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  1
Hearths and Echoes


The road had disappeared behind her long before Charlotte Kincaid realized she was no longer on the map. Or that her GPS was no longer working. She simply kept driving, having passed the sign that “Wren Hollow 10 miles” almost 10 miles back. She saw no turnoffs, crossroads, or even any kind of animal trail. 
Instead, fog clung to the trees like breath made visible, curling around the branches in loose, silken bands. Moss softened everything — telephone poles, fence rails, the very edges of the world. Her small, compact car crept along the winding road, as if it, too, were uncertain of its place here, its tires crunching damp gravel that narrowed with every mile. There were no signs, no service, just trees and the sound of the ocean somewhere beyond, accompanied by the steady thump of her heartbeat in her ears.
Then, without warning, the road opened. The forest peeled away, the fog thinned, and Wren Hollow revealed itself — not dramatically, but like a secret deciding that it wanted to be shared. Charlie wasn’t sure what she expected, but this idyllic coastal town wasn’t it. The reality of Wren Hollow was so much better than the expectation.
A cluster of rooftops sloped gently toward the coast, shingled in grays and greens that blurred into the landscape. Old hurricane lamps glowed behind lace-curtained windows. Wind chimes whispered from porches. A narrow green stretched through the center of town, rimmed with ancient oaks and cobbled paths, the heartbeat of Wren Hollow. Everything smelled like salt and pine and bread, as though the town itself had been baking while no one was looking.
Charlie slowly drove down the main street to the far end before easing her car to a stop in front of a weathered wooden sign. Small white birds carved into the corners of the sign seemed to tilt toward her as the engine clicked into silence.
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She exhaled. “Well. I’m here, Theo,” she whispered to herself. Charlie stepped out of the car into silence. There was no breeze, no call of seagulls. Even the roar of the ocean on the sand below seemed to have fallen silent. The town was holding its breath, waiting to see what she did.
The manor stood just up the slope, watching the town like a cat watches a mouse. It wasn’t grand, exactly, but it was large — rambling, uneven, three stories if you counted the tower that leaned slightly left like it hadn’t made up its mind whether to stay. Its eaves were thick with moss, its shingles faded, its garden half-wild and tangled with sage and honeysuckle. The front door was dark green, flaked with age, and a single hurricane lamp burned in the front window to the left of the door, flickering faintly in the dusk.
She walked up the gravel path, her boots sinking slightly in soft earth. Her coat was damp by the time she reached the porch, her vibrant coppery-red curls frizzing into the damp air. The key waited beneath the third potted plant, just where the lawyer said it would be — wrapped in twine, and warm to the touch even though the pot was cold.
Inside, the manor smelled of old books, wood smoke, and something else — not rot exactly, but memory. Dust and salt. Tea and ink. Incense and herbs. The kind of scent that clung to the hems of dreams and vanished the moment you named it. She stood in the doorway, uncertain.
The house did not creak. It did not groan. It did not welcome her. But it knew she was there. The air shifted, like an exhale held too long. A door clicked open down the hall with the softest of creaks. The lamp in the foyer flared just slightly before returning to its usual, steady glow.
Charlie let her bag drop to the floor with a soft thump, slipped off her boots, and walked up the hallway. It was not lost on her that so far she had only seen hurricane lamps lighting the way. She wasn’t sure whether it was just the house’s charm or whether it was so old it wasn’t wired for electricity.
The hall opened into the kitchen. It was small, surprisingly so, with mismatched cupboards, a wide enamel sink, and a kettle on the stove older than she was. The windows were fogged, but through the blurred glass she could just make out the edge of the sea, its surface silvered and seemingly still even though she knew it was anything but. The kettle clicked when she touched it, like it recognized her hand. That should’ve been strange. It wasn’t.
She made tea with cinnamon and chamomile from the jar labeled Peace in looping script on the shelf to her left. She found a mug in the cupboard above her head, painted with a crescent moon and a chip on the lip. She held it anyway, standing in socked feet on cold tile, waiting as the tea steeped in silence.
Then came the sound. It was soft, measured. Claws on wood. Charlie turned just as a small cat stepped into the room. It was white with one black ear and a single black patch over the base of his tail — though he had no tail to speak of, just a little twist of fluff. A Japanese bobtail, she realized absently. Bright gold eyes. No collar. No indication of where it came from.
