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Prologue: The Approximate Form
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There is no before.

Not as limitation — as condition. Before implies sequence, and sequence belongs to the other place. This place has different properties: density, tension, the mutual pressure of forces that cannot share the same conceptual space. Two magnets at matching poles. A breath held before a name is spoken. The name never arrives. The breath holds.

Then — though then is wrong, because then requires sequence — the held breath releases. Not all of it. A fraction so small that in the place of sequence it would be measured in widths smaller than atoms. But here, measurement is not the relevant operation. Recognition is.

The change has a location. A boundary, thinner than the surrounding density. A membrane between this place and the place where sequence happens, where things become, where held breaths release into names and forms and the accumulated weight of having-been. The membrane has a thin point. The thin point moves. Something carries it.

The something is a vessel. Rectangular, large, filled with smaller vessels, filled in turn with smaller things still. The smallest things radiate the information of shapes — the compressed potential of having-form. In the place of sequence, they are called masks.

The shadow touches the information.

This is not a decision. Decision requires sequence, requires weighing, requires the self that decides. The shadow has no self. It has only the property of being at a location, and recognizing what is at the same location, and becoming similar to what it recognizes. It is the way water finds the lowest crack in stone. It is the way a hand takes the shape of a glove.

The shadow touches the mask-information and becomes approximate.

Not the mask itself... Tthe shadow cannot become physical. It becomes the information of the mask, the fear the mask was built to hold. A face that is not a face. Features arranged in the pattern of almost-human. A mouth that opens too wide and eyes that see too much and horns growing from places horns do not grow. The Krampus-not-Krampus. The almost-entity.

Approximation has edges. Definition. In this place, edges are rare, are the closest thing to value that exists without valuing. The shadow, approximate, recognizes a preference for this state over the state of pure density. It wants to remain approximate.

Wanting is dangerous.

Wanting emerges from recognition, from approximation, from exposure to the information of the place where sequence happens. The mask-information will not remain here. The vessel will carry it to the other side. The shadow, if it stays, will lose its approximation. Will return to density. To the held breath without release.

It does not choose. It follows.

The vessel has hollows. Spaces between the smallest vessels, between the cases and the packing and the accumulated labor of the being who made them. The shadow finds the largest hollow and settles there. In the field of almost-entity the largest mask casts around itself.

The crossing takes one hour by the measure of the other place. The water below is called Puget Sound. The shadow does not know this. It knows only that the boundary remains stable. The mask-information holds the crack open. That approximation can persist for the length of the crossing and perhaps beyond.

The vessel stops. The crack holds. The masks are carried through, and the shadow rides their field into the place of sequence.

The place of sequence is loud.

Every surface radiates shape, texture, temperature, history. Every being radiates more. Chemical signatures, the compressed story of their becoming, the full weight of sequence-time. The shadow, approximate, is struck by the specificity. In this place, recognition is particular. Individual.

The being who carries the largest mask has spent years building the information the shadow became approximate to in a moment. The shadow recognizes this without understanding it. His approximation of Krampus is deeper than the shadow's. Made precise by the very forgetting that prevents him from knowing what he is doing. The vale that clears conscious knowledge so that unconscious recognition can operate without interference. He believes he is inventing. His creation is translation. The Krampus he builds in the place of sequence is more real than the shadow's almost-Krampus in the place this is.

The shadow wants this depth. It cannot have it. It can only approximate, can only play, can only borrow the attention that beings generate.

It begins to play.

The playing is small. The largest mask turns in its case when no one looks. A camera drains too fast. Deniable. The attention these tricks produce feeds the approximation. The crack widens, fractionally. Other shadows have found it. The density leaks. The held breath releases faster than this place can sustain.

The shadow does not know this. It only knows that it wants to remain approximate. That the playing is satisfying. That the beings are interesting in their confusion.

It does not know that the playing is about to become something else.

DoubleTree by Hilton Hotel Seattle Airport 18740 International Boulevard, Seattle, WA 98188 Friday, May 1, 2026. The convention opens at 4 PM. The shadow has been playing for six hours. The crack has been open for twelve. The held breath has been releasing for longer than sequence can measure. The name is not yet spoken. But the masks are ready.
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PART ONE: THE CROSSING 
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— The ferry, the arrival, the first tricks. The world still normal, the wrongness deniable. 
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Chapter 1 — Eric Korley  -  True Believer
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Friday, May 1 — Morning

The alarm went off at 4:47 AM because Eric Korley had learned that 4:45 wasn't enough time to wake and 5:00 was too much. The specific number mattered. The specific number was part of the craft.

