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Unexpected encounters can change your life in amazing ways.

Take the neighbors you’ve never met who hide their lives behind drawn curtains. Or the furtive family you see late at night at your local pizza parlor. Or the old woman who might hide a heart-breaking secret beneath her wrinkles and gray hair. What would it be like to get to know them—really?

Ranging from tall tales with a definite steampunk flair to urban fantasy to near-future science fiction, this latest collection in Annie Reed’s Unexpected series will open your heart to the possibilities that exist when you take a minute to get to know the people we share this planet with.

 

“One of the best writers I’ve come across in years.”

Kristine Kathryn Rusch

 

“Annie Reed writes powerful stories about strong women.”

Dean Wesley Smith, editor of Pulphouse Fiction Magazine
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Introduction

 

You’re holding in your hands (or on your e-reader) the most eclectic collection of stories yet in the Unexpected series, and I think that’s kind of exciting.

One thing all these stories have in common, besides the general theme of how random encounters with strangers can change your life in amazing and totally unexpected ways, is an element of the fantastic. Some of those elements have their roots in urban fantasy, while others trace their origins to the science fiction end of the spectrum.

Take “A Tale of Good Whiskey, Bad Coffee, and One Devious Woman.” It’s been described as a tall tale, and I’m good with that. It’s also the one steampunk-ish story I’ve written to date. Not that I have anything against steampunk—it’s just not in my general bailiwick. Give it a read and see what you think. I had a lot of fun writing that one.

You’ll find Moretown Bay stories here as well, and those range from the grittier urban fantasy tales “Hunter by Night” and “Famous” to the more lighthearted Diz & Dee story “Omens and Oracles and Eros, Oh My.” “Homeless” and “Cleo and the Scout” deal with contemporary takes on characters born of myth and legend. “One Sun, No Waiting” is an award-winning near-future science fiction story.

I don’t know about you, but I haven’t had many random encounters—unexpected or otherwise—in the last year or so. Putting this collection together made me remember what it was like to just sit somewhere, whether in a coffee shop or a mall or a theater waiting for the movie to start, and people watch. To just be out among other people and let my imagination run free. Writers do that a lot, and I’ve missed it.

Here’s hoping that by this time next year, I’ll be out people watching again and generating story ideas for a second Unexpected Encounters volume.

Stay safe, everyone.

—Annie Reed

April, 2021

 




 

 

A Tale of Good Whiskey, Bad Coffee, and One Devious Woman

 

Well, now that you’ve let me wet my whistle, so to speak, I best be getting on with tellin’ you that story I mentioned when you so kindly let Emmett ’n me set foot in your establishment, seein’ how we’re a little short of cash at the moment.

Emmett’ll tell you he saw the thing first, but he’d also tell you how he found gold nuggets the size of his fist just lying on the ground out in the middle of nowhere back when we was prospecting if he thought anybody might buy him a shot or two of whiskey just to hear him tell the tale. See, Emmett and me, we been riding together a bunch of years. While he’s about the best friend I got in this world, Emmett and the truth ain’t never been more than nodding acquaintances.

Of course, what we seen when we was riding trail out there in the Colorado territory... well, ain’t nobody gonna believe that story no matter who tells it, but I like to think I come as close as anybody to how it really happened, without all that extra stuff Emmett puts in his stories. Embellishments, he calls it. ’Fore I heard him say that word the first time, I didn’t even know he knew words that big.

That’s the thing about Emmett—he’s smarter than he looks. He just can’t cook worth spit.

That’s how the whole thing started. With Emmett’s coffee.

We was out looking for cows that wandered off from old man Sumpter’s herd. Ain’t nothing dumber than cows ’cept maybe sheep, and yes, I know first-hand how dumb sheep can be, and no, I ain’t telling that story.

I’m telling the story ’bout how I found the artifact.

