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      How could I not title one of these new Poker Boy collections with the title of the lead story? What a great title and I have no memory at all of where it came from. Just none.

      But I think it fits the first story in this collection perfectly all the way.

      I made no attempt to try to put the stories in these collections in any kind of chronological order. Just felt that might be too dull. So in some stories Poker Boy only has limited powers and in others he has more, totally depending on when I wrote the story.

      And in some stories there is a team member and later on that team member has moved on and is never mentioned again.

      So basically this collection is one of discovery of Poker Boy and Patty and some of his team members. And, of course, the Silicon Suckers, which have been part of the Poker Boy world since the very first story.

      Also, the last story in this collection is about Poker Boy’s boss, Stan, the God of Poker. We learn a lot about Stan and how long he has been around and his family.

      So hope you enjoy these ten Poker Boy adventures as much as I did writing them.

      
        
        Dean Wesley Smith

        Las Vegas, Nevada
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      I woke with the sound of a woman’s scream echoing in my head.

      High-pitched.

      Full of terror.

      I sat bolt upright in bed.

      My heart pounded like it wanted to get out of my chest and run for the closet and every Poker Boy superpower sense I had was amped up to full power.

      Beside me, my girlfriend and sidekick, Patty Ledgerwood, aka Front Desk Girl, lay sleeping soundly, her wonderful long brown hair like a shadow over her pillow in the dim light coming from cracks around the side of the drapes.

      Outside, the city of Las Vegas never slept and certainly never turned off its lights. The strip was only a few blocks from Patty’s apartment building and my invisible office floated just to the west of her apartment and directly over the MGM Grand Hotel and Casino complex.

      I held my breath, waiting for another scream, trying to listen over the pounding of my heart.

      Nothing.

      A little noise from a truck on the street below Patty’s apartment. Then a couple quick beeps as it backed up.

      Nothing else.

      Yet every danger Poker Boy sense I had was shouting, making me want to get out of there.

      That scream had been close, as if it was inside this very apartment. Yet Patty was still sound asleep.

      Something was very wrong.

      Very wrong.

      I’ve had bad dreams before, but when that scream let go, I have no memory of actually being in a dream.

      The scream was real. Outside of my possible dream.

      At least real in one fashion or another.

      I gently touched Patty’s shoulder.

      She stirred and rolled to look up at me. “What⁠—”

      I put my finger to my lips and shook my head. Then I eased out of bed. I was wearing sweat pants and nothing else. I slipped on my thin brown slippers.

      Patty came awake at once, saying nothing and moving silently out of the other side of the bed, slipping on her white bathrobe over her nightgown and her slippers as well.

      I stood near the door to the bedroom that led out into the living room, listening for any noise coming from either the living room or kitchen area.

      Silently, Patty came over and touched my arm, using her powers to calm me down some. The pounding of my racing heart subsided and I mouthed the word, “Thanks.” One of her superpowers was the ability to keep people calm and focused. I loved it in stressful situations when we worked together. We had discovered that as a team we were far stronger together than apart.

      Plus I was head-over-my-slippers in love with her.

      She pointed to her ear and shook her head, meaning she was hearing nothing.

      I wasn’t either, so silently I went out into the living room.

      And as I walked ten steps, the temperature of the room dropped a good thirty degrees until suddenly I could see my breath in the dim light.

      Patty grabbed my arm and pulled me back into the bedroom, a panicked look on her face.

      I’m glad she did. I would need a lot more clothes to go back into that living room.

      “Out of time,” she whispered and I did, slipping us between instants of time. It felt like I stopped time when I did that, but in reality, time never stopped. I just moved me and Patty inside an instant of time.

      Normally, in a busy casino or outside, I could tell instantly when I did that, but in the silent and dark apartment, nothing seemed to change.

      “You know what caused that chill?” I asked, shivering as I tried to warm up a little. All my senses were still screaming that there was danger close by and the memory of that scream seemed to echo in my mind.

      I moved over and grabbed a sweatshirt that said “The Golden Nugget Poker Room” and pulled it over my head, easing the chill some.

