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Chapter One: 

The Death of a Witch
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The snow came early that year.

It wasn’t a gentle arrival—not the kind that made children reach for mittens or coaxed shopkeepers to hang wreaths in frosted windows. This snow fell sharp and silent, as if the sky had split open to mourn something only the earth could name. It dusted the crooked rooftops of Salem like powdered sugar on a burnt cake—sweet, but far too late to save anything.

Mary Hawthorne stood at the edge of Winter Hollow, where the forest began to forget it was just forest. A crooked, frostbitten path wound behind the graveyard and slipped into a hushed world of birch trees, their skeletal trunks rising like ribs from the frozen ground. Her boots crunched against a crust of ice, each step a protest against the brittle stillness that surrounded her. The wind tugged at the hem of her coat, insistent and cold, as if trying to push her back the way she came. Or worse—pull her deeper.

The town behind her faded quickly. The last of the houses gave way to tangled brush and sleeping soil. Snow clung to the twisted limbs like bone-white moss. It didn’t feel like a walk in the woods. It felt like a descent.

Brimlow—Brim, for short—leapt from her shoulder and landed in the snow with feline grace. His sleek black fur stood out against the white, his green eyes glowing like glass marbles as he looked back at her.

“You feel that too,” Mary muttered. It wasn’t a question.

Brim said nothing. His ears twitched, and his tail lashed once before he padded ahead on silent paws, staying close to the path’s invisible edge.

They reached the iron gate shortly after. It rose from the snow like a memory, more rust than metal now, its twisted scrollwork almost lost beneath decades of ivy and decay. The sign above read Crowley’s Curiosities, though most of the letters were chipped or weathered to shadow. The paint had long since peeled away, but Mary didn’t need a sign to tell her where they were.

This was Agatha’s house.

Mary hesitated.

The place had always felt strange—magnetized, like it tugged at her bones in ways she never understood. But today, something was different. The air felt thinner. The snow hung stiller. Even the trees were quiet.

She pushed the gate open. It moaned on its hinges like a breath drawn unwillingly. Brim slipped through, tail low.

The garden was buried, only brittle stalks of lavender and sage poking up through the snow like tiny gravestones. The wind chimes were still. A charm spun slowly from a threadbare hook—one of Agatha’s oldest. A bell of iron and rowan wood, used to ward off wanderers. It was warm when Mary brushed her fingers against it. Warm—and humming faintly with a magic that didn’t belong to her.

The cottage stood ahead, dark and silent. A crust of ice had formed over the windows. Smoke no longer curled from the chimney. The front steps, always swept clean by unseen hands, were buried under half a foot of snow.

Mary’s breath fogged in the cold. Her heart pounded.

She took one step, then another.

And paused.

There was no ward.

No resistance.

No shimmer of protection around the door.

It wasn’t just empty.

It was dead.

Mary raised a hand to knock—and hesitated.

Three days.

That was how long it had been since she’d last seen Agatha. Since she’d felt the whisper of her magic flicker through a candle’s flame. No visits. No notes. No cryptic scrawl on the back of a tea receipt. No “fetch more rue” or “the Hollow hums louder near the solstice.” Nothing.

Mary clenched her fist. Knocked once. Twice. The sound was dull, absorbed by the thick, frost-covered door.

“Agatha?”

No answer.

She tried the handle.

It gave easily, too easily. The door creaked open a few inches. The wind hissed past her legs like something fleeing.

She stepped inside.

The parlor was cold. Unnaturally so. The hearth sat dark and empty, the faint smell of charred lavender hanging in the air. A half-melted candle stood crooked on the mantle, its wick long extinguished. Books were strewn across the table and floor—not toppled, not in disarray, but as though someone had been searching for something quickly and stopped halfway.

Mary’s boots thudded softly against the warped wood floor. Brim circled the rug near the fireplace, fur bristling, tail low. He sniffed the air once and hissed.

