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        Time Does Fly…

      

      

      Issue #44 was dated May 2017. And issue #45 was dated January 2021. Now, here in late January 2021, I am working on the February issue and time keeps on marching on. It struck me that even though there was more than three years between those dates, the feeling was those three years just flashed past. Without a doubt, a lot happened in those three years.

      One full year of that was 2020 and we all know how much fun 2020 was. (And still going some here in the early months of 2021 as well, but at least now we have a light at the end of the tunnel, and as I write this it is almost a week since getting my first vaccine.)

      For me and Kris, all of 2018 we call the “Year of the Move.” I started 2018 with every intention of keeping Smith’s Monthly going forward, and if I remember, part of the 2018 plan was to catch up on some of the missed months. But by the end of 2017, Kris was getting sick, and in January 2018 I ended up finding us a place to live here in Las Vegas just blocks from two major hospitals.

      We moved the next month and Kris got better quickly. But she didn’t dare travel, so I spent the rest of the year taking care of WMG Publishing business and getting us out of a massive home on the Oregon Coast that we had settled into over twenty-three years earlier.

      And with the back and forth to Oregon, it took me some time to get settled into Las Vegas and all the changes this new life brought. Including to my writing schedule. Took me two of those years to just finally figure out the writing schedule issue and solve it.

      Also, in that period we moved the major in-person workshops to Las Vegas and that took a lot of time as well. More than I would have expected, actually.

      Besides all that, in the fall of 2017, we decided to bring back Pulphouse: A Fiction Magazine and I was the editor. That’s right, we did that right before the year of the move, which at that point we did not know was going to be needed.

      So, the first eight issues of Pulphouse were during 2018 and 2019. When we finally had that under control, I decided I should bring back up this magazine in the spring of 2020. In fact, at one point I had the next issue dated June 2020, so it would just follow exactly after the May 2017 issue.

      Well, that didn’t happen. 2020.

      But now we are through 2020 and the elections here in the States and the vaccines are going out at a faster and faster rate. There seems to be a light in the distance. A perfect moment to bring back this project I love so much.

      In essence, for the first time in a while, I have a belief in the future.

      For those of you who have been so patient with this crazy project over the years, thank you. I am very proud I got 44 issues done before things got sidetracked, and I am now even prouder to get started again.

      Wow, what a wild and crazy three years.

      
        
        —Dean Wesley Smith

        January 25th, 2021
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      Poker Boy often saves the planet, other humans, sometimes other superheroes, and even dogs.

      But never a cat, at least until now.

      With cats, he needs the help of a superhero of cats, Pahket Jones.

      And as typical of Poker Boy, nothing ever remains simple.

      Even saving a cat.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Mystery Cat

          

          A Poker Boy Story
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      I love lunches in my invisible floating office over the Strip in Las Vegas. You just never knew who was going to show up at noon every day just to enjoy one of Madge’s amazing hamburgers and sit and talk.

      And in Vegas, it seemed the sun was always shining, so the four glass walls of floor-to-ceiling windows of my office often made it seem like we were actually outside, just sitting in a brightly-lit diner booth floating on a small platform.

      I loved my office. Not sure if I ever said that. And it seemed from the different members of the team who stopped by regularly for lunch, everyone did as well, including Lady Luck herself, Laverne, who showed up a couple times a week at least.

      On a normal day, as if there ever was such a thing in the superhero universe, the group for lunch included Stan, the God of Poker and my direct boss. Stan never seemed to wear anything but a tan sweater and tan pants and was maybe the blandest and calmest man alive.

      Ben, the oldest and smartest of the superheroes, usually showed up as well. He was the only god I had ever met who looked like an old guy, actually an old librarian. The rest of us had just basically stopped aging at thirty. No idea how old Ben actually was, but he was part of the major group that went all the way back more thousands of years than I want to think about.

      Patty and I also never seemed to miss a lunch. Patty Ledgerwood, aka Front Desk Girl, was my partner in all things superhero and love and sharing. She was also my best friend and the person who kept me calm and anchored, especially in times when the team had to save the world. We had been a couple for years now and I still had no idea why such a beautiful and powerful woman stayed with me.