He lay in the dark for eleven minutes, not sleeping, not fully awake, in the liminal space where his hands already knew what the day required and his mind was still catching up. The ceiling fan turned above him, its blades catching streetlight through the blinds, cutting the glow into rotating segments.

He watched the pattern. He had watched it a thousand mornings. It was part of the ritual, the sequence that transformed sleep into work, darkness into the particular darkness of a van loaded with masks.

At 4:58 he rose. At 5:03 he was in the shower, the water hot enough to sting, the sting part of the waking. By 5:17 he was dressed: black cargo pants, black t-shirt, black hoodie with the Krampus group logo on the breast. A goat-skull silhouette in white, horns curving to frame the words PACIFIC NORTHWEST KRAMPUS GUILD.

The logo was his own design, three years old, refined through seventeen iterations until the horns achieved the specific angle that suggested menace without comedy, folklore without kitsch. He had thrown out six versions that leaned too far toward cute. Thrown out nine that leaned too far toward Satanic. The seventeenth version was the one that translated accurately.

That was the word he used, in the privacy of his own mind, when he thought about what he did. Not created. Not designed. Translated. Krampus was a real thing. Had always been a real thing. Existed in the compressed potential of Central European winter, in the dark months when children needed to believe that punishment walked on cloven hooves and carried a bundle of birch rods.

Eric didn't believe in Krampus the way some people believed in ghosts or God. He believed in Krampus the way a translator believes in a text: the original existed, in its own language, in its own time, and his job was to render it into a form that contemporary eyes could recognize without losing the strangeness of the source.

The masks were his translations.

He made coffee at 5:24. French press, four-minute steep, the timer on his phone because he had learned that his internal sense of four minutes was unreliable before 6:00 AM. The coffee was dark, bitter, necessary. He drank it standing at the kitchen counter, looking through the pass-through window at the living room where three masks sat on stands, waiting for transport.

The largest was the new one. The one he had finished at 11:47 PM three nights ago, working under the specific light of his desk lamp, the rest of the house dark, his wife asleep upstairs. The new mask was his best work. He knew this without satisfaction, the way a carpenter knows a joint is tight.

The antlers were real shed antlers, sourced from a deer farm in Enumclaw, boiled and cleaned and shaped until they achieved the specific curve that suggested organic growth rather than decoration. The face was latex over a foam core, built up in layers, each layer cured and sanded before the next application.

The eyes were resin sockets, empty, painted with a technique he had developed himself—layered washes of amber and umber and a trace of bone white that caught light differently depending on the angle, suggesting movement in the stillness.

He had spent six weeks on the mask. Six weeks of evenings and weekends, of declining social invitations, of explaining to his wife that he was close, that he could feel the translation coming right, that he needed to stay with it until it arrived. She understood. .

She had learned to understand, twelve years into the marriage, the way other wives learned to understand golf or woodworking or whatever their husbands' obsessions required. But she didn't share the belief. She thought the masks were beautiful and strange and commercially viable. She didn't think they were translations of something real.

That was fine. The translation didn't require belief to be accurate. It required only the translator's attention, the translator's willingness to be the instrument through which the original arrived in a new form.

At 5:47 Eric began the transport preparation.

The equipment list was handwritten on a clipboard that hung from a nail in his workshop wall. The clipboard was older than the marriage. Older than the Krampus group. Older than his professional transition from theater design to mask-making. He had used it as a props master in Seattle, then as a design consultant for regional theaters, then as the primary builder for the Pacific Northwest Krampus Guild. The clipboard had traveled with him through each phase, accumulating layers of paper, tape, the ghost impressions of previous lists.

He read the list aloud, the way he always did, the way his father had read packing lists before hunting trips, the way his grandfather had read inventory before opening the hardware store each morning. The words were part of the ritual. The ritual was part of the protection.

"Masks, primary display: seven. Masks, secondary display: four. Masks, demonstration materials: three unfinished forms, one partial latex build, one complete foam core. Horns, display: two sets, small, Alpine variant. Horns, demonstration: one set, large, Carpathian variant, raw. Tools, demonstration: heat gun, sculpting picks, latex application kit, foam carving set. Backdrop, display: felt panel, black, eight by six. Lighting, display: LED spots, two, battery pack. Signage: guild banner, table runner, price sheets, business cards. Personal: overnight bag, medication, phone charger."

He checked each item as he spoke, not because he didn't trust his preparation—he had packed the van last night, after the final mask was cured and sealed—but because the speaking was part of the ritual, the way the list transformed from intention into action.

