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The rain had been falling over Ravenport since morning.

Not the gentle kind that washed the streets clean and left the air fresh, but a steady, gray drizzle that soaked into everything the sidewalks, the buildings, even the people. It gave the city a permanent sense of melancholy, like Ravenport was always hiding a secret it didn’t want anyone to discover.

Elena Carter pulled the collar of her coat higher as she stepped out of the café and onto the slick sidewalk. The warm smell of coffee faded behind her as the cold air wrapped around her like a damp blanket.

She paused for a moment beneath the café awning.

Something felt... off.

It was a subtle sensation at first. The kind of thing most people would ignore. A prickling along the back of her neck. The strange awareness that eyes might be on her.

Watching.

Elena glanced down the street.

Ravenport’s downtown district bustled despite the weather. Cars moved slowly along the rain-slick road, headlights glowing against the gray afternoon. Pedestrians hurried past under umbrellas, shoulders hunched against the cold.

Everything looked normal.

Yet the feeling lingered.

She shifted her weight, gripping the strap of her bag tighter.

Don’t be paranoid, Elena.

The thought came automatically, the way it always did when anxiety tried to creep into her mind.

After everything that had happened over the past year, she had promised herself something: no more fear. No more letting ghosts from the past follow her into the future.

She had moved to Ravenport to start over.

New apartment.

New city.

New life and for the most part, it had worked.

Until recently.

Elena stepped away from the awning and began walking toward the bus stop two blocks away. Her boots clicked softly against the wet pavement.

The rain tapped against her umbrella in a quiet rhythm.

Drip.

Drip.

Drip.

Still, the strange sensation refused to disappear.

She passed a bookstore with foggy windows and a flickering neon sign. The reflection in the glass briefly caught her attention.

For a second, she thought she saw someone standing behind her.

Tall.

Still.

Watching.

Her heart jumped.

Elena turned quickly.

Nothing.

Just a couple arguing quietly beneath an umbrella and a delivery driver hauling boxes into a nearby restaurant.

She exhaled slowly.

“You’re imagining things,” she muttered under her breath.

It wasn’t the first time she’d felt this way.

Over the past few weeks, the sensation has appeared more and more often.

At the grocery store.

On the subway.

Walking home late at night.

Always the same eerie awareness that someone was nearby... observing her.

Studying her.

The bus stop came into view ahead.

A small metal shelter with a bench inside. A few people already stood waiting beneath it.

Elena folded her umbrella and stepped under the shelter’s roof.

The wind pushed rain sideways across the street. Water pooled in shallow puddles along the curb.

She glanced down at her phone.

5:18 PM.

Her workday had ended an hour earlier, but she had stayed late finishing a design project for a client. Freelance graphic design paid the bills, but deadlines had a way of stretching the workday far longer than expected.

Still, she preferred it that way.

Work kept her busy.

Busy means less thinking.

Less remembering.

Her phone buzzed suddenly.

A text message from Lily.

Lily: Did you survive another day of capitalism?

Elena smiled faintly.

Her younger sister had a talent for lightening even the darkest moods.

She typed back.

Elena: Barely. Send coffee.

A moment later three laughing emojis appeared.

Lily: Come visit this weekend.

Elena hesitated.

She hadn’t visited Lily since moving to Ravenport six months earlier. Not because she didn’t want to just because the thought of returning to familiar places stirred memories she preferred to keep buried.

Still...

Maybe it was time.

She started typing a reply.

Then stopped.

That feeling again.

Stronger now.

Elena slowly lifted her gaze from the phone.

Across the street, partially hidden by the shadow of a building, stood a man.

He wasn’t moving.

Tall. Broad shoulders. Dark coat.

Rain fell around him, but he didn’t seem bothered by it.

He was simply standing there.

Watching the bus stop.

Watching her.

Their eyes met.

The moment stretched longer than it should have.

Something about the man’s stillness felt unnatural. Most people shifted their weight, checked their phones, adjusted their umbrellas.

This man did none of that.

He simply stood there like a statue carved from shadow.

Elena’s pulse quickened.

Then a bus roared past, splashing water onto the street.

For a brief second it blocked her view.

When the bus cleared the man was gone.

Elena stared at the empty sidewalk.

Her stomach tightened.

Maybe he had walked away.

Maybe he had stepped into a building.

Maybe she had imagined him entirely.

Something deep inside her insisted otherwise.

She had seen him and he had definitely been watching her.