      Today she was in her MGM Grand uniform and was on her lunch break, her long brown hair pulled back and off her face. It was about ten minutes before noon and she and I were just standing near one wall of my office, talking and watching the cars and tourists below on the Strip. Madge hadn’t appeared yet from her diner down off Fremont to see who was around.

      There was a doorway from my floating office to a side passage in Madge’s diner that allowed those who couldn’t teleport to get to my office. And Madge used the door to bring us all food every day.

      Suddenly, as we stood there, my warning sense went off that something was wrong. That sense (along with teleporting, slipping between moments of time, and asking stupid questions) was one of my main superpowers.

      I glanced around. Nothing in the office, so had to be below.

      “Spidey sense just went off,” I said to Patty as I turned to study the city below us.

      Patty did the same.

      For what seemed like an eternity, but had to have been only thirty or so seconds, we studied all the people, cars, and buildings below us. I couldn’t see a thing wrong, which is saying something for the Las Vegas Strip. Not even the standard staggering overweight man wearing a bright Hawaiian shirt, shorts, tall white socks, black dress shoes, and carrying a four-foot-high drink.

      Nothing.

      Finally Patty pointed and said, “There!”

      I saw nothing.

      “Beside the second palm from the intersection in the middle of the street on the median.”

      I found the second palm, but still couldn’t see what she thought was wrong until a colored orange, brown, and black area near the base of the palm moved and started to dash into the street, right in front of a lot of traffic.

      It was a cat with only seconds to live.

      “No!” Patty shouted.

      I instantly put both of us out of time, stopping the mad dash of the cat and the traffic that was about to end the cat’s life.

      Then I jumped to the cat in the street. Being in front of frozen cars barreling down on me was not fun. If my stepping between moments of time power slipped, I would end up as a hood ornament.

      It was creepy being in the middle of that kind of traffic and there was no sound. None.

      And since I hadn’t been outside for days, I hadn’t realized just how hot it was, especially on that pavement. No wonder the cat was making a run for it.

      I grabbed the cat out of mid-stride, tucked it under my arm, and jumped back to the coolness of my office.

      “Thank you,” Patty said.

      Patty wanted to take the cat from me but I shook my head. No way she wanted to be holding a terrified cat when I released us all back into time. And I didn’t either, so I sat the cat on the ground, aimed away from the closest glass wall, and released Patty and I back into normal time.

      The cat made it almost instantly about halfway across my office before it realized something had changed and stopped, frozen and scared to death.

      Then it ran under the booth to hide in the dark right where we were planning to have lunch.

      Patty laughed and hugged me. “My hero,” she said.

      “So now we not only save the world, we save cats and dogs.”

      “We’re going to need some help with this one,” Patty said, looking under the booth and talking softly. Then she looked back at me. “Might want to get that superhero of cats you helped a few months back.”

      “I’ll see if she wants to join us for lunch. Be right back.”

      And with that I jumped to see if I could find Pakhet Jones.
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      It took me two stops before I found Pakhet Jones. My first stop was to knock on the door at Marble Grant and Sims in the Ogden Condominiums in the downtown area. The only time I had met Pak was there when I helped her rescue a cat from an impossible situation.

      Marble, a ghost agent that I could see, appeared in the hallway beside me, looking as stunning as ever in a silk blouse, jeans, and running shoes. She and her partner and love, Sims, would spend their days looking for people to help by crawling inside people’s minds.

      If I had to wake up every day thinking I would do nothing but be inside other people’s minds, I would never get out of bed. But it seems that Marble and Sims and other ghost agents flat loved it. And they helped a lot of people with that power, that was for sure.

      Marble told me that Pak had a condo two floors up from hers. And if she wasn’t there, try Cabana #7 at the Mandalay Casino pool. It seemed that Pak basically owned that cabana and used it like an office most every day. And that Marble and Sims really enjoyed joining her there at times.

      I jumped to outside of Pak’s condo and knocked and a moment later the most amazingly beautiful woman answered the door. She saw me and beamed.

      “Poker Boy. What a wonderful surprise. Come on in.”

      With that she turned and led the way back into her white and gold condo with a fantastic view of the entire city of Las Vegas.

      Pak was a striking woman in any circumstance, standing over six feet tall and very thin. Her skin was a rich golden color and she was completely bald, with her face and head also a beautiful golden shade.

      She had on a black bikini that left little to any imagination and was covered only by a sheer white cover-up that hung open and made the entire look breathtaking.

