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        Card Sharp usually referred to a gambler who played on riverboats or traveled from mining town to mining town.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Author’s Note:

      

      

      

      The characters in this book are fictional and any similarity to any person, alive or dead, is purely accidental. This is a work of fiction.
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        October 14th, 1906

        Outside of Las Vegas, Nevada

      

      

      Annie “Silver” Stevens held the leather strap as tightly as she could and braced herself with her foot against the other wooden seat as the Concord stage bumped hard over another dry stream wash, pounding her bladder like a fist. The thin padding on the hard surface made no difference. She would be bruised in dozens of places on the backs of her legs by the time she reached Cave Creek.

      She stood five-foot on a good day and had long brown hair held in place by a wide and distinctive silver barrette that she seldom took off. Men said her wide brown eyes could disarm a bandit at fifty paces.

      She knew that and used those eyes to take men’s money at the card tables, fair and square. Not her fault they thought of her as a weak, helpless woman, in over her pretty little head. Their money spent the same no matter what they thought.

      And one fine night, back when she had started playing cards, a dozen years before, a drunk cowboy in some dusty cow town had accused her of cheating and had come at her over the table. She had used the silver pin she used to hold her mother’s silver barrette in place to take out his right eye. She had no idea if he eventually died. She had left town not really caring, his money tucked safely in a belt around her middle where the money would not be found.

      From that day forward the word of what she had done had gotten ahead of her and no one had bothered “Silver” Stevens again.

      The stagecoach bounced hard again and she swore to herself as she barely managed to not soil her dress. She had no idea whatsoever why she had thought she could take a stage instead of just riding to Cave Creek on a horse.

      She had gotten off the train at the Las Vegas station. She had been coming in from Goldfield, Nevada, and it just seemed like a good idea to take the stage the last distance. She had a room waiting for her at the Golden Dream Hotel in the mining town of Cave Creek, supposedly one of the nicest new hotels in all the West, and she had so wanted to make an entrance into town.

      Not likely now. She was going to be lucky if no one saw her covered in dust and looking like a red-light district madam.

      The warm afternoon in the desert made the inside of the coach seem like a steam locomotive’s boiler with the coach’s leather curtains pulled down, yet with the curtains up, the dust from the four horses swirled around inside the coach like a bad storm. She was already completely covered in gray dust as it was, her once sky-blue traveling dress now looked faded and streaked.

      And if the coach didn’t stop soon, the dress would be stained and ruined because her bladder would not hold. Thankfully, she was the only one on board inside the stage. Up top on the Concord stage, there was a short, silver-haired driver and a guard with a bad scar on his face. She had no idea what he was guarding, but she was glad they were both there anyway.

      And glad no one was inside the coach with her to listen to her swearing every time the stupid contraption hit a streambed.

      She had, however, made sure the pistol strapped to the outside of her right leg under her wide skirt was loaded before she boarded just in case someone did try to take advantage of her being alone.

      It was also lucky that she had spent many days on board sailing ships in all her travels. The rocking motion of the stage would make anyone without sea legs sick almost instantly. She had been fine, but the heat and the dust were another matter.

      After a couple more hard bumps, the coach slowed and stopped and the driver said, “Rest break, ma’am.”

      “Thank the heavens,” she said as she pushed open the door on the guard’s side and climbed down before either man could climb off their seat and help her.

      Her legs felt like they were struggling to hold her, and her back had knots in it. Her right hand ached from the tight grip on the leather strap. She swore that if she managed to get to Cave Creek in this thing, it would be the last time she ever rode in a coach.

      Ever.

      She took a deep breath of the hot, clear desert air, then brushed what dust she could from her brown hair, taking out her barrette and fastening it in place again.

      Around her the rock and sage stretched as far as the eye could see up into shallow ridgelines on both sides of the road. The sky was a misty shade of blue and heat waves shimmered in the distance. They were clearly in a shallow valley that seemed to be very wide, and narrowed some ahead of them as it got closer to the mountains. She had no doubt that in the summer this valley must be impossible with the heat. It was the middle of October and it was still hot out here.

      Cave Creek better be worth her time, have some easy pickings and some miners drunk with money as she had heard.

      And on top of that, it better distract her. Right now she really, really needed some distraction and time to forget.

      A dry streambed ran down the valley beside the road and just behind where the coach had stopped was a stand of brush and scrub pine trees. There was no sign of buildings or anything else.

      “How close are we to Cave Creek?” she asked.

      “Just up the road a ways,” the driver said.

      “Privacy right down that trail there,” the guard said. “Mind the snakes.”

      She nodded and brushing the dust from her dress, she started off down the road toward the stand of twisted desert pine. She didn’t care about snakes. Didn’t want to step on one, but her high leather boots under her dress would protect her from most bites.

