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      Sometimes I have been known to just write “sweet” Poker Boy stories and the title story of this collection is one of those. Shows some history of some gods, but mostly the story is just sweet and fun.

      In this collection, there are also a lot of poker games in the stories. Not sure why it worked out that way, but after all the hero is named Poker Boy and he is supposed to be the best poker player in the world. So poker games themselves are going to be involved.

      I tried to keep them interesting. Honest.

      And in this volume there is a cat story that introduces a brand new character named Pakhet Jones that I have now written numbers of novels and stories about. She is a superhero of cats. What writer can resist writing about cats?

      Turns out the Poker Boy universe is huge. He helps out Sky Tate at times. She is a superhero of detectives. And he is the landlord of two ghost agents, Marble Grant and Sims.

      So expect brand new books in the future of brand new Poker Boy stories. And of his team. He has a lot more adventures in his future.

      Hope you enjoy the stories.

      
        
        Dean Wesley Smith

        Las Vegas, Nevada
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      When your girlfriend appears and tells you that there may be a problem, any sane man perks up and pays attention.

      Close attention.

      I’m Poker Boy, a superhero in the poker universe, and my girlfriend, Patty Ledgerwood, aka Front Desk Girl, is also a superhero. So not only could a “problem” be in our relationship, but it could be something that meant the world was about to explode, and we had ten minutes to save everyone or die trying.

      Yeah, that saving the world thing has happened a few times. Honest.

      So when she appeared and said that there may be a problem, it was sort of a double “pay attention” moment.

      Patty still wore her white blouse, brown slacks, and brown vest from her front desk job at the MGM Grand.

      I’d just finished playing in a poker tournament down at the Golden Nugget, so I was still in my black leather coat, fedora-like hat, and jeans that; is my superhero costume for the most part.

      I hadn’t expected Patty to get off work for a few more hours, at least. So I’d gotten some fries and a vanilla milkshake, and was sitting in the big diner booth in my office, just eating and staring out over the city, enjoying the moment of quiet.

      Superheroes don’t get many moments of quiet, and, if I’d realized that, I would have also realized the moment was about to end.

      “We got a problem,” Patty said, appearing beside the booth and sliding in next to me and taking a fry.

      I did the right thing and perked up, paid attention, focused on her, and asked, “Good problem, bad problem, world-ending problem?”

      Granted, not the smartest thing for a boyfriend to say, but she had caught me by surprise.

      “I don’t honestly know,” Patty said, munching her fry and looking worried. “Never seen anything like this before.”

      She took another fry and motioned for me to follow her over to the window.

      My office is an invisible glass cube that floats about a thousand feet in the air over The Las Vegas Strip. A few extra chairs and the old diner booth that sits in the very center of the room are the only furniture. I had put a wooden railing all the way around the inside of the glass to kill the feeling that any moment we might fall off the black-and-white tiled floor to our deaths on the hot pavement below.

      Patty pointed to a woman on the street corner near the front of the MGM Grand main entrance. From this height, the woman looked to be in high heels, wearing a very short mini-skirt and a blouse. She had a big orange purse over her shoulder.

      It was a hot September day out there, so that street corner must have been over a hundred degrees the way the sun radiated off all the concrete in this town.

      A couple of our adventures had started with us looking down on the street below, but this sure didn’t seem like an adventure, or even a problem. I was feeling no sense of worry or dread or anything, other than a desire to go back and finish my fries and milkshake.

      We watched for a moment as a couple near the curb moved slightly to go around the woman. The couple seemed to be arguing, and not happy with each other in any fashion. The woman reached out and touched the man, sort of like she was handing him a flyer or something, but I didn’t see anything in her hand.

      Then, still arguing, the couple seemed to walk into an opening in the air and just—vanish.

      “What the hell?” I said, blinking to see if I had actually seen what just happened.

      Again, I had no sense at all of danger from the woman, no sense that any harm was coming to the people who vanished.

      “So, you’ve never seen this before?” I asked Patty as we both watched the woman stand there, seeming to just be casually waiting, like a hooker on a street corner. Now that I looked a little closer, she sort of looked like a hooker, even though they were illegal in Las Vegas. Of course, that didn’t stop them much.

      “Never,” Patty said. “But I’m not getting a sense of danger from any of this.”

      “Neither am I,” I said. “But we got to figure this out. That couple had to have gone somewhere.”

      I glanced up at the ceiling, which I always did out of habit when calling my boss. “Stan, a little help?”

