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Dedication

One day, I’ll have my shit together. Today is not that day. I might put up a good front, but I’m just as much of a mess as you are. 

Maybe even more so. 

Breathe in. Breathe out. 

Live another day with that middle finger held high. 
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Blurb

 

“Fight all you need, tiny soft one. Don’t hold back. I’m doing enough of that for the both of us.”

  -Thret

 

 

Abandoned in the mountains after a brutal beating and desperate to protect her daughter from the evil scientists in charge of her experiment, Chariot stumbles through the wilderness and prays for a miracle.

 

She gets Thret instead, a giant alien alpha with hands of stone and a heart to match. As a Warrior Elite–a top secret Special Operations unit of super soldier aliens–and the least forgiving of his teammates, the last thing he wants is to be tied to a weak little human.

 

Until the woman he finds broken on the side of the road looks up at him and laughs in his face when he tries to soothe her.

 

She's his omega lifemate, but she trusts him about as far as she can throw him–which she can't, because he's a giant rock monster.

 

With her daughter's life at stake, his teammates in danger, and enemies around every corner, can he crack through her defenses and earn her trust, or will they never find their happily ever after?

 

 

Captured and Claimed (Warrior Elite Series Book 9) 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:

*Grumpy Alpha

*Rejected Mate

*Forced Proximity

*Touch Her And Die

*Strong Female Lead

*Special Monster Peen

*Extreme Size Difference

*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
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Chariot

I ignore the various aches and pains permeating throughout my body and settle into the front pew. Hidden speakers pump sedate organ music into the space. I hide my grimace as the sound echoes through the high ceiling, jumbling the notes and filling my stomach with worms. The side door opens. I stand as the abbess, prioress, and two nuns file into the sanctuary. 

My nerves fade away as a fifth woman enters the room. With her jet-black hair smoothed back into a bun, a tiny cap pinned just so on her head, and her black and white dress crisp around her curvy frame, my daughter radiates peace. Her face lights up when she sees me, but she holds back the squeal of joy I sense jumping up her throat. I smile before tucking my emotions down and addressing the woman in front. 

“Abbess Christy, thank you for seeing me.” 

She offers me a warm smile, but my damaged heart refuses to allow her in, completely closed off despite my ecstatic reaction to seeing my offspring. 

“The love between a mother and child should never be subdued, especially not in this place of worship. My heart rejoices every time I see the connection between you two. Please, greet each other how you would if we weren’t here.” 

Gentle arms wrap around me, and I blink back tears as my daughter gathers me to her. I return the hug without hesitation, filling my lungs with her familiar scent and devoting every sensation to my memory. 

My little girl isn’t so little anymore. 

I pull back and hold her at arm’s length by her shoulders, searching from her head to her toes. 

Her soft smile holds so much understanding my stomach lurches, but I swallow and finish my perusal. 

“Ma, you just came to see me last week. I haven’t done much growing since then.” 

I squint and tilt her chin up with my knuckle. 

“Don’t be ridiculous. You’ve grown, alright. Just because most people can’t see it doesn’t mean you can fool me. You look so happy, Armista,” I say, cupping her face before dropping my arm to my side. No matter how smooth my skin may be, the echoes of violence ringing through my cells shouldn’t be anywhere near her innocence. 

“I am happy,” she says. 

I feel how true her words are all the way to my bones. No matter how horrible life has been to me, I know without a doubt she has a different path. I can’t express my relief. 

Or my fear. 

I return her smile as brightly as I can before gathering the emotions swirling from her and hiding them away for later. Instincts, as well as experience, warn me against becoming complacent. Things have been too calm for too long. 

Her gaze sharpens on my face and worry creases her brow. I hold her hands in mine and kiss both sets of knuckles before releasing her and stepping back. 

The prioress, an omega with the smallest nose I’ve ever seen and a scar running from the corner of her mouth down to her jawline, speaks. “We encourage familial visits, unless she goes into heat or takes a sabbatical.” Her voice, while kind, has the pinched quality of someone who isn’t comfortable with emotional displays. 

There was a time when I was the same, but then I gave birth to my Armista and knew I couldn’t hide myself away anymore. 