      She got into the pine and brush and behind a few trees where the driver and guard could not see her and did her business. Then, as she brushed off more dust, got her dress and herself arranged and steeled for the last part of the torture of traveling the last distance to Cave Creek, a flash of bright and rich green caught her eye.

      “What in the world?” she said, her words swallowed by the expanse of desert and the trees around her.

      There, directly on the other side of the stand of trees, not ten feet from her, was a green so rich, so bright, she didn’t think it possible. And it seemed to run right into a pure white sand of some sort.

      She had seen sand of that type on a beach in southern France, and green like that in southern Florida many years before.

      But never together.

      And not in the middle of a Nevada desert.

      She stepped toward it, moving around some brush carefully as to not tear her skirt. Other stage passengers over time must have clearly seen this before if this was a regular stage stop. But in her reading in papers and such about Cave Creek and its short lifespan as a mining town, not one mention of something like this on the way to the town had been made.

      She took a few steps up to the edge of the green. It looked like a small, arched door just big enough for someone to ride a horse through. The green on the other side was so perfectly smooth, perfectly bright green, like it was all a page right out of a picture book.

      She stepped forward through the arch and onto the softness of the green grass. It felt like a thick carpet in a fine home back east. She knelt and ran her hand over the softness and coolness of the green.

      How was this possible?

      “Lady, are you all right?”

      She stood and spun around, expecting to see the guard coming through the stand of trees, but behind her now was nothing more than more green.

      A lot more green.

      And some amazing structures on the hills around the green.

      The man was about as tall as the driver, but he had on strange pants, a bright green shirt, and was carrying a stick.

      There was no sign of the desert, the road, the stagecoach.

      Anything.

      In all of Annie’s twenty-eight years, she had never felt this confused or out of control. And she hated to be out of control.

      Hated it.

      “Lady? Can I help you with something?”

      “Where am I at?” she managed to ask.

      “The seventeenth hole,” he said. “Follow that path to the clubhouse.” He pointed to a wide, gray path to her right.

      She knew what a golf course was, had even walked near the old course in Scotland because no woman was actually allowed on it. And she knew what a seventeenth hole meant, but not why he had sent her to something called a “clubhouse.”

      She nodded her thanks and moved to the hard, smooth path he had indicated, and after looking around for any sign of the trees and the road and the stagecoach, she followed his directions, doing her best to catch her breath and understand what she was seeing.

      What the hell had happened to the stagecoach?

      And the desert?

      Not one bit of anything she saw made sense.

      Not one bit.

      She just hoped she hadn’t died suddenly while doing her business there in the trees. She had hoped she would go out a legend, shot by a card cheat or something. Falling over dead with her drawers down would not be an appropriate ending to one of the best card sharps working the West.

      And she hoped like all hell that a golf course was not heaven. What a stupid game.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        October 14th, 2021

        Cave Creek, Nevada

      

      

      Sheriff Blue West sat with his brown snakeskin cowboy boots up on his rough-looking desk in his office, his eyes closed, listening to a podcast on the history of Virginia City in the gold rush years and after.

      His office was designed more for the tourists than for his use. The steel-barred cells to one side, a bunch of fake keys on hooks on one wall. Wooden shutters could be closed over the windows like a gunfight might break out at any moment, or an angry crowd might storm the jail.

      Never happened, but the tourists liked the details.

      The floor had been left rough wood planks, and his computer was kept out of sight on a tray that could be raised up to get into position when no tourists were around. Basically, his office was a replica of the original sheriff’s office, only actually larger.

      However, the city had spent no expense on one detail. The locked case of rifles and shotguns on the wall across from the front door were accurate to the early 1900s when Cave Creek was booming. He had his own gun and rifle, things he knew how to shoot, but never bothered with carrying.

      He had a doctorate in Nevada History from UNLV and that pretty much had gotten him a chance to teach, something he just wasn’t that interested in doing just yet.

      Maybe someday.

      He kept saying that to himself.

      Maybe someday.

      After he had finished his thesis, he had managed to get a job as the almost-decorative Sheriff of Cave Creek, Nevada. He had been here now five years and loved it, actually. The job gave him more than enough time to go after his passion of history. And the old mining town of Cave Creek had its share of history, of that there was no doubt.

      History and flat strangeness.

      Cave Creek sat solidly in Clark County, and the Las Vegas Metro Police Department and County Sheriff had actual jurisdiction over policing all of Clark County. But the fine homeowners and shop owners of Cave Creek had always had a sheriff because Cave Creek, from its inception, had had a sheriff.

      Tradition.

      So back about thirty years ago they had come to a compromise with Metro and were allowed to keep their sheriff’s position. Blue wagered a normal city dogcatcher had more power than he did in his decorative position.

