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            STRIVE FOR FOREVER

          

        

      

    

    
      This cyborg seeks to vanquish an ancient entity and save his curvy human female.
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        * * *

      

      Euryale made a terrible mistake. She opened a container she shouldn’t have touched and released one of the oldest lifeforms in existence. That all-powerful entity is now utilizing her as its host body and is slowly draining her energy.

      Soon, she’ll die.

      Euryale has accepted this fate and is determined to use her remaining moments in the universe to save as many lives as she can.

      Her plans do NOT include a smoldering-hot, poetry-wielding cyborg willing to decimate entire planets to save her.

      While under the control of the Humanoid Alliance, Strive, a K Model cyborg, disobeyed direct orders and refused to kill on their behalf. If he hadn’t escaped their cruel clutches, his defiance would have led to his death.

      The male knowingly risked that fate to save the lifespans of complete strangers.

      There is nothing he wouldn’t do to protect Euryale. The curvy human female is his genetic match, the one being he is destined to defend.

      And she is in danger.

      Strive would break every vow, cross every boundary, risk absolutely everything to keep her from harm.

      Including battle a deity no one has ever defeated.
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        * * *

      

      Strive For Forever is Cyborg SciFi Romance set in a dark, gritty, sometimes-violent universe.

      It features an inspired cyborg, a joke-cracking scientist, and an all-powerful deity with plans of his own.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      The universe was a violent place. There was death and destruction everywhere.

      But there were also pockets of stillness, of serenity, of beauty—if a being looked for them.

      Rare moments of tranquility could be found in the curve of the one remaining leaf hanging from a soon-to-be fallen tree, in the glorious hues of the last sunset some of Strive’s cyborg brethren would ever view, in a drop of blood on a bedraggled blue flower growing in a Humanoid Alliance training ring.

      Those exquisite instances aided Strive in managing his malfunctioning emotional system. They helped him find the calm he required to endure the ugliness.

      They had kept him alive during his enslavement by his cruel manufacturer, had fueled his willingness to escape, and, now that he was free, they inspired his works of art.

      His fingers twitched. The urge to create, at the moment, was strong.

      Praecipua Minor, the wild, lush planet his friend Grin, and Grin’s female, had claimed for her kind—the Praecipuans, almost overwhelmed him with visual delights.

      The tour of the not-yet-completed settlement was led by Grin. Strive’s friend waved his hands at camouflaged rooftops and missile-proof walls. He chattered about the materials used and the unique design features. And he beamed while he was doing all that.

      The male was proud of his fabrications.

      And Grin’s female was proud of her male. Her face glowed.

      Strive was happy for his friend. He valued Grin’s skills.

      But the nature flourishing all around them impressed him more than the structures being constructed.

      The settlement was surrounded by tall, heavily branched, broad-leafed trees. More vegetation grew at the bases of the trunks. A river flowed near the space. The water’s surface reflected the filtered sunlight. The liquid sparkled and burbled.

      A large winged creature squawked as it flew over their heads, and Strive’s gaze shifted upward.

      The creature’s feathers were an assortment of bright colors – red, yellow, blue, green, and white. Its tail was magnificent and regal and impractically long.

      “You’ve installed perimeter alarms.” All Strive’s friend Raw was interested in was battle-and-defense tactics.

      Raw’s female’s fingers were linked with her warrior’s.

      “We tried to conceal those alarms.” Grin’s female frowned.

      The tiny devices were hidden between the ridges on the trees’ bark.

      “He’s a cyborg.” Raw’s female rolled her eyes. “He has superior cyborg vision.” Her tone was teasing. “I didn’t see it with my inferior human vision.”

      “He’s also stationary.” Grin gripped one of his female’s hands. “And he was looking for them.”

      “I’m always looking for them.” Raw lifted his chin. “I’m one of the best warriors in the universe.”

      “Arrogance gets warriors killed.” Strive turned his back on the couples.

      His friends were lucky bags of bolts. There was one, sometimes two beings a cyborg was genetically compatible with, and they had both found their matches.

