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        He who fights too long against dragons becomes a dragon himself;

        and if you gaze too long into the abyss, the abyss will gaze into you.

      

        

      
        — Friedrich Nietzsche
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      My beloved Darklings,

      At last, I’m thrilled to share with you the long-awaited love story of Kaisner Drachenstein and Clarissa Draken. A love forged in the shadows from the very beginning, but a love worth fighting for—the best things in life often are.

      The events of Wings of Shadow pick up immediately after Blood and Mistletoe, so be sure to read that one before diving into this next chapter. I also highly recommend reading Branded in Wildness beforehand—a Substack exclusive. (You can download your free copy by subscribing to my Substack, which is also free.)

      For those of you new to the Unnatural Brethren or Bad Boy Shifters series, welcome. While Wings of Shadow can be enjoyed as a standalone, I suggest reading the books in order to fully appreciate the unfolding story. And if you’re looking for a more immersive experience, check out the suggested reading order for the Unnatural Brethren’s Expanded Universe.

      For my loyal Bad Boy Shifters fans, this one is for you—especially for those eagerly waiting for Gavriil’s destiny to be revealed.

      A word of caution, Darklings. This is the darkest installment of the series so far, so please make sure to review the content warnings before you begin.

      Without further ado, welcome to Wings of Shadow. Prepare to be swept away into a world of fire, magic, and irresistible danger.

      

      Yours in fire and shadow,

      Silvana.
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        Two dragons. One destiny

        A love that could save their world—or destroy it.

      

      

      

      A ruthless shadow king with a heart of fire and a will of steel.

      Born to a legacy of dark power and trained in forbidden rituals by his tyrannical father, Kaisner Drachentstein has spent decades hunting the one sacrifice that could awaken his dragon and restore his birthright—but what if claiming his destiny means losing the one woman who makes him feel human?

      A gifted seer torn between duty and desire.

      Raised in hiding after her family’s massacre and unaware of her true potential, Clarissa Draken is finally building a life of her own when a dangerous, intoxicating man enters her world with secrets that tie directly to her past—but can she trust her heart to someone who may view her as nothing more than the means to an end?

      In a world where power is king and love is the ultimate gamble, Kaisner and Clarissa must fight for their happily ever after with every ounce of their strength and every beat of their hearts. Will their love conquer all, or will they be consumed by the very forces that brought them together?
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      Wings of Shadow contains mature themes and content that may not be suitable for all readers. Please review the following content warnings before reading:

      

      SEXUAL CONTENT

      
        
          	
        Explicit sexual scenes between consenting adults
      

      	
        Detailed intimate encounters with graphic language
      

      	
        Virgin heroine/experienced hero dynamic
      

      	
        Possessive and dominant sexual behavior
      

      	
        Blood play/claiming bites during intimate scenes
      

      	
        Multiple detailed sex scenes throughout the book
      

      

      

      VIOLENCE & COMBAT

      
        
          	
        Supernatural battle sequences with detailed violence
      

      	
        Character death (non-main characters)
      

      	
        Blood and gore during fight scenes
      

      	
        Kidnapping and captivity
      

      	
        Torture implications (not graphic)
      

      	
        Weapon violence including firearms
      

      

      

      DARK THEMES

      
        
          	
        Morally gray/anti-hero male love interest
      

      	
        Obsessive and possessive behavior (romanticized)
      

      	
        Power imbalances in relationships
      

      	
        Emotional manipulation
      

      	
        Themes of revenge and retribution
      

      

      

      SUPERNATURAL ELEMENTS

      
        
          	
        Detailed transformation sequences (human to dragon)
      

      	
        Magical rituals and blood magic
      

      	
        Daemonic summoning
      

      	
        Prophetic visions that may be disturbing
      

      

      

      FAMILY/RELATIONSHIP DYNAMICS

      
        
          	
        Sibling conflict and family loyalty tensions
      

      	
        Arranged/political marriages
      

      

      

      SUBSTANCE USE

      
        
          	
        Social drinking/alcohol consumption
      

      	
        Drug use for kidnapping purposes (chloroform-type substance)
      

      

      

      MENTAL HEALTH

      
        
          	
        Brief mentions of trauma responses
      

      	
        Anxiety and panic in high-stress situations
      

      	
        References to PTSD
      

      

      

      

      Reader Discretion Advised:

      This book is intended for mature audiences (18+) and contains explicit sexual content, violence, and dark romantic themes. If any of these elements may be triggering or uncomfortable for you, please consider whether this book is right for you at this time.

      Note: This is a work of fiction featuring supernatural beings. The behaviors depicted should not be emulated in real-life relationships.

      Please read with care.
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            KAISNER DRACHENSTEIN

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Alter Nordfriedhof, Germany.

        Five Years Ago

      

      

      

      Rain falls like bullets from a slate gray sky as I stand at the edge of my father’s grave, watching the casket, instants away from gliding into the earth’s cold embrace. The weight of my inheritance, the Drachenstein empire, settles heavily on my shoulders, a burden I never wanted but cannot refuse.

      As the mourners disperse, their condolences nothing more than a distant buzz in my ears, I step forward, my hand resting on the casket’s polished wood. “Father,” I whisper, my voice raw with emotion. “I swear to you, on this day, your legacy does not die with you. Whatever it takes, I will restore our family’s power. The name Drachenstein will strike fear into the hearts of our enemies once more.”

      I close my eyes, letting the memories of my father wash over me. His strength, his cunning, his unwavering determination in the face of adversity. He was a force to be reckoned with, a true king in the underworld. And now, it falls to me to fill the void he has left behind.

      “I will not fail you,” I vow, my fingers digging into the wood, as if I could somehow reach through to him.

      As I step back from the grave, I sense a presence at my side. I turn to face Janik, my father’s most trusted advisor, his lined features etched with sorrow and tinged with apprehension. “Mein König,” he murmurs, cutting through the haze of my grief. “We’ve found them—your father’s killers.”

      Cold fury settles in my chest, mingling with the ache of loss that threatens to consume me. I look down at the rose in my hand, its crimson petals a stark contrast against the black of my suit. In one swift motion, I crush it, feeling the thorns bite into my skin, relishing the pain that grounds me in this moment.

      “Good.” The word sails through my clenched teeth. I reach out my hand and open it, allowing the petals to gently fall on the casket as it’s slowly lowered.

      “Let’s get to work,” I growl, turning away from the grave site, ready to take on my task as king of our dragon clan.
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            KAISNER

          

          MUNICH, GERMANY.

        

      

    

    
      The last time I gathered my lieutenants like this, half of them didn’t survive the meeting.

