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      The title story of this collection gives a look back at the history of Las Vegas. As a fan of Vegas and it’s wild and crazy history, that was a lot of fun for me to write.

      And I put in some fun cookies for Poker Boy fans. At least they were fun for me.

      The last story in the collection is another story about one of Lady Luck’s daughters off in a world that explains a lot of the history of the gods and superheroes.

      In fact, most of the stories in this collection give history about a god or a superhero or in one case, a want-to-be superhero.

      Poker Boy’s famous invisible office floating a thousand feet over the Las Vegas Strip plays a large part in most of these stories as well. It would be a really fun place to have lunch, that’s for sure.

      Sometimes, when I look out my writing office window over the Strip, I catch a glimmering of it when the sun is just right.

      Hope you enjoy the stories.

      
        
        Dean Wesley Smith

        Las Vegas, Nevada
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      From my office floating a thousand feet over the MGM Grand Casino and Hotel in Las Vegas, the city and surrounding area seemed painted in light brown. I could almost see the heat shimmering off the concrete and streets below as the record temperatures continued for a third day.

      For a change I was alone in this office that I had designed to look like a booth in a fifties retro diner. All four walls were clear and the red vinyl booth sat in the middle of the room, two fake trees behind it to give it a feel of containment.

      I had put in a wooden railing in front of the glass walls all the way around because it felt like I could fall off the edge of my office floor. Before I put those railings in I couldn’t even walk near the edge. Just too creepy.

      The place was invisible to anyone from below and there were only three ways to get here. You either had to teleport, which I knew how to do, or go through the door from my girlfriend and sidekick Patty Ledgerwood’s apartment. But most of the team entered through the secret door from The Diner off Freemont Street in downtown Vegas.

      This office looked exactly like a booth in The Diner, actually. We used to meet there when dealing with a problem, so when I built this office, it just felt right to make it look like the old booth in The Diner.

      Most everyone on my team except Stan used The Diner entrance. Patty tended to either come with me, or use the door from her apartment.

      At the moment I was waiting for Patty and we were going to head to dinner, but she didn’t get off work at the MGM Grand Hotel front desk for another twenty minutes.

      It felt kind of odd being here alone. Normally at least three or four of the team were with me, talking about one thing or another.

      And Madge, from The Diner, was always coming in and out serving us milkshakes and burgers.

      At times the room had held up to fifteen people, but Madge had had to bring chairs from The Diner for that. The booth only held eight when we crowded in, and three chairs could be pulled up at the head of the table.

      Right now I sat in a chair, my feet up on the wood railing around the room, facing downtown Las Vegas.

      What a view. It just didn’t get any better.

      I felt about as relaxed as I ever could feel as a superhero always chasing down one bad person or another. Usually I only felt this relaxed while playing poker.

      Suddenly one of my faint alarms in the back of my head went off.

      As a poker player, before I had become a superhero, I had learned to trust those alarms. They warned me when I was up against another player who had better cards or who might be cheating or who was getting angry.

      I called the feelings my “super powers” back then. Little did I know that many of them actually were superpowers. All I had done was learn to trust them.

      This time my little voice was telling me someone was watching me.

      But at the same time I knew that wasn’t possible. I was in an invisible office floating a thousand feet over the Las Vegas Strip. No one could see this place.

      As Stan, my boss and the God of Poker, told me one day, the office was slightly out of phase with the real world. A plane trying to land at the nearby McClaren airport could fly through the office and no one would notice.

      I expect that if I saw a plane coming directly at this place I would notice.

      So who could be watching me now?

      And why was my little voice considering that a threat?

      A God of something or other might be able to see the office.

      Or maybe another powerful superhero like me.

      But not many others.

      In fact, no one else that I could think of.

      I stood and stared in the direction of downtown Vegas. The new Rush Tower of the Golden Nugget stood above most of the buildings there, but I still had to look down on it from my height.

      My little voice was telling me that tower was where the problem was coming from.

      And I didn’t like this at all. Not one little bit.
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      “Stan?” I shouted upward as I always did when calling my boss.

      Stan appeared almost instantly beside me, also looking out toward the downtown area.