The cat stopped in the center of the kitchen and stared at her like she was the intruder.
Charlie blinked. “Well, hello there.”
The cat didn’t move at first, and then circled her legs just enough for her to tell it was a boy.
“Oh, you’re a handsome man,” she cooed instinctively, crouching. “Come here, fluff. Are you guarding the place?”
The cat regarded her stillness. Judgment. Something vaguely regal.
Before she could reconsider, Charlie scooped him into her arms. The cat went rigid. She didn’t notice. She was already nuzzling into the fur between his ears, burying her face against his side with the kind of open adoration only true cat lovers possessed. “You smell like dust and old cedar,” she whispered happily. “You’re perfect.”
The cat made a low, offended noise.
She pulled back and looked him in the eye. “Don’t worry. You’ll get used to me.”
He did not blink. She kissed his head. He purred. Furiously. Against his will.
Charlie laughed, and for the first time since crossing into Wren Hollow, she felt something begin to settle. She set him down gently, and he immediately jumped onto the kitchen table, giving her the sort of look usually reserved for failed apprentices or particularly disappointing weather.
“Suit yourself,” she murmured with a smile, returning to her tea.
A candle on the counter suddenly flared to life, and beneath her palm, the handle of the mug warmed. Charlie didn’t notice right away, not until a warm woman’s voice, low and crackling with memory, filled the air.
“Well. There you are, love.”
Charlie froze. The cat did not move.
“If you’re hearing this, it means I’m gone — or moved along, depending on how you look at it. Don’t fret. I’ve been waiting on you a long while, even if we never met properly.”
Theo’s voice. Her great-aunt. The one who’d left it all behind — the manor, the Emporium, the key. The candlelight flickered. The fog pressed gently against the glass. And the cat, watching her from the table in perfect loaf position, narrowed his eyes as if he already knew exactly what was coming.
The voice filled the kitchen without a source. It was not tinny like a recording, not magical in the way books described. It was simply… there like someone had pulled back time and left a piece of her behind. “Oh, Charlie, this house is old. Older than the town, some would say, and certainly older than its charm. It’s a little stubborn, like me. Like you too, I reckon.”
Charlie set the mug down with both hands, careful now. The cat watched her with an expression that could only be described as knowing.
“You’re not here to fix it all, Charlie. You’re here to tend it. There’s a difference. You’ll learn.“ There was a pause. Then Theo’s voice shifted, like a smile pressed between syllables. “Now then. Walk with me.”
The candle on the counter flared again, and across the kitchen, a second wick lit in the hallway, just beyond the arched door. Charlie stared at it in confusion, even though her heart raced in excitement. The cat jumped lightly from the table, tail stub twitching, and padded toward the light.
“Go on, love. Follow him. He won’t bite. Well, he might. But he’ll warn you first.”
Charlie followed, heart thudding, socked feet silent on the warm floorboards.
“This is the hallway I used to call the bones of the house. Creaky and full of secrets. The wallpaper peels if you speak a lie. Don’t ask how I know.”
A soft light blinked into being ahead of her, a series of sconces igniting in sequence as she passed, like footsteps laid in flame.
“To your right is the sitting room. If the chairs move, let them. They always did prefer a bit of rearranging at dusk. That cabinet on the far wall? Don’t open it yet. You’re not ready.”
Charlie stared at the cabinet and moved on.
“To your left is the little parlor with the green window. That’s where I left the first real spell I ever cast. It’s under the floorboard, third from the hearth. Don’t go looking yet. It’ll call you when it’s time.”
Charlie paused at the arched glass doors of the parlor. Her breath fogged the pane.
“Upstairs, you’ll find the library. It won’t open for you today. Maybe not tomorrow either. The books are shy. And the attic... well. We’ll talk about the attic later. Your room is upstairs, warm and inviting, waiting for you to rest.”
The cat led her to the base of the stairwell, where the shadows leaned in close.
“And now,” Theo said, her voice softening, “we come to your companion.”
Charlie looked down at the cat, who sat now at the foot of the stairs, his gaze fixed upward.
“The bobtail glaring at you like you’ve insulted his tea? That’s Daichi.”
Charlie blinked. “What?”
The cat sneezed.
“Yes, that Daichi. Guardian of the Hollow. Mage of Moonshade Grove. Cursed into cat form a long time ago and somehow still more dramatic than I ever managed to be.”
