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  Editorial Manifesto


Pink Bell Knoll Books

At Pink Bell Knoll Books, we believe romantic fiction can be more than fantasy —
it can be respect, truth, and emotional freedom.

Our stories don’t shout.
They whisper desire, reach deep,
and show that pleasure doesn’t need to hurt to be intense.

Here, a woman can be desired without being diminished.
She can surrender without disappearing.
She can love without losing herself.
She can say no.
And when she says yes, it’s full-hearted.

We publish romantic fiction in all its forms —
whether they unfold in the soft glow of modern life or in the rich textures of the past.
From tender flirtations to daring sensuality,
what matters is that they honor the soul as much as the skin.

We write for those who want to feel —
with the body, with the skin, with the soul.

If you're looking for a place where desire is treated with beauty,
where pleasure is shared, and love comes with truth —
welcome to your home.

Pink Bell Knoll Books — where passion meets respect.
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  Prologue: The Blood Pact


The Carpathian Mountains held ancient secrets in their frozen shadows, whispers that echoed through centuries like silver tears spilled beneath blood moons. In the village of Vânătorii, where the wind howled between rocky peaks like lost souls, a terrible truth had been sealed in blood more than three hundred years ago. 
Magda Dracul stood at the edge of the sacred grove, her weathered hands trembling as she traced the ancient symbols carved into the bark of the silver birch trees. The moon above hung heavy and crimson in the October sky, casting everything in shades of rust and shadow. Tonight was the night of reckoning—the night when old debts would be paid and new ones forged.
She was the last of her line to bear this burden alone. Soon, it would pass to another generation, to fresh blood that had not yet learned the weight of destiny.
The sound of approaching footsteps made her pulse quicken, though she had been expecting them. They moved with a predatory grace that spoke of something far beyond human, each step deliberate and measured. When the shadows parted, revealing the figure that emerged from the treeline, Magda's breath caught in her throat despite having prepared for this moment her entire life.
Adrian Varg stepped into the moonlight, and the very air seemed to shimmer around him. Tall and lean, with dark hair that caught silver highlights in the crimson glow, he possessed an otherworldly beauty that was both mesmerizing and terrifying. But it was his eyes that truly marked him as something beyond mortal—pale silver that seemed to glow with their own inner light, reflecting the moon's radiance like polished metal.
"Magda Dracul," his voice was velvet over steel, carrying an accent that belonged to no earthly nation. "The time has come to renew what was promised."
She nodded, her throat too tight for words. Around them, the grove seemed to hold its breath. Even the wind had stilled, as if nature itself recognized the gravity of what was about to unfold.
"The bloodline continues," she finally managed, her voice barely above a whisper. "My granddaughter—"
"Sofia." He spoke the name like a prayer, or perhaps a curse. "I know of her. The mark runs true in her veins."
Magda's hand instinctively moved to her own throat, where beneath her high collar lay a scar in the shape of a crescent moon—the mark that had bound her family to the Varg line for generations. Every firstborn daughter bore it, a silver scar that appeared on their eighteenth birthday like a brand claiming ownership.
"She doesn't know," Magda said, the words tumbling out in a rush. "I've protected her from this knowledge, sent her away to the cities where she could live a normal life. She doesn't understand what she is, what she's bound to become."
Adrian's lips curved in something that might have been a smile, but held no warmth. "Ignorance will not break what was forged in blood and sealed by the moon. When the time comes, she will return. They always do."
The truth of his words settled over Magda like a shroud. She had tried to spare Sofia, had hoped that distance and denial might somehow change what was written in starlight and shadow. But the Varg were ancient, patient creatures. They could wait decades, even centuries, for what was promised to them.
"The covenant," she whispered, "tell me again what it demands."
Adrian began to circle her, his movements fluid and hypnotic. "Long ago, when your ancestors first settled in these mountains, they faced threats beyond their comprehension. Creatures of the old world, things that hunted in the darkness and fed on fear. They came to us—to my kind—seeking protection."
His voice carried the weight of centuries, each word falling like stones into still water. "We are the Vargr, the silver wolves, guardians of the threshold between worlds. We agreed to protect the village of Vânătorii, to keep the darkness at bay and ensure your people's survival."
"But there was a price," Magda finished, having heard this story countless times throughout her life.
"There is always a price." He stopped directly in front of her, close enough that she could see the flecks of gold in his silver eyes. "A bond of blood between our kinds. The firstborn daughter of the Dracul line, when she comes of age, becomes bound to the Varg. She carries our mark, bears our protection, and when the blood moon rises on her twenty-fifth year..."
