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Synopsis

Annie Jump Navarro is an Ivy League math whiz kid who
has won numerous Internet poker championships under the handle
supern0va. But when the Feds crack down on legislation making the
funding of online gambling accounts illegal, most of Nova's assets
are frozen. Her sponsors will only continue to support her if she
can win a championship bracelet at one of the live events of the
World Series of Poker. She heads for Vegas, where she meets Vesper
Blake, an ambitious but jaded casino host who has seen too many
fools flock to the strip only to leave broke and humiliated. Will
Vesper be able to successfully coach the volatile Nova to win at
live poker? And will Nova be able to convince Vesper that she
should take a gamble on true romance?
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Chapter One

“We’re late!” Nova let the screen door bang shut
behind her and turned toward the driveway. Sunlight glinted off the
hood of her Jeep, and she raised one hand to shield her eyes from
the glare. It was a beautiful morning by anyone’s standards—the
sapphire sky was broken only by small, cottony cloud wisps borne on
a warm spring breeze. Next door, Mrs. Bransen’s pink terrycloth
bathrobe fluttered as she watered the white carnations encircling
her mailbox. She looked up, scowling fiercely across the narrow
strip of grass separating the two houses. Nova smiled and waved.
Nothing was going to dampen her good mood on the day she became a
homeowner.

“Don’t get your panties in a twist,” Emily called
from inside the house, prompting an even deeper frown from Mrs. B.
“We have plenty of time.”

In a burst of practiced motion, Nova vaulted into
the driver’s seat, slotted the key into the ignition, and gunned
the engine. Emily climbed aboard the conventional way a few moments
later. “I see we’ve managed to piss off the bitch again. And since
when are you a morning person?”

“Don’t worry about her.” Nova grabbed her Oakleys
from the cup holder as she accelerated down the street. Mrs. B
hadn’t been happy when Nova and five of her fellow graduate
students had rented the house two years ago. And once she’d figured
out they were all lesbians, her front yard had become a forest of
anti–marriage equality signs. She probably thought they were all
sleeping together.

Nova grinned. About that, at least, Mrs. B was
right. “We’ll never have to see her again after today.”

“Thank God.” Emily leaned back in her seat. “Do we
have time to stop for coffee?”

“No. But I’ll buy you breakfast once I’m done at the
bank.” Nova glanced over in enough time to catch Em’s grimace. “Did
you know that sixty percent of all coffee drinkers claim they
need a cup of coffee in the morning? How’s it feel to be in
the majority for once?”

Em cracked one eyelid. “For someone who gave up on
school, you know too much.”

“Never let school interfere with your education,”
Nova quipped. The quote was one of her favorites.

“How’d you do last night? Rake in the big
bucks?”

“Didn’t log on. I was too busy packing.” Nova rarely
missed the chance to play at least a few hands of online poker, but
in this case, the promise of moving had trumped her need for a
fix.

The new house was a beauty. Set on a hill, its
backyard had an oblique view of Palo Alto and the San Francisco
Bay. It boasted Brazilian cherry floors, an orange tree out front,
and four bedrooms. That was clutch, because Nova wanted her
privacy. They all had to double up in their current house, and most
of the time, it hadn’t been a problem. But now she could turn the
master bedroom into her own personal poker haven, to be shared by
invitation only.

As she accelerated onto the highway, she pictured
how they would spend the summer. While Em studied for the bar,
Sandra and Monique plodded away at their doctoral research, and Liz
and Felicia wrote their dissertations, she would spend her days
surfing, her evenings grilling out on the redwood deck, and her
nights playing online hold ’em. The sweet life.

When she pulled up to the bank, Em halfheartedly
reached for the handle. “Don’t.” Nova rested one hand on her
shoulder. “Stay here and take a little nap or something.”

“Sure you don’t want me to come with?”

“For the closing? Yes. To get a check cut? No. Just
relax.” Nova moved quickly toward the doors. Her nose wrinkled as
she breathed in stale air laced with the scent of carpet cleaner.
The sooner she got this over with, the sooner they could go have
breakfast at her favorite café overlooking the water.

She had two choices in tellers: a twenty-something
brunette with brightly painted nails, or a stout, middle-aged man.
That was a no-brainer. As she stepped toward the woman, she smiled
to show off her dimples. The teller was probably straight, but it
never hurt to be charming. Just in case.

“Good morning…” Nova glanced down at the nameplate
pinned to one lapel, just above the barest hint of tan cleavage.
“Diane. I need a bank check, please.”

“I can certainly help you with that.” Diane barely
even glanced at her before turning to her monitor. The sharp clacks
of her swift typing exuded professionalism. Chagrined, Nova
wondered if she was slipping. “What is your full name?”

Nova cringed. “Annie Jump Novarro. But you can call
me AJ.” Ever since the age of six, she had insisted on going by her
initials. Inside the poker world, though, she was Supern0va,
reigning Royal Flush champion. “Nova” for short. Increasingly, her
online handle was becoming more real than her given name.

