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The Reflection in the Glass

The clock above the café door read 3:47 AM.

Layla Hart sat bolt upright in bed, her heart hammering against her ribs like a caged bird trying to escape. The dream had been the same one she'd had every night for the past week—a tunnel of endless darkness, whispers curling around her ankles like smoke, and somewhere in the distance, the sound of a cat crying.

But this time, something had been different.

This time, the crying had stopped.

She pressed a hand to her chest, feeling the wild rhythm of her pulse slow to something resembling normal. The room was dark except for the sliver of moonlight bleeding through the café's lace curtains. Outside, the hidden street of the Confession Café lay silent, tucked away in its magical pocket of the city where only those who truly needed to find it ever could.

Layla swung her legs over the side of the bed and reached for the glass of water on her nightstand. Her fingers brushed against the cool surface, and she paused.

The air felt wrong.

Not cold. Not warm. Just... wrong. As if someone had removed something essential from the atmosphere and forgotten to put it back.

"Mocha?"

Her voice came out as a whisper, barely disturbing the stillness. But the gray cat who had slept at the foot of her bed every single night for the past month was not there. The indentation of his small body still pressed into the quilt, still faintly warm when she reached out to touch it.

But Mocha was gone.

Layla stood, her bare feet silent on the worn wooden floor. The café's upstairs apartment had been her mother's once, then abandoned for seventeen years, and now restored to something that felt almost like home. Almost. The walls still held memories she couldn't quite reach, echoes of a childhood she'd never known she'd lost.

She found him in the main room of the café.

The space was transformed at night—the copper espresso machine gleaming like a dormant beast, the little round tables tucked into their corners like sleeping animals, the soft glow of the enchanted lanterns dimmed to their lowest whisper of light. The air still smelled of cinnamon and chocolate and the particular magic that only coffee brewed with intention could carry.

Mocha sat in front of the full-length mirror that hung beside the door to the back courtyard.

He was perfectly still. So still that for one terrible moment, Layla thought he had turned to stone.

"Mocha?" She crossed the room, her reflection joining his in the glass. "What are you—"

She stopped.

Her breath caught in her throat like a fishhook.

Mocha's reflection was staring back at her.

But Mocha was not.

The cat in the mirror was the same size, the same shape, the same elegant curve of spine and flick of tail. But where Mocha's fur was the soft gray of autumn rain clouds, this cat's fur was black as ink spilled across parchment. Where Mocha's eyes were the warm gold of honey in sunlight, this cat's eyes were silver—bright and sharp as shards of broken moon.

And those silver eyes were not looking at Mocha.

They were looking at Layla.

"Mocha." Her voice cracked. "Mocha, what's happening?"

The gray cat did not turn. Did not blink. Did not so much as twitch a whisker. But his voice—that strange, not-quite-a-voice that lived inside her mind when he chose to communicate—brushed against her thoughts like velvet.

Look at the glass.

She tore her gaze away from the impossible reflection and looked down at the floor beneath the mirror.

Words were forming there.

Not written by any hand. Not etched by any claw. They simply appeared, letter by letter, as if someone on the other side of the glass was pressing them through from a world that shouldn't exist.

HE HAS AWAKENED.

The letters glowed faintly silver, then faded to black, then vanished entirely.

Layla's knees buckled. She caught herself on the edge of a nearby table, knocking over a salt shaker that scattered white crystals across the dark wood. The sound was deafening in the silence.

"Who?" she whispered. "Who has awakened?"

Mocha finally turned.

His golden eyes met hers, and for the first time since she'd inherited this strange, magical café and its even stranger feline guardian, Layla saw something in them that she had never seen before.

Fear.

Nero, Mocha said inside her mind. My brother has returned.

The clock above the door struck four.

And somewhere in the darkness beyond the café's walls, a cat with silver eyes began to smile.
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The Man With No Shadow

The morning rush at the Confession Café was always Layla's favorite time of day.

There was something almost sacred about the ritual—the hiss of steam, the rich perfume of freshly ground beans, the soft clink of ceramic mugs finding their homes on saucers. The café's regulars filtered in like clockwork: Mrs. Albright at 7:15 for her chamomile tea and a scone, the three university students who shared a corner table and whispered about their exams, the old man who always ordered a black coffee and never said a word but left a five-dollar tip every single time.

Today, though, Layla's hands trembled as she worked the espresso machine.

She hadn't slept after the incident with the mirror. She'd sat on the floor of the café with Mocha curled in her lap, watching the shadows shift across the walls, waiting for something—she didn't know what—to come crashing through the door. But nothing had come. Dawn had arrived soft and golden, birds had sung their morning songs, and the world outside had continued on as if nothing had changed.

But everything had changed.

He has awakened.

Layla pressed her palm flat against the cool metal of the espresso machine and forced herself to breathe. In for four. Hold for four. Out for four. Her mother had taught her that trick years ago, back when she'd first started having panic attacks and hadn't known what they were called.

