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  Foreword



On a moonlit Arizona highway, Kobe Hanlon picks up a hitchhiker, the enigmatic Chermona Tarrant. At first, she seems like a mere stranger, but her presence quickly turns chilling. With every word, she digs into his psyche, revealing secrets he thought were buried. Her allure is undeniable, yet danger lurks behind her cryptic smile. As they drive toward Kansas, the line between reality and nightmare blurs. Will Kobe manage to escape her grasp before dawn, or will Chermona lead him into darkness? This is a journey where every mile brings him closer to the edge of sanity.








  
  
  Prologue

  
  




The Weight of August




Arizona does not cool down at night; it merely trades the dry, searing fire of the day for an oppressive, humid blanket. In the first week of August, the air hung heavy and viscous, tasting metallic on the tongue.




Kobe Hanlon hadn’t realized how deeply the desert heat had seeped into his bones until he put Phoenix in his rearview mirror and saw only the black, endless path of Highway 93 stretching out toward the Nevada border. He was leaving. Finally.




He gripped the steering wheel of his old, reliable Ford pickup, the white cotton of his T-shirt already glued to the broad muscles of his back. The clock on the dash glowed red: 10:07 PM. Thursday.




His life was supposed to start again in Kansas, 1,300 miles away, where Wynne Pykes waited—a fresh start, a clean slate, a quiet, reasonable existence far from the beautiful, punishing chaos of his ex-wife, Tawny Seward. Kobe pushed the accelerator harder. The faster he drove, the quicker the rearview image of Tawny’s last, scathing look would dissolve.




The windows were down, not for comfort—the wind blasting in felt like a furnace exhaust—but because the air conditioner had choked on the desert months ago. He needed the noise, the rushing roar to drown out his internal monologue: You should have handled the divorce better. You shouldn’t have left the dog. Did you remember to cancel the storage unit?




He was the only man on the road. The moon, fat and low, hung over the jagged silhouette of the distant mountains, casting an eerie, opal glow that made the scrub brush look like hunched, waiting beasts.




Then, the beast appeared.




He was passing a long stretch of nothing—faded asphalt, dust, and the occasional sign warning of flash floods—when he caught the movement in his peripheral vision.




A figure. Standing impossibly close to the shoulder line.




Kobe’s foot instinctively slipped off the gas. Hitchhikers were rare on this stretch, especially outside Las Vegas, and especially one who looked like that.




She was standing beneath the harsh wash of the moonlight, utterly still. She wore a dress the color of rich, melted butter, which draped off her shoulders and drifted a little beneath her knees. It was a garment utterly unsuited to the environment, yet it remained pristine, untouched by dust or sweat.




She didn’t raise a thumb or wave frantically. Her hand was simply extended, index finger pointing forward, as if directing him rather than soliciting a ride.




Her golden-blonde hair, shoulder-length and shining like polished silk, framed a diamond-shaped face. Even speeding past at fifty, Kobe could see the high cheekbones and the startling intensity of her gaze. Her knees were slightly bent, the calves of her shapely legs long and strong, ending in a pair of delicate, entirely impractical black heels.




He drove past her, his heart rate spiking.




No. Absolutely not.




This wasn’t some poor, desperate soul. This was an invitation, a challenge, a mirage. She looked too fine, too composed, too… out of place. She looked like a woman who had just stepped out of a high-end cocktail lounge, not someone stranded in the furnace of the Arizona night.




He watched her dissolve in the side mirror.




A voice, low and insistent, whispered in his mind. It’s nearly 100 degrees, Kobe. If you leave her, she will be dead by dawn.




He knew better. He was a man running from his problems, and picking up a beautiful stranger on a deserted highway was usually how new problems began.




He gripped the wheel until his knuckles were white. He could feel the road stretching out, the promise of Kansas calling. Sixty-one miles. Sixty-five.




Then, he slammed on the brakes. The tires squealed a sharp, protesting note in the oppressive silence.




He stared at the dashboard. Am I really doing this?




He backed up slowly, reversing almost a quarter mile until his headlights finally caught her again.




She hadn’t moved. She stood exactly where she had been, maintaining that same unnerving stillness, the beam of the headlights pouring over her butter-yellow dress, making her glow.




He killed the engine, the sudden silence rushing into the cab like water.




Kobe leaned across and keyed the passenger window down. The air that rushed in felt different now—not just hot, but charged, heavy with ozone.