He didn't need to finish. Magda knew the rest. The binding would be completed, the pact renewed, and Sofia would take her place in a destiny that had been written before she was born.
"And if she refuses?" Magda asked, though she already knew the answer.
"There is no refusal. The blood calls to blood, Magda Dracul. Your granddaughter may fight it, may run to the ends of the earth, but when the crimson moon rises, she will return. The mark will see to that."
As if summoned by his words, clouds began to gather across the moon's face, casting the grove into deeper shadow. The temperature dropped, and Magda could see her breath misting in the suddenly frigid air.
"She has two years," Adrian continued, his form seeming to waver and shift in the uncertain light. "Two years to live as she chooses, to love and laugh and pretend she is merely human. But when her twenty-fifth birthday arrives, when the blood moon rises full and bright, the covenant will claim what was promised."
"And you?" Magda's voice was barely audible now. "What do you gain from this ancient bargain?"
For the first time, something like emotion flickered across Adrian's perfect features. "Continuation," he said simply. "The Vargr are dying out, our power waning with each passing century. The bond with your bloodline sustains us, gives us anchor in this world. Without it..."
He gestured to the shadows around them, and Magda could swear she saw other figures moving just beyond the edge of vision—tall, ethereal shapes with glowing eyes that watched from the darkness.
"Without it, we fade to nothing more than legend and nightmare."
The wind picked up again, howling through the trees with renewed fury. Somewhere in the distance, a wolf's cry pierced the night, long and mournful and utterly wild.
"The ritual must be completed," Adrian said, extending his hand toward her. In his palm lay a silver dagger, its blade etched with symbols that seemed to writhe and shift in the moonlight. "Your blood to seal the promise, to ensure the mark passes true to the next generation."
Magda stared at the blade, knowing this was the moment everything changed. Once her blood touched that silver edge, there would be no going back. Sofia's fate would be sealed as surely as if it were written in stone.
But the alternative was worse. Without the protection of the Vargr, the village would be defenseless against the things that stalked the mountain passes. The old darkness would return, and everyone she had ever loved would suffer fates far worse than death.
With trembling fingers, she took the dagger. The metal was ice-cold against her skin, and she could feel power thrumming through it—ancient magic that predated human civilization.
"I, Magda Dracul, last guardian of the bloodline, do renew the covenant sealed in shadow and moonlight," she spoke the ritual words that had been passed down through generations. "Let the bond hold true, let the protection stand firm, and let the blood of my blood fulfill what was promised."
She drew the blade across her palm, and crimson drops fell to the earth at their feet. Where her blood touched the ground, the grass withered and died, leaving behind patches of silver that gleamed like scattered coins.
Adrian knelt and pressed his own hand to the blood-stained earth. When he rose, his eyes blazed with renewed power, and the shadows around him seemed to thicken and pulse with life.
"It is done," he said, and his voice now carried harmonies that human throats could never produce. "In two years' time, when autumn comes again and the moon runs red with sacrifice, Sofia Dracul will take her place in the covenant. The bond will be complete, and both our kinds will endure."
As the blood moon began to set behind the mountain peaks, Adrian stepped back into the shadows from which he had emerged. But before he disappeared entirely, he turned back to Magda one final time.
"Do not think to warn her overmuch," he said, and now his words carried the chill of winter winds. "The mark will awaken when it chooses, and with it will come dreams and desires she cannot understand or resist. The blood knows its own, Magda Dracul. It always has."
Then he was gone, vanishing into the darkness as if he had never been there at all. Only the silver patches in the earth and the burning sensation in Magda's palm proved that the encounter had been real.
She stood alone in the sacred grove, clutching her wounded hand to her chest, and thought of Sofia—beautiful, headstrong Sofia who was living a normal life in the city, completely unaware that her destiny had just been sealed by moonlight and blood.
Two years. Sofia had two years of freedom left.
Magda only prayed it would be enough.
As she turned to leave the grove, a single wolf's howl echoed across the mountains, followed by another, then another, until the entire range rang with their wild song. The Vargr were awakening, preparing for what was to come.
And somewhere in the distance, in a city far from these ancient peaks, Sofia Dracul slept peacefully in her bed, unaware that she had just become the most important person in a war between light and shadow that had raged for centuries.
The blood moon set, but its promise lingered in the mountain air like mist—cold, inevitable, and patient as death itself.
The covenant was renewed.
The hunt would soon begin.






