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Rain hit the windshield like a fistful of nails. The wipers gave up halfway through a stroke—same as everything else in my life. I leaned forward over the wheel, eyes burning, the Buick groaning through the storm. Gas gauge on empty. Wallet flatter than a motel pillow. I was running on fumes and spite when the headlights caught her.

She stood on the shoulder like sin in sequins—silver flash, one heel sunk in mud, thumb out, hips cocked against the wind. A showgirl in the middle of nowhere. Vegas always had a sick sense of humor.

I killed the wipers and eased to the shoulder. Gravel snapped under the tires. My hand found the door lock and popped it. The passenger door flew open. She tumbled in—wet silk, long legs, perfume sharp enough to cut through the smell of old rye and cracked vinyl.

“Name’s Candy,” she gasped, hair plastered to her cheeks. “Drive. Vinnie’s two miles back with a knife.”

Her eyes were wide and rehearsed. I’d seen that look before—cornered doe, perfect lighting. Still, my pulse kicked. Money always smells better when it’s scared.

I jammed the gearshift and hit the gas. The Buick lurched back onto the road, tires hissing on wet blacktop. I didn’t say a word. Neither did she. The rain did all the talking.

The Paradise Motel showed up through the storm like a busted halo—neon flickering, half the bulbs dead, the rest bleeding red across the asphalt. I nosed the Buick under the cracked portico, engine coughing out one last protest.

“Stay low,” I told her. “Duck if anyone looks.”

She nodded, sequins scraping the seat. I stepped out into the cold. Rain slapped my face, soaked through the cheap suit. The lobby door stuck; I had to shoulder it open. The place smelled like mildew and burned coffee.

The clerk behind the counter looked embalmed—skin slack, tie crooked, one lazy eye pretending to read a paper. He grinned when he saw me. The grin said Rita’s cousin even if the name tag didn’t.

I dropped a damp ten on the counter. “Room. Cash.”

He pushed a register toward me. “Name?”

“John Smith.” My pen scratched the page like a lie on paper.

He slid a key across—brass, stamped 313, hooked to a cracked plastic fob. It bit into my palm when I pocketed it.

“Enjoy your stay, Mr. Smith.”

“Yeah,” I muttered. “Sure thing.”

Rain hammered the roof, steady and mean.

I went back for her. The Buick steamed under the portico, hood dripping. Candy’s face glowed faint in the dash light, eyes too calm for someone running from a knife.

“Move,” I said, opening her door. “Side entrance.”

She swung her legs out, heels clicking on wet concrete. I took her elbow—cool skin, pulse steady. We slipped through the service door that smelled like bleach and rot. The stairwell echoed with our breathing. The elevator wheezed up to the third floor, the kind of sound that promised it wouldn’t make another trip.

Candy didn’t talk. Just watched me, waiting to see which kind of man I was—the kind that saved or the kind that sold. Truth was, I hadn’t decided yet.

The brass 313 hung crooked on the door. I slid the key in; it stuck halfway, like the lock didn’t trust me either. A twist, a grunt, and it turned.

Inside, the air was stale. Curtains sagged, carpet smelled like old liquor and bad memories.

“Inside,” I told her.

She stumbled past me, dripping on the rug, coat sliding off her shoulders. Underneath—nothing but glitter and skin. Trouble wrapped in cellophane.

I kicked the door shut. Deadbolt. Chain. Then I dragged the dresser across the carpet until the wood screamed and the room felt boxed in. I always locked the world out before it found a way to crawl in.

She watched me, lips parted. “You always build forts, Joe?”

“Habit.”

“You expect company?”

“Always.”

The storm outside flattened the neon glow across the window, red as a wound.

I checked the peephole—just an empty hall stretching forever. Then I saw it. A faint red dot glowing from inside the lens. Too sharp, too clean for this dump. Someone had upgraded.

I froze. The storm moaned through the cracks, and Candy’s perfume hung in the air like bait. Whoever wired this place wasn’t watching the weather. They were watching us.