      He had…no one.

      And he might never have anyone. Some cyborgs would never locate their beings.

      The sorrow and envy Strive was experiencing wreaked havoc on his mechanicals. His auditory system, always the first to falter, flickered. The sounds around him muted and then returned to full volume.

      His visual system, if he didn’t manage his emotions, would be the next part of him impacted. His world would turn dark and silent.

      Reaching that state had almost gotten him killed in the past. It would occur during the Humanoid Alliance training bouts. He hated fighting. His loathing of battle would make his emotional system malfunction. That would down his auditories and his visuals.

      Strive would be standing in the ring, unable to see or hear, facing opponents who sought to end his lifespan.

      One time, after his monitoring systems had also failed, he’d rushed toward his designated foes, not away from them. They attacked him and he attempted to defend himself, swinging his blades wildly.

      That strategy was unsuccessful. The Palavians hacked off both of his arms and Raw and Grin had to rescue him.

      If it hadn’t been for his friends’ assistance, he would’ve died. Numerous times during that first solar cycle.

      He was determined not to progress to that point now.

      Seeking to manage his turbulent emotions, he crouched by a corner post of a structure and focused on the vegetation sprouting through the cracks in the simulated stone.

      The plant was unfurling its first set of fragile, bluish-green leaves.

      That image would be perfect for a cyborg and his genetic match with their newly manufactured offspring. He could fabricate a panel decorated with various vegetation and creature offspring. The material would be a warm hue, a gold-colored metal. He’d outline the images with perfectly-placed projectiles.

      “We’ve lost him again.” Grin’s voice lilted with amusement.

      “He vowed to cover our backs.” Raw snorted.

      “You’re surrounded by perimeter alarms.” Strive didn’t look upward. His systems relayed where his friends were situated. “Your backs are covered.”

      “The perimeter alarms aren’t sufficient.” His warrior friend would never find any defenses adequate.

      “They aren’t sufficient.” Grin surprised Strive by agreeing with Raw. His less-battle-eager friend lowered beside him. “The cracks in the simulated stone were intentional.” He touched one of the breaks in the material. “The vegetation will grow up the forest-facing walls and eventually conceal the structures from view.”

      “You expect to be attacked.” Raw moved closer to them. His shadow fell over the seedling.

      “A warrior I respect told me…one thousand, three hundred and ninety-two times.” Grin’s tone was dry. “To always expect an attack.”

      Raw grunted.

      The ass was pleased with himself.

      The two of them did listen to him—Raw was the reason Strive had any warrior skills at all—but they didn’t always agree with him.

      Strive had no interest in killing, in destruction. That stressed his systems. He preferred to create, to add to the universe, not take from it.

      “We should tell them.” Grin’s female nudged her male. “They’re risking their lifespans by being here, and they deserve to know about it.”

      “We processed there was danger.” Raw wrapped one of his arms around his female, partially shielding her from the unidentified peril with his body armor-clad form. “There are weapons in the warship. We could utilize those to defeat the enemy.”

      “An outside attack isn’t the only danger.” Grin’s female mumbled that revelation under her breath.

      Strive was a cyborg. He heard her. “You could be attacked from within.” He straightened and glanced toward the center of the settlement. Her kind was a threat. “They call you their guardians. Yet they’d damage you?”

      “No. Never.” Grin’s female shook her head vehemently. “The Praecipuans can be trusted.” She looked at her male. “We should show them.”

      “Are you certain you want to share that information?” Grin stood also.

      “We need their help.” Grin’s female pursed her lips. “They can’t help us if they don’t know about our situation.”

      “I don’t process what you’re talking about.” Raw gave voice to Strive’s bewilderment. “Do you process it?” He gazed at his female.

      “I don’t have any inkling.” Raw’s female was as confused as they were. “But I’m hoping they’ll explain the situation.”

      “We’ll show you the situation.” Grin grasped his female’s hand and led them around the structure. “Our domicile is in the center of the settlement.”

