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      For anyone who loves reading or writing, there’s an undeniable magic to a great bookstore. The kind you can lose yourself in, much like you do in the pages of a great book.

      As far as what makes that kind of bookstore, that varies from person to person and even day to day, every bit as much as the definition of a good book does. They can be huge and sprawling, or cozy and intimate. Full of a little bit of everything, or specializing in a certain genre or region.

      I think the main thing is you know you’re among fellow book lovers when you walk in the door, and you get that wonderful feeling of anticipation.

      What new favorite will you discover? Or what long-lost treasure will you bring back into your life to savor anew? Is a new escape or learning experience or passion right around the corner?

      Or perhaps a new bookish best friend?

      My first trip to the Odds and Endings bookstore—tucked away in my fictional high Appalachian Mountain town of Lightning Gap—started off as a way to capture that magic. I wanted to create the kind of bookstore I’d never want to leave. One that somehow seemed to always have the book I didn’t even know I wanted until I saw it.

      And sometimes more importantly, the book I truly needed.

      Right from the start, I also wanted this to be a fabulous bookstore for writers. In that case, the magic would of course have to include not only everything we could possibly want to read, since reading is one of the most vital functions for writers. It also needed some way to help us capture the most valuable of commodities: time to write.

      Even better? A community of passionate readers, ready and eager to support writers in all kinds of fascinating and unexpected ways.

      Thus the incredible basement became the main setting, more than the public spaces of the bookstore itself. The true heart of Odds and Endings is hidden away from the casual shopper and reader, and reserved only for the true believers.

      A cozy hideaway, stuffed full of one-of-a-kind and beloved books and places to read them? With comfortable chairs and a big, gorgeous fireplace? With an endless supply of tea and coffee, with spirits or without, and delicious snacks?

      All that, and you get there through a secret doorway tucked into a bookshelf that only a select few know about?

      Oh, yes please!

      To make it even more of a dream-come-true situation, the Odds and Endings bookstore has a fabulous writer-in-residence program. So now this lucky writer gets a whole year to live in the bookstore, in a comfortable, private, introvert-friendly apartment down in that book lover’s basement.

      Sure, there have to be a few public author events and readings, and even those would be all kinds of fun in such a book-crazy little town. But other than that, the writer gets to live in the gorgeous setting of Lightning Gap, surrounded by a fascinating bunch of locals and visitors alike.

      I’d created quite a wonderland, but I wasn’t quite finished. Because the real magic of this prime residency isn’t only for the writer.

      Another lucky lover of stories gets to serve as that writer’s character. Living out the stories in some way, working as the ultimate collaborator.

      Several stories into this fabulous exercise in wish fulfillment, I’m not sure whether I’d want to be the writer or the character in this scenario!

      When I settled down to start this holiday collection, I knew I wanted to do something with EllaJane Cole and Chris Ramsey, the current writer/character pair in residence at Odds and Endings. And what could be better than a private storytelling festival of sorts, held in that wonderful basement?

      Especially during that odd in-between week for so many of us in the world, when Christmas or Hannukah or other winter holidays have passed, but we’re not yet to the new year. Kids are out of school, and many adults have time off as well. Such an odd limbo, and the perfect time to gather with dear friends for storytelling.

      Believe it or not, this is where it really gets a little strange.

      Because I decided EllaJane and Chris would be telling stories set in the worlds of another author, one familiar to the close-knit Odds and Endings family. Another Appalachian author, as a matter of fact, from not all that far away from Lightning Gap depending on how you measure the distance.

      Yes, they’re telling stories from my own worlds. And I’ve had an unreasonable amount of fun with the setup for each night of the Mid-Holiday Madness storytelling week, and with writing the stories themselves.

      I loved the rather unusual experience of writing fan fiction with my own worlds and characters, while at the same time watching the story of the two storytellers themselves unfold.

      This collection turned into quite the story-in-story adventure for me, and I hope it will for you too!