      I sit at the head of the long, ebony table, the smoke from my cigar curling lazily in the air. The room is dimly lit, the only sound the occasional clink of ice in the glasses of the men gathered before me. They are the leaders of the various factions within the Drachenstein empire, each one handpicked for their loyalty, their cunning, and their ruthlessness.

      “Gentlemen,” I say, my voice cutting through the silence like a blade through flesh. “It has come to my attention that the Schneider family has been overstepping their bounds. They seem to have forgotten the lessons we taught them years ago, when we crushed their pathetic attempt at a rebellion.”

      A ripple of laughter echoes around the table, harsh and cold. They all remember that day, the day we painted the streets red with Schneider blood, leaving their broken bodies as a warning to anyone who dared to challenge our power.

      “It appears they are in need of a reminder,” I continue, tapping the ash from my cigar. “Lukas, I want you and your men to pay them a visit. Make it clear that their territory belongs to us, and that any further attempts to expand will be met with swift and brutal consequences.”

      Lukas, a hulking brute of a man with cold, dead eyes, nods sharply. “As you command, Mein König. We will ensure they never forget who rules this city.”

      Janik appears at my side, leaning down to whisper, “A message from Viktor Mahindra, Mein König. He demands we withdraw from the Mumbai shipping lanes. Thirty days, or face consequences.”

      I don’t react, though my grip tightens on my cigar. “Double security,” I murmur back. “Remind Viktor that tigers shouldn’t threaten dragons.”

      Janik nods and withdraws silently.

      I lean back in my chair, a faint smile playing at the corners of my mouth. “Good. The rest of you, keep your eyes and ears open. The Schneiders may be the most immediate threat, but they are far from the only ones who would see us fall. We must remain vigilant, always ready to strike at the first sign of disloyalty.”

      As the men file out of the room, each one bowing their head in deference as they pass, I allow myself a moment of satisfaction. Five years ago, when I first inherited the mantle of leadership from my father, the Drachenstein clan was a shadow of its former self, weakened by internal strife and external threats. But through sheer force of will, through cunning and ruthlessness, and an unwavering commitment to our family’s legacy, I have rebuilt us into a force to be reckoned with once more.

      And yet, even as I savor the taste of our renewed power, I cannot shake the feeling that something is missing. The dragons that once made our family great. The ancient magic that flows through our veins lies dormant within me, untapped and unused—as it has for all dragon shifters for the last three-hundred years. Restlessly, I have hunted means to awaken that power, to claim my rightful place as the most fearsome dragon shifter the world has ever seen.

      Relentless in my pursuit of this goal, I have delved deep into the dark arts of daemonology, immersing myself in the forbidden knowledge of summoning and binding the creatures that dwell in the shadows. Whispers of my newfound proficiency have spread swiftly through the underworld, earning me a reputation as a master of the daemonic arts, a warlock to be feared and respected in equal measure.

      But bending daemons to my will and harnessing their unholy strength for my purposes is but a means to an end. The true prize, the ultimate ambition, is the awakening of my draconic heritage, the unleashing of the primal force that slumbers within my blood.

      And still, despite my mastery of these dark arts, despite the fear and awe I inspire in those who witness my command over the shadow realms, the key to unlocking my dragon remains frustratingly out of reach. It is a puzzle that consumes my every waking thought, a quest that drives me to the very limits of my sanity.

      With each passing day, each failed attempt, my father’s legacy presses down on me, a constant reminder of the vow I made to him on the day we laid him to rest. I will have no peace until I have fulfilled that promise, until I have made the Drachenstein name synonymous with fathomless power and true fear once again.

      A knock at the door pulls me from my thoughts, and I look up to see my most trusted advisor and enforcer, Janik, stepping into the room. “What is it?” I ask, my voice sharp with impatience.

      “Forgive the intrusion, Mein König,” Janik says, bowing his head. “But I have received word from our contacts in Paris.”

      “Go on,” I utter with a swift nod.

      “It seems the Draken clan has done the impossible,” he says under his breath. “They have awakened a dragon shifter for the first time in centuries.”

      My body stiffens as I brace myself on the table’s edge. For a moment, I am speechless, my mind reeling with the implications of this news. The Drakens, our most formidable rivals, have achieved the very thing I have been striving toward for years. The thought of them wielding such power, of them claiming the title of the last dragon shifter in the world, fills me with a cold, seething rage.

      “How?” I demand, my voice a low growl. “How did they accomplish this?”

      Janik shakes his head, his expression grim. “The details are unclear, Mein Herr. Our sources are still gathering information. But one thing is certain—this changes everything. The balance of power in the shifter world has been upended, and if we do not act quickly, the Drakens will use this to crush us once and for all.”

      I clench my fists, my eyes blazing with determined fire. “They will do no such thing,” I snarl, rising to my feet. “I will not allow them to claim this victory, to wield a power that should have been ours by right.” A pause to steady my quickened breaths. “I will find a way to awaken my dragon, to harness the primal power coursing through my veins, and I will show the world what true power looks like.”

      Janik nods, a glimmer of anticipation in his eyes. “What are your orders, Mein Herr?”

      I turn to face the window, looking out over the sprawling expanse of my empire, the city that bows before the might of the Drachenstein name. “Gather our best men,” I command, my voice ringing out with unwavering authority. “Reach out to every contact, every informant we have. I want to know everything there is to know about this Draken shifter—their strengths, their weaknesses, their every move.”

      “Yes, Mein Herr.”

      As Janik hurries off to carry out my orders, I turn back to the window, my gaze hardening with resolve. I lift my hands, studying the play of warm light on my beringed fingers. Each ring represents a hard-won victory, a step closer to the power that is my birthright.

      My hands close into fists, the cool metal pressing into my skin. The path ahead may be fraught with danger, filled with challenges and enemies at every turn, but I am ready to face them all. For my father, for my family, for the legacy that burns in my blood, I will stop at nothing to claim what is rightfully mine.

      The Drakens may think they have the upper hand, but they have no idea who they’re dealing with. I am Kaisner Drachenstein, the most feared warlock across Europe, and soon, the mightiest dragon shifter to emerge in centuries. And I will reduce to ashes anyone who stands in my way…

      The sleek lines of my smartphone light up with an incoming message. With a flick of my finger, I unlock the screen, my eyebrows raising slightly as I recognize the sender.

      Cassandra Deveraux.

      The Deverauxs. One of the oldest and most influential witch dynasties in Europe, their power rivaled only by the Drakens themselves. What could they possibly want with me now, in the midst of this brewing storm?

      I tap on the message, my curiosity piqued. As I scan the contents, a slow smile begins to spread across my face.

      Intriguing.

