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Lena Hart’s fingers hovered over her phone, the glow from the screen washing pale light over her face in the dim corner of the café. The afternoon rush pressed loud and chaotic around her, cups clattering, voices overlapping, the coffee machine shrieking every few minutes. Yet none of it touched her. She was locked into the endless scroll, thumb brushing upward in a restless rhythm, chasing distraction, chasing something she couldn’t quite name. The feed moved like a river she couldn’t step out of, pulling her deeper with each passing second.

A new post slid into view.

A photograph of a city street at dusk. The sky soft and blue. A figure walking alone. No caption. No tags.

Something about it snagged her attention—something she couldn’t identify. Maybe the way the light curved around the silhouette, almost too perfect, too deliberate. Maybe the quiet melancholy baked into the colors. Or maybe the unsettling familiarity: she had walked that exact street yesterday.

She zoomed in. The grain sharpened. The figure was too small to identify, but the posture felt wrong. Slouched, defeated, as though the weight of the world had pinned them down.

She glanced behind her, irrationally expecting to find someone watching. But it was just the café crowd, absorbed in their own screens.

Her phone buzzed. A notification.

Liked by: NULL USER

She frowned. She’d seen strange usernames before, but this one had no profile picture, no name, no bio. Just a blank silhouette and a string of numbers for a handle. At first she thought it was a glitch. Her feed had been glitching nonstop lately, ever since the last app update.

She tapped the profile.

The page loaded. Slowly.

Only one post appeared.

A blurred image. Shapes smeared, colors bleeding into each other. It might have been a street scene. Or a face. Or something else entirely. The longer she stared, the more her stomach tightened, as though the picture was trying to align itself into something she would recognize and didn’t want to.

The caption was just a timestamp. Yesterday at 7:03 PM.

The same time she had been walking that very street.

A cold prickle crept up her spine.

A message flashed across the top of her screen.

You saw the wrong post.

Lena jerked so suddenly that her coffee sloshed onto her sleeve. She wiped it off with a napkin, heart hammering. Her mind cycled through explanations—hack, bug, prank—but none felt right. She didn’t follow the account. She hadn’t messaged them. She hadn’t even known they existed.

Her phone buzzed again.

Turn around.

Her breath caught.

Slowly, carefully, she lifted her gaze. The café patrons blurred together in a wash of colors, her pulse loud in her ears. No one looked at her. No one seemed aware of her at all.

She rotated in her seat, scanning the room calmly enough, she hoped, to avoid drawing attention.

Nothing.

No staring figure. No lurking stranger. Just students tapping at laptops, a couple sharing dessert, a tired businessman in the corner reviewing documents.

Her phone vibrated once more.

Not here. Outside.

Her jaw clenched. Her instinct screamed to leave immediately, call someone, block the account. But a strange mix of dread and curiosity tightened around her ribs, rooting her in place.

She tapped back a message.

Who are you?

The typing bubble appeared instantly. Too instantly. As if the reply had been waiting.

Someone who’s trying to keep you alive.

Lena exhaled sharply. A laugh tried to break out—brittle, disbelieving—but she swallowed it. The absurdity of it all didn’t erase the fear threading through her nerves.

She typed again.

What do you want?

The bubble pulsed. Paused. Returned.

For you to trust me.

Her shoulders stiffened. She glanced at the image still open on the blank account. The blurred shapes seemed to swirl subtly, as if shifting when she wasn’t looking directly at them.

She closed the app.

Her hands trembled slightly as she shoved her phone into her pocket and gathered her things. Her plan was simple: go home, delete the app, maybe even switch numbers. A digital ghost would vanish as easily as it appeared.

But when she stepped outside, cold air brushing against her face, a strange feeling anchored her steps. The street was unusually quiet for late afternoon, the air heavy as though holding its breath.

Her phone buzzed.

She hesitated, pulling it out slowly.

A new message waited on her lock screen.

Cross the street. Now.

She stared at the crosswalk ahead—the signal glowing red. No cars approached. No pedestrians stood nearby. The entire block felt suspended, like a set built for someone else’s scene.

She didn’t move.

Her phone vibrated a second time. A third. A fourth. The messages stacked.

Now.

Now.

Now.

A low, creeping unease spread through her chest. She swallowed, pulse skittering, and scanned the windows of the buildings across from her. Nothing unusual. Nothing alarming.

Just emptiness.

Against her better judgment, she stepped toward the crosswalk, her breath fogging faintly. The moment her foot touched the asphalt, a loud horn blared behind her. She jumped back instinctively as a delivery truck roared past, blasting through the red light, the driver oblivious to the rules he’d just broken.

The wind from the vehicle slapped her hair across her face. Her knees wobbled.

If she had stepped out two seconds earlier—

She didn’t finish the thought.

Her phone buzzed.

Good. Keep walking.