We’d been out riding east of Sumpter’s Flats, just Emmett and me. Why old man Sumpter claimed that spot of land for his own I ain’t never figured out since it wasn’t much ’cept for sagebrush and scrub and desert, the mountains so far away to the west they don’t look real. We hadn’t had so much as a lick of luck tracking down the cows we was supposed to be looking for, ’cept for that one we found that the buzzards claimed for their own. Emmett ’n me, we ain’t the world’s best cowboys, but we’d make even worse soldiers. We’d hightailed it out of Abilene before Mr. Lincoln’s war started—the one sure-fire thing we done right—and we been riding trail in the Colorado territory ever since.

Contemplating our poor fortune trying to track down critters dumber than a mule, we’d made camp the night before in a little hollow in the middle of all that nothing. I went to sleep hoping I’d have at least one cow to bring back to Sumpter so I could prove I’d earned my pay. I woke up to the bitter smell of Emmett’s coffee and the burnt-grease stink of those nasty little biscuits he likes to cook over the campfire. 

I made myself choke down one of those biscuits. While I waited to see if my stomach was gonna rebel, I talked Emmett into playing a bit of poker.

Emmett, he don’t like poker much, but there ain’t much else to do to pass the time out in the middle of all that nothing. We sat there by the campfire playing for the money old man Sumpter’d pay us once we got back. I won more than I lost thanks to a pair of one-eyed Jacks. Emmett told me even if I was the luckiest sumbitch he’d ever known, he wanted a chance to get his money back, and he poured us both more coffee.

Now Emmett’s coffee ain’t the best most mornings, and this time he’d truly outdone himself. I might have myself a cast-iron stomach, but a man’s got his limits. I didn’t mind the prospect of playing poker instead of hunting cows. I did mind having to swallow more of that godawful coffee. So when Emmett wasn’t looking, I threw my coffee into the brush behind me.

Well, damned if something didn’t yell at me from that self-same clump of sagebrush.

“I say, good sir!”

I about jumped right out of my skin. I ain’t been so surprised since I won that pot in Abilene, best damn hand of poker I ever played in my life, but that’s another story for another day. This story’s about the metal man I threw Emmett’s coffee on, and what happened after that.

Yes, I would like another whiskey. Thank you kindly for asking.

And yes, I said metal man.

Weren’t no bigger than my boot neither, sitting propped up against the brush, arms and legs and body and head all made out of some kind of metal that didn’t look quite shiny enough to be gold. O’ course, it being the desert and all, and he was as dusty as my chaps and his joints squeaked and squealed when he...

No, I’m not joshing you. He was made of metal and he could move and talk all on his own. No, his voice did not sound like mine. If anything, he sounded like some of those high fallutin’ fellers I seen waiting for the train in Abilene. Only he was small.

Real small.

Well, my horse didn’t much like that little metal man, let me tell you. By the time I got my horse over a good case of the jitters and settled back down, that metal man had crawled out from beneath the sagebrush and was standing on one leg right there as big—or not so big—as day.

“I say, do you happen to have any oil on you?” he asked us. “A lubricant of any decent variety will do in a pinch.”

I turned to look at Emmett to see if he was seeing the same thing I was. Emmett was sitting stock still, mouth hanging open, and holding that dented pan of his over the fire, the biscuit he’d been cooking starting to burn.

“Buck,” he said. “You seein’ what I’m seein’?”

“I do believe I am,” I said.

Emmett blinked. “We ain’t got no oil,” he said to the metal man. “Got a little bacon grease.”

“Bacon grease,” the metal man repeated. A bit of steam escaped from the back of his head, and his metal shoulders seemed to droop. “It is a type of lubricant. Beggars can’t be choosers.”

Emmett cooked those nasty biscuits of his in bacon grease whenever he had it. He tossed the pot he kept the grease in to me since I was closest to the metal man.

I held the bacon grease out like I was offering up my finger to a rattler. The metal man took it from me with metal fingers that looked like tiny versions of my own, except with even tinier gears and rivets holding them together.

Emmett and I watched as the metal man worked bits of bacon grease into the joints of his legs. High overhead a hawk was circling in a way that made me wonder if the metal man looked like a meal. He might smell like a meal now thanks to all that grease, but when he was finished, his joints didn’t squeak and squeal no more.

