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	Chapter 1: The List Begins

	Brimstone Hollow was buried beneath snow by the time December arrived, sealed in white silence that muffled every sound and left even the strongest voices hollow against the wind. The town, tucked deep in the hills where the roads forgot to go, had long given up any pretense of modernity. Streetlights flickered weakly, spaced too far apart to offer real safety, and the sidewalks buckled in places where tree roots had claimed them decades ago. Most of the houses were older than the memories of the people living in them—peeling paint, warped shutters, and sagging roofs were not flaws here but features. Each home clung to its warmth like a dying breath. The cold didn’t simply settle over Brimstone Hollow in the winter—it invaded. It crept through windowpanes, settled in floorboards, and whispered through the walls like something alive. Even fireplaces burned with an anxious crackle, as if the flames knew what walked beneath the snow.

	In one of the crooked houses near the edge of town, where Ashbury Lane curved like a question mark into a cul-de-sac of pines, eight-year-old Thomas Withers sat stiffly on his bed. His room had the charm of childhood: glow-in-the-dark stars on the ceiling, a worn comforter patterned with faded rocket ships, and shelves cluttered with books and plastic dinosaurs whose colors had dulled from too many adventures. A soft, orange nightlight shaped like a snowman glowed in the outlet near his bed, casting an uncertain hue over the furniture and wall posters. The house was warm—technically—but Thomas still felt the cold. It wasn’t in the air exactly. It was in the way the walls seemed to shrink in the corners, the way shadows pooled under his desk, and in the quiet tick of his alarm clock that sounded far too loud in a room supposedly safe from the outside.

	He clutched Buttons, his tattered teddy bear, tighter against his chest. Buttons had been with him since he was two years old, surviving laundry cycles, flu seasons, and even the occasional trip to Grandma’s. The bear had lost one eye and most of its plushness, but it had never lost its job. Tonight, Thomas needed him more than ever. Something had woken him—not a noise, exactly, but a sensation, like being stared at from far too close. He had tried to fall back asleep, tried to convince himself it was just a bad dream, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that something was wrong. The kind of wrong you couldn’t name, just feel. A kind of wrong that settled in your stomach and refused to move.

	Outside, the wind shifted again. Not howled. Not whistled. It shifted—like a breath, low and deliberate, brushing past the window with the intimacy of someone placing their mouth an inch from glass. The trees creaked beneath the weight of snow, and the limbs scraped across the siding with long, lazy strokes. The house groaned under its own bones, the wooden frame contracting with the cold in familiar patterns. But one sound didn’t belong. Thomas sat up straighter, his small hand tightening around the bear’s worn torso. There had been a click. Faint. Sharp. Not the normal settling of boards or pipes. This had been metal. A latch? A hinge? It had come from downstairs.

	He turned toward the hallway, staring at the space beneath his closed bedroom door. No light leaked from the hall. His parents always left the bathroom nightlight on in case he needed to use it during the night. But tonight, it was off. He swallowed, throat dry and scratchy. The quiet stretched impossibly long. Then, faintly, came the sound of a floorboard shifting. Not settling. Not randomly groaning. It was the sound of pressure. Something was walking through the house, slow and heavy. The pace wasn’t rushed. It wasn’t cautious either. It was purposeful, like someone who had already decided where they were going and didn’t care who heard them on the way.

	Thomas pushed his blanket off and lowered his bare feet to the floor. The chill met him instantly, sharp enough to sting. He moved carefully, not wanting the floor to squeak under his weight. His room wasn’t large, and it took only a few steps to reach the window. He pulled the curtain back a fraction of an inch and peered outside.

	The yard was blanketed in white, untouched, still. The swing set near the pine tree stood frozen, the seat stiff and unmoving in the wind. But the snow was disturbed. A set of footprints led from the tree line directly to his window. They were spaced far apart, too wide for a human stride, and each print had sunk deep into the snow, the edges of the impressions scorched black like they’d been burned into the ground instead of pressed. Thomas’s heart skipped. He followed the tracks with his eyes and saw where they came from.

	It was a sleigh.

	It sat just beyond the edge of the property, nestled where the street curved into forest. At first glance, it might have looked like something pulled from a storybook: curved runners, broad base, heavy wooden frame. But even in the low light, the truth stood out. The wood was blackened, not painted but charred, as if it had once passed through fire. Metal chains wrapped around the front where reins should have been, and they bristled with ice despite the absence of snow falling on them. Symbols were etched into the side—sharp, crooked runes that didn’t belong to any alphabet Thomas had ever seen. They hurt to look at, the lines seeming to shift and pulse as if they were alive. And then there were the creatures.

