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        This fearless cat-shifter never imagined she’d become the prey.

      

      

      
        
        From NY Times & USA TODAY Bestselling Author, Michelle M. Pillow, a fantasy science fiction romance!

      

      

      

      Cat-shifter Payton refuses to be tamed by any man.

      Being the adult daughter of the fiercest shifter commander on the planet does NOT have its perks. Add to that the fact that she’s also a princess, and Payton has spent most of her life besting the over-protective palace guards to enjoy moments of wild freedom.

      She never imagined she’d need those skills to escape with her life.

      When a mysterious stranger arrives spouting conspiracies about her people’s future, she’s sure he needs a one-way trip to medical supervision. But the infuriatingly seductive outlaw knows things about her he shouldn’t–intimate things, embarrassing things. And when one of his warnings turns real and takes them captive, Payton is made a believer. She only hopes it’s not too late to save her people from extinction.
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      Var Territory, Planet of Qurilixen

      Princess Payton of the Var had spent a lifetime escaping her cage. The wild inside her would build until it exploded if she hadn't.

      Princess. The title represented so many contradictions.

      Authority behind gilded cages.

      Freedom on a schedule.

      Power that must be tempered and controlled.

      None of those restraints came naturally to a cat-shifter.

      Since the moment she’d been born, Payton felt the wild inside her growling to get out. How could she not? Her mother was a space pirate. Well, her mother said captain, but since Captain Sam had kidnapped Payton’s father in his white tiger form and tried to sell him on the Torgan Black Market, she could read between those big bold lines.

      Her father, Prince Falke, was the Var commander. The. As in, the commander of all commanders. The top-ranking officer in the cat-shifter military who had control over soldiers and palace guards. He’d held the position for centuries. Perhaps it was his rigid control that caused her to rebel. She inherited his white tiger and understood how difficult that self-restraint had to be for him.

      Payton had never met her grandfather, the late King Attor, but by all accounts, the man had been a hard disciplinarian who left more than a few scars on his five sons. Her grandmother had been one of Attor’s many wives.

      Payton’s need to run free was why she now sprinted through the thick trees to escape the palace guards tracking her. Her parents wanted her in the safety of the palace when the Federation ships arrived. No one knew when they’d come, only that they would. After the shifters forced their soldiers off the planet in what amounted to a rebellion, the Federation would be forced to react.

      Blast the Federation. She hoped their ships flew into the deepest, darkest, nastiest black hole in all the universes.

      Payton wanted all thoughts and worries to blow from her mind. Her heart pounded violent and strong. She let her body half shift with the form of a white tiger, so she stayed upright as the power of the cat entered her legs. White fur covered her skin, and claws extended from her nail beds. If she fully shifted, she would have to lose her clothing, and she didn’t want to arrive naked at the settlement.

      She heard the guards losing ground behind her, and a smile crossed her features. They could never catch her. She once hid alone in the forest for months with twenty men searching for her because she’d wanted to avoid visiting dignitaries.

      Payton vaulted over obstacles in the thick underbrush and leaped to swing from branches. Her lungs burned, and her muscles strained. She had run the distance between the palace and the alien settlement of Shelter City so many times that she could travel the route with her eyes closed.

      The euphoria that came from these fleeting moments of pure freedom was like a drug, and she was an addict. She wanted more. She wanted to keep running wild.

      All too soon, the distant sound of metal clanging on metal drew her back to reality. The sad beacon rang out over Shelter City as constant as canvas flapping in the breeze. Many shifters hated the settlement. Payton hated what it represented—the oppression of the Cysgodian people by the Federation and the Federation’s attempt to establish permanence on her homeworld.

      A virus had overrun the planet of Cysgod, and the Cysgodians had been desperate for a place to go. When the Federation brought their plight to the shifter royals on Qurilixen, how could they refuse them sanctuary? Qurilixen had three suns, two yellow and one blue. The blue’s radiation had healing properties that could help the alien visitors. And it worked. In time they had healed.

      Unfortunately, saving the Cysgodians came at a cost. The Federation used it as an excuse to set up a temporary base on Payton’s homeworld as they claimed domain over the settlement. The Cysgodians lived but, in return, had been subjected to thirty years of the dysfunction that was the Federation’s dictatorship over them.

      The shifters were changing that. They’d chased the Federation away and were helping the Cysgodians build an independent life for themselves.

      Payton grabbed a branch and launched herself between two trees to land in a clearing. She automatically pulled the tiger back inside, alighted on the ground, and crouched in her human form.

