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​Chapter 1: The Signal
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The screen flickered, casting an eerie glow across Adrian’s face as his fingers flew over the controller. His breath was steady, his heart pounding with excitement. He had reached the final level, and the game was about to reveal its most challenging puzzle yet. "Just one more move," he muttered under his breath. He could feel the thrill of the victory just within reach.

Beside him, Rina and Leo were engrossed in their own activities. Rina, with her eyes fixed on her phone, occasionally glanced up at Adrian's screen, while Leo sat cross-legged on the floor, lost in thought. The three of them had spent hours in Adrian’s room that evening, as they often did, diving deep into the virtual world that Adrian had always found more comforting than the real one. But tonight, there was something different. The game, Shadows of the Mind, was different.

Adrian pressed the button, his mind racing with excitement. The screen responded, glitching momentarily before a sudden, distorted sound reverberated through the room. The noise was low and unnerving, like a hum that vibrated the very air. It was the kind of noise that made your skin crawl.

“What was that?” Rina asked, looking up from her phone with a furrowed brow.

Leo, who had been humming to himself, stopped mid-song and sat up straighter. “I don’t know. It came from the game, right?”

Adrian’s fingers froze on the controller. The hum, the static, it wasn’t a part of the game. He looked at the screen again, his heart sinking. The game had always been immersive, sure, but never this real. He had never heard noises like this before. There were no sound effects like this in the game's sound library.

He glanced at Rina, then Leo. “This is... this is different,” he said, his voice low, unsure of what to make of it.

Rina raised an eyebrow. “What do you mean?”

“The game’s never done this before,” Adrian explained, his mind racing. “This... sound. It feels like it’s coming from outside the game. Like it’s... alive.”

The room fell silent, save for the hum, which seemed to get louder, more distinct with each passing second. It was like a signal, a pulse from somewhere deep within the code of the game itself, but it was almost... too real.

Leo stood up and walked over to Adrian’s side, peering over his shoulder at the screen. “Could be a glitch. Maybe the servers are messed up.”

“No.” Adrian shook his head, his fingers moving over the controller once again, trying to navigate the screen. But the interface was frozen now, stuck on a single frame. A black silhouette of a figure, with no discernible features, stood in the center of the screen.

Adrian’s heart rate quickened. “This isn’t a glitch. This is something else. Look at it.”

Rina leaned forward, squinting at the image. The figure on the screen was unlike anything they had ever encountered in the game before. It wasn’t part of the game’s characters or environments. It was just a shadow, a dark shape that loomed ominously.

“What is that?” she whispered.

Before Adrian could respond, the hum stopped. The sudden silence in the room was deafening.

A message appeared on the screen.

“Surrender the past, or it will take you.”

Adrian felt a chill run down his spine. He knew instantly that this wasn’t a normal part of the game. There was no way this was something they were meant to experience. They had been playing for years, had unlocked every secret and hidden level, but nothing like this had ever happened before.

"Okay, this is freaking me out," Leo said, his voice tight with unease. "What does it mean by ‘surrender the past’?”

Adrian stared at the screen. The words seemed to burn into his mind, dredging up memories he had long buried, decisions he regretted, mistakes he couldn't take back. The guilt gnawed at him, as it always did.

“I don’t know,” he said quietly. “But we need to figure this out.”

Rina tapped her fingers nervously against her phone, her eyes scanning the room. "There’s something else, though. Did you guys hear that? A weird clicking sound... it was like the hum was... fading out into something else."

Adrian turned to her. "You heard it too?"

Rina nodded. “It sounded like a ticking clock. Just for a second.”

Leo crossed his arms, his expression growing more serious. “Do you think this is some kind of... hack? Maybe someone’s messing with us?”

“No,” Adrian said firmly. “This doesn’t feel like a hack. This feels like... like it’s part of the game. But it’s not something we can control.”

Before anyone could respond, the message on the screen shifted.

“One will fall. The others must follow, or all will be lost.”

Adrian’s stomach dropped. The words were like a chilling prophecy, hanging heavy in the air. A cold sweat broke out on his forehead as he looked at the screen again. The shadow figure was gone, replaced by a new message. The words seemed to shift and move on their own, glitching with an unsettling rhythm.

Leo took a step back, his face pale. “This isn’t normal, Adrian. Whatever this is, it’s not just a game anymore.”

