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The Desert Star Motel squatted along I-15, its neon cactus sign flickering against the Nevada night in 1975, the air thick with dust and the faint hum of diesel from passing trucks. Room 212’s door creaked shut at 2:00 AM, the clerk, Eddie Vargas, forty and weathered, checking in a guest who called himself John Doe. No bag, no coat, just a single key clutched in his hand, its metal glinting under the lobby’s fluorescent buzz. Eddie’s logbook noted the man’s tired eyes, his gray suit rumpled like he’d driven from nowhere, his voice low as he muttered about needing a shower. Eddie handed over the room key, number 212 etched in faded brass, and watched him shuffle down the cracked concrete walkway, the desert wind tugging at his sleeves. Twenty minutes later, the air turned sharp with ozone, a crackling scent like a storm brewing in a dry sky. Eddie, wiping down the counter, frowned, his nose twitching. He grabbed the master key, its weight heavy in his palm, and headed to 212, the motel’s hum mixing with the distant drone of the highway. The door was locked, but water hissed behind it, steady, like a faucet left running. He knocked, called out, got no answer. Unlocking the door, he stepped into a haze of steam, the bathroom mirror fogged, the shower still dripping. A damp towel hung on the rack, the tiles slick, but the room was empty, no man, no clothes, no trace. Words formed in the steam on the mirror, faint but clear: thanks. Eddie’s breath caught, his boots scuffing the linoleum, finding no footprints leading out, no smudges on the door. The key to 212 sat on the desk, its metal warm to the touch, as if it had been held too long. He checked the logbook, the parking lot, the desert beyond, nothing. John Doe was gone, swallowed by the night, leaving only the ozone tang and that word in the steam.

The motel settled back into its rhythm, the cactus sign buzzing, the highway a constant hum. Eddie told himself it was a prank, a drifter’s trick, though his hands shook when he locked 212’s door. Two nights later, a new guest checked into the same room, a trucker, burly, with a duffel slung over his shoulder. He checked out at dawn, no complaints, his boots leaving dusty prints on the walkway. Eddie breathed easier, the ozone scent gone, the room just a room. But the next morning, Maria, the maid, pushed her cart to 212 and froze. The bed was unmade, sheets twisted like someone had thrashed in their sleep, but the trucker had sworn he slept like a rock. The shower was running, water pooling on the tiles, steam curling up, but the towel lay folded on the rack, crisp and untouched, as if no one had dried off. Maria called Eddie, her voice tight, and he ran over, the master key jangling. The room smelled faintly of ozone again



d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