      Stan, my boss and the God of Poker, arrived an instant later. Just as I always wore a black coat, a black fedora-like hat, and jeans, Stan always wore a 1960s-style button-down cardigan sweater, tan slacks, and tan loafers. His hair was cut short and he looked like he could sell insurance in 1965.

      Patty pointed to the woman below. It took Stan a moment staring at the woman before he said, “Go to hell.”

      Then he vanished.

      “God of Poker swearing is never a good sign,” I said.

      Patty only nodded. “Another couple is heading toward her. What should we do?”

      “If we stop them, are we saving them?” I asked.

      Patty shrugged. “Not a clue.”

      “If she’s doing something nasty to them,” I said, “we’ll never live with ourselves if we don’t stop her.”

      “True,” Patty said. “Very true.”
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      I teleported us to a spot in front of the couple.

      They both sort of jerked back and stopped as Patty and I appeared in front of them.

      “Sorry for the surprise,” I said, giving them my best smile as Patty sent calming emotions toward the two. “Sidewalk is closed for repair.”

      The couple, clearly from a part of the country where people didn’t just materialize in front of them, stepped back, then they both turned and walked damned fast away from us.

      Patty and I turned to face the woman.

      I was right. The woman looked like a well-worn hooker, with a tight skirt far, far too short for her older legs. She had on a very thin white blouse that left little to the imagination, and what was under the blouse was not something I had ever wanted to imagine. Or see, for that matter.

      She looked like a hooker, but one right out of central casting from a “B” movie, if the cast had come from a nursing home.

      “So, where did you send that last couple?” I asked.

      She smiled and my bet was that if it wasn’t so hot, the caked-on makeup on her face would have cracked. Her teeth looked rotted and one was missing, and her smile didn’t come close to reaching her eyes, what little I could see of them through all the makeup and wrinkles.

      But even with all that, I still wasn’t getting a sense of danger from her in the slightest.

      “Front Desk Girl,” she said. “Poker Boy, it is an honor to meet you both. I have heard so much about you.”

      Both Patty and I stayed a good four steps away from the woman, just standing there on the hot sidewalk. “Who do we have the pleasure of talking with?” I asked.

      Stan and Laverne appeared beside us on the sidewalk at that moment and took all of us out of time, freezing the traffic around us.

      Laverne, Lady Luck herself, was dressed in a gray pants suit with her long brown hair pulled back tight, giving her an even more severe look than normal.

      I only wished that these time bubbles would also block out the heat, but they didn’t, and my leather jacket and hat were quickly becoming too much for this hot sidewalk in early September.

      “Ishtar,” Laverne said, stepping forward slightly, but not going near the old woman. “It has been far too long.”

      I did my best to place the name. Clearly an old god of some sort, but all that was coming to me was the name of a bad movie.

      “Oh, my,” Patty said softly beside me.

      I glanced at the love of my life. Patty’s eyes were huge and she was just staring in almost shock at the old hooker.

      I knew at that point I was in one of those moments where my youth and lack of knowledge of all the gods was putting me at a disadvantage. And when that happened, which seemed to be more than I wanted to admit—even to myself—I always figured silence was just the smartest thing I could do.

      “Good to see you again, Laverne,” Ishtar said to Lady Luck.

      Neither woman bowed to the other, so I figured there was bad blood somewhere in the past between the two.

      “Does Gil know you have left Uruk?” Laverne asked, her voice not cold, but not warm and welcoming and friendly either.

      “That impotent fool couldn’t find his ass with both hands,” Ishtar said. “Just sits in his chair and rocks all day, smiling at who knows what. I needed to get back to work, have an adventure.”

      Laverne nodded and glanced at Stan, who instantly vanished.

      “So, where were you sending the couples?” Laverne asked.

      Ishtar laughed. Not a nice sound, more like fingernails across a blackboard. I am sure that if we weren’t inside a time bubble at the moment, that laugh would have caused car wrecks on the busy street beside us.

      “Ishtar?” Laverne said, her voice sounding more insistent.

      “No damn fun,” the old hooker said, seeming to pout under all the makeup. “I sent them through my portal of love to bed, of course. In that towering palace.”

      The old woman pointed to the MGM Grand.

      I wanted to laugh at the image, but I didn’t. More than likely those couples ended up naked in a bed in some strange room in the MGM Grand. That might be interesting to try to explain, especially if their clothes vanished along the way.

      Patty said, “I’ll get it covered.”

      Then she vanished.

      “You understand, don’t you, Laverne?” Ishtar said. “Life can be very boring and I just had to get out.”