The bus pulled up moments later with a loud hiss of brakes.

The doors folded open.

Elena stepped inside and dropped coins into the fare box.

The interior smelled faintly of wet coats and engine oil.

She took a seat near the back.

Rain streaked across the windows as the bus began moving through the city.

Buildings slid past in blurry shapes.

Streetlights flickered to life as evening settled over Ravenport.

Elena leaned her head against the cool glass.

Her reflection stared back at her faintly in the darkened window.

Long brown hair.

Soft features.

Eyes that always seemed slightly tired.

She didn’t look like someone worth watching.

Yet the feeling refused to fade.

Ten minutes later the bus reached her neighborhood.

Elena stepped off onto a quieter street lined with old brick apartment buildings. Tall iron street lamps cast weak pools of light across the sidewalk.

The rain had slowed to a mist.

Her apartment building stood halfway down the block.

Four stories tall.

Old, but well maintained.

Home.

She climbed the steps and unlocked the front door.

Inside, the lobby smelled faintly of cleaning chemicals and old carpet.

The elderly landlord, Mrs. Donnelly, sat behind the front desk reading a magazine.

She glanced up.

“Evening, Elena.”

“Evening.”

“Is it still raining out there?”

“Of course,” Elena said with a small smile. “This city would collapse without rain.”

Mrs. Donnelly chuckled softly.

Elena continued toward the stairwell.

Her boots echoed against the concrete steps as she climbed to the third floor.

The hallway was quiet.

Too quiet.

Most tenants were probably still at work.

Her apartment sat near the end of the corridor.

Unit 3B.

She unlocked the door and stepped inside.

Warmth greeted her immediately.

Elena flipped on the lights and kicked off her boots.

The apartment wasn’t large, but it felt comfortable.

Soft gray couch.

Bookshelves along the walls.

A small desk near the window where she worked on design projects.

She hung her coat and moved into the kitchen.

The fridge hummed softly as she grabbed a bottle of water.

Everything looked exactly the way she had left it that morning.

Normal.

Safe.

Yet as she stood there sipping the water, the strange sensation returned again.

Stronger than before.

The feeling of being watched.

Elena slowly turned toward the living room.

The curtains covering the large window were slightly open.

A narrow gap between them revealed the street outside.

Her chest tightened.

She walked toward the window cautiously.

Step by step.

Rain blurred the view beyond the glass.

Streetlights.

Parked cars.

Empty sidewalk.

She pulled the curtains wider.

Nothing.

Elena laughed nervously at herself.

“You’re losing your mind.”

Still, she closed the curtains completely this time.

Just in case.

She changed into comfortable clothes and settled onto the couch with her laptop.

Work emails filled the screen.

Deadlines.

Clients.

Design revisions.

Normal life.

Yet twenty minutes later, she realized she had reread the same email three times without absorbing a single word.

Her mind kept drifting back to the man at the bus stop.

Tall.

Silent.

Watching.

Elena rubbed her temples.

Finally she closed the laptop.

A hot shower would help.

The bathroom filled with steam as warm water cascaded over her shoulders. The heat relaxed her muscles, washing away the chill from the rainy evening.

For a while, she managed to forget about the strange feeling entirely.

Until she stepped out of the bathroom and noticed something on the floor near the front door.

A piece of paper.

Her heartbeat quickened.

She slowly approached it.

The paper had slipped beneath the door.

Elena bent down and picked it up.

It was a photograph.

Her breath caught.

The image showed her sitting at the café earlier that afternoon.

Laughing at something on her phone.

The angle suggested the photo had been taken from a nearby table.

Her fingers trembled.

At the bottom of the photograph, someone had written a single sentence in elegant black ink.

You looked beautiful today.

A cold wave of fear spread through her chest.

Elena turned toward the door instinctively.

As if she expected someone to be standing on the other side.

Watching.

Waiting.

The hallway remained silent.

Somewhere in the city, hidden in the darkness of Ravenport’s endless shadows, someone had been watching her for far longer than she realized.

***
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ELENA DIDN’T SLEEP much that night.

The photograph sat on her kitchen table long after midnight, the glossy surface catching the faint yellow light from the lamp above. She had turned it over at least twenty times, as if the back might reveal some clue she hadn’t noticed before but it remained blank.

Only that message on the front.

You looked beautiful today.

The handwriting had been careful. Elegant. Almost intimate.

Not rushed. Not sloppy.

Whoever had written it had taken their time.

