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Dominic Salem is many things: professional ghost hunter, curse breaker, and demon slayer to name a few. If there’s one thing he’s learned, it’s never pick up hitchhikers. Something about this one made him stop, though. Maybe he hasn't learned his lesson yet.


Lavinia “Vinny” Wake doesn’t exactly trust her smoking hot ride. Her music is her sanctuary, the only thing she really believes in. But now, Vinny’s dreams have her all messed up, and the last one seemed too...real.


Dom can tell Vinny’s nightmares aren’t just dreams—they’re way worse. Something or someone is drawing her into a trap, and Dom has to stop it. Turns out Vinny’s life isn’t the only thing at stake. Her soul is on the line, too. No pressure.
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Chapter 1
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“Get your paws the hell off me!” Dom shouted as the demon grabbed for him.

He rolled away from the thing’s gigantic claws with millimeters to spare. As he regained his footing, he felt a draft and looked at the brand new rips in his t-shirt. Nope. Make that one millimeter to spare.

“Get over here,” the demon hissed. Its voice penetrated Dom’s skull, going through not just his ears but the ether itself, slipping into his brain and setting off a thousand whispers that echoed the demon’s command.

The worst memories of his life, the ones he tried to bury deepest, suddenly surfaced as if they’d all happened yesterday. When he broke his leg. When he thought he’d hurt his little brother Mal. When his parents left for the last time. When Rachel found him. Everything combined in a swirl of emotion—guilt and pain and misery.

Dom winced, trying to shake off the attack. Unlike most humans, he’d suffered this type of assault before. He knew how to deflect the worst feelings, how to shove the memories away to be dealt with later. He really wished demons would learn to fight fair.

The demon approached Dom, confident the mortal was paralyzed by the psychic pain hurled into his brain. Hot breath, which stank like week-old garbage, blasted Dom’s face. Just as the demon reached out for him, Dom moved. Gripping his favorite demon-fighting knife, he slashed sideways, aiming to sever the sinewy, oversized forearm.

The blade hit the flesh with a sizzle. The demon roared and pulled back. Dom could see the wound briefly drip dark blood. Then the flesh sealed up again, healing within moments.

The demon roared with laughter, a huge, dark sound that reverberated through the humid air. With narrowed eyes, it looked at Dom and the knife he held, then growled.

“You’re a supernasty I don’t need to run into again,” Dom muttered, pulling something from his pocket.

He hurled a little, paper-wrapped object at the demon. It detonated at the thing’s ugly feet, causing smoke to furl up.

Expecting something more than a smoke bomb, the demon sprang away and waved its arms to diffuse the grey cloud.

Using the few seconds of distraction, Dom reached into his pocket again and pulled out a vial of salt—a simple but very useful tool against many creatures from the otherworlds. He bit off the cap and spilled the salt into his palm.

He dragged the blade of his knife through the salt, coating the silver surface with tiny white crystals.

Just in time. The demon hurtled out of the smoke, its arms held out wide, claws splayed for maximum slashing—a pose that left its torso completely exposed.

Instead of running away, Dom lunged forward, knife held steady. The blade connected, creating a deep slash in the middle of the thing’s scaly hide. The blessed salt worked with the enchantments on the blade to form a bond that cut through even a creature from the roughest neighborhood in the otherworlds. The demon’s shriek pierced Dom’s skull. He knew the sound was mostly echoing in the otherworlds. Most folks in the real world wouldn’t hear it at all, and if they did, they’d mistake it for a police siren.

But Dom couldn’t ignore it, and he winced at the instant headache the unholy scream brought pulsing between his ears.

The monster regarded him in disbelief. These creatures assumed that all humans were easy prey. Dom was happy to prove them wrong, one by one.

“You are bound,” Dom managed to gasp out past the pain in his head. “Bound by blood and salt. Flesh and earth.” As he recovered his breath, his voice strengthened. Dom held up the bloody knife blade. He took a moment, picturing the spell he wanted to work in his mind. He needed to keep the demon from slipping away into the otherworlds. The binding of blood and salt would hold only so long. He needed a more permanent solution.

Solution.

He dumped the remaining salt into a water bottle and muttered in Latin, “Let the sea that gives life take life back. Let this be the sea inside.”

The water in the bottle didn’t change appearance, but a wave of intense force rolled over Dom, as if the power of a strong tide invaded the space they’d been fighting in.

The demon snarled, straining against the quick spell contained in Dom’s knife cut. It writhed, the vicious claws flexing instinctively as it prepared to wrest itself free and pound on Dom.

“I’ll cut your skin into slivers and make you watch while I eat them,” it hissed. Flames dripped from its mouth as it spoke.

“Sure you will,” said Dom.