      The Deveraux witches are not known for their frivolity, and for them to reach out to me directly... well, it can only mean that the winds of change are blowing more fiercely than I had anticipated.

      Returning to my chair, I compose my response with a few quick swipes.

      As I hit send, I lean back, my mind already racing with the possibilities that lie ahead. The Drakens may have made the first move, but the game is far from over. And with the Deverauxs as potential allies, the board is set for a power play that will reshape the very fabric of our world.

      I am the king in a realm of darkness. And I will not rest until the throne is mine.
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            CLARISSA

          

          PARIS, FRANCE.

        

      

    

    
      The vision comes unbidden—a dark tide rising from the depths of my consciousness, relentless and cold. Behind my eyes, the world slips away, and in its place, an ancient fresco unfurls. Our family tree, delicate and sprawling, stretches across an imagined wall. The painted branches reach skyward, proud and eternal, each name etched in shimmering gold.

      But then, the rot begins.

      A shadow bleeds from the roots—inky, malevolent, alive. It creeps upward with glacial patience, tainting the pale blue sky above with storm clouds of dread. As the shadow touches each name, each leaf, they wither. Flake. Disintegrate into ash.

      I watch in helpless horror as generation after generation of the Draken line crumbles into dust. And still the darkness climbs, unyielding. It reaches the uppermost branches—where my name, Nikolaas’s, and Bram’s linger, still clinging to life. But it’s coming for us. I feel it.

      The moment the shadow brushes the edge of my name, I jolt back into waking life, lungs straining, dragging in air like I’ve just surfaced from drowning.

      Morning light spills through the tall, arched windows of the Deveraux library. Warm, golden. Safe. But its gentle illumination feels at odds with the lingering frost inside me. The chill of that vision clings to my skin, to the marrow of my bones.

      This place used to be my sanctuary. A haven of ancient tomes, secret histories, and the soft lull of burning firewood. Now, even surrounded by velvet armchairs and the scent of parchment and leather, I feel suffocated. Haunted.

      My fingers tremble as they trail along the spines of the books. Titles blur past—some familiar, some long-forgotten. None of them hold the answer I crave, but I keep looking. I must keep looking.

      Ever since my eighteenth birthday, the visions have grown more vivid. More insistent. As if something ancient and powerful is trying to claw its way into my awareness, dragging its warnings with it. But they come in fragments. Fleeting images. They leave me with more questions than clarity.

      I’ve been told they’ll strengthen as I approach my twenty-first birthday—the age of ascension for witches. The day I come into my full power. But that promise feels hollow when the darkness draws nearer with each passing night.

      One thing is certain.

      It’s coming.

      A darkness not just of vision, but of fate. Something that threatens to unravel everything—the world I know, the lineage I carry, the fragile balance between light and shadow. And I, the youngest Draken and still fumbling through the boundaries of my gift, feel entirely unready to meet it.

      “Clarissa, dear, are you all right?”

      Juliette’s voice pierces the fog of my thoughts like sunlight through storm clouds. I turn. She stands at the doorway in a gown the color of twilight, her brow furrowed just enough to reveal concern behind her usual poise.

      “I’m fine,” I lie, painting on a smile as brittle as glass. “Just... tired.”

      Her emerald gaze softens with something like recognition. “I’m sure it’s quite challenging, dealing with your gift. Especially when it’s new.”

      She glides across the marble floor, the hem of her skirts whispering secrets in her wake. “The visions will make sense eventually, when you come into your full power.”

      “My twenty-first birthday is still three years away,” I murmur, a note of desperation creeping into my voice. “What if whatever’s coming can’t wait that long?”

      Juliette’s expression softens with understanding. “The gift doesn’t sleep until then, darling. It stirs, it grows, it prepares you.” She reaches out to touch my arm gently. “But you mustn’t let the visions rule you, Clarissa. You must anchor yourself. Channel what power you do have now. Shape it before it shapes you.”

      I rake a hand through my hair, frustration prickling at my scalp. “I’m trying. But they’re so disjointed. Like pieces from different puzzles jammed together. I can’t see the full picture.”

      Juliette tilts her head, a knowing smile playing on her lips. “And that’s precisely why you have us. This library, these books, this legacy—it’s all meant to guide you. You’re not alone in this, ma chère.”

      She gestures toward the towering shelves. “There’s power in these pages. Answers waiting for the right eyes to read them.”

      “You’re right.” I nod, a flicker of hope igniting within me. “I just have to keep digging.”

      I turn back to the shelves, fingers trailing until they land on a familiar volume. I draw it out gently, the leather worn smooth by generations of hands. De Occulta Philosophia Libri Tres. I clutch it to my chest, the weight of it grounding me in a way few things can.

      Juliette gathers an antique clock from the mantle as she makes for the adjoining parlor, pausing in the doorway. “You will find your answers,” she says, without looking back. “You always do.”

      Only two people know the truth of what I’ve seen—Nikolaas, my brother and confidant, and Juliette.

      Juliette. I wouldn’t even begin to try to figure out the exact nature of our connection. Her life goes three centuries back, and the brambles of our family trees are so entangled that it would take a lifetime to unravel them.

      But the bond between us feels deeper than mere blood.

      She recognized my gift—before I could even understand it myself. She’s become my guide ever since, my teacher, my tether to a craft older than memory.

      Even then, I’ve revealed to her the barest threads of my visions.

      Nik knows everything about them. He’s my anchor when they drag me too deep. But even he can’t decipher what they mean.

      I sigh, the burden of secrecy pressing on my ribs. With one arm wrapped around the tome, I reach for another—then another—until my arms are full, the stack wobbling dangerously.

      That’s when I hear it.

      Footsteps.

      Soft, deliberate, echoing in the silence like a promise. But these aren’t Juliette’s graceful strides or Nik’s familiar gait. No—there’s something different about them. Heavier. Commanding.

      And then the presence hits me.

      A force, unseen but potent, brushes against my senses like a cold wind from a forgotten crypt. The air thickens, laced with power and the scent of something primal. My breath stills. My pulse leaps.

      Whoever is approaching isn’t ordinary. They’re not just powerful—they’re sovereign. They radiate an aura of absolute control, a dominance that demands submission and respect.

      Every fiber of my being goes still, instinctively aware that this person walks a path few dare tread.

      The footsteps are getting closer now, the sound mingling with the blood rushing in my ears. But suddenly, just as they appeared, they stop.

      For a moment, there’s nothing but silence, a thick, heavy silence that seems to press down on me from all sides. And then, a voice, low and smooth and full of dark promise, whispers through the stillness.
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            KAISNER

          

        

      

    

    
      The click of my Italian leather shoes against the polished floor announces my arrival as I stride into the marbled foyer of Deveraux Manor. Cassandra, ever the epitome of Parisian elegance, glides toward me, a warm smile gracing her perfectly painted lips. “Kaisner, darling. The elusive Master of Shadows himself. Welcome to Paris,” she purrs, air-kissing my cheeks. “I’ve been expecting you.”

