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        The night is darkening round me,

        The wild winds coldly blow;

        But a tyrant spell has bound me,

      
        And I cannot, cannot go.

        EMILY BRONTË
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      My darling darklings,

      Blood and Mistletoe provides a glimpse into the Unnatural Brethren’s extended world one week after the events in Cast in Blood and Embers of Fate.

      Reading those prior installments is highly recommended to fully appreciate this brief yet meaningful visit with our beloved characters during the magical season of Yule.

      It is my hope that you find joy in spending a little more time with the lethal immortals, cunning witches, and fierce shifters who feel like family, as I work on the next full-length novels coming soon.

      While I toil away writing Blood of the Ancient, Blood of the Viking, and Wings of Shadow, may this short story warm your heart and spark your holiday spirit.

      As always, thank you for your continued support and enthusiasm for these characters’ interwoven journeys. Your passion makes the long hours and late nights of writing worth every minute.

      Now brew some tea, cozy up with a blanket, and let this tale of forbidden bonds, unrestrained desire, and the mysterious spirits of Yule envelop you.

      Happy reading!

      

      Yours in the shadowy season,

      Silvana.
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        This Yule, love answers mistletoe’s call

      

      

      

      Power has a price. For Cassandra Deveraux, it’s paid in bear magic and broken promises, sealed with a brand that makes her blood sing even as her heart rebels. But this Yule holds more dangers than navigating her forced bond with the Ursa King. A secret grows within her—one that could shatter the delicate balance between supernatural factions.

      As the first formal dinner at Draken Manor approaches, ancient magics stir. The Last Dragon Shifter’s frost-laden halls become a crucible where vampire blood meets witch magic, where bear’s strength tests dragon fire. For Cassandra, maintaining the facade of being merely Gavriil’s branded mate becomes impossible as her power spirals beyond control.

      But when a child’s innocent magic calls forth the true power of mistletoe—a force that once bound supernatural peace treaties—enemies and allies alike must choose: hold to old grudges or embrace the possibility of new bonds forged in winter’s heart.
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      Season greetings, my beloved darklings,

      Have you missed me? Oh, I’ve missed you. Terribly.

      The crisp air carries a distinct stillness as another year nears its end. For a brooding immortal like myself, the passage of time bears little consequence, yet the enchantment of your fleeting mortal lives provides curious intrigue.

      But how do supernatural creatures like myself spend the holidays? You may wonder.

      Consider this brief tale a furtive glance into the shadows that permeate my perilous world. Dangerous secrets and lethal desires lurk beneath even the most innocuous surface. Tread carefully, for true terror hides itself in beauty.

      Now then. Time carries on, and precious moments slip away. Lose yourself in the holidays’ charm, but not so completely that you forget what lurks in the darkness. My world can prove more treacherous than what your mind may fathom.

      For your loyalty, I thank you. For your discretion, I trust you. And for your forbidden allure... I thirst everlastingly.

      Yours in lethal eternity,

      Ivan Lockhart

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            CASSANDRA

          

        

      

    

    
      Power has a price. Mine was paid in bear magic and broken promises, sealed with a brand that makes my blood sing even as my heart rebels.

      Magic crackles in the portrait gallery, making the gilded frames tremor as I storm past generations of Deveraux witches. Their painted eyes follow my furious stride, perhaps wondering how their precious bloodline has come to this—their heiress, branded like cattle by the Ursa King.

      “Do not walk away from me.” Gavriil’s voice carries that edge of command that makes the mark beneath my skin burn hotter. His footsteps echo on marble, unhurried, confident. He knows I have nowhere to run.

      I halt before Juliette’s portrait, my fingers curling into fists as I stare up at her serene expression. Even in oil paint, her deep green eyes hold countless secrets. Did she know this would happen when she arranged my match with the Ursa King? Did she foresee the way his magic would crawl through my veins like poison?

      “I said… stop.” Closer now. The air grows thick with his presence, that damned blend of cedar and smoke that makes my head spin.

