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        ONCE AGAIN, STILL SETTING THINGS UP

      

      

      

      Green Valley, the newest novel in the Thunder Mountain series will be in the next volume. I have said that now for three volumes. It adds to and changes the base world of the Thunder Mountain series in some ways. Some fun and exciting ways.

      And it might take two or three more books to make the complete change. Green Valley will just be the first. And it is not a long novel, just an important one.

      Green Valley actually continues The Taft Ranch novel a number of years later, so to get a real sense of Green Valley, it would be better to read The Taft Ranch. So I put it in Issue #54.

      And in the issue before that, #53, I put Thunder Mountain which explains the entire series and sets it up. The Taft Ranch leads into Green Valley and the books beyond it.

      But as I was finishing up Green Valley I realized that I spent a lot of time talking about an event in the future/history of the Thunder Mountain world. The event was the battle with the Dictator. And that was all detailed out in the novel Warm Springs.

      In The Taft Ranch, two characters discover that the world is wiped out in the year 2600, or at least all humans, animals, and some bugs are killed with a burst of electromagnetic energy from space. They called it “The Event.” That was just a plot element and you know at the end of The Taft Ranch those at the Institute are going to try to fix that.

      And at the end of Warm Springs, the battle with the Dictator is over. But that battle plays into a lot of things that happen in Green Valley.

      And that’s where I left off before writing Green Valley. Sort of a major “I’ll get to that.” In both books.

      So I decided that I needed to bring Warm Springs from Issue #17 (that was published in 2015) six years forward in time so it would be easy to read with the other two books.

      Normally I don’t reference back much in Thunder Mountain books, but in Green Valley I needed to, so there is some history, or better put, future history that needed to be set up.

      And thus since it had been so many years since Thunder Mountain and The Taft Ranch and Warm Springs were published, I figured I would be fine bringing them back into the present to set up this new major series of books.

      It has been great fun going back to the Thunder Mountain universe. It had been a year or more since I wrote the last Thunder Mountain short novel. But now I plan on returning to this series numbers of times. Starting with Green Valley (once again) next issue and continuing on until the entire plot thread is resolved.

      Lots to write about, more to explore, more characters to meet.

      So I hope you enjoy Warm Springs. And if you read it once years ago, my suggestion is read it again so it is fresh for Green Valley when it finally appears next month.

      

      
        
        —Dean Wesley Smith

        November, 2021
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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      Stan, the God of Poker sends Poker Boy on a wild goose chase, to find a casino in Northern Nevada. Surprise, Poker Boy finds it.

      And from that, the entire team gets to experience a fun holiday, just perfect for the season.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      I didn’t tend these days to get very far from Las Vegas, except for an occasional trip up to the Oregon coastal mountains where Patty and I were building this incredible and huge house on some land I had owned for a very long time. Tucked on top of a tall hill, the home looked out over the beautiful green pine of the Pacific Coastal Mountain Range.

      We had no idea if we would ever actually live there, but we were having fun building it and visiting it at times.

      While in Vegas, we lived in Patty’s wonderful three-bedroom condo, decorated in soft tones of brown, and wood. Patty Ledgerwood, aka Front Desk Girl, was my girlfriend. I used to call her my sidekick, but it seems that most of the time she was leading and I was her sidekick. I honestly didn’t mind in the slightest, as long as she put up with me.

      Besides, I don’t know for sure, but I think she’s about a thousand years older than me. She won’t say.

      While in Vegas, I spent a lot of time in different poker rooms or in my floating office when I wasn’t helping someone with something.

      I had never heard of the Hidden Box Inn and Casino until Stan, my boss and the God of Poker, mentioned it to me. I was a superhero in the poker world. Didn’t mean I had to memorize every casino name, thank heavens.

      When Stan mentioned the casino name, I was sitting in the fifties-style diner booth that filled the center of my office. The day around the four glass sides of the office, floating invisible a thousand feet above the Vegas strip, was stunningly clear, and since it was December, not that warm outside. Not bad, not hot, just not warm.

