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If you're holding Book Two, we highly recommend beginning with Book One to experience the story as it was meant to unfold.
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Addictive Cozy Midlife Witch Mystery with a Talking Cat Familiar (Moonstone Hollow Mysteries Book 1)

Step into the charming town of Moonstone Hollow, where Emma Hartwell's quiet new beginning takes an unexpected turn after inheriting her eccentric aunt's cottage and meeting Jasper, a witty talking cat with a talent for uncovering trouble. When a shocking murder rocks the town, Emma discovers that magic is real, old secrets refuse to stay buried, and she may be the only person capable of solving a mystery that has been hidden for generations.

Filled with clever twists, memorable characters, enchanting magic, cozy small town charm, and a delightful feline companion, Book One lays the foundation for every mystery, friendship, and magical discovery that follows throughout the series.

For the richest reading experience, begin with Witches, Whiskers and Deadly Secrets before continuing your adventure in Moonstone Hollow.
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Snow drifted gently across Moonstone Hollow, settling over rooftops, fences, and evergreen trees until the little town looked like a watercolor painting brought to life. Warm golden lights glowed from every shop window along Main Street, while wreaths decorated the old lampposts. The scent of cinnamon, fresh bread, pine, and wood smoke floated through the crisp December air, reminding Emma Hartwell why she had fallen in love with the town despite arriving there under the worst circumstances of her life.

Standing on the front porch of Aunt Vivian's cottage, Emma wrapped both hands around a steaming mug of coffee and watched the snowflakes swirl across the garden. Only a few months earlier she had arrived with a broken heart, the final papers from her divorce tucked inside her handbag, and no clear idea what the future held. Now the little cottage felt like home. The flowers Aunt Vivian had planted slept beneath a blanket of snow, the familiar wind chimes sang softly beneath the porch roof, and for the first time in years Emma felt something she had almost forgotten.

Peace.

"You're staring dramatically into the distance again."

Emma smiled before turning around.

Jasper sat just inside the doorway, his glossy black fur practically disappearing against the old wooden floor. Only his bright green eyes gave him away.

"I'm appreciating the view."

"You've been appreciating it for six minutes."

"You counted?"

"I had nothing better to do."

Emma laughed.

"I thought cats liked sleeping."

"We do."

"But not you?"

"I prefer supervising."

She stepped inside, closing the door behind her.

"You mean criticizing."

"That too."

The fire crackled warmly inside the sitting room. Emma hung her coat by the door before heading toward the kitchen.

Jasper followed.

"I hope you're making breakfast."

"I already fed you."

"That was breakfast."

"So?"

"I'm talking about second breakfast."

"You've been reading fantasy novels again."

"I have broad literary interests."

Emma rolled her eyes as she poured another cup of coffee.

"You have broad eating interests."

"Also true."

Life had settled into an unexpectedly comfortable rhythm since Gregory Thorne's murder had been solved. The town had slowly begun healing, Christmas decorations had appeared throughout Moonstone Hollow, and Emma had found herself woven into everyday community life. She volunteered at Olivia's bookstore twice a week, frequently helped Ruby test recipes at the tea room, and spent every Wednesday afternoon studying magic with Evelyn Moon.

She still had far more questions than answers about witchcraft, but she was learning.

Slowly.

Carefully.

And, according to Evelyn, surprisingly well.

After breakfast Emma climbed into the attic carrying an empty storage basket.

Only one cedar box remained unopened.

It rested beneath the old attic window exactly where she had left it after discovering Aunt Vivian's final letter several weeks earlier.

Jasper jumped effortlessly onto the lid.

"You've been avoiding this."

"I've been busy."

"You've been nervous."

Emma sighed.

"Maybe a little."

She lifted the lid.

Inside lay carefully bundled letters tied with faded blue ribbon, family photographs, handwritten journals, pressed flowers, and old maps whose edges had grown brittle with age.

Near the bottom rested the folded parchment that had occupied her thoughts for days.

Emma unfolded it once again.

Seven stars had been carefully drawn across the page, connected by delicate silver lines that formed an unfamiliar constellation. In one corner Aunt Vivian had written a short message in dark ink.

