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  Vegas: The Dealer's Game

  by Abella Darkmore




  The Bottom of the Barrel

The blackjack table felt like a coffin lid under Jack Calloway's palms—green felt worn smooth by ten thousand losing hands, the padded rail sticky with spilled bourbon and old desperation. He'd been sitting at this particular table for four hours, and in that time his chip stack had shrunk from three hundred dollars to seventy-five, a slow bleed he'd watched with the detached fascination of a man observing his own autopsy.

The dealer, a woman in her fifties with hair the color of old nickels and fingers stained amber from a lifetime of cigarettes, tapped the table with her knuckle. "Action."

Jack pushed the chips forward. All of them.

Rita—her name tag hung crooked on a vest that had seen better decades—didn't blink. She'd seen this before, the final lunge, the desperate all-in from men who'd already lost everything except the capacity to lose more. She dealt the cards with mechanical precision: a seven to Jack, face up. A six to herself.

He tapped the felt. She dealt him a nine. Sixteen. The mathematics of ruin.

Jack's mouth had gone dry somewhere around hour two, and now his tongue felt like sandpaper against his teeth. He could smell his own sweat, sharp and metallic, mixing with the casino's perpetual fog of stale cigarette smoke and recycled air. The Oasis didn't bother with the olfactory tricks of the Strip casinos—no pumped-in vanilla, no oxygen-enriched ventilation. It smelled like what it was: a place where hope came to expire.

"Stay," he said, though the word came out as more of a croak.

Rita turned over her hole card. A four. Ten total. She drew another card, her nicotine-stained fingers moving with the unhurried certainty of someone who'd been doing this job since before Jack had taken his first breath of Nevada air. The card flipped: a nine.

Nineteen to his eighteen.

"The house wins," Rita said, and her voice carried no judgment, no pity, just the flat finality of a door closing. She swept his chips into the dealer's rack with one fluid motion, the ceramic disks clicking against each other like insect chitin.

The cold started in Jack's chest.

It wasn't dramatic. It wasn't a spike of panic or a wave of nausea. It was a spreading numbness, a sensation of internal temperature dropping degree by degree, as if someone had opened a window into winter somewhere behind his sternum. He'd felt it before, this particular species of defeat. The night his wife had asked him to leave. The morning his business partner had changed the locks on their architectural firm. Each time, the same quiet frost.

"Thank you for playing." Rita was already looking past him, toward the next mark, the next body to fill this particular chair.

Jack stood, and his legs held him, which was something. The casino floor stretched out before him—a sad archipelago of half-empty tables and outdated slot machines with screens that flickered when they were supposed to shine. Two in the morning on a Tuesday, and the Oasis was a ghost ship crewed by the terminally hopeful and the professionally broken. An old man in a stained polo shirt fed quarters into a machine that hadn't paid out since the Clinton administration. A couple argued in low, venomous tones near the cashier's cage, the woman's voice rising in sharp increments like a thermometer about to shatter.

Jack's phone buzzed in his pocket. Then buzzed again. Then buzzed a third time.

He pulled it out. Three missed calls, the notifications stacked on his lock screen like accusations. The contact name he'd assigned read: DO NOT ANSWER.

Dmitri. The loan shark's enforcer, a man with a gold tooth and hands that had never touched anything gently—not because he couldn't, Jack suspected, but because he'd long ago forgotten that gentleness was an option. The 72-hour deadline had been delivered two days ago, along with a squeeze to Jack's shoulder that had left bruises in the shape of fingerprints. The kind of touch that promised more to come.

He put the phone back in his pocket without listening to the voicemails. He knew what they said. They all said the same thing.

The stairs to the mezzanine bar were carpeted in a pattern that might have been crimson once, before decades of foot traffic had subdued it to the color of dried blood. Jack climbed them slowly, one hand on the railing, feeling the texture of worn brass under his palm. Each step felt like an argument with gravity.

---

The bar was a long, dark slash of a room with a curved ceiling and no windows. At the far end, a bartender with the defeated posture of a man who'd given up on better employment wiped down the same section of countertop he'd been wiping down when Jack had first arrived at the Oasis six hours ago. The only other patron was an old man at the corner of the bar, hunched over a single glass of whiskey. Amber liquid. One ice cube. The man wasn't drinking it so much as keeping it company.

