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His coffee had gone cold again, but he didn't move from the window. Outside, the street settled into its evening routine—porch lights winking on one by one, the Hendersons' sprinkler clicking its slow rotation across their too-green lawn, kids being called inside for dinner. Normal things, safe things, the kind of small comforts that made him choose this neighborhood three years ago. He lifted the mug to his lips anyway, grimacing at the bitter film that had formed on top, and kept watching.

The house at the end of Maple Street had been empty for six months now. Old Man Garrett had died in his sleep—peaceful, the neighbors said, though nobody really knew. The place had sat there since, getting worse by the week. The fence leaned at angles that hurt to look at, like broken teeth in a boxer's mouth. Weeds choked what used to be rose bushes, their thorns catching trash that blew in from the street. The porch sagged in the middle, and the shutters hung loose, banging against the siding whenever the wind picked up.

It was the kind of house kids crossed the street to avoid, the kind that collected rumors like lint. But tonight, something was happening.

The moving van rumbled up the street just as the sun touched the horizon, its engine coughing black smoke. Not one of those sleek trucks with a company logo—this thing looked older than the house itself, rust eating through the wheel wells, one headlight dimmer than the other. It lurched to a stop at the curb, and two men climbed out, their movements quick and nervous.

He pressed closer to the glass, his breath fogging a small circle. The men were unloading things from the back—heavy wooden trunks that took both of them to carry, their faces red with effort. Wire cages stacked three high, covered with dark cloth. Boxes that clinked and rattled with each step. They worked without talking, just grunts and nods, like they wanted to be done and gone before full dark.

Then she appeared.

The woman came around from behind the van, and at first, he thought she might be injured or sick. She moved wrong—stooped so low her hands nearly brushed the ground, shuffling more than walking. A ragged shawl covered most of her, the fabric so faded he couldn't tell what color it might have been. When she spoke to the movers, her voice carried across the street, low and scratchy like sand on wood.

"Careful with those," she said, pointing one gnarled finger at the covered cages. "They don't like to be jostled."

The men exchanged a look but said nothing, just nodded and moved faster. One of them stumbled on the cracked walkway, nearly dropping a trunk. The woman's head snapped toward him with a speed that didn't match her hunched posture, and even from his window, he could see the mover flinch.

"I said careful."

The words weren't loud, but they made the man's shoulders hunch up around his ears. He muttered an apology and hefted the trunk higher, practically running toward the porch.

By now, the street had noticed. The Hendersons stood on their lawn, pretending to inspect their roses while stealing glances at the crooked house. Mrs. Chen from two doors down had found a reason to walk her ancient poodle for the third time today, moving at a pace that would make a snail impatient. Kids gathered in small groups, whispering and pointing, daring each other to get closer. Tommy Fischer, eleven years old and fearless about everything except dentists, made it halfway across the street before his nerve failed and he sprinted back to his friends.

Nobody approached the house directly. Nobody offered to help. There was an invisible line at the property's edge, and everyone seemed to know not to cross it.

The woman directed the movers with sharp gestures, telling them where to put each item. The trunks went inside first, then the boxes, then those covered cages. Whatever was under the cloth moved occasionally—he could see the fabric shifting, hear faint sounds that might have been scratching or might have been his imagination. The movers handled them like they were full of snakes.

As the last cage disappeared into the dark doorway, one of the movers dropped something—a small cloth bag that hit the walkway with a soft thud. The woman's head turned toward it, then toward him, as if she could feel him watching through the glass. For a moment, she stayed perfectly still, that hunched figure in its ragged shawl, facing his window.

Then she lifted her head.

Just enough for him to see her face, or what he could make out in the dying light. The skin was deeply lined, pulled tight in some places and sagging in others, like melted wax that had been reshaped by clumsy hands. But her eyes—her eyes were wrong. Too bright, too sharp, catching the last rays of sunset and holding them like a cat's. They found his window, found him standing there with his cold coffee, and held him in place.

His skin prickled, starting at the back of his neck and racing down his arms. The air in his living room felt suddenly thick, hard to breathe, even though the windows were cracked open. Those eyes seemed to see through the glass, through his walls, through his skin to something underneath. A smile pulled at her thin lips, revealing teeth that gleamed white in the shadows of her hood.

She nodded once, slowly, like they'd just been introduced at a party. Then she turned away, shuffling back toward the house with that strange, broken gait. The movers were already in their van, engine running, ready to leave. They pulled away before she'd even reached her porch, tires squealing slightly on the turn.

The street slowly returned to normal. The Hendersons went inside. Mrs. Chen finished her glacial walk. The kids scattered to their homes as mothers called them for dinner. But he stayed at the window, watching as the woman disappeared into the dark mouth of her new home, pulling the door shut behind her with a sound that echoed down the empty street.

No lights came on inside the crooked house. It squatted there at the end of Maple Street, darker than the gathering night, like a hole cut out of the world. His coffee mug trembled slightly in his hand, and he set it down on the windowsill, noticing for the first time that his fingers had gone numb from gripping it so tight.

The TV murmured something about a storm system moving in from the west, but he wasn't really listening. He'd turned it on for the company more than anything, letting the weather woman's cheerful voice fill the empty spaces in his living room. She pointed at swirling green patches on a map while he sat on his worn couch, feet up on the coffee table, trying not to think about those eyes in the growing darkness outside.

His living room had that comfortable shabbiness of a space lived in by one person for too long. Magazines stacked on the side table, their covers curling. A blanket thrown over the back of the couch where he'd left it three nights ago. The indent in his favorite cushion that perfectly matched the shape of him after years of sitting in the same spot. It should have felt safe, familiar. Tonight it just felt small.

Midnight padded into the room, tail twitching with that particular feline irritation that meant he wanted something. The cat was solid black except for one white toe on his back left foot—like he'd stepped in paint and never quite got it off. Seven years old now, adopted from a shelter where they'd warned him black cats were harder to place. Superstition, they'd said, rolling their eyes. People and their silly fears.

The cat went straight to the back door, pawing at the glass with increasing insistence. His yellow eyes caught the TV's glow as he looked back, clearly questioning why his human was so slow tonight.

"Yeah, yeah, I hear you," he muttered, hauling himself up from the couch. His knee popped—thirty-eight years old and already creaking like his dad used to. "Same time every night, like clockwork. You'd think I'd learn."

He flipped on the porch light and slid open the door. Midnight shot out into the yard without a backward glance, disappearing into the shadows along the fence line. The cat had his routine—twenty minutes to patrol the territory, maybe hassle a few bugs, leave his scent on the corner posts. Never longer than half an hour.

The night air drifted in, warmer than it should be for October. No breeze at all, just thick, still air that seemed to press against his skin. He left the door cracked and went back to the couch, picking up his phone to scroll through nothing in particular. Email ads he'd never read. News headlines that blurred together. Anything to avoid looking out the window toward the end of the street.

Twenty minutes passed. Then thirty. Then forty-five.

He found himself checking the time every few minutes, phone screen lighting up his face in the dim room. The weather woman had been replaced by a sitcom he'd seen before, canned laughter erupting at jokes that weren't funny the first time. His foot bounced against the coffee table, a nervous rhythm he couldn't quite stop.

At the hour mark, he went back to the door. The porch light carved out a circle of visibility in the darkness, showing his small square of grass, the barbecue grill he'd used exactly twice this summer, the bird feeder that needed refilling. Beyond that, blackness.

"Midnight," he called, his voice too loud in the quiet. "Come on, buddy. Dinner time."

Nothing.

He grabbed the tin of cat food from the kitchen counter, shaking it near the door. The sound usually brought Midnight running from wherever he was hiding, a silver bell that meant good things in a bowl. Tonight, the rattle seemed to die just a few feet from the house, swallowed by the thick air.

"Midnight. Here, kitty kitty."

The words felt foolish in his mouth. Grown man standing in his doorway, calling into the dark like a worried mother. But the cat had never stayed out this long, not once in seven years. He was a creature of habit, as predictable as sunrise. Twenty minutes out, then back in for food and a nap on the forbidden good chair.

He stepped onto the porch, bare feet on rough wood. The neighborhood had gone silent—no cars passing, no dogs barking, no teenagers laughing somewhere down the block. Even the Hendersons' sprinkler had stopped its clicking rotation. The quiet pressed against his eardrums like cotton, making him want to yawn just to pop them.

That's when he heard it. A creak, long and low, like old wood settling. But it wasn't coming from his house. The sound drifted from the end of the street, from the darkness where the crooked house squatted. Another creak, rhythmic now. The porch swing, maybe, moving in wind that didn't exist.

His stomach dropped, a fist of worry that had nothing to do with rational thought. Cats wandered. Cats explored. Cats did whatever they wanted and came back when they felt like it. These were facts he knew, had lived with for seven years. But knowing and feeling were different things, and right now, all he could feel was the certainty that Midnight had gone where he shouldn't.

The image rose unbidden—his cat crossing that invisible line the neighbors wouldn't breach, padding through the overgrown garden with its reaching weeds and hidden thorns. Those covered cages being carried inside, the cloth shifting with movement underneath. The woman's bright eyes tracking motion in the darkness, seeing everything, missing nothing.

He went back inside, pulled on his sneakers without bothering with socks. Grabbed his phone and checked the time again—hour and twenty minutes now. The flashlight was in the kitchen drawer where it always was, heavy and solid in his hand. He clicked it on and off twice, making sure the batteries worked.

The sitcom laughed at something on screen. He turned off the TV, and the silence rushed in like water, filling every corner of the room. Through the window, he could see the dark bulk of the crooked house, not a single light showing in any window. It looked abandoned, empty, like the moving van had been a dream. But he knew better. He'd seen those eyes, felt them looking back at him.

His hand was on the doorknob before he'd made the conscious decision to leave. The metal felt cold under his palm, colder than it should be. Outside, the neighborhood waited in its unnatural quiet, and somewhere in that darkness, Midnight was doing whatever cats did when they didn't come home.

"Just a quick look," he told himself, the words barely a whisper. "Just to the property line and back."

But even as he said it, he knew he was lying. If Midnight was in that overgrown garden, if he'd somehow gotten into that house with its covered cages and dark windows, then he was going after him. Invisible lines and neighborhood fears be damned. You didn't abandon family, even the four-legged kind that knocked plants off tables and threw up hairballs on the good rug.

He stepped out into the night, pulling the door shut behind him with a soft click. The flashlight beam cut through the darkness ahead, showing him the path to the end of Maple Street, where the crooked house waited with its secrets and its new occupant. His footsteps on the sidewalk seemed impossibly loud in the silence, each one taking him closer to whatever lay beyond that leaning fence.

The gravel crunched under his sneakers as he walked down the middle of the empty street, flashlight beam swinging ahead of him like a blind man's cane. Each step took him further from his porch light and closer to the dark bulk of the crooked house. He could have walked this street with his eyes closed—knew every crack in the sidewalk, every house number, every lawn ornament the Fischers put out for each holiday. But tonight it felt different, stretched longer somehow, like the house at the end was pulling the street toward itself.

The flashlight beam jumped and stuttered across familiar sights made strange by darkness. The Hendersons' roses looked like reaching hands. Mrs. Chen's garden gnomes threw shadows that bent the wrong way. Even his own breathing seemed too loud, too harsh, like he'd been running instead of walking.

The fence around the crooked house leaned worse in the dark, the posts tilting at angles that made his eyes water if he looked too long. The gate hung open—had always hung open as long as he could remember—its hinges so rusted it probably couldn't close if someone tried. He stopped at the property line, that invisible boundary the whole neighborhood respected without ever saying why.

