
	Prologue

	Whisper of the Willow

	The moon was thin that night, a fragile sliver of bone hung in a starless sky. A faint mist curled over Maplewood Lane, softening the edges of the houses, swallowing fences and hedges until the neighbourhood seemed like a dream half-remembered. Even the owls had gone silent, as if the world itself was holding its breath.

	Then came the low growl of an engine.

	A car moved slowly along the road, headlights dimmed, creeping forward like a predator too cautious to announce itself. The gravel popped and cracked under its tires as it turned down a disused track leading to the river.

	From her perch on a fencepost across the street, Willow watched.

	The black cat had been waiting there for some time. She was a creature of habit, but also of curiosity. Night after night, she roamed the streets that belonged to her as much as they did to the humans inside their warm houses. But tonight, something had tugged her to this corner, this fence, this moment.

	Her fur was so dark and so thick that it seemed to carry shadows with it. Against the night, she was invisible but for her eyes. They glowed amber-gold, unblinking, tracking every move the car made.

	The engine cut off. The silence that followed felt heavier than before.

	The driver’s door creaked open. A man climbed out—broad-shouldered, a hood pulled low, jeans dark and stained. His breath came in sharp bursts, white clouds snatching at the cold air. He moved quickly to the back door and opened it.

	What he dragged out was not luggage.

	The bundle slumped against his chest, long and awkward. It was wrapped in canvas smeared with earth, tied in places with fraying rope. As he struggled with the weight, the shape shifted. A pale hand, limp, slipped free of the covering and dangled uselessly toward the ground.

	Willow’s pupils widened. She did not know the word corpse, but she knew stillness. She knew the absence of heartbeat, of warmth, of breath. This was not prey, not animal. This was human, and it was wrong.

	The man swore under his breath, stumbling as the bundle slipped from his grip. It hit the earth with a soft, dreadful thud. He bent, groaning, muttering to himself. Willow’s ears flicked, catching snatches of words between his grunts.

	“Should’ve… damn heavy… no one’ll know… no one but me…”

	He heaved the body up again, staggering toward the riverbank. The mist parted as he walked, curling around his legs, swallowing his footprints before they could linger.

	Willow leapt from the fence, landing soundlessly in the wet grass. She crouched low, following at a distance, tail twitching.

	The man’s shoes slipped in the mud, and he cursed again. The canvas shifted once more, the pale hand striking a stone. Willow flinched at the dull knock. The man jerked the fabric back into place and kept going, his mutters darker now.

	“Too nosy… shouldn’t’ve… had to… no choice…”

	At the river’s edge, the water moved sluggishly, black and thick beneath the moon. He stood there for a long moment, panting, his head snapping up every few seconds to scan the shadows.

	Willow froze beneath a clump of reeds, whiskers trembling.

	With a final grunt, the man shoved the body forward.

	The canvas bundle slid into the water, striking with a splash that seemed far too loud for the empty night. Ripples shuddered out in all directions, disturbing the mist. The body sank slowly, dragged down into darkness until only faint bubbles rose to the surface. Then even those were gone.

	The man stood there, chest heaving, eyes locked on the water. His hands hung at his sides, shaking. For a moment Willow thought he might collapse beside his victim. But then he rubbed his palms on his jeans, left streaks of mud, and turned back toward the car.

	Halfway there, he stopped.

	His head turned sharply, eyes cutting through the fog.

	He looked straight at her.

	Willow did not move. Her golden eyes burned like lanterns in the dark. Her fur bristled, but she held her ground, every muscle taut.

	The man’s gaze lingered for three heartbeats too long. His jaw worked. His lips pressed into a line.

	Then he shook his head. “Just a cat,” he muttered, almost to himself. “Just a damn cat.”

	He climbed into his car. The engine coughed, then roared. Gravel spat under his tires as he drove away, tail-lights bleeding red through the fog until they vanished completely.

	The silence returned, heavier than before.

	Willow waited until the sound of the car had faded into nothing. Then she crept forward, paws leaving no mark on the damp ground. She sniffed at the churned earth where the bundle had fallen. The smell was strong—sweat, fear, blood, iron. The stench of death lingered, acrid and foul.

	She padded closer to the riverbank, peering at the ripples still smoothing themselves across the surface. The water had already swallowed its secret, but Willow knew. She had seen. She had smelled. She understood in the way of animals that something unnatural had just been done.

	Her fur rose in a ridge down her back. The night air seemed colder, sharper.

	A thought pulsed through her—not words, but something older. Instinct. Warning.

	Danger.

	She turned and bolted, paws drumming softly over grass, leaping fences and hedges with practiced ease. She darted through shadows until the houses shifted into a more familiar shape, until she reached the corner of Maplewood Lane and Cedar Boulevard.

	Her house.

	The curtains glowed faintly with lamplight. Inside, Abigail Adams sat curled in an armchair, a book open on her lap, her dark hair falling in a curtain around her face. A half-finished cup of tea rested on the side table, forgotten. She looked tired, but content, the way she always did when she had a story to disappear into.

	Willow landed lightly on the windowsill and pressed her nose to the glass.

	Abby looked up.

	Their eyes met.

	And in that instant, Willow pushed—not words, but images, fragments of thought, feelings too sharp to be ignored. The shadowy man, the limp hand, the splash, the suffocating silence of the water. A flood of dread, urgency, fear.

	Abby startled, book slipping from her lap. Her brow furrowed as she stared at her cat, chest tightening with a sudden, inexplicable chill.

	“Willow?” she whispered. “What is it?”

	The cat’s tail lashed once, then stilled.

	Another impression pressed into Abby’s mind—darker this time, cold as the river itself.

	Body.

	The word was not spoken, but it rang clear inside her.

	Abby blinked, breath catching. She leaned forward, palm pressed against the glass as if she could bridge the impossible gap between human and animal, sense and instinct.

