
  
  
      
        
          Working Class Vegas Vamp

          A Las Vegas Urban Fantasy

		      
          AM Scott

        

        
          
          Lightwave Publishing LLC

        

      

    


  
  Working Class Vegas Vamp  Copyright © 2024 by AM Scott. All Rights Reserved.
All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means including information storage and retrieval systems, without permission in writing from the author. The only exception is by a reviewer, who may quote short excerpts in a review. This book may not be used to train Artificial Intelligence, Large Language Models, or similar computer generation models without proper licensing. Pirates may be dropped into the giant black hole of Andromeda without further warning.

Cover by Achlys Book Cover Designs
Developmental Editing by Dakota Nyght Editing Services
Proofreading by Polaris Editing

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental. 

AM Scott
Visit my website at www.amscottwrites.com 
Originally released as a web serial in 2024 and 2025. 

First Printing: June 2025
Retail Version 20250519
Lightwave Publishing LLC






  
  Dedication


To my sister and brothers. I'm glad we're there for each other—love all of you!
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Chapter 1


A rock-hard fist double-taps the shiny black bar under my polishing rag. Before I can react, citrus, incense, and ginger with a strong undernote of rusting iron assaults my nostrils. My spirits sink, but I keep the rag moving and reinforce my pleasant, welcoming expression. Then I look up and meet the ancient vampire’s gaze. 
Klaus Theoden slides onto the stool in front of me. My least favorite customer first thing tonight—for the third time this week; five unending nights last week. The hot billionaire has a hard time understanding the word no. I suspect my primary attraction is “playing hard to get”—even though I’m not playing at all—so I try to be bland and slightly servile. But the Night King of Vegas rankles me too easily. “What’s your poison tonight, Mr. Theoden?”
“Call me Klaus, and you, of course, Charlene Flammen.” One corner of his lush lips rises, but I know he isn’t smiling. He never does.
I slide the list of top shelf liquor across the bar in front of him, adjusting my tone to bored. “Not for sale. What would you like off the menu?” Wealthy, gorgeous Theo is sadly predictable, demanding the most expensive and exclusive items. But high prices don’t equal good taste.
I turn and reach high for the Pappy Van Winkle Reserve, our most expensive bourbon whiskey, kept just for him. Occasionally some other rich dude trying to impress orders it, but even at the hottest drag show in Vegas, few will pay $500 a shot, double the usual bar price. But Fantastique is on the pricey Vegas Strip, where nothing is cheap.
A few months ago, a tech bro bought a bottle and tipped me a glass. After a single sip, I passed the rest to Troy; he raved about it all night long. It didn’t taste all that different to me, but I’m not much of a drinker. Of alcohol, that is.
I turn back to Theoden and raise the bottle along with a single eyebrow. When he doesn’t say anything, I shrug and pull a fresh cloth to polish the bottle. He likes to play games. I don’t. I finish polishing and put the bottle back, then grab the next, an equally expensive tequila, ignoring Theoden’s attempts to burn a hole in my back. Laser eyes aren’t one of his many advantages. But his mere presence, night after night, worries me more than enough.
After waiting on the table behind Theoden, Janice grimaces at me, and continues her rounds. Troy remains at the other end of the bar, casting wary glances at us. They both know Theoden is here for me, the working class vamp who escaped his control.
Turning me was a rare mistake on Theoden’s part. Caught in the crossfire of a mob shootout in the Starlight Casino in 1966, I dragged my dying body out the back door to see the lights of Vegas for the last time. Of course I told the blond hottie with the ice-blue eyes that I wanted to live—everyone does. But even as a regular, he didn’t know the real me.
He saw a middle-aged woman fighting the effects of age with makeup and moisturizer, making perfect drinks, and entertaining her customers. He, like so many of the businessmen leaning on my bar, probably believed I made my real living on my back. But they were all wrong.
Flattery gets you a long way if you do it right. I keep the banter light, with just enough bite to intrigue and get the big tips. Theoden isn’t the first man who has followed me out a door after a shift, thinking I was actually been interested. Most of them take the “no thank you” with grace. The few that didn't got my spiked high heel through their foot and a punch between their legs—if security didn't get them first. These days, I use a taser—much less effort, more effective, and less likely to end in a lawsuit. And an official escort out the unmarked employee exit after each shift generally prevents issues.
Too bad for Theoden that his first genuine conversation with me were the last gasps of a dying woman. And too bad he didn’t take the time to demand the usual assurances of undying eternal loyalty, because I would have turned him down flat. I’ve been chained to a man before—I’d literally rather die. Theoden’s sloppiness cost him, and he keeps trying to rectify the mistake without admitting he has messed up. In reality, his ego keeps me alive.
Fool.
But in return, I have to fight his sporadic attempts to bring me back under his control with brains, not brawn. Or money. He has billions, a legion of beholden and besotted followers, and he isn’t stupid, just arrogant.
Pity, that. Stupid men are easily led.
Roger, the latest in a long string of show managers, stomps to the bar, stopping near Troy, and crooks his finger at me. Since I work for the man, I go, dragging my feet. But I already know the answers, and so does he.
Roger leans close, speaking in my ear. “Char, you’ve got to do something about that guy. He’s not buying, and he’s taking up valuable real estate.” 