	Four beasts stood hitched to the front of the sleigh. Reindeer, at least in shape. That’s what they should have been. But their bodies were too lean, their limbs too long, and their fur looked more like stiff bristles than anything soft. Their hooves smoked in the snow, and their antlers were jagged, asymmetrical, twisted into points like natural weapons. Worst were the eyes—red, sunken, glowing with a heat that didn’t belong in a world of snow and frost. One of them turned toward the house, its head jerking unnaturally, and for a moment, Thomas thought it smiled.

	He stumbled back from the window and caught his shoulder on the dresser, knocking a snow globe to the floor. It hit the hardwood with a sound that seemed far too loud for such a small object. The glass cracked, and water and glitter bled into a spreading puddle. Thomas stared at it, heart thudding in his chest. Then came the creak.

	It was the stairwell.

	Slow, deliberate, heavier than anything his parents would produce in slippers. The footsteps climbed one step at a time, with long pauses between. The kind of walk you took when you wanted your approach to be heard. Thomas backed toward the closet, dropping Buttons only to pick him up again and clutch him tighter. The air in the room had shifted. It was colder now, despite the vents whispering warmth. The nightlight buzzed, flickered, and then blinked out entirely.

	The door handle turned.

	Not quickly. Not with hesitation. It turned as if it had every right in the world to do so.

	Thomas dove into the closet and pulled the door shut just enough to leave a crack. He buried himself beneath hanging jackets and heaps of clothes, muffling his breath and holding Buttons against his mouth. His body trembled violently, not just from fear, but from something else—a primal understanding that whatever was entering his room wasn’t meant to be seen. Not by children. Not by anyone.

	The door creaked open, revealing nothing but silence.

	The footsteps moved across the floor, stopping near the bed. There was no sound of breathing. No cough or sniff. Only the occasional creak of the floorboards as weight shifted from one foot to another. Then came the sound of bells.

	They didn’t chime like normal sleigh bells. They groaned. Each jingle was a rusted note of warning, the music of chains and old iron. Thomas squeezed his eyes shut and held his breath.

	Then, a voice.

	Not a whisper in his ear. Not even a sound, really. It arrived in his mind like a cold thought. Something buried. Something placed.

	“Thomas Withers.”

	And then it was gone.

	The footsteps retreated. The door clicked. Silence returned.

	It took nearly twenty minutes for Thomas to move again. He waited until dawn’s first blue light crept through the blinds, until the sounds of the furnace kicking on and his father’s snoring returned some measure of familiarity to the world. When he finally emerged, everything looked the same. The bed was undisturbed. The window was shut. The nightlight was dark.

	But there was a scroll on the floor near the dresser.

	It was yellowed and curled at the edges, tied with a black ribbon.

	His name was at the top.

	The list had begun.

	Chapter 2: Slay Bells Ring

	The morning after Thomas Withers received the parchment list felt colder, quieter, and heavier than any before it. Snow continued to fall in wide, lazy flakes, softening the sharp edges of rooftops and swallowing the sound of wind into thick white drifts. Brimstone Hollow didn’t just wear winter—it disappeared beneath it. The entire town, buried and breathless, seemed to pause. Chimneys puffed slow streams of smoke into a sky the color of slate, and the air outside held that strange, frozen stillness that only comes when something terrible waits beneath the surface. And for Thomas, that something wasn’t just real—it had stood outside his window and smiled.

	His cereal sat untouched, slowly transforming into a milk-soaked paste in the bowl before him. Across the table, his mother stirred her coffee with the same rhythmic motion she used every morning, her attention focused on the local radio station reporting on road closures and frostbite warnings. His father, halfway through his third cup of instant black coffee, sat with the newspaper folded in half, eyes barely scanning the page. Neither of them had noticed how quiet their son had become. They didn’t see the tension in his shoulders or the way he kept his hands hidden under the table, clutching something they didn’t know he possessed. In his lap, Thomas held the list. It was the same as the night before, tied in a black ribbon that seemed to tighten the longer he looked at it, its paper unnaturally warm even in the cold air of the house. His name, still carved at the top, had not faded. If anything, it had darkened.