The suitcase snapped open like a confession. Inside—one clean shirt, two dirty, and a half-pint of rye sweating under the lamp’s weak glow. The dresser behind me still radiated the warmth from where I’d shoved it against the door. Insurance. My kind.

I cracked the bottle and poured two fingers each into plastic cups the color of nicotine. The liquid hit hard, amber and mean. I handed her one. Our fingers brushed. Hers were cold. Mine shook just enough to notice.

“Talk fast, doll. Who’s Vinnie?”

She took a sip without blinking. The rye bit her lips, and she liked it. “Vinnie Russo. Silver Slipper Club. He runs the back tables. I ran tabs I couldn’t pay.”

“Tabs don’t usually carry knives,” I said.

“This one does. Twelve grand. Interest climbing like a fever.”

She leaned back, one strap slipping down her shoulder. Rain whispered against the glass. Her eyes were steady, too steady for someone who’d just outrun a killer.

“Russo’s not patient,” she said. “He likes examples. Broken fingers. Split lips. Said he’d make one outta me tonight.”

I let the rye burn down my throat, felt it light a fuse I hadn’t used in years. “And you figured you’d hitch a ride with the next sucker who stopped.”

“You looked like the kind that doesn’t ask names,” she said.

She was right.

She started pacing the room, bare feet sinking into the threadbare carpet. The sequins threw sparks under the lamp, tiny explosions that made her seem half-ghost, half-trap.

“Russo’ll want me back alive,” she said. “He gets his money or he gets to make me scream for it. Either way, he wins.”

I leaned on the dresser, thumb tracing the rim of my cup. The wood under my elbow still hummed with the drag I’d given it. Solid. Dependable. The opposite of everything else in the room.

Her voice kept rolling, smooth and rehearsed. I’d heard better sob stories for less. But when she said twelve grand, my mind drifted someplace else—five years back, smoky bar, Rita’s lipstick on a shot glass.

“Double indemnity, baby. You die, I collect. You live, we both starve.”

That voice was honey poured over a knife.

I’d let that policy lapse, same as her. Maybe Candy was a second chance to play the same game cleaner. Maybe not.

She was watching me now, eyes half-lidded. “You thinking of helping me or selling me?”

“Depends what you’re worth,” I said.

She smiled like she’d heard that line before. Probably had.

I needed numbers on paper. Something real to chase.

I found a pad on the nightstand—Paradise Motel, logo half-rubbed off, corner curled. I flipped it open and scratched in block letters, the kind even a goon like Russo could read:
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50K CASH OLD MILL RD MIDNIGHT NO COPS
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The pen tore through the page halfway down. My hand didn’t shake, but my nerves did. I tore the sheet, folded it small, and tucked it in my shirt pocket. Paper against skin, promise against ruin.

The rye bottle clinked when I dropped it back in the suitcase. Half gone. Half good. The rest of the night would decide which half I’d wake up to.

The payphone crouched outside the lobby, same as I remembered—metal scarred, receiver sticky, dial tone flat as a morgue drawer. Night air bit deep, heavy with ozone and fried dust.

I dropped a dime, then a nickel. The phone swallowed them like a bad habit.

Static. Then a voice—low, gravel, tired of being polite.

“Yeah?”

“Vinnie Russo?” I kept my voice low, collar up, rain in my mouth. “Candy Lane. I got her. Fifty large buys her heartbeat. Midnight. Old mill road. Come alone.”

Click.

No words, no threats, no questions. Just dead air. Which meant he was listening. Which meant he’d come.

I hung up, checked my back pocket for the .38—remembered too late I’d pawned it for rent. All I had left was a switchblade and a bad plan.

When I came back, the room smelled like smoke and perfume. Candy sat on the edge of the bed, cigarette glowing, wearing a red dress that hadn’t been there before. Sequins gone. Silk now. Like she’d changed skins while I was gone.

“You reach him?” she asked.

I nodded. “He’s biting.”

She smiled slow, like she’d expected that answer all along. “Good. Then we’ve got a chance.”

“Funny,” I said. “You don’t sound scared anymore.”

She blew a ring at the ceiling, perfect and cruel. “Fear wastes energy.”

