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CHAPTER 1 – THE CRASH IN THE NIGHT

[image: ]


The wind rolled softly over the California hills, warm and dry, carrying with it the subtle aroma of eucalyptus mingled with distant ocean salt. On most nights, the stretch of road outside San Marcos seemed to exist outside of time itself, a place where silence wasn’t broken except by the rare hum of a passing car that quickly faded into the vast stillness. Ethan Cole cherished nights like this, when the world felt suspended and every sound, every scent, every flicker of moonlight belonged entirely to him.

He lay sprawled across his bed, one foot dangling over the side, listening to the crickets perform their ceaseless nocturnal symphony. His phone glowed faintly on the pillow beside him, illuminating the endless notifications that testified to the buzzing lives of his friends—summer plans, viral videos, trivial jokes—but Ethan didn’t care. He often found himself staring out into the darkness when the rest of the house was asleep, letting thoughts wander freely into the unknown. Tonight, those thoughts drifted toward the future—the terrifying, exhilarating unknown that awaited him after high school.

Then the night broke.

At first, it was faint, almost swallowed by the warm breeze: a sharp squeal, metallic and desperate, scraping across asphalt. Ethan sat up, heart thudding in his chest. The sound grew louder, more insistent, a violent harmony of metal bending and tires skidding, clawing against the unforgiving road. Then came the crash—a gut-wrenching, bone-rattling collision that sent a tremor racing through the hills, through his very chest, through the marrow of his bones.

Without thinking, Ethan swung his legs off the bed, shoved his feet into the sneakers lying at the door, and bolted down the hall. The floorboards groaned beneath him, announcing his frantic movement to the empty house. He yanked the front door open, inhaling the night air, thick with the sharp, chemical sting of burnt rubber and perhaps gasoline.

The moon hung low and fat in the sky, bathing the hills in silver. Just beyond the gravel driveway, the scene revealed itself: headlights cast long, trembling beams into a thin haze of dust. A black car lay crumpled nose-first in the roadside ditch, hood mangled like a smashed soda can, steam hissing from deep within its wrecked engine. The driver’s side door swung gently in the breeze, the weak dome light inside casting a dim, orange glow across the asphalt.

Ethan’s pulse pounded. “Hello?” he called, voice breaking with equal parts fear and adrenaline. “Are you okay?”

Silence answered.

Heart hammering, he moved closer. Each step toward the car felt like wading through water, heavy and resisting, his senses straining for any sign of life. He expected—no, dreaded—the worst: a body slumped in the driver’s seat, mangled and motionless. But when he peered inside, there was nothing. Just the faint ticking of the cooling engine.

“What the hell...” Ethan whispered, scanning the roadside. The shadows held nothing—no figure stumbling away, no desperate hands raised for help, just a night as empty as a tomb.

Then came another sound. A soft scuffing, deliberate, almost hesitant. His gaze snapped to the ditch. At first, he thought it was gravel shifting beneath the weight of the car, but the rhythm was too precise. Something—or someone—was moving.

A shape emerged slowly, delicate but purposeful. Ethan blinked. It wasn’t human. It was a cat. Midnight black, sleek as poured ink, it moved with a grace that seemed impossible given its apparent injury; a faint limp slowed it slightly, but it carried itself with feline authority. And then Ethan saw its eyes: molten gold, molten and living, not the dull reflective shine of ordinary cats but molten, radiant, unblinking. The creature paused a few feet away, and its gaze locked on his.

“Uh... hey there, kitty,” Ethan said, crouching slightly, hands open, voice carefully calm. His mind raced, every instinct screaming at him that this wasn’t just an animal. Something about the way it measured him, the stillness, the intelligence in those eyes—it was... unusual.

The crunch of gravel behind him announced his parents emerging from the porch light. “Ethan!” his father’s voice rang, edged with panic. “What’s happening? Did someone crash?”

“Yeah,” Ethan said, glancing back. “But there’s nobody here. Just...” He looked down at the cat, still poised and unblinking. “This.”

“Oh, poor thing,” his mother murmured, moving closer. Her robe swung with the motion, cinched tight at the waist, her eyes wide. She leaned slightly to observe the cat, tilting her head in fascination. “Guess someone left their pet behind. Look at those eyes!”

His father, ever the joker even in tense moments, grinned. “If he sticks around, we should call him Money. Golden eyes, golden ticket.”

At the word “money,” a low, resonant growl emanated from the cat. It was faint, almost imperceptible to anyone else, but to Ethan, it was unmistakable. A warning. A challenge. A declaration.

The adults, engrossed in their own conversation, paid it no mind. Ethan, however, felt an electric thread pull taut between him and the animal. Something about the way it watched him suggested recognition, awareness, an intelligence that transcended the ordinary. This wasn’t just a stray. It knew him.

