you sit, right?” 

Her scowl falters as I lean closer, fixing the pink, green, and white headband so it sits properly. 

The colors shouldn’t work, but with the cut of the dress and playfulness of the accessories, the entire ensemble promises to be a hit. 

My expansion into children’s clothes will not be ruined by some little snot who needs a nap. 

Bright blue orbs scan the room as the girl checks the other adults, trying to gauge the reaction to her obstinance. 

“It’s ok, Clarence. If this is where you want to sit, then we’ll get the last few pictures here. Although, I am hungry.” 

Pretending to sneak a glance over my shoulder, I cup my hand as though to hide my lips from everyone but her and stage whisper, “I hear there are cookies on the table. But…” 

I dart a pointed look at the woman standing on the opposite side of the set, instructing her with a tilt of my chin to get a few cookies from the snack bar and put them on the white table in the center of the set. 

This is going to get messy. Excitement races down my spine as I realize just how perfect the situation has become. 

“I don’t like the lemon ones. How about chocolate?” 

Her mouth drops open and eyes squint toward her parents, who are too busy networking to pay us any mind. Their gall spears through my chest, but I tuck it away for later. 

The young soon-to-be famous fashion model closes her pert little mouth and aims her wide blue eyes at mine before nodding with such adamancy an honest giggle wrenches from my chest. 

“Okay, then. I’m going to step back and let you have at it. And hey, Clarence?” 

She blinks, glancing between the stack of cookies on the table and my face. 

“Be as messy as you want. Go nuts.” 

Her eyes widen impossibly further before a grin lifts her lips. Two seconds later, I jump to the side and motion like a crazy person for Randel to get in on the action. 

Lights flash, illuminating each perfect silhouette as Clarence rises on tiptoes and snags the top cookie, the stretch accentuating the layers of frill near the hem of the dress. Her heels lift from the floor, showcasing how pliant and yet sturdy the matching slippers are. 

I point at the woman on the other side of the set, gesture to the cookies, and rub my hands together. She hurries forward and grabs several off the top of the stack and crumbles them, spreading them over the table. 

As each second passes, my excitement grows, the world fading as my dreams come to fruition. Dainty fingers smear and tiny cheeks bulge as she scarfs down the treats, each moment showing how durable and stain-free I’ve made the fabric. A few short minutes later, I plop down behind her and ask for a cookie. 

Our matching outfits, hers full of youthful frills while mine hugs my feminine curves, almost glow under the lights, and I smile as she places a perfectly round cookie on my upturned palm. 

She giggles, the sugar rushing through her veins and turning her cheeks a pretty pink. Perfect. 

I nibble the edges with exaggerated care, grinning when she peels into uncontrollable laughter. 

Hooking my arm around her shoulders, I break the cookie apart in my fist and pretend to cram it into my mouth, most of it crumbling down my front and landing in my lap. 

Her laugh becomes a contagion. I pull her onto my lap and hug her shaking shoulders, enjoying the sounds bouncing off the walls as most of the adults in the room join in. 

Gods, sometimes life seems too perfect to be real. 

Helping her stand, I swipe the crumbs out of my lap, smirking at the camera as it flashes, no doubt capturing the flying clumps of chocolaty dough as not a single one sticks to my dress. 

I move Clarence through a few more seamless poses, enjoying her intuitiveness now that the tantrum seems nowhere in sight. 

Satisfied with how many pictures we have to choose from, I drop to my knees and wipe the crumbs off the up-and-coming model’s face with my skirt. 

Maybe it’s time to start my own family. The moment the thought passes through my mind, I push it away. Clarence’s straight blonde hair and bright blue eyes might make strangers think she was my daughter, but I feel nothing toward her. She isn’t mine. 

Plus, slogging through beta males to find a halfway decent partner isn’t something I have time for. 

Like all the other kids I’ve ever known, I’m eager to hand her back to her parents now that we’ve met my goals. 

“Thanks, Clarence. You did amazing.” 

