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      Dedicated to my readers.

      

      Thank you so much for taking this journey with me.

      It’s been wild and intense and amazing.

      I couldn’t have asked for better,

      or more dedicated readers.

      You truly blow me away.

      

      I hope I can keep delivering Draga Universe stories

      for you to fall in love with.

      

      Until next time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      This series was previously published with the descriptor ‘The Draga Galaxy.’ Yes, I did mean an entire galaxy with these people just being near each other, but the concept became unruly and confusing with a few questions in my inbox.

      

      I spoke with my astrophysics professor and decided to rename ‘galaxy’ to ‘system’ in the sense of a solar system, with all the various human races sharing a galaxy.

      

      This makes the concept of Faster Than Light Travel easier to understand and simpler in the long run. Otherwise everything is the same. Thank you for understanding!

      

      <3 Emma
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            Chapter One

          

          Adelina

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Foyer

        Draga Royal Palace

        The Draga System

      

      

      Adelina adjusted the garland along the top of the floor to ceiling windows in the foyer of the Draga Royal Palace. The red holly was striking against the evergreen and she adored how it looked against the swirling snow storm outside.

      She took a step down and then paused to watch the fat flakes fall. The Obsidian Mountains were completely covered in snow. Winter Solstice was only two days away and preparations for the holiday were in full swing.

      “My queen?” the housekeeper called up. Quentin had been peeved when she’d insisted on climbing up the ladder herself, and dawdling appeared to be making him nervous.

      Adelina smiled down at him. “Did you really think I would no longer help with my favorite holiday now that I’m queen?” she asked in a teasing tone. “Let me enjoy myself for a little longer yet. All that paperwork wears on a person.”

      The housekeeper grumbled but kept his retort to himself. Still, he stayed at the bottom of the ladder. He was terrified she’d fall despite the fact everyone knew she’d kept up her training even in peacetime.

      Adelina sighed happily and adjusted the evergreen a bit more. The palace grounds were covered in snow. Despite the desert climate, the seasons were rather extreme. In the summer it was hot enough most had troubles if they were not used to it. But in the winter the temperature dropped severely.

      It didn’t snow often, but when it did it was like living in a different world. Adelina watched as the guards outside patrolled in that snow and briefly wondered if their uniforms were warm enough.

      “Darling!” Varan yelled as he entered the foyer. “Stop terrifying the staff and get down here.”

      Adelina whipped her gaze to him and glared. “I’ll come down when I wish to.” It was difficult not to smile when Varan gave her that cocky grin.

      “What if I told you the Countess of Pedranus just hailed the Draga Royal Palace asking for permission to land?”

      She couldn’t help grinning down at him then. “You always know the right things to say.”

      Quentin gave an audible sigh of relief and Adelina chuckled as she descended. There were only a few more windows anyhow. The large evergreen tree in the foyer nearly reached the fifth floor. It felt like a hundred servants were bustling about as they put the finishing touches on the decorations.

      A hundred more were decorating the Crystal Ballroom for the Winter Solstice Ball.

      She turned and leapt into Varan’s arms a few steps from the bottom and he caught her with a laugh. “Why do you enjoy torturing them so?” he asked. “You know the servants don’t know what to do with a queen working alongside them.”

      Adelina laughed and gave the housekeeper a quick kiss on the cheek. “He’s known me for cycles. You’d think he’d be used to it by now.”

      Quentin grumbled but his cheeks flushed with pleasure as he moved the ladder to the next location.

      “I still think you make things more difficult for them,” Nash said as he came in through the front doors, covered in snow. He brushed it off and another servant ran up to take his coat. Nash sighed but let the female take it from him. “Isn’t there something else you should be doing? Like, hm, taking a moment for yourself?”

      Adelina went to Nash and gave him a kiss, breathing him in. Under the icy sharpness of the snow she could smell his natural spice. “I suppose. And what were you doing?”

      Instantly Nash cleared his throat and said something about patrols while looking anywhere but at her. Varan’s laugh filled the foyer and Adelina couldn’t help but join in. Nash was a terrible secret keeper.

      “What did you buy me for Winter Solstice?” she asked, wrapping her arms around his waist and pressing up against his chest.

      The natural flush on his cheeks from the cold deepened and Nash cleared his throat again before looking to Varan for assistance.

      “Don’t you dare,” Varan threatened. “We agreed we wouldn’t tell her anything.”

      Adelina blinked up at Nash shyly, like she might have back when she was nothing more than a princess and he a prince without a kingdom. “Are you sure you don’t want to tell me?”

      The floor shook as Kaiden landed from above. “Don’t tease him, kyotona. You know you don’t really want to know.”

      Adelina gave Nash another kiss and then stepped away. “You’re right, but teasing is half the fun.”

      Kaiden pulled her in for a hug, wrapping his wings around her for a moment. “You know how much we like to tease you as well,” he whispered in the Drakesthai tongue. “Would you like to go to our rooms so I can show you just how much?”

      For one so easygoing and quiet, Kaiden always knew exactly what to say to set her on fire. Need started to build and Adelina was the one to clear her throat this time. “Joslynn and Sirus will be arriving shortly. Otherwise I would take you up on the offer.”

      “Look mate,” Varan said, shoving his way inside the shelter of Kaiden’s wings. “Taking advantage of the fact some of us can’t pick up your tongue as quickly simply isn’t fair. What dirty things were you saying?”

      Kaiden wasn’t bothered by the intrusion. Instead he adjusted his wings so they wrapped around Varan as well. Adelina rested her head on Kaiden’s chest for a moment, Varan wrapping his arms around her from behind.

      For a brief moment it was just them.

      “Keep it up dragon and I’ll challenge you,” Nash grumbled in Kharan.

      Kaiden chuckled and whipped his wings open and stepped back. Varan didn’t release her and Adelina wished for just one moment that time would allow her the honeymoon they still hadn’t been able to go on.

      It had been nearly three months since her coronation and it seemed like they’d been working nonstop since. Adelina was still trying to get most of the damage under control, but with four systems it wasn’t an easy task. The rulers under her did much of the work in their territories, but for so much of it Adelina had to approve.

      Kaita had been right about the amount of paperwork.

      Thankfully she had her mates to help her as well as Nadyah and Veri.

      In the time since her coronation she’d managed to send supplies and help to the planets most affected by the war. They’d started to rebuild and prosper.

      Then Adelina had traveled to Hai for her wedding to Kaiden on Anarr. After that they went back to Khara for her wedding to Nash. The time spent in those systems hadn’t just been for weddings and parties though. Adelina had worked with the Drakesthai council on setting up new laws and chains of command after everything they’d given up to the Neprijat.

      Ian had worked with the physicians while they were there. The one who’d discovered the breakthrough, Chiara, had been leading the physicians since Adelina’s coronation. They worked to tweak the formula so it could help everyone. Already a few had been cured of their infertility after Roman.

      It was a lot of tedious work in her opinion, but both Chiara and Ian seemed to adore it.

      Her brother-in-law, Roman, had then insisted she come back after Winter Solstice for his wedding to Chiara and Adelina had agreed of course. Seeing so many people happy…there were no words for the futures she saw all around her when for so long she’d wondered if they would have them at all.

      Adelina planned to wed Nash and Kaiden in Draga as well but it would have to wait a bit longer. There were so many things that needed to happen and she wanted the time to plan it – and the time for Asher to come to terms with the expense.

      He was already in a state about the gold they were spending. But her brother knew it couldn’t be helped. War was expensive, but the repairs and rebuilding after a war were a thousand times worse. Everything that could have been easily ignored prior now seemed like a good idea to do something about. After all, they were already doing so much work. What was a little more?

      Nash took the hand she offered him and he placed it on his arm, officially escorting her. “Where to?”

      “I want to greet Joslynn when she arrives,” Adelina told him, glancing back at Varan and Kaiden. They both hovered over Varan’s shreve with Kaiden showing him which words he’d used in the Drakesthai tongue and the letters in each word. “Varan, which landing station are they assigned?”

      Varan glanced up. “The third. Are you going there now?”

      Nash nodded.

      “Don’t forget to wear a cloak. It’s bloody cold outside. Kaiden and I will go find Nadyah and Veri and let them know to join you in the Queen’s Solar.”

      “Both of you?” she asked.

      Adelina couldn’t believe how close the two of them had gotten in the last few months. Kaiden was teaching Varan his language and she could clearly see the quiet love and adoration grow between them as time passed. Adelina wondered if they were even aware of it.

      But Varan rolled his eyes and laughed. “No darling, not together. We’ll split up. No doubt you’ll all want to catch up.”

      “It’s a shame Kaita couldn’t make it,” Nash said. “I’ll make sure our wife stays warm.”

      Varan nodded, tapping his simulcast. “You better, mate. And with a cloak, not your cock.”

      Adelina burst out laughing. “I know I’ve lessened the restrictions of protocol, but could we perhaps keep things a bit more civil? I don’t want to have to punish anyone.”

      Her king consort looked up from his simulcast with such heat in his eyes she felt weak in the knees. “What if I want you to punish me?” he murmured.

      A servant brought one of her cloaks just then and saved her from having to reply. Adelina let the female settle it across her shoulders before taking Nash’s arm again. “Just make sure all the preparations for the next few days are getting done, you rogue. And I expect your sister to attend.”

      Varan groaned. “Getting her to wear a gown is going to be impossible.”

      She pulled the cloak tight, already regretting the choice to step outside the warm palace. “Roxy doesn’t have to wear a gown. Just make sure whatever it is fits the description of formal.”

      Then Nash led her through the palace toward the landing station where Joslynn and Sirus would arrive. “Is it strange to live in such leniency?” Nash asked as they walked.

      “You mean the lack of protocol?” Adelina clarified.

      He nodded and they entered the lift with the footman. As usual the footman already knew where they were headed and selected the correct floor. “I know it’s still enforced, but not to the same degree. It must be strange after a lifetime of living within its strict confines.”

      Adelina agreed with him, but living like that now, after everything? “It’s strange, but it’s much like it had been when we lived on the Jasmine during the war. This is my home. I want to be able to live here with my family. And when I have to work – protocol will be used then. But in my own time? I want to be able to relax as much as I can and having to nod at each person who bows or curtseys as they pass is exhausting. And ignoring them as my parents did is simply rude.”

      Nash smiled slightly as the doors opened and they walked down the long hall to landing station three. “It’s a good change,” he agreed. “But it’s taking everyone some getting used to.”

      The courtiers and nobles did indeed seem to lapse around her. But as time went on it would get easier. Adelina didn’t allow for people to live at court in the same way they did before. It caused too much drama and theatrics.

      Those who needed to be in the capitol were allowed to stay at the palace, or they could live in their family’s house and estate in Stella di Draga. Yes, the Draga Royal Palace was her place of work, but it was also where she lived.

      Many had grumbled about the change, but after realizing how little had actually changed they’d grown silent. There was too much work to be done still. Once things settled she would reinstate the teas and events to bring the nobles and courtiers and even the citizens together.

      Adelina had many plans.

      Two footmen opened the large doors to the landing station and Adelina braced herself against the freezing cold wind that whipped around them so high up in the sky. She and Nash walked forward just as a starship landed and servants started to scurry about as the ramp lowered.

      Adelina grinned as she watched Sirus lead Joslynn carefully down the ramp. The countess had one hand on her slightly rounded belly. After the tragedy during the war, Adelina was glad her friend had been able to conceive again so quickly.

      Their wedding had been a small and beautiful affair. Adelina was so happy she’d been able to attend. Stopping at Pedranus on their way to Hai had been easy enough.

      So many new beginnings.

      Joslynn’s red hair was vibrant against the falling snow and Sirus looked like he was a part of the wintery landscape. Adelina wondered how his niece was doing with Peter. The rebuilding of Scyria had been going nonstop since the day after her coronation – the same with Seprilles and Treon.

      Peter had declined her offer to let him stay at the palace until the Scyrian Seat was finished being repaired. Adelina respected him more than she ever did while he lived at court. The babe had really changed him for the better.

      “How are you feeling?” Adelina asked as she released Nash, taking a few steps farther into the cold to give Joslynn a hug. She was just getting to the point Adelina had to adjust for the belly.

      Joslynn grinned and placed Adelina’s hand on the slight curve. “I’m feeling much better now that the sickness has abated. We’ve decided on a name finally.”

      Adelina gave her friend the kiss of greeting and then did the same for Sirus. “Here, come inside where it’s warm and tell me. Sirus, it’s good to see you again.”

      Nash performed the Draga greeting ritual with both as well. Adelina was so proud of the adjustments he was making to accommodate his new title as Prince Consort of Draga. Though Kaita had thrust a few titles on him as well, such as Royal Ambassador of Khara. So he clasped Sirus’s arm in a warrior’s greeting also and kept the male company as Adelina linked her arm through Joslynn’s.

      The doors opened and they stepped through into the lovely warmth, staying to the side so the servants could bring in their luggage.

      “What name did you decide on?” Adelina asked, squeezing Joslynn’s hand. She couldn’t wait to see children playing in the palace again.

      “Taliyah Adelaide,” Joslynn told her. “To honor you and Nadyah.”

      Adelina stopped and pulled her in for another hug. “It’s a beautiful name. And I can’t wait to meet her.”

      Joslynn pulled back and gave her a wink. “Any plans for an heir soon? After all, Taliyah will need a playmate.”

      She chuckled and glanced back at Nash, who watched her closely despite the conversation with Sirus about the repairs on Scyria. His gaze was hungry and desperate, but it was a topic Adelina had avoided thus far. “No, no plans for an heir yet,” she murmured to Joslynn. “There’s still much to be done before I feel ready to bring something so tiny into this world.”

