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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 one
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 two
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 three
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 single striped sock on its left foot—definitely stolen—and smelled like garbage and burnt rubber.
A gremlin.
Her grandmother's voice echoed in her memory: "They're mostly harmless, darling. Just don't let them into the pantry."
The gremlin cackled—high-pitched and delighted—and bolted for the stairs.
"No! Wait!" Lara lunged after it, but the thing moved like greased lightning. She hit the stairs three steps behind it, the flashlight beam bouncing wildly.
The gremlin burst into the café below.
By the time Lara reached the ground floor, it was already on the counter—the counter she'd spent hours cleaning—knocking over jars and scattering spoons. It found the tip jar and upended it, showering coins everywhere.
"Stop!" Lara vaulted over a table. "Get down from there!"
The gremlin grabbed a sugar dispenser and hurled it at her head.
She ducked. The dispenser exploded against the brick wall in a shower of white crystals.
"Okay. That's it." Lara felt heat building in her chest—magic, angry and ready. She could grab it, pin it to the wall, make it—
Movement outside the window caught her eye.
A patrol car rolled slowly past, spotlight sweeping the storefronts.
I'm watching you, Ms. Vance.
Lara swallowed the magic down. Using it here, now, with Jack Thorne potentially watching? No. She'd catch this thing the old-fashioned way.
The gremlin jumped from the counter to the espresso machine—or what was left of it.
"Don't you dare—"
Too late. It yanked a valve. Coffee grounds that had somehow survived the earlier explosion puffed into the air like toxic smoke.
Lara grabbed a dish towel and swung. The gremlin dodged, cackling, and scurried up the wall. Actual vertical wall-climbing. Its claws dug into the brick like Velcro.
"How is that fair?"
It reached the string lights—the delicate moon-and-star lights her grandmother had hung—and started swinging from them like a demented acrobat.
Lara positioned herself underneath. "Come down. Right now."
The gremlin's eyes gleamed. It reached into its mouth—oh god, please don't let it vomit on me—and pulled out something gold and glinting.
Lara's stomach dropped.
Her grandmother's locket. The one that had been on the nightstand upstairs. The one with photos of Lara as a baby, the last connection to—
"Give. That. Back."
The gremlin dangled the locket over its head, swinging it tauntingly.
Lara jumped. Her fingers brushed the chain.
The gremlin let go.
But not down—up, flinging the locket toward the ceiling. It arced through the air in slow motion. Lara tracked it, desperate, reaching—
The gremlin dropped onto her head.
She shrieked and spun, trying to shake it off. Claws tangled in her hair. Something wet touched her neck—was that its tongue?—and the smell was overwhelming.
"GET OFF!"
She grabbed it by the scruff and hurled it toward the floor.
The gremlin twisted mid-air, landed on all fours, and ran.
Straight for the front door.
Which opened.
Just swung wide like the café itself was helping the little bastard escape.
The gremlin vanished into the night, taking Lara's grandmother's locket with it.
Lara stood in the doorway, breathing hard, watching the creature disappear into the fog.
The café was destroyed again. Coins everywhere. Sugar coating the floor like snow. The string lights hung in tatters.
She'd failed. Couldn't catch a three-foot gremlin without magic, couldn't even protect one piece of jewelry that actually mattered.
Behind her, Barnaby meowed—low and sympathetic.
"I don't know what I'm doing," Lara whispered. "I can't do this. I can't run a magic café when I don't even understand magic. I can't fight gremlins. I can't—"
She stopped.
On the counter, exactly where the gremlin had been standing, sat a book.
Old leather, brass corners, pages edged in gold. A cauldron embossed on the cover.
The grimoire is in the usual place.
The gremlin had brought it to her.
Lara picked up the book with shaking hands. It was warm to the touch, humming with the same energy she'd felt in the café walls. When she opened it, the pages smelled like coffee and cinnamon and her grandmother's perfume.
The first page had three words in silver ink:
Welcome home, Lara.
Outside, the fog pressed against the windows. Somewhere in the distance, the gremlin cackled.
Lara closed the grimoire and looked at Barnaby.
"I'm in over my head."
The cat's expression clearly agreed.
But for the first time since she'd arrived in Hollow Creek, Lara smiled.
"Good thing I like a challenge."






