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The Inheritance

[image: ]ain hammered against the windshield with the stubborn determination of a toddler denied candy.

Emma Hartwell tightened her grip on the steering wheel and leaned forward, squinting through the blur of water and headlights. The narrow two-lane road wound through dense woods that seemed to close around her from every direction.

The storm had arrived without warning.

Or perhaps she simply hadn't been paying attention.

Her thoughts had been far too loud.

Twenty-five years.

Twenty-five years of marriage.

Twenty-five years of compromising, accommodating, supporting, encouraging, forgiving, and pretending.

And now she was driving through a thunderstorm toward a town she'd never visited to claim a cottage she'd never seen because her great-aunt had died and left it to her.

Life was funny that way.

Not funny ha-ha.

Funny strange.

Funny cruel.

Funny completely ridiculous.

Emma snorted softly.

"At least one of us is laughing."

The words disappeared into the steady drumming of rain.

A flash of lightning illuminated the road ahead.

For a brief second, the surrounding forest appeared silver and ghostly.

Then darkness swallowed everything again.

She glanced at the GPS mounted to the dashboard.

The screen flickered.

Blink.

Blink.

Dead.

Emma stared.

"Oh, come on."

She tapped it.

Nothing.

Tapped harder.

Still nothing.

The GPS remained stubbornly black.

Lightning cracked overhead.

A second later, thunder rolled through the mountains.

Perfect.

Just perfect.

The faded wooden sign appeared through the rain.

WELCOME TO MOONSTONE HOLLOW

Population: 4,912

Where Every Season Feels Like Magic

Emma sighed.

"That's either charming or concerning."

The moment her car passed beneath the sign, something strange happened.

Blue lights flickered among the trees.

Not headlights.

Not reflections.

Actual floating blue lights.

Tiny glowing orbs dancing between the trunks.

Emma blinked.

The lights vanished.

A second later they reappeared farther away.

Dancing.

Twisting.

Almost beckoning.

A chill crawled down her spine.

"Nope."

She pointed firmly through the windshield.

"Absolutely not."

The lights disappeared again.

For some reason that felt less reassuring than it should have.

The road curved.

The forest thinned.

And suddenly Moonstone Hollow appeared.

Emma slowed instinctively.

The town looked like something from a postcard.

Warm golden lights glowed behind shop windows despite the storm.

Flower boxes overflowed beneath striped awnings.

Brick storefronts lined both sides of Main Street.

A bakery stood on one corner.

Even through the rain she could smell fresh bread.

Her stomach growled.

She hadn't eaten since breakfast.

A bookstore occupied the next building.

Then a tea shop.

Then an antique store.

Then a florist.

The entire place looked absurdly charming.

Like someone had gathered every cozy small-town cliché and assembled them into one impossibly picturesque location.

A couple hurried across the street beneath a large umbrella.

An elderly man waved at her as she drove past.

Actually waved.

To a complete stranger.

Emma almost looked behind herself to see if he meant someone else.

Nobody was there.

Just her.

The stranger.

The outsider.

The woman whose life had collapsed six months ago.

She lifted a hand and waved back.

The man's smile widened.

Something inside her chest tightened unexpectedly.

It had been a long time since anyone had smiled at her without wanting something.

Without expecting something.

Without judging her.

The feeling lingered long after she passed.

The storm gradually weakened.

Rain softened to a steady drizzle.

According to the handwritten directions tucked inside her purse, Aunt Vivian's cottage sat on the edge of town near Moonstone Lake.

Another ten minutes brought her to a winding gravel lane.

Trees arched overhead.

Branches dripped silver rainwater.

The lane curved around a stand of pines.

Then Emma saw it.

The cottage.

She slowed to a stop.

For a moment she simply stared.

It was beautiful.

Not grand.

Not fancy.

But beautiful.

White siding.

Dark green shutters.

A wide front porch.

Window boxes overflowing with late-season flowers.

A stone pathway leading through a sprawling garden.

The cottage looked as though it had stepped out of another century.

A place untouched by deadlines.

And emails.

And lawyers.

And divorce paperwork.

And every other exhausting thing she'd spent years trying to survive.

Emma swallowed hard.

A lump formed in her throat.

She wasn't sure whether she wanted to cry or laugh.

Possibly both.

The engine ticked softly after she turned it off.

Silence settled around her.

The kind of silence city people forgot existed.

No traffic.

No sirens.

No neighbors arguing through thin apartment walls.

Only wind.

Rain.

And distant water from the nearby lake.

Emma stepped from the car.

The cool air smelled of wet earth and pine needles.

A strange sense of familiarity brushed against her.

Not memory.

Something else.

Something deeper.

As though the cottage recognized her.

Ridiculous.

She blamed exhaustion.

The porch steps creaked beneath her weight.

A brass key waited beneath a flowerpot exactly where Aunt Vivian's attorney said it would be.

The front door opened easily.

A faint scent greeted her.