      But for those of us who lived in Vegas, it was parka weather. The tourists here for the holidays from normal places were wearing shorts and short-sleeve shirts and flip-flops. That’s how in the winter you could always tell a local from a tourist. Locals wore layers of coats when it got under sixty degrees.

      Vegas itself got festive during this holiday time of the year with decorations everywhere, as if putting up holiday decorations would make the tourists spend more. And I honestly wasn’t sure that wasn’t the case.

      I had just finished my cheeseburger that Madge had made me and was snacking on some of the best-tasting fries ever imagined. Stan sat across the booth from me wearing his normal bland pullover brown sweater and matching brown pants. He could vanish in a crowd better than anyone I had ever known, mostly because no one ever noticed him for any reason.

      I had on what I called my Poker Boy costume. Black leather jacket, black Fedora-like hat, a dress shirt, jeans, and sneakers. Even inside, on this cold winter day, it felt comfortable.

      When I had first started out as a superhero, I thought my powers came through my coat and hat when in a casino. Seems in reality I have the powers wherever I go, but I just love casinos so much, I feel better and more powerful when in them.

      Besides, being a superhero in the world of poker, I had better like casinos.

      Patty had already eaten her salad chased with half of my fries, and had left to go back to work at the front desk of the MGM Grand, so that just left me and Stan. I had a little tournament I wanted to sit in starting in fifteen minutes at the new Circa Casino downtown. They had just opened and no one really knew how their poker room was going to settle out.

      Stan pushed his half-eaten basket of fries into the center of the table and then sat back. Then he said something I would have expected him to say before lunch, not after.

      “Laverne says we might have a problem in a casino up in northern Nevada.”

      Now, Laverne was Lady Luck herself. She flat ran everything and had seemed to adopt my team as her main team. So if the world needed saving, it seems we were the ones to go to, the main team, as far as she was concerned. I always felt honored by that. Never hurt to keep Lady Luck happy.

      “What kind of problem?” I asked, more worried about the answer than I wanted to admit and at the same time writing off that planned tournament.

      “Something about some weird holiday only that casino celebrates,” Stan said, shrugging.

      “A holiday only for one casino?”

      Again, he shrugged. “You now know as much as I do. Just go check it out.”

      With that he nodded and vanished, leaving me all alone in the big diner booth floating over the Strip with his half-finished basket of fries.

      I took one, and then before I sat here and ate the entire mass of them, I jumped to northern Nevada, to the Hidden Box Inn and Casino tucked in a canyon about five miles out in the desert near Wells.

      A very long ways from any kind of real civilization, that was for sure.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      I jumped to the middle of the main lobby, but out of time. One of my favorite powers was the ability to step between moments of time. So when I arrived, the two families and the five kids in the large lobby were frozen in place, as was the matronly woman behind the wooden check-in desk.

      I did that so I could figure out a place that didn’t have cameras and then step back into time.

      The main lobby felt more like a ski lodge than a casino, built of massive, polished logs and wood planks. And a huge Christmas tree decorated in multicolored bulbs and lights and a ton of tinsel, filled one corner of the big room, towering a good twenty feet into the air.

      I saw no signs of any strange holiday at all.

      I headed down a wide hallway toward what looked like a small casino. Maybe a half-dozen elderly customers sat at the slots and three men sat at the only open blackjack table. The casino had lower ceilings than the lobby, but not by much.

      I headed into a men’s room to one side of the casino and released myself back into real time and stepped back out. Normal sounds of a casino greeted me, only muted by about a thousand percent from the sounds of a Vegas casino.

      This entire place just gave me a sense of relaxation and calm, not at all what I normally felt in a casino.

      But not surprising either for a small resort way off the highway and up in a desert canyon.

      I spent the next hour wandering around the building and the grounds, and to be honest, there wasn’t much to see. Kids playing in an indoor pool, signs about a slot tournament at seven p.m., and a parking lot with about thirty cars. Only thing missing was the standard bus that seemed to always be in casino parking lots.

      The building itself was made of logs, clearly brought in a long ways, since I doubted trees this big grew anywhere in northern Nevada.

      It was just annoyingly comfortable. Like it wanted to be spa but was dressed up like a small hotel and casino.

