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The air inside the crumbling Shademore Manor hung heavy and stagnant, tasting of mildew, ancient dust, and the desperation of a fading bloodline. Eleanor pushed through the throng of bargain hunters, clutching her oversized canvas tote against her chest like a shield. She felt pitifully out of place, a drab sparrow in a flock of vultures picking over the carcass of old money. Her oversized beige cardigan, buttoned to her chin despite the oppressive July heat, hid the curves she had spent twenty-eight years apologizing for, and her thick, tortoise-shell glasses kept sliding down her sweating nose. While the dealers haggled over silverware and cracked porcelain downstairs, Eleanor sought the silence of the neglected corners. She was an antique restorer by trade, yet today she sought an escape rather than a project.

The narrow servant’s staircase creaked in protest as she ascended, the noise of the auction below fading into a dull, rhythmic murmur. The attic was a cavern of shadows and floating dust motes, illuminated by a single, grime-streaked dormer window that sliced a beam of light through the gloom. There, sitting squarely in the spotlight as if waiting for a curtain call, sat the vanity.

It was a monstrosity of craftsmanship, carved from black cherry wood so dark it seemed to swallow the light. Eleanor approached it slowly, her breath catching in her throat. This piece defied standard Victorian design. The legs curved sinuously, resembling the muscular haunches of a beast, and the frame of the mirror was a riot of tangled, violent vegetation. Eleanor leaned in, her eyes widening behind her lenses as she inspected the carvings. They were shocking, even to her professional eye. What she had initially taken for simple floral motifs revealed themselves as twisting, vein-like vines wrapped tightly around writhing figures. Winged grotesques and horned satyrs leered from the woodgrain, their features contorted in expressions of agonized ecstasy.

The detail was exquisite and obscene; she could see the distinct, heavy swell of testicles on a satyr, the veined length of his erection driven deep into a knot of wooden petals that looked unmistakably like a vulva. Another carving depicted a winged woman, her head thrown back, mouth open in a silent scream of pleasure, as thick vines bound her wrists and spread her thighs wide. The artistry pulsed with a dark, throbbing energy that made the skin on Eleanor's arms prickle.

The mirror itself was the anomaly. In a room coated with decades of gray filth, the glass remained impossibly, aggressively clear. It amplified the attic, making the shadows deeper and the dust motes shine like diamonds. Eleanor found herself reaching out, her hand moving without her conscious permission. Her fingertips hovered over the silvered surface for a heartbeat before making contact.

The reaction was instantaneous and visceral. Instead of cold glass, a hum vibrated against her skin—a literal, physical tremor that shot up her arm, bypassed her heart entirely, and grounded itself violently in her groin. Eleanor gasped, her legs weakening as a jolt of pure, localized static clenched her clitoris. It felt like a sharp, electric buzz, indistinguishable from a pinch of desire, causing her wetness to flare in a sudden, embarrassing rush. Her nipples hardened against the scratchy wool of her cardigan, and a flush of heat roared up her neck. She snatched her hand back, panting, her eyes darting around the empty attic to see if anyone had witnessed her unraveling. The vanity sat silent, smug, radiating a heavy, magnetic pull that tugged at her belly. She needed it. The thought arrived as a command hook in her gut.

"I'll take it," Eleanor whispered to the empty room, her voice trembling. The compulsion overwhelmed her, a hunger she hadn't known she possessed. She practically ran back downstairs, startling a heavyset mover near the landing.

The transaction blurred into a series of frantic credit card swipes and insistent pointing. She ignored the price; she only cared that the object belonged to her. Standing on the overgrown lawn moments later, she watched with a hawk’s intensity as two burly men maneuvered the heavy piece out the front door. They grunted under the weight, sweat staining their shirts, their muscles straining as they tilted the vanity to clear the jamb. For a split second, the mirror caught the sunlight, flashing a blinding beam across the driveway before settling. Eleanor stepped forward, unable to tear her gaze away, and caught her own reflection in the pristine glass as it moved past.

Time seemed to stutter. The reflection showed Eleanor, yet it differed wildly from the woman standing in the uncut grass. The image wore no glasses. Her hair, usually pulled back in a severe, messy bun, tumbled in dark, luscious waves over her shoulders. But the face froze the blood in Eleanor's veins. The reflection looked directly at her with heavy-lidded, predatory eyes, smiling—a slow, wicked, knowing curl of the lips that bared teeth. It was a smile of ownership, of secrets, and of insatiable hunger. Eleanor stood paralyzed, her own mouth hanging slightly open in shock, while the reflection winked, a slow, deliberate drop of one eyelid, before the movers turned the corner and broke the line of sight. The world rushed back in with the sound of cicadas and the movers' heavy boots, but Eleanor remained rooted to the spot, her hand drifting unconsciously to her lower stomach, where the ghost of that electric touch still thrummed, demanding more.

By the time Eleanor had wrestled the monstrous piece of furniture into her small, muted living room, the sun had begun to dip below the horizon, casting long, bruised shadows across her beige carpet. The vanity dominated the space, making her sensible Scandinavian flat-pack bookshelves look flimsy and cowardly in comparison. It seemed to vibrate with a low-frequency hum that rattled the loose change on her coffee table. Eleanor stripped off her sweaty cardigan, tossing it onto the sofa, and rolled up the sleeves of her sensible cotton blouse. She felt a feverish urgency, a prickling heat under her skin that had nothing to do with the humidity and everything to do with the dark, hulking presence before her.

