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So, there I was, just sitting down at a table
with six fairly humanoid-looking players. It was my first game at a
new casino space station, and I was dressed to impress, in a
charcoal-and-red-pinstripe suit, with a pale yellow tie with red
accents. A natural optimist, I was ready to rumble on the card
tables, and make some money. I made myself comfortable, and dialed
the table for green felt from my seat, and wondered what was
sitting here before me. Whatever it was, it liked playing on
iridescent orange, iris-type flowers. I was getting a headache
almost before I sat down. Now it was better, appearing from my seat
to be green felt all the way around. I tested the texture with one
hand, and found it very authentic, like the real, warm, wool felt I
had played on in some of the nicer places I had seen years ago, in
systems very near Earth-Center. Classy joint, this Vegas 3. Now it
was time to take a little surreptitious stock of my
colleagues.

I didn't have any credits yet,
preferring to miss a hand or two while I looked things over. I
signaled a waitress, and she strolled over with her tray. The tray
had a great hologram design going, very effectively presenting as
if stacked with a variety of drinks, but of course, it was just
display. Part of the traditional affect that casinos in this part
of the galaxy are so fond of. But the amazing thing was that I
noticed the tray at all, because the girl was seriously beautiful,
even for a casino. I wondered for just a moment if she was real.
The best indicator of reality is the slight imperfections that are
overlooked on first glance. A waitress with a pimple on her
forehead, however slight and small, is almost always real. A faint
mustache on a female server is a dead give-away of flesh and blood.
Even if a real woman was scanned for the image, those small flaws
would be fixed in software development. But this remarkable beauty
had no imperfections that I could see. I hid my disappointment and
ordered.

"I would like a soft drink,
please."

"Sure. Anything you want, name it, I've
got it."

"I think… some fruit juice, thank you.
Orange, or perhaps pineapple?"

"You want the pineapple. The orange is
a little out of date." That was impossible, of course. If I ordered
orange juice, it would be synthesized as soon as I placed the
order, and served up at my seat. The waitress-simulation was either
just making conversation, to enhance the reality of the experience,
or letting me know that the synthesizer file for the orange juice
was corrupted, or badly formulated. I simply nodded my acceptance
of her recommendation, and smiled at her. I wasn't being nice.
Would you be "nice" to a toaster? I just couldn't help smiling at
her. If she had been real, she would have to be in the top
two-tenths of one percent of any normal world population for
beauty. Tall, with a long elegant neck, buxom and curvy, but still
slender, with long legs that tapered to fine ankles and almost
dainty feet. Just her figure had my DNA doing jumping jacks. But it
didn't stop there. Her heart-shaped face was framed with glowing,
golden-blond hair that could have just possibly been natural, if it
had actually existed, instead of being a projection. And
almond-shaped eyes that were so green, I would have taken long odds
they were not natural… if they had existed. I wondered for a
moment, looking at those green eyes, if there was a model somewhere
that really had eyes like that, which were scanned for this
simulation, or had some software designer dreamed them up? Or maybe
there was a race out there somewhere that all had eyes that color,
and a designer had realized how they would look on a simulation of
a blond human female? Because I was sure that's what this was: A
genuine, simulated human female, copyrighted, and sooped-up,
refined for maximum impact. It was almost painful, looking at her,
and knowing she didn't really exist, and that no matter how
charming I was, I wasn't going to meet her for a drink later. On
the other hand, no matter how boorish I was, she wasn't going to
slap me, or walk off in a huff, so maybe it was all for the
good.

As soon as I placed my order, she
punched something into her tray, and appeared to pick up a glass of
pineapple juice off of it. I watched her lift it up, and place it
on the table, just outside the green felt, in a little area that
appeared to be mahogany, after I had dialed in my preference for
the table appearance. As she set it down, there was only a slight
flicker, which was my actual drink taking the place of the hologram
projection she had appeared to set down. Of course, she didn't
actually serve drinks, running back and forth to a bar. She was
atmosphere; the drinks were served automatically at each chair.
Still, it was far better than selecting from a menu, punching a
button, and seeing the drink pop up from an autoserver. It made for
real simulated human interaction, doing it this way, and she could
appear un-rushed, serving far more tables than if she had actually
been running back and forth with drinks. Not to mention, a
projection can't actually move a physical drink, so, this was as
good as it got in any case. I thanked her, and put out my hand to
pay for the drink, which she accepted gracefully, as if introducing
herself, and shaking hands with me. Her hand felt real… warm and
soft, and her grip was firm and confident. I almost fell off my
chair.