      “Did you hear something?” Patty asked.

      I nodded. “A woman’s scream. That’s what woke me up.”

      “Oh, no,” she said.

      Even in the dim light I could tell her face went white.

      I glanced up at the ceiling. “Stan. Help!”

      Patty nodded and a moment later Stan appeared.

      The God of Poker had on what he always seemed to have on. Tan slacks, button down sweater, and loafers. In all the years I had worked for him, I had seldom caught him out of that outfit, day or night.

      “Wow,” he said, instantly spinning around, looking for the danger. I could feel him strengthen the time bubble and put a shield around us, which helped my screaming warning senses some.

      “What is causing that?” he asked.

      I shrugged, since I honestly had no idea.

      “He heard a scream,” Patty said. “In his sleep.”

      “Oh, shit!” Stan said and instantly vanished, leaving the screen and the stronger time bubble.

      I looked at Patty who clearly wasn’t in the mood for any of my one-line jokes, so I wisely said nothing. Not a skill I often had, but at the moment with every warning sense I had still going off, it seemed prudent.

      Besides, the way they were acting was starting to scare me to death.

      The longest five seconds later, Laverne, Lady Luck herself, appeared in our bedroom with Stan and Ben beside her.

      Lady Luck didn’t have on her normal power business suit, but instead wore a pair of jeans and an old sweatshirt. She looked downright normal for one of the most powerful beings in all the universe.

      Ben was a god in the book world that was a member of our team. He looked like a little old librarian and had a perfect memory of everything he had ever read and the history of all the gods.

      Lady Luck instantly strengthened the shields around them even more and the sense of warning and fear again decreased but didn’t vanish by any means.

      “Who heard the scream?” Lady Luck asked.

      I sort of half raised my hand.

      “Damn it,” she said.

      Now when Lady Luck swears, you know things can’t be good. And I wasn’t sure if I wanted to know just how bad things actually were, since all the bad seemed to be focused at me.
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      Patty held onto my arm, keeping me as calm as her superpower could manage. But I was feeling anything but calm.

      “So what’s out there in that cold?” I asked.

      “A banshee,” Lady Luck said.

      Ben nodded, confirming what Lady Luck said but not adding to it.

      I almost said that I thought those were myths, but then realized who I was and who was standing around me. I just hadn’t been in this superhero business long enough to know what was a myth and what actually had some reality attached to it.

      “So tell me exactly what you are worried about,” I said.

      “The banshee is a fairy that is known to mourn the coming loss of a life,” Ben said.

      “By screaming?” I asked. “More like it would scare a person to death.”

      “By screaming,” Stan said, nodding. “And the person who hears them is supposed to be the one who will die very shortly. It’s both a warning and a sad cry that the person is dying.”

      Well, I had to admit, I didn’t much like the sound of that.

      I took a deep breath and could feel Patty’s calming influence flow through me. Honestly, over the last few years, I had faced death and the end of the world a few times. And a lot of really tough players in no-limit poker games. So if some being was giving me a warning, I needed to thank her and just flat ask her what was going to happen.

      And when.

      Never hurt to know when a fella was going to die, I figured.

      Seemed so simple. I’m sure there were a dozen reasons it was a stupid idea, but my friends around me just seemed determined to stand next to me when I died and do nothing, so I needed to do something.

      And my terrified mind couldn’t come up with one other idea. I knew death could follow me anywhere, since I had met two gods of death so far, and sort of liked them both, honestly. So running was out of the question.

      I moved over to the closet and pulled out my heaviest Oregon coat. Since I was originally from Oregon and my home casino was in the mountains of Oregon, I at least had a few heavy coats, one of which I had brought to Vegas and stashed in Patty’s apartment because at times I had been damned cold here as well.

      “What are you doing?” Patty asked, again taking my arm as I came back to her zipping up my parka.

      “Going out to talk with the banshee,” I said, giving her a quick kiss and heading for the door into the dark living room.

      “Not a great idea,” Lady Luck said.