      “Oh!”

      The soft word took her by surprise. She spun toward the sound, arms lifted and ready to fight. She’d been so focused on listening to the chase and enjoying the run that she hadn’t paid attention to what might be in her path.

      A man raised his arms to the side and took a step back. Dark brown eyes met hers, framed by strands of long black hair that escaped the tie at the nape of his neck. “Not a threat.”

      He wore what looked to be Cysgodian clothing, but they were a little too neat as if the holes had been sanded into newer material rather than by natural deterioration. She tilted her head to look at his temple. The slight discoloration of his black marking indicated he was indeed Cysgodian. All Cysgodians had the genetic trait, although in various colors, and it made it easy to pick them out of a crowd.

      Payton lowered her hands and relaxed her stance. Though there was something familiar about the man, she was sure she’d remember seeing him in the alien settlement. She’d been sneaking into Shelter City since its inception, and it could be assumed she had come across everyone more than once.

      But not him.

      His stoic expression and brooding face would have stood out. And those haunted eyes. His gaze didn’t hold the usual blend of anger and resignation. It seemed troubled, searching. He didn’t glance away from her in deference, knowing she was a shifter.

      Cysgodians tended to fear shifters. For thirty years, both sides had watched each other from afar. Trust took time to build.

      “You shouldn’t be in the forest. It’s not safe. You could get lost and starve,” Payton said. “Go back to the city.”

      Lack of food wasn’t the most dangerous threat. Some in the shifter community believed they’d done their duty by the Cysgodians and that it was time to send them on their way. Those factions were not opposed to forcibly escorting the aliens off-world to be done with it all. And, though Payton hated to admit it, a few feral cat-shifters would rather throw all aliens in a deep grave and bury them.

      “Come with me,” she instructed. “I’ll escort you back to the city.”

      “You’re her, aren’t you?” The man studied her.

      Payton arched a brow.

      “You’re the Var princess,” he insisted. “Payton.”

      Payton nodded. She wasn’t surprised that he recognized her. She and several of the other royals had been making their presence seen in the city since taking over from the Federation.

      The man continued to stare at her, and she wasn’t sure what to make of his forthright gaze.

      “Yes,” she answered when he didn’t say anything else. “I’m Princess Payton.”

      His attention remained steady. He stepped closer, and she stepped back to keep the same distance between them. Intensity radiated from him as if his very existence depended on taking in every detail of her face. The focus made her nervous.

      She listened to the forest to see if they were alone. Her cousin, Roderic, and one of the dragon princes had been attacked a few months earlier by a Cysgodian faction that wanted to drink shifter blood under a misguided attempt at immortality.

      Is that why she didn’t recognize him? Did he normally skulk around the city in a hooded cloak mumbling about blood magic and shifter oppression?

      “Misplace your cloak?” she asked, half expecting Blood Fanatics to jump out of the trees even though she didn’t detect them.

      He glanced down at his clothes and appeared confused.

      “Never mind. Do you know where you are?” she asked.

      “A forest?”

      “The city is this way.” Payton motioned that he should walk with her. “I’ll show you back.”

      “I’m not lost,” he said, moving to join her.

      “Then what are you doing out here?”

      “At the moment?” He gave a small laugh. “Walking with a princess.”

      The man made her nervous. Payton didn’t fear for her physical safety. One swipe of her hand and she could claw him open. Instinct told her not to trust him, that he was not as he seemed.

      “What is your name?” She became keenly aware of how close he walked as he matched his stride to hers. Her hand tingled, and she felt claws trying to extend from her fingers.

      Why was the cat trying to come out now?

      “Nyle.” His eyes stayed intently focused on her. “May I ask you something?”

      “No, it doesn’t hurt to shift,” Payton answered before he could finish his thought. “Just as it does not hurt to breathe.”

      It wasn’t exactly true. Yes, the shift was uncomfortable, but it was an old bone-cracking pain that she was used to. Non-shifters always wanted to know.

      “That is not what I was going to ask,” Nyle said.

      “No, I will not shift for you.” She wasn’t some kind of genetic oddity made for entertainment. “I’m sure you’ve seen us shifted in the city already.”

      “Not that either.”

      Payton stopped walking. “Ask.”

      Nyle continued to study her. The intensity of it became unnerving. “Is it true your mother is a Ticaron princess? I look at you, but I’m not seeing it.”

      “She’s half Ticaron.” Payton frowned. “How do you know about that?”

      “And your father, the cat-shifter commander of the royal armies, is half Roane on his mother’s side, right?” he continued.

