
        
            
                
            
        

    OceanofPDF.com


Succubus Forest: A HaremLit Men's Adventure

Colby Gray

OceanofPDF.com


Copyright © 2025 Colby Gray

All rights reserved

The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is coincidental and not intended by the author.

No part of this book may be reproduced, or stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without express written permission of the publisher.


OceanofPDF.com


Great Communities




Dukes of Harem

https://www.facebook.com/groups/dukesofharem 




Club Kaiju

https://www.facebook.com/groups/484560235438701




Harem GameLit

https://www.facebook.com/groups/HaremGamelit/about

OceanofPDF.com


Stay Connected




Want to know when the next book gets released? Want to get behind the scenes updates and early chapters?




Follow Colby Gray on his Amazon author page and get updated when he releases a new book:




https://www.amazon.com/stores/Colby-Gray/author/B0CFGFZ7QW?ref=ap_rdr&isDramIntegrated=true&shoppingPortalEnabled=true&ccs_id=f4b9438c-b725-4364-b0b6-96ef0971f55c




Subscribe to Colby Gray's YouTube Channel and get book updates, early chapters, and exclusive audiobooks that aren't available anywhere else:




https://www.youtube.com/@ColbyGrayBooks

OceanofPDF.com


Contents

Title Page

Copyright

Great Communities

Stay Connected

CHAPTER 1

CHAPTER 2

CHAPTER 3

CHAPTER 4

CHAPTER 5

CHAPTER 6

CHAPTER 7

CHAPTER 8

CHAPTER 9

CHAPTER 10

CHAPTER 11

Afterword




OceanofPDF.com


CHAPTER 1

I stood in front of the old cabin as the wind picked up a bit, rustling the trees that lined the dirt road behind me. The air was still, heavy with the threat of rain, and the leaves on the branches shivered in quick, erratic bursts. I shifted my weight from one foot to the other, feeling the uneven gravel beneath my shoes. Vince stood a few feet away. He was holding a clipboard stuffed with paperwork. His crisp navy suit was almost out of place here. The sharp creases on his slacks stood in stark contrast to the dirt and weeds that crept up along the cabin’s foundation. His sleek black sedan was parked nearby. Its polished surface reflected the gray clouds above and the tangled limbs of the trees overhead. The car’s windows were tinted, and the chrome trim glinted each time the wind moved the branches and let a shaft of light through.

The place looked exactly as my uncle had described in his letter. The walls were streaked with moss, the green and black stains running in irregular lines down the once-white planks. I could see where the paint had peeled away in wide strips, exposing warped wood underneath. Some of the boards bowed outward, and others were sunken in. The roof sagged in the middle. The shingles curled up at the corners like brittle old leaves. I counted at least three spots where the tar paper showed through, and in one corner, a section of gutter hung loose, swinging slightly each time the wind gusted. The windows were so dusty I couldn’t see inside; the glass looked opaque, coated in a thick layer of grime. Even the porch looked like it could cave in if I stepped too hard. The boards were darkened with age and moisture, and some of them were splintered. Nails were sticking out at odd angles. A single wooden step sat askew, one side lower than the other, and a broken porch rail leaned out over a patch of weeds.

A wave of conflicted thoughts came over me. I still wasn’t sure if I wanted to keep this place. It had belonged to my uncle, and now it was mine free and clear, but the cost of renovating it might be huge. I tried to picture what it would take to fix the roof, to scrub the mold from the walls, to replace the windows and shore up the sagging porch. The list grew longer the more I looked. Vince coughed. It was a short, dry sound that pulled me back to the present.

“Steven, I appreciate you meeting me out here,” Vince said. He was grateful for the effort Steven made to come. He shifted the clipboard from one hand to the other, tucking a stray sheet of paper back under the metal clip with his thumb. “We’ve got a few forms left for you to sign. Are you ready?”

I glanced at the paperwork. My gaze flicked over the top page. The forms were thick, the stack nearly an inch high, and I could see my name typed out in bold at the top. I reached out and took the pen Vince offered. The metal felt cool and slightly slick with condensation. “Yeah, I’m ready,” I said. “It’s…weird seeing it in person. Hard to believe it’s mine.” I let my thumb run along the edge of the first page, feeling the slight grit of the cheap paper.

He let out a polite chuckle. His lips barely curved. “You’d be surprised how many properties like this come up in inheritances. People think it’s some hidden gem, but often it’s just a teardown. My investment firm, though, would gladly take it off your hands. We offer fair prices. If you want to sell, just let me know.” He tapped the clipboard with his index finger for emphasis.

I shuffled the papers, separating the first sheet from the rest with my thumb and forefinger. The rough edges caught on my skin. I held the stack up, angling it so I could see the signature lines. “I’m not sure yet. It’s my uncle’s old place. Feels like I owe it a look. It might have some sentimental value.” I pressed the tip of the pen to the page, hovering just above the line.

Vince ran a hand through his short hair, pushing it back into place. The gesture was quick, as if he did it every time he was out of the office. “I get it. Still, it might be worth more to you if you let it go. The land alone has potential if developed properly.” He looked past me, scanning the tree line as if picturing a row of new houses or a paved driveway.

“I’ll keep it in mind,” I said. I kept my eyes on the paper, not wanting to meet his gaze. I focused intently on the words in front of me.

He pointed to a spot on the top page. His finger hovered a half inch above the line. “Sign here, initial there, then date at the bottom.” He moved his finger along the page. He paused at each blank space.

I did as instructed. I pressed the pen to the paper and signed my name. The ink bled slightly into the fibers. I moved to the next line, scribbling my initials in the small box. Then I looked for the date. I wrote it out in careful numbers, making sure each digit was legible. The pen scratched softly as I wrote, the sound barely audible over the wind. When I finished, I set the pen down on the clipboard and let my hand drop to my side. The cabin was officially mine.

Vince took the clipboard back, gripping it firmly in his left hand. He flipped through the stack of papers. His thumb moved each page aside with a flick. He paused once to check a signature. After confirming it was correct, he nodded. “That’s it. Congratulations, you’re a property owner.” He tore off a thick sheaf of forms. The sound was sharp and abrupt. He folded them twice, creasing the paper with the edge of his hand. Then he handed me my copy. The forms felt heavy in my hand. The corners were already curling from the humidity. His eyes drifted toward the sagging porch. “Just be careful if you decide to walk around. You never know what might collapse.”

I raised an eyebrow, letting my gaze linger on the porch for a moment. The railing was split in two places, and one of the support posts looked like it had been gnawed on by insects. “I’ll watch my step.” I gripped the forms more tightly. The paper flexed under my fingers.

He took a step back, hooking the clipboard under his arm. The movement was stiff, as if he was eager to get back to his car. “So what’s next for you?”

I pursed my lips, thinking. “I guess I’ll check it out for a bit, see what state it’s really in. Maybe fix a few things. I haven’t decided. I might end up selling it if it’s too far gone.” I looked down at the ground, tracing the outline of a half-buried soda can with the toe of my shoe.

“Well,” Vince said, resting a hand on the roof of his sedan, “my firm is always looking to buy. And we don’t drag our feet on offers.” He let his palm rest flat against the glossy surface. His fingers were splayed.

“All right, I’ll let you know,” I replied. I watched as he straightened his tie, the knot already slightly loosened from the humidity and the drive.

He climbed into his sedan, pulling the door open with a quick tug. The hinges creaked, and he slid into the driver’s seat, setting the clipboard on the passenger side. He reached out and pulled the door shut. The latch clicked into place. He started the engine. The dashboard lights flickered on in a row of green and red. “Hope it works out for you one way or another, Steven. Try not to get spooked by any critters out here.” He gave me a nod through the open window.

I gave a faint smile, shifting the forms to my left hand. “I’ll manage. Safe drive, Vince.” I stepped back, giving him room to pull out.

He put the car in gear. The tires crunched over the loose gravel. He eased forward, the sedan’s nose dipping slightly as it rolled off the patch of grass and onto the dirt road. The wheels kicked up a small cloud of dust that drifted back toward me, settling on my jeans and the toes of my shoes. The road stretched away into the thick cluster of trees. The overhanging branches formed a tunnel of green and shadow. As his car receded to a dot, the taillights flashed once. He rounded the bend and disappeared from view.

I turned to examine what was now mine. The cabin’s front door hung slightly crooked on its hinges. The bottom edge dug into the warped threshold. I could see a spiderweb stretched from the doorknob to the doorframe. The strands were catching the light. Bits of debris littered the yard. I stepped forward. My shoes crunched on broken twigs and gravel. I bent down and picked up a plastic wrapper. The faded logo was barely visible. I balled it up and stuck it in my pocket. Next to it, a crumpled soda can lay half-crushed. The metal was dented and streaked with dirt. I nudged it aside with my foot. This revealed a rusted nail half-buried in the ground. I crouched down, pinched the nail between my thumb and forefinger, and tossed it onto the porch. It landed with a dull clatter. Someone must have used this place as a late-night hangout at some point. I scanned the rest of the yard. I noted the scattered beer bottles, cigarette butts, and the remains of a broken lawn chair tipped over near the porch steps. The grass was patchy, dotted with weeds and dandelions that had gone to seed. Their white tufts were trembling in the breeze. I straightened up, letting my gaze travel from the battered porch to the sagging roof, trying to imagine what the place had looked like when my uncle was still alive.

I walked around the side. I stepped over a loose board. I lifted my right foot first. I carefully angled my toes so the rubber of my athletic shoe wouldn’t catch the edge. The board shifted slightly under the pressure. I cleared it without stumbling. My other foot followed. It planted itself into the thick mat of wet, brown leaves that blanketed the ground. The leaves compressed and crunched under my weight, and some of them stuck to the soles of my shoes as I moved forward. I pressed down and felt the soil give a little, damp and spongy beneath the layers of decay. I paused and looked down. I watched as water oozed up between the leaf litter around my shoe. Either last night’s rain had been heavier than I remembered, or the ground here simply never dried, trapped in perpetual shade by the dense canopy overhead. The sun barely filtered through the branches, leaving the earth in a permanent state of soggy neglect.

I picked my way along the narrow path, glancing to my left where a tangle of fallen branches sprawled across the yard. Some were thick and gray with rot. Others were thin and brittle, snapped into jagged points. I reached out with my boot and nudged one aside, feeling it crumble under the pressure. I noticed rusted scraps of metal scattered among the branches. There was maybe a piece of an old fence, a bent bucket, and the rim of a tire half-buried in mud. I stepped over a coil of wire, and I was careful not to let it snag my laces, and skirted around a heap of broken boards. Every step required attention; the ground was uneven. Hidden holes and jutting roots threatened to trip me if I let my guard down.

I paused for a second near the water spout that jutted from the side of the cabin. The spout was a crooked length of metal pipe, streaked with rust and green with algae. I crouched down and reached out, wrapping my fingers around the end. It was cold and dry to the touch. I tapped it with my knuckles. I listened for any sign of water inside, but nothing dripped out. I straightened up and looked above me. The gutter, a shallow trough of corroded tin, sagged under the weight of a clump of wet leaves. The leaves were plastered together in a sodden mass. Their veins pressed flat against the metal. I could see where water had overflowed, streaking the wall below in dark stains. I ran my hand along the edge of the gutter and felt it bow under even a little pressure. A few shingles on the roof had peeled away entirely, sliding down until they lay in a broken pile on the ground beneath the eaves. I bent to pick up one of the shingles, turning it over in my hand. The tar paper backing was brittle, flaking off in my fingers, and the grit of the surface had worn away to bare wood in places. Fixing this place would be a serious undertaking. I looked up at the roofline, tracing the uneven silhouette with my eyes. I tried to imagine what it would take to make it whole again. Maybe it was doable, if I had enough time and patience.

I kept circling around until I reached the back. The ground sloped downward. The grass thinned to patches of moss and bare earth. I spotted an old, leaning shed off to the right. Its boards were warped and grayed with age. The door hung askew, barely attached to its hinges. The wood around the frame was soft and swollen from years of moisture. I stepped closer and reached out to touch the door. I felt the soft give of the earth under my shoes. The surface was rough and splintered. I pressed gently, and the door swung inward a few inches. It groaned on its rusted hinges. Darkness yawned inside, the faint outline of a shelf visible in the gloom. I hesitated. My hand hovered at the edge. The thought of what might be lurking inside, rodents, spiders, or something worse, made my skin crawl. I let go and stepped back, deciding I didn’t need to see what was inside just yet.

Instead, I turned my attention back to the cabin. I focused on the cabin once more. I ran my hand along the siding. I felt the rough grain of the wood beneath my palm. Some of the boards were loose. The nails had rusted to orange stains. I pressed on one and it flexed inward, creaking. I had to decide if this place was worth the trouble. My eyes followed the line of the roof. I noticed the battered windows and the chipped paint around the door. I tried to picture it cleaned up, but the amount of work was daunting.

Something rustled in the trees behind me. I stopped. My body tensed. I turned my head, scanning the tall pines that ringed the property. Their trunks rose straight and narrow. The bark was furrowed deep, and the branches started high above my head. The lower limbs were bare, but above, thick needles cast a dark shadow over the ground. I squinted, trying to see past the shifting patterns of light and shade. Nothing moved at first. Maybe it was just a squirrel, or a bird disturbed by my presence. Then I saw movement. I caught a glimpse of something human-shaped. My heart fluttered, a quick, involuntary jolt in my chest. I tried to tamp it down, forcing myself to breathe evenly. I stared into the trees, searching for the source of the movement. Was someone watching me? My fingers curled into my palm. I shifted my weight from one foot to the other.

“Hello?” I called. My voice sounded too loud in the stillness, echoing off the trunks.

The sound of a snapping branch cut through the silence, sharp and sudden. I jerked my head toward the noise. My eyes were wide. The wind picked up, stirring the branches overhead, making the shadows flicker and dance across the ground. I kept looking, scanning every patch of darkness between the trees, but I couldn’t make out a figure. I took a cautious step forward. My foot sank slightly into the soft ground, then another. Each step crunched through the leaves, the noise loud in my ears. I felt the wind tug at my jacket, pushing against my side as if urging me to turn back. I ignored it and kept moving. My eyes were fixed on the spot where I’d seen the shape.

I peered deeper into the woods, squinting to make out details in the dim light. That’s when I swore I saw the subtle outline of a woman. It was just for a heartbeat, a slender arm, pale against the shadows, a slight curve where her waist narrowed before flaring out at the hips. The shape seemed to hover between two trees, half-concealed by a curtain of branches. Then, just as quickly, she was gone. I blinked, and I tried to focus, but the only thing left was the thick trunk of a pine and layers of branches that shook in the wind.

Maybe my mind was playing tricks on me. Or perhaps someone really was out there, scoping out the new occupant. I felt a jolt of curiosity, a quick spike of adrenaline, followed by a more measured reasoning. This was private property. Maybe a local was just curious about me, checking out who had come to the old cabin. Still, the thought left me unsettled. I scanned the trees one last time, but there was only the rustle of wind through the needles and the shifting shadows.

I stepped back across the yard, retracing my steps with more care. I skirted the pile of branches, stepping over a broken rake handle and a length of chain half-buried in the mud. My shoes left faint impressions in the soft earth as I made my way toward the porch. I reached the steps and tested the first one with my foot. The board sagged but didn’t break. I shifted my weight and climbed up, one step at a time. Each board creaked under my weight. I stopped on the porch. I felt the rough boards beneath my soles. The wood was splintered in places, and I could see where rain had pooled. The pooled rain left dark stains.

I reached out and grasped the doorknob. The metal was cool and slightly gritty from years of neglect. I twisted it, feeling the mechanism catch and then release with a groan. The door swung open. The hinges complained. I ducked my head and stepped inside, pushing the door open wider with my shoulder. The musty gloom enveloped me. The living area was small, the air thick with the scent of old wood and dust. A threadbare couch sat pushed against the far wall. Its fabric was worn to a dull gray, and the springs sagged in the middle. I ran my hand along the armrest. I felt the rough weave of the material and the hard edge of the frame beneath. An old bookshelf stood to the left. Its shelves were bowed under the weight of dusty magazines stacked haphazardly. I brushed my fingers across one, leaving a trail in the dust. A tiny kitchen lay off to the right, separated from the main room by a stub of a counter. The counter was chipped, and the laminate was peeling away at the edges. This peeling exposed the rough wood beneath.

Before I went inside, I turned. I took one last look behind me. I stepped back out onto the porch, letting the door hang open behind me. I scanned the property from that vantage. My eyes moved from the tree line to the sagging shed and back again. A swirl of leaves tumbled across the yard, caught in a gust of wind. The sense of isolation pressed down on me. It felt heavier than I expected. I tried not to dwell on the possibility of being watched, but the tingle of uncertainty in the pit of my stomach wouldn’t fade.

As I stood there, I remembered the shape I’d seen among the trees. The way the light had caught what might have been the curve of a hip, the subtle flare below a narrow waist. Maybe it was just a trunk bent at an odd angle, but in that moment, it had looked distinctly human. The figure had seemed undeniably feminine in how it moved. It moved like a lone dancer, slender and poised, who vanished in a blink. The image lingered in my mind. It was unsettling and intriguing at the same time. I pictured her arm, thin and pale. I saw the brief suggestion of a breast beneath a tangle of hair or shadow, but the details slipped away as quickly as they came.

Finally, I realized I should gather my thoughts inside. I needed a moment to collect myself. The day was getting on, and the light was fading. I needed a plan for tomorrow. I stepped back into the cabin, pulling the door shut behind me. The latch clicked into place. I stood for a moment in the dim light, steeling myself to face the battered interior. Whatever shape I thought I’d seen in the woods would remain a mystery for now. I had more pressing things to handle. I needed to decide if I’d call a contractor first or try to tackle some of the cleanup on my own.
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CHAPTER 2

My night had passed uneventfully after that initial strange feeling. However, my mind replayed the silhouette in the forest more times than I cared to admit. I lay in bed for a long time, staring at the dark ceiling. My eyes followed the shifting shadows cast by the moonlight that crept through the slats of the blinds. I kept telling myself it was nothing, just a trick of the light, but as I finally drifted off, the image remained behind my eyelids. Still, nothing else happened outside the cabin. The woods remained quiet, with no crunch of footsteps or flicker of movement at the edge of the clearing. I convinced myself it was just my imagination.

When the sun crept up, pale and watery through the trees, I got up and dressed. I pulled on a pair of jeans, tugged a shirt over my head, and stepped into my boots, lacing them up tightly. I gathered my wallet and keys from the kitchen counter, checked my phone for any messages, and found none. I shrugged on my jacket. I stepped outside and locked the cabin door behind me. Then, I walked across the frosty grass to my car. The windows were slick with condensation, so I fished a rag from the back seat and wiped the glass. I worked in slow circles until I could see through. I slid into the driver’s seat, shut the door, and started the engine. The car rumbled to life. The dashboard lights flickered on.

Town was only a fifteen-minute drive down the winding road that eventually connected to a small highway. I backed out carefully and pointed the nose of the car toward the narrow dirt track that led away from the cabin. The tires crunched lightly over the gravel. The trees pressed close on either side. Their branches arched overhead. I kept my hands steady on the wheel, guiding the car around each bend. Fog still clung to the pavement in thin patches, swirling in the hollows and drifting across the curves. I flicked on my low beams, watching the white light scatter against the mist. My breath puffed a little in the chill air, and I kept one hand resting on the gearshift, easing up as I passed over a bump.

As I drove, the forest gradually thinned, and the road straightened out. I saw the first signs of town: a battered mailbox, a wooden sign with faded letters, and then a cluster of houses set back from the road. The buildings appeared gradually, small places set along a single street with angled parking spots out front. I slowed as I approached the main drag. I was eyeing the row of storefronts. There wasn’t much traffic, just a handful of pickup trucks, a couple sedans, and one battered station wagon. I pulled into one of the empty spots in front of the grocery store, angling my car carefully between the faded white lines.

The grocery store was plain but functional. Above the door, a large sign read “Market” in blocky red letters. I cut the engine and sat for a moment, listening to the tick of cooling metal. I grabbed my reusable shopping bag from the passenger seat, checked that my wallet was in my pocket, and then I climbed out of the car. My boots hit the concrete with a dull thud. I shut the door and locked it, then walked toward the entrance. I stepped over a shallow puddle near the curb.

The automatic doors squeaked as I entered. The glass slid apart with a judder. The chilly air inside felt refreshing. It was a sharp contrast to the dampness outside. I paused just inside, blinking as my eyes adjusted to the fluorescent lighting. The floor was clean. It had pale tile, and the aisles stretched away in straight lines, each marked with a hanging sign. I grabbed a metal cart from the row near the entrance, giving it a quick push to make sure the wheels weren’t stuck. It rolled forward with a faint rattle.

My list was short, some bread, canned goods, sandwich meat, snacks, bottled water, and maybe a few easy-to-cook items for the cabin’s wood stove. I steered the cart toward the bakery section first. I reached for a loaf of wheat bread, checking the expiration date and squeezing it gently to make sure it was fresh. I set it in the cart. Then I moved on to the canned goods aisle. I scanned the shelves, picking up a couple cans of soup, some beans, and a can of chili. I stacked them neatly in the cart, making sure the heavier cans were at the bottom.

I turned into the next aisle, scanning for sandwich meat. I found a small refrigerated case. The glass was slightly fogged from the cold. I slid the door open and grabbed a pack of turkey, checking the seal and the sell-by date before tossing it into the cart. I added a block of cheese and a pack of crackers. Then I closed the case with a soft clack. I moved on to the snacks, grabbing a bag of chips and a box of granola bars, then made my way to the bottled water stacked at the end of the aisle. I hefted a twelve-pack, and I felt the weight in my arms as I lowered it into the bottom of the cart.

Next, I headed for the dairy section. I picked up a small carton of milk, checking the date, and set it in the cart. I scanned the shelves for eggs, found a dozen in a foam carton, and picked it up carefully. I didn’t know how long eggs would keep without a fridge. I hoped the cooler weather around the cabin would help a bit. I turned the carton over, inspecting for cracks, and then placed it gently next to the milk. When I headed toward the produce, I saw only one or two other customers. A young couple was examining onions. The woman had dark, curly hair pulled back in a ponytail. She wore a puffy blue jacket. The man beside her was tall and thin. He had his hands shoved into his pockets as he bent to look at the vegetables. We made brief eye contact as I passed by. I nodded, and the woman gave a quick, polite smile. After that, she turned back to her companion. I continued down the aisle, scanning the bins for anything that looked fresh. I picked up a couple apples, and I turned each one in my hand to check for bruises. Then, I dropped them into a produce bag.

By the time I moved on, I realized that I might need some other odds and ends. I came to this realization after reflecting on my situation. I stopped at the end of the aisle, pulling out my phone and scrolling through the notes app, double-checking my list. A flashlight battery, some insect repellent, and a few cleaning supplies are needed. I pushed the cart toward the back of the store. The wheels rattled a little louder now that the cart was heavier. I turned a corner and spotted the household section. Shelves were lined with paper towels, spray cleaners, sponges, and bug spray.

