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Dedication

To those who’ve hurt me: it didn’t work. I got back up. It’ll never work. I’ll always get back up. 

Keep swinging. I dare you. 
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Blurb

“You’re my lifemate, little warrior. My soulmate. My omega. I’ll have you locked on my knot in the end.”

  -Lyc

 

 

Born in an underground lab and raised by evil scientists, Subject 66C has one purpose in life: accept her fellow test subjects’ pain and calm them for further experiments. She uses her power to protect those trapped in hell with her, but she holds no hope of freedom for herself.

 

Until she’s thrown in a cell with Lyc, a massive alien alpha with red and black scales and eerie reptilian eyes. As a Warrior Elite–a top secret Special Operations unit of super soldier aliens–and a seer, he’s devoted his life to protecting his teammates and their fated mates.

 

When a mission goes sideways and he’s captured by the enemy, he finds himself strapped to a torture chair and locked in a cell with the most gorgeous creature he’s ever seen. Unable to resist the call of the mate bond, he flies into a rampage and destroys the room only to discover a horrible truth.

 

She’s his omega lifemate, but her touch steals the rage he uses to maintain his sanity.

 

With the scientists set out to break them with increasingly crueler experiments, Lyc’s foresight into the future filling him with foreboding, and Subject 66C’s power evolving, will they succumb to the dangers and lose everything, or break free and find their happily ever after?

 

 

Protected and Punished (Warrior Elite Series Book 4) 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:

*He Falls First and Harder

*Forbidden Romance

*Enemies to Lovers

*Forced Proximity

*Morally Grey Alpha

*Touch Her And Die

*Strong Female Lead

*Special Monster Peen

*Nonshifter Omegaverse (nesting, knotting, marking)

*Graphic Violence (sexual and nonsexual)

*HEA (Happily Ever After)

*Mf pairing (male/female)

*Forced cheating

 

 

 

 




Chapter 1
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Subject 66C

Tiny fists always seem to hurt more. I relax my jaw and blink away the blast of pain, willing my senses back into the present. 

With matted hair and wild eyes, the new test subject scurries backward, expecting to be hit for her outburst, but I force my arms to remain lax at my sides and step closer, herding her further into the corner. She screeches and swings again, leading with her claws. 

Fire licks up my shoulder, the material of my uniform so thin it shreds with ease. As tiny lines of crimson bloom and spread onto the fabric, I allow myself a sharp inhale, tasting the metallic scent of my blood, and push even closer. 

Incensed by the smell, the girl’s pupils dilate impossibly further, her lip curling in utter disdain. 

I’ve almost succeeded. Just a little more. 

I take another step closer, my slow, calculated movement trapping her in the corner of the tiny white cell, ratcheting her fear and fury to its highest level. 

She attacks with feet, claws, knees, and elbows, aiming for my face and torso. The fitted bodice of my dress rips with each furious swipe of her nails, another uniform performing exactly as designed, highlighting the effect of her violence. I wait, absorbing every strike and scratch as I always do, keeping my breathing slow and even despite the agony coursing through my body. 

When I don’t respond, don’t fight back, don’t hurt her or react to the pain, she breaks. 

Her hold on reality snaps. 

I wrap my hands around her tiny shoulders and pull her flush against me, doing my best to encompass her with my tired arms. 

Unseen things pass between us. The ugly darkness writhing within my chest calls for hers, sucking the negative energy from her flesh like a leech latching onto an unsuspecting swimmer. It takes and takes, consuming her rage and misery until her arms wrap around my midsection and her cheek rests on the exposed upper swell of my breasts. 

She sags against me, becoming a docile, empty shell of a child. Hating the blank mind resting so near my repulsive, hungry void, I drop my cheek to the top of her head and expel the breath trapped in my lungs. 

Memories flow between us, visions I’ve never seen before bubbling to the forefront of the little girl’s mind. Happy things. Sunlight and comfort. Trees swaying in the breeze. A woman’s voice, calling for a child too curious to stay within sight. Strong arms cradling her to a massive, rumbling chest. 