Nero. My brother.

She'd tried to get more information out of Mocha after the mirror incident, but the cat had retreated into his usual cryptic silence. He'd curled up on his favorite velvet cushion by the window, wrapped his tail around his nose, and refused to answer any questions beyond a few terse mental images—darkness, falling, a door slamming shut.

Whatever Nero was, whatever he wanted, Mocha clearly did not want to talk about it.

And that terrified Layla more than anything else.

"You look like you haven't slept."

Layla looked up to find her twin sister leaning against the counter, a mug of black coffee in one hand and a knowing look on her face. Lena Hart was her mirror image in almost every way—same dark hair, same grey-green eyes, same stubborn set to her jaw—but where Layla's edges were soft, Lena's were sharp. She'd grown up in the foster system while Layla had been raised by a non-magical adoptive family, and the seventeen years they'd spent apart had carved different shapes into their souls.

"Rough night," Layla said, which was technically true.

Lena's eyes narrowed. "You talked to Mocha again, didn't you? The cat was giving you weird looks all through breakfast."

"I don't know what you're talking about."

"Mocha always knows something he's not telling us. It's his whole personality. But you—" Lena set down her mug and reached across the counter to grip her sister's wrist. "You look like you saw a ghost."

If only it were a ghost, Layla thought. Ghosts I understand.

"I'm fine," she said. "Really."

The bell above the door chimed, and both sisters turned to greet the new customer.

The man who walked through the door was unremarkable in almost every way.

Middle height. Middle build. Brown hair, brown eyes, the kind of face that you would pass on the street and forget immediately. He wore a simple gray coat and carried a leather satchel over one shoulder. Nothing about him should have made Layla's skin prickle with unease.

And yet.

She couldn't stop staring at the floor beneath his feet.

Because the morning sun was streaming through the café's front windows, golden and warm, casting long shadows from every table and chair and potted plant. Mrs. Albright's shadow stretched across the floor like a dark doppelgänger. The university students' shadows huddled together like conspirators. Even Lena cast a shadow—long and lean and somehow restless, as if it wanted to escape her body and go exploring on its own.

But the man in the gray coat cast no shadow at all.

"Good morning," he said, and his voice was as unremarkable as his face—pleasant, ordinary, the kind of voice that belonged to a bank teller or a bus driver. "I was told I could find coffee here."

Layla's mouth opened, but no words came out.

Beside her, Lena had gone very still. Her sister had no magical abilities—not the way Layla did, not the way their mother did—but she had instincts honed by seventeen years of surviving systems that weren't designed to protect her. And those instincts were screaming.

"The café is closed," Lena said flatly.

The man's eyebrows rose. "The sign on the door says open."

"We changed our minds."

"That's not very good business."

"We're not very good businesspeople."

The man smiled, and the expression didn't quite reach his eyes. Those brown eyes stayed flat and cold, like river stones at the bottom of a frozen stream. "I see. Perhaps I should come back another time."

"Perhaps you should."

But the man didn't move. He stood in the doorway, half in and half out of the café, and his gaze drifted across the room with deliberate slowness. Past Mrs. Albright, who had stopped pretending to read her book. Past the university students, who had gone silent mid-whisper. Past the old man, who was gripping his coffee cup so tightly his knuckles had turned white.

And then his gaze landed on the velvet cushion by the window.

Mocha was awake now.

The gray cat sat perfectly straight, his fur bristled out to twice its normal size, his golden eyes fixed on the man in the doorway with an intensity that made Layla's stomach drop. His tail lashed once, twice, three times—a metronome counting down to something terrible.

And then Mocha did something Layla had never seen him do before.

He hissed.

The sound was not loud. It was not dramatic. It was simply the most terrifying sound Layla had ever heard—a low, guttural warning that seemed to vibrate through the very walls of the café. The enchanted lanterns flickered. The copper espresso machine groaned. The floor beneath Layla's feet trembled as if the earth itself was bracing for impact.

The man in the gray coat turned his head slowly toward the window.

His brown eyes met Mocha's gold ones.

And the man smiled.

"Ah," he said softly. "There you are."

Layla moved without thinking. She rounded the counter, put herself between the man and Mocha, and spread her arms wide like a shield. "You need to leave. Now."

The man's smile didn't waver. "I came to ask a question, that's all. One small question." He tilted his head, and for just a moment—a flicker, a shadow within a shadow—Layla thought she saw something else beneath his ordinary face. Something ancient. Something hungry. "I'm looking for the Black Cat. Perhaps you've heard of him?"

Mocha's hiss rose in pitch.

And then the café's front door slammed shut on its own, the bell chiming wildly, and the man was gone.

Just... gone.

As if he had never been there at all.

Layla stood frozen in the middle of the café, her arms still outstretched, her heart pounding so hard she could feel it in her teeth. Behind her, Mrs. Albright let out a shaky breath. The university students were huddled together, whispering in terrified tones. The old man had dropped his coffee cup, and dark
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