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PROLOGUE: The Winter Contract
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Port Gamble, Washington Territory January 1893

The Puget Sound did not lap against the shoreline of Port Gamble; it gnashed. In the winter of 1893, the saltwater was a slurry of gray slush and jagged ice floes that ground against the cedar pilings of the Puget Mill Company like the teeth of a starving animal.

Magnus Eriksen stood at the prow of the mail boat, his boots frozen to the deck. He was a man of iron and brine, a Norwegian immigrant who had spent forty years carving a life out of the unforgiving timberlands of the Kitsap Peninsula. But as the silhouette of the company town emerged through the blinding squall, Magnus felt a chill that had nothing to do with the arctic wind screaming off the Admiralty Inlet.

Tucked under his heavy wool coat, pressed against his ribs like a second heart, was a box of silver-flecked birch and a codex bound in skin that had never belonged to a cow.

"Steady there, Eriksen!" the boatman shouted over the gale, his voice thin and brittle. "The pier’s iced over. You’ll slip straight into the drink, and no one’s coming in after you."

Magnus didn't answer. He couldn't. His jaw was locked tight, his teeth aching from a vibration he had felt since they crossed the Hansville line—a low, discordant hum that seemed to emanate from the very bedrock of the peninsula. It was the sound of something waking up beneath the permafrost, something that had been hungry for a very long time.

The Hunger of the First Winter

Port Gamble was a town built on the promise of infinite timber, but that winter, the woods had turned hostile. It began in late November. The sawyers whispered of shadows that moved against the wind. Then the livestock began to vanish.

It wasn't the clean work of wolves or cougars. When the townspeople found what was left of a prize bull behind the Thompson estate, there was no blood in the snow. The animal had been hollowed out, its ribcage snapped outward like the petals of a morbid flower, every scrap of marrow licked clean from the bone.

By December, the disappearances shifted. A night watchman at the mill vanished, leaving only a single, heavy brass bell sitting in the middle of a sawdust pile. Ten days later, a child’s mitten was found snagged on a branch forty feet up an old-growth Douglas fir.

The town lived in a state of suffocating prayer, but Magnus knew that God had no jurisdiction here. This was the "Off-Season" of the soul, a time when the veil between the world of men and the world of the Old Things wore thin enough to tear. Magnus had brought the tools to patch the hole, but the price of the thread was steep.

The Ascent of Holy Green Mountain

On the night of the Winter Solstice, Magnus left the flickering gaslights of Port Gamble behind. He trekked south, toward the jagged spine of the peninsula, where the elevation rose into the dense, dark canopy of what the locals called Holy Green Mountain.

The air grew unnaturally still as he climbed. The wind died, replaced by a cold so profound it felt like a physical weight. The higher he went, the more the forest changed. The hemlocks and cedars didn't just look frozen; they looked arrested, their branches twisted into agonizing shapes as if they had tried to flee from the summit and failed.

At the highest point, a natural amphitheater of basalt looked out over the darkened expanse of the Hood Canal. In the center of the clearing stood a Mother Birch, its bark so white it glowed like a bone in the moonlight.

Magnus knelt. His breath didn't mist in the air; it fell to the ground as tiny crystals of ice.

He opened the birch box. Inside lay five switches of polished wood and a shard of obsidian etched with runes that predated the Vikings. He began the ritual—the Binding. It was a contract written in the grammar of the earth, a deal struck between the settler and the predator.

"I give you the dark months," Magnus whispered, his voice cracking. He sliced his palm with the obsidian shard, letting the blood drip onto the roots of the Mother Birch. "I give you the frost, the silence, and the hunger of the long nights. From the first freeze of November to the last thaw of February, the land is yours to harvest."

The discordant hum rose to a physical roar. The ground beneath Magnus’s knees buckled. A shadow detached itself from the trees—a figure of impossible height, draped in matted, filth-caked fur, its horns sweeping back like the gnarled roots of a mountain. It didn't walk so much as it uncoiled.

The entity—the Krampus—leaned over him. Its breath smelled of stagnant marsh water and ancient, pressurized ice. It looked at the codex, then at the blood.

"But," Magnus gasped, pushing the silver-flecked box forward, "you must sleep when the sap rises. You must vanish when the salmon run. You are the King of the Cold, but you have no dominion over the sun."

The Binding

The shadow recoiled as if struck. The runes on the box flared with a cold, blue light, lashing out like spectral chains. The Binding was a cage made of time. It didn't kill the entity; it merely scheduled its existence.