“Thank you. It’s comforting to know my daughter has found so many people to support her,” I say. 

Abbess Christy takes a step back and gestures to her entourage before speaking. 

“We didn’t mean to make such a spectacle of your visit, but we were already headed this way for a few minutes of quietude by the altar when you came in. If you wouldn’t mind walking through the garden instead of sitting in the sanctuary, we’d be very grateful.” 

“Of course,” I say as Armista bounces on the balls of her feet and loops her arm into mine. They bow as I give them a parting nod and let Armista lead me away. 

The moment we step out into the garden, the heavy scent of roses clogs my sinuses. I take shallow breaths through my mouth and enjoy the sunlight on my face. 

“You don’t expect to visit me again for a while, do you?” Armista asks. 

My heart twists. I wish she didn’t see so much. 

“I will if I can,” I promise. 

She sighs and leans down to lay her head on my shoulder. I swallow and stroke her hair despite not a single strand being out of place. 

“That can’t be comfortable. You’re taller than I am,” I murmur, running my fingertips over her scalp and putting one foot in front of the other in a slow, careful walk. I don’t want her to pull away, but I hate the thought of her hurting herself because of me. 

“Why don’t you just leave him?” 

Her question punches me in the gut. I struggle to breathe and nearly gag at the cloying scent of roses before regulating my breaths. 

I pull her onto the nearest bench with me and wrap my arms around her. After a quick squeeze, I sit back and meet her pleading eyes. 

“I’m right where I’m meant to be. I won’t leave him.” 

“But you aren’t bonded. There’s nothing tying you to that monster.” 

I chuckle and rest my fingertip at the edge of her jaw. 

“Where did this warrior come from? You’re fierce today.” 

“I know he’s going to hurt you again. You should just stay here and never go back.” 

“No, love. You belong here, but I don’t. This is your life. Your adventure. Not mine. I have my own journey to travel.” 

“Ma, how can I—”

“Child, if there were a way for me to leave, I would have already. You know this.” 

Her expression pinches. 

“That’s the thing, Ma. You’re a victim. How can you possibly see a way out when he’s had you trapped for so long?” 

“Do you have so little faith in me?” 

Her dark brown eyes search my features. After a moment, she sighs and shakes her head. 

“No. If there were ever a woman who could stand up against her, um,” she scrunches her nose as she searches for an appropriate word, “against someone like him, it would be you.” 

I force myself to smile and steal a caress of her eyebrows, smoothing them with the pads of my thumbs. She chuffs a half laugh when I ghost my fingertips over the ticklish shell of her ear before trailing down her neck and resting my palms on her shoulders. 

“You know, if you ever want me to keep my hands to myself, all you have to do is say so, right?” I ask, mindful of how she’s no longer the little girl who demanded hugs every other minute during the day. Her bottom lip sticks out in an immediate pout. 

“Don’t you dare. I’ll take every bit. It’d kill me if you started pulling away from me because you thought I was too old for your affection. I know how much this means to you,” she murmurs. 

I swallow the lump in my throat as tears shimmer in her eyes. I don’t know how my daughter turned out to be so wise, but I wouldn’t change a damn thing about her. 

Understanding lurks in her gaze. 

I’ve spent decades in a constant state of touch deprivation. What little physical contact I have with her father figure is never positive, so she’s the only person in my life who can fulfill my need, but I’d stop in a heartbeat if she asked me to. Which is probably why she’s never lashed out like a typical teenager. 

I sigh and skim my palms down her arms before settling my hands in my lap. 

“Ma, I’m serious,” she says before leaning forward and resting her forehead on my shoulder. My hands lift of their own accord and rub soothing circles over her back. 

“I know, baby, but it’s time for me to go.” 

She sucks in a deep breath and shakes her head. 

“No, let’s just sit like this for a few more minutes.” 

“Is there something wrong? You looked so peaceful when you walked into the sanctuary, but if there’s something you need—”

“I need to sit just like this for a few more minutes,” she says, her voice more forceful than I’ve ever heard. I clamp my teeth together and stroke her back until she sighs in bliss and nuzzles harder against my shoulder. 