She gathered her restoration kit—soft lint-free cloths, a bottle of premium beeswax polish, and fine steel wool—but her hands trembled as she laid them out. She knelt before the vanity like a supplicant at an altar, the smell of ancient dust still clinging to it, ripe and heavy. Squeezing a dollop of amber-colored oil onto the cloth, she hesitated, then pressed the rag against the curved, muscular leg of the piece. The wood felt like dormant muscle, firm and unyielding but strangely warm, as if blood rather than sap pumped beneath the grain. As she began to rub the oil into the dark cherry surface, working in small, firm circles, a flush spread across her chest. The friction generated a heat that was instantaneous and disproportionate. The wood drank the oil greedily, the dark surface glistening with a wet, sensual sheen that mirrored the sudden, slick dampness blooming between Eleanor’s thighs. She swallowed hard, her breath catching as she moved her hand up the leg, tracing the sinuous curve that looked so much like a tensed thigh.

The apartment air grew heavy, thickening with a cloying, intoxicating scent that obliterated the smell of her lemon floor cleaner. It was a dense, archaic perfume—crushed tuberose, heavy musk, and the metallic tang of ozone—that seemed to seep from the pores of the wood itself. Eleanor’s movements fell into a trance-like rhythm. She abandoned the cloth, dipping her bare fingers directly into the oil and slicking it over the carvings. Her fingertips glided over the grotesque figures, and the sensation was electric, a current of pure pleasure arching from her hands to her nipples, which strained painfully against her bra. She traced the bulge of the satyr’s wooden erection, the carving so realistic she could feel the ridge of veins under her thumb. A moan escaped her lips, unbidden and throaty, sounding alien in the quiet room. She ground her hips unconsciously against the floor, the seam of her jeans digging into her swollen vulva, rubbing against her clitoris which throbbed with a persistent, demanding ache. The wood beneath her fingers seemed to pulse in time with her own heartbeat, softening, becoming pliant and flesh-like. She massaged a body, oiling skin that radiated a dark, consuming heat.

Then, the atmosphere shifted from heavy to chaotic. The overhead pendant light flickered violently, buzzing like an angry hornet, casting strobe-like flashes over the scene. A sudden, phantom wind roared through the sealed apartment, cold and sharp, whipping Eleanor’s hair out of its messy bun. Pins scattered across the floorboards like hail. The wind howled, smelling of graveyard earth and expensive spices, tearing at her clothes, plastering her blouse against her sweating torso. It was absurd, terrifying, and wildly arousing. Eleanor worked the oil harder into the wood, her breath coming in jagged, desperate gasps, her hips bucking in a rhythmic frenzy against the carpet. The friction between her legs was maddening, a delicious torture that had her on the verge of crying out. She squeezed her eyes shut, lost in the sensory overload, until a sharp crack of thunder—inside the room—forced them open.

She looked up at the mirror. The glass, previously clear, was now opaque with heavy, white condensation, obscuring the reflection completely. But as she watched, chest heaving, an invisible finger began to trace letters into the fog from the other side of the glass. The script was elegant, looped, and commanding.

H-A-R-D-E-R, D-A-R-L-I-N-G.

Eleanor stared, her hands slick with oil, her body vibrating with unspent energy. The words hung there, dripping slightly. Slowly, agonizingly, the fog began to clear in the center of the letters. Through the gap in the condensation, the reflection appeared. It was the woman from the attic—her own face, but transformed. The reflection’s hair was a wild, wind-blown mane, lips red and wet, eyes burning with a spectral fire. As Eleanor knelt there, panting, flushed, and devastatingly aroused, the woman in the mirror offered a slow, conspiratorial wink.

Eleanor retreated to her bedroom, slamming the door against the oppressive atmosphere of the living room, but the geography of the apartment offered no sanctuary. Sleep became a battle. The air conditioning rattled, unable to pierce the heavy, unnatural warmth radiating through the drywall. Every time she closed her eyes, the afterimage of the winking reflection burned behind her eyelids in neon negative. A low, vibrating thrum resonated through the floorboards, traveling up the bedframe and into her bones. It sounded like a cello string bowed by a ghost, constant and maddening. Eventually, exhaustion claimed her, dragging her into a restless, feverish slumber filled with tangled vines and dark, wet wood.

She did not remember waking up. One moment she drowned in a nightmare of grasping roots, and the next, she stood barefoot on the scratchy wool rug of her living room. The room had transformed. The familiar shadows of her armchairs and flat-pack bookshelves were gone, obliterated by a lurid, theatrical illumination. A hazy, violet mist clung to the floor, swirling around her ankles like dry ice, while the air above shimmered with a deep, bruised magenta light, evoking the sleazy, dangerous glamour of a neon-drenched alleyway or a haunted disco. The silence was absolute, heavy, and expectant. At the center of this chromatic storm sat the vanity, the only solid thing in a world of dissolving reality. The mirror surface held a depth of smoky, flickering darkness, like a scrying pool in an opium den.

Eleanor shivered, the gooseflesh rising on her arms. She looked down at herself and flushed with mortification. She wore her sleepwear: a baggy, faded t-shirt featuring a fading museum logo and a pair of sensible, high-waisted beige cotton panties that had seen better days. She felt ridiculous, a drab intruder
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