      Nash turned back to his conversation with Sirus and she led Joslynn further into the palace, toward the Queen’s Solar – her solar now.

      Soon she would need an heir, but for now Asher would do. Adelina wanted a bit more time to settle things and enjoy her husbands. After all, they had plenty of time and she was still young.

      There would be time for children yet, and until then Adelina was going to enjoy herself as much as she could. After all, she’d earned it.
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      The snow fell in waves, blowing against the windows of the Queen’s Solar. Adelina smiled up at one of the new servants. She couldn’t remember her name, but she would get there.

      Normally Elara would serve them, or Nadyah. But Nadyah was officially engaged to Ian and would soon be a princess. And Elara had married her mother, Adele, in a quiet ceremony after Adelina’s coronation. So Adelina had given Elara the title of princess as a wedding gift.

      It seemed only fitting for her other mother.

      That particular secret was still only known by a handful of people, and as Adelina took a sip of her tea she wondered if it would ever be revealed. Perhaps one day, but the potential consequences no longer frightened her as they used to.

      “So, how are the people accepting the Neprijat?” Joslynn asked in Ilashyan, quietly thanking the other servant for her tea.

      Nadyah gave Adelina one of her knowing smiles and winked. “Oh, about as well as you can expect, but I believe they’re all getting used to it. Princess Dejah is a force to be reckoned with.”

      Adelina laughed and rolled her eyes. “Nadyah insists I should marry Dejah.”

      Veri grinned. “She is rather magnanimous. You have to admit, you would look lovely on her arm.”

      That she’d seriously considered the idea was something Adelina wasn’t ready to talk about, but she’d never been able to hide anything from Nadyah. “This doesn’t leave this room,” Adelina told them. “I don’t need rumors spreading to my husbands.”

      Joslynn nodded. “Of course, my queen. Do you think a marriage to her is even a possibility?”

      Adelina considered whether she should answer. The Neprijat princess had made herself available to her at every opportunity, asking what she could do for her – how she could help. She stayed in the palace in her own set of rooms and Adelina had been shocked at how quickly she’d taken to the Draga culture.

      Dejah dressed in Neprijat clothes, but she had made sure to teach those who wished to learn the Neprijat language, culture, and history. After all, Adelina had asked for her to bring books about her people and start educating scholars and teachers so the knowledge could be implemented in the school curriculums.

      Knowledge would prevent ignorance.

      And the same was being done with the Drakesthai, the Unchanged, and Brogna.

      It was a lot of work, but work that made Adelina happy.

      That Nadyah had pointed out Dejah’s subtle flirtations was still something she hadn’t come to terms with yet – not that the female wasn’t attractive. She definitely was.

      But there was still so much work to do, so much time she wanted to spend getting used to having three husbands and what it would mean for them to be a family in peacetime.

      “It’s something I might consider a few cycles from now,” Adelina said lightly. “After all, the people are still getting used to the spouses I have now. We haven’t had a female ruler with sole power since Warrior Queen Artemisia from two thousand years ago. There’s a lot they’re still getting used to.”

      Joslynn smiled slightly and sipped her tea, peridot eyes sparkling in the light from the fire. “Like your mistress?”

      Veri laughed out loud. “Oh, you should have seen the council’s faces when they found out a few days after it was made known Nadyah was officially engaged to Ian. I would pay idiotic sums of gold to see it again.”

      “It was really quite funny,” Nadyah admitted. “Then word of Ian’s new male mistress got out as well. Vitto has been a truly wonderful addition to our relationship, but most of Draga considers us all quite scandalous.”

      The two servants stood quietly on either side of the fireplace and Adelina knew two of the Queen’s Guard stood outside the door to the solar. They could all understand Ilashyan, but none would dare spill the information spoken in this room. Especially since Adelina was the one paying for the information they gathered.

      “Vitto, the servant from the Jasmine?” Joslynn asked with raised eyebrows. “I feel like I’ve missed so much.”

      “Well, you’ve certainly been busy,” Adelina teased, taking a small sandwich from the table. She was starving after working all morning. It had been hours since breakfast. But the break from all the paperwork had been worth it.

      “How are things on Pedranus?” Veri asked, taking a bite of the small cake in her hand. “Priea is about to enter our summer and I’ll have to return shortly to help Alock with the transition.”

      Joslynn shrugged and took the food Veri offered. “We were luckier than most. The damage from the small battle during our evacuation was quickly repaired. There are fewer citizens after the war, so there is a surplus of food and water. We’ve sent as much as we can out to the border planets. Otherwise, I run Pedranus while Sirus works with the Scyrian Army. He also helps Peter with anything he can.”

      Adelina stirred her tea absently as she considered Joslynn’s words.

      There were fewer citizens across the galaxy as a whole thanks to the war, but there were still so many mouths to feed. And with so many homes destroyed there were even fewer beds. Refugees had been welcomed wherever there was room, but they all needed a sense of normalcy – they needed a place of their own soon.

      Khara was the worst off out of them all. Adelina planned to spend half the cycle there after the Winter Solstice. Before that she would visit the Jatan System of the Neprijat. Something no one liked, but after she’d replaced most of her advisors and fired even more from their positions, they’d all been content to follow her lead.

      Adelina was confident who she’d hired would speak up if they needed to. For example, Veri would never allow her to do something risky if the outcome was not worth it.

      And none were louder than her husbands.

      “So, when is the wedding?” Joslynn asked, interrupting Adelina’s thoughts. “Either of them.”

      Both Nadyah and Veri shared a look. “It’s an expense that throws Asher into fits,” Veri admitted with a smirk. “So as long as I keep mentioning the cost of various things I’d like to have for the event, he won’t push me into setting a date.”

      Adelina chuckled. “You handle him well.”

      Veri shrugged. “Despite being the dark prince, he is not as terrifying as people like to claim.”

      “The true rosanera dominance is what frightens people,” Adelina murmured. “It’s not easy to avoid, even if one is not exactly frightening themselves.”

      Everyone grew silent at her admission.

      It was something Adelina was trying to come to terms with and something she hadn’t anticipated. Not when the war had been won with the help of her dominance. Not when everyone had looked to her – relied on her because of it.

      The Queen’s Solar was silent as they took that in – the only females in the galaxy she felt comfortable admitting that too.

      “Well, just make them piss their pants,” Veri finally said with a toss of her gorgeous blue hair. “They all need to realize things are no longer as they were, and it’s for the better.”

      Nadyah snorted. “Careful, or they may actually wet themselves though. I think the fact that you’ve taken to wearing your canines all the time is quite perfect. Asher has as well I’ve noticed.”

      Adelina smiled and sipped her tea. “Yes, it reminds them. They cannot forget that we nearly didn’t win because we lost our way.”

      So very, very nearly.

      If the king’s persuasion had worked on her, or the hounds had overwhelmed their forces, if the Neprijat rebels hadn’t existed, or the weapons hadn’t been in the caches…if P’draic’s weapon of mass destruction had failed – or the shields had faltered…

      Everything that could have gone wrong haunted her sometimes and Adelina still woke up from night terrors where she heard the screams of fear from the people she’d been forced to sacrifice when she’d unleashed that weapon.

      “Oh goodness,” Joslynn exclaimed, looking out the windows. “What are they up to now?”

      Glad for the distraction from her morbid thoughts, Adelina looked outside to see Varan, Nash, Kaiden, Asher, and Sirus out on the palace grounds in the snow. She frowned as they all stood there, pointing. She and the others went to the plas-glass out of curiosity.

      “Do you think they’re setting something up for the Winter Solstice?” Veri asked.

      “There’s nothing on the list for outside,” Adelina said, shaking her head. “Maybe it’s a gift they’re planning?”

      Veri tilted her head. “Should we pretend we didn’t see them then?”

      “Where’s Ian?” Joslynn asked Nadyah. “I’d have thought he would be out there with them.”

      “Ian is still currently working on the cure for the Drakesthai. Sometimes it works and sometimes it doesn’t. He’s become obsessed,” Nadyah explained.

      “And William isn’t out there,” Adelina noticed. “He’s been training hard to escort me on the upcoming tours. He made commodore recently.”

      “Good for him,” Joslynn murmured.

      Then Asher unsheathed his sword and pointed at Sirus.

      Veri rolled her eyes. “Males can be so stupid. Do they not realize how cold it is outside?” Coming from a jungle planet – the winter had been hard on her.

      “Ten gold pieces it’s because he wants to see if he can fight the Scyrian in the cold,” Adelina said. “As for my husbands, they’re worse than children when it comes to an opportunity to fight, or to take bets on someone else’s fight.”

      Joslynn laughed at that and Adelina smiled. She’d missed her friend.

      “If you weren’t pregnant, I’d invite you to come with me to Hai,” Adelina told Joslynn. “Perhaps next time.”

      “I really did enjoy the time we spent on Anarr for your wedding to Kaiden,” Joslynn admitted. “It was the first time I’d traveled outside the Draga System. Khara was beautiful as well. How are your mothers? They seemed to enjoy both systems.”

      They turned away when Asher and Sirus started sparring, kicking up waves of snow.

      The fire was warm and the evergreens decorating the solar comforting. Adelina had no desire to go outside though she would need to check on the ragna later. They always lost spiders in the winter no matter how hard she tried to keep them warm.

      “They’re well,” Adelina said, standing before the largest fireplace in the solar. She extended her hands toward the heat. “They’re currently doing most of the planning and organizing for the Winter Solstice and its ball – in between checking on the food and decorating they’ve been greeting guests and getting them settled.”

      “This ball is a good idea,” Joslynn murmured, coming to stand next to her while Nadyah and Veri muttered about the males outside. “It’s a good way to bring everyone together again – give them a break from all the hard work they’ve been doing.”

      Adelina couldn’t wait for Winter Solstice morning when it would be just her and her new family, but being able to see Joslynn…it was worth all the extra work. “I thought the same. Even for those who couldn’t attend I’ve sent out Winter Solstice gifts. There will be parties across the system.”

      “And in Hai?”

      Adelina shrugged one shoulder delicately and then slipped her hands into her gown’s pockets. “They don’t celebrate solstices in Hai and the Unchanged don’t celebrate anything though I invited everyone. The only ones who agreed to attend are my in-laws and Brogna. Kalene, Serilda, and Kaita couldn’t make it. It’s difficult when there’s so much to be done. Perhaps next Winter Solstice.”

      Joslynn put a comforting arm around her waist. “For what it’s worth, I think you’re doing wonderfully. You’ll have to visit me on your way back from Khara. Perhaps the babe will be born by then.”

      Adelina smiled and put her arm around Joslynn’s waist as well. The curve of her belly was so mysterious with the life it sheltered inside. “I would love to. Even if she hasn’t made her grand appearance, I’ll come by. Our friendship is important to me.”

      After everything they’d been through to get back to this point, Adelina didn’t want distance to be the reason they grew apart. Now that technology was being shared the travel time had been cut down drastically.

      She could fly to Pedranus and be there in the same 24 hours she’d left. Before the war it had taken weeks…the thought that she could visit as much as she liked was mind boggling. But it was also a severe relief. Adelina wouldn’t have to lose anyone because of the distance even though she was queen.

      The galaxy was hers and she was going to take advantage of it.
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      Varan shook the snow off his coat as he made his way into the royal wing. A nice hot bath would help remove the chill from his bones. He chuckled as he thought of how Sirus had put Asher in the snow over and over again.

      He’d won thirty gold pieces from Nash and Kaiden thanks to his brother-in-law.

      The gold seal on his palm opened the doors to the brand new queen’s suite and Varan stepped in.

      The suite had been designed by all four of them. Adelina had wanted all the rooms to connect but still give everyone privacy if they wished. There were multiple washrooms, but one very large one with a bath the size of a small pool.

      It could easily fit five or six people so there was plenty of room for Kaiden’s wings.

      Adelina had also asked for multiple rooms – not just four. There was even one for Nadyah when she felt like it – it was small and bare of personalization still. More of a guest room than anything.

      Then there were a few other rooms that were currently empty.

      Adelina had designed certain parts of the suite to honor her father. The main living space was private for the four of them, or five if Nadyah felt like joining, to enjoy after working all day. It was cozy and warm in the winter and would be light and airy in the summer. She’d insisted on the balcony despite centuries of fear regarding assassinations.

      But the security was top notch, and with their improvements in tech Varan wasn’t concerned.

      There was the Queen’s Study attached to the main living room. It was where Adelina worked most of the day – and that was attached to the Royal Study her father had liked so much as well as the hidden Royal Library.

      Going through the books and such in the secret library was on a long list of projects they’d been adding to, but for the time being Adelina had extended access to him, Nash, and Kaiden as well as Ian, Nadyah, Asher, and Veri.

      The royal cousins were still being considered. Most of her life she’d been kept separate from them due to the rivalry, so Varan understood the slow progress on that front. Vasara and Ajax were just as wary.

      The decorations and various stylings Adelina had done with Veri and Nadyah’s assistance. She’d left them to do their own rooms, and true to her word, she’d made room for Varan’s books. Not just in the consort’s suite, but in their main living room as well. Three out of four walls had built in shelves.

      Varan had placed his favorites on the shelves. The rare ones were being copied to add to the library, and the banned ones were proudly displayed. An entire wall and a half of shelves was empty – waiting to be filled over the cycles.

      He had been nothing more than a rogue living on the streets most of his life, and now he lived in the Draga Royal Palace. It was still difficult to believe sometimes, but Adelina had managed to make it feel like home.

      Varan paused in the living room when he realized he wasn’t alone. Adelina had a blanket wrapped around her as she stood on the vast balcony overlooking the ocean in the cold. Snowflakes dusted her night-black hair and shoulders.