But before Adrian could even respond, his phone buzzed violently on the table beside him. He reached for it, hesitating for a moment before answering. His eyes widened as he saw the message on his screen.

A single line of text blinked ominously on his phone: “One of you will die tonight. Find the signal before it’s too late.”

The words were followed by a strange, static-filled sound, a noise eerily similar to what had just emanated from the game. Adrian’s hands trembled as he set the phone down, his pulse hammering in his ears.

Rina and Leo exchanged a look of disbelief, their faces pale.

“No way,” Leo said, his voice trembling slightly. “That’s... that’s not possible.”

But Adrian wasn’t listening. His mind was spinning. He didn’t want to believe it, but the hairs on the back of his neck stood on end. The signal, whatever it was, was connected to the game. And it was starting to affect them in ways they couldn’t ignore.

“I don’t know what’s happening,” Adrian said, his voice shaky. “But we need to figure this out. Now. Before it’s too late.”

Rina’s eyes widened. “Adrian, what if, what if it’s real? What if this isn’t just a game anymore?”

The words hung heavy in the room, and for the first time, Adrian wasn’t sure whether she was talking about the game... or something far worse.
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​Chapter 2: The First Loss
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The air in Adrian's room was thick with an unnerving tension. As the seconds ticked by, the world outside seemed distant and irrelevant, like they were trapped in a bubble, isolated from everything familiar. The game screen stared back at them like an unreadable cipher, its dark message still lingering in the air.

Rina shook her head as if trying to wake from a nightmare. “This... this can’t be real,” she murmured, her voice cracking slightly.

Adrian swallowed hard, trying to steady his nerves. The message on his phone, the strange hum, the cryptic warning, it all felt like too much to process. His fingers hovered over the controller, but for the first time in years, he had no idea what to do next.

“We need to figure out what that signal means,” Adrian said, his voice low but determined. “We can’t just sit here and pretend it’s nothing.”

Leo paced across the room, his hands running through his hair in agitation. “But how do we figure that out? If the game is doing this, if it’s somehow affecting us in real life, then we don’t know what we’re dealing with. This could be way bigger than any of us can understand.”

Rina pulled her knees up to her chest, her eyes darting between Adrian and Leo. “What if it’s a warning? The game said one of us would die tonight. What if it’s not a threat? What if it’s real? What if this is, what if this is happening for real?”

Adrian tried to keep his breathing steady, but it wasn’t easy. The words one of you will die tonight echoed in his head, relentlessly. He knew that whatever was happening, it wasn’t just some elaborate prank. It felt... too real. Too connected to them.

“We need to stay calm,” Adrian said, though his voice didn’t sound entirely convincing. “We’ll figure it out. We’ll find out what’s causing the signal, and we’ll stop it.”

Leo stopped pacing and turned to face Adrian, his expression serious. “How, Adrian? How do we stop something we don’t even understand? We’re already playing with something we don’t fully control. What if the game is manipulating us, using us?”

Adrian opened his mouth to reply, but just as quickly, his phone buzzed again. He glanced down, dread sinking into his chest as he read the message.

“One of you will make the first choice. Choose wisely.”

The words were accompanied by a black-and-white image of a chessboard, the pieces in the center arranged in an odd, incomplete configuration. The pieces weren’t placed in any particular formation of a game, more like an abstract representation of something broken. It was clear: the game was taking control of their lives, not just their minds.

“What is this? What does it mean?” Rina’s voice trembled with confusion, her gaze locked on the message that seemed to mock their fear.

Adrian could feel a rising sense of panic building in him, but he fought it down. There was no time to waste. He had to stay focused, for all their sakes.

“I think the chessboard is a clue,” Adrian said, his voice tight with urgency. “It’s a game of choices. And we need to play it, even if we don’t understand the rules.”

“But who’s supposed to make the first choice?” Leo asked, looking at Adrian with uncertainty. “Should we do it together?”

Before Adrian could respond, the lights flickered overhead. The faint hum of electricity seemed to buzz around the room, intensifying as the tension grew. The walls felt like they were closing in on them, the suffocating weight of the unknown pressing down on their shoulders.

Suddenly, the room went dark.

Adrian’s heart skipped a beat, and he reached instinctively for his phone. The dim light from the screen illuminated his face as the words on it shifted once more.

