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  For the dreamers who know that autumn is a state of mind, and that the strongest magic often tastes like coffee and cinnamon.

And for anyone who has ever suspected that their cat knows exactly what you are thinking.








  
  A Note from the Author


Welcome to Hollow Creek. 
If you are the kind of person who waits all year for the leaves to turn orange, who believes that a perfect latte can fix a bad day, and who likes their romance with a little bit of a spooky edge, then you have found your home.
The Hollow Creek Coven was born out of a love for cozy sweaters, stormy nights, and the idea that magic is hiding just beneath the surface of our ordinary lives. It is a story about finding where you belong, even if that place happens to be a misty town full of secrets, spells, and one very grumpy sheriff.
So grab your favorite blanket, pour yourself a hot drink (pumpkin spice encouraged, but not required), and step inside The Cauldron Cup.
Just mind the gremlins. They bite.
Happy Reading,
KJ Rose
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  Chapter 1: The Inheritance


The GPS had given up two miles back. 
Lara Vance gripped the steering wheel of her ancient Honda as it rattled down the fog-soaked road into Hollow Creek. Orange and crimson leaves plastered themselves against the windshield. Through the mist, she caught glimpses of the town—weathered storefronts, crooked lampposts wrapped in fake cobwebs, pumpkin displays on every porch.
Very on-brand for October. Very much not what she'd expected to inherit.
Her grandmother's lawyer had been vague on the phone. "A café in Hollow Creek. Your grandmother left explicit instructions that it go to you." No explanation why. No warning that the town looked like it had crawled out of a Halloween catalog and refused to leave.
The road curved, and there it was.
The Cauldron Cup.
Lara pulled over and killed the engine. It died with a shudder.
The café sat on the corner of Main Street like a crooked tooth. Two stories of faded purple siding, shutters hanging at odd angles, windows so grimy she couldn't see through them. A hand-painted sign swung from a wrought-iron post, the golden cauldron logo barely visible beneath years of grime. Dead leaves had drifted against the front door in knee-high piles.
"Great," Lara muttered. "I inherited a haunted house."
The key stuck in the lock.
Lara wrestled with it, swearing under her breath, until something inside the door clicked. It swung inward with a sound like a dying animal.
The smell hit her first—dust thick as wool, stale coffee, and something else. Something that made the hair on her arms stand up. Like ozone before a storm. Like burnt sugar and copper pennies.
She stepped inside.
The café was frozen in time. Tables and chairs sat exactly as they must have the day her grandmother locked up for the last time. A calendar on the wall still showed March 2023. Dust coated everything in a thick gray blanket. Behind the counter, an ancient espresso machine crouched like a brass gargoyle.
But underneath the dust and decay, Lara could see what it had been. Exposed brick walls. Mismatched vintage furniture. String lights shaped like tiny moons and stars. Her grandmother had built something special here.
Had. Past tense.
The hum started then—low and insistent, more felt than heard. It thrummed through the floorboards, through her bones. Magic. The word popped into her head unbidden and completely absurd.
A crash from the back room made her jump.
"Hello?"
Lara's voice sounded too loud in the empty café. She moved toward the swinging door to the back, heart hammering.
A flash of black shot past her feet.
She yelped and stumbled backward into a table. A cat—sleek, black, with eyes like yellow moons—perched on the counter. It stared at her with obvious disdain.
"Jesus. You scared the hell out of me."
The cat's tail lashed once. It hissed, showing needle-sharp teeth.
"Nice to meet you too," Lara said. "I'm guessing you came with the property?"
The cat turned its back on her, dismissive as royalty.
Lara noticed the collar then—purple leather with a silver tag. She squinted at the engraving: Barnaby.
"Barnaby," she repeated. "Okay. Well, Barnaby, I'm Lara. Your new... landlord? Owner? Whatever."
Another hiss. Barnaby's message was clear: I don't think so.
The envelope sat in the exact center of the counter, positioned too perfectly to be accidental.
Lara picked it up. Her name in her grandmother's handwriting—all swooping curves and confident strokes. Inside, the deed to The Cauldron Cup, and a note on cream-colored paper.
Lara,
I know this isn't what you wanted. I know you think you're not ready. You're wrong.
The town needs the coffee, but it needs the magic more. Don't fight it. Don't run from it. You're a Vance. It's in your blood whether you believe it or not.
The grimoire is in the usual place.
Love always, Grandma Iris
Lara read it twice. Then a third time.
Grimoire. Magic. What the actual hell?
A gust of wind howled through the café. The front door, which she'd left propped open, slammed shut with a bang that echoed through the space. The lock clicked—loud and final.
Lara tried the handle. It wouldn't budge.
She looked at Barnaby. Barnaby looked back, utterly unimpressed.
"So," Lara said to the cat, to the café, to the universe. "I guess I'm staying."
The magical hum seemed to pulse in agreement, and for just a moment, the dust motes in the air swirled in patterns that looked almost like words.
Welcome home.