Jack took a stool three seats down, leaving the buffer of empty space that bar etiquette demanded between strangers at this hour. The bartender shuffled over, his expression suggesting that the effort of walking twelve feet constituted a personal favor.

"Water," Jack said.

The bartender waited, as if expecting the order to be upgraded to something that would contribute to his tip jar. Jack held his gaze until the man shrugged and filled a glass from the tap.

The water was lukewarm and tasted faintly of chlorine. Las Vegas tap water, piped in from Lake Mead, filtered through miles of desert infrastructure before arriving at this monument to improbability. Jack drank it anyway, feeling it trace a cold line down his throat and into his stomach, where it joined the spreading numbness from the blackjack table.

His hands were trembling.

He set the glass down carefully, watching the surface of the water shiver with the vibration of his own unsteady grip. The tremors had started about three months ago, around the time he'd begun borrowing money from people who charged interest rates that sounded like bad jokes. Stress, the clinic doctor had said. Cut back on caffeine, get some sleep, maybe consider a less demanding line of work. Jack had nodded and paid the consultation fee with a credit card he knew would be declined by the following week.

He pulled out his wallet.

The leather was cracked along the fold, worn pale at the edges. He'd bought it at a department store in Indianapolis fifteen years ago, back when he was still a graduate student with a full head of hair and the conviction that architecture could change the world. Now it held an expired driver's license, a library card he'd never used, and a photo of his daughter tucked behind a fogged plastic sleeve.

Lily. Age seven in the photograph, gap-toothed and squinting into the sun on a playground he couldn't remember the name of. She'd be nine now. He hadn't seen her in two years, not since Rachel had gotten full custody and moved to Portland with a man whose LinkedIn profile Jack had studied with obsessive precision for three straight days. Financial analyst. Marathon runner. The kind of man who probably didn't let his daughter's birthday cards arrive two weeks late because he'd been too busy chasing losses at a roulette table.

He put the photo back quickly, sliding it behind the expired license like a secret too dangerous to hold. His fingers touched the edge of the plastic and then withdrew, as if the contact had burned.

The cocktail napkin was already on the bar in front of him—a thin paper square with the Oasis logo printed in fading gold ink. Jack didn't remember picking up the pen. But the pen was in his hand, a cheap ballpoint with a chewed cap, and words were forming on the napkin in his own handwriting.

He wrote: *Sorry.*

He stared at the word for a moment. Five letters. The sum total of everything he had left to say to anyone. The apology had no recipient because it had too many—Rachel, Lily, his former partner Marcus, the clients who'd trusted him with their dream homes and office complexes, even the bartender who'd probably prefer a paying customer to a man nursing free water.

He crossed the word out. Hard. The pen tore through the thin paper, leaving a ragged scar of ink and shredded fiber. He folded the napkin once, twice, then dropped it on the bar like a dead thing.

---

"That's a heavy weight for one man's shoulders."

The voice came from his left, from the seat that had been empty three seconds ago.

Jack turned. The old man from the corner of the bar was now beside him, close enough that Jack could smell his aftershave—something subtle and expensive, bergamot maybe, a scent that belonged in a boardroom rather than a failing casino at two in the morning. Up close, the man wasn't old at all. Weathered, yes. His face was lined in the way of someone who'd spent years squinting into hard light, his hair a uniform silver that suggested either excellent genetics or very good dye. But his eyes were sharp and dark and terribly present, and they fixed on Jack with an intensity that felt like being pinned to a specimen board.

"What did you say?" Jack asked.

The man smiled. It was a controlled expression, calibrated to put people at ease while also letting them know that ease was a privilege being granted, not a right being earned. He wore a charcoal suit that fit him like a second skin, the fabric so dark it seemed to absorb light rather than reflect it. On his left lapel, a small silver pin caught the bar's dim glow: a closed eye, its lid etched with delicate lashes, its surface polished to a mirror sheen.

"I said," the man repeated, "that's a heavy weight. The debt. The deadline. The daughter who won't return your calls." He signaled the bartender with two raised fingers. "Two whiskeys. Whatever you have that's older than this establishment."

The bartender, who had ignored Jack's presence with practiced indifference, moved immediately to fill the order. Jack watched him select a bottle from the top shelf, the kind of whiskey that cost more per pour than most of this casino's patrons made in an hour.