      The first evening gathered around the fire, with suitable beverages and comfy clothing, featured EllaJane and a fantasy tale from my Misfortune and Magic world. Since these stories are epic fantasy set in an alternate world, Arch Knight and his family at Castle Knight don’t celebrate our typical holidays. I had a great time with the traditional mid-winter holiday of Hendrefas in the land of Hanferthen, and the challenges of the sort of guests who simply cannot take a hint in A Timely Bit of the Best Bad Luck.

      Much to my surprise, Chris took his own turn telling the tale on the second night as a blizzard descended on Lightning Gap, reaching into his love of history. A Meeting of Two Renegade Minds visits Victorian Era London, and explores the origins of two wonderful characters from my Odd Society series. Father Hall crosses paths with Dr. Jean Marchér for the first time, and neither of them—or a certain scandalized and fascinated corner of London society—will ever be the same.

      After a day full of playing in all that snow, EllaJane turned her attention to one of my favorite real-life holiday traditions in the Appalachian Mountains. I took a few liberties with the Santa Train—partly by having it visit my fictional town of Estonoa, Virginia. Susan McFarland has appeared in stories set in another fabulous bookstore there: Clinch River Books. This time around, the wonderful surprise of The Real Gift of the Santa Train is all hers.

      Chris returns for the fourth night, as he and EllaJane wrestle with a dilemma that seems to be separate from the stories they’re telling, at least on the surface. He pays a visit to Hartstown, Virginia, soon to be renamed Bountyfield, and the setting for my Voices Through Time series. Beth Azen and Mark Hersch are celebrating their first magical holiday together in A Current Made of Joy, and an amazing surprise waits on their horizon.

      The fifth night of Mid-Holiday Madness finds EllaJane venturing into the world of my Storms of Future Past series, with a tale set in Wolf Branch, Virginia. Etan Griffith brings his boyfriend Alex Collins to visit for the first time, and both of them are nervous and excited in equal measures about the trip. The joys of found family end up front and center in Discovering Home, as they so often do when I put fingers to keyboard.

      As for EllaJane and Chris—and everyone in the Odds and Endings family—they’ll definitely be returning. After all, EllaJane’s residency is just getting started.

      I hope you enjoy getting to know these characters and reading these stories as much as I enjoyed writing them. Each is only a glimpse into a larger world with plenty to explore. You’ll find doorways to them all at the back of the book.

      I hope you’ll want to return and explore more tales. Lightning Gap itself has played host to a variety of genres, with new adventures on the horizon.

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

      For more visits to the Appalachian Mountains in and around Virginia, head on over to www.KariKilgore.com/TalesfromAppalachia.

      If you’re in the mood for romance, swing by www.KariKilgore.com/Romance.

      You can also check out 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, head over to 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.

    

  


  
    
    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Full Page Image]
      

    

  


  
    
      For everybody who learns to turn a disadvantage
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            A TIMELY BIT OF THE BEST BAD LUCK

          

        

      

    

    
      EllaJane Cole had spent almost every one of her forty-three holiday seasons in the Appalachian Mountains of Virginia. So she thought she was familiar with all the joy and magic the days between Christmas and New Year’s could bring.

      A picturesque snowfall more often than not, enough to transform winter-dark and bare trees into a snow globe fantasy land, with the undulating contours of the hillsides underneath only adding dimension and intrigue. Decorations that ranged from the latest in flashy, electronic-modern gadgets all the way to hand-gathered cedar trees and wreaths.

      Carefully kept treasures from decades gone by snugged up to brand-new online or dollar store finds.

      Her favorites were gleaming glass ornaments of every shape and color, with hollowed out indentations full of elaborate details inside. That or bright, festive scraps of fabric from everyone’s sewing piles, stitched up over bundles of hard candies or sometimes leftover herbs and spices after the frenzy of holiday baking. Between those and special-bought oranges, grapefruits, or even tangerines studded with spiky cloves, the heavenly aroma of a holiday house in the mountains alone sent her straight into an intoxicating haze of wintertime nostalgia.