“Ma’am?” Kobe called out, his voice sounding dry and nervous. “You need help? It’s too hot to be out here.”




Her hazel-green eyes, large and mesmerizing, met his. They held a strange depth, reflecting the moon and the stars, as if they were made of polished obsidian.




When she spoke, her voice was a breathy, gentle whisper, like dry leaves skittering across pavement.




“I know,” she said simply. “My name is Chermona. And I’m going your way. Kansas, isn’t it?”




Kobe felt a shiver trace a path down his spine, entirely inappropriate for the environment. He hadn’t told the desert or the moon where he was going. He certainly hadn’t told her.




“How did you—?”




“Doesn’t matter,” she interrupted, pushing off the gravel and taking four elegant steps toward the truck.




“Get in, then,” Kobe managed, unlocking the passenger door. “But I’m driving straight through. I need those miles.”




Chermona Tarrant nodded once, a minimal, graceful movement. She opened the door, and as she slid elegantly into the vinyl seat, the heat of the Arizona night seemed to retreat, replaced by a momentary, startling coolness.








  
  
  Introduction

  
  




On a lonely Arizona highway, Kobe Hanlon spots a mysterious hitchhiker under the eerie glow of the moon. Chermona Tarrant seems enchanting yet dangerous, her cryptic words digging deep into his psyche. As they drive toward Kansas, the tension mounts. Her allure pulls him in, but her sinister presence raises alarm bells. Who is she really? Is she human or something more? With dawn approaching, Kobe must confront his fears. Can he escape her grip before it’s too late? Dead-End Ride is a psychological thriller that will keep you guessing till the last mile.
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Part One: The Butter-Yellow Dress
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  Chapter 1: The Passenger

  
  




The first thing Kobe noticed was the smell.




It wasn’t the expected scent of sweat, dust, or desperation. Chermona Tarrant smelled of rain after a drought, mingled with something sharper, like expensive frankincense and distant cedar. It was a clean, almost sterile aroma that clashed violently with the gritty interior of the pickup cab.




The second thing he noticed was the shift in the air pressure within the truck. Before, the cab had been Kobe’s fortress, a self-contained world of escape. Now, the space felt aggressively intimate, compressed, holding two strangers who were suddenly sharing far too much atmosphere.




“Thank you, Kobe Hanlon,” she said, fastening the seatbelt with a soft click.




His hand, which had just returned to the gearshift, froze.




“Hold on,” he said, turning the ignition again. The engine roared to life, a necessary distraction. He pulled back onto the highway, accelerating rapidly. “I don’t think I caught your name, and I certainly didn’t give you mine.”




Chermona leaned back, her butter-yellow dress smoothing neatly around her knees. Her bracelets—a collection of slender gold chains—rattled faintly on her right wrist as she rested her hand on her thigh.




“You didn’t,” she agreed pleasantly, a subtle smile playing across her lips. “But I already know it. And you know mine. Chermona Tarrant. Twenty-nine years old, in case you were wondering.”




She was unsettlingly precise, addressing the exact, unspoken question he hadn’t dared to voice.




“Riding alone?” Kobe asked, forcing a casual tone. He needed to establish the rules of engagement. “Your car break down?”




“No. I don’t believe in things that can break down,” she replied, as if explaining why she preferred walking to driving. “And I am rarely alone.”




Kobe threw her a quick glance. “Boyfriend?”




Her smile widened, though it never reached her hazel-green eyes, which remained utterly serious.




“Oh, something much older and heavier than that, Kobe. Something that requires constant attention. The kind of thing that never really lets you go, no matter how many state lines you cross.”




The temperature was still unbearable, but Kobe felt a cold ripple of unease spread across his shoulders. This was too specific. She was already digging, testing the boundaries.




“Look, Chermona,” Kobe started, driving past a sign that read: 250 Miles to Barstow. “I’m not much for conversation. I have a long drive and I need to focus.”




“I know,” she said softly, almost soothingly. “You want to focus on Kansas. You want to focus on Wynne. You want to focus on how much better her small, tidy apartment is going to feel compared to the sprawling, messy ruin of your last life.”




The breath caught in Kobe’s chest. He nearly veered onto the shoulder.




“What did you just say?”




