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      Cat-shifting King Kirill knows he must do his duty by his people. When his father unexpectedly dies, it’s his destiny to take the throne and all of the responsibility that entails. What he hadn’t prepared for is the troublesome prisoner he’s inherited.

      Undercover Agent Ulyssa is no man’s captive. Trapped in a primitive forest awaiting pickup, she’s going to make the best out of a bad situation…which doesn’t include falling for the seductions of a king.
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        The cat-shifter princes were raised to not believe in love, especially love for one woman, and they will do everything in their power to live up to their father’s expectations. Oh, how the mighty will fall.

      

        

      
        Lords of the Var® series is a continuation of the bestselling  romance series, Dragon Lords, and is part of the Qurilixen World. They can be read as standalones, but the author recommends reading books in order of release.
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      Dragon Lords fans know the cat-shifting Var as being the villains of the story, but every conflict has two sides. With King Attor dead, it is up to the Var princes to pick up the pieces. Though these stories can be read as a standalone series, they do begin where the Dragon Lords left off, most significantly after Dragon Lords 4: Warrior Prince. There is also a prequel story, Dragon Lords 9: The Dragon’s Queen that tells the story of how Attor became the cat-shifter king and how the Var-Draig war really started.

      Lords of the Var® are interconnected to many series installments, including: Dragon Lords, Captured by a Dragon-Shifter (the dragon-shifters and cat-shifters in modern day times), Space Lords, Zhang Dynasty and more. To find out more about the books, including reading orders, visit my website, www.MichellePillow.com.

      As an added bonus in the Lords of the Var® series, see cameo appearances from some of your favorite Dragon Lords prince and princesses.

      To stay informed about when a new book in the series installments is released, join my newsletter mailing list at: http://michellepillow.com/newslettersignup/
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        “To be ruled by a woman is to be ruled by weakness and kingdoms are only as strong as their rulers. A king must stand alone, beholden to none.”

        —King Attor of the Var
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      HIA Agent Ulyssa Payne grumbled and banged the communicator across her knee in a last-ditch effort to make the very expensive piece of junk work. Her campsite was close, but it was cloaked so she couldn’t see its exact location. She wouldn’t chance revealing it until she made sure the perimeter was secure. If anything, experience in the field had taught her to be extra careful.

      She knelt on the ground, looking up at the bright Qurilixen sky in frustration. The blue-green haze of the planet’s atmosphere shone through the gigantic leaves of the forest. The planet was always cast in daylight due to its three suns. The only exception was the one night a year when the surrounding heavens fell into perfect alignment. It had been dark the evening she had arrived with a shipment of Earth women on a Galaxy Brides’ ship. She’d been forced to haul her backpack through rough, dark terrain while the Draig warriors partied with their mail-order brides. Right now she would love a little bit of that darkness if only to fall into a deep sleep.

      “When I get back, I am so quitting the Agency,” Ulyssa ranted under her breath, smacking the communicator vigorously in her frustration. She would never really quit. The Human Intelligence Agency was her life. It was her whole reason for being. “After this I am definitely taking a vacation. I’m going to have a bath, a bottle of hard liquor, and a rare steak as big as this forsaken hellhole, and a male prostitute, a mute male prostitute, who only knows how to follow orders. First I’m going to get clean, then I will get drunk, and then I’m going to get laid.”

      It had been nearly five months since she’d been with a man, and he had hardly been worth bragging about. The sex had been mediocre and afterward he’d wanted to cuddle. She had more fun getting out of his bed than actually being in it. Ulyssa smiled, remembering how she’d climbed out of his window and scaled down fifteen stories while he went into the kitchen to get her something to eat.

      Part of the reason she’d been celibate since then was that she’d been in quarantine, then she’d spent weeks uploading her current mission specs directly into her brain and another several weeks in training on the HSS Demeter starship. As soon as she had finished with her specialized survival training, the Agency had made her go undercover on a Galaxy Brides’ ship as one of the prospective brides. She’d spent a whole month morphed into a hideous character she could barely stand, and surrounded by a shipload of too-much-estrogen-producing females who talked of nothing but the men they were destined to marry.