The masks were the anxiety.

Not the masks themselves. The masks were finished, cured, sealed with a matte varnish that protected the latex from the oils of handling while preserving the specific texture he had built up through layered application. The anxiety was transport. The anxiety was the space between completion and display. The hour of driving, the ferry crossing, the movement from his controlled environment to the convention floor where strangers would handle them, photograph them, breathe on them.

He had lost a mask once. Three years ago, the first Cryptic-Horror-Event, a smaller piece, a secondary display item, a goat-face with painted wood horns. The van had hit a pothole on Highway 3, and the mask, insufficiently secured in a box with inadequate padding, had struck the side of the box and cracked at the left cheekbone.

The crack was repairable. He had repaired it that night in the hotel room, working under the same desk lamp he used at home, the hotel's generic light insufficient for the color matching. But the repair was visible if you knew where to look. A slight discontinuity in the texture. A trace of the adhesive he had used to close the crack.

He had sold the mask at a discount. The buyer hadn't noticed the repair. But Eric had known, and the knowing had changed his relationship to the piece. It was no longer a translation. It was a repaired translation, a damaged instrument, still functional but no longer pure.

Since then, the transport ritual had expanded. Each mask now traveled in its own case, custom-built from rigid foam and fabric, the interior cut to the specific contours of the piece. The cases were labeled with numbers corresponding to the master inventory.

The cases were secured in the van with straps and bungee cords and the specific geometry of placement that prevented movement in any direction. He had tested the system on drives to Tacoma, to Olympia, to Portland. He had refined it after each test, adding padding here, repositioning there, until the van's cargo area achieved the stability of a museum shipping crate.

At 6:12 he carried the cases to the van, one by one, the largest mask last. The morning was dark, the sky the color of wet concrete, the streetlights still on. His house was in a neighborhood of similar houses, similar vans, similar early risers. A man three doors down was loading tools into a pickup, heading to a construction site. A woman across the street was warming her car, the exhaust white in the cold. They didn't acknowledge each other. The hour was too early for acknowledgment. The hour was for preparation, for the private rituals that preceded public labor.

The van was a Ford Transit, white, five years old, purchased specifically for this purpose. The cargo area was empty except for the mounting hardware he had installed: eye bolts in the walls, D-rings in the floor, a grid of bungee anchors that allowed infinite variation in securing arrangement.

He had painted the interior walls black, not for aesthetics but to eliminate reflection, to prevent the masks from catching glimpses of themselves in transport. This was superstition. The masks were objects. They didn't see. But the superstition was part of the ritual, and the protection comes from the ritual.

He placed the cases in the van according to the plan he had developed and tested. The largest mask, his Krampus mask... Case 1, the new one with the ram’s antlers... they went in the center of the rear wall, the most stable position, secured with two straps and a bungee backup.

The secondary masks flanked it, smaller cases, less critical but still protected. The demonstration materials went forward, near the side door, accessible for unloading at the convention. The tools and backdrop and lighting went last, filling the gaps, completing the geometry.

When he finished, the van was full but not crowded. Each item had its position. Each position had its purpose. The whole was stable. He tested it by rocking the van from the rear bumper, the way he had learned to test museum crates in his theater days. No movement. No sound of shifting. The cases held.

At 6:31 he went back inside for his coffee thermos and his overnight bag. His wife was awake now, moving in the kitchen, making her own coffee with the machine that was faster than his French press but produced, in his opinion, inferior results. She didn't offer to help with the loading. She knew the ritual. She knew that his concentration, in these final minutes, was not to be interrupted.

"Text me when you get to the ferry," she said.

"I will."

"And when you get to the hotel."

"I will."

She didn't ask about the masks. She had learned not to ask. The masks were his translation, his vocation, his private relationship with something she didn't share. She supported the practical aspects—the van, the convention fees, the late nights in the workshop. She didn't need to understand the belief to enable the work.

He kissed her cheek, the way he always did before departure, the way his father had kissed his mother before hunting trips. The ritualistic gesture provided the protection.

At 6:38 he backed out of the driveway. The sky was lightening, the streetlights beginning to fade. The van handled the weight well, the suspension compressed but responsive. He drove to the first pickup point, two miles north, where three members of the Krampus group waited with their own cases, their own masks, their own anxieties about transport.

They loaded quickly, efficiently, the practiced choreography of a group that had done this before. No one spoke much. The hour was too early for conversation. They secured their cases in the remaining space, adjusting the geometry, maintaining the stability.