      This time Payton didn’t answer. How could he even know that? Though it wasn’t exactly a secret, neither was it a well-known fact. Her family didn’t talk about their lineage with outsiders.

      Payton’s mother, Princess Samantha, didn’t enjoy speaking of her Ticaron father. The man had tried to brainwash his daughter into complete obedience, and he’d poisoned her cat-shifter mate for not being worthy of joining the Ticaron family.

      Not that Payton’s paternal grandfather was much better. King Attor of the Var had been a calculating man who raised his sons to believe true love didn’t exist, only loyalty. He’d started a war with the other race of shifters on the planet, the dragons, that lasted for centuries during his rule.

      “You don’t appear submissive like most Ticaron women, and most Roanes have very, uh…” Nyle let his words trail off, and he gave a light cough.

      Payton’s expression fell by small degrees into a frown as he spoke. What he probably wanted to say was that the Roane were renowned for their insatiable sexual appetites. They literally took energy from their sexual partners…not that the partners complained.

      Was he trying to offer sex to her?

      The thought took her by surprise. Sure, there had been a few visiting alien lovers, but their appeal rested in the fact they wouldn’t be around too long to annoy her.

      “You’re one-fourth human, one-fourth Roane, one-fourth Ticaron, and⁠—”

      “I am Var,” she stated firmly. Her hand balled into a fist.

      “Yes, but I mean you’re not just a Var. There are a lot of conflicting alien predispositions inside of you,” Nyle insisted. “I find it fascinating. So, my question is, which one is dominant⁠—”

      “I do not want to punch you because I fear it will kill you,” she managed through tight lips. “You are being overly familiar and will stop speaking to me now.”

      His mouth opened, and he looked surprised. He closed it and nodded once, not talking.

      Payton walked faster. She’d interacted with several Cysgodians and still maintained that this man was off. She felt his eyes on her but didn’t look in his direction to encourage conversation.

      She took the easiest route through the trees to get to the top of the cliff that overlooked the city. The ugly stone structure of the Federation’s stronghold stretched along the topside and stood dominant over the ravine. Metal arches crisscrossed over the roof, amplifying their signals into space. The whole structure lacked craftsmanship and imagination.

      Halfway down the cliff on a wide ledge were the barracks that once housed the soldiers. The evenly spaced buildings had been built with military precision, each identical to the next and looking exactly as they had since the Federation put them up thirty years earlier. They now acted as apartments for Shelter City’s citizens.

      Payton finally looked at her traveling companion and asked, “Have you moved into the barracks, or are you still in the city?”

      Not everyone had wanted to relocate from their homes.

      Nyle eyed the top stronghold. Payton pointed down to the barracks. His gaze shifted downward.

      “I don’t live there,” he said. It appeared as if he kept his gaze purposefully from her.

      Payton found herself staring at his neck. Tiny dark strands clung to his flesh. The thought that all was not right tickled her mind, but she dismissed it as irritation after his rude questions about her family. “I think you can find your way to the city from here.”

      Nyle began to answer. “Thank⁠—”

      Payton strode away from him, cutting off his words. She went along the tree line toward the cliffside path that would take her down to the city. Ignoring the gentle slope of the beginning, she hopped down from the top of the cliff and dropped several feet to the path. She breathed a little easier knowing his eyes were off her.

      The man lingered in her thoughts as she rushed down the path. She paused as she reached a large misshapen tree that allowed privacy from those below and above. This was the only spot on the path that was secluded. It grew along the cliff’s side, surviving both time and precipice.

      Payton could identify with that tree. Strong roots held it firmly in a place it didn’t belong. It would never move, never stop being a tree. Just as she would never leave the palace or stop being a princess. Her feet were rooted in duty and honor and all the things it meant to be a Var royal. Those brief moments of freedom were all she had to look forward to. Like when the wind blew through the tree’s branches and delighted its leaves.

      Hearing footsteps, she continued on her way, not wanting to be stopped in conversation.

      The more she thought about it, the less she doubted Nyle had been offering sex when he brought up her Roane heritage. She refused to feel any kind of disappointment in the realization. She’d seen handsome men before and wasn’t one to be swayed by a pretty face. Being involved with someone from the city was a mistake.

      She’d never tell her cousin Roderic that. He’d married a Cysgodian woman. But really, that relationship was proof enough. The couple had a rough go of it, and Justina’s people still looked at her funny.

      Why was she even thinking about all of this? She didn’t have time for relationships.