That’s when I felt it—the shift. She wasn’t the cornered girl anymore. She was watching me now, studying me, same look Rita used to wear when she was deciding whether to kiss me or kill me.

“You ever think,” she said, “that sometimes the wrong people die for the right reasons?”

I didn’t answer. The rye bottle in the suitcase clinked again, like it was laughing at me.

She crushed the cigarette, stood, smoothed her dress. “If he calls back, tell him you’ll double it if he’s late.”

I frowned. “You think this is a poker game?”

“Isn’t it?”

Before I could answer, the phone on the nightstand rang—a dull, mechanical trill that didn’t fit the room’s age.

Candy smiled, teeth white in the lamplight. “That’ll be Vinnie.”

Her voice had changed—lower, certain.

My hand hovered over the receiver.

The ring cut off halfway through the third chime.

I picked it up. Static. Faint breathing. Then a woman’s voice, smooth as silk dragged over glass.

“Room 313? Detective Serrano, LAPD. Building’s surrounded. Send the girl out, Harlan.”

My stomach dropped through the floor. Serrano. Rita’s pet cop. The one who cleaned up her messes and made sure mine stayed dirty.

The blinds glowed red and blue—police colors bleeding through the rain.

Candy’s face didn’t change. She didn’t even flinch. She just lit another cigarette, exhaled, and smiled.

“You should’ve asked for more than fifty,” she said.

My heart kicked once, hard. The suitcase sat six feet away. The .38 I didn’t have was in my head, like a ghost’s bad joke.

“Who are you really, Candy?” I said.

She leaned back, smoke curling around her eyes. “Guess you’ll find out when Serrano opens the door.”

The knock came, hard enough to rattle the dresser.

I stared at the glowing peephole—that same red diode winking like it knew the punchline.

Rain hammered the glass. Sirens wailed closer. And somewhere inside all that noise, Rita’s voice whispered through memory again—“You always did fall for sequins, Joe. They shine just long enough to blind you.”

I looked at Candy. She smiled wider, crueler.

“Showtime,” she said.

The world narrowed to that red glow, the sound of boots in the hall, and the rye burning my throat as I reached for the suitcase.

Half an hour later, the sirens were ghosts and the bottle was empty. Time to get answers. The chair groaned when I dragged it to the center of the room. Wood on carpet. Loud in the hush that hung after the sirens faded. The air still tasted like rain and fear, but the glow outside had died down. Either Serrano pulled back, or the trap was waiting for me to step wrong.

I hooked the leg with my boot and spun it so the back faced her. A trick I’d picked up when a man needed control but no gun.

“Sit,” I said.

Red silk caught the ceiling bulb, slick and dangerous. She lowered herself, hands folded neatly on her knees. Calm. Too calm.

I straddled the chair, arms crossed on the backrest, the wood biting into my forearms. My gut tightened. This close, I could smell the rye on her breath—the same rye I’d poured. Same bottle, same burn.

“Let’s start again, doll,” I said. “No stories. Just names, addresses, numbers. The real kind.”

My thumb tapped the .38 on the nightstand. I’d bought it back that morning for half what I pawned it for. Best bad investment I ever made. Slow, steady rhythm. Each tap felt like a clock ticking down to something ugly.

“Joint. Address. How much you owe.”

She blinked once. No flinch. Just calculation. Then her lips parted.

“Silver Slipper Lounge. Four-twelve East Fremont. Twelve grand in markers.”

Her voice didn’t shake. Smooth, almost rehearsed.

I nodded once, filing it away. The Slipper was old Vegas—a joint that smelled of stale bourbon and bad promises. I’d lost a week’s pay there once, back when I thought luck came in red dresses.

The rain softened outside, turned to drizzle. The bulb above us hummed. My thumb kept tapping. Cops don’t pull back that easy. Either Serrano lied, or Candy just did it better.

“You run from him before?”

“Once.”

“Why’d he let you walk?”

She smiled faintly. “Didn’t. I ran faster.”

Her hands rested easy on her lap. Fingernails blood-red, unchipped. Not what I expected from a girl fresh from the road. Something off. Something rehearsed.