"I… um- sorry, I thought… I didn't
expect you to be… you know…real…" I stammered.

"Yes, sir, of course." She grinned
mischievously. "And you? Did you expect to find that you are real?
Because I was pretty sure you were real."

She was teasing me, of course. And I
was making a fool of myself, so I did the smart thing: I shut up.
And focused on that marvelous hand I was still holding. It felt
like human skin, not a sensor glove. That meant she had a
subcutaneous chip-reader installed, but it was a good one. There
was no trace of a sensory tingle while my personal chip in my palm
was read, and credits were calculated and deducted from my account.
And while she held my own hand, she asked me the next
question.

"How much credit would you like to
start with, sir?"

"A couple thousand, I think. Half in
small change. Take twenty for yourself."

"Thank you, sir." Her smile seemed
real, too. I thought, Probably fifty or sixty thousand more like
me, and she can get off this hunk of scrap metal, and go home,
wherever that is.

As she let my hand go, I knew her
reader had taken my information, because the next time I looked,
there was a pile of chips on the table in front of me. I only
glanced at them, knowing there was no reason to count them up.
There would be exactly nineteen hundred and eighty credits. I would
rather watch my waitress sashay away than count my chips, so I did,
and she did. I shook my head, as she walked away, noticing her how
her black silk sheath dress hugged her curves like a ladybug's
spots hug her curved shell. Casinos are famous for the physical
beauty of their workers. As often as not, they come as tourists,
and wind up staying, not for the glamour, or the high pay, but
because the casino took one look at them, and decided to extend
some serious credit to them on the game tables. If they lost
enough, they would be working at the casinos to pay off the debt.
It wasn’t quite indentured slavery; they got decent pay, and all
that. But they started out in the hole, and by the time they saved
up enough to pay their marker off, the casinos were a way of life
for them. I wondered if that was how this exceptional beauty wound
up here. And then I pretended I was putting her out of my mind, and
turned back to the table. It was a workday, and I had work to
do.

Turning back to the tables, I saw that
the next hand was starting, and players were anteing up. It was
time to play. I made a careless gesture over my chips, about half
as though tossing one in the middle of the table, and sure enough,
one holographic chip seemed to fly off the stack, and into the
center. A woman sitting close by gave me a disapproving look, as
though it was bad form to let the table graphics do the work. Well,
maybe it was bad form, here. The rules of etiquette changed from
system to system, and I had just gotten here. I made a note to
myself to watch the others more closely, and noticed that they all
made the full gesture as though actually picking up a chip and
putting it in the pot.

The dealer was a handsome young man,
perhaps twenty-five years old, by his appearance. His face and
manners were perfect, no small blemishes, not a speech impediment
or error in syntax. I wondered if he was real, too, but I didn't
really care. Dealers often are, so they can keep an eye out for
scams and gimmicks at the tables. Just like my waitress, he seemed
a little too perfect to be real. He flipped holographic cards
around in a dazzling display of simulated dexterity that bored me,
but which no doubt made tourists swoon with admiration, and then he
started tossing real cards across the table, one for each of us,
then another, and so on. I left mine to lie where they fell,
knowing there is a lot more to playing cards than the cards. I was
watching the players.

A serious looking man, presenting as
maybe a tired, early middle-age, with lines of experience around
his eyes and a slight bagging starting under them, caught the first
card of each round. He checked his cards as they came, comparing
them to what he was already holding. If I was seated at 12:00, he
would have been sitting at 3:00, on the second seat to my left.
Next to him was another man, at about 5:00, looking slightly
younger, and more energetic, to boot. Nothing troubled me about
either of them. The pretty-boy dealer was directly across from me,
and to his left was a woman. She had a dark complexion, and
brown-black hair, which might have been her own. She seemed
slightly exotic, and had a furtive manner about her, which invited
attention, in the same way that a whisper invites you to listen
closer. I was going to pick her for a shill, present for the
purpose of distracting other players, and in collusion with another
player at the table, until I caught a glimpse of nictitating
membranes when she blinked her eyes. Humanoid, but not human,
obviously. Perhaps not even female, just more comfortable
presenting as a human female. Some races didn’t have fixed genders
like ours, and some had no true gender at all. In such cases, the
close-to-humanoid types tended to dress as the human gender they
most closely resembled. It didn't mean she wasn't a shill, just
that I couldn't assume anything from her manner until I had watched
her for a while. "Furtive" might just be a racial characteristic
for her type.

