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      My dearest darklings,

      Welcome back to the shadowed halls of Deveraux Manor and the dangerous games of supernatural hearts. Blood and Bargains unfolds in the space between stories you already know—taking place after the events of Wings of Shadow while serving as the crucial prequel to the forthcoming Blood of the Ancient.

      In these pages, you’ll discover the prices paid for love, the bargains struck in darkness, and the magic that binds hearts across impossible odds. You’ll witness Cassandra’s most dangerous gamble, Gavriil’s greatest sacrifice, and the resurrection that changes everything. These are the secrets that shape the world you’ll enter in Blood of the Ancient—the hidden costs and ancient debts that will come due when darkness truly falls.

      As Samhain approaches and the veil between worlds grows thin, I invite you to settle in for this tale of love and consequence. Cozy up beneath your favorite blanket, light a candle to ward off the shadows, and pour yourself something warm to sip as autumn winds whisper outside your window. Let the magic of this most mystical season carry you into a world where vampires and witches, dragons and shapeshifters dance the eternal dance of power, passion, and peril.

      These stories of impossible love and inevitable prices are best savored in the gathering dark, when the boundary between our world and theirs grows gossamer-thin. Tonight, as you turn these pages, you become part of the magic—another witness to the truth that love, dangerous though it may be, is always worth the bargain.

      May your Samhain be blessed with magic and wonder, and may the shadows that gather around you hold only the mysteries you’re brave enough to embrace.

      With love and blessings from the shadows,

      Your devoted storyteller,

      Silvana.
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      This Samhain comes a reminder that some bargains echo across seasons—and the debts of winter’s magic must be paid.

      

      Power has a price. For Cassandra Deveraux, it’s paid in binding magic and forced loyalty, sealed with a bracelet that burns against her skin even as her heart yearns for another. But the forthcoming winter solstice holds more dangers than navigating her engagement to the Ursa King.

      As political tensions fracture the supernatural world, Cassandra must orchestrate the impossible—returning the dead to the living while hiding a dangerous secret. The child growing within her defies every natural law, a vampire-witch hybrid that could either bridge their fractured world or destroy it entirely.

      But when love proves stronger than death itself, when true mates are reunited against all odds, the supernatural elite must choose: cling to political convenience or embrace bonds that transcend mortality itself.
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      Season’s greetings, my beloved darklings.

      How fitting that we meet again as autumn’s veil grows thin, when shadows stretch longer and the air itself whispers of ancient magics stirring. There’s something about this season—Samhain, as those who remember the old ways call it—that draws my thoughts to December past. To nights when winter’s darkness concealed bargains that would reshape our supernatural world.

      You see, my darling readers, some secrets take their time surfacing. Even among those of us who love most fiercely, most completely, there are truths too dangerous to share in the moment of their making. The story I’m about to tell you came to me in fragments—whispered confessions in the safety of candlelit bedrooms, careful admissions over wine-soaked dinners, and those vulnerable moments when even the most guarded hearts crack open just enough to let light in.

      Or in this case, to let shadows out.

      It began, as so many of our tales do, with love. With desperation. With the terrible arithmetic we immortals must sometimes perform: weighing what we’re willing to sacrifice against what we cannot bear to lose. Cassandra Deveraux—brilliant, stubborn, magnificently defiant Cassandra—found herself caught in just such a calculation.

      Picture her, if you will, during those darkest days of December. Bound by magic not her own, carrying secrets that could shatter kingdoms, watching the man she adored disappear into shadows while another’s will wrapped around her wrist like golden chains. The Bear King’s bracelet was beautiful. Exquisite, even. But beauty, as we all know, makes the most elegant of prisons.

      I was busy then with my own delicious torments—Juliette had returned to me, you see, and I was drunk on the impossible made real. We were planning escapes to Provence, stolen afternoons among lavender fields, all those small intimacies that had been denied us for centuries. I was, I confess, quite thoroughly distracted by happiness.

      Which is why I almost missed it entirely.