"How do you know about my—" Jack started.

"Your situation?" The man—he hadn't offered a name, Jack realized—settled onto the stool beside him with a fluid economy of motion. No wasted movement. No casual fidgeting. He occupied space the way a chess piece occupies a square: deliberate, intentional, exact. "I make it my business to know about people in interesting positions. And you, Mr. Calloway, are in a very interesting position indeed."

The bartender set two glasses on the counter. Whiskey, neat, the color of dark honey. The man pushed one toward Jack with two fingers.

"I haven't told you my name," Jack said.

"Silas Vane." The man raised his own glass in a small salute. "And I haven't needed you to."

Jack didn't touch the whiskey. His hand rested on the bar beside it, the tremor still present, a fine vibration he couldn't control. The cold in his chest hadn't receded; if anything, it had deepened, threading through his ribs like frost through soil. He was aware, distantly, that he should be alarmed. A stranger who knew his name, his debts, his personal failures. A stranger who'd materialized beside him like a conjuring trick. But alarm required energy, and Jack had spent his last reserves of adrenaline somewhere around the fourth hour at the blackjack table.

"Dmitri Orlov," Vane said, the name rolling off his tongue with the same casual precision as everything else. "Six-foot-three, two hundred forty pounds. Gold incisor, left side. Current employer: Arkady Volkov, who operates a lending business out of a dry cleaner's on Charleston Boulevard. You owe him ninety-three thousand dollars, which is approximately ninety-two thousand nine hundred more than you currently possess. The deadline is—" He glanced at his wrist, where a watch with a black face and no numbers showed the time. "Twenty-two hours from now. Give or take."

Jack's throat constricted. The number had been abstract until now, a figure on a series of increasingly threatening text messages, a sum he'd convinced himself he could recover through one good night at the tables. Hearing it spoken aloud, in this man's measured baritone, made it real in a way that felt like a physical blow.

"What do you want?"

"Direct. I appreciate that." Vane took a sip of his whiskey. "I want to offer you a solution. All ninety-three thousand. Gone. Erased. Wiped from every ledger Dmitri and his employer maintain. Your creditors will receive a call within the hour of your acceptance, confirming that your debt has been settled in full. You'll never hear from them again."

The words hung in the air between them. Jack waited for the catch, the condition, the hook hidden inside the bait. He'd been in enough card rooms to recognize a proposition that was too good to be true, and he'd lost enough hands to know that the house always had an edge.

"In exchange for what?"

"A game." Vane set his glass down with a soft click. "Private. Invitation only. Tonight, at midnight."

"A game," Jack repeated. "You want me to gamble my way out of debt."

"Not a game of chance." The correction came quickly, almost sharply, the first hint of impatience Jack had detected in the man's otherwise flawless composure. "A game of substance. The rules are straightforward, but they're not the rules you're accustomed to. There are no cards. No dice. No roulette wheels. The currency isn't money, and the stakes aren't something you can tally on a balance sheet."

Jack's hand found the whiskey glass. He didn't drink, but his fingers wrapped around the crystal, feeling its weight, its cool solidity. "Then what are the stakes?"

"Yourself." Vane's dark eyes didn't waver. "The game reveals what you are beneath the identities you've constructed. Your fears. Your memories. The things you've buried so deep you've convinced yourself they're not there anymore. Some players find it... clarifying. Others find it less pleasant."

"And the ones who find it less pleasant?"

"They break." Vane said it without emphasis, the way someone might describe a predictable weather pattern. "But you should understand something, Mr. Calloway. The only way to lose is to refuse to continue. Everyone who finishes the game walks away with their debts cleared. The difficulty isn't in winning. It's in enduring."

Jack looked at his reflection in the dark surface of the whiskey. The face that looked back was hollow and unfamiliar, the cheekbones too prominent, the eyes too deep-set. He hadn't been sleeping. He hadn't been eating. He'd been dissolving, cell by cell, into this desperate iteration of himself, and he hadn't even noticed until this moment.

"The only cost," Vane continued, "is your participation. And, perhaps, your illusions."

"What does that mean?"

"It means you'll learn things about yourself that you've spent a lifetime avoiding. Whether that's a cost or a benefit depends entirely on your relationship with the truth." Vane reached into his jacket and withdrew a card. Black, matte-finish, with silver lettering that caught the light. "The address. Midnight. There's no casino name because it's not a casino. Come alone. Don't be late."