“One has chosen. The others must follow. Or be lost.”

Adrian’s breath caught in his throat. The room felt eerily still, like the world itself was holding its breath. He looked at Rina and Leo, their faces pale, eyes wide with fear.

"What's happening?" Rina whispered.

Before Adrian could answer, there was a sharp knock at the door.

The sound was so sudden and jarring that it made them all jump. For a moment, no one moved. The knocking came again, louder this time, as if impatient.

Adrian exchanged a glance with Rina and Leo. No one had been expected. No one else knew they were here, playing games in his room.

“Who is it?” Leo called out, his voice shaking.

No answer came. The knocking ceased, but the tension remained.

Adrian’s instincts told him something was wrong. The hair on the back of his neck prickled, and for the briefest moment, he thought he saw a shadow move just beyond the door.

Without thinking, Adrian rose from his chair. His heart raced in his chest as he approached the door slowly, carefully, as though every step might set off some unseen trap.

His hand hovered over the doorknob. Should he open it? Could they really trust anything anymore? What if opening the door meant stepping into a nightmare that none of them could escape?

“Don’t,” Rina said, her voice strained with fear. “It’s too dangerous. We don’t know what’s on the other side.”

But Adrian was already turning the doorknob.

The door creaked open slowly, and for a moment, the darkness beyond seemed to swallow everything in its path.

There was nothing, no one there. Just the cold emptiness of the hallway, lit only by the faint glow of the streetlights outside.

But something had changed.

Adrian stepped back, his breath shallow as he scanned the room again. He turned to Rina and Leo. “This isn’t real,” he said, more to himself than to them. “We need to focus. We need to figure out the signal.”

Rina frowned, her eyes darting nervously to the door. “But what if we’re not alone? What if it’s not just the game that’s watching us?”

As if to answer her question, Adrian’s phone buzzed once again. The message was different this time.

“The first loss has already been made. One has fallen.”

Adrian froze, his blood running cold as his thumb hesitated over the phone screen. A chill swept over him, colder than anything he’d felt before.

“What does this mean?” Leo’s voice cracked, his face pale with fear.

Adrian’s mind raced as the implications of the message hit him. He scanned the room frantically, his eyes falling on Rina and Leo.

They were all there. All three of them. But the message had spoken in the past tense.

Someone was gone.

The room seemed to close in on them, the walls breathing in and out with a sickening, rhythmic sound. Adrian blinked, trying to clear his mind. But there was no escape from the chilling truth: someone had already been taken.

And the game had only just begun.
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​Chapter 3: The Hunt for Answers
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Adrian’s heart raced as the message blinked on his phone, each word seeming to echo louder in the silence of the room. “The first loss has already been made. One has fallen.” His fingers trembled, but he couldn’t look away. The realization that something beyond the game was happening, it was real, terrifyingly real, seemed to freeze time itself.

Rina’s voice barely reached him, strained and thin, as if speaking any louder might shatter the fragile boundary between reality and the nightmare they were sinking into. “Adrian, what does this mean? Who’s gone?”

Adrian’s mind was reeling, his pulse pounding in his ears. He glanced at Leo, but his friend’s face was a mirror of his own confusion and fear. “I, I don’t know. I don’t understand,” Adrian muttered. “It said one had fallen. But we’re all still here, right? We’re all still...”

But his words faltered as his gaze shifted across the room. Everything seemed normal, except that it wasn’t. The familiar objects in Adrian’s room, the gaming consoles, the posters on the wall, all felt alien in the dim light. They seemed to have taken on an unnatural stillness, a dead weight hanging in the air. And yet, somewhere in the back of Adrian’s mind, he knew it wasn’t normal. There was a presence now, a shadow that couldn’t be dismissed.

Rina stood up suddenly, her face pale, eyes wide with growing panic. “We need to go. We can’t just stay here. We have to find out what’s going on.”

Leo nodded, his voice tight. “We need to leave this place. Whatever this game is, it’s messing with our minds. But how do we escape it? How do we know it’s safe out there?”

Adrian clenched his jaw. The fear that had been creeping up on him for the past few minutes now fully took hold. Escape, where could they go? What if the game had already reached beyond the confines of his room? What if the rules had changed? What if it was too late for them to turn back?