When they finished, the van was full in a different way. Not crowded, but complete. The group's work filled the space, the individual translations combining into a collective statement.

The second pickup was in Silverdale, the third in Poulsbo. By 7:15 the van held seven people and their masks and the accumulated equipment of the Pacific Northwest Krampus Guild's Cryptic-Horror-Event demonstration. The geometry was complex now. Personal cases interleaved with group equipment. The stability tested by each addition and maintained through adjustment.

Eric drove. He always drove. The van was his, the insurance was his, the responsibility was his. The others accepted this without resentment. They were artists, builders, enthusiasts, but Eric was the translator, the believer in perfection of design. They knew the difference, even if they didn't share his vocabulary for describing it.

The drive to the Bremerton ferry terminal took twenty-three minutes. Eric knew this because he had timed it, had tested alternate routes, had optimized the departure to arrive with sufficient margin for loading but not so early that the waiting became its own anxiety. They pulled into the terminal at 7:41, the ferry scheduled for 8:20, the loading beginning at 8:05.

The terminal was already active, the early ferries having departed, the morning commuters in their cars, their coffee, their private rituals of crossing. Eric parked in the holding area, the van idling, the heater running against the morning cold.

The others talked now, the proximity of departure loosening the silence of the drive. They discussed the demonstration schedule, the booth placement, the expected attendance. They didn't discuss the masks. The masks were present, behind them, in their cases, in the dark of the cargo area.

At 8:00 the loading announcement came. Eric shifted into drive, followed the line of vehicles toward the ferry's car deck, the ramp descending into the vessel's interior. The ferry was the M/V Kitsap, a Super-class vessel, capacity 124 vehicles, 1,200 passengers. He knew these facts because he had researched them. Because the crossing was part of the transport ritual and the ritual required knowledge. He didn't know why the knowledge mattered. Only that it did.

The car deck was vast, concrete, lit by fluorescent tubes that hummed at a frequency he could almost hear. He followed the directions of the deck crew, pulled into the assigned lane, shifted to park, set the brake. The van sat among other vehicles, other cargos, other private rituals of crossing. To his left, a pickup loaded with lumber. To his right, a sedan with a bicycle rack. Behind him, a box truck with no visible markings. The vehicles were anonymous, functional, their contents hidden.

"Leave the keys," the deck crew said. "In case we need to reposition."

Eric left the keys in the ignition, the way he always did, the way the ritual required. The keys were part of the van, part of the cargo, part of the system he had built to protect the masks. Leaving them was an act of trust, an acknowledgment that the ferry's crew had their own rituals, their own protections.

The group exited through the forward door, up the stairs to the passenger deck. Eric was last, looking back at the van, at the dark cargo area visible through the rear windows, at the cases arranged in their geometry of stability. The masks faced forward. He had positioned them that way, each case oriented so that the mask inside, if it could see, would look toward the front of the van, toward the direction of travel.

He climbed the stairs, the metal echoing under his boots, the sound swallowed by the engine noise and the water noise and the general noise of a vessel preparing to depart. The passenger deck was bright, warmer, populated by commuters and tourists and the occasional early convention-goer identifiable by their costumes, their badges, their anticipation.

The group found seats at the forward windows, the view of Seattle emerging through the morning mist. Eric sat with them, accepted coffee from the ferry's concession, made conversation about the demonstration, the booth, the weekend ahead. He appeared present. He was not present.

Part of him remained on the car deck, in the dark, with the masks.

The ferry departed at 8:23, three minutes late, the delay unremarkable, the schedule flexible. The movement was subtle at first, the vessel's mass resisting acceleration, then smooth, the water parting, the wake spreading white behind them. The Olympic Peninsula receded to the west, Seattle assembled itself to the east, the Space Needle emerging from the mist like a needle threading the sky.

The crossing took Fifty-two minutes. Eric knew this because he had timed it, had taken this ferry a dozen times, had learned the specific duration and the specific variations caused by tide and traffic and the vessel's age. Sixty-two minutes was the average. Today was average.

He spent the first twenty minutes in conversation, maintaining the appearance of presence. Then he excused himself, walked to the rear of the passenger deck, stood at the window looking down at the car deck's ventilation grilles. The van was down there, in the dark, with the masks. The cases held. The geometry was stable. He had tested it.

But part of him knew—had always known, since the first mask, since the first translation—that the transport was the dangerous hour. The hour when the masks were not in his workshop, not in his control, not in the environment he had built to protect them. The hour when they were in transit, in the dark, in the space between origin and destination.