“Wynne Pykes,” Chermona continued, her voice gaining a melodic, persistent quality, like a gentle persistent breeze that ensnares him while taking his breath away. “She’s petite, isn’t she? And very neat. She smells like laundry detergent and cinnamon. A stark contrast to Tawny, isn’t she? All earth and fire and the constant scent of expensive, reckless perfume.”




Kobe’s jaw locked. He had spent the last eight hours physically purging his life of Tawny Seward. They had finalized the divorce three days ago in the oppressive heat of the Phoenix courthouse. Wynne was his future. Wynne was his secret.




“You’re wrong,” he lied, the denial weak and sputtering. “I don’t know any Wynne.”




Chermona let out a small, musical laugh. “Oh, Kobe. You’re such a terrible liar, even to yourself. Didn’t the last two years teach you that avoiding the truth only makes the consequences louder?”




She turned fully toward him, resting her small, pert breasts lightly against her knees. The sterling silver loop earrings flashed in the interior dash light.




“You’re worried about the lease you left unsigned in Arizona. You’re worried about the look on Tawny’s cousin, Bram Keeth’s face, when you told him you were leaving the business entirely. You’re worried that Enya Forrinieu will tell Wynne about the last time you saw Tawny—the argument, the way you slammed the door. You’re worried she’ll tell Wynne about the bruises.”




The air in the cab became thin. Kobe could feel the frantic pounding of his pulse in his throat. This wasn’t guesswork. These were details, hidden names, specific incidents locked inside his memory.




“Who the hell are you?” Kobe demanded, his voice thick with sudden fright. He slammed his foot on the brake again, pulling the truck hard onto the dirt shoulder, kicking up a plume of fine, white dust.




He rounded on her, his broad, muscular upper body tense.




“Get out of my car. Right now.”




Chermona didn’t flinch. She observed his rising panic like a scientist observing a chemical reaction. Her flawless, taut, creamy-vanilla tone skin remained cool and unblemished, despite the oppressive heat radiating from the engine block.




“Oh, but we’ve just started,” she said, tilting her head. The movement was slow, deliberate. “And I know you, Kobe. You have a deep-seated need to see things through to the end. That’s why you always stayed too long. That’s why you didn’t leave Tawny when she first asked you to. You needed the full experience. The catastrophic collapse.”




Her voice dropped, becoming spectral and intimate.




“Besides,” she whispered. “I need these miles. I have a delivery to make. A soul that needs to be collected.”




Kobe felt a paralyzing chill. He looked at her hands—perfectly manicured, slender fingers. They looked gentle. But the gold bracelets seemed to pulse faintly in the moonlight.




“I’m going to call the police,” Kobe said, fumbling for his phone.




Chermona didn’t move to stop him. She merely sighed, an ethereal sound that seemed to carry the weight of centuries.




“Go ahead, Kobe. Call Officer Devlin Murone. But what would you tell him? That the attractive young woman you picked up on the highway knows your secrets? That she knows about the money you borrowed from Olivander Hosley that you never paid back? That she knows you only quit your job because you suspected Percy Neugiel was about to report your inventory discrepancy?”




The phone slipped from Kobe’s sweat-slicked fingers and clattered onto the floor mat. He stared at her, the blood draining from his face. These were deep, buried transgressions—the kind of ugly history you prayed would stay buried beneath a thousand miles of asphalt.




“What are you?” he managed, his voice barely a rasp.




“I told you. Chermona Tarrant. I am twenty-nine. I am merely a traveler,” she said, her eyes narrowing slightly. “But I am also a gentle persistent breeze that ensnares you while taking your breath away.”




She leaned forward, and the cool scent of rain and cedar overwhelmed him.




“You wanted to escape Arizona, Kobe. You wanted to run from the consequences. But consequences always travel with you. They just need a host.”




Her hand, adorned with the rattling gold, reached out and touched his forearm. The contact was ice cold.




“Now, drive. We have a long way to go, and I promised my employer a full accounting by morning.”




Kobe didn’t know if he could move. He was trapped in the desert, his Ford pickup suddenly transforming into an iron coffin, sealed shut by a woman who looked like an angel but spoke like a demon cataloging his sins.




He had to get her out. Before sunrise. Before she took him on a mind-wrecking journey that he would not be able to escape.




With a shuddering breath, Kobe put the truck into drive. He couldn’t call the police; she had weaponized his guilt. His only option was to drive, to pretend compliance, and to search for an exit he couldn’t yet see.