      “Ugh,” Ulyssa snarled in distaste. As she tried adjusting the buttons on her communicator, she mumbled under her breath, “Why anyone would ever want to get married is beyond me. They act like this is the twenty-first century and women don’t have options. Poor, poor, misguided fools. They really have no idea what they’re in for.”

      Ulyssa, on the other hand, had a pretty good idea what the native barbaric races of Qurilixen were going to be like.

      She looked up at the sky, trying to get her bearings. The reddish trees of the alien forest were colossal, some of them spanning wider than an Old Earth-style home. Yellow ferns spread out about her, growing wild in the red earth of the planet’s surface. She felt like a dwarf running around in the land of giants.

      Only the inhabitants of the planet weren’t technically giants though they were quite large and fierce. Predominately male and in need of some bartered female breed mares, or rather “brides”, the primitive population consisted of shape-shifters—nothing but male shifters. It was a little fact the Agency had forgotten to tell her about in all their preparation and training. The Draig, a tribe of dragon-shifters, ruled the northern half of the small planet. The Var, a tribe of man-cats, ruled the southern half. If not for seeing them quarrel from her perch in the trees, she would never have known.

      What she gathered from the Galaxy Brides’ informational uploads, which were much different in tone than the Agency’s tactical reports, was that radiation from the planet’s blue sun made female children rare. Over the generations, the radiation had altered the men’s genes to produce only strong, large male, warrior heirs. Maybe once in a thousand births was a Qurilixen female born. The fact that they had no women of their own was why the services of corporations like Galaxy Brides were so invaluable to them. In return, they would mine ore found only in their caves. The ore was a great power source for long-voyaging starships, all but useless to the Qurilixen, who were not known space explorers.

      Good thing she was extra cautious and masked her scent before leaving camp. Shifters usually had a great sense of smell, and the Draig warriors would have detected her presence in the forest for sure, and if not them, the Var would have found her. If she had to choose, she was sure she would rather be captured by the dragons. They appeared to be the more civilized of the two creatures.

      This was definitely a primitive planet, perhaps one of the most primitive she’d been assigned to in a long time. As far as she could tell, her campsite was on Var land. It didn’t matter. It’s not like she’d stopped to ask permission to set up camp. In fact, neither group of locals knew she was there. She preferred to keep it that way. If Galaxy Brides went looking for her, their lost bride, all they’d find was a ghost trail to a woman who never existed.

      The Qurilixen were classified by the HIA as a warrior class, though they had been peaceful for nearly a century, aside from petty territorial skirmishes that broke out every fifteen or so years between a few of the rival houses. The best comparison anyone could make was that the men were like the warriors of Medieval Old Earth, the romanticized version anyway. The Qurilixen worshiped many gods, favored natural comforts to modern technological conveniences, and actually preferred to raise, grow, and cook their own food, the true mark of a primordial society.

      Although, it seemed times were about to change. The forest literally crawled with both races. She wasn’t stupid. She could tell the planet was on the verge of an all-out war. The last thing she needed was to get caught in the middle of it.

      Ulyssa growled under her breath, swearing every dark curse she knew. She needed to report to headquarters if the damned communicator would ever turn itself on, and tell them her mission was over. Realizing she’d gone through the Galaxy Brides torture for nothing didn’t make her happy. But, on the bright side, while on the bridal ship she’d gotten some permanent hair removal done, and a few itchy battle scars removed, although such foolish luxuries hardly made her present situation worth it. Shaving had never been a primary concern, and she would only collect more battle scars to replace the old ones.

      Picking at the dried mud caked to her tanned skin, Ulyssa grimaced. She needed a decontamination unit. Hell, she’d even try a primitive water bath, just so long as she could scrub clean.

      Suddenly, the communicator lit up. She sighed, not liking the fact that she had to report to her superiors that her mission had been fruitless. She liked even less the fact that she was trapped on a barbaric planet until one of the company ships could swing by and get her.

      “Hello?” a sweet, elderly voice asked from the communicator.

      “Agent 596,” Ulyssa answered. The unit clicked.

      “Report,” a grim voice ordered from the small hand-held unit, replacing the first computer-generated operator.

      “Ulyssa 596, codename Gena, Qurilixen,” Ulyssa said into the unit.

      “Go ahead,” the voice answered.