All foreign to me. Meaningless. They evoke neither joy nor longing. 

I release her and step away. She doesn’t move except to point shimmery brown orbs at mine, the complex emotions shining from her watery eyes a luxury I can’t allow myself to feel. 

Knowing I cannot help her without causing us both immense pain, I turn my back on her and approach the door, hiding the familiar swirl of distress behind my normal subservient façade. 

Stepping into the hall and turning to the right, I take three measured steps forward before bracing my feet shoulder width apart and weaving my fingers together behind my head. 

The cool touch of my fingers against my shaved scalp calms their trembling. A new scratch above my right temple drips warmth through my short hair, the pull of gravity sending it from one hair follicle to the next. 

I don’t flinch as camera lights flash. I follow instructions, accustomed to curt voices and white hazmat suits as they catalogue the state of my body. All things relevant to my newest success, as well as the almost fully faded bruises and cuts from yesterday, get measured and recorded. 

Even the prick of a needle on my right underarm doesn’t faze me.

None of it matters. They can inspect me with their tools and prod me with their questions, but they can’t touch the real me. They can’t understand the blackness hidden within my soul, even though they created it. 

I take comfort in their ignorance. 

“Subject 66C, return to your cell and prepare for your next task.” 

“Yes, Director.” 

With my chin lowered as expected, I drop my arms and straighten my shoulders before trekking through the maze of linoleum and cement. Two Enforcers trail behind me, their entire bodies covered head to toe in white. Beams of light reflect off their helmets, dancing on the walls in front of me, reminding me of their imposing presence. 

I do not give in to the fear urging me to move faster. Only once have I ever run from an Enforcer. It’ll never happen again. My left femur pulses with remembered pain despite it being healed long ago. 

Hell isn’t fire and brimstone. It’s cement and harsh overhead lights. 

I stop at the stairwell and place my hand on the scanner, waiting until it beeps to begin climbing the steps. The new bruise on my thigh aches every time I put my weight on it, but I grit my teeth once before smoothing my features into the blank mask required. Massive boots stomp up the stairs behind me, the alphas purposefully ascending at a faster rate than my shaky legs can manage. 

A gloved hand settles on my nape and pushes me upward. My toe catches on the edge of the landing and sends me sprawling. Agony streaks up my legs as my knees crack against the polished floor. I fling my arms forward and stop my descent inches before my skull meets the ground. I don’t wait for the scathing remarks and seeking hands, scrambling to my feet and pushing through the pain. Three steps later, both alphas drop a massive hand onto my shoulders, awakening the darkness hidden behind my sternum. 

I hold in my trepidation and continue toward my cell. 

The hands prevent me from reaching my door, halting me a few paces from relative safety. 

“She always looks prettier with more bruises, don’t you think?” 

Tension tightens my muscles as the male to my left squeezes my shoulder so hard my bones hurt. 

“Always. Isn’t it a shame the Director hasn’t found her more Subjects to help? Hey, 66C, how long has it been since you’ve let an alpha beat on you?” 

I don’t respond. Don’t move. Don’t even breathe. 

Small fists hurt the worst, but large hands do more damage. 

Digits dig under my collarbone, coloring my vision with smears of darkness as the alpha on my right mashes my subclavius trigger point. 

“Still too good to talk to us, freak? C’mon, we want that sweet little purr you offer the stupid whores who can’t control themselves.” 

Never. No matter how hard they beat me, no matter how much they hurt me, I’ll never give them the relief I offer the wretched souls trapped in this hellacious place. 

Another massive paw wraps around my left arm, the Enforcer’s gloved fingers easily overlapping my bicep. 

“Fine. It’s more fun when you go all silent, anyway.” 

Cement splits my cheek as he slams me face first into the wall, pivoting me so two humongous bodies cage me in. 