Diane didn’t react to the invitation. “Account
number and driver’s license, please?”

“Here you go.”

“And the amount of the check?”

“Four hundred and forty thousand dollars.” Nova
waited for Diane to register surprise at the large number, but her
face remained expressionless. Tough crowd. How many
twenty-four-year-olds were there who could meet the bank’s demand
for a forty percent deposit on a one point one million dollar
home?

When she had walked through the door a month ago to
apply for her mortgage, she’d been whisked into one of the little
cubicle offices by a sallow-faced loan officer who informed her
that she was a “high-risk investment” due to her profession. Nova
smothered a smile as she thought back on that conversation. She had
known going in that banks didn’t much like lending money to young
professional poker players. But as she had told the dubious loan
officer, “High-risk investments are the only kind worth making.” So
what if she didn’t look good on paper? She had almost a million
dollars of poker winnings to her name. So far.

“There seems to be a problem, Ms. Novarro.”

Shaken out of her reverie, Nova frowned. “A
problem?”

Diane spun the computer screen to face her.
“Insufficient funds.”

Nova stared at the screen in disbelief. It claimed
she had just over thirty-one thousand dollars to her name. A wave
of fear closed over her head, and her ears began to ring. “There’s
been some kind of mistake,” she managed to choke out, belatedly
realizing just how trite those words must sound. “I had the money
transferred yesterday.”

“Perhaps you should check with your transferring
institution.”

“Yes.” Nova forced the word out between lips that
felt suddenly numb. “I’ll do that right now. Thank you.”

She retreated to the far corner of the bank, where
an ATM machine flickered in invitation. When she tried to thumb
through her contacts list, she realized her fingers were trembling.
She had to stay calm. Take deep breaths. In goes the good air; out
goes the bad air. This was all a simple misunderstanding. Maybe
there had been an Internet glitch yesterday when she put in her
transfer request to Universal Account Systems, the holding company
for her online poker bankroll. All she had to do was to give them a
call. No problem.

But instead of a ringing phone or a human voice, a
series of beeps pierced her ears. “We’re sorry,” a mechanical voice
coolly informed her. “The number you dialed is not in service.”

“No.” Nova fought the urge to sink to the floor as
dread swept through her, tying her stomach in knots. “No, no, no.
This is not happening.” Desperately trying to keep the panic at
bay, she opened the Internet browser on her phone and navigated to
the website where, less than twenty-four hours earlier, she had
arranged for her money to be transferred.

What she saw made her stumble into one of the bucket
seats in the waiting area. Gone was the homepage to which she was
accustomed. Instead, the seal of the United States and the seal of
the FBI framed a block of text that sent her churning stomach right
into her toes. The feds had shut down Universal Account Systems
pending an investigation into money laundering.

Her funds were out of reach, perhaps indefinitely.
There would be no house. No master bedroom poker haven. No redwood
deck. Nowhere for any of them to sleep tonight. Head pounding, ears
ringing, Nova staggered toward her car. She opened the door,
collapsed inside, and, not wanting to meet Em’s gaze, rested her
forehead on the wheel. Visions of Brazilian cherry floors and
flowering orange trees shattered behind her eyes.

“What happened?” Em’s voice was shrill with alarm.
She laid a hand on Nova’s shoulder, but it didn’t feel comforting.
“AJ? What’s going on?”

“There’s no money,” she croaked.

“What do you mean, there’s no money?”

Still unwilling to look up, Nova fumbled for her
phone and passed it over. A few seconds later, Emily cursed. “What
the hell? How did this happen?”

At first, Nova didn’t answer. She wanted to
disappear. She wanted to punch something. She wanted to vomit.
Anxiety constricted her throat, making it impossible to suck in a
deep breath, ushering in the familiar claustrophobia. As the
suffocating tightness pervaded her chest, she latched on to the
strategies she’d honed since childhood.

1842 x 2359 = 4,345,278. The square root of 3,969
is 63. 57^4 = 10,556,001… As she forced her brain to focus on
the numbers, the pressure slowly began to ease.

“Are you okay?” Em squeezed her arm. “AJ? You’re
scaring me.”

Nova took a long, slow breath, and when her lungs
didn’t seize up, she dared to raise her head. Her cheeks were
tingling slightly, and dark flecks danced at the corners of her
vision. She’d come close to hyperventilating. So much for
preserving even a modicum of cool under pressure.

“Damn it,” she whispered. “Brazilian cherry floors!
An orange tree out front!”

“Can you explain to me what this”―Em brandished her
phone—“means? The government can’t just take your money away from
you, can they?”

Em’s questions twisted the knife in her gut, but
they also forced her to think. “They can. It’s happened
before.”

“It has?”

Nova held out her hand for the phone. Now that her
brain was working again, her priorities were falling back into
order. “I’ll explain the whole thing later. Right now I need to
make a call. And I need you to do me a favor.”

“What is it?”

“Get on the line with our landlord and try to get
our house back.”