Elena wrapped her arms around herself and stared at the photo again. A chill crawled along her skin despite the warmth of her apartment.

Someone had been close enough to take that picture.

Close enough to watch her laugh.

Close enough to see her and then somehow they had followed her home.

The realization made her stomach twist.

She checked the door lock again for the third time that evening.

Still secure.

Chain in place.

Deadbolt turned.

She walked through the apartment slowly, switching on every light.

Kitchen.

Living room.

Bathroom.

Closet.

Everything looked normal.

No sign anyone had been inside.

Yet the photograph proved someone had been close enough to slip it under her door without being seen.

Elena ran a hand through her hair and exhaled slowly.

“Okay,” she whispered to herself.

“Think.”

Her first instinct had been to call the police.

But what exactly would she tell them?

*A stranger took a photo of me in a café and left it at my door.*

It sounded unsettling but not illegal.

Not enough for them to take it seriously.

Her sister Lily would definitely tell her to report it anyway. Lily had always been the protective one, despite being two years younger.

Elena glanced at her phone sitting on the table.

She almost picked it up.

Then stopped.

No.

Not yet.

She didn’t want to worry her sister unless it became something more serious.

For now it could still be a coincidence.

Someone with a strange sense of humor.

Someone who thought they were being charming.

People did weird things in cities all the time.

That didn’t mean she was in danger.

Still...

She carried the photograph into the bedroom and slipped it into the drawer of her nightstand.

Out of sight that was where it would stay.

Elena changed into a loose T-shirt and crawled into bed. The rain had finally stopped outside, leaving Ravenport quiet and damp beneath the night sky.

For a long time she stared at the ceiling.

Every sound seemed louder than usual.

Pipes shifting inside the walls.

Distant traffic.

The hum of electricity through the building.

Her mind kept replaying the image of the man she had seen across the street earlier that evening.

Tall.

Still.

Watching.

Eventually exhaustion pulled her into an uneasy sleep.

Hours later, Elena woke suddenly.

She didn’t know what had caused it.

No loud noise.

No nightmare.

Just the strange feeling of awareness returning all at once.

Her bedroom was dark.

The digital clock on the nightstand read 2:47 AM

Elena rolled onto her side, pulling the blanket tighter around her shoulders.

Then she noticed something.

Light.

A faint glow leaking through the curtains.

Streetlight, probably.

Still half asleep, she pushed herself up and walked toward the window.

The wooden floor creaked softly beneath her bare feet.

She reached for the curtain.

Paused.

That feeling again.

The one she had felt all day.

The prickling awareness that someone was nearby.

Watching.

Elena hesitated.

Then she pulled the curtain aside.

The street below lay quiet beneath a pale yellow streetlamp.

Rainwater shimmered on the asphalt like scattered glass.

A few parked cars lined the curb.

Across the street someone stood there.

Her breath caught.

It was the same man.

Tall.

Broad shoulders.

Dressed in a dark coat that blended almost perfectly with the shadows.

He stood on the sidewalk beneath the streetlight.

Not moving.

Not pacing.

Not checking a phone.

Just standing.

Looking directly at her building.

At her window.

Elena’s pulse began to hammer in her chest.

For a moment she couldn’t move.

Her mind struggled to catch up with what her eyes were seeing.

He was too far away for her to see his face clearly but she could feel his gaze.

Locked onto her.

Watching.

The realization sent a wave of cold through her body.

This wasn't a coincidence.

He knew where she lived.

He knew which apartment was hers.

Now he was standing outside in the middle of the night watching her window.

Elena stepped backward instinctively.

The curtain slipped from her hand and fell closed again.

Her heart pounded louder.

What should she do?

Call the police?

Confront him?

Ignore him?

Her breathing became shallow as anxiety tightened around her chest.

She forced herself to move again.

Slowly.

Carefully.

Elena pulled the curtain open just a little, only enough to peek through the narrow gap.

The man was still there.

Exactly where he had been before.

Still watching the building.

Still motionless.

Almost like a statue placed beneath the streetlight.

A deep unease settled into her stomach.

Normal people didn’t behave like that.

Even someone waiting for a ride or a friend would shift around, pace, check their phone.

This man did none of those things.

He simply stood there.

As if he had all the time in the world.

As if the rain, the cold, and the darkness didn’t bother him at all.

Elena’s fingers tightened around the curtain.

Her mind drifted back to the photograph.

You looked beautiful today.

