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      I watch his eyes—watch him watching me. The cowboy has barely said a word since he sat down at the table. He’s losing his shirt in this underground poker tournament, but he doesn’t seem to mind with that half-cocked smile. His is a deep-rooted kind of confidence borne of years riding a stallion down a sunset beach. I’m sure it takes a certain amount of swagger to tame a beast that outweighs you by a thousand pounds.

      “I ordered a whiskey, neat,” he says, pushing the brim of his cowboy hat a bit higher on his forehead, a chagrined gesture, but I don’t think he’s apologizing. I’m the one who made the mistake.

      I glance at the drink, the cubes pressing lazily against the sides, the condensation dripping like tears down the glass. Heat rises in my chest. “I’m so sorry. I’ll get you another.”

      I reach for it, but he’s already reaching for it, too, his fingers brushing along the back of my hand. Hot electricity pulses up my arm, but then his fingertips are gone. He picks it up and sips. “Perhaps you know better. I’d never want to put you out, darlin’.”

      Darlin’. I’m not one for terms of endearment, but it feels right coming from him, the heady way it drawls off his tongue, or maybe just the look in his blue eyes.

      Then again, it might be the cowboy hat.

      “Ahem.”

      My head snaps up. There are three others at the table besides the cowboy, and I’d forgotten they existed. It’s the tall burly man across the way who cleared his throat, his bald head shiny in the lamplight, wide, square jaw brushed with stubble. The cowboy called him Bobby, and he looks like a professional wrestler. His T-shirt bears a picture of Yoda, though, so I’m assuming that he’s in technology, software, maybe artificial intelligence—from his appraising gaze, he seems like the type. But he also seems like he doesn’t miss much. Bad for us. Also a negative is how tiny Dylan looks beside him, stringy and pouty. But Dylan’s eyes stay clear, his shoulders high and tight. Unlike that stallion-riding courage, Dylan has the confidence of a cheat. Because he is one.

      And so am I.

      I swallow hard, but Bobby’s throat-clearing wasn’t to get my attention; his dark eyes are studying his cards. Dylan though… he’s watching me for sure.

      I retreat from the room before someone notices the anger—the jealousy—in Dylan’s eyes. The space where they’re playing, where my boyfriend is playing, is a closed-door event. Four men locked inside, four men with piles of chips and shrewd gazes.

      No one here is aware that I’m with Dylan—with the man currently trying to win his rent in a lucky hand of Five Card Stud. And they certainly don’t know that Dylan got me this waitressing job so I could help him cheat. Most of me believes that if he loses tonight, it’ll give me the motivation I need to walk away for good, especially if he blames me for the stupid way he twitches his lip when he has a good hand. And if I’ve noticed that overt tell, I’m sure any player worth their salt has, too. He should have just let me play—let me win for us. I’m a hundred times better at the game than Dylan is, that macho moron.

      I head for the bar, intent on getting the correct drink. The cowboy hadn’t asked for another, and I don’t care about this waitressing gig, but I hate being wrong.

      “Those guys treating you okay?” The man behind the bar is a spindly type with slicked black hair and a pencil-thin mustache that too closely matches his eyebrows. His hands shake. Not great for a bartender—nervous about being here. It feels nice not to be the only one.

      I nod. “Yeah, they’re fine. I forgot the neat part of a whiskey order.”

      The bartender nods, understanding, and busies himself behind the bar, pulling out another glass, pouring amber liquid. The guard in the corner watches, silent. Is he mafia? I’m not entirely sure who runs these underground poker clubs. I just know that one, it’s illegal, and two, it’s lucrative. Very lucrative.

      But you can lose just as big. The men in that room won’t mind. High rollers, that’s what Dylan called them, the kind that won’t miss a few thousand or a few hundred thousand. But they know each other—it’ll be us versus them, if it comes to it. That makes Dylan’s plan all the more risky.

      The bartender pushes the drink my way and raises an eyebrow. “Are you sure you’re okay? You look flushed.”

      I touch my face. Hot. I swallow the heat into my belly and say, “Yeah, everything is fine.” I take the new drink and head back to the room, letting the door close softly behind me. Penning us in.

      The man beside the cowboy looks up as I approach. Handsome in a businessman way, with close-cropped brown hair, thick eyebrows, and a white button-down shirt. I’m not sure what his name is, but it’s probably something like Tony, Paul, or Scarface, though he doesn’t have a blemish on his olive-toned skin.

      I set the drink in front of the cowboy, then draw back from the table. The cowboy glances my way and nods his thanks. I can’t see his cards around his big hat, but he has a tell the same way Dylan does.

      I touch my right ear. Two of a kind. Probably a low pair based on the intensity of the twitch in the cowboy’s pinky and the chips on the table thus far. But he might also have the beginnings of a straight, one unlikely to pan out.

      The cowboy pulls three cards from his hand and tosses them on the table, trading them in. A low pair it is.

      “All in,” the businessman says, then cuts his narrowed eyes my way. He’s the only one of the rich men winning, his chips stacked higher than Dylan’s. He’s the only one of them that I can’t read.
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