      Not one sign of any kind of holiday other than the standard Christmas and New Year’s celebrations.

      And by the time I got done doing my search and even talking to a nice waitress in the small café, it was time to meet Patty after she got off work. So I jumped back to my invisible office floating over Vegas about thirty seconds before she appeared.

      “How was the tournament?” she asked, sliding into the booth with a sigh and putting up her feet.

      “Spent the afternoon on a mission from Stan to check out the Hidden Box Inn and Casino outside of Wells.”

      She came up out of the booth like someone had shoved her, her eyes wide. “You were in the Hidden Box Inn and Casino?”

      “Spent the entire afternoon there,” I said, suddenly very worried that maybe I had caught some unknown casino-cootie I didn’t know about. I was a young enough superhero that it seemed that I often didn’t know much of anything.

      “Stan!” Patty yelled into the air.

      Now I was very worried.

      Stan appeared, a slight smile on his poker face as if enjoying some joke someone had just told him. I seldom, if ever, saw him smile.

      “He was in the Hidden Box Inn and Casino,” Patty said, pointing at me like I was a slab of meat, which, at times, for her, I didn’t mind being. Just not at the moment.

      “No way,” Stan said, suddenly very serious. “You found it?”

      “You sent me there,” I said.

      “I sent you thinking you would look for it. I never expected you to actually find it.”

      “You expected me to fail?”

      Stan nodded. “Of course. We look for it every year and seldom find it. Laverne?”

      Damn, Stan was calling for Lady Luck herself.

      A moment later she arrived wearing her normal dark business power suit and her brown hair pulled back, giving her a fierce look.

      “He found the Hidden Box,” Stan said to Laverne, again pointing to me like I was a slab of meat hanging in the corner.

      She in turn pointed to the booth and we all sat down, Patty scooting into the booth beside me, Stan across from us, Laverne in a chair at the end of the booth, just like we always sat.

      “Describe it, please,” Laverne said.

      “Nice place,” I said. “Made of massive logs. Small casino, modern and clean, but dated bathrooms, and from what I could see of the rooms, they were like mini-suites with period furniture from the 1970s. Two families with six kids in the lobby when I arrived.”

      Laverne nodded, so I went on. “I spent a good two hours wandering around, looking for any mention of a strange holiday celebration, and found nothing at all. I even sat in the café and asked the waitress if anything special was planned and she said there was nothing special.”

      “You talked to Eve?” Laverne said, softly.

      “Yes, that was the name on her name tag,” I said.

      The three of them sat there in silence, clearly lost in their own thoughts, until I finally couldn’t take it any longer.

      “Would someone please tell me what is going on?”

      Patty put her hand on my leg, and I could feel the calming power she was sending my way. When she did that I knew something really strange was about to come.

      Laverne looked at me. “The Hidden Box Inn and Casino was destroyed completely fifty years ago. You were in a ghost casino.”

      Now if a statement like that doesn’t send a shiver down your back, you aren’t human. My entire back was shivering so hard, I thought I was vibrating the entire booth.
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      The shivers gave up their track meet on my back after a long few moments and I managed to take a deep breath. Patty’s calming power really helped.

      Then I started into asking questions. I do that really well. Mostly dumb ones, but sometimes the dumb ones get me to the right question.

      “So I assume I am not the only one who has walked around in this ghost casino?”

      All three of them shook their heads.

      “We all have,” Stan said, “not knowing what we were in, at one point or another over the last fifty years. Other times on purpose.”

      “So I am assuming,” I said, “that this place wasn’t originally outside of Wells.”

      “It originally was outside of Tahoe on the Nevada side,” Patty said. “Tucked back in some massive pine trees. The explosion that leveled the place completely killed sixty-eight people.”

      “So when did the place show up as a ghost casino?”

      “More than likely the following year,” Laverne said. “But I didn’t start hearing about it for about ten years, as people who had found it then couldn’t find it again. It moves every night all over the western part of the country.”

      “So what is this about a strange holiday they were celebrating?” I asked.

      “Hoodie Hoo Day,” Stan said.