	He didn’t tell them about the sleigh, about the grotesque reindeer with the glowing eyes, or about the figure in red who stood watching him from the yard while bells moaned from deep within the dark. He didn’t tell them about the journal he’d found in the attic, each brittle page stained with the panic of someone who had seen the same things he had and had survived just long enough to write it down. Thomas hadn’t even returned to the attic since retrieving the book. He hadn’t wanted to. There was something wrong with that space, something that had soaked into the insulation and floorboards over decades of silence and neglect. It wasn’t just that the journal had been left there—it was that it had waited.

	School was canceled again due to the snow. That made three days in a row, though no one at the table commented on it. His mother simply nodded at the radio, as if grateful for any excuse to keep her son inside. His father grumbled about how the plows didn’t come fast enough and how the town had never been prepared for December, even though December had been the same for decades. Thomas didn’t care. He wasn’t worried about school or snowplows. He was worried about the next name.

	The journal had warned him. The creature in red only came before Christmas Eve. He couldn’t kill after December 24th. Something changed inside him—some ancient part of his nature that forced a return to benevolence. But until then, he could act freely. The killing didn’t begin randomly. It began with the list. And Thomas’s name was only the first.

	He checked the scroll again in his room after breakfast, locking the door even though he knew locks wouldn’t stop what came down chimneys and stepped without leaving footprints. The black ribbon unwound as if it were alive, sliding free of its knot with barely a tug. The parchment unfurled across his bed like a map of fate. His name remained at the top. But now, beneath it, another had appeared.

	Mason Greene

	Thomas’s stomach dropped.

	Mason was a boy from his class. Bigger than most, louder than all, and mean in ways that made teachers quietly avoid confrontation. He had once shoved a girl to the floor and blamed her for falling. He tore pages out of books and broke pencils he borrowed. His laugh always had a sharp edge to it, as if every joke he told had someone else’s pain at the center. If anyone belonged on a naughty list, it was Mason. And yet… this wasn’t just a list anymore. This was a warning. A prophecy. A death sentence.

	He stared at the name, hoping it might vanish. But it didn’t. It darkened.

	Thomas considered telling someone—his parents, his teacher, even Mason himself—but what could he say? That Santa Claus was real and angry and killing children based on a scroll Thomas found under his bed? No one would believe that. Worse, if they did believe him, he wasn’t sure they could do anything to stop it. The journal had been clear. The sleigh came for the ones marked, and when it came, it left nothing behind but snow and ash.

	The rest of the day passed in a blur. He stayed inside, wandering from room to room, flinching every time the house groaned or a draft slid under a doorframe. He watched from the windows but saw nothing—no sleigh, no red-coated figure, no tracks. But the silence outside grew thicker, as if the very air held its breath, waiting. And when night came, Thomas didn’t sleep.

	Instead, he sat at his window with a flashlight gripped tightly in his hand. He didn’t know what he would do if he saw it. Flash the light? Scream? Try to talk to it? The journal had said nothing about confrontation. It had only said this: He comes before Christmas Eve. Only before. That’s the rule.

	Hours passed. Midnight came and went. The shadows grew long and jittery, cast by the wind as it twisted the branches of the trees. And then, just before dawn’s light touched the edges of the sky, Thomas saw something move.

	It wasn’t a sleigh.

	It was a person.

	He squinted, pressing his face against the cold glass. A figure was walking along the sidewalk across the street, long-limbed and hunched slightly under the weight of something slung over his shoulder. It looked like a bag—dark, weathered, stained at the seams. The figure wore a coat that dragged along the ground, its hem frayed and dragging through the snow. A hood covered his face, but from beneath it, two faint red glows blinked like coals.

	Thomas’s heart pounded in his chest. He wanted to back away from the window, but he couldn’t move. The figure passed the streetlamp. For a moment, the light fell across his face. It wasn’t a face. Not really. It was a mask of cracked, leathery skin, its mouth stretched in a line that may have once been a smile but now looked like a scar. And the eyes… they were not eyes.

	Thomas dropped to the floor, pulling the blanket over himself and holding his breath.

	He didn’t move again until morning.

	The news came before noon.

	Mason Greene had died in his sleep.

	His parents said it was his heart. A rare condition. Undiagnosed. Sudden.

	Thomas knew better.