“Show me,” I said.

“Show you what?”

“The proof.”

She lifted her arm like she’d been waiting for the cue. Rolled the sleeve slow. The bruises came up under the light—yellow-green fading into purple thumbprints, small, deliberate.

“Three nights ago,” she said. “He caught me trying to leave. Said next time he’d use the blade.”

Her voice cracked right on cue, soft as a dying note.

I leaned in, eyes tracing the marks. They looked real enough. Skin blotched, swelling uneven. You couldn’t fake that kind of pain easy.

My gut twisted. Not from pity—just recognition. The pattern was too clean. Like the bruises Rita used to paint on herself when she needed leverage.

“You’re a quick learner,” I muttered.

Her eyes flicked up, confusion playing on her face just long enough to pass inspection. “You think I did this to myself?”

I didn’t answer. The lamp buzzed overhead, and the silence stretched thin between us.

The word death had hung in the air too long. It pulled something loose in my head, dragged me backward.

Kitchen light. Cigarette smoke. Rita’s red nails sliding papers across the table.

“Accidental death. Double indemnity. Sign here, baby.”

She smiled that slow smile that said she’d already won. I’d signed. Thought it was a love thing. Turns out it was a setup with perfume.

I stopped payments after she ran. Figured that was the end of it. But seeing Candy under that same weak light, bruises painted in the same pattern, I wasn’t so sure.

Maybe fate liked reruns.

Her voice snapped me back. “You listening, Joe?”

I blinked, met her eyes. “Yeah.”

“You spaced.”

“Just remembering how stories like yours usually end.”

She leaned forward, elbows on knees. “Maybe this time’s different.”

Her tone was pure Rita—sweet on top, venom underneath.

I pulled the note from my pocket, the words already carved deep. Still, I traced them again with the pen—pressure carving memory into paper: 50K CASH / OLD MILL RD / MIDNIGHT / NO COPS. The paper rasped against my fingers, promise against ruin.

I flipped it open, printed clean block letters:
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VINNIE RUSSO

50K CASH

OLD MILL RD

MIDNIGHT

NO COPS
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The pen scratched deep, almost through the paper. The sound filled the room, small but final.

I tore the page clean, folded it twice, then once more until it was tight enough to hide in my shirt pocket. The paper rasped against my chest when I tucked it in—like it knew the weight it carried.

Candy watched the whole time, head tilted, a faint smile curving her lips.

“That your plan?” she asked.

“Yeah. Simple works.”

Her eyes drifted toward the door, then up—right at the peephole. The faint red diode still glowed steady in the glass. Someone’s eye behind it, maybe. Or maybe it just watched by itself.

“You sure that’s enough money, Joe?” she said softly.

Her smile didn’t reach her eyes.

The bulb flickered once overhead, long enough to cast her face in shadow, then came back sharp.

And for a heartbeat, she looked exactly like Rita.

I stayed in the chair after she stood, the note burning in my pocket. The silence grew teeth. Outside, tires hissed through puddles on the road, some car passing slow like it was looking for something—or someone.

“Who’s at the peephole?” I asked.

Candy didn’t look away from it. “Maybe Vinnie. Maybe Serrano. Maybe just the past, staring back.”

“Cute.”

She smiled again, that same slow twist that meant she’d already won something I hadn’t figured out yet.

“I think you like this,” she said. “Playing detective. Pretending the pieces fit.”

I stood, chair legs groaning against the carpet. “I don’t pretend, sweetheart. I survive.”

“You sure?”

Her tone turned soft again, just a whisper. “Because from where I’m sitting, looks like you’re still chasing ghosts.”

I didn’t answer. Couldn’t. The .38 caught the bulb’s glint, metal dull from sweat.

Her eyes followed it, not scared—interested.

“Six bullets, right?” she said. “Enough for all of us.”

I froze. The way she said us—it carried more than two names.

The light buzzed again. The red diode stayed steady, a tiny heartbeat watching everything.

The rain picked up outside, tapping soft against the window, like fingers counting time.

Candy stood, brushed her skirt smooth. “I’ll clean up. You make your call.”