She vibrates in place, soaking in my praise and ready to bounce off the walls from all the sugar in her system. 

Standing, I pivot and meet her mother’s eyes, changing my entire demeanor in less than a heartbeat. 

Motioning for an underling to usher the little girl to the changing room, I cross my arms over my chest and give her parents a cursory once over. Uncrossing my arms, I glide across the room, not stopping until I’m in their space. 

“The next time your daughter works with me, you will sit in the corner and shut your damn mouth. If you cannot do that, then you won’t come. Understand?” 

Red creeps into their cheeks. They signed a contract and know they have one purpose on set—taking care of their daughter. Their attempts to find fame amidst my carefully curated staff irk the mess out of me. 

“The next time you step foot into my world, you will have eyes only for your daughter, understand?” 

The father scowls as the mother glances everywhere but at me. 

“And you’re going to stop regulating what she eats. She’s a child, for the gods’ sakes! I want round and healthy, not stick-thin. Think cherubs and rosy cheeks. Understand?” 

They fidget but don’t respond. 

“Gaylin, see them out to the hall. They can remain there until Clarence is ready to go home. If they’re lucky enough for a next time, that’s where they’ll stay then, too.” 

Done with their lack of respect and trusting my bodyguard to take out the trash, I spin on my heel and cross the room to my photographer. Randel swipes through the photos, his eyes glimmering despite the firm set of his chin. 

My heart leaps in my chest, adrenaline making my fingers tingle. 

He glances up at me but goes right back to flipping through the pictures. 

“What, Randel? Show me.” 

“You are making enemies.” 

I sigh and press my shoulder to his, expecting his caustic words. 

“They deserved a reprimand.” 

“Not them. They do not matter. This.” 

He tilts the display toward me. My insides turn to jelly, the innocence and joy emanating from the photos made sharper, more dramatic through the asymmetrical lines and splashes of color in my designs. 

“Ooh, yes. Yes, I am.” 

I don’t mean to sound breathless, but my head spins and stomach flutters, the utter beauty in each picture erasing the long, grueling hours it took to get where I am. 

Seirs and Pennies, the two most prominent clothes designers in Sector Four, will hate and envy my new line. These pictures paint a massive target on my back. 

I’m prepared. No amount of gossip or subterfuge can stop me now. 

A smirk tugs at my lips as I flit my gaze to the alphas standing strategically around the room. Not even a direct attack will affect my rise to the top. 

While no one has outright assaulted me, I’m aware of past scruples and refuse to fail because some trigger-happy, selfish bastards want all the glory for themselves. 

“Good. Send them all to marketing. No alterations beyond cropping. Natural beauty for all, Randel.” 

I step into the center of the room and address every single person on the team. 

“Today has been a major success. I appreciate every single one of you, because without you, none of this would have happened. Thank you all for your hard work and dedication. Pack up and head home early, so we can slay tomorrow, too!” 

A round of applause and ecstatic shouts filters through the room before everyone bursts into motion. 

The woman who stacked the cookies onto the set approaches with her tablet held at the ready. 

“You too, Diana. Cut out anything that isn’t necessary for the day and head home. I need nothing else from you.” 

Her light brown eyes sparkle, and she dips her chin in acknowledgment. 

“This is why everyone wants to work for you, Ms. Macy. Not only are your clothes amazing, but you’re also the only nice fashion designer in all of Fable. Thanks for taking a chance on me.” 

I pat her shoulder and motion her away, too high on my success to get emotional over anything else. 

Not that I would, anyway. I calculate every move before I make it. My kindness, as she calls it, is just pure common sense—a strategy most fashion savants refuse to use. 

Knowing no one will leave while I remain on set, I wave my farewell and step into the hall, accepting the annoying stomp of boots as two alphas follow a few paces behind. Glancing into each room as I pass, I don’t have to fake my grin as I glimpse all the different stages of development accomplished in each room. 

New designs, improved fabrics, breakthrough technology, and so much more hide within the building, all woven together to create the most impressive and inclusive clothing brand in the entire southeastern hemisphere. All under my name. In my possession. Under my roof. 