  
  Chapter 1
Return To Vânătorii


The letter arrived on a Tuesday morning, carried by a postal worker who looked as though he'd rather be anywhere else in the world. Sofia Dracul stared at the cream-colored envelope in her hands, noting the archaic script that spelled out her name in fading black ink. The paper felt oddly thick between her fingers, almost like parchment, and it carried a scent she couldn't quite identify—something earthy and wild, like pine needles and moonlight. 
She'd been living in New York for seven years now, working as a graphic designer for a trendy marketing firm in SoHo. Her apartment was a tiny studio that cost more per month than most people made, but it was hers, and it was as far from the remote mountain village of her childhood as she could manage. She'd built a life here—had friends, went on dates, attended gallery openings, and lived the kind of modern, independent existence her grandmother had always encouraged her to pursue.
But now, as she held the letter that had somehow found its way across an ocean and half a continent, Sofia felt the careful walls she'd built around her past beginning to crumble.
Dear Sofia,
I regret to inform you that your grandmother, Magda Dracul, passed away peacefully in her sleep on October 15th. As per her final wishes, she has left you her property in Vânătorii, along with certain... personal effects that she believed belonged to you by right of birth.
I understand this news may come as a shock, given the distance that has grown between your family and the old country. However, your grandmother was most insistent that you return to settle her affairs personally. There are matters, she claimed, that cannot be handled through correspondence or legal representatives.
I have taken the liberty of making arrangements for your travel and accommodation. Please find enclosed the necessary documentation. Your grandmother's funeral will be held three days hence, allowing time for your journey should you choose to honor her final request.
Respectfully yours, Father Mihail Popescu St. Dracul Church, Vânătorii
Sofia read the letter three times before the words truly sank in. Magda was dead. Her grandmother—the only family she had left in the world—was gone, and Sofia hadn't even known she was ill.
Guilt crashed over her like a cold wave. When was the last time she'd called? Last Christmas? The year before? Time had a way of slipping by in the city, each day bleeding into the next in an endless cycle of deadlines and obligations. She'd always told herself she would visit soon, would make time to reconnect with her roots, but somehow "soon" had stretched into years of silence.
Now it was too late.
Sofia sank into her kitchen chair, still clutching the letter. Outside her window, the sounds of New York traffic created their familiar urban soundtrack—honking horns, sirens in the distance, the rumble of the subway beneath the streets. It was the sound of her life, the rhythm she'd grown accustomed to.
But underneath it all, she could almost hear something else. A whisper of wind through pine trees, the distant cry of wolves echoing off mountain peaks, the sound of her own name being called in a voice she couldn't quite remember.
Vânătorii.
She hadn't spoken the name aloud in years, but it rolled off her tongue like a half-remembered song. The village where she'd spent the first eighteen years of her life, nestled deep in the Carpathian Mountains like a secret kept by the earth itself. She'd left the day after her eighteenth birthday, fleeing to America on a scholarship that had felt like salvation at the time.
Now, staring at the plane ticket that had fallen from the envelope, Sofia wondered if she'd been running from something more than just small-town limitations.
The journey to Romania was long and grueling—New York to London, London to Bucharest, then a bone-rattling bus ride through increasingly remote countryside. But it was during the final approach to Vânătorii that something unexpected happened.
Sofia had been dozing against the bus window when she was jolted awake by the vehicle lurching to a sudden stop. Through the grimy glass, she could see they were still miles from the village, pulled over on a mountain road that seemed to lead nowhere.
"What's wrong?" she asked the driver in rusty Romanian.
"Tree down," he replied, gesturing ahead. "Big storm last night. I go move it, yes?"
