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      The Threshold Between Pages represents a standalone novella in the Daybridge Chronicles universe. While it shares the setting and atmosphere of the main series, it explores different supernatural elements and themes than those featured in the Ethan Reeves Werewolf Detective stories.

      This tale delves into the metaphysical relationship between fiction and reality, following bookseller Jake Steinman rather than Detective Reeves. Readers seeking werewolves and traditional urban fantasy elements from the main series should note this story takes a more metafictional approach, examining the nature of stories themselves.

      The events in this novella occur parallel to the main series timeline but do not directly impact the primary story arc of the Daybridge Chronicles. It can be enjoyed as either a companion piece to the series or as a standalone exploration of a different corner of the Daybridge universe.
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

          
            ODDITIES OF STEINMAN'S

          

        

      

    

    
      The afternoon light filtered through the dust-speckled windows of Steinman's Esoterica, casting long shadows across the weathered wooden floors. Jake Steinman pushed his wire-rimmed glasses up the bridge of his nose and squinted at the leather-bound volume in his hands. The book—a rare 18th-century treatise on Celtic protection rituals—had arrived that morning from an estate sale in Edinburgh.

      "Genuine but overpriced," he muttered, making a note in his acquisition ledger.

      Jake ran his fingers along the book's spine, feeling the familiar comfort of aged leather and binding glue. At thirty-six, he'd spent nearly half his life surrounded by the peculiar treasures of his shop. Steinman's Esoterica occupied a narrow Victorian building on Blackwood Lane, one of Daybridge's oldest streets. The shop had been his father's before him, and while it would never make him wealthy, it provided something far more valuable—a sanctuary for the strange and forgotten.

      The small brass bell above the door chimed, interrupting his cataloging. Jake looked up to see Professor Eleanor Hargrove framed in the doorway, her silver hair catching the late afternoon light. She carried a weathered leather case that looked ready to split at its seams.

      "Eleanor," Jake said, genuine warmth in his voice. "Didn't expect to see you until next week."

      The professor navigated between tightly packed bookshelves with practiced ease. At seventy-two, she moved with the deliberate precision of someone who'd spent decades in libraries and archives.

      "Circumstance waits for no scheduled appointment, Jake." She hefted the case onto the counter with a soft grunt. "Martin Blackwood passed away last Thursday."

      Jake's smile faded. "I'm sorry to hear that. I never met him, but I know you were colleagues for many years."

      "Thirty-seven years in the Comparative Literature department." Eleanor's fingers lingered on the case's tarnished buckles. "No family to speak of. He left instructions that I should bring these to you—said you'd know what to do with them."

      Jake raised an eyebrow. "He knew about my shop?"

      "Martin knew about every repository of unusual books within a hundred miles." A sad smile crossed Eleanor's face. "He was quite particular about where his collection would end up."

      The leather case creaked open to reveal several books nestled in crumpled newspaper. Jake lifted them carefully—a mixed collection of occult texts, most of which he recognized. A Victorian pamphlet on spiritualism. A moderately rare copy of Barrett's "The Magus." An annotated translation of Cornelius Agrippa.

      "Interesting collection," Jake murmured, "though nothing particularly⁠—"

      His words caught in his throat as he lifted aside a dusty tome to reveal a slim volume bound in unmarked midnight-blue leather. Its edges gleamed with what appeared to be silver leaf, untarnished despite obvious age.

      "Is that what I think it is?" Eleanor leaned forward, her academic interest piqued.

      Jake's hands trembled slightly as he lifted the book. "If you're thinking it's a first edition of 'Fabulae Umbrarum,' then yes." He carefully opened the cover, revealing a title page in faded ink. "Tales of Shadows, 1684. Eleanor, this has been considered lost for centuries. The British Library has fragments of a third edition, but a complete first edition? This is... extraordinary."

      "Martin never mentioned it," Eleanor said, her voice tinged with wonder. "He must have acquired it recently."

      Jake turned the pages with reverent care. The book contained illustrated folk tales and fairy stories, but unlike their sanitized modern counterparts, these were dark narratives of consequences and cosmic justice. As he reached the middle of the volume, something slipped from between the pages and fluttered to the counter.

      "What's this?" Jake picked up what appeared to be a bookmark.

      The item was roughly the length and width of his index finger, seemingly made of parchment but with an unusual texture that shifted beneath his touch. It wasn't quite leather, nor paper, nor fabric, but somehow reminiscent of all three.

      "Was this tucked in the book?" Eleanor asked, leaning closer.