Jack took the card. The paper was heavier than it looked, substantial in a way that suggested permanence. The address was on the industrial side of town, a warehouse district he'd passed through once on his way to a construction site consultation, back when he'd still had a career and a future.

"Who else will be there?"

"Others. People in positions similar to yours, though their debts may take different forms. Some will be strangers. Some may surprise you." Vane stood, adjusting his jacket with a subtle tug at the lapels. The silver eye pin glinted. "One final thing, Mr. Calloway."

Jack looked up.

"The question isn't whether you'll suffer. That's a given. The question is what you'll discover about yourself when you do. Most people never find out. They live their entire lives without encountering the person they become when all their defenses are stripped away. You're being offered that encounter. Whether it's a gift or a curse is, frankly, none of my concern."

He turned and walked toward the mezzanine stairs, his footsteps silent on the worn carpet. The bartender was suddenly very busy polishing glasses that didn't need polishing, his gaze fixed anywhere but on the departing man.

"Vane," Jack said.

Silas Vane paused at the top of the stairs but didn't turn around.

"Why me? Out of everyone in this city with debts they can't pay?"

A long moment passed. Then Vane half-turned, his profile limned by the sickly yellow glow of the mezzanine's overhead lights. "Because you're precisely desperate enough to say yes. And because, Mr. Calloway, I find you interesting. I suspect you'll find yourself interesting too, before the night is over. Most people are far more capable of darkness than they imagine."

He descended the stairs and vanished into the casino floor below, swallowed by the neon-bathed gloom of slot machines and broken dreams.

---

Jack sat alone at the bar for a long time after that. The whiskey Vane had ordered for him remained untouched, the ice long since melted into a thin layer of dilution floating on the surface. His watch—a battered Timex he'd worn since his college years—caught his eye, and he realized with a dull shock that it had stopped. The hands were frozen at 9:47. He couldn't remember when it had stopped. Couldn't remember the last time he'd looked at it and seen it moving. Hours ago, maybe. Days. He'd been moving through time without marking it, untethered from the rhythms that governed normal lives—mealtimes, work schedules, bedtimes, the small rituals that kept people anchored to the present.

He left the watch on his wrist anyway. Taking it off felt like admitting something he wasn't ready to admit.

The cocktail napkin was still there, its crossed-out apology facing upward like an accusation. Jack picked it up, crumpled it in his fist, then thought better of littering and stuffed it into his pocket instead. The bartender had retreated to the far end of the counter and was watching a small television mounted above the cash register, the volume turned low on some late-night infomercial for a knife that could supposedly cut through a tin can and still slice a tomato paper-thin.

Jack stood. His legs had stopped trembling, which he supposed was either an improvement or a symptom of a deeper shock setting in.

The walk to the exit took him past a mirrored wall, one of those design flourishes that had seemed sophisticated when the Oasis was built forty years ago and now just looked like a funhouse attraction for the emotionally depleted. Jack saw his reflection approaching and stopped.

The man in the mirror was a stranger.

Not metaphorically. Not in the poetic sense of someone confronting their own moral decline. The physical reality of the person looking back at him was simply not someone he recognized. The hollowed cheeks. The eyes that seemed to focus on something slightly to the left of whatever they were actually seeing. The jawline that had sharpened with recent weight loss into something almost gaunt. Jack Calloway had been a handsome man once, in a rumpled, distracted way—the kind of man who forgot to comb his hair but somehow made it look intentional. This person looked like a police sketch of a missing person, drawn from the memory of someone who hadn't seen him in years.

Three seconds. That's how long he stood there, staring at his own unrecognizable face. Then he continued walking.

---

The parking lot was nearly empty, a vast expanse of cracked asphalt and faded white lines. The Oasis's neon sign buzzed overhead, a palm tree in pink and green that flickered arrhythmically, one of its transformer boxes dying a slow death. The desert air was colder than Jack expected, carrying the sharp mineral smell of the mountains to the west. He'd left his jacket in the car, and the wind cut through his shirt like a blade.