I paused in front of the batteries, scanning the selection. I picked up a pack of double-As and checked the back for the expiration date. Then, I tossed it into the cart. I grabbed a can of insect repellent, reading the label to make sure it would work against mosquitoes and ticks. I added a bottle of all-purpose cleaner and a scrub brush, then reached for a roll of paper towels. I tucked the roll under my arm until I could find a spot in the cart.

“Hey there, can I help you with something?” a woman’s voice said from behind me.

I turned around, seeing a female store clerk, maybe early twenties, with short blonde hair. She wore a green store vest that fit snugly over her shirt. The name tag was pinned just above her left breast. She was fairly cute but looked tired, like she’d been up since dawn. She gave me a polite smile, her lips curving up just enough to be friendly. However, her eyes were rimmed slightly red, and there were faint shadows beneath them.

“I’m good, thanks,” I said. “Just picking out some cleaning supplies.” I shifted the items in my cart. I made sure nothing would fall out.

“All right,” she replied. Then she walked off toward another aisle. She moved with a brisk step, glancing over her shoulder once to check the shelves behind me before disappearing around the corner.

I grabbed a couple items and headed to the registers at the front. I pushed the cart slowly, steering around a display of discount cookies and a stack of bottled soda. At the only open lane, a middle-aged woman wearing a name tag read “Paula” stood ready. She wore her graying hair pulled back in a low bun, and her uniform vest was buttoned neatly over a pale blouse. She looked up as I approached. Her expression was attentive but reserved. I set my groceries on the conveyor belt one by one, stacking the heavier items at the end and making sure the eggs and bread stayed on top.

Paula started scanning my items. She picked up the loaf of bread, ran it over the scanner, and set it gently in a paper bag. She moved on to the apples. She weighed them on the small scale built into the counter, then bagged them together. She had a friendly face, though she was clearly keeping it professional. Her hands were steady as she scanned each can, tapping the touchscreen occasionally to enter a code. I watched as she handled the eggs, placing them carefully into a separate bag. Her fingers curled around the foam carton with care.

I decided to ask about the area. I was curious if the locals knew anything about the cabin I’d inherited. I waited until she finished scanning the milk. Then I cleared my throat.

“So,” I ventured, “I’m new. Moved in recently. Hoping to learn more about this place.” I handed her a coupon I’d found in my wallet, sliding it across the counter.

Paula placed a pack of eggs gently into a paper bag. She glanced up at me. Her eyes met mine for a moment before she looked down at the register. “We’re a quiet community. Not a lot happens here. Although we get tourists in the summer, folks from the city who want a getaway.” She reached for the next item. She scanned it and tucked it into the bag.

“That make sense,” I said, shifting my weight from one foot to the other as I watched her work. “I’m actually heading up north of town…there’s a small cabin out that way.”

She paused in the middle of scanning a can of soup. Her hand hovered over the register. Her fingers curled around the can. “A cabin? The one on the old logging road?”

I nodded slowly. “My uncle used to own it. It’s a bit off-grid.” I watched her reaction closely, searching her face for any flicker of recognition or concern.

She gave me a surprised glance. Her eyebrows arched up for a split second before she quickly dropped her eyes back to the scanner. She nudged a can across the glass. The red laser line slid over the label. “You’re living there?” she asked, her voice a little quieter than before.

“Well, for now,” I said. I watched her hands as she lined up a box of cereal. The corner caught on the edge of the scanner. She adjusted it, then slid it through. “Just figuring out if I’m staying permanently or not.”

Paula’s pace slowed. She picked up a carton of milk, but instead of immediately scanning it, she turned it in her hands. She was checking the barcode. She seemed to force a polite expression as she glanced up at me. Her lips were pressed together. “It’s… been there a long time. Some folks say it’s older than the records show.” She looked back down, tapping the carton against the scanner’s edge. “Are you sure it’s in good enough shape to live in?”

I shrugged, shifting my weight from one foot to the other. “I’m making do. It’s not really hooked to the grid, so I’m improvising.” I watched the screen tally up my items. The numbers edged higher with every beep.

She pressed her lips tight. Her mouth formed a thin line. Her jaw worked for a moment. It was as if she was holding something back. She set the milk down a little harder than necessary, then reached for a bag of apples, dropping them onto the scale. I noticed the slight shift in her demeanor. I noticed the way her shoulders pulled in. I noticed the way she avoided meeting my eyes now. The mood had turned awkward, and the silence between us thickened. I took in her posture. She stood straight-backed, her arms moving efficiently as she bagged the produce, but her head was angled down, her gaze fixed on her work. I wasn’t about to push. I kept my hands in my jacket pockets, waiting.

Paula rang up the last couple items. Her fingers tapped the keys with quick speed. She picked up a loaf of bread, checked it over, and set it gently in a bag. “That’ll be forty-seven sixty-five,” she said softly.

I dug my wallet from my back pocket, pulling out a couple of twenties and a ten. I counted out the bills, laying them one by one on the counter. She picked them up. Her short, neatly trimmed nails brushed my knuckles. Her hands looked capable. The knuckles were faintly reddened from work. She slid the cash into the register, punched in the amount, and then she heard the drawer pop open with a muted clack. She counted out the change and stacked the coins in her palm. Then she handed them to me along with the receipt. Her fingertips brushed mine. They felt cold and dry. She gave me a polite half-smile, but the initial warmth from when I’d walked in was gone. Her eyes flicked away as soon as I met her gaze. I took the receipt, folded it, and slid it into my wallet.

I felt it was best not to pry further. I reached for the two brown paper bags she’d packed, one heavier with cans and produce, the other lighter with bread, eggs, and a carton of juice. I loaded them into my cart, one at a time, making sure the eggs were on top. I gripped the cart handle and turned away from the register, pushing it forward with a step.

“Have a good day,” I said, pausing just long enough to glance back at her.

She nodded politely. Her lips barely moved. “You too.” She was already turning away, reaching for a spray bottle and a rag to wipe down the counter.

I rolled the cart outside. The wheels bumped over the rubber mat at the entrance. The automatic doors slid open with a soft hiss. A gray layer of cloud was drifting in overhead. It was making everything look a bit darker than when I’d gone in. The parking lot was slick. The asphalt reflected the dull light. I steered my cart across the lot. The bags shifted with each bump.

When I reached my car, I used my key fob to pop the trunk. The hatch clicked open. I lifted the first bag, feeling the weight of the cans pull at my arm, and set it in the trunk, tucking it against the side so it wouldn’t tip over. I grabbed the second bag and slid it carefully next to the first. I made sure nothing was crushed. I took a moment to double-check that the eggs were secure, nudging the carton so it wouldn’t slide around during the drive. Before I closed the trunk, I glanced back at the store. I wanted to take one last look.

Through the window, Paula was visible behind the counter. She was standing with her back to the register, her profile lit by the fluorescent tubes above. Her eyes were fixed in my direction, her posture stiff. The moment she realized I saw her, she spun away abruptly, grabbing a stack of flyers and pretending to tidy the counter. I watched her for a second longer, then shook my head and closed the trunk. The latch thumped shut.

I wasn’t sure what was going on, but clearly, she became silent when I mentioned that cabin. I walked around to the driver’s side, feeling the chill in the air settle through my jacket. Maybe it was local superstition, or maybe it was just a run-down place no one liked. Either way, I slid into the driver’s seat. I pulled the door closed behind me. The seat creaked under my weight. I slotted the key into the ignition, started the engine, and backed out of my parking spot. I checked my mirrors. I eased the car out of the lot. The tires crunched over loose gravel at the exit.

I drove a couple blocks over to a movie rental shop. The wipers flicked away a few scattered drops as I went. The shop’s sign loomed over the sidewalk, a big old wooden board with faded paint, a cartoon arrow pointing inside, and the words “Movies & More” in chunky yellow letters. It was retro, the kind of place that looked like it hadn’t changed since the nineties. It reminded me of how I used to rent VHS tapes as a kid. I spent hours browsing the shelves.

I pulled into a spot near the entrance, killed the engine, and stepped out. The bell above the door jingled as I entered, and the metal vibrated for a second before settling. Inside, shelves of DVDs lined the walls, the plastic cases arranged under oversized headings of Comedy, Action, Drama, Horror. The floor was scuffed linoleum. The lighting was a little too bright.

A single employee, an older man with thinning gray hair and glasses perched on the end of his nose, looked up from behind the counter. He gave me a quick nod, then returned to his paperback book. He held it open with one hand as he leaned on the counter with the other. I nodded back, then started down the nearest aisle. I trailed my fingers along the spines of the cases.

I took my time, walking the length of each aisle, scanning the covers. My fingertips brushed over the slick plastic, pausing on familiar titles. I picked up a couple of old comedies, flipping them over to read the blurbs on the back. I stacked them in the crook of my arm. Then, I circled around to the counter.

The man set his book aside and rang up the rentals. He slid the cases under the scanner. The red light flickered over the barcodes. I handed over a five, and he gave me change, dropping the coins into my palm. He slipped the DVDs into a paper sleeve. Then he handed them across the counter. I thanked him. I tucked the movies under my arm and headed back outside.

By the time I reached my car, tiny drops of rain had started to fall, dotting the windshield and leaving dark spots on the sidewalk. I unlocked the trunk again, propped it open with my shoulder, and tucked the rented DVDs next to my groceries. I slid them into a gap between the bags so they wouldn’t get wet. I closed the trunk, making sure it latched. After confirming it was secure, I walked around to the driver’s side. I slid into the seat, pulled the door shut, and set the DVDs on the passenger seat beside me. The rain was coming down harder now, streaking across the glass in uneven lines.

I started the engine. The dashboard lights flickered to life. As I pulled away from the curb, I glanced at my phone. It was propped in the cup holder. The signal bar hovered at one, flickering between one and zero. I guessed the coverage near the cabin would be even worse. I set the phone aside and focused on the road.

I kept a steady pace driving back, weaving through the damp streets. The rain fell more persistently the closer I got to the cabin. The windshield wipers worked back and forth, clearing a narrow view ahead. The houses thinned out, replaced by trees and fields. The sky pressed down in a heavy gray sheet. I tried not to dwell on that uneasy look from Paula. It lingered in my mind, but my mind went back to the fact that locals might have stories about the place. Maybe if I stuck around, I’d learn more eventually.

I was nearly to the fork that led to the cabin. The grocery store clerk hadn’t given me much of a lasting impression. However, the woman named Paula at the register was distinctive enough. She had short nails, wore a modest white blouse, and she had a certain motherly vibe about her. While not especially provocative, she had a certain grace in the way she moved her hips when she shifted from the register to the bagging area. That slight sway caught my eye as she stepped sideways. Her blouse pulled tight across her chest for a moment before she leaned forward to grab another item. I tucked that memory away, more curious about her sudden wariness when I mentioned the cabin.

A swirl of mist swept across the hood of my car as I turned onto the muddy path leading toward the property. The tires squelched over the ruts. Mud splattered up onto the wheel wells. Raindrops intensified, pelting the roof and streaking down the windows in thick rivulets. The swirling gray above told me it’d be a wet evening. I gripped the steering wheel tighter, guiding the car along the narrow track, careful not to slip off into the soft shoulder. Tomorrow, if the weather was clearer, I might go exploring around the property again. I might poke around the outbuildings or check the tree line. Maybe I could get some answers about these local weird vibes.

For now, though, I had enough supplies to last me, plus a couple of old movies to kill the time. I pulled up in front of the cabin. The headlights cut through the mist and rain. I killed the engine, sat for a moment, and watched the rain batter the windshield. After that, I gathered myself to unload, the cabin’s dark silhouette waiting ahead.

OceanofPDF.com


CHAPTER 3

When I arrived back at the cabin, the rain had taken on a steady rhythm. Droplets rolled off the roof in uneven sheets. The car’s windshield was streaked with water, and the wipers left arcs of clear glass that disappeared as quickly as they were made. I parked as close to the front steps as I could, and I heard gravel crunching under the tires as I did so, then turned off the ignition. For a moment, I sat with my hands on the steering wheel, watching the rain slide down the windows, gathering in thick rivulets at the corners. I reached for the hood of my jacket, pulling it up over my head. Then I twisted around in the seat to grab the grocery bags from the back.

I popped open the trunk. The hydraulic arms creaked under the weight of the lid. Rain immediately splattered onto the edge of the trunk and seeped into the grooves around the latch. I leaned in, bracing one arm on the edge of the trunk. I hooked my fingers through the thin plastic handles of the grocery bags. The bags were heavy. The weight of canned goods and milk made the plastic stretch taut. I lifted them with both hands. I pressed the cool, damp bags against my chest to keep them from swinging.

I kicked the trunk shut with the heel of my boot. The lid slammed down with a dull thud. Water bounced off the surface and splashed onto my jeans. I took a breath, then dashed toward the porch. My boots slipped a little on the wet gravel. The rain hit my face in cold, fat drops. I kept my head down, shoulders hunched, and tried to angle the bags beneath my jacket as much as possible. The plastic was soon beaded with water.

When I reached the porch, I stepped up onto the warped wooden boards. The surface was slick beneath my boots. I fumbled for the key in my pocket. The bags dug into my wrists as I shifted my weight from foot to foot. I managed to get the key into the lock, turned it, and then I pushed open the door with my shoulder. The hinges groaned. I stepped inside, careful not to let the bags knock against the doorframe.

Inside, the space felt colder than before, probably from the drafts sneaking through cracks in the walls and windows. The air had a damp edge to it, and the chill made the hairs on my arms stand up. At least I had a stack of wood by the stove. I let the door swing shut behind me, then kicked it closed with the side of my boot. The impact sent a faint vibration through the floorboards.

I set the grocery bags down on the kitchen counter. The plastic crinkled as I let go. My fingers tingled from the cold. I straightened up and inhaled a deep breath. I forced myself not to focus on any distinct smells. I exhaled sharply, trying to center myself. I focused on the immediate tasks. I unknotted the handles of the first bag and reached in, pulling out a box of cereal. I set it on the small shelf above the counter. Then, I followed with a can of beans, a can of soup, and a box of crackers. Each item went in its designated spot, lined up in a neat row.

I reached into the second bag and pulled out a carton of eggs, cradling it in both hands to keep it steady. I opened the lid to check for cracks; all twelve eggs were intact. Their shells were dry and unblemished. I closed the carton and slid it into the cooler box I’d brought, tucking it next to the milk jug. The cooler was lined with a couple of ice packs, each one slick with condensation. I pressed the milk down beside the eggs, adjusting the angle so the lid wouldn’t press against the cooler’s edge. I added a block of processed cheese, a pack of hamburger patties, and a small container of butter, making sure everything fit snugly. I handled the groceries, and with that done, I decided to cook something simple, hamburgers. The cabin had a wood-burning stove. It was old but still functional. Its iron surface was mottled with years of use, and the handle of the stove door was darkened from countless hands. I knelt down in front of the stove and unlatched the door. The metal felt cool and slightly gritty beneath my fingertips. The hinges creaked as I pulled the door open. The action revealed the blackened interior.

I grabbed a few sheets of newspaper from the pile near the wood stack, crumpling each page tightly in my hands until it formed a dense ball. I tossed the crumpled newspaper into the center of the stove, then reached for a handful of kindling, thin, splintered sticks, some with bark still clinging to them. I arranged the kindling in a loose teepee over the newspaper, careful to leave enough space for air to flow. I fished a box of matches from my jacket pocket, slid open the cardboard, and took out a single match. I struck it against the strip, watching the head flare into orange light.

I leaned forward, holding the match to the edge of the newspaper until the paper caught. The flame licked up along the crumples, curling the edges into blackened ash. I added another piece of kindling, then watched as the flames began to spread. The flames crackled as they climbed. Once the fire was established, I selected a few split logs from the stack beside the stove. The fire crackled softly in the background. I set the first log on top of the burning kindling, then I rotated it so the cut side faced the flames. I added a second, smaller log, laying it at an angle so it crossed the first. The fire snapped and popped as the wood caught, sending faint flickers of orange light onto the stove’s iron walls.

I closed the stove door most of the way, leaving it ajar to let in more air. I sat back on my heels, watching the fire build. I spent a solid fifteen minutes in trial and error. I adjusted the position of the logs, opened and closed the stove door, and blew gently on the embers before the stove radiated enough heat to cook on the surface. I wiped my hands on my jeans. Then I reached up to the shelf above the counter for the cast iron skillet. Its surface was dark and slightly oily from the last use.

I set the skillet on top of the stove, listening as the metal settled with a faint tick. I opened the package of hamburger patties, peeled back the plastic, and lifted out two thick patties. I placed them side by side in the skillet, pressing down lightly with my fingers to flatten them. The meat sizzled as it touched the hot surface. Fat began to bead and pool around the edges.

I stood by, watching the patties closely. When the edges started to brown, I slid a metal spatula under the first patty and flipped it over. The surface was seared. Juices bubbled up through the cracks. I flipped the second patty. Then, I pressed each one down again to ensure even contact with the skillet. I watched as the fat rendered out, sizzling and pooling in the pan. The surface of the meat turned from red to brown.

When the patties were done, I grabbed a crusty roll from the bag on the counter. The rolls were sitting in the bag, waiting to be taken. I sliced it open with a serrated knife. The blade sawed through the tough crust and into the soft interior. I placed the bottom half of the roll on a plate, set a hamburger patty on top, then laid a slice of processed cheese over the meat. The cheese began to melt almost immediately. The edges softened and draped over the patty. I topped it with the other half of the roll, pressing down gently to hold everything together.

It wasn’t gourmet, but it tasted fine to me. I carried the plate over to the small table near the stove and sat down. I settled onto the hard wooden chair. I positioned the plate in front of me, then leaned forward. My elbows rested on the table as I took a bite. The roll was chewy, the beef hot and juicy, and the cheese salty and smooth. I chewed slowly, letting the warmth of the food and the heat from the stove soak into my legs. I took another bite, then set the burger down and wiped my mouth with the back of my hand.

Outside, the rain hammered down. I glanced toward the window. Water streaked the glass in thick, irregular lines. I finished the burger, then stood up and carried the empty plate to the counter. I stacked it beside the sink, then wiped my hands on a dish towel. I checked a small battery-powered lamp on the coffee table. It still had some life in it. The plastic casing was scratched, but the light glowed steady and white. I turned the lamp so it faced the couch, then crossed the room to my backpack. I unzipped the front pocket to retrieve one of the DVDs I’d rented, an old 90s comedy. The case was scuffed. The paper insert was faded at the edges. I opened it, took out the disc, and slid it into the portable DVD player I’d brought from my car.

I placed the DVD player on the coffee table, but the screen was too low for comfortable viewing from the couch. I looked around, and I grabbed a couple of thick paperbacks from the shelf beside the table. Then, I stacked them up. I set the DVD player on top, adjusting its angle until the screen faced the couch directly. I pressed play, then sat down on the couch, pulling my knees up and settling back against the worn cushions.

The comedic dialogue was muffled by the rain. Despite this, I followed along well enough. The screen flickered, casting pale light across the cabin walls. The characters’ faces flashed in and out of shadow. I watched as the plot unfolded, the jokes familiar but still amusing. It felt surreal to be in such an outdated setting, watching a decades-old movie in a place that felt stuck in time. I shifted on the couch, stretching my legs out along the cushions. I rested my head against the armrest.

At some point, the patter of rain lulled me. My eyelids grew heavy, and I found myself nodding off. My head drooped forward. Then it jerked up as I tried to stay awake. The DVD player’s screen blurred, and I blinked slowly. I struggled to focus.

A sudden thump jolted me awake. My body tensed. My heart skipped a beat. The DVD player’s screen glowed in the dimness. The colors swirled across the surface of the coffee table. The comedic scene still played, but I had lost the thread of the story. I sat up straight. I pushed myself upright with both hands, feet flat on the floor.

Another thump. It sounded like it came from the wall on the side of the cabin. I reached for my flashlight. My fingers wrapped around the rubber grip. The surface of my burger plate was still on the table. Crumbs were scattered across the ceramic. I set it aside, and I moved it to the far end of the table. Then, I forced myself to stand. My knees creaked as I straightened up. I flicked on the flashlight’s beam. The narrow cone of light cut through the shadows. I aimed it at the front door. I stepped forward one careful pace at a time, my heart pounding with each step.

I wrapped my fingers around the cold brass knob and eased the cabin door open just enough to peer outside. The rain came down in thick, relentless sheets, so dense it almost erased the world beyond the porch. Water streamed from the roof in steady, heavy lines, splattering against the porch floor and pooling around the legs of the battered wooden chairs. I kept my hand tight on the doorframe, bracing myself as I stepped forward, feeling the immediate chill as wet air pressed against my bare forearms.

My foot landed on the porch boards with a soft squelch. The wood had already warped from years of weather, and it gave under my weight, causing water to seep up around the edges of my shoe. I shifted my balance, feeling the slickness beneath my soles. With my other hand, I thumbed the flashlight’s switch. Its narrow beam cut through the downpour in jerky arcs. I swept the light across the yard, tracing the outline of the sodden grass and the half-collapsed fence at the property’s edge. The rain blurred everything beyond a dozen feet, turning the trees and brush into vague, shifting shadows.

“Hello?” My voice was flat. The sound was almost swallowed by the rain before it could reach the edge of the porch. I waited. Every muscle was tensed as I listened for any response. There was nothing but the constant hiss of water on leaves and the occasional plunk of a heavy drop hitting the metal gutter. I held my breath. I counted out a few seconds, and then forced myself to step off the porch.

The rain hit me full in the face. It felt cold and sharp. I hunched my shoulders and lifted my free hand in front of my eyes, trying to shield them. Water ran down my arm, soaking my sleeve. It dripped from my knuckles. I kept the flashlight aimed ahead. Its beam wavered as I edged along the front corner of the cabin. Each step squashed into the mud, and I could feel the grit grinding under my shoes. My jeans were already heavy with moisture, clinging to my thighs and calves. Water trickled down the back of my neck.

I reached the edge of the porch and moved along the narrow strip of ground that ran beside the cabin’s foundation. The beam of light danced over the siding, illuminating the faded paint. The paint was now streaked with thin rivulets of water. I paused every few feet, angling the flashlight down to the ground, searching for any sign of footprints or movement. The yard was a single, glistening puddle. The mud was churned and indistinct. If anyone had been here, the rain had already erased any evidence.

I pressed my palm against the side of the cabin to steady myself. I felt the rough, damp wood under my skin. I worked my way along the wall, the flashlight’s beam crawling over the warped boards. Long trails of water ran down the siding, following the lines of peeling paint and collecting in the gaps between the planks. I traced the light up and down, checking for any break in the wall. I looked for any sign of forced entry or animal tracks. Nothing. Just water and rot.

A distant rumble of thunder vibrated through the air. The sound was muted by the rain. I paused, holding still, waiting for another noise, but the only movement was the wind stirring the branches overhead. The wind sent more water cascading down. I wiped the rain from my brow with the back of my hand, blinking to clear my vision.

I rounded the front corner again, moving with slow, cautious steps. My shoes slipped a little on the slick boards as I returned to the porch. That was when I noticed something out of place on the railing. The flashlight caught a glint of twine. A small shape dangled from the horizontal slat. I squinted. I shifted my weight and stepped closer, careful not to trip on the uneven boards.