  
  Chapter 2: The Explosion


Lara had been trapped in the café for twenty minutes before she accepted that the door wasn't going to unlock itself. 
"Fine," she told Barnaby, who was now grooming himself on top of the espresso machine. "We'll do this the hard way."
She found cleaning supplies in the back—ancient bottles of counter spray, fossilized sponges, a broom that looked older than she was. The café wasn't going to clean itself, and if she was stuck here, she might as well make it habitable.
Two hours later, she'd cleared most of the dust and discovered that underneath the grime, The Cauldron Cup had good bones. The floors were original hardwood. The brick walls had character. The furniture just needed polish and prayer.
The espresso machine was another story.
Lara wiped down the brass monstrosity, squinting at the tangle of wires visible through an access panel. One was frayed, sparking faintly when she jostled it. She needed tools. Electrical tape at minimum.
She had neither.
The grimoire is in the usual place.
Her grandmother's note burned in her back pocket. Lara had searched the "usual places"—under the counter, in the office, behind the bar. Nothing. No spell book, no instructions, no roadmap for what the hell she was supposed to do with inherited magic she didn't believe in.
Except.
She stared at the frayed wire. At her hand.
"This is insane," she muttered.
She'd done it once before. Age seven, in her grandmother's kitchen. A birthday candle that wouldn't light. Grandma Iris had whispered, "Just ask it nicely," and Lara had felt something warm bloom in her chest. The candle sparked to life.
Her mother had lost her mind. They'd left that same night, and Lara hadn't seen Grandma Iris again until the funeral last month.
"Okay." Lara flexed her fingers. "Just a tiny spark. That's all. Just enough to—"
She touched the wire.
Magic jolted through her like lightning—too much, too fast, completely out of control. The espresso machine shrieked. Steam hissed from every valve. The grinder started spinning, faster and faster, and—
BOOM.
The explosion wasn't huge.
It was, however, extraordinarily messy.
Coffee grounds erupted from the machine like a volcanic geyser, coating the walls, the counter, the ceiling. Lara stumbled backward, choking on a cloud of dark powder. The machine let out one final death rattle and went silent.
Barnaby yowled and vanished.
"Shit. Shit. Shit." Lara wiped grounds from her eyes. She was covered—hair, face, clothes, everything. The café looked like a crime scene.
The front door exploded inward.
"HOLLOW CREEK SHERIFF'S DEPARTMENT! HANDS WHERE I CAN SEE THEM!"
Lara spun around. A man filled the doorway—tall, broad-shouldered, gun drawn and pointed directly at her. Dark hair, sharp jaw, eyes like flint. He wore a sheriff's uniform and an expression of absolute zero tolerance.
"SHOW ME YOUR HANDS!"
"They're up! They're up!" Lara raised her coffee-ground-covered hands. "It's not—it wasn't a bomb!"
The sheriff's gaze swept the café, taking in the destroyed espresso machine, the grounds coating every surface, and Lara herself—drenched in what probably looked like explosive residue.
He lowered the gun fractionally. "Ma'am. Step away from the device."
"It's an espresso machine!"
"Step. Away."
Five minutes later, Sheriff Jack Thorne holstered his weapon and pulled out a citation pad.
Lara sat on a (relatively) clean chair, still dripping coffee grounds. Barnaby had reappeared and was watching the proceedings with what looked suspiciously like amusement.
"Let me get this straight," Jack said, his voice flat. "You decided to repair commercial electrical equipment without training, without tools, and without informing anyone."
"I didn't repair it. I tried to—" Lara stopped. I tried to use magic probably wouldn't help. "It was a short circuit."
"Uh-huh." Jack's pen scratched across the citation. "That 'short circuit' registered on our emergency alert system. Sounded like a pipe bomb."
"It was an espresso machine having a bad day!"
"Unsafe noise levels. Violation of city code 7-42." He tore off the citation and held it out. "That'll be two hundred dollars."
Lara stared at the paper. "You're citing me for a loud noise?"
"I'm citing you for disturbing the peace, creating a public hazard, and operating unsafe equipment." His eyes—dark brown, irritatingly intense—fixed on hers. "You Iris Vance's granddaughter?"
"Lara Vance."
Something shifted in his expression. Not softening, exactly. More like recognition. "Your grandmother ran a good establishment. Safe. Quiet. No explosions."
"It's my first day."
"I can tell." Jack tucked his citation pad away. His gaze traveled over the destroyed café, lingering on the espresso machine, then back to Lara. For a moment—just a flash—she thought she saw the corner of his mouth twitch.
Then it was gone, replaced by stern professionalism.
"Welcome to Hollow Creek, Ms. Vance. Try not to blow anything else up."
Lara watched him walk to the door, then pause.
"One more thing." Jack turned back. His hand rested on his belt, and Lara absolutely did not notice how the uniform fit him. "Your grandmother had certain... agreements with the town. I'm assuming you'll honor those."
"What agreements?"
"Ask the cat." His expression was completely serious. "I'm watching you, Ms. Vance. Next time you decide to practice demolition, call the fire department first."
He left before she could respond.
The door swung shut behind him—and clicked locked again.
Lara looked down at the citation in her hand, then at Barnaby.
"He cannot be serious."
Barnaby's tail swished. The cat's expression clearly said: Oh, he's serious.
"Great," Lara muttered, brushing coffee grounds from her hair. "Day one: trapped, homeless, cited by the world's most annoyingly hot sheriff. What else can go wrong?"
The lights flickered overhead. In the back room, something glass shattered.
"I wasn't asking!" Lara shouted at the universe.
Barnaby meowed. It sounded suspiciously like laughter.






