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      Ever wonder what’s going on just past the corner of your eye?

      

      I certainly do, and that question drives quite a few of my stories. From cracks in reality’s pavement through which strange flowers grow, to doorways that open onto other places and times. From strange cries in the woods that might (or might not) be normal animals and birds, to that mysterious stranger whose eyes seem just a tad off somehow.

      When I look at those things in my mind, I never know what I’ll find, and that’s most of the fun for me. What’s better than taking a road trip through the Land of Imagination, whether through our own stories or someone else’s?

      I’ve taken many of these trips over the past few years, and they never get old. Those of you who plunged into my previous collections may have the idea that I don’t stick to a single genre, style, theme, or anything else, and this collection is no different, save that all the stories are set in this world, with a few gaps where things get strange.

      The five stories in this collection all feature people going about their daily lives. Their normal lives. People who have no idea they’re about to discover something utterly fantastic. Four of these tales feature characters and places from other works of mine, and one is completely new, although I do believe I’ll be spending more time with the people in that one.

      In Pass the Biscuits, we meet one of those colorful denizens of Appalachia who deals with unexpected complications with the attitude of, “Eh, well. These things happen.” These hills and forests are full of unusual critters not found elsewhere, and sometimes they come from far afield.

      Love and War returns to the wonderful world of Luchorpán Limited, and the erstwhile Andrew Fleming. I won’t give any spoilers, but if you’d like to read more of his story, including how he ended up in his current career, be on the lookout for Bad Trouble with Good People, and learn more than you ever wanted to know about what goes on beneath the streets of Atlanta.

      Back in the Appalachian Mountains of far Southwest Virginia, you’ll find that many people live up on the sides of mountains and ridges, with their roads cut into the hillsides. A good, strong rain can weaken said roads, often leading to unexpected trouble, like Someone in the Driveway.

      A Good Title returns to Atlanta, following a young man who turns a scam into an opportunity. Not that he really means to, but that’s how the best opportunities come along, isn’t it?

      Finally, The Coming of the Bear ends the collection with a beginning. Since I first found her in To Catch a Thief, Granny Pearlie has been one of my favorite mental visitors. You may remember her from stories in my other collections, or you may be meeting her for the first time. Either way, she isn’t done passing her shindigs along to me, so be on the lookout for more. I sure am.

      So come sit down a while. Get a cup of your favorite beverage and a plate of your favorite nibbles. Peek into the lives of a few ordinary people finding their way to extraordinary events.

      And enjoy!
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      For everyone who brings them in from the cold.
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      Damn, Jeff’s ears hurt like hell.

      No wonder. Between the wind shrieking its way down Sutherland Hollow, picking up anything smaller than a bobcat and flinging it at the wooden siding of his snug mountain palace, and the marble-sized chunks of ice raining down on the sheet metal roof, a feller couldn’t hardly hear himself think.

      Ozone burned his nose hairs as he watched another jagged bolt of lightning rip across the sky outside the one window he always left unshuttered so he could keep an eye on the weather, lightning with more tails than his granny’s straw broom. The thunder didn’t bother waiting, immediately splitting the night with that tearing-trouser-seat criiiiick-BOOOM! that meant Jeff’d not be stepping outside anytime soon.

      Nope, ol’ Thor was flingin’ his nastygrams from right overhead. Jeff had heard more than one forest giant crashing down somewhere nearby, though whether they were felled by wind or firebolt he wasn’t sure.

      Sutherland holler ran down the side of Big Sandy Ridge, the tallest quartzite backbone in three counties. Only place higher that he knew of nearby was a town way on over yonder, one with a huge caprock that kissed the sky and sucked the lightning down a dozen or more times a year.

      The stomach-rumbling smell of biscuits filled the kitchen, rolling out from the avocado-colored Kenmore. Jeff sent up a request for the power to stay on long enough for ’em to finish baking. He wasn’t a greedy man when it came to asking for favors from on high, but he was a mite on the peckish side after all the storm prep.

      The lights all through house flickered, and the battery backup system gave with a sharp click, letting him know he’d better set out the Coleman gas and candles where he’d be able to lay hands to them without stumbling through a pitch-black room.

      The backup was good for maybe two hours, if he threw most of the circuit breakers behind the false cabinet door beside the fridge. Power stayed out longer than that, and he’d have to fire up the coffin-sized Honda generator outside to keep everything in fridge and freezer from going over.

      Of course he had his trusty LED headband lamp, not to mention a monster of a chest cooler big enough to deal with more than one body if he ever decided to quit teaching at the middle school and go the serial killer route, but one thing he’d learned in his life was that having more than you might need helped make sure you wouldn’t need any at all.

      More machine-gun rat-a-tats from the roof as another spate of hail ricocheted off the enameled steel.

      Jeff checked all the storm shutters again. Found that no nasty haints or gremlins had come along and thrown them open since the last time he’d checked, half an hour ago.

      Twenty years as a field artillery gunner, then another twenty as a middle school history teacher hadn’t exactly left Jeff a scaredy-cat, but this storm was something else. Nothing like the ordinary Appalachian hailstorm, one that dropped stones more like frozen peas than chunks the size of those super-bouncy balls in the goodie machines at the Mexican restaurant down the way.

      Well, he’d done about all he could to make sure the house was good and tight.

      The timer on the oven dinged, and Jeff made his thank-yous to whatever had answered his pleas for hot biscuits. Nothing left to do but split one of the buttery pucks open, drizzle on a little molasses (or maybe a lot), and settle down with some book he’d already read, just in case the lights did decide to go out right when things were getting good.
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      The shifty-eyed cat on the wall said quarter to ten when the overheads finally died. Right when the big gold dragon was taking off for her first prom night flight, too.

      Jeff sighed and laid the green-covered paperback on the coffee table so he could pump and spark his Coleman lantern. He picked up the phone (cordless, but with the base on the battery backup) and rang the power company. At least the phone lines were still good.

      After a chapter or so on hold, a young woman that sounded maybe old enough to drive answered.

      Big storm. Trees down all over the region. Probably twenty-four to thirty-six hours. Ever so sorry. Thank you for being a loyal blah blah blahbitty blah.

      He didn’t cuss the poor girl on the other end of the line. Didn’t slam the phone plumb through the coffee table. Didn’t yell or stomp.

      But he might have muttered a few choice words as he got his boots on and went to crank the generator. Damn cheapskates at Black Diamond Electric should’ve buried all the lines three presidents ago. Too bad the stuffed shirts in charge could pinch a penny until it passed out.

      Plenty glad to jack the consumer rates every year, but improve the service delivery?

      Heavens to Murgatroyd, that simply could not be done, my good man!

      By the time the Honda was chugging along with the fridge and deep freeze plugged in, Jeff had got most of the
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