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  Preface









In the dim corner of a nameless bookstore, Elias Voss came across a novel that claimed to know him better than he knew himself. It called itself The Book That Loves You, and its pages wrote back as if it lived and breathed—whispering warnings about timeless loops, vanishing people, and a love so twisted it consumed worlds. At first, Elias dismissed the tale. But before he could put the book down, it had already put him in its story, rewriting fate with every turn of the page.




This is a novel born from obsession—an undying, unrelenting kind that seeps into the margins of life and dares to ask: How far would you go to hold on to what you love? Step inside its pages, if you must. But remember: it remembers you. It follows you. It loves you. And it will never let you go.










Frank W. Amaya

Author
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Elias Voss had ceased believing in miracles.




In a world where rents climbed higher than hope, where doorways led to half-lit hallways that ended in failure, he found it hard to hold on to faith. He once believed talent or hard work could save him, but after countless rejections—publishers dismissing his manuscripts without so much as a personal response—he felt as if the universe had already moved on.




He stared at the eviction notice pinned under a chipped mug on his kitchen counter, the words FINAL NOTICE glaring like an accusation. Four days left. Four days until he’d be forced to cram the remnants of his life into boxes and disappear from the only place that still felt like home.




A shaky breath did little to steady him. I’m not giving up, he muttered, as if saying it aloud made it true. But as evening crept over the city, his resolve thinned. Distraction. That was what he needed—something to drown out the gnawing dread. He pulled on his old coat and stepped into the neon haze beyond his broken door, a faint pinprick of longing tugging at his mind, as though he were missing something he once loved but couldn’t remember.




The city’s heartbeat throbbed in distant sirens, flickering streetlights, and muffled footsteps echoing off damp pavement. People brushed past him in half-lit silhouettes. Couples strolled by, arms entwined, oblivious to the lonely figure adrift in their midst. Businessmen checked their watches, measuring their lives in seconds. Time. Elias was running out of it.




He wandered aimlessly along streets worn into his memory. A dull ache pressed behind his eyes. Would tomorrow bring a job offer? A book deal? A miracle? No. He already knew the answer—like some part of him had lived this night before.




—Then—he almost missed it.




A storefront, thin as a forgotten thought, wedged between a condemned pawn shop and a boarded-up café with shattered windows. A weathered wooden sign hung overhead, its surface scored with grooves that suggested letters but never formed a name. The wood looked older than the city itself. He halted, a chill brushing his arms, raising goosebumps despite the warmth of his coat. He’d walked this street a hundred times—how had he never seen this place?




A soft breeze stirred the sign, and it groaned with an eerie whisper, like it was trying to speak. He glanced around. The street behind him was oddly quiet, the neon hum of the city seeming to recede in respect for this strange spot. Through the grimy display window, he glimpsed stacks of old books—some bound in faded cloth, others in cracked leather. A single dim light flickered inside, casting shifting shadows across the shelves. A rare book—maybe a valuable first edition. He could sell it, buy more time. Hope fluttered in his chest, delicate as moth wings. He pushed open the door.




The air inside was thick with the scent of ink and decaying paper, mingled with something damp and earthy, like a forest after rain. The ceiling stretched impossibly high, swallowed in darkness. Bookshelves loomed, crooked yet solid, their spines shifting at the edge of his vision whenever he wasn’t looking directly at them. A single lightbulb dangled overhead, swaying slightly though there was no draft. Shadows licked the corners of the room.




As Elias ran his fingers over a row of books with blank spines, a jolt of déjà vu pulsed through him. His stomach lurched. Had he done this before? He couldn’t shake the feeling that this place remembered him, even if he couldn’t recall it himself. He forced a laugh. You’re losing it, Elias, he whispered.




—Then he saw it.




Centered on a small wooden table near the entrance lay a single book, distinct from the others. Its dark leather cover almost glistened, appearing unnervingly warm under the dim glow. A faint pulse throbbed beneath the surface, as though it drew breath in tandem with his own. A subtle force tugged at him—an unseen thread pulling him closer. He hesitated, heart pounding, before resting a hand on the cover. Heat bloomed against his palm, sharp enough to make him flinch.




His gaze drifted to the title, etched in ornate letters: THE BOOK THAT LOVES YOU. A strange pang twisted in his chest—reminding him of that fleeting pinprick of longing he’d felt earlier, like an echo of a dream. He turned it over, searching for a price, a name—anything. But the back was smooth except for one faint engraving:




You have been here before.




A cold shiver crawled up his spine, bringing to mind the unsettling déjà vu. That one’s special, said a voice that made him whirl around.




A man—if one could call him that—stood behind the counter. His skin stretched too tight across his cheekbones, as if stitched in place. His eyes were dark pits; his smile, a row of teeth that gleamed unnaturally. Elias swallowed. H-how much?




The old man tilted his head. Oh, no charge. His voice was soft, uncomfortably intimate. It’s already yours.




A chill threaded through Elias’s blood. But—why?




The old man’s gaze flicked to the book, then back. Something about his expression was expectant, almost pitying. It wants you, Elias.




Elias’s breath caught in his throat. You… you know my name?




The old man’s lips quirked into a semblance of sympathy. Go, he murmured. Quickly.




Elias’s heart hammered. Every instinct screamed at him to drop the book and run, but his fingers refused to let go; somehow, it felt like it belonged in his grip. He backed away, step by trembling step, until he pushed through the door.