      “Target dead, killed by his own.” Ulyssa pulled the unit back to add a bitter curse. She had just spent the dusky night in the forest, huddled by a tree while the Medical Mafia clones packed up camp. Her target, Doc Aleksander, a leader in the Medical Mafia, was killed by his daughter who acted in self-defense. They assumed Doc had been on the planet to make a trade for some of the precious ore. “Daughter has disbanded family line, no information to be had.”

      “What?” another voice demanded, harder than the last. Ulyssa recognized the mission director, Franklin. She rolled her eyes. “What do you mean she disbanded the family?”

      “Are we secure?” Ulyssa asked, careful to keep her voice soft as she glanced around the forest. The trilling call of a sofliar came from the dense underbrush, carrying over the hum of insects. All was peaceful.

      “Yes, Agent, speak plainly,” Franklin said.

      “Doc is dead. His daughter, Nadja Aleksander, has married one of the princes from the Qurilixen House of Draig. She’s disbanded the family and left everything to her mother. The Aleksander branch is ended. I’m transmitting a full report now.” Ulyssa stopped talking and pressed a button. When the report was sent, she demanded, “Now, get me off this damned floating barbarian rock, Frank!”

      “Got it,” Franklin answered. “Good work.”

      Ulyssa snorted. She’d hardly call a fruitless mission good work. “What about my ride?”

      “Well, Agent,” Franklin cleared his throat, “to tell you the truth you don’t have one. We didn’t expect this to happen. The seers didn’t predict Doc’s death, only that he’d be on the planet. We were planning on having you there a lot longer than a few weeks.”

      “How long Frank?” Ulyssa asked, her voice hard.

      “The closest ship is three months from there.”

      “Three months?” Ulyssa swore. “I didn’t spend a month on that damned Galaxy Brides’ ship, simpering like a morphed bimbo fool, grabbing my breasts and making inane comments, just to spend three hellish months on this nowhere planet for no darned good reason. You get me a ship faster!”

      Franklin chuckled. “What? We’d thought you’d like pretending to be a girl for a while 596.”

      Ulyssa frowned. Great! Here come the ‘you’re worse than a man’ jokes. Kick a little male behind, never call them back after you have your way with them, and you get branded a heartless bitch.

      “Ugh,” she groaned. “I so need to get some action. This is getting bad.”

      “What was that, 596?” Franklin asked.

      “Nothing, sir.” Ulyssa fought the urge to laugh.

      “How are your supplies?”

      She glanced in the direction of her cloaked camp. “I’ll be fine.”

      “I know, Agent.” Silence came over the intercom, but she knew he was still there. Very quietly, Frank said, “You take care of yourself, kid.”

      “Don’t worry about me, Frank. I’m just like a cat, always landing on my feet.”

      “I know, Agent, I know. It’s not the landing I’m worried about. It’s those nine lives of yours. Don’t use ’em up. You owe me a date when you get back.”

      “Dream on, sunshine.” Ulyssa laughed, eyeing her rustic surroundings in displeasure. She kept the irritation from her voice. She knew if Franklin could get her off the floating rock sooner, he would. “But I will let you buy me a drink. You owe me at least that.”

      “Done,” Franklin agreed. “Contact only if there is trouble, otherwise call in eleven weeks.”

      “Know the drill, 596 out.”

      “Command out.”

      Ulyssa pressed the button to the communicator and watched it turn off before moving to latch it onto her belt.

      “Three months,” Ulyssa began with a dark frown. “Just gre—”

      Suddenly, she froze. The birds weren’t singing, and the forest had gone quiet, too quiet. She slowly reached for her leg, blindly feeling for her gun. Her thumb hooked around the leather strap, flicking in the dried mud caked over it.

      A loud roar resounded from the trees, as she drew her weapon. She frantically pulled the gun, falling on her back as she turned toward the noise. She was too late. Two thick paws pressed into her shoulders. Fangs snarled at her from a hot mouth.

      “Oh,” she gasped, nervous. From her place on the ground, it looked like an overgrown mountain lion. “Nice kitty. Easy, big fella. Take it easy.”

      The cat snarled at her soft words and lifted a meaty paw to the side of her head striking her. As the paw made contact, it wasn’t claws and fur that smacked her, but a very human feeling fist. Her vision swam. Pain shot across her face from her cheek. Blood trickled into her mouth, spilling over her skin in little rivers. When she looked back up, she gasped. It was no longer an animal that pinned her down but a naked man. His bright blue eyes glared at her with lethal intent.

