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            Property of Mako

          

          Blurb

        

      

    

    
      He’s a vampire enforcer. She’s a woman with secrets too dangerous to share.

      When Lyra’s sister Lily is taken, she strikes out on a reckless mission to find her. Except the clues lead her down a path so deadly she may never find a way out.

      Desperate, she seeks out the one man she should stay far away from. Calix D’Aragon—Mako—is a ruthless hunter, but he knows the shadows better than anyone else in her formerly peaceful life.

      He drags her into the blood-soaked world of the Kings of Anarchy MC—a world of real monsters, betrayal, and debts paid in blood.

      He swore to protect her.

      She swore never to trust him.

      But fate doesn’t care about promises.

      And once Mako claims her, there’s no going back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          The Night the Stars Fell

        

      

    

    
      Three hundred fifty-seven years ago in a crumbling château in the Carpathians…

      The stars bled that night.

      It was midnight and a red moon hung heavy over the ancient stone walls of Château D’Aragon, casting a rust-hued glow over its frostbitten towers. Snowflakes drifted like ashes as the night wind howled through shattered stained glass. I stood at the gates, breathless and bloodied, too late.

      Again.

      My boots crunched over the corpses of my own kind—lesser vampires, house guards, and loyal thralls—slain by silver, ashwood, and cruel precision. People I’d grown up with, people I’d cared for. The scent of death thickened with every step toward the great hall, where firelight flickered behind fractured doors.

      Though I prayed to a god that had forsaken me, I knew what I’d find. My heart had been warning me for hours.

      “Calla,” I whispered, the name a pleading and a curse.

      Inside, the marble was smeared with blood, and the tapestry of our family crest—a raven encircled by a wreath of thorns—had been torn from the wall and burned. And at the base of the throne my father had loved and I had reluctantly inherited, draped across the cracked stone like a fallen angel, lay Calla D’Aragon.

      My sister. My heart.

      She was still alive—barely. Her white dress was soaked crimson at the hem, her skin pale as the snow outside. Around her neck was a deep red ribbon, once a symbol of courtly grace. Now it was stained obsidian, drawn tight against her straining tendons. A silver dagger protruded from her chest. The ruby embedded in the hilt told me exactly what it was.

      A vampire killer.

      Devastation washed over me like a cold rain as I dropped to my knees. My hands shook as I cradled her broken form. When I saw the extent of her injuries, I knew I’d never get her to safety in time, and there wasn’t a living soul left for her to feed on.

      “Who did this to you?”

      Lashes fluttering for a moment, she opened her eyes. Gray, like mine and our mother’s. Soft and storm-filled, despite the pain.

      “He wanted you,” she rasped. “But I wouldn’t trade your soul for safety.”

      My throat closed. “Thane?”

      She nodded once, slowly. “He has no crown, but he wants one. And he thought I was the key.”

      I clenched my jaw. Rage burned through my veins. “You should have sent for me. He wouldn’t have beat me—I would’ve ripped his fucking heart from his chest.”

      Sorrow filled her soft gaze as she swept the room, taking in the utter devastation. “You wouldn’t have stood a chance.”

      I refused to admit she was likely correct. Instead, I stoked the flame of my fury. “He’ll die for this. I swear it.”

      But she shook her head weakly, brushing her blood-streaked fingers across my cheek. My chest ached like someone had punched through it and seized my lungs.

      “No vengeance. Just remember this—” Her hand moved to the ribbon at her throat. With trembling fingers, she untied it and pressed it into my palm. “When you see it again… you’ll know.”

      I froze. “Know what?”

      Her lips trembled, her voice a mere whisper. “The prophecy. It wasn’t just myth.”

      “What are you talking about?” I demanded, confused.

      “A god sleeps beneath the Veil. And she—” Her eyes fluttered. “She’ll wake him…”

      Her voice broke off.

      “No, no, no—Calla.” I gently shook her before I pressed my forehead to hers, desperate to keep her here. “Don’t leave me. Please⁠—”

      A breath, then none.

      The stillness that followed was thick and hollow. A silence that echoed across centuries.
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        * * *

      

      I buried her in secret beneath the chapel, away from the prying eyes of the courts and the blood-drunk royals who would twist her death for their own gain. The prophecy meant dick shit to me. I didn’t care about sleeping gods because as far as I was concerned, there was no god.

      As I stood over her grave with hands fisted, the points of the gold pendant dug into my palm. Trying desperately to swallow the lump in my throat, I opened my hand and stared at the sun-shaped design. There was a silver crescent moon that overlaid the left side of the sun. In the center of the moon was a blood-red ruby.

      My mother had worn it.

