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      Prince Roderic hates the diplomacy demanded of his position as a cat-shifter royal. As the son of a diplomat, he’s all too familiar with the treaty surrounding the Federation military occupation, Shelter City. The shifters can’t simply ask them to leave, or they’d risk retaliation. Discretion is the key, which includes not getting caught mingling with those under Federation protection. So crossing paths with the beautiful Justina is a mistake waiting to happen. She’s frustrating and rash and doesn’t mind drawing attention to herself. But, as fate would have it, she’s also the one woman he wants to call his own.

      For decades they have dealt with lies and deceit, but when the humanoid population under the Federation’s control begins hunting shifters out of desperation, he knows things have gone too far. It’s time to drive the Federation off his planet once and for all, even if that means losing his one chance at true love.
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      The metallic smell of blood permeated the forest, the scent unmistakable against the darker tones of earth and trees. It filled Roderic’s nostrils and drove him from a deep sleep onto all fours. Already shifted into cougar form, his senses were heightened. He stood alert, ready to fight as he focused on his surroundings.

      Roderic missed the forest of his childhood. Things seemed more straightforward in youth, or perhaps he’d been fiercer and ready to take on the universes.

      Roderic thought of the Federation’s presence. No, it had been simpler. Now everything was complicated.

      The forest smelled like blood, enough to wake him but thankfully not a bloodbath. Not shifter blood. Humanoid? Cysgodian?

      Sacred cats!

      Roderic had fallen asleep away from the Var palace where he lived but near the Federation Military’s stronghold of Shelter City. By agreement, the Federation had a right to occupy the valley. Some shifters would say that decision was the single worst in Qurilixian history. But what else could they do? A virus had wiped out nearly all of the Cysgodian population and destroyed their homeworld. They needed a place to recover, and Qurilixen’s unique atmosphere aided in promoting health. Scientists said it had to do with the radiation from their three suns, particularly the one blue sun unique to their planet. They determined the virus caused no threat to shifters, and at the time, they were the Cysgod aliens’ only hope of survival. What else could they do? Turn away hundreds in need?

      And it worked. The visitors survived.

      Over thirty years had passed, and they continued to survive.

      Barely.

      Sure, the virus hadn’t killed the new residents since their arrival, but the poverty and neglect might. And there was nothing the shifters could (legally) do about it.

      The dilapidated city was a blight to the planet of Qurilixen and an embarrassment to the ruling shifter families of Draig and Var. What was supposed to be a temporary shelter for the Cysgodian off-worlders had turned into a standoff between the Federation and Qurilixian people, with the Cysgodians stuck in the middle.

      When the elders had agreed to partner with the Federation to save the Cysgodians, they couldn’t have known the course of events that would unfurl. Before Shelter City, shifters had kept the Federation off their planet, and they’d kept out of the Federation Alliance.

      Though the residents weren’t supposed to venture past the city’s borders, some had been caught outside city limits. Roderic didn’t blame them. Families starved, and poverty had become a way of life. It was no wonder they had begun to rebel.

      Roderic focused his senses as he tried to track the blood. At least it was faint. That was something. No giant battlefield. No massacre.

      Someone still might need his help.

      His paws hit the soft forest floor as he navigated through the trees. Individual leaves large enough to cover his head created a thick canopy above, and their fallen brethren spread beneath him in a decaying carpet to pad his journey. Some of the trunks had grown as wide as a small spacecraft in this part of the forest. Their bark looked as if it had boiled to the surface to grow in a bubbly texture. The Var left this part of the forest undisturbed. The Federation would gladly cut down all the trees and sell them off-world to the highest bidder. They would strip the land, mine all the ore, and leave desolation in their wake.

      Roderic had no proof of these plans, but neither was he an idiot. They’d done it before to other planets. Qurilixen was too far out into the Y quadrant to do much good as a strategic military base in the multiple universes.

      He paused, listening to his surroundings. A faint shuffle caught his attention, but he couldn’t distinguish between humanoid footsteps and wildlife.

      He took a deep breath. Definitely not shifter blood—so that ruled out the Var marsh farmers or Cysgodians hunting shifters. Some in Shelter City had become convinced shifter blood held the key to immortality. Others were just hungry and desperate enough to consider trying shifters in their cat and dragon forms. So far, neither plan had been successful, thank the gods.