  
  Chapter four
Chapter 4: The Coven


The Hollow Creek Public Library occupied a Victorian mansion that looked like it wanted to be condemned. 
Lara climbed the steps, grimoire tucked under her arm. She'd spent the morning reading it—or trying to. The spells were written in a mix of English, Latin, and what might have been her grandmother's personal shorthand. Most made no sense. Some were terrifying. One involved eye of newt, which she really hoped was metaphorical.
But there was nothing about gremlins.
The library doors creaked open. Inside smelled like old paper and furniture polish. Stained glass windows cast colored light across rows of ancient shelving. A woman sat at the circulation desk, dark curls pulled back, reading glasses perched on her nose.
She looked up as Lara approached.
And inhaled sharply.
"You smell like ozone and sage," the woman whispered.
Lara froze. "I... what?"
The librarian stood, moving around the desk with fluid grace. She was younger than Lara had first thought—maybe thirty, with sharp cheekbones and darker skin that seemed to glow in the stained glass light. Her eyes were the color of strong tea.
"Iris Vance's granddaughter." Not a question. "I'm Mia. I knew you'd come eventually."
Mia led Lara through the stacks, past Fiction and Reference, to a back corner marked OCCULT - RESTRICTED.
"Restricted?" Lara asked.
"Town ordinance. Can't have the tourists finding the real books." Mia pulled a key from her pocket and unlocked a glass cabinet. "What are you looking for?"
"Gremlins."
"Ah." Mia's expression darkened. "You've had visitors."
"One. It stole my grandmother's locket and trashed the café." Lara hesitated. "Is that... normal?"
"This year? Yes."
A voice from inside the stacks made them both jump: "Nothing about this year is normal."
A woman emerged from between the shelves like a ghost materializing. Pale skin, platinum blonde hair in a messy bun, wearing about seventeen layered cardigans despite the mild weather. She looked at Lara with eyes that were slightly unfocused, like she was seeing through her instead of at her.
"Piper," Mia said by way of introduction. "Our local medium. Piper, this is—"
"Lara Vance. I know." Piper tilted her head, studying Lara with unsettling intensity. "Your grandmother says hello."
Lara's throat tightened. "She's... you can...?"
"Not clearly. The Veil's too noisy right now." Piper pulled a book from the shelf without looking. "Here. Chapter seven. Gremlins are attracted to liminal spaces when the barrier between worlds thins."
Mia took the book and flipped it open. "The Veil between our world and the magical realm is always thinnest in October. But this year..." She showed Lara an illustration—a chart of wavy lines growing progressively more chaotic. "This year it's practically shredded."
"Why?"
The two women exchanged a look.
"We don't know," Mia said carefully. "But the signs aren't good. Gremlins are minor nuisances. They're the canaries in the coal mine. If they're this active..." She didn't finish.
Piper did: "Bigger things are coming through."
They moved to a reading table tucked in the corner, away from windows.
Lara opened the grimoire. "My grandmother left me this. And a café full of magic I don't know how to use. And apparently a town that runs on agreements I don't understand." She looked between them. "I need help."
Mia smiled—the first real warmth Lara had seen from her. "That's why we're here."
"We?"
"The Knitting Circle." Piper air-quoted with her fingers. "Meets every Thursday at seven. Bring your own tea."
"It's not actually for knitting," Mia added. "Though Gladys does make excellent scarves."
"It's a coven," Lara said flatly.
"Knitting circle sounds less likely to cause a panic." Mia pulled a business card from her pocket—plain white, just an address. "We've been waiting for you. Your grandmother was one of us. She kept the balance here, made sure the magic and mundane coexisted peacefully."
"And now that job is yours," Piper said, not unkindly. "Welcome to the family business."
Lara stared at the card. An address on Oak Street. Thursday at seven.
"What if I can't do it? What if I'm not... enough?"
"You're a Vance." Mia's voice was firm. "Magic is in your blood. Your grandmother knew you were ready, even if you don't."
Piper leaned forward, her unfocused gaze suddenly sharp. "But Lara? You need to be careful."
"Of what?"
"Of who finds out." Mia's expression turned serious. "Not everyone in Hollow Creek knows about the magic. Most don't want to know. And some actively oppose it."
"The Sheriff," Lara said.
Both women nodded.