Next to her sat an obvious alien, his
humanoid appearance only a rough draft. With features that
suggested a barely-started sculpture of a man, he was large and
moved deliberately, almost slowly, as though being careful not to
break anything. I knew his race, or at least something similar, had
played against them before, and I knew that I would see no tells,
nothing in his expressions or mannerisms that would tip me off to a
bluff or a pat hand. In fact, so far as I knew, that kind didn't
have expressions. At least, not facial ones.

With an empty seat at 9:00, that left
the two players sitting directly next to me, one on each side. I
couldn't see much of them, as the large circumference of the table
left them only a few degrees off parallel to me. They both appeared
to be human females. I sampled the air in each direction, and noted
that they both seemed to be wearing human scents, though that was
an affectation that came in a bottle, now days, "human" being in
fashion at the moment. I fidgeted in my seat, and managed to brush
the elbow of the one on my right, and she turned to look at
me.

"Pardon me," I said.

"Not at all," she returned, smiling
politely. Youngish, perhaps early thirties, or made to look that
way, she was pleasantly attractive. Well, pleasantly attractive
anywhere else, pretty plain in current surroundings. But I wished
there had been one like her, shipboard, on the way over
here.

The woman on the other side gave no
opportunity for me to size her up. No matter, something would
present, if she turned out to be a serious player. From where I
sat, I could see that she was slightly plump, wearing good clothes
and simple jewelry. I detected a little too-severe coloring in her
cheeks, and made out a clump of mascara in her eyelashes, on my
side. I decided she was probably a human, most likely a "natural,"
meaning she was cosmetically un-enhanced, like myself. What you saw
when you looked at her is what nature had provided her with, except
for the cosmetics she actually added daily, since permanent mascara
never clumped. An old-fashioned gal was my take.

By my count, that was four humans, and
two non-humans in the game, a pretty standard mix for a
non-segregated casino. I didn’t mind playing at non-segregated
places, but a player has to keep a sharp eye on his opponents. It
was just a couple years ago I learned that lesson, when I sat down
to play at a table with a couple of Fringliars. They were a newly
discovered race, and nobody knew it at the time, but it turned out
that Fringliars had two issues that made them bad for business.
First, after a few hours outside of a hydrogen-rich atmosphere they
had a really unpleasant odor. But more importantly, it turned out
Fringliars have some sort of probability organ in their brains.
After a little observation of any game, they knew the odds of any
transaction taking place without any conscious calculation. Of
course, once they figured that out, the gambling companies banned
Fringliars from casinos across the galaxy, though I think they
would have banned them anyway, just over the smell, eventually.
Anyway, the lesson of all that is, pay attention to non-humans. You
never really know what they are capable of.

The game was an ancient one, seven-card
stud. The dealer had thrown everyone a couple of hole-cards, face
down, then one more, face up. We would each get three more face up,
one at a time, and then the last card, the seventh, face down
again. It wasn't my favorite card game, but I liked it well enough,
and I was good at it. The truth is, while I’m an optimist, I’m not
really much of a gambler, and I avoided games like roulette and
craps; true “place your bet and take your chances games. Poker,
like this game, is more about taking stock of your opponents and
outsmarting them. It’s strategy and timing, much more about skill
than about luck, over time. Like combat, it didn’t go to the guy
with the most soldiers or biggest guns, as often as it went to the
guy who used his soldiers and guns to the best advantage. It’s how
I had been making my living for a few years now, and I was ready to
work. The betting started with the womanish person with nictitating
membranes on her eyes, who was showing a jack, and I settled in to
work a while.

After an hour or so, I was down a few
small bets. The cards weren't coming my way, or at least not yet,
but it's a rare night when a player doesn't get a chance at some
point to make some substantial bets. I was biding my
time.

I had learned something about the other
players, as well. The Putty-Faced humanoid was a conservative
player, not afraid to play a round or two and fold a hand that
didn't develop. The womanish humanoid with the extra eyelids was
the opposite, never betting anything on hands she didn't like from
the gate, no matter how cheap the round was, and betting like money
was going out of fashion on anything she did like. It was either a
bad habit, or a technique designed to drive people out of the game
when she started betting. But it was working for her. She was well
ahead on chips. That playing style eliminated her as a likely
shill, since shills were used mostly to mask the bets of another
player. In other words, if she had a partner who wanted to run the
betting up, he might signal her, and she would make the bet,
allowing him to appear reluctant, but really, his were the power
cards for the hand. What she was doing drove people out too early,
and probably wasn't useful for raising the stakes when someone else
had the cards.