      The blood could be from Cysgodians who failed at hunting shifters. Soft flesh was no match for claws and talons.

      Or Cysgodians running from the city.

      Or human captives escaping Federation imprisonment. Two women had recently been rescued. They were now married to dragon-shifter princes and under Draig protection. Was this another prisoner? Fiora and Salena had a missing triplet sister.

      The smell of blood became stronger. Roderic focused on the scent, and all thoughts of the Federation politics melted from his mind as he tracked the source. With the thought of another woman running from danger, his primal instincts took over. Women were meant to be protected.

      The same properties that made Qurilixen optimal for health had created a medical anomaly in which most of the shifters were born male. Though more females had been born in his generation than those that came before, it was still only a tiny few compared to the males. Most women came from off-world and tended to be delicate in nature compared to shifters—no fangs or claws to protect themselves. Thus, it became accepted that women needed protection.

      Shifter women hated that assessment, as they’d proven themselves as fierce as any man.

      Truth be told, most alien women hated that assessment as well—at least all the wives who had married into the royal families.

      His head lowered as he stalked through the brush, ready for danger. Every nerve in his body prickled with awareness. Roderic leaped nearly twelve feet to stand on top of a fallen trunk. His claws dug into the bubbly texture of the bark to keep from slipping on the mossy overgrowth. It gave him a better vantage point over his surroundings.

      “Oh, no, no, no, don’t do that. Wake up, lady. I won’t carry you.”

      He stopped to listen to the woman’s frantic voice. The tone was soft as if she was aware someone might be listening.

      “I told you I can’t be out here.” She sounded vaguely familiar, but it was too difficult to place where he might have heard her. “They’ll notice I’m gone when they send the drones to do the heat counts. But these woods aren’t safe either. I can’t leave you like this.”

      Roderic jumped down and took a quiet step, careful where he placed his paws.

      “Maybe I can conceal you in the city, but all of my spots are,” she hesitated and grumbled, “not any place you’d want to wake up. And if you don’t wake up, I can’t have a dead body stinking up my best hides. The scanners would detect the smell.”

      Roderic took another step, then another. He was close.

      “Hey, you, wake up.” A rhythmic slap preluded a light moan.

      His heartbeat sped. The animal inside him enjoyed the mystery of the hunt.

      Light danced through the canopy above. Roderic focused his shifter vision between two trees to where a woman crouched with her back toward him. Her gown had been patched with mismatched material, some of which were faded in spots. The condition of the clothing instantly told him she lived in Shelter City. Even the Var who chose to live feral in the forest, drinking nef all night and passing out by their stills, were cared for better than the Cysgodians.

      The woman’s red hair had been piled messily on top of her head only to have wisps of curls escape. The striped discoloration of the skin along her temples clearly revealed she was a Cysgodian woman. For a moment, Roderic forgot why he was there. Beyond the blood hid the scent of a woman, and that one tease to his senses caused his entire body to stiffen in surprise.

      Who was she? Surely, he would have remembered that scent.

      The woman lifted her hand to the side, and Roderic detected crimson staining her fingers. The trace was faint, and he would have missed it if he hadn’t been so focused on her.

      “Don’t make me hit you,” the woman warned. Her arm began to lower as if to strike.

      Roderic let a low growl erupt from the back of his throat in warning. The woman shot to her feet and spun toward him. Blood smeared her sleeve and dotted her shoulder. He studied her for injury as she swayed on her feet. She stumbled to the side.

      Roderic’s gaze met the woman’s frightened one. He inhaled sharply and the growl locked in his throat. He felt his claws dig into the earth. The hunter inside him had stirred to track the blood and didn’t appreciate being restrained now that he’d discovered the source.

      Animal instinct fought with man’s reason. He should never let the predator take over. In shifted form, it was too easy to lose himself to the wild.

      Roderic forced his gaze to where the woman had been kneeling. He found the source of the blood. Fiora slumped against the base of a tree. Though she looked like her sister, Salena, this had to be Fiora. That triplet was prone to nosebleeds when her psychic visions became too much. The blood smeared her face and even caused her long brown hair to cling to her cheek. Though that didn’t make sense. Since Fiora had mated with Jaxx, that bond had calmed her visions, and she was able to better control them.