      I return her smile with a charming one of my own, my eyes already scanning the opulent surroundings. “Cassandra, a pleasure, as always. Paris seems to agree with you more than America ever did.” My words are smooth, practiced, but my mind is elsewhere—two steps ahead in the game we play in our unnatural world.

      As Cassandra leads me toward the study, regaling me with tales of the city’s latest scandals, a flicker of movement catches my eye. There, on the threshold of the library, stands a vision that steals the breath from my lungs. A beautiful woman, with hair like spun gold and eyes that could shame the brightest sapphires, is carrying a stack of books that seem to dwarf her delicate frame.

      I watch, transfixed, as she moves with a grace that seems almost otherworldly. But then, as if the universe itself is conspiring to bring us together, one book slips from her grasp, tumbling to the floor with a soft thud.

      Without a second thought, I excuse myself from Cassandra’s side and make my way toward the fallen tome. Bending down, I retrieve the book, my fingers brushing against the worn leather cover. As I straighten, I find myself face to face with the beautiful stranger, close enough to catch the faint scent of jasmine that clings to her skin.

      “I believe this belongs to you,” I murmur, extending the book toward her.

      Our fingers brush as she takes it from my hand, and in that moment, a jolt of electricity courses through me, setting my nerves alight. It’s as if a circuit has been completed, a connection forged that defies explanation. I feel it rush up my arm, spreading through my body until it reaches my very core, igniting a fire I thought long extinguished.

      I search her face, desperate for some sign that she feels it too—this inexplicable pull, this sense of destiny. But she merely offers a shy smile, a delicate blush staining her cheeks. “Thank you, monsieur,” she breathes, her voice like a caress.

      I open my mouth to respond, to introduce myself, to beg her to tell me her name. But no words come. For the first time in my life, I, Kaisner, the man who prides himself on his silver tongue and quick wit, am struck speechless.

      She dips her head, a curtain of golden hair hiding her face as she hurries away, clutching the books to her chest like a shield. I watch her go, my hand still tingling from her touch, my mind reeling from the encounter. As she disappears from the room, I hear her laugh, a sound so pure and enchanting that it pierces through the very core of my being.

      Cassandra’s voice breaks through my reverie, urging me to join her in the study. But as I follow, my thoughts remain tethered to the beautiful stranger and the inexplicable connection I felt in those brief seconds.

      Who is she, this woman who can unravel me with a single touch? And what twist of fate has brought us together under this roof?

      As I settle into the plush armchair, Cassandra’s voice washes over me, her words laced with genuine warmth. “Kaisner, my dear friend, I can’t tell you how much it means to have you here. Paris has been sorely lacking in good company.”

      I incline my head, a smile playing at the corners of my lips. “Cassandra, you know my friendship is unwavering. We’ve been through too much together for it to be anything less.” I pause, considering my next words carefully. “I hear congratulations are in order.”

      Cassandra’s brow furrows, a flicker of confusion passing over her delicate features. “Congratulations? Whatever for?”

      I lean back in my chair, my eyes never leaving hers. “Your engagement to the Ursa King has become quite the topic of gossip, even in the far reaches of Germany. It seems you’ve managed to secure quite the alliance.”

      A hint of a flush creeps into Cassandra’s cheeks, but she maintains her composure, offering a polite smile. “Ah, yes. The engagement.” She purses her lips and swallows hard. “It’s a... a fortunate match, to be sure.”

      I don’t miss the slight hesitation in her voice, the way her enthusiasm seems forced, almost rehearsed. Interesting. Perhaps there’s more to this engagement than meets the eye.

      I choose not to press the issue, not yet. There will be time enough to unveil the secrets behind Cassandra’s impending nuptials. For now, I have more pressing matters to attend to.

      “But I must confess,” I continue, steering the conversation back to the purpose of my visit, “there is another reason for my presence here tonight. Rumors of a dragon shifter have reached my ears. You know how my curiosity is piqued by such tales.”

      Cassandra relaxes in her seat, a knowing glint in her eye. “Ah, yes. The Last Dragon Shifter.” She pauses, as if stunned herself at the grandeur those words entail. “The rumors are true. His name is Nikolaas Draken.” She takes a sip of her tea. “And that beautiful creature you encountered moments ago? That was his younger sister, Clarissa. She’s studying the craft under Juliette’s tutelage. Visits the manor quite frequently.”

      I school my features into a mask of polite interest, trying to betray none of the sudden surge of excitement that courses through me at this revelation. “Is that so? How fascinating.”

      A shadow of movement draws my attention, and I turn to see a woman emerging from an adjacent room, a clipboard clutched in her manicured hands. Our gazes meet, and for a moment, I feel pinned in place by the intensity of her stare. She holds my gaze for a beat longer than strictly necessary before excusing herself, disappearing as quickly as she arrived.

      “One of my staff,” Cassandra explains, noting my distraction. “An interior designer who specializes in antiques. She’s been invaluable in the manor’s restoration.”

      I nod, filing away the information for later.

      Cassandra leans forward, her expression turning serious. “But Kaisner, there is another matter I wish to discuss with you. A matter that pertains to your particular talents as a warlock.”

      I raise an eyebrow, intrigued. My reputation as a master of the Dark Arts is well known in certain circles, but it’s rare for Cassandra to bring it up so directly.

      “I’m curious about Shadow Beings,” she continues, her voice lowering to a conspiratorial whisper. “I’ve heard rumors, stories that seem too fantastical to be true. But with your expertise, I thought perhaps you could shed some light on the subject.”

      As Cassandra delves into the specifics of her query, her words washing over me in a steady flow, I find my mind drifting, inexorably drawn back to the encounter in the library. Clarissa. The name rolls through my thoughts like an incantation, conjuring images of golden hair and eyes that sparkle like jewels.

      The Last Dragon Shifter’s sister.

      The realization sends a thrill down my spine, and I have to suppress a shudder of anticipation. Oh, the secrets she must hold, the power that must course through her veins. What I wouldn’t give to unravel those mysteries, to taste that power for myself.

      But even as my thoughts wander, my keen senses pick up on a subtle detail in the room, a faint scent that tickles at the edge of my awareness. It’s a rich, earthy aroma, slightly sweet with hints of amber, vanilla, and spice. Dragon’s blood. The incense is unmistakable, and its presence here is no accident.