The room felt suffocating. It wasn’t just the silence anymore, or the eerie stillness. It was as though something invisible was pressing against them, waiting, watching. The walls felt like they were closing in.

Adrian took a deep breath and exhaled slowly, trying to regain control. “We need to figure out what’s happening. We need to understand the signal. If this game is really doing this to us, then it’s playing by a set of rules. We just need to find them.”

Rina looked at him, her eyes filled with both fear and determination. “And how do we do that? We don’t even know where to start.”

Adrian looked down at his phone again. The screen was still lit, but now the message had changed once more.

“The clock is ticking. Time is running out.”

A chill swept through the room as Adrian’s fingers tightened around the device. It felt like a warning, one that wasn’t coming from the game anymore. It felt like something much more tangible. Something alive. He looked at Rina and Leo, the weight of the situation finally sinking in.

“We have to follow the clues,” Adrian said. “The message... the chessboard... the ticking clock. It’s all connected. We’re in some kind of twisted game. And if we don’t solve it, then we’re not just playing for our lives anymore.”

“What are you talking about, Adrian?” Rina asked, her voice shaking. “What do you mean we’re not just playing for our lives?”

Adrian’s eyes met hers, his mind made up. He couldn’t sugarcoat it. Not anymore. “I think the game is already taking us, piece by piece. We’re not just playing a game... we’re part of something much bigger. And the sooner we figure out how to stop it, the better.”

Leo stepped closer to Adrian, his voice low but firm. “What are we supposed to do, then? Do we keep playing?”

Adrian nodded. “Yes, for now. We have no choice. We need to find the source of the signal. That’s the only way we can stop it.”

The three of them stood in silence for a long moment. The weight of their situation was overwhelming, and each second that passed felt like a minute, each minute like an hour. Adrian’s mind raced. He couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something much more sinister at play here, something that went beyond just the game.

Suddenly, the phone buzzed again, and this time, Adrian felt a cold shiver run down his spine as he saw the new message:

“You’ve made the first move. The hunt begins.”

The words burned into Adrian’s mind as his pulse quickened. He turned to Leo and Rina, a sinking feeling settling in his gut. “The hunt?” he whispered. “What does that mean? What hunt?”

Rina shook her head, a look of terror in her eyes. “I don’t know. But it sounds like, like we’re being hunted.”

Leo let out a sharp breath, his face pale. “What if it’s not just a metaphor? What if we’re literally being hunted? What if this thing is... is real?”

Adrian swallowed hard. The message didn’t offer answers. It only raised more questions. But one thing was clear: the game was no longer confined to the screen. It was out there, in the real world, and it was playing with their lives.

“We need to act quickly,” Adrian said, his voice gaining strength. “We need to follow the next clue. Maybe it’ll give us some answers.”

Without another word, Adrian turned toward his desk and the gaming setup. His fingers flew over the controller as he started the game up again. This time, however, the screen wasn’t like before. It was dark, pulsing with a strange, ominous rhythm. The shadows seemed deeper, and the air itself felt thick with dread.

“Adrian,” Rina said, her voice trembling. “What’s happening? Why is the game so... so different?”

“I don’t know,” Adrian admitted. “But we need to push forward. We have no other choice.”

The screen flickered for a moment, then the game’s menu appeared. But the options were different this time. The usual “Start,” “Options,” and “Quit” buttons had been replaced with a single option: “Proceed to the Hunt.”

Adrian’s stomach dropped. The words on the screen felt like a direct invitation into the unknown. The hunt was real. And it was waiting for them.

He glanced at Leo and Rina. “We’re all in this together,” Adrian said, his voice firm. “We stick together. We find the source of this... whatever it is. And we stop it.”

Rina nodded, though her expression was clouded with doubt. Leo, on the other hand, had already taken a step forward, his hand hovering over the controller.

“Let’s do it,” Leo said, his voice steady despite the fear in his eyes. “We have no choice.”

Adrian took a deep breath, and without hesitation, pressed the “Proceed to the Hunt” button.

The screen went black.
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​Chapter 4: The Hunt Begins
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The screen flickered, and the familiar glow of Adrian’s gaming setup seemed to vanish into an overwhelming darkness. For a brief moment, the three of them stood in stunned silence, trying to adjust to the new reality. The hum of electricity seemed to throb in their ears, making the air feel thick with anticipation and dread.

