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CHAPTER ONE







THE NIGHT AIR curled around Salem’s shoulders like a slow exhale from a dying god, warm and dry, and full of grit. Nevada in late summer was a pit of heat, silence, and whispered secrets. The highway stretched behind her like a black scar, still shimmering from the day’s sun. Dust clung to her boots, stubborn and intimate. Her muscles ached, soaked in the kind of soreness that didn’t come from simple violence, it was the kind that followed chaos, the kind that settled in the bones after long hours of chasing down something that moaned in more than pain.

The Black Crow Roadhouse sat alone at the edge of a dead gas station and a couple of trailers lit from within by the flicker of too many TV screens. Its neon sign buzzed and trembled, casting a skeletal crow in sickly red against the siding. It had been here for longer than anyone remembered. The wood was black with age, the windows smoked from time and spell-residue. The whole place breathed low and slow.

She pushed the door open with one palm, the warped wood protesting with a whine that was swallowed up immediately by the hum of music and conversation. Warm air rolled out, denser inside, heavier with sweat, whiskey, and blood magic. It hit her like a blanket pulled from a grave, and she inhaled it deep.

This was neutral ground. The Code held here.

Hunters and hunted drank shoulder to shoulder, not in truce but in temporary shared vice. A deal older than some of the vampires leaning against the bar. No killing. No turning. No touching without a clear and willing yes. The ones who broke that law didn't just get exiled, they got eradicated. Slowly, publicly, that was her handiwork, more than once.

Inside, the place was dim, all low hanging lights and booths made for brooding. A jukebox in the corner spilled out some haunted blues, and the pool table was half-surrounded by three skinwalkers betting souls like chips. A cambion bartender with silver eyes and horns polished like onyx nodded to her as she passed.

"Salem," he said, not quite a greeting, more a confirmation of her presence.

"Rafe." Her voice was a dry blade in her throat.

She took a seat at the bar, the wood sticky with stories. Her reflection in the bar mirror was all shadow and angles, red tank top soaked through at the ribs, neck spattered with blood gone rust-brown. Her eyes, half-lidded with fatigue, still glowed faint red in the dark glass. She looked feral, but still hotter than anything there.

Rafe set down a heavy glass in front of her, no questions asked. The liquid inside shimmered faintly, the color of something between gold and violence.

"Blessed firebrandy, aged in witchbone. You'll want it," he said.

She downed it without a flinch. It burned like betrayal going down, and she welcomed the fire.

“Long week?” a voice rasped beside her. It belonged to a man in leathers faded by sun and road. One arm tattooed with protection glyphs, the other bearing the scars of something that tried to chew its way through bone.

Salem smirked. “Three towns, two banshees, one possessed funeral home. I haven’t slept in forty-eight hours and my right thigh still stings from the sigil-branding.”

The hunter barked a laugh, deep and ugly. Another hunter leaned in, younger, maybe new. Still had that hopeful look. Poor bastard.

“You huntin’ banshees out by Provo? I heard they scream ‘til your balls twist.”

“They do,” Salem said. “But only if you’re stupid enough to let ‘em start.  You gotta fill their holes before they have a chance to tune up.”

That got a few laughs from the table. Another round was poured. Someone passed a blunt that smelled like angel blood and burnt mint. The conversation swelled around her, and for a few minutes, she let it happen, voices, stories, the shared religion of the violent. They traded kills and mistakes and warnings.

And then came the low one, voice like a stone being dragged across dry wood.

“You ever hear of Room 6?” Reed asked. He was sitting at the end of the bar, back in the shadows, face half-hidden by the brim of his hat. Nobody saw him come in. He just was.

“Where?” Salem turned slightly, brow arching.

“Cosmic Rest Motor Lodge. Route 375. Out near the Rachel stretch, past the alien jerky sign.”

“Cute name. What is it? Haunted toilet?”

Reed didn’t smile.

“Room 6 eats people. Not like a mouth. Like… inside. Dreams. They say folks go in and don’t sleep like normal. They dream too much. They wake up with wet sheets and missing time. One guy came out bloody and screaming about eyes inside his brain. Another girl, they found her still tied to the bed, hands blistered from gripping the rails. She was unconscious and smiling, but in a freakish way.”

That quieted the nearby hunters. Someone muttered a prayer under their breath.

Salem leaned back slowly, glass turning in her fingers. “You think it's just another dream demon?”

“I think if it was, someone would’ve salted that room by now. But it stays. Like it wants to be found. And everyone who walks out says the same thing.”

“What?”

“It never stops.”

That made her pause. She tilted her head, thoughtful. Her inner thighs twitched at the memory of her last good fight. Her body still hadn't shaken off the banshee's scent. Her mind hadn’t stopped reliving it, even after several drinks in.

The air shifted.

Movement caught her eye. Across the room, near the jukebox, a familiar figure leaned against the wall like she owned it. Short-shorts. Thigh-highs. Net top that showed off every inch of skin Salem had bitten more than once.

It was Mara, and she was laughing at something a werewolf said. The fucker leaned too close, sniffing at her neck like a dog trying to decide if it could get away with mounting her. Mara arched her back slightly, lips curling in that perfect little smirk, the one that meant she knew Salem was watching.
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