      I know the properties of dragon’s blood all too well, its ability to ward off evil spirits and create a protective barrier around those who burn it. The fact that Cassandra has chosen to use it now, during our conversation, speaks volumes.

      She’s being cautious, ensuring that our discussion remains private, shielded from any prying eyes or ears that might seek to use the information against us. It’s a smart move, one that speaks to her understanding of the delicate nature of the topics we’re about to broach.

      I appreciate her foresight. However, I can’t help but wonder what other secrets she might be keeping, what other precautions she’s taken to ensure the sanctity of this meeting. The Deveraux heiress is a woman of many layers, and I have no doubt that her true intentions run deeper than what she chooses to reveal.

      And so I lean forward, my gaze intent, my voice low and measured as I begin to share my knowledge of the Shadow Beings, the secrets I have spent a lifetime uncovering.

      As our conversation progresses, I force myself to focus on Cassandra’s words, nodding at the appropriate moments, offering insights when prompted. But even as I speak, my mind is elsewhere, drawn back to the golden-haired beauty who has so thoroughly captivated my thoughts.

      For I know, with a certainty that borders on prescience, that Clarissa holds the key to something I’ve been seeking for longer than I care to admit. And I will stop at nothing to possess it.

      The game has begun, and the prize is more tantalizing than I ever could have imagined.
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      Some encounters rewrite destiny in the space between one heartbeat and the next. I step into the library’s adjacent parlor, my heart racing, thoughts spinning with confusion and exhilaration. The encounter with this stranger has left me reeling, my skin still tingling from his touch. It was just a graze of his fingers against mine, a fleeting contact as he handed me the fallen book, but the effect was electric. Never before had I felt such an incredible rush of energy.

      I’m so lost in my thoughts that I barely register Juliette’s presence until her voice cuts through the haze.

      “Goodness, child. What’s the matter?” she asks, concern and amusement blending into her tone.

      I blink, startled. Heat rises in my cheeks. I open my mouth to respond, but the words get stuck, tangled with the questions and sensations swirling in my mind.

      Juliette’s brow furrows, her expression shifting from enjoyment to genuine worry. “Cat caught your tongue, dear?” she prods gently, patting the space beside her on the sofa in a silent invitation.

      I shake my head, trying to clear the fog of confusion that seems to have settled over me. “I’m sorry,” I stammer, my voice sounding strange and distant to my ears. “I just... Oh, it’s nothing.”

      As I speak, a flicker of hesitation stops me. It’s not that I don’t trust Juliette—she’s been my mentor and confidante since I arrived in Paris, guiding me through the Craft with unwavering dedication. But this feels different. Private. The moment I shared with the stranger seems intimate, a secret I want to keep close to my heart.

      And then there’s my ability as a seer. For as long as I can remember, I’ve glimpsed people’s pasts and futures, sensed the threads of destiny that bind them. A gift that’s only grown stronger under Juliette’s patient guidance.

      But with that man… there was nothing. No flashes of insight, no whispers of fate. Just a void—an emptiness I’ve never encountered. It’s as if he’s shielded from my sight, his path cloaked in shadows that no spell can pierce.

      The thought sends a shiver down my spine. Who is he, this man who so easily evades my gift? And what does it mean that our paths have crossed now, in this moment?

      Juliette is watching me closely, her keen eyes seeming to see straight through to the heart of my confusion. “Nothing?” she says, her tone light and teasing. “You look like a woman who’s just been struck by lightning.”

      The comment catches me off guard, perfectly timed, and I can’t help but burst into laughter. It bubbles up from deep within, a release of the tension and uncertainty that’s been building in my chest. Juliette laughs with me, her warmth filling the space, and for a moment, the burden of my concerns lifts, replaced by camaraderie and shared mirth.

      “Lightning might be an understatement,” I manage between giggles.

      Juliette’s eyes sparkle with mischief, her lips curving into a knowing smile. “Ah, so it’s like that, is it?” she asks, her tone suggestive. “Do tell, my dear. Who is this mystery man who’s got you all in a tizzy?”

      My cheeks flush at her words, embarrassment and excitement rushing through me. “I... I don’t know,” I admit in a whisper. “I’ve never seen him before. But when we touched… Juliette, it was unlike anything I’ve ever felt. A bolt of pure energy, straight to my core.” I press a hand to my chest, heart racing under my palm.

      Juliette’s gaze softens, her thoughts distant. “I know that feeling,” she murmurs, voice dreamy. “The first time I felt that pull—that undeniable connection—it was as if the ground moved beneath my feet. My whole world turned upside down.”

      My lips ease into a gentle smile, assuming she speaks of her late husband. “You’re thinking of Willem, aren’t you?” I ask softly. The only dragon king in my lineage. His beast was said to be the shade of pure gold, just like my brother’s.

      The change in Juliette is immediate and stark. Her dreamy expression vanishes, replaced by something cold and guarded. Her fingers tighten around her teacup until her knuckles go white, and when she speaks, her voice is barely controlled.

      “Don’t.” The word cuts through the air like a blade. “Don’t speak that name.”

      I flinch, shocked by the vehemence in her tone. “Juliette, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean⁠—”

      “That name...” She sets down her cup with trembling hands, her composure cracking like ice under pressure. “It haunts me, child. In ways you cannot imagine.”

      The pain in her voice makes my chest ache. I reach for her hand, finding it cold despite the fire’s warmth. “I don’t understand. Willem was your fated mate—the legacy you built together endures to this day.”

      Juliette is quiet for a long moment, staring into the fire as if seeking answers in the dancing flames. When she finally speaks, her voice carries centuries of pain.

      “There were two Willems in my life, Clarissa.” Her smile is bitter, hollow. “One was my husband—your ancestor, Willem Von Draken. A good man, noble and true, handsome and patient.” Her voice softens with genuine tenderness. “He loved me fiercely, with a quiet devotion that should have been enough. More than enough. Yet I was too young, too foolish to treasure what I had, and he was taken from me far too soon.”

      She pauses, and I see her hands shaking before she clasps them tightly in her lap.

      “And the other?” I prompt gently.

      “The other...” Her voice drops to barely above a whisper. “The other was the Dragon King, and he was everything he shouldn’t have been. Dangerous. Cruel. Utterly compelling.” She pauses, her breath catching. “A man who could make you forget your own name with a single glance.” She meets my gaze, and I see fear there—real, bone-deep terror. A man whose touch brought only ash and ruin.”

      My blood turns to ice as tears gather in her eyes. “What happened?”

      “He’s dead,” she says flatly, but there’s no relief in her voice. “Has been for centuries. And yet...” she trails off, shaking her head as if dispelling unwelcome thoughts.

      “And yet?”