      “Look what I found wandering around in my kingdom,” the man said with a dark laugh that left her cold. “A dirty little gwobr.”

      Without warning, he jumped to standing, hauling Ulyssa up by her wrist. Her feet flailed in the air before landing awkwardly on the ground. On reflex, she kicked. Her foot hit the man’s very muscular waist. He dropped her wrist with a grunt but did not double over. Ulyssa smiled, but her victory was small and short-lived.

      Right as her foot landed back on the ground, a dozen half-dressed warriors poured out from the treetops as if falling from the sky. She squared off to defend herself but was outmanned by the gathering of blond Vars. They fought back with a liquid grace she’d rarely seen in a species, sleek and smooth of motion like ancient Old Earth ninjas. She tried to fight back, kicking and punching as she found her mark on steely flesh. But, within seconds, she was subdued.

      Ulyssa screeched, showing the proper amount of feminine anger that a barbaric people would expect. Her heart raced with adrenaline, but she never lost her cool. Heathenishly strong hands clasped hold of her struggling body, lifting her high. She was bound and gagged with swift precision. She’d been caught unprepared, and in the end she was no match for their brute force. Panting through the gag, she fell limp.

      One of the large warriors lifted her over his broad shoulder. In the Var tongue, the warrior said, “King Attor, what shall we do with her?”

      Ulyssa was suddenly very grateful for her intergalactic translator chip. She’d been wary when the Agency implanted the little device into her ear. It couldn’t translate every foreign word, but usually it was enough to understand what was going on. And, since it was a smart chip, it learned and widened its vocabulary.

      “Take her and have her cleaned so that I may examine her,” the Var king, who had first trapped her to the ground, said. She glared as he forcibly grabbed her chin to better study her dirty face. His strong body was completely naked and he moved as if unconcerned by it. The others were dressed in tighter pants and loose fitting tunic shirts that fell open at the chest. Ulyssa assumed they stripped as they shifted. “If she is anything like her sweet smell, I will enjoy her immensely at the victory celebration, just as soon as we send those Draig cowards into the ground where they belong.”

      The warriors cheered, their heated eyes lit with battle and bloodlust. Ulyssa tore her chin away from King Attor’s grip. The king only laughed at her defiance.

      “Oh, I’ll take pleasure breaking you in, briallen. You’ll make a nice little addition to my harem. If you’re lucky, I might even breed you,” the king laughed harder, prompting his men to do the same. The beefy shoulder beneath her stomach jolted with movement. Her hands tingled from the tightness of the binds.

      One of the warriors handed the king a loincloth, and he wrapped it around his waist, leaving his chest bare. With a look of severe consideration, the king didn’t take his eyes from her, as he ordered his men, “If she gives you any problems, throw her in the dungeons until I return. I’ll be more than willing to teach her the Var penalty for defying the king’s order.”

      Ulyssa grunted against her gag, glaring and cussing at her captors until her face turned red. King Attor leaned over and plucked a green plant with a yellow center from the ground. Squeezing it between his fingers, he rubbed the pollen beneath her nose. Instantly, her vision darkened. She fell completely limp and was fast asleep.
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      One week later

      “We can’t make peace with the Draig. They are our enemies!”

      At the sound of his brother’s harsh voice, Prince Kirill of the Var looked up from where he’d been studying his hands. The stresses of the last several days lined his eyes, eyes that were so dark brown people often mistook them for black. He held still, not moving from the chair he rested in.

      The old council hall was empty, except for Kirill and three of his brothers. Deep-set, antique, cushioned chairs had been set around a large, intricately carved fireplace. A fire burned brightly, giving the tomblike room light and warmth. Long pillows lined the red-carpeted floor. There were no windows in the old section of the castle, not even a little slit. As young boys, they had made the room their private fort. Now that they were older, they continued to convene there to relax and talk in private. The air was stuffy and unmoving, but the four princes were too preoccupied to notice such things.

      Falke, the Commander of the Guards, sat to Kirill’s left. His stiff body was unmoving in its rigid discipline. Falke commanded the warriors at the castle and was in charge of the military. After half a century of command, he’d become rigid and unforgiving.