The pretty woman next to me, on my
right, appeared to be a solid player, for the most part, neither
winning nor losing much, probably waiting for cards, like I was.
The other woman, on my other side, seemed alternately bored and
confused, but she wasn't driving any action either, so I hadn't put
her style down to anything yet. Could be a beginner, could be a
slow starter, could be she was bored and confused. She had a habit
of dropping one hand below the table every few minutes, poor form
in a card game, where everyone was always looking for signs of
cheating. I wondered if she had a parasite or an allergy or
something that was making her itch, and she had to scratch from
time to time.

The dealer was just tossing out the
cards for a new hand when another player joined our table. That was
good news, in my book, because our waitress would have to come back
and serve him, and because a big table is always easier to push up
the betting on when the cards finally came, and I was thinking I
was about due for some luck. It made the dealer's job harder,
though, because now he would have to keep track of the cards. If
everyone stayed in the game, seven cards each for eight players was
more than the deck held. In that case, he would have to put the
sixth card in the middle of the table, one for the whole table, and
we would all be playing as if it were in our own hand. It would
change some of the characteristics of the game, because depending
on play, more or fewer total cards would be out and face up, where
I could see them, but we still got the first two and the seventh
individually, face down, and that's where the skill was. I didn't
care much, either way. It's rare for all players to stay through
the fourth card, much less the sixth, and I could play equally well
if they did, from time to time. I put my mind back on the new
guy.

I had seen him, the new guy,
approaching the table. He headed straight for it, not glancing
around the room, not looking to see what the bets were like, not
even looking to see what the game was. That suggested that he was
either a regular here, or he was with someone else at the table. I
watched for a sign that he was associated with someone else in the
game. He took a seat next to the dough-faced humanoid, who didn't
acknowledge him at all, not even glancing in his direction to see
who had showed up. If he was with someone here, they both covered
it pretty well, because I saw no sign of it. So… a regular, then? I
kept an eye on him, and noted his decent, but ordinary clothes, his
lack of interest in the other players at the table, things like
that. You never know what might be a tip-off that something was
going on, so I watched everything.

When the next hand started, the new guy
took barely a glance at his cards, and folded them before waiting
to see if there was a bet, before the betting went around the table
and got to him, tossing his cards away out of order. Now, that was
a small breach of etiquette. Nothing anyone would make a big fuss
over, but my intuition clicked up into a little higher gear. If
this guy didn't know how to play, he couldn't be a regular at this
table. And if he was joining someone at the table, he was hiding
it. Of course, it could be he was just a jerk, trying to upset the
competition with his rudeness, but… somehow, that didn't fit.
Something else was up.

It bothered me, and I was so focused on
working that through my mind, I hadn't even checked my cards when
the bet came to me. No problem, I often bet blind in small games
like this. It makes people nervous, and I like that. Someone had
put in a small bet, my up-card was a ten. It was cheap, and I
stayed, trying to keep track of the play while I sorted out the new
guy, and while the dealer tossed out another round of cards, face
up.

This time, I saw a pretty face land
over the top of my ten. The queen of hearts, and my favorite lady.
All gamblers have a little superstition in them, and this was mine.
Whenever I saw that red queen, I saw hope. Foolish, I know, but she
has come in to save my butt and my money too many times over the
years, and I had grown fond of her. And this time, she matched my
ten, also hearts.

Miss Itchy Pants, on my left, was
showing her own queen now, standing on an ace. The two men next to
her showed small cards, nothing notable, but Eyelids was suddenly
leading with two kings up, and she started the betting round with a
large wager. A large, bigger-than-two-kings kind of bet. I wondered
what she was sitting on in her down cards, and thought it was time
to check my own.

Putty-Face was still thinking about
Eyelids' bet while I reached forward and bent up the near corner of
one of my down cards. It was the king of hearts. Three cards, three
hearts. I was on my way to a high flush, but nothing to get too
worked up over yet. Putty-Face matched Eyelids' bet, and suddenly
it was to Miss Pretty. I put a finger on my last down card, to draw
it a little closer and see what I had, but something caught my eye,
just then. It was the waitress.

