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      A cyborg devoted to duty…and to her.
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        * * *

      

      While attending a party, Kesser, the daughter of her planet’s leader, witnesses the abduction of her best friend and her best friend’s mate.

      She’s determined to rescue them. Preferably without fracturing the fragile peace agreement her mom has crafted with the abductors’ planet.

      The only issue is…she has never participated in a retrieval mission.

      Searching for assistance, she approaches the mate’s guard. The male, with his big broad shoulders and deep growly voice, affects her like no other being ever has.

      Kesser wants him. She trusts him. And she requires his stealth combat skills.

      Desperately.

      Strike is no guard. The D Model cyborg has been sent to the sector to discreetly investigate a potential planet-destroying situation.

      When a curvy human female with big brown eyes requests his help with a rescue, he doesn’t hesitate to say yes. She’s his genetic match, the one being he was manufactured to protect.

      She’s also traveling to the next planet he has to search. He plans to claim his female while he fulfills his responsibilities to his kind.

      Neither Strike nor Kesser realizes the dangers facing them are far greater than they imagine. Their enemies are converging, and one failed mission could doom the entire universe.
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        * * *

      

      Strike Zone is a standalone, mistaken-identity, Cyborg SciFi Romance set in a dark, gritty, sometimes-violent universe.

      It features a cyborg warrior with a finely honed sense of honor, a human support being taking on her first dangerous mission, and an evil that threatens everyone in existence.

      

      Strike Zone is the first of five core stories in the Dauntless Cyborgs Series.

      Book 1: Strike Zone

      Book 2: Drift Would

      Book 3: Claiming Cure

      Book 4: Grid Locked

      Book 5: Her Choice

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Strike was second-in-command on a battle station that was now on secondary patrol along the most-isolated section of the cyborg sector’s border.

      Being second meant waiting.

      He fully embraced that state. There was no urgency in his processors or organic brain to gain control of a vessel.

      Becoming a captain had never been a motivating goal for him. It was merely the path he’d stepped onto when he’d followed Intrepid, his current captain, to the Dauntless.

      That male had helped to orchestrate his escape from the Humanoid Alliance, their cruel manufacturers. Intrepid had earned his full loyalty.

      Strike would do anything for him. And, as second-in-command, he served his captain as best as he could. He protected Intrepid, the beings under the male’s leadership, and the battle station Intrepid commanded, constantly surveying the space around them for danger. He solved problems.

      And he monitored the mood of the crew.

      At the moment, the mood was one of extreme restlessness. The excess energy on the bridge was palpable.

      Grid, their navigator, was especially impacted by it.

      We should test the Dauntless’s shields. The chaos-loving male shared that suggestion through the officer-transmission lines.

      Captain was excluded from those communications.

      We’ve already tested our shields. Drift, their pilot, pointed out that truth. They passed that test.

      We tested them with dummy missiles. Grid countered. We should test them now with fully functional missiles.

      All the officers on the bridge, including Strike, turned their heads and simply stared at the male.

      You want to shoot fully functional missiles at our battle station? Drift laughed. Are your systems damaged, warrior?

      My systems are fully functional. Grid’s tone was serious. We’ll aim at the Dauntless’s wings. The potential for damage will be minimized.

      But there would be damage. Strike stressed that fact. And the probability another part of the battle station will be hit by the missiles isn’t zero.

      Cyborgs were skilled warriors. They weren’t infallible.

      You’ll kill us all. Drift was less tactful.

      We only risk death if our shields fail. Grid wasn’t backing down.

      That’s not comforting, Argot, their communications officer, muttered.

      The male’s human female sat next to him. She was the daughter of the Valkyrie, Captain’s genetic match.

      Are all navigators like this? Choice, their engineer and newest member of the team, glanced at Strike.

      Grid is…unique. Strike had met less-extreme beings holding that role on other ships.

      His processors must be overclocked. Cure, their medic, pointed a handheld at Grid. But I can’t detect any variances from spec.

      I’m not damaged. Grid waved his arms.

