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Sighed the Snake
Dean Wesley Smith
“Poker Boy, the aliens are back.”
Stan, the God of Poker, said those exact words to me as I sat in his office next to my sidekick and girlfriend, Patty, aka Front Desk Girl.
His office, glass-walled and floating invisible somewhere high above the Vegas strip, had felt cool and comfortable when we had entered from a hidden door at the MGM Grand Casino. The view just took your breath away as Vegas stretched out below, surrounded by desert and then mountains in the distance. The walls were so invisible that it felt as if Stan had put office furniture on a floating carpet. Only pictures of great poker players on the walls lined out where the room started and the air outside ended.
As we got seated, a United Airlines jet passed silently to our west, just below us, headed for the airport. I could only imagine what the passengers I could see through the window on that jet would have thought if suddenly Stan’s office had become visible out their windows with Patty and I sitting in front of his desk.
Sometimes Stan kept his office dark and dingy, like a back room at an old downtown casino straight out of the mob days. That was when he was in a bad mood or things were threatening. When he let it float above the city as it was now, you knew Stan was feeling pretty darned good about life with the Gambling Gods.
But his casual statement about the aliens returning rocked me and I studied his smiling face. Even with my black leather superhero jacket and Fedora-like superhero hat on, I didn’t have the power to get a read on Stan. No one could get a read on the God of Poker, which was why he had the job. So I reverted to the most logical way to get an answer. I asked him.
“This makes you happy, the aliens being back?”
Patty had sat forward in her seat at the comment from Stan, her long brown hair flowing over her white blouse and dress slacks, her new uniform for work. She had just recently taken a job as customer relations at the MGM Grand Casino and Hotel and we had been having lunch in the nifty little Greek place just off the downstairs promenade when Stan called us.
When I’m in Vegas, Patty and I not only work cases together, we are an item. Actually, she’s my only item whether I’m in Vegas or not, but I haven’t figured out a way to tell her that just yet. As Poker Boy, I haven’t been known for being a ladies man, or having just one woman in my life either. I wasn’t sure how she would react, but knowing Patty, she already knew. She seemed to sense things about me before I did. I figured it was one of her many superpowers. Thank heavens she didn’t play poker.
“Actually,” Stan said, “not so much happy as satisfied. I won the pool.”
“The pool?” Patty asked, glancing at me with those wonderful brown eyes of hers before looking back at Stan.
“We had a pool as to when they would return,” Stan said, his smile getting bigger. “I got it to within a month. We started the pool the day after they left.”
“They’ve been gone since the late 1950s,” I said. “I’m impressed.”
Stan smiled even larger. “Thanks.”
“So, why are we here?” Patty asked, shaking her head and sitting back. She worked the hotel side of the gambling industry. And even though she was a superhero working under Laverne, Lady Luck herself, Patty sometimes just didn’t understand the nature of a gamblers’ need to bet on things. The Gambling Gods had bets running all the time for one thing or another. It was what they did. The alien pool was no surprise to me.
“We need you two to make contact with their representative, find out what they are planning, that sort of thing. Right now he’s sitting in a 2-4 no-limit game at the MGM Grand.”
“Not over at the Bellagio, huh? I wonder why.” I would have figured the aliens could afford the higher stakes.
“Not a clue,” Stan said.
Now it was making sense to me. I hadn’t been a superhero long enough to have met the aliens the last time they visited the planet, but from what I understood, they loved to gamble, which was why the Gambling Gods ended up being their major contact with the planet Earth. The world governments at the time had hated that, but in the end, had to live with it. I doubted anyone in the current world governments had even been briefed that aliens actually existed, let alone the Gambling Gods. The Gods, and the superheroes like Patty and me, tended to stay under the radar as much as we could.
“Is the alien any good at poker?” I asked, smiling at Stan.
Stan laughed. “Not a clue. He’s new. Go find out.”
The wonderful view from Stan’s office faded and Patty and I had moved from sitting in front of Stan’s desk to walking down the hallway toward the MGM Grand’s poker room. Always took a second for the mind to adjust when Stan did that.