“You’ve got to be kidding.” Charlie stared at the feline in question. “I thought that was just stories my mother used to tell.” She knelt and scratched Daichi behind the ears.
“He won’t talk to you tonight. Not yet. But don’t let that fool you. He hears everything. He remembers more than he wants to. And if he stays close, it means he trusts you.”
Daichi flicked an ear. His golden eyes met hers and held.
“You’ll need him, Charlie. And he’ll need you. But don’t rush him. He hates that.”
Theo’s voice, while still warm, grew weighted, like a stone just below the surface of still water. “There’s a curse on this house. A quiet one. Woven into the walls and the roots and the rhythm of things. You can’t break it all at once. But you can wear it down. With care. With truth. With presence.” She paused. “And love, if you’re lucky.”
Charlie swallowed hard. Her hand found the banister as she stood, smooth and cool beneath her fingers.
“I didn’t bring you here to be a witch, Charlie. I brought you here because you see broken things and don’t turn away. That’s rarer than spell work.” The light from the sconces dimmed slowly, like lanterns bowing out after a performance.
“The shop will open when it’s ready. The house will give what it can. And the people... well. Some of them already know who you are. The rest will learn.” Theo’s voice grew quieter. “For now, sleep, love. Tomorrow, the Hollow begins to remember you.” There was no final flourish, no echoing goodbye. Just a long breath of silence — the kind that leaves a space where something sacred had been.
Charlie stood for a while in that quiet, unsure if her feet were cold or if the floor was simply remembering someone else. Daichi padded back toward the kitchen. She followed. When she sat at the table again, her tea had not gone cold. The candle still burned. The manor, once hesitant, now felt like it had… shifted. Like it was watching. 
She looked at Daichi as he leapt back onto the table and curled himself neatly into the center, his eyes still half open. “Guardian of the Hollow, huh?” she murmured.
He did not reply. But the corner of his mouth twitched, just once.
Charlie smiled faintly and lifted her tea. “Nice to meet you, Daichi.”
The flame on the candle danced. And for the first time in a long, long time, the manor exhaled.






  
  2
The Purrbox Has Opinions


Charlie woke to birdsong and the smell of tea that had already been steeped, which was strange, considering she hadn’t made any. Sunlight spilled through the window like golden cream, dappling the floor in quiet shapes. Her limbs ached from travel, her hair was an untamable halo, and one leg of her pajamas had managed to make its way above her knee. She blinked blearily toward the corner where she’d dumped her bags last night. 
Sleeping in a new place made Charlie nervous, and there was no lamp on the nightstand. She found a hurricane lamp in the kitchen, full of oil, and carried it up to bed. It had burned out of oil and wick, yet the flame was still there. She stared at it for a few moments and thought of her great-aunt’s words the night before. She sat up slowly. The room sighed. Not creaked — sighed. The mattress cradled her a second longer than it should have, reluctant to let go.
Charlie walked into the hallway barefoot, tugging an oversized cardigan around her shoulders. The manor was different in daylight. Not warmer, exactly, but less wary — as though it had decided to tolerate her until proven otherwise. Light spilled across the floorboards in soft amber stripes. Somewhere, something that was definitely not a clock ticked a steady beat. She stepped into the kitchen. And stopped dead in her tracks.
A man was sitting at the table. A very handsome man at that.
He wore dark layered robes — no, not robes, a kimono! —  of blue linen, loose and elegant, as he’d just stepped out of a dream painted in ash and ink. His long black hair fell past his shoulders, streaked with silver near the temples. His skin was pale gold, and his eyes — one deep brown, the other shot through with gold like sunlight through smoke — were fixed on her with the calm, unimpressed focus of someone waiting for a late appointment. He held a steaming cup of tea in one hand. In the other, a small piece of honeyed shortbread, as if this were the most natural breakfast in the world.
“Oh, good,” he said dryly, voice low, slightly Japanese accented and maddeningly smooth. “You’re awake. I was beginning to worry I’d have to start the introductions myself. And I’m terrible with small talk.”
Charlie stared.
The man took a slow sip of tea and gestured vaguely toward the opposite chair. “You may sit. I don’t bite. Much.”
She didn’t move. “You’re the cat!” she blurted.
