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    For everyone who has ever felt watched, unheard, or unseen. For those who kept going anyway.
To my readers - thank you for stepping into this story, for your time, your curiosity, and your trust. Your presence on these pages means more than words can say.
- Pavel Kostka (PPKPP)
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Annotation - They Know You’re Alone

A woman who thought she had buried her past discovers that someone has been quietly unearthing it—piece by piece, photograph by photograph. When Claire Mercer begins receiving anonymous messages containing intimate details from a life she never shared, she realizes she is being watched by someone who knows far too much.

As detectives uncover a hidden ledger, a network of shell companies, and a series of meticulously staged surveillance operations, Claire is forced into a dangerous game of exposure and control. Every step she takes is anticipated. Every secret she kept is catalogued. And every person she trusts may already be compromised.

What begins as a psychological intrusion escalates into a full-scale investigation that reaches from abandoned storage units to private clubs and forgotten attics—each location revealing another layer of a conspiracy built to manipulate, coerce, and destroy.

When the final tapes surface and the mastermind’s identity comes into focus, Claire must confront the terrifying truth: the person pulling the strings has been shaping her life for years, and they are not finished.

They Know You’re Alone is a tense, atmospheric thriller about surveillance, power, and the fight to reclaim your own story before someone else writes the ending for you.
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Chapter 1: They Know You’re Alone

The rain began as a whisper against the window, a thin, persistent hiss that blurred the streetlights into smeared coins of orange. Claire Mercer watched the droplets race each other down the glass and felt, absurdly, that they were keeping time with her heartbeat. She had lived in the house on Willow Street for three years, long enough to know the creaks and sighs of its bones, long enough to have memorized the way the radiator clanked at two in the morning and how the floorboards near the kitchen door complained when someone heavier than her crossed them. Tonight, every familiar sound felt like a new language.

Her phone lay face down on the coffee table, a black rectangle that had become both talisman and trap. She had turned off notifications hours ago, telling herself she needed to sleep, to stop watching the clock. But sleep had not come. Instead she had made tea she did not drink, paced the length of the living room twice, and then sat back down to watch the rain. The house smelled faintly of lemon cleaner and the last of the takeout she had abandoned in the fridge. Outside, a car passed and the tires hissed through puddles. Inside, the clock on the mantel ticked with a steady, indifferent rhythm.

At 1:07 a.m., the phone buzzed.

Claire did not jump. She had learned to control the reflex—years of late nights, of waiting for calls that never came, of learning that the world could be indifferent and cruel in equal measure. She reached for the phone with a hand that did not tremble, flipped it over, and read the message.

They know you’re alone.

No sender name. No number. Just the words, stark and small on the screen, like a verdict.

Her first reaction was practical: a prank, a wrong number, someone drunk and cruel. Her second reaction was older, deeper—an echo of a time when she had been younger and less careful, when she had believed in coincidences. She told herself the message was nothing. She told herself a thousand things to keep the panic from rising. She deleted the message and set the phone face down again, as if that could bury the words.

She did not sleep.

Instead she moved through the house with the slow, deliberate motions of someone trying to prove to herself that nothing had changed. She checked the locks on the doors—front, back, the small side door that led to the alley. She peered through the peephole and saw only the wet black of the street and the reflection of her own face, pale and small. She opened the curtains and closed them again. She turned on every light, not because light could keep danger away but because light made shadows honest.

At 2:14 a.m., the phone buzzed again.

You can’t hide.

This time the words felt like a hand on her shoulder. Claire’s breath hitched. She stood very still, listening for any sound that did not belong to the house. The radiator clanked. The refrigerator hummed. Somewhere in the distance a dog barked and then was quiet. She told herself to call the police. She told herself to call her sister. She told herself to call anyone. Her fingers hovered over the screen and then withdrew. She did not want to give the sender the satisfaction of knowing she had been frightened.

She walked to the kitchen and opened the drawer where she kept the knives. The metal felt cold and real in her hand. She set one on the counter and then, absurdly, put it back. She was not a person who kept weapons. She had never been a person who expected to need them. The house had always been a refuge, a place where the worst things happened elsewhere. Now the walls felt like a thin skin stretched over something vast and hungry.

The messages continued, each one arriving at irregular intervals, like footsteps in a hallway. Short sentences, precise and intimate.

We saw you leave the office. You were alone at the bus stop. You live on Willow Street, number 14. We know the color of your curtains.

The specificity was the worst part. It was one thing to be threatened in the abstract; it was another to be cataloged, to be watched with the patient attention of someone who had nothing else to do but learn the shape of your life. Claire’s mind supplied images she did not want: a figure in a raincoat standing under a streetlamp, a camera lens catching her silhouette, a shadow moving behind the curtains of a neighbor’s house. She imagined the sender sitting in a car, the glow of a phone painting their face in blue. She imagined them smiling.

She called the police at 3:02 a.m. The dispatcher’s voice was efficient and tired. “We’ll send a patrol by,” the woman said. “Do you have any idea who might be sending these messages?”