Yeah, remember her? The
too-pretty-to-be-real, too-real-to-be-a-projection, and too much of
everything to be allowed near serious card players while the game
is on? She came back to take the order of the New Guy, and I forgot
all about checking my last card. I watched her take his order, and
noted that when he tried to hang on to her hand, just like I had,
she neatly disengaged and moved on. She skipped over Miss Pretty,
seeing that she was in the process of making a decision on her bet,
and started around to me. I quickly quaffed my pineapple juice,
just to have a reason to talk to her. I ordered another. She served
me. Then I asked her about the restaurant section of the casino,
what would she recommend eating there? She recommended a couple
things. I asked, was there anything being served fresh? "Fresh" is
a euphemism for "real," since by definition, nothing on a space
station was "fresh" after being freeze-dried for shipping. She said
they had some real fruits, mentioned a few kinds, and recommended
the strawberries. I inquired, were there any special attractions on
the station I should be sure to see before I left here? Like, maybe
her room? Well, I didn't quite go that far, but I was working up to
it when I suddenly realized Miss Pretty had made her decision, and
the table was waiting on me, it was my bet. I didn't even see if
Miss Pretty stayed in or not, and didn't know what the bet was. I
just waved my hand over my chips with the "call" gesture, and
discovered I had bet almost one fourth of my remaining chips, while
Blondie, the waitress, went back to work.

Sulking a little over my chips, and
kicking myself for not paying better attention, I noticed that Miss
Itchy, next to me, seemed distracted. She was looking at something
across the table. I glanced over, and learned what it was. Eyelids
was staring at me in way that had me wondering if her race was
carnivorous. I thought back, and couldn't think of anything I had
done that might have offended her, except enjoy my waitress a
little too obviously. But Miss Itchy chose that moment to see the
bet, and Eyelids went from hostile to me to wiggly-warm towards
her. I thought maybe she was just a man-hater, but then the two men
after Miss Itchy stayed also, and both received cuddly looks from
Eyelids as their projected chips flew into the pot. So, what was
wrong with me, I wondered.

With four cards out, and seven players
in, along with the sizable betting Eyelids had started, this was
shaping up to be a good hand. I refocused my attention on the
table, as card five starting landing in front of each player. I
reviewed where I stood while the cards came out.

I was three cards to a flush in hearts,
and three cards to a high straight, albeit an inside straight at
this point. Those weren't bad odds, but I was already in too deep,
since I hadn't been paying attention, and had bet too heavily on
the fourth card, without even checking my second hole card. Plus,
with seven players still in, it was a cinch somebody was holding
good cards, and a straight was good, but not that good. I was going
to have to focus. I was focusing pretty well when the jack of
hearts landed in front of me. Now I was four cards to a straight, a
flush, and a straight flush, with an unknown fifth card on the
table, and two more to come. Suddenly, there were no decisions to
make. I was going to play this hand.

Eyelids still showed two kings. She
drew the six of clubs. Itchy had drawn another ace, and now led the
betting with the paired bullets. She put in a substantial bet, but
nothing like what it had cost her to follow Eyelids in the last
round. She should have saved her money. After the two men had
called, and it was Eyelids turn again, she raised, a big raise. I
wondered again what her paired kings were holding down in her
under-cards. It had to be another king, or a pair of something.
Putty-Face, moving slowly still, thought it over while Eyelids
batted her nictitating membranes at him suggestively. If it moved
him, he covered it well. But then again, who knew? Maybe a
heartbeat was a high state of arousal for his kind. He pushed in
chips, and called the bet. Eyelids looked ever-so grateful, like it
was a personal favor to her, him to contributing to the
pot.

Miss Pretty was next, and her cards
showed she was probably working on a middling flush, in spades, the
highest showing being a jack. She stayed in, and Eyelids positively
squirmed in her chair with happiness.

I had already decided I would stay.
Five cards out now, and I was four to a straight flush without even
looking at my fifth card. I didn't care what it was, I would have
to stay a little longer. Even if the card I hadn't looked at yet
was no help, I had two more coming, and only needed one. If you
don't play cards, let me tell what this was looking like, right
then.

I had suited, sequential cards, on the
high end of the deck, but open-ended. That meant that, out of
fifty-two cards in the deck, there were eight that would complete a
straight, a pretty good hand. Two of them were showing in other
player's up cards, which left possibly six in the deck. There were
also nine cards that would complete a flush, an even better hand,
and only one of them was visible on the table, besides mine. I was
up to fourteen good results, counting two that would make a
straight flush, which was an almost invulnerable hand, the best
hand in poker. Meanwhile, of fifty-two cards in the deck, I had
five of them, and eighteen more were showing around the table. That
left twenty-nine cards I didn't know the location of, either in the
deck still, or face down in the hole cards of other players.
Fourteen chances in twenty-nine for each of the next two cards I
would draw, plus the one I had face down already, and hadn't seen
yet. About fifty-fifty odds on each of three cards to make a good
hand. One in fourteen and a half for each card to be a virtually
guaranteed winner, three in fourteen and a half over three cards,
so it was better than one in five, over-all, for the straight
flush.