He opened the birch box. Inside lay five original switches of polished wood—the keys to the lock—and a shard of obsidian... He began the ritual. The codex in his lap detailed how to cut new switches from the Mother Birch, but these five were the anchors. 

For a heartbeat, Magnus saw the creature's eyes—not the eyes of an animal, but of a celestial ledger, calculating the debt. The Krampus lunged, its cloven hoof cracking the basalt, but as the first sliver of the solstice moon hit the silver on the box, the entity collapsed into the earth, its form dissolving into a swirl of black ash and frozen needles.

The silence that followed was absolute.

Magnus collapsed against the Mother Birch. He felt the heat leaving his body, but he didn't care. The livestock would be safe. The children would sleep. The contract was signed.

The Warning

With his final strength, Magnus took the charcoal from his kit and scrawled a warning on the final page of the codex. He knew his bloodline would stay on this peninsula. He knew the greed of men would eventually outweigh their fear.

Let him sleep when the sap rises. Never call him when the salmon run. To wake the Winter King in the heat of summer is to invite a hunger that cannot be fed. The contract is the only wall between us and the dark. Do not move the stones.

Magnus Eriksen did not return to Port Gamble.

When the spring thaw finally came in late March, a search party climbed Holy Green Mountain. They found the Mother Birch, standing solitary and proud. At its base, they found a mound of snow that refused to melt, even as the temperature rose into the sixties.

Beneath the crust of ice, they saw a hand.

It was Magnus, frozen perfectly in a state of eternal vigil. His skin was the color of marble, his eyes closed as if in deep prayer. His right hand was clamped shut with such force that the bones had fused. Inside that grip, protected from the rot of time and the curiosity of beasts, was the birch box.

The men tried to pry it loose, but the wood of the box seemed to have grown into Magnus’s flesh, the grain of the birch merging with the lines of his palm. They felt a strange, vibrating chill emanate from the corpse—a warning that vibrated in their teeth.

Terrified, they didn't dig him up. They piled stones over the frozen sentry, creating a cairn at the summit. They left Magnus Eriksen there to hold the door shut.

But they took the book.

The search party leader, a superstitious man named Olsen, pried the codex from Magnus's frozen lap. He couldn't bring himself to touch the box or the body, but the book felt... necessary. He brought it back to Port Gamble and locked it in the safe of the General Store, telling no one what he had found on the mountain.

And for over a hundred years, the door stayed closed. The Krampus remained a seasonal ghost, a story told at Christmas to frighten children into being good. The "Off-Season" was a time of safety, of sun-drenched festivals and peaceful waters.

But contracts are only as strong as the men who honor them. And in the sweltering July of the present day, in the town of Poulsbo, someone was about to pick the lock.
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ACT I: THE AWAKENING (Chapters 1-8)
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Focus: Sensory Dissonance & The Watershed Threat
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CHAPTER 1: THE MIDSUMMER RUN
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Poulsbo, Front Street — July 15th — 90°F

The Weight of the Sun

THE SUN OVER THE KITSAP Peninsula wasn’t a light source; it was a weight, a suffocating blanket pressed against the land. By noon, the humidity rising off Liberty Bay had turned the air into something thick and alive, a cloying mist that clung to the lungs and turned every breath into an act of defiance. On Front Street, the heart of Poulsbo’s “Little Norway,” the pavement shimmered with a liquid distortion, as if the earth itself were struggling to hold its shape. The colorful Nordic storefronts—the deep reds, the dusty blues, the ornate flowered rosemaling—looked as though they were melting, their historical charm wilting under a sky that had turned the color of a bruised peach, swollen and heavy with the promise of something wrong.

Elias Eriksen stood on the corner of Front and Jensen, his back pressed against the cool brick of the pharmacy. He adjusted his spectacles, the wire frames slick with sweat against the bridge of his nose. At seventy-two, the heat didn’t just tire him; it made him feel brittle, like a piece of old parchment held too close to a candle. His skin prickled, not with the sting of sunburn, but with something deeper—a sensation that the air itself was wrong, that the summer had been stretched too thin, like a drumhead about to split.

Around him, the Midsummer festival was in full, frantic swing.