*

Moonlight filtered through the broken blinds in the
living room, illuminating the nearly empty pizza box on the table.
Felicia’s psychotic cat had destroyed the slats last year in an
attempt to catch something on or outside the window. Doubtless, the
replacement cost would be taken out of their security deposit once
they moved out. Whenever that was.

Nova broke a tiny piece of crust off her uneaten
slice and rolled it between her fingers. Thankfully, their landlord
had not yet found other renters, and he’d been happy to sign them
to a new contract. At an increased price, of course. Even Em’s
formidable negotiating skills had failed in the face of their
desperation. They weren’t homeless, but they were paying almost
twenty-five percent more than last year.

Nova reached for her beer, found it empty, and
wearily got to her feet. “Anyone need another?” At the resounding
affirmative chorus, she headed for the kitchen, carefully picking
her way around towers of haphazardly stacked boxes in the
process.

As she returned with an armful of bottles, the front
door closed behind Monique, who had been obliged to stay on campus
late to teach her Intro to Computer Science class. The original
plan had been for her to meet them at the new house, and she looked
none too happy at the radical change. Hands on her hips, ebony hair
curling around her shoulders, she cut an imposing figure.

“AJ, I love you. But what the hell!”

“Are we really going to have to live here for
another year?” Liz’s voice was plaintive.

“I almost went and told off Mrs. B this morning.”
Sandra, seated at Liz’s feet, wrapped her arms around her knees.
“Glad I was too lazy.”

Nova’s jaw clenched at their whining. Instead of
doling out the beers, she dumped them onto the carpet. “Have a
little heart, will you? I know we’ve all had a shittastic day, but
do you really have to make me feel worse? I lost almost a million
fucking dollars!”

Monique sat down. Liz seemed chagrined. When Nova
retreated to the couch, Em gently patted her knee. “We’re just
trying to understand what happened.”

Nova scrubbed her palms across her face and tried to
rein in her temper. She had singlehandedly torpedoed their plans.
They deserved to be frustrated. They also deserved answers. She
reached for a beer and poured her anger into twisting off the
cap.

“Okay. Online gambling’s been illegal since 2006
when Congress passed a moronic act called UIGEA that made it so
banks can’t fund gambling sites. So now, if you want to play, you
have to transfer money through a third party—a company that will
hold or transfer your bankroll.”

“But isn’t that still illegal?” Felicia asked.

“Well, it’s kind of a gray area, because the holding
company isn’t a bank. They’re always ostensibly selling something.
Mine sells phone cards.”

“Phone cards?” Liz’s brow wrinkled in confusion.

“Let’s say I want to deposit ten thousand into my
account. I arrange to purchase ten thousand dollars’ worth of phone
cards, which I can either sit on or transfer to my poker account at
Royal Flush. It works the same way if I want to cash out from my
poker account.”

“That’s money laundering.” Monique was shooting her
a hard stare.

“Call it what you want!” Nova could feel her blood
pressure rising. “The whole law is bogus. Poker isn’t a game of
chance like fucking roulette or craps or baccarat. Poker is a game
of skill. The law shouldn’t even apply!”

For a long moment, there was silence. “But it does,”
Sandra said finally.

“Yeah. It does.” Nova’s anger began to ebb, and
fatigue rushed in to fill the void. “Somebody in the government
must have been tipped off to what my holding company was doing,
because now my money is frozen. And I have no legal recourse to get
it back.”

“What are you going to do?” Emily asked.

Feeling a headache coming on, Nova rubbed her
temples. “I don’t know. I put a call in to Royal Flush. They
sponsor me. I’m hoping…” This was the hardest part. “I’m hoping
they’ll take care of me.”

She looked around the room, taking in the dubious
glances. “You guys, I’m sorry. I’m sorry I put you through this.
I—” A telephone ring interrupted her. It wasn’t coming from their
landline, but from her laptop. The name flashing on the screen was
Evan Hunt, her contact at Royal Flush. “I have to take this. Back
in a bit.”

In her haste to leave the room, she almost tripped
over a box protruding out into the hall. Thankfully, the balance
she’d honed for years on the surfboard came to her rescue. As soon
as her feet were back under her, she accepted the call.

The screen resolved into a slightly pixilated image
of a dark-haired man in a turquoise jacket, seated behind a desk.
Colorful posters advertising several online tournaments, all
sponsored by Royal Flush, hung behind him. Nova had only met Evan
once, at an event in London the year before, but he hailed her like
an old friend.

“Nova, baby, how you doing?”

She turned into the room she was currently sharing
with Emily. Its bare walls mocked her. “Honestly, Evan? Not that
great.”

“Understandable, understandable.”

“Do you have any idea how this happened?”

Evan’s used car salesman’s smile faltered. “Well,
our best guess is that your transaction got the feds’
attention.”

Nova dropped into the worn leather chair. “What?”
She felt as though she’d taken a blow to the head. “I did
this?”