By the time the tow truck arrived, the cat had vanished into the shadows. The black car, its license plates scrubbed clean, was hauled onto the truck bed. “No driver,” the officer muttered. “We’ll run the VIN, but... good luck.”

Later that night, with the house silent and the world muted, Ethan crept to the garage, a paper plate of tuna in hand. The cat was already there, perched atop his father’s old red toolbox, eyes glowing faintly in the dim light.

“You hungry, Money?” he whispered, testing the name. The cat blinked slowly, deliberately, then leapt down with the fluid grace of a shadow made flesh. Its limp was gone.

Exhausted, Ethan crawled back into bed, trying to convince himself that it was nothing. Just a crash. Just a cat. Just coincidence. But as sleep pulled at him, a soft, silky voice brushed against the edges of his mind.

See you tomorrow...

Ethan’s eyes shot open. The room was empty. Silent. But he knew, deep down, that he hadn’t imagined it. And that terrified him as much as it thrilled him.
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CHAPTER 2 – A CAT WITH SECRETS
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Morning arrived like a soft exhale, spilling golden light through the kitchen window and painting the walls with warmth. The world seemed to pause in that early hour, lingering between dreams and reality, between quiet calm and the bustling energy that would follow. Ethan Cole sat at the kitchen table, hunched over a bowl of cereal, spoon swirling lazily in milk that no longer tasted like breakfast. His thoughts were elsewhere, tangled in the remnants of the night before—the screeching tires, the crunch of metal, the black car mangled in the ditch, and the impossible figure that had emerged: a cat with eyes like molten gold. Every time he closed his eyes, he could hear that voice, soft as velvet, brushing against the edges of his mind: See you tomorrow...

And now, it was tomorrow.

The cat—Money, as his dad had jokingly dubbed it—sat perched on the kitchen counter, tail curling around its paws with deliberate grace, watching the family with the precision of a judge. Its golden eyes did not waver. It was not hungry, nor was it fidgeting like a stray seeking attention. It was observing, measuring, calculating. And Ethan felt it. The way its gaze slid across the room, settling on him for just a moment longer than any ordinary feline would, made the hairs on his arms rise.

“Ethan, eat,” his mom said, voice distant as she sifted through a jumble of envelopes. Bills, bills, more bills, their sharp edges cutting the quiet morning. “Your dad and I will have to tighten up until we get caught up on the mortgage.” She sighed, a sound that seemed to echo the weight of every responsible adult in every house Ethan had ever known.

Money let out a sharp meow, startling in its intensity. Not the soft, pleading cry of a cat wanting food. This was deliberate, commanding, cutting through the morning like a whip. Ethan froze, spoon hovering midair. His heart hammered against his chest. That sound wasn’t random—it was precise, almost... offended. The golden eyes flicked toward him for a brief second, a spark of intelligence and something else he couldn’t name.

His dad chuckled, oblivious to the tension in the air. “Guess the cat doesn’t like being broke either,” he joked, lifting his coffee mug in mock solidarity. But Ethan didn’t laugh. He felt a ripple of unease, like stepping on a tile that threatened to break beneath him.

“Maybe he just doesn’t like the word money,” his mom said lightly, shaking her head. But even as she spoke, Ethan felt the word hang in the room, heavy and strange, as if it carried a weight invisible to everyone else. He shoved his bowl aside, muttered something about being late for school, and left the kitchen, feeling the cat’s gaze burn into the back of his neck long after the door clicked shut.

The day at school was a blur, an echo of ordinary lessons against the backdrop of extraordinary thoughts. Teachers droned, pencils scratched against paper, chairs squeaked against linoleum. But Ethan’s mind was elsewhere, fixated on the memory of golden eyes staring through him, probing deeper than he cared to admit. His friends’ chatter about video games, summer plans, and gossip faded into white noise. The world outside the classroom felt more vivid than the one within it.

By the final bell, his nerves were frayed, taut as a bowstring. He ran home, cutting through side streets and alleys to shave minutes off the journey, driven by the urgency to see the cat again. And there it was—waiting at the edge of the backyard, poised at the threshold where order gave way to wild underbrush and shadowed trees.

Money’s fur gleamed unnaturally in the late afternoon sun, and it didn’t wait for him. The cat turned, tail flicking once as if signaling a secret only Ethan could see, and disappeared into the woods.

“Hey!” Ethan called, sprinting after it. “Where are you going?”

The cat didn’t answer with words. It didn’t need to. Its motion was deliberate, fluid, purposeful. Ethan’s heart raced, matching the rhythm of his feet against the soft earth, the scent of pine and wet leaves filling his lungs. Every branch and fallen leaf seemed to whisper warnings as he followed the trail deeper into the grove, a place he hadn’t visited since he was a child. Memories flickered—fireflies captured on summer nights, forts built and abandoned, laughter echoing off tree trunks—but today the woods felt charged with a tension he couldn’t shake. Even the birds seemed to have vanished, leaving only the wind to murmur secrets through the canopy.