Sun-blasted Theoden. Still, I’m not a pushover or stupid. “You want him out? Get security to throw him out. Or ban him from the bar.” I lean back and meet his gaze. “Not. My. Job.”
Roger scowls. “You know I can’t do that.”
“I’m not doing it. Or anything else with him. And if you order me to do what he wants, I’ll take it to the cops. Want to go down for forced solicitation?” Roger is human; he doesn’t know I’ll never go to the authorities. I have better options.
Except I don’t. Not with the night ruler of Vegas determined to own me, for some reason known only to him.
“No, that’s not what I meant!” He holds up his hands like he’s surrendering, then drops them. “But if he keeps coming in and throwing out those ‘mess with me and die’ vibes, I’ll have no choice but to let you go.” He shakes his head. “I don’t want to. You’re a great floor manager and an excellent bartender. You make my job easy. But we can’t have that kind of buzz kill at the show, and you know it.”
I keep my expression placid, but my heart sinks. I’ve noticed Theoden’s dampening effect; it isn’t surprising Roger’s picked up on it too. Finding a new job is a hassle I don’t need. I’ve been in this one for years, outlasting manager after manager, because I am good—no, I’m great. I keep the customers happy and solve staff and performer issues before they become problems.
But tonight, no one came near me. They’d assisted each other or asked security to step in.  
No one wants Theoden’s attention. “I don’t know what you want me to do, Roger. I’m not giving that man an inch.” I'd planned on staying here a couple more years and building my emergency funds higher. But maybe it’s time to leave. I'd go someplace with a gloomier climate, far from Theoden’s influence.
“I don’t know either. But the big bosses will notice eventually, then you’ll be gone.” He taps the bar. “Figure it out.”
Roger isn’t a bad guy, but he isn’t the brightest, either. When I return to my end of the bar, Theoden sneers, drops a few hundreds, and leaves. The night drags on, but we finally close the bar and ready it for the next night. Matias, the security chief, escorts us out. I grab my taser and walk away. The locals don’t bother me, and most of the drug addicts are passed out or on the Strip, harassing the tourists.
After two long Vegas blocks of crumbling concrete, flashing neon, and wary homeless, I tap in the gate code for my lousy Paradise Road apartment complex. Climbing three flights of stairs, I avoid the wobbly railing and the soft spots in the concrete walkways, unlock my door and step inside. Nothing moves.
After locking the door, I slide the heavy security bar into place and cross the cheap, stiff carpeting to the sliding glass door. Through the closed door, the disgusting stench of unfiltered cigarettes and marijuana singes my nose and clenches my fists. My downstairs neighbor is smoking again.
My need to decompress outweighs my disgust. I drag the sliding glass door through the oxidized track with a whoosh. The inevitable desert grit rumbles and the door bangs against the frame. The grumpy woman downstairs is likely to leave another note on our door, but I don’t care. My ass hits the canvas chair on the tiny balcony, and I unzip my thigh-high platform boots, kicking them off to land with a one-two thump on the living room floor. Then I loosen my corset. I can breathe deeply again—too bad that vampire myth, along with the perfect face and superhero strength, is wrong.
Being a drag show bartender pays well, but the required costume isn’t comfortable. My feet throb, my wrists ache from tossing bottles, my ears ring from the loud music, and my body is stiff from walking the length of the bar over and over. If only I’d been turned in my twenties, rather than mid-forties. But I’d be dead, because like many escaping their small towns for the city’s bright lights, I was a fool. Older and wiser Char has learned from her early mistakes, and that helps me survive my new life, or facsimile thereof. 
Flicking the fan in the corner on blows the smoke away, replacing it with cool desert air laden with vehicle exhaust. Pulling a blood box from my oversized tote, I stab the straw through the foil, and suck down the thick, lukewarm, life-sustaining brew, ignoring my craving for the good stuff straight from the source. I sympathize with my neighbor's addiction because I have my own.
But mine is a necessity. Still, I minimize the harm my survival creates, no matter how my inner darkness fights the chains of will I’ve forged.
With the flick of a fingernail, I shred the box’s seam and lick the last traces of blood from the foil. I crave that taste—and hate my desire. Even the boxes—a mix of herd animals with a little human, the equivalent of a protein bar—are delicious.
Sated for the moment, I retreat to my sanctuary, where I sleep the day away.
Or die the day away, depending on who you believe. Since I left Theoden’s lair early, I don’t know which is true. Nor do I care. Over the decades, I’ve learned the difference between many of the myths and truths on my own, and I’m better off for it. So many vamps believe everything they’re told, forging their own chains. 
Inside my room, I bolt the steel door, secure it with steel bars across welded brackets, and press the rubber seals tight over the tiny seam. A clever invader would attempt to go through the walls instead, but one of the most attractive parts of this barely working class apartment complex is the abundance of concrete block walls. The only flimsy wall in my suite is between the bedroom and bathroom. I’ve placed metal bars across the only window, then laid bricks and another set of bars, making my lair secure.
In a fire, I’ll die, but I’m not really living anyway.
A jet thunders through the sky above the apartment, the first of many taking off today. Vegas never sleeps, it’s true. But every thinking being has to at some point, for mental health if not bodily. I throw the sheet back, flop on my ridiculously expensive but supportive mattress, and rather than worry about Theoden, I meditate until the sun rises at five twenty-seven. 
Then I drop into a darkness that Vegas visitors never see.
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Chapter 2