      The city seemed oddly barren now that most of the population had moved to the barracks. Rusted metal ship parts helped create walls. They butted against stone and anything solid the Cysgodians had been able to scavenge. It was all strung together with chains and rope. Canvas hung between them to give shade, a necessity on a planet cast in constant daylight, but for the one night a year that all three suns set simultaneously.

      Cysgodians lurked along the edges of the marketplace like the remaining ghosts of a dead town. They walked over the shadowed sidewalks of which the pieces of metal and warped boards were glued down by dried mud.

      Payton couldn’t blame them for not wanting to move to the barracks, even though they were nicer. This town had been the only one the alien visitors had known on Qurilixen. Given a choice, she’d probably pick the city over the barracks. She liked the open air more than the sterile interior walls.

      When she focused her hearing, she detected the sound of teenagers running through a distant street. They still came down from the cliffside to roam their childhood playgrounds and camp in abandoned homes.

      Gone were the days when she had to hide her identity from the crowd with layers of mud and costumes. She made her way quickly through the streets, turning down familiar alleys, before finally crossing a street to slip between two metal buildings.

      The narrow opening was a close fit and not any path one would normally take, as it looked like a dead end. She turned sideways and slid down to the end before rounding a corner. A thick metal sheet overhead blocked the sunlight. As a shifter, her eyesight easily cut through the darkness. She turned another corner and stepped up before reaching a hidden door.

      “Yevgen,” she called softly as she pushed open the door without knocking. The cyborg had an irrational fear of the radiation from the blue sun, or so he claimed. She felt it had less to do with fear and more to do with the fact that he liked being stowed away in his secret dark lair.

      A blue glow came from a wall of monitors. Payton had scavenged some of them for Yevgen. He used them to watch the city, something that had gotten less interesting without the people living in it.

      The home had been constructed between the exterior walls of the surrounding buildings. The paint didn’t match, and the walls cut in at uneven angles. His usual sling chair hung empty from the ceiling. Since the cyborg had not come to the planet with legs, he normally needed the chair to move around.

      Payton’s picture appeared on the center monitor. It had been taken probably twenty years ago while she’d snuck through an alleyway. A heart burst over her face and twinkled before disappearing. Yevgen had been the first to discover her identity in the city and had followed her with his nearly invisible cameras for years before she’d detected them. They’d formed a strange friendship.

      She smiled at the screen and suppressed a laugh. “Come out of hiding. I’m alone.”

      The soft whirl preceded the thumps of mechanical feet as Yevgen slowly walked from behind the monitors. She had brought him the new legs. They’d been scavenged from another cyborg she’d defeated in a fight. The translucent skin showed the tubing and mechanics underneath. He’d fashioned a pair of short pants over them. The dark material hung unevenly over his thighs.

      “Welcome, Princess. It has been one hundred eighty-six hours since I have last seen you, but your beauty has not diminished a second.”

      “They increased the number of guards at the palace. It took longer for me to get away.”

      “I have not detected the Federation ships. You are safe with me, my princess.” Yevgen had infiltrated the stronghold’s computer system thanks to Payton sneaking him access.

      “You’ve finally got them calibrated.” Payton nodded in approval at the legs. His height matched hers as he took stunted steps toward her. “Well done.”

      Mechanical irises focused on her, and she knew her image would be reflected on the monitors, showing her what he saw.

      “I have had extra time now that the city is empty,” Yevgen answered, turning to the screens.

      Various images of the city showed on them, some grainy, several flickering. Payton’s eyes went to the Federation stronghold at the top of the cliff. Nyle wasn’t there.

      “No one has come for trades. It is very quiet,” Yevgen said. “I miss the chaos.”

      A group of teenagers appeared. One swung a metal pipe at a wall as others watched in boredom. They sat against a building in the shade.

      “Are you ready to move to the stronghold?” she asked. “We can keep you out of the sunlight.”

      He glanced away. The screens flickered with images of the past when the streets had been filled, as if to express his longing for the city to return to the way it had been when he could watch over it and log the many activities.

      Payton again looked at the screen with the stronghold. “Yevgen, did you tell anyone about my grandparents? About who they were?”

      “Do you mean King Attor? I discussed him with your cousin, Roderic. The old king had one hundred and sixty-three half mates, all off-worlders. He believed in emotional detachment and that life mates were the lot of lower society, for those who could not afford more than one wife or had no opportunity to negotiate with aliens for them.” Yevgen smiled. “Are you saying you are ready for me to be your half mate?”