The roof I bought when my business grew too big for the previous building. 

For years, I’ve spent every waking hour engrossed in making my dream come true, and in many ways, it has. Creating clothes anyone, and I mean anyone, can wear—and look damn good in—has been my passion since before I learned how to walk. Watching the broken holo-projector in my parent’s living room, I’d grown to love the incessant replays of runway modeling, clothes commercials, and fashion competitions my drugged-up mother never seemed to know how to turn off. It was my one escape from a dreadful reality. 

Taking a key from my pocket, an actual piece of metal instead of the usual electronic keycard most professional doors use nowadays, I tighten my fist around it, using the sharp edges to keep me from floating away on a cloud of happiness. Smiling over my shoulder at my guards, I insert the key into the slot and open the first lock before I speak. 

“Thanks, Gaylin. Give me thirty minutes, then we’ll head to the car.” 

The sandy-haired alpha nods, his green eyes scanning the hall as I swipe my keycard over the panel and shove the door to my office open. 

Others might think me ridiculous for having two locks on my office, but the added security helps me sleep at night.

Stepping inside, I tuck the key back into my pocket and close the door, still smiling as the automatic lights ease into a brighter setting. 

The hair on my nape stands on end, dread popping my bubble of celebration and settling like sour wine in my gut. 

Something tells me to yank the door open and haul ass back into the hallway, but I can’t move. 

I’m not alone. 




Chapter 2
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Steil

A nagging itch just under my skin refuses to relent. Ever since my last unmated team member, Lyc, disappeared in the middle of a mission, the incessant sensation has grown until the sharp edge of my blade looks enticing. 

I tuck the knife back into my belt and stand, skimming my gaze over the Sky-Flyer console and confirming, yet again, that no sign of danger lurks nearby. 

Pivoting on my heel and stepping wide so my tail doesn’t knock into the dash, I leave the room and stalk down the narrow hall as quietly as my boots will allow. 

I hate the clunky things, but the soles of my feet don’t have the same thick skin as the tops, so I need footwear during missions, and this situation most definitely counts as a mission. Checking the strip of tape I put over the seal of the outer door, I silently curse the ghostly itching as it makes the small corridor feel downright claustrophobic. Slow motion spinning, I hold back a snarl as my tail scrapes along the wall, the space too tight for my wide shoulders and thick tail. A glance into the medical bay pulls my feet through the vestibule, my restless instincts demanding I check every cabinet. Unwilling to ignore the skills I’ve honed through years of experience, I open each drawer and count each item, storing a log of the inventory in my memory bank in case of an emergency. 

Finding everything exactly as it was twenty minutes ago, when I did yet another round of aimless searching, I leave the room and fight the urge to scratch. The rooms on either side of the hall remain the same. No comms interrupt the silence, relaying how uneventfully the day passes for the guards hidden in the caves and mountains surrounding the Sky-Flyer. 

Something’s wrong. My instincts tell me so. They clamor for me to do something, but what that entails, I haven’t a clue. For the first time in forever, I doubt the skills that’ve kept me and my teammates alive for decades. 

Eyeing the strip of black tape over the doorjamb to the room furthest from the exit, I fill my lungs until my ribs ache and stand in silence, using the discomfort to heighten my senses. 

Beyond the insulated hatch, Lyc and his new omega enjoy their first nest together. They’ve no doubt already marked and mated each other, solidifying the bond they denied for so long. 

My soul throbs in misery. 

I want the connection found only between an alpha and his lifemate. Standing on the sidelines as my teammates found their fated omegas hurt, but I held my roaring instincts in check and focused on protecting them. 

The gods know I’ve failed in so many ways, and yet all four of the alphas I’ve lived and breathed with for decades have successfully bonded their lifemates. 

Stepping away from the end of the hall, not wanting to perturb the couple, I walk backward so my tail doesn’t hit the wall. The inflexible soles of my boots attempt to thwart my stalking skills, but I lean into the motion and power through the discomfort until I reach the cockpit. 

