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Some people are insufferably easy to figure out. One glance at Max, and Lily knew he was one of them.

Max sat alone at a corner table in the casino of Tropical Bay Hotel, peering through gaps in the plastic palm leaves. He watched as tourists fed coins into the dinging slot machines. The bar resembled Rick’s Café Américain from Casablanca: the same palms, the same plaster arches, the same fans spinning lazily overhead. Except here, there were no walls, the casino floor buzzed with noise, and no piano player could drown out the midnight chaos.

Max’s forehead gleamed with sweat, his lips curved into the faint smile of someone quietly savoring his luck at dice. Medium height, in his forties, his slicked-back hair was an unnaturally deep black—Lily instantly guessed he was covering up gray strands. His weathered skin and gaunt face emphasized his most striking feature: thick, caterpillar-like eyebrows perched above his forehead. When Lily checked his photo earlier, those eyebrows had been the giveaway.

Max wore a shiny suit with an open-collared shirt. A sharp gold medallion dangled around his neck, marking him as one of the Vegas casino faithful. Both hands displayed two chunky rings, and his thick fingers toyed lovingly with a glass of what appeared to be whiskey.

“This should be easy,” Lily thought.

She inhaled, then sauntered toward him, her hips swaying in calculated rhythm. Max spotted her halfway and locked his hungry gaze onto her. Lily knew men didn’t miss girls like her.

An hour in front of the mirror had ensured that. She stood six feet tall, with an extra ten centimeters added by her heels. Her luxurious red curls cascaded over her shoulders like a crown. Elbow-length black gloves completed her look, and her fiery red dress clung to her like paint, defying the very definition of clothing.

When she finally reached Max’s table, his jaw had practically hit the floor.

She stopped, resting a hand on the back of an empty chair. “Waiting for someone?” she asked, her voice slow, slightly husky, exaggerated by a lingering Southern accent.

“Not at all, darlin’,” he chuckled warmly, pulling out a chair without bothering to stand. “Have a seat.”

Lily slid into the chair deliberately, letting her long legs peek through the slit in her dress. Max licked his lips.

She rummaged through her sleek black purse, delaying the conversation for a moment. Then, snapping it shut, she set it on the floor beside her and crossed her legs, her gaze locking onto his.

“Buy a lonely lady a drink?”

She smiled, and Max returned it instantly, flashing teeth that clearly bore dental crowns.

“Of course, I will!” He raised his hand high, snapping his fingers until a plump waitress waddled over. Like all the servers at Tropical Bay, she wore a skimpy uniform: skin-colored stockings under a dark safari jacket.

Watching her approach, Lily thought, Vegas waitresses always look like they forgot their pants. You have to dress like a call girl to compete with them.

The waitress took the order—a glass of white wine—and left. Max leaned forward.

“With all these people in Vegas, how do you manage to feel lonely?” he asked, nodding toward the crowded casino floor.

Lily held his gaze. “No matter how many people are around,” she said, “loneliness doesn’t just vanish. It’s like an itch you can’t quite scratch.”

“Maybe you need someone who’s good at scratching.”

“Are you any good at it?”

Max squirmed slightly in his chair.

“Never had complaints. If you’re curious, you could see for yourself.”

Lily leaned forward, resting her elbows on the table. Max’s eyes immediately drifted to her chest before he forced himself to look back at her face. She smiled, a siren’s smile.

“Got a room here?” she asked, switching her tone to casual intimacy.

“Sure do. A suite, upstairs.”

“Then let’s go there.”

Max hesitated, glancing at the bar.

“What about your drink?” he asked.

“I’m not thirsty anymore,” she murmured. “But I’m hungry now.”

“Alright, then.”

Max leaped to his feet, nearly knocking over the table in his haste. He threw a crumpled bill down and grabbed Lily’s purse from the floor. She slid her arm through his and thought, Dear God, why doesn’t this creep trim those nose hairs? He looks like a caveman.

“This way,” he said, leading her through the casino toward the elevators. The hotel lobby sat just beyond the elevators, but escaping the casino required navigating a maze-like corridor—a design meant to keep gamblers on the floor as long as possible. Lily knew this all too well from her time in casinos.

They reached the elevator, and the doors slid open just as a bellhop exited, giving Lily a long, curious look. Max didn’t notice; he was too busy plastering a triumphant grin across his face.

Inside the elevator, Lily pretended to stumble in her high heels, leaning lightly against Max. She felt his chest rise as her shoulder brushed his arm. His grin stretched so wide she thought his mouth might split.

“Today’s my lucky day,” Max declared. “First I hit the tables, and now I meet you.”

She batted her false eyelashes. “It’s going to be a day to remember, my friend.”

Max chuckled as the elevator stopped. They stepped out and walked down a long hallway to his suite. At the door, he fumbled with the keycard but eventually managed to open it, gesturing her inside.

The suite was decorated in shades of aqua blue, with paintings of half-dressed islanders frolicking on the walls. A glass coffee table perched on a carved wooden elephant, surrounded by wicker chairs.

“Nice place,” Lily said, peering into the bedroom. The king-size bed was covered with palm-leaf-patterned bedding, the teakwood headboard carved with frogs and lizards. Perfect, she thought.

“Big bed,” she remarked.

“Big enough for two,” Max replied, flashing a wolfish grin.