      “This is a joke, right?” I asked.

      All three of them shook their heads.

      “Seems Hoodie Hoo Day is normally in February,” Patty said, “where on that day people who have been snowed in for a long time in the northern regions of the world go outside, wave their hands over their heads, stretch in joy, and then shout ‘Hoodie Hoo’ to chase away the winter blahs.”

      Then she added softly, “It really works.”

      “All the ghosts in the hotel have been seen doing that every day at sunset for the entire holiday season,” Stan said. “Not kidding. While they were doing that the first time, the hotel exploded.”

      “What caused the explosion?” I asked.

      “Gas line rupture and buildup under the hotel,” Stan said. “Nothing but a crater was left.”

      I am fairly certain I was sitting there with my mouth open.

      Silence once again filled the booth in my glass office above Las Vegas.

      “So anyway we can release these poor souls from the hotel?” I finally asked.

      Laverne just shook her head. “We spent twenty years trying. They are not suffering, just spending a wonderful holiday time over and over. I talked to Eve in the café a number of times. She doesn’t want to leave. Seems they are all vaguely aware of their situation, but none of them want to leave. They are happy.”

      “That’s why the entire place had such a peaceful feel to it,” I said.

      Laverne just nodded.

      “So you sent me to look for it just to find out where it was at this year?” I asked Stan.

      He nodded. “Didn’t know it actually might be in Northern Nevada today so I didn’t expect you to find it.”

      I glanced around. This seemed too crazy to even say, but that has never stopped me in the past.

      “Since we can’t help the contented ghosts, can’t go back in time and stop the explosion, anyone interested in going with me to celebrate Hoodie Hoo Day with them?”

      Patty nodded. “I would love that.”

      “I could use a little Hoodie Hoo to break up this winter,” Stan said.

      He said that and didn’t smile. Wow, what a poker face.

      “And if we go quickly, we can get dinner from Eve in the café,” Laverne said. “The meatloaf and corn is amazing.”

      “I’ll drive,” I said.

      A moment later I had jumped all four of us to a camera blind spot near the restaurant, and Laverne was right, the meatloaf really was something.

      And Patty threatened me with no sex for a year if I said it was to die for. So I didn’t. I wanted to, but I didn’t.

      Just before sunset, everyone in the hotel sort of filed out into the cool air of the desert canyon, talking and laughing as they went. Laverne was right. That was the most contented bunch of ghosts I could ever imagine.

      And then on the count of three, they put their hands in the air, shook them, and stretched and shouted “Hoodie Hoo.”

      The sound echoed for a moment in the rocks and sagebrush and faded quickly as if the canyon was embarrassed such a sound had even filled its space.

      Then we all just stood there shaking our hands in the air like crazy fans at a football game and loosening up our backs and laughing and smiling. Just completely enjoying the feeling of freedom.

      I laughed with everyone, right up to the moment all the people in the middle of the Hoodie Hoo faded and vanished, right along with the hotel, leaving us standing alone in the rocks and sagebrush of a Northern Nevada canyon.

      “Sad,” Laverne said. “But a great holiday tradition in my opinion.”

      Then she vanished.

      “I can’t believe I actually enjoy that,” Stan said, shaking his head, and then he also vanished.

      “I liked that,” I said. “No idea why, but I might want to join the ghosts every year if they will have me.”

      Patty laughed. “I would join you in that if we can find the place again next year.”

      “So,” I said, standing next to my girlfriend under the last of the sunset. “Are we going to need dinner or does ghost food stick with you?”

      She was still pretending to be annoyed at me and trying not to laugh at the same time when we jumped back home.

      But we both discovered an hour later over steaks and fries at one of our favorite restaurants that the answer was no. Ghost food does not stick with you.

      But the memory of celebrating the Hoodie Hoo sure does.
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      Marble Grant and her partner Sims never managed to help a person with weight. Just hadn’t thought about it, until meeting Stanley.

      But doing the wrong thing could kill him faster than being obese.

      What could two thin ghosts do?
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      As ghost agents, my partner Sims and I crawl around in people’s minds off and on all day. It is what we do, looking for ways to help people and stop bad stuff from happening.