They never stopped searching for the Starfire Key.

Emma traced the words gently.

"What did you discover?"

No answer came.

Only the quiet crackle of the fire downstairs.

Jasper had stopped making sarcastic comments.

Instead, he watched the map with unusual seriousness.

"You know something."

"I know many things."

"I'm serious."

"So am I."

She looked directly at him.

"You've avoided this subject every single time."

Jasper's ears lowered slightly.

"There are some stories," he said quietly, "that begin long before the people living them are born."

Emma frowned.

"What does that mean?"

"It means your aunt hoped this day would never come."

Before Emma could ask another question, three deliberate knocks echoed through the cottage.

She exchanged a puzzled glance with Jasper.

"Were you expecting anyone?"

"I was expecting lunch."

"It's ten in the morning."

"I like planning ahead."

Emma smiled despite herself and hurried downstairs.

Opening the front door, she found an elderly gentleman standing politely on the porch. Snow dusted the shoulders of his charcoal overcoat, and beneath one arm he carried an elegant brass instrument unlike anything Emma had ever seen.

"Miss Hartwell?"

"Yes."

The gentleman removed his cap.

"My name is Professor Arthur Bellamy."

Emma searched her memory but couldn't place the name.

Then he smiled warmly.

"I was a dear friend of your Aunt Vivian."

Everything changed.

"You knew my aunt?"

"For many years."

Emma stepped aside.

"Please come in."

Arthur entered slowly, studying the cottage with quiet affection.

"Remarkable."

"You've been here before?"

"More times than I can count."

His eyes settled on the fireplace.

"Vivian always insisted this room should feel welcoming."

"It still does."

"I'm glad."

Jasper padded into the room.

Arthur looked down.

For several long moments neither moved.

Finally the professor smiled.

"I wondered whether you were still around."

Emma blinked.

"You know Jasper?"

Jasper groaned dramatically.

"Unfortunately."

Arthur laughed.

"You haven't changed at all."

"I have become even more handsome."

"So I see."

Emma stared at both of them.

"Someone want to explain this?"

Arthur looked amused.

"We met many years ago."

"How many?"

Jasper answered first.

"Far too many."

Arthur carefully placed the brass instrument onto the coffee table.

Emma leaned closer.

It was an antique astrolabe, beautifully engraved with stars, moons, and intricate symbols.

One carving caught her attention immediately.

Seven tiny stars connected by silver lines.

Exactly like Aunt Vivian's map.

Arthur noticed her expression.

"You've seen that symbol."

Without speaking, Emma unfolded the map and placed it beside the astrolabe.

Arthur's smile disappeared.

"So..."

he whispered.

"Vivian really left it to you."

"You know what this is?"

"I know enough."

He sat down slowly.

"Your aunt and I spent decades researching an ancient mystery hidden beneath Moonstone Hollow."

Emma felt her heartbeat quicken.

"The Starfire Key?"

Arthur nodded.

"It exists."

Silence filled the room.

Outside, church bells rang across the snowy town.

Jasper quietly jumped onto the arm of Emma's chair.

His gaze never left Arthur.

Arthur folded his hands.

"I didn't come merely to introduce myself."

He looked directly at Emma.

"I came because Vivian believed that if anything ever happened to her..."

He gently rested one hand on the ancient astrolabe.

"...you would be the only person capable of finishing what we started."

Emma looked from the map to the astrolabe.

Then to Jasper.

The familiar, usually ready with a clever remark, remained silent.

For the first time since arriving in Moonstone Hollow, Emma realized Aunt Vivian hadn't simply left her a cottage.

She had left her an unfinished destiny.

And somewhere beyond the quiet beauty of the snow-covered town, someone else was still searching for the Starfire Key.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

2 

A Scholar's Warning
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Morning sunlight filtered through the cottage windows as Professor Arthur Bellamy carefully unpacked the contents of his worn leather satchel. Emma watched with growing curiosity while Jasper observed from the back of the sofa, pretending indifference even though his ears remained fixed on every movement the professor made.