      The cyborg wanted very much to love her. It had become a bit of an obsession. He brushed his fingers against her cheek. They felt like the flesh of a man, but underneath moved a metal skeleton.

      “You are of a higher society and can have emotional detachment while I will love you,” he insisted logically.

      “Not King Attor. The others. Did you tell anyone about⁠—?”

      Yevgen’s eyes flashed red, cutting off her words. Payton tensed as she listened for what had set off Yevgen’s alarm. The monitors dimmed, casting the home into darkness.
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      Nyle glanced at his wrist, trying to blend into his surroundings as he followed the signal on his wristband. It wasn’t too difficult in the near-empty streets. He kept his head down and his path steady. No one appeared to care.

      The city air smelled of rust and rotting wood. He imagined it to be an archeological site from some ancient civilization left to rot, only to be rediscovered centuries later by historians eager to peel away the secrets of who had once lived there.

      However, this city was only thirty years old.

      The shocking contrast of Shelter City compared to Cysgod caused guilt to rattle around inside of him. Cysgod had prided itself on clean living. Buildings were constantly washed and polished until they took on the sheen of wet glass. The air had been filtered, probably too much in hindsight. Natural immunities had diminished over the generations to be replaced by artificial ones.

      More than the physical difference between pristine and wreckage was the feeling radiating from the Cysgodian people. There used to be so much pride that it crossed over into arrogance. Now defeat and bitterness lingered in their expressions.

      Nyle’s tracker led him to a large building. Someone had placed a rock in front of the door since the latch looked as if it had been struck by a heavy object. He kicked the rock aside and slipped into the dimly lit interior. He let the door swing closed behind him.

      Light beams streamed through holes in the ceiling and walls to illuminate an eclectic collection of old engine parts and salvage scrap. Jagged pieces of metal had been cut from some of them, but the layer of dust said they hadn’t been touched in many years.

      More recent were the footprints in the dirt that tracked like children playing, as were the occasional handprints climbing up the side of scrap. Nyle tried not to think of the carefully manicured parks and gardens on Cysgod.

      This was not how Cysgodian life was supposed to be.

      Tiny particles of dust stirred as he dragged his fingers over the top of a disassembled engine. He followed the tracker to the side of the building and frowned as he reached the wall. The tracker indicated he needed to be on the other side, but he was close.

      Nyle pressed his ear against the wall and heard a muffled voice, “…Attor. The others. Did you tell anyone about⁠—?”

      The sound stopped. Nyle ran his hand over the metal barrier, pressing at it to test its strength. When he checked along the wall, he couldn’t find a door.

      Taking the tracker from his wrist, he placed it against the wall and held down a button to activate a cutting laser. The device had originally been designed to help agents escape unfriendly situations and make their way back to a rendezvous point. Nyle had made a few modifications.

      When he’d cut an opening large enough to fit through, he pushed at the wall to bend the metal back and slipped inside.

      Nyle felt something press against his temple, and he stopped midway.

      “What do you want?”

      Though the tone was low, he recognized her voice. “Princess Payton?”

      She snatched the tracker from his hand.

      “Up. Slowly.” She pulled whatever weapon she threatened him with from his head and took a step back.

      His eyes instantly went to her as he obeyed. Though he’d seen images of her, he never imagined he’d run across her on this trip. She pointed a blaster pistol at his chest. He watched to see if her hand wavered, but she held steady. This woman would have no problem shooting him.

      Not surprisingly, that only added to her attractiveness. Nyle had a weakness for unpredictable women. The moment he’d seen her leaping onto the path ahead of him, he’d been struck by her wild beauty. The flush to her cheeks as her lungs contracted and expanded filled him with desire. The feeling had rocketed through him, making words tumble out of his mouth.

      Blue lights flickered and outlined monitors, the backs of which faced him to create a partition. The space had been built out of exterior walls, which explained why he’d had to cut his way inside.

      “Interesting hideout you have here,” Nyle stated. He lifted his arms to the side to show he meant no harm.

      “I like it. It suits me,” Payton answered. “Or it did before you sliced a hole in my wall.”

      Nyle smiled and glanced around. “Sorry, Princess, but I wasn’t talking to you, and this isn’t exactly your wall.”

      He found it fascinating that this is where Yevgen’s programming had led him. When he’d smuggled the cyborg onto the Federation ship, Nyle had never imagined the device would cobble together such an impressive command center hidden in the heart of the city. It would be a shame to have to destroy it all.

      “Is it, Yevgen?” Nyle called out.

