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Chapter 1 – The Follow Request
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Mara didn’t notice the notification at first. Her phone was face-down on the counter, screen silent, while she scraped a knife across the toast and tried to convince herself she wasn’t running late. She had ten minutes before her bus came, and the morning light spilling through the kitchen window was doing nothing to speed her up.

When she finally flipped the phone over, rushing to check the time, the screen lit up with a small red dot and a line of text:

@FollowMeDanger has requested to follow you.

Mara blinked. The handle felt... theatrical, like someone trying too hard to be edgy. She would’ve ignored it, but the name had an odd familiarity, a faint tug at memory she couldn’t place. She tapped it once out of curiosity.

Zero posts.

Zero followers.

Zero following.

Profile picture: a blurred silhouette against bright streetlights, grainy like a bad security camera still.

She frowned at it. “Bot,” she muttered, sliding the phone into her bag without accepting or denying the request. She didn’t have time for weird accounts. Not today.

The bus nearly left without her. She jogged the last five steps, breath puffing in front of her in the chilly morning air. The doors hissed shut behind her as she tapped her pass and sank into the first empty seat.

She reached for her phone again, thumb hovering over the notification. She should just delete it. A blank account with a melodramatic name was nothing special. People made stranger accounts all the time. Her own follower list had its share of odd usernames—half-spam, half strangers who liked her photography posts.

But something about this one stayed with her, a sense of being watched, even though the profile had nothing on it at all.

Her phone buzzed again.

Another notification.

@FollowMeDanger viewed your story.

Mara froze. She hadn’t accepted the request. That meant the account shouldn’t be able to see anything. Not her posts. Not her stories. Nothing.

She tapped into the profile again, but the stats hadn’t changed. Still blank. Still empty. Still that eerie, blurred silhouette.

Her chest tightened slightly. Maybe she’d accidentally accepted it? Maybe her screen registered a tap she didn’t intend? She checked her followers. The account wasn’t there. It didn’t show up anywhere.

The bus rattled and jerked over a pothole. Mara shut off her phone, sliding it into the deepest corner of her bag as if that could distance her from the notification. She tried to focus on the window, on the passing buildings, on anything but the knot of unease forming quietly under her ribs.

She didn’t reopen the app until lunchtime.

By then, the account had disappeared.

No request. No profile. No trace.

She searched the username anyway. Nothing.

“Probably a glitch,” she whispered to herself, though she didn’t believe it. Social apps glitched all the time, sure, but not like that. Not to the point where an unapproved account viewed a story.

Her coworker, Jax, plopped into the seat across from her in the break room, dropping a paper bag onto the table. He pushed his hair out of his eyes and gave her a quick grin. “You look like you’re trying to solve a math problem.”

Mara shook her head. “Just a weird follow request.”

“Fake account?”

“Probably,” she said, though her fingers tightened around her phone.

Jax leaned back in his chair. “Delete it and move on. That’s what I do.”

“I didn’t even get the chance. It just... vanished.”

“Even better,” he said, unwrapping his sandwich. “Problem solved.”

She forced a small smile, but the unease stayed. Vanishing wasn’t better. Vanishing meant someone had created an account just to request her... and then removed it right after. But why?

She tried to brush it off the rest of the afternoon. She buried herself in editing photos for her client folder; she adjusted lighting, color palettes, and aspect ratios until her eyes blurred. By the time she left work, she had almost convinced herself she had imagined the whole thing.

But when she stepped out into the evening air, crisp and touched with the scent of rain, she felt the awareness again. A prickling sense behind her shoulders. The kind that made you turn your head, without meaning to.

Nothing was there.

The street was filled with commuters, people in jackets and scarves and backpacks, moving with hurried purpose toward buses, trains, and late dinners. No one was looking at her.

No one seemed out of place.

Mara pressed her phone against her palm, forcing her steps to remain steady. Get home, she told herself. That’s all. Dinner. Shower. Sleep. A normal night.

Her apartment was quiet when she entered. The kind of quiet that pressed around her, too still, too aware. She switched on a lamp, its glow filling the room with a soft amber warmth. Her photography equipment sat neatly on her desk—tripod folded, lenses aligned, memory cards stacked. A small comfort. Her space was hers.

