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      I once heard a wonderful veterinarian say the right cat can make a cat person out of anyone. That was absolutely the case with me.

      I’d been around cats over the years, and my husband Jason grew up with them. So we actually had several house cats I was reasonably fond of (the cats probably disagreed). In my previous life as a pet groomer back in the early 1990s, I was one of the few who had no trouble working with cats.

      Believe it or not, if you approach it the right way, many of them do pretty well with a nice, warm bath from time to time. Cuts way down on hairball trouble, too.

      My relationship with beings of the feline persuasion changed with one look into a pair of great big glowing green eyes.

      Our little Appalachian Mountain town of St. Paul, Virginia, had quite a problem with stray cats several years back. My mother got involved with catching, neutering, and finding them homes, working with a wonderful local organization to help cover the costs of the surgery.

      Along the way, she ended up with a big tuxedo boy named AJ, and a silky, long-haired black cat named Loretta.

      I can’t remember what the occasion was, or why Mom had the cats with her. But I do remember catching my first sight of Loretta. Even though she was tucked safely into her travel crate and very upset about being in there, I was struck by what a gorgeous creature she was.

      Around the same time, we had a plague of mice in our house for some unknown reason. We live out in the woods and part of the house is underground, so that’s going to happen. But there were way more than usual, and it was driving me nuts.

      I decided it was time to hire help of the four-legged variety. And wouldn’t you know it, Mom still had those two cats I’d already met.

      AJ set about dealing with the mouse problem (still not my favorite part of living with cats), as well as making friends with both me and Jason and our sweet hound dog Gosamer.

      And Loretta set about making it clear that my years of not being a cat person were officially at an end.

      Not only that, she became a one-human cat and no doubt about it. To the extent that she truly seemed to vanish into thin air if I wasn’t home. Then not long after I returned, she materialized right beside me, purring up a storm.

      I was forever changed by that amazingly loud rumble and by her slow-blinking eyes.

      Several years later, I somehow got it into my head that Loretta might want a companion cat, and maybe she and AJ just weren’t a good match. He could be a bit obnoxious, and I thought it was possible Loretta might prefer another girl kitty for a friend.

      Thus a half-grown, strangely put together cat I named Zortea joined our family. A sweet little tabby with short legs, a long body, a tiny head, and a twice-broken tail, she strutted right in as if she owned the place. I’ve never met a cat as bold and confident!

      The thing to remember is Loretta and AJ were around ten years old by then. Fairly sedate and set in their ways, at least compared to the exuberant burst of kittenish energy that invaded their domain.

      The constant demands to COME PLAY WITH ME!!! were not especially welcomed. The older cats weren’t mean, but joining in Zortea’s blistering rampages of kittenhood were simply not going to happen.

      I started to get a sneaking suspicion Loretta was planning to cause me physical harm in my sleep if I didn’t do something about that maddening little creature.

      With her unspoken warning loud in my mind, Jason and I went to PetSmart for a restock of the jingly, crackly, and otherwise noisy toys Zortea adores to this day. As we walked in, I said something along the lines of “What we really need is a little boy cat around her age, who loves people and other cats. And black cats have a harder time getting adopted, so that would be perfect.”

      And yes, of course a cat fitting that exact description was waiting for us in their rescue kennels! He had the added bonus of an unusually long tail that he never did grow into.

      We brought Lafayette home that afternoon and tucked him away in the same upstairs bathroom where Zortea spent a few days of adjustment before meeting the resident adult cats.

      As far as feline welcomes, Zortea immediately taking up a position outside the door to play toe-bean footsie with the new arrival has to be one of the most heartwarming.

      The two of them were instant chase-back-and-forth, wrestle-and-scrap-for-no-good-reason, and cuddle-together-and-make-the-humans-pass-out-from-the-cute best friends, just as I’d hoped. And the grown cats were nothing but grateful for the break.

      All of that brings me to the stories in this collection, and I’m sure you won’t be surprised to recognize the feline cast of characters. That’s because I made no effort to disguise my furry little muses, especially in three of them.