I reached out, closing my fingers around the object. The twine was rough under my skin, soaked through and cold. I lifted it free from the railing and brought it beneath the flashlight’s beam. It was a crude little figure, fashioned from two sticks tied together at right angles, maybe meant to be a cross or a stick person. The twigs were snapped at the ends, and the knots in the twine were tight and deliberate. Drops of rain clung to the wood, catching the light and rolling down to drip onto my wrist.

I turned the trinket over in my hand, examining the way the sticks were bound, the way the fibers of the twine frayed at the edges. The craftsmanship was unmistakably human. It was not something the wind could have tangled together. I glanced back at the yard, half-expecting to see someone watching from the shadows, but the rain kept everything hidden. My skin prickled. I tried to remember if I’d seen this earlier, but I was certain the railing had been bare when I checked the porch that afternoon. I’d made a careful sweep. I was looking for loose boards or signs of animal activity. This hadn’t been here.

I swallowed. My throat felt tight. Then I glanced over my shoulder at the door. The rain seemed to close in around me. The darkness pressed against the edge of the flashlight’s beam. I forced myself to breathe, reasoning through the possibilities. Maybe it was some local custom, a harmless charm or warning left by a neighbor. Or maybe it was a prank. A teenager could have been trying to scare the city guy staying at the old cabin. I remembered the figure I’d glimpsed in the woods earlier. It had been just a fleeting shape between the trees. The thought that it might be the same person who left this token made my pulse quicken.

A sudden flash of light lit up the porch. It was so bright that it made me blink. For a split second, the wet wood and the battered chairs stood out in sharp relief. They caught the eye with their contrasting textures. I couldn’t tell if it was lightning or just the glare of my own flashlight catching on the rain-slicked wall. Either way, the sense that someone was watching me grew stronger, an itch along the back of my neck.

I curled my fingers around the trinket and shoved it into my pocket. The sticks pressed awkwardly against my thigh. I took one last look around. The flashlight beam swung over the empty yard as I turned and hurried back inside. My shoes left wet prints on the floorboards as I stepped into the entryway. The warmth of the cabin hit me, but it didn’t chase away the cold that had settled into my skin.

I shut the door behind me, twisting the lock with stiff, wet fingers. Water dripped from my clothes, pooling on the wood beneath my feet. My shirt clung to my chest and arms, plastered to my skin, and my jeans felt like they weighed twice as much as usual. I peeled off my shirt first, grabbing the hem with both hands and tugging it up over my head. The fabric stuck to my back, peeling away with a wet, sucking sound. I tossed it onto the floor beside me.

I bent down and worked my shoes off, and I pried them loose with my thumbs. Water sloshed inside, soaking my socks. I slipped the socks off, wringing them out over the threshold before dropping them in a heap. My jeans were next. I unbuttoned them with fumbling fingers. Then, I hooked my thumbs in the waistband and shimmied them down my hips, inch by inch. The denim stuck to my thighs, and I had to tug hard to get them past my knees. When they finally came free, I stepped out of them. I kicked them aside. My underwear was soaked through, clinging to my cock and balls. I stripped them off, peeling the wet cotton away and letting it fall to the pile.

I stood for a moment, feeling naked as goosebumps rose on my arms and legs. My skin was mottled from the cold and wet, and my nipples were drawn tight. They were small and hard against my chest. I gathered up the sodden clothes and carried them to the stove. Water dripped down my shins and left a trail across the floor. I draped the shirt and jeans over the back of a wooden chair, spreading them out so they’d dry faster. I laid the socks and underwear over the seat. I made sure nothing touched the hot stove itself.

I rubbed my hands over my arms, trying to chase away the chill. I then walked to the bedroom. The floorboards creaked under my bare feet. The bed sat in the far corner. It was old but sturdy, covered by a thick, faded quilt patterned with squares of blue and green. I pulled the quilt back, folding it down to expose the pale cotton sheets beneath. I sat on the edge of the mattress. The fabric was cool against my skin, and I let my hands rest on my thighs.

My mind wouldn’t settle. I stared at the wall, thinking about the trinket, about who could have made it and why they’d hung it on my porch. Was it a threat, a warning, or was it just some backwoods superstition? I replayed the afternoon in my head. I was searching for anything I might have missed. The rain hammered at the roof. It created a constant, heavy rhythm that filled the silence.

I slid under the covers, pulling the quilt up to my chest. The sheets were chilly at first, but my body heat slowly warmed them. I turned onto my side, facing the door. The only light came from the living area, a faint orange glow from the stove flickering through the open doorway. Shadows moved along the walls, shifting as the fire flickered.

I closed my eyes, trying to let the day’s exhaustion pull me down. My thoughts scattered and faded, replaced by half-formed images that drifted just out of reach. I hovered on the edge of sleep, not fully awake but not yet dreaming.

A sudden thump jolted me upright. It was louder than the rain, sharp and distinct, coming from somewhere deeper in the cabin. I froze. My heart was racing as I listened for any follow-up noise. The silence stretched on, broken only by the steady patter of rain on the roof. I let out a slow breath, convincing myself it was just the house settling, or maybe a branch falling outside.

I let my head sink back into the pillow, eyes heavy. The rain’s rhythm lulled me. My thoughts drifted again. I pictured Paula, the store clerk. Her face was tight with discomfort as she rang up my groceries. I remembered the way her eyes lingered on me when I mentioned the cabin. Her lips were pressed together. That memory slipped away. It was replaced by the fleeting image of a woman’s face outside the cabin, features blurred by distance and rain but clearly feminine. For a moment, I saw her hair plastered against her cheek, dark with rain. Her eyes were fixed on me from the edge of the woods.

The memory twisted together with the image of the twig trinket. I shivered once under the quilt. My body was tense with something I couldn’t name, a mix of fear and curiosity. My last waking thought was of that face, and then the darkness pulled me under.
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CHAPTER 4

Morning light crept in under the bedroom door. A thin, pale band stretched across the uneven floorboards. The storm had passed, and the cabin felt oddly renewed in the quiet; the air seemed less oppressive, the walls less close. I blinked a few times. My eyelids felt sticky with sleep. Then I yawned, stretching my arms above my head until my shoulders popped. My hands dropped to my face. I pressed my palms against my eyes, dragging them slowly down over my cheeks, feeling the roughness of overnight stubble and the lingering heat of sleep on my skin. My fingers traced along my jaw and down my neck, rubbing away the last of the drowsiness.

I swung my legs over the side of the bed. My feet found the cold, uneven wooden floor. The planks creaked under my weight as I stood. I glanced at the clothes I put out to dry. My shirt and pants hung there. They were limp and still damp from the day before. I stepped over to them, pinching the fabric between thumb and forefinger. The shirt was clammy at the cuffs and collar, but the main part felt only a little wet. I shrugged and pulled it off, shaking it out. The pants clung; I peeled them free. The fabric stuck to itself where it hadn’t dried.

I dropped the pants onto the bed and stripped off my boxers, tossing them into the corner. Standing naked, I ran my hands down my sides, brushing off a few stray bits of lint and dust. I reached for the pants first, bunching up one leg and feeding my right foot through, then the left. The damp cloth stuck to my calves and thighs as I pulled them up, the sensation cold and a little unpleasant. I had to wiggle my hips to get the waistband over my ass. The fabric resisted as it slid up over my skin. I buttoned them, and my fingers fumbled a bit with the stiff, wet buttonhole. Then I zipped up the fly. My shirt came next. I slipped my arms into the sleeves. The cuffs folded back as I pushed my hands through. The collar flopped against my neck, cool and damp. I pulled the shirt closed, lining up the buttons, and worked each one through its hole. The fabric pulled tight across my chest with each tug. I smoothed the front down with both hands. I felt the chill of the wet patches against my skin and shivered. I ran my palms over my arms, trying to warm myself. However, the dampness made it worse. Still, it was better than nothing.

My first thought was to go outside and check for damage. I crossed to the window and peered out, squinting against the sudden brightness. The glass was streaked with dried rain, but I could see the yard beyond. The cabin had made it through the night. It was battered, but it had survived. The roof looked intact. The porch was still standing. I let out a slow breath, feeling some of the tension from the night before drain away. Another relief.

I moved to the front door, pausing to slip my feet into my boots. I had left them by the door. They were still damp inside. I grimaced as I shoved my feet in. My toes curled against the cold lining. I bent down. I tugged the laces tight and knotted them with stiff fingers. I stood upright. Then, I reached for the door handle. The metal felt cold and slightly tacky under my palm. I twisted it, feeling the latch click. I then pushed the door open with my shoulder.

The door swung outward. The hinges groaned. I stepped out onto the porch. The boards flexed slightly under my weight. Puddles glistened in the morning sun, scattered across the porch and down the steps. The sky was bright blue, as if it hadn’t rained at all. I blinked, letting my eyes adjust to the glare. The ground was soggy. Each step squished underfoot as I moved to the edge of the porch. The fresh, cool air wrapped around me. It raised goosebumps on my arms where the shirt clung to my skin. A fine vapor rose from the wet grass, swirling in the sunlight. I watched it for a moment. The mist twisted and curled above the ground.

I scanned the yard. I was looking for anything out of place. A few branches had fallen from the trees, scattered across the grass. The old metal trash can had tipped over. The lid was lying a few feet away. Some plastic wrappers and empty bottles littered the muddy patch near the fire pit. I decided to spend the day cleaning up around the property. I cleared debris and pulled weeds that choked the perimeter.

I stepped off the porch. My boots sank slightly into the wet earth. I made my way to the trash can first, stooping to grab the lid and set it upright. I squatted beside the can, picking up bottles one by one. I wrapped my fingers around the neck of a beer bottle, feeling the slickness of mud and rainwater. I shook it off and dropped it into the can. The glass clinked against the metal bottom. I collected a handful of plastic wrappers, crumpling them into a tight ball before tossing them in. I worked my way around the yard, bending and straightening. I grabbed each piece of trash as I spotted it. My hands grew muddy. My fingers were caked with dirt and grit. I wiped them on my pants. This action left dark streaks on the damp fabric.

Once the trash was gathered, I moved to the patch of weeds along the fence line. I knelt in the grass. My knees pressed into the soft earth. I reached for the nearest clump of weeds, wrapping my hand around the thick stems. I pulled, feeling the roots give way easily in the soaked soil. I tossed the bundle aside. Then, I reached for another. Each weed came up with a satisfying tug. The roots dangled with clumps of black mud. I worked methodically, moving down the line, pulling and tossing. My back and shoulders warmed up quickly. Sweat prickled at my hairline despite the cool air. My athletic form got a proper workout after a fairly sedentary few days. I could feel the muscles in my arms and shoulders flex and stretch with each pull. The movement was loosening the stiffness that had settled in from too much sitting.

The sun rose higher, lighting up more of the yard. Sunbeams slanted through the trees, turning the dew on the grass into tiny points of light. I straightened and wiped my forehead with the back of my hand. Then, I glanced toward the edge of the property. That’s when I noticed a faint, worn trail. It led into the thick forest behind the cabin. The grass there was pressed flat. A narrow line disappeared between the trees. The growth was quite heavy. Strands of tall grass parted, revealing an area near the trunk of a huge pine. It looked like deer or some other animal used it regularly. The earth was dark and churned. Hoofprints pressed deep into the mud.

Curiosity got the better of me. I decided to follow it a little way. I scanned the ground for a suitable stick, spotting a long, sturdy branch half-buried in the grass. I bent, gripped it with both hands, and wrenched it free. I shook off loose dirt and bits of bark. I tested its weight, tapping the end against the ground. Satisfied, I held it in my right hand, ready to nudge aside any brush.

I stepped onto the trail, pushing aside tall grass with the stick. The blades brushed against my legs, dampening my pants even more. I moved slowly, keeping my eyes on the ground. I was careful to avoid slipping in the mud. Each step left a clear print behind me. The earth sucked at my boots. The trail narrowed as I moved under the canopy of trees. Branches arched overhead, filtering the sunlight into shifting patches of green and gold. The further I went, the dimmer it got overhead. My eyes slowly adjusted to the filtered light that slipped past the leaves and branches. I kept scanning the ground, noticing hoofprints in the mud, likely from a deer. Some prints were fresh, with edges that were sharp and deep, while others had filled with water overnight. Moss covered fallen logs at intervals, a thick green carpet stretching over the rough bark. I paused to touch one. My fingertips pressed into the soft, spongy surface. Tiny shoots of grass sprouted wherever a bit of sun reached the forest floor. I stepped over a low branch and ducked under a limb that hung just above my head. The stick scraped against the bark as I passed.

After about five minutes, I neared a slight clearing. The trees thinned, letting in more light. Ferns grew in thick patches along the edge. Their fronds brushed my shins as I walked. I stopped. I stood still and listened. That’s when I heard a twig snap. The sound was sharp and sudden. I froze. My heart was picking up a notch. My grip tightened on the stick. I scanned the trees. My eyes darted from trunk to trunk as I searched for movement.

A deer stepped out from behind a stump, raising its head to look at me. Its body was lean. Its fur was slick and dark from the rain. Its ears twitched, turning toward me. For a moment, neither of us moved. We stood still, caught in the silence. I watched the animal’s sides rise and fall with each breath. Its big dark eyes were fixed on me. Then it bolted. Its muscles bunched as it sprang away, bounding deeper into the forest. I let out a breath. My shoulders dropped as the tension eased. I chuckled quietly at myself for tensing up. At least it was just a deer.

I continued forward a bit more, letting the curiosity guide me. The ground sloped gently upward. Roots twisted across the path. Near an old oak, I spotted another of those twig tokens lying among leaves. It appeared as if someone had left it there intentionally. It looked just like the one from the porch, twigs tied with twine in an odd shape. I crouched. I balanced on the balls of my feet and reached out. My fingers closed around the object. The twine was rough against my skin. The ends were frayed. The twigs were snapped to length, not cut, and the knots were uneven but tight. The craftsmanship was rough but handmade. Someone was definitely leaving these things around.

I turned the token over in my hand, studying the pattern. I glanced around, and I half expected to see someone watching from behind a tree, but the woods were empty. Possibly it was a local tradition, or maybe it was some attempt to spook me. Either way, it unsettled me slightly. I reasoned it could be harmless. A personal calling card from someone who wandered these woods. Maybe even that figure I had glimpsed.

I tucked the little object into my pocket with the first one. The presence of a second trinket made me more resolved to find out its origin. I pressed on another minute or so, but the brush got too thick. Branches clawed at my sleeves, and the ground became uneven. Roots and rocks were jutting up from the earth. I decided it was best not to push deeper. I turned around, retracing my steps, stick in hand. I stepped over branches and ducked under low-hanging limbs. My boots squelched in the mud until the trees thinned and the light brightened ahead, back toward the cabin’s backyard.

Once I exited the forest, I exhaled. My chest rose and fell as I let the breath out slowly. The sun pressed against my skin, a steady, insistent warmth that felt almost foreign after the cool, shadowed silence beneath the trees. I paused just past the treeline, letting my body adjust to the open air. The cabin sat about thirty yards ahead, slouched against the uneven ground. From this angle, the roofline seemed warped. It appeared sun-bleached and missing shingles. The porch sagged at one end, and the boards were warped and gray. The single window on the front wall reflected the late afternoon glare, making it impossible to see inside. The battered siding bore streaks of old moss and mud, and the steps leading up to the porch leaned slightly to the left. It was as if the whole structure was trying to slide back into the woods. The place looked even smaller and more battered now that I stood outside the trees, the tall trunks behind it throwing dark shadows that reached past the roof and onto the patchy grass. The property was ringed by a ragged line of brush and saplings, a few of them already crowding too close to the walls. I squinted, considering whether it would even be worth the effort to fix it up. The thought of investing money and time flickered through my mind. Maybe I could replace the porch boards, repaint the siding, clear out the brush. But I hesitated. The idea of pouring resources into this isolated spot immediately reminded me of all the possible headaches, including leaks, rot, pests, and the constant threat of the forest creeping back in. The silence out here was almost total, broken only by the faint shifting of leaves. I weighed the peace against the work, unsure which side I landed on.

I set my backpack down on the porch. The straps scraped the warped boards. I stretched my arms overhead, feeling the tightness in my shoulders from carrying it through the woods. Then I started in on the yard. The grass was patchy, with muddy patches where the ground had never fully dried out from the last rain. Branches littered the area in an untidy sprawl. I walked the length of the yard, stooping to pick up every fallen branch I saw, from thick, knotted limbs to smaller, brittle sticks. I gripped each one tightly, the rough bark scraped against my palms, and I carried them over to a spot near the edge of the property. I knelt. I laid the larger branches down first, then stacked the smaller ones on top, making sure the pile was stable. Each trip, I added more to the pile. Sometimes, I snapped longer branches over my knee to make them fit. After a few loads, I fetched a blue plastic tarp from the shed behind the cabin. The tarp was stiff and dirty, creased from long storage. I spread it out on the ground, smoothing the corners with my hands. Then I transferred the stack of branches onto it, arranging them so they wouldn't roll off the sides.

The shed itself was barely holding together. Its door was hanging on one hinge. I gripped the edge of the door and pulled it open. The wood scraped loudly against the frame. Inside, the air was stale and cool. I scanned the shelves, and my eyes adjusted to the dim light. I spotted an old metal rake leaning against the back wall. The wooden handle was splintered in places, and rust had eaten away at the tines, but it would do. I wrapped my fingers around the handle and carried it out to the front yard. I felt the uneven surface press into my palm.

I started with the muddy patches near the front porch. I pressed the rake down. The tines sank into the soft earth. I pulled the rake toward me, dragging clumps of mud and wet grass into a pile. I worked methodically. I stepped forward, pressed the rake down, and pulled again, each time scraping up more debris. When the tines clogged with mud, I tapped the rake against a rock to knock it loose. After that, I went back to work. I moved along the porch edge, clearing away the worst of the muck, smoothing the ground as best I could. My shoulders flexed with each motion. Sweat began to bead along my hairline and trickle down my back. I paused every so often to wipe my forearm across my brow, leaving streaks of dirt on my skin.

After a while, the sun climbed higher. It heated the air around me. My shirt clung to my skin, damp with sweat and streaked with dirt from brushing against branches and the rake handle. I stopped. I was standing in the middle of the yard, and grabbed the hem of my shirt. I pulled it up over my head, peeling the sticky fabric away from my chest and shoulders. I then tossed it onto the porch railing. The air hit my bare torso, cool for a moment. Then the sun settled on my skin, warming me quickly. My black hair stuck to my forehead and temples, slick with sweat. I ran my fingers through it, pushing it back from my face. My arms and chest were streaked with dirt and glistened from the exertion. My muscles were tensed and loose by turns as I flexed my hands open and closed.

I glanced down at myself, noting the way the sweat caught the light on my skin, highlighting the definition of my chest and abs. My jeans were already streaked with mud at the knees and thighs. I took a moment to stretch, rolling my shoulders, twisting my torso to work out the stiffness. The heat of the sun felt good, but I was reminded, uncomfortably, that I hadn’t managed a proper shower since arriving. I felt uncomfortable as I was reminded of this. I ran my palm down my chest, feeling the grit and salt of dried sweat. For now, I’d have to settle for sponging off with some warm water from a pot on the stove.

I headed inside, stepping up onto the porch. The boards flexed slightly under my weight. I pushed open the cabin door. The hinges creaked. The interior was dim compared to the yard. The only light was coming from a parted curtain over the single window. The curtain was thin, a faded blue with a tear at the bottom. It let in a shaft of late-day sunlight that cut across the small kitchen space. The air inside was still and a little stuffy. I set the rake just inside the door, propping it against the wall.

I moved to the stove, an old propane model with blackened burners. I filled a battered metal pot with water from the jug on the counter, then set it on the burner and clicked the lighter until the flame caught. While the water heated, I went to the cooler box I kept next to the counter. I knelt. I flipped open the lid and pulled out a package of cold cuts, a half loaf of bread, and a jar of mustard. I set everything on the counter, then grabbed a knife from the drawer. The handle was worn smooth from years of use. I sliced two thick pieces of bread, laid them flat, then peeled a few slices of meat from the package. I arranged the slices of meat in overlapping layers. I spread mustard in a quick, uneven line, then pressed the sandwich together. The bread squished slightly under my hand.

I stood in the kitchen, bare-chested, chewing slowly on the sandwich. The bread was a little stale, the meat cold against my tongue. I leaned against the counter. My eyes drifted to the parted curtain. Through the gap, I could see the edge of the yard. The sun was lighting up the grass and the pile of branches I’d stacked earlier. My thoughts wandered, unbidden, back to the figure I’d glimpsed in the woods. I pictured the shape, half-hidden behind the trees, and the small twig trinkets left behind. I wondered again who could be leaving them and why. The question nagged at me with every idle moment.

I swallowed the last bite of sandwich and brushed the crumbs from my hands onto the counter. My phone sat on the table. Its screen was dark. I picked it up, thumbed the power button, and waited for the faint signal bars to appear. I was eager to see if it would connect. I tapped out a search for “twig trinkets in forest meaning.” My thumb hovered over the screen as the results loaded slowly. The connection was lagging. I scrolled through the first page, reading snippets about folk crafts, forest spirits, Wiccan symbols, and local legends. Nothing specific or useful. I frowned, thumbed the screen off, and set the phone back on the table. I made a mental note to ask around in town if I got the chance.

I turned away from the window, moving to the stove. The water in the pot was steaming. I grabbed a clean washcloth from the drawer, dipped it into the hot water, wrung it out carefully, and then I wiped it across my chest and shoulders. The cloth came away streaked with sweat and dirt. I worked methodically, cleaning my arms, neck, and stomach, rinsing the cloth in the pot between passes. The water quickly turned cloudy. I finished by wiping down my face, and I felt the grit come away. Then I tossed the washcloth into the small laundry pile in the corner.

Just as I finished, I heard the crunch of gravel from the direction of the road. I stepped to the window, pulling the curtain aside a little further. A small green hatchback rolled slowly past the edge of the property. The car’s paint was faded, and the hubcaps were missing. The driver, a woman, slowed almost to a stop. Her head turned toward the cabin. She looked to be in her sixties. Her face was framed by a bright floral headscarf that clashed with the muted colors of the car. Her eyes were deep-set, the lines around them pronounced, and her lips pressed together in an uncertain line. She looked as though she was trying to hold back her thoughts. She stared directly at me through the window. Her gaze lingered on my bare chest and shoulders. Her expression was openly curious, almost startled. It was as if she’d expected the place to be empty. For a moment, we locked eyes. I stood still. I did not bother to reach for my shirt. Her grip on the steering wheel tightened visibly, knuckles pale against the black plastic. She looked away abruptly, pressing her foot to the gas. The hatchback jerked forward, and the tires spat loose gravel as it disappeared down the road. The whole exchange lasted only a few seconds, but it stuck with me. The way she looked at me, curious, maybe a little wary, made me wonder if she knew something about the cabin or about me. Or maybe she was just a neighbor, surprised to see anyone out here.

I let the curtain fall back into place and leaned against the counter, finishing the last of my sandwich. I chewed slowly, replaying the brief encounter. That was the only real contact I’d had with anyone all day, and the only female presence on the property.