      Falke’s counterpart and their younger brother, Reid, was Commander of the Outlands. Reid spent his days away from the palace, watching over the northern borders. Reid had a twin brother, Jarek, whom they hadn’t heard from in some time. Jarek was off gallivanting around the galaxies. The twins were the only princes with the same mother.

      On the floor lounged Quinn, the youngest, and sleekest of the princes. His smaller stature had come in handy on many occasions. As boys, they’d fitted him into tight spaces, making him the lookout or spy, depending on what mischief they were about.

      “At least let us convene the old houses and vote,” Falke continued in his foreboding tone, breaking into Kirill’s contemplation. Kirill took a deep breath. He couldn’t blame Falke for his anger. The Commander had seen many battles with the Draig warriors and thus had seen the most Var deaths.

      “And you, Quinn?” Kirill asked.

      “I see the merit of both war and peace,” Quinn answered in his quiet voice.

      “Some ambassador you are,” Reid laughed, throwing the cushion from behind his back to where Quinn lay on the floor. Quinn grinned and tucked the cushion behind his head to replace his folded arms.

      Falke directed a frown to Kirill at the banter, his eyes begging for order. “I’ll send more guards to the Outlands. We should make sure the borders are well guarded. If there is to be a battle, let it be away from our city.”

      Reid nodded. His smile faded slightly from his tanned features. “That would be wise. There has been no trouble in the shadowed marshes, not since father tried to kidnap Prince Yusef’s bride.”

      At the mention of King Attor, the princes grew silent. Their father had harbored no love for the Draig and each knew he’d been the main cause of war in the past. Solemn eyes turned to the fire, as each prince remembered watching their father’s body burn at the burial rite.

      King Attor had not been a loving man, but he was still their father. They were royalty and royalty had no time for love or weaknesses. As the late king was fond of saying, Kingdoms are only as strong as their rulers. The Draig are weak, and so the Var Empire will rise.

      “Have you contacted Jarek and told him?” Kirill asked Reid.

      “No, but I have sent messages through secure lines. It’s difficult to tell where he has gone off to. Last I heard he was on Tragon, but that was about six months ago.” Reid shrugged. Then, to break the somber mood, he teased, “So brother, when you are crowned king, will you be keeping the lovely women in the harem for yourself?”

      Kirill frowned, closing his eyes. “Father collected women as Falke here collects weaponry. I have no idea what to do with them all. I have no wish for a life-mate, let alone several half-mates.”

      All princes nodded in firm agreement. None of them envisioned committing themselves to a woman, ever. Why bond to one when you could have many?

      “According to our law, they are your responsibility,” Quinn said softly, chuckling.

      Kirill shot him a defiant glare and growled. Quinn laughed harder, unconcerned. Sighing, Kirill gave up his feigned anger, lounged back in his chair, and threw a leg over the side. “I tried to give them freedom, but half of them didn’t want to leave the palace. The other half has nowhere to go. And the crazy one, Taura, wanted me to bind her to father’s corpse so that she may burn with him.”

      “It’s the Roane way,” Falke said, in defense of his birth mother. The other princes just laughed. Taura was partly the reason Falke was so serious. Whereas all the others had the blood of Var and human in them, Falke was half Roane. The Roane were a naturally bold, hard people with strict discipline and rigid ideals. Taura had passed those traits to her son. As children, when the boys were playing and getting into mischief, Falke had been training to be a warrior.

      “Ah, I suppose I’ll have to at least meet with them all. How many could there be? Fifty?” Kirill asked.

      “A hundred and sixty-three, brother, by my last count,” Quinn laughed. “Give or take a few dozen.”

      “It almost makes you respect our father, doesn’t it?” Reid stood from his chair and stretched, prompting the others to do the same.

      “The late king always had respect. It was the other emotions he had little use for,” Kirill answered. With a thoughtful look upon his face, he strode from the old council hall, leaving his brothers to watch after him in wonder.
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      Ulyssa grimaced, furiously shaking her head at the woman who tried to hand her a near transparent gown of black and silver. She looked warily over the line of young women already dressed in similar outfits. It had been nearly a week since her capture and the barbaric king had yet to keep his word and come back for her. It was really too bad. She had a few punches she’d like to give to him, right before she ripped off his precious manhood.