      After she was murdered, I had given it to my sister. It had only seemed right—it had been passed down through my mother’s family for years. Now it seemed darkly symbolic of death—brutal, untimely death. Both my mother and my sister—slain like cattle.

      After tucking it into my inside pocket, I pulled off the signet ring I wore with our family crest. With one last kiss to the raven, I tossed it into the open grave before grabbing the shovel and covering what was left of my family.

      And when the blood moon passed, Calix D’Aragon vanished from the world he once ruled. In my heart, he no longer existed. Nor did the compassion and humanity I had fought so hard to cling to as the ruler of the D’Aragon empire.

      On an icy winter night years later, I exacted my vengeance on Thane. I slaughtered everyone in his camp. My only regret was that he hadn’t been there.

      Then I traded a throne for the road. A name for a patch.

      And a heart for a curse.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 1


          

          
            Quiet Things That Break

          

          Lyra

        

      

    

    
      The stallion shifted under my hand, tense and restless beneath the morning mist. Muscles rippled along his flanks as if his skin could feel the storm coming before the sky knew it. He likely could—animals sensed more than we gave them credit for.

      I didn’t flinch. I held my palm steady against the chestnut horse’s neck, grounding him with nothing more than a steady breath and the kind of silence that told him, “I’m still here. You’re safe.”

      I knew how to speak without speaking. Most things with four legs preferred it that way. It wasn’t something I told most people about because they’d never believe me.

      The sun hadn’t quite risen over Talon Ridge, the rundown equine rescue I managed just outside of Red Hollow. At one time, Red Hollow had been a massive plantation—nearly self-sufficient to the point that after the original owners had been killed in the Civil War, it had remained as a small thriving town.

      We were only to the west of New Orleans—minutes away, really—but far enough away that it seemed we were in the middle of nowhere. As if we were in our own little world.

      I knew the rest of the plantation was nothing more than a tax write-off for the owner. But to me, this little part of it I’d kept was my sanity—my safe place.

      My home.

      The barn creaked around me, followed by a chorus of hoofbeats, breath, and a wind chime of halters. The scent of pine shavings and hay clung to my worn denim jacket and skin, earthy and clean—the only perfume I’d ever need.

      I preferred horses to people. Always had.

      People lied—said they’d always be there for you. Horses never betrayed you like that.

      That morning was supposed to be ordinary: feed, muck, train, repeat. But my phone buzzed in my back pocket—a rarity, since only one person ever really called, and she was in her bed sleeping.

      With a sigh, I held the lead rope in one hand and dug it out with the other.

      The sheriff’s department? I had them saved to my phone as I’d called it before for stray animals and once for a poacher. Also, with two women living alone in a fairly remote area, I always thought it was smart.

      Except, I certainly didn’t expect the words that followed.

      “Hey, is this Lyra Callahan?” the deep but raspy voice asked.

      “Yes. Who’s this?” My brow pinched.

      “This is Deputy Fallon. You’re the legal guardian of Lily Callahan?” he asked.

      “…Yes. Is something wrong?” My heart skipped a beat before it began to pound.

      “We found her phone in a ditch off the highway this morning not far from the Browns’ place. We stopped by there cuz Deputy Jasper knew she hangs out with their middle daughter. They said she got a ride home from a friend,” he drawled.

      “Yes, she was there, and she did get a ride home from a classmate.” At least that’s what she’d told me. “She was home by ten.”

      “Ma’am… I’m sorry to tell you this, but she was seen with a young man at the Chevron on Bloom Street. She willingly got in his car. We think she ran away.”

      Ran away?

      No. Not Lily. Not the girl who carried pepper spray in her bra and triple-locked the door on the rare occasion when I wasn’t home. That was impossible.

      “Why would you possibly think that? I believe you’re mistaken. Maybe she accidentally lost her phone, but she’s here. Are you sure you’re talking about my Lily?” I was getting pissed off at his attitude. “What did you say your name was?”

      “Deputy Fallon,” he slowly repeated as if I was stupid.

      “I’ve never heard of you. Are you sure this isn’t some kind of joke?”

      “This is no joke.”

      While I still had him on the phone, I put the stallion in his stall and marched to the house. I slammed the wooden screen door open, and it banged off the peeling, wooden siding.

      “Lily!” I called out. “Lily!” I shouted louder as I stormed toward her room. When I got in there to find her with her earbuds in, I was going to rip this asshole a new one.

      Three quick raps on the door and I swung it wide.

      “Lily?” But she wasn’t there.

      Her backpack sat open by her scarred-up desk that we’d found on the side of the road last year. Her jacket hung crooked on the back of the chair. My eyes went to the single-pane window.