Arthur removed several rolled star charts, a leather-bound notebook filled with careful sketches, and three weathered books whose cracked spines hinted at decades of use. Last of all, he placed the brass astrolabe in the center of the coffee table, turning it until the engraved stars aligned with the map Aunt Vivian had left behind.

"You've been carrying that everywhere?" Emma asked.

Arthur smiled. "For nearly thirty years. It has opened more doors than most people realize."

"Literal doors?"

"Sometimes."

Jasper gave a quiet snort.

"That's Arthur's favorite habit. Answer the question while revealing almost nothing."

Arthur chuckled. "Some things never change."

Emma folded her arms.

"Clearly the two of you have a history."

"A very long one," Arthur admitted. "Although I suspect Jasper would rather I didn't share all of it."

The black cat looked away.

"I have a reputation to protect."

"I wasn't aware you had one."

"I've cultivated mystery."

"You've cultivated sarcasm."

Emma laughed as the tension eased. Watching the pair exchange playful remarks made it obvious they truly had known each other for years, though neither seemed eager to explain how.

Arthur's expression gradually became serious again.

"Vivian believed you would eventually inherit more than this cottage."

Emma nodded slowly.

"I've figured that much out."

"Did she ever mention the founders?"

"Only after I discovered I was a witch."

"Then she told you only the beginning."

He carefully opened one of the old books.

Inside were hand-drawn illustrations of Moonstone Hollow as it had looked centuries earlier. The familiar streets were there, though much smaller, along with buildings Emma had never seen before. Strange symbols surrounded several landmarks, including the lake, the cemetery, and an old observatory perched on a wooded hill beyond town.

Arthur touched the illustration.

"The founders didn't simply build Moonstone Hollow. They designed it."

Emma leaned closer.

"What do you mean?"

"They built the town around powerful magical currents that flow beneath the land. Those currents were stable because seven sacred relics kept them in balance."

Emma's eyes widened.

"Seven relics?"

Arthur nodded.

"The Moonstone Heart was only the first."

Jasper quietly closed his eyes.

"I was afraid this conversation was coming."

Emma looked at him.

"You knew."

"I knew enough."

"You could have told me."

"I was hoping you'd never need to know."

Arthur gently interrupted.

"He wasn't protecting himself, Emma."

"He was protecting you."

The room fell silent.

Emma had seen Jasper frightened only once before. Now she realized his reluctance came from something far deeper than simple secrecy.

Arthur unfolded another chart.

"This is what Vivian and I spent years studying."

Unlike the first map, this one showed constellations positioned above Moonstone Hollow during different seasons.

One constellation had been circled repeatedly in dark ink.

"It appears every winter," Arthur explained. "Only for a few nights."

"And?"

"It points toward something hidden."

Emma's pulse quickened.

"The Starfire Key."

Arthur smiled.

"I believe so."

A knock interrupted the conversation.

Ruby Collins stepped inside carrying a large basket covered by a checked cloth.

"I figured you three had forgotten breakfast."

The delicious smell of warm cinnamon rolls instantly filled the cottage.

"I never forget breakfast," Jasper declared.

Ruby laughed.

"I brought one especially for you."

"I always knew you were my favorite human."

Emma accepted a mug of hot tea while Arthur introduced himself.

Within minutes Ruby had drawn the professor into an animated conversation about Moonstone Hollow's history, while Jasper shamelessly accepted an extra slice of butter.

Watching them together reminded Emma why she had chosen to stay.

The town had become something she hadn't realized she needed.

A family.

Later that afternoon Emma walked Arthur through Main Street.

Snow crunched beneath their boots as shopkeepers greeted them warmly.

Children laughed while building snowmen near the town square.

Garlands stretched between buildings, and volunteers worked together decorating the gazebo for the upcoming Winter Stargazer Festival.

Arthur smiled as he admired the scene.

"Moonstone Hollow hasn't lost its heart."

"It nearly did."

"I heard about Gregory Thorne."

Emma nodded.

"It was a difficult time."

"But the town survived."

"So did I."

Arthur studied her for a moment.

"Vivian would have been proud."

Those simple words affected Emma more than she expected.

Before she
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