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      A few years ago, I took a wonderful workshop focused on writing in series. My assumption going in was we’d be talking about how novels and possibly novellas worked as part of telling a much longer tale.

      Maybe different ways to keep the storyline logical and fresh, all while making sure each individual book’s arc makes sense in the longer story. You know, fairly reasonable ideas and expectations.

      And without a clue of the kind of scale the workshop aimed for, and I mean that in the best way possible.

      While we did talk about the big story arcs in a series, the great eye-opener for me was getting down to the short story level. The reading assigned beforehand—almost all short story collections—should have been my first clue.

      Turns out the vast, unexplored landscape of a fictional world offers countless fascinating side trips and excursions. Entirely made-up fantasy worlds even more so. Endless questions and curiosities that simply don’t make sense within the focus of a novel, or possibly several novels.

      Things like wondering what that sassy side character was like as a child. Or where a dented and scratched trophy kept on the mantle came from. Curiosity about how the heroine’s parents met and fell in love—or what drove their bitter divorce—often turn into interesting stories of their own.

      I’ve long had a habit of writing notes to myself when I have questions like that, not much different than what you’re reading right now. Not as a narrative, but more like a diary entry. Satisfying my curiosity and exploring the world, but not telling a proper story.

      What hadn’t really occurred to me until that workshop is there’s no reason on earth that I shouldn’t tell myself proper stories as I dig into those intriguing questions. After all, the whole reason I was drawn to writing in the first place was to write the stories I want to read.

      Then of course the next logical question in my ever-curious mind was what to do with those self-contained excursions into the worlds inside my head.

      Trying to shoehorn them into the novels or novellas truly doesn’t make sense. If those bits of information and emotion were meant to be part of the main storyline, they would have shown up there in the first place.

      And I find that kind of detour in the middle of another story a bit jarring in most cases. A few of our true master writers can pull it off, sure. But in less experienced hands, it hits me about the same way any unexpected detour or meander does: an annoying wander away from where I want to go.

      After the excellent short story collections we read to get ready for the series workshop, and of course the workshop itself, I finally understood how many of those question/answer/exploration stories can stand perfectly well on their own. Others perhaps work best as a lead-in to the main series, or as an in-between treat for readers.

      Some of my favorites are the Happily Ever After After stories romance writers sometimes share, where we catch up with the happy couple and see what they’ve gotten into since The End.

      And I’ve been answering my own fictional “I wonder what that’s all about?” or “What’s that corner of this world really like?” questions with side stories ever since.

      That’s resulted in quite a few short stories, of course, and a novella or two. I fully expect to end up with a novel-length reply to my curiosity at some point, or maybe a whole side series or two.

      I’ve recently approached side stories on purpose as well, with the intention of venturing deeper into the worlds inside my head simply to find out what’s in there.

      With my collection Facing Down Extraordinary: A Series of Ordinary Heroes, I set out to write short stories based on side characters in different series worlds of mine, each in some variety of heroic role. In that case, I picked folks I wanted to know more about and let them tell me their stories. They were happy to oblige, and I had a wonderful time going back in story-time with them.

      Fantastic Side Trips: Side Characters Take Center Stage started a little differently, but I had every bit as much fun with the writing. I’d just finished writing Demon in the Air, the second novel in Misfortune and Magic. Misfortune and Magic sits firmly in the alternate world of epic fantasy with castles and mages and magic, of course, and a huge world and storyline I’m only beginning to explore.

      It’s likely several more novels are on the way, and I have no doubt the world will continue to delight and inspire me.

      So I decided to write side trips this time. Excursions into this vast world and all the secrets and surprises it holds.

      Each story has a character from the first two novels at its heart, but they took me on an adventure through the parts of their world they know best. And wonderful tour guides they turned out to be.

      Wings of the Heart visits with an airhorse rider named Mranes: one of the rare and lucky few who get to travel the world in speed and style on colorful flying horses. I started from a couple of lines of her dialog in the novels, and the story gave me all kinds of wonderful hints for future tales.

      The powerful Honored Mages provide much of the mystery in these stories, and promise many tales about their origins, their distant city of Dirgelan, and what they know from centuries of studying and practicing magic. For Footprints Along the Path, Mage Goresi took me to Dirgelan in the long-ago days before she earned her title, and the respect and responsibility that came with it.

      Obviously when one has a world full of multi-colored airhorses, one must learn more about them as soon as possible. So Trusting Their Magic visits the airhorse city of Maestar and a group of young riders-in-training. Mranes makes an appearance, but this story belongs to Tonn, her future wingmate, and to their entirely sensible airhorses.

      The desert city of Profant plays a vital role in both A Knight Sets Out and Demon in the Air, as Baroness Dyna Bacalan and her husband Baron Hildar draw everyone into their family struggle. For Lines of Strength and Grace, I ventured back to the early days of their marriage, with the normal and not-so-normal adjustments of such a big change. One of the delightful rewards of writing these kinds of stories is I discovered Casai, another huge city that will certainly play a role going forward.

      The bad-luck-inducing hero of the first two novels and possibly the whole series is Lord (and apprentice) Arch Knight, so venturing into his background and persistent misfortune was a natural for a Misfortune and Magic collection. His parents Selene and Moabar not only reveal his younger days, but also an insight into their relationship and parenting challenges in The Difficulties Ahead.

      For anyone who’s ever used a mapping app or GPS, writing these stories felt a lot like watching the details of the map filling themselves in. Combine that with learning so much more about characters I thought I already knew well, and Fantastic Side Trips became one of my favorite writing experiences.

