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The illuminated marquee glittered above the Riverton Grand Theater, its lights pulsing like a heartbeat against the deepening dusk. Crowds drifted along the velvet-lined entryway in soft waves, flashes from cameras bursting like ephemeral stars. It was the kind of night where the city felt paused, balanced between excitement and expectation, every breath steeped in the shimmering tension of something about to happen. At least, that was how Lena Marquez felt as she stepped from the black sedan onto the carpet that wasn’t quite red but closer to a warm ember—chosen purposely for the premiere of Midnight Oath, a film already swaddled in rumors, speculation, and whispered predictions of acclaim.

She paused, smoothing her gown, though it hardly needed it. The dark fabric caught the light in ripples, like midnight water stroked by the moon. The applause didn’t start until the host announced her name, and when it did, it rose like a tide. She kept her smile measured, steady, the kind she had practiced for years. But beneath it, her pulse skittered.

This night was supposed to be triumphant, yet she had awakened with a quiet unease that clung to her spine like frost. Nothing dramatic—no ominous phone call, no message slipped beneath a door—just an intuition sharp enough to draw her attention throughout the day. She had brushed it aside as nerves. What else could it be, when millions would soon watch a performance she had poured herself into?

Beside her, Jonah Hale exited the car with an easy grace that contrasted her composed tension. He wore confidence the way others wore cologne, naturally and effortlessly, though he rarely flaunted it. The two of them had become the expected duo of the night—co-stars, co-promoters, a pair whose on-screen rapport had already fueled half the film’s publicity machine. Their friendship off-screen helped, though its boundaries were often tested by assumptions neither knew how to properly address.

“You’re tense,” Jonah murmured under his breath, waving to the photographers. “Even for a premiere.”

She didn’t look at him. “Just a feeling.”

“The good kind or the inconvenient kind?”

“The persistent kind.”

He let out a soft hum. “Need me to run interference? I’ve taken that role before.”

“It’s not that. I’m fine.” But she wasn’t—not completely.

They began walking down the carpet together, the crowd buzzing with anticipatory delight. Somewhere to her left, she heard a fan shout her name with such enthusiasm it nearly startled her. She recovered smoothly, waving with warmth she genuinely felt. The fans were never the problem. Their excitement energised her, tethered her, reminded her of the joy she felt back when acting had been just an escape, not a responsibility.

Halfway down the walkway, a soft chime sounded from her clutch—a message. She almost ignored it, but something in the timing tugged her attention. While Jonah was momentarily pulled aside for a brief interview, she stepped subtly toward the velvet rope and drew out her phone.

The message wasn’t from anyone she recognized. The number was unfamiliar, and the preview line showed only: Look up.

Her breath hesitated. She lifted her gaze in a slow, controlled motion so as not to alarm the spectators. At first, she saw nothing out of place—camera crews adjusting their equipment, theater staff directing guests, more flashes strobing across the scene. Then her eyes caught movement on the balcony above the theater entrance.

Someone stood there, unmoving, half in shadow. They weren’t doing anything—just watching her. The angle was too far away, the lighting too dim to make out details, but something about the figure put that cold feeling back into her bones. The moment their silhouettes aligned, her phone vibrated again.

Good. You saw me.

Her breaths stayed even, controlled. Years of training kept her expression serene. Panic had no place on a carpet full of cameras.

Jonah returned to her side, oblivious to the shift in her composure. “Sorry, they wanted a quote about the stunt sequence. Ready to go inside?”

“Almost,” she said quietly. “Do you see that person? On the balcony?”

He followed her gaze. “Yeah. Probably just security. They’ve got extra staff everywhere tonight.”

“Security doesn’t usually text me,” she murmured.

He blinked. “Text you?”

She slid him the phone. He read the messages, and though his calm didn’t fracture, something in his posture stiffened—a subtle change only someone who knew him well would detect. “Could be a prank,” he said, equally quiet. “People spoof numbers all the time during events.”

“Maybe,” she said, though her instinct disagreed.

“Do you want to tell the event coordinator?”

“If we do that, it becomes a scene,” she replied. “I don’t want to derail the premiere over a message from someone who might just be an overeager fan.”

He handed back the phone. “Your call. But I’m staying close tonight.”

“You were always going to.”

“And now I’ll call it strategy instead of coincidence.”