      He had on his normal gray slacks, gray shirt and sweater and had his brown hair combed perfectly. He was the most nondescript man I had ever known. You could walk right past him in a hallway and never notice him, which was one thing that made him so deadly on a poker table.

      I had yet to sit across from him at a poker table, and honestly had no desire to do so any time in the near future.

      “You feeling it as well?” I asked as he stared at the downtown area.

      “Someone’s watching,” he said. “And they are not blocking the fact that they are watching.”

      “That’s why I could sense it?” I asked.

      He nodded.

      “Can you get a spot on the location?”

      “A suite on the 25th Floor of the Golden Nugget. Corner suite. The person is staring at us?”

      “Suggestions?”

      “I’m going to jump us there and take us out of time,” Stan said.

      I nodded and a moment later we were standing in a large suite on the top floor of the Golden Nugget. The place was decorated in brown tones, with a large brown couch and chairs in an area under a large screen television.

      A made king-sized bed filled another part of the huge room, with a brown comforter and white pillows. A large vanity with a marble surface faced the bed with a desk and another large flat-screened television.

      Someone was in the bathroom to my right, pocket-doors slid closed.

      And standing in front of the window facing in the direction of my floating office over the strip was a teenager, not more than sixteen at the most.

      He was frozen, his hand holding open the drape, as was the newscaster on the television screen, since Stan had taken us out of time.

      Actually, I knew how to do that as well. It was more that he had slipped us between two instants of time, but it had the affect of seeming to stop time for anyone taken out of time.

      The kid was dressed like most normal teenagers with jeans and a blue tee-shirt not tucked in. His hair was cut short and he looked like he played sports because his shoulders were broad and he didn’t have an ounce of fat on him.

      “He’s powerful,” Stan said, nodding at the kid. “I can feel it.”

      Actually, I could as well. “Is this unusual for someone his age?”

      “Very,” Stan said, his voice serious.

      “Can he sense us here?” I asked.

      “He might be able to.”

      “I can hear you as well,” the kid said, turning to look at us.

      His face was angular and his eyes a deep black. And as he turned just about every alarm I had as a superhero went off in my head.

      More than anything I just wanted to jump and run. But Stan stayed put beside me and so I did the same, my best poker face firmly in place.

      “You were looking for us?” Stan asked, his voice as neutral as it always seemed.

      “I was,” the kid said, nodding and moving away from the window. He moved past us and sat on the couch. “Actually, I was looking for more people of my kind. Guess I found a few, huh? That your place out there floating over the Strip?”

      I nodded and said nothing more. At this point, I was glad, more than glad, to let Stan handle this.

      “So who are you?” Stan asked.

      “Jason King,” the kid said. “My mom, Bonnie, is in the bathroom. She doesn’t have any of these powers I have, or at least doesn’t seem to.”

      “Oh, I do, dear,” a voice said as the pocket doors to the bathroom slid back. “I just never let you know about them.”

      I glanced around.

      Stan still held us in a time bubble. The newscaster on the television was still stuck in mid sentence and outside the window I could see a jetliner headed for McClarin just hanging there in mid-air. And there were no sounds coming from the city around us at all.

      Yet two people had broken into the time bubble Stan had set as if it were nothing unusual. I couldn’t do that and I was supposedly one of the most powerful superheroes out there.

      Or maybe no one had taught me how to do that yet.

      “Hi, Stan,” the woman said as she came around the corner in the suite from the bathroom area.

      She was attractive and thin and looked to be about the same age as all the Gods and superheroes, mid-thirties. It seems we all pretty much stopped aging at that point for some reason or another.

      She had long brown hair pulled back off her face and dark brown eyes. She wore a red summer dress and was barefoot. And she was smiling, but I wasn’t sure the smile was reaching her eyes or not.

      “Bonnie?” Stan asked, actually sounding shocked.

      I glanced at my boss. He was the God of Poker. Even when something shocked him, he never showed it. He was the master of poker faces. But right now he was showing surprise just as any normal human would.

      This time the smile actually did reach her eyes. And there was more there. A love, a fondness.

      “It’s great to see you again,” she said, moving over and taking his hands and then reaching up and kissing him on the cheek.