      "Must have been." Jake turned the bookmark over. It appeared blank at first glance, but as he tilted it toward the light, faint markings became visible along its edges—symbols that weren't quite letters, neither runic nor hieroglyphic, yet suggestive of language.

      "Do you recognize these markings?" he asked.

      Eleanor squinted through her reading glasses. "No, nothing familiar. Martin collected unusual bookmarks—he said they told stories about their owners. Perhaps it was significant to him."

      Jake slipped the bookmark back between the pages. "I'll need to research this volume properly. The market value alone⁠—"

      "I'm sure Martin would prefer it to remain with someone who appreciates its true worth, not just its monetary value." Eleanor gave him a pointed look.

      Jake nodded, understanding the implicit request. "I'll make sure it finds an appropriate place in my collection. What about the other books?"

      They spent the next half hour discussing the remaining volumes. Jake made Eleanor a cup of Earl Grey while they negotiated fair prices for the items he would resell. The conversation drifted to department politics at the university and local gossip—comfortable territory in their years-long friendship.

      As Eleanor prepared to leave, she paused at the door. "Martin changed in his last months, Jake. Became secretive, worked odd hours in his office."

      "How so?"

      "He was researching something that consumed him. Wouldn't discuss it with colleagues." She hesitated. "The week before he died, he told me he'd discovered something that would 'change how we understand the boundary between imagination and reality.' I assumed it was academic hyperbole, but..."

      "But now you're not so sure," Jake finished.

      Eleanor shrugged. "Probably nothing. Just the ramblings of an old academic nearing the end. Take care, Jake."

      The bell chimed again as she left, leaving Jake alone with the books and his thoughts.

      After closing shop at six, Jake returned to the midnight-blue volume. Under proper light at his workbench, he examined the "Fabulae Umbrarum" more thoroughly. The book was in remarkable condition—the binding intact, pages supple despite their age. It seemed almost impossibly well-preserved, as if time had made an exception for this particular object.

      Jake carefully removed the bookmark to examine it under his magnifying lamp. The symbols along its edges seemed to shift when viewed from different angles, rearranging themselves like text seen through flowing water. He touched one of the markings and felt an unexpected warmth against his fingertip.

      "What were you up to, Professor Blackwood?" he murmured.

      Jake pulled his phone from his pocket and opened his cataloging app, intending to photograph the bookmark. When he reviewed the image, the screen showed only a blank slip of parchment—the symbols completely absent from the digital reproduction.

      A chill ran down his spine despite the warm evening. Jake had encountered many unusual objects in his years running the shop, but something about this bookmark felt different. It wasn't merely old or rare; it felt significant in a way he couldn't articulate.

      He slipped the bookmark back into the book and locked both in his safe for the night. As he turned off the lights and headed upstairs to his apartment above the shop, Jake couldn't shake the sensation of being watched—not by anything in the room, but by something gazing at him from between the closed pages of a book that shouldn't exist.

      That night, Jake dreamed of endless libraries where books whispered to each other after closing hours, and of a particular midnight-blue volume whose stories were desperately trying to tell him something important. He woke before dawn, the memory of symbols dancing behind his eyelids, and knew sleep wouldn't return easily.

      In the gray pre-morning light, Jake made coffee and stared out his apartment window at the sleeping street below. Daybridge was still hours from waking, the cobblestones gleaming faintly with overnight rain.

      "It's just a book," he told himself. "An exceptionally rare, possibly priceless book, but still just a book."

      But even as he spoke the words, Jake knew he was lying to himself. In his line of work, he'd learned that some objects carried more than just history—they carried intention. And whatever Professor Martin Blackwood had discovered in his final months, Jake suspected it was now sitting in the safe downstairs, between the pages of a book that time had forgotten, waiting to be found again.

      The bookmark tugged at his thoughts like a splinter in his mind. Its symbols, shifting and changing under his gaze, seemed less like decorative markings and more like instructions—or perhaps a warning. Either way, Jake knew he wouldn't rest until he understood what he now possessed.

      As the first hint of sunrise touched the eastern sky, Jake made a decision. He would open the shop late today. There was research to be done, and a mystery waiting between the pages of "Fabulae Umbrarum."

      What Jake couldn't possibly know was how that single decision would tear open the boundary between worlds, allowing the shadows from forgotten tales to step into the streets of Daybridge—and how soon he would learn that some stories were never meant to be merely read, but experienced in ways that would change him forever.
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            CHAPTER TWO

          

          
            THE FIRST CROSSING

          

        

      

    

    
      The antique wall clock in Jake's study chimed midnight, its soft tone barely registering in his consciousness. He'd spent hours researching the "Fabulae Umbrarum," searching academic databases and obscure forums for any mention of the mysterious tome. His findings were sparse but tantalizing—three references in 18th-century correspondence between collectors, a footnote in a Victorian catalog of "books of questionable provenance," and a single modern blog post speculating about its existence.