“Oh, they won’t come after you personally. They must
have been watching UAS for a while, and your transfer was probably
the—”

“Nail in the coffin.” Nova felt like she might be
sick. How many people had been affected? How much money had been
frozen? Would they ever be able to get it back? What if someone had
really needed that money, not just for a house but for their kid’s
college tuition or medical bills or—

“Look, don’t beat yourself up. If it hadn’t been
you, it would have been someone else.”

“You think it was only a matter of time?”

“I’m sure it was.”

His certainty made her feel slightly better, until
she realized he was probably just saying what she wanted to hear.
Swallowing hard, Nova decided to lay all her cards on the table.
Bluffing had never been her strong suit. She’d never told a
convincing lie in her life, and now wasn’t the time to start.

“I’m going to be honest with you. Without my online
bankroll, I don’t have a lot of options at this point.”

“Nova, Nova, Nova.” He clucked his tongue and shook
his head. “Would we leave you out in the lurch? You’re the champ!
You’re our girl.”

His voice sounded as slick as his hair looked. “I
am?”

“Of course!” Evan leaned closer to the camera. “I
spoke with David Sterling this afternoon, and here’s what we’re
prepared to do. The World Series of Poker starts in just over a
month. We’ll fly you out to Vegas and put up the ten thou buy-in
for the main event.”

Nova frowned. Free travel and a free spot in the
most popular poker event in the world? That sounded good. Too good.
Free lunches were as mythical as unicorns—especially in the
gambling world.

“What’s the catch?”

“Catch? There’s no catch, baby—just a deal. If you
win a bracelet, we’ll get you set up with a brand-new contract. If
you don’t, we’ll part ways amicably.”

“Wait a minute.” Nova blinked hard, trying to make
sense of the words rattling around in her head. “You’re saying that
if I win the main event, Royal Flush will continue to sponsor me,
but if I don’t, you’ll cut me loose?”

“You got it.”

“Evan, I’ve never played a hand of live poker in my
life. In my life! And now you want me to win the event at
the biggest poker tournament on earth?”

He raised his hands in a gesture that was probably
supposed to be placating. “Listen to me. You’re one of the best
online players in the world, but you’re still a new kid on the
block, without a lot of international cachet. The online game is
dead in America—at least for the moment. So if you want to keep
your career alive, either you move overseas, or you learn to win
live hands.”

Nova leaned back in her chair. Online and live poker
played by the same rules, but otherwise, they were night and day.
She had tried to watch the World Series of Poker on television a
few times but always ended up switching the channel. Online poker
was fast, furious, and anonymous. Live poker seemed so ponderous
and messy by comparison. Besides, she was a numbers person. Not a
people person. And the odds of this plan working were extremely
slim.

“Deal or no deal?” Evan prompted her.

“No deal!” Nova pointed her index finger at the
camera. “The professional live poker players are always
talking about how crazy the main event is. Now that it’s gotten so
huge, it’s practically a crapshoot. Craps is a game of luck, Evan.
I don’t play games of luck. I play poker. I’m not staking my entire
future on a roll of the dice.”

“Hey, you can leave the deal on the table if you
want. No sweat. We’ll find another player to stake. As you said,
there are plenty of ’em out there.”

His cavalier dismissal inspired a surge of
adrenaline that would’ve been pleasant in any other context.
Desperation warred with fear as her mind raced, quickly cataloguing
and then discarding possibilities.

Suddenly, a solution materialized. “Counter offer!”
she exclaimed, more loudly than she’d meant to. “You do what you
said you’d do. But you also stake me in two other events. If I win
the bracelet at any one of them, Royal Flush continues to sponsor
me.”

Evan scratched at his chin, appearing to mull this
over. “No deal,” he said finally. “Some of those games have steep
buy-ins. But if you want to use your own money to enter another
event, then sure. Win one bracelet, any bracelet, and you’re
golden.” He flashed a sharp, white smile. “Literally.”

Nova rubbed her sweaty palms on her jeans, glad he
couldn’t see the movement. How was she supposed to hide her nerves
while betting millions at a live table, when she could barely hold
herself together right now? But if she didn’t accept his terms, the
only other option was finding a job to pay the rent. That, or going
back to school.

“Hell no,” she muttered under her breath. And then
she looked into the camera and straightened her spine. “Okay.
Done.”

“Excellent. You’re coming to Vegas, baby!” He
flashed her the thumbs-up. “I’ll fax over some paperwork and then
cut you a check. One of the hosts at Valhalla owes me a favor. I’ll
ask her to show you the ropes once you’re there.”

“Great.” Nova tried to sound enthusiastic, but she
wasn’t sure she pulled it off.

“Oh, and one more thing.” He waggled a finger at her
in clear admonishment. “Quit talking to yourself. That’s a surefire
giveaway at the tables.”

The screen went blank. In an effort to ease her
cramped shoulders, Nova tilted her head back to stare at the
ceiling. The room seemed smaller than it had this morning, even
though she knew that was just her mind playing tricks. Instead of
freaking out, she had to focus—to try to process what had just
happened.

She was going to spend the summer in Las Vegas
playing poker. Live poker. With her entire livelihood on the
line.