      They headed in that direction.

      “That’s the safest site for a domicile.” Raw gripped his female’s fingers also and followed them.

      Strive trailed behind them. He was acutely aware of his unmatched status, and that clawed at his heart. He had always been out of spec. But now he was out of spec and lonely.

      “The center of the settlement is the most protected location within it.” Grin’s modification of Raw’s statement was significant.

      The domicile required extra defenses.

      Strive perused the structure as they approached it. It appeared sturdy. Grin wouldn’t design a domicile that wasn’t durable.

      Another set of perimeter alarms circled the building. Lights flashed and beeps sounded as Grin opened the door and they stepped over the threshold.

      The interior was fully illuminated. There was a large central chamber with smaller chambers branching out from it. In the middle of that space was a water feature.

      Strive approached it. At the base of the water feature were stones. Every second stone was engraved. He studied them. The design was his.

      Except it had been altered slightly. He frowned. The flowers were the same. As were the twining vines. But there were five leaves on the first stone instead of the eight depicted in his fabrication, and the leaves on that stone were bigger.

      His lips twisted. The modification damaged the composition.

      He walked around the water feature. The third engraved stone hosted seven leaves. They were a similar size to his original piece. The fifth stone displayed nine leaves. Those leaves were the same size as his design.

      The sequence then repeated. Five leaves. Seven leaves. Nine leaves. Five leaves. Seven leaves. Nine leaves.

      Five leaves. Eight leaves. He stopped and gazed closer at that stone. It was set differently than the others. There was 0.9878 percent more space around it.

      “You detected it immediately.” Grin moved beside him.

      “You said he’d find it.” Grin’s female stood beside her male.

      “It’s his design.” Grin shrugged. “That was an easy projection.”

      “The modifications were intentional.” That eased some of Strive’s irritation. “You wanted me to find this stone.” He tilted his head, studying it.

      “I wanted only you to find it.” Grin nodded. “No one else. Especially not the Humanoid Alliance.” They all hated their manufacturers. His peace-preferring friend was no exception to that. “If something happened to me.” That if cast a chill around Strive’s heart. “I projected you would come here with Raw, and the two of you would locate it.”

      “You projected that correctly.” Raw and Raw’s female rejoined them.

      “What are you hiding?” Strive ran his fingers over the stone. There was a slight grove on the surface. He pressed it.

      The stone slid forward, revealing a storage space. In that storage space was an object wrapped in purple fabric.

      He reached for it.

      “Don’t touch it.” Grin’s female blocked his hands. “Not unless you absolutely have to. It has… powers.”

      “It’s a weapon.” Raw’s eyes gleamed with interest. Their warrior friend viewed everything as a potential weapon.

      Grin’s head dipped. “It can be a weapon.”

      Raw had been correct.

      Strive rolled his eyes. They would hear about that successful projection in the future. Often.

      “What does it do?” The male nearly vibrated with excitement.

      “It’s a source of life, a gift, and it saved my kind.” Reverence and gratitude softened Grin’s female’s voice. “But if it is wielded improperly, it could destroy the universe.”

      “It must be protected.” Grin wrapped one of his arms around his female.

      That explained the extensive defenses they’d erected around the settlement and around their domicile.

      Strive’s friend and his female were not only protecting her kind. They were protecting a mysterious weapon. And the universe.

      “Who is aware of this weapon?” Raw’s processors had shifted to battle and to potential foes.

      “We retrieved it from a Humanoid Alliance facility.” Grin relayed that news. “And we utilized it there.” His expression turned bleak.

      His female appeared as grim as he did.

      Beings must have died when they’d wielded the weapon. Strive’s friend disliked killing as much as he did.

      “Frag. I wish I could have seen that.” Raw was a different type of being.

      “No. You don’t wish to see that.” Grin’s female didn’t process how much the warrior enjoyed battle. “And the gift wasn’t the only object we retrieved.”

      She pressed the top of the stone again. It slid back into place.