      Locked. No signs of a struggle—but the house felt wrong.

      Still. Empty.

      As if something had reached in through the shadows and taken something vital without leaving a single mark.
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        * * *

      

      I sat in the beat-up pickup truck, knuckles white on the wheel, heart a furnace of disbelief and dread. A car honked and I jumped. A glance up showed the light was green. I hit the gas.

      They had already filed the report under “voluntary absence.” I wasn’t stupid. I knew what that meant: teen girl, troubled home, probably ran off with a boy or a bag of pills.

      Except Lily wasn’t like that. Not anymore.

      Not after what happened.

      I’d demanded to speak with this Deputy Fallon. I’d been told he was off duty. The deputy I spoke with was familiar to me, but he acted like he barely knew me. He blankly handed me Lily’s phone and said, “I’m sorry your sister ran off.”

      When I tried to question him, he gave me a small smile. “I have a call I need to make,” he cut in and then turned and walked away.

      With no other recourse, I’d picked up the plastic bag her phone had been placed in and left.

      I slammed the brakes harder than necessary as I turned off the gravel road, dust choking out the view behind me. I didn’t cry. Not yet. Crying was for when things broke—really broke. Right now, I had a job to do.

      Find my sister.

      After parking the old truck that had belonged to our father, I took a deep breath and went inside our small home. It had been the old caretaker’s cabin, which meant it was historical but drafty and constantly needing repairs.

      I started my search at Lily’s bedroom. As I stood in the doorway, I stared at the mussed bedding. I was forever after Lily to make the dang bed. Tears threatened.

      Sniffling, I shook my head and got to work. The first thing I noticed was that her sketchbook peeking from her open backpack. Why would she have left her sketchbook and her bag? She was especially protective and careful with her drawings. She rarely showed them to anyone, though she was supremely talented.

      Her phone had been in the ditch, so I’m assuming she had taken it with her. Yet she was a teenager, they were connected to their phones like umbilical cords. So why was it in the ditch? My chest clenched because I knew that was bad. So bad.

      Other than that, there was nothing remarkable. In fact, I couldn’t see that any of her clothing was missing. Then again, I didn’t know everything that girl had.

      None of it made any sense.

      Running a shaking hand through my tangled curls that had fallen over my head, I fought those damn tears again. Instead, I redid my messy bun and left the house. Lily rarely went anywhere anymore, but I needed to talk to her few friends to see if she’d said anything to them.

      As I turned to the door, I paused. A glint caught my eye. Slowly, I approached Lily’s nightstand. Sitting on the worn wood was the Celtic knot necklace our parents had given her. I had one exactly like it. My hand found my pendant without me realizing I’d reached for it.

      She never took it off.

      I swallowed the lump in my throat and picked hers up. The cool metal chain slid through my fingers like liquid. Why would she leave this behind?
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        * * *

      

      In what was left of the day, I asked questions. Knocked on doors. Called every friend, ex, classmate, and teacher Lily had ever mentioned. They all said the same thing.

      “I don’t know. She was quiet lately.”

      “Said she felt watched.”

      “Wouldn’t let me give her a ride home anymore.”

      Then came the rumors I would hear whispered as I entered the diner for a late lunch.

      Lily ran away.

      Lily was doing those things again.

      Lily met a guy online and ran off with him.

      I was exhausted and the day was barely half over.

      When the sun began to go down, I had to admit defeat for the day. I still had horses to feed and water. Stalls to clean. I hadn’t worked a single one of them.

      Shoulders sagging, I headed home, and in a daze, I did my chores.

      It was full dark before I shuffled inside.

      The house was eerily silent as I stood at the window staring out into the dark. A shiver skated down my spine like cold fingers. My gaze narrowed as it swept over the yard and out into the shadows that led to the swamps. When the overwhelming, sinister feeling of being watched hit me, I jerked the curtains closed. It stirred the scent of dust and time.

      I found myself wandering quickly through the house, closing curtains I wasn’t sure I’d ever closed since moving in. Something was happening. Something bad.

      And if no one was going to help me figure it out, I’d damn well do it myself.

      When I literally could not keep my eyes open, I got ready for bed. Before climbing between the crisp sheets, I peeked outside once more.

      That night, the stars were clear. Still. Brightly watching. Like they were waiting for something to happen.

      Or someone to wake up.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            Wolves at the Edge of the Map

          

          Lyra

        

      

    

    
      Every single day, I looked. Nothing changed. The cops wouldn’t fucking help. They’d already written her off as a runaway. With each day that passed, I grew less sure of finding Lily.

      But things had gotten stranger.