To the thousands of tourists swarming the sidewalks, the atmosphere was a postcard of coastal heritage. They breathed in the intoxicating perfume of the town: the sugary, yeasty clouds of lefse and cardamom rolls wafting from Sluys’ Bakery, the sharp, refreshing tang of the saltwater harbor, the smoky, savory aroma of grilled bratwurst sizzling on the vendor carts. They laughed, snapping photos of the Viking-themed murals, their faces flushed with the heat and the cider, blissfully unaware of the dissonance.

But Elias’s senses were screaming.

He closed his eyes, trying to steady the rolling nausea in his stomach, but the darkness behind his eyelids offered no refuge. When he inhaled, he didn’t smell the bakery. He smelled something ancient and foul—the cloying, musky stench of wet goat hair, the sulfurous rot of a stagnant marsh, the scent of a forest floor that hadn’t seen a sunbeam in a century. A place where things died and stayed wet. He gagged, the copper taste of bile rising in his throat, his tongue suddenly too thick, too dry, as if his body were rejecting the air itself.

Then came the sound.

A group of “Krampus Enthusiasts” was marching toward the waterfront, led by a man Elias knew all too well. They were ringing hand-bells—festive, brass-plated things meant to evoke a winter they were currently mocking. The tourists cheered at the bright, brassy cling-clong of the bells, their laughter rising like steam from the pavement.

To Elias, however, the sound was a physical assault.

Beneath the festive ring, he heard it—an underlying, heavy, cracked bronze vibration. It wasn’t a sound you heard with your ears; it was a frequency, a resonance that traveled through his jawbone, making his molars ache as if they were being struck by a tuning fork. It sounded like a bell being rung deep underwater, or inside a tomb. A rhythmic, tectonic thud that made the very marrow of his bones feel cold.

A shadow fell across him.

“Elias! You look like you’ve seen a draugr!”

The voice was boisterous, cutting through the ambient noise like a knife. Elias opened his eyes. Viktor Halden stood before him, his massive frame draped in a sprawling cape of heavy, matted sheepskin—a costume that should have caused heatstroke within minutes in the ninety-degree weather. But as Elias looked at Viktor’s exposed forearms, he didn’t see a single drop of sweat. In fact, the air around Viktor seemed to ripple with a strange, localized chill, like the phantom frost of a walk-in freezer.

Viktor pulled a mask down over his face. Elias had seen it in progress, but never finished. It was too detailed—the wood grain of the cedar polished so fine it mimicked the tight, fibrous texture of facial muscle. The horns weren’t wooden; they were jagged, black, and smelled faintly of scorched bone. Most unsettling were the eyes. They were inset with spheres of dark glass that seemed to hold a liquid depth, as if they were filled with something alive. As the sun hit them, they didn’t reflect the street; they seemed to absorb the light, their surfaces appearing wet, as if the mask itself were weeping.

“The tradition doesn’t care about the thermostat, Elias,” Viktor said, his voice muffled and distorted behind the heavy wood. He gave his bell a vigorous shake, and the vibration traveled up Elias’s spine, making his teeth ache. “You look like hell. You should be celebrating with us.”

Elias clenched his jaw, the copper taste of bile still sharp on his tongue. “I gave you those translations, Viktor,” he said, his voice low and rough. “I spent months in my grandfather’s study, pulling those words out of the margins of his journals because you told me you wanted ‘authenticity’ for the festival. I thought they were stories. Metaphors for the winter blues. I didn’t think you’d actually speak them.”

Viktor’s mask tilted slightly, the wet eyes fixed on Elias. The sheepskin of his costume seemed to twitch, though there was no wind. “It’s just a vibration, Elias. Maybe your nerves are getting thin. You’ve been spending too much time in those old family ledgers. You’re starting to believe the ghost stories.”

Elias wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. His fingers came away slick with sweat, but his skin felt clammy, as if the heat were being pushed out of him by something colder. “I’m starting to remember the warnings,” he countered, his voice trembling with a mix of heat-exhaustion and mounting terror. “The family notes—the copies my grandfather made of Magnus Eriksen’s work—they weren’t folklore. They were instructions. They were a contract, Viktor. You’re tipping the scales. You’re calling for the frost while the salmon are still running. It’s an insult to the mountain.”

Viktor leaned in closer, the smell of wet fur intensifying, nearly choking Elias. The air between them felt heavy, as if the heat were curdling into something thicker, something older. “It’s not an insult,” Viktor said, his voice dropping to a rasp. “It’s an invitation. We’re heading to Lake Simington tonight. The core group. Twelve of us. We’re going to do the ‘Clearing Ritual’ at the water’s edge.” His gloved hand—too large, too still—rested on Elias’s shoulder. “You should come, Elias. You wrote the key. You belong in the lock.”