She passed the mirror Agatha used for scrying—blank now, its surface flat and dull. Beside it, a teacup lay shattered on the floor. Dried streaks of brown, nearly black, trailed from it in a crescent pattern.

She stepped under the bead curtain separating the parlor from the study.

The scent hit her before the sight did—bitter and metallic, sharp as rusting iron.

Then she saw her.

Agatha Crowley was slumped at her desk.

Her silver hair fell forward, obscuring part of her face. One hand rested atop the desk, fingers curled loosely around a quill. The other dangled beside her chair. Her back was bowed, her shoulders drawn forward as if still mid-thought. But she wasn’t thinking.

She wasn’t breathing.

She was still.

Mary’s breath caught. Her stomach turned cold.

“No...” she whispered.

She crossed the room quickly, fell to her knees beside the old woman, and reached out—hands trembling. Agatha’s skin was pale, the color of wax. Lips tinged blue. Eyes open and glassy, staring at the window beyond the desk.

Dead.

Truly dead.

“No, no, no...”

She clutched Agatha’s arm. It was cold. Not recently. Not just a moment ago. This wasn’t a sudden passing. She had been like this for hours. Maybe longer.

But it didn’t make sense.

She looked at the desk.

There, soaked into the parchment beneath Agatha’s hand, was not ink—but blood. It had pooled around the base of the quill and spread outward in jagged, splintering patterns.

And at the center of it, scrawled in a trembling hand, was one word:

HOLLOW

The word shimmered faintly, even in death.

It wasn’t just a scrawl of blood—it was a warning. Or a last attempt at one.

Mary leaned closer. The strokes of the letters were uneven, some trailing off as though Agatha had struggled to finish them. But they had meaning. They pulsed with it.

She looked around the room again.

Then the air shifted.

Not the temperature. The pressure.

It pressed inward, like the room had inhaled. The candle on the mantle in the other room sparked to life on its own.

And then—

A soundless crack tore through the air, like thunder that only the bones could hear.

Mary’s ears rang. The shadows in the study lengthened. The ceiling pulsed. For a moment, the entire space looked distorted, as if she were seeing it reflected through water.

And in the shimmer above Agatha’s desk, something appeared.

A shape. A glint. A ripple of presence.

Mary stepped back, heart hammering.

Then came a voice—not aloud, not from her ears, but pressed into her mind:

“Trust no one. The Hunter returns. He wears a friendly face.”

Mary staggered.

Brim let out a sharp growl and darted back through the bead curtain. A cold sweat broke across her back.

The shimmer vanished.

The shadows receded.

And Agatha slumped forward slightly in her chair, as if the magic holding her had finally let go.

Mary dropped to her knees, her fingers trembling as she touched the edge of the desk. The word HOLLOW was still there, stark against the blood. But below it—barely visible, half-shadowed in the pooling ink—another line had begun.

She leaned in.

Just a single letter. A W.

And then it stopped.

Something had interrupted her. Or someone.

Mary’s hands tightened. She reached out, tore the parchment from the desk, folded it carefully, and slid it into her coat.

She didn’t know what it meant. Not yet.

But she knew one thing for certain:

This wasn’t a natural death.

It was an execution.

And it was meant to send a message.

She scanned the rest of the room with quiet urgency. Her eyes skimmed the shelves. Her hands hovered above jars and books and scattered charms without touching them. Nothing felt active. No wards. No lingering protection spells. No magical residue clinging to surfaces like it usually did in Agatha’s space.

The silence was too complete.

Even the mirrors were dark—windows to nowhere.

Then she noticed it.

A faint crack in the floor beneath the desk.

She shifted the chair, careful not to move Agatha, and ran her fingers across the wood. It wasn’t a floorboard—it was a hidden panel. She pressed gently.

Nothing.

Then firmer.

It popped open with a soft click.

Inside was a small cavity, no larger than a breadbox. A folded cloth rested at the bottom, wrapped around a bundle of dried herbs and parchment. She lifted it, careful not to disturb the order.