      His footsteps were silent as he approached her. She didn’t react when the door slid open either and Varan frowned in concern. He stepped forward and placed his hands on her waist. Adelina didn’t even jump – she’d been aware of his approach the whole time.

      The Wolf of Draga.

      “Everything all right, love?” Varan asked as he pressed his lips to the bare skin of her throat – the only bit of her still exposed.

      “Joslynn asked me when we would have an heir,” Adelina said – looking up at the snow covered mountains.

      Varan’s heart clenched and he stilled. This was a sensitive topic and not really something they’d discussed since their wedding. Not even a hint of the conversation after Nash and Kaiden’s weddings either. He’d figured she would tell him when she was ready and he hadn’t pressed her about it, but…

      Children had been on his mind. He wouldn’t lie. Surviving everything they had – it was something he couldn’t help but think about. To celebrate life in such a way…Varan had left the subject alone though. As queen, she would have them at some point. And with their long lives there was no rush.

      “What did you tell her?” Varan asked carefully, wrapping his arms around her to keep the blanket closed and secure – even if he wanted to go back inside their suite to escape the blasted frigid air. Adelina needed him and he would be there as he would for the rest of their lives.

      Even when she insisted on staying where his balls would freeze clean off.

      “I told her I wanted time with you. With Kaiden and Nash. We’ve barely begun to navigate how to be a family together. And there’s still so much work to do…I’m not ready.” Adelina leaned back into him and sighed wearily.

      Relief and disappointment warred in his heart. “There is a lot of work to do before Kaiden and Nash are housetrained,” Varan agreed.

      Adelina looked up at him then and laughed. “They’re not that bad.”

      Shaking his head, Varan smiled for her sake, pleased he could break her out of her melancholy even if it was for a moment. “If I have to tell Nash to pick up his boots one more time I might throttle him in his sleep.”

      She laughed hard and long then and Varan felt the mood ease. He turned her around so he could hold her close and pressed a kiss to her gorgeous, night-black hair. “I love you,” he reminded her. “And I will always be here.”

      Just having her in his arms, alive and well…it was more than he’d thought he’d get out of this life. And that moment with the Neprijat king in that throne room – it still haunted his nightmares, and there were times he woke before dawn in a cold sweat.

      Only holding her could ease that sick fear.

      Her fingers pressed into him hard as she held on, like she knew what he was thinking – and maybe she did. “I know you will, Varan. And that eases so many of my concerns. I’m not sure I could do any of this without you.”

      Varan stepped back and pulled her along with him. “Oh, I’m sure you could. Would you like to take a hot bath with me?”

      Adelina tightened the blanket around her shoulders and nodded, but she didn’t come back into the suite. The smile from the laughter disappeared from her face and she frowned. “Do you think I’m making a mistake?”

      Reaching out and tugging her inside Varan nodded. “Yes. It’s bloody freezing outside and you shouldn’t be out here. Your nose will freeze right off.”

      Again that laughter that made his heart so light and free. “You know what I meant.” Then she stepped into the queen’s suite and the doors closed behind her.

      Varan breathed a sigh of relief and tugged the blanket off, admiring that red velvet gown again. “Nadyah has such exquisite taste. May I remove it?”

      Turning to give him access to the clasps she sighed. “Varan, could you answer my question?”

      It was a topic that was difficult for him. Varan knew he was biased on the matter.

      He would love to have children now. Tiny babes running around the palace? It had been something he’d wanted since their wedding nearly six months ago, but with the war and then all the reparations it was clear the time wasn’t right.

      After the weddings to Kaiden and Nash he had thought perhaps Adelina would be ready, but she’d never brought it up and only a female could activate her own fertility. Nothing could be done before then – as was her right since she was the one who would be required to carry it to term.

      Varan understood – he really did. Especially after what had happened with Joslynn…the idea of something happening to the babe or Adelina terrified him.

      But he would still like to try – to grow their family.

      But that wasn’t what she was asking him.

      “Do I think you’re making a mistake by not conceiving an heir for the kingdom?” Varan clarified, flicking the clasps of her dress open. He slid his hands inside the fabric to slowly pull it down her shoulders.

      “Yes,” she said, breath hitching when he brushed aside her long hair to kiss the nape of her neck. “After all, there are four separate systems under my rule now.”

      “Four children then?” he teased.

      “They will not just be children, Varan,” Adelina snapped, turning to face him. He considered the fire in those amethyst eyes. “They will be heirs.”

      He studied her for a moment. So that was her issue. “Even if they are heirs they will still be our children.”

      “And one day I will have to decide who rules which system, or if they should keep with our traditions and one rules them all.” Adelina shook her head and stepped out of the gown, throwing it over the back of a plush armchair. “What if I give birth to a Drakesthai female? Your children will always outrank any others if Nash or Kaiden can have them one day, but a winged female?”

      Tilting his head, Varan tried to understand where this fear was coming from. “You rule Hai now, they would not take her. And let’s say you did bear a female with wings – she’d still be half Draga royalty and it would be easy enough to decide then. That child could inherit Hai despite birth order. As queen you could do that.”

      “But what then?” Adelina asked, practically ripping the jewels from her hair and Varan winced.

      She walked through the suite in nothing but her lace underwear and Varan had to shake his head so he could focus when her ass swayed all the way to her bedroom. This was one of the reasons why they hadn’t talked about the matter. Adelina was far too distracting, and Varan knew he could never truly understand the situation from her perspective.

      So he tried to get more information – it was all he could do after all.

      “What do you mean?” he asked, following her into her bedroom to see she’d already disappeared into the closet the size of a small room. Varan could hear jewels clinking as she tossed them on her vanity.

      “If my daughter has wings she will inherit Hai,” she said, her voice weaving its way to him through the door. “But that breaks up my newly founded kingdom. Will her brothers and sisters want their own kingdoms? Will that tear them apart, or cause a new war? Then there is the issue of heirs even without the possibility of a winged daughter. How many will be enough? I lost two sisters and I have no idea how my mother bears that loss.”

      Adelina appeared at the doorway to her closet and Varan swallowed hard. He hadn’t considered any of these things and it made him feel rather stupid – but then again he hadn’t been born royal. He was nothing more than a common thief who had fought tooth and claw for what he had. It was a different world – one he was still getting used to.

      A world he hadn’t been forced to really think about during the war.

      Then there was the matter of his children. As king consort he was the one to provide the heirs. If he could not then Nash and Kaiden’s would be next. But due to rank and protocol he was king consort where the other two were prince consorts. His children would rule first and then Nash and Kaiden’s, regardless of whether or not one of theirs was born first.

      It was much like the situation with Ian. Adelina inherited despite being younger than Ian because of who her mother was. The situations were simply reversed here.

      He wished the other two were here to have this conversation with them, but this wasn’t something Adelina wanted to talk to them about yet – especially when the matter of their fertility was still so sensitive.

      But having backup would have been nice.

      Eventually the four of them would talk about it, but both Kaiden and Nash knew Varan wanted a child first and had left the matter to him and Adelina.

      “What if my children end up hating each other and try to kill their siblings for the power of sole ruler of five systems?” Adelina asked quietly, looking down at her signet ring.

      Varan sighed. He couldn’t say that wouldn’t happen. There was no way to know – even if they grew up as friends. Power did strange things to people.

      Adelina’s own experience with her sisters was no doubt causing so many of these fears – but the rest?

      He wished they could be like normal folk who could love their children and teach them what they could, giving them everything possible before sending them into the world. But their children would always have expectations.

      They’d always have royal blood.

      “We don’t have to have heirs,” he finally told her. It didn’t matter how much it would sadden him to not have them. If it was for the best…he could do it for Adelina. “You could name Asher your permanent heir and his children the next to inherit.”

      She looked up at him then and her eyes softened, the fear dissipating somewhat. Adelina crossed the room and wrapped her arms around him tight. “That you would even suggest a thing…Varan I am so lucky to have you.”

      Her scent surrounded him – even in the new rooms and Varan breathed deeply. He felt rattled by this conversation, but it was also one they’d needed. If he’d known the prospect had weighed on her so heavily he would have brought it up sooner, but…they’d been rather busy trying to fix everything across the galaxy.

      “We need a holiday,” he muttered. Then he slipped a finger under her chin so she was forced to look into his eyes and see the truth of his words. “I was serious though. You don’t need to bear children if you don’t want them. There are three other royals to help carry that weight – five with your cousins.”

      Tears filled Adelina’s eyes and Varan wished he could do something to help her – to fix the world for her.

      “I do want children,” she confessed, words little more than a whisper. “But the idea terrifies me – the knowledge that the weight of the kingdom will fall on their shoulders…I wish they didn’t have to bear it.”

      Relief filled him and a vision of the future they would have together started to grow. There was so much he looked forward to. “We will do everything we can to prepare them,” Varan promised. “We will teach them to love one another and be kind. And we will treat them like children for as long as we can. No spoiling.”

      Those tears spilled down her cheeks when she laughed. “You’re a bad liar. Between you, Kaiden, and Nash those children will be spoiled rotten.”

      He didn’t bother denying the truth. Varan gently cupped her face in his hands instead and tilted her face up to his – Ladra, she was exquisite. “About that bath?”

      “I’d love one.” Adelina pulled his face down and kissed him with reverence. So much love and adoration infused into that kiss and Varan growled his pleasure against her lips.

      “Where are the other two?” she asked as he began to remove her lacy underthings – without ripping them to shreds this time.

      “Nash was being a sore loser so I told him to fetch your mother from the ragna farms. He’s helping her move the queens into the ballroom as his punishment.” Varan inhaled sharply when her hands slid under his jacket to caress his chest, all the way down to his abdomen until she reached his belt.

      “And Kaiden?” Those wicked sharp nails flicked his belt open and then Adelina yanked. A moment later she’d skillfully popped open the buttons of his shirt without tearing a single one.

      Varan cleared his throat, breathing through his nose to contain himself as her naked form filled his vision until she was all he could think about. “Kaiden?” he asked.

      “Yes. My second husband, or have you already forgotten?” Adelina teased, her fingers dipping below the waistband of his pants.

      “He’s setting up rooms for his parents. They’ll be here by nightfall,” Varan said through clenched teeth as Adelina slid his leather pants down his legs until she was kneeling before him. His erection nearly stood straight up as he watched her.

      “Did you wear nothing under your pants for this?” she asked, carefully running a nail up his inner thigh. Varan’s knees nearly gave out at the touch.

      “The pants are lined with fur. More fabric seemed ill-advised,” he managed. Adelina wrapped her hand around his base and Varan could barely think straight as he stared down at this gorgeous female – after all that had happened and everything they’d been through together, he still couldn’t believe she was his.

      Then she opened that sinful mouth and took him deep. When she started sucking Varan thrust, unable to hold still while she worked him. It didn’t matter how many times he’d had her, he always wanted more.

      He closed his eyes, enjoying the sensation of her hot mouth while he slid off his coat and shirt until his top half was completely bare. Adelina’s hand came up to stroke the planes of his chest and Varan let himself enjoy her a moment longer.

      Then he bent and lifted her up in one easy motion. Adelina shrieked as he cradled her against his chest and he chuckled as he kicked off his boots and pants. “I said I wanted a bath. You’re taking advantage of me, love.”

      Her breathy laughter as he carried her into the washroom made Varan’s whole body tingle. That she was so open with him…every day he considered himself the luckiest male alive.

      The washroom was massive and luxurious with onyx and gold everywhere. Pure black tile covered every surface. Only the long sink, fixtures, and giant bath were gold. Windows went from floor to ceiling along two walls which overlooked the snow covered Obsidian Mountains.

      Varan loved the simple opulence.

      He set Adelina down on the large bench made of the fabric that soaked up water like a sponge to be reused later, and then turned to the massive bathing pool. Selecting the hot water and the oils he’d like to use, Varan considered this new life of theirs.

      They’d always known that their lives and choices wouldn’t be solely their own – he’d known that when he’d signed on to marry a Draga princess. But Varan hadn’t anticipated the effect it would have in reality.

      No one could have known what would happen. Varan could never have anticipated becoming king consort – having his children become heirs to the kingdom even when he collected intel from across the galaxy and could read patterns like a good book.

      “What are you thinking of, my love?” Adelina asked in that warm husky voice that made him shiver in anticipation whenever he heard it.

      “I was wondering if I would have been a good enough male to wed you had I known we would one day rule,” Varan admitted, swirling the jasmine and vanilla oils along the surface of the water.

      It wouldn’t do to lie to her. Adelina always knew in that way of hers – some mix of courtesan and royal blood allowing her to sniff out lies and truths.

      She stood and wrapped her arms around him, kissing the spot between his shoulder blades. “Perhaps not right away, but I think if we’d had the time to court you would have. After all, you love me.”

      He turned to her then and studied those amethyst eyes that were darker than they’d been when she was a few cycles younger. “You think so?”

      “Well, do you love me?” Adelina asked, running her hands gently down his arms.

      Varan quirked a smile at her. “Only at night.”

      Adelina shoved him into the pool with a laugh and the water splashed everywhere before she jumped in with him. “Don’t lie to me, rogue,” she laughed. “I may just have to punish you.”

      Varan grinned and pulled her toward him – the water hot and delicious. They floated into a sitting position and he flicked her nose. “You forget. I like to be punished by you.”

      “Mm, how would you like me to punish you tonight?” she asked.

      Oh Ladra. Yes, he was ready for her to dominate him. After the heavy conversation – he needed her. Varan took her claw-tipped hands and placed them around his neck, making her breath hitch. “Make me beg for it,” he whispered.
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      Her grip tightened on his throat and Adelina felt heat strike her core only the way Varan could do when he allowed her to dominate him so. He was naturally a dominant male, but he’d always given himself up to her so freely – he never doubted or showed an ounce of fear.

