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CLAIRE WOKE BECAUSE something in the house felt wrong.

Not a sound. Not a disturbance.

More like an absence — the kind that presses against the inside of your skull until your thoughts stop feeling like your own.

2:13 a.m.

She lay still for a moment, her eyes already open to the dark, listening the way people do when they've stopped trusting silence. The house breathed around her — the low tick of cooling pipes, the flex of old wood under weather — none of it wrong in the way something felt wrong now.

Then that sensation again.

Being watched.

Claire sat up. The mattress shifted beneath her with a soft, reluctant creak. The room was cold in the way old houses never fully fix, no matter how high you turn the heat. Her gaze moved instinctively to the window.

At first — nothing. Just Hollow Street below, empty, wet, reflecting a dead streetlamp that flickered like it was struggling to remember why it still existed.

Then she saw him.

A man stood across the street.

Perfectly still.

Not walking. Not checking his phone. Not lingering the way someone does when they're waiting for a cab or killing time. Just positioned — motionless, deliberate — directly beneath the dead lamp.

Claire's breath caught hard enough to hurt.

Her mind immediately offered explanations. Drunk. Lost. Neighbor. Late delivery. Any version of reality that didn't tilt the world sideways.

But none of them explained why he was staring directly at her window.

Not the house.

Not the street.

Her.

She didn't move closer. Instinct told her motion might confirm something she didn't want confirmed. She stayed half-hidden in shadow, one hand bracing the bedsheet like it could anchor her to something real.

The man didn't move.

Minutes passed. Or maybe seconds stretched into something else entirely. Rain started again — soft at first, fingertapping the glass.

Still he stood there. Still watching.

Claire's pulse began to climb — not fast, not panicked yet. More like realization slowly converting itself into fear.

She leaned slightly forward.

The streetlamp above him flickered. Once. Twice. And in that unstable light, she noticed something wrong about his posture. It wasn't natural stillness. It was controlled stillness — the kind that comes from deciding not to move, not from simply standing.

Her phone sat on the bedside table. She didn't reach for it.

Not yet.

Because something deep in her mind was whispering a question she didn't want to answer:

If I take my eyes off him — will he still be there when I look back?

The man tilted his head.

A fraction of motion. Barely perceptible. It might have been imagined.

But it felt deliberate. Like recognition.

"No," Claire whispered to herself, though she didn't know what she was denying. Her own voice sounded foreign in the quiet room.

She reached for the curtain. Stopped. Her hand hovered in mid-air.

The man across the street hadn't changed position. Still under the dead streetlight. Still staring. Still wrong.

She finally pulled the curtain aside just enough to see clearly. Rain streaked the glass, distorting him slightly — but not enough to hide the fact that he was still looking at her. Directly at her.

Her throat went dry.

She counted seconds without meaning to. Ten. Fifteen. Twenty.

Then — headlights.

A car turned onto Hollow Street, beams slicing through the rain and washing everything in harsh white clarity. Claire blinked — just once, just a reflex. When her eyes snapped back:

The man was gone.

The space under the lamp was empty. No footsteps. No retreating figure. Just absence where presence had been.

She pushed the curtain open farther, heart suddenly loud in her ears. Nothing. Only rain, asphalt, flickering light.

The street looked normal again — the way empty streets do after something has been erased too quickly. Too cleanly.

She stood there, waiting for her brain to correct itself. Stress, she told herself. Insomnia. Divorce aftermath. Anything.

But then she saw it.

Her eyes dropped slightly, to the grass below the window — and the breath she'd been pulling back came out in a rush.

Footprints.

Not vague impressions. Clear. Deep. Fresh. Leading from the street, across her lawn, stopping directly beneath her bedroom window.

Claire was outside before she knew she'd decided to go. Barefoot on cold wood, then damp grass, rain sharp against her face. She followed the prints slowly, each step tightening something in her chest.

They weren't random. Straight line. No hesitation. No wandering. Someone had stood exactly here.

Watching.

Waiting.

The final print ended cleanly. No sign of where he'd gone. No direction away. Just stop — as if he had simply ceased from standing still.

Claire's mind tried to reorganize the world into something survivable. A prank. A coincidence. A hallucination triggered by exhaustion.

But the ground didn't care about explanations. It only held evidence.

She turned back toward the house — and stopped.

Her bedroom window. Still faintly glowing from inside. And slightly open. Not wide. Just enough. A gap she knew hadn't been there before.

She had locked it. She always locked it.

Her body moved before thought did — faster than fear. She rushed back inside, slamming the front door behind her. The sound echoed through the house like a warning.

Now everything felt different.

Not changed.

Observed.

She stood in the entryway, listening. The house was silent. But silence didn't feel empty anymore. It felt occupied.

Slowly, she looked up toward the stairs. The bedroom waited above her. The open window waited above her. And something else — something she couldn't name — waited with it.

Her phone buzzed on the counter. She flinched so hard it nearly slipped from her hand when she grabbed it.

Unknown number. No preview. Just a single incoming message.

She didn't open it immediately. Her thumb hovered over the screen. Her breathing felt too loud.

Finally, she tapped.

The message loaded.

Four words. No emoji. No explanation. Just:

"I didn't knock."

Claire's blood went cold.

And somewhere upstairs —

A floorboard creaked.
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Footprints Don't End
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THE CREAK WASN'T LOUD.