Chapter Two

“He’s dead?” James’s voice bounced between
the cubicle walls and the low ceiling to fill the office.

Vesper stopped typing in mid-sentence. There wasn’t
much capable of torpedoing her concentration—certainly not James,
whose bombastic outbursts were as reliable as splitting aces in
blackjack. Under ordinary circumstances, she would have ignored
him. But two minutes ago, he’d been in the middle of a conversation
with his secretary about Davis Beauregard’s compensation package
for his upcoming trip. Beauregard was Valhalla Resort and Casino’s
top spender, and James never let any of them forget it. His entire
career had been built on the man’s coattails.

Lenny poked his head around the wall of her cube.
His eyes were wide. “Holy shit. Has the Killer Whale gone
belly-up?”

“Sounds like it,” she whispered. The office was
suddenly as quiet as a graveyard.

A Texas oil tycoon, Beauregard had earned his
nickname over a decade ago by placing gargantuan bets at the craps
table. He habitually wagered hundreds of thousands of dollars on a
single roll of the dice. Anyone who gambled even half as much was
known as a “whale,” but Beauregard was the fiercest of them all.
And now, if James’s sympathetic stuttering into the receiver was
any indication, he was gone.

Vesper stared at her screen without truly seeing it.
She didn’t like James, but in that moment, she felt sorry for him.
The life of a casino host was almost as uncertain as the luck of
the gamblers they served. At least he had plenty of other fish in
the sea. She thought of her own small client base and felt a twist
of anxiety.

“Did Beauregard seriously bite it?” Lenny asked
loudly. James must have hung up the phone. She rose from her chair
and walked toward his cube, where the entire office was quickly
assembling. From her vantage point, all she could see was the shiny
crown of his bowed head.

“Heart attack. Last night.” He raised one fist and
brought it down on the desk with a dull thud. “Motherfucker!”

Vesper turned away. By now, there wasn’t so much as
a glimmer of naïveté left in her heart, but that didn’t mean she
had to like his attitude. Worse, everyone around him was
commiserating. “Rough luck,” she heard one man say. “I’m so sorry,”
said another, as though James were the one who had been closest to
the dead man.

For a long moment, there was silence. Vesper had
just opened her calendar to double-check that everything was in
order for the Hamiltons’ visit, when he spoke again.

“Maureen, send something tasteful and expensive to
the son. Eugene.”

“Of course. And to the widow as well?”

“Why not?” James said after a pause. “But don’t go
overboard. She never showed an ounce of interest in anything but
jewelry shopping.”

He was already pursuing the bereaved family, Vesper
realized. They were the ones with the money now, and he was going
on a full-court press to ensure they gambled it at Valhalla. In
fact, this same conversation was probably happening in casino
offices up and down the Strip. Davis Beauregard had been loyal to
Valhalla for two decades, but his heir was up for grabs. Eugene was
about to be hunted as fiercely as Moby Dick.

James seemed to have written off the widow, though.
Priscilla. Vesper had seen her frequently over the years—a plump
woman with neatly coiffed white hair who always wore large
earrings, bright colors, and gem-encrusted necklaces. She
concentrated on the image and tried to remember whether she had
ever seen Priscilla trying her own hand at a table or slot machine,
but she couldn’t recall. As she stared blankly at the bouncing
roulette ball that was her screen saver, an idea began to coalesce.
What if she let the boys fight over Eugene and set her own sights
on Priscilla?

She had a few spare minutes, and there was no sense
in wasting them. After saying a quick good-bye to Lenny, Vesper
hurried down to the mall level of the casino. First, she stopped at
the spa and ordered a basket of their high-end skin treatment
products to be shipped immediately. Then, she went to the jewelry
store and chose a Cartier brooch in the shape of a starfish, made
with eighteen-karat gold. When the saleswoman told her that she
couldn’t comp it, Vesper ignored the shrill voices in her head—one
of whom sounded like her mother—insisting that she walk away.
Instead, she paid the three thousand dollars with her own credit
card. Her palms broke out in a sweat as she signed the receipt, but
she forced her hand to remain steady. This was a gamble, and as a
rule, Vesper avoided rolls of the dice. Sacrificing a chunk of her
savings account was completely counterintuitive, but neither could
she afford to pass up this kind of career opportunity. If she
managed to nab Priscilla Beauregard, she would call it a worthy
investment.

A hot rush of shame washed through her at the
mercenary thought. Was she really no better than James? With a
shake of her head, she signed her name to the receipt and glanced
at her phone. This wasn’t the time to engage in self-recrimination.
The Hamiltons’ plane would land in just a few minutes.

When she stepped out of Valhalla’s employee
entrance, the cool desert breeze made her pull her shawl more
tightly across her shoulders. The temperature had peaked in the
high eighties today, but with the onset of darkness, the heat had
fled. She walked quickly toward the curb, where a long row of black
limousines waited. Bypassing the super-stretch varieties, she
approached a slightly more modest car sporting the vanity plate UR
XS. After a quick rap on the window, she ducked into the back.