A gust of cold air slapped his cheeks. He spun, words poised to demand answers—but the bookstore was gone. Nothing stood in its place but a solid, graffiti-smeared wall of concrete. No windows. No door. His fingers trembled around the warm leather, his mouth dry. A sense of dizziness washed over him, as if reality had just shifted beneath his feet.




This can’t be real, he whispered, clutching the book close to his chest. He felt as though something watched from the edges of the dark alley, some presence beyond his field of vision—observing, waiting.




Back in his cramped apartment, the single overhead bulb flickered as he dropped onto the threadbare sofa. The place felt smaller than it had that morning, the shadows thick and looming. The eviction notice seemed to glare at him from across the room, a silent accusation. He set the book on the rickety coffee table, forcing his hands to let go. They tingled with the aftershock of contact.




It’s a trick, he told himself, voice hollow. Some elaborate prank. But the leather still throbbed, a steady, mesmerizing pulse. He swallowed hard. Curiosity and dread warred within him. A fleeting memory tugged at the corners of his mind—a dream of distant stars, a woman’s voice calling his name, a promise of love he’d never quite recalled upon waking. It made no sense, but he couldn’t shake it.




Against his better judgment, he flipped open the cover. The first line seized his attention:




Elias Voss opened the book and began to read.




His heart pounded. He turned the page, eyes skimming sentences that described his own life—his rejections, the eviction notice, his walk through the city. Even the impossible bookstore. Then it went further, revealing an event that hadn’t happened yet:




He would meet a woman tomorrow. Her name was Liora. She would love him. She would be everything he had ever wanted. And then—she would die.




Elias’s breath caught. He slammed the book shut, nausea roiling in his gut. No. That’s… impossible. His pulse roared in his ears. He tried to focus on the quiet hiss of old pipes, the hum of the city outside—anything to anchor himself in reality.




When he dared look at the cover again, the title was gone. In its place, new words carved themselves in slow, deliberate strokes, as if an invisible hand were writing from inside:




Welcome back, Elias. I missed you.




The apartment felt icily cold. His knees weakened; he clutched the table for support. A faint whisper slipped through the silence, a hushed sigh of welcome that prickled across his skin. He wanted to scream, but his throat closed, fear choking any sound to nothing.




His reflection in the window caught his gaze. It was too still. Then it grinned, a perfect, unnatural smile that mirrored the old man’s teeth. No—more than that. It felt like the book was smiling through his image, watching him from behind the glass.




A heavy hush settled over the room, broken only by his ragged breathing. The book throbbed again, so gentle it almost felt like a lover’s touch. A quiet voice coiled through his thoughts, neither male nor female, old nor young:




Read me… again.




Déjà vu twisted in his gut. Panic clawed at the back of his mind. He felt as if he was on the brink of recalling something vital, something that would explain why he’d been here before and why he was powerless to leave. But it slipped away, sliding back into darkness.




His trembling hands hovered over the cover, tears burning at the corners of his eyes. I… don’t… I can’t… The reflection in the window grinned wider, teeth gleaming under the flickering light. And in his mind, the book whispered, You have no choice.




His fingers brushed the warm leather again, and he knew—he would open it once more.




And again.




And again.
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Elias barely slept. Every time he closed his eyes, the book pulsed on his nightstand like a second heartbeat, thick and insistent in the darkness. He’d wake with a start, unsure if he’d dreamed or if whispers had truly bled from its pages. In those moments, he swore the leather cover was breathing, expanding and contracting in time with his own lungs.




By morning, the apartment felt stifling. The overhead light flickered, its death overdue. Outside, the sky sagged in a washed-out gray, letting in only a dull smear of sunlight. Elias clung to the words he’d read: “He would meet a woman. Liora. She would love him. Then she would die.”




He pressed a hand over his eyes, willing away the ache behind them. “It can’t be real,” he told himself. “It can’t.” But the words rang hollow, swallowed by the same empty space yawning inside him.




He forced himself to dress. His shirt clung damply, anxiety seeping through his pores. The mirror reflected a ghost—pale, hollow-eyed. He almost expected it to grin at him like it had the night before, but it only stared.




The book lay on the table where he’d left it. “Welcome back, Elias. I missed you.” The words carved into its cover remained as fresh and cruel as ever. A faint, rhythmic motion ran through the leather, as though something within was drawing breath.




His fingers hovered over it. His pulse thumped a warning at his temples. “Shove it in a drawer. Lock it away.” The moment he touched it, heat shot up his arm. A tug whispered through his mind: “Read. Read me again.”




He snatched his hand away, heart hammering. “No.”




A garbage truck rumbled past. Someone shouted. Horns blared. Normal sounds. Normal life. But the world felt stretched, thin and unreal. He didn’t want to leave the book unattended.




Or was it that he didn’t dare take it with him?




He forced himself out the door with nothing but his coat and keys.




The morning air clung damply, heavy with the promise of rain. He kept his head down, heart thudding. The book’s words burned in his mind. “You will meet a woman named Liora. She will love you. She will die.”




No plan. No destination. His legs carried him through streets that felt vaguely familiar, like echoes of a dream. People passed without noticing him. Their indifference was oddly comforting.




A flower vendor nearly collided with him while setting up buckets of wilted roses. Elias mumbled an apology and moved on, but something about the flowers snagged at his mind. A laugh, soft and warm—one he didn’t recognize, yet somehow knew.




The sidewalks thickened with hurried steps and tired faces. A flickering sign caught his eye—a small café he might’ve ducked into once. The memory was hazy. Had it been on a day like this? Overcast, thick with unspoken tension?