“No,” Claire said. Her voice sounded small in the receiver. “I don’t know. They know things about me.”

“Stay inside. Lock your doors. If you see anyone suspicious, call 911.”

She hung up and sat on the edge of the couch, the phone heavy in her hand. The house felt suddenly too large, every room a potential hiding place. She thought of the attic, of the way the old house had been built with spaces that were not meant to be seen. She thought of the basement, of the damp smell that lived there like a secret. She thought of the neighbor across the street, Mr. Hargreaves, who kept to himself and whose porch light was always on. She thought of the woman who walked her dog at dawn and always smiled at Claire as if they were friends.

At 3:47 a.m., the patrol car arrived. Claire watched from the window as two officers stepped out into the rain, their jackets dark and their flashlights cutting through the night. They spoke to each other in low voices, then approached her door. She opened it and felt the cold air wash over her. The taller officer introduced himself as Officer Ruiz. He was younger than she expected, his face still soft with the lack of years. The other officer, older, had a scar along his jaw and a look that said he had seen too many things.

“We’ll take a look around,” Ruiz said. “Any idea who might be watching you?”

“No,” Claire said again. She felt foolish, like a child telling a story that adults would not believe. “They know things about me. They keep sending messages.”

The older officer nodded. “We’ll file a report. We’ll check the area cameras, talk to neighbors. For now, keep your doors locked and don’t engage.”

They left with a promise to call. Claire watched the taillights disappear into the rain and then closed the door and locked it twice. She stood with her back against the wood and let the sound of the house fill her. The messages had stopped for the moment, but the silence that followed felt like a held breath.

She tried to sleep again. She lay on her back and stared at the ceiling, counting the cracks in the plaster. Her mind kept returning to the messages, to the way they had known the color of her curtains. She thought of the small things she had never told anyone: the way she sometimes left a light on in the hallway because she was afraid of the dark; the fact that she had once missed a bus and walked home in the rain; the name of the man she had dated for six months and then left because he had been too possessive. She had never told anyone about the envelope she kept in the top drawer of her desk, the one with the old photograph inside. She had never told anyone that she sometimes woke with the taste of metal in her mouth and could not remember why. At 4:21 a.m., the phone buzzed again. We have your photograph.

The words were a punch to the stomach. Claire’s hand flew to her mouth. She felt suddenly as if the room had tilted. She thought of the envelope in the drawer, of the photograph she had kept folded and secret for years. She had never shown it to anyone. She had never told anyone where it was. The photograph was of a summer day, of a picnic by the river, of a man whose face she had blurred out with a pen the night she had packed it away. She had thought that was enough.

She stood and walked to the desk. Her fingers trembled as she opened the top drawer and reached for the envelope. It was there, exactly where she had left it, the paper soft with age. She slid it out and unfolded the photograph. The image was small and faded: a woman with wind-tousled hair, a man with his arm around her shoulders, a child with a crooked grin. The man’s face had been scratched out with a ballpoint pen, a jagged line that made the paper feel like a wound.

Her phone buzzed again before she could put the photograph back.

We know where he is.

Claire’s knees went weak. She sat down at the desk and pressed her forehead to the cool wood. The rain continued to fall, indifferent and endless. Outside, the world moved on—cars, lights, the distant hum of a city that did not stop for fear. Inside, the house felt like a trap. She thought of the photograph, of the man whose face she had tried to erase. She thought of the child’s grin and the way the sun had caught the river that day. She thought of secrets that had been buried and how easily the earth could be turned.

She did not know who “they” were. She did not know what they wanted. She only knew that they had found the one thing she had kept hidden, and that knowledge felt like a key turned in a lock.

The lights flickered once, twice, and then steadied. Claire looked up, heart pounding, and for a moment she imagined a shadow moving outside the window, a figure pausing beneath the streetlamp. She told herself it was nothing. She told herself the patrol would call. She told herself she would be safe until morning.

At 5:03 a.m., the phone buzzed one last time before dawn.

You can’t hide what you are.

The message was not a threat so much as a promise. It implied a history she had not been ready to name, a ledger of things she had thought were closed. Claire folded the photograph and slid it back into the envelope with hands that no longer felt like her own. She put the envelope back in the drawer and closed it, the click of the wood sounding like a verdict.

She sat in the dark and listened to the rain. The house around her breathed and settled. The world outside was waking, unaware of the small war that had begun in a living room on Willow Street. She thought of the patrol car that had driven away, of the officers who had promised to check the cameras. She thought of the neighbor who walked her dog at dawn and always smiled. She thought of the man in the photograph and the name she had not spoken aloud in years.

When the first pale light of morning seeped through the curtains, Claire realized she had not slept at all. Her eyes were raw, her hands cold. She reached for the phone and scrolled through the messages again, as if reading them would make them less real. The screen glowed with the same sentences, the same small, terrible certainties.