“Good evening, Ms. Blake.” Jeremy turned to
acknowledge her across the lowered privacy partition, his sparkling
eyes belying the formality of the greeting. His curly black hair
was neatly trimmed, and his baby face was partially masked by a
goatee. A hint of aftershave lingered in the air—spicy, but not too
strong. His sports coat was neatly pressed, and the collar of his
shirt was stiff with starch.

“Hello, Jeremy.”

“Carl and I placed a bet on whether TJ’s bringing a
girlfriend. Want in?”

Vesper laughed. “Do I ever want in?”

He smiled at her in the mirror. “Someday you will.
Carl and I have a bet riding on that, too.”

“Of course you do.” Vesper knew she was in the
minority of casino employees who didn’t partake of the gambling
culture they peddled to others. Enticing others to take risks was
her job. Avoiding them herself was her life.

“Which side did you take?” she asked, wondering what
TJ would say if he knew his relationship status had inspired
Valhalla’s employees to wager their hard-earned money.

“He won’t bring anyone here,” Jeremy said
confidently. “He’s been nursing a crush on you for years.”

“Which he’ll outgrow soon enough, if he hasn’t
already.” Vesper suspected her own love life was a bigger topic of
conversation than their clients’. She didn’t particularly want to
think about that.

“We’ll see in a few minutes.”

After that brief exchange, Jeremy focused on
driving. That was part of what made him so good at his job—he read
people well and adapted to what they wanted. They had met several
years ago in a Psychology of Gambling course at UNLV, where they’d
been assigned to the same peer group for final projects. Jeremy had
been on crutches as he struggled to rehab a knee injury and return
to the basketball team. Vesper was employed as a floorman at
Valhalla and trying to find a way to move up in the ranks. They had
worked well together, taking the bulk of the project from their
lackadaisical group members and receiving the highest grades in the
class.

The following February during Chinese New Year,
Valhalla’s fleet of cars had been overbooked. As a newly promoted
host, Vesper suddenly found herself unable to deliver the free ride
from the airport that she had promised to her middle roller.
Desperate, she had reached out to Jeremy. When he proved willing,
she sent him to the airport in a rented car. On the ride back to
Valhalla, the client had mentioned his fondness for March Madness
and his disappointment at not having been able to score tickets to
the UNLV game that weekend. Jeremy had promptly called a former
teammate and secured him a third-row seat.

That’s when Vesper had realized that she and Jeremy
were truly cut from the same mold. She’d managed to convince the
Valhalla fleet supervisor to hire him, and now he was her go-to
guy. In any other car, she would’ve felt obliged to double-check
that champagne was chilling in the fridge. Here, she could relax.
As much as she ever did, at least.

As she watched the glittering rows of light
gradually give way to the dark desert, a large, flashing billboard
caught her eye. The logo of the World Series of Poker—three black
and white chips with red lettering—gleamed against a green
background presumably intended to resemble felt. The annual
tournament would begin in a few weeks, and if Valhalla’s room
reservations were any kind of indicator, it would be a
record-breaking year.

How fitting, to have seen that particular
advertisement on her way to pick up the Hamiltons. The WSOP felt
like a kind of anniversary to her. Three years ago, she’d been
mired in the drudgery of life as a floorman—creating dealer
schedules, overseeing the maintenance of the casino equipment, and
keeping a cautious eye on clients who seemed too lucky. She had
taken care to do her job well, even as she watched the hosts with a
mixture of jealousy and admiration. They hobnobbed with the high
rollers—not only on the floor, but also at concerts, fights, and
exclusive parties. Sometimes, they were invited out to a client’s
property, or to join him on vacation. But Vesper didn’t care about
the perks nearly as much as she cared about the power. Power and
influence clung to casino hosts like their tailored suits.

She had done what she could to get ahead—to show her
bosses that she had what it took to sit at the big boys’ table. She
went above and beyond her banal duties, becoming friendly with the
middle rollers and offering them as many comps as she could scrape
together from the hosts’ leftovers. Her shift supervisor had
alternately praised her ingenuity or cursed her aggression, but he
never showed her a pink slip. She was good. He knew it, and she
knew it. But she hadn’t been able to slip so much as a toe through
the door until the morning three years ago when James had suckered
her into babysitting…

As she stooped to inspect the contents of a box on
one of the lower shelves, Vesper’s lower back twinged, reminding
her that she’d been on her feet for most of the night. Blinking
hard, she forced herself to focus. Checking inventory was the most
monotonous part of her shift, and after an exceptionally busy
night, she was having trouble staying focused. Fortunately, as soon
as she finished this, she could retreat to her apartment on the
northwest side of the city. It was small, but her balcony had an
oblique view of Mount Charleston. After a long soak in a hot bath,
maybe she would sit outside with a book and a glass of wine. Or
better yet—retreat to her bed and sleep away the afternoon beneath
her crisp, white sheets. Perfect.

“Vesper!”

