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Chelsea Wieden opened her eyes and a wave of dizziness washed over her as she stared up at an age-darkened concrete ceiling high overhead. She gasped in a deep breath, bringing life back to her tortured lungs, but it didn’t help the dizziness. She drew in several more deep breaths, taking the dank air in slowly each time and the dizziness began to fade until it was little more than a tingling sensation in the back of her mind. Once the dizziness subsided, she began to take stock of her body, feeling almost disconnected from it, but she didn’t experience any pain or serious numbness. She felt cold and weak, with an intense sensation of something between thirst and hunger. She’d never felt anything quite like that before and it disturbed her.

As more sensations returned, she realized she was naked and lying on a soft pad inside a long, narrow box. She never slept completely naked and usually on a spacious bed, except for those infrequent times when she was in no shape to drive home and spent the night on a friend’s spare bed or sofa. Never before had she slept in a box like that. She was confused, disoriented for a moment, but quickly realized just where she was and the idea shocked her and she sat up with another gasp, a horrified gasp. 

She was in a coffin and had no idea how she’d gotten there.

As she sat up, she covered her full breasts with her arms and pulled her legs tightly together, drawing her knees up almost to her chest, and looked around. Her eyes were wide with fear and her face drawn with shame as she took in her surroundings. The room appeared to be a basement, a dank and humid open space with only a pair of coffins to her right, wooden things that looked like something out of an old movie. The lids were closed on those coffins and she wondered if there was anyone inside, alive like her or dead and decomposing.

She then looked for her clothes, not liking the idea of walking around or leaving the room completely nude. It took her a moment to remember what she’d been wearing the previous night and, as she recalled the short skirt and sleeveless blouse, she recalled what she’d been doing and the memory of a man returned, a man with a unique accent and an incredible body. She frowned as she pushed her memory to recall more and his name finally returned to her mind. Nikolai Perovich was a Russian businessman living in the United States and had visited the bar where Chelsea had chosen to spend her night having a few drinks and enjoying a little social activity after almost a full week of constant work as an event planner.

Nikolai had approached her as she sat alone at the bar, nursing a potent cocktail, and struck up a conversation. He’d been a pleasant and somewhat reticent conversationalist, but he warmed up to her and began explaining his reason for having relocated to the United States. As the night wore on, he’d become fully attentive to her and, unlike most guys she’d met, actually listened to her and kept his focus on her. Other women had approached and tried their best to pull him away or at least distract him, but he remained with her, paid attention to only her, and it made her feel better about herself.

She hadn’t planned for anything other than a good time, a little relaxation, and definitely wasn’t trying to find a hook-up for a one-night stand. She’d been prepared to resist attempts to seduce her, but there had been something about Nikolai and found herself unable to resist. She’d allowed him to take her home, his home, and she’d given in to his desires and her own. At some point, her mind lost focus and she couldn’t remember details. There were flashes of strange images in her mind, but none of it made sense. She saw images of their naked bodies intertwined, an expression of ecstasy on her own face, him lying on top of her, things she couldn’t have seen, and they were all tainted with the sight of blood. She considered that Nikolai had somehow drugged her and the images were part of some hallucinogenic property the drug possessed, but she couldn’t think of a moment where there’d been an opportunity for him to add anything to her drinks.

Still fully aware of her nudity and unable to locate her clothes, Chelsea was reluctant to climb out of the coffin despite the creepiness of having been placed there at some point during the night. After just a few moments, as her mind began to settle down and focus on her current dilemma, she heard something behind her, the sound of hard-soled shoes on concrete. She looked over her shoulder, turning as far as she could in the confines of the coffin, and spotted a single set of stairs beginning in an opening of the otherwise blank concrete wall behind her, more than forty feet away. 

The echoing sound of the even footsteps grew louder and she turned around in the coffin, breathing hard with a sudden rush of fear, and positioned herself in a crouch with her arms still crossed over her breasts and her legs prepared to propel herself upward and into a run. She focused on the opening in the wall, her eyes wide and her full lips slightly parted as her breathing became more rapid, but it didn’t seem to do any good. Nothing felt any different and she tried to calm herself. She started counting the steps to give herself something to focus on and distract from the fear and anxiety. It didn’t really help, but she was ready for whoever appeared on those stairs and was ready to run for her life.