      Ulyssa sighed. She knew it was actually better that he hadn’t come for her. Killing a king would not look good on her resume, and it might hamper her escape. She highly doubted the barbaric Var would give her a fair trial, or that she could win if they did. She grinned. Murder was murder, after all, and no crime would be more premeditated than the death of King Attor by her hand, for that was all she thought about while trapped in her silken prison.

      “I am not dressing up like a doll for any man,” Ulyssa said to the woman, enunciating her words.

      When Attor said he had a harem, he hadn’t been lying. She could only hope he’d forget about her long enough for her to break out of the lush prison. Scratching behind her ear, she again shook her head, widening her blue eyes at the persistent woman. She turned her back in dismissal. The woman finally gave up and left her alone.

      Ulyssa wore tight black pants and a black tank top. They were both hers, thankfully salvaged from when she’d arrived. They’d taken everything else, including her communicator and gun. At least they’d let her use a decontaminator. That was something, even if they had been checking her for diseases.

      From the looks of the preening women, they expected company. Ulyssa didn’t plan on sitting around and waiting for that company to arrive. Leisurely, she made her way across the room to a long buffet table. Picking at the food, she quickly ate. Then, grabbing up a goblet, she drank deeply of the wine. She’d have preferred hard liquor, but was happy that it was at least alcohol. No matter where she went in the galaxies, every race had some version of liquor.

      “Getting drunk, the galactic pastime of champions,” she mumbled under her breath with a small laugh of self-amusement.

      The harem was just what she would have expected one to look like—silk and satin, pillows and furs, and a water fountain in the center surrounded by fruit trees and yellow ferns. The floors were checkered gray and white tiles, constructed from a marbled stone.

      It took Ulyssa a while to place where she’d seen the like before, but it finally hit her that the palace looked much like the Moroccan architecture on Old Earth. She’d seen the ruins once as a young girl and had been fascinated by their intricate patterns. However, there was also a definite medieval castle influence at play within the basic structure.

      There was an aviary in the center of the room where a loud sofliar sang some sad song—nonstop, over and over again until Ulyssa wanted to wring its feathery little neck. She’d read historical documents about such places as harems. She’d never thought she’d live to see the setup firsthand.

      Ulyssa eyed the women in disgust as she took another bite. She was again trapped with simpering females who did nothing all day but primp and preen, as they waited for one man to come and choose them for sex. She couldn’t say they were worse than the women on the Galaxy Brides’ ship, but they were just as pathetic.

      Ugh, no thank you!

      The harem just proved once more how barbaric a planet Qurilixen really was. She was a little amazed to know they had the capability for space travel. Yet, they chose not to employ the finer technological advances in life and instead opted for a simplistic existence.

      Probably because the women would learn they didn’t have to be a man’s prisoner should they be allowed access to technology and knowledge, or at least a spaceship. Better to leave them locked up like that accursed sofliar—ugh, stop singing already bird!

      She’d been all over the galaxies and had seen many things. The Var people were still too primitive a race for her liking, but their talent for art and design had to be admired. Never one to slow down and look at the finer things in life, Ulyssa was amazed to find herself staring often at the intricate carvings over the arched doorways leading from the harem, or the particularly beautiful, symmetrical patterns of brilliantly displayed colors—blue, red, orange, gold, green—inlaid into the walls. A particular circular design was quite dizzying when stared at too closely. She blinked, reaching out to touch the bumpy surface in fascination.

      The imprisonment would have been bearable to Ulyssa if she still had a mission. She functioned much better when she had a purpose to occupy her thoughts and keep her busy. Now her only goal was to escape her prison and wait three months for a ship to come and pick her up. Good thing she had a backup communicator at her camp or the ship would never be able to locate her. She was deep cover, and that meant no body transmitters. They were too easy to find in a full body scan.

      Thinking about her situation, she frowned. With her camp under cloak, it might take three months just to find the site. She’d been unconscious when carted to the Var palace, and she had no idea in which direction to start walking. The dire prospect of her situation didn’t faze her. In fact, it did quite the opposite. It excited her beyond measure.

      Seeing the opening she’d been waiting for, she watched as the harem guard helped a servant carry in a large tray of what looked like roasted swine. As they grunted and strained under the heavy weight, Ulyssa slipped behind their backs and out the door without notice.