      The soft whirl of mechanical limbs revealed where the cyborg hid on the other side of the partition. Nyle gestured around the monitors to indicate his intent before stepping in that direction to face Yevgen.

      “Stop,” Payton ordered. “I didn’t invite you in.”

      “You live here, too?” Nyle glanced around in surprise.

      Payton shrugged. “Consider it my second palace. What do you want?”

      “To plug a hole,” Nyle answered. “Reverse time. Fix a mistake that cannot be fixed.”

      Payton’s gun lowered, and she frowned. He realized she wasn’t serious about shooting him.

      “Are you…unwell in the mind? Perhaps you are in need of medical supervision?”

      “I feel like a man who’s traveled a long way for a short conversation.”

      Payton re-aimed her weapon. “Who are you?”

      “Cysgodian Nyle, bastard son of an unknown off-worlder and Diana,” Yevgen answered. The cyborg finally showed himself.

      Nyle flinched at the formal Cysgodian descriptor. It had been a long time since he’d heard it. “I prefer Nyle.”

      “You do not belong here,” Yevgen answered. “You are supposed to be dead. Shoot him, my love. Set the universe to right. He is a traitor.”

      Nyle gently waved his hand to stop Payton but was distracted by Yevgen’s words. He wasn’t worried as he studied the cyborg. Yevgen didn’t have it in his programming to attack. “My love? You think you love her? Do you think she can love you? A machine?”

      Payton made a small noise. “He’s not just a machine.”

      “I assure you, he mostly is.” Nyle had built that machine. “The rest is just blood and tissue.”

      Yevgen furrowed his brow. “This is her palace. She is my wife, and so I declare it out loud by Var half-mating tradition as taught to me by Prince Roderic of the Var during our information exchanges. The data says she is for me, and we are well suited.”

      Payton gasped and started to speak. “Whoa⁠—”

      Love? Nyle couldn’t help his burst of laughter as he cut her off.

      “What happened to your wiring since you left the quarantine lab?” Nyle asked. “It’s fascinating. You were supposed to monitor these people, not declare love for the natives.”

      Yevgen’s irises contracted, and his eyes flashed with blue light. His head lowered, and his mechanical legs shifted back and forth in agitation.

      “Hey!” Payton demanded, stepping toward the cyborg as if to physically protect him from the ridicule. “Don’t laugh at him. He’s a hero. He’s helped save this city more times than I can count. And so what if he’s my half mate? What do you care? You better get on your knees and bow to the Prince of Shelter City before I have you thrown into a prison ward for trespassing on Qurilixen, you traitorous pile of prongin droppings.”

      Nyle wasn’t sure what a prongin was, but it didn’t sound flattering.

      “He’s not capable of…” Nyle let his words trail off at Payton’s expression. Though her words had been forceful and angry, they did not match her eyes. Her gaze begged him to stop talking.

      His tracker gave a low, long tone, and he instantly reached for his wrist, only to realize Payton still had it.

      “You need to hand that to me—” Nyle ordered.

      “You heard my wife.” Yevgen suddenly charged forward, swinging his arm. “On your knees.”

      Nyle lifted his hands in surprise to defend himself, but the cyborg struck him on the side of the head. As he crumpled to the ground, all he could think was that the attack should not have been possible.
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      “Yevgen, what have you done?” Payton shoved the blaster to Yevgen and kneeled by Nyle to check his pulse. “He’s alive. Get me the handheld medic.”

      “He is not supposed to be alive.” Yevgen didn’t move. The light from the monitors flashed behind him.

      Payton frowned, not understanding all that was happening. Yevgen had never seemed the murderous type. Nyle was Cysgodian, but not from Shelter City. That shouldn’t have been possible. They’d been told all the others were dead. Maybe a few had been off-world when the Cysgod outbreak happened? It’s not like there had been time to do a proper census when trying to evacuate an entire planet.

      “We cannot be seen abusing Cysgodians when we just ran off the Federation for that exact transgression.” The device in her hand gave another low tone. She handed it to Yevgen. “Deal with this thing.”

      “He is breathing,” Yevgen stated. “My preliminary analysis of the situation states that it would be best if he stopped.”

      “What is wrong with you?” Payton muttered as she moved to retrieve the handheld unit for herself. She went around the partition to search by the monitors. Finding it shoved on the side of Yevgen’s sling chair, she grabbed it.

      The image of a much younger Nyle on the screen caught her attention. His hair was shorter, and he stood rigid, posing for a photo amongst a group of Cysgodian scientists. She recognized no one else.