His Honda was parked in the farthest corner of the lot, beneath a light pole that had burned out months ago and never been replaced. The windshield had a crack running from the bottom left corner to the center, a spiderweb of fractured glass he'd been meaning to get fixed since before the gambling had consumed his budget for anything that wasn't chips or markers. The passenger seat held an eviction notice, folded once, its bureaucratic language threatening consequences he couldn't bring himself to read past the second paragraph.

Jack got in. Closed the door. Sat in the dark.

The black card was still in his hand, its silver lettering faintly luminous in the ambient glow of the parking lot lights. MIDNIGHT. The warehouse district. Three miles from here, maybe four.

He started the engine. The digital clock on the dashboard flickered to life: 11:42 PM.

Eighteen minutes.

The heater wheezed into action, blowing air that smelled faintly of old coffee and coolant. Jack's hands rested on the steering wheel, and he noticed, with a detached clinical interest, that his knuckles were white. He was gripping the wheel as if the car were moving at highway speed instead of idling in a desolate parking lot.

Three images surfaced in his mind, unbidden and unwelcome.

The first: Lily, age six, standing in the doorway of his apartment on the Saturday he was supposed to take her to the science museum. He'd canceled at the last minute—a migraine, he'd said, though the truth involved a hangover and a poker game that had run until dawn. She hadn't cried. She hadn't argued. She'd just exhaled, a small quiet sound that had cut through him more effectively than any tantrum. That sound had followed him for three years.

The second: Dmitri's hand on his shoulder, two days ago in the parking lot behind the dry cleaner's on Charleston. The weight of it. The deliberate, almost casual pressure. The gold tooth flashing in the afternoon sun as Dmitri leaned close and murmured, "Seventy-two hours, Mr. Calloway. Mr. Volkov is not a patient man, and I am not a patient employee. Do not make us come looking for you." The squeeze that followed had sent pain shooting down Jack's arm and into his fingertips. The bruises were still there, yellow and purple, the color of rot.

The third: an image that made no sense, that felt planted rather than remembered. Himself, walking through a door. The door had no frame, no context, no visible destination. Just a dark rectangle in a darker void. And he was walking toward it, one hand extended to push it open, and he couldn't see what lay beyond, couldn't even imagine what might be waiting on the other side. The image held no fear in itself—it was too abstract for that—but the feeling that accompanied it was a dread so pure and formless that Jack's stomach clenched.

He blinked, and the images dissolved.

The radio was playing a song he didn't recognize, something with a synthesizer and a woman's voice layered into a keening harmony that set his teeth on edge. He turned it off.

The silence was worse.

---

The drive took fourteen minutes. The streets were empty, the city's late-night traffic concentrated on the Strip and the freeway, leaving these industrial arteries to the delivery trucks and the lost. Jack passed a tire shop with bars on its windows, a warehouse advertising "EXCESS INVENTORY SOLD CHEAP," a lot filled with rusting construction equipment that hadn't moved in years. The buildings grew larger and more anonymous, their signs faded or missing entirely.

He almost missed the address.

It was a warehouse identical to every other warehouse on the block—corrugated metal siding painted a noncommittal beige, a flat roof, a loading dock with no trucks. The only distinguishing feature was a single red light above a single unmarked door, burning steady and silent in the darkness like a warning or a promise.

Jack pulled over and killed the engine.

The car ticked as it cooled, the metal contracting in the desert night. The red light reflected off his cracked windshield, painting a thin crimson line across the glass. He sat there, hands still on the wheel, and counted his breaths.

One.

The eviction notice on the passenger seat rustled in a draft from the window he hadn't fully closed. Ninety-three thousand dollars. A number so large it had ceased to mean anything, just a sequence of digits that represented the difference between his current existence and whatever came next.

Two.

Dmitri's face surfaced in his memory again—not just the gold tooth, but the eyes. Flat and patient and utterly without malice, which somehow made them worse. Dmitri didn't hate him. Dmitri didn't care enough about him to hate him. He was just a job, a debt to be collected, and if collection required violence, the violence would be impersonal and efficient and final.

Three.

His hands on the steering wheel had stopped trembling.

Jack looked down at them with something approaching wonder. The tremor that had haunted him for three months, that had embarrassed him at card tables and made strangers glance at him with barely concealed pity, was gone. His hands were steady. Stone steady. Surgeon steady.

He reached for the door handle.

And his hand didn't shake.

That terrified him more than anything.