I soak up her generosity until a bee buzzes past our ears, making us both jump. She wipes her eyes before sitting up with a laugh. 

“I just wish you could find the happiness I feel when I’m with the coven,” she says. 

I sigh and frame her face with my deceptively unmarred hands. 

“Then keep working toward your own happiness. Hear me, Armista? Focus on you and your life and trust me to take care of mine. Got it?” 

She nods despite the reluctance emanating from her. I kiss her forehead and pull her to a standing position as I rise. 

“You haven’t told me about your week. Any new Ellen stories to tell?” I ask as she weaves her arm within mine and leads me through the garden. 

I listen to her animated voice, studying her face and posture as she tells me of her friend’s most recent escapade—which involves a bag of glitter in a forgotten pocket after they led craft day at the primary school last Tuesday—and reassure myself of her happiness. She shows no signs of sadness. No fear. No remorse. After a few minutes, I point our toes toward the sanctuary, mindful of the passing time yet reluctant to leave. 

When we step into the much cooler building, I welcome the sheen of sweat covering my body and take a deep breath, preferring the slightly musty smell of wood and stone over the intense floral perfume of the roses. 

After a quick hug and a few parting words, I leave her in the only place safe enough for her to be out of my reach. I cross the parking lot and wait at the public transport terminal, staring at the wall of ever-changing billboards and blanking my mind of everything except my immediate surroundings. 

No matter how safe the city claims to be, I know monsters lurk around every corner. Even the most upstanding citizen could be a threat. 

The train screeches to a halt. I enter the middle car and sit across from the door. Several people get on and off at random stops, but I keep my gaze trained out the window and wait until the conductor announces my station. 

The clock above the door chimes as the second hand hits the hour mark. My chest squeezes with panic, but I stick my hands in my pockets and relax my facial muscles. The last thing I want is to draw attention to myself. 

I step out onto the platform and keep my head down, using my ears to check my surroundings before I head toward my neighborhood. The further from the station I walk, the tighter the band squeezes around my chest. I put one foot in front of the other until the sounds of the city fade, replaced by the surrounding suburban sprawl. Personal transporters whizz by with their bright colors and sleek lines, but I know my place. 

By the time I turn onto my street, my heart pounds in my ears and sludge clogs my veins. 

A white vehicle sits in our driveway. Dread adds a thousand pounds to each of my feet, but I trudge onward, plodding back to my cage like a well-whipped dog. 

The mountains in the distance steal my attention as I walk past the mailbox, but I yank my eyes away and shuffle around the strange car toward the front door. I take a fortifying breath, turn the knob, and come face to face with my tormentor. Barely hidden behind his façade of civility, fury rolls in his light green eyes. 

“You’re late,” he snarls before snatching my upper arm and yanking me into the house. I swallow as he shuts the door with exaggerated care before turning to me. 

“You will be on your best behavior for our visitors. Address them both as Director. Understand?” 

His fingers dig into my arm as he lifts just far enough to tweak my shoulder. I rise onto my toes and respond through gritted teeth. 

“Yes, sir.” 

He twists until agony arcs through my shoulder. 

“Call me Enforcer while they’re here, useless bitch,” he grumbles as he pushes me down the hall. 

On shaky legs, I hurry deeper into the house, knowing nothing but pain and humiliation await me. 

None of it matters as long as Armista is free. 




Chapter 2
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Thret

I glance at my travel partner and grumble. 

“You’ve been dragging your feet the entire trip, Choku. This isn’t a tough mission—transfer device from point A to point B, return to point A, the end—so why is this taking so long?” 

“The Fleet Commander said stealth is our top priority. Speed is secondary, so let’s—”

“If you suggest we detour again, I’m heading all the way back to Commander Ru’en. I’m sure he’ll be thrilled you were the reason his honeymoon was cut short,” I say. 

Choku turns his dark gaze my way. I hold my ground as the galaxies within his eyes slowly rotate. 

“I still don’t have all my senses back.” 

His response stops me in my tracks. I pivot on my heel, creating a divot in the gravel, and cross my arms over my chest as I study him from head to toe. 