      “Nothing.” She straightens, rebuilding her composure like armor. “Just an old woman’s memories playing tricks on her mind.”

      But I catch the lie in her eyes, the way her stare darts to the shadows in the corners of the room, as if someone might be watching from the darkness.

      “Juliette,” I begin, but she cuts me off.

      “Enough of such bleak thoughts,” she says, though her smile is somewhat strained. “Tell me more about this connection you experienced. When souls recognize each other across impossible odds, it usually means a great deal.”

      I want to press her about Willem—both Willems—but something in her posture warns me off. Instead, I describe the electric shock, the way time seemed to stop, the void where my visions should have been.

      She takes my hand, her grip almost desperate. “Cherish this moment, Clarissa,” she says, voice serious. “No matter what happens next, remember this feeling. Hold it close and let it be your guiding light in times of darkness.”

      I nod, swallowing the lump in my throat. Juliette’s words strike a chord deep within me, but now they carry a weight I hadn’t expected—a warning wrapped in blessing.

      “I will,” I promise, determined.

      Juliette smiles, though it doesn’t quite reach her eyes. “Good,” she says, giving my hand a final squeeze before releasing it. “Now, let’s examine these visions, shall we? I have a feeling we’re closer to unveiling the mysteries in your mind.”

      We settle into our usual routine—conversations, laughter, shared secrets, and half-forgotten memories. But even as we talk and the hours slip by, my thoughts keep drifting back to two things: the electric touch of the stranger’s hand, and the haunted look in Juliette’s eyes when I spoke that cursed name.

      I don’t know who the stranger is, or what role he’s meant to play in my life. But I do know one thing with absolute certainty.

      Nothing will ever be the same again.
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      Cassandra reclines in her seat as our conversation winds down, a graceful motion that belies the fact that we’ve just traded secrets capable of toppling empires. “Kaisner, I can’t thank you enough for your insight. Your knowledge of the Shadow Beings is truly unparalleled.”

      I incline my head, accepting the compliment with a slight smile. “It’s my pleasure, Cassandra. I’m always at your disposal—especially when it comes to matters of the arcane.”

      She returns my smile, a glimmer of affection in her eyes. “We are lucky to have you as an ally.” She pauses, a thoughtful expression crossing her face. “How long will you be gracing Paris with your presence? I know you’ve been eager to settle into your estate in Lake Starnberg—a castle, I hear.”

      I lean back in my chair, considering the question. It’s true, I had been looking forward to the solitude and privacy of my new home, a place where I could delve into my studies without interruption. But now, with the tantalizing prospect of unraveling the mysteries surrounding Clarissa and her brother, I discover my priorities shifting.

      “Paris has a way of captivating the senses,” I muse, my voice low and thoughtful. “I find myself drawn to its charms more than I expected. I believe I shall extend my stay, immerse myself in all the city has to offer.”

      Cassandra’s smile widens, genuine pleasure lighting her features. “Wonderful! You must let me play hostess. There are so many hidden delights I’m eager to share with you.”

      I chuckle, the sound rich and warm. “I have no doubt. But for now, I’m afraid I must take my leave. I have some business to attend to in town.”

      She rises, smoothing the folds of her dress. “Of course. I’ll walk you to the door.”

      I hold up a hand, shaking my head. “No need, my dearest. I know the way.” I flash her a grin, all charm and confidence. “Besides, I wouldn’t want to keep you from your affairs.”

      Cassandra agrees with a nod, and I take my leave, my strides purposeful as I navigate the manor’s luxurious halls. My mind is already racing ahead, anticipating the next move in this enticing game.

      As I round the corner, I catch a glimpse of movement, a silhouette disappearing into the darkened parlor. A thrill courses through me, and I quicken my pace, slipping into the room.

      I lock the door behind me, ensuring our privacy. Instantly, I am met with an oasis of opulence, every inch adorned with extravagant artwork and antiquities. The dimmed lights cast a sensual glow over the burgundy walls and glossy walnut paneling, setting a sultry mood.

      And there, in the center of it all, stands Scarlett, the Deveraux’s enigmatic interior designer. An enchanting woman in her late twenties, busy perusing a sample book of fabric swatches on a Louis XVI mahogany table. She’s dressed impeccably in a tailored black skirt suit that hugs her curvaceous frame, accentuating her every asset. Her long auburn hair cascades over her shoulders in luscious waves, and her blue eyes sparkle with awareness as she senses my presence.

      Her gaze meets mine, a challenge and an invitation all in one. “I’ve been expecting you,” she murmurs, her voice low and seductive. She steps closer, drawn to me like a moth to a flame.

      “Have you now?” I keep my tone light, teasing. “And what exactly were you expecting, Fräulein Scarlett?”

      She tilts her head, a smirk playing at the corners of her lips. “I think you know what I want, Your Majesty.”

      The title sends a shiver down my spine, a reminder of the power I wield, the secrets I hold. Oh, this woman is dangerous, a temptress with an agenda of her own.

      But then again, so am I.

      I close the distance between us, my hand coming up to trace the delicate line of her jaw. “Enlighten me,” I breathe, my mouth a hairsbreadth from hers.

      And as she leans in, her eyes flashing with a hunger that matches my own, my hands land on her shoulders, eliciting electric thrills coursing through her slender body. “Kneel, sweetheart,” I purr. “It suits you.” Our stares lock as I guide her down to her knees. Her plump lips part ever so slightly, revealing a glimpse of pearly white teeth and a sensual mischief within.

      My heartbeat quickens as she sinks to the oriental rug below me, dropping the sample book in the process. The expensive fabrics fan out across the floor, an ironic display of luxury and decadence at our feet.

      I lean against the door, my body stiff with anticipation as I undo my belt. The cool air caresses my growing arousal, making it twitch with desire. Scarlett’s sapphire eyes never leave mine as her manicured fingers brush against the length of my trousers, teasing me through the fabric. She knows what I want, what I need, and she’s all too eager to oblige.

      With a smile that could melt ice, she unzips my pants, freeing me from their confines. Her hot breath hits my sweet spot as she leans in closer, her red-stained lips forming a perfect O. My eyes roll back as her talented mouth engulfs me, her tongue tracing lazy circles around the head of my erection before taking me in deeper. Her delicate hands grip my hips, urging me further as if I needed any more encouragement.

      Lost in the moment, my thoughts drift to Clarissa’s sapphire eyes and her porcelain skin. I remember the way her dress clung to her curves, accentuating every graceful line of her figure. Her laughter echoes in my mind, a symphony that will surely haunt my dreams. Gods, how I ached for her then. How I long for her now… In my fantasy, it’s Clarissa’s silky hair in my grasp as I guide her mouth upon me, not Scarlett’s.