The poker room at the MGM Grand had been remodeled a few years back and now was in the shape of an hourglass. It usually had a good ten games going at any one time and ran daily tournaments that were pretty popular around town. They catered mostly to tourists with a few local pros working the room. The big money and high-stakes games had moved over to the Bellagio a number of years back, but the MGM still had a loyal following and they spread a good game and ran a tight room.
“So, what do we do now?” Patty asked, clearly worried about meeting a real-life alien.
“Stop at the counter and stay close until I figure out what the guy wants. I’m going to take us in as much under cover as I can manage.”
I had no idea why I was taking those precautions. It just felt right, and as a superhero and a poker player, I had learned a long time ago to trust that feeling.
Patty reached over and squeezed my hand, then let go, which was a good thing. I always found it hard to concentrate when Patty was touching any part of me. Some parts more than others.
As we neared the room, I brought up my Don’t-Pay-Attention-To-Me superpower and covered both of us. Some day I was going to have to give that superpower a better name, but describing the effect it had seemed as good as any name for the moment.
I got a rack of five-dollar chips from the front counter and moved toward the 2-4 no-limit table against one drab-colored wall. Four men and two women sat around the table. The two women were clearly together, clearly from some Midwestern state, and pretending to be in over their heads. They didn’t even notice me.
The guy in the number four chair was a local pro named Dan and he managed to see through my cloak and nod as I sat down. Dan stood no more than five foot tall, and usually wore a dress shirt and tan jacket that made him look more like an accountant taking a break from the office than a professional poker player. But I knew he was as sharp and mean as they came and made good money every day at this table. I had no intention of tangling with him.
The other two men were tourists, both with drinks in front of them, and both more interested in the women than in playing poker. That left the guy wearing a snakeskin cowboy hat, sunglasses, and a western shirt sitting in the seat to the right of the dealer. The weirdest thing about the guy was his tiny nose and almost complete lack of chin. It was as if his face just sort of blended down into his neck and into his black shirt collar.
I sat down in the chair directly across the table from him and slipped the five hundred in chips out of my rack, stacking them neatly as he watched.
He lowered his sunglasses just enough to show me his dark, black eyes, then grinned without showing any teeth. “Poker Boy, I presume.”
Dan jerked at the mention of my name, then just stared at me. Clearly, my reputation had gotten ahead of me. I ignored Dan and focused on the alien.
I got nothing, no read, no sense of any emotion at all.
I dug deep and put my best superhero Poker Boy poker-read on him, getting almost nothing but a strange dark feel. That was getting me nowhere.
“I don’t think I have had the pleasure,” I said in return.
“Just call me Snake,” the alien said, his voice as close to a hiss as I could imagine a human voice sounding.
I hated snakes. I didn’t mention that to him. More than likely he knew. Instead, I just nodded.
I folded the first two cards the dealer fired my way without looking, then watched as Snake glanced at his and folded as well. He had very thin hair sticking out from under his hat that looked combed back over dark scalp and he also clearly had a dandruff problem, since flakes kept falling on his black shirt.
“It’s been a long time,” I said, aiming at him as much of my Make-Them-Relax superpower as I dared use. “At least fifty years.”
“Nah, that wasn’t my people,” Snake said, again grinning under his sunglasses without really opening his mouth. His leather-like skin sort of moved in waves up his neck to his mouth and then back down and I thought for a moment I heard a faint rustling sound. “We haven’t been here for a good ten centuries at least.”
Oh, crap! Stan wasn’t going to be happy with that information. More than likely it meant he hadn’t won the pool after all. And he hadn’t told me that there was more than one alien race out there.
I felt my stomach tighten into a tiny fist. I hoped like hell Stan and Lady Luck were listening in on this. And I hoped like hell I had managed to keep my best poker face on when Snake told me he was with a different alien race.
“So, what brings you to our little corner of the poker universe?” I asked, forcing myself to stay as calm as possible.
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