“Ah,” he said, bending his knees. “I thank you, kind sir.” He handed the bacon grease back to me. “I would love to stay and chat, but I really am quite long overdue.”

“Overdue where?” Emmett asked.

The biscuit still cooking in his pan caught fire right about then. Emmett yelped and jumped up from the rock he’d been sitting on and dumped the pan, burning biscuit and all, into the dirt. He stomped around on that biscuit until the fire was out.

“Bravo!” the metal man cried. “I say, good show!”

I was beginning to think the metal man was somewhat limited in his choice of words. Maybe it had something to do with the size of his head. Could be that’s all the words he had room for.

“Overdue where?” Emmett asked again, a little out of breath this time, what with all that unexpected stomping and the swearing he’d done putting out the flaming biscuit before it caught the sagebrush on fire.

“On my ship, of course,” the metal man said. “I say, you haven’t seen my ship, have you?”

Ship?

“Ain’t no water ‘round here big enough to hold a ship,” I said. “Where exactly are you from, anyway?”

“Not where, my good man, but when. And airship, not sailing ship.”

Emmett and I shared a look. “Airship?” I mouthed.

I was pretty sure the metal man was joshing us.

You think I’m joshing you? Well, I can just quit this story right now and not say another word. I’m just getting to the good part, but if you don’t want to hear—

Well, all right, hold your horses. I’m getting there. A man gets a might thirsty when he’s been the kind of places me ’n Emmett have. Ain’t that right, Emmett?

Now, that’s what I’m talking about. Mighty kind of you to leave that bottle right there case I need to wet my whistle.

Where was I again?

That’s right. Airship.

Well, Emmett and me, we ain’t never heard of such a thing. But before we could say “huh?” damned if the hawk circling overhead didn’t fly right into something we couldn’t see. It squawked like I ain’t never heard no hawk do before or after, and feathers went flying in all directions. It was almost like that bird run smack into an invisible wall.

“I say,” the metal man said. “I do believe I’m about to be rescued!”

Sure as shootin’, he was right.

A big old sailing ship pulled itself out of a hole in the sky right there over Sumpter’s Flats. Yes, I said hole in the sky. I don’t rightly know how else to put it.

Only that wasn’t all.

That sailing ship was hanging underneath something that looked like a fat old cigar more ’n twice as big as the ship.

I suppose after we spent all that time talking to a man made out of metal, you’d think Emmett and me would take a thing like that in stride. Well, I ain’t too proud to say if I hadn’t already been sitting down, I might have ended up on my keester at the sight of that thing floating up there in the sky.

“Buck?” Emmett said. “You got any idea what might be keeping that thing from falling on us?”

“Hot air!” the metal man said. “I say, haven’t you seen an airship before?”

“That would be a no,” I managed to say.

We sat there, Emmett and me, staring up at that monstrous thing, and I slowly realized not only was it heading straight toward us, it was getting lower in the sky.

“Buck.” I recognized the warning in Emmett’s voice. “It don’t look like it’s got enough hot air inside no more.”

I knew I ought to have hightailed it right out of there before it landed on my head, but I never seen nothing like it back then and don’t rightly think I ever will again. The ship had all these fancy metal contraptions fixed to the hull, and back where the rudder should have been were things that looked giant batwings instead. I ain’t ashamed to say I was fascinated by all that gadgetry.

I could have counted the boards on the bottom of the ship, that’s how close the airship was to where me and Emmett sat staring up at the thing, when a rope ladder sailed out over the side. I half expected the metal man to walk right on over to the ladder and start climbing when someone begin the long climb down from the ship instead.

“I say, that looks like the captain herself!” the metal man said. He sounded downright giddy.

My horse had had enough by this time, and I don’t rightly say as I blame him. That ship hissed like a snake and creaked and moaned like a lean-to in the wind, and the rope ladder must have looked like a bunch of snakes all writhing together. So my horse took off out from under the shadow of that thing, taking Emmett’s horse along with him.