      People started disappearing in New Orleans. Teenagers vanishing in the night. An urban legend of pale figures along the highways at the edge of the dark woods and swamps. Strange symbols drawn in alleyways. A girl found wandering naked with no memory and puncture wounds along her spine.

      Other than Lily, though, they were all in the city.

      Until they weren’t.

      It started with a flyer.

      Taped to a lamppost outside a liquor store, faded and water-stained. Just a missing girl. Not Lily—but the same vacant eyes, the same eerie details. Shifting my paper bag in my arm, I paused to read it.

      Marissa Quinn. Age: 17. Last seen: Fontaneau Boulevard walking home alone. Last seen wearing a red hoodie, carrying sketchbooks. If seen, contact… and there was a number listed.

      I stared at it too long, something cold and foreboding pressing against the back of my neck. Goosebumps broke out over my skin.

      That made five.

      Including Lily, five girls, gone without a trace in the last three months.

      No bodies. No messages. Just silence.

      The cops rolled their eyes. I didn’t.

      If they wouldn’t do anything, I would. So I started digging. Not just local news—forums, dark web threads, conspiracy pages. The things I began to uncover seemed like things from a book or a movie.

      No, I didn’t believe in monsters, not really, but I was desperate enough to follow the digital breadcrumb trail of fringe voices who swore something ancient was behind the disappearances. It seemed utterly crazy, but it was all I had to go on. The dark web threads I stumbled upon all mentioned the same things.

      “The Crimson Chalice Covenant.”

      “The pale men who buy girls that shine too bright.”

      “The blood cult riding shadows near the crossroads.”

      “Stay away from the woods near the iron bridge. It’s where the veil wears thin.”

      “Ask the tattooed freaks on Blackthorn Avenue—they know.”

      That last one stuck. Tattooed freaks on Blackthorn Avenue? It specifically said… they know.

      That was how I found myself on Blackthorn Avenue at 2:03 in the morning. I’d been sitting there since it got dark because didn’t everything that was bad happen under the heavy cloak of night?

      My phone rang.

      “Shit,” I muttered as I hurried to silence the vibrating that sounded amplified in the quiet darkness. “Yes?” I whispered after seeing my friend Abby’s number.

      “What are you doing? Wanna come over for wine and some binge TV?” she hopefully asked. She’d called me every day. She’d also been trying to keep me busy, but I’d been blowing her off.

      “I’m busy,” I whispered.

      “Why are you whispering?” she asked. “Lyra, what are you up to?”

      “I’ll have to tell you about it later. I’ll call you in the morning,” I promised.

      “Lyra… please tell me you aren’t playing detective.”

      I remained silent.

      “Lyra, you can’t⁠—”

      “I’ll call you,” I cut in and then ended the call. I changed my phone to silent and no notifications.

      Dressed in black jeans, a black hoodie, and black combat-style boots, I stepped into the shadows. Faint scuttling sounds were followed by soft scraping noises as rats dug through trash cans.

      My heart raced and my hands shook slightly.

      Maybe I should’ve turned back.

      The warehouse district was half-abandoned, the windows boarded and tagged with cryptic graffiti—spirals, bleeding eyes, and symbols that looked older than the English language. The streetlights flickered like they were gasping their last breath.

      Resolutely, I clutched Lily’s necklace in one hand and a crowbar in the other. Because logic be damned, something inside me knew this place mattered.

      When I reached the place mentioned in the groups, I ducked under a twisted iron gate, the smell of rust and ash hitting me in the face. The blackness was thick around me, but I didn’t dare turn on a light. All I could do was pray that I didn’t trip on or kick something.

      Somewhere in the dark, I heard voices—low, guttural.

      The closer to the edge of the building I got, the louder they were. It sounded crazy, but they seemed… not human.

      Cautiously, I peeked around the corner—and saw them.

      Three figures. Pale skin. Long, dark coats. Eyes that I could see all the way from where I was because they seemed to shimmer gold in the dark. They stood around a dark-haired girl—barely conscious—strung up between two metal poles like bait on a hook. The girl’s mouth moved, but no sound came.

      “She’s marked,” one said as I fumbled for my phone to call the police.

      “Bloodline’s clean. Young. Unbound.”

      “Thane will want this one delivered intact.”

      I gasped.

      Too loud.

      Heads turned. Eyes locked on me, though I knew there was no way they could discern me in the pitch black.

      And the air went… wrong.

      They moved faster than my thoughts processed—silent, predatory, uncoiling from the shadows.

      I did the only thing I could—I ran. I could practically feel them breathing down my neck.

