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Chapter 1: Sparks in the Feed
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The city never really slept, but tonight it buzzed with a different kind of electricity, the kind that hummed inside every phone screen and echoed across every rooftop lit by digital billboards. Neon brushed the sky in streaks of blue and ember-orange, reflecting off windows like restless fire. Somewhere within that glow, deep in the maze of concrete and LED glare, was Rae Wilder—running.

Her sneakers slapped the pavement as she dodged a delivery bike, bounding over a puddle that flashed the reflection of a huge billboard towering above the street. The ad showcased a looping clip of her own face, caught mid-smile from a recent charity livestream. Above it, bold text pulsed: RAE WILDER LIVE: 5 MILLION FOLLOWERS STRONG.

She winced every time she saw one of those. They were everywhere now.

A notification pinged through her earbuds, followed by a quick voice—her AI assistant, Vee.

Incoming mention from BlazeStrike. High engagement. Likely time-sensitive.

Rae groaned aloud. “Of course it is.”

Even while sprinting, she swiped up her wrist display. A video auto-played instantly, filling the tiny screen with the unmistakable intensity of BlazeStrike, a masked vigilante influencer whose entire brand revolved around exposing corruption with dramatic flair and zero patience.

His voice crackled through the audio: “Rae Wilder, beloved darling of the internet. You’ve been tagged because you’re wrapped up in something big—whether you like it or not. Check your DMs. Clock’s ticking.”

The clip ended with his signature symbol, a flickering crimson flame.

Rae slowed near an alley, breath controlled but eyes sharp. BlazeStrike tagging her publicly was unusual enough, but the tone was different too—less taunting, more urgent. She hadn’t collaborated with him, hadn’t even spoken to him since the debate stream months ago where they disagreed live in front of two million viewers about exposure ethics.

Similar goals, different methods. Oil and fire.

Another ping.

Anonymous message received. Content flagged for urgency.

Rae ducked into the alley, leaning against the cool brick as she opened the DM. A single sentence stared at her:

They’re coming for you. Don’t go home. Don’t go live. Don’t trust your own feed.

Rae’s pulse tightened. She glanced up and down the alley, scanning shadows between trash bins and fire escapes. The air was damp and faintly metallic. Her mind raced—was this a prank? Some extreme marketing gimmick? BlazeStrike’s version of a publicity stunt?

But no. Something about the bluntness... the lack of flair... it felt real.

Her phone vibrated again, but this time it wasn’t a notification.

It was a call.

From BlazeStrike.

Reluctantly, Rae answered. “If this is some off-brand prank, I swear—”

“Listen,” BlazeStrike interrupted, voice low, distorted slightly by his scrambler. “You need to move. Now. Someone hijacked your trend feed. Your analytics spiked in places that don’t make sense. They’re tracking you through your own livestream algorithm.”

Rae froze. “Tracking—what do you mean tracking?”

“You went viral too fast today.” His voice sharpened. “The charity stream numbers? Faked. Someone inflated them to attach a trace to your endpoint. They’re using it to triangulate your movements.”

Rae’s laugh was thin, nervous. “That’s not possible. My team would’ve caught—”

“They didn’t,” he cut in. “Because whoever did it is better.”

Rae pushed a stray curl from her forehead and straightened. “Okay. Let’s pretend what you’re saying isn’t completely insane. What do they want?”

“Your reach,” BlazeStrike said. “Your platform. Your audience trust. Someone wants to piggyback on all of it, then weaponize it.”

Rae swallowed hard. The city’s distant traffic suddenly felt too quiet. “Why tell me?”

“Because whatever’s coming will affect more than just you,” he answered. “And because I need your help.”

Rae blinked. “Thought you preferred doing everything solo. The dramatic rooftop monologues, the cryptic flame emojis—”

She heard him exhale through the distortion, something halfway between a sigh and restrained impatience. “Normally, yes. But this isn’t a brand feud. This is bigger.”

A motorcycle engine roared suddenly from the street behind her, the sound sharp and fast like a slicing blade. Rae pressed against the wall, listening. Two more engines joined the first.

BlazeStrike’s voice hardened. “They’re close. Don’t stay still.”

Rae hung up and peeked around the corner of the alley.

Three matte-black bikes glided slowly down the street, each rider wearing visor helmets with sleek reflective strips. They weren’t delivery drivers. They moved too deliberately, scanning, sweeping. Searching.

For her.

Rae slipped deeper into the alley, sliding behind a dumpster. Her breath steadied—years of training in gymnastics and urban sprint had taught her how to control panic. She pulled up her wrist display and quickly disabled location sync, a feature she’d never imagined could put her in danger.

The bikes idled for a moment. Then, as if responding to some invisible cue, all three turned into the alley.

Rae clenched her jaw. Running would expose her instantly. Staying put would trap her. She looked up. A fire escape ladder hung just high enough to be inconvenient.