Something inside him trembled. He pushed the door open.




Inside, the café was dim, the windows fogged with humidity. The scent of coffee clashed with the mustiness of old wood. A few customers hunched over stained tables, absorbed in their phones. He slid into a corner seat, ignoring the chair’s squeak.




His mind raced. “Would she walk in now? Would she sit across from him?” His pulse refused to settle. This was absurd. A self-fulfilling prophecy. He was playing along with the book’s script.




When the waitress arrived, he ordered the cheapest coffee. Black. The cup trembled in his hands as he tried to drink. He barely tasted it.




The door chimed. His spine stiffened.




A teenage girl strode in, lost in her headphones. His pulse spiked, then settled. Not her. His breath shuddered out.




“This is ridiculous.” He shoved his chair back. It scraped the linoleum, loud and final. He was leaving. If he left now, there’d be no meeting. No prophecy fulfilled.




The door chimed again.




A slender woman stepped inside. Simple blouse, jeans, hair in a loose ponytail. She hesitated, scanning the café as if lost. Then her gaze landed on him.




The world constricted. Recognition slammed into him, raw and visceral. He “knew” her—somehow, impossibly. Like déjà vu made flesh.




Her brows knit. She looked just as unsettled.




And then—she smiled. Tentative. Almost knowing.




His throat tightened. He knew that smile. He had no idea how, but he did.




He forced himself to speak. “H-hello.”




She blinked, a faint flush coloring her cheeks. “Hi.” Her voice was warm, uncertain. She hesitated, then took a small step toward him, drawn by something neither of them could name.




His mouth was dry. “Do I… know you?”




A ludicrous question. And yet.




She shook her head, but her eyes betrayed her. “I—sorry, this is going to sound strange, but for a second, I thought I recognized you.”




Relief and panic warred inside him. “No, that—I feel the same way.” The words tumbled out too fast. He cleared his throat. “I’m Elias.”




She hesitated again, as if testing the word in her mind before speaking. “Liora.” Then, softer, almost to herself, “I… don’t know why I said that. I mean, that “is” my name, but…”




Shock hammered at him. His legs tensed, ready to bolt. But she was here. “She was real.” And the fear in her eyes mirrored his own.




He gestured to the table, forcing a nervous laugh. “Do you… want to sit?”




She hesitated. Then nodded. “Yeah. That’d be nice.”




They sat across from each other, the cold coffee between them. Liora clasped her hands together, knuckles white. They exchanged halting pleasantries—how they’d each ended up here, what they were doing out so early. Their voices carried an undercurrent of urgency, as though they were reciting lines they’d learned in a dream.




Elias felt the weight of the book’s words pressing down on him: “She will love you. She will be everything you ever wanted. And then—she will die.”




The thought festered, gnawing at the edges of his mind. Would she drop dead now? Would a car veer onto the sidewalk as she left?




She noticed his tension. “Hey.” Her voice was soft. “You okay?”




He forced a smile. “Yeah. I’m just… tired.”




She almost reached for his hand, then hesitated. A tremor ran through her. She was afraid—of him, of “this”—but she stayed.




The door chimed. A gust of wind funneled in, sending napkins fluttering. Liora flinched. Elias went rigid, bracing for something—“the old man with the impossible eyes? The bookshop vanishing again?”




Nothing. Just new customers, oblivious to the quiet storm brewing at the corner table.




Elias clenched his fists under the table. He should warn her. He should tell her to “run”.




But he didn’t.




Because a terrible certainty had already settled in his gut. “It was too late.”




Liora met his eyes, a small, sad smile playing at her lips. “We’ll figure this out,” she murmured, though she had no reason to say it.




No reason—except that they both “felt” it.




His breath hitched. The book’s prophecy echoed like a death knell. “She will love you. And then—she will die.”




Elias swallowed hard. His fingers curled around the cooling mug. Maybe they could change this. Maybe they could rewrite the script.




But deep down, he already knew.




Somewhere in his apartment, the book waited, pulsing with every breath.
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Elias stood in the café’s doorway, feeling as though he were stepping out of a dream. The day had bled into late afternoon, sunlight dull behind gathering clouds. He could still feel Liora’s warmth lingering on his hand, though she’d pulled away minutes ago.




A wet wind rattled the door as he guided her onto the sidewalk. People hurried by, heads bent against the gust, oblivious to the strain in his posture and the uncertainty in Liora’s eyes.




Your place or… or somewhere else? she asked, voice quiet. She sounded as if she wasn’t sure how the question would land, her cheeks faintly flushed.




Let’s— Elias hesitated, glancing down the street. The thought of his apartment made his stomach clench. The book was there, breathing in its silent way. Part of him dreaded what might happen if Liora saw it—or if it decided to see her back. Maybe we can walk for a bit, he said instead. If that’s okay.




She nodded, clutching her coat tighter. It felt natural to fall into step together, though he couldn’t tell if it was comfort or compulsion. They moved without speaking at first, weaving through crowds that gradually thinned as the afternoon dimmed. He found himself hyperaware of her presence, her every breath. Was she real? Or another manifestation of the book’s twisted script?




He caught a glimpse of their reflections in a shop window. Liora’s expression was drawn, worried. His own eyes looked haunted, ringed by fatigue. But they stood side by side, as if they’d done it a thousand times before.




Do you— she began, then trailed off, chewing the inside of her cheek. Do you ever get this… feeling, like you’ve forgotten something important?




