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Ipeeked at the two cards lying face down in front of me, afraid they’d changed in the minute since I’d last checked them. 
It was still a pair of aces: hearts and clubs.
The ace of spades was lying face up in the center of the table, along with the ace of diamonds and three queens. After three weeks of losing hands, my luck was finally turning, and just in time. The chips stacked in front of me were all I had left, my total net worth.
“Your bet,” the dealer, a native woman of about forty, nodded at the man to her left. He was a large man, with a full head of white hair, wearing an expensive black suit. An orange pocket square was tucked in his jacket pocket, matching the tie he wore. His sunglasses probably cost more than my car was worth, and he had a small gold ring in his right ear.
Next to him sat a recreational gambler, probably from somewhere in the Carolina mountains. He played okay, but his tells were a little too obvious for even a serious amateur.
Between him and me was a gambler I’d crossed paths with before, Jack Kendall. Now on his fourth wife, he gambled to stay out of the house, moving up and down the east coast in an RV, trying to stay ahead of alimony and divorce lawyers.
But Jack and the other man had folded, leaving me and the sharp dresser.
He didn’t even peek at his cards before sliding his entire pile of chips forward. “All in.”
I let my poker face slip as I slid my own pile into the pot. “Call.”
The dealer did some counting, and slid a few of my opponent’s chips back to him to balance the wagers. It was well after midnight on the Quallah boundary, in a casino run by the Eastern Band of Cherokee Indians. The casino was small, made up mostly of slot machines and video poker, but there were a few tables for card games. 
This late, our table and a nearby blackjack table were the only ones still playing. 
The snappy dresser shook his head. He’d told us his name when he sat down, but I’d forgotten already. It was irrelevant; I’d probably never face him again. “I’m afraid you’re not going to like this,” he said. He flipped over his cards, revealing the king and queen of hearts. “My happy couple gives me four queens.”
I grinned. “Actually, I do like it. Because while I’m partial to the ladies…” I flipped my cards. “I seem to be coming up aces.”
He pulled off his sunglasses and stared at my cards, almost as if he was willing them to change.
They didn’t.
Finally, he shook his head and chuckled as I pulled in the pot. If my math was right, I was around fifty-thousand dollars richer, and no longer in danger of running out of money.
I picked a five-hundred-dollar chip out of the pile and tipped the dealer before stacking my winnings in a tray. “I believe with that, I’ll call it a night.”
The snappy dresser nodded. “I probably should too.” He shook his head. “Four fuckin’ aces. I figured you’d fold as soon as I went all in.”
“I guess you can’t trust the ladies, can you?” I stood and picked up my tray.
“In my experience,” the dealer cut in with a smile, “men aren’t much better.”


    
  Five minutes after I made it to my room, there was a knock at the door. I figured it was Jack, come to talk shop and steal what he could from the mini-bar. But when I opened the door, it was a man in a hotel polo.
He held out an envelope. “Message for you, sir.”
Reaching in my pocket, I took out a ten-dollar chip and gave it to him. I tried to keep some small chips handy for hotel staff. They were good sources of information: who was playing in the casino, what kind of streak they were on, if there were any upcoming tournaments with large pots. It never hurt to have them on your side. 
Closing the door, I opened the envelope and found a note written on hotel stationary.
Before you turn in, will you have a drink with me? Black Bear Bar.
Folding the note, I tossed it in the trash and checked the time. It was late, but not too late for a nightcap.
#
Casinos never sleep, though parts of them do slow down at times. There was one bartender at the Black Bear, serving a lone customer at the end of the bar. He was a tall, skinny man, in a suit that looked like it cost even more than my opponent’s had. On his right pinkie was a large gold ring with an emerald mounted in it. 
That ring probably cost enough to cover a month of bad luck, I decided. It was gaudy, but the expensive sort of gaudy, not the kind trying to hide defects behind ostentation.
“Evening,” I said, sitting down next to him.
Up close, I saw he was young, probably young enough that the bartender had carded him. He had gray eyes, a narrow nose, and thin lips. A gambler of some kind, I decided, though I’d never seen him before.
“Evening,” he said. “What’ll you have?”