He came into view a moment later and stopped once he placed his feet on the floor of the room. He was dressed in black slacks and a silvery-gray long-sleeved shirt, the sleeves wide and billowy as he stood with his hands in the pockets of the slacks. His shoulder-length black hair was pulled back slightly and tucked behind his ears. The pale green eyes, almost luminous in the dim light, stared at her and his smooth face remained emotionless.

“Welcome to your new life, Chelsea,” Nikolai Perovich said evenly, his head nodding almost imperceptibly. “I think it’s time to explain.”

With her body trembling slightly, she asked, “Where am I and why am I here?”

Nikolai took a slow step forward and said, “That’s what I’m here to explain and to tell you what you don’t remember about last night.”

“And why am I naked?” she asked. “Where are my clothes?”

He nodded over his shoulder and said, “Your clothing is upstairs, in the bedroom we shared last night.”

She gasped and shook her head, “That was all real? I don’t remember it.”

He shrugged and continued forward, “That’s just how it works, I’m afraid. You see, Chelsea, your entire world has changed and I want to help you make the adjustment.”

She frowned, “What are you talking about?”

“Stand up,” he said firmly. “Let me see you again.”

There was something in his voice, a commanding quality that was unlike any she’d ever heard before. She couldn’t resist and slowly rose to her feet, letting her hands fall to her sides. She stood fully exposed and he looked her over slowly, licking his thin, pale lips as he did. She was embarrassed, ashamed to be seen like that, and was somewhat afraid. The almost predatory expression that grew on his face made her feel like she was about to be his next meal. 

After a few seconds, he stopped several feet from her and nodded once, “Get out of that coffin. It’s not doing you any good.”

She complied without thought and stood on the cold floor facing him. The embarrassment went away and she stood almost proudly, fully exposed and ready for whatever happened.

“There’s a reason you don’t remember what happened last night,” he said, the Russian accent she did remember no longer there, replaced by an unaccented voice. “You see, I did something to you, and no, it wasn’t drugs. It was something much better.”

She frowned slightly and asked, “What did you do?”

“I gave you a new life,” he replied. “A life that will potentially last forever, if you follow the rules.”

She shook her head slowly, confused, and asked, “What rules?”

He withdrew his hands from the pockets of his pants and clasped them together behind his back, “First, let me tell you what I am.”

She frowned deeply and before she could ask what he was talking about, his lips split into a wide, vicious grin. They parted, his lower jaw distending slightly, and revealed his sparkling white teeth. As they were exposed his canine teeth began to grow longer and curved inward slightly, the point growing narrower and forming into needle-like points. Chelsea gasped, not quite believing what she was seeing, and took a step back.

“I am a vampire,” he said. “I have existed for more than five hundred years. Now, thanks to me, you are one as well.”

She shook her head, “That’s not possible.”

“It is,” he nodded slowly. “You don’t remember the details of last night because you were in the process of dying. I took your blood, practically all of it, and granted you an eternal existence on this world.”

“I don’t believe it,” she said. “It was just a lot of booze and a little sex.”

“Yes, sex was involved,” he said and nodded again. “But that was just the beginning. It was the small death before the true death of the humanity inside you. Now, you are like me, just not yet as strong.”

“I don’t feel any different,” she said.

He leaned slightly forward and asked, “Do you see this room clearly?”

“Of course,” she replied. “I guess it’s daylight and it’s getting in somehow.”

He held out his left hand and gestured around the room, “Do you see any source of light, any opening in the walls or a fixture mounted somewhere?”

She looked around quickly, turning a full circle, then looked at him and shook her head, “No. I don’t see anything.”

“This room is completely dark,” he said. “There is no source of light. Your eyes have changed and you have the ability to see in the dark.”

She gasped, realizing it was true. There was no source of light in the room and she saw everything clearly, though it did appear a little dim.

“There is more,” he said. “So much more. You will learn it in time, but I must give you the important information first. As my progeny and the method used to turn you, there is something you must do if you wish to remain alive, so to speak, much longer.”

“I’m not ready to die,” she said, her voice weak and almost timid.

“Then you must find your mate,” he said. “There is one meant for you and for you alone. You must find him, turn him as I did with you, and your vitality will become permanent. Of course, there are still rules to be followed, but you will do so with your mate.”

“How do I find him?” she asked, tilting her head slightly to the left. “I haven’t exactly had much luck with guys.”