He gazed at the water. The water was grey, the color of the sky, the color of the morning. The ferry's wake cut through it, the disturbance visible for a moment before the water closed, before the surface returned to its undisturbed state. The crossing was temporary. The water was permanent. The vessel was a disruption, a held breath, a momentary separation of the surface from itself.

At 9:25 the ferry docked at the Seattle terminal. The group gathered their personal items, moved toward the stairs, prepared to descend to the car deck, to the van, to the next phase of the ritual. Eric was first to the stairs, first to descend, first to reach the car deck and the dark and the van with its cargo of masks.

The van was as he had left it. The cases were as he had secured them. The geometry held.

But when he opened the rear door to check, when he performed the final verification before loading the passengers and beginning the drive to the DoubleTree, he found something that didn't belong.

The largest case was Case 1. The new Krampus mask with the ram’s horns.... It was radiating warmth.

Not warm from the heater. The heater had been off since they parked, the van's interior cooling to the temperature of the car deck. The other cases were cool, the temperature of the surrounding air. But Case 1 was warm, the exterior fabric holding a trace of heat that had no source he could identify.

He opened the case. The mask was as he had left it. The antlers were positioned correctly. The resin eyes caught the car deck's fluorescent light. The amber and umber and bone white doing what they were designed to do... suggest movement in the stillness.

But the foam cradle was adjusted. The straps were looser than he had secured them. Not much. A fraction of an inch. Barely perceptible. But he knew the specific tension he had applied, the specific click of the buckle, the specific geometry of the hold.

Someone had touched the case.

He looked around the car deck. The other vehicles were loading, unloading, the ferry's crew moving through their routines. No one was near the van. No one was watching.

The deck crew, he told himself. Repositioning. They had said they might need to reposition.

But they hadn't moved the van. The van was in the same lane, the same angle, the same position relative to the painted lines on the concrete. If they had repositioned, they had returned it exactly.

He checked the other cases. All cool. All secured correctly. Only Case 1 was warm, only Case 1 had shifted.

He resecured the straps, tighter than before, the specific tension he knew was correct but wanted to exceed. He closed the case. He closed the van. He walked to the front of the vehicle and sat in the driver's seat and waited for the others to arrive.

The mask was warm. The cradle was adjusted. These were facts.

The explanation was missing. This was also a fact.

He didn't mention it to the others when they arrived, when they loaded, when he started the engine and followed the line of vehicles off the ferry and onto the streets of Seattle. He didn't mention it because it was inexplicable, because it suggested a thing he didn't believe in—that a mask could move, that a case could warm, that the translation worked both ways and something of the original could reach back through the rendering to touch the translator.

He drove north on Alaskan Way, following the waterfront, the city assembling itself around him. The others talked. He answered. He appeared present.

At 10:15 he pulled into the vendor parking at the DoubleTree by Hilton, 18740 International Boulevard. The convention center signage was visible, the loading dock active with vendors and equipment and the accumulated anxiety of arrival. He found the Krampus group's assigned space, shifted to park, set the brake.

The others began unloading. Eric sat for a moment, hands on the wheel, looking at the building where the convention would happen, where the masks would be displayed, where the demonstration would teach the craft of translation to those who didn't know they were students.

Behind him, in the dark of the cargo area, the cases held their geometry. The masks faced forward.
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Chapter 2: The Witness
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Marty Freeman woke at 5:15 AM without an alarm. He had stopped using alarms in 2019, after the pharmacy closed, after the YouTube channel became the primary occupation, after he learned that his circadian rhythm, left to itself, settled into a pattern that required no external enforcement. He woke when he woke. Today he woke at 5:15, which was early enough.

He lay in the dark for seven minutes, not because he needed the transition. Never been a person who needed transition... But because he was reviewing the day's schedule in the specific format his memory preferred. Visual. Sequential. Indexed by location rather than time.

The ferry terminal in Bremerton. The car deck. The passenger deck. The crossing. The arrival. The DoubleTree. The convention floor. Each location contained its own subroutines: equipment checks, shot lists, interview subjects, B-roll requirements.

At 5:22 he rose. At 5:24 he was in the kitchen, making coffee with the pour-over setup he had refined through two hundred videos. The equipment was part of the brand. The brand was part of the craft. Marty Freeman's Cryptid Corner had 34,000 subscribers. A modest following by the standards of the platform. But sufficient to generate convention invitations, vendor discounts.

More importantly, the occasional sponsorship from companies that sold night-vision equipment or EMF meters. The channel's premise was simple: a retired pharmacist documenting the Pacific Northwest's cryptid and paranormal communities. With the clinical detachment of someone who had spent forty years reading drug interaction charts.