      One of the few who had zero reservations about the darkness of her royal dominance.

      Adelina watched as he leaned his head back against the edge of the bath, eyes never once leaving hers as she pulled herself closer so she could straddle him. He wanted her to make him beg for it, but it was going to be difficult when she was already so desperate for him.

      She let her nails trail down his neck, over his shoulders, and down his chest. Adelina used just enough pressure Varan could feel how sharp they were – how easy it would be for her to split his skin wide open.

      “Tell me you love me,” Adelina demanded, running those nails over the tops of his thighs as she floated away from him a bit.

      “I love you,” Varan breathed – watching her with an intensity that always made her heart skip a beat.

      “Tell me what exactly you want from me,” she murmured, placing her hands around his shaft. His sharp inhale made her squirm in the water, long hair covering her breasts just to tease him.

      Varan tilted his head slightly to the side to expose more of his throat. “I want you to bite me. Hard enough the mark will be there through the Winter Solstice Ball.”

      She paused and considered his request. Claiming marks weren’t traditionally Dragan. It was something they did in Khara, but the act called to her. It always had.

      Claiming Nash that first time had been one of the most erotic things she’d ever done.

      “It will heal before the ball,” she told him, running a nail down the column of his throat as she considered how to bite him hard enough to do that without hitting the vital arteries.

      “Not if I refuse to have it healed,” Varan said with a smirk. “Everyone will see.”

      Despite how far she’d come, Adelina blushed at the idea, but she didn’t shy away from it as she might have once. “You think the other two will want one as well?” she asked, leaning forward to graze his neck with her canines.

      One hand gripped the edge of the bath to keep her in place while the other started stroking him.

      Varan groaned and thrust into her hand hard when she breathed on his neck. “I don’t bloody care. You asked what I wanted. I told you.”

      Adelina smiled up at him. “Is that begging I detect in your tone?”

      He closed his eyes as she continued her luxurious strokes up and down his cock. “Not yet,” he said through clenched teeth.

      Her hand never ceased the slow movements up and down. Adelina made sure the water moved with her to add to the sensation as she studied Varan’s delectable throat. His blond hair shone under the glittering lights – not too bright. They had the same warmth as candles or a roaring fire and it relaxed her even further.

      “I suppose that’s a rather reasonable request,” Adelina admitted. “Claiming you for Winter Solstice…my ancestors would be proud.”

      Varan’s breathing quickened as she moved closer, stroking him still as she pressed her breasts against his chest. Adelina licked from the hollow of his throat to just below his ear, feeling the ache in her canines as she took her time deciding where the mark would best be displayed.

      If she was going to claim him for all to witness, she didn’t want his formal wear to hide any bit of it.

      Adelina used her sharpest nail and pressed it under Varan’s chin, forcing his head up to expose his throat even further. He hissed when that nail broke the skin and the smell of his blood on the air made Adelina even wetter.

      His shaft grew impossibly harder as she licked the tiny trickle of blood from his skin. Varan shivered and Adelina kissed the place she’d decided on. Due to the location she would have to be very careful.

      Moving slowly she opened her mouth wide, the canines lengthening even further until they would prick her lower lip if she closed her mouth. Adelina felt those canines puncture his throat just above his Adam’s apple as she bit down.

      Hot blood filled her mouth and the sweet spice of it, like winterflowers…Adelina groaned.

      Varan didn’t dare move but she felt his entire body stiffen.

      “Please,” he whispered as she licked the wound clean.

      “Please what?” Adelina was so wet and ready but she’d promised to make him beg.

      “Ride me hard,” Varan said, settling her on his lap. “Ride me until you orgasm, and only then tell me I can as well. Please.”

      Adelina groaned against his throat at those words. She didn’t know who was being tortured more – her or Varan. But she gripped his shoulders hard and pulled herself into the right position. Adelina maintained eye contact while she pressed down on him, feeling the size of him nearly split her apart…

      Every time it made her gasp. Adelina thought she’d be used to the size of him by now – of the other two, but it always surprised her in the best of ways.

      Varan’s grip on her hips tightened painfully and Adelina’s breathing started to come in pants as she reacted to that pain by clenching around him. Her entire body felt like it was on fire and she was content to burn and burn.

      Her nails clinked against the gold as she gripped the edge of the tub to give herself leverage. Adelina rode Varan slowly, but not gently. Those emerald green eyes of his held hers and their breathing came in synchronized gasps.

      Leaning down ever so slightly, she licked the tiny trickle of blood from his throat and Varan hardened even further inside her. Adelina inhaled sharply at the sensation and became lost in him when Varan could no longer keep his hands to himself.

      The feel of his mouth on her breast electrified her. Then the graze of his teeth on her nipple made Adelina speed up – she couldn’t help it when her body demanded it.

      When the door opened to reveal Nash, Varan bit down and pierced her tender flesh with his slightly smaller canines. The glittering red, green, and yellow of Nash’s eyes darkened at the sight before him and Adelina tipped right over, screaming her pleasure as she gripped Varan’s hair so tightly she nearly tore it out with the force of her orgasm.

      In seconds Nash was naked. Adelina didn’t stop, torturing Varan just as he’d asked. The water sloshed when Nash stepped into the tub. His hands ran up her back and then one gripped her throat and yanked her head back.

      Adelina moaned at the pure dominance in that possessive act, pulsing harder around Varan in response.

      Nash’s eyes glittered and he smiled when he saw the mark on her breast – and then Varan’s.

      Adelina stilled when Nash leaned down and she felt his lips brush against her ear. “I’m ready if you are.”

      Her entire body went still. Even Varan’s eyes widened. “Are you sure?” she asked.

      Nash’s hand tightened on her throat and the other squeezed her ass hard. “Yes I’m sure. I want you right now. Like this.”

      Nash stared at Varan and Adelina shivered. It wasn’t the look of adoration Kaiden gave Varan whenever they took her together, but it wasn’t a challenge either. It was—a recognition.

      Varan nodded, spreading the blood from his bite across her chest. “I accept the proposition.”

      Leaning forward so her ass was in the air, Adelina kissed Varan long and slow while Nash’s fingers found her back entrance. The oil in the water made it easy for his finger to slide in. Adelina felt the pressure build under her skin again hard and fast.

      “You’re not allowed to orgasm until Nash does,” Adelina whispered into Varan’s ear, licking his lobe before nipping it. “I want you both to come at the same time. Think you can manage that husband?”

      She could hear Nash’s sharp inhale at the words, but Adelina focused on Varan, searching his eyes. Her king consort gave her that cocky grin she loved so much. “I think I can manage that,” he said, growling when Nash slowly entered her from behind. “After all, I did ask for you to torture me.”

      Adelina felt so full – so luxurious in the bath large enough to be a small pool. The water made her weightless and so much fun could be had in the bath she’d learned over the last few months.

      Her fingers tightened on the edge of the tub and her other hand gripped Nash’s thigh as he pressed all the way in. Adelina couldn’t help her loud moan or how she pressed into Varan. Both males’ breathing became ragged as Varan followed Nash’s lead, pulling out when he did.

      She was already right on the edge because of how far Nash had come. For her. He’d been taking small steps toward this moment for months and now…now this. Adelina couldn’t have asked for a better Winter Solstice gift.

      Varan kept perfect pace with Nash and Adelina could hardly breathe as they took her together. She became lightheaded with all the glorious sensation and her nails pierced flesh. Nash’s grip on her neck tightened and then she felt his teeth on her shoulder, biting down in a perfect combination of pain and pleasure.

      And that pleasure crested into a violent wave that had her shaking and screaming.

      Nash snarled and she felt it right before it happened. One last thrust and he growled his release. She opened her eyes just in time to see Varan find his own pleasure. He roared and thrust up, just as she’d told him to.

      They both filled her at the same time – the scent of royal blood permeated the washroom and Adelina sighed, leaning back against Nash, just enjoying the feel of the two of them inside her together.

      Adelina hadn’t been sure this moment would ever happen and it was something she’d accepted. It had never bothered her. After all, sex with her mates separately or together was all wonderful. She was happy either way.

      But there was something special about enjoying them together. It made her feel like it brought all of them closer as a family.

      “Would you like me to heal the mark on your shoulder?” Nash asked, stroking her hair back. He made no move to leave her and Varan watched the two of them with hooded eyes.

      Adelina had worn him out with their play. It made her smile.

      “No thank you. I’d rather keep all my marks for a bit.” It was the right thing to say because his fingers trailed over the bands on her arm lovingly.

      Nash had been surprised when she’d asked the Master Sealer to do them, but not as surprised as he’d been when Varan and Kaiden had asked him for permission to receive their own. It was something Adelina hadn’t been expecting either, but it had made her cry with how right it had felt.

      “Did I miss all the fun?” Kaiden asked, stepping into the washroom. His nostrils flared as he scented her blood. “How did you get back here before me Nash?”

      Nash shrugged, kissing her neck before stepping back and pulling out of her. “I don’t like spiders.”

      “Me either,” Varan agreed.

      Kaiden looked between the two of them with eyebrows raised. “You both fear the ragna? But they’re so small.”

      Adelina chuckled while Varan grumbled. “It’s not about their size, mate. It’s about the way they move.”

      She gave Varan a sweet kiss and then pushed away from him to settle on the bench next to her king consort. It was strange to be so empty after being so full.

      Adelina smiled at Kaiden and crooked her finger. “Come here, Kaiden. You look like you could use a hot bath.”

      If she didn’t know what to look for she’d have missed the slight tremble of anticipation in his wings. He was completely naked in a few seconds, and Adelina grinned at him while Nash and Varan simply sat back and relaxed – enjoying the heat of the water.

      “I’m missing a mark,” she told Kaiden, watching as he moved. His body was so powerful to be able to use his wings and support all his weight in the skies. Kaiden was even larger than Nash in sheer size, but her favorite brute was taller.

      Adelina loved them all and she loved their differences even more.

      “I think I can manage a mark,” Kaiden murmured, gliding toward her through the water with powerful steps that created waves.

      The sight made her feel weak in the knees. If Adelina had been standing she would have to sit down. Every muscle glinted in the warm light and water made his warm, brown skin shine. Those blue eyes blazed at her and Adelina wished she knew what he was thinking.

      She could feel him through their bond. But emotions weren’t the same thing.

      The need that poured from him though – it made her feel as though she drowned in it.

      When Kaiden reached her, his touch was like a brand and she instantly arched into him, running her hands up his arms and shoulders. Then she traced the powerful ridges of his wings and sighed at the velvety touch.

      “Would you like me to claim you as well?” she asked, staring at his lips. They were perfection. So full and beautiful. Remembering the last time Varan had kissed him made her shiver and Kaiden’s arms wrapped around her.

      “Yes, kyotona. Anywhere you like.”

      Adelina eyed him from head to toe, enjoying the sight of how hard he was already.

      Varan and Nash didn’t even move as they watched her with Kaiden. Both were content to enjoy the show it seemed – tired still from what they’d already done.

      “What about here?” she asked, grazing his inner thigh with her nails.

      It was Kaiden’s turn to shiver and Adelina’s smile widened.

      “I said anywhere,” he growled, lifting her face up to his. Kaiden’s kiss wasn’t gentle or sweet. It was hungry—starved. He ran a hand down her arm and then lifted it up, turning to kiss the inside of her wrist. “Here. I want to mark you here.”

      Goddess, she loved him so. Despite being the peacekeeper – the more submissive of the three of her husbands – Kaiden was a force to be reckoned with. Submission was not weakness. It could wreck her just as hard as being dominated could. And he had the ability to switch over to a dominant when she needed him to.

      Being able to move up and down the dominance spectrum surely made bedroom games more interesting.

      Adelina watched as Kaiden’s teeth grazed her wrist and she reached down to wrap her hand around him. The moment she touched him he bit down; hard. She gasped at the sharp pain, feeling it cloud her mind once more.

      Then she turned and placed her hands on the rim of the golden tub. Adelina leaned forward and presented herself for Kaiden’s pleasure.

      She could feel all three of them hone in on the sight like the predators they were. It made her skin prickle in a way Adelina could never get enough of.

      Kaiden ran his hands over her ass and up her back and then back down again. “Like this?” he asked, squeezing her thighs. His cock pressed against her and Adelina felt her center quiver in anticipation.

      “Yes,” she murmured, pressing against him. “Like this.”

      Kaiden’s fingers found her clit and then spread her lips, making room for his large girth even if she was already slick from before – her courtesan genes were a blessing in cases like this. Not only was she tight again, she was desperate for more. When Kaiden slid inside she groaned at the sensation.

      Every time it was wicked and delicious. It didn’t matter how many times – Adelina wanted it all—always.

      Kaiden cursed, placing his arms on either side of her to grip the tub as well. It pushed him in to the hilt and Adelina clenched around him, pushing back as the ripples of her previous orgasms made it feel exquisite and new all over again.

      It wouldn’t take him long, she could tell. Kaiden was already peaking. Adelina turned and placed her mouth on his forearm, biting down when he started to take her hard. Each stroke pushed her higher and higher until Adelina saw stars. The taste of his blood in her mouth only made her want more and she bit down harder.

      Kaiden groaned and she felt his seed fill her as he came. Adelina sighed in contentment. Knowing she had such control over him even from the bottom…

      Submission was not weakness.

      Adelina licked the wound she gave Kaiden and looked up to see Varan and Nash watching them with such hunger. This was the one problem she’d found when they all enjoyed her together – and oh, what a lovely problem to have.

      It turned into a never ending night where they would take turns making love to her, or they wouldn’t wait for their turn and find ways to take their pleasure – to give her more than she could ever fully appreciate.