As the driver climbed out to deal with the obstruction, Sofia decided to stretch her legs. The mountain air was crisp and clean, carrying scents that awakened memories she'd thought she'd forgotten—pine resin, wildflowers, and something else. Something that made her skin tingle with recognition.
She was examining the fallen tree, an ancient oak that looked like it had been standing for centuries, when she heard footsteps approaching through the forest.
"Careful with that one," a voice said behind her, speaking English with an accent she couldn't place. "It fell right across the road, but the roots are still trying to hold on."
Sofia turned and found herself looking at a man who seemed to have stepped out of a fairy tale. Tall and lean, with dark hair and features too perfect to be entirely human, he moved with a fluid grace that spoke of supernatural strength carefully controlled. But it was his eyes that truly captured her attention—pale silver that seemed to glow with their own inner light.
"You're not from around here," Sofia said, though something about him felt familiar in a way she couldn't explain.
His smile was sharp and amused. "Neither are you. Though you're coming home, aren't you? I can sense it."
Before Sofia could ask what he meant by that cryptic comment, the bus driver called out that the road was clear. The stranger stepped aside with a slight bow that seemed both respectful and mocking.
"Safe travels," he said. "I'm sure we'll meet again soon."
As the bus pulled away, Sofia found herself looking back through the rear window, but the mysterious man had already vanished into the forest as if he'd never been there at all.
For the rest of the journey, she couldn't shake the feeling that the encounter had been more than coincidence. There had been something in those silver eyes that suggested he knew exactly who she was—and perhaps more importantly, what she was returning to face.
When they finally crested the last hill and Vânătorii spread out below them, Sofia's breath caught in her throat. She had remembered it as small, isolated, but seeing it now with adult eyes, she realized just how removed from civilization it truly was. A cluster of stone houses with steep roofs huddled around a small church, surrounded by dense forest that stretched unbroken to the horizon. Smoke rose from a few chimneys, and she could see lights flickering in windows, but there was something almost ethereal about the scene, as if the village existed in a pocket dimension separate from the rest of the world.
"There," the driver said, pointing to a house on the outskirts of the village, larger than the others and standing somewhat apart. "Dracul house. I take you there, yes?"
Sofia nodded, unable to speak past the tightness in her throat. Her grandmother's house looked exactly as she remembered it—a two-story stone structure with dark wood shutters and a garden that even in late autumn showed signs of careful tending. But something felt different about it now, as though the life had gone out of it along with its owner.
The driver helped her with her suitcase, refusing the tip she offered with a shake of his head. "No charge for bringing Dracul home," he said simply. Then, with a muttered prayer that sounded both protective and worried, he climbed back into his bus and disappeared down the mountain road, leaving Sofia alone with her memories and the weight of unfinished business.
She stood before the front door for a long moment, key in hand, trying to work up the courage to enter. The house seemed to be watching her, waiting for her to cross the threshold and claim her inheritance. Finally, with a deep breath that misted in the cold mountain air, she turned the key and stepped inside.
The smell hit her immediately—lavender and woodsmoke, old books and something indefinably herbal that she remembered from childhood. It was the scent of home, and it brought tears to her eyes that she'd been holding back since receiving Father Popescu's letter.
"Bunica?" she called out softly, using the Romanian word for grandmother that she hadn't spoken in years. But of course, there was no answer. Only silence and the settling sounds of an old house adjusting to the presence of someone new.
Sofia moved through the rooms slowly, reacquainting herself with the space that had shaped her early years. The kitchen with its massive stone fireplace and copper pots hanging from hand-hewn beams. The sitting room with its heavy wooden furniture and walls lined with books in half a dozen languages. Her grandmother's bedroom, where the bed was neatly made and waiting for an occupant who would never return.