Lena’s throat tightened. She wanted to throw her phone into the gutter. But the thought of looking away now filled her with its own kind of dread.

She typed with unsteady hands.

Did you know that truck was coming?

The reply came fast.

I know more than you think.

Her mouth went dry.

Why are you watching me?

A pause.

Because someone else is, too.

She swallowed hard.

Who?

Not through the windows. Not across the street. Look at your feed. Look closely.

Her fingers felt numb as she unlocked her device and reopened the app. She scrolled through her recent posts—travel photos, art she’d shared, a picture of her cat. Everything looked normal.

Then she saw it.

A new post. One she hadn’t made.

A photo of her. Sitting in the café. Looking at her phone. The angle was wrong, taken from somewhere behind her—close behind her.

Her skin crawled.

Behind her, a faint rustle broke the silence. She didn’t turn. Couldn’t. Her breath hitched as adrenaline cinched her nerves tight.

Her phone buzzed again.

Don’t turn around. Just walk.

Her legs responded before her thoughts did. She moved quickly down the sidewalk, weaving through the thinning crowd, glancing at the reflections in the shop windows. Her heart hammered in her ears like a warning siren. She could feel eyes on her—real or imagined, she couldn’t tell.

Another message appeared.

He won’t follow you forever. But he’s close. Closer than you realize.

Lena wiped her clammy palms against her coat, focusing on her steps, forcing her breathing to slow even as fear clawed at her chest.

Who is he? she typed.

Someone who doesn’t like being noticed. Someone who doesn’t like losing.

Lena’s hand shook as she typed, struggling to keep her footing.

What does he want?

The reply was slower this time, as though the sender was choosing each word carefully.

The same thing all obsessions demand. Attention. Control. But there’s something else now. Something he didn’t expect.

Lena stopped at the corner, waiting for traffic to clear.

What didn’t he expect?

The message came back instantly.

Me.

Her next breath came shallow and unsteady. She didn’t know who this anonymous guardian was. She didn’t know if they were actually helping her or simply playing a different, quieter game. She only knew that her life had shifted—subtly, violently—into something she didn’t understand.

She pocketed her phone and exhaled shakily, blending into the crowd crossing the street. The city lights flickered on around her, neon and sharp against the early evening sky. People passed without noticing her, without knowing the strange new thread winding itself into her life.

But somewhere in the noise, in the hum of traffic and hurried footsteps, she felt it—

Someone was watching.

And someone else was watching him.
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Lena didn’t go straight home.

Every instinct told her that returning to a predictable location would be a mistake, that whoever had taken that picture of her in the café might already know where she lived. She changed direction twice, looping through streets she rarely walked, switching sides of the road whenever someone behind her lingered too long or matched her pace even for a moment. The early evening crowd thickened around her, offering the strange comfort of anonymity. Dozens of strangers, none of them looking at her—probably. Possibly.

Her phone stayed cold and heavy in her pocket, its silence somehow louder than the messages earlier. She didn’t want to check it. Didn’t want to know if another unknown warning waited on the screen. But the quiet felt wrong. Too deliberate. Too much like someone else’s decision.

She ducked into a bookstore she used to visit in college. The warm smell of old pages clung to the air, soft and familiar. The woman at the counter gave her a polite nod before returning to her magazine. Nothing unusual. No one trailing her. No eyes burning into the back of her neck.

Lena exhaled slowly and stepped deeper between the shelves.

She reached the nonfiction aisle and leaned her back against the nearest bookcase, letting her pulse settle. The illusion of safety was thin, but she would take what she could get. After a few minutes, she pulled out her phone.

No new messages.

She unlocked it. The blank profile was still there near the top of her DM list, the string of numbers unchanging. No status. No typing bubble. Nothing.

Her thumb hovered over the block button.

Blocking might sever the connection. Maybe that was what she wanted. But the image of that truck plowing through the red light flashed across her mind—the horn, the wind, the shock. A coincidence? Maybe. But she wasn’t convinced.

She tapped the message thread instead.

Her last question remained unread.

What didn’t he expect?

Me.

She swallowed hard. She typed slowly.

If you’re trying to help me, then tell me who he is. Tell me what he wants.

Nothing.

She waited.

Still nothing.

She shut off the screen and shoved the phone into her coat. She wasn’t going to spend the entire night staring at it like prey waiting for the next move. She pushed the device deeper into her pocket, trying to steady the spiraling churn in her thoughts.

The floor creaked softly.

Lena tensed and looked over the top of the shelf.

A man stood a few rows away, flipping through a paperback with casual ease. Thin frame. Dark jacket. Nothing remarkable about him. But something about the rhythm of his page turning felt rehearsed, too slow, like he wanted to be seen doing it.

He lifted his eyes briefly. Not directly toward her, but past her. A glance that pretended not to be a glance.

She moved two aisles over, pretending
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