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Dedication

To the authors who tried to forget what they wrote—
The pages never stop turning, and the story never forgets you.







“The story ends when someone stops reading.”
— Final line, lost draft, unknown author
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Prologue – The Man Who Wasn't in the Story
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Logan Parker was sure of two things.

First: that no one had ever written his name before today.

Second: that no one should know what he did in the basement.

The envelope arrived on a rainy Tuesday. Cream-colored, thick, no stamp. Tucked under the wiper of his truck like a flyer for an old sermon.

No return address. No handwriting.

Just his name. Full. Middle initial and all.

He opened it in the cab, engine idling.

Inside: a single sheet of paper, typed.

“LOGAN PARKER stood in the cold dark of his father’s house, remembering the hammer. Remembering the blood that never hit the floor because the rug drank it. He wondered if it was still there. If they ever found her. If the wood still creaked under the truth.”

Logan’s heart dropped.

No one knew about that night.

No one had ever found the body.

The lights flickered. The radio cut to static.

And when he looked up—

A man stood in the street.

No face. Just pages where a face should be, fluttering in the wind.

They found the truck the next morning.

Door open. Keys still in the ignition. One sheet of paper on the passenger seat.

Blank.

Except for a name scrawled in black ink:

MARA ELLERY
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Chapter 1 – Ink That Remembers
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Mara Ellery hadn’t seen a mirror in ninety-three days.

Not since she left Black Hollow and moved into the cabin on the ridge above Armitage Lake. No reflections. No glass. No polished metal. She brushed her teeth in the dark. Wrote by hand on paper she’d burn after. Sat alone in silence, watching trees she no longer trusted.

The Hollow had ended.

But the story had not.

She knew it the moment the envelope arrived.

She’d gone to the mailbox reluctantly — a once-weekly ritual of habit and dread. Usually bills, ads, maybe a card from a former colleague trying to pretend nothing had happened.

But today: a plain envelope.

Thick paper. No stamp. No return address.

Her name.

Mara Ellery.

Written in black ink she instantly recognized — because it was her own.

Inside was a single page.

Typed in perfect Courier.

“She thought it was over. Thought the book had closed. But she forgot: stories are not destroyed by endings. They’re simply paused, waiting for the author to blink first.”

Her blood turned to ice.

Because she hadn’t written that.

But she remembered thinking it.

Years ago. Before Black Hollow. Before the reflection.

Then, on the back of the page — in the same unmistakable type:

LOGAN PARKER – MISSING – 3 DAYS

Last seen: Anchorage, Alaska. Received a page.

She read it again.

Then she folded the letter. Burned it.

And walked inside to pack.

The flight from Juneau to Anchorage was short and gray, clouds layered like ash above the ocean. Mara wore sunglasses and kept her scarf high, even in the terminal.

She didn’t want anyone to recognize her. Not because she was famous — but because she wasn’t sure who she was anymore.

The name Mara Ellery still felt like borrowed clothing.

Somewhere deep inside, Maradine stirred.

Waiting.

Logan’s last known address was a cabin west of Turn-again Pass — remote, no neighbors, no mail beyond the occasional flyer for a gun show.

Inside, everything was as he left it.

Coffee mug half-full.

Boots by the door.

TV still playing a weather report on mute.

But on the wall, above the fireplace, was something new.

Dozens of pages pinned like butterfly wings — typed stories. All describing people Mara didn’t know. All written in third-person omniscient.

And at the center: her own name.

Typed repeatedly.

Each one growing fainter.

Like someone had been copying it until the ink ran dry.

She backed away.

Stepped outside.

And heard a noise.

Paper. Flapping in the trees.

A dozen pages pinned to the trunks around the cabin. Spreading outward like roots or veins. One on each tree.

Each with a name.

Not of the dead.

Of the soon-to-be.

The wind changed.

And in the breeze, she heard a whisper.

Not from a voice.

From a page:

“The book never closed. It just ran out of authors.”
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Chapter 2 – Names That Shouldn’t Exist
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The list was growing.

Mara stood in the center of Logan Parker’s cabin, surrounded by names on paper. The wind outside sighed like breath through cracked wood. She counted thirty-two pages pinned to the walls and trees.

Each page was titled the same way:

Character Entry – Draft 1

Each one began in Courier:

“Kelsey Dorn lit her last cigarette at 11:32 p.m., unaware her reflection was already standing behind her.”

“Marcus Wren opened the mailbox and found his own obituary. He laughed. Then he started to scream.”

Every name was unique. Every story unfinished.

On a small folding table in the corner sat a dusty Smith-Corona typewriter. Ribbon still fresh. Paper still loaded.

The last line written:

“She reads the names because someone has to. If no one reads them, they don’t exist. If no one remembers them, they return.”