When the sun falls below the horizon, I wake. The sheet still drapes my body, and my security measures are in place. My phone, and my body, tell me it’s nine minutes before eight, and the sun is down. I breathe into my daily meditation. When the singing bell chimes on my phone, I rise, pull on a workout bra and shorts, and begin my yoga routine. The double dose of mind-body work might seem like overkill, but control is key to surviving a hostile environment surrounded by temptation. 
When I’m done, I stare at the ceiling and wish I could fall back asleep like a human. But wishes aren’t horses or gold bars, so I get ready for my day—or night, in reality. Vegas is almost perfect for a working-class vamp—plenty of decent paying night shift jobs, ever-changing management that doesn’t ask questions, and special service providers are readily available. For example, I have alternate identities, including disguises, ID, transportation, and cash secured in different locations around the city. A hidden safe under my bed holds my first and best escape costume.
Sadly, I don’t have alternate, permanent light-safe lairs. I might get shelter for a day or three from a few of my friends who hate Theoden as much as I do, although none of them have his power or money. They have something better—the loyalty of found family. 
But anyone will break under enough pressure, so I’d be hesitant to ask for their help, even though Theo rarely goes to those extremes. Money and influence work better for what he wants. Plus, he pretends to be civilized, when in fact, he is anything but. Lots of humans and paranormals have found that out the hard way.
But thinking about the admittedly hot billionaire vampire doesn’t pay my considerable bills. I shower, moisturize, paint my face, and curl my silver-streaked hair into beachy waves.
Then I put on my black leather cropped halter top and cover it with a bolero jacket. Tuxedo pants and thigh-high platform boots round out my look. I make more tips wearing a short skirt with spike heels, but it isn’t worth the hassle of dealing with drunk idiots who don’t understand the word no.
Nor is it worth the temptation to teach them the error of their ways.
Gathering my bag and keys, I unlock my lair, with plenty of time to suck down a blood box before a brisk walk to the bar. Ride shares are expensive and every penny I save strengthens my safety net.
At the back door of Casino Royale, I hold my card to the lock and enter my code. After trudging up the mostly empty, plain concrete hallway to the back door of the Fantastique, I enter the staff room, put my platform boots on, and throw my things in my locker. Swiping my card across the closest terminal, I clock in and bring the house lights up. Under the bright LEDs, the shiny black and silver plastic looks cheap and cheesy, but with stage lighting, it turns glamorous and glittery. Hopefully, Theoden won’t ruin tonight’s ambiance, too.
Over the next hour, staff and performers trickle in while I prep the bar, slicing fruit and filling trays. Troy pours ice into the bins. “Going to be a slammer tonight.” His combination of tuxedo pants with suspenders, bow tie, and no shirt makes him extra popular with bridal parties. “Hotel is full of tech-bros.”
“Ugh. Those guys are terrible tippers.” Janice tosses her long, straight, honey-blonde hair over her shoulder. “And they don’t take ‘no’ for an answer. Hope Security’s on top of it tonight.” Janice wears her usual shiny black satin corset with ribbon lacing over a short, tight skirt. Even on towering stilettos, she glides through her tables holding heavy trays overhead without spilling a drop. Being a werewolf helps.
“No worries. We got you.” The gargoyle security team lead, Matias, nods from his post at the end of the bar. His dark suit, gray-tinged skin, combined with a little natural glamor, makes him hard to see against the dark walls. I know he’s there, but only because I can hear him breathing. Once the show starts, he’ll fade into the background until a threat brings him out. Then, his six-six height and massive shoulders do most of his job—except for the idiots too drunk for common sense.
“Thanks, babe!” Janice throws him an air-kiss.
Troy growls. “I’ll protect you.” Her pack mate isn’t a fan of interspecies dating and has delusions of pack leadership.
Janice wags her finger in front of Troy’s face. “No, you’ll stay behind the bar, or Char will have your blood for dinner.”
He sneers but glances at me. I stare back, licking my upper lip. I’ll never take blood from him, but he doesn’t know that. He turns away, stacking cocktail shakers at his station. Janice laughs and twirls her tray.
