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CHAPTER ONE







THE SKY OVER Devil’s Hollow looked bruised, as if the clouds had been punched into place by something ancient and vengeful, and the evening light filtered through them with a heavy copper sheen that made the whole town appear suspended between sunset and a bad omen. Salem Knox felt it before she even crossed the city limits, a low vibration in her blood that slid through her veins like a whispered warning, the kind that never came from anything human. It prickled along her skin, pooled low in her core, and told her she had found the right place.

The road into town curled through patches of thick pines that leaned too close to the pavement, their shadows merging until her motorcycle appeared to cut through a tunnel of darkness that seemed almost alive. The engine rumbled beneath her, a familiar vibration that steadied her nerves, although nothing could really quiet the stirrings she felt. Her senses, the ones she had inherited from Raven, had started humming the moment she heard the rumors, and now they rolled through her like a tide.

Something powerful lived here. Something hungry. Something that had touched the minds of the young and bright and left them hollowed out like fruit left too long in the sun.

She flicked her gaze across the half-dead town as she rolled in, taking note of sagging porches draped with peeling paint, a café with a sign flickering as if it were too exhausted to shine, a single police cruiser parked crookedly outside a small brick office that carried an air of neglect rather than protection. She felt eyes on her from behind curtains, that subtle lift in atmosphere when a stranger arrives in a place where everyone knows everyone, although this was less curiosity and more suspicion, the kind that came from people who had been frightened for too long.

She parked outside the Hollow Inn, which was nothing more than a squat two story building with a neon vacancy sign buzzing softly against a cluster of moths. Her boots hit the gravel with a crunch that sounded far too loud in the muted evening. The scent in the air was wrong, wrapped in the sweet rot of something that did not belong here. She pulled off her helmet and shook out her short black hair, letting the cool air slide along her neck as she surveyed the motel. The place felt like a graveyard with the bodies still standing.

Tobias always told her to trust her senses, both the human ones and the ones Raven gifted her. Right now, every single one whispered the same thing, that Devil’s Hollow was holding a secret between its teeth and she was walking straight into its bite.

Inside the office, an older woman with tired eyes handed Salem a key with barely a word, her gaze flicking to Salem’s tattoos as if she sensed more than she wanted to acknowledge. Salem headed to her room, the door creaking open into a space that smelled faintly of mildew and lemon cleaner, a strange combination that suggested attempts to hide stains that ran deeper than the surface. The bedspread bore a pattern of faded flowers and the curtains had a drawn tight stiffness, as if they had not been touched in months.

She tossed her bag onto the bed and stood still for a moment, letting herself feel the town breathing around her. The air inside the room felt heavy, almost swollen with lingering emotion. She could taste the essence of heartbreak drifting through the walls, that quiet lingering despair that often clung to places where people had vanished and never truly come back.

The girls who returned were not normal, not right, not present. Salem had heard the details whispered in the bar two towns over, each word carrying a weight that settled deep in her stomach. Smart girls, vibrant girls, girls with futures mapped out in bright arcs, now sitting silently in rooms with blank expressions, staring at windows as if waiting for something to return to them. Minds dimmed like candles left too close to a damp draft.

This town held their memories hostage, and whatever had taken them had not been satisfied. Salem slipped off her jacket and sat on the edge of the bed, running a thumb along the edge of the demon hunting blade strapped to her thigh. It thrummed faintly under her touch, a response that felt almost eager.

Blades forged for killing demons always recognized when they were close to their purpose.

She closed her eyes and let her succubus senses stretch outward. The emotional residue in this town felt thick and sticky, like cobwebs coated in sorrow. When she reached farther, allowing her hybrid instincts to slide deeper, she caught a flicker of something sharper, a pocket of energy that felt hot and serpentine, curled tightly in the direction of the church. It pulsed with a rhythm too deliberate to be accidental, as if someone were keeping time with a heartbeat that did not belong to any human body.

Her pulse answered it. Not out of desire but recognition. The signature of an incubus. And not a weak one. This presence had roots.

Salem let out a slow breath and opened her eyes, letting the room come back into focus. Whatever lived in Devil’s Hollow had wrapped itself around the brightest souls in the town and squeezed until only shells remained.

She felt the echo of Raven’s teachings drift through her mind, the quiet memory of her mother’s voice telling her that some demons feed on potential because it tastes sweeter than innocence.

She stood, grabbed her jacket, and slung it over her shoulder, the movement fluid and certain. Devil’s Hollow had been suffering long enough. She intended to dig the truth out of its core, no matter how deep the corruption ran.

And when she found the demon responsible, she would carve the truth out of him, one way or another.







THE SUN HAD long since dipped below the tree line, leaving Devil’s Hollow cloaked in that particular shade of twilight that made everything feel a little more secret, a little more dangerous. The kind of blue-violet hush that clung to the windows of small-town diners and rolled off the pavement like mist from something dead and buried.

Salem pulled into the gravel lot outside Jack's, the only place in town still lit up and open, the buzzing neon “Open 24 Hours” sign flickering like it was trying to give up but didn’t have the guts. Her bike settled beneath her like a coiled beast cooling off, engine ticking and popping. She swung her leg over, boots crunching on gravel, the leather of her jacket creaking as she rolled her shoulders.

The diner smelled like fried grease, stale coffee, and old secrets. Fluorescents hummed overhead, casting everything in that ghostly white light that made wrinkles deeper and smiles faker. The walls were lined with faded photographs of better days, none recent, all of them watched over by a dead-eyed moose head above the bar like some kitschy guardian of bullshit Americana.
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