      Sounds kind of creepy, when I think about it. But honestly, I feel we do good stuff, the people we invade never know we were there, and unless we work to remember details, we forget everything we see in someone’s mind within minutes after we leave them.

      And most people are just regular people, with regular problems of kids, money, and insecurities. It’s not often we run across some really creepy human, thankfully. And we’ve come up with some fun ways of dealing with them.

      Sims and I have been dead and ghost partners and lovers for about a year now. Before that we had been superheroes. We are both thin and the same height and size and frozen in looks in our late twenties, a perfect time as far as I was concerned.

      We both like to wear expensive blouses and jeans with tennis shoes except on our drinking night, when we dress to the nines, go get drunk, and have far more fun than two ghosts should be allowed to have.

      And we have an assortment of sexy underwear that would make anyone blush. I know I do regularly when Sims comes to be in one of those outfits.

      And both of us can wear it, too, not being shy or anything.

      We both love sex as well. Sims is the best lover by far that I have ever had. No one is even a close second. And when you are a ghost, sex is better and food tastes wonderful.

      Only major difference between us is that Sims has long, natural-blond hair and my hair is medium length and I color it a different color on a whim. I could say I colored it with the change in the weather, but the weather seldom changes in Las Vegas.

      We live in a beautiful high-rise condo in downtown Las Vegas that superhero Poker Boy and our old friend Patty Ledgerwood, aka Front Desk Girl bought and furnished for us.

      And about six months ago, a brand new superhero named Canyon Stevens came to live with us in our second bedroom. Granted, we saved his life, but I think by moving in with us he has done a lot more to repay that. Now Canyon is very much alive, but since he is a superhero he can see us. And he does all the stuff we can’t yet do around the condo like turn on the television and cook real food.

      The guy can really cook, let me tell you. And watching him do it just makes me hot, and not from the heat of the stove.

      Did I mention he is the most handsome man Sims or I have ever seen? That sure doesn’t hurt for decoration around the condo either.

      So it was a Tuesday afternoon, a warm day, when we added in ghost diets to our plans. We had decided to patrol inside one of the big casinos on the Strip. We picked the Bellagio just because it had been a while since we had been there.

      Our patrol consisted of basically just watching for black auras, the really dangerous people, or people who looked in distress in one way or another. By doing this regular patrolling every day, we have stopped more suicides than I want to think about. Not counting possible murders, domestic violence, and things so ugly that I never want to think about them again.

      The sounds of fun and laughter and machines from the casino made the big place feel alive and active. The Bellagio has wide aisles so it was easy for us to get out of the way of most people. But some we just walked through, glimpsing to see if they had a problem we could help them with.

      It was then, near the Bellagio Café, that I noticed an extremely obese man sitting on a bench watching the people go by. Overweight and obese people often sat on benches along the wide walkways and outside because Vegas was a walking town. Even if you never left a casino, you ended up walking miles every day.

      “You know,” I said to Sims, pulling out of the traffic and stopping where it would be unlikely for anyone to walk through us, “we don’t often help the very heavy people with their weight.”

      She looked at me, frowning, so I pointed at the obese man sitting near the aisle. He was so overweight, his blue shirt looked almost like a hospital gown. His hair was thick brown, but rolls of fat on his face had almost hidden his eyes. I had no idea how much he weighed. But if he didn’t do something about the weight soon, he wouldn’t have long to live.

      “We would be saving his life if we helped him,” Sims said, as if reading my thoughts.

      I nodded.

      “Let’s go see what caused him to gain the weight,” Sims said.

      Together we got through the moving people without touching anyone and sunk into the large man at the same time.

      His name was Stanley Stowe. Unmarried, twenty-nine, and lived alone in Los Angeles. He worked on software development from home and seldom left his house. He was in Vegas for a convention and to meet the people who he contracted work with. He was worried that when they saw him they wouldn’t work with him anymore.

      “He’s only twenty-nine,” Sims said. “And he’s brilliant.”