      The magic building at Deveraux Manor was subtle at first. Shadows that lingered too long in corners, whispers that carried on windless nights, the peculiar way light seemed to bend around certain rooms. My vampire senses caught these things subconsciously, like glimpses of movement in one’s peripheral vision. Concerning, perhaps, but not alarming.

      Not yet.

      It wasn’t until later—much later—that I learned what Cassandra had done. What bargain she’d struck in that forgotten garden, what price she’d agreed to pay for freedom. The shadow being who’d been bound there for centuries, trapped by magic as surely as she was, had offered her the darkest trade.

      Kelham. Even now, months later, the name sends ice through my immortal veins. Not because I fear him—though perhaps I should—but because I understand him. The lengths we’ll go to for love. The darkness we’ll embrace if it means touching light again.

      You’ve heard whispers, I’m sure, about violet eyes appearing among our kind. Eyes that gleam with otherworldly light in certain faces, marking those who’ve been touched by resurrection magic. They’re beautiful, those eyes. Haunting. And they carry a price that’s only beginning to be understood.

      But I’m getting ahead of myself, aren’t I? That’s the trouble with having lived through the consequences—it becomes difficult to remember the sweet anticipation of not knowing how it all unfolds.

      So, let me take you back to where it truly began. Not in the garden where the bargain was struck, but in the golden prison where desperation was born. Let me show you Cassandra as she was then—proud, trapped, and growing dangerous with each passing day. Let me paint you the picture of supernatural politics at their most elegant and vicious, of love letters written in binding spells and freedom songs sung in shadow tongues.

      And through it all, the steady tick of fate’s clock, counting down to a December night when the impossible would walk among us once again.

      Pour yourself something warming, my darklings. Light a candle against the autumn chill. What I’m about to tell you is a story of prices paid and bargains kept, of love that transcends death itself and magic that remembers everything we try to forget.

      Some victories, you’ll discover, cast shadows that linger for lifetimes.

      But then again, the sweetest triumphs always do.

      Yours in the deepest shadows and brightest hopes,

      
        
        Ivan Lockhart
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      They say a gilded cage is still a cage, but they never tell you how exquisite the bars can be. The Ursa brand wraps around my wrist like liquid sunlight, its magic singing through my blood—a beautiful prison I never asked for.

      I woke to find it there, this unexpected shackle glinting in the winter sunlight. Despite my anger, I can’t help but study it. The bracelet is a masterpiece of supernatural artistry—delicate yet strong, like captured starlight in metal. The Ursa emblem stands proud against the gold: a bear rampant, surrounded by ancient runes that shimmer with power. Tiny crystals are embedded within the design, catching and fracturing the light in ways that seem almost alive. If I didn’t know better, I’d swear I could feel a heartbeat within the metal, pulsing in time with my own.

      It would be beautiful… if it weren’t a cage.

      My phone buzzes on the nightstand, and Gavriil’s name appears on the screen. The message is brief, infuriating in its simplicity:

      “I trust you’re admiring my gift, printsessa. Come see me when you’re done cursing my name.”

      “That entitled, presumptuous bear!” I snarl, throwing back the covers. The bracelet catches the light again, mocking me. I try to remove it, but of course it won’t budge. Magic thrums beneath the metal, powerful and ancient—Gavriil’s signature energy intertwined with centuries of Ursa tradition. Each rune pulses faintly as I touch it, responding to my increasingly frustrated attempts to break free.

      A second message appears:

      “Don’t bother trying to remove it. Some bonds are meant to be permanent.”

      “Oh, we’ll see about that!” I grunt out as I dress in record time, choosing a black sweater and leather pants that feel like armor. My magic crackles around me as I storm through the manor, making the crystal chandeliers chime ominously. The bracelet seems to warm against my skin, as if pleased by my display of power. That only makes me angrier.

      The drive to Gavriil’s lair takes twenty minutes on a good day. I make it in twelve, my sleek black Audi handling the aesthetic Parisian roads like it shares my fury. The bears’ territory is marked by ancient trees and even more ancient magic—wards that ripple like heat waves in the crisp morning air. They part for me without resistance, recognizing the brand that now burns beneath my skin.