      Thankfully the world of these stories and novels gives me room for plenty of return trips, which I’ll be happy to share!

      I hope you enjoy getting to know these characters and taking these short excursions as much as I enjoyed writing them. Each is only a glimpse into the larger Misfortune and Magic world. You’ll find the doorway at www.KariKilgore.com/MisfortuneAndMagic.

      You’ll discover more fantasy of many kinds at www.KariKilgore.com/Fantasy.

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

      If you want to keep up with what I’m doing next, get free stories, read exclusive content not available anywhere else, and see adorable pet photos, check out The Confidential Adventure Club at www.ConfidentialAdventureClub.com. Hope to see you there!

      And last but certainly not least, 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 everyone who dreams

      and makes those dreams come true
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      The warm, green-blue water sparkled under the early morning sun in the distance, creating the impression of a million glittering jewels dancing with the tide.

      A group of silvery sea-hunting birds wheeled against the deep blue sky. Their sharp cries pierced the repetition of the waves scrubbing along the shore and splashing against the rocks under Mranes Dalgryn’s water-roughened hands.

      She’d heard a thousand stories of how the ancestors built the long, narrow pier in her village of Gartria when they first arrived in the land of Genfrith many long years ago. Transporting the rich orange and vivid black stones from outcrops a day’s journey inland, then adding the sharp lines of mortar made from the bright red sands all around her.

      The stone walkway extended far into the water, branching out into smaller piers so twenty ships could anchor safely. Everything from flat, shallow local fishing boats to solid, round-bellied day-boats with bright, colorful sails, bringing merchants and visitors from all along the jagged coastline of the great continent of Hanferthen.

      Once in a while, and not nearly as often as Mranes would have liked, the great trader ships from across the vast, cold, and dangerous Nifendraw Sea arrived, anchoring at the farthest point from shore where the seabed plunged to depths unseen and dangerous. Unlike the cheery day-boats sitting high in the water—with sunshades in equally bright tones allowing the travelers to enjoy their days sheltering from the warm sun—the trader ships were darker.

      Quieter.

      More serious, somehow.

      They arrived under a billowing arrangement of ominous gray sails, with broad decks made of dark green wood that held no cushions for conversation or napping. The traders were designed to carried enough cargo that their sturdy decks were riddled with hidden doors for loading and unloading.

      Or so Mranes had heard. She’d never seen much of the mysterious cargo or stepped onto one of the traders for herself.

      Usually diverted from their normal first calling port of Masnarech far to the north near the rocky Gorowan Mountains because of dreadful storms, the people on board the traders at first seemed as odd as their ships. Men and women of all shapes and sizes, as varied as the clothing they wore, or the fine silk fabrics they brought from distant lands.

      Tall and slender like her father, short and curvy like her mother, and everything in between. With hair brown or black, blonde or gray, striking green or gorgeous deep orange. Skin ranging from so pale she wondered how they didn’t roast in the high sun at sea, to much darker than her own warm brown, to every shade from intense blue to mossy green to vivid purple.

      Some with magic that helped them guide their huge ships safely through icy waters and past fierce creatures that could drag them under the waves more surely than the worst storm. Others supposedly with magic to help convince both sellers and buyers to agree to terms most agreeable to the traders on their ships.

      Despite all that, the waylaid traders were always friendly once they reached the red sand beaches of Gartria.

      Thankful for the long pier and deep harbor that could hold their ships with more under water than above, rather than forcing them to detour far to the west and the vast, bustling city of Casai. Putting in at Gartria allowed them to unload enough onto wagons headed north to allow safer passage along a coast that grew steadily more shallow and rocky.

      Generous with their coin, smiles, and the goods they carried.

      Providing yet another reason why the ancestors’ hard work building the unusually long pier truly created the solid foundation that made their village’s livelihoods joined with the sea possible today.

      At least that’s what Mranes had been told every time she expressed dismay at having to repair that mortar yet again when this day of community labor rolled around.

      Several children both older and younger than her worked along the pier: some kneeling or sitting on the surface, others in the water like she was. A few adults lingered in tiny boats toward the deepest point, in case anyone slipped or got into trouble.

      That and watching to make sure the vital repairs were done right.

      In her more frustrated moments, Mranes was sure every bit of half of her one-day-short-of-fourteen years had been spent on this very spot.

      Legs in the warm, salty water, bare feet in the shifting sand.

      Loose-woven tunic and short breeches designed to dry almost as soon as it got wet either floating on the water or fluttering in the summery, flower-scented breeze. Today a tan version several shades lighter than her skin, cut long enough for the height she’d added seemingly overnight.

      Hands aching from trying to fill in the gaps she’d scraped clean hours ago. Moving quickly enough so the mortar had a chance to set before the tide rose high enough to splash all of her hard work away.

      Just the right mix of the smooth red granules with water-resistant sap from the squat, brushy wybar trees that grew all along the coast, with the astringent stink cutting through the salt-water air.

      Even at her most annoyed, Mranes had to admit how amazing it was that the resulting sticky goop had kept the pier sturdy and functioning for all those countless years.

      She leaned down enough to rub her hands together in the warm water and rinse away the remnants of sap. Thank all the powers that be, the lowest parts of the pier that never quite dried out even during the lowest tides were made of huge slabs of stone. Buried where their rough edges wouldn’t catch and tear at feet and wagon wheels alike.

      So only the walkway along the top had stones small enough to need all this bothersome maintenance. Mranes knew from knuckle-scraping experience how hard the stones were, how difficult they must
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