Finally releasing my breath on a long exhale, I scrub my face with my palms and peruse the layout of the room. Sitting at the table to my left will only cramp my legs and hurt my tail. In fact, there’s no reason for the furniture to be out, so I fold the tabletop up and latch everything to the wall, locking them into the stow position. 

A wave of premonition releases tiny monsters through my body, leaving a burning sensation just below my leathery scales. I lean my forehead against the wall, gritting my teeth and searching for the source. 

When the discomforting itch first began, I thought it was my pent-up emotions searching for a way out. My worry and frustration, along with the fear for my teammates, kept building and building, but I used it as fuel for my motivation. It powered my focus and brought Craize, Gric, and Fek back to base camp with minimal damage. Now, with my last teammate mere yards away, as safe as anyone can be on the surface of Mai’CuS and fully ensconced in the protection of the Fleet, I can’t deny the truth anymore. 

My senses aren’t going haywire. Something is wrong. Very wrong. 

Except, everything here seems fine. There are no signs of foul play anywhere. 

Which means my instincts warn me of something happening not here. Something far away. 

The Alpha Elites, a team of humans native to this planet, claimed they could sense their mates long before they met them. Most of my teammates went berserk just before they found their omegas. Fek even crossed half the continent to reach the woman fate tied to him. 

I feel nothing. No pull in my chest. No link to some unknown entity. 

Are my own insecurities the culprit for my current predicament? Lifting my head from the wall, I stare at my trembling hand and swallow through the ball lodged in my throat. 

Am I destined to remain alone? Is fate so cruel to pair me with no one? 

Logically, I know my teammates are not gone. I will see them often. I can rely on them to answer an emergency call. They remain the same lethal, aggravating males they’ve always been. 

But they aren’t my team any more than I am their leader. They do not need me. They cannot live a life of danger anymore. 

I’ve lost my team. 

No, they aren’t dead. They aren’t gone forever. I did not completely fail them. 

But they are no longer mine. They belong to their omegas, as they should. Life leads them on a different path, one with younglings and joy instead of death and danger. 

I’m happy for them. Truly. 

But where does that leave me? 

With faulty instincts and the need to find a new crew, apparently. Scoffing at my pathetic internal whining, I drop my hand and stalk to the control panel. 

Pushing away my insecurities, I slide a small, flat disc from my vest pocket and press it to the inside of my elbow. Mashing the button, I accept the slight sting as the needle pierces the thinner flesh and takes a sample of my blood. 

Lyc and his lifemate spent months in an ISC facility. Since I’ve been in close contact with them, checking my blood for unexpected changes is both routine and imperative. 

A few seconds later, the light blinks to green before the needle reverts into the device. I stick it back into my vest and give the control panel an impassive once-over. 

No signs of foul play are a good thing, so why do I battle this sense of dread? 

Deciding to give the newly mated couple a reprieve from my pacing, I alert the guards of my movement and sling my pack over my shoulder before grabbing my mask off the driver’s seat. Walking down the hall with careful steps, I peel the tape off the outer door and punch in the code to exit. 

Crisp air fills my nostrils as I step out into the cave, the cold wafting from the bowels of the planet at odds with the sun scorching the surface. Aware of the oppressive weight bearing down on the ceiling, I stand in front of the door as it closes and acclimate my senses to their new surroundings. Water drips. Darkness reigns. I turn and lock the hatch behind me, not taking any chances with my teammate’s safety. 

Sucking down one last breath of fresh air, I don my mask, being careful not to shred it with the double line of raised scales running over my head, and thread the other strap of my pack onto my shoulder. 

The change of scenery does not lessen the disconcerting itch, but it allows me to stretch my legs for the first time in days. I slink around the corner and hop onto a boulder, using the jagged wall for support as I climb higher. Squatting at the top so I don’t hit my head on the uneven ceiling, I count the seconds ticking by until the hatch to the Sky-Flyer hisses open and close again. I turn and scale down the other side of the boulder, the damn boots a nuisance I refuse to acknowledge. When I reach the bottom, I push through another wave of dread, my stomach tightening and flesh burning with the need to scratch, and stalk through the darkness until the mouth of the cave offers daylight. 