      I know it took my breath away, because it was a ways into her condo before I could say anything.

      The black-and-white cat that I had helped her rescue was stretched out in the sun in her living room area and didn’t even bother to look up at me.

      “I could use your help with a cat,” I said.

      I told her what had happened and where the cat was a few minutes ago when I left.

      “On the Strip?” Pak asked. “There are no homes anywhere near there.”

      “Some condos a ways south is all,” I said.

      “So a cat with a mystery,” she said, nodding. “Let me slip some clothes over this. I was just about to head to my cabana office.”

      She vanished through a door as I turned to stare out over the city. Again the cat that I had helped rescue from nearly dying didn’t even bother to open an eye and look at me. It even ignored my growling stomach that right now wanted nothing more than a good hamburger and fries and vanilla shake for lunch.

      Less than a minute later, Pak came back out wearing a light tan blouse and jeans and running shoes, nearly the same outfit that Marble Grant had been wearing.

      “I’ll jump us,” I said.

      And a moment later we were in my office floating over the Strip.

      Patty was sitting on the floor in front of the booth clearly trying to comfort the cat. Stan and Ben both stood off to one side looking amused at the entire situation.

      I introduced Pak to Patty, then turned to introduce Stan and Ben.

      But Pak said, “Ben! Stan! Wonderful to see you both.”

      Then she hugged them.

      I just shook my head. Amazing sometimes how small the god and superhero world was. I would have to ask them later how they knew each other.

      Then Pak seemed to realize where she was at and just sort of stopped and looked around, her mouth open.

      I smiled. My office tended to do that to people.

      Finally she shook her head and looked at the booth. “Is that out of Madge’s place down off of Fremont?”

      “A replica,” I said.

      “Might as well be in my place,” Madge said, appearing from the invisible door on the other side of the booth. “Good seeing you young woman. You want your normal when this is all finished?”

      “I would love that,” Pak said, smiling. “Thanks.”

      Then Pak got down on her hands and knees where Patty had been sitting and looked in under the table.

      “So who do we have here?” she said aloud to the cat hunched fearfully as far back in the booth as it could get.

      Pak nodded. Then glanced back at me. “His name is Table Stakes, but his human companion just called him Stakes.”

      That shocked me. That was a poker term, which meant his owner, or companion as cats like to think of the humans they live with, must be a poker player.

      “I understand you had an adventure outside,” Pak said to the cat. “What were you doing there?”

      I knew that Pak could hear the thoughts of cats, but that left the rest of us to try to figure out a one-sided conversation, like she was talking on the phone and we couldn’t hear the person on the other end.

      Pak nodded after a moment and sat back, turning to look up at the rest of us standing around the room. The look on her face was of anger and worry.

      “Stake’s companion was drugged and taken by two men from their home. Stake tried to scratch and attack one of the men and was tossed in the trunk of a car with his companion. Stake got out by crawling through the back seat and out a slightly open back window. That was just before you rescued him.”

      All I could do was stand there and stare.

      “Stake believes his companion might be hurt.”

      At that moment the cat named Stakes, a beautiful and small calico, came out from under the booth and crawled into Pak’s lap.

      Pak nodded. “We’ll do what we can.”

      Clearly talking to the cat.
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      I had no idea what to do next. Not one clue. We had a cat who had no idea where he lived, no idea of what color or make a car was, and no way to identify two men who might have hurt a poker player for who knew what reason.

      The silence in my office didn’t feel normal, that was for sure. Everyone was trying to puzzle this one out.

      Finally Pak said to the cat, “How far from where Poker Boy rescued you were you when you escaped the car?”

      Pak nodded, then looked up. “Stakes escaped right at the spot you rescued him, but the car he escaped from was going the other way than the ones threatening him.”

      I nodded. “So the car was going southbound, which means more than likely he came out a back window on the driver’s side.”

      Pak stood and handed Stakes to Patty, who cuddled him and nodded, clearly using her calming powers on the cat to keep it relaxed.

      “I got a detective friend,” Pak said, “who can get access to cameras that might have seen it. He owes me.”

      “Superhero?” I asked.

      “No,” she said, pulling out her phone and hitting a listing. “Just a really nice guy, good cop, nearing retirement.”

      After a moment she said, “Detective Halligan. It is Pakhet Jones.”