      “But I thought... I thought...” Stan couldn’t seem to finish his sentence.

      “That we were dead,” she asked, still smiling. “We were.”

      “And it wasn’t a lot of fun, either,” Jason said, dropping onto the couch and putting his feet up on the coffee table.

      Stan stared first at Bonnie, then looked at Jason. Then back at Bonnie with a questioning look.

      I was reading Stan’s face. In the years I had worked for him, that had never happened. Not once.

      “Is he...?” Stan asked.

      Bonnie nodded. “Jason,” she said, turning to her son slouched on the couch. “I would like you to meet your biological father, Stan, the God of Poker.”

      “So,” Jason said, nodding, but not acting surprised or shocked. “He’s the guy who killed us.”
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      The silence in the room couldn’t have been cut with a chainsaw.

      I moved silently over and dropped onto a chair near the vanity, doing my best to just pretend I wasn’t here. I had no idea what was happening, what had happened between Bonnie and Stan, and not a clue why Jason scared me to death.

      This all seemed way, way out of my league at the moment. I really, really, really needed someone to spend some time filling me in on the history of all this, including the history of the people I worked with. I had only been a superhero now for a short ten years. I was an open book, but it sure seemed that everyone around me had a lot of history and secrets.

      “I didn’t...” Stan said, shaking his head, clearly upset and clearly surprised at meeting his son.

      “Oh, we know you didn’t,” Bonnie said, smiling at Stan. “Don’t we, Jason?”

      “Yeah, whatever,” he said, shrugging like any teenager.

      Bonnie smiled again, but this time the smile once again didn’t reach her eyes.

      Every alarm in my body went off again.

      I focused all my powers and without saying a word out loud, I shouted the thought, Laverne!

      Watching. Her voice came back strong in my head. And no need to shout.

      Laverne was Lady Luck herself, one of the most powerful Gods there was. I felt a lot better with her watching this. Whatever this was.

      Stan shook his head and then regained his calm poker face. “If you didn’t die, then where have you been for the last sixteen years?”

      “Oh, we did die,” Bonnie said.

      “Buried,” Jason said.

      I almost shuddered at the very idea, but managed to stay still, tucked off on the side in my chair.

      “Buried?” Stan asked. “How can that be? I saw the cabin burn to the ground with you in it. I couldn’t get to you and couldn’t stop the flames.”

      “Did you find a body?” Bonnie asked.

      Stan shook his head. “The magic in those flames took everything down to fine ashes. I killed Crystal for what she did to you.”

      Holy smokes. Stan killed someone?

      Bonnie nodded, clearly sad. “I know you did. And I know what that cost you.”

      Don’t ask, Laverne’s voice said softly in my head before I could even form a thought about asking Stan what had happened later. Don’t ever ask him. Ever.

      Understood.

      “I had crawled under the floorboards of the cabin,” Bonnie said, her voice soft. “I dug down into the mud and soft dirt, but I still died. And our unborn child, Jason, died with me.”

      “But how?” Stan asked. Then clearly, as I watched his face, he seemed to understand something. “Osiris?”

      Bonnie nodded.

      Laverne put in my mind an image of a tall, thin, green-skinned man wearing a white long beard and carrying a black stick. He wore robes that seemed to shimmer in the image. One of the great old ones. The major God of Death and of Life.

      I didn’t know there were great old ones.

      Laverne thankfully said nothing to that stray thought by me.

      Bonnie went on. “Osiris took my remains while the flames were still hot and put me in an ancient wooden coffin in an old cemetery in Boise, Idaho. The previous resident had gone mostly to dust. In there, in that darkness, Osiris slowly let life come back into my body.”

      “I was born in that coffin,” Jason said, clearly disgusted. “We were in that old coffin until I was five living on worms and grubs and dripping water from above.”

      Now I actually did shudder. There were many things about the Gods and superheroes I had come to dislike, but whatever had happened to these two topped anything I had learned so far.

      Stan’s face looked white and he turned away. I had no idea how he was even holding it together. His son had been born six feet underground in a coffin. And had to stay there for five years.