The darkness, slower to rise than normal since it found satiation in the little girl, swirls in eagerness over the brutes’ corrupt energy. 

A gloved hand mashes my face into the wall while a massive forearm pins my shoulders to the rough surface. I brace my palms on the frigid cement, wishing I could fight but knowing it would only incense them further. 

Boots kick my ankles apart, nearly taking my legs out from under me with the slicing pain traveling up from my slippered heels. 

Thick fingers grab my ass, the move unexpected despite the obvious erection brushing against my lower back. Bile rises in my throat and nausea churns my stomach. 

“C’mon, barren slut. Cry for us, like you used to. You know you want to.” 

I turn my attention inward, wrapping theoretical fingers around the storm building around my heart. 

They can’t rape me. It would interfere with my results, so they can’t stick their cocks in me. 

But they can still hurt me. 

It’s okay. I know how to hurt: I was built to accept pain. It’s all I expect from life. 

But that doesn’t stop my soul from pulsing with dark agony, humiliation, and fear. 

Calloused fingers slide down the back of my thigh, dipping under the hem of my dress and digging fingertips into my flesh. If it weren’t for the gloves buffering me from his nails, blood would no doubt drip down my leg from his brutal scratch. 

“I know how to make you scream.” 

The disgusting voice, full of lust and evil intent, snarls so close to my ear, chills run down my spine, even with a fat hand holding my head against the wall. 

I don’t give them the satisfaction of hearing my agony as he pulls my underwear to the side and forces a finger into my entrance. As dry as ever, the invasion hurts, another layer of misery within the cacophony of my torment. 

His angry snarl as I deny him what he wants echoes in my mind, my hip and elbow sending streaks of pain through me as I land on the linoleum. Boots stomp closer, chasing my body as it skids down the hall, his brutal shove sending me further than he intended. 

“Fucking freak bitch must need more foreplay.” 

I don’t cower even as savage fingers wrap around my throat and lift me to my feet. My split lip and abraded cheek fling droplets of blood across his reflective face shield as he slaps me across the face. 

He releases my throat, dropping me like a sack of garbage. I barely land on my feet before white-hot agony lances into my side, the other alpha’s fist colliding with the soft tissues of my abdomen. 

My diaphragm seizes. I stumble, staying upright by sheer force of will. 

More blows strike my body, bruising and merciless as the Enforcers take their aggression out on me. 

“Fine, frigid bitch, if you won’t cry for us, I’ll make it so you can’t.” 

Rough digits wrap around my throat and squeeze so hard my pulse pounds in my ears and my vision wavers. A brutal thrust of his arm and my head knocks against the cement wall. Crude fingers dip into my torn bodice, yanking the holes bigger until cold air wafts across my breasts, my tattered dress barely clinging to my waist. 

Their huffing breaths turn ragged, warped lust emanating from their every move. I stare at my own reflection, refusing to back down even though I have nothing left. Nothing worth protecting. Nothing that isn’t desecrated or vile from living in this wretched place. 

My peripheral vision dims as my lungs scream for oxygen. The ugly smack of sound as they slap my breasts barely registers as my mind goes fuzzy. 

With their suits covering them from head to toe, I have no way of reaching out and feeding the hungry void writhing within my chest. 

Even if I could, I wouldn’t. I refuse to connect with an Enforcer ever again, my soul quailing at the stain left behind. 

The pressure leaves my throat, only for his massive paw to slide down and cup my sore breast. Worms crawl under my skin. My lungs fill with fresh oxygen, adrenaline coursing through my veins. 

“Ready to cry now, 66c?” 

I stare at my defiant reflection, knowing the action most likely causes my destruction. 

 




Chapter 2
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Lyc

I do not regret the decisions I made in the past, nor do I lament the choice I must make now. 

Commander Steil pauses and raises his right fist over his shoulder, signaling for a halt. 