Ahead, the treehouse appeared, weathered and waiting. It leaned slightly to one side, its paint long peeled, boards warped, yet it stood resolute, sentinel-like. The cat paused at its base, eyes locked on Ethan, expectant.

“You want me to go up there?” he muttered. “What are we doing, playing pirates?”

Money blinked slowly, deliberately. Then, in a display of agility that made Ethan’s jaw drop, it leapt gracefully onto the trunk and disappeared into the sliver of light within the treehouse. Ethan clambered up the rickety ladder, every creak a challenge to his balance and courage. The cat waited inside, as though it had always belonged there, its golden eyes luminous in the dusty light.

“Okay,” Ethan said, voice shaky. “You’ve officially gone from weird to insane. Now what—”

We need to talk about your future.

The voice was low, resonant, not in his ears but in his mind, brushing against him with the authority of someone who expected to be obeyed. Ethan jerked back, heart hammering.

“What the—what was that?” His voice cracked, disbelief hanging in the air.

The cat remained calm, licking its paw with deliberate serenity. “Don’t scream,” it said. Smooth, unhurried. “You’ll scare yourself.”

Ethan swallowed hard, stepping fully into the cramped space of the treehouse. “You’re... talking. You’re actually talking.”

“I’ve been talking the whole time,” Money replied. “You just weren’t ready to listen.”

“This isn’t real,” Ethan whispered, backing against the wall. “I’m asleep. This has to be a dream.”

“Oh, you’re very much awake,” Money said, tail flicking lazily. “And you’d better stay that way. I don’t waste my time on humans who faint.”

“Why me?” Ethan asked, voice trembling. “Why are you... talking to me?”

The cat tilted its head, studying him with that piercing, intelligent gaze. “Because you’re curious. Because you’re desperate to be more than average. Because you’re smart enough to know when opportunity knocks.”

Ethan laughed shakily, the sound hollow. “Opportunity? You’re a cat.”

“I used to belong to a man who understood wealth—not just money, but real wealth. Power. Influence. Knowledge that bends the world. He’s gone now. But the lessons remain.”

Ethan’s pulse raced. “And you’re going to teach me?”

“If you want it,” Money replied. “Twenty-one laws. Learn them, live by them, and nothing will ever feel ordinary again.”

Ethan shook his head, incredulous. “And if I say no?”

“Then you remain as you are. Ordinary. Waiting. Struggling. Life decides your worth for you.”

The weight of the words pressed against him. Ordinary. That was exactly how he felt—just another face, just another boy drifting through days that had nothing extraordinary to offer.

“What’s the catch?” Ethan asked quietly.

“One,” Money said, voice dropping. “No one else can know. Not your parents, not your friends. Not a soul. Break that rule, and the deal ends. And you will regret it.”

Ethan’s mind whirled, part of him wanting to dismiss it all as fantasy, but another part—the part that thrilled at the impossible—leaned forward.

“Okay,” he said finally. “I’ll keep your secret. What do I have to do?”

“Tomorrow. After school,” Money said, eyes glowing like embers. “The first lesson begins then.”

With that, the cat leapt through the hatch, vanishing into the fading sunlight. Ethan sat in the dusty treehouse, heart racing, adrenaline coursing, mind spinning. He stayed long after the shadows grew, until the cool evening air whispered through the trees and night began its quiet reign.

Life had changed. He didn’t know how yet. But he knew, deep in his chest, that nothing about tomorrow—or any day after—would ever be ordinary again.
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CHAPTER 3 – THINK LIKE THE RICH
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Morning in Willow Creek usually unfolded with the slow, measured pace of a small California town, but to Ethan Cole, today was different. The sunlight streamed through the blinds like molten gold, slashing across the floorboards and walls, cutting the shadows of his cluttered room into long, rigid lines. For a moment, he just lay there, letting the warmth seep into his skin, a rare luxury for a teenager who had spent countless nights scrolling aimlessly through his phone. But he didn’t have much time to linger in comfort. Money, perched on the windowsill like a miniature, imperious teacher, was already observing him with the self-satisfied patience of one who knew exactly what lessons were about to be learned.

“Lesson one,” Money purred, each word deliberate and impossibly smooth, sliding into Ethan’s consciousness like liquid gold. “Wealth begins in the mind, not in the wallet. You don’t stumble into riches. You decide to think like someone who already is.”

Ethan rubbed his eyes, the absurdity of it curling at the edges of his sanity. “So... no lottery tickets?” he muttered, voice groggy and skeptical.