      Captain’s head lifted. He gazed at the male. “Is the cause of your agitation a threat to the Dauntless, to its crew, or to the rest of the sector?”

      “No.” Grid frowned.

      “Yes.” Every other officer said that at the same time.

      Captain’s female’s lips twitched. The Valkyrie was seated by their leader. Her left hand and Captain’s right hand were hidden under the console.

      Strike suspected their fingers were linked. Physical contact was soothing to cyborgs and their genetic matches.

      He didn’t process that from his own experience. Strike hadn’t located the one being he was fabricated to bond with, care for, protect.

      And he projected he would never find them.

      His lifespan would be devoted to safeguarding others, including his captain. And battling to maintain the peace on board the Dauntless and in the cyborg sector. “Requesting authorization to plan another mock battle, Captain.”

      Pick me as one of the leads. Pick me. The mock battle, as Strike projected, distracted Grid.

      “Authorization granted, Second.” Captain’s gaze didn’t shift from the navigator. “What is the threat?”

      Strike silently groaned.

      “There’s no threat, Captain.” Cyborgs couldn’t lie. That was written into their programming. Grid projected…incorrectly…they wouldn’t face any danger as a result of his bizarre plan. “Requesting authorization to test our shields, utilizing fully functional missiles.”

      “You want to erect a shield around some space debris and fire missiles at it?” Intrepid narrowed his eyes at Grid.

      The male tilted his head to the side. “That’s one option.”

      “If your plan is to shoot missiles at the Dauntless and place everyone on board in peril, that request is denied.” Captain frowned.

      Olrun’s shoulders shook. The captain’s Valkyrie was holding in her laughter. She didn’t process, as Strike did, that shooting missiles at their battle station was Grid’s plan.

      “My plan now is to erect a shield around some space debris and fire missiles at it.” Their navigator appeared content with that modification.

      “I projected that was your plan.” Intrepid nodded. “Engineering will assist with that project. Choice?”

      “I’ll assist him, Captain.” The kid lifted his chin.

      Their leader dipped his head in acknowledgement. “Strike, organize two more mock battles.”

      “Organizing two more mock battles, Captain.” Strike wouldn’t participate in either of them.

      He trained. His fighting skills had to be honed to ensure he could physically protect the beings around him. But he derived no joy from mock killing others.

      Others felt differently about the events.

      Pick me as one of the leaders. Grid resumed his campaigning.

      Strike would give him that honor. “The teams will be led by⁠—”

      Captain held up his right hand. That was a signal for silence.

      A strange sound pulsed through the bridge.

      Strike couldn’t process how Captain had heard it first but their leader often detected danger before others did.

      “What’s that noise?” Intrepid looked at them for input.

      Strike had no projection of its cause. He skimmed his hands over the control panel embedded in the console before him. There were no indications of any issues on board the battle station.

      No one else spoke.

      “What’s the status of our systems?” Intrepid looked at Choice.

      “All systems are operating within spec, Captain.” The kid looked down at his control panel also.

      “The sound isn’t originating from our communications systems, Captain.” Argot verified that fact.

      “It isn’t impacting the Dauntless’s flight.” Drift, their pilot, kept the battle station on course.

      Cure, their medic, raised his handheld. “The sound has triggered threat responses in us, but there are no other signs of damage to our forms.”

      Strike ran noise-level scans on the entire vessel. “It’s loudest on the right side of the battle station.” That side faced the border. The border they vowed to protect. He shifted his weight from his left booted foot to his right booted foot. “Requesting authorization to modify the Dauntless’s trajectory 90 degrees to the west.”

      “That path is clear, Captain.” Grid relayed information Strike already processed.

      “Authorization granted.” Their leader didn’t hesitate to take his suggestion. That pleased Strike. “Drift, adjust your course.”

      “Adjusting our course, Captain.” Their pilot made that modification.

      Strike performed another set of noise-level scans. “The sound is now loudest at the front of the Dauntless.”

      “It’s originating from outside the vessel.” Captain tapped his chin with his right index finger. “And also from outside the sector.”