“You will be drawn to him and he will be drawn to you,” Nikolai said. “You do not have long, though. You must find him within six lunar cycles, months, if you will. If you do not find him and turn him in that time, you will begin wasting away, falling into a living death where your body will decay until you are no longer able to move. You will be as the dead, but your mind will remain. It is immortal and you will know every moment of your body’s destruction then complete isolation for eternity, unable to communicate or interact ever again.”

She frowned, suddenly more afraid of dying than ever before, particularly the method of her death and what would follow.

“Still, you must feed,” he continued. “Though you are immortal, you must find blood to sustain yourself. I can tell you are hungry, and it feels like somewhere between hunger and thirst. That is the calling. You must feed and you must hunt. For now, I’ll take you to your clothes. You will get dressed and I’ll teach you the basics of the hunt and everything you need to know. First, though, we will feed. We will both need strength to continue the process.”

She nodded, starting to accept her new reality, and he backed away.

“Come,” he said and turned around. “It’s time to begin.”

He started toward the stairs and Chelsea followed quickly, not wanting to let him out of her sight. 

“What about the coffin?” she asked. “Is that really necessary?”

“No,” he said and smirked, looking over his shoulder as he placed a foot on the first stair. “It’s just a sort of formality and I think it makes for a somewhat humorous transition.”

She shook her head and continued forward as he started up the stairs and she followed.

The months passed. Chelsea learned the ways of the vampire, how to survive, and how to hunt people and take their blood without being noticed by other humans. Nikolai made sure of that before he left her, returning to his true profession – survival. He had confided in her that his initial interest in her was merely a matter of survival, but he’d tasted her blood and knew she was a unique specimen. Not only was she genetically disposed to the turning, she was also one of those rare creatures that would require a mate to continue the bloodline. What he hadn’t told her until his final moments with her was that her rare anatomical structure allowed her, unlike nearly all vampires, to biologically reproduce. 

She was capable of bearing children, unlike practically every other vampire in existence. 

The idea of having a child, much less a full vampire child, had been far from her mind on the night she’d met Nikolai. She still loved the idea of partying and having fun rather than being tied down to a family, but she also wanted to keep living, even if it was living in undeath. She hadn’t been in contact with any other vampires, but she knew where to find them and, once she’d produced a true vampire, one born rather than created, she would be considered vampire royalty and her child would grow up to rule the vampire nation. She wasn’t entirely sure how that would work or what her role would be after that, but it was worth considering and, if she ever saw Nikolai again, she would find out all she could.

Along the way, she’d done as Nikolai had taught her, to find an isolated person, seduce them to the point of surrender without taking it too far, but that was her own predilection, and take just enough blood to survive. Vampires didn’t need much, less than a pint every three to four weeks, and their saliva acted as a healing agent as well as something of a narcotic. The victim would sleep well, for at least four hours, and wake with the small bite marks fully healed and wouldn’t remember anything at all about the encounter.

Her six months were rapidly drawing to an end and she still hadn’t found her perfect mate, the human that would become a vampire and provide her with a child. Nikolai had said she would be drawn to him and would know within moments of meeting him, but she hadn’t met anyone who came close. She’d traveled most of the country, starting with her home in Florida, had made her way up the east coast to New York, then worked her way back to the south. With little more than a week left before her time was up, she entered a small town in south Mississippi named Picayune and began looking for at least more prey, not expecting to ever find her mate, and found her way to a small bar on the east side of town, hidden away across from a gas station and beside a stonework shop that doubled as the front for a small trailer park. It wasn’t ideal, but it was her best bet at finding at least someone to satisfy her thirst for most of the time she had left.

She wasn’t surprised to hear country music coming from a jukebox in the corner past the long counter serving as a bar on the left, just past the place’s lone pool table where two large men in dirty work clothes were taking bad shots between long pulls from the beer bottles resting on the sides of the table. There weren’t many women in the place and the few that were there seemed attached to a few of the men, also dressed in dirty work clothes. She assumed the bar was the typical meeting place for men who did manual labor for a living and drank to relieve the tension and exhaustion of a hard day’s work. Still, there were several men without women at their sides scattered around the place and she saw some entering through a wide door at the back. 

The burly bartender kept his eyes glued on her, in a suspicious way that suggested he thought she was either new to the town and looking for a place to hang out or she was just there to pick up a man, take him to a hotel room, and rob him blind. She ignored him and continued through the main room, a little larger than a fairly large living room, and made her way to the back door. She walked through onto a wide patio, covered with a tin roof, and saw several metal tables, typical patio tables, spaced around the concrete slab with matching chairs and benches at each one. There were more people out there, including more women, and they were all gathered in groups, socializing, and Chelsea ignored them. She focused on the one table in the corner to her left where one man sat slowly nursing a bottle of beer as he stared at the cell phone in his hand.