      I stopped and looked at her. “Has a banshee killed anyone?”

      “No, she just warns people,” Lady Luck said, her voice sounding sad and tired.

      “Then it seems I’ll be fine. When was the last time anyone just talked with the banshee?”

      Ben shook his head. “There are no records of anyone doing such a thing.”

      “Five hundred years,” Lady Luck said softly.

      Ben glanced at her and said nothing. He knew something he wasn’t saying.

      “Well, if this kills me,” I said, doing my best to screw up every ounce of courage I had, “someone tell the next person to not try it.”

      “I’m coming with you,” Patty said.

      “No, I heard the scream, I’m the one the banshee is trying to warn.”

      I glanced at Lady Luck and nodded. I almost said, “Wish me luck” and then stopped as I realized how stupid that really would have sounded to Lady Luck.

      Her expression didn’t change from extreme seriousness combined with sadness, something I had never seen on her face.

      “While I’m gone,” I said, standing near the door of the living room, “someone might want to check with Death, see if I really am on a list at the moment. We did save his ass and help his daughter.”

      Lady Luck nodded. “I’ll do it,” she said, and vanished.

      I took a deep breath and turned and went into the living room.

      The intense cold slapped me and I staggered, but managed to move forward.

      “My name is Poker Boy,” I said to the cold air, my breath freezing in front of my face. “I heard your scream and came to see if I could help.”

      Being brash seemed to be the most logical thing I could do.

      And that’s what people who rescue other people do, after all, go toward the sound of a scream.

      “Thank you,” a soft female voice said from the other side of the couch.

      “Can you stand a little light?” I asked.

      “It is not a problem,” the voice said.

      An instant later the table light beside the couch clicked on. A beautiful and mostly nude small woman sat on the couch under the light. Her skin was a light blue and she had two fragile-looking silver wings tucked behind her.

      Her beautiful, long, silver hair cascaded around her and covered most of the important parts.

      But there was no two ways about it, she was stunning.

      I moved over to a large chair facing her across a frost-covered coffee table and sat down, my hands in my pockets of the heavy ski parka. Somewhere between the door and the chair I had lost touch with my feet, since they were only in thin slippers and I was sure they were already frozen.

      “So I assume you were calling me for help?” I asked, doing my best to not push any power toward her for fear she might think I was trying to meddle.

      “I was,” she said, nodding, moving her silver hair around in such a fashion that any good strip club would hire her in a moment.

      “Not warning me like you normally do.”

      “No, calling you for help,” she said.

      Relief flooded through me but did nothing to warm me up. You would think it would have.

      “I have been stuck in this frigid-state for almost five hundred years now,” she said, her voice taking on a little more power. “I have done my job as instructed for five hundred years.”

      I nodded, a little worried about what was coming next.

      “I would like you to help me become free of this punishment.”

      Oh, great, she’s asking the newest member of all the superheroes in God’s world for help with something that happened five hundred years ago, as if I should know what that was.

      “Why do you think I can help with this?” I asked.

      “I have watched you and your team save many, many lives,” she said. “I hope you can now save mine.”

      I nodded. “We can try. But can I bring a few members of my team in here to help me?”

      “You can,” she said, nodding.

      Being afraid to stand on my frozen feet, I shouted to the door. “Patty, Stan, Ben, could you join us?”

      She nodded, making her hair dance around the important parts of her body. “I am honored you are willing to try to help me.”

      Stan had bundled all three of them up in parkas and gloves and they came in slowly like an expedition to the South Pole lost in Patty’s apartment. No dog sleds, luckily.

      Patty came over and sat on the arm of the chair beside me, calming me some with a touch. Stan and Ben both nodded to the banshee and remained standing.

      She nodded back.

      I turned back to the banshee and said, “We are ready. Could you tell us what caused this punishment five hundred years ago?”

      “It is not punishment for a crime,” she said. “It is punishment for love. I loved the wrong woman.”

      Well, I was as liberal as the next person, but honestly, that answer surprised me, right down to my frozen feet.
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      I needed to get this going before I froze completely to the chair. “May I ask first who put this punishment on you?”

