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The rain knew my name before he did.

It whispered it through the gutters of Bellamy Street, dripping from cracked terracotta roofs and pooling in the cobblestone hollows where my worn boots splashed through reflections of gaslight lamps.

I was running. Not from anything specific—just the hollow ache of another Friday night spent alone in my one-bedroom apartment, eating takeout Thai over the sink because setting the table felt like admitting defeat. The October rain had driven everyone else indoors, which meant the antique shops and bookstores of Old Ravenwood were mercifully empty, and I could pretend the fog curling through the alleyways was atmosphere instead of loneliness.

But loneliness, I'd learned, had a texture. It felt like the space beside me on the bus. Like the second coffee cup I never filled. Like the way my intuition—that strange, tingling sixth sense I'd never been able to explain—had gone quiet two years ago, as if whatever had been listening had finally given up on me.

I was twenty-eight years old, I sold vintage furniture restorations to people with better lives than mine, and I had accepted that some people simply weren't meant to be seen.

Then the cat screamed at me.

Not meowed. Screamed—a long, insistent yowl that cut through the rain like a knife through velvet. I stopped outside The Hollows, a shuttered apothecary that had been empty since before I moved to Ravenwood, and turned.

He sat on the windowsill like he'd been waiting.

Charcoal-gray, nearly black, with eyes that caught the streetlight like molten amber. A cat. Just a cat. Except nothing about the way he stared at me felt like just anything. His tail wrapped around his paws with deliberate elegance, and when our eyes met, I felt it—that prickle at the back of my neck, the one I hadn't felt in two years.

June.

Not the rain this time. Something else. Something that knew my name and had been looking for me.

"You're getting wet," I said stupidly, because what else do you say to a cat who might have just psychically announced your existence?

The cat blinked slowly. Then he stood, stretched with exaggerated nonchalance, and hopped down from the windowsill. He took three steps toward the mouth of an alley, looked back at me over his shoulder, and waited.

"You want me to follow you."

No response. Just that amber stare.

"That's insane. I don't even like cats. I'm allergic. Probably. I've never actually—"

He yowled again, louder this time, and a shutter banged somewhere in the darkness. Rain dripped from the brim of my coat hood. I should have kept walking. Should have gone home to my empty apartment and my cold noodles and my life of quiet resignation.

Instead, I followed the cat into the dark.

The alley smelled like wet brick and something floral underneath—rosemary, maybe, or lavender, crushed underfoot. The cat moved ahead of me with the confidence of something that had never doubted its destination, his gray fur blending into the shadows until only his eyes remained, two floating amber coins in the dark.

"You know, most people would call this a terrible decision," I muttered, stepping over a broken pallet. "Following a strange cat into an alley at midnight. This is how horror movies start."

The cat stopped. Turned. Gave me a look of such profound disdain that I actually felt my cheeks heat.
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