      That meant it was outside their responsibility.

      “Is it a distress call?” Cure placed one of his hands on the medic pack set on the console before him. The male was prepared to respond to any request for assistance.

      “If it’s a distress call, it’s unlike any I’ve ever heard.” Argot shook his head.

      “It resembles…” Strike searched the databases for a corresponding sound.

      “What does it resemble?” Intrepid gazed at him. “Give me your best projection.”

      “There’s no exact match, but the variance to this is merely 2.1258 percent.” Strike played the audio recording.

      Captain listened to it and then nodded. “That was my projection also.” Their leader recognized the sound.

      As did every cyborg on the bridge. A solemness fell over the space.

      “I can’t hear anything.” Argot’s female’s forehead furrowed.

      “The frequency is above a human’s range,” the Valkyrie, her chosen mother, explained. “And it resembles the sound of an activated world-ender.” Captain’s female had lived longer than any of them and had fought battles all over the universe. She had identified the partial match. “The pulsing is coming from a weapon.”

      “If it’s a weapon, it’s a different type.” Strike didn’t have enough inputs to label the source of the noise.

      Choice, their engineer, nodded. “A 2.1258 variance is significant.”

      “We’re being hailed by the Nimble, Captain.” Argot relayed that development.

      The Nimble was the primary patrol battle station assigned to their section of border.

      “Open communications.” Captain shifted in his chair.

      The image of Requisite, the captain of the Nimble, appeared on the main viewscreen. “We’ve detected a pulsating sound. Have you detected it also?”

      “We’ve detected it.” Intrepid shared that information with the male. “It’s originating from the border. The closest match in the databases is a world-ender.”

      Requisite’s lips flattened. “That’s…not optimal.” A world-ender or equivalent weapon was a threat to everyone inside their sector. Not optimal was an understatement. “The Cyborg Council has to be informed.”

      “A plan of action should accompany that communication.” The Dauntless’s captain gazed at the male. “What do you propose?”

      “We both process you already have a plan of action, Intrepid.” Requisite rolled his eyes.

      “The Dauntless is secondary patrol.” It irked Strike’s pride that their captain had to say that.

      “The Nimble’s directive is to deal with any issues along the border.” The other captain pushed back. “This situation, whatever it is, isn’t presently situated along that border.” He paused. “Allow us to focus on our directive, and take the lead on this, my friend. We’ll back you on any decisions you make, and we’ll be here to lend support.”

      “We’ll keep you informed.” Their captain’s shoulders lowered slightly. “Ending communications.”

      The image on the main viewscreen reverted to the openness of space. The pulsing didn’t stop.

      Finally, we have a task to complete, Grid said that over the officer-transmission line.

      We have the shield testing. Choice was refreshingly enthusiastic about that assignment.

      That’s a safe manufactured task. Safe never appealed to Grid. This involves real danger.

      That danger could lead to death. And Strike, as the Dauntless’s second-in-command, shouldn’t cheer for anything leading to a possible loss of lifespan.

      But he secretly rejoiced in having a sense of purpose also.

      “Open a communication line with Power.” Captain’s voice was scrubbed of all emotion.

      Strike processed him well enough to project one of those emotions was distaste. Their leader and Power weren’t often in accord.

      “Opening a communication line with Power, Captain.” Argot repeated that command.

      An image of Power’s countenance was displayed on the main viewscreen.

      “I contact you. You don’t contact me.” The male was an arrogant ass, and he didn’t try to hide it.

      Strike’s lips flattened. His loyalty was given to Captain and to his fellow cyborgs, not to the Cyborg Council and its leader.

      “A sound has been detected.” Captain played the audio. “It originates outside the cyborg sector. Requesting authorization to send a team to investigate it.”

      “If it originates outside the sector, it isn’t our responsibility.” Power dismissed the threat.

      “There’re no matches to it in our databases.” Captain wasn’t deterred. “But it does have a 97.8742 percent similarity to the sound a world-ender emits.” He shared that audio clip. “If it’s a new type of weapon and it’s situated this close to our borders…”

      The implication was clear. They were all in danger.