      Some nights she didn’t fall asleep until dawn – exhausted and worn out in a way that made her feel luxurious and loved. Adelina wouldn’t have it any other way.

      “I believe I owe Nash a compliment still,” Kaiden mused, not moving away from her yet. If anything he was growing hard again as he caressed her back.

      Adelina glanced over her shoulder at Kaiden and then over at Nash.

      “It’s about time,” Nash muttered, but he was grinning as was Varan.

      Whatever this was it was a joke between the three of them. Adelina hid her smile as she waited. That they had this together…it only added to her happiness.

      “And it’s not allowed to be about his cock,” Kaiden told her.

      Adelina couldn’t hold in her laugh. She went to sit and Kaiden’s strong hands held her in place. “No,” he told her. “I must tell you while inside you.”

      She held still and arched her eyebrow at him. “Well?”

      “I’m consistently impressed by Nash’s level of dedication to his hair. His hair is truly beautiful. Have you seen the braids he’s done in them this morning? I believe he even added a few gold beads,” Kaiden said, face completely straight.

      Adelina looked to Nash and noticed he had braided gold beads into his hair. She had noted the one-sided style earlier – enjoying the barbarian look it gave him, but she hadn’t seen the beads.

      Nash actually blushed.

      Then Varan’s laugh filled the washroom. “You should see your face, little cat.”

      When Kaiden looked to Nash as if to ask ‘was that a good enough compliment?’ Adelina lost it. She laughed and laughed, nearly drowning herself in the tub. Kaiden slid free of her and sat on the bench. Adelina started draining the water as she chuckled.

      “I’ve always thought he had the most beautiful hair,” Adelina agreed. “Would you do my hair like yours tonight, Nash? I have half a mind to see Roxy and cause some trouble.”

      Varan’s eyes sparkled. “We haven’t taken Kaiden to the Ladrole yet. We should definitely do that.”

      The water drained quickly and Adelina selected the shower setting so water would fall from the ceiling like rain. Her washroom was really a thing of beauty and designing it and the suite had been one of her favorite tasks over the last few months.

      It really felt like hers now and no longer like she was living among ghosts.

      “The tavern you own?” Kaiden clarified, turning to Varan.

      Adelina had him turn so she could start washing those glorious wings of his. It was one of her favorite things to do for him, and the sensation of her touch on the sensitive membrane always made Kaiden purr like a kitten.

      “Yeah, the one I gave partial ownership of to Roxy. She runs things from there. It is easier for both of us this way,” Varan admitted. “The estate house though is now one hundred percent hers with the promise she allows us to have rooms there. And one other thing. If she comes across anyone that she could help…she agreed to adopt a street urchin. So I’m satisfied.” Varan shrugged as if it didn’t matter, but they all knew better.

      Roxy had been one of those children and Varan’s blood sister was dead and gone for cycles now. There was no one to carry on his legacy after Roxy. Not in the den of thieves anyhow.

      Adelina knew he wanted his own children badly.

      The offer he’d made her…that he would give up children if that was what she needed – it spoke of the deep and unending love he had for her. Adelina would never forget the depth of his love, and she would never take advantage.

      She would bear Varan’s children and they would inherit the galaxy – a different legacy that they had built together.

      The four of them washed up in silence for a moment and Adelina wished it could be like this always, but they all had duties and responsibilities. She would just have to make sure they took the time they could, like now.

      Winter Solstice had always been a wondrous holiday. Not just for the festivities, but for the lazy relaxation that came with it. Her family had always spent more time together during the longer nights. Everyone was happy to relax before a fire with a warm drink in the cold weather and it was easily one of her favorite things about the cold – even if she didn’t particularly like freezing.

      Adelina watched Nash and Kaiden the most. She’d only ever talked about offspring once with Nash and he’d always assumed he couldn’t procreate due to how difficult it was for the Corinthian royals.

      Then Kaiden – they hadn’t tested his fertility yet. She’d left that up to him and Ian, not wanting to push on such a sensitive matter. Especially when it wasn’t needed right then. They all had time.

      She’d bought that time for them and Adelina wasn’t going to throw it away rushing through life. They would all enjoy every moment for what is was. Even the strain of ruling was a joy she hadn’t thought she would get to experience.

      Seeing their people repair and then thrive…it was everything Adelina had fought so hard for.

      “Will you make my hair look as beautiful as yours then?” Adelina asked again as she finished Kaiden’s wings.

      Nash’s aapoak eyes twinkled at her as he crossed the space to lift her up. Adelina wrapped her legs around his middle and enjoyed the way the water ran down his body as though it were worshipping him.

      A beautiful, barbarian god.

      “I will do whatever you ask of me,” Nash told her.

      Adelina smiled and kissed him.

      They were all perfection.
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      It was strange to be walking the streets of Stella di Draga in the middle of the night. It was the first time since Adelina’s rule that they’d even been out in the city. There’d been so much to do all over the rest of the galaxy. And the Core had been relatively untouched so they hadn’t been needed.

      That they had this time to relax at all was a miracle.

      The three of them had stolen moments with Adelina here and there when they could, but most of the time she tumbled into bed, completely exhausted. Varan, Nash, and Kaiden had fallen into a sort of routine where they made sure she’d eaten something, then had the tea waiting and settled her in bed.

      For all that people assumed things were much more…erotic than they were – they were a family first. They took care of one another.

      He would never get used to the way the people of Draga stared at them. Multiple spouses, partners, and mistresses weren’t unusual, but Kaiden assumed it had something to do with the centuries of patriarchal rule.

      A female had claimed what she’d wanted and those with more delicate sensibilities were still reeling.

      “Kaiden!” Adelina took his hand when she ran up to him. The braids in her hair that Nash had done for her looked amazing and her amethyst eyes sparkled. “Are you looking forward to seeing the Ladrole?”

      He smiled down at her, making sure to keep his wings in tight to his body. There were many people on the streets despite the hour – getting in early celebrations of the winter solstice. “I look forward to seeing Roxy again. But a den of thieves is not something I can say I’m overly comfortable with.”

      “They won’t rob you,” Varan said, clapping him on the shoulder in reassurance.

      “At least the snow has stopped,” Nash grumbled from behind them. “I had no idea it could get so blasted cold here in the winter.”

      “I tried to tell you,” Adelina said, wrapping her arm around Kaiden’s waist. It was as natural as breathing to put his own arm around her shoulders, tucking her in closer to keep her warmer – and to enjoy the feel of her body against his.

      “Khara Prime never gets this cold,” Nash muttered. “I’m wearing my damn armor!”

      “Don’t pretend it’s not because you like how good you look in it,” Varan teased, falling back to walk in tandem with Nash.

      Adelina just smiled and tightened her grip on his waist. Kaiden didn’t see the glittering lights of the street, the buildings they passed, or the faces eyeing them with curiosity. He only had eyes for her.

      Adelina no longer tried to hide her identity, so they all knew her as the queen and were curious where she was going. But she didn’t care.

      Kaiden couldn’t help feeling pride puff him up a bit knowing she trusted the three of them to keep her safe. That she trusted her people enough for this outing, and that the rogues of her kingdom saw her as one of their own.

      It was something he had never experienced before, but he honestly could say he was looking forward to whatever happened next.

      “You do look very handsome, Nash,” Adelina admitted, hiding behind Kaiden’s wing so she could laugh.

      “And those leather pants make you look like dessert,” Nash growled.

      Kaiden felt a thrill when she shivered against him in anticipation. He would never get used to how badly he wanted her. Even after months, it hadn’t abated. Kaiden was just as hungry for her as he was when they’d consummated the mate bond that first time.

      He sighed happily and looked up at the two moons filling the sky with their green and purple light. The hov-tram went by as they crossed another street.

      His mind knew where they were, but in that moment Kaiden let himself just enjoy the rare night off they had. It wasn’t a situation where he needed to worry about escape routes. After serving the Neprijat most of his life and then the war…it was a pleasant change of pace.

      They crossed into a courtyard where Varan waved to guards who cheered to see him. “Your majesty!” one called. “Are you going to be harvesting the winterflowers soon?”

      Varan stopped and planted his hands on his hips as he smiled broadly at the male on top of the wall. “I’ll be moving some of the trees, but most I’ll leave here for Roxy. How would you like to harvest them?”

      “Only if you teach me the recipe for your liquor.”

      Varan snickered and Kaiden raised an eyebrow at the male he was slowly falling in love with. “No one knows my recipe, mate. Not even my wife. I’m taking it to my grave.”

      The guard chuckled and waved him on like he’d known what the answer would be. Kaiden could hardly believe the way Varan interacted with everyone. He watched as they walked through the massive courtyard to the tavern and Varan greeted people left and right.

      Adelina broke away from him to speak to those who recognized her – who called her ‘Lina.’

      Kaiden felt apart in a way, even though they had included him. This look into her life though…it was worth a bit of awkwardness.

      “You get used to it,” Nash told him, brushing his shoulder against Kaiden’s in a small show of solidarity. “I’ve been here a few times but it was a world I wasn’t welcomed in. It didn’t help the first time I’d come as a spy and the second I got into a brawl with Varan that wrecked his office.”

      Kaiden turned to look at his Corinthian brother and appraised him with new eyes. “What in the blazes did you two get into a brawl about? Adelina?”

      Nash chuckled as they followed the former prince and princess of thieves into the tavern. “Actually yes, but it was not about her directly. Funny to think how far we’ve come.”

      Then they were through the door and into the warmth of the Ladrole.

      Kaiden had never seen anything quite like it.

      The Ladrole was like any other tavern, but it was also unlike. The way everyone sat at the tables, chatting and laughing…they all knew each other and they were close.

      Shouts bounced off the walls as outcomes of various games were celebrated or booed. The thud of knives against a wall was what caught his attention first.

      It was nothing but chaos and Kaiden supposed that was probably par for the course when it came to a thieves’ den.

      “Brother!” Roxy shouted from across the massive room. The fiery redhead jumped up on her table and Kaiden smiled to see her in a crown Adelina had given her for winning the position of Queen of Thieves. “Everyone, our ex-prince has finally rejoined us. I was beginning to think he’d forgotten where he’d come from,” she teased.

      Shouts across the whole room were nearly deafening. Everyone teased and laughed and greeted Varan like a beloved leader. They still respected him—respected Adelina by the way they greeted her as one of their own. Despite her rank and position they still called her Lina and made jokes about how their new queen was nothing more than a jewel thief.

      Then silence when everyone noticed Kaiden and Nash.

      It was rather uncomfortable and Kaiden shifted his wings ever so slightly in case he needed to fight or move. Whether they disliked him or Nash, it was difficult to tell, but Kaiden knew they had each other’s backs.

      And so did Varan.

      The king consort swaggered toward Kaiden and his eyes widened as Varan’s gaze became heated. Then he gripped Kaiden’s face hard with one hand and gave him a brutal kiss. “Everyone, I would like to introduce you to the Drakesthai Prince, Kaiden. Isn’t he just gorgeous? My wife wanted him badly and there is nothing I can refuse her. Can’t say I don’t enjoy him as well.”

      Murmurs of approval rippled through the room as Kaiden felt heat rise to his cheeks. The look and the touch…Varan was an excellent primary mate and that he had room in his heart for Kaiden as well…it certainly made the transition into Draga easier for him.

      “Is he just pretty or can he do any tricks?” a rogue asked, coming up close to get a good look at him.

      Nash chuckled and Kaiden whipped his gaze to the other male in surprise. “He’s not just pretty,” Nash said loud enough for everyone to hear. “Show them that thing you can do.”

      Kaiden wasn’t sure what to think or feel on the matter, but this was a part of Adelina, Varan, and Roxy’s lives. It wasn’t something that was going to go away and he didn’t want to spend the next century watching them go out and have fun without him.

      Then there was Nash who may not be favored as Adelina was, but he had the same cocky attitude that would make his acceptance far easier. Kaiden had always known being Drakesthai in Draga wouldn’t be easy. It wasn’t like he could blend as Nash did. The wings were a dead giveaway.

      But if he could do a ‘thing’ for these people, maybe it would make his acceptance just a little bit easier. Not just here, but everywhere. Having the love of the people was more important to him anyway.

      The nobles and courtiers who’d stayed within the protection of the Core would get over it or they wouldn’t. Those nobles who had fought with them…well, they had no problems with a Drakesthai prince as consort to their queen.

      “Which thing?” Kaiden asked Nash, raising his eyebrow. “There are many ‘things’ I am capable of doing.”

      The entire tavern seemed to chuckle at his response and the tension eased a bit.

      “You mean the ‘thing’ where I take you flying and you scream?” Kaiden asked Nash, smiling slightly. Two could play at this game.

      A few people let out a loud guffaw at the mental image.

      Nash instantly frowned at him, but Varan was grinning like a fool. So was Roxy, still standing on her table with her arms crossed over her chest.

      “No not that one,” Nash grumbled. “Like the performance you did at the wedding.”

      Kaiden smiled at that. “Ah, that one. Are you volunteering?”

      Varan and Adelina looked to Nash, eyes glittering with laughter.

      And to their surprise Nash grinned back and shrugged. “Why not? It seems to be the right time I think to show our wife what we’ve been doing in preparation for the ball.”

      And just like that the entire tavern was talking about Adelina’s princes and what they might do. Bets started and gold exchanged hands. Everyone but Roxy made wagers.

      Kaiden shrugged out of his coat and handed it to his wife with a kiss on the cheek. Thieves cleared tables to give them room and he turned to Nash flaring his wings to take up as much space as possible, making him look twice as large as normal.