  The House Always Wins

The red light above the warehouse door didn't blink. It just burned, steady and patient, a single unblinking eye in the darkness of the industrial district. Jack sat in his Honda with the engine off and the keys still in the ignition, watching that light through the spiderweb crack in his windshield. The dashboard clock read 11:58 PM. Two minutes to midnight.

His hands were steady on the steering wheel. Still steady. He'd checked them three times during the drive, flexing his fingers, waiting for the tremor to return like a faithful dog he'd accidentally kicked. Nothing. The absence felt like a held breath.

The warehouse looked exactly as it had when he'd first pulled up: beige corrugated metal, a loading dock with no trucks, that single door with no sign and no handle, just a metal plate where a knob should have been. The kind of door that opened only for people who'd been invited. The kind of door that stayed shut for everyone else.

Jack reached into his pocket and pulled out the black card. Silas Vane's card. The silver lettering caught the faint glow of the red light: MIDNIGHT. No address. No further instructions. Just the word and the weight of expectation.

He got out of the car.

The desert air hit him immediately, colder than it had been at the Oasis, carrying the faint chemical tang of whatever got manufactured or stored in these anonymous buildings. Gravel crunched under his shoes as he walked toward the door. His shadow stretched long and thin behind him, cast by the red light, and he had the irrational thought that it looked like someone else's shadow entirely—too tall, too gaunt, a dark paper cutout of a man he didn't recognize.

He was three feet from the door when it opened.

Silas Vane stood in the threshold, and the first thing Jack noticed was the smile. It was the same calibrated expression from the mezzanine bar—warm enough to disarm, cool enough to remind you who was in control. The closed-eye pin on his lapel glinted, a silver wink in the red-lit darkness.

"Mr. Calloway." Vane stepped aside and gestured inward with one elegant hand. "Punctual. I appreciate punctuality. It suggests a seriousness of purpose that many of our guests lack."

Jack crossed the threshold. The door closed behind him with a soft pneumatic hiss, the sound of a space sealing itself shut. The floor was concrete, painted a flat black that swallowed the light from the low sconces mounted on the walls. The walls themselves weren't walls—they were black velvet drapes, floor to ceiling, hanging in heavy folds that seemed to absorb sound as thoroughly as light. The air was cool and still, and it carried no smell at all, which was somehow more unsettling than the stale smoke of the Oasis. A place this clean hadn't earned its sterility through ordinary means.

"This way," Vane said, walking ahead with that same fluid economy of motion Jack had observed at the bar. No wasted movement. No hesitation. A man who had walked this exact path hundreds of times and had never once deviated from it.

The corridor stretched farther than the warehouse's exterior dimensions should have allowed. Jack tried to track the turns—left, then right, then left again—but the velvet drapes all looked identical, and the sconces were spaced at intervals designed to disorient, never close enough together to create a continuous field of light. He gave up after the fourth turn and simply followed, his footsteps silent on the painted concrete.

"We've been running these games for quite some time," Vane said, not looking back. "The location changes, of course. The participants change. But the architecture remains consistent. People perform better in spaces that feel... subterranean. Something about the weight of earth above them strips away the pretense. Makes them more honest."

"Is that what this is about? Honesty?"

Vane paused at the top of a spiral staircase that Jack hadn't seen until they were standing directly in front of it. The stairs descended in a tight corkscrew, the treads made of some dark stone—obsidian, maybe, or polished basalt—that reflected the light in distorted fragments. The walls of the stairwell were the same black velvet, and the air rising from below was noticeably colder than the air in the corridor.

"Honesty is a component," Vane said. "Not the objective. The objective is revelation. Come."

He started down the stairs, and Jack followed. The spiral was tight enough that he had to keep one hand on the central column for balance, and the stone was cold under his palm, cold in a way that felt intentional, as if the temperature had been calibrated to a specific psychological effect. After two full rotations, he lost all sense of how far they'd descended. Ten feet? Thirty? The velvet walls gave no reference points, and the stairs seemed to curve endlessly downward, a nautilus shell burrowing into the desert floor.

His watch caught his eye. The stopped Timex, frozen at 9:47 since—when? He couldn't remember. He'd meant to check the time before leaving the car, but the dashboard clock had told him what he needed to know, and now he glanced at his wrist out of habit rather than necessity.