I don’t let my amusement show. Pack leadership is unlikely if he can’t stare down one working-class vamp.
After I solve the inevitable last minute performer crisis, Matias opens the doors. I peer around his massive body and breathe a sigh of relief. Theoden isn’t waiting at the VIP rope. Maybe I caught a break tonight. I trot backstage, nodding at Security guarding the stage door on my way, and Tanya gives me the final set list.
But when I return to the bar, Theoden’s sitting in his usual seat. And the owner of the Casino Royale, Don T. Ald, slouches next to him, with a fleet of men in somber suits surrounding them.
Tonight is a very bad, no good, awful night.
I’d seen the owner here exactly once, watching the police arrest the Fantastique’s manager for embezzlement. His appearance now can’t be good for me. My feet slow, but despite the dread weighing me down like an anchor, I continue. Better to know what is going on—avoidance does no good.
When Theoden spots me, his lips compress and his brows rise, then he reclaims his usual stoic expression. “Charlene, a bottle of Pappy’s with enough glasses for all of us. Doubles.” He waves at the suits. Roger hovers on the outskirts, obviously uncertain of his role in this show. As he should be—he’s outclassed big time. 
I turn and reach for an unopened bottle, keeping my expression blank, despite the sinking sensation in my stomach. After placing it on the bar, I gather glasses, and pour two triples for Theoden and Don immediately, then check with the minions. “On the rocks or straight, gentlemen? Raise your hands for rocks.” Hands go up—split half and half. I grab tongs and the special “kinky boot” ice cubes, each landing in the glass with a tink. Then I pour generously; no reason not to when Theoden is buying the bottle.
“Pour for yourself and your two colleagues as well.” Theoden lifted his glass—straight, no kinky boots for him—and nods. 
I hold back a grimace and deliver glasses to Janice and Troy, exchanging raised-brow looks with both. Then I fill a glass with water for myself. I already know I don’t want to toast this moment.
One of the suited minions points at a paper inside a leather folder in front of the current casino owner. “Sign here, here, and here, sir.” Don scrawls on the paper, then slides the folder in front of Theoden. He signs and hands the folder to the man standing next to him; a stamp thumps on the paper, and the man notarizes both signatures. 
Theoden’s attorney takes the documents. “Sirs, we’ll send official copies to your offices.” He holds up his glass. “Congratulations, Mr. Theoden.”
Bloody daylight—I’d been right. 
Don slaps Theoden on the back and holds out his hand. “I hope the Royale is as good to you as it was to me.” He shakes Theoden’s hand and tosses back his drink like it’s cheap swill, thumping the heavy glass on the black plastic. “I’ll enjoy the Malibu bikini babes while you fight the desert heat, the tourists, and the headaches. Best of luck.” Sliding off the stool, Ald totters out the door, waving without turning. Half the legal staff follows. 
Theoden’s lawyer snorts. “He’ll be back in less than six months. Guy doesn’t know when to quit.” 
“That’s true. But it won’t be this casino.” Theoden clinks glasses with his lawyer, then turns to me. “You’re not going to congratulate your new boss, Charlene?” He purrs my name in his deep, rumbling voice and raises his brows. 
I stare at him while I review my assets. Another year would have been better, but I can do it now. Holding his gaze, I pour my water in the sink and undo my apron, taking my casino ID out of the pocket and placing it on the bar in front of Theoden. “I quit.” Then I walk away without glancing back. Troy gasps. Janice’s snicker cuts off abruptly.
Matias joins me before I reach the locker room. I glance at him while I unzip my thigh-high boots and pack everything in my tote. “Making sure I don’t rob the place blind on my way out?”
He snorts. “Standard procedure, you know that.” 
I grin at him and rise. “I do. Thanks. For everything.” 
He opens the back bar door for me and we weave through busy minions pushing carts filled with booze and food, hurrying to fulfill their master’s orders. I revel in my freedom, pushing thoughts of my next steps away to enjoy this moment. 
At the door, Matias steps out first, looks both ways, then beckons me out. “I’ve enjoyed working with you, Char. I wish I could offer you something other than luck, but I can’t. I need this job.” He holds out his hand.
I shake his cool, rough hand and smile. “Oh, I know. I’ve burned my bridges. Take care, Matias, and tell the crew and cast goodbye for me. I’ll miss most of them.”