      “Don’t show them.” Grin spoke to his female. “Strive will find the objects.” His friend said that with a confidence Strive didn’t share.

      He hadn’t detected anything else unusual on his first scan of the chamber.

      His second scan was slower, more detailed.

      He focused on the objects sporting his designs.

      Which were many. His friend had decorated his home with Strive’s art.

      That pleased Strive. Tremendously.

      The beams over their heads were engraved with images of the constellations as seen from the Cyborg Homeland. They were true to the designs he’d fabricated.

      The floor tiles sported images of interesting rocks and streams he’d visually captured. The colors had been changed to shades of brown. But that was the only variance.

      The wall panels were so lightly etched that at first glance they appeared devoid of decoration. The images were of plants.

      Every vegetation depicted were equipped with defenses. The blooms of the Taphao Thung 2 fire bushes sketched on one panel exuded toxic spores. The giant leaves of the Brahen Base plant featured on another panel snapped shut when touched, trapping prey in their grips. The thorns of the Lipperhey 76 rose displayed on a third panel could pierce the toughest body armor.

      Those thorns were upside down. Strive moved toward that panel.

      His friend’s grin relayed he’d found the second hiding spot.

      He skimmed his fingers over the panel. There were no unusual dips in the metal.

      Stepping back, he perused the wall again.

      The thorns were upside down.

      Upside down.

      On impulse, he felt along the edges of the panel. He located a fingerhold on the side and tugged. Nothing happened. He tried to rotate it. The panel moved.

      Strive spun the image until the thorns faced in the correct direction. A click sounded, and the panel shifted to the right, revealing a compartment. That small space held a pack.

      He leaned forward and a wave of scent hit him. It was a bombardment of beauty in vapor form, and it nearly knocked him off his booted feet.

      Strive staggered and gripped the wall for support. His cock hardened. Desire rushed through his circuits. He saw bursts of colors—reds, greens, yellows, blues—but his processors communicated they didn’t truly exist.

      The fragrance was pure inspiration. He breathed deeply, filling his nostrils and his soul with that sweet mixture, a combination of lust and wanting flavored with a hint of forever.

      His auditory and visual systems fluctuated. His systems threatened to shut down.

      “Fraggin’ hole.” Raw was oblivious to his state. “Is that another weapon?” He delved his right hand into the space to grab the pack.

      “It’s mine.” Strive pushed his friend away from his prize.

      “It isn’t yours, you malfunctioning bag of bolts.” Raw shoved him back. Harder. “This isn’t a pretty rock or an interesting splatter of mud. Weapons are my domain.”

      “Stop it.” Grin propelled both of them away from opening. “The contents of the pack were given to us to guard, not to utilize.” He extracted the pack from its hiding place. “In order to properly protect them, we need to process what they are and who might be searching for them. Which is where your expertise is required, Raw.”

      Grin opened the pack.

      The tantalizing scent intensified. The aroma teased Strive’s nostrils and drove him completely wild. He was overwhelmed with the primitive need to take, to claim, to move the pack far away from anyone and everyone.

      “Mine.” He grabbed the pack and turned his back to his friends, hunching over his newfound treasure, protecting it.

      “What has gotten into you?” Raw circled Strive. His friend stared him. “You’re acting like…me.”

      Raw’s female grinned.

      “Strive isn’t you.” Grin’s forehead furrowed. “There’s only one thing or one being I can process that would make him act that way.”

      “One being.” Raw repeated those two words. “Ohhh…” His eyes widened. “You’ve found your genetic match.”

      “Strive has found an object belonging to his genetic match.” Grin’s expression turned grimmer. “That doesn’t mean he’ll locate that being.”

      “All the objects in the pack were stolen by the Humanoid Alliance.” Grin’s female’s tone was equally solemn. “My kind’s guardians died trying to stop that from happening. Others might have died also.”

      “My being is alive.” A wildness gripped Strive. She or he had to be alive. He peered into the pack. One of the objects it contained would lead him to the being he was fabricated to protect, to care for, to create a future with.