      Fiora had the ability to see the future and had prevented a liquor still explosion in Shelter City that would have killed everyone. She also was unable to lie when asked a question. It made her both invaluable and dangerous. In contrast, her sister Salena’s gift was that she could pull the truth from anyone like a human lie detector. One question was all it took, and confessions would pour out. The missing triplet could read people’s intentions or something like that. He wasn’t exactly sure. It’s why the Federation had imprisoned Fiora and chased Salena. General Sten had wanted control over that power. Though both were now under Draig protection.

      What was Fiora doing here? Alone? In Var territory?

      Where was her husband, Prince Jaxx?

      Was this woman trying to kidnap her? Bring her back to the Federation? Such a gift to her overlords would put her in excellent standing. Though he disapproved, he couldn’t say he blamed her.

      Something smacked his shoulder, drawing his attention back to the redhead. She searched the ground with her hands while keeping her eyes on him.

      “Go. Get!” The woman threw a stick at him. He leaned to the side so it missed his head. “Leave us alone!”

      She continued looking for ammo and produced another stick.

      Roderic gave a low warning growl, telling her to stop. Though she clearly didn’t speak his language as she launched another wooden missile at him.

      “I know you can understand me,” she said. “You’re one of those animal-men. Leave us alone. We don’t want any trouble.”

      She threw a stick at him, then instantly another. Roderic dodged the first, but the second poked him the cheek close to his eye. He grumbled more than growled at the discomfort.

      The redhead lifted a larger stick and held it like a sword as she put herself between him and Fiora. “No food here, shifter.”

      Food? Gross.

      Roderic would have laughed if Fiora’s situation didn’t look so dire. The redhead bumped Fiora’s leg and caused her to fall to the side into the thick underbrush. Fiora did nothing to break her fall.

      Realizing he would learn nothing from her in his cat form, he leashed the cougar and pushed the man to the surface. His bones cracked as he took on his human form. It was an old pain he ignored.

      The redhead gasped and trembled. Her stick sword dipped down as she tried pointing it at him.

      Fur retracted into flesh. He remained on all fours as fingernails replaced claws. Dirt from his night sleeping outside marred his skin. Even as the human took over, he kept his keen sense of hearing and sight as he assured himself that they were alone in this section of the forest.

      When he could finally speak to her in the Old Star language, he slowly stood. “Who are you?”

      The redhead took a deep breath as if to steady herself and lifted the sword with determination. “I knew you were one of them. Stay back. I don’t want any trouble.”

      He couldn’t see Fiora’s face hidden by thick brush, but he heard the soft rustle of plant life when she breathed. She was alive.

      The redhead’s eyes darted down his body. Roderic didn’t care that he was naked. It’s not like his body absorbed clothes each time he shifted. Though his nudity did seem to distract the woman.

      “Your name,” he insisted.

      “You first.” The woman’s tone wasn’t as shaky as he’d expected it to be as she stared a little too long at his hips.

      “Prince Roderic of the Var.” Sacred cats, why had he used his title? Was he trying to impress her? Scare her? The cougar tried to surge to the surface with impulses of his own.

      She studied his face as if trying to ascertain if he told the truth. “You don’t look like a prince.”

      “What do princes look like?” he countered.

      “Less feral. I imagined most would be clothed.” The stick sword lowered by small degrees.

      “Does my nakedness alarm you?”

      The woman laughed. “Seriously? You can well suspect where I’m from. Someone is running the streets naked at least once a fortnight. Usually screaming during a psychotic break, but there you have it. Such is life.”

      “Your turn.” Roderic was glad her eyes had moved away from his hips. With that face and her slightly humorless laugh, any man would start to show sexual interest, and his blood already raced from stalking her through the forest.

      “Justina, not a princess of the Cysgodian.” Her tone mocked his formal title, albeit slightly. She lowered the stick and pointed at Fiora. “Do you know who she is?”

      Roderic nodded. “Fiora. What are you doing with her?”

      Justina relaxed a little more. “Getting her royal stupidness out of the city. Since you know her, I give the responsibility to you. I’ve done all I can. When she wakes up, tell her to stay out of Shelter City. It’s no place for outsiders.”

      Justina kept the stick but backed away from him to create a clear path between him and the fallen Draig princess.

      “Don’t hurt her,” Justina warned. “Not that I can do more than threaten to avenge her, but just don’t. She asked I take her this way before she passed out. I have to assume she knew what she was doing.”

      Justina turned to leave.