"Jack Thorne is a good man," Mia said. "Fair. Honest. Protective of this town. But he's also..."
"Aggressively rational," Piper supplied. "His family has been sheriffs here for generations. They've always taken a hard line on the unexplainable."
"He hates magic?"
"He doesn't believe in it." Mia closed the grimoire gently. "Which might be worse. If he finds out what you are—what we are—he'll find a way to shut it down. City ordinances, health codes, safety violations. He'll bury us in paperwork until we disappear."
Lara thought of the citation in her pocket. Jack's stern expression. I'm watching you, Ms. Vance.
"So I hide it from him."
"You hide it from everyone who isn't Circle," Piper corrected. "Trust is earned in this town. Slowly."
Mia walked Lara to the library doors, pressing the grimoire back into her hands.
"Read chapter twelve," she said quietly. "Protection spells. Ward the café properly—especially before Halloween. And Lara?"
"Yeah?"
"Don't try to do this alone. That's what got your grandmother killed."
The words hung in the air like frost.
"What do you mean, killed? I thought she died of a heart attack."
Mia's expression was unreadable. "Did she?"
Before Lara could respond, Mia squeezed her shoulder once and retreated into the library.
Lara stood on the steps, the grimoire heavy in her arms, watching the fog roll down Main Street.
Across the road, a patrol car idled at the curb.
Sheriff Jack Thorne sat in the driver's seat, watching the library.
Watching her.
Their eyes met through the windshield. He didn't smile. Didn't wave. Just held her gaze for three long seconds before starting the engine and pulling away.
Lara's heart hammered.
Thursday couldn't come fast enough.






  
  Chapter five
Chapter 5: The Inspection


Lara was elbow-deep in espresso machine repairs when the door chimed. 
She'd made progress in the three days since the library visit. The café was clean. The floors gleamed. She'd even fixed half the string lights using a spell from chapter four that only singed her eyebrows a little.
The new espresso machine—courtesy of an emergency credit card and overnight shipping—sat on the counter, chrome and pristine. She was just figuring out the wiring when she heard footsteps.
"We're not open yet," she called without looking up.
"Good thing this isn't a social call."
Lara's head snapped up.
Sheriff Jack Thorne stood in the doorway, clipboard in hand, expression carved from granite.
"Routine health inspection," he said. "You got your permits in order?"
Lara wiped her hands on a towel, mind racing.
Permits. Right. The ones she definitely hadn't filed because she'd been too busy fighting gremlins and reading spell books.
"I'm still getting set up," she said carefully. "The café isn't officially open—"
"Doesn't matter. Building's occupied, equipment's operational. That means it's subject to inspection." Jack moved past her, scanning the café with professional detachment. "Let's start with the kitchen."
A soft thump from overhead made Lara's blood freeze.
She looked up. Two yellow eyes gleamed from the rafters.
The gremlin.
It perched on a beam directly above Jack, wearing what looked like a tiny stolen hat, grinning with all its needle teeth.
No. No no no.
Jack followed her gaze. "Problem with the ceiling?"
"Mice," Lara blurted. "Old building. I'm handling it."
"Uh-huh." He made a note on his clipboard. "I'll need to see proof of pest control certification."
The gremlin lifted a glass jar—where had it even gotten that?—and held it over Jack's head.
Lara's hand shot out. Magic sparked from her fingertips, invisible threads catching the jar mid-air as the gremlin released it. She held it suspended six inches above Jack's skull, sweat breaking out on her forehead.
"Ms. Vance?"
"Yes?" Her voice came out strangled.
"The kitchen?"
"Right. Yes. This way."
She backed toward the kitchen, maintaining focus on the floating jar. Jack followed. The moment he stepped through the doorway, Lara flicked her wrist. The jar settled silently onto a high shelf.
The gremlin's cackle was barely audible.
The kitchen inspection was a nightmare.
Not because the kitchen was dirty—Lara had scrubbed it within an inch of its life. But because the gremlin followed them, scuttling through the walls, dropping things at precisely calculated moments.
A whisk. Lara caught it with magic, pretended to grab it from the counter.
A measuring cup. She deflected it into the sink with a thought, covered the sound by running water.
A entire bag of flour.