      Jake rubbed his eyes and leaned back in his chair. The midnight-blue volume sat open before him, its pages bathed in the warm glow of his desk lamp. The book's scent—old paper tinged with something like cloves and cedar—filled his small study.

      "What makes you so special?" he murmured, running his finger along the edge of a page.

      The bookmark lay beside the book, its strange symbols catching the light. Despite his exhaustion, Jake couldn't ignore the pull he felt toward both objects. Something about their combination seemed important—inevitable, even.

      He picked up the bookmark, feeling its unusual texture. On impulse, he placed it between the pages of a story titled "The Silver Forest," a tale about a moonlit woodland where lost travelers encountered their fates.

      Jake began reading aloud, his voice barely above a whisper:

      "The forest of Lunaris stands where the veil between worlds grows thin. Its silver-barked trees reach toward an impossibly large moon, their branches casting shadows that move of their own accord. Those who enter seeking refuge find only reflections of their deepest fears, while those who enter seeking knowledge may find wisdom at a terrible cost..."

      The language was archaic but beautiful, with rhythmic passages that seemed to pulse with their own internal music. Jake felt his eyelids growing heavy as he read, the words flowing together in hypnotic patterns. He tried to fight the drowsiness, but the long day and late hour conspired against him.

      His head nodded forward, his glasses slipping down his nose. The book remained open at "The Silver Forest," the bookmark firmly between its pages, as Jake drifted into sleep.

      Cold air brushed against his face, carrying the scent of pine and wet earth. Jake shivered and opened his eyes, expecting to see his study.

      Instead, he stood in a forest clearing, surrounded by trees with bark that gleamed like polished silver in the moonlight. Above him hung a moon so large it seemed impossible—a luminous disk taking up nearly a quarter of the night sky, casting everything in pale blue light.

      "What the hell?" Jake spun around, heart hammering against his ribs.

      The clearing was perhaps thirty feet across, carpeted with soft moss that glowed faintly with each footstep. The silver trees encircled him completely, their leaves rustling despite the still air.

      "I'm dreaming," Jake said aloud, his breath forming clouds in the cold air. "This is just a dream about the story I was reading."

      But the chill felt real against his skin. The moss beneath his feet had texture and gave slightly with each step. When he reached out to touch the bark of the nearest tree, it felt smooth and cool under his fingertips.

      Dreams didn't have this level of sensory detail. Lucid dreams, perhaps, but Jake had never experienced one before.

      He looked down at himself. He wore the same clothes he'd fallen asleep in—jeans and a gray sweater—but now he also wore a long coat he didn't recognize, something like a worn leather duster that reached almost to his ankles.

      "Okay, stay calm," he told himself. "Think this through."

      As Jake tried to make sense of his situation, he noticed something pressing against his chest inside his coat. He reached in and pulled out the bookmark, its symbols glowing faintly in the moonlight.

      "Of course I'd dream about this too," he muttered, tucking it back into an inner pocket.

      With no better options, Jake chose a direction and began walking. The Silver Forest was silent except for his footsteps and the occasional rustle of leaves. No birds, no insects—nothing but trees and moonlight and the growing sense that he was being watched.

      After what felt like twenty minutes, Jake spotted a flicker of orange light through the trees—firelight. He moved toward it, relief washing over him at the prospect of finding other people, even in this strange dreamscape.

      The light came from a small campfire in another clearing. A man huddled beside it, wrapped in a travel-worn cloak. He looked up sharply as Jake approached, fear evident on his weathered face.

      "Stay back!" the man called, brandishing a crude knife. "Identify yourself!"

      Jake raised his hands. "My name is Jake Steinman. I'm lost and saw your fire."

      The traveler studied him suspiciously, knife still raised. "You're dressed strangely. Are you from beyond the wood's edge?"

      "I'm from Daybridge," Jake replied, then added, "I think I'm dreaming."

      The traveler's expression softened slightly. "Ah. Another one who doesn't know where they are." He lowered his knife and gestured to the fire. "Join me if you wish, but we cannot linger. Not with night deepening."

      Jake approached cautiously and sat across from the man. Up close, he could see the traveler was middle-aged, with a beard streaked with gray and eyes that darted constantly toward the surrounding trees.