      If luck stayed with her, all the halls would be empty, and she wouldn’t be forced to fight any of the man-cats. Not that she was too scared to try. They might be able to subdue her in a group, but if it was one on one, then she was sure she could take them down.

      The long hallway walls of the Var palace were smooth and decorated with intricate tile mosaics. The hallway itself was empty. She grinned, feeling her blood stir at the hint of danger. Adrenaline pumped into her veins, electrifying her as nothing else could. Without pausing to look around, she sprinted down the hall and took the first corner she arrived at. Escape had never been easier.
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      Ulyssa continued down the hallways, rounding several more turns. She blindly tried to navigate her way to something that would give her a hint of how to escape the palace. The halls were like a maze, and she soon realized she was lost within them.

      Hearing a noise behind her and fearing it might be the Var harem guard, she slipped around a corner to hide. Almost instantly, she crashed into a warm, firm chest. Ulyssa jerked back in surprise, just as two strong hands clamped her arms like a vice.

      “Relax,” a man said. The rich sound sent chills down her spine, erupting beneath her flesh in sensitive spurts of longing. Every inch of her tingled. She fought for breath. The man chuckled, a seductively low sound, and asked, “Where do you think you’re going?”

      Ulyssa jolted to her senses and turned around with a defiant scowl. Her mouth opened, ready to do battle with whatever manner of creature dared to stop her. As her gaze met two dark, very curious eyes, she froze. Her heart nearly stopped beating in her chest. She couldn’t breathe, could barely think. Desire, hot and liquid, shot over her at the sight of the handsome man who held her. Never had her body reacted with such fierce awareness, enough to be struck both deaf and dumb.

      Dark stubble shadowed the man’s chiseled jaw, matching the long black hair that spilled down over his broad shoulders. He was perfectly built, not too broad and not too thin. Even motionless, she could tell he’d move with the liquid grace of his kind. There was something slow and seductive in the way the Var carried themselves, like hunters crouched, ready to attack, stalking their prey. She’d seen the athletic quality in all of the warriors, but never did the prospect of being their prey excite her until that very moment.

      Black leather bands with silver studs gripped tightly to his biceps and wrists. His shirt appeared to be one piece of material with two narrow straps over the shoulders. It was held together by black cross lacing beneath his arms, leaving his sides and waist exposed.

      She felt dizzy. Torrid images swirled in her head. He didn’t wear the tunic of the guards, so she wasn’t worried about him arresting her and dragging her back to King Attor. In fact, she wasn’t worried about anything at all for the moment. Unbidden, her eyes continued down, over his frame. He didn’t move to stop her, didn’t shake her arm to get her attention. Unconscious of the action, she licked her lips, suddenly famished for male attention.

      His pants were of the same material as the shirt, soft, yet molding to his firm, delicious body. A belt matched the armband, clinging around his narrow waist. More cross lacing reached from the knee, over the outside length of his thighs, leaving no indentation of muscle to the imagination, as it revealed tanned flesh all the way up his hip. She flexed her fingers, itching to reach forward, to dip beneath the material to feel him.

      A low rumbling sound broke into Ulyssa’s thoughts. She blinked in surprise, having nearly forgotten where she was and what she’d been doing. Before she could think to protest, her captor pulled her forward into his muscled chest and pressed her back against the wall.

      The stone along her spine was cold, making a strange contrast to the burning heat of him along her thin frame. She gasped, feeling trapped by his body. His thick arousal grew between them, unmistakable in its desire. The pressure sparked a very liquid reaction inside her loins. Her nipples puckered firmly against her shirt, tingling as her hastened breath caused them to rub along his chest. Ulyssa shivered, her head screaming to fight and run. She couldn’t move. A euphoric trance held her in its web, drowning out reason.

      “When a woman looks at a man with that much invitation, who is he to deny her?” he said in a low, rumbling tone. Passion made his words sound hoarse. Warm breath fanned over her cheek, causing her to shiver in anticipation.