      Gavriil’s mansion emerges from the forest like something out of a dark fairytale, all stone and shadow and old-world grandeur. The Elite Guard stationed at the gates straighten as I approach, their supernatural strength evident in every movement. I recognize Dima and Michail, two of Gavriil’s most trusted warriors. They exchange a look that speaks volumes—they know exactly why I’m here.

      “Miss Deveraux,” Dima begins, his Russian accent thick with caution. “Perhaps we should announce⁠—”

      “Get out of my way.” My voice carries enough ice to freeze hell itself. “Or I’ll show you why bears shouldn’t mess with witches.”

      They step aside. Smart bears. The brand Gavriil placed on me apparently holds enough influence to override even their protective instincts. The thought only fuels my anger.

      I burst through the mansion’s heavy doors, my heels clicking against marble floors like angry punctuation marks. The interior is a study in masculine luxury—all dark wood, leather, and hints of gold that remind me uncomfortably of my new “accessory.” The few servants I pass press themselves against walls, no doubt sensing the storm of power brewing between witch and bear.

      I find him in his study, because of course I do. It’s where he conducts all his business, where he projects that careful image of the sophisticated businessman who just happens to be a fearsome shape-shifting warrior. He’s standing at the window, hands clasped behind his back, as if he’s been waiting for me. Knowing him, he probably has been.

      “Ah, my dear printsessa,” he says without turning, his deep voice sending unwanted shivers down my spine. “I was wondering when you’d notice my gift.”

      “Your gift?” I spit the word like a curse. “Is that what we’re calling magical restraints these days?”

      Now he turns, and the sight of him is like a physical blow. Gavriil Alexeev has that effect on people—it’s not just his height or the obvious power contained in his broad-shouldered frame. It’s the way he carries authority, the way his brown-gold eyes seem to see right through every defense. He’s wearing a charcoal suit that probably costs more than my car, his dark hair just this side of disheveled. He looks exactly like what he is: predator dressed in civilization’s clothing.

      “A restraint?” His lips curve into that infuriating half-smile I want to either slap or... no, definitely slap. “I prefer to think of it as a symbol of our connection. Much like an engagement ring in human terms.”

      “An engagement ring can be removed,” I snap, stalking toward him. “This is more like handcuffs.”

      His eyes darken, pupils dilating slightly as I draw near. In one fluid motion, his arm snakes around my waist, pulling me against the solid wall of his chest. I feel the rumble of his growl before I hear it, his face dipping to the curve of my neck. He inhales deeply, and I hate how my body trembles at the intimate gesture.

      “We can try those if you wish,” he purrs against my skin, his breath stirring loose strands of my hair. “Though I much prefer my mark on you like this.” His free hand traces the bracelet, sending shivers of awareness through my entire body. “So everyone knows exactly who you belong to.”

      The worst part isn’t his arrogance, or even his presumption. It’s how my traitorous body responds to his touch, to his scent of pine and winter air and primal male power. Even as my mind rages against the claiming, something deeper and more primitive recognizes the rightness of his arms around me.

      It’s his spell, I remind myself. His magic is pulling me in, breaking my will.

      “I belong to no one,” I manage to say, but my voice sounds breathless even to my ears. “You arrogant, presumptuous—” I reach for my power, feeling it surge up like a vengeful tide. The lights flicker, and I hear something crystal shatter somewhere in the room.

      Gavriil’s own power rises in response, and suddenly the air seems heavier, charged with primal energy that makes the hair on the back of my neck stand up. I see a flash of his bear then—not a full shift, but enough to know it’s there, watching me through those feral eyes.

      “Careful, little witch,” he growls, and it’s not entirely human. “You’re playing with forces you don’t fully understand.”

      “Oh, I understand perfectly.” I inch closer, refusing to be intimidated. “You think that because some ancient tradition decided we’re compatible, you can just claim me like a piece of property? Brand me like cattle?”

