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Jack Handley’s dark eyes lifted from the cards and skimmed the four men around the poker table. A crew capable of giving even a dead man the shivers, he thought.

Directly across from him, the twins, Clint and Claude Baker, assumed the exact same expression, one able to stop a mafia godfather dead in his tracks. Their lean faces remained impassive as they regarded Jack with eerie patience.

Jack shifted the two fours to the left and said, “Three.”

Jack's gaze raised to the dealer, to Dusty Pontier, whose desert camouflage jacket blended with his sandy colored hair and skin. He had eyed Dusty Pontier earlier as he had fanned the cards, gathered, and shuffled them in one deft motion. Now Jack noted the speed of his lean, quick fingers as he skimmed off the cards, his voice much slower than his movements as he counted, “One, two, three.”

A two of clubs, a five of diamonds, and a seven of spades—identical to the hands he had gotten all afternoon. He looked into Dusty’s pale eyes—the luck of the draw or a professional cheat? 

When it came Jack’s turn again, he knew his hesitation had given him away—no use attempting a bluff. “Too rich for me,” he said, tossing down his cards.

The old man beside Jack chuckled, as he did from time to time. If Jack liked any of them, it would be Mort Jenkins, a hanger-on from the old West. His long, gray mustache matched the color of his twinkling eyes, which now glowed good-naturedly from their background of leathery, sun-darkened skin. Jack returned Mort’s smile, thinking as he did that more often than not, the ones he chose to trust proved to be the worst of the lot.

Not in this case, though. The worst of this lot, without question, throne and crown, went to Dusty Pontier. Jack had met Dusty during his short stay in the Laramie jail. Once Dusty had found out that Jack possessed ample cash, he had been quick to invite him to this high-stakes poker game, held at the famous Lucky Draw Hotel, tucked away in the Snowy Range Mountains west of Laramie. 

Dusty’s full attention turned to the twins, calculating eyes, narrowed and peering as if from out of the bars of death-house prison cells. The brothers, identical in features and slicked-back, black hair, looked at one another, some unspoken message passing between them. Jack thought for a minute they had made a silent agreement to fold. Instead Clint slowly slid bills to the center of the table, saying, “I’ll meet and raise four-hundred.” Claude lost no time following his lead. 

The old man, Mort, gave another chuckle and sent his cash forward. 

Suspense mounted. Even though Jack himself had opted out, he felt as if his hands were gripping the fuse of a bomb. He slid back his chair, ran a hand across the tight muscles of his neck. He could be halfway home by now. That’s where he should have headed, back to Phoenix to start looking for a job, instead of joining this group of professional gamblers. These tension-charged games, his second sense warned, were certain to end in some colossal disaster. 

*  *  *
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Once up in his room Jack counted his loses. He drew in his breath. He had lost over three thousand dollars. Dusty Pontier, the big winner, had likely walked away with around ten grand. Jack wasn’t prepared for another day like this one. 

He stood at the upstairs window and gazed at the dark shadow of mountains, then at the trail of twisting road that wound its way into Laramie. He couldn’t get the faces of the four poker players out of his mind—a psycho biker, twin gangsters who looked like Chicago hit men, a rough and ready cowboy with a lifetime’s experience at outwitting and out-maneuvering his opponents—all extremely dangerous men.

Jack should have known better than to take Dusty Pontier, who he had met at the Laramie detention center, up on any kind of invitation. Pontier had been on his way to Sturgis, South Dakota, to meet up with some pals, a trail of enemies from a rival biker gang following close behind. A rowdy fight at a Laramie bar had earned him a stay in the local jail.

Jack didn't know why Dusty Pontier had sorted him out to befriend. Jack had thought at first that the biker had merely felt sorry him, for in lock-up Jack was far out of his usual element. Probably, instead, it had been Jack’s mention of a recent cash settlement for a job-related insurance claim that had drawn Pointer’s interest. Whatever the reason, Pontier had gone out of his way to run interference between him and the town ruffians. Jack owed him one, which is probably why he had agreed to join this poker game, which Dusty Pontier had claimed would be cancelled if he couldn’t come up with another player. 

“The Baker twins are superstitious as well as stupid,” Pontier had said. “They always refuse to play unless there’s five at the table.”

Jack thought of the hateful eyes of the twins as they had glared at the biker as he had stuffed his winnings into the leather pouch he wore over one shoulder. Even the old man’s envious eyes had burned into the back of Pontier’s fatigue jacket as he had left the room. Jack was almost glad he hadn't won, almost relieved his pockets were empty instead of filled with money previously owned by those three.

His fingers on the ledge had grown stiff and cold. Jack turned away from the window gripped by a sudden urgency to get away—to set off right now in the dead of night. But in the end his rational side overruled him. His leaving could wait until morning. 

At the first light of dawn, Jack slung his personal effects into his duffle and headed down the curving steps into the vast lobby. The same attractive, auburn-haired woman who had checked him into the hotel yesterday looked up from her post behind the desk. “You’re not leaving?” She hesitated as if his staying loomed as very important to her. “I thought you planned to stay at least until the weekend.”

Jack’s gaze rose from the nametag on the oak desk, Liane Vale, to the lovely owner of the Lucky Drawl Hotel. The sight of her made him wish he were checking in again instead of leaving.

“I’ve had a change of plans,” he said.

Liane fit in with the elegant surroundings, with beaded lamps and dark mirrors, an old-fashioned girl with wide, amber eyes and soft reddish-brown curls that hung loose this morning past her shoulders. For a moment he remained, aware of the deep sadness that had crept into her eyes, sadness that matched his own. Emptiness that Darla had caused.

He had been engaged to Darla, and after his injury at work had left Arizona to pay her a surprise visit. He had been the one surprised, had found her in bed with another man, the reason for his being thrown into the slammer. He had gone half out of his mind; Darla’s lover had gotten a broken jaw and Jack had gotten thirty days. He felt the mighty impact again, the crumbling of his first, sweet love, the ruination of all the plans he had put together for her.

“I take it yesterday’s game didn’t go well for you,” Liane was saying.

He smiled and tried to sound as if he didn’t really care. “Up one day, down the next.”

"So you're not staying for another round?"

For a moment he felt the tugging of temptation, then reminded himself that he had secured the insurance money, designated for Darla and him, back in a safety deposit box in Phoenix. After yesterday’s losses, his checking account held only enough money for the trip home. 
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