At the same time, there were seven
players still pushing money into the game, so for every credit I
put in, six more would eventually come out, if I was the winner.
Getting the idea? I had to play this hand, and it really didn't
matter what that card I hadn't seen yet was, because even if it was
useless crap, I had more cards coming. I only needed one. I chose
not to even look at the other hole-card, since it wouldn't make any
difference at this point in my play. Besides, there's something
stylish about winning a big hand you bet blind, and I was vain
enough to want to pull it off. It might unnerve the other players a
little, and give me an advantage later if I had to bluff, but I
admit it, mostly I wanted to do it for the show.

So, I had to stay, but I hesitated a
moment, also just for show… and then put in my chips with a
gesture… Eyelids didn't like it one bit, but even over the anger, I
could see the confusion in her three-lidded eyes. I thought, What?
She expected me to fold? I didn't know what tell she thought she
saw to give her that idea, but I like confusion in my opponents. So
to make it a bit worse, I raised her, with another gesture, about
half again what she already had put in.

Miss Itchy, to her credit, had realized
now that something was going on. Two players obviously thought they
had her high cards beat, so unless she was hiding something
powerful in her down cards, she needed to retreat, and she did. The
men after her did, too. My bet had driven almost half the players
out. When it got back to Eyelids, she was doing her best to cause
me to spontaneously combust as a direct result of the look she was
shooting at me. I smiled pleasantly back at her, thinking there was
already plenty of money in the pot, and of the four cards I had
seen, the one I hadn't, and the two to come. Eyelids saw my raise,
and wrestled with the temptation to re-raise me. She didn't,
though, and both Putty-Face and Miss Pretty stayed in.

The sixth card came out. While I waite
for mine, I calculate that if the straight flush came on this card,
everyone would see four to the straight flush, and I would have a
hard time pushing the betting much higher. If it was in the down
cards, the first one, or the seventh, no one would know how close I
really was, and I could make a killing on this hand. It's a strange
feeling, that… actually hoping the card coming didn't make the
hand, but it happens sometimes. I was feeling greedy, I guess. My
card came, and it was nothing, a three.

With Itchy folded, Eyelids' kings put
her back in the driver's seat, and she put the pedal down, hard,
before the cards had stopped sliding into place in front of each of
us, betting double what she had before. I guessed she was trying to
drive me out of the hand, but that wasn't going to happen. Eyelids'
kings-showing were now standing on paired sixes, also showing. I
knew that was no real help to her, because she had been betting the
kings before she drew the sixes. Her power was in the down cards.
It had to be another pair underneath, I knew now, because I was
holding a king, and Miss Pretty was showing a king… so now I
guessed Eyelids was holding three pairs. But it crossed my mind
that the pair underneath could be sixes, too. It didn't matter. If
Eyelids was holding four sixes, I was no more beat than I would be
by a full house, if all I made was a straight or a flush. But if I
drew the straight flush, I had her no matter what was underneath,
and if she was holding four sixes, she would bet the moon, if she
had it… any moon, all the moons in this system.

Putty-Face was next, and he didn't move
for a moment. I guessed he was thinking the same thing I was, that
Eyelids was looking good for a full house or better. Either that,
or he had died at some point in the last round, and no one noticed.
But no, there he was moving a little, putting in chips, staying in
the game, and even breathing once in a while. Eyelids wiggled her
gratitude at him, and I didn't even try to figure his cards, at
this point. If he was staying, he was either working a full house,
four of a kind, or a straight flush. There was no other reason to
stay, and any of them would beat me unless I hit the straight flush
myself.