“Watch me! I can—”

Perfect. A big mouth. Timing it right, Dom flung the contents of the water bottle directly into the demon’s open gullet. The salt water hissed and steamed when it hit the hot flesh of the demon.

“Let the tide rise,” Dom said in Latin.

The creature looked surprised, then sick. It started spitting a mixture of oily goo and salty water onto the ground, but something was happening inside of it, something it couldn’t stop.

It clawed at its stomach, forming deep gouges. Pink, brackish water leaked out, and the monster began to gasp like a fish drowning in the air.

Dom kept his knife tight in his right hand, but he knew the final spell worked. The creature was drowning, trapped in an environment that was particularly nasty to its kind. The salt of the earth prevented it from escaping to its home in the infernal otherworlds, and the magically summoned water was the element opposite its own fire.

Dom watched as the demon kept fighting to breathe, to escape the ocean inside it. It wasn’t strong enough, though, and finally succumbed to the lethal combination of salt and water. It seemed to crumple, looking like a piece of trash floating in a shifting mass of water.

“Carry the remains to the sea,” Dom murmured, once again in Latin. “And then be free.”

The elemental force he’d summoned immediately seeped lower, below the surface, into the earth itself.

Dom should have guessed that here in Florida, more of a swamp than a state, the fastest way to the ocean was just to sink into the lawn.

Finally, Dom stood up, his skin slick with sweat, demon ichor, and the salty water from the spell. His hands were covered in blood. Not his blood, but that didn’t make him feel any better. He was dead tired. Fighting a demon tended to do that.

He muttered a prayer in Spanish, one his mother taught him years ago. “Santa Muerte, keep me close to you and on the side of the living so I can keep sending you the dead.” The words helped center him, and after fighting a demon, Dom needed centering.

He pulled off his now destroyed t-shirt and used it to wipe away the blood. That’s how his clients found him. Standing there in the sopping wet backyard, shirtless and bloody.

The husband, a big, tall white dude in a muscle tee, came up first, his expression awed.

The Cuban wife tried to hide a phone behind her back. She’d obviously filmed the whole thing. Dom didn’t worry about it. Beings from the otherworlds had some innate ability to prevent their existence from being recorded. No one knew exactly why, but it had always been that way. Audio played back as static or garbled nonsense. Video either went black, blurry, or simply seemed to be from another scene altogether.

Dom’s youngest brother, Lex, who was terrifyingly smart, theorized that demons warped space-time when they entered the real world, causing blips and strange effects. The woman could put anything she wanted up on social. No one would see the truth. And that was fine with the demon-hunters of the world. Mass panic was not a good situation.

The husband was saying, “We were watching through the window, but I’m still not sure what happened.”

“I exterminated the demon that was harassing your family,” Dom said. “Nasty bugger, too. Just say a sinkhole opened up in your backyard. Which is sort of what happened in the end.”

The man looked fearfully out at the yard. “Where’s the…”

“No body. The demon is gone,” Dom reassured him. “Dead. Destroyed. You don’t have to worry about it coming back.”

“Are you all right?” the wife asked, gazing at Dom. He was very conscious of his sweatiness, his exposed upper body, his tattoos, and the fact that the wife didn’t seem to mind at all.

“Yup. If you have some fresh water, I’ll take it,” he said. “Used mine up and I’m pretty thirsty.”

“Sure thing,” she said, apparently recovered from the demon in her home.

“Get him a shirt while you’re in there,” the man said pointedly.

She went off with a scowl.

“Thanks,” Dom said. “If you have the money, I’ll take that too.”

A little while later, Dom was wearing a loose white t-shirt and had just polished off a bottle of water when his client handed over the payment in cash.

Dom counted it carefully. It looked like a lot, but he was already mentally deducting the many expenses he’d have to cover, from gas to sacred herbs harvested only when the full moon was in Scorpio. Demon hunting wasn’t cheap.

The client said, “Um…how will this look to the IRS?”

“Mark the payment to Salem Associates. If anyone asks, the fee was for home improvement work.”

“Home improvement?”

“Well, your home isn’t inhabited by a demon now. That’s an improvement, isn’t it?”

“Good point.”

“Thank you for your business,” Dom said, sliding the folded money into his pocket.

“This won’t happen again, will it?” the client asked nervously.

“Your home being plagued by a demon? Not unless you do something else that’s either really unlucky or stupid. But you still live in Florida, so I can’t guarantee something else bizarre won’t happen to you.”

“Yeah, well. Florida.” The client shrugged. “Bizarre is fine. It was the way the demon kept leaving claw marks in the mirrors and walls that bothered me. That, and how it kept trying to kill us.”

Dom picked up his backpack. “I’ll get out of your way now.”

His client trailed him to the front door. “So with a last name like Salem… Does that mean your family was around during…you know?”

“I don’t really like to talk about that,” Dom said with a smile. The standard line.

