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The Bookstore
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When Mara Penn first saw the book, it was already too late.

The used bookstore on Kessler Street wasn’t one of those quirky, charming places with mismatched armchairs and sleepy cats lounging in sunbeams.

No, Hart & Dagger Rare Books was narrow and airless, the kind of place that smelled like mildew and regret. The kind of place that didn’t show up on Google Maps, despite the hand-painted sign and door that clearly opened from the street.

Mara stepped inside only because the rain was coming down like nails and her phone was dead. She had a bus to catch and a migraine pounding behind her eyes. The bells above the door jangled half-heartedly. No one greeted her.

The book waited on a table by itself, wrapped in cracked leather the color of dried blood. No title on the spine. No author. Just a sigil burned into the cover—two concentric circles with jagged lines scrawling through them, like veins or tree roots. Something about it pulsed behind her eyes.

She knew better. Knew not to touch things that called to her like that. The last time she'd ignored her instincts, she'd wound up in a hospital with forty stitches and a restraining order against her ex.

Still, her hand moved.

Fingers brushed the cover. Something moved beneath it.

Not on it. Beneath.

She yanked her hand back. Heart in her throat. The lights flickered—once, twice—and then the power died completely, swallowing the shop in gloom. 

“Hello?”  She called out, hoping it was the owner in the back somewhere.

No response.

Then the lights came back on and she saw that the book had opened.

It displayed the first page. The handwriting was dense and spidery, written in a language she didn’t recognize. At first. But as she stared, it twisted. Shifted. Rearranged itself.

Do you accept what you seek?

That was all.

Behind her, the air stirred. The scent of dust gave way to something sweeter, fouler—like spoiled fruit. She turned around. No one there.

She was sweating now. Cold, anxious sweat. Her legs wanted to move. But her eyes went back to the book.

On the next page:

This is not fiction. It is a lens. It is a mirror. It is a door.

She slammed it shut.

* * *
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LATER, IN HER APARTMENT, Mara couldn’t remember how she’d gotten home. The book sat in her tote bag, humming like a bad memory. She hadn’t paid for it. Hadn’t seen a clerk. Her card was still in her wallet. But there it was, sitting on her kitchen table now, daring her.

She told herself she wouldn’t open it.

She lasted twenty minutes.

* * *
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IT STARTED WITH DREAMS.

Scratch that—nightmares.

Long corridors filled with whispering mouths. The sound of pages turning in the dark. A faceless man standing in corners, watching her with the patience of a spider. Sometimes, she’d wake to find the book on her chest. She started locking it in a box. It would still show up in bed.

Then came the waking visions.

One afternoon at work, during a meeting about quarterly reports, she glanced out the conference room window and saw her own apartment burning. Only—when she called 911 in a panic, she got a dial tone that moaned like a dying animal. When she ran home, her apartment was untouched.

But the book was open.

And this time, the page read:

We are already reading you.

* * *
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MARA SOUGHT HELP, LIKE any sane person would. Her therapist said she was slipping into a delusional break, likely triggered by PTSD. But the moment Dr. Selman touched the book—just moved it from one end of the table to the other—her nose began to bleed. Her eyes rolled back. She spoke in a voice not her own.

“The vessel is marked. The page turns backward now.”

Selman didn’t remember any of it. She refused to see Mara again.

* * *
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IN DESPERATION, MARA did what she always swore she wouldn’t.  She reached out to her mother.

The call went to voicemail.

Which made sense, considering her mother had been missing for fifteen years.

* * *
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The Codex
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It was only when Mara started researching that things began to make sense.

The symbol on the cover? A fragment of a sigil used in medieval occult texts—specifically The Codex Thorne, a banned grimoire rumored to have driven entire monasteries mad. No known copies existed. Except this one.

And it was said to contain a “living script.”

A book that read you. That rewrote you.

* * *
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THE TRUE TROUBLE BEGAN the night she met the man with no fingernails.

He found her in the laundromat across the street from her apartment. She was wide-eyed and exhausted, waiting for the spin cycle to end, the book sitting beside her like a patient bomb.

“You opened it, didn’t you?”

His voice was soft, almost kind.

She just stared at him.

“You need to get rid of it. Now. Before the story writes you out completely.”

She scoffed. “Who are you, my exorcist?”

He looked her dead in the eyes.

“No. I was the last reader.”

That froze her blood. “What happened?”

He held up his hands.

No fingernails. Just raw, ruined skin.

“I tried to change the ending.”

He told her his name was Daniels, and once he’d been a professor of comparative folklore at Columbia. He’d found the book in a hidden archive in Prague. Same cover. Same sigil.

Different story. Because the book changed based on who read it.

“It gives you a version of reality. Tailored to your wounds. Your doubts. Your fears. But you think you’re uncovering a mystery—when really, it’s just circling back to you.”

He pointed at the book on her lap.

“Every time you open it, it gets deeper in. The line between fiction and fact begins to blur. And the worst part is—”

He leaned closer, eyes haunted.

“Eventually, it doesn’t need to be opened at all.”

* * *
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MARA WAS ON THE VERGE of breaking. The nightmares, the visions, the isolation—it all made her feel like a puppet with fraying strings. But she still had a choice.

She could burn the book.

Daniels said it might work. Not guaranteed—but the fire might sever the tether.

Or she could do what the book wanted.

Read it to the end.

“Why would I do that?”

He hesitated.

“Because if you stop reading, it doesn’t mean the story ends. It just keeps writing... without you.”

* * *
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THAT NIGHT, SHE STOOD in the alley behind her building, lighter in hand.

The book sat on the pavement like a squatting toad, silent and heavy. The pages fluttered in the breeze, and Mara thought she heard her name whispered between the flaps.

She flicked the lighter. The flame caught.

But before she could lower it to the book—

A scream.

Not hers. Not human.

She looked up. Shadows writhed against the bricks. A dozen shapes, all wrong. Bent angles. Too many limbs. Watching.

Then: a voice in her head—not hers, not Daniels’s.

If you burn us, what burns in you will remain. If you finish the story, the truth will be known.

The lighter trembled in her hand.

She was shaking now, all over.

Behind her, footsteps approached.

Daniels.

Or... something that wore his shape.

She turned.

He smiled.

Too wide.

Too many teeth.

“You have to choose, Mara.”

* * *
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MARA RAN.

Left the book in the alley, lighter and all.

Ran past flickering streetlamps and garbage-strewn sidewalks until her lungs were burning and her legs turned to pulp. But when she reached her apartment and slammed the door behind her, the book was already there. Waiting on the kitchen table.

Open to a new page.

Running doesn’t rewrite the ending.

She grabbed it. Threw it across the room. It hit the wall with a crack, then slid to the floor, pages fluttering like a dying bird. The air smelled of scorched paper.

Her phone buzzed. Unknown number.

She answered without thinking.

“Did you burn it?” The voice was Daniels’s—but distorted, as though buried under layers of static and something wet and animalistic.

“You lied to me,” she hissed. “You’re one of them.”

“No,” he said. “I was. But I’m not anymore. That’s why I can warn you.”

“I saw your teeth.”

“You saw the book’s version of me. That’s how it fights. It uses familiar faces, distorted memories. If you give it an inch, it makes you question everything.”

She was crying now. Silent tears that burned.

“How do I stop it?”

A pause.

“You can’t. Not fully. But you can finish the story—and choose how it ends.”

Then a click.

Silence.

* * *
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