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He was on his knees when the prayer began to fall apart.

Not because he stopped believing the words—he believed them too much—but because they kept repeating, circling back on themselves like they couldn’t find an ending that would let him stand.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered. The carpet beneath his hands was worn thin, its fibers flattened by years of pacing, kneeling, collapsing. “I didn’t mean it. I shouldn’t have thought it. I shouldn’t have said it.”

The room was quiet except for his breathing. Too loud. He tried to slow it, failed, and tried again. The air felt tight, as if the walls had leaned inward while he wasn’t looking.

He bowed his head lower.

“I know better,” he said. “I know You hear everything. I know You know my heart.”

That was the problem. His heart had been loud lately. Angry. Full of questions that felt dangerous the moment they formed. He hadn’t meant to direct them upward, but they had gone there anyway—sharp, unfiltered, soaked in years of confusion and fear. He’d felt the heat of them rise in his chest, the sudden urge to shout into the silence, to demand an answer from a God who never seemed to speak when it mattered.


Land now he was here. Knees aching. Throat tight. Begging to be forgiven for the thoughts he hadn’t meant to have.



“I take it back,” he said quickly, as if speed might undo it. “Whatever I said. Whatever I felt. I take it back.”

The clock on the wall clicked once.

Then again.

He didn’t look up. He never did during prayers—not anymore. He’d learned that silence could feel heavier when acknowledged. Better to keep his eyes on the floor, on the small stain near the baseboard that looked like a spreading shadow if he stared at it too long.

“I’m trying,” he said. His voice cracked, and he hated that it had. Weakness felt like an invitation—for judgment, for punishment, for something to notice him.

The thought made his shoulders tense.

He stayed still, listening.

The apartment didn’t respond. No creaks, no distant sirens through the walls, no neighbor’s television bleeding through the thin plaster. It was late—too late for noise. The kind of late where the world felt emptied out, leaving only whatever you brought with you into the dark.

Still, the sense of being heard lingered.

Not by God. By something else.

He finished the prayer the way he always did, with the same rushed plea tacked on the end, as if it might seal the rest safely away.

“In Jesus’ name,” he murmured. “Amen.”

He waited.

Nothing happened.

Relief came in a thin, unreliable wave. He pushed himself up slowly, joints stiff, palms tingling from the pressure. The room swayed—not enough to call dizziness, but enough to make him pause with one knee still on the floor, grounding himself by touch alone.

The apartment was exactly as he’d left it. The narrow bed against the far wall. The small table with one chair pulled slightly away, as if someone had stood and forgotten to push it back in. The unfinished painting propped against the wall, canvas turned inward so he wouldn’t have to see it watching him.

He stood fully and exhaled.

That was when he heard it.

Not a sound exactly. More like the absence of one—a shift in the air behind him, a pressure change, the subtle awareness of space being occupied where it hadn’t been before.

His shoulders went rigid.

He did not turn around.

Experience had taught him that sudden movement made things worse. Whatever it was—whatever his body insisted was there—it responded to attention. To fear. To imagination.

He kept his eyes forward, fixed on the darkened window above the radiator. His reflection hovered there faintly, broken by streetlight glare, his face pale and indistinct. Forty years old and still unsure if what he was feeling counted as danger or just another false alarm.

Breathe, he told himself.

The pressure remained.

Behind him, something shifted its weight.

The sound was small. Almost polite. Fabric brushing fabric. A foot adjusting on carpet.

His heart slammed hard enough to hurt.

“There’s nothing there,” he said aloud, the words practiced, steady. “You’re alone.”

The sentence didn’t feel convincing, but he held it anyway, like a line drawn across the floor.

The presence did not cross it.

That was something. That was always something.

He counted backward in his head, grounding himself in numbers, in sequence. Ten. Nine. Eight. His hands tingled again, but the room did not close in. The walls stayed where they were. The air loosened slightly.

When he reached one, the pressure eased.

Not gone. Never gone. But farther away.

He allowed himself to turn.

The apartment was empty.

Of course it was.

He laughed softly—once, without humor—and scrubbed a hand over his face. “Get a grip,” he muttered. “You’re fine.”

The words echoed too much for a room this small.

He moved toward the window, careful not to rush, and pulled the curtain aside just enough to look out. The street below stretched on in both directions, long and dim, streetlights flickering at uneven intervals. No cars passed. No figures moved on the sidewalk.

Still, he had the distinct impression that if he stepped outside, something would follow.

Not immediately. Not obviously.

But patiently.

He let the curtain fall back into place.

Behind him, the clock clicked again.

This time, it sounded closer than it should have.

He did not kneel again.

Not yet.
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The bathroom light flickered before it steadied.