      “Wait.” He took several steps after her causing her to lift the stick again. She pointed at his chest. He slowed his walk and stopped near the tip of her weapon. “What happened to her?”

      Justina lowered the stick. The tip skated down his chest and stomach before dropping to the side. The strange caress made it difficult to concentrate. Hot liquid attraction burned through him.

      “I don’t know. When I found her, or rather she found me, she was rambling about someone being dead and asked me to get her out of the city so she could go for help. Against my better judgment, I did. I couldn’t leave her in the streets, and I couldn’t hide her. She was making too much noise. One of the Sweeper borgs would have scooped her up, and it’s no secret what will happen if your people are caught with mine. So here we are. And now, I must get back. There is a curfew, and they are heat counting my quadrant. If they don’t find me there, they’ll search my home, and it’s impossible to get the smell of sweeper exhaust out of furniture.”

      “Sweepers don’t have exhaust,” he countered.

      “Huh, funnily enough, I don’t have furniture.” Justina turned to leave.

      “Wait. How can I find you?” Roderic didn’t want to watch her go, even though he knew he had no reason to make her stay. She was in enough danger just being outside the city limits. The Federation put people to death for less—not that General Sten would admit to as much.

      “You don’t find me. Ever.” Justina’s lip curled at the side. “This is the end of our story, prince. We’re written in two very different books.”

      He kept part of his attention focused on Fiora’s continued breathing.

      “Do you know the way back?” he asked, still not wanting Justina to leave. “Or you can come with me to the palace. I can make arrangements for you to be taken off⁠—”

      “No. You should know better than to offer an escape. If General Sten catches us breaking the deal between the Federation and shifters, he’ll retaliate in a way that would be bad for both our people.” Justina swung the stick at a thick patch of underbrush before stepping through it. “I’ll be fine. I marked my path, or rather it’s been marked long ago. Tend to your responsibilities. Goodbye, feral prince.”

      Roderic wanted to follow Justina but resisted. Fiora needed him. He kneeled on the ground next to her and eased her out of the brush. He placed his hand around her neck, feeling her steady pulse against his fingers. New blood trickled from her nose over the dried. Her eyelids did not flutter open, but at least she breathed.

      Fiora was dressed for travel in tight black pants and a fitted brown shirt. A long patched jacket covered the clothes to help her blend into Shelter City. The nondescript garments and the fact she was with a Cysgodian woman meant she most likely had been venturing into the city. If she was in the city, Jaxx should have been with her.

      Roderic lifted her into his arms and began carrying her over the uneven terrain toward the Var palace. He couldn’t think of a better plan. They were in the middle of the forest. No one expected him to return home, so no one would think to come looking to offer assistance. The cat-shifter palace expected two shiploads of alien dignitaries, which was one reason he’d disappeared to sleep in the forest. Unlike his parents and younger brother, Roderic did not have the patience for such gatherings.

      At best, Jaxx would be in the air trying to find his wife. The dragon-shifter would have better luck spotting them on an open path, away from the dense canopies. If that happened, Jaxx could fly her to safety. Otherwise, Roderic needed to get Fiora to the palace and into a medical booth. From there, he could communicate with Jaxx’s parents and tell them he had Fiora and Jaxx was missing. Not everyone in their respective families knew about the secret relief trips into the city, so alerting the Draig palace would be a mistake.

      Seeing the fallen tree, he took a running start and leaped on top of the trunk. The jarring movement bounced Fiora, and her arm slipped from her chest to dangle. Roderic lowered her to the trunk to readjust her body. The second her back touched the slippery bark, she flailed. The action took him by surprise. A scream erupted from her throat, and she swung violently. The movement propelled her off the trunk, and she slid over the side.

      Roderic fisted the first thing his hand touched to stop her descent. Claws erupted from his fingers out of reflex, and he stabbed them into the trunk to prevent them from falling. His knee slipped, and the bark scraped his naked stomach and jarred his manhood. He grunted in pain.

      Holding their weight with his clawed hand, he realized he had a fistful of her hair in the other. Fiora flung and screamed. She grabbed at his hold on her hair.

      “Fiora, it’s Roderic,” he pleaded. “I’m trying to keep you from falling.”

      She kept flinging her body.

      “It’s Roderic,” he insisted. “Jaxx’s friend.”

      At Jaxx’s name, she settled some and twisted to try and look up at him.