“Lottery tickets,” Money said sharply, leaping to his desk with the grace of a shadow, “are for people who’ve already lost. The poor think about survival — how to stretch every dollar, how to pay the next bill, how to keep the roof from caving in. The rich? They think about opportunity. They ask not, ‘How can I afford this?’ but ‘How can I make this happen?’ That difference,” the cat’s golden eyes glittered with unspoken power, “will shape everything.”

Ethan dressed slowly, every motion deliberate, aware now of the fraying sneakers at his feet, the sole peeling like a tiny insult from the universe. Normally, he would have groaned, perhaps complained to his mother. Today, though, he did something different. He straightened up, imagining the ragged shoes as a badge of honor, a stepping stone rather than a limitation. A millionaire didn’t whine about sneakers; a millionaire saw them as part of the path.

Walking to school, Ethan tried to inhabit Money’s lesson fully. He imagined himself as someone who already possessed everything he wanted — not pretending, not fooling anyone else, but rewiring his brain to see the world differently. He visualized walking down cracked sidewalks with confidence that radiated outward, wearing clothes that fit perfectly, earbuds blasting music that fueled ambition, a presence that made strangers step aside with the subtle acknowledgment that someone important was moving through their world.

Even small shifts were noticeable. People he had ignored him before glanced his way. Teachers, normally distracted or indifferent, registered his posture, his poise. Mr. Aldridge, the history teacher with permanent sleep lines etched around his eyes, paused mid-scrawl on the whiteboard. “New haircut, Cole?” he asked, squinting.

“No, sir,” Ethan said, smiling, a ripple of audacity in his tone. “Just a new attitude.”

By lunchtime, the sensation of potential was almost intoxicating. He wasn’t richer in the literal sense—his wallet still held a crumpled five-dollar bill and a bus pass—but he carried himself as though he owned the cafeteria, the hallways, even the cracked floors underfoot. When Jordan, his best friend, joked about his sneakers, Ethan didn’t flinch. He lifted a shoulder, smirked, and said, “Custom vintage,” leaving Jordan blinking, unsure whether Ethan was serious or teasing. Confidence, it seemed, was a currency more valuable than any bill he had in his pocket.

That afternoon, Money awaited him at the backyard fence, tail flicking in rhythm with some unseen metronome. The cat’s gaze glinted like molten metal in the waning sun, a silent reminder that the lessons were far from over.

“Not bad,” Money said, leaping lightly onto the fence rail. “You caught yourself before whining. That’s the first test—controlling your thoughts before they control you.”

Ethan knelt to meet the cat’s level, heart still pounding from the day’s new sensations. “It’s strange,” he admitted, voice low. “Just thinking like that... people treat me differently. Like I’m already rich.”

“That’s because wealth isn’t money,” Money replied, a soft vibration in the air as if the cat’s words carried gravity. “It’s a state of being. Money comes after.”

That evening, Ethan sat at his desk with a blank journal open, the thick paper a canvas for ambition. Money perched nearby, eyes glowing faintly in the lamplight, observing with silent judgment. Ethan began writing, pouring out visions, plans, dreams: stepping off private jets, signing contracts for his own companies, giving generously to charity, opening basketball camps for underprivileged kids. Ideas flowed faster than his pen could keep up, as if a long-dormant part of his mind had been unlocked. Each thought reinforced the other, building a latticework of possibility in his mind, a blueprint for a future that had once felt impossibly distant.

As he finally set down the pen and sank into his bed, the certainty that had begun as a whisper grew into a roaring conviction. This wasn’t daydreaming. This wasn’t wishful thinking. This was the first real step toward a life he chose rather than accepted.

But sleep did not come easily. Across the street, a shadow lingered. Motionless, a figure stood between two trees, framed in darkness, observing, studying. No phone light, no flashlight, just a tall silhouette that seemed stitched from shadow itself. Ethan blinked, and when he looked again, it was gone, swallowed by the quiet of the street. He told himself it was nothing—a trick of exhaustion, a fluke of his imagination—but deep down, the hair at the nape of his neck stood on end.

Someone else knew about Money. Someone else had seen the spark that could change a life. Someone else was waiting.

The game had begun, and for the first time, Ethan understood that wealth was never just numbers in a bank or the accumulation of things. Wealth was perception, opportunity, strategy, and awareness. And now, it was a game he could not afford to lose.

He closed his eyes and let the golden light of possibility wash over him, letting the first lesson settle deep into his bones. Think like the rich. See like the rich. Act like the rich. Dream like the rich. Every heartbeat, every breath, every thought was a choice, and the foundation of everything he would become was being built here, in the quiet of his small room, under the watchful eyes of a cat that was no ordinary animal.

Outside, the street remained silent, the shadows deep, and somewhere beyond the edges of the yard, the unknown watched, waiting for the first misstep. And Ethan, for the first time in his life, felt ready.
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