Lavender.

Old books.

Wood smoke.

Home.

The thought arrived before she could stop it.

Home.

Emma stood frozen in the doorway.

She hadn't felt that word in years.

Not truly.

Not since before the marriage began unraveling.

Not since every room in her old house became filled with disappointment.

Eventually she forced herself forward.

The cottage interior was immaculate.

Furniture covered with protective sheets.

Bookshelves lined with hundreds of books.

Framed photographs everywhere.

Everything looked preserved.

Waiting.

As though Aunt Vivian had simply stepped out for groceries and might return at any moment.

Emma wandered slowly from room to room.

Kitchen.

Dining room.

Living room.

Guest bedroom.

Sunroom.

Each space felt warm despite being empty.

She paused beside a large portrait hanging above the fireplace.

Several family members stared back at her.

Most she vaguely recognized from old photographs.

Others were strangers.

One detail immediately caught her attention.

Around the frame's edge was an unusual symbol.

A crescent moon wrapped around a star.

The design looked ancient.

Almost carved rather than painted.

Emma leaned closer.

The symbol seemed oddly familiar.

Yet she couldn't remember where she'd seen it.

A gust of wind rattled the windows.

She jumped.

Outside, the storm had nearly passed.

Only light rain remained.

Movement caught her eye.

The wind chimes hanging from the porch swayed gently.

Except...

There was no wind.

Emma frowned.

The surrounding trees stood perfectly still.

Yet the wind chimes continued dancing.

Soft musical notes drifted through the quiet evening.

A shiver slipped down her spine.

"Weird."

The chimes stopped instantly.

The sudden silence felt louder than the music.

Emma stared.

Nothing moved.

Nothing happened.

Eventually she shook her head.

Stress.

Exhaustion.

Long drive.

That was all.

She unpacked enough supplies for the evening.

Made a sandwich.

Ate half.

Then spent an hour exploring.

One door near the hallway refused to open.

Locked.

She searched for a key.

Found none.

The brass handle felt unusually cold beneath her fingers.

Almost icy.

"What's in there?" she murmured.

No answer came.

Yet for a brief moment she could have sworn someone stood on the other side listening.

Emma quickly stepped away.

Enough exploring.

She needed sleep.

The cottage settled around her as darkness fell.

Rain finally stopped.

Moonlight emerged from behind retreating clouds.

Emma changed into pajamas and crawled into bed.

She should have fallen asleep immediately.

Instead her thoughts refused to cooperate.

Forty-eight years old.

Divorced.

Unemployed.

Living in a cottage inherited from a relative she'd met exactly three times.

Wonderful.

Her life had become a motivational poster for poor decision-making.

She rolled over.

Then again.

Sleep remained stubbornly distant.

Eventually she climbed out of bed.

A cup of tea might help.

The kitchen clock showed eleven thirty-seven.

The cottage felt different at night.

Larger somehow.

Quieter.

The shadows deeper.

Tea steaming between her hands, Emma wandered toward the living room window.

And froze.

Blue lights floated outside.

The same lights she'd seen entering town.

Tiny glowing spheres drifted through the garden.

Dozens of them.

Maybe hundreds.

Moving between flowers.

Hovering above shrubs.

Twisting around tree branches.

Beautiful.

Impossible.

Emma set down her mug.

Slowly opened the front door.

The lights scattered.

Then regrouped farther away.

Watching.

Waiting.

A pulse of curiosity overwhelmed common sense.

She stepped onto the porch.

The lights moved.

Leading toward the garden.

Emma followed.

Only a little.

Only far enough to see better.

The night air felt strangely warm.

The blue lights glowed brighter.

For one breathtaking moment the entire garden shimmered with magic.

Actual magic.

The thought surfaced uninvited.

Then disappeared just as quickly.

The lights vanished.

Every single one.

Darkness rushed back.

Emma stood alone.

Heart pounding.

Unsure whether she'd imagined everything.

A soft sound came from behind her.

A meow.

She turned.

A large black cat sat on the porch steps.

The animal possessed striking emerald eyes.

Not ordinary green.

Brilliant green.

Almost glowing.

The cat looked directly at her.

Not like an animal.

Like a person.

An unimpressed person.

Emma laughed nervously.

"Well. At least one of us isn't seeing mysterious floating lights."

The cat blinked.

Once.

Slowly.

Judgmentally.

Then walked past her into the cottage.

Emma stared.

"Excuse me?"

The cat ignored her completely.

It crossed the living room.

Inspected the furniture.

Circled twice.

Then jumped onto an armchair and settled comfortably.

As though it owned the place.

"That's my chair."

The cat yawned.

Clearly unconcerned.

Emma folded her arms.

The cat stared back.

The silence stretched.

Neither moved.

Finally Emma sighed.

"Fine. Stay the night."

The cat immediately closed its eyes.

Apparently negotiations were complete.

Emma shook her head.