“What call?”

“To Vinnie. You said midnight.”

“Yeah.”

She turned, walked toward the bathroom. Her reflection crossed the mirror just long enough to blur—Rita again, then gone.

I stayed by the chair, staring at the door, at that faint red light burning constant.

Something about it itched under my skin. Cameras. Serrano’s style. He liked to watch before moving. Always had.

I thumbed the .38’s hammer, caught myself, stopped. Old habits never died; they just waited their turn.

From behind the bathroom door, water started running. Steam crept out, curling toward the ceiling.

I could smell her soap—cheap floral, same brand Rita used when money got tight. Coincidence or design, I didn’t care.

I pulled the note from my pocket, read it again under the lamp. The block letters looked like a death certificate.

Then, from inside the mirror glare of the bathroom, Candy’s voice came soft but clear:

“Joe, you ever wonder who’s really writing your story?”

The faucet clicked off. Silence.

The red diode glowed steady in the peephole.

I stared at it until my eyes burned. Somewhere, faint and far off, a siren started again.

I didn’t move. Not yet.

The chair went over hard, hitting the carpet like a gunshot.

Candy didn’t flinch. Just kept smiling at the door like she was posing for the devil’s camera.

I was on my feet before the echo died. Boots thudding, breath short. The .38 was in my hand again—muscle memory, same as lighting a smoke. The hammer clicked back, clean and mean.

“Why you smiling at the lens, doll?”

She turned slow, eyes lazy, half-lidded. “Maybe I like being watched.”

Her voice was silk wrapped around a razor.

The red diode in the peephole blinked, steady heartbeat against the dark door. My pulse matched it. Somewhere beyond that lens, someone was grinning. Serrano, maybe. Or Rita—if ghosts ran cameras now.

I moved closer, arm tense. “You think this is a game?”

Candy’s mouth curved. “Everything’s a game, Joe. You just forgot how to play.”

I almost believed her. Almost.

The .38 felt slick in my grip, oil mixing with sweat. Same piece I’d cleaned that morning in the Buick before the rain hit. Old friend, old sin.

I holstered it slow, eyes never leaving her. “Fine,” I said. “You like an audience? Let’s kill the lights.”

The suitcase was still half-open on the bed. I flipped it fully, rummaged past the half-pint rye, old shirts, and a cracked flashlight. Found the roll of duct tape I’d kept since the desert. Used it to patch a radiator once. Figured it’d hold longer than a lie.

I bit off a strip—ripped loud, the sound raw and metallic. The tape’s glue bit my teeth.

“Privacy time,” I muttered.

I crossed the room, slapped it over the peephole. The red light blinked once, then died under silver.

The air changed. Room felt smaller, tighter. Like the walls took a step closer.

Candy watched me do it, chin propped on her hand. “You really think that stops them?”

“It stops me from seeing their smile.”

Her gaze slid to the bed—where the motel stationery lay crumpled, the ransom note gone from its pad. The torn sheet looked like a wound.

She picked it up, smoothed it flat. “You don’t trust anyone, do you?”

“Not with my neck.”

“Good rule,” she said. “But it makes for a lonely game.”

She stood, crossed to the dresser, grabbed one of the clerk’s towels. The faint smell of bleach hit the air. She rubbed her arm hard, the one with the bruises. Purple bled onto white terry cloth, dark and oily.

I watched the color smear into nothing.

“Stage trick,” she said. “Part of the act. But the debt? That’s real.”

The towel hit the floor with a wet slap.

My jaw flexed. The smell of spirit gum rose between us—same stuff Rita used to seal her lies with a kiss.

“You should’ve kept the makeup on,” I said. “Made the story prettier.”

She smiled, small, dangerous. “I thought you liked seeing things as they are.”

“I like knowing which side of the table I’m on.”

Her eyes flicked to my gun again. “Maybe you’re sitting in the wrong chair, Joe.”

That one landed. Hard.

My hand moved before the thought did. Open palm. Quick. Sharp.

The sound cracked through the room like a snapped book spine.