He swallowed. All the time.




She shook her head, as though it didn’t quite convey what she meant. No, I mean… it’s like I’ve walked this path, had these conversations, with you, but I can’t remember how or when.




He slowed, shoes scraping over the damp pavement. That sense of déjà vu he’d wrestled with in the bookstore pulsed in him again. It’s happening to her, too. A mixture of relief and fear bloomed in his chest. I know, he said softly. I—I feel it, too.




She looked at him with that same uncertain warmth he’d witnessed in the café. I’m sorry if this is weird, but… I don’t want to be alone right now. Would you mind if… Her voice faltered. If we just kept talking? Or maybe found a place to sit?




He considered. If they went back to his apartment, she might discover the book—and all its horrifying predictions. If they stayed out too long, though, the city’s chill and her obvious exhaustion would take their toll. A solution drifted through his mind unbidden, as though he’d thought of it in a past life: There’s a small park a few blocks from here. It’s usually quiet.




She offered a tentative smile. That sounds nice.




They walked in silence until they reached a modest patch of green tucked between looming buildings. Leafless trees sighed in the breeze, their branches twisting overhead. A lone bench sat beneath a streetlamp that flickered like a dying firefly.




They settled side by side, leaving a careful gap between them. Elias rubbed his palms on his knees, trying to banish the tension clinging to him. Liora drew the coat collar tighter around her neck. The hush between them felt charged, as though they both knew the conversation they needed to have—but didn’t dare begin.




Why did you say ‘we’ll figure this out’ back there? he asked at last, recalling her hushed words in the café.




She pressed her lips together, eyes on the barren flowerbeds. Because I felt like… like we’re caught in something bigger than us, she said, voice fragile. And it scares me, but it also feels… important. A distant tremor laced her tone. I don’t even know you, yet it’s like my heart recognizes you.




His breath tangled. The phrase from the book pounded in his skull: She would be everything he had ever wanted. The confounding, terrible truth was that he already believed it. Liora, he murmured, not sure what he wanted to say. He tested her name, finding it fit too well on his tongue, like a word he’d spoken a hundred times before.




She turned to him, the barest hint of a wry smile on her lips. This is so strange. Shouldn’t we be panicking? I mean—who just knows a stranger?




He let out a strained chuckle. We are panicking, he said, just quietly. For a moment, their shared laughter felt almost normal. Then it slipped into somber silence once more.




The wind curled through the branches, sending a light drizzle against their faces. Elias slid closer to shield her from the worst of the damp breeze. His pulse thrummed. She didn’t pull away. Her eyes lingered on him, searching, vulnerable.




He was seconds from telling her everything—about the bizarre bookstore, the ominous pages, the words predicting her death—when footsteps crunched on gravel behind them. A shape loomed at the periphery of his vision, and every hair on his neck prickled. He half expected to see the old shopkeeper, seams stretched across his face, black eyes staring.




Instead, it was just a jogger, hood pulled low, passing without a glance. Elias let go of a breath he hadn’t realized he was holding.




Elias? Liora’s brow creased with concern. You’re shaking.




He was. A trembling he couldn’t fully control had seized his limbs, as if his body understood the magnitude of something about to unfold. He forced himself still. I’m all right, he lied, voice hoarse. Just tired.




She reached for his hand, and that simple contact electrified him. A memory he couldn’t place flared in the back of his mind—a vision of her face shining with joy, of them talking late into the night, her laughter making every cell in his body feel alive. The recollection vanished as fast as it came, leaving him breathless with loss.




You know when you lose a dream right after waking up, she said softly, as though she’d glimpsed his thoughts, and you try so hard to hold onto it, but it slips away? She laced her fingers through his. That’s what this feels like.




He could only nod. There were no words to capture the sorrow of feeling he’d known her forever… or that she was fated to vanish.




The sky darkened, clouds growing heavier. Streetlights hummed to life. The faint hush of traffic drifted in from beyond the park’s edges. The cold crept into Elias’s coat, but he hardly noticed—he was locked on Liora’s face, etched with an uncertainty that mirrored his own.




A shrill chime cut through the air: her phone’s alarm. She jumped, fishing it out of her pocket. Oh, she muttered, dismissing the alert. I—I have to go soon. There’s… something I need to do.




Disappointment bit into him. Can I walk you? The question tasted desperate, but he asked anyway, not bearing to let her slip away.




Her expression flickered with relief. I’d like that.




They rose, fingers still loosely entwined. Elias led her out of the park and onto the main road, where the drizzle had eased to a fine mist. Even with the city’s bustle returning around them, the two of them seemed locked in a fragile bubble. She leaned into him slightly, as though trusting him with her weight.




For a moment, Elias forgot the horror that bound them. He forgot the cursed book waiting back home, the eviction looming, the terrifying prophecy. He just breathed in Liora’s closeness. Another piece of that shadowy dream teased the edges of his mind—a feeling of belonging he’d never truly had.




Their progress slowed near a row of rundown apartments. Liora hesitated at a rusted gate leading to a narrow stairwell. I live up there, she said quietly, withdrawing her hand from his. She offered a shy smile that didn’t hide her trembling. Thank you—for today.




He managed a tight-lipped smile of his own. Sure. Maybe we can—




Her gaze darted to the worn steps. Tomorrow? she cut in, voice thin with hope. Can we meet again tomorrow?




He nodded, unable to form words. Despite everything, that single question sent warmth blooming through his chest. She returned the gesture, hugging her arms around herself, as if to say she didn’t want this moment to end.




