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Chapter 1 — Double Tap Spark

Ava Lin always said that every story begins with a spark, but she never expected hers to detonate in public.

The evening light over Luma City washed the skyline in mild gold as she hurried down Brayden Street, the zipper of her backpack rattling with each step. She’d just finished filming her first real segment for PulsePoint, a rising micro-documentary channel that thrived on five-minute stories about urban life. Ava wasn’t famous — not yet — but she had something that couldn’t be bought: momentum. People were finally noticing her work, sharing her clips, leaving comments that didn’t sound like bot scripts or bored sarcasm.

She was still replaying the last shot she captured — a violinist playing under a flickering streetlamp — when her phone buzzed. A notification banner drifted across the screen.

@ShadowBlink has tagged you in a post.

She frowned. The name was unfamiliar. The icon was a blurred shape, possibly a person, possibly a shadow, possibly nothing. Ava tapped it anyway. Curiosity was her flaw, fuel, and compass.

A video opened. Black background. A single pulse of white light. Her face appeared for a split second — a still frame from her morning livestream where she talked about storytelling and digital authenticity. Then words slid across the screen.

You don’t know the story you’re in.

But I do.

Keep filming, Ava Lin.

Double tap for truth.

The video ended with a soft static flicker, like a breath cut short.

She stopped walking. The sidewalk buzzed with electric scooters, chatter, and distance, but for a moment she felt alone inside a vacuum. She checked the handle again. Zero following. Zero followers. Created today.

A new message appeared in her DMs.

ShadowBlink: Nice segment today. You should be more careful. Uploads carry weight.

She exhaled slowly. The message wasn’t aggressive. It wasn’t threatening. But it was too precise — someone knew where she was, what she filmed, and how her day went. A watcher. A lurker. A ghost within the algorithm.

Ava typed a reply, fingers tapping quickly but controlled.

AvaLin: Thanks? How did you get my clip before I posted it?

No response. Instead, the typing indicator flickered for half a second and vanished.

Ava shook her head and slipped her phone back into her pocket. People did weird things online. It was probably an automated account scraping livestream data. Nothing unusual. Nothing sinister.

Yet a faint prickle climbed the back of her neck.

She kept walking.

The city square opened like a glass bowl reflecting the final sunset. Screens on skyscrapers played segmented ads: sneakers, streaming services, charity fundraisers, political slogans. Ava drifted toward the central fountain, a place where creators often filmed reaction videos or quick updates. She sat on the fountain’s edge, watching people pass — couples laughing, students arguing playfully, tourists snapping selfies.

She should film something. Capture the moment. But the message still echoed through her mind.

You don’t know the story you’re in.

Her phone buzzed again. This time it was Leo.

Leo: u alive?

A smile finally cracked her tension. Leo Grant had been her closest friend since they worked together at a coffee shop during college — before he switched into cybersecurity and she chased pixels and stories. His timing bordered on telepathic.

Ava: Barely. Someone weird tagged me in a video.

Leo: Weird like spam or weird like you should hand your phone to law enforcement?

Ava: Somewhere between those. Will tell you later. Are you still coming to the night market?

Leo: Running late. Don’t wander into alleys. Again.

Ava stuffed her phone away and rose. The Skyline Night Market was only two blocks from the square. She could already smell the mix of grilled corn, sweet buns, and citrus tea drifting through the wind streams. The atmosphere calmed her nerves as she walked, letting her focus return to creativity and opportunity rather than mysterious accounts with cryptic messages.

Neon flags waved overhead. Vendors arranged handmade jewelry, street food, art prints, vintage gadgets, and glowing trinkets. Music from a busker’s speaker pulsed gently, enough to set a rhythm for the whole street.

Ava lifted her camera and started recording.

“Night Market,” she narrated softly. “Week one of the fall season. Hundreds of stories, one street.”

She filmed without staging — dancers practicing in a corner, an older man carving wooden keychains, a little girl laughing as she tried on oversized sunglasses. Every moment was organic, real, unpolished. That was why her audience trusted her. That was why she loved this work.

She continued filming a lantern vendor when a subtle movement caught her eye. Across the walkway, a figure in a gray hood leaned against a pillar, head angled toward her. Too still. Too observant.

She steadied her breath. Plenty of people watched creators film. It didn’t mean anything.

But when she lifted her camera toward the lanterns again, the figure lifted their phone in return — pointing it directly at her.

Ava lowered her camera. The hooded figure lowered theirs.

She turned slightly away. The figure mirrored the angle.

Her pulse thudded. She lifted her backpack strap slightly. The figure responded with the same subtle shift.

She wiped a palm across her thigh, more annoyed than alarmed. Whether it was a fan trying to be clever or just someone being socially strange, she didn’t have time for whatever performance was happening.