Elias recoiled, the touch burning like ice. “I won’t be a part of it,” he whispered.

Viktor’s mask didn’t change, but the wet eyes seemed to darken, the glass spheres swallowing the light. “Suit yourself,” he said, his tone turning icy. “But the wheels are already turning. The switch is warm, Elias. Can’t you feel it?”

He turned and marched back into the crowd, his heavy bells thudding like heartbeats against the pavement. Elias watched him go, feeling a sense of profound, personal dread coil in his gut. He looked down at his hands. They were stained with ink from his years of research, but for the first time, they felt stained with something much darker. He had been the one to provide the vocabulary for this madness. He was the architect of whatever was about to happen.

The Lake Simington Ritual

ELIAS DIDN’T WANT TO be here.

He had told Viktor he wouldn’t come. Yet, as the sun began to dip behind the Olympic Mountains, casting long, bruised shadows across the landscape, a compulsion he couldn’t name had driven him to his old truck. It was the guilt of a man who had left a loaded gun on a coffee table and now had to see if someone had pulled the trigger.

The drive to Lake Simington took him through the winding backroads of the Kitsap interior, where the towering Douglas firs usually created a cathedral of shade that offered relief from the summer heat. Not tonight. The woods felt claustrophobic, the air between the trunks hazy and stagnant, trapped by an inversion layer that refused to let the earth breathe. The trees stood too still, their branches twisted at unnatural angles, as if they were bracing against something unseen. The silence was wrong. Usually, the July dusk was a riot of cicadas and birdsong. Tonight, the forest was mute, as if every living thing were holding its breath.

He parked on the shoulder of the logging road and hiked the final quarter-mile through the brush. The silence pressed against his eardrums, a physical weight that made his pulse throb in his throat. Even the mosquitoes, usually thick near the lake, were nowhere to be seen.

As he reached the ridge overlooking Lake Simington, he saw the flickering orange glow of torches.

The twelve enthusiasts were gathered in a semi-circle on a small, sandy spit of land that jutted into the black, unmoving water. They were all in costume—furs, bells, and those horrific, wet-eyed masks. In the center of the circle stood Viktor, holding a bundle of birch switches. Elias stayed hidden in the treeline, his heart hammering against his ribs like a trapped bird. He recognized them all—local business owners, a high school teacher, a retired fisherman. Men he had known for decades, now transformed into grotesque caricatures by the flickering torchlight.

The group began to chant.

It wasn’t the rhythmic, tonal chanting of a choir; it was a discordant, guttural sound, a series of harsh glottal stops and low hums that mimicked the vibration of the bell Elias had heard earlier. The sound traveled through the earth, up his legs, and into his bones, making his teeth ache as if they were being struck by a hammer.

“Kaldr. Svelti. Opna.”

Cold. Hunger. Open.

Elias felt a cold sweat break out on his forehead. Those were the words he had translated. He had told Viktor they were a prayer for a bountiful winter, but hearing them spoken here, in the dead of a sweltering summer, they sounded like a threat.

Viktor stepped forward to a small pit they had dug in the sand. One by one, the enthusiasts stepped forward and dropped offerings into the hole. Elias watched, his stomach churning, as they discarded items that had no place in a summer celebration: a handful of rusted iron nails, a crown of dried, thorny holly that should have been dead months ago, a piece of raw, gray meat that smelled of salt and decay even from fifty yards away.

Finally, Viktor knelt. He took a heavy, black-handled knife and sliced into the bundle of birch switches. These weren’t the “original” switches Magnus had buried at the summit—those were still lost to the mountain. These were new, cut from the restricted areas of the Bremerton Watershed earlier that week.

“The blood is the sap, and the sap is the blood,” Viktor intoned, his voice dropping into a register that didn’t sound human.

He didn’t cut himself, but as he laid the switches into the pit, the wood seemed to react. The white bark of the birch didn’t catch fire from the torches; instead, it began to turn black, a creeping necrosis spreading from the centers of the branches outward. It looked like ink soaking into a blotter, or frostbite claiming a limb.

“We call the one who waits,” the group shouted in unison. “The season is ours to give!”