A ripple of silent panic coursed through him. The book’s dreadful script hung in the air: She will die. It felt like a snare pulling tight. Could he protect her if he never left her side? Or was she doomed no matter what he did?




Tomorrow, then, she whispered.




He thought of her phone alarm going off—a reminder, possibly, that fate was pushing her toward the next step in a plan he couldn’t see. He wanted to say: Don’t go inside, come with me, stay where I can keep you safe. But that was madness; he couldn’t voice it without sounding unhinged.




So he let her go. Watched her disappear behind a battered door. Listened to the rattle of keys. And then there was nothing but the empty gray of the street, rain-soaked and lonely.




Elias remained by the gate long after she was gone, wrestling with an urge to knock, to speak, to do something. Eventually, he forced himself to walk away, each step heavier than the last. Dread coiled in his stomach like a viper, hissing that he was leading her straight to her doom.




By the time he reached his own apartment building, full night had fallen, the sky a swirling mass of cloud and faint light pollution. Inside, the hallway reeked of mildew. He climbed the stairs with trembling legs, a headache pulsing behind his eyes. Every nerve in his body told him not to open the door, not to face what lay in wait.




He turned the key in the lock. The door creaked. The apartment greeted him with darkness. Even the overhead bulb, which had survived through so many flickers, had finally given up. A shadowed hush pressed in on him.




Somehow, it was warmer than usual.




He flicked the wall switch. Nothing. The small lamp on the end table only sputtered once before sputtering out. Damn it, he breathed, groping for his phone to use as a flashlight.




The narrow beam illuminated the old sofa, the peeling wallpaper, the scuffed linoleum. And on the coffee table—the book. Right where he’d left it. A single, terrible eye in a blackened room.




It throbbed at his approach, drawing him in with that impossible heat. The carved message on the cover—Welcome back, Elias. I missed you.—seemed deeper now, as though the letters had dug further into the leather.




He swallowed back a knot of fear. I won’t let it happen, he whispered, not sure if he was speaking to the book or to himself. The light in his phone shook, jittering over the walls. I won’t let her die.




The words made him feel stronger, if only for a moment. But the longer he stared at the book, the more fragile that resolve became. A slow thump, like a heartbeat, grew in his ears—was it his own? Or its? He couldn’t tell.




His hand drifted toward the cover, trembling with both revulsion and the uncanny draw that marked every encounter with this thing. The phone’s glare caught the edges of the lettering. Shadows swirled, twisting into shapes that almost resembled a face.




He jerked back as though scalded, breath coming in ragged bursts. No, he hissed, snatching his hand away.




But a whisper stirred in his mind, cool and inexorable:




You can’t protect her if you don’t know what’s coming next.




He froze, skin prickling with dread. Was that voice merely his own fear? Or the book, insinuating itself into his thoughts again? He remembered Liora’s face, that uncertain smile, the gentle press of her hand. She’d asked to see him tomorrow—tomorrow might be the day the book had foretold. If he didn’t look, if he stayed ignorant, how could he stop it?




His phone screen dimmed, throwing the room into deeper gloom. His heart hammered, indecision scorching his brain. If he read more, the story would tighten around him. But if he turned away, Liora’s fate might race ahead unchecked.




His fingers curled, nails digging into his palm. Damn it, he breathed. Damn it all.




With a sickening lurch in his gut, he reached out, letting the phone’s dim light settle across the embossed cover. The leather felt hot, feverish, like a living beast under his fingertips.




He forced it open. The pages yawned wide, lines of text faintly shimmering—as though waiting for his gaze.




He tried not to think about the fact that each sentence he read would close the trap a little tighter. He tried not to imagine Liora’s face going pale, her body hitting cold pavement, breath abandoned to the wind. He only knew that somewhere within this cursed book, answers might lie—or a path to save her.




His mouth dry, he began to read the next line. And, in the darkness, the book seemed to exhale, welcoming him as he sank ever deeper into the story it refused to relinquish.
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He stared at the words, hand trembling against the feverish leather. The letters on the page seemed to ripple in the dim light—alive, shifting whenever he blinked. For an instant, Elias swore he heard a heartbeat pulsing beneath his fingertips, matching the thrum in his own chest.




He forced himself to read, breath shallow and ragged.




Elias turned the page, breath catching in his throat as the text revealed what must happen next. Liora’s fate hung in the balance, and his own with it.




His stomach twisted. The book described him reading this very page, in these exact circumstances: the darkness, the flickering phone light, the sweat trickling down his temple. He could see his reflection in the black mirror of the window behind him—just as the book said he would.




He would try to stop what was coming, but the story would press on. Liora’s life would remain on a knife’s edge.




A jolt of nausea hit him. He realized he was panting, his free hand clutched in a white-knuckled fist. This was worse than simple prophecy—this was the book anticipating his every move, as if it had already written his thoughts.




Stop, he breathed, though there was no one to hear him. Stop reading. But he couldn’t tear his eyes away. His gaze drifted back to the lines as though compelled by an unseen force.




She will meet him tomorrow, just as they planned. She will smile, uncertain but hopeful, as though sensing some grand design at play. And before the day’s end, she will be drawn into the center of a tragedy—one that might claim her life.




The phone nearly slipped from his fingers. No, he growled. I won’t let that happen. But even as he spoke, the text seemed to twist, describing how his determination would falter in the face of events beyond his control.