      The man boldly moved against her, and Ulyssa felt the all too real press of his desire rocking gently into her hip. She felt his heat on her breasts, further budding her nipples into hard, beckoning points. As she looked up into his deep-set eyes, eyes that swirled with amber flecks within the darkened sea of brown-black, she knew she was in trouble.
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        * * *

      

      Prince Kirill tried to take a deep breath in a vain effort to make his body pull away from the soft woman he held trapped against the wall. He couldn’t make his limbs obey. Every nerve screamed at him to continue. His body was stiff with the stress of many days. It had been a long while since he’d had a woman, even longer since he’d had a woman as lovely as this creature before him.

      She had yet to speak with words. But what she didn’t say with her voice, she more than screamed with her wide, blue eyes, eyes that were dark, eyes that sparkled with the stars of deep space. He could see how a man could easily get lost in her gaze. She was the most beautiful vision he’d ever seen. His whole length trembled, ready to answer the primitive call of her body to his.

      Her hair was a peculiar shade of blonde and red, pulled back from her face into a bun that rested neatly above the long nape of her neck. He itched to pull the locks free, but he held back. Glancing down over her toned body, he growled in pleasure.

      A thought flickered in his head as he wondered who she was, what she was doing alone walking unescorted in his section of the palace. As her lips parted, the thought fled, and he didn’t care. He needed to release the tension from his body, the throbbing ache in his loins. His heart pumped rapidly in his chest, swirling lust into every limb. He was ready to claim her. It would be easy to pin her to the wall and have his way with her right there in the empty hallway. He would too if she’d but allow him. The women of the harem could wait.

      Suddenly, reason returned to him. “Are you one of King Attor’s?”

      The woman blinked, looking momentarily stunned. She slowly shook her head in denial. In a low, throaty tone, she whispered, “No.”

      Kirill groaned, feeling the moist heat of her desire radiating from her thighs. He believed her. She wasn’t dressed like the harem women. Her eyes dipped to his mouth just as her tongue edged along her bottom lip in invitation. He pushed his body more firmly against her. Letting her feel the full length of his arousal, he rocked his hips, grinding along her clothing. A slow, seductive smile curled on his mouth as he invited her to his kiss with the simple lifting of his jaw. To his great pleasure, she leaned in, accepting his offered mouth without hesitation. Her lips were warm, soft, and when she tilted them in offering she moaned ever so lightly.
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        * * *

      

      Ulyssa saw him move, his confident mouth curling up in masculine invitation. His strong, male scent drew her in, tempting her senses, teasing her desires. Without thought, she leaned forward to kiss him, drawn to discover if he tasted as good as he looked. Her lips parted. Her fingers ran up the side of his stubbly cheeks to pull him closer. His long hair was like silk as it brushed the back of her hands.

      Not once did she stop to think that he was a stranger to her, that he wasn’t even all human. At the moment, she didn’t care. He was solid and real and so very hot. It had been so long since she knew a fraction of the longing she now felt in the madness of his arms. And, if she was perfectly honest with herself, she wanted to see just how wild the Var cats were in the bedroom. With their grace and natural prowess, she just bet they made worthy lovers.

      She heard a soft, feminine sigh and realized it came from her lips. Startled, she pulled back just as his velvet tongue was about to delve inside her mouth. The brief touch sent a shockwave through her so intense that she leaned forward to accept it.

      He pulled back, a question in his gaze, as he tasted her on his mouth. His pleasant expression faded into a slight frown. Holding her at arm’s length, he asked, very seriously, “You drank nef, did you not? Quite a bit of it if your glazed eyes are any indication.”

      “Nef?” Ulyssa repeated, trying to squirm past his hold, wanting to be back against his firm body. She pressed her ear to her shoulders, wondering if the translator was broken.

      A slight frown of disgust came to the man, as he easily slipped into her language, “Try to concentrate, human. You did belong to the king. You were one of his.”

      Ulyssa blinked, trying to understand his low words. His change of language didn’t help her confusion. Why was he holding her away from him? What happened? Her heart pounded in her head, fueling her desire tenfold. She shivered uncontrollably. Her body was wet, ready, pulsing with fierce abandon. “No, I don’t belong to anyone, only myself.”

      Again she tried to lean forward and again he held her back, gripping her shoulders firmly in his strong hands. Ulyssa gave a throaty moan. She glanced over his body to his lean hips. His arousal pressed strongly against the confines of his pants. In a trance, she reached to touch it.
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