When she saw him, something inside her told her he was the one, her last chance to make contact and fulfill her destiny. 

She took a moment to walk around the patio and get her thoughts together. She’d become rather adept at seducing men to get them in a position where she could take some of their blood and leave them afterward, but this was different. She needed this man to do more than just provide her with nourishment. She needed him to stay with her.

After a few moments, watching him surreptitiously as she walked around, she finally decided on a way to approach him. Projecting the confidence she didn’t quite feel, she crossed the back of the patio and walked up to the table where he sat, still staring at the phone.

She stopped to his left and said, “Excuse me.”

As he looked up, she smiled almost embarrassedly and continued, “I’m sorry. I just saw you sitting here by yourself and all the other tables are kind of occupied, like they’re all having a party. I just need to sit down for a few minutes, if you don’t mind.”

“Sure, he said and gestured to the chair across from him. “Have a seat. I don’t mind.”

“Thanks,” she said and sat down, leaning forward with her forearms on the edge of the table and her fingers laced together. “I’m Chelsea, by the way. Chelsea Wieden.”

“Nice to meet you,” he nodded with a light smile on his face. “I’m Seth Bradford.”

“So, is this typical for this place?” she asked, looking into his soft, brown eyes.

He shrugged, “I’m not sure. I just moved into an apartment next door and thought I’d have a beer and see what this place is like. This is my first time here and it’s too loud inside. I just want to sit down with a beer, get some fresh air, and read a little.”

She nodded toward his phone, “So, you’re reading a book and not texting or anything.”

He shook his head, “Nope. Just reading. It’s sort of homework for me. I’m a writer, well, I’m trying to be a writer. I haven’t actually tried to publish anything yet, but I’m working on it. Hopefully, I’ll get the courage to do that one day.”

“I’m sure you will,” she said with a nod. “I’m just sort of passing through.”

“Where are you headed?” he asked, frowning lightly with concern and actual interest.

She shrugged, “I’m not sure. I’ll know when I get there.”

“What do you do?” he asked and leaned forward, placing his phone on the table.

“Not much,” she said. “I just take what I can get when I can get it.”

She leaned closer and turned on the charm, her vampiric charm. Her own chocolate brown eyes began to take on a light shine and he was hooked. He sat up straight and placed his hands flat on the table. His jaw went slack and a wistful smile spread across her full lips.

“I need you to come with me, Seth,” she said softly, her voice a slightly raspy whisper. “I need you to stay with me.”

He nodded slowly, “I’ll do anything you ask.”

She frowned lightly. That had never happened before when she’d tried to charm someone. It usually left them speechless and she easily guided them to a place where she could feed. Seth, though, seemed to have some innate sense of what was really going on and was as compliant as anyone Chelsea had ever met.

“Can we go to your apartment?” she asked. “You need to know what’s going on before anything else happens.”

“Of course,” he said and pushed his chair back, the metal legs scraping loudly against the concrete. “Follow me.”

There was no need for further conversation. Chelsea knew what she was doing, what she was planning, and Seth seemed to be on the same wavelength. He might not know the details, but he was willing to do what she needed. Unlike her previous encounters, she was not there to take just enough blood for survival. She was there to turn him and make him the father of her child.

Once in the apartment, it grew hot and heavy quickly. They were in his bed within minutes and she had to stop and explain everything to him. Nikolai had not given her that courtesy and she was not going to deceive her mate. 

Once she explained and showed him proof that she was a vampire, he nodded slowly and said, “I’ve been waiting and hoping for this my entire life.”

“So have I,” she said and leaned closer as he exposed his throat.

It didn’t take long to drain him and for his human life to end. Once the process was complete, Chelsea rose from the bed and looked around the apartment, finding only a single window in the small living room and another smaller window in the bathroom. She covered those windows to make sure no light would get in then joined Seth in bed, waiting for him to revive.

She began to grow a bit nervous about it. She’d drained him completely, as she’d been instructed, but she wondered if there was a possibility of having actually killed him. If so, she’d killed her mate, the only one in existence, and her life would be completely over as well.