There were symbols etched inside the compartment—protective runes scorched into the wood, some half-faded, others blackened. One had cracked clean through, split along its sigil line.

Mary pulled the bundle into her lap and gently unwrapped it.

Inside were five parchment slips, each bearing a different mark. And a single note.

If you found this, the seals are already breaking. Find the Watcher. Trust the blood. Guard the Hollow.

Brim meowed, low and warning.

Mary turned.

Behind the desk, something shifted.

She stood slowly, slipping the bundle into her coat. As she did, her fingers brushed the edge of Agatha’s cauldron. The metal was warm.

Then a sound—a faint click beneath her boot.

A second panel.

This one released a sharper hiss of air, as though sealed by magic.

Beneath it: a ring of salt surrounding a tiny mirror, no larger than a coin, facing upward.

When Mary leaned close, her reflection stared back with silver eyes.

And behind her reflection—just for an instant—Agatha. Standing.

Not a ghost. Not quite.

Then gone.

The mirror cracked down the middle.

Brim leapt from the desk and bolted for the front door. Mary followed, the hair on her arms rising, the echo of magic trailing in her wake like perfume from a funeral.

The parlor was darker than before.

The candle on the mantle flared and went out.

The charm on the door jangled once. Then dropped to the floor.

Mary stood in the silence.

“I’ll figure it out,” she whispered. “I promise.”

No voice answered. But something in the air watched.

She stepped outside. The wind bit sharper than before. The Hollow seemed to breathe beneath the snow, slow and deep.

The path that led her there now looked darker somehow—longer, narrower, the trees hunched closer together. Brim walked ahead, tail down, silent.

She didn’t speak again until they reached the edge of town.

She didn’t return home right away.

Instead, she wandered the edge of Salem, where the houses thinned and the fences leaned like old bones. Snow muffled everything—the crunch of her boots, the rustle of Brim’s paws, even her breath. The streetlamps buzzed faintly overhead, casting cones of light that felt dimmer than they should.

She stopped beneath the old church bell tower.

The elm tree stood there—twisted and ancient. A spiral had been carved into its bark generations ago. Barely visible now. But Mary knew it. Agatha had traced it once, guiding Mary’s hand as they stood barefoot on frost-covered grass. "Spirals hold memory," Agatha had whispered. "And memory holds truth."

Mary reached out and touched the groove with her bare fingers.

It was warm.

She closed her eyes.

The wind surged. Not loudly, but purposefully. And in it, she heard the whisper again—softer now, more intimate:

“Watcher...”

She opened her eyes.

At the far end of the road, through the snow and haze, she saw someone standing.

Motionless.

Cloaked.

Too distant to see clearly—but close enough that Mary knew they were watching her.

Then gone.

No footprints. No sound. Just air and snow and silence.

Brim hissed. Not at the figure. At the tree.

Mary looked down. Her hand was bleeding—just a tiny prick from the bark. But the blood had already formed a small symbol on her skin.

A spiral.

She wiped it quickly and turned for home.

Inside, the house was warm. Ordinary. Painfully so. Her mother was in the kitchen humming tunelessly. Her younger brother was stretched out in front of the TV. They looked up briefly as she came in, but neither of them asked where she’d been.

Brim padded past them and leapt onto the stairs. Mary followed.

In the attic, she lit a single candle. The shadows stretched long against the sloped ceiling. Brim watched the flame as it danced.

She pulled the bloodstained parchment from her coat and laid it flat on the floor beside the wrapped bundle from the hidden chamber. Her fingers hovered over the symbols, the note, the broken runes.

Agatha had known something.

Had left this behind for a reason.

Mary stared at the message:

If you found this, the seals are already breaking. Find the Watcher. Trust the blood. Guard the Hollow.

She exhaled slowly.

Then, from the candle’s flame, a faint voice:

“Mary.”

Her name.

Not imagined. Not dreamed.

Real.

She looked at Brim. He was staring at the flame, ears flat.

Something moved in the corner of the attic.