      Boots skidding across gravel, lungs burning, I pushed myself. Something inhuman screamed behind me, high-pitched and yet bone-deep. I didn’t look back. Didn’t want to see what was chasing me.

      Foregoing my previous stealth path along the building, I sprinted across the open lot toward the broken fence—and slammed into a figure blocking my path.

      “Nooooo!” I screamed and swung the crowbar⁠—

      But he caught it—with one hand.

      Tall and broad-shouldered, with eyes like burned silver. His inked arms were veined and appeared not to have an ounce of fat on them. He didn’t flinch, didn’t speak. He simply turned his head toward the incoming things and bared his fangs.

      Fangs.

      He gently placed me behind him, yet I still stumbled back into the bent and distorted chainlink.

      What followed wasn’t a fight. It was slaughter.

      The man moved like he was born in war—an ancient, savage, and lethal dance. He tore through them with brutal elegance. Silver blades flashed as they whipped through the air, flame-charged fists hitting pale flesh with a sickening crack, and a growl that made my bones literally ache.

      By the time it was over, the pavement was slick with blood and dusted with what looked like ash.

      Unable to process, I stood frozen, chest heaving.

      The man turned to me, bloody fangs still out, eyes slowly fading back to a more human-like color. His voice was deep, low, and full of disdain. “You’re either brave or stupid, showing up here alone.”

      I swallowed before I stammered, “Who—who are you?”

      He stared at me almost as if I were a piece of gum stuck to his shoe. Or maybe dog shit on his shoe. The intensity of his gaze was unnerving and the longer he stared, the more frustrated he seemed.

      “No one important,” he grumbled, not answering my question with a frown. Then as he stepped over the broken bodies, he called out, “Next time, stay home.”

      And just like that—he vanished into the night, the roar of a motorcycle fading into the distance like a warning.

      “What the fuck?” I asked the empty air. There was no way I saw what I thought I saw. My chest heaved as I still fought for my breath. I had to be dreaming. I was going to wake up in my own bed and Lily would be in her room and all of this insanity was simply a nightmare.

      It had to be.

      That’s when I realized the girl that had been bound was still over there. I raced back around the abandoned building only to find the chains swinging empty.

      “Where…” I trailed off, stunned. There was no sign of her anywhere. It was as if she’d vanished into thin air—much like Lily.

      I knew it was a bad idea. Likely worse than the decision I’d made tonight. But I was going to track him down. If it was the last thing I did. Because now I knew—this wasn’t just about Lily. There was something older, darker, and far more organized than I could’ve ever imagined.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 3


          

          
            A Snag in the Dark

          

          Mako

        

      

    

    
      My bike roared beneath me, eating up the road like a beast barely held in check. My eyes remained on the empty stretch of highway before me. The worn leather on my gloves flexed on the throttle as the blood from earlier dried under my fingernails.

      Fuck, I was pissed. Tonight had an unexpected snag, and I didn’t like it. I didn’t look back, though. I never did. The abandoned factory, the girl, the Covenant enforcers—ashes now.

      Just more ghosts to add to the pile.

      Hell, I hadn’t planned on killing anyone this evening. Not overtly. It was only supposed to be a recon mission. Dexter and I were checking out a rumor we’d caught wind of that the Covenant enforcers might be behind the trafficking.

      All we were supposed to do was watch the drop point, confirm it was them, then pass the information on to Boomslang and Killswitch. They would decide our next steps.

      The young victim hanging like a side of beef hit on too many nerves. It had made me sloppy. But Dexter also started to lose his cool when he’d seen her and that was rare.

      I’d been intentionally trying not to think of the foolishly brave woman I’d inadvertently saved.

      Through the slaughter I’d dished out to those Covenant enforcers, I could hear her heartbeat as it raced like a runaway horse. My nostrils flared slightly as I imagined that thick, dark red liquid rushing through her veins. From her scent, I knew it would taste sweet with a bit of a bite.

      Thankfully, I’d already eaten, because the way she had looked and smelled had my canines aching. If I hadn’t, it might’ve been me lying on the ground turning to dust because I would’ve been so distracted by her that I wouldn’t have been able to focus.

      It would’ve made me sloppy—something I couldn’t afford to be.

      Even now, the image of her with her arms wrapped protectively around her middle, trying not to appear as terrified as I knew she was, took over my thoughts. With the way her eyes had been dilated and her breaths had come in little rapid bursts, I knew adrenaline was rushing through her blood. Hell, I could practically smell it… mixed with something I couldn’t pinpoint. Though I considered myself a civilized being, I still occasionally enjoyed the chase because that adrenaline gave a human’s blood a delectable and zesty flavor.
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