"Midnight," he called, his voice cracking slightly. "Here, kitty."

The silence ate his words. No response, no rustle of movement, nothing but that distant creaking from somewhere behind the house. His flashlight beam played across the overgrown garden, illuminating patches of chaos—weeds tall as his waist, rose bushes that had gone wild and violent with neglect, shapes that might have been lawn furniture or might have been something else entirely, buried under years of growth.

He took a breath that tasted of mildew and rot, and stepped through the gate.

The weeds grabbed at him immediately, rough stalks scraping against his jeans with sounds like whispers. The path—if there had ever been a path—was completely overgrown. He had to push through, holding the flashlight high, trying not to think about what might be living in all this tangled green. Spider webs broke across his face, sticky strands that he frantically wiped away. Something thorny caught his shirt, held him for a moment before he pulled free with a tearing sound.

The smell got worse the deeper he went—damp earth and decomposition, sweet rot and something else, something that made his sinuses burn. Like old flowers left too long in water, or meat forgotten in summer heat. His foot squelched into something soft, probably just dead leaves, had to be just dead leaves, but he didn't look down to check.

The garden was bigger than it should be, or maybe just felt that way in the dark. He'd lost sight of the street, the fence, everything but the immediate circle of his flashlight beam and the looming shadow of the house ahead. Branches scratched at his arms through his shirt. Something rustled to his left—too big to be a mouse, too quiet to be a person. He swung the light toward it but saw only more weeds, more shadows that didn't quite make sense.

"Midnight," he called again, desperation creeping into his voice. "Come on, buddy. Let's go home."

That's when he saw them—two points of light in the darkness, catching his flashlight beam and throwing it back like tiny lanterns. Cat's eyes, reflecting green-gold in the light. Relief flooded through him, warm and liquid, making his knees feel weak.

"There you are," he breathed, moving toward the lights. "You scared me, you little jerk."

Midnight was crouched in a clear patch of grass near the house's foundation, his black fur nearly invisible except for those glowing eyes and that one white toe. He wasn't running, wasn't coming when called, just sat there watching his human stumble through the weeds like it was dinner theater.

"Midnight." He kept his voice low, soothing, the tone he used when the cat was scared by thunderstorms. "Come here, boy. Let's get you home."

The cat's ears flicked forward, but he didn't move. His tail twitched once, twice, that white toe visible for a moment in the flashlight beam. There was something in his posture, a tension that suggested he might bolt if approached too quickly. Or maybe he was watching something else, something behind his human, something⁠—

The porch light clicked on.

Not a gradual brightening, not a flickering struggle of old bulbs. Just darkness to harsh yellow light that spilled across the yard like spilled paint, throwing everything into sharp relief. The weeds became a maze of shadows. His own shadow stretched behind him, long and thin and wrong-looking. And in the doorway of the crooked house, backlit so her features were hard to make out, stood the witch.

She was still hunched, still wrapped in that ragged shawl, but something about her posture had changed. Before, she'd seemed broken, damaged by age or illness. Now the hunch looked deliberate, like a cat arching its back, like something coiled and waiting. Her hands gripped the doorframe, and even from twenty feet away, he could see how her fingers were too long, too thin, with too many knuckles.

"Well, well." Her voice scraped across the yard, that same sandy roughness but with something else underneath now, something that might have been amusement. "A visitor. How lovely."

He wanted to run. Every instinct screamed at him to turn and crash through the weeds, to get back to his house and lock the door and pretend this never happened. But his feet had grown roots, planted him in place while those too-bright eyes found him in the harsh porch light.

"I'm sorry," he managed, his voice coming out higher than normal. "My cat—he wandered over. I was just getting him."

Her head tilted, a quick bird-like motion that made his stomach lurch. The smile that spread across her face was too wide, showed too many teeth, all of them perfect and white as porcelain in an ancient mouth.

"Oh, there's no need to apologize, dear." She stepped forward, out of the doorway and into the full light. Her movement was fluid now, nothing like the broken shuffle from earlier. The shawl shifted, and for a moment, he thought he saw smooth skin underneath, young skin, but then it was gone and she was just an old woman again, smiling that terrible smile. "I do so love cats. They have such interesting souls, don't you think?"

Midnight meowed, a sound he'd never heard the cat make before—low and mournful, almost like a word. The witch's eyes flicked to the cat, then back to him, and her smile somehow got wider.

"Your little friend was just saying hello to mine." She gestured vaguely behind her, into the dark house. "They get along so well. Animals know their own kind, don't they? Know who to trust."

Something moved in the darkness beyond the doorway. Many somethings, actually, shifting and rustling like leaves but with a weight to the sound, a purpose. The covered cages from earlier, he realized. Whatever was under those cloths was awake now, aware, interested in the conversation happening on the porch.

"Thank you for coming by," she continued, and now her voice had dropped lower, rougher, like gravel in honey. "It's been so long since I've had proper visitors. The last town was so unfriendly. But you seem different. You seem... receptive."

The word hung in the air between them, heavy with meaning he didn't want to understand. His flashlight trembled in his hand, the beam dancing across the ground, catching glimpses of things in the garden he hadn't noticed before. Bones that might have been from small animals. Collars with tags still attached. A child's sneaker, faded and torn, half-buried in the weeds.

"I should go," he whispered.

"Should you?" She took another step forward, and now she was at the edge of the porch, close enough that he could smell her—roses and rot, sweetness and decay, perfume and death all mixed together. "But you just got here. And your cat seems so comfortable."

He looked at Midnight, still crouched in the grass, those yellow eyes reflecting the porch light now instead of his flashlight beam. The cat looked back at him, and for one horrible moment, he thought he saw understanding there, real human understanding, like something wearing a cat's shape but knowing things no cat should know.

The witch laughed, a sound like dry leaves scraping concrete.

"Don't worry, dear. He's still yours. For now." She pulled the shawl tighter around herself, hiding her face partially in shadow again, but those eyes kept shining, kept watching him with predatory patience. "But do come back and visit. Both of you. I get so lonely, and I have so much to share. So much to teach."

She turned then, moving back toward the doorway with that fluid grace that belonged on younger bones. At the threshold, she paused, looking back over her shoulder.

"Welcome to the neighborhood," she said, and the words sounded like a trap closing, like a door locking, like something final and irreversible. Then she was gone, inside the house, though the porch light stayed on, bathing him and Midnight in its harsh yellow glow.

He stood there for a moment that felt like hours, unable to move, unable to think, unable to do anything but stare at that dark doorway and wonder what was watching him from inside. Then Midnight meowed again—a normal sound this time, his usual demanding tone—and broke whatever spell had held him frozen.

"Come on," he said, his voice barely working. "We're leaving. Now."

This time, the cat came when called, padding over to wind around his legs like nothing had happened. He scooped Midnight up, not caring about the claws that dug into his shoulder, and turned away from the crooked house. The journey back through the garden felt shorter somehow, or maybe he just moved faster, crashing through weeds and thorns without caring about the scratches, the tears in his clothes, the things that rustled and followed just outside his flashlight's reach.

He didn't stop moving until his own door closed behind him, the deadbolt sliding home with a solid thunk. Only then did he set Midnight down, his hands shaking so badly he could barely manage it. The cat stretched, yawned, and padded off toward the kitchen like nothing had happened, like they hadn't just stood in the presence of something that wore human shape but was anything but human.

Through his window, he could see the porch light of the crooked house, still on, still watching. And he knew, with a certainty that sat cold in his stomach, that this was just the beginning. The witch had marked him somehow, claimed him in that moment of eye contact, in that horrible smile, in those words that sounded like invitation but felt like threat.

Welcome to the neighborhood.

The words echoed in his head as he triple-checked the locks, as he pulled the curtains closed, as he sat on his couch with Midnight purring in his lap and tried to pretend his hands weren't still shaking. Outside, the neighborhood remained silent, and the crooked house squatted at the end of Maple Street, waiting.
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By the third night Jonathan stopped pretending he wasn't going.

Midnight got out at nine. Always nine. The cat would sit by the back door with the patience of an appointment kept, and at the exact moment the kitchen clock ticked into place, he would be gone — through a gap that wasn't there, around a lock that should have held, past whatever new precaution Jonathan had tried that day. Painter's tape across the frame. A second deadbolt screwed in over the first. One night Jonathan slept on the floor with his back against the door and woke at dawn with a crick in his neck and an empty house. Midnight was already on the witch's porch by the time he got there in his sneakers.

The walks blurred. The cracks in the sidewalk. The Hendersons' sprinkler that had stopped clicking the night she arrived and never started again. The streetlight nearest her house that flickered out as he passed and came back on as he walked away, like it was getting up to let him by. By the fifth night his feet knew the path well enough that he didn't need the flashlight, and by the sixth night the weeds in her garden were parting before him without being asked.

The handoffs themselves became a kind of liturgy. Three knocks, always three, he didn't know why. The slow draw of the door. The smile that held him in place a beat too long. Midnight passed into his arms warm and heavy and purring like an engine running on the wrong fuel. "Such a good boy," she said every time. "So generous." He never had a reply that didn't sound stupid in his mouth, so he stopped trying.

What changed was her.

Night three the hunch was a little less. Night four her hair caught the candlelight and it wasn't all white anymore — there were streaks of black in it, premature silver, the kind you see on women who've gone gray young and worn it well. Night five her hand brushed his wrist when she passed Midnight over and the touch was warm. Not fever-warm. Just warm. Just a woman's hand. He noticed because it shouldn't have been a woman's hand. It should have been the hand of whatever she'd been on the porch that first night, gnarled and bird-bone and wrong. Instead it was warm, and it lingered, and she let him feel her pulse beat under the pad of her thumb before she pulled away.

On the fourth day he tried something.

He drove out to the county records office at lunch and pulled the deed on the Garrett house. He told the woman behind the counter he was thinking of putting in an offer on a place down the street, wanted to know if there'd been any structural reports, anything weird with the title. She smiled at him the way clerks smile at people who are about to waste an afternoon, and slid him a manila folder.

The deed had been transferred eleven days ago. To a holding company in Delaware called Maple Holdings LLC. Officers: none listed. Registered agent: a P.O. box in Wilmington. The previous owner of record was Howard Garrett, deceased. Before Garrett, a couple named Peavey, 1986 to 2003. Before the Peaveys, a man named Hollis, 1971 to 1986. Jonathan ran his finger up the column. Hollis to a Mrs. R. Carlyle, 1958 to 1971. Carlyle to a Ms. R. Carlisle, 1942 to 1958. Carlisle to a Miss Rosalind Carlile, 1928 to 1942.

The spelling drifted. The first name held.

He stared at the column for a long time. The clerk asked if he was all right, and he said yes, and he closed the folder and gave it back and walked out into the parking lot and sat in his car with the engine off until his hands stopped shaking. It wasn't proof of anything. Names repeat. Spellings change. Four women across a hundred years could share a first letter. A reasonable man would say so.

He was not, anymore, a reasonable man. He was a man who walked to a witch's house every night at nine to retrieve a cat who didn't want to be retrieved.

He drove home. He didn't tell anyone. There was no one to tell.

That night was the sixth night, and the sixth night was the night she let him inside.

The door opened before he knocked. She stood in the gap with the candlelight behind her and her hair was loose and dark down her back and her shoulders were no longer hunched at all. The shawl had become something else, something that draped instead of hid. He could see the pulse in her throat. He could see, when she turned to lead him in, the place where her spine met her neck, smooth and unblemished, the skin of a woman who could not possibly have been the crone on the porch six nights ago.

"Come," she said. "He's in the parlor. They've been waiting for you."