She backed up, sprinted, and leaped—grabbing the rung with her fingertips before hauling herself up. The ladder rattled as she climbed.

The engines revved below. The riders saw the movement.

One of them leaned forward, speaking into a helmet mic. Rae couldn’t hear the words, but she felt the tension spike.

She climbed faster.

Halfway up, the riders dismounted. One pointed something—a device shaped like a baton but humming with faint blue light—toward the ladder’s frame. Before Rae could process the danger, a bolt of sound cracked upward. Metal vibrated violently, the shockwave rushing through her arms.

She nearly slipped.

Gritting her teeth, she launched upward to the next platform. She rolled across it and darted toward a window ledge. Her fingers reached for the frame—

—and a gloved hand grabbed her wrist from inside.

Rae sucked in a sharp breath.

A masked face appeared through the slightly open window, half-lit by a faint red glow.

BlazeStrike.

“Move,” he said, pulling her through as the riders shouted below.

The moment she landed inside, he shut the window and dragged a blackout curtain over it. The room was a dim studio apartment lit only by a small monitor on the desk, showing multiple open feeds—traffic cams, social threads, trending archives.

Rae steadied herself on a metal shelf. “How—how did you know where—”

“I was tracking them,” he replied, moving to the door and securing multiple locks. “I knew they’d find you before I did.”

“You’re welcome,” she muttered breathlessly.

He turned to her, arms crossed. The mask covered most of his face—angular lines, flame-shaped cutouts, tinted eye shields. But Rae still sensed sharp focus behind it.

“This isn’t the time for jokes,” he said.

“Humor is literally how I cope.”

He didn’t argue that, but his posture didn’t relax either.

Rae looked around the apartment—maps pinned on walls, notes scribbled in tight handwriting, cables snaking from his monitor setup to a portable power bank. A portable safehouse.

“You live here?” she asked.

“Temporarily.”

She nodded toward the window. “So who are they?”

“I don’t know yet,” he said. “But they’re not random. They knew exactly where to look and exactly what to bring.”

Rae crossed her arms. “Why me? I host fundraisers and gaming tournaments. I’m not exactly high-stakes espionage.”

“That’s why you’re valuable,” BlazeStrike answered. “People trust you. They believe your posts without hesitation. If someone hijacks your account, your influence becomes their weapon.”

Rae sat on the edge of the desk chair, feeling the weight of his words.

“You really think someone wants to use my platform for something dangerous?”

“I know they do.”

Outside, the roar of engines faded, distant again but not gone.

BlazeStrike looked out the peephole, then back to Rae. “We have maybe ten minutes before they widen the sweep. After that, they’ll shut down the grid in this block to flush you out.”

Rae swallowed. “So what’s the plan?”

“We disappear,” BlazeStrike said. “Off-grid. No phones, no posts, no visibility until we know what we’re dealing with.”

Rae stared at him. “You want me to vanish? My entire career is online. My life is online.”

“And right now,” he said calmly, “that’s the most dangerous place you could be.”

Rae leaned back, letting the reality settle over her like smoke. “This is insane.”

“Probably.”

She met his masked gaze. “But you’re sure about this.”

“Yes.”

“Then I’ll trust you.”

BlazeStrike nodded once, as if expecting the answer.

Rae stood, brushing dust from her hoodie. “Okay. Off-grid. What do we do first?”

He moved to the door, checking the hallway camera. “We run.”

“And after that?”

He glanced over his shoulder. “We start a fire of our own.”
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Chapter 2: Trending Trouble
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Rain swept across the city as Rae and BlazeStrike slipped into the narrow service stairwell of the apartment building, the air thick with rust and old concrete dust. The door shut behind them with a soft click, muffled by the hum of rain against the metal railing. BlazeStrike motioned for silence, his gloved hand raised as he listened for movement on the floors above.

Nothing yet.

“Stay close,” he murmured.

Rae followed him down the stairs, the dim emergency lights casting long shadows that wavered with each step. Her heart hadn’t slowed since the alley, and now every metallic groan of the building made her flinch. It wasn’t fear so much as adrenaline, tension sharpened by the knowledge that unseen eyes were following digital trails she didn’t even know existed.

“You said they could shut down the grid,” Rae whispered. “That’s not exactly street-level tech.”

BlazeStrike paused mid-step, tilting his head back toward her. “It isn’t. Which means they aren’t just hackers. They have institutional access.”

“So... government?”

“Unlikely,” he said. “This smells more like a private operation. Someone with money, reach, and a grudge they haven’t disclosed publicly.”

Rae tightened her grip on the railing. “Fantastic. A secret enemy with resources. I always hoped my first action-thriller moment would involve more snacks and fewer death squads.”

He kept moving downward.

They reached the basement level—a dim corridor lined with outdated storage units and flickering fluorescent tubes. The smell of cardboard and
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