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She was early.

The hallway outside the lecture hall was empty except for her. The lights hummed faintly overhead. The floor smelled like cleaning solution that hadn’t fully evaporated yet.

She stood near the wall and checked her phone, scrolling without really reading. There was nothing urgent. No reason to be here already.

That was when the space behind her changed.

Not suddenly.

Not sharply.

Just enough that she noticed it.

She paused, thumb hovering over the screen. The air at her back felt occupied. Not closer. Not warmer. Just no longer neutral.

She shifted her weight.

The feeling stayed.

She waited for it to resolve itself. For footsteps. For a sound. For something that would explain it.

Nothing happened.

After a moment, she turned.

Someone stood behind her.

At a normal distance. Far enough to be polite. Close enough that it registered. They weren’t looking at her. Their eyes rested forward, unfocused, like someone waiting for a door to open.

There was nothing unusual about them.

She looked away almost immediately, embarrassed by the tension in her own body.

The doors opened. People arrived. The hallway filled. The moment disappeared into noise and movement.

She went inside and took a seat.

The lecture passed without incident.

Afterwards, outside again, she stood for a moment in the cold air, breathing. Her shoulders relaxed. The feeling didn’t return.

She walked home thinking about other things.

That night, she lay in bed on her side, facing the wall. The position felt comfortable in a way she didn’t question.

When she tried to roll onto her back, she stopped halfway.

She wasn’t sure why.

She stayed on her side and eventually fell asleep.
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It didn’t happen again right away.

The day passed without interruption. Classes. Hallways. Lines that moved when they were supposed to. She caught herself checking the space behind her once or twice, then stopped doing it on purpose.

Nothing followed.

That evening, she stayed late at the library. Not because she needed to, but because she didn’t want to walk home just yet. The building thinned as the hours passed. The noise softened. Chairs scraped less often.

She chose a desk near the wall and worked until her eyes blurred.

When she finally stood, the room felt different.

Not empty. Just uneven.

She collected her things slowly, aware of the quiet. Her footsteps sounded too loud. She told herself that was normal. Libraries exaggerated everything after dark.

She reached the self-checkout station and scanned her book.

The screen flickered.

She tried again. The machine beeped softly and reset.

She waited.

The air at her back shifted.

She froze, hand resting on the scanner.

The sensation wasn’t sudden. It didn’t press. It didn’t crowd.

It settled.

She didn’t turn.

She listened instead—for footsteps, for fabric moving, for breathing.

Nothing.

She stepped forward half a pace.

The air followed.

Her pulse quickened, sharp and immediate. She swallowed and forced herself to turn.

Someone stood behind her.

At a normal distance. Far enough to be polite. Close enough that it mattered. Their posture was relaxed, weight slightly forward, eyes fixed somewhere ahead.

Not on her.

She moved aside, heart beating too fast now.

They stepped forward into the place she had been standing.

The timing was wrong.

Not immediate. Just late enough to notice.

The machine accepted their book.

They didn’t look at her.

Didn’t hesitate.

Didn’t acknowledge that she was there at all.

They finished, collected their things, and walked away.

The air behind her cleared.

She stood there longer than necessary, hands trembling faintly, until her breathing slowed.

Outside, the night air felt sharp and clean. She walked home quickly, not looking back.

In bed, she lay on her side, facing the wall. The position felt natural now, like something her body had chosen earlier and remembered.

She fell asleep quickly.

She dreamed of standing still while something waited behind her.
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She noticed it in the stairwell.

It was narrow enough that people had to pass close to each other, but wide enough that it shouldn’t have mattered. She was halfway up when someone came in behind her, their footsteps quiet, evenly spaced.

She moved slightly to the side to make room.

They didn’t pass.

She paused, one foot on the next step, hand resting on the railing. The space at her back felt occupied in a way that made her shoulders draw forward without instruction.

She turned.

The person stood close. Not touching. Not leaning. Their eyes were fixed ahead, aligned with her body, unfocused in a way that made it difficult to tell if they were even aware of her presence.

Up close, the emptiness in their gaze was worse.

It wasn’t blank like distraction. It wasn’t distant like boredom. It was precise. As if their eyes had been set to a point just behind her and left there.

She stepped aside.

They stepped forward.

The movement came after hers, the same slight delay she’d started to expect. Enough to feel intentional. Not enough to accuse.

As they passed, she noticed the air.

It was warmer where they stood. Not noticeably so. Just enough that her skin registered the change before her mind did. There was moisture in it, faint but present, clinging in a way that didn’t match the cool concrete stairwell.

And underneath it—something human.

Not sweat. Not a smell she could name. Just the sense that the air had already been inside someone else for too long.

She climbed the rest of the stairs quickly, heart beating faster than necessary.

In the hallway outside her next class, she chose a spot near the wall. She leaned back against it, grateful for the solid contact. People moved past her, brushing sleeves, backpacks knocking lightly into hips.

Normal.

Someone stopped in front of her.

Close enough that she had to tilt her head slightly to keep space between their faces. Their eyes were angled forward, passing through her, focused on nothing she could see.

She held their gaze, waiting for acknowledgment.

Nothing.

The air between them thickened. Warmed. The faint dampness returned, subtle enough that she questioned it even as her body reacted—her stomach tightening, her breath shortening.

She stepped to the side.

They adjusted after her.

Still not looking at her.

“Sorry,” she said, louder than she meant to.

No response.

Not refusal. Not confusion. Just absence.

When they moved away, the air stayed wrong for a moment longer than it should have. She stood there, waiting for it to clear, for the hallway to feel like a hallway again.

Someone bumped into her from behind.

“Sorry,” they said, already moving on.

The normalcy of it made her throat tighten.

That evening, she sat with her friends in the common room of her building. Someone had a window open. Cool air drifted in, carrying the smell of rain and pavement. It helped.

She relaxed enough to sink back into the couch.

She felt it immediately.

The warmth at her back. The faint moisture in the air, wrong against the coolness of the room. The sense of space closing without contact.

She straightened.

One of her friends glanced over. “You okay?”

She hesitated.

“Do you ever notice,” she said slowly, “when someone stands behind you—but it feels closer than it should?”

They looked at her.

“What do you mean?” someone asked.

She swallowed. “Like they’re there, but they’re not... looking at you.”

A pause.

Someone shrugged. “People zone out.”

“Yeah,” another said. “That sounds like dissociation.”

The word settled easily into the room.

She nodded, relieved by how quickly it explained everything.

She didn’t mention the stairwell.

She didn’t mention the smell.

She didn’t mention that it had been different people.

Behind her, someone stood.

She didn’t turn right away.

She already knew what she would see.

When she did, the eyes were worse than before.

Focused past her.

Fixed on a point directly behind her head, unwavering, as if her face were something in the way.

The smell was stronger now. Still not strong enough to name. Warm skin. Trapped moisture. Air that had nowhere to go.

She stood abruptly.

The person didn’t react.

Her friends laughed at something on the TV. Someone paused the show.

“Hey,” one of them said. “Where are you going?”

“I just need some air,” she
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