The hallway was longer than the house. He noticed and didn't notice. Candles in sconces that hadn't been there. Photographs on the walls that he couldn't quite focus on — the same woman in all of them, he thought, at different ages, in different decades, but every time he tried to fix on a face the picture beside it pulled his eye away. Herbs in bundles from the ceiling beams. A jar on a shelf that contained something that turned to look at him as he passed.

The parlor was full of cats.

Not the dozens he'd half-imagined from the covered cages on moving day. Eight, nine, ten — he counted and lost count. They sat on the rugs and the windowsills and the arms of an ancient sofa, and they all watched him come in with the same quiet attention, as if he were the entertainment they had been promised. Midnight was in the center of the rug, paws tucked, eyes half-shut, regal. He looked at Jonathan and chirped once — acknowledgment, not welcome — and did not get up.

"They're gentle," she said behind him. Her voice had lost its sandy edge. It was a voice that could have read poetry on a radio program in 1952. "They like company. We don't get much."

She scooped Midnight up with arms that had muscle in them and turned the cat in her hands and pressed her face into his fur and inhaled, slow, like a woman tasting wine. Then she held him out.

Jonathan took the cat. Their hands touched. Hers were warm. Her thumb brushed the inside of his wrist, found his pulse, pressed there for one beat, two, three, and then she let go.

"You look tired," she said.

"I'm not sleeping."

"No." Her smile was small and knowing and almost kind. "You wouldn't be. Stay for tea."

"I can't."

"Can't," she said, and the word was an observation, not a question, the way a doctor might note a symptom. "All right. Another night."

She walked him to the door. Her hips moved under the fabric in a way they had not moved on night one. He kept his eyes on the doorframe.

"I looked you up," he said, before he could stop himself. "At the records office."

She paused with one hand on the door and looked back at him. There was no surprise in her face. There was, if anything, a small pleased crease at the corner of her mouth, as if a slow student had finally asked an interesting question.

"And what did you find, Jonathan?"

He hadn't told her his name.

"Sweet dreams," she said, and closed the door.

He walked home with the cat on his shoulder and the cat's purr running through his collarbones like a current. The white toe on Midnight's back foot was brighter tonight. He could see it in the dark without the flashlight. He locked his door behind him and slid the chain and stood in the entryway with his hand still on the chain for a long time, because moving meant deciding what to do next, and he didn't know what to do next.

What he did was pour two fingers of bourbon he didn't drink, sit at the desk in his study, and try to answer an email about quarterly projections. The cursor blinked at him. The room was too small. The lamp on the desk threw a circle of light that looked like a spotlight on someone who had been called up to confess.

He thought about the pulse her thumb had taken from his wrist. He thought about the way her throat had moved when she'd inhaled the cat. He thought about her saying his name.

His hand went to his belt before he had decided to let it. He hated himself the whole time. He came hard enough to bite the inside of his cheek, alone in the dark with his pants open and his face hot, and when he looked up Midnight was sitting in the doorway he was sure he had locked, watching him with eyes that were too patient to belong to any animal that hadn't been asked to wait.

"Don't," he said.

The cat blinked, slow, and walked away.

He went to bed. The sheets were too warm. The ceiling fan he had not turned on was turning. He lay on his back and stared at the cracks in the plaster and counted them until he wasn't counting anymore, and then she was there.

Not in the doorway. At the foot of the bed. The version of her he hadn't seen yet — the one that would arrive in another night or two, dark hair past her shoulders, the lines almost gone, a body the shawl couldn't have hidden if she'd wanted it to. She was wearing something that might have been a slip and might have been smoke. She put one knee on the mattress and the bed dipped under a weight that should not have existed in a dream.

"You looked me up," she said. Her voice was honey now. The sand was gone. "That was brave. I like brave."

He tried to speak. His tongue was wool.

She crawled up the length of his body slow enough that he felt every inch of the mattress give. When her face was over his she lowered her mouth to his throat and did not kiss him, only set her lips against the place where his pulse beat and breathed in, the same slow inhale she had used on the cat.

"A cat can only carry so much," she said against his skin. "Did you know that? Drops at a time. Drops are so slow, Jonathan. I'm running out of patience."

Her hand was on his chest. Her hand was lower. Her hand was somewhere it should not have been able to be in a dream, and his body answered like it had been waiting for the question, and she laughed against his throat — a young laugh, a real laugh, the laugh of a woman who had won a small bet with herself.

"Soon," she whispered. "Not yet. But soon. And when you come to me you'll come because you chose to. I want you to choose. I want you to know."

She said something then in a language that had not been spoken aloud in a thousand years. He understood it the way you understand a smell.

He woke gasping. The sheets beside him were warm. Not body-warm. Warmer. The indent of a hip was already fading from the mattress as he watched, smoothing itself out the way cooling water finds its level.

Midnight sat at the foot of the bed with his tail curled around his paws. The white toe glowed.

Outside, at the end of Maple Street, the crooked house was no longer leaning.
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The first crack of thunder came just after nine, a sound like the sky tearing itself in half. He'd been pretending to read, the book open on his lap but the words just shapes on paper, meaningless as the weather report had been earlier when it promised clear skies through the weekend. The storm had built from nothing—one moment the October night hung still and warm, the next the wind bent trees nearly horizontal, sending trash cans rolling down Maple Street like tumbleweeds.

Rain followed seconds later, not the gradual patter of autumn showers but a deluge that hit the windows hard enough to make him flinch. The glass shook in its frames, and somewhere outside, something metal—a lawn chair, maybe, or the Hendersons' bird bath—went over with a crash that barely registered above the storm's roar. He set the book aside, its spine cracking like an accusation. Three times he'd read the same paragraph about Victorian architecture, and still couldn't say what it meant.

Midnight lay curled on the armchair across from him, one eye cracked open to track the storm's violence with feline indifference. The cat's tail twitched occasionally, that white toe catching the lamplight like a beacon. Every few minutes, those golden eyes would shift toward the door, then back to him, a pattern that had been going on for the past hour. Watching. Waiting. Planning.

He got up to make tea he wouldn't drink, just to have something to do with his hands. The kitchen felt smaller in the storm, the windows black mirrors that reflected his movement as he filled the kettle, set it on the stove, pulled a mug from the cabinet. Normal things. Safe things. Things that had nothing to do with the dream that still clung to him like wet silk, with the memory of her weight on his bed, her mouth on his throat, her voice in that dead language making promises his body understood even if his mind refused to.

Lightning flashed, turning the world white for an instant, and in that moment he saw the crooked house at the end of the street illuminated like a photograph. It seemed to lean toward his house, reaching through the storm with invisible fingers, and that sick-light glow from its walls looked stronger tonight, pulsing in rhythm with the thunder.

The kettle hadn't even begun to whistle when he heard it—the soft scrape of claws on wood, the particular sound of Midnight jumping down from his chair. He turned from the stove, but the cat was already at the back door, pawing at the glass with increasing urgency. Those golden eyes met his, and there was something in them that looked like apology. Or maybe warning.

"No." The word came out harder than intended. "Not tonight. Not in this."

But even as he moved toward the door, Midnight was already elsewhere—a black shadow slipping through a gap that shouldn't exist, between door and frame, through solid wood, through locks that were supposed to keep things in and out. One moment the cat was there, the next only that faint phosphorescent glow of his white toe remained, an afterimage that faded like a ghost.

He pressed his face against the kitchen window, breath fogging the glass instantly. Through the rain-blurred darkness, he could just make out Midnight's shape, black against the black street, moving with purpose toward the end of the road. The cat didn't run—even in the deluge, even with wind that should have sent his small body tumbling, Midnight walked with deliberate calm, like the storm was happening around him but not to him.

Lightning cracked again, closer this time, and in its brief illumination he saw her garden writhing. The roses that had bloomed so obscenely full now whipped in the wind, petals tearing free and swirling like snow made of blood. The sweet peas that had climbed her fence writhed like snakes, and the gate—that perpetually open gate—swung wide as if in invitation, as if it knew what was coming.

Midnight vanished into that darkness, swallowed by the garden that seemed to breathe him in, consume him, welcome him home.

He should let the cat go. Should turn away from the window, go back to his book, pretend this was just another night and not the continuation of something that had been building for days, weeks, since she'd moved in with her covered cages and her too-bright eyes and her body that grew younger with each stolen moment. He should lock his doors, draw his curtains, take a sleeping pill, and deal with this in the morning when the storm had passed and the world made sense again.

But the pull was there, stronger than ever. Not just worry for Midnight now, but something else, something that had roots in that dream that wasn't quite a dream, in the whispered words that still echoed in his skull, in the memory of her skin growing smooth under his fingers. She was there, waiting in that crooked house, no longer the crone who'd arrived but something between, something becoming, something that had tasted him in his sleep and found him worth pursuing.

His hands were already reaching for his coat before he'd made the conscious decision to go. The fabric was still damp from last night's retrieval, smelling of her garden, of roses and copper and that ozone scent that preceded lightning. Or preceded her. He couldn't tell the difference anymore.

The storm hammered against the door when he opened it, trying to force its way inside, bringing with it the smell of earthworms and overflowing gutters and that sweet rot from her garden that the rain only made stronger. The wind hit him like a physical thing, stealing his breath, making him stagger. But underneath it, carried on the storm like a frequency only he could hear, came something else. Music, maybe. Or laughter. Or his name spoken in a voice that had shed decades since he'd heard it last.

He stepped into the storm, and the door slammed shut behind him with finality. The rain soaked through his coat instantly, cold enough to shock, but his feet were already moving, finding the familiar path even as the wind tried to push him back, even as every rational part of his mind screamed warnings. The crooked house waited at the end of the street, glowing with that sick light that looked almost welcoming now, almost warm, almost like home.

The wind tried to turn him back three times before he reached the property line, gusts that hit like fists, making him lean forward at angles that should have sent him sprawling. Rain drove sideways, each drop a small bullet against his skin, soaking through his coat, his shirt, everything, until he couldn't tell where the water ended and he began. The streetlights flickered and died one by one as he passed, like the storm was following him, erasing his retreat.

By the time he reached her gate, his teeth were chattering—from cold, from fear, from anticipation he didn't want to name. The garden that had parted for him before now thrashed in the storm, rose bushes whipping back and forth, thorns catching his sleeves, his hands, drawing thin lines of blood that the rain washed away instantly. The sweet peas had torn free from the fence and wrapped around his ankles, trying to pull him forward or hold him back, he couldn't tell which.

The path to her door stretched longer than it should, each step a struggle against wind that seemed to come from all directions at once. His shoes squelched in mud that hadn't been there before, thick and sucking, smelling of graves and growing things. Above, lightning flickered continuously now, not single strikes but a web of electricity that turned the sky into a cracked mirror, reflecting versions of himself he didn't want to see.

The crooked house loomed before him, that sick-light glow stronger now, pulsing in time with his heartbeat. Or maybe his heart had synchronized to it, falling into rhythm with whatever powered that impossible luminescence. The porch no longer sagged—he noticed that even through the storm's chaos. The boards looked new, solid, the railing straight and strong. The house itself seemed to have pulled itself upright, walls that had leaned now standing proud, shutters hanging properly, everything renewed as if time had reversed not just for its occupant but for the structure itself.

He stood at the door, rain streaming down his face, and raised his hand to knock. But before his knuckles could connect, it swung open, smooth and silent despite the wind that should have grabbed it, should have slammed it against the wall.

She stood in the doorway, backlit by candles that shouldn't have stayed lit in the draft but burned steady and tall.

At first, she was just silhouette—a shape that suggested rather than revealed. Then lightning exploded across the sky, a sheet of white that lasted two, three, four seconds, and in that harsh illumination, he saw what she'd become.