I glance at the rock formation above his location, rage filling me at the familiar view, and vault into action. Darting around boulders and launching up the steep incline, I reach the hidden outcropping mere seconds before the sniper finds his aim. 

My knife slides across his wrist, severing his tendons and rendering his trigger finger useless. Wrapping my other hand around his throat, I pinch my fingers together and crush his windpipe, ruining his ability to scream. 

These ISC soldiers haunt our missions more and more as time progresses. We’re here to exterminate them, but they seem to pop up out of nowhere, gaining new skills every time we come across them. 

With my enemy dying a slow, cruel death underneath me, satisfaction grows within my marrow. I wait until the beating of his heart ceases before removing his limp hands from the weapon and setting it out of reach. A quick search of his pockets and the seams of his uniform leaves me with a pile of pathetic tactical gear. 

Leaving him where he lies, I slide his handgun, ammo, and rifle into my chest harness before rising onto my feet. Staying low in case he has a buddy sitting on a higher perch, I check the rest of the area before stepping onto the tiny ledge opposite the way I entered. 

My feet never falter on the loose pebbles as I skirt the canyon’s wall, searching for signs of other ISC soldiers. Less than two minutes later, another foe slides into death at my hands, his blood pooling in the uneven rock before finding crevices to disappear into. 

Once a well-respected and humane organization, the International Science Corps no longer resembles its original self. Entire branches, spread throughout the known galaxies, operate in hidden facilities, conducting gruesome and unfathomable experiments. Even this backwater planet holds innumerable ISC facilities.

No one knows who runs these evil branches. Only a tiny portion of the charted galaxies are aware of their existence, since the political face of the ISC maintains an upstanding persona. 

Only those who have been in the bowels of these unique hells can understand how heinous the organization has become. 

I lean over the edge and motion for Commander Steil to resume before continuing to prowl through the sizzling rocks, ensuring no other enemies lie hidden above our intended path. Down below, Commander Steil, eleven exhausted omegas, and two beta males trek through the narrow canyon. In a few miles, they’ll reach the cave system I found a few days ago when checking the local terrain. 

The omegas just finished a short yet brutal heat. By the set of their shoulders and the dragging of their feet, they may not make it to shelter before several of them collapse, but we couldn’t stay where we were. 

Self-hatred and fury spur me onward as I curse our last hiding spot. We’d only intended to stay there for a night, but the omegas went into a sudden, intense estrous and we had to bunker down for four days. 

I still curse myself for not checking on my pod mate, Fek, and his omega sooner. Their deserted nest of tattered fabrics strewn about the tiny cave will forever haunt me. The fear permeating from the rocks told everything—after my pod mate eased his female in her time of need, ISC soldiers found and took them. 

Fate must unfold. 

An old vision snaps into focus. Blood trails down the inside of a feminine thigh. Pain and misery infect every moment, rage overcoming all common sense. A monotone voice hovers in the background, speaking words I never formed despite them coming from my mouth. 

Fate must unfold. 

Some things I can prevent, like Commander Steil lying dead on the canyon floor with his head blown open from a sniper’s rifle, while other things must occur. 

I don’t know which is which. The thousands of horrific visuals constantly flipping through my psyche don’t provide a clear picture of what’s preventable and what will happen, no matter how I try to stop it. 

My pod mate was destined to fall into the hands of the ISC. 

The knowledge does little to ease the rage eating away at my insides. 

Picking my way between the jagged stones and sandy pockets, I remain vigilant while opening my mind’s eye to the new scenes as they join the gory book of premonitions on constant repeat in my mind. 

A massacre. Blood bubbling in the blistering sun. Bodies with limbs twisted at odd angles. Lifeless eyes staring up at the clear blue sky, both feminine and masculine. A familiar knife handle, jutting from white cloth. 

Not white anymore. Crimson. 

My feet move faster. I lengthen my strides, jumping from one narrow foothold to another, instincts demanding I reach the cave long before the vulnerable party trudging along the canyon floor. 