      Power pursed his lips.

      Silence stretched.

      “You’ll send one warrior. One.” Power stressed that number. “To investigate the sound.”

      Captain opened his mouth.

      “This will be a covert operation.” Power added parameters to the mission. “The warrior is not to attract attention. He’s to uncover as much as he can about the weapon and the beings operating it and then give me a full report. He is not to interact directly with those beings or give them any indication we’re aware of the weapon’s existence. Do you process?”

      “I process.” Captain nodded.

      Strike processed the reason for those orders also. The enemy would falsely project their secret weapon hadn’t been detected, and that would make it easier to destroy it and them.

      Intel was often the difference between winning and losing in war.

      “Ending communications.” Power tapped his fingers against the screen.

      His countenance disappeared from view.

      “I volunteer to investigate the sound, Captain.” Grid’s eyes glowed with excitement.

      “You’re testing our shields.” Captain reminded him of that earlier commitment. “That’s too important a task to delegate to another warrior.”

      Fraggin’ hole. Their navigator cursed through the officer-transmission lines. I didn’t project there’d be a more exciting assignment available this soon.

      You’ve been trapped by your own chaos. Drift laughed.

      “This mission will be led by our second-in-command.” Captain granted Strike that honor.

      “Thank you, Captain.” Exhilaration rushed through Strike’s circuits. He would be gathering intel that could protect every being in the cyborg sector.

      This is the kind of high-profile assignment that results in a second-in-command receiving his own ship. Captain relayed that aside through a private transmission line.

      I won’t let you down, Captain. Strike had 0.0000 doubt around that. He had never failed to complete an assignment.

      I process you won’t. Captain’s tone held as much certainty. “You require a vessel.” He looked at his female. “A warship would be too noticeable.”

      “Warships are created for war.” The Valkyrie agreed with him. “As are your kind. Beings will assume your second-in-command is there for a battle.”

      “Utilize one of the modified freighters.” Captain chose the vessel Strike projected he’d select.

      Freighters were common transport ships. Weapons had been added to the cyborg-piloted freighters. That firepower was hidden on the vessels’ frames. Other modifications included increases in top speeds and an expansion of their monitoring ranges.

      “Stock it with any weapons and other supplies you require.” There was no need for Captain to state specifics. It wasn’t Strike’s first mission. “Leave as soon as you’re able.”

      Strike stood. “I’ll depart within the shift, Captain.”

      “If you were going into battle, I’d tell you to fight hard, warrior.” The Valkyrie smiled at him.

      “Fight only when necessary.” Captain cautioned him.

      That was unnecessary information. He had heard Power’s instructions. “I’ll be covert.”

      You’re a lucky bag of bolts. Grid’s transmission was edged with envy.

      I could die. Strike was aware of the risks. If he was discovered by an enemy, his lifespan could end.

      Assuming he didn’t defeat that foe.

      He was a skilled fighter, both on the ground and in the sky. The probability of losing a skirmish was low.

      But it wasn’t zero.

      We’re aware of your good fortune, warrior. Their navigator sighed. The risk of dying was an attractant for most cyborgs, not a deterrent.

      You deserve that good fortune. Argot defended him. Communicate with us when you’re able.

      I’ll do that. Strike stalked off the bridge.

      He passed brethren as he navigated through the hallways.

      If anyone can uncover the source of the sound, it’s our second-in-command.

      Leave some enemies for us.

      Return in one piece, warrior. The males stationed off the bridge were as confident in his abilities as his fellow officers were.

      Strike would strive to be worthy of that support. His shoulders squared.

      He entered the docking bay.

      There was a flurry of activity around one of the modified freighters.

      “Captain said you’d be arriving.” Repercussion bumped against him. The male was stationed in loading. “You should take this with you, Second.” He handed Strike a missile launcher. “It’s a duplicate of Captain’s female’s weapon. I modified it myself. It took me fifteen planet rotations to do that properly.”