“Will do. Watch your back. Guy buys a casino for you and loses? He’ll be out for blood.” His big head swings back and forth, his brows drawn together in worry.
I snort. “I can’t believe he thought it would work. Hope he loses his shirt on this lousy place and you all get better jobs.” 
“Don’t worry about us.” He jerks his head to the side, away from the door. “Get going. Fast.”
I trot away, eager to leave Theoden’s territory. At the edge of the Royale’s property, I step across the invisible border and slow slightly, my anxiety dropping. 
A long, black limo pulls up beside me, the passenger side window rolling down. “Ms. Flammen, I’ve been directed to give you a ride.” 
The worry returns, but I keep walking. “No thanks. Not interested in anything from your boss. Bye now.” If I get in, he’ll drive straight to Theo’s tower.
The window rolls up, but the limo shadows me until I let myself in the gate at the Paradise Road apartment. Then I break into a run, thudding up the stairs and down the hall to my front door. Unlocking the door, I slam it open—no need to care about the neighbors anymore.
I yank all the blood boxes from the top shelf, put them in a bag, and head for my room. Inside, I secure the door behind me. On my phone, I log into my bank account, send an extra month’s rent and transfer everything but the minimum to my Bitcoin wallet and off-shore accounts. Then I do the same with my other bank accounts.
Grabbing my big suitcase, I pack practical clothing, leaving my pricey uniforms behind. My toiletries and makeup go into my smaller suitcase, along with the blood boxes. I shove two changes of clothes in my tote bag, on top of my emergency escape supplies.
Lifting the bed, I unlock the safe underneath, and toss the gold, silver, and cash into the tote bag. I fasten a thin pouch with more cash, cards, and ID around my waist, then jam my feet into white tennis shoes with one sole higher than the other. As a last safety measure, I drop a pre-paid credit card in my bra. Next, I grab a short gray wig, a loose, flowered dress, and a pair of gold-framed glasses. In the bathroom, I wipe the makeup from my face and lighten my brows to silver. After putting on the dress, I slide the glasses and wig into place and add short white gloves. 
The charmed wig instantly transforms me into a harmless old woman. I round my shoulders, and the uneven shoes make me limp, enhancing my appearance. Cameras in the hallway could catch me, but I’m not leaving through my front door or my living room balcony. I roll my suitcases to the closet, pull the hidden lever, and yank the folding stair off the ceiling; it lands on the floor with a bang. 
At the top, I enter the code, undo the padlock, and withdraw the security bars, then heave the hidden door up. Springs keep it from banging on the roof. Warm desert air blows through the opening. I grab my suitcases and place them quietly on the roof, then join them. Crouching, I close the hatch and secure it, then lower the fake air conditioning tower into place, covering my escape route from casual eyes. Or a drone. I scan the skies but don’t see any, and I’d moved the rooftop security cameras away a long time ago. Removing my phone from the pocket of the ridiculous mumu, I take the sim card out, break it in two, and throw the pieces across the roof. 
When the next airplane roars above me, I lift my suitcases and tread carefully across the roof path padded with rubber mats to cover any noise. At the far side of the big complex, in a nook between a staircase and the building, I uncoil a rope from the front pocket of my smaller suitcase and lower my luggage to the ground. Then I follow, rappelling down the rough stucco wall, and roll my cases to a slightly dented silver 2003 Nissan Sentra. Pretending it takes all I’ve got, I struggle to load the cases into the trunk and drive to the front of the complex. A series of elderly women have used this vehicle to run errands for years now, but they all knew it could disappear at any time. Alice, the current “owner,” rarely drove anymore; she wouldn’t miss it.
Leaving the car running, I slide my keys, gate fob and a pre-written notice of intent to vacate into the mail hatch on the manager’s office door, along with a note about how to get through my additional security measures. Then I remove the battery from my phone, dropping that and the phone out the window as I leave the lousy apartment complex for the last time. 
I won’t miss the place, not one little bit. 
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Chapter 3