Gone was any trace of the crone. The woman before him stood tall, spine straight as a dancer's, shoulders back and proud. Her hair fell in waves past her waist, black as Midnight's fur but shot through with premature silver that caught the lightning and held it. The shawl was gone, replaced by something that might have been silk or might have been shadow, a gown that clung to her like water, like smoke, like second skin. It was thin enough that the lightning showed through it, revealed the outline of her body—full breasts, narrow waist, hips that curved in ways that made his mouth go dry despite the rain.

Her face stopped his breath. Not young exactly, but ageless, timeless, features that could have belonged to a woman of thirty or three hundred. Her skin glowed with health stolen from how many cats, how many nights, how many small sacrifices. Her cheekbones were sharp enough to cut, her lips full and red as the roses in her garden, her neck a long column that made him think of swans, of vampires, of things that shouldn't exist but did.

But her eyes—her eyes hadn't changed. Still too bright, still too knowing, still ancient things that had seen centuries, that knew secrets, that looked at him now with amusement and hunger and something else, something that might have been affection or might have been the way a spider regards a fly that's finally reached the center of the web.

"I've been waiting," she said, and her voice had completed its transformation too—rich and dark as aged wine, with undertones that suggested midnight conversations, silk sheets, bodies moving in darkness. "I knew you'd come. The storm called you, didn't it? Or maybe I did."

Midnight appeared from behind her skirts—when had he gotten there?—and wound around her legs once before disappearing into the house. His tail curled in a way that looked like beckoning, like invitation, like come inside, come deeper, come home.

"You're soaked," she observed, and stepped back from the door, a clear invitation. "You'll catch your death out there."

The space she left was just enough for him to pass, but he'd have to brush against her, would have to feel the warmth that radiated from her transformed body, would have to smell that perfume of ozone and sex and power that clung to her like an aura.

"What are you?" The words escaped before he could stop them, rough and desperate.

Her smile was slow, spreading across those perfect lips like honey, like poison, like promise. "I'm what I've always been. Just... more myself now. Thanks to your generous contributions." She gestured vaguely toward where Midnight had vanished. "Though a cat can only carry so much. There are limits to what can be stolen through such small vessels."

Lightning struck somewhere close, close enough that the thunder came instantly, rattling the windows, shaking the ground. In the brief white light, her gown went transparent, and he could see everything—the curve of her breasts, the shadow between her thighs, the way her body had been rebuilt into something designed to tempt, to seduce, to consume.

"Come inside," she said, and now her hand extended toward him, palm up, fingers long and elegant and steady despite the storm that raged around them. "Let me warm you. Let me thank you properly for all your visits. Let me show you what I've become."

He stood on the threshold, rain pounding his back, her warmth pulling at him from the front. His coat weighed a thousand pounds, soaked through, dragging him down. Or maybe that was just gravity, the pull of her presence, the weight of the decision that wasn't really a decision at all because he'd made it the moment he'd stepped out into the storm.

Inside the house, Midnight meowed, that sound that wasn't quite cat, wasn't quite human, wasn't quite anything that belonged in this world. The candles flickered, casting shadows that danced on the walls, shadows that looked like bodies entwined, like hands reaching, like mouths opening to taste, to bite, to swallow whole.

"I shouldn't," he said, but his foot was already moving forward.

"No," she agreed, her smile widening to show teeth that were white as lightning, sharp as the storm. "You really shouldn't. But you're going to anyway, aren't you? You've been coming closer every night, circling like a moth, and now the flame is right here, right in front of you, and you can't help but want to burn."

The moment he crossed the threshold, the storm ceased to exist. Not muffled or diminished—gone, as if he'd stepped from that world into another where rain was a rumor and wind a half-remembered dream. The door closed behind him with a soft click that sounded final, permanent, like something sealing. The air inside was thick as honey, warm as blood, heavy with incense that made his head swim from the first breath.

Smoke coiled everywhere—rising from brass censers that hung from the ceiling, spiraling from candles that covered every surface, drifting from bundles of herbs that dangled from the exposed beams. The smoke had colors in it that shouldn't exist, purples that hurt to look at, greens that made him think of deep water, golds that caught the light and held it too long. It moved against the air currents, sometimes toward him, sometimes away, like it was alive, curious, tasting him with each tendril that brushed his face.

His wet clothes felt suddenly wrong, too heavy, too cold against his skin. Water dripped from him onto floorboards that looked new despite their age, the wood dark and polished, reflecting the candlelight in ways that made the room seem larger, deeper, like he was standing above an abyss lined with flames. The drops of water hissed slightly when they hit, evaporating instantly, leaving no trace he'd ever been wet.

"This way," she said, already moving deeper into the house, her gown flowing behind her like liquid shadow. "Let me show you what your generosity has bought."

The hallway stretched longer than the house should allow, lined with shelves that hadn't been there before—or maybe he hadn't seen them in the darkness of his previous visits. Jars filled every available space, their contents floating in liquids that ranged from clear to black, from thin as water to thick as tar. Things pressed against the glass from inside—roots that looked like fingers, flowers that opened and closed like mouths, creatures that might have been cats once but weren't anymore, suspended in their amber prisons with eyes that tracked his movement.

The herbs hanging from the ceiling brushed his head as he walked, leaving traces of scent—rosemary for remembrance, sage for cleansing, and others he didn't recognize, plants that smelled of graveyards, of sex, of the space between sleep and waking. Some were fresh, still green and weeping sap. Others were ancient, crumbling at a touch, releasing spores that glowed briefly in the candlelight before dissolving into the greater smoke.

She walked ahead of him, and he couldn't look away from how she moved. Each step was deliberate, calculated, her hips swaying in a rhythm that seemed to match his heartbeat, speed it up, slow it down, control it like she was playing an instrument only she could hear. The gown clung to her with each movement, showing the curve of her ass, the length of her legs, the muscles in her back that flexed with newfound youth. She was performing for him, he realized, putting on a show designed to strip away thought, leave only want.

The floor creaked under their feet, but not like old wood protesting. Like communication, like the house was speaking to her, telling her secrets about him—his weight, his warmth, the way his cock had started to harden despite the fear that still coiled in his stomach. She looked back over her shoulder, smiled like she'd heard every word the house whispered, knew every shameful reaction of his body.

"Here," she said, stopping at a doorway hung with curtains of deep red velvet, so thick they seemed to eat the light. "My sanctuary."

She parted the curtains, and the room beyond defied the architecture of the house. It was too large, too grand, like something from another century, another world. The bed dominated the space—four posts of dark wood carved with figures that hurt to follow, their bodies twisted in pleasure or pain, he couldn't tell which. Red velvet draped everything—the bed, the walls, pooling on the floor like blood. Candles covered every surface here too, but these burned with different colors—deep reds, purples, blacks that somehow gave off light while seeming to devour it.

The smell hit him harder here—incense yes, but underneath it something animal, something female, the smell of bodies and need and things that happened in darkness when the normal rules didn't apply. It made his mouth water and his stomach clench at the same time, made him want to run and want to fall to his knees, made him understand that he was prey that had walked willing into the predator's nest.

She moved to the bed, ran her hand along the velvet coverlet in a caress that he felt somehow, like she was touching his skin instead of fabric. When she turned to face him, the candlelight caught her from below, turning her into something more than human, less than human, something between that had no name.

"Do you know what I really need?" she asked, and her voice had dropped to barely above a whisper, but he heard every word like she was speaking directly into his brain. "What your little shadow can't bring me, no matter how many times he visits?"

She stepped closer, and the air between them crackled with electricity that had nothing to do with the storm outside. Her hand rose to his chest, fingers spreading over his heart, and through his soaked shirt he could feel her heat, her pulse, her hunger.

"Life force, yes," she continued, her other hand joining the first, starting to undo the buttons of his shirt with deliberate slowness. "Blood, certainly. I've fed on both for longer than this town has existed. But there's something else, something more potent, more precious."

His shirt fell open, and her hands were on his bare skin now, nails dragging lightly down his chest, leaving trails of fire that didn't hurt but burned anyway. His cock strained against his jeans, obvious, shameful, exactly what she wanted.

"Seed," she whispered, and the word seemed to hang in the air between them, heavy with meaning, with promise, with threat. "The potential for life. The creative force. That's what I really need to complete my transformation. To become not just young but fertile again. To be not just alive but truly living."

Her hands moved lower, stopped just above his belt, fingers playing with the buckle but not opening it. Not yet. She looked up at him through lashes that were too long, too dark, too perfect, and her smile was ancient and young at once, innocent and corrupt, offering everything and promising nothing.

"Your cat brought me drops of your essence, tiny tastes carried in his fur, his breath, his dreams." Her tongue darted out, wet her lips in a gesture that made him groan despite himself. "But I need more. I need it given freely, willingly, knowingly. I need you to choose this."

The room spun slightly, the incense making thought difficult, making resistance seem foolish, making her offer sound reasonable, inevitable, already accepted. He could feel the house breathing around them, the walls expanding and contracting like lungs, the floor pulse like a heart, everything alive and aware and waiting for his answer.

His mind split in two, one half screaming warnings in a voice that sounded like his father's, like every cautionary tale he'd ever heard, like the instinct that kept primitive humans alive when things with teeth prowled the darkness. The other half had already surrendered, was already imagining her lips on his skin, her body against his, the release of giving in to something that had been building since that first night when their eyes met across the dark street.

His cock throbbed painfully against his jeans, hard enough to hurt, responding to her proximity, her scent, the promise in her words. She stood so close he could feel her breath on his chest, see the pulse in her throat beating fast and strong with stolen life. Her hand still played at his belt buckle, fingers tracing the metal, the leather, the outline of what strained beneath, and each touch sent sparks through him that had nothing to do with the storm.

Thunder exploded overhead, so loud the windows rattled in their frames, and for a moment he thought they might shatter, might let the storm in to wash them both away. But the glass held, and in the lightning that followed, her face was illuminated in stark relief—beautiful and terrible, young and ancient, human and other. The light caught in her eyes and stayed there, twin green flames that burned with hunger older than civilization.

"You're afraid," she said, and it wasn't a question. Her hand moved from his belt to his chest, feeling his heart hammer against his ribs like a bird trying to escape a cage. "Good. Fear makes it sweeter. Fear means you understand what this is, what I'm asking, what you're about to give."

His whole body shook now, tremors that started in his core and radiated outward, making his teeth chatter despite the room's warmth. He wanted to run, wanted to stay, wanted to drop to his knees, wanted to push her away, wanted everything and nothing and couldn't make his body do any of it. He stood frozen while she touched him, explored him, learned him with those fingers that had grown smooth and strong with stolen youth.

"I should go," he managed, but his voice cracked like a teenager's, betrayed him completely.

"Yes," she agreed, stepping impossibly closer, her breasts pressing against his bare chest through the thin gown, her thigh sliding between his legs with deliberate pressure. "You should. But you won't."

Thunder again, closer this time, and the house shook with it, candles flickering but not going out. In the brief darkness between lightning flashes, he could see things moving in the corners of the room—shadows that weren't cast by anything, shapes that suggested cats but were too large, too fluid, too aware. They watched with eyes that glowed different colors, witnesses to whatever was about to happen.

Her hand rose to his face, fingers tracing his jaw, his cheekbone, the curve of his ear. Her touch was gentle now, almost tender, but underneath it he could feel strength that could crush bone, could tear, could take whatever she wanted. But she wasn't taking. She was waiting. Asking. Needing him to choose.

"Jonathan," she whispered, and his whole body went cold because he'd never told her his name, not once in all his visits, but she said it like she'd known it all along, like she'd been saying it in dreams he couldn't quite remember, in moments between sleep and waking when the world was thin.