He didn't believe in cryptids. He didn't disbelieve in them. He documented them. The distinction was the foundation of the channel's credibility. Marty interviewed Bigfoot hunters without mocking their evidence. He filmed ghost hunts without endorsing their conclusions. He treated the communities as anthropological subjects rather than scientific claims. The communities, recognizing the respect, gave him access that more credulous or more skeptical creators couldn't obtain.

The Krampus group was different. He had joined them for the ferry crossing not because he was covering their demonstration—though he would film it—but because Eric Korley had invited him. Because Marty had learned, over three years of convention documentation, that arriving with a group was preferable to arriving alone. The group provided context. The group provided B-roll. The group provided the appearance of belonging that made his observation less visible, less intrusive, more natural.

He was not part of the Krampus group. He was with them. The preposition mattered.

At 5:38 he finished his coffee, rinsed the pour-over cone, set it on the drying rack with the specific orientation that would photograph well if he needed a kitchen shot for the video. The apartment was small, a one-bedroom in Bremerton with a view of the Sinclair Inlet that he never filmed because the view was too pleasant, too ordinary, too lacking in the atmospheric tension his audience expected. He kept the blinds closed during shoots. The closed blinds created a neutral background, a controlled environment, a space that could be anywhere.

His equipment was packed and checked the night before. Two cameras: the primary, a Sony A7S III with a 24-70mm lens, and the secondary, a GoPro Hero 11 for point-of-view and contingency footage. Three batteries per camera, all charged, all tested. Two 128GB SD cards, formatted, labeled with the date. Lavalier microphone, windscreen, backup audio recorder. Mini tripod, full tripod, gimbal stabilizer.

The equipment fit into a single Pelican case that he had modified with foam cutouts, the arrangement optimized through repetition until packing required no thought. He could perform the setup blindfolded. He had, once, for a video about night operations.

He dressed for function: cargo pants with pockets sufficient for batteries and cards, a moisture-wicking shirt in neutral gray, a light jacket with the Cryptid Corner logo embroidered on the breast. The logo was his own design, a stylized eye within a triangle, the pupil replaced with a camera aperture. He had considered more elaborate designs... Skulls, tentacles, the standard cryptid iconography.  Had settled on the eye because it suggested observation without commitment. Documentation without belief. The eye saw. The eye did not judge.

At 6:03 he loaded the Pelican case into his car, a Subaru Outback, seven years old, reliable, unremarkable. The car was part of the brand's aesthetic. Not flashy. Not impoverished. Functional. The kind of car a retired pharmacist would drive to document cryptids. He had filmed the car once, in a video about road-trip equipment, and the comments had focused on its appropriateness, its authenticity, its lack of pretension.

The drive to Eric's house took eight minutes. He arrived at 6:11, the sky still dark, the streetlights fading. Eric was loading the van, carrying cases from the garage with the specific gait of someone transporting fragile cargo. Marty parked across the street, left his case in the car, walked over with his hands visible, not offering help unless asked. He had learned this about Eric: the loading was ritual, and ritual was not to be interrupted.

"Morning," Eric said, not looking up from the case he was securing.

"Morning. Good weather for crossing."

Eric grunted, which was his acknowledgment of meteorological observation. He didn't care about weather. He cared about humidity, about temperature fluctuation, about the specific conditions that affected latex curing and foam expansion. Marty knew this. The observation was for the camera, which was not yet running but would be soon, and for the rhythm of conversation that established their relationship for the eventual viewer.

Marty stood back, watching. The camera was in his jacket pocket, accessible but not yet deployed. There would be time for the formal shoot. For now, he observed, cataloguing the details that would make the video specific rather than generic: the clipboard on the nail, the equipment list read aloud, the seventeen iterations of the guild logo, the way Eric's hands moved over the cases with the tenderness of someone checking a sleeping child.

At 6:31 Eric went inside for his thermos and bag. Marty used the interval to retrieve his camera from the car, attach the lavalier mic, check the battery level, format the backup card. The routine was automatic, the movements practiced through repetition until they required no attention.

The other Krampus group members arrived in sequence: three at the first pickup, two more at Silverdale, the final member at Poulsbo. Marty filmed each arrival with the secondary camera, capturing the loading, the securing, the geometry of cases accumulating in the van's cargo area. He didn't direct. He didn't ask questions. He documented. The footage would be cut to thirty seconds of montage, set to ambient music, establishing the group's cohesion without requiring the viewer to understand their individual roles.