An ambush. Two vehicles. Over ten ISC soldiers, rushing forward like a stampede of wild animals. No finesse in the attack. 

Black suits, many against two. 

No. Ten against one. 

The vision shifts. I lunge upward, catching a higher ledge with my fingertips and pulling myself up. 

Full lips, smeared with crimson and swollen from abuse, interrupt the dark visions. In a sea of death, she inspires lust and longing, the stubborn set of her chin hardening my cock in an instant. Never a full picture, she teases and tempts, always out of reach. 

My elbow scratches against the jagged rock. Yanking my mind back into focus, I throw myself onto the ledge and climb higher. 

Fighting. Losing. Commander Steil dead. 

The ambush. 

I scramble over stone and tufts of dead plants, traversing the distance with ease despite the rugged terrain. Scaling ever higher, I see the two transporters parked in an offshoot before I spot the alphas waiting further down the canyon. 

Scurrying up the last few meters, I hop onto the highest ledge overlooking the entire canyon, noting the position of the sun before setting my legs into a brutal run. My heart pounds in my ears and my lungs strain to provide oxygen for the rest of my body, but I push harder, faster, until the wide expanse of emptiness looms directly in front of me. I jump, knowing I won’t make the leap from one side of the offshoot to the other, pulling two blades from my chest harness midair. 

I collide with the far wall, burying my blades into the clumps of dirt hanging from the time-worn stone. With my momentum stopped, I yank the blade free and climb the cliff until I reach the top. 

Darting around dry bushes and cacti, I rush another half a mile down the canyon before dropping over the edge. Free falling for long, gut-wrenching moments, I slow my descent with my blades until my soles smack into an outcropping a few stories above the canyon floor. 

Crouching down to offset the impact, I waste no time jumping and free falling again. 

Creamy white breasts, marred by bruises and abrasions, tempt me to turn my focus away from my self-appointed mission. 

No. 

Using my frustration as fuel, I pour on more speed. 

Three black-clad alphas collapse to the ground as I run past them, my blades slitting their throats before they even know what happened. Another ISC guard crumples as my knife sinks into the gap between his armor and his helmet. 

Radios squawk as the idiots realize they aren’t alone. 

I pull the ISC handgun from my chest harness as I dodge behind a boulder, dust spraying my heels as a bullet hits a nearby rock. Rolling and firing, I knock two more soldiers to the ground, the hits not lethal since they wear armor, but stunning them enough for me to rush by. 

I lead them to their own vehicles, knowing the others waiting on the far side of the cave entrance will come running to protect their only source of transportation. 

Embedding my right knife into the front tire of the first vehicle, I pull two round discs from my pocket and slap them behind the back tire before smashing open the driver’s side window on the rear vehicle. 

The imbeciles left their transporters unattended. I unlock the door and settle my ass on the hard seat, immediately turning the key. Voices rise from the back, filled with alarm at the unexpected ignition. 

Not unattended, then. Just lacking security. Idiots. 

Throwing the heavy vehicle into reverse, I watch as two alphas jump into the first transporter while five rush past with their weapons trained on my windshield. 

The discs explode, sending the rear of the vehicle into the air. Smoke plumes as metal catches on fire, oil and gas leaking from the upturned vehicle. 

Seven alphas now run toward the front of my highjacked transporter, knowing their only hope of leaving this barren landscape lies under my control. I scowl, angry my estimated head count was wrong—three with slitted throats, two upside-down in the transporter, the seven running toward me, which include the two I shot in the chest, and at least two other personnel in the cargo bay, equals fourteen. 

Satisfied I have the attention of every ISC member nearby, I mash the accelerator and weave backward through the stone maze, wondering how far the human alphas can run. The window between the cab and cargo bay opens, a muzzle sliding through. I grab it and twist, bending the metal away from me. It explodes, sending shards into the back of my neck, breaking through my suit despite how impenetrable it is supposed to be. 