“It’s been almost a week since the attack. We left camp two days ago, but you couldn’t tell me then?” 

“I’m telling you now.” 

His response deflates my growing agitation. It’s a line I understand. 

“True, you are. Are you suggesting another detour because you’re second guessing yourself or because you sense danger?” I ask. I’d rather barrel forward into danger than stand here and talk. Talking is aggravating. Fighting is fun. 

Choku’s shoulders rise and fall with his deep breath. 

“Normally I’d say your bluntness is refreshing, but right now I’d rather you not verbally stab my pride,” he mumbles under his breath, not quite low enough for the wind to drown out his voice. 

“Answer the question. We don’t have time to pussyfoot around your wounded pride.” 

His long-suffering sigh irks me. I stomp after him, gritting my teeth as he leads me to the base of the nearest mountain. The fading sunlight glints off the minerals in the rocky landscape. Barren, except for the random insect, the tall peaks to the east seem worlds apart from the sand dunes spanning the western horizon. 

“Both.” 

I scowl at Choku’s response. 

“Both?” 

His lips thin at my tone. 

“Yes, both. I don’t trust my muddled senses, but instincts tell me to change our path. You can see my conundrum,” he says as he lowers himself to sit on a sand-covered boulder. I run my hand over my head in frustration. 

“We need to get that thing to base camp,” I say as I point at the case hanging from his pack. 

“Correct.” 

“The most direct route would be to continue south along this mountain range, but we can’t because the ISC probably has dozens of troops staked out between here and there,” I surmise. 

“Correct.” 

Frustration builds in me at his smooth tone. 

The ISC, short for the Intergalactic Science Corps, deserves to burn in the deepest layers of hell. Once a trustworthy organization, created to expand our knowledge of the universe for the good of all, they no longer follow the founding principles. 

They’ve become the bane of our existence. They hide under the surface of this planet, Mai’CuS, and conduct vile experiments on dynamics of all races. Although I’ve been to some shady planets before, this one—the one my fellow Warrior Elites have decided to call home—has the worst infestation of ISC facilities I have ever seen. 

Which means I have plenty to keep me occupied while the rest of my teammates shackle themselves to ridiculously fragile human females. 

Not me. I don’t want an omega. Or a human. The tiny creatures hold no appeal to me. They’re too delicate. Too weak. Too annoying. 

I have no patience for the trouble they bring. The mission is all that matters. Once this mission ends, another will begin, and when it does, I’ll pour all my focus into it as well. 

“Then we need to take a different route to base camp. One the Fleet hasn’t used yet,” I say, pulling myself back into the situation at hand. 

“That would be ideal, but our unit alone has traveled almost every route between here and base camp several times in the last few months. An offshoot here or there won’t provide us with enough cover to make it without being detected,” Choku says before pulling the lower half of his mask off and sticking his water straw between his teeth. 

I note the movement for what it is—a distraction. He wasn’t lying when he admitted to being uncertain. I grunt and scan the horizon as I speak. 

“They expect us at base camp within the next five days, so we can’t go too far to the east, and there’s nothing but desert to the west.” 

My teammate keeps the hose to his water sack between his teeth, refusing to state the obvious, so I do it for him with an annoyed glare. 

“We should cross over the mountains and head south, staying several miles away from the mountain range to avoid being boxed in.” 

He finally tucks his mouthpiece into its holster and responds. 

“Except there are cities on that side of the mountain range. More civilization means more chances of being seen by the planet’s population and causing an uproar.” 

I scowl at him. He’s right. The people of Mai’CuS don’t know they’re not the only intelligent life in the universe. It’s insulting and pathetic. I ball my fists against my ribs and flex my crossed arms tighter against my chest. 

The puny, idiotic humans would no doubt run and scream if they saw either of us. Much larger than the typical alpha, neither of us could ever hope to blend in with the population. Choku’s speckled eyes and midnight flesh would cause mass panic. The bony plates covering my shoulders, back, and arms would give the most level-headed homo sapien a heart attack. 

“So, we go around the cities. Stick to the lands in between.” 

“We’ll have to,” he replies. 

