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I used to believe that thoughts were private.

That whatever happened inside the skull stayed there, sealed behind bone and habit and silence. I believed madness announced itself loudly, with screaming or blood or words that no longer made sense. I believed that if something was wrong with the mind, you would feel it clearly, the way you feel pain when a bone breaks.

I was wrong.

The first thing it took from me was certainty.

It did not arrive as a voice. It did not whisper my name or crawl out of a dream. It arrived as absence. A pause where something should have been. A thought that ended too early. A memory that felt handled, touched by something that was not me.

At the time, I blamed exhaustion.

Everyone does. That is how it survives.

There are places where the world thins without anyone noticing. Old houses. Empty corridors. Rooms built for purposes no one remembers. There are also places inside us that are poorly lit, corners of the mind we rarely visit because nothing important seems to live there.

That is where it waits.

I did not feel watched. I felt adjusted. As if someone had moved furniture in my head while I slept and expected me not to notice. Small things changed first. I would reach for a word and find another waiting in its place. I would remember an event exactly, with confidence, and later discover evidence that it had never happened that way at all.

The worst part was how reasonable it all felt.

The mind is generous when explaining itself. It fills gaps with excuses, smooths over fractures, convinces you that nothing is wrong because panic would be inconvenient. I told myself stories. Stress does this. Grief does that. Everyone dissociates sometimes.

Everyone is wrong sometimes.

But mistakes do not leave fingerprints.

There were moments when I felt a pressure just behind my thoughts, like someone standing too close in a dark room. Not touching. Not speaking. Just close enough to alter the air. I would pause in the middle of a sentence, suddenly unsure who the sentence was meant for. I would wake with the feeling that something had finished thinking before I had.

Still, I functioned.

That is how it gets away with it.

I went to work. I spoke to people. I laughed at the right times. The world reflected me back to myself and found nothing obviously broken. If there was a flaw, it lived too deep to show on the surface.

What I did not understand then was that it was learning.

It learned my routines first. Which thoughts I visited often. Which memories I avoided. Which fears I fed without realizing. It studied the architecture of me, the way a careful thief studies a house before choosing which door to open.

Sometimes, late at night, I would feel a flicker of panic for no clear reason. A certainty that if I followed a particular thought too far, something bad would happen. Not in the world. Inside. As if there were doors in the mind that should never be opened, not because they were locked, but because they were not.

The idea terrified me, and then quietly disappeared.

That should have scared me more.

People think possession is violent. They imagine a struggle, a takeover, something dramatic enough to be witnessed. They do not understand how subtle the invasion is. How polite. How patient.

It does not replace you.

It rearranges you.

The first night I truly noticed it, I was standing in my kitchen, staring at the sink. I had no idea how long I had been there. The room felt wrong, not unfamiliar, but slightly delayed, like a sound arriving half a second late. When I finally moved, the thought that followed was not relief.

It was surprise.

Not mine.

The feeling vanished instantly, leaving behind only confusion and the sour taste of fear. I told myself I had imagined it. That fear creates sensations where none exist. That the mind, under pressure, can fracture in harmless ways.

I told myself many things.

What I did not tell anyone was that I had begun to avoid silence. In silence, it felt closer. In silence, my thoughts felt less like mine and more like a shared space where something else had learned to walk quietly.

Sleep did not protect me. Dreams felt staged, as if someone else were choosing the scenery. I would wake knowing something important had happened, only to find the memory erased cleanly, without the fuzziness that usually follows forgetting.

Clean erasure is not human.

I started keeping notes. That was my first act of resistance, though I did not know it at the time. I wrote down thoughts as they occurred, not because they were important, but because I was afraid they would be changed. Reading them later was worse. Some entries felt foreign, not in content, but in intention. As if written by someone who understood me too well.

There were gaps between entries I could not account for.

If you are reading this, understand one thing clearly.

This is not a confession. It is not a warning in the dramatic sense. It is a record. A map of how something entered a mind without breaking the door.

I am writing this because I no longer trust the order of my own thoughts. Because sometimes I catch myself defending it. Because occasionally, when I feel calm for no reason at all, I wonder whose calm it is.

And because once you realize you are not alone in your head, the question is no longer how it got in.

The question is whether it ever leaves.
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Chapter One: The First Gap
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The first thing I lost was time.

Not in a dramatic way. There was no blackout, no collapse, no waking up on a hospital floor with strangers asking my name. Time slipped away quietly, like a sentence interrupted mid-word. I noticed it only because it left a shape behind.

I had driven home from work the long way, the route that curved past the abandoned waterworks and the line of neem trees leaning over the road like tired guards. I remember slowing for a stray dog. I remember the radio cutting out and the static rushing in too fast, too loud. Then I was parked outside my building, engine off, keys still in my hand.

Twenty-seven minutes were gone.

I checked the clock twice, convinced it was wrong. The dashboard time matched my phone. My phone matched the watch I never wore but still carried in my bag out of habit. The consistency made it worse. If one thing had been off, I could have blamed the object. Instead, the only unreliable thing left was me.

I sat there longer than I should have, staring at the cracked paint on the gate opposite my parking spot. I tried to reconstruct the drive minute by minute. I could not find the missing piece. It was not blurred or foggy. It was simply absent, like a page torn cleanly from a book.

People forget things all the time. I knew that. Forgetting is messy. It leaves frayed edges, half-memories, emotional residue. This did not. There was no feeling attached to the missing time. No anxiety, no calm, no sense of having been anywhere else.

Just nothing.

Inside the apartment, everything was where I had left it. Shoes lined by the door. The faint smell of detergent from laundry done that morning. I dropped my keys into the bowl and paused, suddenly unsure whether I had done that already. The thought was irrational, but it stayed with me as I walked to the kitchen.

The light flickered when I turned it on. It always did. I made a note to fix it and immediately forgot the note existed. That pattern, forgetting the decision before acting on it, had become common enough to feel normal.

I poured a glass of water and drank it too quickly. My hands were steady. My breathing was fine. Nothing in my body suggested panic, yet my mind kept circling the same quiet question.

What happens in a gap?

That night, I dreamed of hallways.

They were not frightening. That was what unsettled me later. Long corridors, painted the same dull off-white, doors evenly spaced on both sides. I walked without urgency, knowing somehow that I was late but also that it did not matter. Every door was closed. None had handles.

When I woke, I knew I had reached the end of the hallway, but I could not remember what was there.

The next morning, I found the note on my phone.

It was time-stamped 9:43 p.m., written during the missing twenty-seven minutes. Three lines. No punctuation.

do not follow the calm
it prefers when you don’t resist
check your thoughts twice
I stared at the screen until my eyes hurt. I did not remember writing it. The phrasing bothered me more than the message. It sounded like me, but not the me who spoke to other people. It sounded like the voice I used only in my head, stripped of politeness and explanation.

I deleted the note.

That was my second mistake.

At work, I caught myself watching people too closely. Not in suspicion, but comparison. I listened to how their thoughts seemed to move smoothly from one idea to the next, how they complained about deadlines and traffic with a confidence I envied. Their minds felt sealed. Mine felt drafty.

Around noon, my colleague asked if I was feeling better.

“Better than what?” I asked.

He frowned. “Yesterday. You left early.”

I had not left early. I checked the time log. According to the system, I had clocked out at 3:17 p.m., nearly two hours before I remembered leaving. There was an email sent from my account at 3:22. A brief apology. A mention of a headache.

I read it three times. I did not recognize the reason, but I recognized the tone. Careful. Convincing. Designed not to invite questions.

Someone had learned how to sound like me.

That evening, I did not take the long way home. I wanted the drive to be boring, predictable
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