That earned a faint smile from her, enough for him to relax. He offered her his arm, and she took it, her movements steady even as her phone buzzed again.

Don’t worry. I won’t spoil your night. Not yet.

She didn’t open the message fully, didn’t need to. The words alone carried enough weight to remind her that whoever this person was, they believed they had her attention—and they did. Every step she took seemed sharper, every sound more distinct. Even the applause felt slightly distorted, as if a layer of glass had slipped between her and the world.

Inside the theater, the atmosphere softened into a warm glow. Crystal chandeliers cast soft radiance across the lobby, where gold accents and crimson draperies created a sense of old-world grandeur. Guests mingled in polished clusters, exchanging laughter and congratulations. The air buzzed with a celebratory glow that felt almost at odds with the undercurrent of tension coiled in Lena’s chest.

A few producers approached her with cheerful greetings, while the director, a genial man with a fondness for melodramatic gestures, enveloped her in an enthusiastic embrace. “Tonight is yours,” he declared. “This film—your performance—it’s everything we hoped for.”

She thanked him genuinely, navigating the conversation with practiced grace. The words helped ground her. They brought her back into the moment, into the excitement she had once felt for this evening. But the memory of the balcony figure lingered, pressing against her awareness like a thumbprint left on glass.

Across the room, Jonah observed her with thoughtful concern. He drifted back to her side when the conversation paused. “You’re sure you want to stay? We can quietly step out, circle around to the staff entrance.”

“And disappear right when the film’s about to start?” she countered softly. “That would only feed speculation. I’d rather face the night as planned.”

He nodded. “Then I’m with you for every second of it.”

They took their seats near the front of the auditorium. The dimmed lighting cast everything in warm shadows, the murmurs of the audience rising in a gentle tide. Lena’s phone lay quiet in her lap now, but the tension hadn’t fully eased. She scanned the balcony again through the entrance doors—no sign of the figure. Maybe they had left. Maybe they had never been a threat in the first place.

The house lights began to lower. A hush swept across the room. The screen flickered to life with the studio logo, and the film’s opening score spilled through the speakers, rich and resonant.

Lena tried to let herself be drawn into the film, into the story she had helped create. But just as the first scene unfolded, her phone buzzed once more.

Against her better judgment, she glanced down.

You look beautiful on camera. Even when you’re pretending not to be afraid.

Her hands remained still, unmoving. Jonah leaned slightly toward her, perceiving something unspoken.

“What is it?” he whispered.

She hesitated only a second before showing him the new message. The flickering light from the screen painted his face in shifting tones as he read. He inhaled slowly, then exhaled with calm precision.

“We’ll figure this out,” he murmured. “But nothing’s happening to you tonight.”

Lena nodded once, though certainty felt far away. Somewhere in the darkness of the vast theater, among the hundreds of silent faces turned toward the screen, someone else was watching her—not the film.

Her.

She kept her posture straight, her face untroubled, offering the audience the composed presence they expected. But inside, a question echoed with increasing insistence.

Who was waiting for her to be afraid?

And what would they do once she finally was?
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The applause at the end of the screening rose like a sudden wave, startling in its volume after two hours of deep cinematic silence. As the credits rolled, the theater brightened just enough to reveal faces glowing with praise, some with tears, some simply stunned. Lena stood with the rest of the cast and crew, accepting the ovation with a poised nod she didn’t quite feel. Her heart wasn’t in the room—it stayed anchored to the last message still lingering on her phone.

Jonah stood beside her, clapping along with the audience out of politeness, though she felt rather than saw the way his attention flicked repeatedly toward her. He remained tethered to her side, just as he’d promised. When the director tugged them both forward for a bow, the applause intensified again, the moment full of exhilaration and celebration. And yet, for Lena, it felt strangely distant, as if she were applauding for someone else entirely.

The crowd gradually began to file out, their conversations excited, eager, bright. People praised scenes, swooned over performances, quoted lines from the film with breathless delight. Outside the auditorium doors waited a press gauntlet, a reception lounge, and a carefully curated afterparty—precisely the kind of night she usually enjoyed. But the phone in her hand felt heavier than her awards.

“Let’s find a quiet spot before we go out there,” Jonah murmured low enough that only she heard.

She nodded. The director was still receiving congratulations from
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