"How—"

"Shh." Her finger pressed against his lips, and he tasted copper and flowers, grave dirt and honey, everything she was in one touch. "I know everything about you. Midnight told me. The house told me. The storm told me. You've been mine since that first night when you watched me arrive, when you counted my boxes, when you wondered what was under those cloths."

Lightning struck somewhere so close he could smell ozone even through the incense, and in its light, he saw her true face—not old, not young, but timeless, wearing age and youth like masks that could be put on and removed at will. She was beautiful in a way that hurt to perceive, that made classical beauty look plain, that redefined what bodies could be when they weren't bound by the usual rules.

"Stay," she said, and the word had weight to it, pressed against him like hands, held him in place even as his instincts shrieked to flee. "Give me what I need. Let me show you pleasures that your narrow life could never imagine. Let me teach you what bodies can do when one of them has had centuries to practice."

Her hand moved down again, found his belt, began working it open with fingers that knew exactly what they were doing. His cock jumped at the touch, betraying him completely, making her smile that too-wide smile that showed teeth designed for more than just smiling.

"I'll drain you," she warned, even as she pulled his belt free, let it fall to the floor with a sound like surrender. "I'll take everything you have to give and ask for more. I'll ride you until you're empty, until you're nothing but a husk, and then I'll fill you back up with something else, something that will make you mine forever."

His zipper came down with agonizing slowness, her fingers brushing against him through his boxers, making him gasp, making his hips buck forward despite the terror that still coursed through his veins alongside the desire.

"But first," she breathed against his neck, her lips barely touching his skin, "you have to say yes. You have to choose this. You have to walk into the fire knowing you'll burn."

Thunder rolled overhead, continuous now, like the sky was tearing itself apart. The windows lit up with constant lightning, turning the room into a strobe light nightmare of shadows and revelations. He could see everything—the bed that waited like an altar, the watching shadows that might be cats or might be previous lovers or might be nothing at all, her face shifting between young and old with each flash, beautiful and terrible and impossible to resist.

His mouth opened to answer, to say yes or no or please or help, he didn't know which. But before he could speak, the storm stopped.

Not gradually. Not naturally. It simply ended, cut off like someone had thrown a switch. The thunder that had been building toward some massive crescendo simply wasn't. The rain that had been hammering the windows wasn't. The wind that had been howling around the corners of the house wasn't.

The silence was deafening, pressing against his eardrums, making him dizzy. The only sounds were his heartbeat, too fast, too loud, and her breathing, steady and patient as she waited for his answer. Even the candles had stopped flickering, their flames frozen in place like painted fire.

She pulled back just enough to look into his eyes, and hers were green fire, green ice, green like the deep sea where things that shouldn't exist thrived in darkness. Her hand rested on his chest, over his heart, and he could feel her counting the beats, measuring his life, calculating how much she could take.

"Choose," she said, and the word hung between them like a blade.

His breath trembled in his throat, caught between inhale and exhale, between yes and no, between salvation and damnation. The house held its breath with him, waiting. The shadows waited. Even Midnight, wherever he was in this impossible house, waited.

And in that silence, with the storm gone and the world narrowed to just this room, just this moment, just her hand on his chest and his cock straining toward her and his mind screaming warnings he could no longer quite hear, he drew in a shaking breath that would become his answer.
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The word escaped him on an exhale that tasted of surrender, barely more than breath shaped into sound—"Yes"—and her smile bloomed like a poisonous flower, too wide, too knowing, too late to take back now that it hung in the incense-thick air between them.

Her hands left his body immediately, and the loss of her heat felt like stepping from summer into winter. She moved backward with that liquid grace, her eyes never leaving his, green flames that held him in place more effectively than chains. The candlelight followed her movement, shadows bending wrong across the walls, reaching toward her like supplicants.

"Good," she said, and the word had weight to it, finality, the sound of a door locking from the inside. "Now watch. Watch what your generosity has built."

Her fingers went to her shoulders, found some hidden clasp or maybe just willed the fabric to release. The gown fell away like water, like shadow giving up its claim on her body, pooling at her feet in a puddle of darkness that the candlelight couldn't penetrate.

What stood before him defied every law he understood about bodies and time.

Her skin glowed with its own light, not the sickly phosphorescence of the house but something warm and golden, like she'd swallowed the sun and it was burning just beneath the surface. Every inch of her was smooth, taut, perfect in a way that hurt to perceive directly. His eyes kept sliding away, unable to process the completeness of her transformation, the impossibility of flesh that had been ancient and weathered now made young, made ripe, made hungry.

Her breasts were full and heavy, nipples dark as wine in the candlelight, rising and falling with breath that seemed to pull all the air from the room. Her waist curved inward, then flared to hips that were wide, built for exactly what she'd said—breeding, fertility, the ancient purpose that drove life forward. Between her thighs, dark hair glistened with wetness that caught the light, that made the air smell of musk and need and woman.

But it was more than just youth restored. This was youth perfected, concentrated, distilled into something that had never existed naturally. Her body hummed with vitality, with power stolen from how many cats, how many small lives, how many nights of patient feeding. She was goddess and demon, virgin and whore, every fantasy and every nightmare about what women could be when they weren't bound by mortality's rules.

"This is what you've given me," she said, running her hands down her body in a caress that he felt in his cock, in his balls, in the base of his spine. "But it's not enough. Not yet. This flesh needs an anchor, needs something to bind it to this realm, to this moment, to keep it from dissolving back into age and dust."

She moved toward him, and her walk was different now—not the seductive sway from before but something primal, predatory, the movement of a hunter who'd already caught her prey and was deciding how to devour it. His legs hit the edge of the bed, buckled, sent him falling backward onto velvet that felt too soft, too warm, like it was made from something other than fabric.

She followed him down, straddled him while he was still clothed, her bare thighs gripping his hips, her wet heat pressing against his cock through his jeans. The weight of her was wrong—too heavy for her size, like she was made of denser stuff than normal flesh, like gravity worked differently on her body. She ground against him, and the friction made him groan, made his hips buck up involuntarily, seeking more pressure, more contact, more of everything she was offering.

"Do you feel it?" she asked, leaning down so her breasts brushed his bare chest, her nipples hard points that burned against his skin. "How wet I am? How ready? This body knows what it needs, has been preparing since the moment you said yes."

Her hands pinned his wrists above his head, and her strength was absolute, undeniable, the strength of stone shaped into woman form. She rolled her hips, and even through his jeans he could feel how hot she was, how slick, how perfectly designed to pull him in and never let go.

"Your seed," she whispered against his ear, her breath hot enough to burn. "Deep inside, where it can take root, where it can bind my power to flesh, where it can make this transformation permanent." Her teeth found his earlobe, bit down just hard enough to hurt, just hard enough to make his cock throb. "I need you to fill me, to pump me full of your essence, to give me what no cat could carry—the potential for new life, the creative force that will anchor me to this beautiful, terrible, hungry body."

Her hands released his wrists but he couldn't move, held in place by something more than physical force. She sat up, still grinding against him, and started working at his jeans with fingers that trembled slightly—not with nervousness but with eagerness, with hunger too long denied.

"I'm going to ride you," she said, matter-of-fact as discussing the weather, even as she pulled his jeans down his hips, his boxers following, the cool air hitting his cock and making him gasp. "I'm going to take every drop you have to give. And when you're empty, when you think you have nothing left, I'm going to make you give me more."

His cock throbbed, harder than he'd ever been, purple with need, already leaking clear fluid that caught the candlelight. She looked at it with the satisfaction of someone viewing a feast prepared especially for them, her tongue darting out to wet those too-perfect lips.

"Perfect," she murmured, wrapping her hand around him, her touch electric, sending sparks through every nerve. "So hard for me already. So ready to give me what I need." She positioned herself above him, the head of his cock just brushing her entrance, the heat of her making him groan, making him try to thrust up, but she held him in place with that impossible strength.

"But first," she said, and her smile was terrible and beautiful, innocent and ancient, "you need to understand that this isn't just sex. This is a binding. This is a contract written in flesh and sealed with seed. Once I take you inside me, once you spill yourself in my womb, you're mine. Forever. Do you understand?"

He couldn't speak, couldn't think, could only nod as his cock throbbed in her hand, as her wetness dripped onto him, as the candles flared higher and the shadows pressed closer and somewhere in the house, Midnight yowled in a voice that sounded like triumph.

She held his gaze as she lowered herself, just the tip at first, her entrance kissing the head of his cock with heat that felt like fever, like flame, like the heart of something that had been burning since before this town existed. Her body resisted for a moment, impossibly tight despite her wetness, like she was still deciding whether to devour or reject him. Then something gave way, and she sank down an inch, just enough to trap him, to make retreat impossible.

"Oh," she breathed, and the sound was music and moaning and the first word ever spoken, all at once. "Oh, you feel..." She sank another inch, and her inner walls gripped him with a pressure that made spots dance in his vision. "You feel like life itself."

She took him slowly, incrementally, savoring each inch like expensive wine. Her pussy was nothing like a normal woman's—the heat was too intense, the wetness too slick, the muscles inside too coordinated, too aware, rippling along his length in waves that seemed designed to pull him deeper. It felt like being consumed, like being digested, like being transformed into something else from the inside out.

When she'd taken half of him, she paused, her hands braced on his chest, nails digging crescents into his skin. Her head was thrown back, dark hair cascading past her shoulders, her throat a column of ivory that pulsed with stolen life. The candles around the room flared higher, their flames reaching toward the ceiling, casting shadows that danced and writhed and looked too much like bodies.

"More," she gasped, and sank the rest of the way in one smooth motion, taking him to the hilt, her ass meeting his thighs with a sound like fate sealing itself.

The sensation knocked the breath from his lungs. She was impossibly tight, her inner walls squeezing him with pressure that bordered on pain but transformed into pleasure so intense it made his vision blur. He could feel every ridge inside her, every subtle texture, like her pussy had been designed specifically for his cock, molded to fit him perfectly, to wring from him exactly what she needed.

She started to move, lifting herself until just the head remained inside, then sliding back down with a moan that echoed through the room, through the house, maybe through dimensions that shouldn't exist. Her movements were fluid at first, controlled, her hips rolling in patterns that had been perfected over centuries of practice. But with each thrust, something wild crept in, something hungry, something that had been starved for too long and was finally feeding.

"Yes," she hissed, riding him faster now, her breasts bouncing with each impact. "Yes, this is what I needed. This young cock, this hard flesh, this life pulsing inside me."

The storm returned—not gradually but all at once, like it had been waiting for this moment. Thunder shook the house, made the bed frame rattle, made the windows bow inward with pressure they shouldn't be able to withstand. Lightning flashed continuously, and in its stark light, her beauty was terrifying, absolute, too perfect for mortal eyes to process. Her skin glowed brighter with each thrust, like she was absorbing something from him, converting his lust into her own vitality.

She leaned forward, her breasts swaying above his face, nipples dark and hard as stones. When she kissed him, her mouth tasted of copper and honey, of graves and gardens, of every forbidden thing he'd ever wanted but been too afraid to take. Her tongue invaded his mouth with the same rhythm as her hips, fucking him from both ends, claiming him completely.

Then her nails raked down his chest, leaving red trails that burned like brands. The pain mixed with the pleasure until he couldn't tell them apart, until everything was just sensation, just her pussy gripping him and her weight on his hips and her breath hot against his face.

"Deeper," she commanded, grinding down hard, taking him so deep he could feel her cervix kissing the head of his cock. "I need you deeper. I need to feel you against my womb."