      He grasped the first object. It was a glowing dagger.

      “Careful.” Grin’s female hovered closer to him. “We don’t know the powers of the objects or what activates those powers, but Euryale, the being who gave the pack to us, cautioned they were dangerous.”

      Strive brought the dagger up to his nose and breathed deeply. The scent clung to it.

      But it was less intense than the aroma wafting upward from the pack.

      His genetic match could’ve handled it briefly. It hadn’t belonged to her or him.

      He passed the dagger to Raw.

      “The Humanoid Alliance Commander we…encountered mentioned a magical glowing dagger.” Raw’s female touched the blade. “He said it belonged to a Valkyrie. And she wanted it back.”

      “Fraggin’ hole.” Grin cursed. “We aren’t prepared to battle a Valkyrie. They’re some of the best warriors in the universe. And it’s nearly impossible to kill them.”

      Strive didn’t care about battles or Valkyries. His focus was on locating his being.

      He extracted the objects one by one, smelled them, passed them to Raw.

      Until all he was left was the empty pack. The appealing scent originated from it.

      He caressed the interior, the handles. The pack had once belonged to his being. His genetic match had touched it, possessed it.

      Resolve filled Strive. He had to meet with him or her. “You were given this by a being named Euryale.” That name felt good on his tongue. “Where is this Euryale located?”

      Grin exchanged a look with his female. “She was situated on Keid 9, a Humanoid Alliance-controlled planet, when we met with her. But—” He took a ragged breath. “—there’s only a 2.3764 percent probability she’s alive, Strive.”

      “She’s alive.” She had to be alive. He couldn’t come so close to finding her and not see her, hold her, claim her.

      The universe wouldn’t be that cruel.

      Except Strive had witnessed it was that cruel. Again and again.

      Despair swept over him. His systems strained.

      “Find the calm.” He repeated that mantra and centered his processing on the decadent scent swirling around him. His anguish dissipated. A warmth flowed through him. His emotional system stabilized.

      “When we met with Euryale, she was serving as a host to a powerful deity.” Grin’s female’s voice was soft. “She’s human, and that was killing her. Euryale was resigned to death, was almost cheerful about it. And then, when we escaped, a different deity was freed from its container. As we ran to our ship, it was killing the Humanoid Alliance beings, crashing their vessels, crushing their structures. The likelihood of her surviving that violence is—”

      “She’s alive.” Strive jutted his jaw. The alternative was unprocessable. “And I will retrieve her.”

      Or he would die trying.

      She was his future, his hope, his calm. He had to save his female.
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      Euryale was alive.

      Barely.

      Adam, the ancient lifeforce who had commandeered her body, was exuding too much energy for her human form to absorb. He was now everywhere inside her—in her brain, in her heart, in the tip of her toes. There was no escape from him. He had marked her permanently and thoroughly. She was covered in bright-green veins.

      Hosting him tired her. She had to rest more and more often.

      Eventually, he would kill her.

      Mortals die. Adam’s unsympathetic reply echoed in her mind. That’s what mortals do.

      She was very much aware of that reality. Everyone she’d ever cared for had been killed.

      “This mortal has tasks to complete before she dies.” Her hands shook as she sprinkled ash over a vibrating container.

      Euryale had accepted her fate.

      She would perish in the chambers where her Humanoid Alliance captors had imprisoned her.

      But she wouldn’t sit on her generous ass passively awaiting her end. She would spend her remaining time in the land of the living making the universe a safer place for others.

      And she would thwart her enemy’s horrid plans.

      She picked up a dagger and sliced the palm of her left hand. The hurt was severe. She winced and squeezed blood over the ash.

      “All things end.” She hoped she wasn’t mangling the Tadmorian language too badly. According to the databases, the Humanoid Alliance had slaughtered all the original speakers. She was relying on the pronunciation guides. “Vegetation burns. Mortal beings die. The reigns of the old gods ebb and flow. You, most powerful one—”

      Adam snorted. He wasn’t impressed with the powers of the deity she was attempting to subdue.