Sighing at the interruption, she turned toward the
door of the supply cage. The voice belonged to James, one of the
Valhalla hosts. They all looked as though they’d been cut from the
same mold—male, gray suit, tasteful tie, slicked-back hair. His was
dirty blond streaked with gray.

“Hi, James.”

“You’re wrapping up, right?”

“That’s right.” He undoubtedly wanted something from
her. She could always say no, of course, but she probably wouldn’t,
and he knew it. Every host at Valhalla routinely exploited her
ambition.

“I need a favor. My guy Hamilton has taken it into
his head to stop losing at craps and buy into the main event.”

Everyone at the casino knew about Theodore Hamilton
Sr. A partner at a private equity firm in New York City, he often
came to Vegas on weekends to test his luck. Vesper glanced at her
watch. The Texas hold ’em tournament was slated to begin at noon,
just under an hour away. “Is he any good?”

“Who gives a shit!” James smoothed his hair with one
hand. “I hope he loses it all on the first hand and gets back to
rolling the bones. But in case he doesn’t, I need you to keep an
eye on his kid, Teddy.”

Vesper was too exhausted to curb her disdain. “Who
brings a minor to a casino without someone to look after him?”

“They were supposed to golf. The heat wave got in
the way, and the nanny he hired can’t be reached.”

The nanny had probably gone AWOL because the kid was
a spoiled brat. How could he not be? She had grown up among
wealthy, entitled children, and with one exception, they had all
been rotten eggs. The back of her neck prickled at the thought, and
she firmly closed the mental door on those memories.

“C’mon,” James said. “It won’t be so bad. He’ll
probably just want to play video games all day.”

“Then why don’t you do it?”

“I’m due at the airport.”

Vesper rolled her eyes. “Bull. You’re jumping ship
because your guy stopped firing it up at the table.”

James didn’t even bother trying to deny it. “Okay,
look. If you do this, I’ll throw in a reservation for two at
Barri.”

She crossed her arms beneath her breasts,
considering. The promise of a meal at Valhalla’s most exclusive
restaurant would have been more tempting if she had any dating
prospects, but James was clearly desperate, and she liked the idea
of him being in her debt.

“Fine.”

Relief washed across his face. “Yes. Perfect. Thank
you. You’re my girl!”

Vesper favored him with her best withering glance,
and James quickly turned away. As they caught an elevator, she
realized she was finally about to see one of the fabled Asgard
suites—Valhalla’s second most luxurious style of room. The only
better accommodations were the Celestial Palaces, reserved for the
highest of high rollers—the aptly named “whales.” High rollers
wagered thousands on a blackjack hand or a roll of the dice. But
whales put down tens or hundreds of thousands on single bets and
could win or lose millions within a matter of hours.

The Hamiltons’ suite boasted sky blue walls, white
trim, and lofty ceilings that made it feel even larger than it was.
The foyer ended in an alcove with a window seat and a view of the
Las Vegas Strip. To the left, three bedrooms branched off a
corridor illuminated by vaguely Teutonic-looking wall sconces.
James led her to the right, into a spacious kitchen complete with
an island, its chrome appliances gleaming in the overhead lights.
Vesper caught a glimpse of the dining room—its long, dark table
standing out against walls the color of a rosy sunset—before they
turned again.

This room was less formal than the others. A stone
fireplace was set into one wood-paneled wall, a sheepskin rug lying
before it. Two leather couches and a love seat were arranged to
take advantage of both the fireplace and of the large television
hanging on the perpendicular wall. Vesper paused in the doorway to
observe its sole occupant. Theodore Hamilton Jr. lounged on the
couch watching the Dodgers game and drinking a thick, vaguely
chocolate-colored drink that she guessed was some kind of protein
shake. Despite his choice in beverage, he was thin and lanky.
Designer jeans rode low on his hips, and the sleeves of his polo
shirt fit loosely around his arms. But when he turned to face them,
she saw he had inherited his father’s strong jaw and brilliant
green eyes. They narrowed in clear displeasure as he inspected
them.

“Teddy, my man!” James sauntered over to the couch
and stuck out his hand. For a moment, it looked like the kid would
leave him hanging. Finally, he reached out for a perfunctory
shake.

“Hi.”

“There’s someone I want you to meet. Vesper Blake,
Teddy Hamilton. Teddy, Vesper will be spending the afternoon with
you.”

“You mean she’ll be babysitting me.”

James laughed nervously. “Did I say that?” He edged
toward the door. “You guys have a great time.”

Teddy’s gaze moved to Vesper. She watched him look
her over and caught the flare of attraction in his eyes before he
deliberately turned back to the television. “Make yourself at home,
I guess,” he said, sounding utterly bored.

Vesper remained standing, mind racing as she
vacillated between two choices. Teddy was clearly bitter about
being left behind while his father took in the poker action. He was
also stubbornly faking his disinterest in her. She could either
take a seat on the couch and passively watch him for the rest of
the day, or she could step up and practice her hosting skills on
him. He came from a wealthy gambling family. Maybe if she
took the initiative to show him a good time, she would be rewarded.
He might not be able to wager thousands on one spin of the wheel,
but one day, that would change. And when it did, he might just
remember her.