      Moaning inwardly, I feel myself being enveloped in waves of pleasure. Scarlett is skilled in the art of seduction; every flick of her tongue and stroke of her hand, designed to bring about ecstasy. Her practiced fingers dance along the base of my shaft as her mouth continues its relentless assault, her warm, wet licks swirling around me like a proficient dancer. My grip on her hair tightens, urging her on, my breath coming in ragged gasps. I close my eyes, imagining it’s Clarissa’s soft touch between my thighs, not Scarlett’s. The thought of her innocence crumbling before me sends a shiver down my spine.

      The room around us disappears as I descend into a haze of pure lust. I can smell the light scent of Scarlett’s Versace Crystal Noir mingled with the musky perfume of arousal, but it’s the ghostly aroma of Clarissa’s Chanel Coco Mademoiselle that fills my senses, teasing my nostrils and heightening my desire. With each flick of Scarlett’s tongue, I envision it’s Clarissa’s lips on me, her inexperienced touch firing a hunger within me that no amount of experience could ever match.

      As I feel myself reaching the edge, I open my eyes to see Scarlett’s face etched with an expression of pure concentration. Her sapphire orbs are nowhere near the pale hue of Clarissa’s; they don’t hold the same depth, the same allure. But for now, they will have to do. Picturing those eyes staring up at me, I release myself into her willing mouth with a primal growl. Her lips tighten around me, milking every last drop of pleasure from my spent body.

      As the haze clears, Scarlett looks up at me, her lipstick smudged and hair disheveled, yet she still manages to exude an air of sensuality that would make any man weak at the knees.

      But not me. My eyes harden as I return my arousal to its boundaries and fasten my pants.

      “Cassandra isn’t the only one I have my sights set on,” I say casually, adjusting my tie. “I want you to find me everything there is to know about Clarissa Draken.”

      Scarlett blinks up at me in surprise, but she recovers quickly, wiping the remnants of our encounter from her mouth with the back of her hand. “Of course, sir,” she purrs, and rising to her feet, she adjusts her blouse and smooths down her skirt. “Is there anything else you desire?” Her cool indifference, a sharp contrast to the blazing heat she just ignited in me.

      I run my fingers through my hair, shoving away the image of Clarissa’s angelic face that lingered in my mind’s eye. “No, that will do for now,” I say coldly.

      Without a single word, I unlock the door and step out into the deserted hallway, straightening my suit jacket as if nothing has happened.

      The memory of Clarissa’s countenance still burns in my mind, an unquenchable fire stoked with this encounter with Scarlett, serving only to fuel the flame. A part of me loathes myself for using her as a stand-in for what I truly crave, but another part doesn’t care as long as it sates my desires—however temporarily.
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      When Cassandra joins us in the library’s parlor, sinking into the plush armchair with a heavy sigh, I immediately sense something’s wrong. The exhaustion that emanates from her goes beyond ordinary pregnancy fatigue—there’s a tension in her shoulders, a wariness in her expression that sets my nerves on edge.

      “Seven weeks along, and I already feel like I’ve been pregnant for an eternity,” she admits, her hand resting protectively on her barely there bump.

      “I remember the first time I sensed the flutter of life within me,” the Grand Witch begins, her eyes sparkling with nostalgia. “It was as if the world had suddenly become more vibrant, more alive.”

      Juliette launches into cheerful reminiscences about her own pregnancies. But I find myself studying Cassandra’s face, noting the way her gaze keeps drifting to the windows, as if she’s expecting something—or someone.

      “Have you heard from Dristan?” The question slips out before I can stop myself. “Does he know about the baby?”

      The room falls silent. Cassandra’s countenance pales, her hand tightening on her stomach. Instantly, I regret my words.

      “I’m sorry,” I stammer, mortified. “I shouldn’t have—” I bite my lip, wincing inwardly. Gods, they’ve only just confided this secret to me, and here I am, blurting it out thoughtlessly. How could I be so careless?

      “It’s all right,” Cassandra whispers, though her voice trembles. “No, he doesn’t know. And he can’t...” She takes a shaky breath. “As long as I carry Gavriil’s brand, Dristan can never come close to me again. The Ursa King’s magic is too strong.”

      The pain in her tone is unmistakable, but beneath it, I detect fear.

      Juliette reaches for her hand, voice firm but gentle. “You are never alone, my dear. This family stands with you—always.”

      Cassie nods, blinking fast, and Juliette, ever the balm, adds with a wink, “Besides, think of all the babysitters you’ll have. I, for one, fully intend to spoil this little one rotten.”

      The mood lightens, laughter bubbling around us. Cassie tilts her head, eyes twinkling. “Speaking of family... someone pulled off a rather extravagant birthday party recently.”

      My cheeks hopelessly burn.

      Meanwhile, Juliette settles into her seat, pleased. “Nikolaas transformed that ballroom into a dream. Flowers, music, gowns—it was pure magic.”

      Cassandra sighs, her gaze distant. “You looked radiant, Clarissa. Like something bloomed in you that night.”

      “He did work hard,” I admit, a smile tugging at my lips. “The staff probably needed a week to recover from his constant adjustments.”

      Juliette laughs. “Classic Nik. Always perfecting, always giving his best to those he loves.”

      “It’s true,” I say, quieter now. “He’s been my anchor these past weeks.”

      The Grand Witch smiles warmly. “And you are his pride, Clarissa. I see it in him. We all do.”

      “He proved that when he appointed you to lead the Galerie’s philanthropic branch,” Cassie adds.

      The moment returns to me like a cherished spell—his belief in me, the way he made me feel seen. “It still feels surreal,” I whisper in silent awe. “That he’d trust me with something so important… What a birthday gift.”

      “Not a gift, dearest. You’ve earned it,” Juliette assures me. “With your mind and your heart.”

      “And your brilliance,” Cassie chimes in. “Starting university courses at fourteen while still in high school, then finishing your bachelor’s degree by eighteen. You made it look so easy!”

      “It wasn’t,” I murmur, my smile faltering. Bram’s voice echoes in my memory—sharp, demanding. You’re a Draken, Clarissa. Anything less than perfection is unacceptable.

      I blink, chasing the ghosts away.

      “You are so blessed,” Juliette adds, her tone softer. “The bond between siblings—there’s nothing quite like it.”

      My lips ease into a practiced smile, but even then, I can’t ignore the shadow that lurks at the edges of our conversation. Bram, my wayward brother, his absence a solid presence in the room. The silence that falls is heavy with unspoken words, with the burden of questions none of us dare to ask.