That one required both hands and enough concentration that she nearly passed out. The bag hung in the air for three agonizing seconds while Jack examined the refrigerator temperature, then Lara guided it down behind a stack of mixing bowls.
"You okay?" Jack glanced back at her. "You look pale."
"Fine. Just warm." She wiped her forehead. "Coffee?"
The word was out before she thought about it. Offering the sheriff coffee while a gremlin tried to murder him from above seemed wildly inappropriate.
But Jack nodded. "Black. Thanks."
Lara's hands shook as she prepped the espresso machine.
In the rafters, the gremlin crept closer. It had found a cast-iron skillet—seriously, where was this stuff coming from?—and was dragging it into position.
Lara ground the beans, trying to focus. She could do this. Simple coffee. No magic required.
Except her nerves were shot, and magic responded to emotion.
She felt it the moment the spell activated—a warmth flowing from her hands into the grounds. Not intentional. Not controlled. Just pure, undirected energy seeking an outlet.
Chamomile. Lavender. Peace.
The grimoire's words echoed in her head. Chapter nine: "Calming Cantrips for Difficult Customers."
Oh no.
The espresso pulled perfectly. Rich, dark, topped with crema. Lara poured it into a cup and handed it to Jack before she could second-guess herself.
Maybe it hadn't worked. Maybe she'd imagined—
Jack took a sip.
His shoulders dropped. Just slightly, but noticeably. The hard lines around his mouth softened. He took another sip, slower this time, and his eyes closed briefly.
"That's good coffee," he said quietly.
"Thanks."
He leaned against the counter—actually leaned, like his body had forgotten it was supposed to maintain perfect posture. "Your grandmother made coffee like this. Never could figure out her secret."
"She had a gift." Lara watched the tension bleed out of him, guilt gnawing at her. This wasn't fair. This was basically drugging him with magic.
But he looked so... human.
"She was a good woman," Jack said. "This town lost something when she died." He stared into the coffee cup. "I patrol Main Street every night. It's been dark here for months. Empty. Like a piece of Hollow Creek just went missing."
"You knew her well?"
"Well enough." A ghost of a smile. "She made me coffee every morning for ten years. Listened to me complain about budget cuts and tourist season. Never judged." He met Lara's eyes. "I should've been here when she passed. I was on duty. By the time I arrived..."
He didn't finish.
The silence stretched between them, fragile and oddly intimate.
"I'm sorry," Lara said.
"Me too." Jack straightened, the moment breaking. But the hardness didn't fully return to his expression. "You planning to reopen?"
"That's the idea."
"Good." He set down the empty cup. "Town needs this place. Needs the..." He paused, searching for words. "The feeling it gives people. Like things might be okay."
Lara's throat tightened. "I'll do my best."
Jack finished the inspection with minimal citations—just warnings about permit filing and a note about the "mice."
He was at the door, hand on the frame, when he turned back.
"Ms. Vance? Lara." Her name sounded different in his voice. Softer. "If you need help with anything—repairs, paperwork, actual pest control—the station number's on the citation."
"I thought you were watching me."
That almost-smile again. "I am. Doesn't mean I want you to fail."
He left, the door swinging shut behind him.
Lara sagged against the counter, exhausted.
Above her, the gremlin stood on the beam, hefting the cast-iron skillet.
Their eyes met.
"Don't you dare—"
The gremlin grinned.
And dropped it.
The skillet fell like a guillotine blade, spinning through the air, and crashed into the floor exactly where Jack had been standing thirty seconds earlier. It hit with a sound like a church bell, cracking two floorboards and embedding itself an inch deep in the wood.
Lara stared at the skillet. At the gremlin. At the door.
"He could've died."
The gremlin shrugged, unapologetic, and vanished into the walls.
Lara sank into a chair, heart hammering.
The cup Jack had used sat on the counter, still faintly warm. She picked it up and saw the residue of magic—just a shimmer, barely visible, already fading.
She'd drugged the sheriff with magical coffee. She was harboring a murderous gremlin. She was lying to everyone about what she was.
And in five days, she was going to her first coven meeting.
"Grandma," Lara whispered to the empty café, "what the hell did you get me into?"
The lights flickered once.
Somewhere in the walls, the gremlin laughed.






  
  Chapter six
Chapter 6: The Pranks


The trouble started small. 