      “Roderic?” She gasped. “Roderic! All the voices. We have to find him.”

      “Fiora, I’m slipping. I have to pull you up or lower you to the ground.” Roderic’s fingers ached where the claws strained.

      “We have to find Jaxx,” Fiora insisted. “I can’t feel him. All the voices.”

      “I’m sorry, my lady, I have to lower you. Watch your landing.” He eased the hold on her hair. The strands slipped through his fist.

      Fiora dropped to the ground with a loud thud. Roderic thrust away from the trunk and retracted his claws. He landed away from Fiora.

      “I can’t. Too many voices.” Fiora crawled toward him, her limbs shaking. “We have to find him. I’m sorry, I have to look into your future. I have to concentrate.”

      Worry filled him at her panic. Even though he was a dragon, Jaxx had been one of his closest friends since childhood, like a brother.

      “Fiora, what happened to Jaxx?” Roderic demanded. Fiora would be compelled to answer, and that was better than having her peek into his future. He did not want to know what was coming. It would be like reading the last chapter of a story before the middle.

      He thought of Justina.

      “This is the end of our story, prince. We’re written in two very different books.”

      A foolish part of him hoped that wasn’t true.

      “I don’t know.” Fiora stopped short of touching his naked chest. She glanced down as if realizing he was unclothed and averted her gaze back to his.

      “What do you know?” Roderic asked. “Tell me everything.”

      “We were in the city to see Yevgen. Jaxx and Payton had retrieved bionic limbs for him when they stopped that explosion in the city. They traded the limbs for monitoring the city for information,” Fiora said.

      Roderic nodded. “I remember.”

      “Yevgen detected the guy they call Yellow Shirt with one of the stolen food simulators.” In answering his question, her words became less frantic.

      Roderic and his cousin Payton had helped Jaxx smuggle the food simulators onto the planet with the help of space pirates. They had hidden them near the city and had planned on setting them up in the surrounding woods so that an underground network of collaborators in the city could sneak food to those in need. Before they could set them up, they’d been stolen.

      “We went to the city to get a read on Yellow Shirt’s future timeline so I could hopefully lead Jaxx to where the units were hidden,” she said.

      “And did you get a read on his timeline?” Roderic asked.

      Fiora nodded. “Yes. I was near Yellow Shirt so I could focus on him. Proximity makes the future sight stronger.” She closed her eyes and began shaking her head. “I saw him with a simulator. He was giving it to one of the military guys in exchange for a bag. I couldn’t see inside because, the second the bag opened, the timeline exploded with hundreds of voices. It was like before I mated to Jaxx. All the timelines screaming for attention. I can’t see my own future, so I can’t see his…”

      Her voice caught.

      “I can’t feel him, Roderic. Why can’t I feel him? He’s my everything, my life. We’re supposed to be connected forever,” Fiora whispered. She pressed her shaking hand to her chest. “I have no heart without him.”

      Pain formed a hard rock in his stomach. Roderic could guess the answer. There was only one reason he could think of that Fiora would not be able to feel her shifter husband. When shifters fully mated, it was for life, and that life force became infused with their partner. If Fiora couldn’t detect that life force, then there might not be a force to feel.

      It was entirely possible Jaxx was dead.

      “We have to go back to the city,” Fiora said. “The woman, Justina, she’ll be able to show us where she found me. Jaxx was there⁠—”

      “You can’t be in the city when you’re like this.” Roderic gestured at her bloody nose. Her gaze went to his fingertips. Bruises had formed from his claws digging into the tree to hold his weight. “I can’t allow⁠—”

      “Can’t allow?” Fiora’s expression hardened. “I don’t need your permission. Either you come with me, or I’ll go by myself. And I can’t lie, so you know I’ll do it.”

      Roderic wanted to protest, but what could he say? Jaxx was her mate. To a shifter, that meant more than a lifetime of friendship. Jaxx would want him to take care of his wife.

      “Jaxx told me of your friendship. He loves you, and I know you love him. He told me if I ever needed help, all I had to do was ask you. Please, Roderic. Help me.” Fiora’s eyes teared. “It hurts to breathe without him.”

      “Wait here. Try to rest and focus your thoughts. I’m going to run for clothes, and then we’ll sneak into the city.” Roderic stood. “I promise we’ll find him.”

      He hoped it was a promise he’d be able to keep.
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