      Payton leaned closer. “Yevgen, what is this?”

      As if in answer, the image disappeared to be replaced by bodies lining a street. A fire burned in the background as two men in black jumpsuits carried a corpse toward it. More photos of death followed, which were bad on their own, but it was the people who had still been alive that made Payton want to look away. Their raw grief and suffering went beyond anything imaginable. Sickness had taken hold in them, and they knew they were destined for the funeral pyres.

      Payton had heard stories and saw a few pictures the Federation provided when they were pleading with the shifter royals to allow the survivors safe harbor.

      “Are these from Cysgod? Where did you get these?” Payton asked. An alien language appeared on the screen next to the photos. “I can’t read it.”

      The image flickered, and the words were translated into the Old Star Language so she could understand them.

      “All survivors to receive medical screening before boarding the Federation ships for quarantine ride to a new location. General Sten assures the population that all will be cared for with the highest standard possible,” Payton read aloud, only to mumble, “well, Sten’s a blasted liar.”

      Nyle’s group photo reappeared.

      “Virus transmission linked to scientific laboratories.” Payton frowned. “Citizen evacuations started this morning with several non-medically cleared people left to die without medical staff to tend to the sick. Though I had no symptoms, I was denied entry and escorted to Central Hospital. Within our numbers, Ranald, a technician with Yeven Genetic Cyborgtronics Laboratories, claims that the virus originated in a cyborg tissue-growing facility where he was employed. The goal had been to create superior organs to prolong cyborg lifecycles.

      “Though he was unable in his last breaths to give me a full breakdown of the science, he supplied me with this photograph of the lab superiors in charge of the project so that they may be identified amongst any chosen survivors and properly questioned. Also, Ranald gave me a warning. The formulas remain in lockdown at Yeven Genetic.

      “Several of us will attempt to destroy the facility so that no other people will be exposed to this virus. With luck, this, my last newspaper chip article, will be sent in time to be within transmission range of the ships. To those who have gone ahead, we who have been left behind wish you peace. May all the Federation’s promises come to fruition. Remember us. Remember us all, and the deaths that did not need to⁠—”

      The low tone of the device sounded again, interrupting her.

      “Yevgen, where did you find this virus data? Why haven’t we seen it before?” Payton glanced around the partition at him. He wore the wrist device and walked back and forth in the small space, watching the screen.

      Nyle still lay unconscious on the ground. Had he been responsible for the virus? Why was he here now? Did he work with the Federation?

      Payton carried the handheld toward the unconscious man. She kneeled on the ground and lifted the medic unit next to his temple, only to hesitate. His lids were partially opened. She remembered the feel of those eyes staring at her as they walked the forest path to the city. Instinct had told her things were not right with him and not to fear him. Had it been wrong? At the time, she’d thought he was lost.

      “Nova traded her father’s old newspaper chip for information,” Yevgen said as he continued to pace. “It was not a priority as I was instructed to gather information about Federation wrongdoing in Shelter City before their ships arrived.”

      Payton pressed the handheld to Nyle’s temple to scan for injury but didn’t wake him up.

      Yevgen was right. The Federation’s impending visit was a top priority on the planet. Solving the old mystery of the virus was important, but thirty years’ worth of damage had already been done. Knowing which laboratory to blame didn’t help the shifters keep the Federation from trying to stake claim to Qurilixen territory. Still, they would want Nyle alive for questioning about it.

      One problem at a time.

      The Federation would want answers as to why the shifters had expelled General Sten and his men off the Qurilixen base—a station that was meant to be temporary. The soldiers had overstayed their welcome, but that was a moot point in the scheme of intergalactic politics. They had claimed the right as guardians to the Cysgodian refugees. Without reason, to kick them off-world sooner would have been an act of war. Now the shifters needed to justify their actions to prevent that war.

      The low tone sounded, again interrupting her thoughts.

      “What is that thing?” Payton asked. The handheld medical unit indicated that Nyle had a bruise inside his head and that pressure rendered him unconscious. The cyborg had whacked him good.

      “It appears to be tracking me,” Yevgen answered, holding the device out and turning in a circle. “I am a red light.”

      “I think it found you. Maybe shut off the noise.” Payton again hesitated, not pushing the button that would inject the medicine needed to wake Nyle up. “He knows how to find this place. What are we going to do with him?”

      “He is not supposed to be alive. You have my logical vote.” Yevgen reached for the blaster pistol she’d dropped and handed it to her. The low tone sounded again.