Her tone serious, the wife said in Spanish, “You’ve seen Santa Muerte’s face.”

“I don’t really like to talk about that either,” Dom said to her. He kept to English, having seen the husband’s confusion when his wife spoke Spanish.

He reached for the door handle. “If you meet anybody with any other problems of a supernatural type, you’ve got the number. Take care.”

Dom returned to the crappy motel he was staying in during the job. The window unit air conditioner pinged loudly, protesting the humid air outside. The Salems always traveled cheap. Less overhead meant more money. They needed money to make their home actually habitable.

He called his brother Malachy. “All done,” he said. “And paid.”

Mal said, “I knew you’d get that one taken care of fast.”

“How’s our house?” Dom could picture the old Victorian on the outskirts of the small midwestern town they made their home base. The brothers hadn’t lived there long, and it was a dump, but Dom missed it more than he expected.

“Slowly collapsing,” said Mal. “I think the roof over the back bedroom is being attacked by pigeons.”

“Lily’s room?”

“No, the other one with the green walls. Greenish,” Mal amended.

“Oh, right. Well, lock Behemoth in there. That should sort it out.” Behemoth preferred to hunt supernasties small enough to get his claws into, but he wouldn’t pass up a pigeon.

“If I can lift him.” His brother sighed. “How’s Pie?”

Dom looked at Piewicket, the little calico cat sleeping on the motel bed. “She’s fine.”

“She made a big stink about going along with you. Did she help?”

“With killing the demon? No, she didn’t even wake up for the appointment.” Dom wasn’t sure why Piewicket had been so insistent on joining him for the job. He was happy she was there. Piewicket was undeniably the sweeter cat in the Salem house. But she’d done nothing more than keep him company, just as she’d done for his whole life.

Piewicket and Behemoth were family pets…sort of. They were more family than pets. And though both cats seemed to be normal felines in every respect, they had been in the Salem family a very long time. Far longer than any self-respecting veterinarian would believe.

Behemoth had been a big, savage black cat when Dom was a little boy, and he was a big savage black cat now. Behemoth had been a big, savage black cat when his grandmother was a young girl. He just stuck around the Salems, occasionally killing, but mostly sleeping. Piewicket was more adventurous and frequently accompanied the brothers when they had to do a job, though not usually one this far from home.

“I miss Pie,” Mal said. “Tell her that.”

“Why? I’ll be home in two days.”

“Actually you won’t,” Mal said. “There’s a new job, and it’s time sensitive. A ghost is haunting a rich guy. So we need you to be a ghostbuster.”

“It better not be in Florida.”

“West coast, bro. You’ll like it.”

“I should come home anyway to resupply.”

“Buy what you need out there. The client’s loaded, Dom. He’ll cover the costs, but he’s serious about the timeline.”

“Maybe he should have called earlier instead of waiting till the ghosts got out of hand.”

“You know how some people need to work up the nerve to call. It takes a huge event for some to even admit this stuff is real.”

“Yeah, yeah.” Some people never seemed to get that until it was way too late. “Speaking of huge events, has anything happened across the street?”

The house they were now living in had previously been inhabited by an elderly relative, another Salem who fought the supernasties that plagued the world. Aunt Jo had been keeping watch on the neighboring property, because signs suggested the place was a hellhole—a magnet for demonic activity. But after her health declined last year, the brothers got the house for free when they agreed to take over watching duties. Aunt Jo had packed up for an assisted living facility, still grumbling about leaving such an important job to “the boys.”

Mal snorted. “Not a thing. I don’t know what the family was so worried about. This is the most boring surveillance job ever. No one goes in and no one goes out.”

“You’re sure?”

He could hear Mal’s sigh of frustration as a crackle over the spotty connection. “Dom, I’m sure. I’ve been watching the place. When I’m not watching it, Lex is watching it. When neither of us can watch it, the cat watches it. We’re all bored. Trust me, you can take this next job without peeking in on us. And we really need this paycheck.”

“Okay,” Dom said, still with some misgivings. Ever since their parents had died, Dom felt responsible for his younger brothers. But Mal was right. They did need the money. “Send me the details. I’ll hit the road tomorrow.”

“We have a new job,” he told Piewicket after he hung up.

The little cat blinked slowly. Yes, I know.

Dom felt the cat’s response form in his mind. The Salems always had a telepathic bond with their two family cats, and Dom had grown up thinking such conversations were totally normal. He asked, out loud, “Is this the job you really wanted to come along for? What’s going to happen?”

We go to hunt, for love and justice and fresh meat.

“You mean I’m going to take out another supernasty and you’re going to get a treat after I get paid for all my hard work.” As he said that, Dom sat on the bed next to Pie, his shoulders slumped after a day of demon-smashing.

Such is the order of things.