      So with his doctorate in history, and his knowledge of their fine town and all its strangeness, he had taken the job when the last sheriff retired, more than likely from boredom.

      Six weeks of very basic law enforcement training, just in case his job ever got real, and he was set to do research, study, and pretty much do nothing but smile and tip his hat at tourists, and answer an occasional historical question, something that he really loved about the job.

      He had to admit, it was kind of fun to wear the cowboy boots, cowboy hat, the old-style jeans, the sheriff’s plain tan shirt, and the star on his chest. That was his job’s costume, better than a three-piece suit and tie like many men had to wear to work.

      He actually had also been issued an official gun with holster and everything, but had over the years left it locked up in his office, preferring to carry mace spray, or wait for a nearby Metro to arrive. He had to take the gun out once a year for practice and to pass a test. He just wasn’t a gun kind of guy.

      Until this job, he had never worn anything like the cowboy sheriff’s outfit, instead enjoying jeans, T-shirts, and running shoes like he changed into every night when he got home. But the cowboy sheriff’s outfit helped the tourists, so he had gotten used to it.

      So far, in almost five years, he had never had to call Metro for anything, thankfully. A lot of strange stuff happened in this town, granted. But nothing a real patrol would be able to make sense of any more than he could half the time.

      Blue was pretty convinced he had also gotten the job because of his looks. He had long brown hair that flowed out from under his cowboy hat, stood six feet, and had spent his early college days playing quarterback. He still kept in shape by running the paths of the country club every morning and lifting weights on the deck of his house overlooking the third hole of Cave Creek Country Club.

      His square jaw and deep blue eyes hadn’t hurt either.

      Just as the podcast ended, his phone rang.

      “Blue, this is Candy down at the course.” She sounded slightly upset.

      He and Candy had dated for a time, decided to remain friends after a month or so. She was the head professional at the Cave Creek Country Club and loved to party, a lot more than he did. He was more the “have a drink occasionally and read a book” type. She had flat worn him out in a month and damn near killed him in two.

      “Candy,” he said, sitting up and grabbing what was left of his iced tea.

      “Got a strange one here,” Candy said.

      “It’s Cave Creek,” Blue said. “When is anything normal around here?”

      “This is really whacked out,” Candy said. “Got a woman who said she was on a stage and somehow got lost. She’s dressed like she just came out of a historical play and is covered in dust.”

      Blue stood, his heart racing. Something actually interesting. What fun.

      “Did you ask her name?”

      “Hang on,” Candy said. She turned and Blue could hear Candy ask someone their name.

      “Annie Stevens,” Candy said.

      Blue actually felt his legs go weak. Annie “Silver” Stevens was one of the most famous of all missing persons in Cave Creek history. She had wandered away from a stage she was riding in for a moment of privacy and was never seen again.

      The driver and the guard on the stage had spent hours looking for her in the open desert, then went into Cave Creek to get help and half the town searched the entire area for days, not finding any sign of her.

      She had simply vanished. Or that was the driver’s and guard’s story at least and they stuck to it over the years and both went to their graves swearing they had not touched her.

      And he knew that the location she had vanished from was where the Country Club now sat.

      Someone was playing a joke on him and the town. But enough strange stuff happened regularly in Cave Creek, he was willing to go along with the joke for the moment. He didn’t have much else to do.

      “Should I call Metro?” Candy asked.

      “No, no, no,” Blue said. “I know who she is pretending to be. I will be right there. Is she really that dirty?”

      “Wearing a long blue dress that looks like she rolled in the desert in it.”

      “Damn,” Blue said. “Would you help her get cleaned up a little and maybe find a few clothes she might fit into without pushing her? I will pay for the clothes. Just don’t let her leave.”

      “Okay,” Candy said. “Your money. She seems pretty rough.”

      With that Candy hung up and Blue headed for the door as fast as he could. For the first time he might actually use his siren in his city-issued Cadillac SUV.

      Was it even possible that Annie “Silver” Stevens was actually here? Nope, not possible, but something told him that once again Cave Creek was living up to its reputation of a very strange place. So who knew who this woman really was.

      And why she was calling herself by the same name as a woman who vanished over a hundred years before.

      Blue shook his head as he locked up his office and put the “Back Shortly” sign on the door. After five years living in Cave Creek and reading about all the strange things that happened in this town and in this valley, and spending more hours than he wanted to admit doing research, he was open to just about anything.

      And finding out what had happened to Annie “Silver” Stevens was just too much crazy to ask for after one hundred and fifteen years.

      Then he remembered the date she had disappeared and swore again. She had vanished on October fourteenth.

      Today was October fourteenth.

      He used the siren as he headed down the valley toward the golf course.
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