      Gasps at the sight made Kaiden smile. “In Hai we celebrate certain occasions with a deadly dance,” he announced loud enough even the guards outside could hear. “One I’ve been teaching the Corinthian brute, Prince Nash. Third husband to Queen Adelina.” And with that reminder of their rank he gave Nash a peck on the cheek.

      Everyone chuckled when Nash growled at him, but Kaiden was more impressed that he didn’t seem overly flustered by the open affection. Then the Corinthian removed his own jacket with a flair and tossed it to Varan.

      Both Adelina and Varan watched them eagerly. The love and adoration Adelina had in her eyes…Kaiden would do anything for her to look at him like that forever. Which is why he was about to perform for the thieves’ den a dance that had always scared him shitless.

      Not that he would ever tell another Drakesthai that dirty little secret.

      “Did you know about this?” Adelina asked Varan and the previous prince of thieves shook his head.

      It was supposed to be a surprise for the queen and the king consort during the Winter Solstice Ball, but Nash had offered to do it now. Kaiden trusted his judgement. “I need knives,” he declared. “Ten of them.”

      Clatters as knives were tossed on the floor before them made him smile. The audience was intrigued. That was a good sign.

      Nash laid out the knives along one of the nearby tables and then tossed a disc to the bartender. “Play this.”

      A second later they were in position and Kaiden took one last look at Adelina. She was practically glowing with happiness, giving him a nod of encouragement as she held onto his coat. Kaiden nodded back and then turned to Nash.

      Nash dipped his head once as music from Kaiden’s home filled the tavern.

      Kaiden only had eyes for Nash. If he looked away or got distracted it could be both their lives. Then the music swept upward, signifying the beginning of the dance.

      Both of them moved in tandem, performing the harsh, masculine steps, roaring their joy at life to the ceiling. The ground shook with each pounding step and Kaiden spread his wings as wide as they would go, pounding his chest.

      A dance to celebrate both life and death – beginnings and endings. His people performed the deadly steps at every wedding and funeral to remind themselves that there were always new beginnings to look forward to, but everything had to come to an end eventually.

      They both turned to the table of knives at the same time and tossed them upward. With each toss they moved, whirling and twisting and stomping before catching the knives. As the music changed so did the moves. Kaiden threw his four knives at Nash in quick succession and Nash did the same with his.

      Everyone in the tavern held their breath.

      The only sounds were the music, the stomp of their feet, and the singing of the sharp blades through the air.

      Shifting again to juggle his knives between moves, the true danger of the dance became clear as Nash moved into position.

      All ten knives were flung into the air at the same moment and that was when Nash flipped over Kaiden with his wings completely spread out. It was a long, dangerous jump and the faith required to do this dance with another person…Kaiden trusted Nash with his life.

      And Nash proved himself by catching each blade as he moved through the air before it could fall and pierce Kaiden’s wings to the ground, shredding them to pieces.

      The moment Nash’s feet touched the floor there was a collective sigh of relief.

      But it wasn’t over yet.

      Since Nash didn’t have wings it was less impressive for Kaiden to do the traditional leap and twist over Nash’s back so they’d tweaked it a little – working on the moves in secret over the last few weeks.

      Instead of the normal move, Nash whipped around and threw each of the ten knives at Kaiden.

      He dodged them all with graceful steps. When the points hit the wall behind him he roared, stomping his feet. The entire tavern roared with him.

      Kaiden trusted Nash to throw each knife precisely where he was supposed to. Now it was Nash’s turn to trust him – the true beauty of the dance.

      Instead of throwing knives at him, or tossing them up in the air, they’d added a Corinthian tradition. A stupid one in Kaiden’s opinion, but he supposed no more stupid than a knife dance.

      Nash ran straight at him and Kaiden braced himself. The second Nash jumped Kaiden grabbed his foot and threw him straight up to give him a boost. Gasps and shouts as Nash twisted and grabbed for the railing of the second floor.

      It could only be done in rooms with high enough ceilings. Kaiden had laughed himself hoarse the first time Nash had explained it to him, but it went with the dangerous Drakesthai dance well enough they’d made it work – no matter how stupid and brutal it seemed. It didn’t have quite the same flair as the knife dance did, so Nash had added to it.

      While he climbed up and up, Kaiden set the knives between the floorboards, pointy side up. Then he stood in the center, stomping his feet in time with the music as he watched Nash climb all the way up to the third floor.

      The Corinthian leapt and grabbed on to the chandelier and Kaiden held his breath. So much could go wrong, but they’d been practicing in the ballroom. This ceiling was much lower. It should be easy enough.

      Nash let go and Kaiden crouched down, watching the massive brute twist in the air as he fell towards them. It was like watching a boulder hurtle toward the earth—a twisting beautiful boulder that would crush Kaiden if he couldn’t get the perfect speed.

      Right before Nash hit the halfway point the music swept into its pulsing climax and Kaiden launched himself upwards. His wings flapped once, twice – the powerful beating making the air boom in the small space.

      Nash straightened his body out so he was perpendicular to the floor.

      If Kaiden missed he would be impaled on the knives. If Kaiden caught him but couldn’t keep his path they would both fall to the ground and then be impaled together.

      They met midair and Nash flung out his hand.

      Kaiden snapped in his wings.

      A split second to get it right or they’d look very stupid splattered on the ground, but his hand found Nash’s and he gripped tight, letting the brute’s weight swing him around so it looked like Kaiden was now flying downward to catch him, arrowing towards the knives.

      At the last moment he flung his wings wide and the resulting wind knocked the knives over as Nash’s feet gently touched the ground.

      For a moment there was only silence as the song ended and Kaiden got his feet underneath him. He pulled in his wings, breathing heavily as he studied Nash who was grinning like an idiot. Then cheers and applause erupted.

      Adelina came over to them both with tears in her eyes. “That was very beautiful but I want to kill you both myself.”

      Nash chuckled and Kaiden pulled her in close to reassure her. “It was supposed to be a surprise for you. We were going to perform it at the ball tomorrow,” Kaiden tried to explain, feeling flustered as everyone in the tavern came to clap them on the back or give them the traditional kiss of greeting to welcome them into their den.

      Watching Nash talk to the thieves and rogues with a grin on his face made it all worth it though. They’d both needed this acceptance.

      “Very showy, mate,” Varan said with a rueful smile. “Somehow you made even that look pretty.”

      Kaiden couldn’t help his laugh and threw his arm over Varan’s shoulders.

      They were all still learning how to be a family. But it was a good family, one Kaiden knew would only grow closer with time.

      “Thought you two would impale yourselves on my nice floors,” Roxy drawled.

      Even her constantly irritated state couldn’t bother Kaiden that night. He turned and hugged her close. “Good to know you care, sister,” Kaiden teased. “I’m sorry you won’t be surprised to see it tomorrow.”

      “You’re going to the ball?” a rogue asked, staring at Roxy in disbelief. “In a gown?”

      Roxy grumbled and Adelina watched it all with those eyes that saw everything. “Formal wear. Doesn’t have to be a gown. And everyone in Roxy’s court is invited to the Winter Solstice Ball! After all, we’re family. But steal anything and all bets are off!”

      The cheers turned into chuckles as more music started, couples danced vigorously, and more drinks were brought from the bar. Kaiden could see why this place had been a home for Adelina. It was a dark glittering place full of fun and warmth – a reflection of her true self she’d had to hide for so long.

      His wife pulled him into a dance he didn’t know the steps to, but it was fast and exciting and Kaiden tried to follow along anyways just because it made her laugh and smile. Varan yanked Roxy into a dance and some gorgeous female thief asked Nash who declined, but she pulled him onto the dancefloor anyway.

      Kaiden watched Adelina’s eyes sparkle as she watched Nash look at them, imploring for some kind of help. Kaiden knew that despite how different he was – this was exactly where he was supposed to be, by Adelina’s side.

      And there was nothing he would change.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

          Adelina

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Queen’s Suite

        Draga Royal Palace

        The Draga System

      

      

      Adelina woke up with a gasp as an orgasm rippled through her. Her whole body felt relaxed and her clit was pulsing with the sensation and pleasure of someone’s mouth between her legs. She sat up and pulled the covers back, wondering who she had to thank for such a pleasant alarm.

      Nadyah looked up at her from between her thighs and grinned. “Happy Winter Solstice Eve.” Before she could say or do anything, Nadyah slipped a finger inside her and Adelina groaned. “I convinced your husbands they would be best suited elsewhere and sent them to fetch you breakfast in bed.”

      She couldn’t help but laugh despite the pressure already building again under Nadyah’s skilled fingers. “The four of you spoil me,” she managed.

      Nadyah laughed and the feel of her breath on Adelina’s bare skin made her shiver. One of her hands caressed Adelina’s bare hip, then up her ribcage until she was at her breast. Adelina pressed herself into Nadyah and groaned as her breast filled the courtesan’s hand, goosepimples rising along the sensitive skin.

      “I disagree. It’s hard to spoil someone with love,” Nadyah murmured, pulling herself up so they lay next to each other. She gripped Adelina’s hip tight. It turned her breathing ragged as Nadyah gently stroked the top of her breast with the other hand.

      Adelina’s fingers trailed down the edge of Nadyah’s robe, sliding it off as she went. Then her fingers touched silky skin, tracing the curve of Nadyah’s luscious breasts. Adelina kissed her hard, tongue sliding in Nadyah’s mouth to taste and explore.

      Goddess she’d missed her over the last few months. Despite the conversation they’d had about mistresses it had taken some time for things to settle and find a rhythm.

      None of her husbands had seemed to mind when Adelina had told them she was declaring Nadyah her mistress. It wasn’t the same as marrying her. There were complications though. Nadyah was not interested in any of her mates. She had a male—two now, who satisfied her well enough.

      The courtesan was Adelina’s.

      Nadyah’s thumb stroked the tender flesh of her nipples and the sensation overwhelmed Adelina. She wanted more as the ache grew. Adelina needed her touch – she needed relief even after the way she’d woken up.

      Reaching for Nadyah’s hand, Adelina slowly moved it while Nadyah kissed her senseless. Her chest heaved with each ragged breath as Nadyah slowly took her mouth, trailing her tongue over her lips, nibbling them, and taking such care with her – as if they had all the time in the world.

      A few weeks ago there had been a lull after her weddings to Nash and Kaiden. Nadyah had knocked on their door a few days later and the look on her face had all of Adelina’s mates scattering to give them privacy.

      Placing the courtesan’s hand between her legs, Adelina reached over and rubbed her thumb over Nadyah’s clit. At her gasp, Adelina groaned. They stroked each other in tandem, speeding up as the need between them grew – as Nadyah’s slickness covered her hand.

      It only made Adelina want more of it.

      She slid two fingers inside Nadyah, making sure to hit that spot deep inside that the courtesan had taught her about during her camerraleto as she stroked. Adelina’s thumb rubbed circles around Nadyah’s clit and the two together had the courtesan whimpering in response.

      “How much time do we have?” Adelina asked, lips brushing against Nadyah’s as their short breaths came in pants together.

      “I told them to take the long route,” Nadyah gasped, rubbing herself against Adelina’s hand shamelessly. “So perhaps another ten minutes. I asked for the full spread.”

      Adelina felt the telltale cresting as Nadyah’s skilled fingers brought her right to the edge yet again. “I want you to come right now,” Adelina demanded, flexing her dominance. Nadyah’s reaction to it made her pulse around the courtesan’s fingers.

      Instantly Nadyah obeyed her command, shuddering and crying out as the orgasm took hold. Adelina quickly followed and the two of them held onto each other as they caught their breath.

      “Happy Winter Solstice Eve,” Adelina murmured, kissing Nadyah one last time before she stretched luxuriously. “That was certainly a good start to the day.”

      The courtesan chuckled as she propped her head up on her hand to watch Adelina. “I thought you might like it. But that wasn’t your solstice gift.”

      She sat up and rolled her eyes but couldn’t help her smile. “I am queen. There is nothing you need to get me.”

      Nadyah shrugged but didn’t respond. “I think a lot of people feel differently if I’m not mistaken. But only the gifts under the tree could really tell you.”

      Adelina stood and eyed her courtesan. “Which tree?”

      “The one in the royal study. Where you asked us all to be at dawn after the ball for our family solstice.” Nadyah’s eyes twinkled. “There are quite a few.”

      It would be her first solstice as Queen. Her first solstice without her father, sisters, or Alpha. Adelina had asked to keep the personal event small, but as usual her new family saw fit to do whatever they pleased if they thought they could get away with it.

      She hadn’t been sure what the holiday would be like without them. The ball itself was rather impersonal even if Alpha had escorted her every cycle prior. The only comfort was knowing that even if he was alive, Varan would be her escort this cycle.

      Thus far she’d been too busy to really notice the absence except those small moments she had time to breathe and rest. Another reason she’d insisted on the solstice ball. It would keep her too busy to wallow in her grief. Those she loved dearly could not be there, but new love and new family would.

      Adelina supposed that was the way of life.

      “No one needed to get me anything,” Adelina repeated, heading toward the washroom for a quick rinse. “I have plenty.”

      “Oh, is that why there is a gift for everyone under that tree from you?” Nadyah called out. “Everyone but your husbands oddly.”

      “Hush!” Adelina admonished before turning on the water. “If they find out where I’m keeping it then that would ruin the surprise.”

      “Oh so it’s one gift for all of us?” Varan asked, his voice coming from the main living space.

      He didn’t try to come into her bedroom – not while Nadyah was in there. Neither did the other two. All three of them had always been extremely respectful about her time with Nadyah since it had started back up again.

      Adelina pretended as though she couldn’t hear Varan and turned on the spray. “Nadyah, what did you decide to wear to the ball?”