      These tales range across the genres, as my writing so often does, and each one has at least one cat as an important part of the story. So as you read, perhaps you might imagine turning a kaleidoscope that gives you a different sort of cat and cat story with every view.

      The first of those is Lafayette, taking his turn in my magical inn set close to home here in the Appalachian Mountains of Virginia. The Inn, the Black Cat, and Two Halves of the Same Heart features a long-tailed, shaky voiced cat bringing two lonely people together for the holidays. The Hidden Springs Inn tends to have that effect on cats, and humans.

      In Survivors of the Malance, two very different cats venture through a post-apocalyptic landscape. Even genetically modified, they exhibit many of the traits of their housecat ancestors. Don’t worry though. Even with an undercurrent of darkness, a ray of hope shines through.

      Wicked Bone was actually the first cat-forward story I wrote, and to the surprise of no one who knows me, Loretta was a big part of the inspiration. The other spark was my mother talking about how some people have a wicked bone. Put those two together and my imagination was off and running in rather creepy directions.

      We return to the real world for In Service to the Superior Species, and to a real-world challenge that’s still all too vivid. This story visits the beginning of the pandemic, and a woman who finds a perfect place to shelter surrounded by cats. I hope this story highlights the way so many people continue to work together to help each other during such a frightening time.

      Last, but definitely not least, we return to the romantic, magical setting of the first story in this collection for The Magic Cat of the Hidden Springs Inn and Spa. Zortea steps in front and center, where she has no doubt she should be. This was the first time I visited the inn during the December holidays, and right away it became one of my favorite fictional settings.

      In case you’re worried that I’ve left our burly tuxedo boy AJ out, he’ll be making his literary debut later this year, when the Hidden Springs Inn and Spa is all dressed up to ring in the New Year.

      I hope you enjoy reading these stories as much as I enjoyed writing them.

      If you’re craving more romance, Happily Ever After is definitely in the air over at www.KariKilgore.com/Romance.

      You can investigate all kinds of mysterious tales at www.KariKilgore.com/Mystery.

      You’ll find plenty of stories in almost every genre set in and around my native Appalachian Mountains by paying a visit to www.KariKilgore.com/TalesFromAppalachia.

      You can also visit www.KariKilgore.com to learn more about me and find other short stories, along with novellas, novels, and more collections.

      Head on over to the Confidential Adventure Club to keep up with what I’m doing next, get free stories, read exclusive content not available anywhere else, and see adorable pet photos. Hope to see you there!

      www.ConfidentialAdventureClub.com

      And most importantly, thank you for your support of me and my writing. It means the world to me and keeps me coming back to tell the next tale.
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      For Lafayette

      

      Our delightfully sweet black cat

      with entirely too much tail
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      Lloyd Fletcher sat, chin in hand, glaring at the most awful holiday stationery ever devised by a human and delivered by the print shop across town.

      Twisting green holly wrapped up with red ribbon all along the top and the left side. A Christmas tree with little dots of silver foil tinsel in the upper left-hand corner, a pile of presents underneath. A black cat with big golden eyes and a much-too-long tail sitting by the presents. An annoyingly jolly Santa beside the cat, hands beside his plump red cheeks so he could shout out the headlines spelled out in swoopy gold leaf.

      
        
        Merry Christmas and Happy 1988!

        From Everyone at the Hidden Springs Inn!

      

      

      Gag.

      It wasn’t so much the design, really. Lloyd thought the tree and the presents and even the shouting Santa-man were cute. Kinda merry, if he were capable of merry this year. The cat was perfect, of course. And the thought of 1988 filled him with a gut-whirling storm of excitement, fear, and anticipation. He’d be hitting the world as a freshly minted college graduate in the spring.

      No, what had Lloyd about a thousand miles away from any trace of holiday cheer was that whole bit about the Hidden Springs Inn. Where he sat right now in Hidden Springs, Virginia, sulking at the registration desk.