      We could talk to each other when in someone’s mind together. If they were sensitive and could hear us, we stopped, but Stanley showed no sign of hearing us at all. He was just working on catching his breath to walk the next distance toward the convention center.

      “So what caused this weight?”

      “I can’t see anything,” I said. Stanley just loved to eat and didn’t seem to have an off switch. Unlike most of the problems we deal with, finding what causes a person to gain weight and keep it on is very individualistic. Looks like dear old Stanley wasn’t going to be an exception to that.

      And this wasn’t the kind of thing we were used to doing, either. When we ran into a child abuser or someone about to commit a crime, we just stopped them. We never looked for the reasons deep in their past why they had gotten to that point.

      “I’m not seeing anything that jumps out at me,” Sims said.

      “I agree,” I said. “I think we need some help on this kind of thing.”

      “Maybe years of classroom training,” Sims said.

      I hoped she was wrong on that, but I had a hunch she might not be. But either way, I really wanted to see if we could help Stanley before he left town in two days.

      We stepped out of Stanley as he stood to go another leg of the walk.

      We watched him for a moment, then without a word we jumped back to our condo. We needed real help.

      Two thin women who had been thin for over a hundred years as superheroes and were now thin as ghosts just had no idea what to do to save Stanley’s life.

      But I had no doubt I wanted to learn.
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      We decided that to learn, we needed to go to a bunch of weight-loss experts around Las Vegas. We didn’t need an appointment since they would never be able to see us, so we just showed up in their offices and invaded their minds.

      The first two we found were phonies and they knew it. They knew nothing about actually helping people lose weight, only lose their money. I was so disgusted after the first one, I wanted to scream.

      Sims was angry as well, but she calmed me down and we came up with an idea.

      With both of them we planted suggestions that they go to the police and confess their crime and then for two years tell everyone they met, no matter what, no matter who, that they had taken people’s money under false pretenses.

      That would pretty much put both of them out of business real fast. And out of friends.

      The third person we found who claimed to be able to help people lose weight and keep it off was an actual medical doctor and really deeply cared about her patients.

      And she knew the science of it all very well.

      We learned three basic things very quickly. Most people who had issues with extreme weight were trained to eat young. The old “You can’t go out and play until you clean your plate.”

      That got ground in enough over a kid’s youth, staying thin took a lot of retraining on how to eat and how much to eat.

      I was shocked at the second reason. Fear of social interactions. So by gaining weight, that cut down on the social side of things for the person and became a feedback loop in and of itself.

      They didn’t eat for the food or the desire or the training, they ate to hide.

      And the third was biological. Some people could just eat and never feel full. No shut-off switch. Those types usually took surgery on the stomach to cut down the amount of food they could actually consume.

      There were many other reasons, all individual, of course, but this doctor had broken overeating and weight gain down into the three main areas and Sims and I agreed that was what we needed.

      We both liked simple, even if wrong in some places.

      So we went back to our condo, let Canyon cook us a wonderful dinner of steaks, a baked potato, and corn while all three of us talked about how to help Stanley.

      Then after dinner I called in Jewel, who had also been an MD before she became a ghost agent. We told her what the other doctor had said and she agreed in principle, so we came to a conclusion. What we needed to give Stanley was two things.

      First, an off switch after a certain amount of food. Jewel showed us what part of the brain that lived in and how to do it safely. Basically that part of the brain registered calorie intake and we could set a limit there.

      Secondly, we had to give Stanley a desire to be thin and in shape. That was the dangerous part of the plan. Wrong exercise, done without training and too quickly, could kill Stanley faster than the weight might.

      That scared me more than I wanted to think about, but I felt we needed to do something for him.

      We found Stanley the next day having lunch by himself in the Bellagio Buffet. The smell of fried chicken and baking bread filled the room and I suddenly felt slightly hungry even though I had had breakfast just a short time ago.

      Stanley had three plates of mounded food in front of him and another plate of breads. And from the looks of it he had already finished off a fifth.

      “Wow,” Sims said as she and I stood near Stanley watching him. “If I ate that much in a week you’d have to pump my stomach.”

      “Mine as well,” I said. “You ready for this?”