Miss Pretty had a hard time deciding
what to do, too, and now I began to feel bad for her. She was
obviously working a flush from the fourth card on, but nothing
showed to make it look like a high flush, so with my cards showing
flush to the queen, why was she still in? Well, my last card, the
sixth, had been no help to me. It was the trey of clubs. So, maybe
she figured she could beat me, but it wouldn't matter, if Eyelids
had a full house… and she was playing like a full house. Miss
Pretty was making a mistake, but she stayed. And got Eyelid's
blessing again, as Putty-Face had. But now it was to me, and I
could feel the temperature rising as Eyelids' smoldering glare fell
on me once again. I had to wonder, why did she like everybody's
money but mine? But I still had the same problem. I was four to a
flush, a straight, and a straight flush. It was no different from
how it was one card ago, and I was in to stay until I saw that last
card. My chips levitated into the pot. Eyelids almost levitated in
her chair. And the dealer tossed out the last cards, one each,
floating them across the table to each of us, face down.

I wasn't in a hurry, and I didn't want
to look at my card until Eyelids made her bet. Who knew what tell I
might have been giving away while my mind was on the waitress,
earlier in the hand, and what she might be able to guess now,
having seen me with my guard down before? What I wanted, really,
was to figure out what Eyelids' hostility was about. I sat back and
started to think. Hard. Why was Eyelids so happy to see Putty-Face
bet, and Miss Pretty bet, and the others bet before they folded,
but so upset every time I stayed in? It didn't make sense, unless
she knew she had the others beat, or knew I had her beat. And she
couldn't know I had her beat. For one thing, she was staying in,
which she would not do if she knew I had her beat. For another,
since I didn't even know if I had her beat, there was no possible
tell I could have sent that let her know what I had in my hole
cards. Because I didn't even know myself. Then I glanced at
Putty-Face. There was no possible tell that would have told her she
had him beat, either. This guy didn't even have a tell that showed
he was alive, except when he was actually putting chips in or
picking up cards. You would have to be able to read his mind to
guess what was going on in that head…

You know that beautiful moment of
clarity you sometimes get when the answer to a particularly
difficult and vexing question comes to you? The lightning flash
when you suddenly realize the answer is there, right in front of
you? It's wonderful feeling, isn't it? And a wide grin split my
face, as it came to me. Of course… she was clairvoyant. You know,
telepathic, or empathic… one of those "pathic" things, where she
could sense at least a bit of what was going on in someone else's
mind. Maybe it was a race thing, and all of her people could do it,
but no one had figured it out yet and banned them from the casinos.
Or maybe it was just her, some mutant trait that had cropped up at
random. But it was as plain as the putty nose on Putty-Face, she
was reading something from him and Miss Pretty that told Eyelids
she had them beat. And she couldn't read me, because I didn't know
what I was holding. Even if she was able to read exactly what cards
I was holding from my mind, all she knew was that I had a great
potential hand, but didn't know if it had developed into a winner
or not. Here I was, sitting in front of the best cards I had seen
in a long time, but circumstances had ordained that I would not
look at them all until the last card… just when I came up against
the first telepath I had ever played against. What are the odds of
that? For the first time ever, I wished there was a Fringliar
around, so I could ask him.

I glanced now at the last down card,
which I had not looked at yet, and the first card out, which I had
also not looked at yet. Two of seven cards, unknown to me, and for
that reason, unknown to Eyelids, as well. I realized then what I
was going to have to do. I was going to have to gamble. And if
Eyelids wanted to stay in, she was going to have to gamble
too.

Eyelids checked her card, and placed a
bet. I was unnerving her, I suppose, because she bet a little
smaller. I didn't think it was a case of not getting the card she
wanted, I think it was a case of not knowing what to do about me.
Putty-Face, impassive as ever, matched it. Miss Pretty sat looking
at her cards for a minute, and then looked at Eyelids, then
Putty-Face, then me. When she got to me, I breached etiquette just
a hair, and gave her a quick, minute shake of my head. She couldn't
see it, but whether she drew her flush or not, she was beaten in
this game, long ago. She seemed to realize it then, and flashed me
a grateful smile before folding her hand, punching the "cash out"
button on the console by her seat, and getting up to go.

Me, I was in. I had to be in. I had to
see what was what. I wanted to look at my cards, the two I hadn't
seen. But I hated to give Eyelids the benefit of that same
knowledge. To be honest, I was a little wroth with her. I was mad
about the scam she had been working. It's bad form for a pro, I
know, but maybe that influenced me. I put it all in, every credit I
had left on the table. Eyelids had a little more, but this was
serious now, real money. And not only did I put all my credits in,
but I did it without checking my cards. If I was wrong, I was going
to be stuck here on Vegas 3 for a while. And Eyelids seemed to be
thinking the same thing. Her hand trembled a little, while we
waited for her to decide what she would do. And she didn't know
what to do. Maybe for the first time, she had to decide what move
to make on a poker table without knowing the outcome in advance.
She eyed my cards, willing me to look at them, raging at the fact
that I would not. I smiled, and shook my head.

Eyelids was in too deep to back out
now; there was too much money on the table, and too much of it
hers, to walk away. If she didn't see my bet, she would lose
everything she had made tonight, and more. If she did, she might
lose almost everything she had… but she might win, too. I still
figured her for a full house, or better. Putty-Face waited
solemnly, patiently, not moving a muscle, not blinking, not…
anything. The dealer waited, a little less perfectly patient. Miss
Itchy and the two men on her side of the table grew restless,
wanting to see the cards and get on with the game. They would all
be back in as soon as we settled this hand. The New Guy, sitting
next to Putty-Face, fluttered his hands, and fidgeted restlessly.
And Eyelids' anger finally got the best of her. She put her chips
in, almost all of them, just a few left over after she matched my
bet. Putty-Face didn't need time to think, this time. He was in
too.

Both of the players had called my
raise. They had a right to see my cards, whatever the outcome was.
I knew that, but I couldn't help playing a little to the drama of
the moment. I reached out and turned over my second hole card, the
king of hearts, the one I knew. Now everyone could see what I had
known for a while. I was four cards to a straight flush, and had
been since I first looked.

I flipped over the last card out, the
seventh card. Five of spades. Nothing. One card left. I reached for
it, and turned over the ace of hearts.

It was a straight flush, yeah, but even
more, it was the Royal Flush, the highest single hand you can draw
in a game where you played the best five cards. I had drawn three
of these in my life, counting this one, and only seen maybe a dozen
more. And I had it on the first five cards, a pat hand. I just
hadn't known it. Now, it didn't matter what Eyelids had, or
Putty-Face had. The best they could do would be to tie me, and we
all knew that hadn't happened. They had lost.

Eyelids sat back, a little stunned,
realizing she had maybe enough left in her chips to eat a meal, and
downgrade to a gen-pop level room on the station. Her nictitating
membrane eyelids fluttered, maybe her race's equivalent of crying,
or maybe the universal gesture among her kind for "I'm gonna kill
you." But she didn't jump at me, or throw an ashtray at me, or
anything. She just dialed her console for "cash out" and stood up,
and turned to walk away. Really, in the end, it seemed she was
taking it pretty good, even though I had just cleaned her out and
maybe left her stranded on a casino station, where, with her looks,
she could hope to wash dishes or mop floors for maybe a few years,
earning enough to get back home. She wouldn't be allowed to gamble,
though, while she was working here, so her "pathic" skills wouldn't
help her, unless she could work that little bit she had left into
something before she used it up eating or sleeping on the
station.

I turned my attention to Putty-Face.
How would I know if he was taking it well, or covering up a
homicidal rage with that impassive, stoic expression of his? Well,
it didn't take long. Just as Eyelids was turning away, the New Guy
at the table stood up and leaned over to me, to shake my
hand.

"Wow, really well played, buddy. I
mean, do I get it right? You never even looked at your cards until
the last bet was placed? Awesome, man, truly awesome!" And while he
was speaking to me, Putty-Face blew up.

Oh, I don't mean, "He blew up," like,
"He got very upset." I mean he blew up like a bomb. He WAS a bomb,
a head-to-toe bomb. I saw it on the news later. The reporter said
he was hired by one of those rampaging "Casinos Violate the
Morality of Our System" groups, and his putty face was made up of
some kind of organic explosive. Well, a reporter said it, so I was
skeptical about the terrorist group part, but he was a bomb, for
sure, and he blew up big. The explosive should have been discovered
when Putty-face came on board the station, and passed through the
bio scanning, but all forms of scanning involve some form of
radiation, and some species are pretty sensitive to a lot of the
different kinds of scans available. There’s some that will die
faster than the results come back, if they step through the wrong
kind of scanner. So non-humans are generally allowed to pick their
own scan, and that makes it possible to sneak a guy like this one
through, once in a while. This time, they got one
through.

New Guy was standing between the blast
and me when it happened. He was effectively shredded, there one
second, gone the next. They would have to gather up his remains
with a putty knife and roll of paper towels.

Eyelids was a bit further away, but she
had nothing between her and the blast, not even the table, which
was actually pretty good cover, as I discovered. She was hit with
enough concussion to kill her, as I would discover in a few
moments, but they were the only fatalities from
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