      “Something red and delicious,” the courtesan replied, coming into the washroom completely naked. “It will offset your emerald green quite nicely.”

      “Solstice colors indeed,” Adelina murmured.

      Nadyah stepped into the spray as well and began washing Adelina’s back.

      Adelina sighed in contentment and tipped her head back to let the spray soak her hair as well. Having the courtesan back in her life had filled that small piece in her heart that was missing.

      Now life was so full of love and laughter and hopes and dreams. There was so much.

      “Ian suggested sending Vitto to you for a night as your solstice gift,” Nadyah teased. “I told him perhaps next year.”

      Adelina laughed and shook her head. “My brother was always good at sharing.”

      “Are you nervous about the ball?” Nadyah asked. “After all, isn’t this the first time your in-laws will be in Draga?”

      She nodded and started rubbing tonic into her hair. Nadyah took over and clicked her tongue. “Where is your lady in waiting?”

      “I gave her Winter Solstice Eve and Winter Solstice off and then invited her to the ball as a guest,” Adelina said with a shrug. “I washed and dressed myself for cycles before you came along. I can manage.”

      “She means to say one of us will assist her,” Nash called from the living room where sounds of plates being set out made their way to her.

      Adelina grinned at that and shrugged. “I can’t help it if they like putting clothes on me as much as they like taking them off.”

      “The emerald lace gown Gwendoline made is brilliant!” Varan insisted. “She had actual emeralds sewn into it.”

      “Truly?” Nadyah asked. “You’re terrible.”

      Adelina shrugged and turned to face the courtesan. “Perhaps, but at least I won’t be boring.” She kissed the courtesan and stepped out of the spray. “I would do your hair for you but you’re extremely particular.”

      The courtesan gave her that secret smile that made her knees weak. “I have appearances to maintain and I want to be sure I look my best when I see Jael again. It’s been a long while and I still haven’t made it back to retrieve my things from the House of Kismet.”

      “You’ll need to eventually,” Adelina said, wrapping a robe around herself.

      Nadyah grumbled good-naturedly as Adelina dried her hair. She let it fall in long ringlets down her back and then tied off the spidersilk robe that was just shy of sheer. When she came out of her bedroom, all three of her mates turned hungry eyes on her.

      “Is the food not enough?” she teased, taking her place at the small dining table they’d moved inside from its usual place on the balcony. “This all looks quite sustaining if you ask me.”

      “Not when you are on display,” Varan muttered.

      “What if we laid you on the table instead?” Kaiden said mildly, taking a bite of fruit.

      “A much better feast if you ask me,” Nash agreed.

      And just like that Adelina felt her skin prickle – begging to be touched and loved all over again.

      “I’ll see you at the ball in a few hours,” Nadyah called as she left, eyes twinkling. “Sounds like you’ll be busy.”

      All Adelina could do was swallow as the door shut behind Nadyah and Varan stood from his seat.

      “Don’t you dare waste food,” she told him, popping a grape in her mouth.

      “Kyotona we may be starved for you, but we would never waste food,” Kaiden told her, setting a platter on the ground. Nash cleared the rest of the food and set it on the floor as well. Then the three of them stared at her.

      “You can get up on the table or we can put you there,” Varan said, inspecting his nails. “Your choice, love.”
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        * * *

      

      Her husbands had feasted on her like she was food and they were starved.

      Then they took turns finding their release with her.

      Adelina was sore but happy and completely sated.

      The guests had already started to arrive for the ball by the time they’d finished.

      Varan set the crown Calix had made for her coming of age party on her head. He arranged her curls with an expert eye while Nash ran his fingers through her jewelry.

      “I’ll never understand how you remember each and every piece,” Nash told her. “There are so many.”

      Kaiden came in to her dressing room, fixing his cuffs. “I feel ridiculous,” he muttered.

      The other two were quick to reassure him and Adelina smiled. “I’m sure your parents will be happy to spend more time with you. They’ll be staying for a few weeks yet, right?” she asked.

      Kaiden’s wings rustled and he nodded. “Yes. Though I’m sure my father will not be pleased with this Dragan suit.”

      “You could have worn whatever you wanted,” Nash told him, practically rolling his eyes. “Don’t complain now because it makes you nervous.”

      “Both of you are wearing Dragan suits,” Kaiden protested. “I would look the idiot if I wore Drakesthai formalwear.”

      “Boys,” she warned, standing from her vanity. “You all look lovely in gold and black. Please, we have the longest night ahead of us. Let’s try to enjoy it?”

      “You look lovely in the emeralds,” Kaiden told her. “I apologize.”

      Adelina wrapped her arms around his neck and gave him a sweet, chaste kiss. “I’m nervous about seeing your parents again as well. Your mother quite likes me, but your father is still difficult.”

      Kaiden’s grip on her tightened briefly before he let go. “I don’t care what he thinks to be honest, you’re my mate and absolutely perfect.”

      “You do look ravishing,” Nash agreed. “Save a few dances for me.”

      Varan as king consort was the one to officially escort her. He held out his arm with a grin and Adelina took it with a smile. Despite the strain of so many varied guests, she looked forward to the festivities.

      “Don’t worry, I’ll make sure to dance with everyone.”

      “Everyone?” Varan inquired with a playful quirk of his eyebrow.

      “Most everyone,” she amended. “Ready for your first royal ball as consorts?”

      All three of her mates looked a bit nervous, but they smiled for her.

      “Of course,” they murmured.

      She grinned. “Then let’s be off.”

      Eight hours to eat and drink and dance and talk and then there was the midnight performance. It would all end at dawn when everyone would go to their own small celebrations. Adelina couldn’t wait to enjoy the festivities.

      It was their first Winter Solstice as a family after all.
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      Watching Varan escort Adelina down the stairs of the Crystal Ballroom reminded Nash of her coming of age party. It had only been a little over six months, but it felt like so much longer than that. So much had changed since then. For one he was not the one escorting Adelina down those stairs, Varan was.

      Who would have thought that he, a possessive and jealous male, could learn to grow and accept sharing his female with two other males?

      Nash shook his head. He wouldn't have believed anyone who had tried to tell him back then – and ironically he was happier than he ever thought he could be.

      Kaiden and Nash descended the stairs after the queen and king consort. He took in the guests watching the four of them. Recorders flitted around, capturing the sparkling ballroom. They sent everything to the new livestream so one could watch the ball, even on Seprilles, in real time thanks to all the recent advances in tech.

      The Chancellor of Brogna smiled up at him as did Kaiden’s parents. Nash didn’t bother to mark who else was there. Instead his mind catalogued potential threats, exits, and the spiders dangling from above. It didn’t matter that there was a shield to keep them from dropping on his head. They still made him wary.

      Evergreens decorated everything, adorned with holly and berries. The large tree in one corner had gold baubles on it and various other glittering decorations. Nash had never celebrated Winter Solstice like this. It wasn’t a holiday in Khara, even if it was recognized.

      They usually spent the longest night drinking and feasting but they didn’t have evergreens or presents. It was a strange custom but one Nash felt like he could get used to. It made Adelina so happy and people were just nicer in general.

      Adelina stopped at the second landing and paused before her people. Varan stood beside her if still slightly behind. “Welcome to the Winter Solstice Ball,” Adelina said loud and clear. Her voice was strong and sure.

      The cheers from the packed ballroom echoed and people smiled at each other.

      That was the biggest difference between this ball and her birthday event. Adelina had fully come into her own. She’d grown from princess to queen so gracefully. And she was strong. A light in the dark.

      Nash smiled ruefully. So much about his wife defied all odds. She made him so proud to call her wife. The changes she was making were for the better, and she plowed through any resistance with a stubbornness that was endearing.

      One day soon, things would be easier.

      Adelina waited for the chatter to die down before she spoke again. “Enjoy the food, the drink, the music, the dancing, the games, and the pageant at midnight. Happy Winter Solstice. May all your hopes and dreams for the new cycle come true.”

      Adelina and Varan walked the rest of the way down the stairs; he and Kaiden trailing close behind. Nash couldn’t help but notice the stares, but the Drakesthai was becoming less of a novelty. Especially after the night before.

      The rogues that had been invited were there in their best formalwear. It wasn’t quite the same as the nobles’ but it was still very fine – similar to what Varan wore most days. And Roxy, she shone like a jewel among them in a ruby-colored suit in a style Nash had seen Adelina wear a few times. The pants were tight to show off her curves and the gold half-skirts that flowed from the waist really made her stand out among her court.

      It was too bad the pirate captain Delphine was busy. Nash wasn’t sure when she’d be back, but he hoped for Roxy’s sake it would be soon.

      Music started up and Varan led Adelina onto the dance floor to begin the festivities.

      All this protocol Nash used to find stifling and aggravating, but he’d learned to use it to his advantage.

      Knowing the rules and where he could bend and break them had started to become fun. Kaiden was learning just as quickly and it had been something he hadn’t realized they would bond over. As outsiders they’d both started taking up afternoon lessons learning Draga history, culture, customs, protocols, and pretty much every damn thing one could think of that a consort would need to know.

      The music lifted in celebration and that was Kaiden’s cue. The Drakesthai prince stepped onto the dancefloor as Varan spun Adelina right into Kaiden’s arms. Polite clapping filled the ballroom as they seamlessly continued the steps she and Varan had been performing.

      Against the floor to ceiling windows with snow falling…it all looked like a magical land in one of Adelina’s books.

      “His wings really add a bit of dramatic flair to the dance don’t they?” Varan whispered as he took his place beside Nash.

      He nodded. There was no doubting that they made the other warrior look fierce. Nash was a bit jealous of how people moved out of Kaiden’s way as they once had for him.

      His newfound friendship with Kaiden still teemed with competition. As the song shifted yet again and he stepped forward to take Adelina from him, Nash knew he wouldn’t have it any other way. It kept life interesting.

      He and Adelina swept across the ballroom floor and Nash stared down at her – ignoring everything else. Not long ago he’d danced with her like this, right before everything had changed.

      Now she was his wife.

      “Happy solstice,” he said, spinning Adelina before pulling her tight to his body.

      Her cheeks flushed as she felt every bit of him pressed against her. “Happy solstice, Nash,” Adelina murmured back.

      The song was nearly done. The rest of the royals joined them on the dance floor to finish it out.

      Kaiden swept his mother into the steps and Varan pulled Roxy into the dance. Then Adele and Elara, Asher and Veri, Ian and Nadyah, and William joined them as well. Nash didn’t know who the female William danced with was, but that wasn’t something he’d been told to remember.

      All he had to do was finish this dance with the queen and then attend her during the festivities. After the pageant he and Kaiden would perform their dance again, and Nash couldn’t wait until dawn when they would exchange gifts.

      He’d even gotten some for Varan and Kaiden. The presents were one of his favorite things about these solstice traditions. They didn’t ever exchange presents except on birthdays in Khara.

      “Are you happy?” he asked Adelina, studying her amethyst eyes. “Is there anything you would change about our lives?” Then Nash dipped her low and held her as the song ended, just as he had at her coming of age party.

      Adelina cupped his cheek and smiled, eyes sparkling. “I would change nothing. The last time we danced together, I never thought I could have you, or that I would be this happy.”

      Nash grinned down at her and stole a kiss. “Good.” He swept her up amid applause, smiling from ear to ear.

      The song changed and others came to join the dance. Nash started the next steps, winking at Varan and Kaiden. “Dance with me one more time before duty calls?” he asked.

      Adelina pressed against him as they performed the slow, sultry dance. Her emerald skirts swirled against his legs and Nash couldn’t help but glance down to see the curve of her breast through the see-through lace and jewels.

      “I will dance with you all night if you wish,” Adelina told him. “To hell with duty. Tonight is a celebration.”

      Nash grinned. To hell with duty.

      He couldn’t agree more.
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      Even though the night was long it seemed to go by quickly. Everyone behaved themselves well and Kaiden’s father had even asked her to dance. Not once did Adelina have to throw out a rogue, or stop quarrels between Brogna, the Neprijat, or her people.

      Princess Dejah had asked her to dance as well. Adelina hadn’t the heart to deny her. The female had spent so much time practicing and was actually a beautiful leader. Then it was Sozav, Mistress Jael, Nadyah…before Adelina knew it the clock chimed the midnight hour and the dance floor was cleared.

      The pageant told the story of how the mother became the crone, and then the maiden once more when the sun rose after the longest night. It was one of Adelina’s favorites and always performed by children. This cycle the children had been chosen at random and their families brought to the palace for the honor.

      It had been one of many gifts she’d been able to give her people.

      Adelina had spent too much, she knew that. And she knew Asher would remind her of it in the following weeks – but it had been worth it.

      The people needed to be reminded that it wouldn’t be like this always. One day they would finish rebuilding and repairing. One day all four systems would be able to coexist without so much hostility.

      Adelina didn’t know if that would happen in her lifetime, but she was doing everything in her power to ensure it did.

      As the music started back up she smiled to see Ian and Vitto dancing. Then Mistress Jael danced with Nadyah. William seemed enamored with his guest. Adelina hadn’t asked too many questions. Her brother was so shy about his romance she didn’t want to press.

      But watching her mothers sweep elegantly across the floor…Adelina had to say that made her the happiest of all.

      She made her way over to Sirus and Joslynn who had danced a few times, but then had been content to sit on one of the many luxurious couches to watch the events unfold. Joslynn had a plate full of Taj’s incredible confectionary creation.

      He’d made a cake that looked like winter sprites dancing among the evergreens. It had glittered with gold and silver and tasted divine. The piece was some of his best work and Adelina knew people would talk about it for the rest of the cycle.

      “May I sit with you?” Adelina asked Joslynn.