Leaving the lights of Las Vegas behind, I drive along the highway outside Red Rocks Canyon Park, right at the speed limit, and find a slot in a small parking area on the side of the road. Technically, the park is closed, but stargazers sneak in all the time. Taking my tote plus a low camp chair from the back seat, I follow the pre-scouted trail into the rock formations. After half a mile, I check my surroundings and leave the path. Fifty feet later, I sprinkle cayenne pepper on my footsteps, put on a crime scene technician’s suit, and make my way to a cave I’d discovered. I’d spent many nights finding bolt holes in and out of the city, and that preparation would pay off now. 
I’d left a small pile of pebbles marking the unique rock formation. Rolling a two-foot diameter stone away from the entrance buries the pebbles. I wriggle through the opening, pushing the chair and tote in front of me. Last time I’d been here, nothing resided inside, but that could have changed. A rattlesnake, scorpion or spider bite won’t kill me, but it won’t feel good, either. I haven’t seen any animal tracks outside, so hopefully, my lair will still be safe for the day. I click the flashlight on, hoping the light causes any critters to scatter.
After crawling fifteen feet under the stacked rocks, I emerge into an opening. It isn’t a true cave but a place where eroding hoodoos and boulders have crashed into each other over the years, leaving a five-foot diameter hollow. Inside, I block the entrance with another boulder, set up my chair, sit, and turn off the flashlight, looking for any hint of sky. Despite not seeing any stars, I unfold a wildland fire shelter. After draping it over my body, I fasten it to the chair’s high back above my head with Velcro, then slide my feet into the far end, and shove the sides underneath my arms. If any sunlight penetrates my lair, the combination of reflective aluminum foil, woven silica cloth, and fiberglass should keep me safe. I’d heard of vampires surviving full sunlight for a day in a fire shelter. Not something I want to try, but my now-precarious future means I might not have a choice.
As the earth rotates, bringing the sunrise closer, I suck down a blood box and review my actions. Despite my care, I’m traceable; if Theoden had discovered my car, he could have put a tracker on it. He also could have put trackers on my suitcases or clothing—if he’d penetrated the security on my room, which was difficult, but possible. Or someone could have stuck a tiny tracker on me in the crowded back hallway of the casino on my way out, but I’d take care of that tomorrow. Anything small enough to hide on my skin wouldn’t have the power to penetrate all this rock. 
He also could have used traditional methods; a drone could have followed every car leaving the apartment complex last night, backed up by people in vehicles. I hadn’t noticed anyone following me or anything in the air, but I’d be moving fast when the sun went down tomorrow. I drank a second box and waited for unconsciousness, praying I’d escaped. 
God might not care about vamps, but it didn’t hurt to ask. 