It was in the bedroom that Sofia found the first indication that her grandmother's death had been expected, planned for. On the nightstand lay another letter, this one addressed to Sofia in her grandmother's familiar handwriting. Beside it sat a small wooden box, intricately carved with symbols that stirred something deep in Sofia's memory.
She picked up the letter with trembling fingers and broke the wax seal.
My dearest Sofia,
If you are reading this, then I have passed beyond the veil, and you have come home as I knew you would. I pray that you will forgive an old woman her secrets, but there are things about our family, about yourself, that I felt were better learned in person than explained in distant letters.
You are not like other women, child. You never have been. The blood that runs in your veins carries with it both great power and great responsibility. You are the last of our line, the final guardian of agreements made long before either of us was born.
In the box beside this letter, you will find items that belong to you by right of inheritance. Wear them well, but more importantly, understand what they signify. You are bound to this place, to these mountains, in ways that cannot be broken by distance or denial.
Go to the cemetery tomorrow at sunset. Visit my grave, yes, but more importantly, visit the grove beyond the old section. You will know it when you see it—the silver birch trees that grow in a perfect circle, where no other vegetation will take root. Stand in the center and call my name three times. I will not answer, but others will.
Trust your instincts, Sofia. The blood knows what the mind has forgotten.
All my love, Bunica
Sofia stared at the letter until the words began to blur. Half of it made no sense—blood and power and guardianship sounded like something out of a fantasy novel rather than a message from her practical, down-to-earth grandmother. But the other half, the part about being bound to this place, resonated with something deep inside her that she'd been trying to ignore for years.
With shaking hands, she opened the wooden box.
Inside, nestled in red velvet, lay three items that made her heart race without understanding why. The first was a necklace—a silver chain holding a pendant in the shape of a crescent moon, its surface etched with symbols that seemed to shift and writhe when she wasn't looking directly at them. The second was a ring, silver set with a stone that looked like captured moonlight, pale and ethereal and somehow alive. The third was a small vial filled with what appeared to be silver liquid that moved of its own accord, swirling and pulsing like mercury with a heartbeat.
Sofia reached for the necklace first, and the moment her fingers touched the silver, pain lanced through her throat. She gasped and stumbled backward, her hand flying to her neck where it felt as though someone had pressed a branding iron to her skin.
When the pain faded, she rushed to the mirror on her grandmother's dresser. There, just below her collarbone where it had never been before, was a crescent-shaped mark the color of old silver. It looked like a scar, but she could feel power thrumming through it, a connection to something vast and ancient and utterly beyond her understanding.
The mark will awaken when it chooses, a voice whispered in her memory, though she couldn't recall ever hearing those words before.
Sofia touched the mark gently, and it tingled under her fingertips like a tuning fork struck in perfect harmony. Whatever was happening to her, whatever her grandmother had tried to prepare her for, it was beginning.
Outside, the sun was setting behind the mountain peaks, painting the sky in shades of crimson that reminded her uncomfortably of blood. And somewhere in the distance, carried on the evening wind, she could swear she heard the sound of wolves calling to the rising moon.
But more than that, she remembered silver eyes in the forest, and a voice that had known she was coming home before she'd even understood what that meant.
Sofia put on the necklace and the ring, tucked the vial safely in her pocket, and prepared to visit her grandmother's grave. Whatever answers waited for her in that sacred grove, she was ready to face them.
Or so she told herself.
But as she stepped out into the gathering darkness, Sofia couldn't shake the feeling that she was walking toward a destiny that had been waiting for her long before she was born—one written in silver and shadow and sealed beneath the light of a blood-red moon.