      Payton closed her eyes in annoyance and took a deep breath. “What the hell did this guy do to you? I’ve never seen you act like this. Did he make you in that Yev-whatever-cyborg lab?”

      Yevgen tilted his head in thought. His eyes flashed an array of different colors. “Yes. I suppose this is my creator. I believe he put his blood inside me to make me.”

      “Well, put away your thoughts of patricide,” Payton ordered. “We’re not killing him. We’re going to ask him questions. We need to know why he’s here. Why now? Did the Federation send him to stop you from helping us collect evidence?”

      She pressed the button and let the handheld inject Nyle. Within seconds, he was blinking. He flung his arms up in defense and wriggled on the ground before settling when he realized the attack had ended. His eyes went from Payton to Yevgen and then back again.

      “We have to run,” Nyle said.

      The low tone sounded.

      Nyle pushed up from the ground and held out his hand for the tracker. Yevgen pulled his wrist away, clearly not parting with his new toy.

      “Hold your finger over the screen and press down hard,” Nyle said.

      Yevgen frowned but obeyed.

      Payton gestured the pistol at Nyle. “This better not hurt him.”

      “Lift it,” Nyle said, again reaching as if he could will Yevgen to give the device to him.

      Yevgen lifted his finger. “I am gone. There are blue dots.”

      “Blast it!” Nyle swore under his breath. “Where? How many?” He looked at Payton, not waiting for an answer. “You need to hide. Or run. Run and hide. Just get out of here.”

      Payton had no intention of doing any such thing. “Who is it?”

      Yevgen moved around to the front of the monitors.

      “They’re people you don’t want anything to do with,” Nyle answered. “Give me the blaster.”

      “I see them,” Yevgen said. “Three men, two women, humanoid, heavily armed.”

      Payton pointed the weapon at him instead of handing it over. She gestured for him to go around to the front so she could see what Yevgen had found.

      “Only five?” Nyle frowned.

      “Who are they?” Payton again asked. Five figures in matching burgundy uniforms made their way across the screen. “They’re dressed more like a space crew than military. How are you all sneaking on-world? Our communications towers should have picked up your signatures.”

      “We have to destroy this console.” Nyle lunged for Payton’s hand and swung the blaster toward the monitors. He squeezed her finger, forcing her to fire the weapon. She jerked back, and the blaster flew from her hand.

      Sparks erupted over the displays as they fizzled and died.

      “No!” Yevgen reached for the monitors as if he could save them.

      “Hey!” Payton grunted in protest as she pushed Nyle away. Fur sprouted over her skin, and claws erupted from her fingertips.

      “They can’t have access to this information portal,” Nyle said. “We need to run.”

      He began leading the way toward the opening he’d cut.

      “They are coming that way,” Yevgen said, pulling Payton in the opposite direction toward the door. “You go this way, my princess.”

      “Yev, you’re coming with me,” Payton said.

      Yevgen shook his head. “I will remain here with my equipment. A space captain must go down with his ship.”

      “Because he has no choice,” she muttered. “He’s in deep space without a pod.”

      She used to think that a lack of reactive fear was a great cyborg trait. Now, not so much.

      Payton didn’t have time to argue. “You declared that you are my half mate. It’s your job to protect me. So, protect me.”

      He considered her statement and then nodded. “Of course, my wife. I’m recalibrating my priorities.”

      A loud pop sounded overhead. Yevgen wrapped his arms around her like a shield. Debris rained down on them. Yevgen grunted and fell back. She saw the blue light of his eyes flash and go dark.

      Light streamed from above. Nyle appeared from behind the partition. He started to run toward her but smoke billowed from the ground, hiding him. Payton reached for Yevgen’s arm, hoping to get him out the door, but with one smoky breath, she was on her knees.

      Nyle’s hand reached from the smoke toward her, across Yevgen’s body. His fingers curled before his hand dropped.

      “Which ones do we take?” a man asked.

      “The console is dead,” another added. Sparks punctuated his words, lighting the smoke.

      Payton tried to push up from the ground, but her arms shook.

      “All of them,” a woman answered. “We need to get them out of here before our ship is detected, and we don’t need this shifter sounding an alert to her people. We’ll sort it later and jettison whomever we don’t need into the deep black once we’re far away from this infected hellhole.”

      A foot pressed into Payton’s back harder than was necessary, forcing her to the ground.

      “Easy, sweetheart, go to sleep now.” The man’s gruff voice wasn’t exactly soothing.

      Payton tried to growl, but the only thing that came out was a gurgle as she fell into complete darkness.
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