She didn’t sleep or rest, just remained beside him and watched through the night and the following day. Finally, when she sensed the sun going down, she began to grow more anxious and nervous than she had up to that point. When it finally crossed the horizon and darkness began to descend on the town, Seth began to stir and a comfortable smile spread across her face.
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Kyla McMahon was seated on a stack of three pallets in the back room of Brady’s Supermarket, which was nothing new. She occasionally sat there, if pallets were available, just to get out of the produce room, her domain, for a little while. As I entered the back room and saw her, with her back to me, I took a moment to simply appreciate the view. She was fairly tall with long, straight, brown hair that reached halfway down her back and, in front, framed an almost round face of soft, alabaster features. Her wide, pale blue eyes, just a shade closer to gray than the blue of arctic ice, always seemed to be somewhere between compassion and disdain, except when she was angry. Then they became as uncontrolled as the storm easily seen behind them. Her small nose always rose into a snarl when she was angry. Her full, pale lips also tightened and darkened, along with her smooth cheeks as they flushed with anger. I found Kyla rather attractive, but her full-blown anger most definitely wasn’t cute. It was downright scary.

So, I looked her over quickly as I entered the back room, taking notice of the way her tight, black jeans and mandatory blue shirt that signified her position as a department manager, clung to her body as she sat on the pallets, leaning forward with her elbows on her thighs and her head hanging forward. Her hair had fallen forward as well and concealed her face until I walked closer and turned toward her, just to say something to her, some stupid joke that fled my mind as soon as I saw her face.

Kyla was crying. I’d never seen that before and had never thought it possible that anything at that store could ever bring her to that point. It was rather unsettling and instantly made me want to say something to comfort her. I refrained from the idea of physical contact despite the urge to just give her a reassuring, friendly hug. Kyla was married, happily from what little I knew, and I was not going to put myself in a position that would cause either of us more problems than we already had at the store.

Instead, I frowned concernedly and asked, “Kyla, are you okay?”

She looked up slowly, her hair falling slowly away from her face, and I almost gasped as I saw her eyes. Tears streamed down her cheeks, leaving streaks through the little bit of makeup she wore, and her eyes were bloodshot, looking almost like she’d been smoking pot for hours.

“I’m going to kill that fat bastard,” she growled through a clenched jaw and the snarl contorting the features of her face.

I’d never seen her that angry before, but she’d come close a couple of times. I knew exactly who the fat bastard was and had a faint idea of why she wanted to kill him. His name was Gary Dawson and he was the district supervisor. He was also the most incompetent person I’d ever met and tried to cover it up by being forceful, falsely confident, and seemingly fastidious. He always came into the store with a chip on his shoulder and a list of failures that were costing him the bonus he felt he deserved at the end of the year. He demanded that those suggested failures be corrected immediately. For more than a year, the focus of his anger, fueled by his complete lack of knowledge concerning the store and its operations, had been the produce department and specifically Kyle and her assistant, Jenny Templeton, who received a large share of his wrath.

“What did he do this time?” I asked, shaking my head slowly and still trying to keep the concern on my face.

Kyla drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly, trying to calm herself, but the breath hitched in her throat as tears threatened to return. Her slim fingers gripped her knees tightly, until her knuckles turned white and her arms began to tremble with the effort.

“He threatened me,” she said, her jaw still clenched. “He groped me, more than usual, and threatened to fire me if I didn’t do what he wanted.”

“What?” I said sharply and stood up straight, my hands tightening into fists as rage began building in me. “What does he want?”

“I can’t lose this job,” she said and sniffed back the tears. “My husband has been out of work for a couple of months and we have bills to pay. It’s either do what Gary wants or lose my job, my house, my car, everything.”

“What does he want?” I repeated and took a step closer.

She took in another deep breath, her body shaking, and said softly, sounding almost afraid, “He wants me to sleep with him. Today.”

I did gasp at that. I shook my head in disbelief. I didn’t like the guy and knew what sort of person he was, but I couldn’t imagine him having the balls to actually say something like that.

“No way,” I said. “That’s just wrong. You should call the home office.”

“No,” she shook her head. “They won’t believe it and it’ll just make it worse. I don’t want to go through with it, but I don’t know what else to do.”

I was at a complete loss. I had no idea what could be done other than talking to his superiors. We all knew he’d somehow snowed those people to get and keep the job, meaning Kyla was right. Talking to the home office would do nothing but make Gary angrier and he would most likely fire Kyla anyway.

“I don’t know,” I said. “I wish there was a way to get rid of him.”