When I finished eating, I wiped my hands on a towel. After that, I folded it and set it on the counter. I felt the fatigue of the day settling into my muscles. I decided to rest for a bit, maybe sit on the porch and let the sun dry the last of the sweat from my skin. Before nightfall, I’d need to double-check the perimeter. I would make sure nothing had shifted or changed near the treeline. The forest beyond the cabin was already casting long, deep shadows across the yard. The light was fading quickly. I had no desire to stumble around out there in the dark again.

Despite the hours spent on normal chores, the sense of intrigue about the cabin and its surroundings hadn’t faded. If anything, finding a second twig trinket had only sharpened my curiosity and my wariness. Until I learned more, I’d keep my guard up and try to settle in, alert to every movement at the edge of the woods and every unexpected visitor on the road.
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CHAPTER 5

The next day, I decided I needed more substantial equipment if I was going to get anything done at the cabin. I sat at the small kitchen table. I flipped open a battered notepad and wrote out a list in block letters for supplies for patching the roof, some tools for basic repairs, maybe even a small generator if I could find one that would fit in the trunk. I checked my wallet, counted the bills, then slid my keys into my pocket. Outside, the morning was cool. I locked the cabin door behind me, pausing to tug it closed until I heard the latch click. The dirt crunched under my boots as I walked to the car, and I unlocked the driver’s side. I pulled it open and settled into the seat. The sky was partly cloudy, but sunlight occasionally broke through, making the windshield flare with reflected light. I started the engine, waited for the idle to settle, then backed carefully down the rutted drive, steering around the deeper potholes.

The drive into town was uneventful. I kept my eyes on the road, my hands were steady on the wheel. The trees blurred by on either side. As I approached the town limits, I slowed for a stop sign. I checked both ways, then continued. The hardware store was near the center of town. It was a squat building with a big “Pine & Nails” sign painted in flaking green letters above the door. I pulled into the lot, choosing a spot near the entrance. I turned off the ignition, pocketed my keys, and got out, feeling the pavement solid beneath my boots. I walked up to the glass door and pushed it open. The hinges gave a muted squeak.

Inside, rows of shelves held everything from lumber to plumbing fixtures. The air was cool and dry. I paused just inside the door, scanning the aisles. To my left, stacks of plywood leaned against the wall. To my right, bins of screws and bolts were arranged by size and type. A robust man wearing a blue apron approached me. His hands were tucked into his pockets, and a pencil was stuck behind one ear. He looked to be in his late fifties, with broad shoulders and a thick neck.

“Need help finding something?” He asked. His voice carried easily in the open space.

“I’ve inherited a run-down cabin,” I explained, adjusting my grip on the notepad. “Looking for gear to fix up a leaky roof and maybe a small generator.”

He nodded, glancing at my list. He pointed me to an aisle in the back. “We’ve got portable generators, nails, tarps, roofing tar. Help yourself. Let me know if you have questions.”

“Thanks,” I said, giving him a brief nod.

I started down the main aisle, pushing a gray metal cart in front of me. The wheels rattled over the uneven floor. I stopped at the generator section first, scanning the options. There were several models lined up on a low shelf. Each model had a laminated tag describing wattage and fuel type. I crouched down, reading the labels. After comparing sizes, I settled on a mid-sized generator. It had a handle and wheels. I gripped the plastic handle, lifted the front slightly, and rolled it off the shelf. I maneuvered it onto the bottom rack of my cart. It thudded into place. The cart dipped under the weight.

Next, I moved to the roofing section. I found a couple cans of roofing tar stacked in a pyramid. I checked the lids for dents, then lifted two cans, one in each hand. I set them side by side in the cart. I reached for a bundle of new shingles, their edges rough and dark. I slid them onto the cart’s upper shelf, careful to balance their weight over the wheels. I scanned the shelves for nails, found a box labeled “Roofing Nails, Galvanized,” and dropped it into the cart. I moved on to the tool aisle, the handles of hammers and crowbars sticking out at angles from wire baskets. I picked up a hammer, weighing it in my hand, checking the head for chips. It felt solid. The grip was rough enough to stay put even with sweaty hands. I added it to the cart, then I paused to look over my list again.

By the time I reached the register, I had a small cart overloaded with items. The generator’s wheels squeaked as I pushed the cart up to the counter. I rested my hands on the handle, steadying the load as the older man stepped behind the register. He glanced over my haul, raised his eyebrows, then started ringing up the items. His hands moved quickly as he worked. He picked up the hammer, scanned the barcode, and set it aside. The cans of tar went next. The lids clinked faintly as he stacked them.

“Cabin out near the old logging road? That place has a reputation. People around here don’t like that place,” he commented matter-of-factly. His tone was subdued as he reached for the box of nails.

My eyes narrowed. I kept my gaze level. “Why is that?”

He shrugged, sliding the shingles across the counter one at a time. “Town’s got all sorts of rumors, especially about places that have been empty for a while. I’ve never been out there myself, so I’m not sure if I believe any of the stories.” He set the shingles aside. Then he reached for the generator’s tag, typing the model number into the register.

“I see. Well, I guess I’ll make my own judgment.” I handed over my card, holding it out between two fingers, waiting for him to take it.

He nodded. Then he bagged a few smaller items, placing the nails and hammer in a brown paper sack. “You do that,” he said, sliding the card through the reader and tapping a few keys. He handed the card back. Then he tucked the receipt into the bag.

I gripped the cart’s handle again, maneuvering it toward the exit. I pushed open the door with my shoulder, using my hip to keep the cart steady. Outside, I steered the cart to the car. The car was parked a few spaces away. I popped the trunk, propping it open with one hand. I lifted the generator out first, gripping the handle with both hands. My muscles strained as I hauled it up and over the lip of the trunk, then eased it down onto the carpeted floor. The cans of roofing tar went next, one in each hand. I set them beside the generator, careful not to tip them. I stacked the shingles in the back seat, spreading them out so they wouldn’t bend. The hammer and nails I placed on the passenger seat, within easy reach. I closed the trunk, pressing down until it latched. After that, I circled around to check that everything was secure.

I had all the hardware supplies stacked in my trunk and back seat. I decided I might as well swing by the grocery store again. I climbed into the driver’s seat, pulled the door shut, and started the engine. I glanced at the dashboard clock, then backed out of the parking space. I steered toward the main road. The grocery store was only a few blocks away. I found the same spot as before, pulled in, and shut off the engine. I grabbed a reusable bag from the back seat, stepped out of the car, and then I locked the car behind me.

The automatic doors whooshed open. I stepped inside. The fluorescent lights were harsh overhead. Today, the store felt busier, with a handful of locals browsing produce. A couple in flannel jackets stood by the apples, debating quietly over a bag of oranges. I made my way down the first aisle, grabbing a loaf of bread and tucking it into my basket. I reached for a couple cans of soup, and I checked the labels for sodium content. Then I dropped them in. I picked up a few packs of pasta, a jar of tomato sauce, and I paused at the end of the aisle. I considered whether I needed anything else. I spotted a display of small coolers near the freezer section. I walked over, lifted the lid on one, checked the insulation, and decided it would do. I added it to my basket, balancing it on top of the groceries.

I headed for the checkout, weaving around a woman with two small children clinging to her legs. At the register, I saw a woman I didn’t recognize before. She was tall, with a slender figure, and smooth crimson red hair that tumbled over her shoulders in loose waves. Her store uniform didn’t quite fit the typical style. She wore the collared shirt tucked tight at the waist, the fabric pulled snug over her breasts, and the skirt riding just high enough to reveal the curve of her hips. Her name tag read “Lexy.” For a moment, I was struck by how vibrant her hair color was, a deep shade of red that matched the shape of her lips. She gave me a slight tilt of her head. Her eyes met mine with confidence.

“Hello there,” she said in a playful tone. “I can ring you up over here if you’re ready.” She gestured to her register. Her fingers curled around the edge of the counter.

I stepped forward, placing my basket on the counter. The cooler slid to one side. I righted it with my palm. Lexy reached for the loaf of bread first. Her fingers were long, and her nails were painted a glossy clear. She scanned it. The register emitted a soft beep, and she set it aside. She picked up the cans of soup next, one in each hand, turning them so the barcodes faced the scanner. She placed the cans in a paper bag, then reached for the pasta. Her arm brushed the edge of the counter. The fabric of her shirt stretched across her chest as she leaned forward, the top button undone, revealing a hint of pale skin at the base of her throat.

“Are you new around here?” she asked casually, brushing back a strand of crimson hair with the back of her hand. The hair slid over her shoulder, catching the light.

I glanced at the items she scanned, watching her fingers move. “Sort of. I inherited that old cabin north of town. Needed supplies, so here I am.” I shifted my weight from foot to foot. I felt the floor hard beneath my boots.

She slowed her scanning pace, picking up the jar of sauce and turning it in her hand. “Oh, that cabin. Folks do talk about it. Heard it’s quite isolated.” She set the jar in the bag, then looked up. Her eyes met mine again.

I chuckled softly, the sound barely audible. “Yeah, it is. The electricity is spotty. There is no running water, and there is no internet. But I’m doing what I can to improve it.” I reached for my wallet, thumbing open the clasp.

She raised her eyebrows. Her eyes seemed to be studying me. “You sure you’re not bored out there, all alone?” She leaned her hip against the counter. Her skirt tightened over her thigh.

I shrugged, letting my hand rest on the edge of the counter. “Gives me time to think.”

She let out a slight hum. Then the register beeped as she scanned the last item. “That’ll be twenty-two fifty.” She extended her hand, palm up, waiting for payment.

As I handed her the cash, I remembered the twig trinkets. They had been bothering me. My fingers hesitated for a fraction of a second over the bills. Then I straightened my arm and pressed the folded twenties into her waiting palm, careful not to brush her skin. “Hey, by the way…you ever see something like this around town?” I slid my hand into the right pocket of my jacket, past a crumpled receipt and the cold, round edge of my keys. My fingertips found the rough surface of the trinket. It was a lattice of brittle twigs, bound tightly with faded red thread. I pinched it between my thumb and forefinger and drew it out, holding it up in the light above the counter.

She took it between two slender fingers, her nails short and clean, the pads of her fingertips pressing just enough to keep the twigs from slipping. She held it at eye level, turning it over slowly. The red thread caught the fluorescent light in a dull glimmer as she rotated it. Her wrist flexed minutely. She studied the knots and the way the twigs crossed. Her brow was knitting together. “Hmm. Odd. I’ve seen something similar before, but I can’t recall where.” She tilted her head, letting her hair fall forward over her shoulder. “You want me to look into it? Ask around?”

“Yes, please,” I said. I watched the way her fingers shifted on the trinket, as if testing its weight. “I’m curious why someone would hang them around my place. You can keep that one, maybe show it to folks.” I opened my palm, offering her the chance to set it down if she wanted, but she kept hold of it, her grip gentle.

Her lips curved into a curious smile. The corners pulled up just enough to show a faint dimple on her left cheek. “Sure. I’ll let you know what I find out.” She slipped the trinket into her apron pocket. The twigs disappeared beneath the dark fabric with a subtle shift of her hand.

I watched her expression carefully. Her eyes lingered on the object for a moment longer before she looked up at me again. There was interest there, but underneath it, a tension I couldn’t quite place. Another clerk might have given a polite half-smile or a distracted shrug, but Lexy’s reaction was strangely intense. Her gaze was fixed and unblinking. It was as if she was cataloging every detail, not just of the trinket but of me as well. Still, I had no proof of anything out of the ordinary. I tried to keep my face neutral. I focused on relaxing my jaw and keeping my mouth in a line. My eyes remained steady on hers.

She reached for the cash register. Her fingers tapped the worn buttons in a sequence. The drawer slid open with a muted clunk. She counted out my change, peeling bills from the stack, then coins from the tray. She placed the bills on the counter first, fanning them out so I could see the denominations, then set the coins on top, one by one, the metal edges cold against my palm when I picked them up.

“If you come by again, I’ll let you know if I learn something.” Her voice was even, but her eyes flicked to the pocket where she’d stashed the trinket. She was aware of the trinket's presence there.

“Thanks, Lexy,” I replied, tucking the change into my wallet. I slid the wallet into my back pocket, then I reached for the grocery bag sitting at the end of the counter. The plastic handles stretched as I lifted it. The weight of canned goods and boxed staples shifted in the bag.

With my grocery bag in hand, I turned to leave. My shoulder dipped as I adjusted the strap of my jacket. I took two steps toward the door before she called after me. “Hey. That place…don’t let it creep you out too much, okay?” Her tone was casual, but there was a sharpness underneath it.

I paused, turning halfway back to face her. “I’ll keep that in mind.” My hand tightened on the bag. My knuckles whitened for an instant.

Then I walked out. The automatic door shuddered open as I approached, the rubber mat under my boots compressing with each step. I crossed the threshold, the fluorescent light of the store giving way to the harsh, clear daylight outside. Something about her tone gave me a chill. I felt a prickling sensation along the back of my neck that lingered as I stepped into the parking lot. But I reasoned that maybe she was just being playful or dramatic. I kept my eyes forward. I did not look back through the glass.

The bright midday sun greeted me as I walked to my car. I squinted against the glare, feeling the heat on my face and the back of my hands. My car sat in the far corner of the lot. Its paint was dulled by dust and pollen. I unlocked the trunk. The latch stuck for a moment before it popped open. I set the grocery bag inside, nestling it between a stack of hardware store boxes and a coil of extension cord. I pressed the trunk lid down, making sure it latched. Then, I circled around to the driver’s side.

I opened the door and slid behind the wheel. The seat creaked under my weight. I set my keys on the console, then took a moment to check the rearview mirror, glancing at my own reflection and the empty parking lot behind me. I told myself not to read too much into it, not to let a single conversation worm its way deeper than it should.

I started the engine. The ignition caught on the second try. The car rumbled to life. The dashboard lights flickered. I shifted into reverse, backing out of the space with a careful twist of the steering wheel, then put it in drive and pulled onto the main road.

On the drive back, I passed the battered sign for the local diner. The paint was chipped and peeling. The letters had faded to a washed-out blue. I slowed for a moment, considering the idea of stopping, but kept going. My trunk was already full of hardware store materials, including a box of galvanized nails, a roll of roofing felt, and a battered toolbox with its lid barely closing. Stopping for a meal elsewhere would be impractical. I pressed my foot on the accelerator, feeling the car respond sluggishly under the load.

As I navigated the winding road, I kept one hand on the wheel. The other hand rested on my thigh. The road curved through the trees. Shadows flickered across the windshield. I felt like those trinkets weighed on my mind, heavier now that I’d handed one over. Now that Lexy had one, I hoped she’d offer a clue soon. I also realized, belatedly, that I’d just given a random store clerk an item that connected me to my property. I drummed my fingers on the steering wheel, thinking it over. But I chalked it up to me wanting answers more than anything else.

Lexy had looked at me like she knew something I didn’t. The way she eyed me suggested she might be reading more than my groceries. Her posture had been relaxed, but her gaze had a focus that made me feel exposed, as if she could see straight through my casual conversation to the anxiety underneath. She seemed to exude a subtle allure, though it could have been my imagination. Or maybe I was just long overdue for normal human contact. Either way, her hair was unbelievably smooth, that vivid crimson color catching the overhead lights. I remembered how she turned her head. Her hair gleamed in a way that almost looked unnatural. It was a fleeting impression, but it stuck with me. The color was so intense that, for a second, it looked almost synthetic. It seemed as if it belonged in a magazine rather than a small-town grocery store.

The road straightened as I neared my turnoff. I slowed, signaled, and steered onto the gravel drive that led to my cabin. The tires crunched over loose stones. The car shuddered with each rut. I eased up to the cabin, parked in the patch of flattened grass beside the porch, and switched off the engine. The sudden quiet pressed in, broken only by the faint tick of the cooling engine.

I got out and walked to the trunk, pulling it open again. I lifted the grocery bag out first, balancing it on my hip as I reached for the box of nails and the toolbox. I carried everything in two trips. My boots left dusty prints on the porch boards. The front door stuck, so I leaned my shoulder into it until it gave way. It swung open with a low groan.

Once inside, I set the groceries on the kitchen counter, unpacking them methodically. Each can, box, and bag went onto the shelves in its place. I lined up the soup cans by expiration date, stacked the pasta, and shoved the bread into the breadbox. The repetitive motion helped settle my nerves, at least for the moment.

I put everything away. After that, I grabbed the toolbox and headed outside. The dead tree limb I’d noticed earlier hung directly over the cabin roof, its bark split and gray. I fetched the handsaw from the toolbox, checked the teeth for rust, and wiped the blade on my jeans. I dragged the stepladder from the shed. I unfolded it and planted each foot firmly in the earth. I climbed up, rung by rung, testing each one with my weight before trusting it.

At the top, I reached out and wrapped my left hand around the limb. The bark flaked off under my grip, rough and brittle. I positioned the saw with my right hand. The teeth bit into the wood. I started sawing. Each stroke sent a vibration up my arm. Sawdust drifted down, settling on my forearms and catching in the hair on my wrists. I worked steadily, pausing every so often to shift my grip or clear the sawdust from the cut. The limb creaked as I got deeper. I could feel the fibers inside giving way. I braced myself. My feet were planted wide on the ladder, and I gave one final push. The limb snapped, dropping to the ground with a dull thud.

I climbed down, muscles in my legs trembling from the effort. I gathered the fallen limb, dragging it to the edge of the clearing. Sawdust coated my arms and shirt, clinging to the sweat-dampened fabric. I wiped my forehead with the back of my hand, leaving a pale streak across my skin.

By the time twilight fell, I felt both exhausted and satisfied. The day had been long and fulfilling. I’d at least made some progress, the limb no longer a threat to the roof. I stood for a moment in the fading light, looking up at the sky as the colors deepened from blue to purple.

I returned inside. I noticed the quiet thickening around me. The air in the cabin felt heavier, as if the walls were holding their breath. I set the toolbox by the door. Then I turned on the kitchen light. My eyes flicked to the corners, half expecting another trinket to appear. I scanned the window sills, the tops of the cabinets, and the hooks near the door, anywhere someone might have left something. Nothing out of place so far. Still, I couldn’t shake the uneasy sense that something odd lingered beneath the surface of this property.

I filled a glass with water, the tap running cold. I drank it in slow gulps. I leaned against the counter, staring out the window into the dusk. The trees outside were silhouettes now. Their branches were shifting in the evening breeze.
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CHAPTER 6

Late that night, the cabin was silent except for the muffled rustling of trees outside. I sat in the living area, hunched over a battered wooden coffee table. I was reading an old magazine by the light of a battery lantern. The light cast a sickly yellow circle across the page, making the print blur at the edges. I turned a page, the paper dry and brittle under my fingers. I tried to focus on the words, but my eyelids grew heavy. I blinked several times. I was forcing myself to finish the last paragraph, but my vision blurred. My hand slipped. The magazine cover folded back on itself, and I realized I was about to call it a night.

Just as I started to rise from the sagging armchair, I heard a faint rustle coming from near one of the windows. I froze, magazine half-closed in my lap. At first, I thought it might be an animal nosing through the underbrush. There were raccoons out here, sometimes deer. I waited and held my breath. The sound came again, louder this time, almost like footsteps scraping against the wooden porch or the patch of gravel just outside. The sound was irregular, not the even, rhythmic steps of someone walking with purpose, but a hesitant, shuffling movement.

A jolt of adrenaline shot through me. My pulse quickened, thudding in my ears. I set the magazine down, and the pages splayed open as I pushed myself upright, knees creaking. I reached for the flashlight sitting on the edge of the table. My fingers closed around its cold metal grip. I flicked the switch, and a narrow beam cut through the dimness. My hand trembled, causing the beam to shake slightly. I moved toward the door. I was careful to avoid bumping into the lantern. Each step felt tense. My socks whispered over the rough boards of the floor.

When I reached the door, I paused. I listened again. The rustling had stopped. It was replaced by a tense silence. I reached up and flipped the latch with my thumb. The metal clicked against the doorframe. My other hand tightened on the flashlight. I took a steadying breath. Then I curled my fingers around the edge of the door and pulled it open.

The night air rushed in, cooler than I expected. It carried a dampness that settled instantly on my skin. The porch boards felt slick under my bare feet. I stepped outside, letting the door hang open behind me. The moon hung low, bathing the yard in a pale, uneven glow. Patches of grass gleamed silver, while the dark silhouettes of trees loomed at the edge of the clearing. Their branches were tangled against the sky. My breath puffed out visibly as I scanned the yard. The flashlight beam darted over tufts of grass and the uneven ground.

I heard another scuffle, this time off to the left, near the side of the cabin where the shadows were thickest. The sound was quick. It was like someone shifting their weight or stumbling over a root. I turned and angled the flashlight in that direction. Then, I started forward. My steps were cautious. I placed each foot carefully to avoid the loose gravel scattered along the path. The grass was wet, soaking through my socks and chilling my toes. I skirted the edge of the porch, moving around the side of the cabin where the forest’s shadow spilled across the ground like a dark stain.

As I rounded the corner, the beam of my flashlight swept over the rough wooden siding, catching on a patch of peeling paint and a crooked window frame. My heart hammered against my ribs. I took another step. The grass squished underfoot. Suddenly, a figure darted across my path, emerging from the darkness with a burst of frantic motion. The flashlight caught a flash of movement, a blur of limbs, a tangle of dark fabric, and I saw a pale face streaked with white.

I reacted on instinct, surging forward with my free hand outstretched. My fingers brushed against fabric, and I lunged, dropping the flashlight as I closed the gap. The metal cylinder hit the ground and rolled away. Its beam spun wildly across the grass. I collided with the figure. Our bodies crashed together. We both stumbled, our feet tangling together, and I wrapped my arms around her torso, dragging her down with me. My knees slammed into the wet earth, sending a shock of cold up my legs. The woman twisted, trying to wrench free, but I tightened my grip, pinning her shoulders to the ground.

“Stop!” I said. My voice broke through the night with a surge of intensity. My breath came in short, sharp bursts.

She panted beneath me. Her chest was heaving. Her limbs flailed for a moment. Then they stilled as she realized she couldn’t break my hold. The flashlight’s beam had settled a few feet away, casting a narrow oval of light that caught her face as her hair fell away. Her features came into view: sharp cheekbones, wide eyes gleaming with fear, and white face paint streaked across her cheeks in uneven lines, almost tribal-like. Her hair fell away, revealing her face in the light. The paint was smeared in places, probably from the struggle. She stared up at me, her eyes wild and terrified. Her lips parted as she gasped for air.

I eased my grip slightly, shifting my weight off her chest but keeping my hands braced on her shoulders. I could feel her shivering beneath me. Her thin frame was tense. Her hair fanned out across the grass. It was dark and tangled. The white paint on her cheeks contrasted starkly with her flushed skin. I kept her pinned for a moment longer, watching for any sign she might try to bolt. “What are you doing here?” I demanded. My tone was steady as I tried to mask the tremor in my own body.

She glanced frantically from my face to the flashlight beam. Her eyes flicked to the side, searching for an escape. “I’m sorry,” she whispered, voice barely audible. “I’m so sorry.”