The pain triggers horrific visions, blood spraying from innocents and death paling what was once beautiful. 

I breathe against the chaos and hit the brakes so hard whatever wasn’t tied down thuds against the metal separation. 

The door wrenches open. I fight, rending limbs from torsos and fulfilling visions from long ago, but in the end, their numbers prove too much. 

With my mask torn away and my chest crushed to the ground by the weight of several alphas, I lose myself to the taunting curves of perfection I hope never to see with my own eyes. 

Tears stream from gorgeous grey orbs, the heartbreak shining from her resilient soul too much to witness. 

She cries because of me. She suffers because of me. 

She’s mine, but I can’t have her. She’s the omega fate insists I claim, forever out of reach, but always within my thoughts. 

Doomed if ever I find her. 




Chapter 3
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Subject 66C

I lift my shoulders from the mattress and swing my feet to the floor. Waking shouldn’t be so easy, but a quick glance at my naked body shows yesterday’s bruises mostly faded. I rise onto my feet and move to the center of the room, following the expected routine despite the heaviness in my bones. 

Noting the relative silence in my chest, I turn off my thoughts and present for inspection. The morning progresses as usual, a disembodied voice instructing me through different poses as they track the accelerated healing of my body. An omega female enters the room wearing a grey uniform and carrying a silver tray. I remain in position as she sets the tray on the bed and returns to the hall. 

Worms crawl in my belly, the instruments on the tray meaning only one thing. 

“Subject 66C, remove your undergarment and lie on the bed for an internal exam.” 

I don’t hesitate to follow the cool voice’s command. A female Enforcer enters the room first, followed by an alpha Director I’ve never seen before. 

I watch the proceedings until the Director snaps out a curt order for me to stare at the ceiling. Training my gaze on the ugly white tile, I suffer through a thorough and yet quick inspection. 

It can’t have been six months since my last examination. Before I begin counting back the weeks and worrying over what this impromptu inspection could mean, I turn my attention to the lake of tar resting in my chest. Not as calm as when I first woke, it remains mostly serene despite the clinical intrusion. 

The door closes. 

“Subject 66C, dress and wait by the door. You have two minutes.” 

Less than a minute and a half later, I stand beside the door. With no hair to tie up or shoelaces to worry over, dressing proves the quickest part of my day. 

The lock disengages. I pull open the door and step into the hall. Two alpha Enforcers escort me deeper into the bowels of hell, leading me past doors leaking the screams of the damned, rooms with rows of hospital beds, and chambers meant for cruelty. 

My chest tightens as they turn down a corridor I haven’t traversed in years. Digits covered in white cloth tap out a passcode before wrenching the steel beamed lock open. The seal around the massive, round door releases, letting out a hiss of air as he pushes it inward. His muscles bulge under his ugly suit, showing how much effort moving the heavy door takes. 

Following him through the vestibule requires more courage than I care to admit. My void springs to life, pulsing in preparation for the moments to come. 

Masculine screams echo through the weighted air, the distinct pheromones of misery and failure mingling with the harsh tang of antiseptics. A dark sense of destitution leaks from the walls, the hopelessness impossibly deeper than the floors above. 

The Enforcer leads me to a door halfway down the first hall and stops so both alphas bracket me close to the doorway. 

Familiar, bleak acceptance settles onto my shoulders as the sounds of a raging male escape through the closed door. This is my purpose in life. This is why the Directors created me. 

When Subjects no longer respond to sedatives, or cannot receive medication due to their trials, they send me. 

“You have ten minutes. Failure results in execution,” says the Enforcer on my right, revealing himself as one of yesterday’s attackers. Whether he means my execution or the feral alpha’s isn’t clear. I don’t react to the announcement—these words come often before such doorways. My focus remains on the darkness swirling within my ribcage and the unhinged sounds emanating from the room. 

The Enforcer on the right swings the door open as the man on my left pushes me into the room. 

Silence reigns as the door bangs shut. 