      “—will sleep.” She ignored Adam and continued with the ritual. “Until your presence is needed once more.” She leaned over and blew on the container.

      It became still.

      “And we have successfully neutralized another weapon.” Euryale beamed. Her satisfaction over accomplishing that feat temporarily eased some of her exhaustion. “The Humanoid Alliance won’t be using the Tadmor E’s protector to carry out their foul deeds.”

      That life source had been released by the invaded beings, not the enemy. The Humanoid Alliance hadn’t known how to wield the weapon they’d stolen.

      That was why they hadn’t killed her when they attacked her settlement. Her expertise as a scientist had been the study of the unknown. In peacetime, she’d contributed many articles to the databases on that subject.

      Part of her wondered if she was the reason the Humanoid Alliance had targeted her planet.

      Guilt swept through her.

      The words weren’t necessary.

      Adam’s grumbling provided a much-needed distraction.

      “I wasn’t taking any chances.” Euryale conveyed the container to a horizontal support. Other containers were already set there. Each one represented an ancient weapon she’d disarmed. “The Tadmorians said the words. They must have some significance.”

      Words have no significance, except to create the illusion that mortals are more powerful than they truly are. Adam was determined to be a pain in the ass. The being in the container reacts poorly to certain types of blood. That is what binds them.

      “You could have told me that before I burned the last remaining Tadmorian wooden carving in existence.” She rolled her eyes.

      The item had been stored in the deity’s container. She thought it was significant.

      Your conflict over that decision was amusing. Adam chuckled. The sound bounced around her head.

      And it made her want to smack him. “I shouldn’t have opened the vessel you were trapped in.” That had released Adam, and she then became his host. The role was a death sentence for any human.

      I wasn’t trapped. I was resting. Adam claimed nothing could contain him. And you had no choice about opening the vessel. That was your destiny.

      “It might’ve been my destiny.” She shrugged. “Because here we are – the dynamic duo, binding deities and—”

      Her stomach growled.

      “And eating nourishment bars.” She tapped on a nearby viewscreen. “I’m sending Rover to replenish our supply.” A lower wall panel opened, and a small robot rolled out of its storage space. “Do you have any requests?”

      None of that purple stuff. Adam nixed her potential order.

      “Give Pirx Berry-flavored nourishment bars a chance.” She loved those treats. “They’re an acquired taste.”

      The flavor of the purple stuff resembles the tang of unwashed Palavian feet. Adam offered that bizarrely specific description. And I’m older than the planet we’re inhabiting. I won’t ever acquire a taste for it.

      “Okay. Okay.” Euryale shook her head. “I’m telling Rover to pick up a container of the Rocinante 1 Drupe-flavored nourishment bars this time.” She inputted those instructions into the viewscreen and transmitted the information to the robot. “But if Xaoc doesn’t let any deliveries through, we’ll eventually have to eat the purple stuff.”

      The robot rolled out of the chamber.

      Euryale couldn’t pick up the nourishment bars herself because Adam wouldn’t allow her to leave the space. He might be an all-powerful being, but he preferred to inhabit a small domain. It consisted of the chambers, and that was it.

      Xaoc, a deity who’d managed to escape their control, in contrast, had taken over the rest of the planet. He left the structure they inhabited alone.

      Euryale suspected he was scared of the more-powerful Adam.

      There are 2,567 containers remaining of the red stuff. There was no bluffing with him. The lifeform she shared her body with had access to all the structure’s systems.

      “We’re not eating the red stuff every planet rotation.” She tracked Rover via the viewscreen. Recording devices had been fixed to the hallway walls. “We should take turns determining the flavor. Red stuff one delivery. Purple stuff—”

      Your human is escaping. Adam interrupted her with that nonsensical announcement.

      “Dave wouldn’t be that stupid.” She hoped that was true. Dave was the last remaining Humanoid Alliance being inside the structure.