      I glanced over at Ben who was shaking his head from side-to-side. “You don’t want to know,” he said softly.

      “I did,” Lady Luck said, entering the room right after Ben said that.

      She did not have a ski parka on and seemed oblivious to the intense cold.

      If I got many more surprises like that, the blood actually might reach my feet again.

      Patty squeezed my arm to keep me calm.

      “How are you, Laverne?” the banshee asked, smiling.

      “I am well,” Lady Luck said, moving to the end of the couch and sitting down and facing the banshee. “You are as beautiful as ever.”

      The banshee nodded her head thank you, again doing wonderful and alluring things with her hair over her perfect blue body.

      Who knew a blue body could be perfect?

      Then the banshee said something that got me even more confused, which in this frozen state, was going some.

      “Thank you for saving my life.”

      Laverne smiled and nodded. “I am sorry that it had to be in this fashion. It was what your husband would accept as a punishment short of death.”

      “I have survived,” the banshee said. “Loving you was worth it. Is my husband still angry at me?”

      “He is not,” Lady Luck said. “He is retired, his daughter has taken over his month of duties as Death just last year, and he spends most of his time surfing in Hawaii with his new wife.”

      I just about choked. This banshee had been married to Death himself. And she had been in love with Lady Luck. Wow, I really needed to spend time with Ben and learn about some of the history of the Gods.

      “Then is it possible to return me to the normal world?” the banshee asked.

      “I just spoke with your ex-husband,” Lady Luck said. “Poker Boy and his team helped his daughter make the transition last year, and I told him that Poker Boy was trying to help you now after five hundred years of punishment.”

      “Thank you,” the banshee said. “He never knew you were the one?”

      “He knew,” Laverne said. “Right from the start. And he knew it broke my heart, as wells as yours to do what I did. That’s why he allowed the punishment.”

      “I have been wailing over death and broken hearts now for five hundred years,” the banshee said. “And with every one I mourned the loss of your love.”

      “You never lost it,” Laverne said.

      Once again my toes felt warmer from the shock of that statement.

      “You are married, have four grown daughters?” the banshee asked, staring at Laverne in clear surprise.

      “My husband and I have,” Laverne said, smiling, “shall we say, an open arrangement.”

      I just about said, “More information than I needed.” But my teeth were chattering too much luckily to get that stupid joke out.

      Laverne stood and with a “thank you” into the air, more than likely to the banshee’s former husband, she waved her hand.

      Intense heat filled the room and the banshee sat there, smiling, soaking it all in.

      And then finally, after a few seconds, it was over.

      I did feel warmer, but not much.

      Water was dripping all around Patty’s apartment from the melting frost and I could feel the temperature on my face returning to normal, although it would not surprise me to have frostbite on my nose.

      The banshee now was no longer blue, but a tanned golden brown all over. And I do mean all over. And her hair was now just as long but a rich brown. And her wings shimmered in a rainbow of colors.

      Laverne reached out her hand to the banshee and then said, “Jayne, welcome back.”

      Jayne took her hand and stood, smiling, her long hair doing little to cover some pretty amazing assets.

      “It’s a pleasure to be back.”

      Then Jayne turned to me and said, “Thank you, Poker Boy, and your entire team, for being willing to take a chance on talking to me.”

      I just nodded, not trusting myself to say anything sane.

      “We have some catching up to do,” Laverne said, smiling.

      “Now that’s something I’ve been looking forward to for five hundred years.”

      Then, like two teenage girls, they both giggled, and vanished.

      Lady Luck giggling was unsettling, to say the least.

      Stan shook his head and said, “See you tomorrow.”

      Then he and Ben vanished.

      Patty stood and shivered, water dripping off her coat from the melting frost.

      “Would you do me a favor,” I asked as she offered to help me out of my chair.

      “Anything, my frozen love.”

      “Would you start a warm shower running. I’m just going to teleport out of these clothes and into the shower from here. I don’t think my feet will carry me.”