She sat up, planted her feet on either side of his hips, and started riding him with abandon. The controlled seductress was gone, replaced by something primal, something that moved with animal hunger. Her pussy made wet sounds with each thrust, so slick now that cream leaked out around his cock, coating his balls, pooling on the velvet beneath them. The smell filled the room—sex and incense and ozone from the storm, creating an atmosphere thick enough to drown in.

Her breasts bounced violently with her movements, slapping against her ribcage, the sound obscene and hypnotic. Her hair whipped around her face, wild and dark, making her look like something from ancient myths, a goddess of fertility and destruction, a creature that existed to fuck and feed and consume.

The bed groaned beneath them, wood that had stood for decades threatening to splinter. Each time she came down, the impact sent shockwaves through his body, through the mattress, maybe through the fabric of reality itself. The candles flared higher and higher, their flames now licking the ceiling, leaving black marks that looked like writing in languages that predated human speech.

His hands found her hips, not to control but just to hold on, to ground himself in something solid while the rest of him dissolved into pure sensation. Her skin burned under his palms, too hot for normal flesh, like touching a stove that was just below the point of causing damage. She covered his hands with hers, interlaced their fingers, used the leverage to ride him even harder.

"Look at me," she commanded, and when he met her eyes, they were green fire, green ice, green like the deep spaces between stars where old things waited. "Watch me take you. Watch me milk your cock. Watch me become complete."

Her pussy clamped around him in rhythms that seemed impossible, squeezing and releasing, pulling and pushing, creating suction that made him feel like his soul was being drawn out through his cock. Every nerve in his body was firing at once, overwhelmed by sensations that his brain couldn't properly process. It was the best sex of his life, the kind of pleasure that people died for, killed for, sold their souls for.

But underneath the ecstasy was something else, something wrong, something that made his primitive brain scream warnings even as his body surrendered completely. This wasn't just sex. This was feeding. This was transformation. This was her using his lust as fuel for something ancient and terrible and absolutely unstoppable now that it had begun.

The storm raged harder, rain hammering the windows like fists, wind howling around the corners of the house like wolves, and she rode him through it all, her beauty growing more terrible with each thrust, her power building toward something that would either complete her or destroy them both.

She leaned down without breaking rhythm, her lips finding his ear, and the words she whispered weren't English, weren't any language that had been spoken by human tongues, but sounds that predated speech, that came from times when the world was younger and hungrier and less careful about keeping its monsters hidden. The incantations crawled into his brain like living things, making pictures behind his eyelids—circles of stone under starless skies, figures dancing around fires that burned without wood, women who were sometimes cats and cats who were sometimes shadows and shadows that fed on things better left unnamed.

Her hips never stopped moving, grinding down hard with each syllable, like she was fucking the spell into him, writing it on his cock with her pussy, sealing it with wetness and heat and pressure that threatened to drive him insane. The words vibrated through his skull, through his bones, through the place where his soul connected to his flesh, and he understood without understanding that she was binding more than just his body.

The pressure built in his balls, inevitable as gravity, unstoppable as time. His cock strained inside her, swelling larger, harder, the head so sensitive that each squeeze of her inner walls sent lightning through his nervous system. He tried to hold back, some animal instinct warning that his orgasm would seal something irreversible, but his body had already betrayed him, already chosen pleasure over preservation.

"Not yet," she breathed, still whispering those ancient words between commands. "Not until I say. Not until the binding is ready."

She sat up again, riding him with violence now, slamming down so hard the bed frame cracked, one of the posts splintering with a sound like bones breaking. Her pussy had become something beyond human anatomy—the muscles inside moved independently, rippling along his shaft in waves that pulled at him, milked him, demanded what he was desperately trying not to give.

The storm reached its crescendo, thunder so loud it made his ears ring, lightning turning the room into a strobe light nightmare of pleasure and terror. Her hair whipped around her face like snakes, like tentacles, like grasping fingers. Her breasts bounced wildly, the nipples so hard they looked painful, and when she pinched them herself, twisting viciously, her pussy clenched around him hard enough to make him see stars.

"Now," she said, and her voice wasn't just in his ears but in his head, in his chest, in his cock, everywhere at once. "Give it to me now. Empty yourself. Feed me."

Her nails dug into his shoulders, ten points of pain that broke skin, drew blood, and that was the trigger his body had been waiting for. The orgasm started in his toes, his fingers, the base of his skull, rushing toward his center like water toward a drain. His balls drew up tight, almost painful with the pressure building inside them, and his cock swelled impossibly larger inside her, stretching her walls, making her gasp with pleasure that sounded like victory.

"Yes," she hissed, grinding down one final time, taking him so deep he could feel himself pressing against the entrance to her womb. "Give me your seed. Give me your life. Give me everything."

He exploded.

The first pulse was so intense it hurt, cum shooting from his impossibly wide slit with force that made his whole body convulse. She cried out, her back arching, her pussy clamping down on him with pressure that should have been painful but just made him cum harder. The second pulse was stronger, longer, shooting what felt like impossible amounts of seed deep into her core. The third made him collapse into himself, made him nothing but a conduit for the life force she was stealing.

Her cunt convulsed around him, not like a normal orgasm but something else, something that pulled at him with suction that seemed to reach past his cock into his very essence. He could feel her drinking from him, not just his cum but something more, something vital, years of his life converting into her youth, his mortality feeding her transformation.

She screamed—not with pleasure but with triumph, the sound of something ancient finally getting what it had been denied for too long. Her skin began to glow, not metaphorically but literally, light emanating from within like she was burning from the inside out. The wrinkles that had remained in the corners of her eyes smoothed completely. Her hair grew thicker, longer, spilling down her back like a waterfall of midnight silk. Her breasts swelled fuller, her waist pulled tighter, her entire body perfecting itself with each pulse of cum he pumped into her.

He was still cumming, impossibly, endlessly, his cock spurting rope after rope into her hungry depths. She took it all, her womb opening to receive him, to store what he was giving, to use it for purposes he didn't want to understand. The room spun around them, the candles now burning different colors—purple, green, black flames that gave off cold instead of heat.

"More," she moaned, grinding against him, grabbing his bollocks, her pussy milking the last drops from his spent cock. "Every drop. Every bit of life you have to spare."

When his orgasm finally ended—after what felt like hours but was probably less than a minute—he collapsed back onto the bed, every muscle in his body gone liquid, useless, drained. He felt hollow, emptied out, like she'd taken not just his seed but pieces of his soul, years of his future, memories of his past. His vision grayed at the edges, and breathing took conscious effort.

She stayed on top of him, his softening cock still inside her, her pussy occasionally squeezing to ensure she'd gotten everything. When she looked down at him, her face was absolutely perfect, terrifyingly beautiful, the face of a goddess who'd been worshipped with blood and sex and sacrifice. Maybe twenty-five years old, maybe younger, but with eyes that held centuries, that knew things, that owned things.

"There," she said, running one finger along his cheek with mock tenderness. "That wasn't so bad, was it? And look what you've given me."

She stood, his cock slipping from her with a wet sound, and cum immediately began leaking from her pussy, thick and white, more than any human should produce. But instead of dripping down her thighs, it seemed to absorb into her skin, disappearing into her flesh, feeding whatever transformation was completing itself.

Her body was impossible now—too perfect, too symmetrical, too everything. She glowed with health that had been stolen, with youth that had been bargained for, with power that came from sources better left unnamed. When she stretched, her joints didn't crack, her muscles moved like water under skin that looked like it had never seen sun or age or anything but pampered perfection.

"You're mine now," she said, matter-of-fact, pulling on a silk robe that appeared from nowhere, that might have always been there, that might have been woven from shadows and moonlight. "The binding is complete. You've given me your seed, your essence, pieces of your soul. You'll come back tomorrow night. And the night after. And every night until I've taken all you have to give."

He tried to speak, to protest, to deny what she was saying, but his mouth wouldn't work right. His whole body felt disconnected, like the wires between brain and muscle had been cut. He could only lie there, drained and trembling, watching her move around the room with her newfound youth, blowing out candles that shouldn't still be burning.

"Midnight will show you out when you can walk again," she said, and as if summoned, the cat appeared in the doorway, his yellow eyes too knowing, too satisfied, that white toe glowing brighter than ever. "Don't try to resist. Don't try to run. The binding is in your blood now, in your bones, in the empty spaces where your seed used to be. You'll come back because your body won't let you stay away."

She paused at the curtained doorway, looked back at him with a smile that was young and old, innocent and evil, satisfied and still hungry.

"Sweet dreams," she said, and left him there in the darkening room, drained and claimed and already feeling the first stirrings of need that would bring him back tomorrow, and the next night, and every night after until she'd consumed him completely or transformed into something that no longer needed what he had to give.

The storm was ending, rain tapering to drizzle, thunder moving away like it was finished with its work. He lay on the velvet bed that smelled of sex and incense and choices that couldn't be undone, and wondered how many others had laid here before him, how many had fed her transformation, how many had thought they were just retrieving their cats until they found themselves empty and owned and counting the hours until they could return.

Midnight jumped onto the bed, purring that deep rumble that sounded like satisfaction, like communication, like the closing of a trap that had been set from the very beginning. The cat's weight was negligible compared to what had just been on top of him, but somehow it felt heavier, more final, more like the period at the end of a sentence he hadn't meant to write.

Outside, the crooked house settled into stillness, no longer crooked, no longer old, restored like its mistress to something between youth and age, between normal and impossible, between what should exist and what did exist now that he'd made his choice and given her what she needed.

His body would recover, eventually. He'd walk home on shaking legs, collapse into his own bed, try to pretend this was a dream. But tomorrow night, Midnight would escape again. And he would follow. Because she was right—the binding was complete, written in flesh and sealed with seed, and he belonged to her now in ways that his modern mind couldn't accept but his ancient body already understood.

The witch had what she wanted. And tomorrow, she would want more.
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He didn't remember leaving the bedchamber.

There was the velvet under his back, and the cool air on his bare chest, and her standing over him in a robe that hadn't been there a moment before, and then there was the hallway, and then there was the porch, and then there was the wet October street and his own front door under his hand and no clear memory of any of the steps in between. The walk had happened. His shoes were muddy. His legs were shaking. His belt was looped through his jeans wrong, the buckle off-center, like a child had dressed him.

The storm was over. The street was washed clean. Somewhere down the block a sprinkler that had been silent for two weeks was clicking again, slow and patient, the Hendersons' lawn drinking what the rain had already given it. Normal sounds. Stupid, beautiful, normal sounds. He stood in his own entryway with his hand on the chain and listened to them and felt his throat close.

He was alive. He had walked out of that house. He had said yes to a thing that should have killed him and his legs still worked and his lungs still pulled air and the chain was sliding home under his fingers, the small metallic *snick* of it the most ordinary sound in the world.

Midnight was already inside. Of course Midnight was already inside. The cat was sitting on the back of the couch with his tail wrapped neatly around his paws, watching him the way he had watched him every night this week, patient and unsurprised. The white toe glowed faintly in the dim room. Jonathan looked at it and looked away.

"I'm done," he said to the cat. His voice was raw. "You hear me? I'm done. We're done."

The cat blinked, slow.

He locked the front door. He locked the back door. He pulled the curtains in the living room, the kitchen, the study. He went around the house and turned every lamp on, one by one, and the small domestic ritual of it — clicking switches, watching shadows retreat into corners — felt like building a wall out of nothing.

In the bathroom he stood under the shower for a long time. The water came out cold and then warm and then hot and he turned it hotter than that until his skin went red and the steam fogged the mirror, and he scrubbed his chest where her nails had been and found no marks. No scratches. No bite at his earlobe. No crescents on his shoulders where she had broken the skin. His body was unmarked. It looked like a body that had spent the evening reading on the couch.

