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Chapter One

EPILOGUE


ORIN

BOOK FOUND ON SHELF 812

By Matt Dalby

⸻

Copyright

Copyright © 2026 Matt Dalby

All rights reserved.

Except this copy.

This one appears to have escaped.

If found, please return it to Holloway’s.

Do not attempt to shelve it yourself.

It almost certainly knows where it belongs better than you do.

The publisher accepts no responsibility for:


●  Missing chapters.

●  Rearranging bookshelves.

●  Unexpected visitors.

●  Captain Elias.


Especially Captain Elias.

Captain Elias insists he has done absolutely nothing wrong.

Ava would like that statement officially marked as “premature.”

The Caretaker declined to comment.

Mostly because he already has a headache.

The Collective reviewed this page.

Four different opinions were submitted.

None of them agreed.

Orin remains completely unaware this book exists.

Please keep it that way.

He deserves one peaceful afternoon.

⸻

Publisher’s Note

The previous story ended.

The characters did not.

⸻

Editorial Notice

If Chapter One appears to be missing...

please continue reading.

We’re looking for it too.

Thank you.

— Management

⸻

Turn the page carefully.

⸻
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CHAPTER TWO
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The Report

Captain Elias believed every strange event deserved a proper report.

The Caretaker believed proper reports encouraged strange events.

Neither had ever managed to convince the other.

That morning, Holloway’s was wonderfully quiet.

Sunlight spilled through the front windows, warming the old wooden floorboards. Dust drifted lazily between the shelves. Somewhere in the shop, the grandfather clock ticked with quiet confidence, as though nothing unusual had ever happened there.

Captain Elias treasured mornings like this.

After everything they had survived, ordinary had become his favourite word.

He placed a fresh notebook on the front desk, uncapped his fountain pen, and smiled.

“Right,” he said to the empty shop. “Let’s finally get this finished.”

For three days he had been trying to write an accurate account of everything that had happened.

For three days, something had interrupted him.

Today would be different.

He wrote the title carefully.

Incident Report

Beneath it, he added the date.

Then, after a moment’s thought, he wrote his opening sentence.

Nothing unusual has happened this morning.

He read it twice.

Neat.

Accurate.

Professional.

A tiny droplet of ink rolled backwards across the page.

Captain Elias frowned.

Ink wasn’t supposed to do that.

The droplet reached the final word.

Without haste, it crossed out morning.

Then it crossed out happened.

Captain Elias stared.

The pen was still resting on the desk.

His hands were nowhere near it.

Slowly, new words appeared in crisp black ink.

That isn’t true.

For several seconds he simply looked at the sentence.

Then he looked around the empty bookshop.

“Very funny,” he said.

No answer.

He leaned closer to the notebook.

“Who’s there?”

Only the clock replied.

Tick.

Tick.

Tick.

Captain Elias looked back at the page.

“I don’t usually argue with stationery.”

The notebook remained silent.

He nodded once.

“I thought as much.”

He reached for the pen.

Fresh ink appeared before his fingers touched the page.

Turn around.

Captain Elias didn’t.

Not immediately.

Instead, he smiled to himself.

“No,” he said quietly.

“I think I’d rather find out why you want me to.”
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CHAPTER THREE
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Why He Wrote Things Down

Captain Elias continued looking at the notebook.

The words didn’t disappear.

Neither did they change.

They simply waited.

He rested both hands on the desk.

“I’ve already told you,” he said quietly.

“I’m not turning around until you explain yourself.”

Nothing happened.

He allowed himself a small smile.

“There.”

“I knew you were bluffing.”

The bell above the front door jingled.

The Caretaker stepped inside carrying a paper bag that smelled strongly of fresh bread.

He stopped almost immediately.

Captain Elias hadn’t noticed him.

He was still staring at the notebook.

“...Morning.”

Captain Elias looked up.

“Oh.”

“Morning.”

The Caretaker walked to the desk and placed the bag beside him.

“I brought breakfast.”

Captain Elias smiled.

“You remembered.”

“You forget to eat when you’re writing.”

“I do not.”

The Caretaker raised an eyebrow.

Captain Elias thought for a moment.

“...Not often.”

The Caretaker laughed.

“Better.”

He glanced at the open notebook.

“Working on the report?”

Captain Elias nodded.

“I almost finished it.”

“Almost?”

“The notebook became argumentative.”

The Caretaker looked at him for a long moment.

Then at the page.

He read the words.

Turn around.

His smile faded.

“...Did you write that?”

“No.”

The Caretaker looked back at him.

“You’ve had very little sleep.”

“I know.”

“You’ve been thinking about everything that happened.”

“I know.”

“And you’re trying to make sense of it.”

Captain Elias looked down at the notebook.

“...Wouldn’t you?”

The question lingered.

The Caretaker pulled out the chair opposite him and sat down.

“For years,” he said quietly, “I tried to forget impossible things.”

Captain Elias looked surprised.