He slammed the book shut. The covers slapped together with a dull thud, and he staggered back, half expecting the book to fight him, to wrench itself open. A suffocating dread crowded his lungs, and he gasped for air.




His phone light jittered over the table, illuminating the edges of the cover. The book lay inert now, but he knew it only played dead—like a predator waiting for its prey to relax. Its presence seemed to ooze through the apartment, thickening the shadows and warping the silence until every corner felt occupied by some nameless threat.




He sank onto the sofa, mind racing. Was this a self-fulfilling prophecy? If he did nothing, was he doomed to watch Liora die exactly as it had foretold? Or was the act of knowing the impetus that would ensure it happened?




His gaze drifted to the closed curtains. Liora was blocks away, in her cramped building with the rusted gate. Rain had started to patter against the glass. Could she sense the same creeping doom he felt now?




He had to warn her. He had to do something.




But would that only trigger the events the book had laid out?




His phone buzzed in his hand, jolting him. A text notification flashed across the screen. For a moment, cold adrenaline slammed his veins—what if it was the book? But that was impossible. It was from an unknown number.





Hey, it’s me—Liora. Is this… still your number?

There was a pause, followed by another text.

Sorry if that’s weird. I just wanted to be sure.







Relief and fear tangled in his chest. He had forgotten that they’d exchanged numbers before parting, though neither had known what to say or how to explain this inexplicable bond. He tried to steady his shaking hands long enough to type a reply.




Yeah, it’s me. I’m glad you texted.




He stared at the blinking cursor, mind crowded with warnings the book had shown him. Telling her everything via text felt absurd, not to mention reckless—he had no idea who or what might be watching. He swallowed hard and forced another line.




About tomorrow… can we meet earlier?




He waited, pulse pounding. The screen glowed in the darkness, bright as a beacon. Three dots appeared—vanished—reappeared. Finally, her answer scrolled into view.




Sure. Morning is better for me anyway. I… I didn’t want to wait all day.




He exhaled, the tightness in his chest easing. At least they could speak in person. Maybe he could find a way to stop the chain of events before it spun out of control. Or maybe the book expects me to try exactly that, he thought darkly.




—His phone chimed again.




—Everything okay? You sound… tense.




Guilt lanced him. She felt it, too—the undercurrent of dread in every word he wrote. He forced a semblance of calm into his reply.




I’m okay. Let’s meet at the café around 9?




Yes, let’s do that. came her swift response, as if she too needed the reassurance that they wouldn’t face this alone.




He allowed himself a moment to shut his eyes, phone clasped tight in his hands. Tomorrow. Tomorrow he would see her again, in the place their paths first truly crossed. The café that had somehow been the stage for this blossoming closeness—and for the book’s lethal predictions.




He glanced again at the book on the coffee table. Was it quieter now, or had he just grown used to its ominous weight on the edges of his consciousness?




Lightning flashed outside, accompanied by a low rumble of thunder. The overhead bulb fizzled back to life, casting a weak, sputtering glow around the room. He sank into the couch, letting the phone slip onto a cushion beside him. His eyes burned from exhaustion. The day had felt a year long, and night promised only fitful nightmares.




He rubbed his temples, trying to stave off the pounding headache. The memory of Liora’s face anchored him—the gentle tilt of her brow, the way her eyes lit with cautious hope, like she was letting down walls she’d built for too long. A flicker of warmth surged through him, unexpectedly fierce. I won’t lose her, he vowed silently.




The lamp guttered, and his gaze flitted to the coffee table again. In that moment, a faint hiss, like a breath, drifted through the quiet. He tensed, expecting to see the leather twitch, or words carving themselves anew across the surface.




Nothing happened. But the hush felt heavy, as though the entire apartment held its breath.




He rose and crossed to the table with slow, deliberate steps. His reflection wavered in the dark window, where he recalled the haunted grin from the night before. He half-expected the same monstrous smile to greet him again.




Instead, he saw only himself: tired, drained, determined. He snatched a threadbare towel from the back of a kitchen chair and draped it over the book as though covering a cage. It wouldn’t break its hold on him, but maybe it would keep the damn thing out of sight.




The lamp flickered once more, plunging the room into shadows. Elias made his way to his bedroom, careful not to look at the coffee table again. He closed the door behind him, leaning against it like a barricade. His breath trembled.




Outside, thunder rumbled across the sky. Rain splattered the glass, filling the darkness with its steady percussion. Elias pressed the heel of his hand to his forehead, forcing away the swirl of dread. Tomorrow. He’d face tomorrow armed with the knowledge he’d stolen from the book’s pages—knowledge that might save Liora from its predestined end. If the book knew every choice he’d make, he would have to surprise it somehow. He just had to figure out how.




He kicked off his shoes and climbed onto the sagging mattress, phone clutched to his chest like a talisman. Despite the coil of fear in his stomach, he clung to the slender hope that knowledge might be power. And if that power meant protecting Liora, then he’d cling to it until his last breath.




Yet as he drifted off in the half-light, a final thought pricked the back of his mind: The book says it loves you. The words echoed like a lullaby of doom. Was love enough to destroy them both?




He never felt the moment he slipped into sleep, only the slow, suffocating embrace of a dream he couldn’t remember.
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Morning arrived reluctantly. The storm had passed, but gray clouds lingered, draining the sky of color. Elias woke to the drip of water seeping through a crack in the ceiling, forming a shallow puddle on the kitchen floor. His neck ached; he realized he’d slept hunched against the bedroom door, as if on guard through the night.