She had nothing to lose and everything to gain—a
rare event in her world. Suddenly determined, she stepped into his
line of sight. “All right, TJ. What would you most like to do right
now?”

He frowned up at her in clear confusion. “TJ?”

“Honestly, I think ‘TJ’ suits you better than
‘Teddy.’ But if you don’t like it, I apologize.”

“Don’t.” He sat up straight and turned toward her,
his expression thoughtful—as though he had never considered that he
was in charge of his own name. “I do like it.”

“Well then, TJ, you still haven’t answered my
question. What would you most like to do?”

“Watch my dad play poker.”

Vesper wasn’t going to dignify that with a response.
She arched one eyebrow and waited him out while rapidly considering
and discarding possibilities. She couldn’t bring him onto the
casino floor, and no live footage of the WSOP tournament was
broadcast in the casino for obvious reasons. There was no way he
could watch his father try to survive day one of the main
event.

After a brief staring contest, he looked away.
“Yeah, I know. I can’t.”

The seed of an idea opened in her mind. “How old are
you?”

“Eighteen.”

She gave him a look.

He bristled. “What? Do you want to see my ID? I
turned eighteen last month!”

She held up one hand as he reached for his wallet.
“I believe you. Do you play any poker?”

He snorted. “All the time at school.”

Now that she had his full attention, she perched on
the edge of the couch. A bit of subtle flattery seemed in order.
“College?”

He shook his head. “Boarding school. I’m entering
Dartmouth this coming fall.”

Vesper played a hunch. “Did your dad go there,
too?”

A flash of surprise crossed his face. “How’d you
know?”

“Lucky guess.” She pretended to be momentarily
interested in the ball game to give herself time to think. The kid
had a serious case of hero worship for his father, and she
fleetingly wondered what that must feel like before forcing herself
to focus. He couldn’t go into the casino, but what if she brought
the casino to him?

“Next question. What’s your favorite food?”

“Buffalo wings. Why?”

“Mild? Medium? Spicy?”

“Medium. What are you—”

“And to drink?”

“IPA. The hoppier the better.”

Vesper laughed. “Root beer it is.”

“Root beer?” The words dripped scorn.

“You’re going to have to trust me, TJ.” She stood
and moved toward the door. “I need to make a few phone calls. Enjoy
the game for a bit.”

“Sure.” Clearly disappointed, he turned back to the
television. He probably thought she was blowing him off.

Vesper turned into the dining room and caught sight
of her own bemused smile in the large gilt mirror hanging on one
wall. Teddy craved the privileges of full adulthood, and on the one
hand, she couldn’t blame him. But on the other…when she was his
age, she had already been living on her own for a year. Adulthood
came with far more headaches than perks.

And then she shook her head at her own thoughts. By
the looks of things, Teddy had been born with a silver spoon in his
mouth. He probably had a trust fund already valued at more money
than Vesper would ever make in her life. But if she played her
cards right today, when he came of age and began to gamble with
that money, he would take his chances at Valhalla.

She pulled out a chair at the highly polished
mahogany table. The first call she made was to the cashier. The
second was to the concierge. And the third was to the closest thing
to a friend she had at the casino—Isabella Martin, one of
Valhalla’s Hospitality Managers. For this plan to work, she needed
a few more people, and Isabella managed plenty.

Once she was finished, Vesper went into the kitchen
and pulled out a stack of plates and several glasses from the
cabinets. The sounds must have triggered Teddy’s curiosity, because
he appeared in the doorway a few moments later.

“What are you doing?”

“Preparing.” Vesper wanted to ramp up the suspense
as much as possible.

“For?”

“You’ll have to wai—” She was rescued by the door
chime. “Ah. Here we are.” Vesper strode toward the door, Teddy
trailing behind her like a puppy. She opened it to reveal one of
the cashiers holding a small lockbox.

“Vesper,” he said as she took it off his hands.
“Hello, Mr. Hamilton.”

“Thank you, Michael.”

“Don’t forget about these.” With a flourish, Michael
produced two fresh decks of cards from the pockets of his
blazer.

“Grab those for me, TJ, will you?” Vesper let the
door close behind them and returned to the dining room. This time,
Teddy was practically snapping at her heels.

“What are we playing?”

Vesper set the box down on the table and reached up
to her neck where a long gold chain held two small keys. She looped
the chain over her head, selected the larger of the two, and
slotted it into the box. Pausing to glance up at Teddy, she saw
that he was completely riveted. Slowly, she raised the lid to
reveal several pristine rows of white, red, blue, and green
chips.

An eager smile lit up his face. “Poker?”

“This is a thousand dollars’ worth of chips. They’re
on me. A few of my coworkers will arrive in a few minutes, and then
we’ll play. Five-dollar, ten-dollar blinds. Fifty-dollar maximum
raise.”

“Excellent.” Teddy slid into one of the chairs and
cracked his knuckles.

“We’ll play like the final table of the main
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