The thought made her skin crawl.

Was he the one who had taken it?

Had he been following her all this time?

Watching her routine.

Learning her habits.

Studying her life.

A sudden wave of anger cut through her fear.

No.

She refused to be afraid in her own home.

Elena straightened her shoulders and pulled the curtain fully open.

If he wanted to stare at her window then she would stare back.

For the first time she looked at him without hiding.

Even from across the street, his presence felt unsettling.

He was tall.

Well over six feet.

His posture was perfectly straight, almost unnaturally calm.

Dark hair.

Sharp silhouette.

Something about the way he carried himself suggested confidence.

Control.

Power.

Not the nervous energy of a random stalker.

No.

This man looked... composed.

Intentional.

Like everything he did was carefully chosen.

Elena folded her arms.

Their eyes met again across the distance.

For several seconds neither of them moved.

Then something unexpected happened.

The man lifted one hand slowly and gave a small wave.

Elena froze.

A casual gesture.

Almost polite.

As if they were neighbors greeting each other from across the street.

The casualness of it made her stomach twist even tighter.

Who waves at someone they’ve been secretly watching?

Her anger returned stronger this time.

Without thinking, Elena grabbed the curtain and slammed it shut.

The fabric rustled loudly in the quiet apartment.

Her hands trembled slightly as she stepped away from the window.

“Okay,” she whispered to herself.

“That’s enough.”

She grabbed her phone.

Her finger hovered over the emergency call button but she hesitated again.

The police would ask questions.

They would want proof and by the time they arrived, the man would probably be gone.

She exhaled slowly.

Instead, Elena walked to the front door and checked the locks again.

Deadbolt secure.

Chain locked.

She even pushed a chair beneath the doorknob for extra reassurance.

Maybe she was overreacting.

Maybe the man lived somewhere nearby.

Maybe he had just been standing outside for some unrelated reason.

Yet deep down she knew the truth.

He had been looking directly at her window.

Watching.

Elena returned to the bedroom but sleep refused to come.

Every few minutes she found herself glancing toward the closed curtain.

Wondering if he was still there.

Watching the building.

Watching her.

Hours passed slowly.

Finally, as pale morning light began to seep into the sky, exhaustion pulled her into a restless sleep.

––––––––
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ACROSS THE STREET, a black car sat parked beneath the shadow of a tree.

Inside, the tall man leaned back in the driver’s seat.

Adrian Vale watched the third-floor window of Elena Carter’s apartment with quiet focus.

The curtains were closed now but he could still picture her standing there.

Hair slightly messy from sleep.

Eyes wide with surprise.

Beautiful.

His lips curved faintly.

She had finally seen him.

Months of watching from a distance.

Months of learning her routine.

Her favorite café.

Her work schedule.

The route she took home each evening.

All of it had led to this moment.

Adrian glanced down at the photograph resting in his hand.

The same one he had slipped beneath her door earlier.

A soft laugh escaped him.

She had reacted exactly the way he expected.

Confusion.

Fear.

Curiosity.

All perfectly natural responses.

Fear would fade with time.

Once she understood the truth.

Once she realized what he was really doing.

Protecting her.

Watching over her.

Keeping the dangers of Ravenport away from the one person in this city who deserved safety.

Adrian returned his gaze to the apartment window.

His voice was barely above a whisper.

“Goodnight, Elena.”

The engine of the car started softly.

The vehicle rolled away from the curb and disappeared into the quiet streets of Ravenport.

Adrian knew something she didn’t.

This was only the beginning.

Now that she had noticed him he had no intention of disappearing from her life.

***
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MORNING IN RAVENPORT arrived slowly, like the city itself was reluctant to wake.

A pale gray light crept through the edges of Elena Carter’s curtains, washing the bedroom in a dull glow. The rain had stopped sometime before dawn, leaving the streets slick and shining beneath the cloudy sky.

Elena lay still for several seconds after waking.

Her mind felt foggy.

Then memory rushed back.

The man across the street.

Standing beneath the streetlight.

Watching her window.

Her stomach tightened.

She sat up quickly and glanced toward the curtains.

Closed.

Exactly the way she had left them.

Carefully, she pushed the blanket aside and walked toward the window.

The floor felt cold beneath her feet.

Her fingers hesitated on the curtain.

Part of her expected to pull it open and see him standing there again.

Waiting.

Watching.

When she finally slid the fabric aside, the street below looked perfectly normal.

Cars moved slowly along the road.