Her voice trembled. The words tumbled out in a rush. She looked genuinely scared, not defiant. I wasn’t out to hurt anyone, and the fear in her eyes made me loosen my grip further. I shifted back onto my knees, letting my hands fall away from her shoulders. She immediately scrambled to her feet, pushing herself upright with shaking hands. Her clothing was loose and dark, a shapeless shirt and pants that clung to her in places where the grass had soaked through. The white lines on her face made her look like something out of a folk ritual. The paint was running in thin streaks down toward her jaw.

She kept repeating, “I’m sorry,” her voice growing more desperate. Tears glistened in her eyes, catching the flashlight’s beam. Her breathing was ragged. Her shoulders rose and fell as she tried to steady herself. She hugged her arms around her torso, as if to shield herself from me or from the cold. The fabric of her shirt clung to her chest, highlighting the outline of her small breasts beneath. Her nipples pressed against the damp material, visible in the stark light.

I tried to keep my voice steady, forcing down my own panic. “Why are you on my property? Are you the one leaving these token things?” I asked. I stepped forward, hands raised slightly to show I wasn’t going to grab her again.

She didn’t answer my question. Instead, her gaze darted to the trees, then back to me. She shook her head in small, frantic motions. “I’m sorry,” she whispered again, voice barely more than a breath. Then she turned. Her feet slipped on the wet grass as she bolted for the trees. She stumbled in her haste, nearly tripping over a tangle of roots. She caught herself and kept running. Her hair streamed behind her. It caught on low branches as she crashed through the undergrowth.

I followed her only a few steps. My feet slid in the slick grass. I stopped at the edge of the clearing. I watched as she disappeared into the dense undergrowth. The darkness swallowed her quickly, the pale streaks on her face fading from view. My breathing was still heavy, my heart hammering from the brief struggle. I stood there, scanning the tree line for any sign of movement. I noticed there was nothing, just the shifting shadows and the moonlight glinting off wet leaves.

I let out a shaky breath and turned back toward the cabin. As I retraced my steps, something caught my eye. It was a small shape attached to the cabin’s side, near a crooked window frame. I approached cautiously, shining the flashlight closer. It was another twig trinket, tied with a length of rough twine. The twigs were arranged in the same distinctive pattern as the others I’d found. The twine was knotted tightly at the center. The trinket looked fresh. The wood was still damp, as if she’d just hung it there before I intercepted her.

I reached out. My fingers brushed over the rough surface of the twigs. I worked the knot loose, untwisting the twine with careful motions. The trinket came free from the nail, and I held it up to the light. I turned it over in my hand. The design was identical to the others, three twigs lashed together in a crude triangle, with a smaller crosspiece woven through the center. I frowned. My eyebrows were knitted in confusion.

Was she part of some group that placed these around my property? Or was she alone? I replayed her expression in my mind, the terror, the tears, the way she’d clutched her arms around herself. She seemed terrified of me, not malicious. Maybe it was a local custom or ritual, but the fact that she ran off gave me no chance for answers.

Frustrated, I slipped the new trinket into my jacket pocket. I felt the rough edges press against the lining. I walked back to the door, stepping carefully around the flashlight where it lay in the grass. I bent to pick it up, brushing off the dirt and flicking it off and on to check the beam. Satisfied it still worked, I felt a sense of relief. I tucked it under my arm and stepped inside, pulling the door shut behind me. The latch clicked into place, sealing out the night.

I locked the door. I twisted the deadbolt until I heard the solid thunk, then tested the knob twice to make sure it wouldn’t turn. I moved around the small cabin. I checked every window methodically. I pressed my palm to each pane, running my fingers along the edges to confirm the latches were secured and the frames tight. My mind raced as I worked. I kept replaying the strange encounter from earlier, trying to make sense of the woman. I focused on her painted face and the odd jewelry. I forced myself to focus, double-checking the last window and giving the sill a firm nudge.

Finally, I set the heavy flashlight on the table. The beam illuminated the rough wooden boards for a second before I clicked it off. I reached for the lantern. I felt the cool metal in my hand, and turned the knob until the flame sputtered out. The room plunged into darkness, broken only by the faintest silver glow from the moon outside. I stood there for a moment, letting my eyes adjust, listening for any hint of movement outside. When nothing but the faint breeze stirred, I exhaled shakily. I decided there was nothing more I could do tonight. I needed rest. Tomorrow, I’d figure out what to do, maybe track her down, or at least stay alert in case she reappeared.

I moved to the side of the bed and began to undress, careful not to make any unnecessary noise. My fingers worked the buttons of my shirt, slipping each one free. Then I shrugged the fabric from my shoulders and folded it neatly, setting it on the back of the chair beside the bed. I unbuckled my belt, and the leather slid through the loops with a soft scrape. Then I unzipped my pants and stepped out of them, folding them over the shirt. I peeled off my socks, one by one, and laid them on top of the pile. I hesitated for a moment. Then I tugged off my underwear and added it to the stack. I wanted everything to air out after the long, tense day.

I lifted the thick quilt, feeling the weight of it as I crawled beneath, careful not to tangle my legs. The cool sheets pressed against my skin. I settled onto my back, staring up at the pitch-dark ceiling, the faint outline of the rafters barely visible. My mind refused to quiet. I tried to focus on my breathing, counting each inhale and exhale. However, questions kept intruding. Who was that woman, really? What was with the face paint? The strange trinkets hung from her neck. I replayed every detail I could remember, and I searched for something that made sense, but nothing fit.

Time crawled. I shifted under the quilt, adjusting my head on the pillow, but sleep wouldn’t come. I kept glancing at the window, half-expecting to see movement outside. The only sound was the faint, steady whisper of wind against the glass.

At some point past midnight, my eyelids grew heavy. I started to drift, my thoughts blurring as I lost focus, when a sudden gust of air swept across my face. The chill snapped me awake. I blinked, disoriented. I realized the bedroom door, which I had shut and checked, was now standing open. My heart jumped. Cold moonlight spilled into the room, casting a pale rectangle across the floor. I propped myself up on one elbow, straining to see into the hallway.

A silhouette filled the doorway. The figure was tall, with pronounced curves. The figure wore something that caught the moonlight with a glossy, almost liquid shine. I felt every muscle in my body tense. I pushed myself upright. The quilt fell away from my chest, and my heartbeat thudded in my ears.

She stepped into the room. As she moved, the moonlight slid across her face, picking out the vivid crimson of her hair. The color seemed even more intense in the pale light, framing her features in a wild, striking halo. She wore a red bodysuit so tight it looked painted on. The fabric shimmered with every shift of her hips. The zipper ran straight down the front, starting at the collarbone and ending below her navel. I recognized her instantly, Lexy, the woman from the store. But nothing about her now resembled a cashier. She looked like she’d walked out of some decadent underground club, every inch of her body on display. She held my gaze as she crossed the floor. Her stride was unhurried.

I threw off the rest of the quilt and planted my feet on the floor. I was ready for anything. My voice came out rough, “Lexy? What are you…? How…?”

She smiled. Her lips curved up in a way that was both playful and dangerous. “You did leave your door unlocked… Didn’t you?” Her tone was light, but there was something about her presence that radiated power. It was something that pressed against me even though she hadn’t touched me yet.

Confusion shot through me, sharp and immediate. “I locked it,” I insisted. “I’m sure I,” she lifted a single finger to her lips, silencing me with a simple gesture. I watched her hand. I noticed the way her nails gleamed in the moonlight, and then she flicked her wrist with a casual, almost lazy motion. Before I could react, an invisible force slammed into my chest. It knocked me backward onto the mattress. My back hit the bed, and the springs creaked beneath me. I stared up at her in shock, my heart hammering. She glided to the side of the bed. Her hips swayed as she stood over me. The light caught the glossy red of her bodysuit, making it look almost wet. She looked down at me, the corners of her mouth curling into a sly, knowing grin.

I could barely reconcile this woman with the redhead who had rung up my groceries. That day, she’d seemed ordinary, if a little flirtatious. Now she looked like something out of a fever dream. She appeared unreal and overwhelming. I wondered for a second if I was hallucinating. “What’s going on?” I managed. My voice was strained.

She reached out, trailing a single fingertip along the edge of the sheet, tracing the line where it covered my thigh. “Let’s say our destinies crossed the moment you handed me that charm.”

I tried to steady my breathing. My chest was rising and falling in shallow bursts. “I didn’t invite you here, though.”

She laughed softly. The sound was low and intimate. She leaned her hips against the bed. The red suit creased slightly at her waist. “You did, in a way. Letting me keep that trinket acknowledged a bond. Powerful old magic, if you really want to know.”

I swallowed. My throat was suddenly dry. “Magic?”

Lexy nodded. Her crimson hair fell forward over one shoulder, and the strands shone in the moonlight. “The locals think the place you inherited is just an old cabin. But there’s more to it. More that’s connected to me… to us.” Her eyes seemed to glow, reflecting the silver light.

I pushed myself up on my elbows. My muscles were tense. “That still doesn’t explain why you’re here, wearing…that.”

She reached for the zipper at her collarbone, pinching it between her fingers. She tugged it down an inch or two. The teeth parted with a faint metallic sound. The opening revealed a deep, tantalizing glimpse of cleavage. Her breasts were full. The pale skin contrasted sharply with the red suit. The fabric hugged every curve, outlining the swell of her chest and the flat plane of her stomach. “I’m called a succubus,” she said. Her voice was thick with meaning. She let the word hang in the air.

“A succubus,” I repeated, trying to make sense of it. I was trying to make sense of it. The stories flashed through my mind, demons that fed on sex, creatures that seduced and drained. It seemed impossible.

She reached out, tracing her hand along my bare shoulder. Her touch was electric, sending a jolt straight down my spine. “I’ve been here for a while, hidden. And you, dear Steven, stumbled right into my domain.”

I stiffened. My mind was reeling. “That’s… impossible. This can’t be real.”

She clicked her tongue, shaking her head. “Such a logical mind. But you’ve already seen enough to know something strange is happening.” She leaned in, her face close enough that I could feel the warmth of her breath on my cheek. “Relax. Let me show you what I am.”

She pressed her body against mine. The heat of her skin radiated through the thin fabric. Her breasts pressed firmly into my chest. I felt my cock start to swell, the sensation immediate and undeniable. She grinned at my stunned expression, then leaned down and pressed a soft kiss to my jaw. Her lips lingered for a moment. My breath quickened. My body responded even as my mind tried to keep up.

“Am I dreaming?” I asked. My voice was shaky.

She smiled. Her lips brushed the shell of my ear. “No dream. I’ve merely answered the pull of the charm. And now, here we are.”

I tried to gather my thoughts, searching for some way to regain control. “Charm or no charm, you can’t just break into my place.”

She laughed again. The sound was low and velvety. “But I can. And I did.” She leaned over, pressing her palm flat to my chest. The pressure was firm, guiding me down onto my back. "Look at it this way, you want answers about the cabin. I can give them to you. And so much more.”

My breathing was ragged. She was so close now. Her crimson hair spilled over her shoulder. The zipper on her bodysuit parted another inch as she shifted. The gap widened to show more of the soft, pale curve of her breast. Her nipples pressed against the tight red fabric, the outline unmistakable.

“Succubus is a demon,” I mumbled. “I don’t know if I should believe you, or if I’m delusional.”

She pressed her hand to the center of my chest, then slid it upward. Her palm glided over my collarbone and up to my throat. Her touch was gentle but firm. Her fingers wrapped around my neck in a way that was both sensual and commanding. “You’re not delusional. You’re just coming face to face with magic you never knew existed. And now you have me. Aren’t you curious?”

I couldn’t deny the pull she exerted on me. My cock was hard, straining against my thigh. I was scared and aroused in equal measure. “I have a thousand questions,” I managed. My voice was hoarse.

She pressed a finger to my lips, silencing me. "Then silence. I’ll answer them soon enough. For now, let me properly introduce myself.” She lowered her face until her lips hovered just above mine. Her eyes glinted with mischief. I swallowed, my body rigid, caught between fear and desire.

One last, desperate thought warned me that this was dangerous. The thought lingered in my mind, reminding me of the risks involved. But before I could move, she kissed me. Her lips were soft and insistent, and as she pressed her mouth to mine, I felt a jolt of energy surge between us. The energy crackled through my body. My eyes slammed shut. Her tongue slid between my lips, pushing deep into my mouth, claiming me. Her hand tightened on my throat, not choking, but she was holding me in place. It was clear she was in control. Her breasts pressed harder into my chest, and her nipples were hard against the fabric. I felt my cock throb with need.

She broke the kiss, her face inches from mine, her breath hot on my lips. I realized, with a rush of terror and excitement, that every part of this was real. Lexy was no ordinary woman. Whatever she wanted from me, I was powerless to resist.

And that was when I understood. My life had just taken a turn into the unknown, and Lexy was the catalyst for it all.

OceanofPDF.com


CHAPTER 7

The sensation of her mouth still clung to my skin. It was warm and yielding. My heart pounded, thudding against my ribs in a heavy, uneven rhythm. I forced myself to breathe. Each inhale was shaky as I tried to regain a sense of control. My hands hovered awkwardly at my sides. My fingers flexed and curled, unsure whether to reach for her again or keep my distance.

Lexy looked invigorated. Her crimson hair seemed brighter in the moonlight. The strands caught the pale light filtering through the window. This light turned the red into a near-glowing halo around her face. She tilted her head slightly. Her hair spilled forward over one shoulder, the ends brushing against the thin strap of her dark tank top. She swayed with a confidence that made my pulse race. Her hips shifted with each step, the curve of her waist drawing my eyes as she moved. The fabric of her skirt clung to her thighs, outlining the shape of her legs as she shifted her weight from one foot to the other.

I tried to force my brain to reassert control. I pressed the pads of my fingers against my temples, as if steadying my thoughts with physical pressure might help. I focused on the details around me. I noticed the rough texture of the wooden floor beneath my feet, the cool air drifting in from the half-open window, and the faint outline of dust motes suspended in the moonlight. I counted my breaths, slow and deliberate, trying to keep my voice from trembling when I finally spoke.

I found my voice. “You said you’re a succubus. That’s…a demon that feeds on sexual energy, right?” My words came out slower than I intended. Each syllable was pronounced, as if I was testing the reality of what I’d just heard.

She gave a sly grin. The corners of her mouth curled up. Her lips parted just enough to show a flash of her teeth. “That is the cliff-notes version, yes. Let’s just say I have certain…abilities.” She lifted her hand and pushed her hair behind her shoulder. Her fingers were splayed. The movement was casual. Her nails grazed her skin as she tucked the bright red strands away from her face. She turned her wrist, letting the charm dangle from her finger. The little charm spun on its string, catching the light and casting a thin, wavering shadow on the wall behind her. She tapped the twig trinket with her thumb. The motion made it sway back and forth. “These little trinkets are part of a ritual that connects my kind to humans. You gave it to me freely, so now we’re bonded.”

I parted my lips, wanting to protest. My tongue felt thick and uncooperative. My throat was dry. “I didn’t know that’s what it meant. I only wanted answers about who made it.” My hands clenched into fists at my sides. My knuckles whitened as I struggled to process the implication. I watched the trinket in her palm. The rough bark and knotted string suddenly seemed far more significant than before.

“And now you have your answer,” she teased, letting the twig ornament fall back into her palm. Her fingers curled around it, pressing it into her skin. “I disguised myself to see if you’d give the right sign of acceptance. You did.” She let her hand drop to her side, the trinket hidden from view once more.

My mind whirled. It felt as if every assumption I’d carried into this night was being peeled away, one layer at a time. “Disguised yourself? At the grocery store?” I forced the words out.

She stepped around the bed. Her hips swayed. The mattress creaked softly as she brushed past the corner. Her hand grazed the worn wooden bedpost for balance. She moved with confidence. Her bare feet made no sound on the floorboards. Each step brought her closer to me. Her posture was relaxed but purposeful. “I’ve been here longer than you think. When I sensed a new owner taking over, I decided to see who you were. It wasn’t hard to blend in." I remembered the store version of Lexy, friendly but not quite as overtly seductive. The image of her behind the register flashed through my mind. She had the same red hair but pulled back in a loose ponytail. Her eyes met mine with a steady, appraising look. She had worn a simple t-shirt, the neckline was modest. Her manner was more reserved than the woman now standing in front of me. “That wasn’t just coincidence, was it?” I asked. My hands were now resting on the edge of the bed for support.

She shook her head. Her hair swished around her shoulders. The motion sent a ripple through the crimson strands. The light caught on the subtle waves. “No. I needed to see if you were worthy of forming a pact. Hence my interest in that charm. You offered it, and because of that, we established a link." She lifted her hand again. She let her fingers trail along the side of her neck, her nails leaving faint lines in her skin. Her gaze never left mine. Her eyes searched my face for any sign of doubt or fear.

I tried to process it all. My mind replayed the sequence of events, the chance meeting at the store, the idle conversation about the trinket, my impulsive decision to hand it over. I felt a tightness in my chest. It was a mix of apprehension and something else, something electric. I pressed my palms flat against the quilt, feeling the rough weave beneath my skin. I was grounding myself in the physical world as my thoughts threatened to spiral.

“Okay, suppose I believe all of this. Why me? Why the cabin?” The words came out steadier this time. My voice gained strength as I forced myself to focus on the facts.

Her gaze flicked around the bedroom, the worn walls, the sparse furniture. She let her eyes linger on the faded wallpaper. She noticed the peeling edges near the ceiling and the battered dresser pushed up against the far wall. Her gaze paused on the window, where the moonlight cast a pale rectangle on the floor. “Because your uncle was more involved in the underworld’s secrets than you realize. He left you this place for a reason. And I intend to find out if you’re as capable as he thought.”

As she spoke, she moved closer to the bed. Her hand trailed along the edge of the mattress. Her nails scraped lightly against the fabric, leaving faint indentations in the threadbare quilt. She shifted her weight, one knee pressing into the mattress as she leaned forward. She brought her face level with mine. Her eyes were sharp and unblinking. They were framed by thick lashes. The curve of her breasts was visible above the neckline of the latex. The pale skin caught the moonlight.

She let her fingers spread across the quilt, pressing down until her knuckles were white. The muscles in her forearm tensed. The veins stood out beneath her skin. She held my gaze. Her lips were parted as if she was about to say something more, but instead she simply watched me, waiting for my reaction.

I swallowed hard, feeling the dryness in my throat. My eyes flicked down to her hand, then back up to her face. I could see the faint freckles scattered across her collarbone, the subtle sheen of sweat on her skin from the heat of the room. I tried to read her expression, searching for any sign of deception or malice, but all I saw was determination.

I shifted on the bed. The springs groaned beneath my weight. My fingers dug into the quilt, bunching the fabric in my fists. I forced myself to meet her gaze, refusing to look away. I could feel the tension between us, thick and electric, as if the air itself was charged.

She drew in a slow breath. Her chest rose and fell. The movement pulled the latex of her body suit tight across her breasts, the outline of her nipples clearly visible through the smooth material. She didn’t seem to care. Her posture was relaxed and unselfconscious.

For a moment, neither of us moved. We stood still, caught in the silence. The only motion in the room was the slow rise and fall of her chest, the gentle sway of her hair as she tilted her head. Then she reached out. Her fingers brushed against my forearm. Her touch was light, but the contact sent a jolt through my body.

She let her hand linger. Her nails traced a line along the inside of my wrist. I felt my pulse jump beneath her touch. The blood rushed through my veins. She watched my reaction. Her eyes narrowed slightly, and there was a hint of amusement in her gaze.

I drew in a shaky breath, forcing myself to stay still. I could feel the heat radiating from her body, the warmth of her skin just inches from mine. My own skin prickled with anticipation. Every nerve ending was on high alert.

She leaned in closer. Her lips hovered just above my ear. I could feel the softness of her breath against my skin. The warmth was sending a shiver down my spine. She didn’t speak, just waited. Her presence was overwhelming.

I closed my eyes for a moment, letting the sensation wash over me. When I opened them again, she was still there. She was watching me with that same intense focus.

I knew, in that moment, that nothing about this night was ordinary. Every detail felt heavy with meaning; her touch was significant, her words carried weight, and the bond forged with a simple trinket was profound. And as she held my gaze, I realized that she was not going to look away. There was no going back.

She reached forward, trailing her fingertips along my jawline. Her fingers moved slowly, starting just beneath my ear, gliding down the curve of my jaw toward my chin. She paused there, letting her nails lightly scrape along the stubble. Despite my swirling thoughts, my body responded to her touch with sudden heat. I felt my cock twitch. Blood rushed down as it began to stiffen underneath my boxers, the fabric tightening around it. My skin tingled where her fingers lingered. The sensation was sharp.

“Capable how?” I managed, my voice rougher than I intended.

She chuckled softly. It was a low sound that vibrated between us. “Strong. Logical. Able to accept magic without running away in fear.” She leaned in closer, her face only inches from mine. I could see the faint shimmer of her lipstick, the way her pupils dilated as she looked at me. Her lips hovered just above mine. “And,” she added. Her voice dropped to a sultry whisper. “I might mention you’re rather appealing to me. That’s reason enough by my standards."

Heat rose up my neck, spreading across my cheeks and ears. I remembered how she’d pinned me down with just a gesture a moment ago, her power effortless and absolute. My heart hammered in my chest. I forced myself to meet her gaze. “So…you show up in the middle of the night to do what, exactly?” I asked, trying to keep my tone steady.

She shifted her weight, sitting on the edge of the bed. The mattress dipped under her. The springs creaked faintly. She crossed her legs. One thigh slid tightly over the other. The tight red suit she wore hugged her hips and thighs, accentuating every curve. The latex caught the dim light and reflected it in glossy streaks. Her breasts were pushed up by the suit. The fabric strained over her chest. She rested her hands lightly on her knees. Her fingers were splayed.

“To mark the official start of our contract,” she said, voice even. “The first step was you handing over the trinket.” She nodded toward the nightstand, where the small object I’d given her still lay.

I swallowed. My mouth was suddenly dry. “And what’s the second step?” I asked, unable to ignore the way my cock was pitching a tent in my boxers. The head pressed insistently against the fabric.

Lexy’s gaze dropped to my crotch for a brief moment. Her grin widened. She looked back up at my face. Her eyes glinted with mischief. She maintained eye contact as she shifted her position, lifting one leg and swinging it over me. Her thigh brushed my hip, warm and firm through the latex. She settled herself on top of me, straddling my lap. The mattress compressed beneath our combined weight, and I could feel the heat of her body radiating through the thin material of my boxers.

She leaned forward, planting her knees on either side of my hips. Her red suit stretched over her thighs and ass. The latex clung to every curve. She sat upright. Her pelvis pressed against the bulge in my boxers, and her weight settled onto me. She looked down at me with that same sexy grin. She reached up, her hand moving slowly up her torso. Her fingers slid over her stomach, tracing the line of her abs through the latex. When her hand reached her chest, she paused. Her fingers spread over the curve of her breast. She squeezed lightly, the latex creasing under her grip. Then she let her fingers trail upward until they closed around the silver zipper that ran down the front of her suit.