      She laughed. “I’ll be there, naked, standing under the hot water, ready to catch you.”

      And she did.

      And I got real warm, real quick. I’ll leave it at that.
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      I was starting to figure out that if I wanted a new case or some problem to come up threatening the world and everything I knew, all I had to do was stand in the main lobby of the Las Vegas MGM Grand. Someone, some problem, somehow would find me.

      At the moment I really didn’t want a new case, but I had learned as a superhero that people needing help or problems needing solving didn’t happen when I wanted them to. Annoying, but true.

      But even though it might lead to the end of everything I knew, I often spent time in the MGM Grand lobby wearing my black leather coat and black Fedora-like hat that was my superhero uniform, leaning against the same marble pillar, waiting for my girlfriend and sidekick, Patty Ledgerwood, aka Front Desk Girl, to get off work.

      That I stood there was common knowledge and also might have something to do with people and problems being able to find me. Superheroes are not normally regular in their schedules.

      But standing and waiting and sometimes getting cases was worth it as long as the world didn’t end. I liked watching the crowds and watching Patty work. Her long brown hair, deep brown eyes, and wide smile always made me feel wonderful. To say I was in love would be an understatement.

      The only place I spent more time was in poker rooms. But except for the poker room at Spirit Winds casino in the mountains of Oregon near my doublewide trailer, I seldom played poker in the same casino. My job as Poker Boy, a superhero in the gambling universe, was to help those who needed help and take the money at poker tables from those who needed it taken because of their poor play.

      Sometimes the two parts of my job crossed and combined, but usually the money part just paid the expenses for the superhero part.

      Technically, since I was a superhero in the poker-playing niche of the universe, I should only be solving problems associated around poker and poker rooms. But over the last few years I had managed to gather a team of superheroes around me from different aspects of the world. As a team, we had become known for solving some of the stranger problems to come along, including saving the entire world from tiny bugs one day, stopping an alien invasion on another adventure, and saving Lady Luck herself yet another day.

      When the team got to work, things were never dull.

      Patty, who was part of that team, was still fifteen minutes away from getting off work when I sensed a problem coming towards me. I call that sense my “tingly-warning bell” superpower. Sometimes, but not always, I know when danger is approaching. It’s not the kind of power I can trust like Spider-Man trusts his “Spidey-Sense.” I often wished my power was that dependable. But when I feel that shiver and the tingle go down my spine like a drip of ice water, I have learned to pay attention. Danger is close by.

      Right at that moment a river of ice was flowing all over my spine and I shivered like someone had turned up the MGM Grand air-conditioning to the Arctic setting.

      I swung around to see the most beautiful woman I had ever seen walking toward me with a smile. She had long brown hair that seemed to just glow in the bright lights of the lobby, wide brown eyes, and a perfect smile. She wore the uniform of the MGM front desk crew and wore it better than anyone had a right to wear a simple white blouse and brown slacks.

      In fact, the woman walking toward me looked exactly like my girlfriend, Patty.

      I glanced around at the front desk wondering how I had managed to miss Patty leaving work.

      I hadn’t.

      Patty was still standing behind the desk working with a customer. Her hair was still tucked up tight on her head. She never let it down until she got off work.

      I spun back to the woman walking at me.

      It was Patty all right, walking toward me smiling, giving me that “look” with her big brown eyes that could melt every ounce of resistance I had toward anything.

      All I could do was stare.

      How could there be two Patty Ledgerwoods?

      The ice shivers running around on my back finally snapped me out of my shock and I stepped out of time, freezing everyone around me.

      The loud sounds of the nearby casino and people talking and background music all vanished instantly.

      I loved the ability to do that. I actually couldn’t stop time, but I could pull myself out of the flow of time and into an instant so that it appeared to me that time had stopped around me.

      I liked to think of it as me being in a bubble outside of time, but that wasn’t right exactly either.

      Around me kids were frozen in mid-scream, husbands were stopped in mid-look at another women, bellhops were stopped with a bag halfway onto a cart.