      I take a deep breath, gathering my courage. “Has he contacted you?” I venture to say, my voice steady despite the flutter of nerves in my stomach. “Bram, I mean.”

      Juliette looks away, propriety silencing her. But Cassie reaches for me, her touch gentle. “Not yet,” she says softly.

      I nod, but the pressure on my chest tightens.

      “Wherever he is, I believe he’s safe,” Cassandra adds. “He’ll find his way back to us. I’m sure of it.”

      I want to believe her. I want to believe he still remembers the way home.

      Cassie’s hand glides over mine, comforting and warm.

      My prophetic instincts suddenly flare to life. Images flash through my mind’s eye: Cassandra in an untamed garden, speaking urgently to the shadows. A meeting. A revelation that could shatter alliances…

      When the still pictures disappear, I’m left with a shattering, ominous sensation.

      I lean forward, my voice dropping to a whisper. “Cassie, what aren’t you telling us?”

      Her eyes widen slightly—surprise that I’ve seen through her facade, followed quickly by resignation. “I was wondering when your gift would kick in,” she says with a rueful smile. “Nothing gets past the Draken seer, does it?”

      “Not when my family’s in danger,” I reply firmly. “And you are family. So, please tell me—what’s going on?”

      Cassandra exchanges a meaningful look with Juliette, some silent communication passing between them. Finally, she sighs. “There’s going to be a meeting. With the Ursa clan. And the Drakens, of course.” She pauses. “I have something I need to tell you all.”

      “What kind of something?” I press, my seer instincts, screaming that this is bigger than family politics.

      Before Cassandra can answer, the door swings open.

      Samara appears on the threshold, but instead of her usual casual elegance, there’s something almost militant in her posture. She’s not here by accident.

      “Samara,” Cassandra says, relief evident in her voice.

      “Here you are. I was wondering where everyone had gone,” she utters in a feigned offhand tone.

      Her chestnut waves tumble over her shoulders, untouched by the cold. She wears a tailored camel coat over a cream cable-knit sweater and dark jeans, her boots sleek, her gloves fitted.

      My emotions tangle. We’ve grown so close since she began seeing Nikolaas—our shared interests, our late-night conversations—but even now, something guarded lingers between us. A quiet tension, like a thread pulled taut, but never quite snapping.

      Some of it stems from Cassie. Samara is nothing but polite in her presence, yet there’s a wariness in her gaze—a hesitation she doesn’t bother to conceal. Her reservations about Gavriil’s engagement are no secret. She believes his heart still belongs to Luciana, the mate he lost. And Cassie, for all her grace and good intentions, isn’t her. Not to mention the baby she carries—Dristan Brek’s child.

      Oh, the layers of this family drama could fill volumes.

      “My darling,” Juliette says, rising from her chair with open arms. “How wonderful to see you! Come, sit with us.”

      Cassie straightens. “Actually, I need to speak with Samara—privately.”

      Samara steps closer to me, resting a hand on my shoulder. “There’s no need for secrecy,” she says, her voice calm but firm. “I trust both Juliette and Clarissa completely.” Her gaze slides toward Juliette, warm with reverence, then back to me.

      Cassandra hesitates, then exhales slowly. “Very well.”

      Sam slips onto the chair beside her. “What is it? What’s going on?”

      Cassie takes a steadying breath, her hands wringing in her lap. “I wish to extend an invitation to the Ursa clan,” she says, the words rushing out. “A meeting with Gavriil, Vladimir, and you. The Drakens will be there as well.” She purses her lips. “There’s an important announcement I must make—something that could change everything between our families.”

      My breath catches in my throat, my heart pounding with a sudden, inexplicable sense of dread. A summit of the most prominent lineages in the supernatural world? What could Cassandra possibly have to say that would require such secrecy, such urgency?

      Beside me, Juliette is equally tense.

      Sam is nodding slowly, her expression thoughtful. “I’ll talk to my brothers,” she says, resolved. “We’ll be there, Cassandra. Whatever you need, we’ll be there.”

      Cassie smiles, a look of relief and gratitude washing over her face. “Dearest Samara,” she adds, reaching out to clasp my friend’s hand. “You have no idea how much that means to me.”

      Cassandra takes a brief pause, her demeanor shifting to a more serious and vulnerable state. “We didn’t start off on the best foot, you and I,” she murmurs, her gaze searching Sam’s face for any hint of reaction. “I understand why you might have had your reservations about me, about my relationship with your brother Gavriil.”

      Samara opens her mouth as if to speak, but Cassandra holds up a hand. “Please, let me finish,” she says, and her voice trembles slightly. “I realize my situation is... complicated. My pregnancy and my past have caused difficulties for everyone involved.”

      Cassie inhales sharply, her shoulders squared as if bracing herself for whatever response might come. “But I want you to know that I am committed to this family, to making things work with Gavriil and with all of you. And I’m hoping that after this meeting, after you hear what I have to say... that maybe you’ll be willing to give me a second chance. To start over and build a real friendship between us.”

      For a moment, Samara is silent, her expression unreadable as she weighs Cassandra’s words. My breath hitches as I wait for her response.

      Finally, Sam’s features soften. “I’d like that,” she says quietly, sincerely. “I’ve not been the most welcoming, and I apologize. But you’re right. We’re going to be family soon, and that means we need to find a way to work together, to support each other.”

      She reaches out, clasping Cassie’s hand more firmly in her own. “So yes, I’m willing to give this a chance. To give us a chance. And I promise that I’ll come to the meeting with an open mind and an open heart, ready to hear whatever it is you have to say.”

      Cassandra’s smile widens, joyful tears sparkling in her eyes. “Thank you, Samara,” she whispers, her voice choked with emotion. “For giving me this chance, for believing in me.”

      They embrace then, a fierce, heartfelt hug that seems to go on forever. And as I watch them, as I glimpse the love and acceptance radiating out from them, hope and joy surge through me.

      As they part, I catch something shift in Cassandra’s expression—a flicker of quiet resolve layered beneath visible relief.

      Samara gives her a nod, soft but steady, then glances my way with a wry tilt of her head. “Well, if we’re all going to be family now, I should warn you—Clarissa has a habit of reorganizing people’s lives. With love. And without permission.”

      “Hey!” I protest, laughing despite myself. “I prefer calling it ’caring intervention.’”

      “Is that what we’re calling it?” Samara grins, the tension in her shoulders easing for the first time since she walked in.

      And just like that, the room shifts. The heaviness lifts. For a brief, fragile moment, we’re simply three women in a sunlit room, sharing warmth and teasing smiles like something close to ordinary.

      These moments—ephemeral, unspectacular—are the ones I’ve learned to treasure most. In our world, peace is fleeting. But this?

      This feels like magic.
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