The hands read 12:00. Exactly midnight.

Jack stopped on the stair, his palm pressed flat against the cold stone. The second hand wasn't moving. The watch was still stopped. But the hands were no longer at 9:47. They were straight up and down, the hour and minute hands aligned, pointing to a midnight that either hadn't arrived yet or had arrived precisely as he looked. He couldn't remember if they'd been at 9:47 when he'd left the Oasis. He couldn't remember if he'd checked. The image of the frozen watch face from earlier that night was suddenly slippery in his memory, impossible to pin down.

"Mr. Calloway?" Vane's voice floated up from the darkness below, mild and unhurried. "We're on a schedule."

Jack pulled his hand from the wall and continued descending. He didn't look at his watch again.

---

The staircase ended at a circular chamber perhaps thirty feet in diameter, its ceiling low enough that Jack could have touched it if he'd raised his arm. The walls were lined with mirrors—not the funhouse distortions of the Oasis, but perfectly flat panels set edge to edge, creating the illusion of infinite space in every direction. The floor was black marble veined with silver, polished to a gleam that reflected the light from recessed fixtures Jack couldn't locate. At the center of the room stood a single green-felt table, oval in shape, large enough for six players. Five chairs were arranged around it, high-backed and upholstered in dark leather. One chair stood at the head of the table, slightly elevated, with armrests that suggested a throne.

There were no windows. No visible doors except the base of the spiral staircase they'd just descended. No cards, no chips, no roulette wheels. Just the table and the mirrors and the heavy, watchful silence.

Vane walked to the head chair but didn't sit. He stood behind it, one hand resting on the leather backrest, and surveyed the empty room with an expression of quiet satisfaction. "The other guests will be arriving shortly. Take a seat, Mr. Calloway. Any seat. The arrangement doesn't matter—the game will place you where it needs you."

Jack chose the chair farthest from Vane's position, its back to the staircase. He didn't sit immediately. Instead, he walked to the nearest mirror and examined his reflection. The face that looked back was the same stranger from the Oasis—hollow cheeks, deep-set eyes, a jawline sharpened by weeks of poor eating. But the reflection held his gaze without flinching, and after a moment Jack realized what was different: the man in the mirror didn't look surprised to be here. He looked resigned. He looked like someone who'd been expecting this particular basement for years.

He sat down. The leather was cool and firm, and the chair didn't creak when he leaned back. The table's green felt was immaculate, unworn, as if it had been installed minutes ago. He rested his hands on it and felt no stickiness, no residue of previous players' sweat or spilled drinks. This table had never known casual use. It had been built for a specific purpose, and that purpose was only intermittently required.

---

The first player arrived three minutes later.

The man who descended the spiral staircase was large in the way of someone who'd been professionally fit and was now three years out of practice—broad shoulders beginning to slope, a gut pressing against the buttons of a shirt that had once fit perfectly. He was sweating, the moisture beading on his forehead and darkening the collar of his polo shirt. His hands kept curling into fists and releasing, a nervous cycle he seemed unaware of performing.

"Tomás," Vane said, without the man introducing himself. "Glad you could join us. Please, take a seat."

Tomás—the name fit him, solid and unpretentious—hesitated at the base of the stairs, his eyes sweeping the mirrored walls with the trained assessment of someone who'd spent time in environments where exits mattered. Security contractor, Jack guessed. Bouncer, maybe. Private military before the gut went soft. He was the kind of man who'd built an identity on being the biggest person in the room, and the realization that this room didn't care about his size was visibly unsettling him.

He sat three chairs to Jack's left, leaving an empty seat between them. Up close, Jack could see the details he'd missed from across the room: a faded tattoo on the man's forearm, a name crossed out and replaced with another; a scar along his jawline that had healed poorly; the way his eyes kept returning to the mirrors, as if he expected something to move in them.

"The others?" Tomás asked, his voice rougher than his appearance suggested.

"Arriving," Vane said. "Patience."

Two minutes later, a woman descended the stairs.

She was in her sixties, or perhaps her late fifties—the kind of age that wealth and careful maintenance blurred into ambiguity. Her hair was silver-white and immaculately styled, swept back from a face that had been handsome once and was now striking in a harder way, the bones more prominent, the lines around her mouth set in a permanent expression of controlled
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