“You weren’t a lot of help today, you know.” He scratched behind her ears, and Pie’s eyes closed as she leaned into him. “Did you just want to get out of the house?”

The cat’s tail twitched. True, this demon was no match for your power.

“It was just a quick spell.”

Stop that. False modesty is an ugly human trait. Few others have the gift of a quick spell, as you put it. Glory in the power you have.

“It doesn’t feel glorious.” It was rare, though. Piewicket had him there. Most spells required extensive research and a lot of preparation to cast, and could only be done in alignment with the proper stars and seasons. But Dom had been born with the ability to sidestep some of the usual restrictions. He could reach into the well of magic he always felt close by, and speak a spell without more than a moment’s notice.

And since he was a Salem, born and raised, he used that magic to fight the multitudes of evil, corrupt beings that plagued the world. That’s what the Salem family had done for generations, no matter how dangerous it was and no matter how many people gave up their lives in the fight. Like his parents had.

“I’m pretty wiped out,” he said, unwilling to chat about his gift or his calling.

Yes. Now you must sleep.

“Yeah, it’ll be a long day tomorrow.”

Perhaps. Mostly, I desire warmth, and that is paramount.

Dom shrugged and said the only thing he could be certain of. “You’re such a cat.”

As soon as he lay down, Pie nuzzled next to him, purring. He was drifting off before he could warn the cat not to use her favorite sleep-inducing spell. He dreamed of a real house, a home to hold his family, his whole family.

In the dream, his parents were still alive, his brothers were with him, and someone who he was sure was a sister. Lily, he thought, though in typical dream logic, sometimes she looked like Lily and sometimes not. It was summer, the smell of the grill in the air along with the bitter smoke of cheap fireworks and the heavy, sweet scent of twilight air before the night came on with its fireflies and stars. It was the perfect summer day, in the perfect house, with the perfect family. There was even a dog on the lawn, barking happily.

Dom fell deeper into the dream, aching for the simple joy of it. That’s what he wanted, what he wanted his whole life, since that horrible, soul-shredding moment when he heard his parents weren’t ever coming back, and that nothing would ever be safe or the same again.

There was a spot of wetness on his face. Tears? No, just Piewicket poking her little nose at him.

Sleep. The past is done and the future is free. Sleep.


Chapter 2
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“Get your paws the hell off me!”

Vinny shoved the guy away from where she sat in the passenger seat of the car plowing down the desert highway. The guy was six three and probably nearing three hundred pounds. She was five nine on tiptoes and less than half his weight. But she still would bet on herself in a fight.

The guy leaned back toward the driver’s side, jerking the steering wheel as he went. A car was such a bad place to hit on a girl, especially when it was in motion. At least this stretch of highway was straight, and the scenery uncluttered by distraction—uncluttered by anything, really. The part of Texas they were crossing was filled with dusty, hot nothing.

Vinny had hitchhiked a lot in her life, often enough to know most of the crap that could happen and how to prevent it from happening. On this particular trip, she’d been lucky up till now. Leaving New Orleans, where she’d been living, she’d ridden with a nice trucker from South Carolina who knew a lot about German shepherds and breeding them and was happy to share every bit of his knowledge. He’d apologized every time he’d referred to a female dog as a bitch, which made Vinny laugh.

Then she’d got in with a young band on their way to Chicago for a gig. But their van started having engine trouble, so they had to pull over. She gave them as much cash as she could out of her stash, because she remembered being in these situations when she toured. But repairs would take a while, so she was forced to find a new ride.

Enter Wade. Wade wore a bright red trucker hat and had loud opinions Vinny didn’t agree with. But he was headed west and didn’t blink when Vinny took a photo of him and his license plate to send to a friend. She warned Wade that if she didn’t check in, that photo would get sent to the cops.

The warning usually worked pretty well. And Wade had behaved for the first couple of hours. Until now.

“Keep your eyes on the road, moron,” she added, under her breath. She didn’t want to get hit on, and she definitely didn’t want to get killed.

“That’s it, blondie.” He hit the brakes, and the car screeched to a halt. Vinny lurched forward, held back only by the shoulder belt. The guy’s head almost hit the windshield, but Vinny’s luck wasn’t so good that he got some sense knocked into him.

“What now?” she muttered, automatically glancing around. There was no one on the road behind them. Or ahead of them. This area was totally deserted.

Vinny felt for the little folded knife in her pocket. Still there. She hoped to hell she wouldn’t have to use it.

Wade shook his head in disgust. “Stupid bitch.”

“I’m not the one who tried to attack someone while driving,” she snapped. She unbuckled her seatbelt with one hand.

“Didn’t attack you,” he growled. “Just being friendly.”

“We’re not friends. And there’s nothing friendly about groping a women without asking.”