      And there were no sounds.

      None.

      The superpower came in very, very handy and I had learned that when in doubt about anything, I should just get out of the flow of time and give myself some time to think.

      I turned toward the front desk again. My girlfriend, Patty, was frozen in mid-sentence behind the front desk of the MGM Grand hotel talking to a woman with a bored-looking husband in bright red shorts. I knew that was Patty. Everything about me could sense that was the woman I loved behind the counter.

      From the other direction, the woman who looked just like Patty was frozen in mid-stride about ten steps from where I stood. Her smile looked artificial when frozen like that.

      And every sense I had told me she was nothing but danger.

      Extreme danger.

      I went over and walked around her, studying every detail about her.

      She was an exact duplicate of Patty, right down to the tiny mole on her neck.

      Same height, same shape, everything.

      Creepy didn’t begin to describe what I was feeling and I quickly went back to my original position. My damn warning power kept making me shiver like I was fighting upwind through a cold snowstorm in nothing but a swimming suit.

      I needed help and I needed it now.

      As a superhero, I had learned a long time ago that there were many, many things in the world I did not understand. And with that learning I had lost all fear of just calling for help when there was something I flat didn’t understand.

      Right now I had no idea what was happening, but I knew it couldn’t be good. One Patty Ledgerwood was more than enough for me.

      I glanced at the ceiling and shouted “Stan! Need help!”

      I have no idea why I look up when I am calling out for Stan, the God of Poker and my immediate boss, but I always do, and he has never failed to show up at once.

      And this time was no exception.

      He appeared next to me, also out of time. I had no idea how he could do that, jump right into my frozen moment in time and join me, but he had done it in the past so now was not the time to be asking him how. It seemed for the Gods, time was a lot easier to deal with than for us mortals and superheroes.

      Stan had on a plain pair of brown slacks and a tan, open-collared dress shirt. His brown hair was perfectly combed as always and you could walk by him a hundred times and never notice him. He was a perfect master of disguise and blending in.

      He glanced at the woman who looked like Patty walking toward me, then frowned, something I hated when my boss and the God of Poker did around me.

      “That’s not Patty,” I said. I pointed back at the main desk of the hotel. “That’s Patty.”

      “I know that,” he said, only glancing back at the real Patty. He eased toward the imitation Patty slowly and carefully, like trying to sneak up on a sleeping bear.

      He was clearly seeing something I was not seeing.

      After two steps, he stopped. “We need help. How long can you hold this field?”

      “Another half hour,” I said, checking in with how I was feeling holding the bubble with me and Stan out of the time stream. I had gotten pretty good at this super power.

      Suddenly I could feel that it was slipping.

      “Less,” I said, now straining to hold the field. “It’s slipping.”

      Stan nodded and focused for a moment.

      The field holding us out of time solidified again.

      “What caused that?” I asked, trying to catch my breath. It actually felt like I had just run a hundred-meter sprint.

      “She did,” he said, pointing at the imitation Patty.

      Suddenly I could feel the time bubble starting to slip again.

      Stan suddenly looked a little panicked and some beads of sweat broke out on his forehead as he too struggled to hold the field.

      “She knows what we are doing,” Stan said.

      I didn’t want to know how he knew or how she could know unless she was some God. I didn’t want to think about the fact that I had frozen in time a God and she would be angry at me.

      Stan moaned and sweat started to run down his neck. I felt like the time bubble I was working to hold now weighed as much as a large truck. No chance I could hold it much longer and as a poker player, there was nothing on the planet more frightening to me than to see the God of Poker sweat and strain.

      Stan glanced up at the ceiling. “Burt! Laverne! Help!”

      Every ounce of energy I had was going to hold Stan and I out of time at that moment, or I would have just sat down stunned. Stan had just called for Burt, the God of Casino Operations and Lady Luck herself, the most powerful God I had ever met.

      Who or what was this Patty imitator and why had she scared me and Stan so much?