      Joslynn grinned up at her. “Of course. How are you holding up?”

      “Just fine,” Adelina said, plopping down next to the countess. “How are you holding up?”

      “I’m a bit tired,” Joslynn admitted. “But we made it through midnight so we’ll probably retire soon.”

      Adelina pulled a small package out of her pocket. “I figured as much so I brought your solstice gift with me.”

      Sirus wrapped his arm around Joslynn’s shoulders and peered closer as she opened it. When the countess gasped, Adelina knew she’d done well. “Are these the sweets from Hai?” Joslynn asked.

      “Yes, you mentioned how much you wanted to try them so I asked my mother-in-law to bring some.” Adelina couldn’t help her smile and patted Joslynn’s belly lovingly. “Hopefully it helps with all those cravings.”

      Sirus thanked her as well and helped Joslynn stand. “We’ll see you tomorrow for lunch?” Joslynn asked.

      “Of course.” Adelina stood and gave them both a kiss on the cheek.

      Sirus was so careful with Joslynn. Adelina couldn’t have asked for better for her friend. She sat back on the couch with a contented sigh to watch everyone having fun. It was a glittering ball and the laughter and music filled the air in a way that only really happened on Winter Solstice.

      “Tired already?” Veri asked, throwing herself on the couch next to Adelina.

      “A little, but dawn is only a few hours away.”

      “Brogna is getting along nicely with everyone,” Veri observed. “As are the Neprijat.”

      “I was actually more worried about the rogues,” Adelina admitted as they watched Asher and Varan chatting with Roxy. “One never knows how things will go with them. Most of the time we get along just fine, but it’s incredibly easy for one wrong thing to be said and turn it all into a disaster.”

      “I just wish Alock could be here,” Veri said. “But I’ll be seeing him soon enough.”

      Adelina didn’t know what to say to that so she took Veri’s hand in her own and squeezed. “Is royal life difficult to get used to?”

      The other female shrugged and turned to face her fully. “Yes and no. The hardest part is no longer living on the planet I grew up on – that I thought I would one day rule. But everything I do here affects them. And I hope for the better.”

      Adelina nodded and noted all the noble houses that had taken time out of their busy schedules to make an appearance. Masha of Avvis was there, as was Lucas of Treon. Some from Deytis and Ushanov were there as well. Seprilles hadn’t been able to make it. Neither had Peter of Scyria. But Adelina had sent them all gifts anyway.

      “I hope my grandmother is enjoying her solstice on Hai Delta,” Adelina mused.

      Veri snorted and then covered her mouth as she laughed. “That old witch deserves it but I daresay she’s being treated like a princess still. After all, there are so few females there.”

      “Maybe she’ll find her own mate,” Adelina whispered.

      They both laughed at that and servants brought them more spiced wine.

      When the music shifted to the song that had set her heart to pounding the night before, Adelina smiled. Kaiden and Nash’s performance was starting.

      It had made her happy to watch them work together—trusting each other. Even if it had frightened her out of her mind to see the danger they put themselves in for a performance.

      “Happy solstice,” Adelina told Veri, kissing her on the cheek. “I’m glad you’re going to be joining our family.”

      Veri squeezed her hand back. “As am I.”

      Then Adelina stood to watch two of her husbands perform a dance of trust and love.
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        * * *

      

      The sun was just starting to rise up over the horizon and Adelina watched her family go their separate ways.

      After their guests had left to their own homes for private solstice mornings, they’d all gathered in the royal study for drinks and cakes and fruit for the dawn meal then had exchanged gifts.

      It had been absolutely wonderful after the excitement of the night. Spending time with her mothers and brothers and new sisters with her husbands all at once had been a dream come true.

      Once a year they could just be a family – not royals.

      The fire crackled in the royal study and Adelina briefly touched one of the ornaments on the tree before turning to her husbands. She couldn’t wait to give them her gift. But watching as they opened gifts from each other was almost as satisfying.

      Varan had gifted the other two fancy clothes that were much like his own. Then Nash had given Varan and Kaiden knives he’d selected while they’d been in Khara. And Kaiden had cooked the males special treats from Hai.

      “Ready for your presents, kyotona?” Kaiden asked with a smile, snaking an arm around her waist to tuck her in close to his side.

      Adelina nodded, resting her head on Kaiden’s shoulder. It had truly been the perfect Winter Solstice.

      “All three of us picked out the gifts,” Nash told her with a grin, crossing his arms over his chest.

      Varan gave her a wink and crossed the room to a closet door and then flung it open. Wrapped boxes were stacked in there and her husbands started pulling them out.

      She went to one and carefully pulled back the delicate paper, frowning. “What did you lot buy?” she asked. How were there so many boxes?

      “Open it,” Varan teased.

      Adelina carefully lifted the lid of the first box and then gasped. “Books?” she asked, picking one up. It wasn’t in the Draga tongue or even the Ancient one. It was in Ilashyan. And then another was in the Drakesthai tongue. “What are these?”

      “We asked for every rare book we could find across four systems,” Nash told her, pushing the next box at her. “Everything the Neprijat had as well as Brogna, Hai, and Khara. Oh, and Kaita told me to tell you the box from Khara is from her.” He rolled his eyes, but Nash smiled wide. “She made sure to get you all the digital copies we had since there aren’t many physical ones.”

      Adelina opened the second box to see it was full of discs and her eyes filled with tears of happiness. “I suppose our shelves will fill up faster than I anticipated,” she told Varan.

      The thief just shrugged and grinned. “They’re all for you darling. A wealth of knowledge to do with what you wish.”

      “Oh it’s perfect,” she said, throwing her arms around Nash and kissing him thoroughly. Then she did the same to Kaiden and Varan, laughing and crying the whole time.

      “My gift isn’t nearly as useful,” she told them. “But it’s for all of you.”

      Adelina took all three of their hands and pulled them with her. They pushed and prodded and begged her to explain the whole time she led them through the palace, but Adelina just smiled until they reached the door to the conservatory.

      They frowned in confusion but she pulled them in to the warmth and led them to the center. “It’s a project I’ve been working on for a while,” she admitted. “One that I had help with.”

      She pulled the sheet off the small tree and took a step back. “Happy solstice, my loves.”

      All three of them stepped forward to inspect the tree that was barely two meters high.

      “Is this…this branch is from the trees around my home on Anarr,” Kaiden said, inspecting the tree closely.

      “And this is from Khara Prime,” Nash murmured, inspecting another. “Did you have them grafted on?”

      Adelina nodded and looked to Varan. “Branches of trees from Khara and Hai were sent to me. The head gardener helped me graft them onto a winterflower tree.” She reached out and touched one of the white flowers. “In the spring I will plant it in the main courtyard for all to see – to represent our unions. And…to remind each of you of home, of the new home we’ve created together.”

      The three of them were speechless as they stared at the fledgling tree that would grow big and strong over time. It would bear fruit and flowers from three different systems. It wasn’t just winterflowers, but Draga apples, Kharan pears, and Hai cherry blossoms to name a few.

      “It is the perfect gift,” Varan said. “And how you even thought of such a thing…you truly are a wonder.”

      Her mates stood close, all of them touching her in some way. They all looked at the tree and what it represented as the sun rose on a new cycle.

      Adelina held on to each of them. She couldn’t be happier. The four of them knew it wasn’t just a tree before them, but a symbol of what would come – what they hoped would be. Together they would build a future for the children they would one day have.

      A future full of hope and peace.
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        Want to read more in the Draga Universe?

        Check out my Drakesthai novella in Hunters and Prey.

      

      

      
        
        Warrior Prince of Hai

        Roman is one of the last winged males in the galaxy. His entire life changed the moment he set eyes on the female sent to cure his people.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Other Books by Emma Dean

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        The Draga Court Series (Polyam/RH)

        Princess of Draga

        Crown of Draga

        Jasmine of Draga

        Heir of Draga

        Queen of Draga

        Fate of Draga

      

        

      
        Royal Guard of Draga

        - Prequel Novella

        Winter Solstice in Draga

        - Christmas Epilogue Novella

      

        

      
        Warrior Prince of Hai

        -A Hai Standalone

      

        

      

      
        
        
        Reverse Harem Shifter Romance*

        Spotted Her First (Standalone)

      

        

      
        Cirque de Nuit Pride

        Vaudeville Runaway

      

        

      
        The Chaos of Foxes

        For Fox Sake

        All Foxed Up

        What the Fox

        Blue Mountain Wolf Pack (M/F)

        Alpha Wolf

        Broken Wolf

        Wolf Moon

      

        

      

      
        
        *Can be read as a standalone before or after Princess of Draga, but in the timeline takes place before Princess.

      

        

      
        *All paranormal stories are in the same world - the Council of Paranormals.

      

        

      
        Want updates on when the books are released and my

        progress with them?

        Sign up for my newsletter @ emmadeanromance.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Dominance

          

          From most dominant to least

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Each Kalan is born with a scent marker that identifies their level of dominance. There is also a spectrum within each level. Two people who are at the same level, such as the black rose - rosanera, can have a different amount of dominance.

      

        

      
        The spectrum within each scent is spicier/muskier means more dominant. Sweeter is more submissive.

      

        

      
        The genetic alterations used these scent markers to reflect ability and position in a pack or society like the Ancient wolves.

      

      

      
        
        
        Black Rose/Rosanera

        Winter-flowers

        Orange Blossom

        Lilac

        Jasmine

      

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Houses of Draga

          

          In Order from Closest to Farthest from the Kala Sun

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        Deytis – Barony

        Baron Kace & Baroness Lyria

        Heir – Leo

        Second-born – Lora

      

        

      

      
        
        
        Draga Terra – Royals

        Dowager Queen

        King Orion & Queen Adele

        Heir – Raena

        Second-born – Giselle

        Third-born – Adelina

        Fourth-born – Asher

        Fifth-born – William

        Sixth in line to the throne – Ian, Elara’s son

        Brother to the King – Prince Solomon & his wife Princess Mara

        First-born – Ajax

        Second-born –Vasara

      

        

      

      
        
        
        Avvis – Archduchy

        Archduchess Indra & Archduke Chet

        Heir – Hayden

        Second-born – Masha

        Indra’s Sister – Lady Tine

        Her husband Lord Berter

        First-born – Sonya

        Second-born – Hewayn

        Indra’s brother – Lord Keve

      

        

      

      
        
        
        Priea – Marquis

        Marquess Delia & Marquis Greyson

        Heir – Veri

        Second-born – Alock

        Third-born – Cindra

        Cousins – Adam

        Alfonso

      

        

      

      
        
        
        Ushanov – Duchy

        Duchess Odette & Duke Mikel

        Heir – Marcel

        Second-born – Rashad

        Third-born – Raphael

      

        

      

      
        
        
        Pedranus – Count-ship

        Countess Joslynn

      

        

      

      
        
        
        Scyria – Count-ship

        Countess Malaya

        Heir – Anatoly

        His wife – Elena

        Second-born – Peter

        Third-born – Sirus

      

        

      

      
        
        
        Treon – Marquis

        Marquis Peter & Marquess Wendy

        Heir – Lucas

        Second-born – Grady

      

        

      

      
        
        
        Seprilles – Barony

        Baron Jarvis & Baron Romeo & Baroness Leslie

        Heir – Jayden

        Second-born – Rory

      

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Draga System

          

          Planets in the Draga solar system from first to last

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The race of Humans living in the Draga System under the Kala sun are called Kalans. Only the ruling family of each planet holds the name Draga, Avvis, etc.

      

      

      
        
        
        Sun – Kala

        Deytis – Barony

        Draga Terra – Capitol; Royal Planet

        Avvis – Archduchy

        Priea – Marquis

        Ushanov – Duchy

        Pedranus – Count-ship

        Scyria – Count-ship

        Treon** – Marquis

        Seprilles** – Barony

      

        

      

      
        
        **Seprilles and Treon have elliptical orbits around the sun. Half of the cycle one planet is on the border of one side of the galaxy, and the other half is on the opposite border. Twice a year they are closest to each other than any other planet.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Khara System

          

          Planets in the Khara solar system from first to last

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The race of Humans living in the Khara System under the Corinth sun are called the Corinthians.

      

      

      
        
        
        Sun – Corinth

      

        

      
        Capuli – Panthera House

        Prince Milagros and Princess Lilja alive

      

        

      
        Arcadius – Neofilis House

        Princess Kaita alive

      

        

      
        Khara Prime – Capitol, where the current ruling family resides

        Royals Dead

      

        

      
        Minara – Tigris House

        Prince Valdis alive

      

        

      
        Lithios – Jaguar House

        Princess Svana and Princess Tawney alive

      

        

      
        Leva – Leo House

        Royals Dead. Prince Nash’s home planet

      

        

      
        Kepri – Serval House

        Royals Dead

      

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Hai System

          

          Planets in the Hai solar system from first to last

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The race of Humans living in the Hai System under the Drakesthai sun are called the Drakesthai. This does not apply to the Humans who remain Unchanged.

      

      

      
        
        
        Sun – Drakesthai

        Anarr – Skye Dragons

        Kuan-Yin – Ruled by the Unchanged

        Imaldi – Ruled by the Unchanged

        Hai Delta – Capitol; Obsidian Dragons

        Tainos – Fyre Dragons

        Argo – Starr Dragons

        Vudu Shaa – Vega Dragons

      

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Emma Dean lives and works in California with her husband and son. She loves romance but needed something different so Draga Court was born. Council of Paranormals was soon to follow when her shifters came to life.

      

      
      When she’s not writing she’s reading, or spending time with her family. At least now that she’s publishing she has an excuse for not folding the laundry ;-)

      
        
        Follow her on Social Media or

        www.emmadeanromance.com
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