She pinched the zipper between her thumb and forefinger, then began to pull it down. The sound of metal teeth parting was quiet but unmistakable. She drew the zipper slowly, an inch at a time. As the zipper moved lower, the red latex parted. The tension released as her cleavage was exposed. Her perky breasts pushed forward. The upper curves spilled free of the suit as if they were fighting to escape the tight confines. She kept her eyes on mine, watching my reaction as more of her skin was revealed.

She pulled the zipper all the way down, past her sternum, over her flat stomach, and down to her crotch. The suit gaped open, exposing most of her breasts and the smooth skin of her belly. The latex clung to the outer curves of her breasts. It barely contained them. The fabric at her crotch was stretched tight. It barely covered her pussy. The lips of her labia pressed against the shiny material. This left almost nothing to the imagination. My cock throbbed in response, and it strained harder against the boxers. The tip was already leaking a bead of precum that dampened the fabric.

She must’ve noticed I was staring. My gaze was locked on her exposed chest. She reached down, taking my right hand in hers. Her grip was firm. Her palm was warm against my skin. She guided my hand upward, placing it between her breasts, right at the open edge of the suit. She pressed my palm flat against her bare skin, then dragged my hand downward. She did so slowly. My fingers slid along the deep valley between her breasts. The skin was soft and hot. I felt the latex on either side. It was slick and tight against my knuckles.

She moved my hand lower, over the ridges of her ribs, down her taut stomach. My palm passed over her navel, which was the shallow dip of her belly button. Then, it continued downward. She guided my hand to the open V at the bottom of the zipper, where the latex barely covered her mound. The heat radiating from her pussy was unmistakable. I could feel the outline of her labia through the thin, stretched latex. My fingers pressed against the slick surface.

The fabric was pulled so tight that I could see the outline of her slit. My cock throbbed for it, the ache almost painful now. She released my hand, letting it rest between her legs. I flexed my fingers, feeling the tension of the latex under my touch, the warmth of her body beneath.

Whatever she was doing, she was good at it. Every movement was calculated to drive me wild. She leaned down. Her body folded over mine. Her breasts swung forward. The exposed skin brushed my chest. She brought her face close to mine. Her lips hovered just above my own. I could feel her breath on my mouth. It was warm and steady.

She pressed her lips to mine. They barely touched. The contact was feather-light, a tease more than a kiss. Her lips parted. She whispered, “The second step is consummation.” Her breath ghosted over my lips. The words sent a jolt through my body.

I didn’t even know if I had a choice or if she would just kill me if I said no. But fuck, I wanted her bad. My cock pulsed, leaking more precum into my boxers. I could feel the wet spot spreading. The fabric was clinging to my shaft. My hands trembled where they rested on her hips. My fingers dug into the latex. I stared up at her, at the way her half-exposed breasts rose and fell with each breath. The red latex framed her pale skin. The light from the bedside lamp glinted off the curve of her left breast, highlighting the contrast between the shiny suit and her bare flesh.

She shifted her hips, grinding down against my erection. The friction sent a shock of pleasure through me. My cock was trapped between her and the mattress. She reached down, gripping the waistband of my boxers. Her fingers slipped under the elastic. She tugged gently, pulling the fabric down an inch, exposing the base of my cock. The head was still trapped, the pressure almost unbearable.

She leaned in again. Her mouth found mine. This time she kissed me hard. Her tongue pressed between my lips, demanding entry. I opened for her, tasting the faint sweetness of her lipstick. Her hand slid lower. Her fingers wrapped around my shaft through the boxers. She squeezed, her grip firm but careful. My hips bucked upward, desperate for more contact.

She broke the kiss, pulling back just enough to meet my gaze. Her eyes were dark. Her pupils were blown wide. She slid her hand out of my boxers, then traced her nails up my stomach. Her nails left red lines in her wake. She braced herself with one hand on my chest, her nails dug into my skin. She ground her hips down again, pressing her pussy against my cock through the thin layers of latex and cotton.

I could feel the heat of her. The wetness was seeping through the suit. My cock jumped, the urge to rip off my boxers and fuck her was overwhelming. But she was in control. Every movement was precise, and every touch was calculated to keep me right on the edge. I stared up at her, at the way her breasts spilled out of the red latex. Her nipples were hard and begging to be touched. Her hair fell over one shoulder. Glossy waves framed her face.

She smiled down at me. Her lips were parted, and her breath was coming faster. She rocked her hips again, grinding against my cock. The friction sent sparks up my spine. My hands slid up her thighs, feeling the latex stretch and shift under my palms. I squeezed her hips, pulling her down harder against me, desperate for more contact, more friction, more of her.

She leaned in, her mouth at my ear, her breath hot against my skin. “Ready?” She whispered. Her tone was low and hungry.

I could only nod. My body ached for her, and every nerve ending felt on fire.
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CHAPTER 8

My hand pressed firmly against Lexy’s freshly shaven pubic area. My palm covered the soft skin just above the split of her pussy. The latex of her bodysuit was stretched taut beneath my fingers. It felt smooth and slightly warm from her body heat. I could feel the heat radiating from her. I noticed the subtle tremor in her thighs as she straddled me on the bed, her knees bracketing my hips. Her eyes locked onto mine. Her pupils were dilated, and her lips parted as she drew in a sharp breath. Without giving her a chance to react, I curled my fingers and slid my hand down. I pushed my fingertips under the edge of her latex bodysuit. The material resisted for a moment, clinging to her skin, then gave way as I forced my hand underneath.

The sensation of her bare skin under the latex was electric. My fingers traced over the smooth, hairless mound, feeling the faintest hint of stubble where she’d shaved recently. I pressed lower, feeling the heat intensify, and then I found the slick entrance of her pussy. She was already wet. Her folds were slippery and inviting. I pushed two fingers inside her, spreading her lips apart as I slid in up to the knuckles.

Lexy let out a sharp cry of pleasure. Her body jerked above me. Her thighs tightened around my waist. She pressed her hips down against my hand. I could feel her muscles clenching around my fingers. Her inner walls fluttered as I curled my digits inside her, searching for that spot that would make her melt.

“Fuck. That’s more like it,” she growled. Her tone was low and rough.

Her hands went to the zipper running down the front of her latex bodysuit. The zipper was already half undone. The silver teeth gleamed in the dim light of the room. She yanked it down the rest of the way, the sound harsh and abrupt. The latex peeled open, exposing the pale skin of her chest, the upper swell of her breasts visible as she shrugged her shoulders, pushing the suit off. She hooked her thumbs under the edges, pulling the latex back. Inch by inch, she peeled the suit down her arms. The material squeaked faintly as it slid over her skin. Her breasts bounced free, round and full. Her nipples were already hard and flushed a deep pink.

She arched her back, presenting her chest to me. Her breasts were jutting forward. I leaned up, wrapping my lips around one of her nipples, sucking it into my mouth. The taste of her skin was clean and faintly salty. The nipple stiffened even more as I flicked my tongue over it. My free hand moved to her other breast, and I pinched and rolled the nipple between my fingers. I continued to finger her pussy with my other hand. She moaned. Her head fell back, and her eyes fluttered closed as she rocked her hips in time with the thrusts of my fingers.

With a twist of her hips, she shifted her weight. She knelt up so she could pull the bodysuit further down. She wriggled her arms free. The latex clung to her skin before finally coming loose. She shimmied her hips, working the suit down over her waist, then her ass. The material stuck to the curve of her cheeks before sliding down her thighs. She paused. She balanced on one knee, then reached back and tugged the suit off one leg, then the other, tossing it aside so she was completely naked except for the flush that colored her skin.

I slid my hands up her thighs, feeling the slickness of her arousal coating her inner legs. Her pussy was glistening. The lips were parted and swollen. She reached down, grabbing the waistband of my boxers. Her fingers hooked under the elastic, tugging them down over my hips. My cock sprang free. It was already hard and leaking pre-cum. She grinned. Her eyes were hungry as she slid down my body, her hair dragging over my stomach and thighs.

She wrapped her fingers around the base of my cock, squeezing gently. Her grip was firm. Her thumb pressed into the sensitive spot just beneath the head. She leaned in. Her lips brushed the tip, then she opened her mouth and took me in. Her tongue swirled around the head, lapping up the beads of pre-cum, then she slid her mouth down my shaft, taking me deep. Her lips stretched wide. Her cheeks hollowed as she sucked, and her head bobbed up and down. I watched as her dark hair fell forward. The strands brushed against my thighs with each movement.

She pulled off. Her lips were slick with saliva as she looked up at me. Her eyes were wild. Her pupils were blown wide. Without a word, she climbed back up. She swung one leg over my chest so she was straddling my face, her knees planted on either side of my head. Her pussy hovered inches above my mouth, glistening and open. I reached up, grabbing her hips, guiding her down until her pussy pressed against my lips.

I licked her, dragging my tongue up the length of her slit, tasting the salty-sweetness of her juices. Her clit was swollen, peeking out from between her folds. I flicked my tongue over it, then sucked it into my mouth. I rolled it between my lips. She moaned. The sound vibrated through her body. I could feel her thighs trembling. Her muscles were quivering as I ate her out.

At the same time, she leaned forward. She grabbed my cock in both hands. She bent her head. Her mouth engulfed the head of my cock. Her tongue was long, impossibly flexible, snaking around the shaft in ways I’d never felt before. She twisted her head. Her tongue spiraled around me, squeezing and stroking as she sucked. The sensation was overwhelming. I felt pleasure shooting up my spine.

Lexy’s hips rocked back and forth, grinding her pussy against my mouth. I slid my tongue inside her, fucking her with it. Then I pulled back to lap at her clit. I pressed two fingers against her entrance, sliding them inside her again, curling them up as I rubbed her g-spot. Her moans grew louder. Her body was convulsing as she neared orgasm. I could feel her pussy clenching around my fingers. Her juices flowed freely.

Her mouth never stopped moving on my cock. Her tongue twisted and stroked while her lips sucked hard. I fought to hold back, to keep from cumming. I focused on making her cum first. I rubbed her clit with my thumb, pressing down in tight circles as I licked her pussy. My tongue darted in and out. Her moans became cries. Her hips jerked as she came, and her pussy spasmed around my fingers.

Her juices flooded my mouth. They were sweet and spicy, unlike anything I’d ever tasted. It was intoxicating. The flavor made my head spin. I licked her clean, sucking every drop from her pussy. My tongue traced every fold and crevice. She shuddered. Her thighs squeezed my head as she rode out the aftershocks of her orgasm.

I kept rubbing her clit, feeling it throb under my thumb. She whimpered. Her body twitched with oversensitivity, but she didn’t pull away. I slid my tongue up and down her slit, lapping up her wetness. My lips sealed around her clit as I sucked it gently. Her moans started to build again. Her hips rolled against my mouth.

All the while, she continued to work my cock with her mouth. Her tongue coiled around the shaft, squeezing and stroking. The tip flicked over the sensitive spot just beneath the head. She sucked hard. Her cheeks hollowed, and her lips stretched wide. I could feel her saliva dripping down my shaft, mixing with the pre-cum that leaked from the tip.

I gripped her hips tighter, fighting to hold back my own orgasm. Every nerve in my body was on fire. Pleasure radiated out from my cock and mouth. I wanted to cum, needed to, but I forced myself to focus on Lexy. I pressed my thumb harder against her clit, rubbing in tight, fast circles. I sucked her, my tongue flicking over the sensitive nub.

Lexy’s body tensed. Her muscles went rigid as another orgasm ripped through her. She cried out. Her hips bucked, and her pussy clenched around my fingers. Her juices gushed out, coating my lips and chin. I licked her clean, savoring the taste, amazed at how good a succubus could taste. It was addictive. It had the perfect balance of sweet and spicy, unlike anything I’d ever experienced.

Her tongue never stopped moving on my cock, twisting and stroking. The sensation was unlike anything a human could do. She squeezed the base of my cock with one hand. Her other hand cupped my balls, rolling them gently. I groaned. My hips thrusting up, I felt desperate for release.

“I want to fuck your pussy. Hard,” I gasped. My voice was strained with need.

Lexy pulled her mouth off my cock with a wet pop, her lips swollen and shiny with saliva. She looked down at me, her eyes wild. “Please. I need it. Need you inside me,” she begged, her voice raw.

She shifted her weight, swinging her leg back over my body so she was kneeling beside me on the bed. I rolled onto my back. My cock stood straight up, slick with her saliva and pre-cum. Lexy straddled me. Her knees were planted on either side of my hips, and her pussy hovered just above the tip of my cock.

She reached down, grabbing my shaft and rubbing the head against her pussy lips. Her juices coated the tip. They mixed with my pre-cum, making everything slippery. She rocked her hips back and forth, grinding her pussy against my cock, letting our juices mingle. Her clit dragged over the head. Her lips parted as she pressed down, teasing me.

Her breasts bounced with each movement. The nipples were still hard and flushed. I reached up, cupping her breasts in my hands. I squeezed the soft flesh as she rocked against me. She moaned. Her head fell back, and her hair spilled down her back in a dark curtain.

She kept grinding her pussy against my cock. The head slid up and down her slit, catching on her clit with each pass. Her juices mixed with mine. The mixture made everything slick and hot. I could feel her pussy pulsing. Her muscles were fluttering as she got closer to taking me inside.

She leaned forward, bracing her hands on my chest. Her hair fell around her face. Her eyes met mine. They burned with need. She rocked her hips faster. Her pussy lips spread around the head of my cock. I could feel the heat radiating from her.

I held onto her hips, guiding her movements, feeling the muscles in her thighs flex as she moved. Her breasts swayed above me. The nipples brushed against my chest as she leaned in closer. I could see the flush on her cheeks, the sheen of sweat on her skin, the way her eyes never left mine.

She kept rocking her pussy against my cock, building the anticipation. I could feel the head of my cock pressing against her entrance. Her pussy lips spread wider as she got ready to take me inside. She paused for a moment. Her body trembled with need. Then she pressed down, the head of my cock just barely pushing inside her.

But she didn’t take me all the way in yet. She kept grinding, letting me feel the heat and slickness of her pussy, making me wait. Her hands gripped my chest, and her nails dug into my skin as she rocked back and forth. Her breath came in short, sharp gasps.

I couldn’t take the mounting pressure in my cock anymore. Every second of watching Lexy, this perfect succubus, rock her flawless body against my cock, drove me closer to the edge. Her hips moved with a sexy rhythm. Her skin was flushed and slick with sweat. Her eyes were half-closed as she ground her pussy along the length of my shaft. She let her slick folds slide up and down my cock, coating it with her wetness, and with every movement, the head of my cock nudged against her clit or pressed between her lips. I could see the glistening trail she left on me, a sheen of her arousal painting my skin.

My body was trembling with need. I gripped her hip with one hand, my fingers digging into the soft flesh just above her ass. I felt the heat of her skin and the tension in her muscles as she rocked against me. With my other hand, I wrapped my fingers around the base of my shaft, holding it steady. The veins along its length throbbed with each beat of my heart. I guided the tip up and down her slit, feeling the resistance and then the sudden slick slide as I pressed the head against her entrance.

Lexy lifted her right leg, bending her knee and planting her foot against the mattress beside my hip. Her thigh brushed against my side, her skin hot and damp. She reached down with one hand. She spread her lips apart for me, exposing the glistening pink inside her pussy. I pressed my cock forward. The head slipped past her folds. The sensation was immediate and overwhelming. Her pussy gripped me instantly. The tight heat enveloped the head, then the shaft, as I pushed in slowly, inch by inch. Her inner walls pulsed around me, squeezing and fluttering. She adjusted her hips, taking me deeper.

I didn’t know how long I could last, but I wished it would last forever. Lexy began to move, rising up on her knees until just the tip of my cock was inside her. She then sank back down, letting my shaft fill her again. She set a slow, steady movement. Her hips rolled forward and back as she fucked herself on my cock. Each time she dropped down, I could feel her ass press against my thighs. Her pussy swallowed me to the hilt. Her breasts bounced with each movement. The soft flesh quivered as she rode me.

Her moans turned into desperate whimpers. Her breath caught in her throat every time my cock bottomed out inside her. I watched her face contort with pleasure. Her lips parted, and her eyes fluttered shut as she lost herself in the sensation. My breathing was heavy. My chest was rising and falling as I struggled to keep control. I reached up with both hands, cupping her breasts, feeling the weight of them in my palms. Her nipples were hard, and they were jutting against my skin. I rolled them between my fingers, pinching and tugging gently.

Lexy arched her back, pushing her breasts harder into my hands. She moved faster. Her hips ground in tight circles, making my cock rub against every part of her pussy. She leaned back slightly, bracing herself with her hands on my thighs. Her red hair fell in a wild tangle down her back. I could see the muscles in her stomach flexing as she worked her hips. Her skin was shining with sweat. She reached down with one hand. Her fingers found her clit. She pressed two fingers against it, rubbing in quick, tight circles as she bounced on my cock.

I watched her face as she touched herself. Her mouth was open in a silent gasp, and her eyes were squeezed shut. Her hips jerked erratically as she chased her orgasm. Her pussy was getting even wetter around my cock. I could feel her walls clenching. A shudder was running through her body. I kept my hands on her breasts, tweaking her nipples, pinching them harder as she moaned. Her moans grew louder, echoing off the walls. Her body trembled as she came.

Her pussy tightened around me, gripping my cock in pulses. I could feel every contraction, every flutter of her inner muscles as she rode out her orgasm. She leaned forward. Her body collapsed onto mine. Her breasts pressed against my chest. The hard points of her nipples dug into my skin. Her hair spilled over her shoulder. It formed a fiery red curtain that brushed against my face and neck. I wrapped my arms around her, sliding my hands down her back to her ass. I grabbed her cheeks, spreading them apart as I thrust my cock up into her.

She whimpered into my neck, her breath hot against my skin. Her body rubbed against mine. Her skin was slick with sweat, and her breasts mashed against my chest with every thrust. I could feel her nipples scraping against me. I dug my fingers into her ass, pulling her down onto my cock, forcing myself deeper inside her. She tightened her arms around my shoulders. Her nails scraped down my back as she clung to me.

Lexy’s hips rocked back and forth. Her pussy milking my cock with every movement. I could feel her inner muscles squeezing me. Her wetness was dripping down my shaft and pooling on the sheets beneath us. Her red hair fell over her shoulder. Some strands stuck to her damp skin, while others trailed across my chest. I buried my face in her neck, tasting the salt of her sweat on my lips as I fucked her harder.

The feeling of her body pressed against mine, the heat of her skin, her moans in my ear, and the way her pussy gripped me with every thrust, it was too much. I felt my control slipping. My hips were moving faster and harder as I chased my own release. My cock throbbed inside her. The pressure was building until I couldn’t hold back any longer.

My thrusts turned frantic. I slammed my hips up into her as I came. I could feel the cum shooting out of me. Hot spurts filled her pussy. The sensation was overwhelming. My cock twitched with each pulse as my cum leaked out around my shaft and dripped down onto her thigh. Lexy gasped. Her body shuddered as she felt me cum inside her. I held her tight, my hands gripping her ass. My cock was still buried deep in her as I emptied myself into her.

I could feel the wetness spreading between us, running down my shaft and onto the sheets. Lexy didn’t move. Her body pressed tight against mine, and her breath came in short, ragged gasps. Her breasts were flattened against my chest. Her nipples were still hard and sensitive against my skin. I could feel her heartbeat racing. Her skin was hot and flushed.

I let my hands roam over her ass, squeezing and kneading the soft flesh. I felt the way her muscles tensed and relaxed beneath my touch. Lexy shifted slightly. Her hips rolled in slow circles, grinding my cock deeper into her as the last aftershocks of her orgasm rippled through her body. She pressed her lips to my neck, kissing and biting lightly. She caught her breath as she continued.

I slid my hands up her back, tracing the curve of her spine. I felt the sweat cooling on her skin. Her hair was tangled. Some strands were sticking to her face and shoulders, while others fanned out across my chest. I brushed her hair back, tucking it behind her ear so I could see her face. Her cheeks were flushed. Her eyes were glazed with pleasure.

Lexy lifted her head and looked down at me. A satisfied smile was on her lips. She pushed herself up on her elbows. Her breasts swayed slightly as she moved. The skin of her breasts was flushed pink. Her nipples were still hard, standing out against the pale skin. She shifted her hips, squeezing her pussy around my cock, making me gasp as the sensation sent another jolt of pleasure through me.
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CHAPTER 9

“Did I just fuck a demon?” I asked. Lexy’s naked body was still on top of mine. Her skin was flushed, her hair a messy halo against my chest and shoulder. My half hard cock was still inside her pussy. Even though I felt like I pumped her full of all my cum, I still found myself aroused by her. I could feel the sticky heat where our bodies met. The slickness of her inner walls still gripped my shaft, keeping me hard.

“Yes, and now I’m yours to do what you want,” she said with a moan.

The way she said it, her voice thick with satisfaction and promise, sent a jolt through me. My cock twitched and began to swell again, stiffening inside her. The sensation of her pussy wrapped around me, tight and hot, only made it worse. I could feel her heartbeat through her chest pressed against mine, the rise and fall of her breaths brushing my skin.

“Oh, ready for more I see,” she grinned. She shifted her weight slightly. Her breasts pressed more firmly against me, and her nipples grazed my skin. She leaned in and gave me a series of quick kisses at the corner of my mouth. Her lips were soft and slightly parted. Her hair tickled my cheek as she nuzzled in. Her fingers traced idle shapes along my ribs. I felt the dampness of sweat and sex between us, the slide of her skin as she pressed closer.

I hesitated for a moment. My mind was spinning with confusion and arousal. “I’m still confused with what’s going on. But I could really fuck you hard a second time,” I said between her kisses. My voice sounded rough. It was strained with need.

“Fuck me all you want. As a Succubus I’m always horny,” she purred. Her hips rolled against mine, grinding her pussy down onto my cock. I could feel the wet heat of her, the way her pussy squeezed me with every little movement. Her words and her body language left no doubt about what she wanted.

That was all the indication I needed. My hands slid down her back, feeling the curve of her spine, the way her skin was slick with sweat. I gripped her hips, my fingers digging into her flesh, and started to move my own hips. My cock slid out of her, dragging against her inner walls. Then, I pushed back in. I could feel every inch of her pussy as I withdrew, the tightness around my shaft, the way her body clung to me. When I pushed back in, I could feel her cervix at the end of each stroke.

Lexy moaned. Her head dropped to my shoulder. Her hair fell over my chest. Strands stuck to my skin. She shifted her legs, spreading them wider. Her knees pressed into the mattress on either side of my hips. I could feel the tremble of her thighs as I started to thrust, slow and deep.

I watched the way her back arched. I noticed the muscles shifting under her skin. I kept my hands on her hips. I held her steady as I moved. Each time I pulled out, her pussy clung to me. It created a wet suction that made my cock throb. Then I pushed back in, bottoming out inside her, feeling her shudder above me.

Lexy started to move with me. Her hips circled and ground down as I thrust up. Her breasts rubbed against my chest. Her nipples were hard and dragged across my skin. I could feel the slickness between us, the way her pussy was already soaked.

I let my hands roam, sliding up her sides, tracing the curve of her waist. I cupped her ass, squeezing the soft flesh. I spread her cheeks to get a better angle. My cock slipped in and out, and each stroke made her moan louder. I watched her face. Her eyes were half closed, and her mouth was open as she gasped for breath.