      And the last remaining human on the planet. Excluding herself.

      If she still qualified as being human. Euryale pushed the sleeve of the flight suit down. That fabric concealed the green veins on her right arm.

      Dave’s stupidity exceeds your expectations. Adam’s tone was dry.

      The image on the viewscreen switched to Dave’s private chambers. The male hurried back and forth across the space. He stuffed garments and other items into a pack.

      The dumbass was preparing to leave.

      Euryale accessed the communications systems. “You’ll die, Dave.”

      The male flinched. He was convinced she was an entity like Adam…or Xaoc.

      Which might now be the truth.

      Whatever she was, Dave was scared shitless of her.

      She wasn’t the threat, however. “Xaoc will kill you the moment you leave this structure.” That was a certainty. The younger lifeforce had an anger problem. He also didn’t have Adam’s control.

      “They’re sending a rescue team for me.” Dave continued to fervently pack. “The ship will be here at any moment.”

      Euryale muted the communications systems. “He’s been talking with the Humanoid Alliance, and you didn’t detect that exchange.” She clucked her tongue. “Your powers are slipping, Adam.”

      My powers aren’t slipping. Adam sounded insulted. As he should be. They’re increasing.

      She felt that expansion within her. “Sure, sure.” She couldn’t help teasing him.

      I’m all powerful. Adam’s energy shook her form.

      “So you say.” She unmuted the communications systems. “The ship will be decimated as soon as it lands.” Xaoc would flatten it as he had flattened the eleven previous rescue vessels. “And you’ll be killed. We have plenty of nourishment bars and other supplies left. Stay here where you’ll be safe.”

      I could kill him now. Adam presented that alarming suggestion. I could tear his arms and legs off and stuff them down his throat.

      Teasing an all-powerful being might not have been the best idea Euryale had ever had.

      “If you stay here, you won’t die.” She stressed that fact with Dave. “Adam gave me his word, and he’s an honorable entity.”

      I shouldn’t have ever made that vow. The energy inside of her eased.

      She muted communications. “Happy host. Happy ghost, Adam.”

      I’m not a ghost. He informed her of that fact prissily.

      “Happy deity didn’t have the same ring to it.” She unmuted the communications.

      “I’m not staying here forever.” Dave wasn’t dissuaded. “All alone except for a freaky-ass female and whatever the fuck else is in this spooky place.” The male closed his pack. “Having nothing to eat except for Pirx Berry-flavored nourishment bars every fuckin’ planet rotation.”

      Euryale would’ve laughed except the situation was too damn serious for that reaction. Adam must’ve used some of his tremendous powers to feed the purple stuff to the Humanoid Alliance male.

      The deity really didn’t like those treats.

      “Dave—”

      “No.” The human male slung the pack over his right shoulder. “You can’t talk me out of this. They’re coming for me. And this rescue team is the best the Humanoid Alliance have ever trained.” He paused. “For a fully human team.”

      That qualification was needed. The enemy had designed and manufactured cyborgs.

      Those half-human, half-machine warriors were far superior to any fully human fighters. She’d seen that for herself.

      But the cyborgs had escaped Humanoid Alliance control and were now free, beholden to no one else. They wouldn’t be rescuing Dave.

      All the Humanoid Alliance was sending were easily flattened human rescuers.

      “They will be successful.” Dave continued to delude himself. “I’m getting off this damn planet.”

      Judging by the determined set of his jaw, Euryale wouldn’t be able to shift his stance.

      She could, however, delay his actions. “Wait for the ship to land.” She switched the image on his chamber’s viewscreen to what remained of the landing site.

      Xaoc, wanting an audience for his destruction, had left all the video and audio monitoring systems on the planet intact. They could see almost everything that happened outside the structure.

      “It will take you mere moments to run to the ship.” She doubted there would be a ship for Dave to run to. “We’ll be cheering for you.”

      I won’t be cheering for him. Adam held no love for Dave.

      The Humanoid
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