They began to shovel the sand back into the pit, burying the blackening wood and the rotted offerings. As the last of the earth was packed down, a sudden, violent gust of wind swept across the lake. It wasn’t a warm summer breeze. It was a localized blast of arctic air that turned the surface of the water into a choppy, silver mess, the waves crashing against the shore like the teeth of a starving thing.

The torches flickered and died.

In the sudden darkness, Elias heard a sound that would haunt his sleep for the rest of his life. It was the sound of a heavy weight being dragged across the bottom of the lake—a slow, rhythmic clank of iron chains, muffled by depth and silt. Then, a long, wet rasp, like a giant lung taking its first breath after a century of drowning.

The enthusiasts didn’t move. They stood perfectly still in the dark, their masks facing the water. Elias didn’t wait for them to turn around. He turned and sprinted back toward his truck, his lungs burning, the smell of wet goat hair filling his head until he thought he might lose consciousness.

The Frosted Pane

THE DRIVE HOME WAS a blur of white lines and dark trees, the headlights cutting through the night like a knife. Elias found himself in his kitchen in Bremerton, splashing cold water on his face, his hands shaking so violently he nearly dropped the ceramic basin into the sink.

“It’s just a prank,” he whispered to the empty house, his voice cracking. “A bunch of bored men playing with old words. They don’t know what they’re doing. They can’t change the laws of nature.”

But the copper taste in his mouth wouldn’t go away, and the vibration in his teeth had settled into a steady, dull throb, as if something deep inside him were humming in resonance with the mountain.

He retreated to his bedroom, stripping off his sweat-soaked shirt. The thermometer on his bedside table read 82 degrees—the house was an oven. Outside, the world was a stagnant pool of July heat. He collapsed onto the bed, falling into a fitful, feverish sleep.

He dreamed of the mountain.

He dreamed of Magnus Eriksen, his grandfather’s grandfather, standing at the summit of Holy Green Mountain. In the dream, Magnus wasn’t dead. He was made of ice, his skin a translucent blue, his eyes wide and terrified. He was trying to speak, but his mouth was filled with frozen needles. He pointed a frost-blackened finger down toward the valley, toward Bremerton, toward the Watershed.

“The sap is rising,” Magnus’s voice echoed in the cavern of Elias’s skull. “And he is thirsty. You broke the lock, Architect.”

Elias bolted upright in bed, a strangled cry escaping his throat.

He was drenched in sweat, his sheets sticking to his skin. The digital clock on his nightstand glowed a neon red: 3:14 AM. The heat in the room was oppressive, a physical pressure against his chest.

He reached for his water glass, but his hand stopped mid-air.

A faint, crackling sound was coming from the window. It was the sound of something crystalline stretching, a delicate fracturing of glass.

Elias turned his head slowly.

Outside, the July night was stifling. A chorus of frogs croaked in the distance, and the moon hung heavy and yellow in a clear, starless sky. The temperature outside was easily seventy-five degrees.

But on the inside of his bedroom window, a thick, intricate pattern of frost was blooming.

It started at the bottom corner, white feathery plumes of ice spreading upward with impossible speed. Elias watched, paralyzed, as the frost etched itself across the glass, forming jagged, geometric shapes that looked less like snowflakes and more like the runes he had translated for Viktor.

The ice grew thicker, turning the pane opaque. Within seconds, the entire window was coated in a layer of rime half an inch thick.

Elias crawled to the edge of the bed and tentatively reached out. He touched the glass.

His finger hissed as it made contact. The cold was tectonic—a deep, ancient chill that felt as though it were trying to pull the very heat from his marrow. He pulled his hand back, a small patch of skin having frozen instantly to the glass, leaving a tiny, bloody tear on his fingertip.

In the center of the frost-covered pane, a shape began to clear. It wasn’t melting. It was as if something on the other side was pressing against the glass, displacing the ice.

It was the impression of a hand.

But it was too large, the fingers too long, ending in points that looked like talons. And below the hand, the frost cleared further to reveal a pair of wet, dark circles—eyes that didn’t reflect the room, but seemed to be peering in from a place where the sun had never shone.

Elias backed away, tripping over his own feet and crashing into his dresser. By the time he scrambled back up, the handprint was gone. The eyes were gone.

Only the frost remained, a shimmering, frozen shroud on a 90-degree night.