“What are you talkin’ about? You wear those tight clothes and got that fake blonde hair and you ride with any stranger who says okay. You’re asking, baby.”

She glared at him. “What decade are you from?” She grabbed her backpack. “If you asked for gas money, no problem. But you don’t get to feel me up.”

“You’re in my car. I get to do whatever I want.”

“Then I’m out of here.” Vinny reached for the door handle.

He leaned across her, grabbing her wrist. “Hold up, now.”

Vinny twisted back and hissed at him. “Back off. You try anything with me and I’ll cut you up.”

He grinned, evidently not worried about her threat at all. “Tough little bitch, ain’t you? Bet you’re fun once you know who’s in charge.”

Vinny spat directly in his eye, then opened the door and launched herself out of the car. She hit the ground awkwardly, but she picked herself up fast, pulling her bag up from where it had dropped.

“Want to see how much fun I am?” she said. She flicked the knife open.

His face twisted into something ugly, but he just said, “Fuck this. You ain’t worth the trouble.”

He revved the engine and pulled the passenger door closed. “When you’re begging for water out here with the snakes, you’ll wish you were nice to me!”

“Go to hell!” Vinny screamed as he drove off.

The car became a speck in the distance. Vinny just stood there for a little while, half-fearing her scuzzy ride would come roaring back with a gun in his hand. But nothing happened. He didn’t return.

She was alone in the middle of nowhere. Vinny looked around. There were no road signs, no houses, no hint of civilization. She didn’t remember how long it had been since they passed a gas station or something, but it had been a while.

“Not good,” she muttered.

The sun was high in the summer sky. Vinny, dressed in jeans, a thin t-shirt, and a leather jacket, was already feeling the heat. She wore a bunch of necklaces, too, and the metal of the chains already felt hot.

She dug in her pack for her umbrella. The tiny shadow it cast would help keep the direct sun from beating on her skull. But this was a desert. It would hit a hundred degrees today. She had one half-full bottle of water in the bag.

“Damn,” she said. “That guy really left me here.”

She pulled out her phone. She’d call 911. This must qualify as an emergency.

No reception. No bars. No nothing.

Was it her device acting up, or was it the total desolation? Vinny cursed out the phone and tried everything she could, but nothing changed. She couldn’t even call for help.

She’d just have to start walking. She chose west—that’s where she was headed anyway. There’d be something on the side of the road soon enough.

Vinny trudged along the road. She talked to herself while she walked, both to keep herself company and to keep her spirits up. She worked best when fueled by anger. Rage could keep her going for hours.

“This is nowhere near the worst situation you’ve been in, Vin,” she said. “Remember that night in the Bronx after Malika’s party. That was bad. This is nothing.”

But the night she’d usually considered the worst of her life was a little different, if only because there’d been people around. Mostly bad people, sure. But it was in New York, not the middle of nowhere.

“Oh, get over it. This is a highway. People use highways. Someone else will come by. No decent person would just drive past a damsel in distress. Right?”

In fact, no fewer than six drivers were perfectly willing to drive past a damsel in distress. Every single car that passed by—four going east, two going west—ignored her stuck out thumb, her frantic handwaving, and her shouts for help. Most of them sped up. Was she that scary looking?

“Keep walking, Vin. Think about Emma. She’ll flip when she sees you.”

Emma would certainly do something when she saw Vinny, because she hadn’t seen Vin in, what, three years? They hadn’t parted on the best of terms, and though they exchanged texts and such, the rift was still there. Vinny had been afraid to bring it up, because maybe bringing it up again would torpedo their friendship completely.

But then Vinny had the nightmares.

As a kid, she had nightmares all the time. The usual stuff about monsters and getting lost in the dark, and being trapped in a huge spiderweb, which her therapist said was a ‘metaphor for Vinny’s difficulty with her parental relationships’ or whatever.

As she got older, and stopped going to that stupid therapist, her nightmares lessened.

Then, last week, she suffered three nights in a row of vicious dreams. The same spiderweb showed up, but this time, the person stuck in the middle was Emma.

And every night, Vinny watched, screaming, as something horrible devoured Emma. The nightmares started differently each time—a club, in Vinny’s old house, in the woods somewhere. But they ended up with Emma being caught up in sticky webs, one silvery strand at a time. Vinny could see them, one by one, but each time, she didn’t quite realize what was happening until it was too late.

And then everything was darkness, and there was Emma, begging for help, and no matter what she tried, Vinny could never reach her. She tried and failed and watched as Emma died. Then she woke up, sweaty and tangled in bedsheets, telling herself it was just a dream.

Three nights in a row.

Vinny couldn’t take it anymore. She had to get to Emma. This wasn’t a phone call situation. Hey, what’s up? Been a while. Listen, I think you’re maybe going to be devoured by a massive spider. And even if it’s a metaphorical one, it’s still going to eat you.