Not in the shadows—behind them.

The candle flickered violently.

Mary didn’t flinch.

“I’m not afraid of you,” she whispered.

The flame steadied.

But the Hollow was listening.

And something—whatever had killed Agatha, whatever watched from the woods—was awake now.
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Chapter Two:

The Familiar’s Warning
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Mary woke before dawn, heart pounding. The attic was dark, colder than it should have been, and for a moment she didn’t know why she’d gasped awake.

Then she remembered the dream.

Brimlow had been standing on two legs in it—not walking like a man, but upright, his eyes glowing and his voice eerily calm. He’d spoken in Agatha’s voice.

"Beware the one who smiles before he hunts. He will offer safety with an open hand—and strike with the other."

Then fire. Then the Hollow.

The candle on her nightstand guttered suddenly, though there was no wind. Brim sat at the end of her bed, back arched, fur puffed. He stared at the attic door, low growl rumbling from his chest.

Mary sat up, clutching the blanket. “Brim... what did you dream?”

The cat didn’t look at her.

He hissed.

Something was behind the door.

She slipped from bed, every nerve taut. The warmth of the sheets left her, and her breath misted in the chill. The boards creaked beneath her bare feet. She stepped slowly toward the attic door, pressing her ear against it.

Silence.

No creak of floorboards. No wind. But the pressure behind the door was palpable, like a vacuum had settled just beyond it.

Brim leapt from the bed and padded beside her, tail twitching. He nudged the bottom of the door, then looked up at her.

“Do you want it open?”

He hissed again.

Which meant no.

Mary backed away.

The Hollow had followed her home. She could feel it now. Something from that house. Or maybe something that had always been in her own.

When the sun finally rose, it offered no warmth. Pale light spilled through frost-covered glass, illuminating the small attic space where Mary had grown up. The scent of wax and old paper clung to the walls. The bundle of runes from Agatha’s desk still lay on her writing table, wrapped in cloth and tucked beneath a warded jar.

She hadn’t touched them since.

Brim sat near the window, alert but still.

The moment felt borrowed—like they’d slipped sideways out of real time and into something older, thinner. Mary reached for her coat and boots.

“We’re going back.”

Brim turned his head, slowly. His eyes narrowed.

“You don’t have to come,” she added.

But he was already on his feet.

The path to Agatha’s cottage was colder than the day before. The snow had settled deeper, untouched. Crows perched in the trees overhead, silent, watching.

At the gate, Mary hesitated. She could feel it again—the thinness. As though if she stepped through, she’d pass through more than just a fence. A veil. A memory. A warning.

She entered.

The cottage hadn’t changed. The broken charm still lay on the porch. The windows remained dark. But something had changed. Inside the walls. In the bones of the place.

The Hollow had shifted.

Brim hissed low and led her through the front door, which opened without resistance.

Mary moved toward the study first, careful not to look too long at the empty chair where Agatha’s body had been.

The desk was bare now, except for the candle, which had burned down nearly to the base—but hadn’t melted. Frozen in place. As if time had paused.

She circled the room again, retracing her steps, and paused near the floorboards she had opened the night before.

Brim pressed his paw against one.

The board shifted.

Under the floorboard was another cavity, deeper than the first. Mary hadn’t noticed it before—hadn’t felt the seam. But Brim had.

Inside, wrapped in leather and sealed with wax, was a thick notebook.

She knelt and pulled it free. The moment her fingers brushed the cover, the room shifted. The candle on the mantle flared again. The mirror fogged over.

Brim yowled, loud and sharp, and leapt backward.

Mary staggered and clutched the book to her chest.

And then it passed.

The mirror cleared. The candle dimmed.

She looked down.

The seal had broken.

The leather was warm. And humming.

Mary opened the book.

Inside were pages of Agatha’s notes—spells, lists, diagrams, wards. But these weren’t like the careful catalogues Agatha had kept in her shop. These were hastily written, margins packed with second guesses, crossed-out names, fragments of circles that ended abruptly. Several pages were stuck together, blood staining the edges.