“I thought you remembered everything.”

“I do.”

“That’s the problem.”

Silence settled between them.

Not awkward.

Comfortable.

The Caretaker rested his hands around the warm paper cup.

“You write reports because you’re frightened.”

Captain Elias looked up sharply.

“I’m not frightened.”

“No?”

“No.”

The Caretaker smiled gently.

“Then why are you trying so hard to make impossible things fit neatly onto ordinary pages?”

Captain Elias opened his mouth to answer.

Nothing came out.

Eventually he looked back at the notebook.

“When I write it down...”

He hesitated.

“...it feels real.”

The Caretaker nodded.

“I know.”

“If I don’t...”

Captain Elias smiled, though there wasn’t much humour in it.

“...I’m worried one day I’ll convince myself none of it happened.”

Neither man spoke for a while.

The notebook remained perfectly still between them.

Then...

without warning...

fresh ink spread slowly across the page.

Not hurried.

Not threatening.

Simply...

careful.

I know.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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The Shelf

The notebook lay open between them.

The words didn’t disappear.

I know.

Captain Elias read them again.

He had expected another instruction.

Another correction.

Perhaps even another argument.

Instead...

the notebook had simply answered him.

The Caretaker broke the silence first.

“Well...”

he said quietly.

“...that’s new.”

Captain Elias nodded.

“It feels different.”

“In what way?”

“It isn’t trying to frighten me.”

“No.”

The Caretaker studied the page for a moment.

“It isn’t.”

Captain Elias closed the notebook gently.

Not because he wanted the conversation to end.

Because it suddenly felt impolite to leave it open.

The Caretaker noticed.

“You’ve stopped treating it like an object.”

Captain Elias looked at the cover.

“I think...”

He searched for the right words.

“...it stopped behaving like one.”

The old clock chimed ten.

Outside, someone laughed as they walked past the shop.

A delivery van rattled over the cobbles.

For a few precious moments...

Holloway’s felt completely ordinary again.

Captain Elias took a sip of now-lukewarm tea.

Then frowned.

“...Do you still think I should turn around?”

The Caretaker didn’t answer immediately.

Instead, he looked slowly around the bookshop.

Every shelf appeared exactly where it belonged.

Every chair was in its place.

Nothing seemed unusual.

Which, somehow...

made him more uneasy.

“I don’t know.”

he admitted.

“The notebook hasn’t lied.”

Captain Elias stood.

“I don’t usually take life advice from stationery.”

“No.”

said the Caretaker.

“But you usually ignore advice from people.”

“That’s different.”

“How?”

Captain Elias smiled.

“I know people.”

He turned.

Not quickly.

Not dramatically.

Just slowly enough to take in the familiar rows of books.

History.

Travel.

Poetry.

Children’s stories.

Exactly as they had always been.

He let out a quiet breath.

“I think we may have—”

He stopped.

Halfway through the sentence.

The Caretaker followed his gaze.

One shelf...

just one...

stood a little further forward than the others.

Not much.

Only enough to leave a narrow strip of darkness behind it.

Captain Elias frowned.

“Has that always...”

The Caretaker answered before he finished.

“No.”

Captain Elias walked towards it.

Not carelessly.

Curiously.

He reached the shelf and rested his fingertips against the wood.

It was warm.

Not hot.

Just...

warm.

As though someone had moved it only moments before.

He looked back at the Caretaker.

“I don’t remember this.”

“You wouldn’t.”

“Why not?”

“Because yesterday...”

The Caretaker’s voice had become very quiet.

“...there was a wall behind that shelf.”

Neither of them moved.

The notebook, still resting on the desk behind them, quietly turned a single page by itself.

Neither man noticed.

On the fresh page...

one sentence slowly appeared.

Thank you for turning around.
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CHAPTER FIVE

[image: ]


Different Answers

Captain Elias kept his hand on the shelf.

It was still warm.

Not warm from sunlight.

Not warm from the room.

Warm...

as though someone had only just let go of it.

He slowly withdrew his hand.

The Caretaker noticed.

“What is it?”

“It’s warm.”

The Caretaker’s expression changed.

“You felt it too.”

Captain Elias looked at him.

“...Too?”

The Caretaker nodded.

“I was hoping I was mistaken.”

Silence settled over the shop.

Not an uncomfortable silence.

The sort that arrives when everyone realises the same thing at the same time.

Captain Elias broke it.

“...We should look.”

“No.”

said the Caretaker.

“We absolutely shouldn’t.”

Captain Elias looked at the gap again.

“But if we don’t...”

“...we’ll spend all day wondering.”

“Yes.”

“I know me.”

“So do I.”

The Caretaker smiled faintly.

“Which is exactly why I said no.”

Before Captain Elias could answer...

the bell above the front door rang.

Neither man moved.

A moment later...

Ava stepped inside carrying a cardboard box filled with old books.

She stopped when she saw them standing in front of the shelf.