That was the worst part. It was soft enough to feel accidental — like the house itself had made a mistake. But the house didn't make mistakes. Houses didn't listen and then respond. Houses didn't read text messages.

Claire stood frozen in the entryway, phone still glowing with those four words.

"I didn't knock."

Her brain refused to accept that sentence as real language. It felt like something designed to bypass thought and go straight to instinct.

Upstairs, silence returned. Not emptiness — return. Like whatever had made the sound had decided to stop being audible.

Claire took one slow step backward toward the kitchen. Eyes locked on the staircase. Then she stopped, because the floor near the hallway caught her attention.

Something dark. Wet.

A footprint. Inside the house.

Not muddy like outside. Cleaner. Softer edges — as if it had been made from rainwater carried in on purpose.

Claire's mouth went dry.

"No," she whispered. But the word carried no conviction.

The footprint pointed toward the stairs. Not away from them. Toward her.

Her phone buzzed again. She almost dropped it.

Unknown number. Another message.

"You locked the door after I was already inside."

Her stomach tightened so sharply she bent slightly forward. The house felt smaller now — not physically, but perceptually, the way a room shrinks when you suddenly understand something terrible about it.

Claire forced herself to breathe. In. Out. Think.

Call someone. Police. Neighbors. Anyone.

Her thumb hovered over the emergency keypad.

And then — a sound upstairs. Not a creak this time. A soft shift. Like fabric moving against wood. Like someone adjusting position.

Claire backed into the kitchen counter, gripping it. Her eyes scanned the room for something useful. Knife. Anything that didn't feel like a joke in her hands.

Then she noticed the kitchen chair.

Not where she'd left it. Slightly angled. Facing the hallway. Like someone had been sitting in it, watching the stairs.

She hadn't touched that chair since yesterday evening.

A second mark beside the first footprint. Smaller. Fainter. Like someone had stood behind the first person.

Watching.

Two people.

No. That was worse. One person — and someone who knew them.

Upstairs, something shifted again. Closer to the top of the stairs.

Claire pressed her shoulders to the kitchen wall. Her phone buzzed a third time.

She didn't want to look. But she did.

"You shouldn't stand under the light."

Her eyes snapped to the hallway ceiling light. It flickered once. Twice. Then stabilized.

For no reason at all, Claire suddenly remembered something Mrs. Doran had said years ago — something she'd dismissed at the time.

"Hollow Street doesn't like light that stays still too long."

A whisper of sound came from upstairs. Not a word. More like breath shaping itself into speech and stopping halfway.

Claire's grip tightened on the counter edge.

"Who's there?" she called out.

Her voice came back wrong. Too thin. Too exposed.

Silence answered.

Then — a slow, deliberate step. Not wandering. Not uncertain. Approaching the stairs.

Every instinct screamed at her to run. But running meant turning her back. And turning her back meant trusting whatever was behind her.

The step stopped at the top of the stairs.

A pause long enough that Claire began to question whether it had ever happened.

Then a voice. Soft. Not loud enough to be conversational. Close enough that it didn't need distance to reach her.

"You saw me," it said.

Claire froze. Not because of what was said — but because of how calm it sounded. Like confirmation. Not threat.

She forced herself to speak, though her throat barely cooperated.

"Get out."

A breath that wanted to be a laugh but didn't finish becoming one.

"You already invited me in," the voice said.

"No," she said, stronger now. "I didn't."

A pause.

Then footsteps again. One step onto the first stair. Slow. Measured. Not rushing. Not hiding. Coming down.

Claire reached blindly behind her and grabbed the kitchen knife from the counter. Her hand shook immediately — like her body didn't agree with the decision.

Second step. Third. The house seemed to listen. Even the refrigerator hum went quieter.

Fourth step.

She backed sideways toward the living room doorway, never taking her eyes off the staircase.

Fifth step.

The figure would be visible soon. Too soon.

Her phone buzzed again. The timing felt like a command now. Everything felt connected.

She looked.

One final message:

"Don't look at me when I appear."

"What does that even—"

One final step. And then — a pause, right before visibility.

Claire's entire body locked.

The air felt compressed. Waiting.

The hallway light flickered.

And in that flicker — a shadow at the bottom of the stairs. Not fully formed. Not fully human-shaped yet. Just presence assembling itself into something the eye could interpret.

Claire raised the knife instinctively.

"Stop," she said.

Her voice cracked slightly.

The shadow didn't move forward. It tilted — like it was observing her reaction. Studying it.

Then, softly: "You're reacting exactly as expected."

Claire's grip went white-knuckled.

"What do you want?" she asked.

A pause. Then the answer came, simple and wrong.

"Confirmation."

The lights flickered violently once. When they steadied — the stairs were empty.

Claire blinked. Once. Twice. Her heart pounded so loudly she couldn't hear the house anymore.

She stepped forward, knife raised. At the bottom step, she stopped and looked up.

Nothing. No person. No shadow. Just empty staircase.

Then she noticed something on the second step. A small object. Folded. White.

Paper.

She picked it up. Unfolded it.

Inside was a photograph.

Her bedroom window. From the outside. Taken moments ago. The curtain slightly open. And in the reflection on the glass — Claire, standing inside.

Holding the photo.

Her hand trembled violently.

And behind her in the photograph — a faint shape at the bottom of the stairs. Still there. Even though the house was empty now.

Her phone buzzed one last time. No number this time. Just contact name:

UNKNOWN

And the message:

"We don't leave when
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