She pressed her forehead to mine, her breath hot against my lips. I could see the flush in her cheeks, the way her lips were swollen from kissing. Her hair was tangled. A few strands were sticking to her forehead.

I started to pick up the pace. My hips were moving faster. The slap of skin on skin grew more insistent. I could feel my balls tightening. The familiar pressure was building, but it wasn’t as urgent as usual. Instead, I felt like I could keep going, like my stamina was endless.

I wrapped my arms around her, pulling her tight against me. I fucked up into her. Her pussy squeezed down on my cock, milking me with every thrust. The sensation was overwhelming, but I didn’t feel close to cumming yet. Instead, I felt a steady, growing pleasure. It was as if I was being drawn out, kept on the edge.

Lexy’s hands slid up my chest. Her nails scratched lightly at my skin. She rocked her hips, matching my rhythm, grinding down as I thrust up. I could feel her clit rubbing against my pelvis with each movement.

She let out a low moan. Her voice vibrated against my neck. “Harder,” she whispered, her breath hot against my ear.

I shifted my grip, sliding my hands down to her thighs. I spread her legs wider, pushing her knees up so I could get deeper. My cock drove into her. The angle made her gasp. I could feel her pussy fluttering around me. The muscles were spasming as she got closer to cumming.

I kept my eyes on her, watching the way her body moved, the way her breasts bounced with each thrust. Her nipples were pink and swollen, standing out against her pale skin. A bead of sweat rolled down between her breasts, catching the light.

I started to thrust harder, driving into her with more force. The bed creaked under us. The mattress dipped with our movements. Lexy’s moans grew louder. Her body shook above me.

I could feel her pussy gripping me tighter. The muscles were clenching around my cock. She started to tremble. Her thighs quivered as she got closer to orgasm. I could see the tension in her face, the way her eyes squeezed shut, her mouth open in a silent scream.

I kept fucking her. My hips pistoned up into her. I could feel the pressure building in my own body. The heat coiled low in my belly. But I still didn’t feel like I was going to cum yet. It was like she was drawing it out, making the pleasure last longer.

Lexy suddenly shuddered. Her whole body tensed. She let out a loud, desperate moan. Her pussy clamped down on my cock. I could feel her cumming. The wet heat of her orgasm washed over me. Her nails dug into my chest. They left red marks.

I kept thrusting, riding out her orgasm, feeling the way her pussy milked my cock. The sensation pushed me closer. The pleasure was building until I couldn’t hold back anymore. I slammed into her one last time, burying my cock deep inside her. My balls tightened, and I felt the rush of cum shooting into her, filling her up.

We stayed like that for a moment. Her body slumped against mine, and both of us were gasping for breath. I could feel my cock still twitching inside her, the last spurts of cum leaking out.

Lexy rolled off me. Her body slid down until she was lying on her side. My cock slipped out of her pussy, and I could see a thick stream of cum running out, pooling on the sheets beneath her. She lay there, catching her breath. Her chest was rising and falling rapidly.

I watched her, mesmerized by the sight of her body. Her breasts were heaving. Her nipples were still hard and flushed. Her thighs were spread. Her pussy was swollen and glistening with our combined juices. The cum oozed out of her slowly, trailing down the curve of her ass onto the sheets.

I lay there, catching my own breath. My body was still humming with pleasure. I couldn’t believe how hard I’d just cum, how good it had felt. And I still didn’t feel drained. Usually, after sex, I’d be spent, needing time to recover before I could go again. But with Lexy, I felt like I could keep going, like I had endless stamina.

I glanced down at my cock. It was still half hard and slick with her juices. I wondered if this was part of her being a succubus, if she was somehow giving me this extra stamina, making me able to fuck her again and again without needing a break.

Lexy turned her head to look at me, a lazy smile on her lips. Her hair was plastered to her forehead with sweat. Her cheeks were flushed. She reached down between her legs, spreading her pussy lips with two fingers. More cum dripped out, thick and white, pooling on her inner thigh.

She looked back at me, her eyes half lidded. Her tone was low and satisfied as she murmured, “You fill me up so well.”

I couldn’t help but stare at her, at the way her body looked sprawled out on the bed. Her skin was flushed. Her breasts were rising and falling with each breath. Her thighs were slick with cum. Her pussy was still twitching from her orgasm.

I reached out and ran my fingers along her thigh, tracing the line of cum as it dripped down. Her skin was hot under my touch. Her muscles were still trembling.

Lexy sighed, closing her eyes. She let her legs fall open wider, exposing her swollen pussy. I could see the way her inner lips were puffy, glistening with our fluids. The sight made my cock twitch. It was already starting to harden again.

I lay back, staring at the ceiling. I was trying to process everything that had just happened. I could still feel the lingering pleasure in my body, the aftershocks of my orgasm. But I wasn’t tired. If anything, I felt more energized than before.

I turned my head to look at Lexy again. She was still lying on her side. Her body was relaxed, and one arm was draped across her stomach. Her breasts were full and round. The nipples were still stiff. A thin line of cum was smeared across her inner thigh, glistening in the light.

I couldn’t help but reach out again, running my hand up her leg, feeling the heat of her skin. She smiled at me. Her eyes met mine.

“Ready for round three?” She asked. Her voice was teasing.

I grinned, feeling my cock twitch in response. With Lexy, I didn’t think I’d ever need to stop.

“You’re good at this,” Lexy said, turning over to face me.

Her voice was low and a little rough. Her words carried that lazy satisfaction that comes right after sex. She shifted her body, rolling onto her side. Her breasts pressed softly against my chest as she came to rest. Her nipples grazed my skin. They were still hard. I could feel the heat radiating from her, the sheen of sweat on her bare skin catching the faint light that leaked in from the window. Her red hair was a mess, with strands stuck to her forehead and cheeks. The rest fanned out on the pillow like a fiery halo. She looked at me with a sleepy smile, her eyes half-lidded but very much awake.

“I think you’re bringing it out of me,” I said. I lifted my hand and reached for her hair, threading my fingers through the tangled locks. The strands felt thick and slightly damp between my fingers. I pushed some of it off her face, tucking it behind her ear. My palm lingered at the side of her head. My thumb brushed the edge of her flushed cheek. She leaned into my touch. We kissed again. Her lips met mine eagerly. Her mouth opened to me, and her tongue pressed against mine. Her lips were puffy, swollen from the hours we’d spent kissing and biting and sucking at each other. I could feel the roughness of her breath and the way her chest rose and fell quickly. Her breasts moved against me with each inhale.

Her cheeks were flushed. A dark pink spread down her neck and over the tops of her breasts. I could see the trail of marks I’d left. The hickeys and red streaks from my mouth and hands were evident. She wasn’t just saying it to make me feel good. She really was turned on by me. The way she leaned in for the kiss was almost desperate, as if she needed the kiss. She needed me. Her fingers tangled in my hair, pulling me closer. Her nails scraped lightly at my scalp. When I broke away, she chased my mouth for a second, then let me go. Her lips parted as she breathed out.

With a deep breath, I sat up. The muscles in my stomach and thighs ached, my skin sticky with sweat and cum. I swung my legs over the side of the bed. The old mattress creaked under my weight. I glanced back at Lexy. Her body was sprawled out on the tangled sheets, her legs parted, one knee bent, the other stretched out toward the edge of the bed. My cum was smeared across her inner thighs, shining in the faint light. The sheets beneath her were stained. Dark patches spread out from where we’d fucked. I could see the imprint of her body, the outline of her hips and shoulders pressed into the mattress.

I stood up, feeling the cold wood floor against my bare feet. My cock was still half-hard, hanging heavy between my legs, slick with the last of our cum. I picked up my t-shirt and pulled it over my head. The fabric clung to my sweaty skin. I ran my hand through my hair, trying to smooth it down, but it stuck up in every direction.

I made my way to the old bathroom. The door creaked as I pushed it open. The light above the mirror flickered when I turned it on, casting a harsh yellow glow over the cracked tiles and chipped sink. I stepped up to the basin, bracing my hands on the edge. I looked at my reflection. My face was flushed, my lips swollen, my hair a mess. There were scratch marks on my chest and shoulders, red lines from Lexy’s nails.

I felt the sting of cold against my hot skin. I washed away the sweat and cum. I reached for a towel hanging on the rack. The towel was rough and thin. I dried myself off, rubbing the fabric over my skin until I was mostly dry.

I glanced down at my cock, still sticky in places. I wet the towel and wiped myself clean, making sure to get every trace of Lexy off me. I tossed the towel and looked up at the mirror one more time. My eyes were bloodshot, the skin under them dark. I hadn’t slept at all. I turned off the light and stepped out of the bathroom, closing the door behind me.

Between both of us, we had made a mess. I could see it even from the hallway. The sheets were twisted and stained, the pillows thrown to the floor. There were wet spots everywhere, some from sweat, some from cum. I would probably need to get new sheets the next time I went into town. The old ones were beyond saving. I made a mental note to add it to my list. I walked over to the window at the end of the hall and looked outside. The forest beyond was still dark, black shapes of trees pressing up against the glass. I could see a faint blue light beginning to creep across the sky, the first hint of dawn. The sun wasn’t up yet, but the night was ending.

I hadn’t checked the time, but my guess was that it was five in the morning. The clock in the kitchen was broken. I hadn’t really slept all night. Between trying to figure out what those noises were outside and fucking a succubus, I had been awake the entire time. At least, I think I was awake. Maybe this entire thing was a dream. A really real dream. I pressed my forehead against the cold windowpane, closing my eyes for a second. My body ached, every muscle sore, but I felt strangely alive, like my nerves were buzzing just under my skin.

I pushed myself away from the window and walked back down the hall toward the bedroom. My feet were silent on the floorboards. I paused at the door, my hand on the knob. For a second, I expected Lexy to be gone. I felt a moment of uncertainty. The bed would be empty, the sheets cooling. Her body had vanished just as mysteriously as she came. And I would be left wondering if it all really happened. I took a breath and pushed the door open.

When I entered the room, I saw that she was still there. Laying on the bed, fully nude. Her body was sprawled out across the mattress, her arms above her head, her hair spread out in a wild mess. Her breasts rose and fell with her breathing. The nipples were still hard and dark. Her stomach was flat, her hips wide, and her legs were long and pale against the dark sheets. There were streaks of my cum drying on her thighs and stomach. Her skin was flushed, a deep pink across her chest and cheeks. Her eyes were open, watching me as I entered. She smiled. It was slow and lazy, her lips parted just enough to show the tips of her teeth.

It was all real. She was real. Her perfect sexy naked body laying on my bed. Like she said, I could’ve fucked her again if I wanted to. She was game and apparently my cock was also ready for round three. I glanced down and saw it twitch, half-hard again just from looking at her. My eyes, however, were not. The exhaustion was catching up to me. My eyelids felt heavy, and my head was starting to swim.

I walked over to the bed. The floor creaked under my weight. Lexy watched me. Her eyes followed every step. I sat down on the edge of the mattress. The springs groaned. She reached out and grabbed my arm, pulling me down beside her. Her skin was hot against mine, her grip strong. I let myself fall onto the bed, rolling onto my side to face her. She pressed her body against me. Her breasts flattened against my chest, and her thigh slid between my legs. I could feel the slickness of her skin, the warmth of her breath on my neck.

Lexy wrapped her arms around me. Her hands slid up my back. Her fingers traced the line of my spine. She pressed her face into my shoulder. Her lips brushed against my collarbone. Her body felt amazing, all heat and softness and muscle. I slid my arm under her head and pulled her closer, burying my face in her hair. The strands tickled my nose and cheeks. I could feel her heartbeat, fast and steady. Her chest was rising and falling against mine.

I pulled the covers over our naked, intertwined bodies. The blanket was thin and scratchy, but it trapped the heat between us. Lexy shifted, curling her body around mine. She hooked her leg over my hip. Her hand slid down to my ass, squeezing gently. I felt her breasts pressed against my chest. Her nipples were rubbing against my skin. I let my hand wander down her back, tracing the curve of her spine, the dip of her waist, the swell of her ass. Her skin was smooth and hot. Her muscles were tense and relaxed at the same time.

I had never felt so warm and comfortable in my life. I closed my eyes, letting myself sink into the bed, into Lexy’s arms. Her body molded to mine, every inch of her pressed against me. I felt her breath on my neck. Her lips pressed a soft kiss to my skin. I tightened my grip on her, pulling her as close as I could. The last thing I saw before I drifted off was her face. Her eyes were watching me, and her lips were curved in a satisfied smile. Her red hair spilled over the pillow. It formed a bright, wild mess against the white fabric. I let myself relax. My body went limp, and my mind finally quieted. I drifted into sleep, Lexy’s body wrapped around mine, the heat of her skin seeping into me.
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CHAPTER 10

When I woke up, I felt like I had a hangover. My head throbbed with a dull, persistent ache, and my mouth felt dry. The light shining through the window was bright. It sliced across the room in a wide, gold rectangle that landed directly on my face. I lay still for a moment, trying to remember where I was and why the sunlight felt so aggressive. The sheets were tangled around my legs, heavy and warm. The pillow beneath my head was slightly damp with sweat. My eyelids felt glued together, but I forced them open. I squinted immediately at the harshness of the daylight.

I blinked several times, my vision blurry. The light stabbed at my eyes, making me wince. I groaned softly and rolled onto my side, turning my back to the window. The mattress shifted under my weight. The springs creaked quietly. I pressed the heel of my hand against my forehead, rubbing my face with my fingers. I felt the rough stubble on my chin and cheeks. My skin felt clammy. I pinched the bridge of my nose, then dragged my fingers down over my closed eyes. I was trying to block out the brightness and massage away the pounding in my skull.

Slowly, I squinted again. I let my eyes adjust in tiny increments. I could make out the outlines of the furniture in the room, the battered dresser against the far wall, the chair draped with a pair of jeans and a hoodie, the pile of shoes near the door. Dust motes floated in the air, swirling in the sunbeam. I rolled onto my back and tried to remember what time it was. I stared up at the ceiling. The clock on the nightstand was turned away from me, its face hidden.

I yawned. My jaw stretched wide, and the taste of stale saliva filled my mouth. The events of last night started to slide back into my memory, vivid and unmistakable—the heat of Lexy's body, the press of her breasts against my chest, the way her mouth had moved on mine, and the feeling of her thighs squeezing my hips. My cock twitched at the memory. I turned my head. I looked over at the other side of the bed, expecting to see her there, maybe still asleep.

The sheets on her side were pulled down. The pillow was indented where her head had rested. The white cotton was rumpled and creased, and a faint outline of her body was still visible in the fabric. The space was empty, but the evidence was clear she had been there. I reached out, touching the sheets with my fingertips. They were still a little warm. I glanced at the floor, where her latex costume had been tossed in a heap the night before. It was gone. My heart thudded, a mix of confusion and excitement stirring in my chest. The last thing I remembered was falling asleep with the hottest naked woman I had ever seen next to me. She wasn’t there now. I sat up slowly, pushing the sheets down to my waist. I looked around the room, searching for any sign of her.

“Morning, Stud,” a voice said from the doorway.

I jerked my head toward the door. Lexy was leaning in the door frame, one shoulder pressed against the wood. She had her arms folded loosely across her chest. She was wearing nothing but an oversized t-shirt. The soft gray fabric hung off one shoulder and barely reached the tops of her thighs. The hem brushed the middle of her smooth, bare legs. Her hair was a tangled mess, wild and dark, falling past her shoulders in loose waves. In the daylight, I could really see her. I noticed the sharp line of her collarbone, the curve of her hips, and the way her nipples pressed faintly against the thin cotton.

“Is that my shirt?” I asked. My voice was rough as I was still trying to wake up.

She grinned. Her eyes sparkled with mischief. “Yeah. You got cum all over my sexy succubus latex. Do you know how hard it is to get that stuff out of zippers?” She rolled her eyes, but her mouth was curled into a teasing smile.

I let my eyes drift down her body, taking in the way the shirt clung to her curves, the way her bare thighs looked in the sunlight. I swallowed. My throat was dry. “So, it wasn’t a dream?” I asked, needing to hear her say it.

She shook her head, stepping into the room. “No, you’re very far from this being a dream. You found me, gave me that charm, and then you sealed the deal… twice.” She lifted her eyebrows. Her lips quirked. She walked over to the bed and sat down on the edge. The mattress dipped under her weight. The shirt rode up a little higher on her thighs. She crossed one leg over the other. Her foot bounced slightly.

“And that means we’re linked? Like married or what?” I asked, pushing myself up so I was sitting against the headboard. My bare chest was exposed. The sheets pooled around my waist. I could feel my cock stirring under the covers.

“It means I’m here to stay. You could say it’s like marriage, but it’s a much stronger bond than that. You’ll see what I mean.” She reached out and brushed her fingers over my knee. Her nails grazed my skin lightly. Her touch sent a little jolt through me.

I nodded, not entirely sure what she meant. I was too distracted by the way her legs looked in my shirt to ask more questions. My stomach rumbled, loud and insistent, breaking the tension.

“Are you hungry? I’m starving. Burned a lot of calories last night, I guess.” I said, rubbing my stomach.

Lexy laughed. She nodded, her eyes looking down to my bare chest. “What food do you have in this place?”

I shrugged, glancing toward the door. “Let’s look. We could fry some eggs. You could shoot fire out of your fingers to heat up the pan,” I suggested, grinning.

She rolled her eyes, but her smile didn’t fade. “Very funny,” she said.

I pushed the sheets off my legs and swung my feet over the edge of the bed. The floorboards were cold under my bare soles. I stood up, stretching my arms over my head, feeling the muscles in my back crack and loosen. My cock hung heavy between my legs, half-hard from the memory of last night and the sight of Lexy sitting there in nothing but my shirt. I walked over to the dresser, pulling open the top drawer. I grabbed a pair of boxers, stepping into them and pulling them up over my hips. The elastic snapped against my skin. I reached for a pair of jeans, shaking them out and threading my legs through one at a time, tugging them up and zipping the fly. I found a clean t-shirt, and the fabric was soft and faded. I pulled it over my head, shoving my arms through the sleeves.

Lexy watched me get dressed. Her eyes lingered on my body. She stood up, the hem of the shirt riding up as she moved. She walked over to the chair, bending at the waist to retrieve her panties from the pile of clothes. The shirt rode up, exposing the lower curve of her ass. She straightened and slipped the panties on, pulling them up under the shirt and adjusting them until they sat snugly on her hips. She glanced over her shoulder at me, a smirk on her lips.

I walked over to the door, grabbing my boots from the floor. I sat down on the edge of the bed, pulling them on one at a time, lacing them up tightly. The laces were stiff from the cold. I stood up. I flexed my toes inside the boots and nodded toward the hallway. “Let’s see what we’ve got in the kitchen.”

Lexy followed me out of the bedroom, her bare feet silent on the wooden floor. We walked down the narrow hallway, passing the bathroom and the small storage closet. The kitchen was at the far end of the cabin. The counters were cluttered with dishes, empty mugs, and a half-full bottle of whiskey. The sink was piled with plates from the nights before.

I walked over to the cabinets, pulling open the doors and peering inside. There were a few cans of baked beans, a carton of eggs, a loaf of bread that was starting to go stale, and a can of some kind of mystery meat. I grabbed the eggs and set them on the counter. Lexy came up behind me, opening the lower cabinets and rooting around. She pulled out a can of baked beans and set it next to the eggs. She reached deeper into the cupboard and pulled out the can of meat, holding it up between two fingers and giving me a disgusted look.

She wrinkled her nose. Her lips curled in distaste. “You eat this stuff?” she asked, shaking the can slightly.

I shrugged, grinning. “It’s protein. You get used to it.”

She rolled her eyes and set the can down, pushing it away from the other food. “We’ll have to get some better food,” she muttered.

I opened the fridge. The door creaked on its hinges. There was a carton of milk, a stick of butter, and a half-empty jar of pickles. I grabbed the butter and set it on the counter. I glanced over at the stove. The firebox was cold. The iron surface was dark and dusty. I opened the firebox door, peering inside. There were a few scraps of ash and a couple of charred logs. However, there was nothing that would burn.

“I’ll need to get some firewood,” I said, glancing at Lexy. She nodded, crossing her arms under her chest, making her breasts push against the fabric of my shirt.

I walked to the back door, grabbing the jacket from the hook. I shrugged it on. The sleeves felt rough against my arms. I stepped into the mudroom, pulling open the outer door. The air outside was cold and crisp, biting at my skin. I walked around the side of the cabin to the woodpile. I crouched down, searching through the logs. The pile was almost gone, just a few splinters and scraps left. I cursed under my breath. I’d have to chop more.

I grabbed the axe from where it leaned against the wall, the wooden handle smooth and worn. I set a log upright on the chopping block, gripping the axe with both hands. I raised it over my head, feeling the muscles in my arms and shoulders tense. I brought the blade down, splitting the log cleanly in half. I set another piece on the block and swung again. The axe bit into the wood with a satisfying thunk. I worked my way through the small stack of logs, splitting them into smaller pieces. Sweat started to bead on my forehead despite the cold.

Once I had enough firewood, I stacked the pieces in my arms. I cradled them against my chest. I walked back to the cabin, kicking the door open with my boot. Lexy was standing at the counter, cracking eggs into a bowl. Her hair fell forward, hiding her face as she worked. The shirt she wore was pulled tight across her ass as she reached for a fork.

I carried the firewood over to the stove, setting it down on the hearth. I opened the firebox, stacking the logs inside one by one, arranging them so there was space for air to flow. I grabbed a handful of kindling from the basket by the stove, stuffing it between the logs. I struck a match. The flame flared bright as I touched it to the kindling. The wood caught quickly. Flames licked up the sides of the logs. I closed the firebox door and adjusted the damper, watching the fire begin to burn hotter.

Lexy pulled out the can opener and attacked the can of baked beans, twisting the handle until the lid popped free. She dumped the beans into a saucepan, setting it on the stove top. She looked at the can of meat again. Her nose wrinkled. She slid it across the counter toward me, shaking her head.

“We really need to get some better food,” she said. Her voice was flat. She cracked another egg into the bowl. The yolk broke and spread through the whites. She whisked them together with the fork. Her wrist moved quickly. The muscles in her forearm flexed under the skin.

I nodded, picking up the can of meat and setting it aside. “Agreed. We’ll make a list after breakfast.”

Lexy poured the eggs into a frying pan. The butter was sizzling as it melted. She watched the edges of the eggs turn opaque. Then she grabbed a spatula and began to push them gently, folding the curds over themselves. She kept her movements quick, scraping the sides of the pan and making sure nothing stuck. The beans started to bubble in the saucepan, and the sauce thickened as it heated. She glanced over at me. Her eyes looked down my body. “You want toast?” she asked.

I nodded, grabbing the loaf of bread and slicing off a few thick pieces. I set them on the rack over the open firebox, turning them occasionally with a pair of tongs until the edges were browned and crisp.

Lexy plated the eggs and beans, dividing them between two plates. She set them on the table, then sat down, crossing her legs under her. The shirt rode up, exposing the tops of her thighs. Her skin was pale and smooth in the morning light.