He braced his hands against the tile and let the water hit the back of his neck and tried to decide what that meant.

Maybe nothing had happened. Maybe none of it had happened. Maybe he had walked to her door, like he did every night, and she had handed him the cat, like she did every night, and he had walked home in a storm that had soaked him to the skin, and somewhere in the wet and the wind his brain had filled in the rest because his brain had been *trying* to fill in the rest for a week. People had breakdowns. Forty-year-old men living alone with their cats had breakdowns. There were studies about this.

The story almost held. He almost let it.

Then he brought his hand up to his face and his fingers smelled like her — the perfume of ozone and copper and roses and the underneath thing he had no word for — and the story fell apart.

He got out of the shower. He didn't dry off. He stood naked on the bathmat and stared at himself in the foggy mirror and the man in the mirror looked back at him with eyes that were too tired and a mouth that was set in a line he didn't recognize, and he said, out loud, to the man in the mirror: "You said yes."

The man in the mirror didn't argue.

He pulled on sweats and a t-shirt that smelled of laundry detergent and sat on the edge of his own bed and listened to his own house. The fridge hummed. The clock in the hall ticked. A car passed outside, headlights sliding across the curtains in a long slow arc. Nothing at the foot of the bed. Nothing at the window. Nothing waiting.

He thought, with the strange clarity that sometimes comes after a fever breaks: *I got away with it.*

The thought was so foreign that it took him a moment to recognize it as his own. He had walked into that house. He had let her undress him. He had said the word that her whole patient week of feeding had been arranged to extract from him, and he had given her what she'd asked for, and she had taken it, and then — somehow — she had let him go. His legs had carried him out of that bedchamber and through that impossible hallway and across that overgrown garden and down the wet street and home. Home, where the locks were his locks and the lamps were his lamps and the cat on the couch was his cat.

Maybe that was the whole story. Maybe whatever ancient ledger she was keeping had been balanced by what he'd given her, and the binding she'd whispered about was just talk, the way the men in his life had always talked when they wanted something — *this means we're together now, this means you're mine* — words that meant whatever the woman saying them needed them to mean, and were forgotten by morning.

He almost smiled.

It was the kind of thought a man has right before he learns better.

He got under the covers. He left the lamp on the nightstand burning. He told himself he would stay awake, would watch the door, would catch any creak of the hinges, any shift in the air. He told himself he would call a locksmith in the morning, and a realtor in the afternoon, and a moving company before the end of the week. He told himself he would drive to his sister's in Phoenix and sleep on her couch for a month and let the desert burn this off him.

The ceiling fan he had not turned on was not turning, tonight. The sheets were just sheets. The pillow under his head was the pillow he had bought at the outlet mall in 2019 because it was on sale, the same lumpy, faintly sour-smelling, perfectly familiar pillow it had always been.

He thought of his sister's face, the way she would frown at him from across her kitchen island, the careful way she would not ask too many questions. He thought of the sun on the Phoenix flats, how it bleached everything down to bone. He thought of starting over somewhere a witch had never been. The thought was warm. The thought was the first warm thing the inside of his head had offered him in two weeks.

Midnight padded into the room.

The cat jumped to the foot of the bed with the same precise weight he had landed there with every night of his seven years, and walked the length of Jonathan's leg, and curled up against his hip with his back warm along Jonathan's thigh. The purr started immediately. Deep. Steady. Wrong, in some way he didn't have the energy to name, but also right, also familiar, also the one good sound in the room.

He put his hand on the cat without looking. His fingers found the soft fur behind the ears, the place that always made Midnight push his head up into the touch, and Midnight pushed his head up into the touch.

"Tomorrow," Jonathan said. His voice was slurred. His eyes were already closing. He hadn't realized how tired he was. He hadn't realized that *tired* could mean what it meant now — a heaviness that wasn't in the muscles but underneath them, in some compartment of the body he hadn't known had a floor. "Tomorrow we figure it out. Okay, buddy? Tomorrow."

The cat purred.

The lamp on the nightstand burned.

Outside, at the end of Maple Street, the crooked house was dark and quiet and patient, and a yellow van that had not been parked there before sat in the gravel drive with its back doors open to the night air, and inside the van the wooden crates were stacked three high and lined with fresh straw, and the topmost crate on the right had a small handwritten card taped to its slats that simply read, in a hand that had been practicing this same word for a hundred years, *Jonathan.*

He slept.

The last thing he was aware of, as the warm dark closed over him, was the steady rumble of the cat against his hip, and a vague sense — distant, almost peaceful — that the rumble was no longer coming from outside his body. It was coming from inside his chest. As if he were the one purring. As if he had always been the one purring, and was only just now noticing.

He didn't notice the second thing. He was too far gone by then.

The lamp on the nightstand went out by itself.
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The darkness pressed against him like wet wool, thick and suffocating, and his first conscious thought was that his bed had shrunk—no, not shrunk, changed, become wrong in every dimension, too small, too close, smelling of old wood and older straw and something animal that made his nose twitch in ways noses shouldn't twitch. His body lay curled in on itself, spine bent at an angle that should have hurt but instead felt natural, correct, like this was how spines were meant to bend. The surface beneath him rustled with each breath—straw, definitely straw, dry and dusty and nothing like his sheets that smelled of fabric softener and the lingering traces of his sweat.

He tried to sit up and discovered he couldn't. Not the way he wanted to. His muscles moved wrong, the physics of his body operating on new principles that his brain hadn't been updated about. When he pushed with what should have been his arms, his whole body rolled instead, a fluid motion that brought him from his side to his belly in one smooth arc. The movement felt too easy, too graceful, like his bones had been replaced with something more flexible, something that didn't care about the rigid architecture humans required to stay upright.

His hands—he reached for the walls of whatever confined him, needing to feel something solid, something that would tell him where he was. But what touched the rough wood wasn't hands at all. The contact came through padding, soft cushions that pressed against the surface with no fingers, no grip, no opposable thumbs to grasp or hold or push away. He lifted what should have been his hand to his face, squinting in the darkness that wasn't quite as dark as it should be, his eyes gathering light from sources that shouldn't exist.

A paw. White fur catching the faintest illumination from between the wooden slats, four toes splayed wide, one of them glowing with that familiar phosphorescent light he'd seen on—on Midnight's foot, that white toe that had marked his cat as different, as touched by her magic, as part of the transaction between houses.

The realization hit him like ice water in his lungs, and he tried to scramble backward, but his new body interpreted the command differently. He found himself pressed against the far wall of what he now understood was a crate, a cage, a prison built for something exactly his current size. His breathing came fast and shallow through a nose that wasn't his nose, pulling in air that carried too much information—other animals nearby, fear-sweat that might have been his own, the lingering perfume of her that clung to everything like a brand.

His tail—Christ, he had a tail—lashed against the wooden walls, a sound like a whip cracking in miniature. He could feel it, every vertebra of it, this extension of his spine that moved with its own intelligence, expressing emotions he didn't know how to control. It was thick with fur, black probably, though he couldn't see it properly in the confinement of the crate. When he tried to still it, it moved anyway, betraying his agitation with every twitch and thrash.

More wrong sensations flooded in as his consciousness fully inhabited this impossible body. Whiskers that felt like antennae, sending back information about air currents and spatial relationships his human brain couldn't properly interpret. Ears that swiveled independently, tracking sounds from every direction—scratching in other crates, breathing that wasn't his, a low rumble that might have been an engine or might have been purring. His tongue, when he ran it over what should have been his lips, was rough, barbed, designed for grooming fur he now possessed.

He needed to scream, needed to call for help, needed to say his name just to prove he still knew it. His mouth opened and what emerged was nothing human—a yowl that started low in his throat and rose to a pitch that hurt his new ears, a sound of pure feline distress that meant everything and nothing, that carried no words because this throat, this tongue, these vocal cords weren't built for human speech.

The sound echoed in the confined space, came back to him changed, and he heard it the way others would hear it—just a cat crying in a crate, just an animal expressing discomfort, nothing special, nothing human, nothing that suggested the consciousness trapped inside had ever been anything but feline.

He tried again, focusing on forming words, on making his mouth shape sounds that would prove he was still himself inside this foreign flesh. But all that emerged was another yowl, higher this time, more desperate, the cry of a cat that wanted out, wanted food, wanted attention, wanted anything but to be trapped in darkness that pressed against him from all sides.

His new body was already teaching him things he didn't want to know. How to curl into a ball that conserved heat and took up minimal space. How to test the walls of his prison with paws that could extend claws—he felt them slide out, sharp and curved, perfect for climbing or fighting or marking territory. How to smell his own fear in a way humans couldn't, a sharp tang that made his fur stand up along his spine without his conscious control.

The worst part was how right some of it felt. The flexibility that let him twist in ways that should have broken bones. The night vision that made the darkness navigable, showing him the grain of the wood, the scattered straw, the gaps between slats where air and fragments of light crept in. The sense of balance that told him exactly how he was oriented in space, even in this cramped confusion, even with his human memories insisting this couldn't be real.

He pressed against the walls again with those alien paws, felt the wood give slightly but not enough, never enough. Trapped in a body that wasn't his, in a crate built for livestock or cargo, surrounded by sounds and smells that suggested he wasn't alone in this transformation. The phantom memory of his human form lingered—ghost sensations of hands that could open doors, of height that let him see over fences, of a voice that could call for help in words that meant something.

But stronger than those memories was the memory of her body above his, of her pussy gasping around his cock, of the moment when he'd emptied himself into her and felt something essential leave with his seed. She'd taken more than his cum, more than his years, more than pieces of his soul. She'd taken his shape, his species, his very humanity, and left him with this—four legs, fur, a tail that wouldn't stop lashing, and the terrible understanding that she'd warned him, told him exactly what would happen, and he'd been too lost in lust to truly hear.

The crate swayed slightly, a motion that suggested movement, travel, relocation. She was taking him somewhere, him and however many others shared his fate, carried in darkness toward whatever came next for men who'd fed a witch's transformation and received their reward in flesh made foreign, in bodies built for different lives, in shapes that would never again stand upright or speak their names or do anything but exist as what they'd become.

The crate lurched sideways, wood groaning against wood, and through the slats he saw them—pairs of eyes floating in the darkness of other crates, gold and green and amber, all reflecting the same thin light, all watching him with what looked horribly like amusement. The motion made his new stomach roll in ways human stomachs didn't roll, his internal organs rearranged into configurations that processed motion differently, made him want to sink his claws into something solid just to feel anchored.

A rumble came from the crate to his left, deep and resonant, the kind of purr that suggested size and satisfaction and something thoroughly male despite the feline packaging. The eyes there were yellow as old gold, set in a face he could barely make out—gray stripes, maybe, or brown, the patterns meaningless to his human memories but somehow significant to his new instincts.

"Well, well." The voice didn't come through his ears exactly, more like it materialized inside his skull, words formed from purrs and growls and the spaces between breaths. "Fresh meat. Or should I say, fresh breeder?"

The tom—and he knew it was a tom, could smell the maleness even through the wood and straw and fear—let out a sound that wasn't quite a meow, wasn't quite a laugh, but served the same purpose. Other voices joined in, a chorus of amusement that rippled through the darkness, each originating from different crates but all carrying that same quality of resignation mixed with dark humor.

"Oh, leave him alone, Marcus," came another voice, higher, from somewhere behind him. A calico, his new senses told him, female but not quite, something altered about her scent that suggested the same wrong-body situation he was experiencing. "We all had our first morning. Remember yours? You tried to claw through solid oak for three hours."