“Bourbon and branch,” I told the bartender. “Knob Creek 12 year, if you have it.”
I knew he had it, and I knew it was expensive. But I wanted to see if this young buck was all flash and no substance.
The bartender glanced at him, and he nodded. “I’ll take another too.”
He didn’t say anything else until the drinks were in front of us. As the bartender walked away, I picked up my drink and took a sip. “I’m Sam Lytle. What’d you want to chat about?”
He took a toothpick from his pocket and twirled it back and forth between his fingers. “My name is Andy Whitmer. I represent a man named Alex Ford.”
I shrugged. “Never heard the name.”
Andy smiled. “I’d be surprised if you had. Mr. Ford is wealthy, wealthier than some nations, if you can believe that, but also not one to flaunt his wealth. He puts a lot of effort into remaining out of the public eye.”
“As interesting as his money is, I’m not sure how it relates to me,” I said, taking another sip.
Whitmer took a sip of his own drink. He had an energy around him, a strange excitement about what this conversation would lead to. Money covers a lot of sin, but it can’t buy poise, the ability to hide your emotions no matter the circumstance. 
“On occasion, Mr. Ford organizes a poker tournament with a few of his friends. Each of them selects someone to play on their behalf, and they wager on the outcome.”
I nodded. “Sounds like something a rich man would do.”
“The next tournament begins tomorrow,” Whitmer said. “After watching you play tonight, Mr. Ford has instructed me to invite you to represent him.”
I took another sip of my drink, buying time before I answered. Andy was uncomfortable, and I wondered if by waiting, I could draw out additional information.
Whitmer didn’t volunteer anything, instead taking a gulp of his drink and signaling the bartender for another. I waited for the bartender, and in addition to Whitmer’s drink, he placed a new one next to my half-empty glass.
“I assume the stakes are high?” I finally asked.
“The highest,” Whitmer replied. “And the competition is fierce.”
“I’m curious how Mr. Ford was able to watch me play tonight.”
A smile. “There’s always someone watching when you gamble.”
I nodded agreement. Casinos are loaded with cameras, and every player and table is covered. It would be a simple matter for someone with Mr. Ford’s money to gain access. “So why me? I’m sure you and Mr. Ford know I’ve had some bad luck recently.”
“Because runs happen to everyone. What impressed Mr. Ford is how you acted when your luck changed. You played with patience and discipline, and came out with a pile of money as a result.”
I nodded, appreciating the answer. “Is there a buy-in for this tournament?”
“Taken care of,” Whitmer promised. “Five nights of poker in a luxury home with anything you can ask for. It’ll be the best week of your career.”
It felt like I was holding a nine with the ten and face cards on the table. I had a chance at something good, but the ace, the kicker, was still out there to give me a moment’s pause.
After a moment, I decided to push my doubt aside and raised my glass.
“To winning a poker tournament!”
Whitmer smiled as he raised his in response.
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After checking out of the casino the next afternoon, I left the town behind and followed a winding road up a mountain. 
The Qualla Boundary, home of the Cherokee in western North Carolina, is nestled in one of the most beautiful parts of the state. The Great Smoky Mountains National Park borders it to the north and west, its millions of visitors providing tourism revenue to the tribe.
The Qualla Cherokee had a reservation here due to the actions of a man named Will Thomas. A white man, he grew up near the Cherokee and befriended them. After being adopted by a chief, he continued working with the tribe while studying to become a lawyer. In time, Thomas became an Indian agent, and eventually, a Cherokee chief.
When President Andrew Jackson tried to evict the Cherokee from their ancestral home along the Trail of Tears, Thomas negotiated on behalf of the Qualla Cherokee, who had separated from the rest of the band. Thomas helped purchase the land that would become the Qualla Boundary, and eventually the Eastern Cherokee Reservation.
Thomas is also a footnote to history. As the commander of the Thomas Legion of the Confederate Army, his troops (which included Cherokee companies) were responsible for firing some of the last shots of the Civil War at Waynesville, just outside the reservation. 
As I drove up the mountain road, I could see Waynesville in the distance.
Few gamblers know or care about that kind of history, but as a man
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