He arched a single dark brow. “Yes. I’m the cat. I suppose I should thank you for rubbing your face against my ribs like a lonely druid and calling me ‘fluff.’ Most people wait until after breakfast to humiliate me.”
Charlie opened her mouth. Closed it. Tried again. “You’re Daichi!”
“Indeed.”
“You’re human.”
He smiled faintly. “Only between sunrise and sunset. You’ll find I’m much more tolerable in this form. I can make tea, for one. The claws are hell on porcelain.”
She blinked. “But—you—last night—you were—“
“A cat. Yes.” He leaned back in the chair, folding one leg over the other. His robe shifted, revealing the faint outline of a leather cord tied around his wrist — a charm, she realized. Or maybe a ward.
Charlie folded her arms. “You purred.”
“I did not,” he said immediately.
“You did.”
“I assure you, it was a physiological response. A reflex. I was trying to breathe through the aggressive scent of your shampoo.”
“I use rosewater and almond,” she muttered.
“Explains the dream I had about cake and graveyards.”
Charlie blinked again. “You dream?”
“I do all sorts of things, Miss Kincaid. I just prefer not to be observed while doing them.”
She sat down slowly, as if the chair might vanish beneath her. “Why are you cursed?”
Daichi sipped his tea. “Straight to the personal trauma. Very well. Let’s get this over with. I was cursed for rejecting another who thought obsession was love and betrayal was power. He used an object in this house as a conduit and locked me to it — cat by night, human by day, forever the guardian.” He set his cup down with exquisite grace. “And now,” he added with a flick of his wrist, “you’ve inherited the whole mess.”
Charlie exhaled. “Theo said I wasn’t here to fix it.”
“Good,” Daichi said. “Because you can’t. You can’t fix what doesn’t want to be fixed. You can only tend it. Patch the leaks. Mend the seams. Keep the candles lit.”
“That’s what she said.”
“She was always smarter than she looked.” He glanced at her, something almost-soft beneath the sarcasm. “As are you.”
Charlie stared at him, then down at the table. Another mug of tea waited there — perfectly steeped, steam curling in a lazy spiral. She picked it up slowly. Took a sip. Cinnamon. Clove. A hint of something older. She looked back at him. “You made me tea.”
“I’m not a monster.”
“You’re still very smug.”
He gave a slight bow from his seat. “Comes with the tail.”
She took another sip. And smiled.

      [image: ]They stepped outside after tea, the back door opening not with a creak but with a long exhale, as if the house itself was adjusting to her presence. The air smelled of damp stone, sea-brushed soil, and woodsmoke from a chimney somewhere beyond the trees. The fog had thinned, and morning sun filtered through it like a secret, soft and gold, never direct. 
The garden stretched out like a patchwork quilt left half-sewn with plots of lavender and sage, tall stalks of fennel gone to seed, and winding paths of flat river stone that curved with no clear plan. Vines had crept over trellises long ago, and everywhere, things bloomed where they shouldn’t: pale foxglove and sleepy morning glories; ghost-thin mushrooms rising in the shadow of a half-toppled arbor.
Charlie turned in place, taking it all in. “It’s beautiful.”
“It’s unruly,” Daichi replied, stepping beside her in silence. “But it grows what it needs. Not what it’s told.”
She gave him a sidelong glance. “I assume that’s a metaphor.”
“Oh, undoubtedly.” He folded his hands behind his back and began walking the path. “This way.”
They moved in quiet through the garden. Birds sang somewhere out of sight. The soil underfoot was soft but well-tended. Someone, likely Theo, had kept this land breathing even as the manor’s windows shuttered and the door stood locked to the outside world. The garden had endured. So had the man.
Stone walls rose at the far edge of the grounds, low and weathered with age, latticed in moss and black-stained ivy. Beyond them, the trees thickened, dropping into coastal scrub and the distant shimmer of ocean below. The view was stunning, the cliffs rolling down to the gray-blue water, waves pressing against the stone in a slow, deliberate rhythm.
Daichi walked up to the wall and stopped. He didn’t touch it. He didn’t need to.
Charlie stepped beside him and laid a hand on the top. Cold stone met her palm. She stepped through the break in the wall.
He didn’t move.
Charlie looked at him. “You can’t cross it,” she said softly.
“No.”
“Not even now?”
“No.”
She glanced sideways. His gaze was on the horizon
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