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What makes the outdoors so appealing to us? Why do we abandon civilization's conveniences and risk our lives for a simple hike and a night under the stars? Perhaps the woods awaken something ancient in our blood, a reminder of when we were more beast than human. Out there, away from the city lights, we can let go of the crushing weight of laws and expectations. We are liberated, free to travel, breathe, and exist without the confines of a world founded on concrete and pretense. 

However, freedom is not without cost. 

We persuade ourselves that nature is wonderful, that the rustling leaves and towering pines are relaxing. But that peace is a fiction, a thin veil drawn over something older and ravenous. The wilderness does not care about or welcome us; it simply tolerates our presence until it decides otherwise. 

And when that moment arrives, it is fast and cruel. 

A single blunder, a whisper in the darkness, a shadow moving where none should be. The crack of a branch, the howl of something that is neither wolf nor human. We forget, in our arrogance, that we are not at the top of the food pyramid. Out there, away from the shelter of numbers and steel, we are prey again. Nature is not a loving mother; rather, she is a patient predator waiting for us to misstep. 

The stories that follow provide evidence of this fact. Proof that no matter how beautiful the scenery or how fresh the air, darkness lurks just beyond the treeline, waiting. It waits, silent and unnoticed, until it reaches out and wraps itself around us. 

And when it happens, no one will come to help. Nobody will hear our screams. For in that time, we will finally realize that we were never truly safe. 

We were always alone. 
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NINE LIVES, NINE DEATHS

Noah didn’t just dislike animals. He studied them the way some kids studied bugs under a glass—curious, cold, and proud of how little he felt.

When he was small, it started with stray cats. Quiet ones. Trusting ones. The kind that would blink slowly and rub their faces on your shoe like they’d known you forever. Noah would wait until no one was looking, lure them close with a soft voice, and then... make sure they didn’t walk away.

As he grew older, the secret didn’t fade. It sharpened.

He kept little “records” in his head—what worked, what didn’t, what made a sound, what didn’t. He liked the control most of all: the moment a living thing realized it had made the wrong choice by coming near him. He never talked about it. He didn’t have to. The quiet in his mind felt like a locked room, and he enjoyed being the only one with the key.

Until the black cat.

It wasn’t a stray. It wasn’t even skittish. It was sleek, well-fed, and wore a thin collar that caught moonlight like a tiny knife. Its eyes weren’t just green—they were knowing. The cat watched Noah the way Noah watched everything else, and for the first time, that made his stomach tighten.

He still did it anyway.

The next morning, the neighbor was outside before sunrise.

Noah’s family had always called the man “odd,” the way people do when they’re afraid to say “wrong.” He lived alone. His curtains stayed closed. His yard was neat in a way that felt less like care and more like warning. Sometimes, when Noah walked past that house, he’d catch a smell like cold ashes and wet earth—like a garden after a funeral.

The neighbor stood in the driveway holding the cat’s empty collar.

He didn’t shout. He didn’t cry. He didn’t even look confused.

He looked certain.

That night, while Noah lay in bed, the streetlight outside flickered as if something large had drifted across it. The air in his room turned thick and stale. He heard a soft tapping at the window—three slow taps, then a pause, then three again.

When he finally worked up the nerve to pull the curtain aside, nothing was there.

But the glass was warm, as if a hand had been pressed against it from the outside.

Down the hall, his teen sister started whispering in her sleep. Not words, exactly—more like someone trying to speak through her using a mouth that didn’t fit. Their dog refused to come inside, nails scrabbling on the porch, whining at the dark like it recognized something it couldn’t see.

Then the house began to change.

Small things at first. The family photos leaned slightly, all at once, as if the people inside them were trying to listen. The mirrors fogged for no reason. A sour, coppery smell seeped from the vents whenever the lights went out. And every time Noah tried to think about what he’d done, his mind slid away from it—like the memory had become slippery, like something didn’t want him to look at it too closely.

On the third night, the neighbor came to Noah’s front door.

No one saw him arrive. One moment the porch was empty. The next, he was simply there, standing too still beneath the porch light, his shadow pooling in the wrong direction.

Noah’s father opened the door, angry and half-asleep, ready to defend his family from a “crazy man” with “accusations.”

The neighbor lifted the collar in his palm.

“You took what wasn’t yours,” he said, calm as a doctor delivering bad news. “And you broke it.”

Noah stood behind his father, hidden, heart hammering.

The neighbor’s eyes shifted—not toward the adults, not toward the lights—but toward Noah’s darkness in the hallway.

He smiled.

Not kindly.

Not even cruelly.

More like someone who has finally found the exact spot to press.

“I asked the night where my cat went,” the neighbor said. “The night answered.”

The porch light popped. The world outside their doorway went pitch-black, as if the street had been erased.

And then something spoke from the dark.

It didn’t use words the way people do. It made meaning the way a deep ocean makes pressure—quiet, crushing, and unavoidable. The sound slid into the house like smoke, curling around corners, slipping under doors. The air went cold enough to sting.

Noah’s mother screamed when she saw the ceiling above the hallway ripple, as if something heavy had settled between the boards and was slowly crawling forward.

The family ran. They tripped over furniture that hadn’t been there a moment before. Doors led to rooms that didn’t belong in their house. The phone rang, and when someone snatched it up, a cat purred into their ear—slow and satisfied—followed by a wet, dragging breath that wasn’t human.

Noah tried to hide in his bedroom.

He slammed the door and pressed his back to it, shaking. His mind raced for excuses, for ways to make it not his fault, for anything to keep the fear from landing.

But the fear had already arrived.

The tapping began again—this time from inside the closet.

Three taps. Pause. Three taps.

Noah stared at the closet door, unable to blink. The handle turned, slowly, as if an invisible hand was testing it.

Then the neighbor’s voice came from right behind Noah’s ear, though the door was still shut, the hallway empty.

“You liked helpless things,” it whispered. “Now you understand what that feels like.”

Noah’s breath hitched.

The closet door opened by itself.

And the smell that spilled out wasn’t dust or old clothes.

It was fresh earth.

Grave earth.

Noah stumbled backward, and the room’s shadows stretched toward him like long fingers. Something moved inside the dark—something that didn’t step so much as unfold. The corners of the room seemed to bend away from it, as if the space itself didn’t want to touch it.

Noah tried to scream, but the sound wouldn’t form. His throat worked, but only a thin, broken whisper came out.

The thing leaned closer, and Noah felt it not on his skin, but in his mind—like cold claws scraping the inside of his thoughts.

Outside his door, the house erupted into chaos: pounding footsteps, cries cut short, the terrible sound of something dragging across the ceiling, too heavy to be a person.

And then—silence.

The kind of silence that doesn’t mean “calm.”

The kind that means “finished.”

Morning came pale and weak, as if even daylight was afraid to look too closely. Neighbors later said they saw the front door hanging open. They smelled something metallic from the sidewalk. They heard, very faintly, a cat meowing from somewhere inside, calm as a lullaby.

Noah’s neighbor was gone. His curtains were open for the first time. The house looked empty, cleaned out, abandoned.

On the fence between the two yards, a black cat sat perfectly still, tail wrapped neatly around its paws.

Its collar was back around its neck.

And its eyes followed anyone who stared a little too long.

So here’s the warning, plain and simple:

Don’t harm cats. Don’t
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