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The rain had stopped, leaving the asphalt of Ranaa’s driveway slick and reflecting the sickly yellow glow of the streetlamp. She was fumbling with her keys, the late hour and the exhaustion from a twelve-hour shift at the hospital weighing on her, when she saw it. It wasn’t large, just a small, leather-bound notebook, lying innocuously on the welcome mat, as if the wind had simply deposited it there.

Ranaa paused, her thumb hovering over the lock button on her car fob. It was an old-fashioned thing, the leather worn smooth in places, the edges frayed. No one in her building, a quiet block of four townhouses, ever left anything out. It was too neat, too deliberate. She bent down, her fingers brushing the cold, damp cover. It felt heavy, solid, like a small, dense brick.

She picked it up, her mind already racing through possibilities: a neighbor’s misplaced diary, a student’s forgotten notes, or perhaps a piece of junk mail disguised as something more personal. The front cover was blank, save for a faint, almost invisible scratch mark near the spine. There was no name, no address, nothing to indicate ownership.

Inside her apartment, the silence was a welcome balm. Ranaa tossed her keys onto the kitchen counter and placed the journal next to them. She should have just left it outside, or dropped it in the communal lost-and-found box. But something—a flicker of curiosity, a professional’s instinct to examine the unusual—made her hesitate. She made a cup of tea, the steam a comforting cloud against the chill of the night, and finally sat down at her small dining table, the journal centered before her.

It was a journal, not a notebook. The pages were thick, cream-colored, and filled with a tight, elegant, yet slightly unsettling script. She flipped through the first few pages.




They were empty. Then, on the fourth page, the writing began.




She took a sip of her tea, bracing herself for the usual banalities of a stranger’s life. What she read instead made the cup clatter back into the saucer, the hot liquid splashing onto the wood.
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The entry was dated yesterday. It wasn’t a diary entry; it was a description. A description of her.

She came home late again, the exhaustion a visible slump in her shoulders. The blue scrubs, still crisp despite the day, smelled faintly of antiseptic and something metallic—blood, probably. She didn’t look up, didn’t notice the flickering streetlamp or the way the rain had pooled near the drain. She just wanted the door, the lock, the silence.

Ranaa’s breath hitched. The blue scrubs. The late hour. The metallic smell. It was accurate, unnervingly so. She worked in the emergency department.

She turned the page, her heart beginning a frantic, uneven rhythm. The next paragraph was worse.

The apartment is small, but she keeps it meticulously clean. A habit born of necessity and a deeper, more personal need for control. The chipped porcelain mug she uses for tea—the one with the faded picture of a lighthouse—is her only concession to sentimentality. She keeps it on the second shelf, behind the mismatched wine glasses.

Ranaa looked over her shoulder at the kitchen counter. The chipped lighthouse mug was exactly where it should be. A cold dread, sharp and immediate, pierced through her professional composure. This wasn’t a coincidence. This was someone who had been inside her apartment.

She read on, her eyes scanning for a name, a clue, anything. The entry continued, moving from the physical to the personal. It detailed a small, recent lie she had told her supervisor—a fabricated excuse about a family emergency to cover a much-needed mental health day. A lie she had told no one else.




Ranaa slammed the journal shut. Her hands were shaking. It was a prank, a sick, elaborate prank. But how? Who? She knew her neighbors, and none of them were capable of this level of calculated malice. She checked the locks on her doors and windows, a futile gesture, since the journal had been left outside.

She picked up her phone, ready to call the police, but stopped. What would she say? “Oﬃcer, a book knows I lied to my boss”? They would think she was having a

breakdown. She needed to think, to analyze, to find the logical explanation. But the only logical explanation was terrifying: The writer knows everything 6bout her.
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The next morning, Ranaa couldn’t shake the feeling of being watched. She called in sick, the irony of using a real sick day after fabricating one not lost on her. She spent the morning systematically searching her apartment, looking for hidden cameras, listening devices, or signs of forced entry. Nothing. The apartment was sealed, silent, and now, deeply unsettling.

She returned to the journal, forcing herself to read the rest of the first entry. It was a descent into a much darker, more guarded part of her life.

But the small lies are just scaffolding for the big one. The one she carries like a stone in her gut. The secret of the summer of ‘18. The reason she moved three hundred miles and changed her career path. The reason she wakes up at 3 AM, every single night, heart hammering against her ribs. She thinks she buried it. She thinks no one knows. But the truth is, the truth is always closer than you think.

The summer of ‘18. The words were a physical blow. That was the one. The thing she had meticulously scrubbed from her life, the mistake that had cost her everything and forced her to rebuild her identity from scratch. No one in this city knew about ‘18. Not her colleagues, not her few friends, not even her distant family.

Ranaa felt a wave of nausea. This wasn’t a prank. This was a threat, a weaponized piece of her own history. The writer wasn’t just observing her; they were inside her memory, inside her person6l secret.

She had to destroy it. She grabbed the journal, intending to shred it, burn it, dissolve it in acid if she had to. But as her fingers gripped the worn leather, a strange reluctance




held her back. It was terrifying, yes, but it was also the only tangible link to her tormentor. Destroying it felt like surrendering.

Instead, she decided to hide it. Not just hide it, but secure it. She retrieved a small, fireproof lockbox from the back of her closet, the one she used for important documents. She placed the journal inside, locked the box, and then, in a moment of desperate paranoia, hid the lockbox itself inside the false bottom of an old laundry hamper, covering it with piles of clothes.

“There,” she whispered to the empty room. “Let’s see you get to it now.”
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Ranaa slept poorly, waking up repeatedly, convinced she heard a floorboard creak or a key turn in the lock. By the time the sun rose, she was a wreck, her eyes bloodshot, her nerves frayed.

She went straight to the laundry hamper. She dug through the clothes, pulled out the lockbox, and fumbled with the key. The box was exactly as she had left it. She unlocked it, her hands trembling, and opened the lid.

The journal was there. But it was no longer closed. It was open, lying face-up, the pages slightly askew. And on the page following the last entry she had read, there was new writing.

The ink was still dark, the script identical to the first entry. It was dated this morning.




Such a fuss over a simple book. The lockbox was a nice touch, a little dramatic, but I appreciate the effort. And the laundry hamper? A classic. You always did underestimate the obvious hiding places, Ranaa. Remember the letter under the loose floorboard in your childhood bedroom? Some habits never die.

Ranaa stumbled back, knocking a chair over. The floorboard. She hadn’t thought about that in twenty years. It was a memory only she and her sister—who was now estranged—could possibly share.

The entry continued, its tone shifting from playful mockery to something colder, more possessive.




You tried to destroy me. You held me in your hands and felt the urge to burn me. But you couldn’t. Because deep down, you know I am the only one who truly sees you. The only one who knows the weight of ‘18. And I am here to help you carry it. I am closer than you think. Much, much closer.

The physical impossibility of it all was a dizzying vortex. The lockbox was fireproof, the key was on her person, the hamper was undisturbed. How could a new page appear? Was the journal a portal? Was the writer a ghost? Her medical training screamed for a rational explanation, but her mind was already spiraling into the realm of the supernatural. The psychological game had begun, and the first move had been a checkmate.