Skirting around the rock furthest away from the path we used to enter, I stay in the shadow of the mountains as much as possible on my way to the lookout perch. 

The sense of wrongness doesn’t fade. I plop my ass on the ledge, my pack preventing me from chipping my scutes—the raised scales running down either side of my spine from my temples to the tip of my tail. Shaking and weak, I grind my elongated bottom teeth against my upper lip, alarm breaking through my control as I try to lift my arm but can’t. 

Something’s wrong. 

I shift to reach for my earpiece to alert the other alphas watching over my teammate in his time of vulnerability but end up tilting sideways. 

As the mountain rotates in my field of view, agony slices through my chest. With no physical injury, or even the chance of an airborne attack since my suit protects me from the elements, I watch in slow motion as the rough rocks rise to meet my face. 

Screams fill my mind. The high, feminine sounds of agony spear through my skull and break my hold on reality as they coalesce with the terrible sensation of being ripped apart from the inside. 

My mask slams into stone. An inky void swallows me whole. 

I die a thousand horrible deaths. 




Chapter 3
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Macy

I fight with everything I have, but my strength proves no match for three massive alphas. Even if I had my stun gun, which sits on my desk instead of my belt since I changed for the photo shoot, I wouldn’t have a chance against these brutes. 

I don’t know how they got into my office, but it doesn’t really matter, does it? 

With my hands tied behind my back, my ankles lashed together, and pain lancing through my ribs with every breath, I struggle to breathe through the tape over my mouth. My shoulder and head rest against the plush carpet of my seating area while my hip and legs lie on the hard tiled floor surrounding my desk. 

The biggest alpha nods to the one standing behind me. Brutal hands hoist me up off the floor, his fat fingertips digging into my flesh as he forces me to stand on my bound legs. Staring up into a black mask, I fight against the urge to vomit as fear surges through me. 

The third alpha pulls round devices from his belt and suctions them onto the window, pulling the floor-length pane out of place and revealing how they snuck into the office. 

Gloved fingers grab my chin, squeezing so hard my eyes water from the pain. 

He nods again before ducking and slinging me over his shoulder. I grunt as his rock-hard muscles slam against my midsection, knocking the air out of my lungs. The chunks of hair wrested from my updo fall down his back, partially obscuring what little vision I have with his broad back resting against my cheek. 

His gloved palm slides up the back of my thigh, his fingers testing the resilience of my flesh as he moves closer to my intimates. 

I gag despite the tape and arch my back, desperate to get away. 

He slaps my ass before chuckling, the sound terrifying through his mask’s filter. In a robotic voice, he taunts me. 

“Hold on tight, bitch. Wouldn’t want you to fall, now, would we?” 

Hot wind blows over my exposed legs, my skirt hanging down my back from the rough treatment. I scream into the tape, denial and alarm coursing through me as I realize he’s standing with his toes hanging out the window. 

“Oh, wait. You can’t use your arms, can you, bitch? Better hope I have a good grip on you. Maybe you shouldn’t struggle while I climb, yeah?” 

He swings to the outside of the building. I curl in on myself, trying to pinch his massive body with my own, doing my best to ensure I don’t slip and fall over thirty floors to the ground. 

Up and up, he climbs, traversing the sleek building as though it were nothing, until he reaches the roof. Slinging his leg over the railing, he stops with my face dangling over the drop. 

“Remember this. I could have ended you right here, right now. A few seconds of freedom and a sudden stop could have been your end.” 

He swings his other leg over the railing and lumbers to the Sky-Flyer, its engines already whirring for takeoff. 

“Instead, you begged me with your body and your eyes to keep you alive. Remember this, bitch, because soon, you’ll wish I’d have dropped you.” 