He stood in the doorway for a moment, hand still on the switch, listening. The apartment had returned to its usual quiet—the kind that felt less like peace and more like a held breath. He told himself the unease from the bedroom would pass once he grounded himself in something ordinary. Water. Cold tile. Routine.

That usually helped.

He stepped inside and closed the door behind him, though he didn’t remember deciding to.

The bathroom was narrow, just wide enough to turn around in without brushing the walls. The mirror above the sink was old, its edges clouded as if something had tried to erase itself there and failed. The overhead light hummed faintly, a thin electric whine that settled into his ears.

He leaned over the sink and turned the faucet.

Water rushed out, too loud in the small space. He cupped it in his hands and brought it to his face, gasping slightly as the cold bit into his skin. He held it there, letting it drip down his wrists, grounding himself in sensation. The pressure. The temperature. The sound.

You’re here, he told himself. You’re awake.

He lowered his hands and stared at the basin as water spiraled toward the drain.

That was when the feeling hit.

Not fear—certainty.

The unmistakable awareness of being watched.

His shoulders tightened instantly, muscles locking as if bracing for impact. The back of his neck prickled, every hair standing at attention. It wasn’t the same pressure as before. This was sharper. Closer. As if whatever had lingered in the bedroom had followed him here and learned something new.

He did not lift his head.

He knew better than that.

The mirror waited.

The air behind him felt wrong—thick, occupied. He could almost feel breath against his back, not warm, not cold, just there. The space between his shoulder blades buzzed with a low, crawling tension, as though a hand hovered inches away, deciding whether to touch.

The faucet continued to run.

Too loud. He reached out to turn it off and hesitated halfway there, seized by the sudden, irrational certainty that the moment the sound stopped, something else would make itself known.

A footstep. A whisper. A reflection that didn’t match.

His hand shook.

“Don’t,” he whispered—to himself, to the room, to whatever might be listening.

The word echoed strangely, bouncing off tile and porcelain in a way that made the space feel deeper than it was. He swallowed and forced his fingers forward, twisting the handle until the water cut off abruptly.

Silence slammed into the room.

In that silence, the sense of presence sharpened.

He felt it lean.

Slowly—carefully—he raised his eyes.

The mirror caught him mid-breath. His face was pale, eyes rimmed red, a thin line of water still clinging to his jaw. For a split second, relief flared. He was alone. The space behind him was empty tile and shadow.

Then he noticed the other shapes.

They were faint at first, almost nothing—just darker patches where the mirror’s surface reflected less light. At the far edges. Near the doorframe. In the corner behind his shoulder.

Not reflections exactly. More like absences.

He held still, afraid to disturb whatever fragile balance existed between seeing and not seeing. His eyes flicked—just barely—to one side. The shape shifted with him, maintaining its distance, never coming fully into focus.

A watcher.

Then another.

Not standing close. Not threatening. Just present.

They did not move. They did not breathe. They did not speak.

They waited.

His pulse thundered in his ears, so loud he was certain it would give him away. His mind scrambled for explanations—shadows, light distortion, exhaustion—but none of them stuck. The shapes weren’t doing anything wrong. They weren’t advancing. They weren’t reaching.

They were simply aware of him.

Judging.

The urge to turn around was overwhelming, a violent pull in his spine that demanded confirmation, demanded he look directly at the space behind him. His body leaned forward slightly, as if preparing to pivot—

Don’t, a thought cut in, sharp and sudden.

They disappear when you acknowledge them.

He wasn’t sure where that knowledge came from. He only knew it felt true.

His lips parted. For a terrifying moment, he thought he might pray again—but the words tangled in his throat, heavy with shame. Prayer felt dangerous here. Like it might invite something to answer.

Instead, he spoke plainly.

“I see you,” he said quietly. Not aloud—just enough for the mirror, for himself.

The shapes wavered.

Not gone. Not retreating. But thinner. Less certain.

He exhaled slowly and reached for the towel, keeping his eyes locked on his own reflection as he dried his face. The mirror returned his movements faithfully. No delay. No distortion.

When he finished, he stepped back.

The bathroom felt smaller than before.

He opened the door and let the hallway light spill in, breaking the enclosed pressure. The Watchers did not follow—not into the open, not into the familiar.

As he stepped out, he became acutely aware of one last thing.

In the mirror, just before the door swung shut, his reflection did not look relieved.

It looked resigned.
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He waited several seconds after closing the bathroom door.

Not because he expected something to happen—but because experience had taught him that moving too quickly after fear often felt like an invitation. He stood in the hallway, towel still in his hands, listening to the apartment settle. Pipes knocked faintly in the walls. The clock clicked somewhere behind him, its rhythm slightly off, like it had skipped a beat and hoped no one noticed.