Nope. Vinny couldn’t text that. This required a face-to-face.

Trouble was, Emma’s place was all the way across the country from Vinny. And Vinny was nearly broke. But what else could she do? Ignoring this wasn’t going to work. Vinny didn’t believe in dreams or magic or anything other than pure rationality. But when a paralyzing nightmare occurred out of the blue and kept repeating, it meant something. The spider wasn’t important. What was important was the horrible certainty that her friend was in danger.

The nightmares faded to a manageable level as soon as she started traveling, which Vinny took as a good sign.

Besides, it wasn’t like she had any other obligations. She was between jobs, having quit her last gig as a cocktail waitress in the French Quarter. The money she made was barely enough to scrape by. She made a bit more playing in bands, but that was never steady work.

Vinny worried about money. She knew what it was like to have a lot of it, and what it was like to have none of it. Having none of it sucked. At almost twenty-eight years old, it was time to stop coasting and start thinking about the future. She couldn’t survive on short-term, part-time gigs forever. And she’d die before asking her family to help with anything.

“Think about helping Emma,” Vin said. “Think about staying with Emma. Those damp cool days. The mist. The rain. Oh, Lord, the rain.”

Vinny would practically sell her soul for a good thunderstorm about now. But the sky remained stubbornly clear.

The sun crawled westward, hotter every minute. Vinny kept walking. A low, pulsing headache began in the back of her neck and slowly spread upward. Sweat trickled down her face and the back of her neck in a steady stream. Her jeans were plastered to her skin. She wanted water. She needed water. She waited as long as she could to drink the last drop from her bottle, but it was mid-afternoon now, and things were starting to look pretty bad.

She automatically looked behind her every five minutes or so, hoping, praying that some speck in the distance would turn out to be a good Samaritan in an air conditioned SUV filled with lemonade.

Nothing. She must not be damsel-ly enough.

Then she did a double take. Something glinted in the distance, the flash of sunlight on chrome.

She turned toward it and waited. Through the shimmering heat, a shape appeared. It was a motorcycle, not a car.

She moved to the very edge of the baking-hot asphalt and held up one hand, waving to it.

A miracle occurred.

The bike started to slow down.

She watched as the motorcycle slowed further, then stopped. The guy driving it put one foot on the ground, steadying the bike. He pulled his helmet off and pushed his black hair away from his face.

Wow.

Vinny was glad she had her sunglasses on, because she knew she was ogling him. He was hot. Smoking hot. All bad boy in faded jeans and a shiny black leather jacket.

Are you kidding me? Vinny thought. The one person to stop looks like more of a threat than the guy who left me here?

The guy looked her over, too, though she couldn’t tell what he was thinking behind those very pretty eyes.

“You need a ride,” he said. Said, not asked.

“Not from you, thanks all the same.” Even in this situation, Vinny knew better than to get near anyone who looked like him. Good thing she didn’t believe in luck. Because her luck seemed to be tanking.

He raised an eyebrow. “You waiting for your limo?”

“I’m not actually hitching,” she said, ignoring the fact that she had flagged him down. “I’m just walking to the next…whatever.”

“Are you serious?”

No, Vinny was not serious. She had no idea how far the next whatever was. “No offense, but I left my last ride because he was a creeper. Not making that mistake again.”

“Look, I don’t really want to give you a ride,” the guy responded. “But it’s too hot. You’ll get heat sickness if you stay out here. Or dehydration. Or worse.”

She wiggled the umbrella. “I’ve got shade.”

“How’s that working out for you? Feel ready to run a few laps? Stand out here for another two hours with the sun in your face the whole time?”

Vinny closed her eyes. That sounded like hell.

“You could call the cops,” the guy suggested. “State troopers pick up stranded travelers all the time.”

She laughed at that. She hadn’t seen a single bar on her phone for hours. But she did notice the battery draining away. “Tried that. No signal.”

He pulled out his own phone and checked it. “Yeah, you’re right.”

Then he reached into a side pack and produced the holy grail—a bottle of water. He held it out to her.

Vinny snatched it and guzzled half of it down before she thought about all the awful stuff a person could slip into a bottle of water.

“Whoa, slow down,” the guy said, looking alarmed.

She couldn’t. She was too thirsty. She drained the bottle and wiped her mouth. “Thanks.”

At that moment, Vinny’s gaze caught a movement at the side of the guy’s bike, the same place where the magic bottle of water came from. She blinked to make sure she wasn’t hallucinating. Was this what heat exhaustion did? She’d never hallucinated a calico cat before. “Is that a cat?”

He glanced back. “Yup.” After a long second, he added, grudgingly, “Her name’s Piewicket.”

Fascinated, Vinny watched the little creature, which had crawled out of a sort of side pannier saddlebag thing. It stretched out, first front paws, then back paws. Then she looked at Vinny with big eyes, blinking slowly.