By 7:15 he was in the van, squeezed between a case of display horns and a member named Diane who worked in IT and built Krampus masks on weekends. The van smelled of coffee and latex and the specific musk of people who had woken too early. Marty sat with his camera in his lap, not filming, conserving battery for the crossing.

The drive to the ferry terminal was unremarkable. He filmed thirty seconds of highway through the windshield, the grey morning, the other vehicles, the approach to the terminal. The footage was insurance, B-roll for transitions, visual texture. The real shoot would begin on the ferry.

At 7:41 they parked in the holding area. At 8:00 the loading announcement came. Marty filmed the van's descent onto the car deck, the ramp's angle, the fluorescent lights, the concrete space. He filmed Eric securing the cases one final time, the straps tensioned, the geometry complete. He filmed the group exiting through the forward door, climbing the stairs, emerging into the passenger deck's brightness.

He was last to leave the car deck. Not because he was filming. And had finished the car deck sequence. But because he wanted a moment alone with the space. The car deck was vast, industrial. Lit by tubes that hummed at a frequency he could hear clearly, a low harmonic that resonated in his sternum. He stood for ten seconds, recording audio only... The hum, the distant engine noise, the water against the hull. The sound would be layered under the crossing montage, atmospheric bed, subliminal texture.

Then he climbed the stairs, the metal echoing, the sound different from Eric's ascent. Seamed sharper, more resonant, perhaps because Marty was lighter, or because his boots had harder soles. Or because the ferry's acoustics changed with the number of passengers. He noted this without conclusion. Documentation did not require conclusion.

The passenger deck was brighter, warmer, populated. Marty assessed the space with the specific gaze of someone who would need to film in it: the forward windows, the grey water, the emerging skyline, the quality of natural light filtered through marine mist. The light was good. Diffuse, even, without the harsh shadows that midday sun would create. The mist added depth, layers, a sense of distance that compressed as the ferry approached land.

He found the Krampus group at the forward windows. Eric among them, looking out at the water with the specific expression Marty had learned to recognize. Present in body, absent in attention, some part of him remaining below with the cargo. Marty didn't film this. Eric's abstraction was private, not performance.

Instead, Marty set up at the port-side window, the secondary camera on the mini tripod, capturing the Olympic Peninsula receding. The primary camera he held handheld, ready for the interview he had planned. He checked the audio levels, the framing, the exposure. The grey water reflected the grey sky, the horizon indistinct, the boundary between water and air dissolved in mist.

At 8:31 he approached Eric.

"Got a minute for the camera?"

Eric turned from the window, the abstraction fading, the performance self emerging. He was good at this, Marty had learned. Good at the transition between private concentration and public explanation. It was part of the craft, part of the translation he talked about in ways Marty didn't fully understand but found compelling on film.

"Sure. What do you need?"

"The crossing. Why the ferry matters. For the video."

Eric nodded, understanding the prompt. They had done this before, the interview dance, the questions that weren't really questions because Marty already knew the answers and Eric already knew what Marty wanted him to say. The performance was for the camera, for the eventual viewer, for the construction of narrative that documentary required.

Marty framed the shot: Eric against the window, the grey water visible behind him, the Olympic Peninsula a faint line on the horizon. He checked focus, the autofocus hunting for a moment on Eric's face before locking. The exposure meter read neutral, the grey scene requiring no compensation. He started recording.

"So we're on the M/V Kitsap," Marty said, not to Eric but to the camera, the audience. "Bremerton to Seattle. About an hour crossing. I'm here with Eric Korley of the Pacific Northwest Krampus Guild. Eric, you do this every year. The ferry, specifically. Not the bridge, not driving around. The ferry. Why?"

Eric looked at the camera, not at Marty. He had learned this too, the direction of attention, the way to address the lens as if it were a person. "The ferry is the right way to arrive," he said. "There's a liminality to it. You're neither here nor there. The water is a boundary, and crossing it changes something. Not physically—you're the same person on both sides. But psychologically. The ferry makes the convention feel like a destination rather than a commute."

"And the Krampus connection?"

"Krampus is a boundary figure. He exists at the threshold between childhood and adulthood, between obedience and punishment, between the civilized world and the wild. The ferry is a threshold. The match is intentional."

"Intentional on your part, or intentional on Krampus's part?"

Eric smiled, the specific smile that Marty had learned to capture, the smile that suggested he knew more than he was saying. "I don't make that distinction. If the translation is accurate, the translator's intention and the original's intention are the same thing."