She walked deeper into the market, weaving through vendors and crowds. After a minute, she glanced behind her.

The hooded figure was gone.

She exhaled, letting embarrassment wash over her. She’d just spent two minutes assuming the worst because of one odd message from a random account. She needed to reset, breathe, and stop imagining shadows where there were none.

A familiar voice cut through the ambient chatter.

“Ava!”

Leo jogged toward her, waving one hand, his glasses slipping slightly down his nose. His smile was wide, open, grounding.

“You okay?” he asked, stopping beside her. “You look like you just saw someone try to juggle knives blindfolded.”

“Just... weird stuff online,” she said. “And maybe I spooked myself with some overthinking.”

Leo’s expression softened. “You want food therapy? Dumplings? Tea? A pastry the size of your face?”

She laughed lightly. “Tea sounds perfect.”

They walked side by side, the crowd flowing around them. Leo talked about a glitch he’d spent all afternoon fixing at work, using phrases Ava barely understood but loved listening to. His voice steadied her, grounding her back into warm reality.

They stopped at a stall selling spiced citrus tea. Ava ordered two cups, letting the warm scent settle her nerves.

As the vendor handed them the drinks, Ava’s phone buzzed again.

She looked down.

ShadowBlink: Nice lighting. The market suits your style.

Her grip tightened around the cup.

“Another weird message?” Leo asked.

Ava turned the screen toward him. He squinted, brows knitting.

“You didn’t post anything just now, right?” he asked.

“No,” Ava said. “Nothing. I didn’t even go live.”

Leo tapped his fingers against his cup. “Then someone’s watching you. Or scraping public cams. Either way, not great.”

Ava tried to keep her voice steady. “The first message was cryptic. Now this. Why me?”

Leo scanned the crowd, calm but alert. “Could be someone trying to build tension for views. Could be a bot that auto-generates messages based on location tags.”

“I didn’t tag anything.”

Leo paused. “Then it’s manual.”

Ava swallowed.

The crowd was cheerful, loud, ordinary. No shadows creeping. No watchers making dramatic entrances. Just a thousand small stories growing and fading within the same street.

Her phone buzzed again.

A link.

ShadowBlink: Your next post will matter. I’ll show you why.

Ava tapped the link before she could think.

A video loaded. Not dark. Not threatening. But startling.

It was a clip of her filming the lantern vendor minutes ago — shot from across the market. Smooth. Steady. Not amateur. Whoever filmed it had been close enough to see her clearly, yet she hadn’t noticed.

The video ended with a single phrase.

Double tap if you see the truth.

Leo exhaled slowly. “Okay. No. This isn’t nothing. Someone is actively tracking you.”

Ava felt her heartbeat stiffen but not in fear — in something sharper, more focused. She had spent years documenting others, revealing truths hidden in plain sight. Now someone was flipping the lens on her.

She closed the video.

“Whoever they are,” she said quietly, “they want me to react. They want a story.”

Leo watched her carefully. “And you’re considering giving them one?”

Ava didn’t answer immediately. The wind picked up, fluttering vendor flags and carrying bits of laughter across the market. The city lights glowed brighter as night settled in.

She pocketed her phone.

“If someone thinks they can direct my story,” she said, steady, “they’re mistaken.”

Leo nodded. “Then we play this smart.”

Ava lifted her camera again, the weight suddenly different — not heavier, not lighter, just sharpened.

The spark had been struck.

And she wasn’t backing away from it.

––––––––
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Chapter 2 — The Algorithm’s Shadow

Ava didn’t sleep that night.

Her apartment overlooked the river, a ribbon of dark glass that caught reflections from the city’s sleepless skyline. Normally, the gentle hum of boats and distant nightlife lulled her into a kind of creative rest — ideas drifting in, drifting out, until she finally surrendered to sleep.

Tonight the sound felt sharper, as though every passing boat carried something watching her.

Her phone lay on the nightstand, dark screen facing up, waiting.

Leo had insisted she turn off location services before they parted ways at the night market. He’d suggested staying over at his place, half-joking, half-serious, but Ava needed space. She needed quiet to untangle everything without projecting panic onto him. She reassured him she’d message if anything else happened.

Nothing else did.

That was the worst part.

The silence.

Ava slipped out of bed. The clock glowed 3:04 a.m.

She paced slowly around her living room, hearing a faint click with each step from the loose wood tile near the balcony door. She knew every sound of this apartment. But the stillness tonight made each one seem louder.

Her mind circled the same questions. Who filmed her? Why her? What was the connection?

She went to the balcony and pushed open the sliding door. Cool night air swept through, carrying the smell
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