      Sims nodded. “He’s a nice guy. Just killing himself is all. I want to help him.”

      I agreed. We dropped into Stanley and I was shocked at the feelings he was getting from the food.

      Nothing.

      He wasn’t even tasting it.

      He had had a bad meeting earlier in the morning and all he wanted to do was forget the meeting and eat.

      The first thing we did was plant a feeling in his mind where Jewel had told us to that he would get full in a meal after only about eight hundred calories. When he felt full, he wouldn’t want to eat any more.

      We planted that hard and fast, making sure it wouldn’t fade over time. And we really planted the feeling that eating once he felt full wasn’t a good thing.

      Then in different part of his brain, we planted the idea that he could lose the weight safely, slowly, and get in shape and not have to worry about how people thought of him with his work. He would have to get some training help to start exercise slowly, but he could do it safely if he was careful.

      We made sure that wouldn’t fade either, especially the part about not getting in a hurry and doing it safely with professional training help.

      Then we stepped away from him, standing beside the table.

      He seemed to come alive in his eyes.

      He looked at the plates of food in front of him, then around at the buffet, then back at the plates of food. And then with a motion that almost looked like disgust, he pushed the untouched plates away and climbed to his feet.

      We watched him as he lumbered toward the entrance of the buffet.

      “Good luck, Stanley,” Sims said, smiling after the huge man.

      I was noticing that I felt wonderful. “I think we might have done it.”

      “That’s a good first sign,” Sims said, pointing to the table covered in uneaten food.

      “How about we do this more often, help obese people like Stanley every week? Make it a regular thing.”

      Sims nodded and smiled. Then she pulled me into an embrace and kissed me. “I love how you think. So when should start?”

      I smiled at her as I held her thin, wonderful body in my arms right there in the middle of the buffet.

      “Every Tuesday, of course.”

      “Fat Tuesday,” she said. “Perfect.”

      I just kissed her, which wasn’t easy considering how much she was laughing.
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      Sadly, I actually watch the Hallmark and Lifetime holiday movies during the holiday season. Yup, I am one of those people.

      Why? Why do I do such a thing? (I get asked that a lot, actually.)

      The reason: I just love the feeling of turning my mind off, relaxing, and watching something upbeat that will end well.

      And yes, I do have the ability to just turn my mind off like that when it comes to holiday shows. And I honestly think that frees me up to write some really strange holiday stories as well.

      Of course, I tend to write strange stories anyway, so combine that with holidays and sometimes things just combust.

      For example, the first story in this collection, “Jukebox Gifts,” might be my most famous short story, not just holiday story. Originally published in The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction, it got all sorts of attention and has been optioned in Hollywood numbers of times. It takes the idea of gift-giving to an entirely new level.

      The second story, “Santa’s Snack,” takes a very simple look at the very simple tradition of leaving out cookies and milk for Santa. And the lesson that goes with that tradition.

      In the story “Ambassador to the Promised Land,” my character has an alien encounter. I find this story stupidly funny and I sure hope you do as well. I know I had a blast writing it and honestly, it is a holiday story. You won’t find it as a Hallmark movie, but I sort of feel that is too bad.

      Now the next story, “Sprinkle on a Memory,” was first published in Ellery Queen’s Mystery Magazine. A family story where murder matters more than the cookie. Very different than the previous story, that’s for sure. Nothing funny about cookies and murder. Both very serious topics.

      “Dead Even” is a Poker Boy story. It is set on Christmas Eve, as many Poker Boy stories tend to be. The story is about doing a good deed under very strange circumstances. Typical Poker Boy story.

      The last story in this book is another jukebox story. I opened this collection with a Christmas Eve jukebox story, so figured I would end with one.

      “A Golden Dream” might be the purest of all my Christmas stories. First published under the title “The Song of a Gift Horse” in the anthology Black Cats and Broken Mirrors, the story is about the choice of looking back, or looking forward. Often a holiday theme for many, many people.

      Sure hope you enjoy these twisted holiday stories as much as I did writing them. Happy days.

      
        
        Dean Wesley Smith

        Las Vegas, Nevada
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