“Adrian, what’s happening?” Rina asked, her voice a mixture of fear and confusion. She was staring at the screen now, her breath shallow as the cold uncertainty crept through her.

Adrian’s heart pounded in his chest. He felt a wave of panic rising in him, but he fought to suppress it. “I, I don’t know. It’s like the game is... evolving, or changing. It’s not just following the normal patterns anymore.”

The words on the screen were gone, replaced by an image of a vast, sprawling maze, its walls high and shadowy. No music played; only the sound of wind howling through narrow corridors filled the space. The maze seemed to stretch infinitely, as if it existed outside time and space, a labyrinth designed for a single purpose: to trap them.

In the center of the screen, a symbol appeared, a dark figure cloaked in shadows, holding a scythe. Its face was hidden, its presence malevolent and oppressive. The message beneath it was simple but terrifying:

“The hunt begins. Find the exit or become part of the maze.”

Adrian’s breath caught in his throat. “It’s real. It’s all real.”

Leo, standing by Adrian’s side, swallowed hard. “This isn’t just a game anymore, is it? We’re trapped in it. We have to find a way out, now.”

Adrian didn’t answer. Instead, he turned his attention back to the game. He had no idea what was happening or how it had escalated to this point, but he could feel the weight of the moment pressing down on him. His fingers hovered over the controller as the screen flickered again, and the maze seemed to shift, opening a path ahead of them.

A soft, eerie whisper filled the room.

“You’ve made the first move. One will fall before the end. Will you make it out alive?”

The voice wasn’t just from the game. It felt as though it was speaking directly to them, as though the very walls of the room were closing in and the game was breathing with them.

Leo turned sharply, his hand gripping Adrian’s shoulder. “What the hell was that? Who’s speaking to us? Is it—?”

Before he could finish, the door to Adrian’s room slammed shut on its own.

Rina jumped back, her eyes wide with terror. “What just happened? Did you see that?”

Adrian stared at the door, heart pounding, but his mind was elsewhere. The signal. The game was no longer just something they could turn off. It was part of the world now. His hands shook as he gripped the controller tighter, his focus returning to the screen.

The maze had shifted again, this time showing a narrow path that seemed to disappear into an ominous darkness. There was no choice but to move forward. Adrian could feel the weight of the decision pressing down on him. Every moment was a choice. Every step could be their last.

“We have to go,” Adrian said, voice trembling but determined. “The path’s open. We need to keep moving forward.”

The three of them exchanged hesitant looks, but they all knew they had no other choice. They had to play the game if they wanted to survive. There was no going back.

Adrian pressed forward on the controller, and the maze materialized beneath their feet. The darkness was overwhelming, and with each step, the walls seemed to close in tighter, the air growing colder. They couldn’t see beyond a few feet ahead of them, the dim light cast by their phones offering little comfort.

As they walked, the whispering voices returned. This time, they were clearer.

“One of you will falter. The choice is inevitable.”

Adrian’s stomach twisted. He wasn’t sure what was meant by the choice, but the implication was clear: something, or someone, would have to be sacrificed.

“Adrian...” Rina’s voice broke the silence. “What if it’s true? What if one of us doesn’t make it out?”

Adrian’s eyes flickered toward her, his heart heavy with guilt. He couldn’t deny the fear in her voice, but he didn’t know how to reassure her. The game was no longer following any rules they knew. There was no safety net. There was only the dark, endless maze, and whatever was lurking within.

“I won’t let anything happen to you,” Adrian said, though the words felt hollow. “We’ll make it out of here. Together.”

They continued down the path, the silence growing thicker as they walked deeper into the maze. The only sounds now were their footsteps echoing off the walls and the occasional whisper, barely audible, like a breeze through cracked glass.

Then, just as Adrian thought they had reached the end of the path, a new message appeared on the screen.

“One must choose. The others will follow.”

The words hung in the air, and Adrian’s heart skipped a beat. The realization hit him with full force: this wasn’t just a metaphorical choice. This was real. The game was forcing them into a decision, one that would shape the outcome of their fates.

“What does this mean?” Leo asked, his voice tight with fear. “What do we have to do?”

Adrian didn’t have an answer. He felt the weight of the decision pressing on him. This wasn’t just a puzzle in a game, it was a decision that could cost them everything. Who would make the choice? Who would risk their life?