Elias sat on the floor, shivering violently despite the heat, as the sub-harmonic vibration of a cracked bronze bell began to hum in his teeth once again. His mind flashed to his grandchildren, Leo and Emma, sleeping in their beds in Silverdale. They were innocent. They didn’t know the vocabulary of the dark. They didn’t know that their grandfather had been the one to leave the door unlocked, and that the Off-Season was officially beginning.
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CHAPTER 2: THE FIRST COLLECTION
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Agate Pass Bridge — July 18th — 4:45 AM

The Gallows at Dawn

THE AGATE PASS BRIDGE was a silver rib of steel, arching over the churning tidal currents that connected Puget Sound to Liberty Bay. On a normal July morning, it was a gateway, a transit point for commuters fleeing the peninsula for the manicured lawns of Bainbridge Island. But at four in the morning, draped in a low-hanging marine layer that turned the world into a smudge of charcoal and slate, the bridge felt less like a crossing and more like a gallows.

Deputy Mara Chen pulled her cruiser onto the narrow shoulder, the blue and red strobes bleeding into the fog like wounds in the dark. She cut the engine, and the sudden silence pressed against her eardrums, thick and wrong. Usually, the pass was a cacophony—gulls shrieking, tires thrumming over expansion joints, the water below slapping against the pilings with the restless energy of the tide. Today, the Sound was unnaturally still, a sheet of black glass that refused to reflect the sky. The air smelled of salt and rust, of something old that didn’t belong in the heat of summer.

Mara keyed her radio. “Dispatch, I’m on-site,” she said, her voice sounding thin in the cabin, as if the fog were swallowing the words. “I see the vehicle. A white Ford F-150, hazards on, mid-span. No sign of the driver.”

“Copy, Deputy. State Patrol is ten minutes out. Use caution. We had a report of ‘obstructions’ hanging from the side of the rail.”

Mara stepped out of the car. The heatwave hadn’t broken, but the mist over the water carried a deceptive, biting chill that made the hair on her arms stand up. She adjusted her duty belt, the leather creaking in the stillness, and began the walk toward the truck.

She found the “obstruction” fifty feet past the truck’s bumper.

It wasn’t debris.

It wasn’t a protest banner.

Hanging from the outer railing of the bridge, suspended by a web of heavy, rusted iron chains, was a man.

He swayed slightly in a breeze Mara couldn’t feel, his boots dangling sixty feet above the swirling eddies of the pass. The chains—thick, industrial links that looked like they’d been pulled from the hold of a century-old shipwreck—were wrapped around his torso and throat with a surgical, suffocating precision.

Mara’s breath hitched. She was thirty-four, a former MP with a tour in Kandahar under her belt. She had seen what high-velocity lead did to human geometry. She had seen the aftermath of IEDs—limbs twisted into shapes that didn’t belong to the human body, faces erased by shrapnel and fire. But as she leaned over the railing, her flashlight beam cutting a yellow swath through the fog, she felt a primitive, lizard-brain urge to turn and run back to the mainland.

The victim was Lars Jorgenson.

She recognized the face immediately—Lars ran the local hardware store in Poulsbo. He was a pillar of the community, the kind of man who gave out free bags of ice during heatwaves and coached Little League with a whistle around his neck and a first-aid kit in his back pocket. But the thing hanging from the bridge was no longer a pillar of anything.

Lars was dressed in the heavy, matted sheepskin of a Krampus costume. The chains—thick, industrial links that looked like they had been pulled from the hold of a century-old shipwreck—were wrapped around his torso and throat with a surgical, suffocating precision. The sheepskin didn’t end at the collar. Where the coarse, yellowed wool met the skin of Lars’s neck, there was no seam. No glue. No stitching. The hair seemed to be erupting from his pores in thick, oily clumps, the skin beneath it puckered and raw, as if the follicles had been violently reprogrammed. The leather of the costume’s backing was fused into his shoulders, the hide merging with his own dermis in a mess of weeping sores and black, necrotic bruising.

Mara’s stomach rolled. She’d seen decomposition, she’d seen trauma, but this wasn’t either of those things. This wasn’t a body. It was a transition.

“Body horror,” she muttered, a term she’d only ever heard in film school before she switched to criminal justice. She leaned further over the rail, her flashlight trembling in her grip. Lars’s hands were clamped onto the chains, his fingernails torn away, replaced by something hard, dark, and curved—fragments of black keratin that looked like the beginnings of hooves or talons.

Then she saw his face.

Or what was left of it.