"That was different," the tom—Marcus—protested, his tail thumping against his crate in indignation. "I had meetings. Important meetings. The Henderson acquisition was⁠—"

"Nobody cares about your meetings anymore, Marc." A third voice, this one from above, drawling and lazy like its owner had been lying in this crate for a long time and had made peace with it. "You're a cat now. Best you're acquiring these days is maybe a nice piece of salmon if she's feeling generous."

More laughter, genuine but edged with something that might have been hysteria worn smooth by repetition. He pressed himself against the front of his crate, trying to see them better, these creatures that talked like people but smelled like cats, that knew his situation without being told, that treated transformation into another species like an inconvenience rather than an impossibility.

"How—" He tried to speak, and what came out was a questioning mewl that somehow carried meaning anyway, transmitted thought through sound in ways human language never quite managed.

"How do we talk?" The calico finished for him. "Same way you're hearing us, darling. Cat privilege. Once you've got the hardware, the software updates automatically. Though honestly, you'll miss having thumbs more than you'd think. Ever tried opening a door with your face? Humbling."

"The whiskers help with that, actually." Another voice, older, more resigned. A tabby from the sound-scent-sense of him. "Good for judging spaces, finding gaps. You'll get used to them. The tail takes longer. Kept sitting on mine for the first week."

"First week?" His question came out as a strangled yowl that made several of them chuckle.

"Oh, sweetheart." The calico's voice held genuine sympathy now. "You thought this was temporary? That she'd turn you back once she was done? Marcus, tell him about Chicago."

The big tom sighed, a sound that managed to convey eye-rolling despite the lack of human facial features. "Chicago was six months ago. Twelve of us in crates just like these. She set up shop in some brownstone, did her thing, got her fill. Young by the end, fresh as morning, tits like⁠—"

"We all remember her tits, Marcus," the tabby interrupted. "They were memorable tits. Get to the point."

"The point is, she packed us up and moved on. Always does. Town to town, year after year, collecting studs and toms and whatever you call a man who was dumb enough to follow his cat to her door." His yellow eyes gleamed brighter through the slats. "How many nights did you visit before she got you? Three? Four?"

"Seven," he admitted, the number emerging as a series of small mewls that somehow communicated perfectly.

Whistles and purrs of appreciation echoed through the darkness.

"Seven! Christ, you had it bad." The lazy voice from above sounded impressed. "I only made it four before she rode me into a different genus. What's your name? Your old name, I mean. The human one."

"Jonathan." It came out as a very specific sound, almost his name but filtered through feline vocal cords, recognizable but changed.

"Well, Jonathan, welcome to the fraternity. I'm Bill, or I was. Now I'm just that orange tom in crate seven. Marcus there was an investment banker, if you can believe it. Had a corner office and everything. The calico is Sam—Samantha before, but she says Sam feels better now, something about gender being species-specific."

"It is," Sam insisted. "You try having breasts for forty years and then suddenly not. It's liberating, honestly. Plus, no periods. That alone almost makes this worth it."

"Almost," several voices agreed in unison, the word loaded with meanings that human language couldn't have carried.

"She'll keep moving," the tabby explained, his voice taking on the tone of someone delivering orientation to a new employee. "Town to town, always small places, always setting up in the empty house that every neighborhood has. She feeds until she's young enough, then packs us up and moves on. We're her... collection, I suppose. Proof of conquest. Or maybe she just likes cats. Hard to tell with witches."

"The sex though," Marcus added, and his purr took on a different quality, deeper, more primal. "Tell me it wasn't the best fuck of your life. Tell me you didn't empty yourself into her like you were dying and being born at the same time."

He couldn't deny it. Even now, trapped in this impossible body, crated like cargo, his cock gone and replaced with equipment he didn't want to think about, the memory of her pussy clenching around him made his new body react in ways that felt wrong and right simultaneously. His tail twitched with remembered pleasure, and several of the others chuckled knowingly.

"Yeah, that's what I thought," Marcus continued. "She doesn't just take our seed, you know. She takes the memory of giving it, keeps it burning in us so we remember exactly why we're here, exactly what we paid for that moment of perfect fucking bliss."

"Could be worse," Bill offered from above. "Could be dead. Could be married to Cheryl still—God, that woman could suck the joy out of Christmas morning. At least now I sleep twenty hours a day and no one judges me for it."

"The litter box thing is rough though," Sam added thoughtfully. "That took some serious psychological adjustment. But you know what? After a night like that, after feeling her from the inside, after watching her get younger while you got smaller... yeah, might have been worth it."

A chorus of reluctant agreement rippled through the crates—meows and purrs and chirps that all meant the same thing: they'd been had, they'd been transformed, they'd been collected like trophies, and somehow, in the dark arithmetic of lust and consequence, they weren't entirely sure they'd gotten the worse end of the deal.

"Plus," the tabby added with what sounded like a shrug in his voice, "the dreams are something else. You haven't had the dreams yet, have you? Where you're human again, but you're fucking her with your cat body's memories? Wild stuff. Better than cable."

The van—because he understood now that's what they were in, a vehicle carrying them to the next town, the next empty house, the next collection of lonely men with cats—hit a bump, and all the crates shifted. The communal yowl that went up was equal parts protest and laughter, the sound of a dozen former men who'd found their own twisted brotherhood in the shape of cats, in the memory of her cunt, in the shared understanding that they'd all made the same choice for the same reason and ended up in the same crates heading toward the same uncertain future.

"Welcome to the litter," Marcus said with genuine warmth beneath the mockery. "Hope you like seafood and sleeping in sunbeams, because that's pretty much your life now."

Through the ventilation holes cut high in the van's walls, October sunlight painted stripes across the crates, and in those bars of light she moved like something from a different century, her body rebuilt into youth so complete it made the air around her shimmer. The witch wore a sundress now—yellow as summer corn, thin enough that the light showed through, outlining legs that belonged on a dancer, a waist that curved like an hourglass, breasts that pushed against the fabric with weight that defied the delicate material. Her hair, free of any shawl or covering, fell in waves of black silk shot through with premature silver that caught the light like threads of mercury.

She hummed while she worked, some melody that might have been older than written music, notes that made his whiskers twitch and his new ears swivel to track the sound. Each crate she lifted showed strength that her slim arms shouldn't possess, muscles moving under skin that glowed with health stolen from dozen of men, maybe hundreds, accumulated over years of feeding in small towns just like his.

"Look at her," Marcus muttered from his crate, a mix of bitterness and admiration in his mental voice. "Like she just stepped out of a spa. You should have seen her in Chicago when she arrived—ninety if she was a day, bent like a question mark, skin like old leather. Three weeks later, she looked like that."

"The dress is new," Sam observed clinically. "She had a blue one in Denver. Burned it when we left, along with everything that smelled of age. She likes to leave each place fresh, no traces of the crone she was when she arrived."

Through the gaps in his crate, he could see her face when she turned—cheekbones that could cut glass, lips full and red without makeup, eyes that held ancient knowledge in a face that might have been twenty-five. She looked like a graduate student, a young professional, someone's daughter home from college, anything but the creature who'd drained him dry while whispering words in dead languages.

"Where do you think this time?" Bill asked lazily. "I'm hoping somewhere coastal. I miss good seafood. That last place, Christ, nothing but dry kibble and the occasional mouse."

"She feeds us better when she's young," the tabby contributed. "Something about feeling generous when she's gotten what she needs. Last time she was this fresh-faced, we got actual salmon. Fresh, not canned."

The witch secured the last crate—a new addition, someone she'd collected just this morning by the sound of his confused yowling—and closed the van's back doors with a decisive thud. They felt the vehicle rock slightly as she climbed into the driver's seat, heard the engine turn over with a purr not unlike their own.

"Jerry," Marcus called to the new crate. "Hey, Jerry! Yeah, you with the Siamese points. Stop trying to claw out. You're just going to break a nail, and trust me, that hurts like hell when you're walking on them."

"Fuck you," came the strangled reply, more hiss than words. "Fuck all of you. This isn't happening. This can't be happening."

"That's what we all said," Sam soothed. "Give it a week. The existential crisis fades once you realize you can lick your own balls."

"I don't want to lick my own balls!"

"You say that now," Bill chuckled. "But the instincts kick in eventually. Yesterday I spent twenty minutes batting at a dust mote in a sunbeam and it was honestly the most zen I've felt in years."

The van pulled away from his neighborhood—former neighborhood, he corrected himself—and through the ventilation holes he caught glimpses of familiar streets sliding past. The Hendersons' house with its perpetual sprinkler. Mrs. Chen's garden. His own house, looking somehow smaller from this angle, the windows dark, the door locked, Midnight's cat flap sealed now that there was no cat to use it. No one would miss him for days, maybe weeks. Single man, worked from home, kept to himself. By the time anyone noticed, the trail would be cold, and who would believe it anyway?

"The worst part," the tabby said philosophically, "is remembering being inside her. Not the sex—well, not just the sex—but that moment when you're cumming and you can feel her pulling something out of you along with your seed. Like she's unraveling you from the inside, taking you apart at a molecular level and rebuilding you as... this."

Several cats made sounds of agreement, their tails thumping against crate walls in unison.

"But the orgasm," Marcus added, and his tone held something reverent despite the crude words. "Jesus Christ on a cracker, that orgasm. I came for what felt like hours. Pumped what must have been a pint of cum into her. Didn't know my balls could hold that much."

"They couldn't," Sam corrected. "She was pulling it from somewhere else. From your future maybe, all the orgasms you would have had, compressed into one moment. That's why we're like this now—we gave her everything in that single shot."

The van took a turn, and sunlight flooded through the opposite holes, illuminating the crates from a new angle. In the golden light, he could see his own paws properly for the first time—black fur soft as silk, that one white toe glowing faintly even in daylight, marked like Midnight had been marked. He flexed them experimentally, watched the claws extend and retract, weapons and tools built into his body that his human form had never possessed.

"You know what's really fucked up?" Bill asked, and something in his tone suggested he was about to voice what they'd all been thinking. "I'm not even mad anymore. Like, I should be furious. She stole my humanity, turned me into a literal cat, packed me in a crate like cargo. But all I can think about is how her pussy felt, how she rode me like she was trying to fuck the soul out of my body."

"She was," several voices said simultaneously.

"Right, but still. That thing she did where her muscles rippled along your cock, pulling at you from inside? That wasn't human. That was something else, something designed over centuries to extract exactly what she needed. And we just... gave it to her."

"Enthusiastically," the tabby added dryly.

"Desperately," Sam corrected.

"Gratefully," Marcus finished, and the word hung in the air like an admission of something shameful.

The new cat—Jerry—had gone quiet in his crate, either exhausted from fighting or beginning to process what had happened. They all went through it, that transition from denial to anger to bargaining to depression and finally, inevitably, to a kind of twisted acceptance. Because what was the alternative? They were cats now, transformed at the molecular level, their consciousness somehow preserved but their bodies completely rebuilt. There was no going back, no cure, no escape except whatever release death might eventually bring.

And underneath it all, burning like a coal in his reformed belly, was the memory of her cunt gripping his cock, of her body glowing as she absorbed his essence, of pleasure so intense it had rewritten his DNA. His new body reacted to the memory, different equipment responding in different ways but the arousal unmistakable. His tail twitched, his pupils dilated, and somewhere deep in his chest a purr started that had nothing to do with contentment and everything to do with remembered ecstasy.

Could be worse, Bill had said. And lying there in the straw, fur warm in the sunlight, surrounded by others who shared his fate, carrying memories that no human should possess, he found himself purring in agreement. It could be worse.

It might even have been worth it.
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