      Burt and Laverne appeared next to the now sweat-covered Stan. Burt wore a gray, three-piece silk business suit and his short stature made him look more like a mob boss than a major God. Laverne was dressed in a black pants suit with matching jacket and had her hair pulled back tight.

      “What is the…”

      Then she saw the Patty imitator and Lady Luck herself actually flushed.

      Suddenly the pressure was off holding the time bubble as both Burt and Lady Luck took over, giving Stan and I rest.

      My rubbery knees wanted me to slump to the floor and give them a rest, but instead I managed to keep on my feet trying to catch my breath.

      “Who is that?” I managed to ask.

      “Morrígan,” Lady Luck said, walking over around the imitation Patty. “The Phantom Queen as she is often called. And why she is coming to you, Poker Boy, is a mystery.”

      Now I was officially and formally scared. When Laverne, Lady Luck herself didn’t know something, I knew I was in deep trouble. So I didn’t ask the next question on my mind…Who was Morrígan?

      “I thought Morrígan was only a myth,” Stan said, looking very worried. “Right along with her sisters.”

      I still had no idea who Morrígan was.

      “Nope, all three are real,” Burt said, looking very worried. “Just not around much these days.”

      I am sure I looked worried as well, but that was because I had no idea what was going on and because they were all worried and they were far more powerful than I was.

      “After Atlantis,” Laverne said, “Morrígan pretty much stayed in the Alps and out of any of the world’s problems.”

      “I heard she was around for the two big wars,” Stan said. “After all, she is known as the Goddess of War.”

      Oh, wow, it was that Morrígan who stood there frozen looking like my girlfriend. When a very, very old God started pretending to be your girlfriend, things could not be going well.

      Laverne shook her head. “Both wars Morrígan stayed in Switzerland, neutral.”

      “What is she doing in Las Vegas?” Burt asked.

      And instant later Morrígan, still looking like Patty, moved and smiled at Laverne as she stepped into our frozen time bubble. “You could just ask me,” she said.

      “That’s why I brought you out of time,” Laverne said, her voice cold and as hard as I had every heard Lady Luck sound.

      “Nice seeing you again as well,” Morrígan said to Laverne.

      She might look like Patty, but the voice was nothing like Patty’s at all. Patty had a softness to her voice. This imposter sounded harsh with a coldness in every sentence.

      Laverne just stared at Morrígan and the stare was returned in kind. There was clearly no love lost between the two women.

      After a moment the woman’s appearance shifted. The Patty-look sort of melted and formed into a woman who had long, black hair, a very, very thin face with a long, thin nose, and eyes that were cold black. She had on a white pants suit and was as thin as any supermodel I had ever seen. She towered over all of us because not only was she tall, but she somehow managed to stand on six-inch heels.

      Laverne said nothing.

      Finally Morrígan smiled at Laverne. “Fine, if you want to be that way, I came to ask a favor of Poker Boy.”

      Morrígan smiled at me, then went back to staring at Laverne.

      I figured if my heart was ever going to explode out of my chest at any point in my life, now was the time. I was stunned I hadn’t just fainted dead away under that look. The woman was totally terrifying. I hadn’t been this scared in any recent memory. And that was with three of the most powerful Gods in existence standing beside me.

      “You could have just come to me,” Laverne said.

      “And you would have agreed?” Morrígan asked, smiling.

      “Of course not,” Laverne said.

      Looks like I was off the hook at least for the moment.

      “That’s why I had to take a chance on approaching Poker Boy directly,” Morrígan said. “But he is as good as his reputation and saw me coming, clearly.”

      I think I had just been complimented by an enemy of Lady Luck. Not something I would ever want as a poker player.

      “So what was the favor?” Laverne asked, her voice perfectly level and very, very cold.

      “I wanted him to teach me how to play poker,” Morrígan said.

      “I assumed as much,” Lady Luck said. “Why?”

      The idea of teaching that woman anything, let alone poker had my knees week again. I would rather have five guns pointed at my head than do that.

      My warning chill was doing tap dances up and down my spine.