      She’d spent a couple of days over in Bountyfield around Christmas this past week, soaking up all that excitement and love with her sprawling, rowdy family. Luckily for her, they’d always been truly the most important and lasting ingredient for holiday delights.

      But right now, sitting in her temporary home in the basement of the enchanting Odds and Endings Bookstore in Lightning Gap, Virginia, EllaJane basked in a brand-new variety of holiday magic.

      One she was about to add her own unique blend of creativity and excitement to.

      She was taking her first-ever turn as the official Odds and Endings Mid-Holiday Madness Bard.

      The basement itself set the stage for merriment on a scale she’d hardly dared imagine as a little girl dreaming of telling her own stories someday. Everyone she’d talked to during her first month of her writing residency told her the same thing.

      When they first descended the hidden staircase from the main bookstore above, even after thousands of volumes packed all over the huge Victorian house, none of them could take their eyes off all the literary treasures lovingly tucked into every possible space.

      Hand-made bookshelves as old as the house lined the walls, all age-worn and dark and beautiful. Each holding everything from ancient and priceless leather-bound books to hardcovers from every era to paperbacks shiny and new or yellowed and often-read. Covering any subject fictional or not, with almost as many reference books as tales sprung from inside a writer’s mind.

      The only requirement for taking up precious space in the heart of both the bookstore and the house was that a member of the Odds and Endings family treasured it.

      But the truth was EllaJane suspected space in the basement didn’t quite work the same way it did out in the world. Time seemed to travel by its own set of changeable rules as well.

      All part of the magic of Odds and Endings and Lightning Gap itself.

      She’d even found hand-lettered, hand-made paper-and-board books from a century ago, when the house was being built in 1918. Sharing shelf space with scratchy volumes of the history of Lightning Gap, Felten County, and many of the surrounding towns and counties.

      With all the different kinds of maps and books of records any writer or book lover or history nerd or map geek could possibly want tucked or rolled or pinned up in between.

      Several of those book lovers sat in the basement with her now, relaxed and comfortable in dark brown leather chairs surely nearly as old as the house, gathered close by the gorgeous fireplace. A roaring fire set against a magnificent maple mantlepiece and beautiful hand-painted purple and green tiles drove away the chill of a late December evening.

      Much like the distinctive purple house that held the bookstore above, the basement was cheerily decorated for the season. Ropes of sharp-smelling pine and shiny holly, with bright red berries for accents, were draped over every available surface. Very traditional Victorian Christmas crackers—thumb-length cylinders covered with decorated paper twisted at both ends—sat in piles on the mantle and hung from the adorable little cedar tree beside the fireplace.

      Underneath the tree, strewn with multicolored versions of artificial candles, stacks of books bound in wide, sparkling green and red ribbons waited for the end of Mid-Holiday Madness. One for each person gathered for this special night.

      Not just any books, of course, not at the heart of Odds and Endings. These were collected volumes by several of the authors-in-residence over the years. Most unwrapped, with their vivid covers making up for the lack of holiday paper.

      But each bundle also contained secret books wrapped in plain brown paper, carefully chosen for each person, and related to the tales to be told over the next several days. EllaJane had helped choose all of them, aside from the one that waited for her.

      Any cold that dared linger in limbs or fingers or toes quickly fell victim to a sip of Mrs. Carabelle Seagon’s Special Warming Recipe mulled cider, full of cinnamon and ginger and cloves, and a few secret ingredients she’d never reveal.

      The not-so-secret addition that warmed inside and out was a generous splash of fine bourbon for anyone who wanted one, for both the cider and the always-available Earl Grey tea.

      Mrs. Seagon wouldn’t have cleared five feet tall even if she’d ever worn high heels, and tonight she’d dressed her slender frame more casually than usual. Rather than a sensible skirt or sturdy pants, she wore a modern and entirely typical vacation wardrobe of sweatpants and a matching hoodie.