  
  Chapter 2
The Grove of Silver Birches


The cemetery of Vânătorii lay at the edge of the village, where the last houses gave way to ancient forest. Sofia approached it as the final rays of sunlight painted the weathered headstones in shades of gold and shadow, making the carved angels and crosses seem to flicker with ethereal life. 
She found her grandmother's grave easily enough—the earth was still dark and freshly turned, marked by a simple stone cross bearing Magda Dracul's name and dates. Someone had left wildflowers, their petals already browning in the mountain cold, and a small bundle of herbs tied with red thread. The sight brought fresh tears to Sofia's eyes, evidence that her grandmother had been loved and mourned by people who had known her far better than Sofia had in recent years.
"I'm sorry, Bunica," she whispered, kneeling beside the grave. The words felt inadequate, barely scratching the surface of her regret. "I should have come home sooner. I should have called more often. I should have—"
A sound in the trees behind her made her freeze. It was subtle, just the whisper of movement through dry leaves, but something about it raised the hair on the back of her neck. She turned slowly, scanning the treeline that bordered the cemetery's far edge.
There, barely visible among the shadows, stood a figure watching her.
Sofia's heart hammered against her ribs as she tried to make out details in the fading light. Tall, definitely male, with dark hair and pale skin that seemed to catch and hold what little illumination remained. He stood perfectly still, like a statue carved from moonlight and shadow, but she could feel the weight of his gaze even from this distance.
"Hello?" she called out, her voice smaller than she'd intended. "Are you—"
But when she blinked, he was gone. Vanished as completely as if he'd never been there at all, leaving her to wonder if her imagination was playing tricks on her. The stress of travel, the emotional weight of her grandmother's death, the strange events with the necklace and the mysterious mark on her throat—any of those could explain why she was seeing phantom figures in the growing darkness.
Except that the mark on her throat was tingling again, pulsing in time with her accelerated heartbeat like a beacon responding to some invisible signal.
Sofia touched the crescent-shaped scar through her shirt, feeling its warmth against her fingertips. Whatever was happening to her, whoever that figure had been, she had the unsettling feeling that her arrival in Vânătorii had set something in motion—something that had been waiting patiently for her return.
She rose from beside her grandmother's grave and looked toward the older section of the cemetery, where weathered headstones leaned at drunken angles and moss crept over names that had been carved centuries ago. Beyond them, just as her grandmother's letter had promised, she could see a stand of silver birch trees growing in what appeared to be a perfect circle.
The grove.
Even from a distance, there was something otherworldly about it. The birch trees stood taller than they should have, their white bark gleaming like polished bone in the twilight. No undergrowth grew within their circle, no grass or weeds or fallen leaves—just bare earth that looked almost ceremonial in its stark emptiness.
Sofia approached slowly, her footsteps unnaturally loud in the gathering silence. The temperature seemed to drop with each step, and by the time she reached the edge of the grove, her breath was misting in the suddenly frigid air. The silver birches towered above her, their branches creating a canopy that blocked out what little remained of the evening sky.
She stepped into the center of the circle and immediately felt the change. The air itself seemed thicker here, charged with an energy that made her skin tingle and her hair stand on end. The mark on her throat grew warm, then hot, pulsing with increasing intensity as if responding to the power that saturated this place.
"Magda Dracul," Sofia called out, following her grandmother's instructions. Her voice seemed to echo strangely within the grove, as if the trees themselves were amplifying and distorting the sound. "Magda Dracul."
The silence that followed was so complete it felt oppressive. No wind stirred the branches overhead, no night insects chirped from the surrounding forest. Even her own breathing seemed muffled, absorbed by the charged atmosphere of the sacred space.
"Magda Dracul," she said for the third time, and the words had barely left her lips when the world around her exploded into motion.
The birch trees began to sway despite the absence of any wind, their branches creaking and whispering in languages Sofia didn't recognize but somehow understood. The ground beneath her feet thrummed with power, and she could feel it rising through her body like electricity through a conductor. The mark on her throat blazed with silver fire, visible now even through her clothing as it cast dancing shadows on the white bark surrounding her.
And then she saw them.
Figures stepped out from behind the birch trees—tall, ethereal beings that seemed to be composed of equal parts shadow and starlight. Their features were sharp and otherworldly, too perfect to be human, and their eyes glowed with the same silver radiance as the mark on Sofia's throat. They moved with fluid grace, their feet making no sound on the bare earth as they formed a circle around her.
One of them stepped forward, and Sofia's breath caught in her throat as she recognized him. The figure from the cemetery, the watcher in the shadows—except now she could see him clearly, and the sight made her knees weak with a mixture of fear and something else she didn't want to acknowledge.
He was beautiful in the way that dangerous things often are—sharp-featured and pale, with dark hair that seemed to absorb light rather than reflect it. But it was his eyes that held her captive, silver orbs that looked like captured moonlight and spoke of ages beyond human counting.
"Sofia Dracul," he said, and his voice was velvet over steel, carrying harmonics that no human throat could produce. "At last, you've come home."
She wanted to speak, to demand explanations or flee this supernatural confrontation, but her voice had abandoned her entirely. The power flowing through the grove, through the mark on her throat, through her very bones, held her frozen in place like a deer caught in headlights.
"Do not be afraid," the figure continued, though his words did little to calm her racing heart. "We have been waiting for you for a very long time. Your grandmother spoke truly—there are things about yourself, about your heritage, that you must understand."