      “This is a very different world now from old Babylonia,” Laverne said. “Or Atlantis before that.”

      “I know, and I find it exciting,” Ishtar said. “Just the new fashions, this thing called makeup. It is wonderful to behold, don’t you agree?”

      A moment later Stan appeared with a stately man. He was tall with powerful shoulders and a full head of gray hair. He was dressed in a long, white robe and wore sandals. He carried a long staff that he seemed to use for balance.

      “Laverne,” the man said, his voice deep and powerful. He bowed slightly to Lady Luck.

      “Gil,” Laverne said, bowing slightly in return.

      The man named Gil turned to look at Ishtar, then shook his head and made a motion with one hand toward her.

      Ishtar instantly changed from looking like an old hooker to a beautiful, but aging woman with clear skin and bright silver hair and perfect white teeth. She also wore a white flowing robe and sandals.

      I was surprised at the change in her, from a low-level hooker to looking like a goddess in an instant.

      “What a spoilsport,” Ishtar said, looking down at how she was now dressed.

      At that moment Patty appeared. “No one was transported into the hotel.”

      Laverne glanced back at Patty, suddenly worried.

      She then turned back to Ishtar. “Is the portal you used still open?”

      It is,” Ishtar said, laughing, this time in a way that actually conveyed amusement. She pointed at a place in the sidewalk just beyond where she stood. “My special portal of love, as I like to call it.”

      “How many couples did you send through the portal, dear?” the man named Gil asked, clearly used to being patient with Ishtar.

      I was starting to get the idea that Ishtar wasn’t well. Laverne and Gil both treated her with respect, but also almost as a child.

      “Six wonderful couples,” Ishtar said. “They were not happy with each other, so I sent them to their beds of love in the magnificent tower.”

      Again she pointed to the MGM Grand.

      Patty shook her head as Laverne again glanced at her.

      Now, for the first time, my warning sense was starting to activate.

      And activate big time.

      Those couples were in trouble.
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      Gil waved his hand at Ishtar, and she froze.

      Then he turned to face Laverne and the rest of us. “In her state, there is no telling exactly where those couples ended up.”

      Laverne nodded. “Are her powers fading with her memory?”

      “They are,” Gil said. “And becoming erratic. It’s tragic to watch, but I do my best to keep track of her. I’m sorry about this.”

      “We know you do your best for your love,” Laverne said, her voice clearly sad.

      Until this moment, it had never occurred to me that a god could get dementia. How horrible for anyone, human or god. Losing my mind was one of the things that scared me more than I wanted to ever admit.

      I made myself take a deep breath of the hot air and glance at Patty, then back at Laverne and Gil, who were standing silently looking at each other.

      “Any way to trace where that portal goes from this side?” I asked, breaking into their lost thoughts.

      Both Laverne and Gil shook their heads.

      “Those couples are lost somewhere,” Laverne said. “There’s just no telling where.”

      I glanced at Patty and smiled, giving her a one-eyebrow raise.

      She laughed. “I was afraid you were thinking that.”

      I turned to Laverne and Gil and Stan. “I think you need to release Ishtar and let her send me and Patty through the portal as well.”

      “There is no telling,” Gil said, looking very worried, “with her decreased abilities, where or when you might end up.”

      “When?” Patty asked, the worry clear in her voice.

      Laverne nodded. “Ishtar had the ability to send lovers through time.”

      “We can’t let those six couples be on their own,” I said, forcing myself to not think about the real consequences of walking through a portal made by a woman not completely in control of her powers. “Especially if they are in the past. Remember the last time we left people from this time remain in the past? We need to return them to here and now. And the only way to find those couples is to follow them.”

      “I agree,” Patty said.

      Gil just shook his head in amusement. “Now I see how these two young superheroes got their reputation.”

      “I pretty much hate this idea,” Stan said. “But darned if I can think of another one.”

      Laverne nodded and turned to Gil. “Release Ishtar and let’s do this.”

      Gil nodded and waved his hand, and Ishtar smiled as if nothing had happened.

      “We would like to go through your portal of love,” I said, taking Patty’s hand and stepping down the sidewalk toward her.

      “Oh, wonderful,” Ishtar said, her smile beaming. The portal is still open. Just walk this way.”

      She indicated we should walk past her.

      As we walked in front of her, she reached out and touched me slightly, giving me a wonderful smile.

      Then a step later, the heat and the Las Vegas Boulevard vanished.

      And so did my clothes.
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