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CHAPTER ONE
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Fear arrives before the creature does.

It always does.

It enters the city the way weather does—without announcement, without permission. Streetlights flicker. A dog stops barking mid-sound. Somewhere, far below the traffic and the neon, something old exhales and the ground seems to listen.

The creature moves unseen, but its presence bends the night.

People feel it first as a pressure behind the eyes. A tightening in the chest they mistake for stress. A memory surfacing for no reason at all. Fear is never loud at first. It is polite. It knocks.

The creature feeds on that moment—the instant a human realizes something is wrong but hasn’t yet decided to run.

It drifts through apartment walls and locked doors, through dreams and waking thoughts, tasting dread like a sommelier. It knows the difference between terror and panic, between fear sharpened by love and fear dulled by routine. It avoids the drunk, the numb, the nearly dead. It prefers those with something to lose.

Tonight, it is strong.

A woman on the subway platform drops her phone when the lights cut out. The creature brushes her spine and drinks as her breath stutters. A man driving alone grips the steering wheel too tightly when his radio dissolves into static. The creature lingers, slow and indulgent. Fear ripens quickly in the dark.

This city has been generous.

Then the creature feels something wrong.

A hollow.

Not emptiness—absence. A space where fear should be blooming but isn’t. Like a missing note in a chord. The creature turns toward it instinctively, hunger sharpening into curiosity.

It follows the hollow upward, past a derelict theater with boarded windows, past a liquor store glowing like a wound, past sirens that seem farther away than they should be. The hollow comes from a narrow apartment building that smells of dust and old rain.

Third floor. Apartment 3B.

The creature pauses outside the door.

It presses itself thin and seeps through the lock, already preparing the shape of the fear it will wear. It has learned that presentation matters. Some people break at childhood. Others at fire. Others at the thought of being watched.

Inside, the apartment is dim. One lamp on. No television. No music. Just the sound of breathing.

The human sits on the edge of the bed, shoes still on, hands resting loosely in their lap. Their face is calm in a way that feels practiced, not peaceful. Someone who has learned how to be still when it hurts.

The creature enters their mind.

It begins gently.

A flicker of memory: a hallway too long, a door that won’t open. The temperature drops. The air thickens. The creature waits for the telltale spike—the rush, the recoil, the scream that never quite makes it to the throat.

Instead, the human inhales.

Slow. Deep.

Their shoulders relax.

The creature presses harder.

The memory sharpens. The hallway breathes. Something moves behind the door now. The old familiar rhythm of terror should be playing—heart racing, muscles locking, the beautiful panic that feeds gods and monsters alike.

The human’s pulse steadies.

“Is that all?” they whisper.

The creature recoils.

That has never happened.

It changes tactics. It digs deeper, tearing through surface fears, bypassing polite anxieties, going straight for the buried things—the night of blood and rain, the voice that said don’t tell anyone, the moment when love turned into something else entirely.

The room darkens. The walls bend inward. The bed groans as if under unseen weight. The creature pours itself into the human’s mind, certain now, certain, that this will break them.

The human closes their eyes.

Their breath slows further.

“Yes,” they murmur, almost tenderly. “There you are.”

The creature tries to feed.

There is nothing.

No resistance. No rejection. No panic to drink from. Fear is there—oh, it is there—but it is being held, cradled, absorbed. The human does not push it away. They open themselves to it.

Fear flows inward, not outward.

The creature feels it then—true fear, sharp and immediate.

Its own.

It withdraws slightly, disoriented. It has never been afraid. It has been fear. But now there is a tremor in its vastness, a thinning at the edges.

The human opens their eyes.

They are looking directly at it.

Not seeing it—not really—but knowing it. As if they’ve been waiting for this moment their entire life.

“You’re different,” the human says. Their voice is steady, almost curious. “Everyone else leaves when I stop fighting.”

The creature hovers, weakening, confused by the sensation of hunger without reward. It tries to pull away, but the hollow deepens. The human’s presence presses back—not forcefully, not violently, but insistently. Like gravity.

“What are you?” the creature asks, though it has never needed language before.

The human smiles faintly.

“Someone who learned early,” they reply, “that fear doesn’t hurt if you let it stay.”

The city outside continues—cars passing, lights flickering back on, the world unaware that something ancient has just been undone in a small, quiet room.

The creature realizes the truth too late.

It is not feeding.

It is being starved.

And for the first time in its endless existence, it understands what it means to need something that does not need you back.

The human leans forward slightly, as if afraid the creature might leave.

“Don’t go,” they say.

The creature doesn’t know if it can.

And in that uncertainty, the night holds its breath.
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CHAPTER TWO
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The creature does not leave.

It tells itself it is only lingering. That hunger has always sharpened its senses, slowed its movements, made it careful. It has waited out entire centuries before. Patience is one of its oldest skills.

But this is different.

Outside the apartment, the night resumes its ordinary breathing. A siren rises and fades. Somewhere a bottle breaks, followed by laughter. The city does not know it has survived something it shouldn’t have.

Inside, the air is heavier.

The creature hovers near the ceiling, its presence thinning, edges blurring like smoke caught in indecision. It feels... smaller. Not diminished exactly, but unfed. Hollowed in a way it has never experienced.

The human remains seated on the bed.

They have not moved since asking the creature not to go.

Not pleading. Not commanding.

Inviting.

Fear still exists in the room. It clings to the corners, seeps into the carpet, pools behind the eyes. But it has been rearranged—organized, almost curated. The creature senses it the way a starving thing senses food locked behind glass.

“You don’t usually hesitate,” the human says.

The creature stiffens.

No one has ever described its behavior before. Humans react. They do not observe.

“How would you know?” it asks.

The voice it uses is wrong. Thinner. Less certain. It echoes too much in the human’s head, like a sound in an empty hallway.

The human shrugs lightly. “You’re still here.”

Silence stretches.

The creature circles slowly, testing distance. It presses outward, brushing against the walls of the human’s mind—not invading, not yet—just enough to provoke a response.

Nothing.

The human’s fear is present but passive, like a door left unlocked on purpose.

This should be a feast.

Instead, the creature feels a pull. Subtle, constant. Like standing too close to the edge of something deep.

“You didn’t scream,” the creature says. “You didn’t run.”

“I know.”

“You didn’t fight.”

The human tilts their head, considering. “I used to.”

That word—used to—carries weight. History. Repetition.

The creature drifts closer, curiosity overtaking caution. It has devoured civilizations, yes, but curiosity is rarer than violence. More dangerous.

“Why stop?” it asks.

The human exhales slowly, the sound measured. “Because fear never left. It just got louder when I pushed it away.”

The creature feels something tighten inside itself.
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