      [image: ]I wake and listen, then open my eyes to pitch blackness. Clicking my flashlight on, I pull the fire shelter off, ignoring the crinkling noise. If they followed me to the park, Theoden could get a were to find me, even at the new moon. If they survived the cayenne pepper, they might hear the shelter or my suit. But the sound is unavoidable, so I ball the shelter up and slide it into my tote bag, then stand and stretch, loosening my body. 
No time for my usual meditation and yoga–speed is literally life tonight. Rolling away the stone blocking my temporary lair, I crawl out and listen again. Hearing nothing but the wind and a few insects, I climb the stack of boulders I’d slept under. My Tyvek suit rustles, but the ever-blowing Vegas wind rattles the dry vegetation, covering my noise. 
Looking back at my car parked along the road, I see only one other vehicle and a yellow tag on my windshield. The other vehicle, a small SUV, appears empty and doesn’t match the cars from last night. The tag could be an official warning to move the car or a note from Theoden’s people—no way to tell from here. 
Decision time. Do I risk checking and possibly keep the car and my supplies? Or leave it all behind just in case? If they’d tracked my vehicle here, they’d probably find me quickly, no matter how fast I hike. I had to move or Theoden would have weres or drones on my tail soon. 
Speed is more important. Removing the isolation suit, I climb down and stuff the thing into my tote bag, then take a different route back to the trail. Exaggerating my shoe-caused limp, I shuffle along the official trail to my car, then yank the tag. My shoulders sag in relief—it’s an official warning that the vehicle will be towed after 24 hours. I toss my chair into the back seat.
Inside the car, I start it and drive just over the speed limit along the highway, despite the fear urging me to move faster. I’ll head north and leave Vegas—forever. I have an online acquaintance in Salt Lake City; I can beg shelter for the day if I can reach him. And he still lives there. And he’s willing to cross Theoden—as Theo grows richer, fewer and fewer people risk his displeasure.
If I can reach Oregon, I can hide out in a lava tunnel for a night or two. But that means making good time tonight, driving two-lane highways in the middle of nowhere. If I hit a deer or some other furry critter, I’m true dead. Or I’ll find out if the shake-and-bake—the wildland firefighter’s grim nickname for the fire shelters—really works.
But I have to go north first. My head itches; the wig charm is running out. At the end of the loop road, I turn northwest on Highway 95. I’ll head for Reno, and if I can’t get farther, at least I won’t fall into Theoden’s clutches. 
I’m physically attracted to him—he’s hot—but I know better than to get involved with wealthy, entitled men. I’ve learned the hard way. Once they get you, they use you and throw you away, taking what little money and self-esteem you have left, leaving you with nothing. They want women to beg them for help, and I refuse to do that.
I’d survived and recovered last time, but I’ll never make the same mistake twice. Affluent, connected men are nothing but trouble. Leaving Vegas is the smart thing to do, so I drive onward.
My headlights spear the darkness, but if I had human eyes, they’d be completely inadequate. Fortunately, I see better than most. I’ve avoided all furry critters determined to commit suicide by old lady car for an hour now. 
Suddenly, headlights in both lanes make me squint, joined by flashing blue and red. I brake. Turning around before a roadblock will only get me chased. If I’m lucky, the State Police are looking for a fugitive from the nearby prison.
But I’m fairly certain my luck has run out. 
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Chapter 4


I stop next to a uniformed State Patrol officer and roll down the window. Forcing my voice to a high, quavering tone, I ask, “What’s the problem, officer?” 
He shines a flashlight in my face, moves it through the entire vehicle, and returns the beam to me. “License and registration, please, ma’am.” He holds out his hand, palm up.
“Of course.” I open the glove box and remove the registration, then pull my fake driver’s license from the pocket in my tote bag. Handing both through the window, I keep up my act, squinting and shading my eyes from the bright lights with a trembling hand.
The officer steps away, using the microphone attached to his shoulder to announce my fake name and the associated ID numbers. My identity should hold up; I’d obtained it years ago and never used it.
The officer returns, handing my documents back. “Please open the trunk, ma’am. We’re searching for a fugitive.” 
I frown. “The only thing back there are suitcases. My granddaughter is about to have a baby.” Although, I hadn’t checked my trunk after I returned from my hideout; that may have been a mistake.
“Open the trunk, ma’am.” He places a hand on his weapon.
I consider objecting again, but that will blow my cover. “All right.” I punch the trunk button, sending the lid upward.
The officer draws his weapon and moves to the back of the vehicle. “Clear!” He slams the
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