She stared at me for a couple of seconds and I could see something in the slight narrowing of her eyes that told me she was coming up with a plan. With everything the company had thrown at her since I’d started working there more than three years earlier, I knew she was going to come up with a plan.

She finally nodded and stood up. A faint, wicked smile crossed her lips and her eyes showed a slight twinkle of deviousness I’d seen before.

“Hold on,” she said. “I think I have an idea and I’ll probably need your help. Let me talk to Jenny and I’ll get back to you.”

“Okay,” I shrugged. “You know where I’ll be.”

“Thanks,” she said and her smile became more warm than vicious. “You’re a good friend, Mike. I appreciate it.”

“Anytime,” I said and she turned away, toward the produce room behind her.

Of course, I watched her walk quickly away, appreciating the view, then turned around as well and went to work.

My job was pretty simple. I had several duties, but none of them were overly demanding physically or mentally. I had to keep the shelves stocked. The back room wasn’t very large and there wasn’t much stock there, especially not the day before a delivery. The hard part was the milk. I had to move at least one pallet, stacked four to five feet high, and fill the coolers. Once that was done, I spent most of the shift keeping things clean and neat, putting things back in place after customers randomly dropped all over the store. Near the end of the shift, I would have to take out a good bit of trash, make sure all the boxes were crushed, and take the bale of those boxes from the baler and deposit it on the loading dock at the back of the store. That was the most physically demanding part of the job and it wasn’t that bad.

My shift on non-delivery days was from eight to five, as it was that day. I was given an hour for lunch and I usually took it in the store, eating the mediocre meal prepared by the deli, which was more of a lunch counter serving standard plates rather than a true deli, then sat in the small dining area reading a book until it was time to go back. I tried to take that break around eleven, just before the noon rush began, and I typically did so alone.

So, I was rather surprised when I was joined a moment after sitting down at the back table by Kyla and Jenny. They sat across from me with Jenny closer to the wall and Kyla directly in front of me. They both had deli plates, something I hadn’t seen them do before, but they didn’t immediately open the foam containers and start eating. 

Jenny, a few inches shorter than Kyla, had long hair, not quite as long as Kyla’s, that was dark and shot through with wide swaths of dark gray. She was a little older and her shorter body was a little wider, but still rather attractive. She was married as well and her husband had been in the store a few times. I knew him well enough to speak to him, but we’d never had a real conversation, mostly just joking around. 

As they sat down, Kyla leaned slightly forward and asked, “You get off at five, right?”

“Yeah,” I replied, nodding, and started to frown.

“Okay,” she nodded. “We have a plan and we’re going to need your help.”

“Sure,” I replied. “What do you need me to do?”

She smiled, that wicked smile again, and said, “I don’t want to explain it here and I don’t want you to back out. All I’m going to say is that I need you to meet me at the hotel across the street as soon as you leave here. Give me your phone number and I’ll text you the room number once it’s all set.”

“Okay,” I shrugged and pulled out my cell phone.

We exchanged numbers quickly and I have to admit I felt a slight thrill at the idea of having the phone number of the best-looking woman in the store, not that it really meant anything. I doubted there would be much, if any, contact beyond whatever she had planned for the night. Of course, Jenny and I exchanged numbers as well, just in case. That was the point I knew this plan of hers was going to be something rather drastic and Gary Dawson would never be the same afterward.

“So, what’s the plan?” I asked once her number was stored in my phone.

Kyla shook her head slowly and said, “It’s better if you don’t know just yet. Let’s just say Jenny and I will take care of the first part. We just need you there to help with the last part.”

“Okay,” I shrugged, not really understanding. “Whatever you need.”

Kyla smiled at that, but I could still see the anger in her eyes. They were no longer bloodshot, but the intensity remained. I remembered what she’d said earlier about killing Gary and I wondered if she would actually take it that far.

“I will tell you this,” she said and leaned closer, whispering conspiratorially. “I’m going to need your car. We’ll have to get my car from Jenny’s home after it’s all over. I don’t want Gary to even see her Jeep around the hotel.”

I nodded, “Not a problem. Just let me know.”

“I will,” she promised and the two women stood up without having touched their overpriced and undercooked meals.

Jenny flashed a quirky smile and shrugged as she slid out of the booth then shrugged and walked away beside Kyla. I couldn’t help just watching until they vanished from sight around the service desk beside the produce department after depositing their uneaten meals in the trash can at the edge of the dining area. Once they were out of sight, I ate what I could of the pitiful meal, threw away the remnants, and returned to work.
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