      The Valkyrie was noted for having exceptional weapons. Strike juggled the missile launcher from his right hand to his left hand and back again. It had some heft to it. “I can’t take it, warrior. It’s yours.”

      “I’ll modify another one.” Repercussion shrugged. “When you use it on the enemy, process that you’re not alone. Your brethren are with you.”

      Cyborgs, especially D models like Strike, weren’t manufactured to operate on their own.

      It was a struggle to suck back his emotions. “I’ll process that.” Strike’s voice was gruff. “Protect the Dauntless and Captain while I’m gone, warrior.”

      “No damage will come to him.” Repercussion stated that with the solemness of a vow.

      “I stocked you with nourishment bars, Second.” Yum slid a container into the cargo hold of the modified freighter. He was in charge of nourishment procurement. “Pirx berry-flavored, your favorite.”

      “That’s appreciated.” Strike looked into the storage space.

      “Beverage was also loaded.” The male waved one of his hands at those supplies.

      Cyborgs didn’t require their liquids to be replenished. The beverage would only be required if he encountered a fully organic being.

      That was unlikely. But… “It’s logical to be prepared for any situation.”

      “That’s what I projected.” Yum’s head bobbed. “You can’t process what you’ll be facing out there. We hear rumors about this stretch of the border.”

      Strike had heard the stories also.

      There were tales of large creatures flying through space, of ships that disappeared with no explanation—never to be seen again, of debris fields that resembled asteroid belts, and other unusual activity.

      He had to be prepared for anything.

      “Homeland sent us some life-form-scan-blocking cloaks.” Those cloaks would be dangerous to don in the air. A freighter with no life-forms on it had a high probability of being shot out of space. But the garments might be beneficial once he landed on a planet’s surface.

      “Two cloaks have been placed in the pack with the flight suits.” Repercussion transmitted a list of the items stored in the cargo hold to Strike.

      “There’re excessive flight suits.” Strike didn’t require garments in every available size.

      “It’s logical to be prepared for any situation.” Repercussion repeated what Strike had told Yum. “Warriors find genetic matches on missions.” His eyes twinkled with humor.

      Yum and the other warriors situated around them nodded.

      The probability he’d locate his genetic match on his current mission was 3.4588 percent. He would be focused on gathering intel about the potential threat to their kind.

      But saying that would accomplish nothing except damage the males’ emotional systems. They hoped to, some planet rotation, locate their genetic matches while on missions also.

      Strike chose not to address the comment. “I require five more handhelds.” He’d modify them to better track the pulsing sound.

      A warrior rushed to retrieve the devices.

      While those were loaded, Strike planned his mission in his processors. His assignment could be key to his kind’s survival.

      Nothing could be left to variability.
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      The vocal and the high-profile beings might receive all of the attention and most of the recognition.

      But support beings quietly and effectively ran the universe.

      Kesser knew that truth better than anyone else.

      She stood by the podium as her mom, the Global Minister of Syndiculous 5, gave a rousing speech about the benefits of the newly wrought peace agreement with Powlus Zetus, their nearest planetary neighbor.

      To most of the beings in the audience, Kesser was merely their beloved leader’s daughter and sole family member. If asked, they would likely say her duties included nodding and smiling and nothing much else.

      They didn’t know Kesser had written most of her mom’s speech or that she had given her input on the peace agreement they were celebrating, or that she was now silently rejoicing that with the increased prosperity of the planet due to the now-unobstructed intergalactic shipment lanes, her mom’s reelection was practically guaranteed.

      And Kesser liked it that way. She didn’t have to be appreciated by everyone.

      The speech ended. The audience cheered.

      Her mom turned her head and met Kesser’s gaze.

      That was the only acknowledgment she needed.

      She smiled at her mom and nodded. The delivery of the speech had been perfect. The words had resounded with the crowd. It had been a success.

      Her mom smiled back at her. Her shoulders lowered ever-so-slightly, and she returned her attention to her audience.

      Beings waited to chatter with their leader.