Me and Emmett probably should have done the same thing too, but the metal man had said the captain was a woman.

The last thing a cowboy like me ’spects to see in the middle of the Colorado territory is a woman who’d sail through the air in a contraption like that.

What’d she look like? Well, you’re one right smart feller to ask because let me tell you, she was a beautiful sight to behold.

O’ course, she didn’t look like much at first, what with her eyes all covered up by something that looked like spectacles only with leather around the lenses instead of wire. She was wearing trousers and boots just like a man and had her hair cut shorter than any woman I ever met, but she was all woman where it counted.

The day was definitely lookin’ up in more ways than one.

She strode into what was left of our camp like it was the most natural thing in the world. When she pushed those strange glasses up on her forehead, I saw she had the bluest eyes of any person—man or woman—I’d ever encountered.

Yes, I said “encountered.” Emmett ain’t the only one knows big words.

She looked me and Emmett over, an amused smile playing at her lips, but her face positively lit up when she spied that metal man.

“There you are!” she said. “Uncle, I have been looking everywhere for you.”

“I say, it appears you’ve found me!” the metal man said.

“Uncle?” I said.

The woman nodded her head at me in the kind of polite greeting I seen those high fallutin’ ladies do with each other back in Abilene.

“Gentlemen,” she said. “May I introduce my uncle, Sir William Carrothers. I am Lady Jane Carrothers.”

“Uncle?” I said again.

Emmett recovered faster than I did, I am sorry to say. “Ma’am,” he said, standing up and nodding in greeting. “This here’s Buck Gilroy and my name’s Emmett Higgins.”

I scrambled to my feet and nodded my own greeting.

Now that we was standing, the metal man looked smaller than ever.

“I hate to ask, ma’am,” I said. “But how exactly can that... he...” I pointed at the metal man, surprised to find myself at a loss for words.

Have I mentioned how blue her eyes were?

“Be my uncle?” she asked.

I nodded.  “Exactly.”

Her amused smile grew wider. “That, I’m afraid, is a very long story. Suffice it to say that my Uncle William discovered a great many things in his lifetime, the least of which was a means to preserve his life after his body failed him.”

Emmett’s eyes grew wide. “You mean that’s really your uncle in there?”

“I say!” the metal man said. “You could have asked me yourself.”

“Sorry,” I said to him. “We just never...” I gestured at him and then at the airship. “Well, you got to admit, this ain’t exactly been a normal morning.”

“Jolly right!” he said.

Lady Jane glanced down at her uncle and frowned. “It seems the desert has done something to your vocabulary.” She wrinkled her nose. “And what is that smell?”

“Bacon grease, ma’am,” Emmett said. “We don’t have no machine oil.”

Her smile returned. “We have some on board. We’ll get you cleaned up uncle, and you’ll be right as rain.” She turned her blue-eyed gaze back on us. “Can I offer you gentlemen something for your troubles? Perhaps a spot of whiskey?”

I didn’t know about Emmett, but I knew what I wanted. “How about a tour of your airship?”

Lady Jane arched a delicate eyebrow at me. “Well, that is highly irregular, but I suppose this is a highly irregular situation.”

That’s how I found myself climbing up that long rope ladder right behind her, Emmett bringing up the rear. He didn’t look nearly as thrilled as I did, but we’ve been riding together for a lot of years. I guess he didn’t want me to sail away and leave him behind, ’specially since his horse already deserted him.

I didn’t know what to expect, but to tell the truth, that airship looked a whole lot like a sailing ship I was on when I was just a boy. Regular old floorboards creaked beneath my spurs as I followed Lady Jane across the deck. Sailors, all wearing those same strange spectacles like she wore, busied themselves with the rigging and the fires that kept the ship floating there in the air. They all looked at Emmett and me like we was curiosities, but at least they didn’t seem hostile, for which I was thankful. I still had my Colt on my belt, but I’d like to shoot myself in my own foot if I had to draw it right quick.
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