He winced, rolling his shoulders. His phone lay on the mattress, the screen dark. For a moment, panic flared—had he overslept? Liora was expecting him at nine. He tapped the phone awake: 8:14 a.m.




Just enough time, he muttered, forcing himself up. His legs felt weak, the weight of the previous evening pressing on him like a hangover. He ran a hand over his stubble, then grabbed a damp towel to dab the small puddle on the kitchen floor. The overhead light flickered at intervals, as if it too were recovering from the storm.




On the table, the tattered cloth he’d used to cover the book was… gone. Or at least it wasn’t where he’d placed it. His heart thumped painfully. He swept a look around the apartment, half-expecting to find it crumpled in a corner, or the book wide open again. But the coffee table was empty—no book, no cloth.




A spike of terror pounded through him. Where—? His eyes darted to the sofa, the shelves, the narrow hallway. The place was too small for anything to hide. Yet the book—this impossibly large, pulsing entity—had vanished.




He gripped the back of a chair, pulse hammering. Did the book just… leave? The thought felt as insane as everything else. Could it move on its own? Or was he simply losing track of reality, the lines blurring between what he’d done and what he’d only dreamed?




An itch of paranoia crawled over his skin. What if it’s waiting for me outside? He glanced at his watch—8:22. He had to be at the café by nine. He had to warn Liora, or protect her, or something.




He ran his palms over his face, still gritty from lack of proper sleep. Focus, he whispered. He rummaged for the least wrinkled clothes he could find—an old shirt, battered jeans—and tugged them on. The clock ticked incessantly in his head. 8:33. 8:34.




He grabbed his keys, phone, and a battered umbrella from the closet. His nerves screamed as he opened the door, expecting to find the corridor transformed into a bookstore, or the old man’s black eyes staring back at him. Instead, just chipped paint and stale air. Nothing else.




He locked up and hurried downstairs, each step resonating with a hollow echo. The building super was nowhere in sight—he was usually posted by the entrance, reading tabloids. Outside, the sky pressed low, but at least the rain had stopped. The pavement glistened with puddles that reflected the dull morning light. He skirted them, picking up his pace despite the dull ache in his muscles.




Every stranger’s face on the street made him flinch inwardly. Does the book have eyes everywhere? The question felt paranoid, but after the last two days, he no longer trusted the boundaries between normal and impossible. Even the passing traffic seemed to roar with faint menace, as if it too knew he was on borrowed time.




At 8:57, he reached the café. The door chimed, and the familiar smell of cheap coffee and worn fabric wrapped around him. His gaze darted to the corner table where he’d met Liora just the day before. Empty. He exhaled, both relieved and disappointed.




He ordered a coffee—black again, automatic—then hovered near the window, phone in hand, scanning passersby. She will love him. She will be everything he had ever wanted. And then—she will die. The lines pounded like a pulse in his memory.




At 9:03, the door chimed again. He turned sharply. There she was, hair damp from the lingering mist outside, a gentle flush on her cheeks. She wore a faded jacket that looked a size too big, hands folded against her chest as she spotted him. Their eyes locked. He felt a surge of something beyond fear—an undercurrent of longing that made his breath catch.




Her eyes searched his face, as if reading the tension carved there. Elias, she said, her voice a tremor of relief and worry.




He nodded, beckoning her toward the table. His stomach twisted with guilt; he was about to drag her into a nightmare. Yet if he didn’t, the nightmare would come for her anyway.




They settled opposite each other. She offered a small smile, but it carried the weight of sleepless hours. Rough night? she asked gently.




You could say that, he answered, voice tight. He glanced around—three other customers sat scattered in the café, none paying them any attention. The waitress eyed them from behind the counter, but only out of mild curiosity.




Liora fiddled with the edge of her jacket. Me too, she admitted. I had these… odd dreams. Like I was searching for something I’d lost, but every time I turned a corner, it moved further away. She shook her head, trying to dispel the memory. I guess you don’t have a monopoly on weirdness.




He managed a brittle laugh. Apparently not.




A tense silence settled. He cleared his throat, leaning forward. I need to tell you something. About why I… I’m on edge. He wished he could speak calmly, but his voice wavered, tight with urgency. Something happened before I met you. Something I can’t explain.




She looked at him steadily, and though her expression was worried, there was also an openness there, a trust that made his chest ache. Go on, she encouraged.




Elias took a measured breath. Yesterday, before the rainstorm, I found a bookstore that shouldn’t exist. The story spilled out in hushed, hurried phrases—about the deserted shop, the old man with eyes like pits, the book’s impossible ability to recount his entire life and predict meeting her. He felt the words tumble over themselves, borderline delirious. But once he started, he couldn’t stop.




By the time he reached the part about the book foretelling her death, his hands trembled openly. I know it sounds insane, he rasped, but I swear it’s real. I read the pages— they changed every time. It’s like… it’s like it’s writing us into its story.




Her face had gone pale. She stared at him with wide eyes, lips parted but silent. The other café patrons were unaware of the horror unraveling at the corner table. Outside, a car horn blared, distant, inconsequential.




Finally, she drew a shaky breath. You’re saying… it specifically mentions me? By name? Her voice trembled on that last word.




He nodded, heart pounding. It does. A wave of shame crashed over him. He was imposing this terror on her shoulders now. I wanted to tell you so you’d know. So maybe we can— He swallowed, voice thick. Figure something out.