She made tea. Chamomile. Something calm. Something grounding.

Halfway through pouring the water, her phone buzzed again.

Not a notification.

Not a call.

Just a vibration—one she’d set specifically for direct messages.

Her stomach dipped.

She wiped her hands on a towel, picked up the phone, and unlocked it.

A new message request.

From a username she didn’t recognize.

@whoareyoufollowing

Mara’s pulse hitched. She tapped the request, holding her breath.

The message preview read:

You chose the wrong person to ignore.

She didn’t open it. She didn’t accept it. Her thumb hovered over “Delete,” but she couldn’t bring herself to press it. She felt rooted to the moment, suspended between disbelief and something colder.

She checked the profile.

Zero posts.

Zero followers.

Zero following.

Profile picture: blank this time. Just a gray circle.

She backed out of the page. Her breath was unsteady now, rising and falling too quickly. She put the phone facedown on the counter as if it had burned her.

Her apartment lights buzzed faintly overhead. The refrigerator hummed. A distant car alarm went off outside.

Normal sounds.

But nothing felt normal.

Her phone buzzed again.

She didn’t touch it.

She couldn’t.

Eventually, she forced herself to look.

Another message request.

Same account.

This time, the preview said:

Don’t look outside.

Her breath caught in her throat. The words were too pointed, too calculated. A command. A warning. Or both.

Her eyes flicked automatically to the window, despite the message telling her not to. She froze before she reached the curtains. She swallowed hard.

Don’t look.

The thought circled in her mind like a whisper.

Her heart pounded in her chest. She forced herself a step closer, then another. The curtains were only half drawn, leaving a sliver of night visible. It was dark outside, the streetlit glow of the complex walkway casting faint gold across the pavement.

She hesitated.

Her phone buzzed again. The sound jolted her.

She spun around and grabbed it.

Another message from the same account.

Good.

Her throat tightened. She hadn’t looked. Not fully. Somehow, the account seemed to know.

Her fingers trembled slightly as she locked the phone and backed away from the counter. The room felt smaller now, shadows thicker, the warm lamp light unable to chase away the sense of being observed.

She checked the door lock twice. Then a third time.

She paced.

She tried to breathe steadily.

Her mind spun through possibilities—someone hacking her account, some twisted prank, a glitch in the app.

None of them explained the timing.

None explained the feeling that the messages weren’t random.

Her phone buzzed again.

She closed her eyes.

She didn’t want to look, but not looking felt worse.

She forced herself to unlock the screen.

This time the message said nothing.

Instead, a single image was sent.

Not blurry.

Not grainy.

Perfectly clear.

It was a picture of her apartment building, taken from outside.

Taken from the walkway.

Taken moments ago.

She stared at it, pulse thundering, breath caught.

In the bottom left corner of the photo, tiny but unmistakable, was the shape of her own window.

Lights on.

Curtains half drawn.

And in the faint reflection on the glass—

a silhouette.

Not hers.

Someone standing outside.

Someone watching.

Her phone buzzed one more time.

A final message.

Follow me back.
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Chapter 2 – The Window
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Mara didn’t move for several seconds after the final message appeared. Her breath stayed caught somewhere high in her chest, shallow and unsteady, as if the act of breathing too loudly would alert someone waiting on the other side of the glass. The room around her seemed to shrink inward. The sound of the refrigerator became too loud. The clock’s ticking felt unnervingly slow.

Her hands tightened around the phone until her knuckles paled. She wanted to call someone—Jax, the building manager, the police—but doing so felt like it might shatter the fragile stillness of the moment. And she wasn’t ready for anything to shatter. Not yet.

The image on the screen remained fixed and too real. Whoever took the picture had been close enough to capture the small crack in the cement walkway near her window. Close enough that she should’ve heard footsteps. A cough. A breath. Something.

But she hadn’t.

She set her phone down with deliberate care, as though placing it too quickly might trigger another message. Her eyes moved slowly toward the window again. The curtains hung partially open, showing only a thin slice of night. She could close them. She should close them. But stepping toward the glass felt like stepping toward the person who had taken the photo.

Her pulse hammered in her ears.

She forced herself to move anyway. One slow step. Then another. The quiet of the apartment pressed tighter around her. Her shadow stretched
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