      He moves then, closing the distance between us until I have to crane my neck to maintain eye contact. “You are not cattle,” he snarls, and now I can smell more than pine and winter air. Something wilder—his true nature bleeding through. “You are my mate. My equal. My⁠—”

      “Your nothing!” The words explode out of me along with a burst of power that would have sent most supernatural beings flying. Gavriil merely rocks back on his heels, eyes blazing with fury and... is that admiration?

      “Now, now, everyone...” A familiar voice cuts through the tension like a knife through butter. “Let’s not destroy the nice furniture.”

      We both turn to find Sasha leaning against the doorframe, looking far too amused for someone witnessing a potential supernatural throwdown. And behind him...

      “Juliette?” I blink in surprise. “I thought you were away with Ivan.”

      “And miss this combat de magie?” Juliette Deveraux glides into the room like she owns it, somehow managing to make both Gavriil and me feel like misbehaving children with a single raised eyebrow. “Ma petite, there are better ways to handle marital disputes than attempting to level half the mountain.”

      “We are not married,” I grind out, just as Gavriil rumbles, “Not yet.”

      “Ah, young love,” Sasha sighs dramatically. “So volatile. So passionate. So likely to accidentally trigger an ancient blood feud if we don’t all take a breath.”

      “The bracelet stays,” Gavriil states, his tone making it clear this isn’t up for debate.

      “The hell it—” I begin, but Grandmother cuts me off.

      “Of course, the bracelet stays,” she agrees, raising a hand when I start to protest. “For now. It’s a matter of politics as much as tradition, Cassandra. The supernatural world needs to see that the alliance between the Ursa and Deverauxs is strong, especially with the current... tensions.”

      “Politics?” I laugh bitterly. “Is that what we’re calling forced magical bonds now?”

      “Nothing about our bond is forced,” Gavriil growls, and the possessive note in his voice makes something low in my stomach clench. “The magic only works if there’s genuine compatibility. Genuine...” His eyes rake over me in a way that makes me feel simultaneously furious and flushed. “...attraction.”

      “Children,” Grandmother interrupts smoothly, “perhaps we should discuss this over lunch? Like civilized beings? Before someone”—she looks pointedly at me—“does something rash that we’ll all regret?”

      “Too late,” I mutter, but I can feel my anger banking slightly under her calm gaze. She’s right, damn her. Starting a supernatural incident before coffee isn’t my smartest move, no matter how justified my rage might be. Plus, I am hungry.

      “Excellent idea,” Sasha chimes in. “I believe Cook has prepared those little chocolate croissants you love, printsessa.” He winks at me, using the nickname he knows I hate.

      Gavriil hasn’t moved away, his presence still overwhelming my senses. “Join us for lunch,” he says softly, and it’s not quite a command but not quite a request either. “Let me explain properly. Please.”

      It’s the ’please’ that does it—that tiny crack in his usual autocratic demeanor. I look down at the bracelet again, studying the way the light plays across the intricate engravings. It is beautiful, in its way. Like a gilded cage is beautiful.

      “Fine,” I concede finally. “But this discussion isn’t over.”

      “It never is with you, little witch.” There’s that infuriating smile again, but this time I catch something else in it—a hint of genuine warmth, of admiration for my defiance.

      Throwing a glance at Juliette, he adds: “It’s one of the many reasons she’s perfect for me.”

      “Don’t push your luck, bear,” I warn, but there’s less venom in it than before.

      As we follow Grandmother and Sasha, I feel Gavriil’s hand brush the small of my back—a touch so light it could be accidental, except nothing about him is ever accidental. And despite myself, despite my anger and frustration and fear, I don’t pull away.

      The bracelet catches the morning light once more, and this time its gleam seems less like mockery and more like a question waiting to be answered. A story waiting to be written. But whether it’s a romance or a tragedy remains to be seen.

      One thing’s for certain—a meal with two Deveraux witches, and a mighty bear king promises to be anything but boring.
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