She stood and moved through the house with a new purpose. She would not be a victim of whispers. She would not let the messages define her. She would call her sister. She would change the locks. She would go to the police station in person if she had to. She would not be alone.

Outside, a delivery truck rumbled past and the sound of a radio drifted from a passing car. The world was waking, and with it came the ordinary cruelties and comforts of morning. Claire opened the front door and stepped onto the porch. The air smelled of wet asphalt and cut grass. Across the street, Mr. Hargreaves’ porch light was still on. He stood there, umbrella in hand, watching the rain as if it were a private show.

He nodded at her, a small, neighborly gesture. Claire nodded back, and for a moment the world seemed to hold its breath.

Then her phone buzzed in her pocket.

She did not look at it. She did not need to. She already knew what it would say. They know you’re alone.

 


Chapter 2: The First Message

The first message arrived at noon, when the office hummed with the polite chaos of a weekday: printers coughing, keyboards tapping, the low murmur of people who had learned to keep their private lives in neat, compartmentalized boxes. Claire was at her desk, a mug of coffee gone cold beside her keyboard, when her phone vibrated against the laminate. She glanced down, expecting a calendar reminder or a text from her sister about dinner plans. Instead the screen lit with a single line that made the air in her lungs thin.

We saw you leave the office.

She read it twice, then a third time, as if repetition could change the meaning. The words were not new—she had seen them in the night—but in daylight they felt sharper, more deliberate. Her colleagues moved around her like planets in orbit; no one noticed the way her hands tightened on the phone. She told herself to breathe, to treat it as a prank, as a mistake. She told herself the police had been out, that she had locked her doors, that she had done everything she could. The message did not care about her reassurances.

Her manager, Tom, stopped by with a stack of reports and a joke about the copier. Claire smiled and nodded, the practiced mask of someone who could handle deadlines and small talk. When he left, she opened her email and pretended to work. Her eyes skimmed numbers and bullet points while her mind replayed the message like a scratched record. She thought of the bus stop, of the way she had stood under the awning and checked her phone while the rain had started to fall. She thought of the man who had been on the bench two seats away, of the way he had looked at his own phone and then at her, and how she had felt a prickle of unease that she had dismissed as nothing.

At lunch she walked to the small park behind the office, the one with the iron bench and the statue of a dog that had lost its nose to time. The city smelled of wet pavement and frying oil from the food trucks. She sat and watched people pass: a woman with a stroller, a man in a suit talking loudly into a headset, a teenager with headphones who kept time with his shoulders. Claire pulled out the photograph from her desk drawer and smoothed the creases with a thumb that trembled. The child’s grin looked innocent in the faded paper, but the man’s face—scratched out—felt like a wound she had never learned to dress.

Her phone buzzed again. She did not look at it at first. She had learned that looking made the words more real. When she finally read the new message, the letters seemed to crawl across the screen.

We were at the bus stop too.

Her stomach dropped. She scanned the park, the street, the faces of strangers as if one of them might be the sender. The thought was ridiculous and immediate: the person who had sent the messages could be anyone. They could be the man in the suit, the teenager with headphones, the woman with the stroller. They could be someone who had watched her for weeks, learning the rhythm of her life. The idea that someone had been cataloging her movements—her leaving the office, her waiting for the bus—made the world feel smaller and more dangerous.

She went back to the office and told herself she would not tell anyone else. She had already called the police in the night; she had the report number scribbled on a sticky note. She could feel the officers’ polite skepticism in her memory, the way the older man had said, “We’ll check the cameras.” She imagined them sifting through footage, looking for a shadow that might not exist. She imagined the sender watching the same footage and smiling at how easy it had been.

At three o’clock, Claire’s coworker Jenna knocked on her cubicle wall and asked if she wanted to join a group for drinks after work. Claire hesitated, then said yes, because being among people felt like armor. She told herself she would be careful, that she would not walk home alone, that she would let Jenna see her to the bus stop. The small rituals of safety—walking with someone, keeping the phone in her hand, choosing a well-lit route—felt both comforting and humiliating. She had never imagined her life would be measured in precautions.

The office security footage was the first place she thought to look. The building had cameras in the lobby and on the street-facing side; the company kept the footage for thirty days. Claire called security and, after a polite exchange, was told she could view the tape if she filed a formal request. The process was bureaucratic and slow, but it gave her something to do. She filled out the form with hands that did not want to steady, wrote the date and the time she had left the building, and handed it to the receptionist. The woman behind the desk gave her a sympathetic look and said, “We’ll get back to you.”

While she waited, Claire tried to reconstruct the day. She remembered the elevator, the man with the briefcase who had stepped in at the last second, the woman who had been on the phone and laughed too loudly. She remembered the bus stop again, the rain, the man on the bench. She tried to imagine the sender’s perspective: a camera lens, a phone screen, a pair of eyes that had watched her without her knowledge. The thought of being observed—of someone turning the ordinary moments of her life into a dossier—made her feel exposed in a way that was hard to name.

That evening, after drinks with Jenna and a forced laugh at a joke she
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