Lily shot him a sly look from beneath her lashes.

“Want to find out?”

“Oh, absolutely,” Max said. “I just need to use the bathroom first. All that drinking, you know?”

Lily feigned a giggle and strolled into the bedroom.

“I’ll be waiting,” she called.

While Max disappeared into the bathroom, Lily slipped off her heels but kept her gloves on. From her purse, she retrieved a pair of handcuffs.

When Max emerged, Lily stood at the foot of the bed, hips thrust forward, one hand raised, the cuffs dangling from her finger.

“Care to play?”

For a moment, Max’s grin faltered, but then it returned, broader than ever.

“Oh, hell yeah! If you’re ready, I’m ready!”

“Strip and lie down.”

Max peeled off his clothes with record speed. His face and hands were tanned, but his body was pale and wiry, with curly hair sprouting in random patches.

“Should we turn off the lights?” he asked, climbing onto the bed.

“No, I like to see,” Lily replied. “Lie face down.”

“Like this?”

“Exactly. Now stretch your arms out so I can cuff you to the headboard.”

Max complied, mumbling something about hoping she had the key.

“Of course I do,” she cooed. “Don’t worry. This will be fun.”

He chuckled nervously as she secured the cuffs, then gave them a firm tug to ensure they held.

“Perfect,” Lily said. “Now stay right here while I grab something.”

From her purse, she retrieved a length of wire wrapped tightly around two wooden handles. Climbing onto the bed, she straddled Max’s legs, feeling the warmth of his skin.

“Lift your head,” she ordered.

Max arched his neck, just as she unwound the wire. Before he could react, she slipped it over his throat and yanked the handles tight.

“Hey—!”

It was all he managed before she pulled harder, cutting off his air. Max thrashed, trying to free himself from the cuffs, but it was futile.

Lily didn’t watch his face turn red or his eyes roll back—she’d seen it all before. Instead, she focused on her hands, muscles flexing as she held the wire taut.

When he finally went limp, she waited another moment before climbing off. Blood seeped from small wounds on his neck, forming dark circles on the sheets.

Without sparing the body another glance, Lily grabbed her purse and shoes and headed to the bathroom.

There, she stripped off her red dress but left her gloves on. She checked her reflection carefully, ensuring no traces of blood remained. From her purse, she retrieved a blonde wig, a pair of sunglasses, a T-shirt, jeans, and sneakers.

She transformed quickly: slipping on the wig, ditching the false eyelashes, and packing away her dress and heels. The blonde hair completely altered her appearance.

Before leaving, she rummaged through Max’s discarded clothes, finding a fat wallet, which she added to her bag.

She exited the room quietly, closing the door with a soft click. After descending several flights via the emergency stairwell, she reentered the elevator area and rode down to the lobby.

Outside, she slipped into the first cab in line.

“To the airport,” she instructed the driver. “It’s urgent.”
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The dealer was a true Las Vegas veteran—a battle-hardened pro, short, stout, and covered in warts. Her name tag read “Agnes.” She claimed that in her younger years, she’d been hit on by Bugsy Siegel, Frank Sinatra, and Joe Bishop. But over time, she’d hit rock bottom, now dealing cards in a dingy spot called “Backdoor Paradise,” a dreary gambling joint on the outskirts of the desert motel strip, far removed from the bustling tourist district. Barely scraping by, the place was a shadow of Las Vegas' former glitz. Agnes, with her beehive hairstyle lacquered to oblivion and dyed a faint pink, looked like something out of a retro postcard. Joe Riley glanced at her hair, thinking it resembled a toad coated in candy floss.

Joe watched Agnes’ age-spotted hands deftly deal the cards—two to each player, five face-down in the center of the table. They were playing Texas Hold’em, the most popular game in Vegas. Joe preferred Omaha poker himself and had played earlier that evening at a big club. But when he stumbled upon this black hole of a casino with its no-limit tables, he couldn’t resist taking a seat. Three hours in, he’d pocketed over two thousand dollars—enough to cover his motel room and cafeteria meals.

Two grim-faced old men, clearly out of their depth, decided to call it quits and left. Joe considered following their lead. It was 2 a.m., and these late-night poker vigils didn’t sit as easily with him anymore. A month ago, he’d turned forty and had run headfirst into the notorious midlife slump, getting drunk in a no-name motel in Nebraska. His once-black hair was streaked with gray, and each glance in the mirror revealed new wrinkles. Two decades of poker and late-night binges had taken their toll. As they say in the driver’s seat of life: it’s not the age, it’s the mileage.

At the table now, only three players remained. Agnes seemed ready to call it a night, which made sense—no point in prolonging the game when two losers had already been bled dry. Joe kept an eye on one of his opponents: a hulking Black man named Mookie, bald-headed with a neck as thick as his broad shoulders, chest like a freight car, and arms like chocolate pythons coiled on the edge of the table. Most of the night, Mookie had been downing whiskey after whiskey, and Joe doubted the man could even stand without help.

Mookie’s partner, on the other hand, was a talkative clown of a guy. A wiry white man with a pompadour so elaborately styled it was a wonder his skinny neck could hold it up. Dressed in a white suit straight out of Saturday Night Fever, he wore six gold chains around his tanned neck, a giant fake Rolex on his wrist, and an absurdly oversized ring. To top it off, he chomped noisily on gum. Joe figured the
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