      Her mom walked through the crowd, touching fingertips and exchanging words. Guards hovered around her at a respectful distance.

      Kesser followed them. She refused to have guards protecting her, much to her mom’s aggravation. A security detail would bring too much attention to her.

      And she relished her freedom.

      Beings called out to her.

      She didn’t stop.

      It was her mom’s moment. Kesser’s task was to redirect attention to her parent, where it deserved to be. Her mom had worked hard for the peace agreement. She warranted the applause.

      Kesser entered the waiting land transport. The doors closed behind her.

      Her mom patted the empty seat beside her.

      Kesser claimed that space. “They loved the speech.”

      “Fates. They should love the speech. You wrote it.” Pride warmed her mom’s voice. “And you’re right. It felt wrong not to honor the dead.”

      “We didn’t have that option.” Originally, the speech had mentioned the fallen.

      But then the manufacturing facility, their host, had not-so-casually mentioned they wanted the speech to be about the future, not the past. There was to be no talk of hardship or sacrifice.

      Kesser and her mom had been forced to cut that part.

      “It should have been an option.” Her mom put her arm around Kesser’s shoulders. “This peace agreement saved lifespans. That’s much more important than the improvement of trade between our planets.”

      “There were very few deaths on our side.” Kesser understood why Syndiculs sought to put the long-running war behind them. It hadn’t impacted many of them directly.

      The battles had been held first in space and then on Powlus Zetus. Their kind had fought their foes remotely using robots and other technology. They’d had the wealth to do that.

      The Powluks hadn’t been as fortunate.

      “It shouldn’t matter which side those deaths were on.” Her mom sighed. “We’re all beings. We all grieve.”

      The two of them knew about loss. Kesser’s dad, the love of her mom’s life, had died in a ship malfunction when Kesser had four solar cycles.

      They had viewed every death, Powluk or the rare Syndicul, as inflicting that level of pain, of trauma on other beings. That had pushed them to work tirelessly to arrange the peace agreement.

      “I know you prevented more deaths.” Kesser squeezed her mom’s hand. “For what that’s worth.”

      “That’s worth everything.” Her mom’s eyes glowed. “You know that.”

      She did know that.

      It had been the two of them for most of Kesser’s lifespan. They were a team.

      When her mom had campaigned to increase ship safety, Kesser had helped her. It took solar cycles of hard work, but they were finally successful.

      Those changes had decreased the possibility other beings would die like her dad had. And it had started her mom on her path to planet leadership.

      “Why is the transport slowing?” Her mom frowned as she gazed out a portal.

      “I arranged to be dropped off at Talley’s.” It had been a long planet rotation, and Kesser was tired. She preferred to continue home. But her best friend required help with a task she refused to talk about over their devices. “You said you didn’t need me for the credit managers’ nourishment-sharing event you have scheduled next.”

      “Chattering with Talley will be much more interesting for you than attending that.” Her mom didn’t enjoy the meetings with the planet’s credit managers either. She’d shared with Kesser that it was a necessary but unexciting occurrence. “I was hoping we’d have a few more moments.”

      The sadness in her mom’s voice increased Kesser’s guilt. “We’ll have sunrise nourishment together.” They always shared that time.

      Her busy mom made that a priority.

      “You can hitch a ride with me to your role also.” Her mom’s unhappiness faded. “I’m going in that direction.”

      Kesser’s role consisted of organizing databases at an academy. It earned her credits, and it gave her the flexibility the daughter of a planet’s leader needed. But it lacked…meaning. She doubted the universe would change at all if her role was eliminated.

      “I won’t say no to a shared ride.” She grinned

      The transport stopped.

      “Have fun at your credit-managers’ event.” Kesser opened the door.

      “Don’t ask the impossible from me.” Her mom shook her head.

      Kesser laughed and exited the small ship.

      Talley, being unmerged as Kesser was, lived in her dad’s domicile. He was the planet’s Minister of Defense, and the structure resembled a military compound.