The screen flickered again, and this time, it showed a figure standing at the far end of the path. It was cloaked in black, its face hidden in shadow. The figure was holding something in its hand, an object that glowed faintly in the darkness.

A cold chill swept through the room as the figure raised its hand and pointed toward them.

“Choose wisely. One will fall. The rest must live with the consequences.”

Adrian’s breath caught in his throat as he turned to Leo and Rina. “It’s... it’s real. One of us is going to have to make a choice.”

“No,” Rina whispered, shaking her head. “I can’t, I can’t be the one to decide. This is insane.”

Leo stepped forward, his face pale but resolute. “We can’t keep running from this. The game... whatever this thing is, it’s not going to stop until we do something. We have to face it.”

Adrian felt his throat tighten as he thought about the game’s message. What if one of them had to die? What if they were the ones being chosen? He felt the weight of the decision crashing down on him.

But the choice wasn’t his alone. They had to make it together.

“Let’s stick together,” Adrian said finally, his voice firm. “We have to choose as a team. One of us will step forward, but we all make the decision.”

The three of them stood there for a long moment, their eyes locked in a silent understanding. None of them wanted to be the one to step forward, to take the risk, but the reality of the game, and the voices that had haunted them, left no room for hesitation.

“Let’s do it,” Leo said after a long pause, his voice steady. He raised his hand as if to volunteer, but Adrian stopped him.

“No. We’ll decide together.”

But before they could make a decision, the figure in the maze stirred.

The choice had already been made.

The figure vanished, leaving only the flickering shadows behind. The maze shifted, the path ahead collapsing into an endless black void.

Adrian’s heart raced.

They weren’t just playing the game anymore. They had become part of it.
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​Chapter 5: The Maze of Shadows

[image: ]




The maze seemed to shift, as if mocking their attempts to understand its rules. Adrian’s mind was racing, each heartbeat pounding in his chest like a warning. The darkness that enveloped them felt suffocating, like a living, breathing thing pressing down from all sides. Every corner of the maze seemed to mock their every step, twisting and turning in impossible ways. They were no longer in control. The game had them, and now, it was playing by its own set of rules.

Adrian stood motionless in front of the screen, his fingers still clenched around the controller, as the image of the maze flickered and warped. The air felt thicker with every passing second, and the whispers, the quiet murmurs of something unseen, echoed through the room.

“Adrian...” Leo’s voice was barely audible, filled with hesitation. “What are we supposed to do now? It’s like we’re stuck. Like we can’t leave. What happens if we just... stop?”

Adrian shook his head, the feeling of dread creeping over him. The question lingered in his mind, What happens if we stop? Would the game let them go, or would it trap them forever in this hellish place? It felt like they were being drawn deeper into its clutches with every move, like the game was tightening its grip around them. But stopping, quitting, it didn’t feel like an option. The message had been clear: One must fall.

He glanced at Rina, who was visibly trembling. She had been silent since they made the choice, her face a mask of fear and confusion. She hadn’t said a word about what had happened after the figure in the maze had vanished, and neither had Leo. There was a sense of unspoken terror between them, like they were all afraid of facing the truth of what they had just witnessed.

“We can’t stop,” Adrian said, though his voice lacked its usual conviction. “We have to keep going. Whatever this is, it’s not over yet.”

Rina nodded slowly, but there was no certainty in her movement. Her eyes darted nervously around the room, as if expecting the walls to close in at any moment. “But what if it’s already too late? What if it’s already chosen someone?”

Adrian felt a pang in his chest at the thought. The idea that one of them might already be doomed, that one of them might already be lost in the game’s twisted world, was too much to bear. But the truth was, he didn’t know what was happening. He didn’t know if there was any way out. All they could do was keep moving, keep fighting for survival.

Suddenly, the phone buzzed again, interrupting the tense silence. Adrian’s heart leaped in his chest as he grabbed it, his eyes scanning the new message that appeared on the screen.

“The path will open when the choice is made. The shadows are watching.”

The words hit him like a cold wave. It wasn’t just the maze that was watching them now, it was something else, something that lingered just beyond their perception. It was something alive.

Leo exhaled sharply, his voice low. “The shadows. That’s the thing that’s been following us.”
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