      My fingers trace the ancient carvings in the doorframe—mistletoe and holly intertwined, symbols of power older than the Deveraux line itself. Even now, with his brand burning beneath my skin, I feel the old magic respond to my touch.

      “Or what?” I whirl to face him, satisfaction flaring as he stops short. “You’ll add another layer to your spell? Brand me twice?”

      His dark eyes ignite with spectral blue flames, burning low with pride and steady assurance. The shadows around us deepen, responding to his rising power. Even in his tailored black suit, there’s no mistaking the predator beneath—the bear king who always gets what he wants.

      “You still don’t understand what I’ve given you.” He steps closer, and despite every instinct screaming to retreat, I hold my ground. “This gift⁠—”

      “Gift?” The word tastes like ash. A nearby vase shatters, water and roses spilling across priceless marble. “You call this magical leash a gift?”

      His hand shoots out, fingers wrapping around my wrist. The touch sends electricity racing up my arm, his brand recognizing its master. But something else stirs beneath my skin—a wild, untamed energy that has nothing to do with his spell.

      “Feel that?” His voice drops lower, rough with desire and triumph. “Your magic responds to mine. Fighting it only makes the connection stronger.”

      I wrench away from his grip and push through the study doors, my heart thundering against my ribs. But he follows, his presence filling the room like smoke, suffocating.

      The hearth roars to life, flames leaping high as my control slips further. Outside, snow falls in thick flurries, obscuring the grounds of Deveraux Manor. The soft moonlight filtering through the windows casts Gavriil in shadows and gold, highlighting the sharp planes of his face, the fierce gleam in his eyes.

      “You cannot fight this forever, printsessa.” His voice carries that damned sensual edge that sets my nerves on fire. “The more you resist, the stronger my spell becomes.”

      “Watch me.” I step back, but the massive oak desk prevents my retreat.

      The Ursa King, unwilling to lose this fight, inches closer. “Your defiance...” He reaches out, bold fingers brushing my cheek. The touch sends jolts of electricity through my body, his brand responding to his proximity. “It only makes you more captivating. The bear in me thrives at the challenge.”

      Something snaps inside me. Warmth courses through my being, fast and devastating as a fearsome tidal wave—overwhelming, unlike any sensation I’ve experienced before.  

      My shoulders jolt as the crystal decanter on the desk explodes, sending shards and cognac flying. The chandelier above us creaks, then begins to swing, its lights flickering wildly before the bulbs shatter one by one.

      Darkness descends, broken only by the hearth’s fluttering glow and the violet flames that surely now burn in my eyes—a mirror of his spectral blue ones.

      “Fascinating.” Gavriil doesn’t flinch as my magic whips around us like a tempest. If anything, his smile turns wider. “My branding spell flows mysteriously within you. Its magic grows stronger by the day.”

      I want to scream that he has no idea, that the power rushing through me has nothing to do with his spell and everything to do with the life growing inside me—Dristan’s child, a secret that burns hotter than any spell or incantation. I could speak of the sudden shift in my magic that started scarce days ago; subtle tremors in my surroundings at first. How its strength and frequency have only increased ever since… I could tell him all these things, but instead, I bite my tongue until I taste copper.

      The remaining lights in the room buzz dangerously, their pulse matching the erratic rhythm of my heart. Papers scatter from the desk in a macabre dance, and I watch them with a strange detachment, as if floating above my own body. Locks of my raven hair brush against my cheeks, swept in the magical maelstrom of my untamed power, each strand charged with energy that makes my skin prickle.

      My throat constricts, lungs burning as I struggle to draw breath. The air itself seems to thicken, heavy with power that no longer answers to my will. Through the roaring in my ears, I hear the windows shudder—or perhaps that’s my own body trembling as reality warps around me. When they creak, a sound like splintering fate, I shut my eyes against the inevitable, my chest so tight it feels like iron bands are crushing my ribs.

      The scene unfolds before my closed lids like a waking nightmare—my own form wreathed in violent light, magic spiraling out of control, while I remain trapped, both participant and witness to my undoing.