Mary flipped to the first clean page.

At the top, in Agatha’s writing:

Brimlow—do not trust what they say he is. He was never bound. He chose. That’s why they’ll come.

Mary looked up at the cat.

Brim sat very still.

“What does this mean?” she whispered.

He didn’t move.

She turned the page. Another entry:

The Familiar isn’t born. He’s offered. Willingly. To balance a wrong. To hold the veil. If he breaks— The line stopped.

The rest of the page had been torn out.

Brim growled.

And Mary felt it then—deep in the walls of the cottage. The thrum of old magic waking. Not warm like Agatha’s had been. This was cold, and older, and hungry.

She stood, clutching the book.

“We can’t stay.”

They made it as far as the path before the figure appeared.

He stood just beyond the gate, coat buttoned to the neck, hands in his pockets, the brim of his hat low against the morning light.

“Miss Hawthorne?”

Mary froze.

Detective Elias Ward.

He looked the same as he had at the scene—tall, lean, with sharp cheekbones and eyes that didn’t seem surprised by much. But now, up close, there was something else in his gaze. Not suspicion.

Recognition.

“You shouldn’t be out here alone,” he said. “There’s concern about safety.”

“I’m not alone,” Mary replied.

Brim bared his teeth beside her.

Ward looked down at the cat. Not startled. Not even curious.

As if he expected it.

“I’d like to ask you a few more questions,” he said. “About your mentors death.”

Mary didn’t move.

“It was natural causes,” she said slowly.

“That’s what they wrote,” he replied. “But that’s not what I asked.”

A gust of wind swirled between them, lifting snow.

Mary narrowed her eyes. “You didn’t believe it yesterday either.”

“No,” Ward said calmly. “And I don’t believe it today.”

Ward stepped forward, boots crunching in the snow. He didn’t draw a notepad. Didn’t look official. Just stood there like someone who had seen things others hadn’t.

Mary kept her grip tight on the leather-bound notebook hidden inside her coat. “Why are you really here?”

“To make sure you’re not next,” he said.

There was no kindness in it. No warmth. Just a statement of fact.

She watched him for a long moment. Then: “What do you know about the Hollow?”

His lips twitched—almost a smile. “Enough to stay out of it. Most of the time.”

Brim hissed.

Ward ignored it.

“I knew Agatha,” he said finally. “Years ago. Before the badge. She saved my life once. I don’t pretend to understand what she was. But I know what it looks like when something powerful dies.”

He paused, glancing toward the cottage. “And I know what tries to fill that kind of void.”

Mary’s pulse quickened. “What are you saying?”

Ward met her eyes. “I’m saying you should leave town.”

She almost laughed. “So the solution is to run?”

“No,” he said. “The solution is to survive. If you’re not careful, this place will start working on you. Just like it did her.”

Mary’s breath frosted between them.

Then he nodded toward Brim. “Watch your familiar. If he changes—don’t hesitate.”

He turned and walked away without another word.

Back at the attic, Mary placed the notebook on her desk and lit a protective circle around it. Brim paced the edge, his fur still bristling from the encounter.

“He knows something,” Mary murmured. “About you. About her.”

Brim meowed once—low, uncertain.

Mary sat cross-legged on the floor, the candlelight flickering across her face. She stared at the runes Agatha had left her, then at the ones burned into Brim’s collar. She hadn’t noticed them before. Faint, but there. Not just decoration. A binding—but not a human one.

“Where did you come from?” she whispered.

Brim slowly curled into a seated position, gaze fixed on her.

Then, without blinking, he placed one paw forward—and pressed it into the wooden floor.

A soft glow pulsed beneath it.

A sigil appeared.

Mary crawled toward it and traced the symbol. As her fingers passed over it, the floorboard beneath shimmered. A ripple spread outward, and for a moment she saw the outline of a doorway—not physical, but magical.

A hidden space.

Brim let out a quiet growl.
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