  
  Chapter 3: The Gremlin


The apartment above The Cauldron Cup was barely habitable. 
Lara had found it after the sheriff left—a narrow staircase behind the office leading to two rooms, a bathroom, and a kitchenette that time forgot. The furniture was covered in sheets. The windows were painted shut. But there was a bed, and after scrubbing coffee grounds from places coffee grounds should never be, that was enough.
She collapsed onto the mattress fully clothed, too exhausted to care that it smelled like mothballs.
Sleep came fast.
The scratching woke her at 2 AM.
Lara lay in the dark, listening.
Scritch. Scritch. Scritch.
It came from the wall. No—the ceiling. The sound moved, deliberate and rhythmic, like claws on metal.
She sat up slowly. Barnaby was perched on the windowsill, ears flat, tail puffed to twice its normal size.
"You hear it too?"
The cat hissed at the ceiling.
Scritch scritch scritch.
Lara grabbed her phone and turned on the flashlight. The beam swept across the ceiling until it found the vent—a rusted grate near the corner. The scratching stopped.
Silence.
Then a sound like metal popping. The grate fell, clattering to the floor.
Two glowing yellow eyes stared down at her from the darkness.
"Oh, hell no."
The creature dropped from the ceiling with a wet thump.
Lara's flashlight caught it full-on: three feet tall, gray-green skin like old cheese, ears like crumpled paper bags, and a mouth full of needle teeth currently stretched in a grin. It wore a
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