      In the same shade of purple as the house, of course, and decorated with sparkling patterns of candy canes in copper and gold.

      Her husband Arthur sat in the chair beside her, as always, dressed in a matching outfit in his preferred shade of warm chocolate brown. Everyone else, EllaJane included, had taken on a similarly at-home variety of cozy, loose clothing.

      Not a single pair of hard pants anywhere to be seen.

      She wasn’t quite brave enough to wear her horribly mismatched pajama and robe combination with company there, so she’d opted for charcoal gray sweatpants and her faded Bountyfield High School sweatshirt. No one here had seen her in her eye-straining overnight getup besides Chris Ramsey, sitting beside her on the sofa in his own black sweatpants and t-shirt.

      After all, Chris was a vital part of her writer-in-residence year at Odds and Endings. Besides living in his own basement apartment and sharing her night owl tendencies, Chris had played a role in every short story, novella, and novel-in-progress taking shape on EllaJane’s laptop.

      Not because he was her co-writer, not in the traditional sense.

      Chris was more than her muse, too.

      Chris was her character, and would be throughout the rest of the year of her residency.

      And he’d continue to be her storytelling partner over the next several magical nights of celebrating this odd pause between two major holidays, and the restful space before the beginning of a brand new year.

      Adorable little antique tables sat between the chairs and sofas, draped with their own evergreen garlands and each sporting a real candle in red, green, silver, gold, or purple, of course. The gleaming wooden surfaces were just big enough to hold the candles and delicate teacups in faintest purple, matching plates stacked high with Mr. Seagon’s light-as-air-and-twice-as-crispy ginger cookies, and a book or two.

      But none of the six people and one sweet hound dog who’d joined her and Chris for this special evening had any reading material close at hand.

      They were here for a different kind of celebration.

      When EllaJane and Chris joined in the long, proud tradition of sharing holiday stories told right out loud.

      For some reason that no one seemed to remember anymore, but everyone insisted on following for every gathering at Odds and Endings, Mrs. Seagon stood at precisely eleven past the hour, clasping her hands together and sharing an infectious grin.

      “Welcome one and all to the annual celebration of the days in-between,” she said in her soft, musical voice, her lilting mountain accent bringing a sparkle to every word. “That time of year when all of us who are able take the chance to pause and reflect. To think back on the year getting behind us, and ahead to the new one about to dawn. And most importantly for the Odds and Endings family, the chance to sit back, enjoy each other’s company, and take in some of the best holiday storytelling ever to grace anyone’s eyes or ears.”

      Everyone around the circle either applauded or held up their teacups and took a sip, leaving both EllaJane and Chris grinning and blushing at the same time.

      Mrs. Seagon sat, and Mr. Seagon stood, holding his own much sturdier coffee mug with the same stylized O&E logo on the side that decorated the covers of the impressive number of books written by other authors-in-residence.

      “We have an extra-special treat this year, courtesy of EllaJane and Chris. Like any writer worth her salt, and any character, the two of them have been reading up a storm the whole time they’ve been here. And while like all the rest of us, they love any book that came to life with a little help from Odds and Endings magic, they both happen to have a favorite of all the ones they’ve discovered on our shelves.”

      He turned his smiling gaze toward EllaJane and Chris, and she was certain she caught more than the usual mischievous sparkle in his blue eyes.

      “That’s just one of all the ways these two are perfectly suited for each other. Now to avoid spoiling the surprise, I’ll let them tell you all about it.”

      EllaJane blinked, struck by a most uncommon ability to pull words to mind when it came to talking about writing. And by the stirrings of heat unrelated to either the fire or the bourbon.

      She risked a glance at Chris, and his wide eyes were equally dazed. But his slow, shy smile only cranked up her internal fires a little bit more.

      None of that changed
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