I tighten my scowl at his neutral tone. 

“Come on. We’re wasting time.” 

I take off into the mountains, not waiting to see if he follows. The steep incline between the peaks tests my patience more than my strength. I grumble under my breath the entire way, releasing my frustration in the least destructive way possible. Shoving against a boulder too hard, I growl when chunks of stone tumble down the barren mountainside, the racket growing with each bounce as the rocks pick up speed. 

Choku’s lifted brow as he waits on the ledge several yards above my head increases my aggravation. 

Even without his full abilities, he’s more limber than I am, so he scales the veritable cliff face faster. I ignore his silent scrutiny and climb onto the ledge beside him. 

His feet dangle in the open air as he sits with his ass perched near the edge. I continue upward, enjoying the strain on my muscles as I haul my bulk over sharp rocks. 

I drop onto a narrow outcropping and move from one foothold to the next. Hours pass as we pick our way through the maze of stone. Stars blink in the spaces between the towering mountains. 

By the time we find the other side of the mountain range, thick clouds cover the sky and thunder rolls through the canyons. 

Choku catches my attention with a flick of his eyes, the slowly rotating galaxies emitting a white glow. 

We haven’t seen rain on this planet before. Most of Mai’CuS is a desert now. Only narrow patches of land near the coast grow green things. The ISC terraformed Mai’CuS by building underground dams to block all rivers, disrupting the natural flow of water over the planet’s only continent. Crazy bastards. 

The landscape changes. Clumps of grass grow in the pockets of dirt trapped between rocks. Tiny paths emerge, making traveling less of a chore. 

Another rumble echoes off the boulders. I freeze mid step as the sound morphs into the hum of an engine. Before I can scale either side of the ravine, a transporter swings around the corner and blinds me with its headlights. 

I curse and charge forward as the vehicle accelerates. The engine roars. I slam my fists down on the hood and duck just in time to avoid the top of the windshield as it flips ass over end. It crashes to the ground with the shattering of glass and crunch of metal before flipping again and smacking into the side of the ravine. Smoke wafts from the engine. The wheels on the driver’s side spin in the air while the passenger side lies wedged against the rocks. 

I stalk forward and wrench the driver’s door off the hinges. The uniforms covering the broken bodies, along with the labels on the crappy equipment, identify the crew as ISC guards. 

“Is this a chance encounter, or are they tracking us?” I ask over my shoulder as I toss the unconscious male out of the driver’s seat. He groans as he hits the ground, but doesn’t move. 

“We’ll see. Let’s clean up and get out of here,” Choku says from the top of the ravine. 

I rummage through the cab but find little interest in their gear. I’d rather go without than lug this shitty stuff around, but I snag their rations and water and cram them into my pack before shoving the driver back into his seat. 

“No flames.” 

I roll my eyes at Choku’s words—I don’t need the reminder—and reach over the upturned vehicle and yank the engine out. I lift the steaming hunk of metal above my head and smash it into the undercarriage several times, enjoying the resounding crunch, until red and black fluids leak from the flattened vehicle. I slam down several more times for good measure, until I’m sure I’ve ruined every device and rendered each body as unidentifiable, before throwing the destroyed engine out of the ravine. Metal meets stone with a harsh ring as it tumbles down the rocky terrain. 

Satisfied with the destruction of my enemies, I step around the flow of inky liquids and continue in the direction the transporter came from. 

Choku alerts me to his presence with the scuff of a boot. I glance at his dark silhouette and grunt in response. 

We travel in silence for a few more minutes, our ears perked for sounds out of the ordinary, but only thunder greets us. Choku climbs up a boulder and gestures for me to follow. I heft myself up the rock and jump from handhold to handhold until I reach the small outcropping overlooking the land outside of the mountain range. 

A city sprawls to the south of us. My scowl deepens the longer I study the layout. The city center boasts a dome, but several skyscrapers disrupt the natural landscape outside of the fabricated atmosphere. 

When we landed, we saw no sign of a city this close to the mountains, and the maps we have must be decades old. The Fleet Spacecrafts have been mapping the planet as they orbit, but we’ve focused our efforts on the center of the continent, since that’s where we found most ISC facilities. 