Mrs. Chen's garden gnomes rearranged into obscene positions. The post office flagpole flying upside down. Pumpkins from the town square display found balanced on top of streetlights.
By Tuesday, it escalated.
Every tire on Main Street—twelve cars—went missing overnight. The vehicles sat on cinder blocks like abandoned relics. The tires turned up later, stacked in a pyramid in front of Town Hall.
Wednesday brought switched street signs. Oak became Maple. First became Third. The tourist GPS systems had a collective meltdown.
Thursday morning, Lara woke to find graffiti on The Cauldron Cup's front window: a crude drawing of a gremlin giving the middle finger.
She was scrubbing it off when she heard the voices.
"It's her, I'm telling you."
Lara paused, sponge dripping, and peered around the corner.
Three women stood outside the bakery across the street. She recognized one—Mrs. Patterson, who ran the antique shop. The others were unfamiliar, but their body language was clear: arms crossed, expressions sour.
"Never had problems like this before she arrived," Mrs. Patterson said, loud enough to carry. "Iris kept things peaceful. The granddaughter shows up, and suddenly it's chaos."
"I heard she blew up her café on day one," another woman added. "Sheriff had to respond with his gun drawn."
"Bad energy," the third muttered. "You can feel it coming off that place. Dark."
Lara ducked back behind the window, heart sinking.
Bad energy. Dark. Like she was some kind of curse.
She looked down at the graffiti-stained sponge in her hand, then at the grimoire sitting on the counter inside.
Fine. If they thought she was the problem, she'd prove them wrong.
She'd catch the gremlin herself.
The "Honey Trap" spell was on page forty-seven.
"For creatures of mischief and minor malevolence," the grimoire read. "Create a binding circle using sweet things they desire. When they enter, the circle activates, holding them fast until you release them."
Seemed simple enough.
Lara gathered supplies: honey (obviously), sugar, a silver spoon from her grandmother's collection, and three copper pennies. According to the book, gremlins loved shiny objects and sweet things in equal measure.
She drew the circle in the center of the café floor using honey from a squeeze bottle. The grimoire specified "precise geometric proportions," but Lara's circle looked more like a drunk octopus.
Close enough.
She arranged the pennies at three points, placed the spoon in the center, and sprinkled sugar around the perimeter.
Barnaby watched from his perch on the counter, tail twitching with obvious skepticism.
"Have a little faith," Lara told him.
The cat's expression said: This is going to end badly.
Lara ignored him and opened the grimoire to the activation spell. Latin words, complex hand gestures, and—she squinted at the illustration—was that supposed to be a pirouette?
"Here goes nothing."
She read the words aloud, stumbling over the pronunciation. Magic sparked at her fingertips, wild and eager. She made the hand gestures—or her best approximation—and spun in what she hoped looked like the diagram.
The circle flared golden.
Then orange.
Then very bright red.
"Uh oh."
The magic exploded outward like a bomb.
Honey sprayed across the café in a viscous wave.
It hit the walls, the windows, the furniture. It coated the counter in a thick amber layer. And it absolutely drenched the floor, transforming the hardwood into a glossy, sticky death trap.
Lara stood in the center, dripping, too shocked to move.
Barnaby yowled.
She spun around. The cat had been mid-leap from the counter when the spell detonated. He'd landed in the epicenter of the honey blast and now stood frozen, all four paws glued to the floor, fur standing on end.
He looked at Lara with pure betrayal in his yellow eyes.
"Oh no. Barnaby, I'm sorry—"
The cat yowled again, louder. He tried to lift a paw. It stuck fast, pulling the fur. He thrashed, which only made it worse, spreading honey across his belly and tail.
"Stop moving! You're making it—"
YOWWWWWL.
The sound was unholy. Lara had never heard a cat make that noise. It combined rage, indignation, and promises of future violence.
She tried to approach. Her shoe stuck to the floor with a sound like Velcro. She pulled. The shoe stayed. Her foot came free.
"Dammit."
She took another step in her sock. That stuck too.
Now she was trapped, one shoe on and one off, three feet from a furious cat who was definitely planning her murder.
"Okay. Okay. Let me think." Lara flipped through the grimoire with honey-sticky fingers. "There has to be a reversal spell. Something to dissolve—"
Barnaby's yowl reached a pitch that shattered a window.