      “It took that long before we regenerated completely,” Bonnie said softly. “But we are now alive. Osiris accepted us into his world and we live in comfort there. Osiris is training Jason.”

      I wanted to ask what he was training him for, but then Laverne thought To replace him as the God of Death.

      Oh.

      Stan looked at his son and then bowed slightly to him. “I did try to save you. I had no idea you survived. I owe Osiris a great debt.”

      Jason just sat on the couch under the window and shrugged like any bored teenage kid would do.

      A moment later a very tall, very green man with a long white beard appeared beside Bonnie. He wore a silk robe that shimmered and radiated power like I had never felt before.

      Suddenly the suite smelled of a beach fire and rose petals.

      Laverne appeared beside him and bowed to him.

      Stan bowed to him and I scrambled to my feet and did the same, stunned that Laverne would bow to anyone. Wow did I have a lot to learn about the Gods and this world I played a very small part in.

      I so wanted to just jump away from this, but instead I backed up as much as I could and tried to make myself as unnoticed as possible.

      Jason just sat on the couch looking bored.

      Osiris faced Stan. “I am sorry I could not tell you about your wife and son. I did not know if I could save them or if they would come through the process sane.”

      “I am very glad you did save them,” Stan said.

      “We cannot return to you,” Bonnie said to Stan, a sadness now in her brown eyes.

      Stan nodded. “I understand.”

      Osiris reached over and took Bonnie’s hand and it was clear they were now a couple of some sort.

      Stan nodded and smiled and after a moment Bonnie also smiled.

      Then something happened that I am sure would give me nightmares for years. Osiris, the God of Death and one of the ancient ones that even Laverne bowed to, turned and faced me directly.

      His eyes were a swirling pool of silver and black and he seemed to have a sly grin hidden in that white beard.

      “Poker Boy,” he said and I swore his voice seemed to echo into all parts of my head. “I have watched you and your team save this world and the gods in it many times. I now ask for your help.”

      I nodded and somehow said with a slight bow, “Anything you desire, sir.”

      “In a few years Jason will require training in the arts of discipline and control of his emotions if he is to someday rule in my place.”

      On the couch Jason just snorted. I did not look away from Osiris.

      “When the time comes, I would like you to teach him those arts through the game you call poker. You are the best poker player in the world. Jason will require the best.”

      I don’t think I was breathing, but I did manage to say, “I would be honored, sir.”

      “Very good,” Osiris said, smiling and showing me a mouthful of rotted and yellowed teeth.

      He turned to Laverne. “It is always an honor.”

      “The honor is mine, Great One,” Laverne said, bowing slightly.

      Osiris then turned to Stan. “I am deeply sorry for your loss.”

      Stan nodded and then glanced at Bonnie with a smile. “It seems that from the ashes has come some good.”

      Bonnie smiled back and the smile reached her eyes. And the relief that Stan understood.

      Stan was letting her go.

      Osiris nodded and bowed slightly to Stan. “You are as great a young god as Bonnie led me to believe.”

      Then Osiris, Bonnie, and Jason were gone.

      My legs gave out and I dropped down onto the chair.

      Laverne stepped over to Stan and put her hand on his shoulder like a parent comforting a small child.

      Then without a word they were both gone and the sounds of the city outside the suite came crashing back in as they let go of the time bubble we had all been inside.

      I was now alone in a plush hotel suite trying to catch my breath. I took two deep, shuddering breaths, working to slow my heart that seemed to want to pound right out of the front of my chest.

      I worked to just clear my mind and relax as I had learned to do at a poker table in times of stress.

      In a moment I felt better.

      I stood, went to the window, and looked out the window at my office floating there in the sky over the MGM Grand. There were still almost thirty minutes before Patty got off work. She’d never believe what had just happened. Or maybe she would.

      And then I realized that I had just agreed to give the adopted son of the God of Death poker lessons.

      Once again I had to sit down and try to catch my breath.

      And that wasn’t easy to do.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Night With A Forgotten God

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter One

        

      

    

    
      You would think that with all my varied superpowers, I would have one that would warn me when a really good night was about to turn into something else. Just a tingling, maybe a little buzz behind one ear, something.

      But nope.