The scent of moss leads me to believe the thick clouds are a permanent feature, which would interrupt our scanners. Add in the city’s low light emissions, and even a Sky-Flyer might not notice the civilization as it flies past, but at our vantage point, the city and surrounding suburbia shimmer in the moist air. 

An odd tugging sensation plagues my chest. I grumble in annoyance and turn my scowl to Choku. 

He surveys our surroundings for a few more moments before giving me his attention. 

“It’ll take too long to travel around, even with a transporter, and continuing in the mountains leaves us vulnerable to other ISC scouts. We should acquire a civilian vehicle and take the roads along the outskirts until we reach the southern edge,” he says. 

I shrug my pack off my shoulders and yank two meal packets free. I meet Choku’s eyes before tossing one to him, using a bit more force than necessary. He catches his food with a bemused expression before removing and clipping his mask to his belt. I rip open my main entrée and mirror his movements to join him in a quick meal. We eat and drink while we have the chance, knowing the task ahead may take longer than we expect. 

My aggravation increases as the odd tugging sensation in my chest grows. I slide my water hose back into place and scowl as my insides buzz with a disconcerting itch. 

As I stash my trash in the bottom pocket of my pack, my eyes sweep over the city below, searching for something I can’t name. 

I scowl and shoulder my pack. The mission points me south. Instincts demand I follow a route more toward the east. A sense of inevitability washes over me. 

I hate it. The only thing certain in this life is my devotion to the Fleet. I yank my mask over my head and make my way down the mountain, my senses sharp and my fury sharper. 

Nothing will prevent us from delivering the case to base camp. 

Nothing. 
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Chariot

A metal wall slams into my face. Once. Twice. A third time. I hold in my groans. I haven’t so much as whimpered for my Enforcer in over a decade, and I don’t plan on starting now. 

Except he hasn’t hurt me this badly in a long while. Even with the haze of unconsciousness clouding my senses, every part of me aches. My bones hurt. Bruises form on my back, breasts, and limbs. Pain radiates through my abdomen and agony pulses between my legs. 

I smack against the wall again and jolt into sudden awareness. 

Dread settles into me as I slide across the floor of his personal transporter. He hits another bump, sending me flying and thudding back to the floor. I breathe through the pain and brace myself for more. He swerves and hits the brakes so hard I slide forward and hit my head on the back of the passenger seat. 

The driver’s seat squeaks as he lifts his weight from it and squeezes his bulk between the seats. I push into a sitting position with my back against the wall and grit my teeth at the agony shooting through me. A warm trail of blood drips from the top of my head and blinds my right eye, but I don’t bother to wipe it away, tilting my head back and meeting my nightmare head on. 

He reaches past me and yanks the sliding door open. Icy rain splatters on the floor and soaks my shoulder. 

“Get out,” he says. 

I swallow and move toward the door, but not fast enough. He shoves the sole of his boot into my side and laughs as I tumble out of the vehicle. Gravel tears at my flesh. Instantly soaked from the rain, I roll further away from the tires and rise onto my hands and knees. 

“Look at me, Subject 29A,” he growls. I lift my head and squint through the downpour. He squats so his body takes up the entire frame of the sliding door, far enough inside the van to avoid the rain, and pierces me with his soulless eyes. “I’ll see you in the morning, either up in these hills or at the morgue, doesn’t matter which one.” 

My blood runs cold. He slams the door closed and sprays me with pebbles as he pulls onto the road. I block my injured head with my forearm and hiss as rocks cut through my flesh, my reflexes too sluggish to scramble away in time. 

Thunder shakes the ground as I roll onto my hip. I sit for a few moments, letting the frigid downpour numb my aching body and the passing of time ease my galloping heart. 

Memories flash through my mind. The first time he dumped me on the side of the road, I wore nothing but sleep shorts and a t-shirt. It’d been the middle of winter. I had no socks. No shoes. No coat. I’d been certain he wanted me dead, but he’d driven by a few minutes later and thrown a packet of clothes out the window as he passed. 

I pull my legs in front of me and stare at the socks and tennis shoes on my feet. With a slow, detached sweep of my eyes, I study the torn pants and shirt plastered to my body. 

He dressed me while I was unconscious. 

I blink at my shirt’s ripped shoulder. Armista laid her head there a few hours ago. I push the thought away and swallow the lump lodged in my throat. As I struggle to my feet, my right hip sends stabbing pain down to my toes, and the pain between my legs makes me wish my organs would just fall out and end my misery. 

Warmth gushes down my inner thighs. Maybe I’ll get my wish. 

I breathe through my mouth, ignoring the waft of alpha pheromones and the metallic tang of blood, and swing my gaze to the road. With the clouds blocking the stars and the mountains creating a pitch-black shadow on my right, I put one foot in front of the other, limping after my Enforcer’s van. After a few minutes, the pounding rain steals every ounce of warmth from my limbs. I don’t trust my balance enough to wrap my arms around my chest, so I keep them loose at my sides, ready to brace myself if I fall, and shuffle forward in the dark. Long minutes tick by with nothing but the howling wind, thunder, and occasional flashes of lightning. The winding road stretches in front of me. My vision tunnels and I stumble over my own two feet as my head spins. 

More time passes, but everything jumbles together, and I can’t tell whether minutes or hours pass. Terror rises from my soul as I replay my Enforcer’s words. 

Maybe this time, he actually wants to find me dead. 

Fury lends me strength. I refuse to die. Not like this. Never because of him. 

I square my shoulders and take another step forward. Whether he returns to pick me up or I show up on his doorstep, I will survive this, just like I always have—with pure determination. 

Headlights turn the corner behind me and illuminate the road. I shuffle closer to the shoulder and close my fists at my sides as my shadow rises on the asphalt in front of me. 

A vehicle pulls up beside me, but I keep my gaze trained on my path and limp another step closer to my cage. My eyes refuse to focus on my periphery, so I can’t identify what type of transporter stalks me. 

The vehicle stays alongside me for several more moments. My dizziness increases as the bright lights reflect off a road sign and hammer into my skull. 

“Get in,” says a ridiculously low, gravelly voice. Masculine and rich, it belongs to a stranger. The command tugs at my soul. I almost turn on instinct, but a wave of darkness washes over me and I stagger instead. 

I lose my balance and land on my hands and knees. With numb limbs and a hammering heart, I fight my way back to standing, brush the gravel off my scraped knees, and frown at the dark interior of the transporter. 

After studying the shadows and finding no hint of who might be inside, I check the paint and swallow my trepidation. It’s white with a black stripe down the side, so it isn’t my Enforcer. 

The world tilts under my feet and my legs give out. I brace for impact, but massive digits close over my biceps and hold me upright. 

Lightning flashes, illuminating my supposed savior, and my heart stalls as black fabric fills my vision. Easily three times bigger than the largest alpha I’ve ever seen, his torso spans on and on, the rippled muscles of his stomach giving way to an impossibly wider chest. I tilt my head back and look up and up. Another bolt of lightning streaks across the sky and I meet steely inhuman eyes. A mask covers his features, leaving nothing but a strip of flesh around his eyes visible. 

My brain short-circuits. I give in to the rolling of the planet and sink into unconsciousness, overwhelmed by the emotions bursting free from deep within my chest and succumbing to the pain of my body. 

Muffled sounds pull me toward reality, but I linger in the inky void for as long as I can, my mind desperate to avoid waking despite the jangling of my instincts. I peel my heavy eyelids open and struggle to make sense of my surroundings. 

I stiffen and bite down on a groan as pressure builds in my skull. The giant monster holds something to my head and speaks in his mesmerizingly deep voice. My brain refuses to process his words, but the harsh note of warning stills my heart and I blink in confusion at the feel of hard muscles under my fingers. I pull my hands away from his arms and drop them to the seat on either side of me. The seatbelt digs into my bruised breast, but the ache barely registers amidst the rest of my injuries. A cool stinging infects my scalp before blessed numbness sinks into my skull. The pressure dissipates and clarity slowly filters in through my pain. I swallow and stare up into oblong pupils. 
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