I pick myself up off the floor and meet dull brown eyes surrounded by sallow flesh. He lunges, grabbing for my throat. I dodge, barely avoiding his outstretched fingers and stumbling far enough to stay out of his reach. When he leads with his fist instead of his open hand, I lean into the contact, preventing my body from flying backward. 

Weakened as he is, pain blasts through my head and neck as his punch whips my face to the side. Fingernails scratch along my shaved head, his knee jerk reaction to grab a fistful of hair failing. Warmth trails down my scalp as I dart away. 

Females attack and retreat. Males chase and capture. 

Fire licks up my back as he swipes his claws at me. My dress pulls against my front as he catches the hem of my skirt. I twist and curl my shoulders inward, ending my retreat and offering him my side instead of my back. 

His knuckles collide with my shoulder, knocking me forward. I hit the ground with a painful thud and roll to face him before he launches himself on top of me. 

Grabbing the sides of his face, I release the hunger swirling in my chest, leeching the rage from his cells. More and more I take from him until he stares down at me with a blank expression. 

Buried deep within his mind, happy memories lie, but I don’t offer them to him. They caused the rage. Highlighting them would only bring him pain. 

He collapses on top of me, crushing me against the unforgiving floor and forcing the breath from my lungs. Pushing his shoulders proves useless—he may look emaciated, but he still weighs more than I can lift. 

I wedge my elbow under his collarbone and grant my ribs slight relief, sucking in shallow breaths until two Enforcers lift him off me. Every joint in my body complains as I push myself to my feet. Crimson drips through my lashes as the scratches on my head bleed, but I don’t move to wipe it away. Frigid air wafts across the slices on my back, my thin dress exposing my torn flesh. 

Exiting the room, I take three measured steps and weave my hands behind my head. Misery pulses through every cell in my body, but the void behind my sternum churns with a languid thump. Bulbs flash and instruments measure. An odd calm infects my mind and allows me to stand without shaking despite the drop as adrenaline leaves my veins. 

I may hate my life, but I have a purpose. I do the bidding of others, but I do it my way. I might hurt and suffer and lack the freedom so many other Subjects yearn for, but I am where I am meant to be. 

I don’t know the male who just beat on me. I might never see him again. 

But I helped him. I did what no one else could. I prevented his immediate death and eased his suffering, just as I did to the girl yesterday. And the two Subjects the day before. And the countless others I saved throughout the years. 

This is my purpose. 

Where they have remembered joy and broken spirits, I have the knowledge that I am where I am meant to be. I have pain and darkness and the guarantee that tomorrow will be the same. 

And I’m stronger for it. 

The steady swirl of repletion in my chest proves I am where I belong. As beautiful and fascinating as other Subjects’ memories may be, they mean nothing to me. The world beyond this hell can’t give me what I need. It can’t feed the void beating within my chest. 

At some unseen cue, the Enforcer to my left pushes my hands off my head and grabs my bicep, hauling me forward without saying a word. 

The unexpected move, full of calculated violence, ends the moment of serenity. Out of the norm, it threatens to destroy the separation between my true self and the agony of my body, but I sink into the profound wisdom and pull it closer around me like a shield. 

Gloved fingers dig into my arm, tugging me faster until my sore legs shake and sweat gathers on my brow, joining the trails of blood dripping onto my throbbing cheek. 

The Enforcer leads me further and further away from what I know, turning into a corridor that shouldn’t exist and pulling a lever to slide away a panel of wall. Without pause, he steps into the hidden hall and continues at his brutal pace, not waiting for the Enforcer behind me to shut the panel before whipping around the corner. 

His momentum swings me too far, smacking my shoulder into the rough-hewn stone wall. My sleeve scrapes open, and layers of my skin remain on the rock, creating a large, oozing abrasion. He doesn’t slow, doesn’t look back despite the obvious thud and jerking of my body. Why would he? My purpose is to hurt. 
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