      This Saturday night started off as normal as a Saturday night gets for a superhero working for the gods of gambling.

      I was playing in a great no-limit game in the poker room at Spirit Winds casino. Since I was Poker Boy, and playing poker was what I also did for a living between rescuing people and saving the world, finding a good game with decent players on a Saturday night was about as good as it came.

      The noise from the nearby casino was a study background sound of people excited at the craps table and bells and alarms of slot machines.

      A faint smoke smell drifted in from the casino floor where smoking was still allowed. At times I figured it was almost demanded that a person had to smoke to play a slot machine. Smoking in poker rooms had been banned a decade ago, and for that I will be forever grateful.

      I had just had a snack at the free buffet that they set up in the poker room. The entire five-foot buffet was basically some crackers and cheeses and curled up vegetables of one sort or another. I stuck with the crackers and some cheese and a bottle of water. I figured that would get me to a late dinner.

      The Spirit Winds poker room had fourteen tables and right now there were seven games going, with another table about to start up. The game I was in was the major game in the room, and we were tucked to one side of the big room so that people could stand and watch from the edges of the room.

      Right now we had about ten people watching the play.

      I loved this casino and considered it my home casino even though I spent most of my time in Las Vegas and had an invisible office floating a thousand feet over the MGM Grand Hotel and Casino. This little casino tucked off in the Oregon mountains felt like home.

      I had played here before I met Stan, the God of Poker and my boss, and before I found out I was a superhero. So my roots were here.

      And no one in this casino really knew anything about my alter identity as Poker Boy. They just all called me “Hat” because of the black fedora-like hat I always wore and the black leather coat. No one in Oregon knew that hat and coat was my superhero uniform that helped strengthen my superpowers.

      I loved the area of the Oregon Coast Mountains so much, I was building a huge home about a mile away from here on some land I owned. Actually, Patty Ledgerwood, aka Front Desk Girl, and I were building the home, paying a guy I had helped rescue a year or so ago.

      We weren’t married, but we had been an item now for years and I had a hunch the marriage thing would come at some point. We had talked about it, but since we were both superheroes, we figured taking our time wouldn’t hurt. Especially since we were both basically immortal now. I still looked like I was thirty, as did all gods and superheroes. I was going on fifty in real years.

      Patty wouldn’t tell me her real age, but I had a hunch from some of the things she had said, she was well past one hundred years old. Thankfully, she just looked thirty as well.

      The home we were building was tucked back in the trees on forty acres. When done, it would have a huge indoor pool and game room. It was being built partially out of local logs. It was costing me over two million to build and wouldn’t be done for almost another year, but Patty and I loved to visit it every week or so and see the progress and just sit and stare out over the valley. The view from the new house could take your breath away at sunset and at sunrise.

      Patty had been surprised I had so much money that I could afford a two-million-dollar home, and honestly I was surprised as well. I had just never really counted it up. Since I learned how to teleport, I no longer had to fly anywhere, so about all I spent my winnings on was food.

      And other investments, which, it seemed, often turned out to pretty good investments.

      Patty helped me figure it all out once before we started construction and the total had shocked both of us. Two million for the home wasn’t going to dent how much money I had.

      I had bought into the no-limit game for two hundred and in over two hours I had built that up to over a thousand. And had fun doing it, and it seemed the players around me were enjoying the game as well, which made it even better, even though they were losing.

      It was still just a little before eleven in the evening. Patty worked the front desk at the MGM Grand Hotel in Vegas and I didn’t have to meet her until two in the morning. So I had three more hours of play left before I had to cash out, teleport to Vegas, and go out for a late dinner with the woman of my dreams.

      The noise from the nearby casino floor for a moment seemed to suddenly fade, then came back again strong.

      I glanced around, but no else had noticed and I could see or feel no reason for anything like that to happen.

      And none of my warning senses were going off at all.

      Weird, just weird.

      Then, out of the corner of my eye I caught a glimpse of a guy standing to one side of the room, just watching the game.

      But he wasn’t really there. More like a ghost.

      I could see the wall right through him without a problem.

      My wonderful Saturday night had just taken a turn onto a new road. Which road would depend on what the ghost wanted.
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using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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