      It was surrounded by high walls. Every expanse of the area was covered with simulated stone. The domicile was massive, had bars on its portals, and there were guards everywhere.

      Kesser approached the gate.

      Two males in body armor stood in front of it. They clutched long guns.

      That was unnecessary. Syndiculous 5 was no longer at war with anyone. There was no danger to any of the inhabitants present.

      “Identification, being.” Dave, the tallest guard, frowned down at her.

      “Dave, you know who I am.” She extracted her handheld from her pocket and bumped it against the male’s device. “I’m the being who gifted you an entire container of specially crafted nourishment bars during our last harvest celebration.”

      She was also the daughter of Syndiculous 5’s leader. Everyone recognized her.

      “I’m following protocol.” Dave looked around them and lowered his voice “Those nourishment bars were delicious. My partner won’t stop talking about them.”

      Kesser lifted onto the toes of her boots and whispered, “I thought she’d like them.”

      Jorge, the other guard, cleared his throat.

      The tips of Dave’s ears turned red. “You have access.”

      The gates parted.

      Kesser sauntered past that layer of security. Recording devices were installed around the domicile. They were pointed at the thin lifeless band of simulated-stone-covered space between the structure and the gates.

      The home she shared with her mom had greenery and blooms and other vegetation around it.

      Talley’s dad preferred a different look.

      The doors to the structure swung open. “Kess.” Talley grabbed her arm and pulled her inside the home. “You’re finally here. What took you so long?”

      Kesser frowned. They’d talked about that. “I had Mom’s speech to attend, and⁠—”

      “That’s not important.” Talley dragged her through the entryway. “You’re here now.”

      Kesser walked faster to keep up with her friend. “What’s going on, Talley?”

      Talley looked over her shoulder. Then she met Kesser’s gaze. Later, she mouthed. And she pushed Kesser down the hallway.

      Kesser inwardly groaned. The last time, her rebellious friend behaved like she was acting now, she was Fates-bent on attending a peace protest, a highly publicized event that her warmonger dad later very loudly condemned, calling all the participants traitors.

      Thanks to Kesser, he didn’t know the two beings in hooded cloaks at the edge of the recorded crowd were his daughter and her reluctantly participating friend.

      Kesser’s mom would likely have approved of their participation. Even though it would’ve brought her parent unwelcome criticism during a critical time in her leadership.

      But Talley’s dad wasn’t as understanding.

      Or peace-loving.

      They finally reached Talley’s private chambers. The doors closed behind them.

      “I’m in love.” Talley flopped backward on her sleeping support.

      That was the emergency? Her friend was always in love.

      “Who is he…or she this planet rotation?” Kesser lay beside Talley.

      She suspected whoever the being was, they were already in love with her friend also.

      Talley was sweet and charming and beautiful. She had big blue eyes. At the moment, her long blonde hair was tinged with blue also. And she was tiny. Her fragile-appearance brought out the protective instincts in everyone.

      Including Kesser. She would die for her friend.

      “He’s big and strong and passionate, Kess.” Talley clutched her chest. “Such a hunky hunk. We met a solar cycle, three planet rotations, and one shift ago, and we both knew instantly the Fates had spoken. We were meant to be together.”

      “A solar cycle, three planet rotations, and one shift ago.” Kesser reviewed her mental schedule. She’d spent her childhood tracking her mom’s events and had applied that skill to her own. “You were with me that entire shift. We were at that secret meeting…”

      A chill swept through her.

      “Tell me he’s a Syndicul.” She turned on her side and gazed at Talley.

      “He’s not a Syndicul.” Her friend stared dreamily up at the ceiling.

      Oh fuck. “Then he’s from one of the neutral planets.”

      That wasn’t good. Talley’s dad viewed every non-Syndicul with suspicion. But it could be worse.

      “He’s not from one of the neutral planets.” Talley shredded that hope.

      Her wild friend had chosen the one type of being her dad would

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/strike-zone_ebook_compressed.jpg
g

A Cyborg Devoted To

3
-\
&3

CYNTHIA sAx B

USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR






