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      Karl is in the doghouse, temporarily banned because of his constant arguing with his fellow gamers. When he comes back this time, he decides to try something new - a popular card game he hasn't played for years. Except he needs a partner, someone who isn't going to hold his past against him...

      

      Jeni comes to The Thirsty Meeple to relax and unwind. But a tournament offers the chance to win big money, enough to put a dent in her student debt. Practicing with Karl is good, but they both want more - including winning the tournament. Luck and Love collide, leading both of them shuffling the deck and wondering what Fate will deal out.
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      Karl Debussy stood in the light, drizzling rain, staring at the entrance to The Thirsty Meeple. Laughter came through the two-story house's open windows, echoing up the street. Any other night, he would be trotting up the steps to settle down for a fun evening of gaming and drinking.

      Except right now, he was banned. A temporary suspension, ending last night—in theory. Now he had to beg his way back in.

      The walk up the small path to the pub seemed to take forever, boots splashing in every puddle. But he made it up onto the porch and inside—tamping down the kernel of fear vibrating inside him.

      There were other pubs, other gaming clubs—but he had worn out his welcome at all of them. There was no place else to go.

      The stained glass d20 on the front door was a masterpiece, set perfectly in the polished wood. Karl drew his fingers along the beautiful frame before gripping the handle and opening the door.

      The decor was unique to The Thirsty Meeple, created for and by fans, geeks and nerds of all types. Old board games glued or stapled to the walls; Christmas ornaments portraying various fandoms swung from tacks stuck into the wood. Action figures sat on shelves—paired off and posed in ways not meant for under-age viewing.

      Marty was at the bar tonight for a change, the white-haired senior studying the gaming crowd with an experienced eye. Word had it that a lottery win turned his love of gaming into a partnership with Jake Woodworth, a keen businessman and fellow gamer. A perfect storm of geekdom.

      Karl had been one of their first regulars, enjoying the board game library. When they discovered he was a carpenter, they hired him to build shelving units in the rooms upstairs, turning them into storage areas for the growing number of games. A solid contract that had earned him a lot of goodwill from Jake and Marty.

      Which seemed to have been finally used up.

      The white-haired man studied Karl as he approached the bar. "So. You're back."

      The weight of judgment lay in the three words.

      "Look, I'm sorry. I told Jake that—and I wrote an apology note to Andrea." Karl tucked his hands into his jacket pockets. "What else do you want, a pint of blood?"

      Marty gestured at the bulletin board. "We're doing a blood drive in July. I'll put you down for it." A smile broke free of the scowl. "Damn it, Karl—don't keep screwing up. Beer?"

      "Definitely." He settled on the stool as the older man drew a glass of a local favorite, his standard fare. "So, Tuesday night. Card floppers, right?"

      "Don't discount the power of the card game," Marty warned as he placed the drink in front of Karl. "New release tonight for Druid: The Reckoning. Buy two packs, draft—you know the routine."

      Karl took a sip of the beer and sighed. "Ambrosia of the gods. Thanks." He eyed the nearby room, the tables already set up for the players. "Been a long time since I played. I left the game back in..." He hesitated, drawing up the memory. "Back when they did the second reboot. Just too tired of pouring money into a suitcase of cards."

      "Always room for a new or returning player. Might be time to take a break from board games; give everyone a chance to cool off and chill out." Marty shrugged. "Rules aren't that different from what you probably know. A new release is a perfect way to get back into the pool. You can borrow some land cards from the library and add in the draft cards. Everyone's beginning from the same place—one of the reasons why this format's so popular." He raised an eyebrow. "If you can find someone to play with you."

      "Sure. Let's do that." He drained the beer glass, the familiar buzz sending a warmth through his body.

      Marty smiled and waved Harry over, the Guardian of the Game Library. "Need to set this man up!"

      A few minutes later, a box of cards in hand, Karl stood at the entrance to the main room, eyeing the players. Some young men chortling to each other as they slapped down their cards, hooting at possible combinations. A pair of seniors settled in one corner, obviously content in their quiet, determined partnership.

      Not exactly what he was looking for.

      One woman wore a light blue blouse and jeans, her dark hair cut in an attractive bob. She laid out her cards with short, efficient moves, checking her imaginary draws.

      Her.
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      Jeni Morten shuffled the cards with an experienced hand, thrilling to the way they felt under her fingers. This was her place, her sanctuary. The card games offered a relaxing, fun way to clear her mind. A chance to meet and greet, make new friends and enjoy the company of old ones.

      Which brought her to the man approaching her table—who was neither.

      Karl Debussy.

      Notorious for his mistreatment of his fellow players.

      Around her, a light murmur swept through the collected gamers.

      Not everyone kept to one night a week when it came to visiting The Thirsty Meeple—and Karl's recent antics had been the talk of the town.

      But she wasn't one to gossip—she knew it from first-hand experience, having been at the bar for a quick post-work drink when Karl lost his temper, raging at a fellow player. After Jake raced over to deal with the situation, Jeni had paid and left, not wanting to stay around any longer.

      Now Karl was here, at her table.

      He settled in the chair opposite her, grinning. His long hair was pulled back into a tight ponytail, tucked into the back of his t-shirt. The design on his shirt was a fan favorite, the black front showing off a selection of colored dice.

      "Mind if I join you?"

      Her first instinct was to tell him no, that she was there to relax and have fun.

      Her second instinct, the teacher, kicked in, noting that she had a responsibility to help everyone learn how to be nice to each other.

      Even Karl Debussy.

      She nodded, noting he had already sat down in the assumption she wouldn't say no.

      Great.

      So, it begins.

      "Name's Karl." He extended his hand.

      Instinctively she took it, noting the strong grip. "Jeni. Do you know how to play?" She let go of his hand. "Or do you need a tutorial? I can show you—"

      "I've played in the past. Might take me a few games to learn the system again, so be gentle." He batted his eyelashes, tilting his head to one side.

      Jeni laughed at the comedic take. "We'll see. No promises here."

      The two of them let each other shuffle and cut the opposing deck before dealing out ten cards each, and beginning play.

      Jeni relaxed, studying her hand. It was a deceptively simple game, quick to learn but hard to master. All you had to do was deal enough damage to your opponent to knock them out and withdraw from the imaginary battleground.

      All you had to do...

      "Giant Mossy Rock rolls down over you for three points," Karl announced, two turns in.

      A bold move.

      "Rolls right into my Quicksand. No damage and you lose the Rock."

      One that was easily countered.

      The back-and-forth lasted a half-hour, until she snagged an excellent combo and sliced through his defenses, taking the last of his points.

      Karl glared at her for a long moment before dropping his gaze, eyes narrowing as he assessed the damage.

      Jeni fought the urge to hold her breath.

      Karl nodded. "Thanks for the game."

      "You're welcome." She smiled. "How long has it been since you played?"

      He rolled his shoulders back, gathering up his cards. "A few years."

      "Hell of a memory. Damned close there to taking me out—just the luck of the draw." It wasn't a lie; he had been a formidable opponent.

      "Thank you." Karl rubbed his chin. "Caught back onto the rules and strategy as we played. Took me a bit of time, but I managed."

      She looked at her phone, making the calculations. "If you'd like, I have time for a few more games before I have to leave. Got some papers to grade before I turn in for the night."

      "Papers?" He frowned. "Professor?"

      "Close. High school teacher." She couldn't help laughing at his expression. "I assume you weren't a great student."

      "Only in shop. Everything else..." He shook his head. "Let's just say I was one of those kids who got a chance for an apprenticeship and jumped at it to get out of school."

      "Start shuffling, and I'll grab the drinks this round," Jeni said. "Payback for my win."

      "Sounds great. A draft beer, please."

      Jeni headed for the bar where Marty was busy dealing with the customers. Card game night was popular, with plenty of players grabbing something to quell their thirst after a hard-won victory or sad defeat.

      Marty came over, with a nod toward her table. "Is he behaving himself?"

      "Sure. Two drafts, please." She paused. "Shouldn't he be?"

      The older man shrugged before drawing the beers. "He's been a handful. Jake and I were talking about this being his last chance. Karl's a good man, but we can't risk having other gamers leave because of him."

      She resisted the urge to look back at Karl. "Is he that much of a troublemaker? I was here when he flipped the table, literally…"

      "Sorry you had to see that. It's the first time he's done that, and it'll be the last. If he gives you any trouble, let me know." The low growl surprised her. "He's about worn out his welcome here."

      "Duly noted." She picked up the two drinks. "But don't forget—I'm a teacher. I'm used to dealing with angry, pouty kids who don't play well with others."

      The laughter followed her back to the table.
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      He was pissed.

      That last hand, that last draw of the cards should have been enough to give him the win. But instead, she'd stomped him into snail snot. It might be his first game in years, but...

      The fire burned through him as he clenched his fists, choking back an annoyed snarl.

      He closed his eyes, trying to control his anger.

      Take it down.

      It's only a game.

      You can't afford to be thrown out again. This is your last chance. They're waiting for you to screw up, pick a fight.

      Don't give them the satisfaction.

      "You okay?"

      He opened his eyes to see Jeni standing in front of him, holding two beers. She gave him one; the condensation gathering on the outside of the glass.

      Her gentle smile washed over the fiery anger, almost wiping it out.

      "Thank you." He took a drink, the taste distracting him from the loss. "Ready for a rematch?"

      "Give me a few minutes. This beer's too delicious to let it get warm while we play." She took a sip and let out a deep sigh, the simple sound smoothing over the last bits of his anger.

      He couldn't argue with that logic.

      "So..." She studied him over the top of her glass. "I hear this is your first night back since being suspended from The Thirsty Meeple. Want to talk about it? I'm a solid listener."

      He swallowed hard, cursing Jake and Marty in his mind. "Nope."

      "Okay."

      The silence lasted all of two minutes.

      Karl grunted. "What did you hear?"

      She studied her glass, still half-full. "Just that you've got a bad temper. Not exactly a big secret."

      The annoyance bit down at the base of his skull, digging in deep. "And yet, you still agreed to play with me."

      "Sure." She took another sip. "I deal with bitchy, whiny teenagers all day. I can deal with you."

      He raised an eyebrow. "Really."

      "Really," she repeated, with a glance at the cards. "When you're ready, let's go again."

      Karl drained his glass within seconds, gulping down the beer. "I'm ready."
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      Jeni was good—damned good. The rules hadn't changed all that much from when he'd played in the past, but the strategies had become faster, slicker. If he had his own personally-designed deck...

      "Three points damage. I win," she said.

      Again.

      A tic started in his right cheek, threatening to clamp his jaw shut.

      "Don't take it personally. As you said, you're working with a handicap." She looked at him with big, blue eyes. "You said you haven't played for years."

      "I'm okay." It was hard to keep the bite out of his voice. "Just bad luck."

      "Then it's your turn to buy the drinks." Jeni collected her cards, giving him a wide smile.

      "Shit," he muttered under his breath as he rose from the table.

      A few steps took him past the other tables and up to the bar.

      "Two refills." He handed over the empty beer glasses to Marty. "Put it on my tab."

      The bartender nodded, eyeing him as he put the dirty glasses under the bar and retrieved new ones. "How are you making out?"

      Karl rolled his shoulders back. "Not too bad. Holding my own."

      "Don't take your losses too hard—she's keen on practicing, honing that deck. Grand Showdown's coming by in two months and she wants to win." Marty placed the two drinks on the bar.

      "The Grand Showdown? That still
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