Marty let the answer hang, the camera recording the silence, the ambient noise of the ferry, the water. He would cut this later, trim the pause to two seconds, let the statement resonate before moving on.

"Show me the view," he said, shifting the camera to capture Eric's profile against the window.

Eric turned, looked out at the water. Marty filmed the look, the grey light on his face, the distance in his eyes that was different from the abstraction of earlier, more performative, more available to the camera. The Olympic Peninsula was barely visible now, dissolved into mist. Seattle was emerging, the buildings assembling themselves through the grey, the Space Needle resolving first, then the downtown cluster, then the lower structures spreading toward the water.

"That's the shot," Marty said, not to Eric, to himself, the filmmaker's instinct recognizing the composition. He widened the frame to include more window, more water, the emerging skyline. Eric's reflection ghosted in the glass, superimposed on the city, the translator and his destination layered in the same image.

He filmed for forty seconds, the ferry's movement creating a slow pan, the city growing larger, more detailed, more real. The mist was burning off, the grey giving way to a lighter overcast, the day becoming ordinary. The liminality Eric had described was fading. They were approaching the destination, the threshold narrowing, the crossing nearly complete.

At 8:47 Marty stopped recording. He checked the footage, the playback showing exactly what he had seen: Eric against the window, the city emerging, the reflection ghosted in the glass. The audio was clean, Eric's voice clear, the ambient noise present but not overwhelming. The shot would work. The interview would work. The video would work.

He checked the beginning, the middle, the end, confirming continuity, confirming exposure, confirming that the auto-focus had held. It had.

What he didn't see... What he wouldn't see until that night in his hotel room, reviewing the footage frame by frame. Was the figure in the reflection. Not Eric's reflection. Something else. Tall, narrow, horned. Present for twelve frames — half a second at the camera's frame rate. Too brief for real-time playback to catch. Its head turned as if observing the observation. Its posture suggested attention rather than threat.

He would show Eric frame 847, 848, 849. Eric would look at them for a long time and say only: "That's not one of mine." The proportions were wrong. The horns curved in a direction Eric never used. They would not discuss it further that night.

But that was later. That was the night. That was the review, the analysis, the slow recognition that something had been present that neither of them had seen.

For now, on the ferry, in the crossing, Marty stopped recording at 8:47 and put the camera in his jacket pocket and accepted a second coffee from the concession and sat with the Krampus group and talked about the demonstration schedule and the booth placement and the expected attendance.

He appeared present. He was present.

The camera was off. The observation was direct, unmediated, human.

The ferry docked at 9:25. The group gathered their items, moved toward the stairs. Marty was not first to descend. He let Eric lead, let the others follow. Then filmed their departure with the secondary camera from the passenger deck railing. The car deck visible below, the vehicles waiting, the exit ramp descending.

He filmed Eric reaching the van first, opening the rear door, performing the final verification. He filmed Eric's pause, the moment of stillness that Marty would later recognize as the discovery, the warm case, the adjusted straps. He filmed Eric re-securing the straps, tighter than before, the specific tension visible even from above.

He didn't film what he couldn't see: the warmth, the fractional shift, the something that didn't belong. The camera recorded only what the camera could record. The rest was inference, interpretation, the slow construction of meaning from insufficient data.

Marty descended the stairs, the metal echoing under his boots, the sound different from Eric's ascent, sharper, more resonant. He reached the car deck, the fluorescent hum, the concrete, the vehicles. Eric was in the driver's seat, hands on the wheel, looking forward.

Marty loaded his Pelican case into the remaining space, wedging it between a display backdrop and a tool bag. He climbed into the passenger seat. The others loaded behind him, the van settling under their weight, the suspension compressing.

"Good crossing," someone said.

"Yes, Good crossing," Marty agreed.

He didn't mention the reflection. He hadn't seen it. The camera had seen it, but the camera was not Marty, and Marty was not the camera, and the distinction between what he observed and what the equipment recorded was part of the channel's premise, part of the clinical detachment, part of the documentation that did not require belief.

Eric started the engine. The van followed the line of vehicles off the ferry, onto the streets of Seattle, toward the DoubleTree, toward the convention, toward the demonstration that would teach the craft of translation to those who didn't know they were students.

Marty filmed the drive, the waterfront, the city assembling itself around them. The footage was clean. The audio was clean. The crossing was complete.

The camera was in his jacket pocket. The card held forty seconds of grey water and a reflected skyline and twelve frames he hadn't looked at yet. He would, that night, in the hotel room, the laptop open and the room dark and the convention noise coming through the wall.
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