"I'M LOOKING!"
Twenty minutes later, Lara had freed Barnaby using a combination of warm water, dish soap, and pure determination.
The cat sat on the one honey-free chair, meticulously grooming himself, refusing to make eye contact.
The café looked like a crime scene. Honey everywhere. The floor was ruined. She'd have to replace those boards. The walls would need repainting.
And the gremlin?
Sitting in the rafters, wearing her grandmother's locket around its neck like a trophy, absolutely howling with laughter.
"You think this is funny?" Lara shouted up at it.
The gremlin nodded, wiping tears from its eyes.
"I'm trying to help! You're destroying the town! People are blaming me!"
The creature cocked its head, considering. Then it reached into its mouth—Lara would never get used to that—and pulled out a crumpled piece of paper.
It dropped the paper. Lara caught it.
The note was in her grandmother's handwriting:
"The gremlin isn't the problem, darling. It's a symptom. Look deeper."
Lara stared at the words, then up at the creature.
"What are you trying to tell me?"
The gremlin pointed toward the window. Toward Main Street. Toward the town beyond.
Then it vanished into the walls, taking the locket with it.
Barnaby meowed—low and knowing.
"You understand this?"
The cat turned his back on her, tail lashing. Still mad about the honey.
Lara looked down at the note, at the destroyed café, at her reflection in the honey-coated window.
Tomorrow was Thursday.
The Knitting Circle.
Maybe they'd have answers.
Because Lara was running out of ideas, out of money, and rapidly out of time.
Outside, someone spray-painted another message on her window:
GO HOME
Lara crumpled the note in her fist.
"Not a chance," she whispered.






  
  Chapter seven
Chapter 7: The Stakeout


The knock came at 9 PM. 
Lara was on her hands and knees, still scraping honey from the baseboards, when she heard it. Three sharp raps. Official.
She opened the door to find Sheriff Jack Thorne on her porch, rain dripping from his hat brim.
"Ms. Vance. We need to talk."
His expression was carved from ice.
Jack held up an evidence bag. Inside: a napkin with The Cauldron Cup's logo—a golden cauldron she'd designed herself last week.
"Found this at the tire theft scene," he said. "Care to explain?"
Lara's stomach dropped. "I didn't—"
"Twelve vehicles. Tires worth roughly eight thousand dollars. This is grand larceny."
"I didn't steal any tires!"
"Then how did your napkin end up there?" Jack's voice was level, professional, but she heard the edge underneath. Disappointment. "I vouched for you. Told the town council you deserved a chance."
"Someone planted it." The words sounded weak even to her ears.
"Who?"
A gremlin. Right. That would go over well.
"I don't know," Lara said instead. "But I didn't do this. I've been cleaning honey off my floor all day. Ask Barnaby."
Jack's jaw tightened. "Ms. Vance—"
"Lara. And I'm telling you the truth." She grabbed her jacket from the hook. "I'll prove it."
"How?"
"Stakeout. Tonight. If someone's framing me, they'll do it again." She pushed past him into the rain. "Come on."
"Lara—"
"Unless you want to arrest me right now?" She turned back, rain plastering her hair to her face. "Do you?"
Jack stared at her for a long moment. Water ran off his hat in streams. His hand rested on his belt, near the handcuffs.
Then he sighed.
"Get in the car."
The patrol car smelled like coffee and leather.
Lara sat in the passenger seat, dripping onto the floor mat. Jack turned the engine on, cranked the heat, and pulled into an alley with a clear view of Main Street.
Rain hammered the windshield. The defroster hummed.
"This is a bad idea," Jack said.
"You have a better one?"
"Arrest you. File charges. Let the courts sort it out."
Lara looked at him. Really looked. Rain streaked the windows, blurring the streetlights into orange halos. In the dim light, Jack's face was all sharp angles—jaw, cheekbones, the bridge of his nose. But his eyes were tired.
"You don't believe I did it," she said quietly.
"Evidence suggests otherwise."
"But you don't believe it."
Jack's hands tightened on the steering wheel. "What I believe doesn't matter. I enforce the law."
"That's not an answer."
"It's the only answer I have."
They sat in silence, watching rain blur the world.
An hour passed.
Main Street was dead. No cars, no pedestrians. Just rain and the occasional gust of wind rattling the street signs.