“You own a cat. A cat who likes motorcycle rides?”

“Own’s not really the right word,” he said, now with a hint of a smile. “Pie wanted to come along for the ride, and she’s kinda in charge.”

She looked at the cat for another long moment, trying to figure out what the scam was, then back at the guy. No one who rode with an adorable calico cat in his saddlebag could be evil. Right?

Vinny made a decision. She said, “I’ll take a ride, just to the next stop. Gas station. Restaurant. Whatever. I just need to crash somewhere, and I’ll call my friends to bail me out.”

The cat surveyed Vinny, then yawned and crawled back into the saddlebag.

“Fine by me,” the guy said. “Normally I wouldn’t even let you on without a helmet, but leaving you out here in the sun wouldn’t be much better.”

She bit her lip. “I’m not good on motorcycles. I’ve only ridden one once before in my life.”

“Just get on,” he said. “I’ll go easy on the speed.”

Vinny nodded. But first, she walked to the front of the bike and held out her phone to take a picture.

“What are you doing?” he asked.

“Standard hitchhiking procedure,” she said. “I send pics of the plate and the driver to a friend. If I don’t check in, she’ll send this to the cops.”

She held up the phone to get him in frame. “Say cheese.”

“No.”

She clicked anyway, then pocketed the phone again and collapsed the umbrella. She adjusted the backpack and got on. “I suppose I’ve got to hold onto you.”

“No one else around.”

He waited until she was settled, then put his helmet back on. Vinny found herself in the awkward position of needing to essentially hug a stranger for an extended period of time.

Vinny was terrified she’d fall off the bike once it got going, but the guy didn’t drive like a maniac, so that was good. He probably just wanted to protect his cat.

The road got even more desolate than she imagined possible. The sun was well on its way below a mountain ridge when they finally saw a lighted sign in the distance.

Vinny dreamed of bathrooms and cold water and cell phone signals, but once they got closer, she had to readjust her expectations.

The place was a dive. A creepy gas station backed up to a creepy garage, populated by creepy, leather-faced, bearded bikers.

It was the unfriendliest place Vinny had ever seen.

The guy pulled in, but stopped well short of the gas pumps.

He pulled his helmet off, then turned his head enough to say, “Not to go all white knight, but there is no way in hell I’m dropping you off here.”

Vin breathed a sigh of relief she didn’t realize she’d been holding. “Good,” she said quietly, “because this place makes my skin crawl.”

“Yeah, mine too.” Nevertheless, he got off the bike. “Stay right here. I’m not kidding.”

“Where are you going?” she asked, feeling very anxious.

“Creepy or not, they’re bikers. They’ll have a spare helmet to sell.”

“Um. Can you get some more water too?” she asked. “I’m still thirsty.”

“There’s a full thermos in the righthand saddlebag,” he said. “Drink that. Water around here is probably poisoned.”

“Be careful,” Vin said.

“You too. Don’t wander off.”

Then the guy—whose name she didn’t even know—proceeded to wander off, straight toward the bikers.


Chapter 3

[image: ]

Dom hated the place. He wasn’t naturally gifted at sensing auras, but the vibes around the whole location were so aggressive a blind person could see them. It was bad. Purple black, like a thundercloud or a bruise. The people who called this place home were only human in the literal sense.

But they were definitely bikers, with a line of shiny chrome bikes in the large garage. Big beasts of bikes. Mostly Harleys or hacked-together choppers, all heavily accessorized with black leather and more bad vibes. The men standing around talking near the huge garage door had the bruise-colored auras he sensed around the rest of the place. Even their laughter had a tinge of meanness, like bullies on a playground.

Just buy a helmet and leave.

He stepped into the office of the gas station.

A stocky man with a huge greying beard looked him over. “If you want to gas up, amigo, you need to get the bike a little closer to the pump.” He cast a non-casual look outside to where Dom’s bike was parked, with the woman still near it.

A couple of other gang members laughed, non-casually moving to flank Dom. One said, “Maybe he needs a little help getting the pump in the tank.”

Dom resisted the impulse to roll his eyes. “I’m looking to buy a helmet. We’re one short.”

“Ladies like to feel the wind in their hair,” the guy said.

“Not this one,” Dom disagreed. “You got one to sell or not?”

“Sure, I got one. Almost new.”

The way the other guys laughed at the last words made Dom cringe inside. He did not want to know how they got the helmet in the first place.

Bearded guy turned and pulled out a helmet from a shelf in the booth. He plunked it on the counter.

Dom picked it up, examining it for cracks. It was black, plain but unbroken. “Looks okay,” he said. “How much?”

“Four hundred.”

“I don’t want to buy everything here, just the helmet,” Dom said. “How much?”