She rubbed her arms as though a sudden chill had come over her. For a few horrible seconds, he was sure she’d bolt from the café and label him a madman. But a surprising steadiness settled in her eyes. Elias, she began, voice thin, I’ve had this… feeling, all my life, like I’m walking toward something inevitable. Like a story was written long before I was born. Hearing you describe that… cursed book… it’s terrifying, but it also makes sense in a twisted way.




Hope flickered in him, fragile as a candle. So… you believe me?




She smiled crookedly. If I’d never felt these… glimpses of other times, other possibilities, maybe I’d call you crazy. But yesterday, the moment we saw each other—it was like I recognized you. I can’t just ignore that. She exhaled, leaning back against the worn upholstery. So yeah. For now, I believe you.




The tension in his chest loosened. He reached across the table, barely noticing the curious glance from the barista. Liora let him take her hand. Her skin felt cold, but her grip was steady. Thank you, he murmured, voice unsteady with relief.




That doesn’t solve anything, she reminded him, though her thumb brushed reassuring circles over his knuckles. But… if it’s real, if this book is controlling us, or sees us, can we stop it?




He tried not to recall the book’s mocking lines: You will try to change the outcome, but the story will press on. He grimaced. We have to try. It’s not in my apartment anymore—I woke up and it was just… gone.




Liora let out a shaky breath. Maybe it disappeared because it thinks we’ve already stepped onto the path it wanted.




Elias felt the blood drain from his face. The idea that the book was simply moving them like pawns caused his stomach to churn. Or it’s somewhere else, waiting for the right moment.




She swallowed, gaze darting to the rain-smeared windows. Do you know… how the book said I’d… die? The last word came out in a quiver.




He hesitated, recalling the swirling lines, the shifting text that always pointed to her demise but never spelled it out in detail. No, he said quietly. Just that— He couldn’t finish.




She nodded, eyes distant. Well, she said after a painful pause, then we have a chance, don’t we? Because if we don’t know how, we can stay vigilant against everything. She tried to smile, though it trembled. Car accidents, sudden illnesses, random violence—I guess we just have to be paranoid about them all.




The bleak humor in her tone brought a hint of a smile to his lips, too, though it tasted bitter. We’ll be the world’s most neurotic duo.




Her laughter was short and strained, but it eased some of the tension. Hey, if it keeps me breathing, I’ll take it.




For a moment, they just sat there, hands entwined, uncertain what to do next. The daily bustle of the café was picking up now—people lining up for coffee, a barista calling out orders. To Elias and Liora, the noise felt like a distant hum, overshadowed by the gravity of their conversation.




Eventually, Elias glanced at the time on his phone, a pang of anxiety lancing him as he realized how much he was neglecting everything else—his eviction, the job hunt, any semblance of normalcy. But how could those concerns matter when an unearthly book had decreed Liora’s impending doom?




She sensed his tension. We should get out of here, she suggested, carefully withdrawing her hand. Maybe go somewhere safe and… think.




He had to bite back a derisive laugh. Safe? Did that concept even exist anymore? But he nodded, unable to deny her logic. Lingering here under curious eyes wouldn’t solve anything.




They paid for his untouched coffee and stepped outside. The sky remained gray, the air damp. He opened his umbrella, and they stood close beneath it, sharing a small, tentative intimacy that made his heart clench.




Where to? she asked, glancing at passing cabs and the slow shuffle of pedestrians.




He wanted to say nowhere, that nowhere was safe from a living, omniscient book. But he forced practical thoughts to the surface. There’s a library a few blocks from here, he offered. It’s quiet, and I can… maybe do some research.




Her eyebrows lifted. Research on… magical, murderous books?




Stranger things have happened, he muttered, though he felt slightly foolish saying it. Still, it was better than drifting aimlessly. If this curse had roots in old legends or had manifested in other forms, maybe they’d find a clue. He was desperate for any lead.




She tucked a stray strand of hair behind her ear. Okay, she said, determination settling into her features. Let’s go.




They fell into step again, shoulders nearly touching beneath the umbrella. For all the fear and uncertainty swirling around them, Elias felt a surge of gratitude that he wasn’t alone. The horrors of the book seemed… if not weaker, then at least shared.




But at the back of his mind, a quiet voice reminded him: It’s never that easy. The book might be gone, but it still had them under its spell. No matter how they struggled, the story insisted on pushing forward. And in stories, tragedies were rarely thwarted without a cost.




He glanced at Liora, noticing the faint tremor in her fingers that she tried to hide. A matching tremor pulsed in his own veins. He squeezed the umbrella handle tighter. If he had to rewrite the ending with his own blood to save her, he would. He just prayed it wouldn’t come to that.




They trudged onward, crossing streets one by one, the library’s spire visible at the far end of the boulevard. Every step carried them deeper into the unknown—two figures side by side, defying a fate written in pages that could vanish or reappear at will.




Elias tried to ignore the prickle on the back of his neck, the sense they were being watched… or followed. But a few times, he glanced over his shoulder, convinced he saw a shape slipping behind the rain-slick corners of buildings. Whether it was real or just his imagination, he couldn’t tell.




All he knew was that if the book was truly gone, it didn’t need to lurk physically. It was everywhere. In their memories, in the lines of its prophecy—maybe even in the quiet hum of the city’s breath. He shook off the thought and gripped the umbrella. One step, then another. Liora’s face tightened with each block, like she felt it too.




Still, they kept walking, bound by their terrifying secret and a fragile hope that somewhere, somehow, they could unravel this living nightmare before it claimed one of them for good.