Lars wasn’t wearing a mask. The wooden features of the Krampus—the snarling lip, the elongated nose—were erupting through his cheeks. Shards of polished cedar and oak were splintering out of his jawline, the wood wet with blood that looked too dark, almost like motor oil. His eyes were wide, the pupils blown out, reflecting her flashlight with a flat, glassy sheen that didn’t look human.

He looked like a man who had been turned inside out by a forest.

The Investigation of the Illogical

“IT’S A SUICIDE, CHEN. A bizarre, ritualistic suicide. Maybe a cult thing. You know how these Nordic heritage groups get when they drink too much aquavit and spend too much time in the sun.”

Sheriff Miller stood at the edge of the bridge three hours later, sipping lukewarm coffee from a Styrofoam cup as the recovery team labored to winch Lars’s body back over the rail. The sun was up now, burning through the fog, but the heat felt hollow, as if it were a stage set, a facade painted over something colder and darker. Miller was six months from retirement, and his face had the weary, dismissive set of a man who had long since decided that the world was a series of paperwork and pension calculations.

Mara looked at him, her fingers tightening around her own coffee cup. The liquid inside had gone cold hours ago, but she hadn’t noticed. “Sir, with all due respect, people don’t ‘suicide’ themselves by fusing sheepskin into their own pores.” She gestured toward Lars’s body, now zipped into a black bag on the pavement. “Look at the neck. Look at the wood splinters in the submandibular tissue. That’s not a mask. That’s growth.”

Miller sighed, the sound of a man who had already decided on the narrative before he’d even seen the body. “He was a hobbyist, Mara. Maybe he used some industrial epoxy. Maybe he had a psychotic break. The heat does strange things to the brain.” He took another sip of coffee, his eyes flicking toward the recovery team. “We find the person who sold him the chains, we find the store where he bought the glue, and we close the file. I’m not putting ‘Supernatural Transformation’ on a county report.”

Mara didn’t argue. She knew the look on Miller’s face—the one that said this is not my problem. Instead, she walked over to the evidence technician, a lanky kid named Olsen who was bagging Lars’s personal effects found in the truck. His hands were steady, but his eyes kept flicking toward the black bag on the pavement, as if he were afraid it might start moving.

“Anything useful?” Mara asked.

Olsen held up a clear plastic bag. Inside was a smartphone, the screen cracked but still functional. “Wallet, keys, a half-eaten sandwich,” he said. “And this.”

Mara pulled on a pair of latex gloves and took the phone. The screen wasn’t locked. The last app open was a messaging thread titled The High Twelve. Most of the recent texts were coordinates for Lake Simington and strings of Old Norse words that made her head ache just looking at them. But the very last message Lars had sent, timestamped at 1:14 AM, was a single photo.

It was a picture of a hand-drawn map, ancient and yellowed, showing the restricted Watershed area. Taped to the side of the map was a business card:

Elias Eriksen – Historical Consultant & Translation Services.

Scrawled across the card in Lars’s shaky script were the words: He said the words were metaphors. He lied. The switch is warm. Help me.

Mara’s breath caught. She knew Elias. Everyone in the north end of the county knew the Eriksen family. They were the ghosts of Port Gamble, the keepers of the old stories, the ones who still whispered about the things that had happened on Holy Green Mountain a hundred years ago. Elias was a quiet man, a widower who spent his days in the archives and his evenings with his grandkids. He wasn’t a cultist. He wasn’t a liar.

But according to this phone, he was the architect of whatever had happened to Lars Jorgenson.

The Architect’s Arrival

BY 8:00 AM, THE BRIDGE had been cleared, though a dark, oily stain remained on the concrete where Lars’s body had rested. Mara had called Elias four times before he finally picked up, his voice sounding like he’d been swallowing glass.

“Elias, it’s Deputy Chen. I need you to come down to the Agate Pass turn-off. Now.”

When Elias’s truck rattled into the gravel pull-out twenty minutes later, Mara almost didn’t recognize him. He looked like he’d aged ten years since the Midsummer parade three days ago. His clothes were rumpled, his eyes bloodshot, his right hand wrapped in a thick bandage that looked like it had been applied in a hurry. He moved like a man carrying a weight he couldn’t put down, his shoulders hunched, his gaze fixed on the bridge as if he were expecting it to start bleeding.

“Mara,” he said, stepping out of the truck. He didn’t ask what happened. He just stared at the police tape fluttering in the breeze, at the oily stain on the pavement, at the way the water below was still too dark, too still. “Which one was it?”
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