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Chapter 1: Whisper Pages
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The bell above the door jingled, echoing through the cramped aisles of Whisper Pages. The air inside was thick with the scent of dust, old paper, and something faintly metallic—like a coin forgotten in the bottom of a drawer. Jordan stepped through the doorway, wiping rain off his jacket sleeve, and took a deep breath. This place was the closest thing to time travel in their small town, and Jordan loved every second of it.

He ran a hand through his messy dark hair and adjusted his backpack strap. His shoes squelched slightly against the uneven wooden floor as he glanced around. Somewhere between the tall stacks of old hardcovers and yellowed comic books, he hoped he’d find the weird treasure he’d been craving—a strange book, something no one else would care about but would eat up hours of his time.

The store’s owner, Mr. Ellington, sat behind the counter, flipping through a worn National Geographic. He looked like a skeleton dressed up for a party—skin stretched too thin over a narrow face, with deep-set eyes peeking over the rims of glasses that balanced precariously on his nose. When Jordan entered, Mr. Ellington gave a dry cough, the kind old men made when they wanted to be left alone, and returned to his magazine.

“Yo, Jordan!” A familiar voice called from the back. Jordan grinned, kicking some loose paperback novels out of the way as he walked deeper into the store. “Ash? You hiding in here again?”

Ashley "Ash" Cordero poked her head around a display of vintage Goosebumps books. Her black bangs flopped over her forehead, and a mischievous grin spread across her face. In one hand, she clutched a sketchbook filled with creepy doodles. Ash was the kind of friend who could make anything feel like an adventure—even a slow afternoon in a dusty old bookstore.

“Found anything good?” Jordan asked, scanning the shelves. “Not yet,” Ash replied, flipping her sketchbook closed. “But this place is a goldmine. There’s gotta be something.”

Jordan gave a small grin and wandered off into one of the shadowed aisles. Every shelf felt like it held a secret, stacked with worn sci-fi novels, outdated encyclopedias, and occult manuals. Then, tucked in a corner where the light barely reached, he saw it—a plain black book with no title on the spine.

He hesitated before pulling it out. The book felt cold to the touch, as though it had been left outside in the rain. The cover was matte, with a subtle embossing of strange symbols—circles, arrows, and slashes—like a language Jordan didn’t know. He flipped it open to the first page.

“Endless Paths: A Game of Choices”

Jordan’s heart gave a little leap. A Choose-Your-Own-Adventure book? He loved those. The idea of making choices and seeing the story unfold differently every time—it was his kind of fun. But this one looked... different. There was something off about the artwork. The illustrations were unnervingly detailed, more lifelike than the cartoons he was used to. One picture showed a small figure standing at the edge of a forest, shadows curling from the trees like hands.

He felt a tap on his shoulder, and Ash leaned over, peeking at the book. “What’s that?”

“Found something cool,” Jordan said, grinning. “Looks like a choose-your-own-adventure, but super creepy.” He flipped to another page. This one showed a boy, about his age, staring into a mirror with something wrong in his reflection—his eyes were blackened pits, and behind him, shadows began to take shape. “Whoa,” Ash whispered. “That’s... really weird.”

“Let’s play it,” Jordan said, grinning wider. Ash raised an eyebrow. “You mean read it?”

“Nope. We’ll act it out. Like a real adventure. See what choices we get, then we do them. Come on—it’ll be fun.” Ash gave him a skeptical look, but Jordan could see the excitement brewing beneath. “You’re serious?”

“Dead serious.” Jordan tucked the book under his arm. “Let’s get Marz and Jenny. We’re playing this thing tonight.”

By the time Jordan and Ash made it to the playground where their friends were hanging out, the rain had stopped, leaving the metal slide slick and the jungle gym gleaming under the cloudy sky. “Marz, Jenny! Get over here!” Jordan called, waving the book in the air.

Marcus ‘Marz’ Whitman jumped off his BMX bike, the wheels skidding slightly on the wet asphalt. “What’s that?” he asked, pushing his curly hair out of his face. He was always the first to dive headfirst into any scheme Jordan cooked up—usually without bothering to ask questions.

Jenny Thompson sat on a bench, fiddling with her Walkman. She glanced up, unimpressed. “Another one of your weird plans, Jordan?” she asked, sliding her headphones off.

“This one’s not just weird,” Jordan said, plopping down next to her. “It’s awesome.” He slapped the book on the bench, letting the others gather around. Marz ran his fingers over the cover. “Endless Paths? Is it, like, cursed or something?”

“Maybe,” Ash said, grinning. “Guess we’ll find out.” Jenny sighed, crossing her arms. “If this thing makes us end up in detention, I swear, I’m never trusting you again.”

Jordan opened the book to the first page. “Okay, here’s how it works. We read the choices out loud, and whatever we pick, we have to do. Simple.” - “What’s the worst that could happen?” Marz joked, grinning ear to ear. The first page offered a simple scenario: 

“You stand at the entrance of the forest. Do you walk inside (turn to page 13), or go back home (turn to page 7)?”

“Easy,” Jordan said, his eyes gleaming. “We walk into the forest.” He flipped to page 13. As he read aloud, the air seemed to shift slightly. The wind picked up, swirling the wet leaves at their feet.

“You step deeper into the forest, the shadows closing in. The path twists ahead, but you can’t see where it leads. Something is watching you, just out of sight.”

Jordan paused, feeling a strange tingle crawl up his spine. The others shuffled nervously. “You feel that? That’s... freaky,” Marz said, his grin faltering. Before anyone could speak again, the playground’s streetlights flickered—once, twice, then went dark. An eerie silence settled over them, as if the world had taken a breath and held it. Jenny stood, looking around. “Okay, that was weird.”

“Probably just a coincidence,” Jordan said, though he didn’t believe it. Ash squinted toward the forest at the edge of the park. “Did... did that tree just move?” Everyone turned, and for a moment, the group fell silent. At the edge of the woods, a dark shape shifted between the trees. It was subtle, almost like a trick of the light. “Come on, guys,” Jordan said, forcing a smile. “It’s just a game.”

“Yeah, but... maybe we shouldn’t play this one,” Jenny whispered. Marz laughed nervously. “What’s the worst that could happen?”

Jordan turned the page.
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Chapter 2: First Choice, First Consequence
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The next evening, Jordan sat cross-legged on the worn carpet of his bedroom, the cursed book Endless Paths resting in his lap. Outside, the night was heavy with mist, muffling the sounds of distant cars and the occasional bark of a neighbor’s dog. His posters of Ghostbusters, Return of the Jedi, and Duran Duran loomed on his walls, the faint green glow of his digital clock casting strange shadows over them.

Ash sprawled across the bed, flipping through her sketchbook. She’d drawn a rough version of the strange shape they saw in the park, her pen strokes jagged and dark. "Do you think it was real?" she asked without looking up. Jordan shrugged, drumming his fingers on the book's spine. “I don’t know. But that’s why we have to keep going. I mean, we’re not scared, right?”

“Speak for yourself,” Ash muttered. Just then, Marz kicked the bedroom door open dramatically, holding a bag of Skittles in one hand and a bottle of Coke in the other. “I come bearing gifts!” he announced, plopping down on the floor next to Jordan. His BMX jacket squeaked as he settled in. Jenny followed behind, arms crossed, clearly regretting her decision to join. “This is a bad idea. I can feel it.” 
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