      For a moment, raw dread flashes across Gavriil’s face—not of me, but for me. His hands grip my shoulders, steadying.

      “Breathe, Cassandra.” His voice drops lower, gentler. “You need to contain this before…”

      An antique letter opener flies from the desk; it spears through the air, missing his head by inches. He doesn’t even blink.

      “Before what?” I challenge, even as my knees threaten to buckle. The magic is too much, too wild. “Before I reveal to our world what a mistake you made in choosing me?”

      His laugh is dark honey and winter’s fury. “Oh, printsessa. You have no idea what you’re capable of.” He pulls me closer, one hand cupping my face. “But I do. And soon, everyone else will see it too.”

      The envelope in his other hand catches my eye—heavy cream paper bearing the Draken’s seal. An invitation that promises to change everything in our world.

      Power rips through me like a tidal wave, wild magic writhing beneath my skin in search of release. The cream envelope in Gavriil’s hand seems to mock me with its elegance, promise of more politics, pretense, and nights spent fighting his brand’s magnetic pull.

      “Nikolaas Draken,” I manage through clenched teeth, “is hosting a Yule dinner.”

      “And we shall attend,” he adds, impossibly cool and collected. Gavriil’s thumb traces my jawline, his touch sending fresh sparks of lightning through my overtaxed nerves. “Together.”

      The last word hangs between us like frost in still air. Together. As if we’re truly mates rather than pawns in this supernatural game of chess. As if his magical brand hasn’t forced on us this facade of unity.

      “What if I refuse?” Even as I say it, I know it’s futile. The brand pulses beneath my skin, an unwelcomed reminder of my gilded cage.

      His other hand settles on my waist, and damn him, but my body leans into his touch like a flower seeking sunlight. “You won’t.” His absolute certainty sets my teeth on edge. “You’re a Deveraux witch. You understand the importance of maintaining appearances.”

      A bitter laugh escapes my lips. “Appearances?” The remaining lights in the study flicker dangerously. “Is that what we’re calling this elaborate charade?”

      “This is no charade, printsessa.” His grip tightens, both possessive and protective as another wave of uncontrolled magic rolls through the room. “You’re mine now. The sooner you accept that truth⁠—”

      “I will never be yours.” The words emerge as a growl, but beneath my defiance lies true fear. Not of him, but of the wild power surging through me, growing stronger each day.

      His eyes narrow, spectral flames dancing in their depths. “Mm. We shall see.” He releases me and steps back, but the searing heat of his touch lingers. “The dinner is in three days. I’ll send a car.”

      It’s expected. This isn’t just any dinner, but the inaugural event thrown by the Last Dragon Shifter. It’s not only Nik’s chance to officially declare his upcoming rise as alpha, but also an important moment for the Ursa King to make our first appearance in the supernatural world. We’ll present a united front that will surprise and impress both our friends and enemies alike.

      As he turns to leave, another surge of magic rips through my being. Behind me, the studio’s heavy drapes catch fire, flames racing up the fabric with supernatural speed. Gavriil waves his hand almost lazily, extinguishing the blaze with his own power within seconds.

      “Oh, and Cassandra?” He pauses at the doorway, his silhouette carved in shadows and dying firelight. “Work on your control. We wouldn’t want any... accidents at the Draken’s gathering.”

      The doors close behind him with a soft click that sounds like a prison cell engaging. I sink into the nearest chair, my hands trembling as I press them against my still-flat stomach.

      My vision blurs with forthcoming tears. Exhaustion and grief tangle in my heart. These outbursts of magic are taking a greater toll on me each time they come.

      Three days. I have three days to learn to control this escalating power before I’m thrust into a room full of supernatural creatures who can sense magic. Three days to perfect the lie that I am simply Gavriil’s branded mate, nothing more.

      The invitation lies abandoned on the desk, Nikolaas’ seal gleaming like fresh blood in the firelight.

      I can almost hear Fate laughing.
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