And below it, in a single stroke of red ink:

REMEMBER OR BE WRITTEN

She found Logan’s laptop beneath the bed. The hard drive was encrypted, but Mara knew how to break it.

The files inside were organized obsessively:

`Entries`

`DraftedDeaths`

`Voices`

`MirrorFootage`

That last one stopped her cold.

She clicked it open.

Only one file.

A still frame from a hallway mirror. The angle looked familiar — polished tile, track lighting, framed print on the wall.

Her own apartment. From Boston. Years ago.

She zoomed in.

Behind her reflection, a figure was visible.

Tall. Blurred.

Not the Echo Man.

This figure had a face.

And Mara knew it.

Julian Keene.

The boy she thought she’d buried in case files and sedation and forgotten screams.

But in the photo, he wasn’t a boy.

He looked older now.

He looked like he remembered her.

Mara spent the night reading through the pages.

It was like scanning a morgue drawer by drawer.

Every person written was written into the world — not as characters, but as people who existed. Birth certificates. Medical histories. Some were clearly fictional... until they weren’t.

Because one name made her stop cold:

FALLON GRACE

Status: Null

Reconstructed 2x

Last seen: Black Hollow

Fallon was supposed to be dead.

Burned. Buried.

Erased.

But here she was — typed, labeled, and tagged as “reconstructed.”

And worse...

Someone had scrawled in the margin beside her file:

She’s awake.
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Chapter 3 – The Girl Who Read Herself
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Mara drove eight hours east, chasing a cold lead.

The Fallon file pointed to a rehabilitation facility in Montana — one that didn’t exist on any official network. Privately owned. Records sealed.

She arrived after dark. Security was tight. Cameras everywhere. No signage. Just a pine-sheltered building labeled “Rosemark.”

She used an old trick from her forensic days — presented as a psychological consultant auditing case studies. Her name still held some weight.

They led her to Room 204.

Fallon Grace sat in a chair by the window.

Alive.

Whole.

Reading a book that had no title.

She didn’t look up. “It’s not polite to stare,” she said without inflection.

Mara stepped forward. “Fallon?”

“Depends who’s asking. Mara Ellery or Maradine?”

Mara froze.

Fallon turned.

Her eyes were sharp. No fog. No madness.

“You left me in the dark,” she whispered. “You wrote the ending. Then you climbed out of the book and let it rot.”

“I didn’t know—”

Fallon’s laugh was dry. “You knew. You just chose to forget. Like all authors do.”

Mara sat down across from her. “What is this place?”

“A bookmark,” Fallon said. “For the people who got written but didn’t quite stick.”

She held up the book.

Inside were hundreds of names. None of them in alphabetical order.

One name had been scratched out violently — ink scoured through the paper.

Julian Keene

“I thought he was dead.”

Fallon shook her head. “He was drafted. Then deleted. But you left a footnote. And footnotes always crawl back.”

Mara leaned in. “Is he writing again?”

“No.” Fallon smiled faintly. “He’s reading. And that’s worse.”

Mara left Rosemark with a single truth clawing at her gut.

The Book — whatever it truly was — did not require a writer anymore.

It had readers.

And they were spreading.

Pages were showing up across the country — in prisons, shelters, schools. Some people were finding stories that described them. Others were finding pages that wrote them into madness.

And now someone had begun gathering the lost ones. The “nulls.” The ones rewritten or glitched. Like Fallon.

She checked her phone.

A new message.

No sender.

Just a line:

The Index is growing.

Your chapter’s next.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 4 – The Reader’s Disease
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They were calling it The Reader’s Disease now.

Not officially, not in any medical journal, but on the forums. In closed Discord servers. On the encrypted message boards Mara hadn’t touched since the Julian Keene case.

It had started with isolated reports.

“I got a page. I thought it was junk mail.”

“It said what I was doing. What I was thinking.”

“The moment I read the last line, I blacked out. When I woke up, I was holding a knife.”

Most people didn’t survive their pages.

The lucky ones stopped reading.

The unlucky ones couldn’t.

Mara sat in a motel in Twin Falls, Idaho, bathed in the blue glow of her laptop screen. It was 3:12 AM. She hadn’t slept in thirty-one hours. Outside, wind tore across the empty parking lot. Inside, her coffee had gone cold, untouched.

She had six tabs open. All anonymous reports.

One thread stood out:

Subject: I FOUND A PAGE AND MY DAUGHTER STARTED SPEAKING IT

She clicked.

The post was a ramble — half panicked, half confession:

My daughter found a page in our mailbox, no envelope. She’s six. She can’t even read that well, but she picked it up and just started reciting it like a prayer. Said it felt “fuzzy in her head.”

The page described her standing in our kitchen holding my wife’s wedding ring. But she wasn’t. I hadn’t even seen the ring in months.

Then she reached under the sink
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