      She nodded and again we were listening to a one-sided conversation she was having.

      “I have a cat problem and I need your help. Are there traffic cams along the Strip?”

      She nodded. “Every foot of it? Good, I was hoping for that.”

      I quickly gave her the address that was right near where the cat escaped.

      “A car, going southbound on the Strip, had a cat escape out the back driver’s window.” She gave him the address, then added, “We really need to find the owner of that car.”

      “Don’t ask,” she said after a moment. “Can you just get me the owner of that car’s name and address? I’ll owe you.”

      After a moment she said, “Thanks.”

      She looked around. “Figured it was better at this point to not bring in the possible hurt person until we knew for sure.”

      I nodded. “Tough to explain.”

      “It won’t take him long,” she said, moving over to pet Stakes as Patty held him. Clearly the cat was in heaven at the moment, his paws going in and out.

      Less than one minute later her phone played the theme from Hawaii Five-O and she answered it.

      “Any luck, Detective?”

      She nodded. “Benson Little.” And then she repeated the address as if she was writing it down so we all heard it. And then the make of the car. A blue, four-door Buick sedan. Three years old.

      But I didn’t need all of that. I knew Benson Little from one too many times playing at a poker table with him. The guy was an easy mark, had more tells than a billboard, and just wasn’t fun to be around.

      And he always had a faint odor of mold and rot on his clothes.

      Stan was also shaking his head at the name. He clearly knew Benson as well.

      Pak thanked the detective and hung up.

      “How bad is this guy, really?” I asked Stan.

      “Dangerous,” was all that Stan said.

      I turned to Patty. “Would you and Ben stay with Stakes?”

      Patty nodded.

      “Stan, you want to take us to his house out of time?”

      Stan nodded and a moment later Stan and I and Pak were standing in the heat of the afternoon in front of the address the detective had given her. It was a single-story run-down home that had seen its last good days in the ’80s and been ignored ever since. Pealing paint, nothing but weeds and rocks in the yard. And a closed garage door.

      “Inside the garage,” I said to Stan and he jumped us there.

      Frozen in place were Benson Little and another minor-level poker player who lost more than he won and I had never bothered to remember his name.

      They were in the process of lifting professional poker player Jonathan Richard out of the trunk of the car.

      Jonathan was a great guy, liked by everyone, and deadly in live high-stakes games. His wife had died a few years ago, and I remember half of the Las Vegas poker community showed up for the funeral.

      “Damn it!” Stan said.

      “Let’s find some wire and whatever to tie these two idiots up,” I said.

      Pak and I went to what looked like a long unused workbench and found enough zip ties and twine to make sure both men wouldn’t move or get away.

      The three of us took Jonathan and moved him to a spot on the garage floor, then tied up the other two and put nasty-smelling, oil-covered rags over their eyes and left them sitting on the ground against the dirty car.

      “Okay,” I said. “Drop us back into time.”

      Stan released us back into regular time and the sounds of the neighborhood smashed in.

      Then Stan and Pak both worked to see if Jonathan was alive.

      Thankfully, he was.

      “I’ll get an ambulance here,” Pak said. “After I call Detective Halligan.”

      “What the hell is going on?” Benson shouted, struggling to get free, but doing nothing but tightening the twine around his wrists and legs. His partner just sat there shaking.

      Stan, as calm as any god could be, stood and moved over to Benson, then without even a hesitation or even saying a word, tipped him over and kicked him squarely in the groin.

      The sound Benson made was not a sound I ever wanted to hear again. But I laughed and so did Pak. Stan just nodded, calm and collected as you would expect from the God of Poker.
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      Thankfully Jonathan awoke just before Detective Halligan got there, so he could explain what Benson and his partner had done and why. Seems they had heard he had a bunch of cash in a safe in his house and they wanted it. They forced him to open the safe and then knocked him out with some sort of drug.

      The cash was in a bag with other personal stuff from Jonathan’s home on the kitchen table. Jonathan was pretty sure they were going to kill him. Benson had laughed that Jonathan would be just fine in the backyard with the others. So it seemed the police had some digging to do back in the weeds.

      Jonathan, right before the ambulance hauled him away, asked me how we had found him. Detective Halligan seemed real interested in that answer as well.