      "What's your name?" Jake asked.

      "Aldric," the man replied, feeding another stick into the fire. "I'm a cartographer from Lumin's Crossing."

      None of those words meant anything to Jake outside the context of fantasy novels, reinforcing his belief that this was all an elaborate dream.

      "What did you mean by 'another one'?" Jake asked.

      Aldric sighed. "Every so often, confused folk like yourself wander these woods. Dressed differently, speaking oddly, claiming to be from places I've never heard of. Most disappear after a time." He poked at the fire. "Some are taken."

      "Taken? By what?"

      Aldric's voice dropped to a whisper. "The Collector of Faces hunts in these woods. It walks upright like a man but bears no face of its own. Instead, it takes the faces of those it catches, wearing them like masks until they wither away." He glanced nervously at the darkness between the trees. "It's drawn to those who don't belong here—like you."

      A chill that had nothing to do with the night air ran through Jake. The story in the book had mentioned no Collector, yet this felt too specific for his mind to have invented from nothing.

      "How do I get out of here?" Jake asked.

      "If I knew that, friend, I wouldn't be here myself." Aldric tossed the remains of his meal into the fire. "I've been mapping these woods for weeks, trying to find the way back to the king's road."

      A snapping twig in the darkness made them both freeze. Aldric extinguished the fire with alarming speed, plunging them into relative darkness.

      "We must move," he whispered urgently. "It's found us."

      The moonlight illuminated just enough to see Aldric gathering his few possessions. Jake stood, heart pounding, and felt the bookmark press against his chest.

      The bookmark. It had been in the book when he fell asleep. Was it possible...?

      Jake pulled it from his pocket. In the moonlight, the symbols along its edges glowed more brightly than before, pulsing with an inner light.

      "What is that?" Aldric asked, eyes wide.

      Before Jake could answer, a sound came from the edge of the clearing—a wet, sliding noise like something viscous being stretched. Aldric grabbed Jake's arm.

      "Run!" he hissed.

      Jake caught only a glimpse of something tall and unnaturally thin emerging from between the silver trees—a humanoid silhouette with proportions subtly wrong, and where its face should be, only smooth, blank skin.

      Panic surged through him. Dream or not, Jake had no desire to meet the Collector of Faces. He clutched the bookmark tightly as Aldric pulled him into the trees.

      "This isn't real," Jake gasped as they ran. "This can't be real."

      But the roots that caught at his feet felt real. The branches that scraped his face drew real pain. And the sound of something moving swiftly through the forest behind them triggered very real fear.

      As they ran, Jake thought desperately about the bookmark and its connection to the book. If reading the story while using the bookmark had somehow brought him here, could removing it send him back?

      Worth a try.

      Jake skidded to a halt, yanking his arm from Aldric's grasp.

      "What are you doing?" the cartographer hissed. "It's coming!"

      "I know how to escape," Jake said, holding up the bookmark. "But I can't take you with me."

      Aldric stared at him in confusion. "What⁠—"

      "I'm sorry," Jake said, meaning it despite believing this was all a dream.

      He closed his eyes and pulled the bookmark from between his fingers, as if removing it from the pages of a book.

      The world seemed to ripple around him. A sensation of being submerged in water pressed against his entire body. The cold forest air disappeared, replaced by the familiar smell of old books and coffee.

      Jake's eyes snapped open. He sat at his desk, morning light streaming through the window. The "Fabulae Umbrarum" lay open before him, still turned to "The Silver Forest." His neck ached from sleeping hunched over, and his glasses had left indentations on the bridge of his nose.

      "Just a dream," he muttered, rubbing his face. "An incredibly vivid dream."

      But as he straightened in his chair, Jake felt something in his coat pocket. He reached in and pulled out a silver leaf—a leaf like those from the trees in the forest, impossibly delicate and still cool to the touch.

      Heart racing, Jake looked back at the open book. The text appeared the same as before, the archaic language describing the Silver Forest and its dangers. But as he scanned the page, his blood froze.

      Near the bottom, a passage that hadn't been there before caught his eye:

      "... and that night, Aldric the cartographer encountered a strangely dressed traveler at his campfire. Together they fled from the Collector, but the stranger vanished before their pursuit ended, leaving Aldric alone once more in the hungry dark..."

      Jake staggered back from the desk, the silver leaf still clutched in his hand. The book had changed. The story had changed. To include him.

      He looked at the bookmark, now lying innocently beside the book. Its symbols seemed dormant now, no longer shifting under his gaze.

      "Not a dream," Jake whispered, a
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