“...What happened?”

Captain Elias pointed.

“We found something.”

The Caretaker corrected him.

“We noticed something.”

Ava looked from one to the other.

“Those are very different sentences.”

“They are.”

said the Caretaker.

“I’m trying to make sure they stay that way.”

Ava placed the box on the nearest table and walked over.

She didn’t look into the gap.

She looked at the floor.

Then the shelf.

Then the wall.

Only then did she crouch beside it.

Captain Elias smiled.

“I knew you’d be curious.”

“I am.”

she replied.

“But curiosity isn’t the same thing as carelessness.”

The Caretaker looked quietly pleased.

Ava ran her fingertips across the wooden floorboards.

A thin line of clean timber traced the base of the shelf.

Everywhere else, the wood carried years of dust and tiny scratches.

Here...

there was nothing.

She looked up.

“This shelf hasn’t been here very long.”

Captain Elias frowned.

“That’s impossible.”

“It is.”

Ava stood.

“Which means we should probably stop using that word.”

Captain Elias couldn’t help laughing.

“I liked that word.”

“I know.”

Ava smiled.

“It just resigned.”

The Caretaker looked at the gap once more.

His smile had disappeared again.

“Yesterday...”

he said quietly,

“...there was a wall behind this shelf.”

Ava looked at him.

“And today?”

The Caretaker didn’t answer.

He didn’t need to.

The darkness behind the shelf seemed...

deeper than it had a moment before.

Not larger.

Not closer.

Simply...

waiting.

For someone to make the next decision.
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CHAPTER SIX
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Beyond the Wall

For a long time...

nobody moved.

Captain Elias found that strangely reassuring.

Usually, the first person to do something regrettable was him.

Today...

everyone seemed equally uncertain.

Ava was the first to break the silence.

“We’re making an assumption.”

The Caretaker looked at her.

“What assumption?”

“That the gap is dangerous.”

Captain Elias frowned.

“...Isn’t it?”

“Maybe.”

Ava shrugged.

“Or maybe it’s just unfamiliar.”

The Caretaker folded his arms.

“I’ve learned not to underestimate unfamiliar things.”

“So have I.”

Ava smiled.

“That’s why I haven’t climbed in.”

Captain Elias looked relieved.

“I was wondering.”

“I considered it.”

“I’m glad you changed your mind.”

“I haven’t.”

Captain Elias closed his eyes.

“...Of course you haven’t.”

Ava knelt beside the opening once more.

Instead of looking inside...

she reached into her satchel.

From it she removed a small brass ruler.

Captain Elias blinked.

“...You carry a ruler?”

“I catalogue books.”

She looked genuinely puzzled.

“What else would I carry?”

“Fair point.”

She placed the ruler gently into the darkness.

The first few inches behaved exactly as expected.

Then...

the ruler kept going.

Six inches.

A foot.

Two feet.

Captain Elias frowned.

“...That ruler isn’t that long.”

“It isn’t.”

said Ava quietly.

The brass ruler continued disappearing.

Eventually...

only her fingertips remained visible.

She let go.

Nothing happened.

No clatter.

No sound of metal hitting wood.

The ruler simply...

vanished.

The three of them waited.

Five seconds.

Ten.

Twenty.

Nothing.

Captain Elias swallowed.

“...I liked that ruler.”

“So did I.”

Ava admitted.

The Caretaker slowly stepped forward.

“May I?”

Ava nodded.

He crouched beside the opening and, after a moment’s hesitation, rested one hand against the edge of the gap.

Then he closed his eyes.

Neither Captain Elias nor Ava spoke.

When he finally opened them again...

he looked older.

Not by years.

Just...

tired.

“I remember this.”

Captain Elias looked at him.

“You’ve seen it before.”

The Caretaker nodded.

“Once.”

“What was there?”

The Caretaker stared into the darkness.

“The first time...”

he said quietly,

“...I thought it was another room.”

He smiled sadly.

“It isn’t.”

“What is it?”

A long silence followed.

Finally...

he answered.

“I don’t know.”

He looked at Captain Elias.

“But I know one thing.”

“What?”

The Caretaker’s eyes never left the impossible darkness.

“It isn’t behind the shelf.”

Captain Elias found himself looking into the gap again.

This time...

his eyes adjusted.

At first he thought he was looking into darkness.

Then...

he realised he was looking down.

Far below...

row upon row of bookshelves stretched into a silver mist.

Some stood proudly upright.

Others leaned against one another like exhausted travellers.

A few looked unfinished.

One shelf simply...

ended.

As though whoever had built it had been interrupted halfway through.

Captain Elias forgot to breathe.

“It...”

he whispered.

“...goes on forever.”

“No.”

said the Caretaker softly.

His answer surprised them both.

“It only feels that way.”

Captain Elias looked at him.

“You’ve been there.”

The Caretaker didn’t answer.

He didn’t need to.

That silence...

said enough.
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