Frigid air wafts across my exposed legs as he steps into the Sky-Flyer, the sudden change in temperature chilling me to the bone. As cold as an icebox, the air within the aircraft pulls an instant shiver from me. 

I squeak as too many things happen at once. A knife slices the tape from my wrists as he dumps me off his shoulder. I fall and fall, my spine smacking onto a hard table as merciless hands grab my arms. Strips of leather wrap over my forehead, shoulders, hips, and thighs, trapping me against the ice-cold surface before wide, padded straps lock my wrists to either side of the table. 

The alphas step back and cross their arms over their massive chests. My breath saws in and out of my lungs, my nostrils flaring with the need for more oxygen since my mouth remains covered. 

Four people, covered head to toe in white and wearing reflective face shields, scurry into the room, the tops of their heads the only things I can track until they move into my limited range of sight. A needle pricks my arm and rapid words fill my ears as they move around me like a pack of wolves preparing to rip their prey apart. 

Tears slip down my temples. 

Slim fingers wrap a band around my head, tightening it until hard nodules press against my temples. More words, medical and impersonal, shoot through the room, as other gloved hands snap similar bands around my biceps, wrists, thighs, and ankles. 

I struggle against my binds as the embodiment of evil to my left produces a pair of scissors and cuts my bodice and underclothes, exposing my breasts to the frigid air. He slaps an oblong, gooey patch over my heart before the woman on my right holds up a black mouthpiece. Screaming as the person standing above my head rips off the tape over my mouth, I gag when the woman shoves the black thing between my teeth. Vomit climbs into my throat at the taste of rubber. 

Icy fire enters my veins from the crook of my left elbow. Tiny monsters emerge from the liquid, overtaking my blood, consuming my pleasure sensors and ripping me to shreds on a molecular level. 

Another needle injects more acid into my right arm. 

“Clear.” 

All four white-clad monsters step back. 

The world blanks to white as electricity cracks through my temples. A second shock stops my heart. 

My body lies on the operating table, my cells morphing as every other bodily function grinds to a painful halt. The straps prevent me from jerking onto the floor. 

Ice encases me, holding me in a universe of nothingness. Thoughts cease to exist. Nothing matters anymore. 

An inferno sweeps through me, hauling me away from the horrible block of emptiness. 

My lungs expand and heat infects my veins as my heart pushes sludge through them. I scramble to understand why everything looks fuzzy or where or who I am. Disjointed thoughts flicker through my psyche. 

Blazing fire hits my face, the sun baking every inch of my exposed flesh. Unable to move, confused by the rapid, jilted tracking of my brain as it settles back into life, I squint up at the expanse of baby blue sky and convulse in my bonds. 

The world stops whizzing by half a second before a woman’s voice speaks above the howling wind. 

“She’s stable. Inject the trackers and dump her.” 

Miniscule monsters weave within my broken cells, the sting of a needle nothing compared to my jumbled disorientation. 

Grit scrapes along my side, my arm the only barrier between loose sand and my bare breasts. Too fair skinned, I shrivel and bake in the sun, my limbs refusing to move. Sand clogs my nostrils and clumps in my eyelashes, no amount of blinking effective against the swirling particles. 

A shadow looms over me for an instant before the Sky-Flyer’s engine rumbles off into the distance. 

What just happened? 

For long, lonely, endless minutes, I lay trapped in a heap of useless organs and meat, my muscles as firm as melted jelly and my insides as coordinated as a drunken squirrel. 

Slowly, my senses smooth out, relaying each little shift in the wind and sizzling centimeter of my flesh in real time. I cough, but only fill my chest with more sand instead of clearing my throat. Inching my palm to the ground in front of me, I push myself to my back and instantly regret it. 

Wind rakes gritty sand over the sticky oval of residue on my chest and peppers my nipples with stinging cuts. Gathering my ruined bodice over my torso proves to be too much effort, so I reach over myself and roll back onto my side. 

My legs shake and jerk, but after a few more expanded minutes, I curl them up to my front and drape my arm over them. 

No tears wet my face. My head pounds. Tremors quake through my entire body. 
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