I joined her at the table, sliding into the chair across from her. She handed me a fork. Her fingers brushed mine. I dug into the food, the eggs hot and creamy, the beans sweet and savory. Lexy ate quickly, shoveling food into her mouth, clearly as hungry as I was.

I set the blackened cast iron pan directly onto the stove’s flat metal surface. The stove was already hot. It radiated heat that pushed back the chill that crept in from the cracks around the cabin windows. The wood inside the stove snapped and shifted as the fire worked through the logs, sending up a faint shimmer of warmth that collected around my legs and hands. I picked up the small bottle of olive oil from the shelf above the stove, unscrewed the cap, and tilted it carefully over the pan. A single drop fell. Then another drop fell, pooling and spreading in the center. The oil hit the pan with a sharp sizzle. It immediately formed a glistening, translucent patch. I set the bottle aside, wiped my hand on my jeans, and then I reached for the carton of eggs.

I grabbed one egg. I felt its cool, slightly rough shell against my fingers. I rapped it against the edge of the pan, hard enough to crack but not shatter. The shell split, and I pried it open with both thumbs. I watched as the clear whites and bright yellow yolk dropped into the shimmering oil. The egg hissed and bubbled. The edges curled up and turned opaque as they cooked. I tossed the empty shell into the small trash bin by the stove, making sure none of the sticky egg white dripped onto the floor.

I glanced at the can of meat on the counter. The label was faded. However, I could still make out the word “SPICED.” I took out my pocketknife, flicked it open, and wedged the tip under the can’s pull-tab. I levered it up, feeling the resistance give. I then peeled back the metal lid. The meat inside was pale pink, pressed into a dense block flecked with white fat. I set the can down and wiped the blade of my knife on a towel. Then I sliced into the meat. The blade cut smoothly through, leaving neat slices about half an inch thick. I stacked them on a chipped plate, then slid two slices off the plate and into the hot pan beside the egg. The meat began to sizzle, browning at the edges almost immediately.

I grabbed a wooden spoon and nudged the meat slices, making sure they didn’t stick. The egg white was setting, so I slid the spoon under the egg and flipped it, careful not to break the yolk. The top of the yolk glistened, still runny and golden. I let the meat cook until the undersides were crisp and brown. Then I flipped them over as well, pressing down so they made good contact with the pan.

Next, I turned to the can of baked beans. I picked up the can opener from the drawer, fitted it onto the rim, and cranked the handle. The metal teeth bit into the lid, and I worked my way around. I felt the tension in my wrist as I went. When the lid was loose, I pried it off and set it aside. The beans inside were thick, dark, and gloppy, with a few bits of pale fat floating on top. I poured half the contents into a small pot, scraping out the sticky sauce with the spoon, then set the pot on a free spot on the stove. The heat from the stove wasn’t as intense there, so I shifted the pot closer to the center. I watched as the beans slowly began to bubble.

While everything cooked, I took two cracked, mismatched plates from the cupboard. I set them on the table. The table was old and scarred, the wood grain worn smooth in places and splintered in others. I picked up two forks, checked for any lingering food stuck between the tines, and then I placed one at each setting. I poured two mugs of water from the jug on the counter, setting them next to the plates.

I checked the food again. The egg was done. The yolk was still soft, and the white was set and just beginning to crisp at the edges. I slid the egg onto one plate, then I added a slice of meat beside it. I repeated the process for the second plate. I divided the remaining meat. The beans were bubbling, so I stirred them once, making sure nothing was sticking to the bottom. After that, I spooned a generous portion onto each plate, letting the thick sauce run over the meat and pool around the egg.

Lexy was sitting on the edge of the bed, watching me. She wore a loose shirt, the fabric thin and clinging to the curve of her breasts as she leaned forward, elbows on her knees. Her hair was tangled, a streak of sunlight catching on the copper strands near her face.

I carried the plates to the table, setting one before Lexy and the other at the seat across from her. I pulled out the chair. The legs scraped against the floor as I sat down. The seat creaked under my weight. I handed Lexy a fork, then I picked up my own and started eating. The food was hot. The egg yolk was running into the beans, and the meat was salty and dense.

I chewed and swallowed. Then I looked up at Lexy. She was eating slowly, head down, eyes on her plate. I set my fork down. The tines clinked against the ceramic.

“I still have questions,” I said. “I still don’t understand why you kept coming to my cabin and leaving those charms around the place. If it’s my job to get one and find you to give it to you, then why did you make them and leave them at my cabin?”

Lexy looked up. Her fork paused halfway to her mouth. Her brow furrowed. “I didn’t make those charms. And I didn’t leave them on your property,” she said.

I frowned, trying to process that. “That wasn’t you that made those noises at night? Last night when I went outside, that wasn’t you out there? I saw a woman. When I came back in you were in my doorway.”

Lexy’s eyes narrowed. Her mouth tightened. She looked more troubled now. Her shoulders were tense. “I did come to your cabin last night because you gave me a charm. But I was not outside leaving the charms and I wasn’t making noises outside,” she said.

I set my fork down and leaned forward, elbows on the table. “But I saw a woman. She had white streaks of paint on her cheeks. That wasn’t you?”

Lexy’s eyes grew wide. The color drained from her face as if she was realizing something important. “You saw a woman with white streaks on her cheeks? Did you see anything else about her?” she asked.

I shook my head. "No, it was too dark. I was too focused on the face paint and how strange it was. The woman just apologized and ran off.”

Lexy leaned back in her chair. Her hands gripped the edge of the table. “Steven, I think your work isn’t done,” she said.

I stared at her. My heart was beating faster. “What do you mean?”

She looked at me, her eyes serious. “I mean, you somehow stumbled upon an entire world you didn’t even know exists.”

I looked around the cabin. I noticed the battered walls and the old stove, and I saw the way the light caught the dust motes hanging in the air. “This cabin is cursed,” I said.

Lexy shook her head. “This cabin is the conduit, but you’re its master. You took those charms and that means you need to give them back,” she said.

I felt a chill crawl up my spine. “What do you mean?” I asked.

She leaned forward. Her shirt pulled tight against her chest as she rested her forearms on the table. “There are other succubus like me. They are courting you, Steven. They’re giving you charms, you’re taking their gifts. They think you’re courting them back. They want you to do what you did to me. You got a charm, found me, gave me the charm, and then had sex with me, bonding us forever. The other succubus that are hiding in this forest are waiting for you to find them, give them a charm, and bond with them forever,” she explained.

I stared at her, trying to take it all in. “There are other succubus out there? That woman I saw in the woods was one of them?” I asked.

Lexy nodded. “Yes. But I think that woman you saw was the Fae. She’s not a succubus per se, but she has powers just like me and her job is to seduce you,” she said.

I gripped the edge of the table, knuckles white. “What if I ignore them? What if I just want you?” I asked.

Lexy looked down at her plate, then back up at me. “They won’t stop. Best thing you could do is find them and try to convince them to let you out of the deal, but that could be risky,” she said.

I looked at her, searching her face for any sign of reassurance. “So I need to find these horny mystical women and have sex with them?” I asked.

She shook her head, a half-smile flickering at the corner of her mouth. “It’s going to be more complicated than that,” she said.

I frowned. “What do you mean?” I asked.

“They are going to play hard to get. They are going to hide from you and run from you. You’re going to have to catch them,” she said.

I stared at her, not sure if she was joking. “I thought you said they want this. If they want this then why are they running from me?” I asked.

Lexy’s lips parted. Her tongue darted out to wet them. “They do want this. They want this a lot. Playing hard to get is like foreplay for them. It makes them more excited,” she said.

I shook my head, trying to picture it. “But I’m supposed to catch them? Like tie a string to a box and put food under it?” I asked.

She let out a short laugh, shaking her head. “I’m telling you. They want you to prove your abilities. They figure if you can catch them, then you deserve to bond with them. They want you to work for it. They aren’t just going to spread their legs and give it to you on a silver platter,” she said.

I thought about that, staring down at my plate, the egg yolk now mixed with the beans. I nodded slowly. “Yeah, that makes sense. This is going to be tricky. I can already tell it’s going to be hard to find these… succubus, fae, whatever they are,” I said.
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CHAPTER 11

I stepped outside the old cabin. I pushed the warped wooden door open with my left hand. The door stuck a little at the bottom, scraping over the uneven threshold before swinging out. I ducked my head to avoid the splintered frame. Then, I stepped down onto the sagging porch. The boards flexed under my weight, creaking quietly. I paused at the edge and looked out at the clearing. My hand rested on the rough railing. The air was cool and crisp, the kind of chill that clings after a night of rain. I drew in a slow breath, feeling the cold air expand in my chest. The skin on my arms prickled, and I rubbed my hands over them. I brushed away the lingering dampness that clung to my skin.

I stepped off the porch and onto the ground. The soil was eternally damp, and as I pressed my bare feet into it, I felt the earth yield under my weight. It was cool and soft. Mud squeezed up between my toes. I shifted my stance, feeling the ground give slightly with each movement, the grass slick and flattened from last night’s rain. I walked a few paces away from the cabin, letting my feet sink deeper into the spongy ground with every step. I glanced upward, squinting at the sky. Above the trees, the sun was already high. Its light filtered through the canopy in shifting patches of gold and shadow. The sunlight caught on the wet leaves, making them glisten. I raised a hand to shade my eyes, tracing the line where the trunks disappeared into the dense undergrowth.

It was nice to be out here in the silence. I stood still for a moment. I let the quiet wrap around me. There was nothing but the sight of the woods pressing in on all sides. The trees stood tall and close together, their trunks dark with moisture. I looked back at the cabin. Its roof sagged in the middle, and the faded paint peeled from the boards. The place looked even more decrepit in the daylight, but there was something comforting about its worn-down appearance.

Somehow, seeking answers to this old cabin had only led me to more questions. I stared at the cabin’s battered door, thinking about the first time I’d crossed its threshold. If the Succubus’s claims were to be believed, that meant there was an entirely different world hiding in the darkened trees beyond my sagging cabin. I turned, scanning the tree line. The actual property line stretched far within the treeline and into the thick woods. I took a few steps toward the edge of the clearing, stopping just before the first tangle of brambles. The undergrowth was thick here, ferns and thorny vines curling around the roots of the trees. I knelt down and pressed my palm into the mossy earth. Then I traced the edge of an old, half-rotted fence post half-buried in the dirt. The wood crumbled under my fingertips.

Maybe that’s why I was somehow connected to this place when I signed those papers and gained ownership of everything. I stood up and looked out into the woods. I brushed the dirt from my hands onto my jeans. The trees seemed to lean in closer. Their branches interlocked overhead, blocking out the sun. If I had known the true extent of what would happen to me if I signed those papers, I would have understood the consequences. Would I have still signed them? I didn’t know. I looked down at my hands, flexing my fingers, remembering the pen in my grip, the scratch of the paper, the weight of the keys in my palm when Vince handed them to me. All I knew was that I was stuck with it now. I pressed my thumb into the fleshy part of my palm, grounding myself in the present. Despite accidentally falling into this secret hiding in plain sight, deep down I knew I wanted it. I could just get in my car and drive far, far away from here. I turned and glanced at the battered old sedan parked next to the cabin. Its windows were fogged from the morning chill. Would the women pursue me even if I left? I pictured them. Their eyes were watching from the shadows, and their presence lingered just beyond view. I guess it didn’t matter what would happen, because I wasn’t going anywhere.

I shifted my weight from one foot to the other, feeling the cold mud squish between my toes again. I ran my hand along the side of my thigh, wiping away a smear of dirt. The silence was interrupted by the distant crunch of tires on gravel. I straightened, turning to face the old dirt road that wound its way through the trees toward the cabin. The sound grew louder, and a moment later, a sedan appeared. Its headlights flickered as it bounced over the ruts and potholes. The car slowed as it neared the clearing. Its tires kicked up clods of wet earth.

The sedan rolled to a stop at the edge of the clearing, just a few feet from where my own car sat. The engine idled for a moment before shutting off. The driver’s door opened, and Vince stepped out. He stuck his legs out first, planting his feet firmly on the ground. Then he straightened up, bracing one hand on the top of the door as he stood. He glanced around, scanning the clearing and the cabin. Then he looked over at me. A warm smile spread across his face, creasing the corners of his eyes.

Vince closed the car door with a solid push. The latch clicked into place. He walked around the front of the sedan. His shoes sank slightly into the wet ground. He paused to brush a stray leaf off the hood before heading toward me. Each footfall left a shallow impression in the mud. As he approached, I could see the faint sheen of sweat on his forehead, the result of the drive and the humid air. He wore a light blue button-down shirt tucked into dark slacks, the cuffs of his pants damp where they brushed against the grass. His hair was neatly combed, but a few strands had fallen loose across his forehead.

“Good morning, Steven!” Vince said. His voice carried easily in the open space.

“Hey, Vince. What brings you out here?” I asked, shifting my stance and folding my arms across my chest. I watched him close the distance. His smile never faltered.

“I was in town closing a home sale and I was wondering how you were holding up out here. I thought I’d swing by and see if you need anything,” Vince said. He stopped a few feet away from me, glancing at the cabin behind my shoulder. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a set of keys. He idly spun them around his finger before tucking them away again.

“Well, the last few days have been tough. It’s hard getting used to spotty electricity and no running water,” I said. I shifted my weight again, glancing down at my feet and wiggling my toes in the mud. I could feel the chill seeping up through the soles of my feet. The dampness clung to my skin.

Vince chuckled. He shook his head. His eyes crinkled at the corners. “Yeah, I don’t know how people do it. I’ve seen a lot of people come out to the middle of nowhere and try to live off the grid. They stay for six months before it wears them down. I don’t recommend it for anybody.” He gestured toward the cabin with a tilt of his head, his expression sympathetic.

“It’s funny you say that because initially I was thinking about flipping the property but the longer I stay here the more I’m growing... attached to it.” I said. I looked over at the cabin, tracing the outline of the sagging roof, the broken window on the far side patched with duct tape and cardboard. I ran my hand along the rough grain of the porch railing, feeling the splinters catch on my palm.

Vince looked at me and nodded. His smile faded just a little. He didn’t seem to like that answer. “Well, Steven, property values are hot right now in the area. I could help you split the property into smaller acre segments and sell it at a premium. You would make a lot of money.” He spread his hands, palms up. It was as if he were offering me the idea like a gift.

“I’m not sure I want to do that,” I replied. I kept my gaze steady, meeting his eyes. For a moment, neither of us spoke. Vince shifted his weight, glancing away toward the trees. The sunlight caught the side of his face, highlighting the creases at the corners of his mouth.

I let my arms fall to my sides, then reached up and scratched the back of my neck. I felt the short hairs prickle under my fingers. The silence stretched between us, filled only by the distant rustle of leaves in the breeze. I looked down at the ground, tracing a pattern in the mud with the edge of my big toe. The cool dampness had already left a faint outline of my footprints leading from the porch to where I stood now.

Vince cleared his throat and shifted his stance, brushing a speck of dirt from the front of his shirt. He glanced back at his car, then at the cabin. His eyes moved over the sagging roof and the battered walls. He didn’t say anything, but I could see the calculation behind his eyes, weighing the value of the land against whatever reasons I might have for staying.

I took a step back, and I felt the mud pull at my heel. Then, I leaned against the porch railing. The wood was rough and uneven under my palms. I watched Vince as he looked around. He took in the overgrown grass, the tangle of weeds at the edge of the clearing, and the moss creeping up the sides of the cabin. He seemed out of place here. His pressed shirt and polished shoes were a sharp contrast to the wildness of the property.

I glanced down at myself. I noted the dirt smeared on my jeans and the mud caked around my ankles. I brushed at my thigh with my hand, trying to dislodge a stubborn patch of earth. My shirt was wrinkled and damp with sweat, clinging to my skin in places. I straightened up, squaring my shoulders, and met Vince’s gaze again.

He opened his mouth as if to say something else. Then he seemed to think better of it. Instead, he just nodded. His lips were pressed into a thin line. He reached up and ran his fingers through his hair, pushing the stray strands back into place. For a moment, he looked tired. The lines around his eyes were deeper than before.

A single shaft of sunlight broke through the canopy, illuminating a patch of grass near the porch. The light caught on a spiderweb strung between two weeds, making it shimmer. I watched as a small insect struggled in the web. Its legs were flailing. I turned my attention back to Vince, waiting to see if he would press the issue or let it drop.

He shifted his weight again, digging the toe of his shoe into the soft earth. He glanced at the cabin one more time, then back at me, his expression unreadable. I stayed silent, letting the weight of the moment settle between us. The cool air pricked against my skin.

“Vince!” called a voice from behind me. I turned around. Lexy stood there, leaning against the porch railing. She was still wearing my t-shirt. The hem was hanging loose around her upper thighs, and the thin cotton was stretched across her chest. Her arms were crossed on the railing, and she shifted her weight so her hip pressed into the post. This shift made the shirt ride up just enough to reveal a strip of bare skin above her thigh.

“Lexy?” Vince said. He sounded confused. His voice carried a sharp edge. His head jerked up. His eyes were wide, and his lips parted as if he couldn’t quite process what he was seeing.

“You both know each other?” I asked, turning to look at Vince. I kept my gaze steady on him, watching the flush rise up his neck. His teeth were clenched, the muscles in his face twitching as he glared at me.

“I should ask you the same question, Steven.” He said, gritting his teeth. His face was turning blood red, the skin blotchy with anger. His hands curled into fists at his sides. His knuckles whitened as he squeezed them tighter.

“Vince. It’s time for you to leave,” Lexy said. She didn’t move from the railing, but her voice was flat and unyielding. She straightened up, pushing herself off the wood with her palms, and took a single step forward.

“Steven and I are having a conversation. If you don’t mind and fuck off,” Vince said angrily. His voice was louder now, almost a shout. He jabbed a finger in Lexy’s direction. His shoulders hunched. He took a half-step toward the porch, his boots grinding into the dirt.

“Calm down, Vince,” I warned him. I squared my stance, planting my feet shoulder-width apart. “Maybe it is time for you to go.” My hands curled at my sides, ready in case he tried something stupid.

“I need to know. Are you going to sell this run down cabin or not?” Vince demanded to know. He glared at me. His eyes were narrowed to slits. His chest heaved with each breath. His nostrils flared. He took another step, then stopped. His boots scuffed the ground.

“I’ll do whatever the fuck I feel like doing with it. It’s time for you to leave,” I said, starting to get angry. My voice was low and even, but I could feel the heat rising in my own face. I took a step forward, closing the gap between us. I stared him down.

He stared at me for a moment, lips pressed. His eyes flicked from me to Lexy and back again, and I could see rage flashing across his face. He turned around abruptly, his shoulders stiff. He stalked over to his car. His boots crunched on the gravel with each heavy step. He yanked the car door open. The hinges creaked. He dropped into the driver’s seat, slamming the door so hard the window rattled. I watched as he jammed the key into the ignition, twisting it with a sharp motion. The engine coughed. Then it roared to life. He gripped the steering wheel, his knuckles still white with tension, and shoved the gear into reverse. The tires spun for a second, kicking up loose stones. Then they caught, and he backed up fast, barely glancing at the mirror. He jerked the wheel, swung the car around, and shot forward onto the dirt road. The car bounced over a rut, the suspension squealing as it struggled to absorb the impact, and he floored it, leaving a cloud of dust hanging in the air behind him.

I stood there. I watched the dust settle, and the sunlight cut through it in thick beams. The tension in my shoulders began to ease as the sound of Vince’s car faded down the road. I let out a slow breath and turned to look at Lexy. She was still leaning against the porch railing. One hip was cocked, and the t-shirt was pulled taut across her chest. Her legs were bare, skin pale against the dark wood of the porch. She grinned at me. Her lips curled up at the corners, and her eyes glinted with something playful.

“You have any more secrets to tell me?” I asked. I kept my voice steady, but I could feel the adrenaline still humming in my veins. I walked up the steps. My hand slid along the rough railing, and I felt the splinters catch on my palm.

“There’s a lot to talk about,” she said. She pushed off the railing, standing upright. She let one hand rest on her hip. She brushed a strand of red hair back from her face with the other. She didn’t break eye contact. Her gaze remained locked on mine.

“I have all day,” I replied. The tension was leaving me as my muscles relaxed, the tightness in my chest loosening with each breath.

I reached the top of the steps and paused in front of her. I looked at her for a moment. I took in the way the sunlight hit her hair, making the red seem like fire. I leaned in, bringing my hands up to her waist. My fingers brushed against the bare skin just below the hem of the t-shirt. I could feel the heat of her body through the thin fabric. I tilted my head and pressed my lips to hers. It was the first time I had kissed her since last night. Her lips were soft, yielding under mine. She parted them slightly, inviting me in. I felt her hands come up to my shoulders. Her fingers dug in just enough to anchor herself to me.

I deepened the kiss. My tongue slid into her mouth. She met me eagerly. Her own tongue flicked against mine. I let my hands roam up her sides, feeling the curve of her waist through the t-shirt. The fabric bunched under my fingers as I moved higher, brushing just under her breasts, feeling the swell of them against my palms. Her nipples pressed against the cotton, hard and unmistakable. I squeezed gently, and she let out a low, pleased sound into my mouth.

I broke the kiss and looked at her. In the light I could see her clearly. Her red crimson hair was vibrant. Each strand caught the sun and almost glowed. Her eyes hooked me in, the color deep and impossible to look away from. Her soft lips lured me in, and they were still wet from the kiss. They parted just slightly as she caught her breath. She was definitely a Succubus. There was something about the way she looked at me. The way she moved left no doubt.

I wanted to know everything. All the vague answers from the town’s people, all the things happening in the forest around my cabin, and my connection to it all are weighing heavily on my mind. I needed to know and I wasn’t going anywhere until I found the truth. I wasn’t sure if I would be able to win the hearts of those other succubus. But, finding them would lead me to more answers. And if I did pick some up along the way, their help would prove to be very beneficial.

There was an undercurrent of evil. I could feel it now. There was a force that didn’t want me here. Was it just Vince or was it something more? I didn’t know.

Lexy and I went back into the cabin. She stepped past me. Her bare feet landed quietly on the porch boards. I followed. I watched the way her hips moved under the shirt, the hem brushing the tops of her thighs with every step. She reached out and pushed open the crooked front door. The hinges groaned as it swung inward. I stepped in behind her, pausing to glance out at the empty yard one last time, making sure Vince was really gone.

I closed the door behind us, pressing it into the warped frame until it latched. The wood scraped against the jamb, and I had to lean my weight into it to get it to shut fully. Once it clicked, I slid the old deadbolt into place. The metal ground against the strike plate. I let my hand rest on the door for a moment, feeling the solid reassurance of it between us and the outside world.

Oddly, I found a sense of safety within my own place. The tension from earlier was gone. It was replaced by a quiet comfort. I turned around, looking at Lexy as she moved further into the cabin. Her bare legs caught the light from the window. She glanced back at me. Her eyes were still playful, and I felt the beginnings of a smile on my lips.
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Afterword

Thanks for reading! I hope you enjoyed.




If you enjoyed this book, I would be incredibly grateful for a review, as it genuinely helps. It also helps me know whether I should continue with the series. Recommending this book to others is a great way to help as well. 
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