      Morrígan laughed, but there was no real humor in the laugh and it brought no smiles to anyone around me. It just made the cold shivers on my spine increase. I was shivering so hard from my danger warning sense, it was lucky my foot wasn’t pounding on the ground like an excited dog.

      I was going to need to figure out a way to turn that warning signal off when I needed to.

      “You might know I have been hanging around with Ares lately,” Morrígan said.

      I wanted to shout “The God of War!” But somehow I managed to stay silent.

      “I heard you have been living together since the Cuban Missile Crisis,” Laverne said.

      “Yeah, he got depressed,” Morrígan said, “He was so looking forward to that war. He thought it would have been epic. I’ve been trying to nurse him back to health.”

      “I’ll bet,” Laverne said.

      “So we’ve been playing some poker and I’m tired of losing,” she said.

      “He cheats,” Laverne said flatly. “Get a new deck of cards that he has not touched and see how you do.”

      Morrígan stood there staring at Laverne for a very, very long moment. Laverne just stared back. For a moment I thought they had stepped outside of the time bubble and were frozen in the instant of time like everyone else in the lobby of the MGM Grand.

      Then Morrígan smiled a very mean and angry smile and slowly shook her head. “That bastard.”

      And then she vanished.

      It was as if the sun had come out after weeks of rain and I had won the lottery all in one instant. The cold chills that had been running up and down my back suddenly vanished as well.

      “I hate her,” Lady Luck said.

      “But you might want to let her win some now,” Burt said, chuckling.

      “Yeah, we’ll see,” Laverne said.

      With that they both vanished.

      Stan just stood there shaking his head. Then he laughed and turned to me. “Nice job.”

      “What did I do?” I said, still feeling stunned.

      “You saw her coming,” he said. “That’s amazing. It’s not many people who can see through a Banshee’s disguise, let along Morrígan’s, the war goddess. And you got out of time without her noticing at first. Impressive against a God that powerful.”

      “And she’s living with Ares? Right?” I asked. “The same Ares of war fame?”

      “Yup,” Stan said, “as long as they keep themselves entertained with each other and out of the spotlight, the planet is a lot safer.”

      “Until they get mad at each over a poker game,” I said, suddenly feeling less hopeful for the survival of the human race.

      “Yeah, until that,” Stan said, thinking it was funny now.

      “And she and Laverne have issues, clearly?” I asked, trying to get my mind wrapped around what had just happened.

      “From way, way back,” Stan said, laughing. “A long story I’ll tell you about sometime, at least the parts I’ve heard. It predates me by a few hundred thousand years.”

      He patted me on the back. “Again, great job. Who knows what kind of problem or major war you just avoided.”

      “Thanks, I think,” I said.

      He laughed and vanished.

      The pounding sounds of the real world came crashing back in around me as he let go of the bubble outside of time. The fine patrons of the MGM Grand Casino and Hotel were back in motion, laughing, talking, and being very human.

      And right now that felt wonderful.

      I moved over and leaned against the stone pillar, trying to slow down my racing heart. Patty looked up at me and smiled before going back to helping her customer.

      Somehow my poker face allowed her to not notice that I had just escaped an encounter with a very dangerous woman. And who knew what else would have happened if Morrígan had gotten to me.

      But how in the world was I going to tell Patty what had just happened in an instant in time right in front of her?

      She was never going to believe me.

      I turned my gaze to the high ceiling of the lobby. “Stan, can you meet me and Patty at the Diner in thirty minutes? Milkshakes are on me. I need help explaining what just happened. I’m still not sure myself.”

      I could hear a low, rumbling chuckle echo over the noise of the lobby, then his voice, “Sure thing, kid.”

      Patty looked up and frowned. She clearly had heard Stan’s voice as well.

      “Long story,” I mouthed at her and she frowned, but went back to work with the customer.

      A long story that had only taken an instant to happen.

      And a story I had a hunch wasn’t over just yet. Morrígan playing poker against Ares just couldn’t turn out well. If not this century, then maybe next. That was the nature of the war of a poker game.

      Especially now that Morrígan wanted to win.
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