      In what had been, up until a few months ago (and still should be, dammit), the sitting room at his grandparents’ beloved old sprawling house.

      What they were calling the registration desk was actually Lloyd’s great-great-somebody’s old sideboard, turned around so all the drawers and shelves were facing away from the front door. One of his uncles had refinished the back, replacing the boring unpainted pine with polished oak. A bunch of hand-carved decorative acorns and leaves and vines made by both of his grandparents decorated the edges, with several long-faced Santas and snowflakes and even reindeer made before Lloyd’s father was born.

      All the napkins and placemats and silverware were stored back in the kitchen and dining room now. Instead the backwards sideboard was stuffed full of pens and paper, hard candy, and  flavored toothpicks. Silly hand-drawn maps of their little Appalachian Mountain tourist town of Hidden Springs tucked way down into the corner between West Virginia, Kentucky, and Tennessee, with ads from local businesses all around the edges.

      The wide, shallow drawer that used to hold forks, spoons, and knives now held a bunch of shiny new keys. Each with a little wooden number attached, also made by Lloyd’s grandparents.

      An exact duplicate of every key’s number hung on a door somewhere in the big old two-and-a-half story house.

      One for every family bedroom that now hosted passing strangers instead of being crowded with the extended Fletcher family coming home for Christmas.

      Lloyd sighed, then breathed in air that at least smelled the way it was supposed to. His granny still had a big copper pot full of spiced apple cider hot and ready for guests. It was just out here in the “lobby” on a hotplate instead of in the cozy family kitchen where it belonged.

      She’d added a pot of coffee, too, and an electric teakettle with little hot chocolate packets tucked beside it.

      The whole family had contributed to the festive mess all over the sideboard/desk, crowding the paper registration book so there wasn’t room to spin it around for the guest’s signature. Plates of every kind of cookie, cupcakes, and even brandy-scented homemade fruitcake waited for the Hidden Springs open house later that Thursday afternoon.

      If the guests registered to check in on this fine Christmas Eve got here before all the party stuff and nonsense got cleared away, Lloyd would have to drag out the credit card kerchunker machine from a shelf in the sideboard and run it flat on the hardwood floor. Or maybe on one of the ugly poinsettia-covered rugs his aunt had brought in special for the first Christmas at the inn.

      He hadn’t expected the rectangle of shiny elf-patterned wrapping paper that covered the wall across from him, decked out with ribbons and bows around a printed sign reading “Hot Springs Spa Coming Soon!” where a bookshelf used to be.

      Even the tree part wasn’t right as far as Lloyd was concerned.

      He’d grown up helping his cousins decorate a kinda stinky fake tree, with bendy limbs and a musty basement smell that never quite went away. The tree was still there, over in the corner of the sitting room that had been mercilessly rearranged to become the lobby. Loaded with the same gobs of tinsel and lights and dozens of glass and plastic ornaments. All the manufactured modern stuff mixed in with goofy hand-painted or glued toothpick efforts of kids, along with more of his grandparents’ expertly carved trees, elves, half and whole hearts, and sleighs.

      But he knew the gaily wrapped boxes underneath were empty.

      That and his family had dragged out another old tree, a silvery aluminum antique that his parents swore had been cool way back in the Fifties and Sixties. It was also loaded up with ornaments and surrounded by empty boxes, but it smelled a lot more like stale pot than the musty basement.

      Neither did a thing to help his sincere lack of holiday cheer.

      When Lloyd had agreed over the phone to come in and help with what might be a big, overly cheerful crowd, as all of Hidden Springs toured and caroled through businesses gussied up for the occasion, he hadn’t realized how hard this whole thing would hit him.

      How much it would bother him to sit here in his family holiday home, so rearranged since the last time he’d been inside. Wearing his mother’s strong suggestion of dressy pants and a blue button-up shirt with a god-awful candy cane-striped tie, when he wanted to be lounging around in sweatpants and a t-shirt
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