A delivery truck idled near the corner bakery.

Two people walked a dog past the building.

No tall stranger beneath the streetlight.

No silent observer in a dark coat.

Elena exhaled quietly.

Maybe he had left hours ago.

Maybe he lived somewhere nearby.

Or maybe not.

She refused to let her mind spiral again.

It had been one strange night.

That was all.

She stepped away from the window and headed toward the kitchen.

Coffee first.

Everything always felt more manageable after coffee.

The apartment smelled faintly of vanilla candles and fresh laundry. Elena switched on the coffee maker and leaned against the counter while it brewed.

Her gaze drifted toward the hallway.

For a brief second she wondered if another photograph might appear beneath the door but the floor remained empty.

Good.

Maybe the whole thing had been some kind of bizarre misunderstanding.

Once the coffee finished brewing, Elena poured herself a mug and checked her phone.

A message from Lily had arrived earlier that morning.

Lily: Don’t forget to have dinner with me this weekend.

Elena smiled faintly.

Her sister’s persistence was comforting in a way.

She typed back quickly.

Elena: I’ll try to make it.

Three seconds later a response appeared.

Lily: You said that last time.

Elena rolled her eyes but laughed quietly.

“Okay, okay,” she murmured, typing again.

Elena: I promise.

After sending the message, she finished her coffee and began getting ready for the day.

Work deadlines waited for no one.

By eight-thirty she was dressed, her laptop packed neatly inside her bag.

As she grabbed her coat, she paused briefly near the window again.

The street looked normal.

Safe.

Empty of mysterious men.

Still, she kept the curtains closed before leaving.

Just in case.

The hallway outside her apartment was quiet.

Mrs. Donnelly’s old vacuum hummed faintly somewhere downstairs as Elena descended the staircase.

The building smelled faintly of cleaning spray and old wood.

“Morning, dear,” Mrs. Donnelly called from the lobby.

Elena smiled politely. “Morning.”

“Rain finally stopped,” the elderly landlord said, peering out the front window. “About time.”

Elena nodded. “Let’s hope it stays that way.”

She pushed open the front door and stepped onto the sidewalk.

Cool air brushed her face.

The sky remained overcast, but at least the rain had paused.

Elena walked toward the parking area beside the building where tenants kept their cars.

Her small silver sedan sat in its usual space near the fence.

She slowed as she approached.

Something looked different.

For a moment she couldn’t figure out what it was.

Then she noticed the windshield.

Clean.

Perfectly clean.

Elena frowned slightly.

Yesterday evening the glass had been covered with streaks from the rain and dust from the city.

Now it looked freshly washed.

She moved closer.

Her gaze dropped toward the front tire.

Her stomach tightened.

Yesterday afternoon her car had developed a problem.

The engine had sputtered violently while she was driving home, forcing her to pull over. Eventually she had managed to limp the vehicle back to her apartment, but the engine noise had been worrying.

She had planned to call a mechanic today.

Yet as she reached the driver’s side door and opened it, the first thing she noticed was silence.

The engine started smoothly.

Perfectly.

No sputtering.

No grinding.

Just the quiet hum of a healthy motor.

Elena blinked.

“That’s... strange.”

She turned the key again just to be sure.

Still perfect.

Her confusion deepened.

Yesterday the car had clearly been malfunctioning.

Now it ran as if nothing had ever been wrong.

She stepped out of the car and walked slowly around the front.

The hood had faint smudges along the edge.

Fingerprints.

Someone had opened it.

Her pulse quickened.

“Okay... what?”

Elena crouched slightly and inspected the tire area.

Even the loose panel beneath the bumper, the one she had noticed weeks earlier had been secured properly.

Her car had clearly been worked on.

Repaired but she hadn’t called anyone.

She hadn’t even mentioned the problem to anyone.

A strange thought crept into her mind.

Her chest tightened.

No.

That would be ridiculous.

Still...

Her gaze slowly drifted toward the street.

Toward the place where the tall stranger had stood last night.

The memory of him lifting his hand in that quiet wave returned.

A chill crawled along her spine.

“Elena?”

She turned quickly.

Mrs. Donnelly stood near the entrance of the building, watching her with curiosity.

“You alright?” the elderly woman asked.

Elena nodded quickly.

“Yeah. I was just... checking my car.”

“Looks shiny,” Mrs. Donnelly said. “Some man was working on it earlier this morning.”

Elena froze.

“A man?”
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