Candy’s head turned with it. Hair swung, red silk shivered. She didn’t cry. Didn’t flinch long. Just brought her fingers up, touched her cheek, then smiled wider.

“That all you got?”

Her tone was flat. Unimpressed. Like she’d been hit harder by love before.

My hand stung. Guilt didn’t come—just a dull ache behind the ribs.

I’d hit enough lies in my life to know when one enjoyed it.

“You don’t scare easy.”

“Neither do you,” she said. “That’s why I picked your car.”

I froze. “Picked?”

She nodded, eyes locked. “You think I thumbed down every car on that road? No, Joe. Just yours.”

My throat went dry. “Why mine?”

She didn’t answer. Just smiled.

The phone shrilled—old Bakelite scream that tore through the tension.

We both looked.

The ring echoed off the cheap wallpaper. I crossed the room, gun raised, kept it leveled at her knee.

“Don’t move,” I said.

She didn’t. Just kept smiling, lips parted, like she knew exactly what was coming.

I lifted the receiver slow.

“Harlan?” The voice was gravel soaked in whiskey. Vinnie Russo. I’d know that growl anywhere. Only one way he got this number—Serrano fed it to him. Means they’re in bed, same as before.

“Depends who’s asking.”

“You got my girl. I got her tab. Twenty-five K. Midnight, old mill. Or I start with fingers and work up.”

“Fifty,” I said.

“Twenty-five,” he spat. “Take it or dig her grave.”

Click. Line dead.

I held the receiver a second longer, listening to the nothing. Then set it down slow.

Candy’s voice broke the quiet. “Well?”

“He’s cutting corners.”

She laughed. Low, throaty. “Told you. You’re overvaluing me.”

“You said twelve grand in markers.”

“Interest,” she said. “Pain and suffering.”

I stared at her. The light made her skin glow gold, soft. The kind of glow you saw before a match hit a fuse.

“Clock’s ticking, Joe,” she said, stepping closer. The dress clung, hem sliding higher with each breath. “Decide whose side.”

“I don’t take sides. I take odds.”

“Then bet fast.”

She walked to the bathroom. The sound of her heels was slow, deliberate. The kind of rhythm meant to keep a man thinking too long.

The door clicked shut. Steam hissed again. Same as before.

I exhaled, long and quiet. My pulse finally slowing. I looked at the door, the duct-taped peephole.

Then it happened.

A soft sound. Barely there. Like a whisper made of glue.

The tape peeled—one corner lifting, curling.

The red diode blinked to life beneath the tape’s curl.

Bright. Watching.

Boots stopped outside the door. Heavy. Male.

Metal scratched—key biting at the deadbolt I’d locked hours ago.

And in the silence before it turned, I knew one thing—

I wasn’t holding the right end of this game anymore.

The rain outside turned silver in the first hint of dawn—too late for anyone to win.

The receiver slammed down so hard the plastic split, a crack jagged as my patience. The dial tone died fast, like it didn’t want any part of what came next.

I planted both palms on the dresser and shoved. Wood bit the carpet, screeched across the floor. The thing weighed more than my conscience, but I kept pushing until the front legs dug against the doorframe. Six inches. Solid.

The chair went next. Tilted it, jammed the top under the knob till the hinge squealed. Tested the handle—rattled firm. Good. Nobody coming in easy.

I stood there a second, sweat cutting through the grime on my neck. Rain hit the window again, thin and steady. Each drop a metronome counting down to midnight at the mill. Twenty-five K. Vinnie lowballing me. A setup if I ever heard one. Fingers first, he’d said. He meant it.

I cracked the suitcase. The lid yawned like a tired mouth. The rye bottle clinked against a half-empty box of .38s. I took the cartridges out, brass winking in the lamplight like teeth. Thumbed the cylinder open—old motion, muscle-deep. The empty chambers looked like tiny graves. Click. Click. Click. Six new rounds. Full house. Spun the wheel once. Snapped it shut. The sound was clean, final. Like punctuation at the end of a bad idea.

I laid the revolver on the nightstand. The hammer felt cold when my thumb brushed it. Cold enough to remind me this was real. “Sleep tight,” I muttered to no one.
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