"Who... what are you?" Sofia finally managed to whisper.
"I am Adrian Varg," he replied, inclining his head in a gesture that seemed both respectful and predatory. "And we are the Vargr—the silver wolves, guardians of the threshold between worlds. Your bloodline has been bound to ours for more than three centuries."
The other figures remained silent, watching her with those unsettling silver eyes, but Sofia could feel their attention like a physical weight. They were apex predators, she realized with a chill that went deeper than the mountain cold. Beautiful, otherworldly, and utterly deadly.
"Bound how?" she asked, though part of her already knew the answer. The mark on her throat pulsed in response to her question, and Adrian's gaze flickered to it with something that might have been satisfaction.
"A covenant sealed in blood and moonlight," he said, beginning to circle her slowly. "Protection for your people in exchange for... continuation of our kind. Your ancestors needed guardians against the darkness that hunts in these mountains. We needed an anchor to this world, a connection to prevent us from fading into legend and shadow."
Sofia turned to keep him in sight as he moved around her, and she noticed that his feet left no impression in the bare earth. "And the price for this protection?"
Adrian stopped directly in front of her, close enough that she could see flecks of gold in his silver eyes. "The firstborn daughter of each generation becomes bound to us. She bears our mark—" his gaze dropped to her throat, where the crescent scar was still glowing softly through her shirt, "—and when she reaches her twenty-fifth year, the covenant is renewed."
"Renewed how?" Sofia's voice was barely a whisper now.
"Through union," Adrian replied simply. "Body and blood, flesh and spirit. You will become something more than human, less than Vargr, but bound to both worlds. Our protector, our anchor, our—"
"Mate," Sofia finished, the word falling from her lips like a stone.
Adrian's smile was sharp and predatory. "Yes."
The word hung between them in the charged air of the grove, heavy with implications that made Sofia's head spin. She thought of her life in New York, her job, her friends, her carefully constructed independence. All of it suddenly seemed like a fragile illusion, a temporary reprieve from a destiny that had been written before she was born.
"I didn't ask for this," she said, and was surprised by the strength in her own voice. "I never agreed to any covenant."
"The blood agrees for you," one of the other Vargr spoke for the first time, a female with hair like spun silver who stepped forward to stand beside Adrian. "It has already begun, child. Can you not feel it? The awakening, the hunger, the call of the wild that grows stronger with each passing hour?"
Sofia wanted to deny it, but she couldn't. Ever since touching the necklace in her grandmother's bedroom, something had been changing inside her. Her senses seemed sharper—she could smell the individual scents of each Vargr surrounding her, could hear the whisper of their breathing, could feel the pulse of their otherworldly hearts. And underneath it all was a restlessness she'd never experienced before, a yearning for something she couldn't name.
"How long do I have?" she asked, accepting the inevitable with a resignation that surprised her.
"Until the blood moon rises," Adrian replied. "When you turn twenty-five and the crimson moon reaches its zenith, the covenant will be completed. You have until then to... adjust to what you're becoming."
"And if I run? If I go back to New York and pretend none of this is real?"
Adrian's expression grew sad, almost pitying. "The mark will call you back. The blood will sing in your veins until you can think of nothing else. You may delay the inevitable, but you cannot escape it. The covenant binds absolutely."
Sofia closed her eyes, feeling the weight of destiny settling around her like chains. When she opened them again, Adrian was standing even closer, near enough that she could feel the supernatural chill that radiated from his skin.
"There are worse fates," he said softly, and for a moment his predatory mask slipped, revealing something almost vulnerable underneath. "The bond between our kinds is not one of mere obligation. There is... compatibility. Attraction. The blood calls to blood, but it also recognizes its perfect match."
As if to prove his point, Sofia felt a pull toward him that had nothing to do with supernatural compulsion and everything to do with the most basic of human instincts. He was dangerous, otherworldly, absolutely not the kind of man she would normally be attracted to—and yet she found herself leaning toward him, drawn by something deeper than conscious thought.
"I need time," she said, stepping back before she could do something stupid. "I need to understand what's happening to me, what I'm becoming."
"Of course," Adrian inclined his head again. "Take the time you need to adjust. We have waited centuries for this moment—we can be patient a little longer."
The other Vargr began to fade back into the shadows between the birch trees, their forms becoming indistinct until Sofia couldn't tell if they were still there or if her eyes were playing tricks on her. Only Adrian remained solid and present, watching her with those hypnotic silver eyes.
"We will be near," he said as he too began to fade. "When you're ready to learn more about your heritage, about the power growing within you, call my name in this place. I will come."
"Adrian," Sofia said, testing the name on her tongue. It felt familiar somehow, as if she'd been saying it her entire life.
He smiled, and for the first time it held genuine warmth rather than predatory hunger. "Yes. And Sofia... welcome home."
Then he was gone, dissolved into shadow and moonlight, leaving her alone in the grove with only the silver birches as witnesses to what had transpired.
Sofia stood in the center of the circle for a long time, trying to process everything she'd learned. Her life as she'd known it was over. In its place was a destiny she'd never chosen, a bond she couldn't break, and a future that terrified and excited her in equal measure.
The mark on her throat had stopped glowing, but she could still feel its warmth, a constant reminder of what she was becoming. And deep inside, in places she'd never acknowledged before, something wild and untamed was stirring to life.
She was no longer just Sofia Dracul, graphic designer from New York.
She was the last of her bloodline, heir to