Lara shifted in her seat. The patrol car was surprisingly comfortable—newer than her ancient Honda, with seats that actually had padding.
"Can I ask you something?" she said.
Jack didn't take his eyes off the street. "Depends on the question."
"Why are you here? In Hollow Creek, I mean. You seem like you'd be better suited to a city. Chicago, maybe. Or DC."
His expression didn't change, but something flickered in his eyes. "I was in DC."
"What happened?"
"My dad got sick." Jack's voice was flat. "Stage four. Needed someone to take care of him, and I'm an only child. So I came home."
"I'm sorry."
"Don't be. He's in remission now. Stubborn bastard refuses to die." A ghost of a smile. "But by the time he got better, I'd been here three years. The old sheriff retired. Town asked me to stay."
"Did you want to?"
Jack was quiet for a long moment. Rain drummed on the roof.
"I don't know," he finally said. "DC was... intense. Violent. Every day felt like a war zone. Hollow Creek's different. Quiet. Safe." He glanced at her. "Or it was."
"You think I ruined that."
"I think something changed when your grandmother died." Jack turned back to the windshield. "She kept things balanced. Peaceful. Now it feels like the town's coming apart at the seams."
Lara thought of the gremlin, the Veil thinning, Mia's warning about bigger things coming through.
"Maybe it's not me," she said carefully. "Maybe it's just... timing."
"Maybe."
He didn't sound convinced.
Another thirty minutes. The rain softened to a drizzle.
Lara tucked her feet under her, trying to get comfortable. The heat was cranked high now, fogging the windows. It felt like a cocoon—cut off from the world, just the two of them.
"Can I ask you something now?" Jack said.
"Fair's fair."
"Why'd you come back? To Hollow Creek." He looked at her. "Your grandmother left you the café, but you could've sold it. Taken the money. Why stay?"
Lara considered lying. Saying she needed the money, or wanted to honor her grandmother's memory.
But something about the intimacy of the car, the rain, his tired eyes, made her tell the truth.
"I didn't have anywhere else to go."
Jack's expression shifted. "What about your mom?"
"We don't talk. Haven't since I was seven." Lara stared at the fogged window. "She didn't approve of Grandma Iris. Thought she was a bad influence. So she cut her out of our lives. And when I turned eighteen and moved out..." She shrugged. "Mom made it clear I was choosing sides."
"That's not fair."
"Life rarely is." Lara traced a pattern in the condensation. "I've been floating for years. Temp jobs, short-term rentals, no real connections. When the lawyer called and said Grandma Iris left me the café..." Her throat tightened. "It felt like someone finally wanted me to stay."
The silence that followed wasn't uncomfortable. It felt understanding.
"I get that," Jack said quietly. "Feeling like an outsider in your own life."
"Even here?"
"Especially here. I grew up in Hollow Creek, but I left. Chose the city over small-town life. When I came back..." He drummed his fingers on the wheel. "People remember. They're polite, but there's always that distance. Like I'm not fully one of them anymore."
"So we're both outsiders trying to belong."
"Something like that."
Lara looked at him—really looked. Not the stern sheriff or the annoying obstacle. Just Jack. A man trying to do his job while caring for a sick father. A man who'd given up his career to come home. A man who was just as lonely as she was.
"I didn't steal those tires," she said softly.
Jack met her eyes. "I know."
"Then why—"
"Because evidence doesn't lie. People do." He turned back to the windshield. "And my job is to follow the evidence, even when my gut says otherwise."
"What does your gut say?"
"That you're in over your head. That something's happening in this town you don't understand." His voice dropped. "And that you're either going to save Hollow Creek or burn it down trying."
Before Lara could respond, movement caught her eye.
A small dark shape darted across Main Street.
"There!" She grabbed Jack's arm. "Did you see—"
The gremlin appeared in the glow of a streetlight, dragging something large and metallic.
A hubcap.
It looked directly at the patrol car. At Jack. At Lara.
And grinned.
Then it vanished into the storm drain.
"What the hell was that?" Jack's hand went to his gun.
Lara's mind raced. "A raccoon. Probably."
"That was not a raccoon."
"Opossum?"
Jack was already out of the car, flashlight drawn. "Stay here."
"Like hell."
She
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