Nothing followed him out.

That should have helped. It didn’t.

He folded the towel with unnecessary care and set it on the chair by the table, aligning the edges until they were straight. The motion steadied his hands, but the tension stayed coiled beneath his skin, tight and alert. His body had not forgotten the bathroom. It carried the memory forward, projecting it into every shadowed corner of the room.

He glanced toward the bedroom.

The unfinished painting leaned where he’d left it, canvas turned inward, its blank backside catching the lamplight. He hesitated, then reached out and rotated it just enough that he could see the front.

It was still unfinished. Still wrong.

Shapes layered over one another without resolving into anything clear—figures almost emerging, then dissolving again. Faces that suggested eyes but never committed to them. He couldn’t remember starting it, only stopping. The longer he looked, the more he had the uneasy sense that the painting was waiting for him to notice something he’d missed.

He turned it back around.

“No,” he said quietly. “Not tonight.”

The word hung in the air longer than it should have.

He crossed to the front door and rested his hand against it, feeling the solid resistance of wood and metal beneath his palm. The lock was engaged. He checked it anyway. Once. Twice.

The hallway outside was silent.

That, more than anything, decided it for him.

He needed air.

The idea of leaving the apartment sent a ripple of anxiety through him, sharp and immediate, but staying felt worse. The walls pressed closer when he stood still, the silence growing dense, almost viscous. At least outside, the unease had room to move.

He grabbed his coat and stepped into the hall.

The door clicked shut behind him with a finality that made his chest tighten. The hallway lights hummed overhead, casting a dull yellow glow along the narrow corridor. Doors lined both sides, identical and closed, their numbers slightly crooked as if they’d been adjusted by hand and never corrected.

He took a step forward.

Then stopped.

At the far end of the hall, near the stairwell, someone was standing.

The figure didn’t move. Didn’t lean. Didn’t shift its weight. It stood just inside the pool of dim light, far enough away that details refused to resolve. Too tall to be a child. Too still to be comfortable.

He stared.

The figure stared back—or at least, he felt like it did.

His pulse spiked, sending heat rushing into his face. He opened his mouth to speak, then closed it again. Calling out felt wrong. Drawing attention felt worse.

“It’s just a neighbor,” he whispered to himself. “You’ve seen people here before.”

The logic was thin, but he held onto it anyway.

As if responding to his thought, another door down the hall creaked open an inch.

A face appeared in the gap.

Then another, farther down.

Not fully visible—just fragments. Eyes catching the light. The curve of a cheek. A silhouette framed by darkness. None of them stepped out. None of them spoke.

They watched.

His stomach dropped.

The Watchers did not advance. They never did. They didn’t need to. Their stillness carried weight, pressing down on him from all sides, squeezing the space until it felt impossible to breathe. Shame crept in, hot and familiar, crawling up his spine.

They see you, his mind supplied.

They know what you are.

He forced his feet to move.

Each step toward the stairwell felt deliberate, exposed. The hallway stretched subtly as he walked, the distance refusing to close as quickly as it should have. He kept his eyes forward, fixed on the EXIT sign glowing faintly above the door, its red letters slightly blurred.

As he passed the first open door, he felt it—the unmistakable sensation of attention shifting, tracking him. The air changed, becoming charged, aware. He did not look to the side. He couldn’t afford to.

When he reached the stairwell, his hand trembled as he pushed the door open.

The moment he crossed the threshold, the pressure lifted—just a fraction. Enough to notice. Enough to hurt.

He descended the stairs quickly, footsteps echoing too loudly in the concrete shaft. With each step, the building seemed to exhale, releasing him into a space that felt less intimate, less accusing.

The front door loomed ahead.

He shoved it open and stepped outside.

Night wrapped around him immediately, cool and vast. The street stretched out in both directions, empty and dim, streetlights buzzing softly overhead. The city looked ordinary—too ordinary—its familiarity settling uneasily over his nerves.

He drew in a deep breath.

Then another.

The sense of being watched returned almost instantly.

This time, it came from everywhere at once.

Windows. Doorways. Parked cars with darkened interiors. Reflections in glass that didn’t quite match his movements. He walked forward slowly, every nerve ending lit, aware of his own posture, his pace, the way his hands hung at his sides.

Across the street, beneath a flickering streetlamp, a figure stood motionless.

Then another.

Then more, spaced just far enough apart that he could tell himself it was coincidence. Pedestrians waiting. People smoking. Strangers with places to be.

None of them moved.

None of them needed to.

His heart pounded as the realization settled in, cold and heavy:

The apartment had not been the problem.

The city had been waiting.

And now that he was out in the
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