“Four hundred dollars. American. What’s the matter? Don’t think your lady’s skull is worth that much?”

“I don’t think this helmet is worth that much. I could buy a brand new one for that.”

“Yeah, if you were somewhere else. But you ain’t. You’re here. And the only helmet for sale is four hundred dollars American.” The bearded guy slapped a hand on the counter, as if he just got a great idea. “If you don’t got the cash, how about a trade. Ten minutes alone with your lady sounds good.”

Dom went still. “Say again?”

“You heard me.”

“Not interested.” Dom took a slow breath.

The bearded guy put both hands on the counter, leaning forward slightly. “Worried she’ll like it?”

That was the last thing Dom was worried about. Her being alive at the end, that was something to worry about. He pulled out some cash from his right pocket, counting out the bills carefully. “Three hundred in exchange for the helmet and an apology for insulting a lady.” He held the folded bills up.

The guy laughed, but his eyes were locked on the cash. “Sorry,” he said, not sounding sorry at all. “Sure she’s a real angel.”

Dom wouldn’t know, but he nodded, reaching for the helmet. He dropped the cash on the counter. He didn’t bother to say goodbye.

He went outside with the helmet, feeling a target on his back the whole time. Though the conversation didn’t take more than a few minutes, it felt like an hour. If anything had happened to his bike, his cat, or his passenger while he was distracted, he’d do something permanent to this place.

But as soon as he sighted his bike, he got sidetracked by something he didn’t usually see with his bike—a gorgeous woman.

“Wow,” Dom breathed. He’d seen her before, obviously, but not like this, leaning casually against the machine, as if she belonged to it.

For a girl who said she didn’t have much to do with motorcycles, she sure looked good with one. The worn, cropped black leather jacket fit her frame perfectly. Underneath the jacket he could see the mess of silver necklaces she wore around her neck, easily a couple dozen. She was leaning against the side of the seat so that her legs were straight out, crossed at the ankles. The skinny jeans she wore outlined every contour of sleekly muscled legs.

Her black leather boots didn’t come up much above those crossed ankles, and the leather was dusty with long wear, the toes all scuffed up. Shitkicker boots, his brother Mal always called them, in contrast to the ones designed for a fancy night out. These looked like they kicked plenty of shit.

But that actually wasn’t the main event. She had her phone out in one hand and a tube of lipstick in the other. Using the phone as a mirror, she swiped an intense red across her lips.

Dom hated lipstick. But it was still sexy as hell to watch her put it on.

She took her time, pursing her mouth in the mimic of a kiss, though she smiled only at the phone, not even glancing around. Her disdain for her surroundings was louder than any insult she might have screamed. It was defiant. It was unnecessarily provoking. And it looked great.

He was not the only man watching. Two other bikers had strolled up while he was inside. Dom wasn’t sure why they weren’t getting too close. Then he saw Piewicket pacing in a tight figure eight pattern between the new guys and the bike.

One guy took a step forward and earned a hiss from the cat, who arched her back in the classic Halloween pose. They laughed, but didn’t try to move any more.

“Pussycat’s got claws,” one said.

“Which pussycat you looking at?” the other said, and laughed again.

Dom did not like that sound. He’d had enough of this place.

He moved faster. Not running, but not wasting time.

“What’s the rush, pal?” the first biker asked, seeing him pass.

Dom didn’t answer.

His passenger must have been more alert to the situation than she seemed, because she somehow put her phone and lipstick away and swung one long leg over the seat by the time he reached the bike.

Like hell you don’t ride, he thought. But all he said was, “Put this on.”

She took the helmet dubiously. “Will it fit? How’s it supposed to feel?”

“I honestly don’t care,” he muttered. “Just put it on. And hold onto me, because when I drive out of here, I’ll be doing it fast. Got it?”

He glanced at the side pannier where Piewicket already nestled. The cat knew what was about to happen.

Dom tore out of the gas station like he was outrunning the apocalypse. His danger sense had been screaming at him the whole time, and he wouldn’t feel better until he was out of range.

She listened to him at least, to judge by how tight her arms were around him. If he wasn’t thinking about evasive maneuvers and getaway plans, it would have been a nice ride. He couldn’t remember the last time a







































[image: Secrets of the Zodiac by Elizabeth Cole]

ad.png
/

/fﬁzi \
iV 78
' A

SOME SECRETS CAN ALTER HISTORY AND HEARTS..

OVER 200 555 5 REVIEWS!
Get your FREE Secrets of the Zodiac novella
‘joining “The Zodiac™ mailing





title.png
KEEP ME
CLOSE

ELIZABETH COLE





cover-1000w.jpg
B/ ABEAH COLE

AUTHOR OF THE SECRETS OF THE ZODIAC SERIES





fleuron.png





ssb-logo.png