      I pointed to Pak. “They tossed Stakes into the trunk with you and he got out and I rescued him and Pak there knew to call Detective Halligan and how to track what needed to be tracked. She is amazing with cats.”

      “Stakes all right?” Jonathan asked, looking suddenly worried.

      “He’s in great hands,” I said, not lying in the slightest.

      So by the time we got back to my office for lunch, it was well after two.

      Patty and Ben were sitting in the booth, clearly finished eating, and Stakes was on Patty’s lap munching on a fry.

      Pak looked at Stake and said, “Your companion is going to be all right. He should be home in a few days. You can stay with me until then.”

      She nodded and then turned as Madge came in to take our lunch orders.

      “What did Stakes say?” I asked.

      Pak just laughed as Stakes kept working on the fry.

      “He said, ‘Good.’”

      “That was all he said?” I asked. “I saved his life and we saved his companion’s life and all he says is ‘Good.’”

      “Cats are creatures of few words,” Pak said, smiling as she slid into the booth beside Ben.

      Patty touched my leg and smiled, “Don’t take it personally, just because you aren’t.”

      Ben and Stan both laughed.

      I honestly had no idea how to take that.
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      This story resulted from an invitation from Writers of the Future to write a story around a wonderful Bob Eggleton cover done for Volume 35. One of my first stories appeared in Writers of the Future Volume #1, so thirty-five years later, having a story in Volume #35 excited me.

      Plus, I love Bob’s art.

      So, I wrote this story of a superhero detective from my Poker Boy universe, Sky Tate.

      I really love Sky Tate. Expect more stories about her regularly in these pages in coming months.
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      Finding clients just never seems to be an issue for me. Not sure if that stems from the vast number of total idiots in the world or my ability to attract those infected by idiocy. Not saying all of my clients are idiots. Most aren’t, but most seem to be dealing with stupidity of one sort or another.

      In fact, lately, my clients have been wonderful women, attractive women, single women. That has been great fun for me, since I tend to lean toward women far more than men with my sexual life. Luckily, as a detective, there are no written rules about affairs with clients.

      Truth of the matter, I was most definitely leaning toward Jean, my new client.

      Her full and real name was Jeanette King. No middle name, no initial, nothing. Just Jeannette King. She went by Jean. And first time I saw her walk into Rocky’s Bar in the strip mall off Flamingo, I almost melted from the heat, even though the Vegas weather was nice at eighty and Rocky’s air-conditioning was working just fine.

      Jean had a full head of bright red hair that flared out from her head like a nova and ran down over her shoulders like a lava flow. (So sue me, I get a little descriptive when it comes to Jean, but wow, just wow.)

      She had the standard green eyes that went with bright red natural hair and the fair skin covered with a sea of light tan freckles. The freckles went down her neck and vanished under her white silk blouse. My first thought was to want desperately to follow those freckles like a bloodhound following a scent, sniffing and licking all the way.

      Jean did that to me right from the start.

      I got all that detail through the wave of lust sweeping over me, and she hadn’t even started across the small bar yet. Being a superhero detective and super observant at everything had its advantages and disadvantages at times.

      Jean had on jeans (go figure), running shoes, and a smile that seemed to light up her red hair even more as she came toward me across the small dance floor off the bar.

      She had been referred to me by a friend at the main police station and I knew instantly I was going to have to send him a bottle of fine whiskey for the referral, no matter what her case turned out to be.

      I had been sitting at the bar, working on a Diet Coke, waiting for her, when she came in. She reached me and my open mouth and staring eyes and stuck out her hand.

      “You must be Sky Tate,” she said.

      “I am,” I said, managing to get my hand into her fine-skinned grip.

      “Oh, you’re a woman,” Jean said.

      Then she blushed.

      I loved the blush. It lit up the trail of her freckles.

      “I noticed that too when I took a shower this morning,” I said.

      She blushed even more.

      The bar got warmer.

      Lots of people thought I was a guy because I had a habit of wearing the standard detective gray trench coat and a gray fedora. The hat tended to hide my longer hair because I kept it tied up and covered when working, and the trench coat covered what assets I did have without any issue at all.

      Plus my face was long and I had what many call a Roman nose. I call it a beak.

      So with all that, being mistaken for a guy with the name Sky Tate wasn’t anything new. And I often used that to my advantage in cases.
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