A talking cat would almost make today feel normal.

The absurd thought triggered unexpected laughter.

Real laughter.

The kind she hadn't experienced in months.

Maybe years.

The sound echoed through the cottage.

For the first time since arriving, loneliness loosened its grip.

Not completely.

But enough.

Enough to breathe.

Enough to hope.

Enough to believe that perhaps starting over wasn't impossible.

Eventually Emma returned to bed.

The black cat remained in the armchair.

Watching.

Waiting.

Guarding.

Somewhere between wakefulness and sleep, a realization settled heavily upon her heart.

She had nowhere else to go.

No backup plan.

No rescue coming.

No old life waiting.

This cottage was all she had.

The thought should have terrified her.

Instead it brought an unexpected sense of peace.

Maybe because for the first time in a very long time, the future belonged entirely to her.

Outside, the moon drifted across the sky.

Inside, the cottage creaked softly.

Hours later Emma woke suddenly.

No sound.

No nightmare.

Just certainty.

Someone was watching her.

She sat upright.

The room remained dark.

Silent.

Empty.

Except for one thing.

The black cat sat at the foot of her bed.

His emerald eyes reflected silver moonlight.

Emma exhaled sharply.

"You nearly gave me a heart attack."

The cat tilted its head.

Then, in a calm voice dripping with mild irritation, it said:

"You're later than expected."

And Emma screamed.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

2 


[image: ]






The Cat Who Talks

[image: ]mma screamed.

The sound bounced off the cottage walls, startled a flock of birds from a nearby tree, and sent the black cat tumbling backward off the bed with a distinctly offended yowl.

For one glorious second, Emma felt vindicated.

Then the cat landed gracefully on all four paws, sat down, and glared at her.

"Well," he said dryly, "that was dramatic."

Emma stopped screaming.

The room spun.

The cat had spoken again.

Not imagined.

Not dreamed.

Not a stress-induced hallucination brought on by divorce, financial uncertainty, and a cross-country move.

The cat was talking.

Actually talking.

Words.

Sentences.

Attitude.

A surprising amount of attitude.

Emma stared.

The cat stared back.

Neither moved.

Finally Emma pointed a trembling finger.

"You talked."

The cat sighed.

"You screamed."

"You talked."

"You already mentioned that."

"You are a cat."

"Excellent observation."

"A cat!"

"Still true."

Emma opened her mouth.

Closed it.

Opened it again.

No words emerged.

The cat seemed entirely unimpressed by her crisis.

"Do humans always react this poorly?"

Emma grabbed a pillow and hugged it against her chest.

"You can talk."

"Congratulations. We're making progress."

She considered several possible explanations.

Dream.

Concussion.

Nervous breakdown.

Carbon monoxide poisoning.

Alien invasion.

Unfortunately none of them felt particularly convincing.

The cat rose gracefully and stretched.

"I'm going downstairs. You should probably follow me before you faint."

Emma almost laughed.

Almost.

Instead she sat frozen while the cat strolled from the room.

A minute later she heard him descending the stairs.

Then silence.

Then a cupboard opening.

Then another.

Then what sounded suspiciously like judgment.

Eventually curiosity defeated panic.

Emma climbed out of bed.

The cottage felt oddly normal in the pale morning light streaming through the windows.

Too normal.

As though talking cats belonged here.

As though she was the strange one.

The scent of coffee drifted from downstairs.

Emma frowned.

She definitely hadn't made coffee.

Following the aroma into the kitchen, she stopped short.

The black cat sat atop the counter beside her coffee maker.

A cabinet door hung open.

A bag of coffee beans rested nearby.

Several measuring spoons littered the countertop.

Emma blinked.

"You made coffee?"

The cat looked horrified.

"Of course not. I lack opposable thumbs."

He paused.

"Which is one of evolution's greatest failures."

Emma stared.

The cat stared back.

Then he nodded toward the machine.

"You made it. Poorly."

The coffee maker gurgled.

Emma's jaw dropped.

"You criticized my coffee."

"It seemed necessary."

"I haven't even tasted it."

"I have."

"How?"

The cat blinked.

"Magic."

Emma sat heavily at the table.

This had officially become the strangest morning of her life.

The cat jumped onto a nearby chair.

"Before we continue, introductions seem appropriate."

Emma nodded numbly.

The cat lifted his chin.

"I am Jasper."

Of course he had a name.

A sarcastic talking cat would absolutely have a name.

"And you're Emma Hartwell."

Emma narrowed her eyes.

"How do you know that?"

Jasper gave her a look.

"You inherited the cottage."

"That's not an answer."

"It's


















































































































































































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
“Witches?.
“Whis lgers

CDeadly Secretsj
o

¢2.r Addictive Cozy Midlife Witch Mystery «24=
a Talkmg Cat Familiar
/-/OONSTONE

“ HOLLOW

MYSTERIES 7

NATHAN WILLOWBY





d2d_images/image001.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