	He didn’t cry. He didn’t even feel sad, not in the way he thought he should. Mason had been cruel. But death… death was too big. Too final. It felt like someone had turned down the volume on the whole world, and Thomas didn’t know how to turn it back up again. At lunch, he asked his mom if she believed in Santa. She laughed and said of course she had when she was his age, but that was a long time ago. She asked why he brought it up.

	He said he just wondered.

	That night, the list gained another name.

	Sarah Langston

	Thomas knew her too. She lived two streets over, attended the same school. He had never spoken to her, but she had a reputation. Rumors. She stole things. Hurt animals. Burned a neighbor’s shed last summer and blamed it on boys from across town. Another name. Another death.

	He stared at the name until the letters blurred. He thought about the rule. Christmas Eve. It was only December 2nd. There were twenty-two more days.

	That night, he dreamt of sleigh bells—not cheerful ones, but low and echoing, like iron swinging from the neck of something buried too long. He saw the reindeer again, their glowing eyes locked on him as their breath steamed like smoke. The sleigh pulled into view, its runners cracking the snow like glass. And behind it, Santa stepped forward—not the man from storybooks, but a giant wrapped in rotting crimson, his beard stiff with frost and stained with blood. He opened the scroll and stared down at it. His lips didn’t move, but Thomas heard his voice in his mind.

	“Names are heavy,” it said. “You carry yours.”

	Then he woke.

	And the list had changed again.

	Chapter 3: Down the Chimney He Came

	The death of Mason Greene sent a tremor through Brimstone Hollow, but it wasn’t the kind of tremor that rippled outward in alarm or outrage. It moved silently, invisibly, sinking beneath the surface like frost creeping under skin. His death was officially deemed natural—rare, tragic, but not suspicious. His parents wept into bundled tissues, repeating words like “heart defect” and “undiagnosed condition” as if they’d been given a script. The doctors nodded somberly, the priest offered shallow condolences, and the school sent out a short email reminding parents to hug their children and check in on their mental health. By the following week, his locker was emptied, his name removed from the seating chart, and Brimstone Hollow went back to pretending nothing had happened.

	But Thomas Withers knew better. The list hadn’t lied. The name had appeared in ink darker than coal, and the very next morning Mason had died, curled in bed with his mouth open like he’d screamed and never finished. The moment the list claimed someone, it was only a matter of time before the sleigh returned. Thomas hadn’t seen it again since that first night, but its presence lingered in the stillness of the trees and the way his bones ached when he stood near a window. And now, with a new name written below his own—Sarah Langston—he knew the nightmare wasn’t over. It was just getting started.

	Sarah Langston didn’t come to school the next day. Thomas sat in the back of the classroom with his jacket still on, watching the door every time it opened, half expecting her to walk in with her usual too-loud laugh and flippant comments. But she didn’t. By lunch, whispers began snaking through the cafeteria. Someone said she was sick. Someone else said she was in the hospital. Another claimed she’d run away to live with her uncle in Wisconsin. The teachers didn’t comment. They just looked tired. Tired in that way adults looked when something terrible had happened and they were pretending it hadn’t. That tiredness used to make Thomas feel safe, like the grownups knew something he didn’t. Now it made him furious.

	He kept his head down and watched. That evening, after forcing down a few mouthfuls of overcooked spaghetti, he waited until his parents were in the living room watching television—some old sitcom rerun with laugh tracks that felt jarringly out of place—and slipped into his room. He locked the door and pulled out the list. The parchment unfurled easily now, the black ribbon unraveling like a slow smile. His name. Then Mason Greene. Then Sarah Langston.

	Now, a fourth. Parker Jules.

	Thomas recognized the name instantly. Parker sat in the front of the class, near the whiteboard, and rarely spoke unless spoken to. He wasn’t loud like Mason or cruel like Sarah. He was just… strange. He always wore the same red hoodie, even in the heat of September, and never made eye contact with anyone. Rumors followed him like shadows. Someone said his mom was in prison. Others said he lived with his grandmother in a trailer out by the creek. Thomas had never spoken to him, but he’d always felt something was off—like Parker knew more than he let on. Now, his name glared up at him from the parchment, letters jagged and fresh.

	Thomas stared at it for a long time, wondering what it meant. If this thing—this Santa, this creature in red—killed because of a list, then why Parker? What had he done? Was this a judgment of behavior, or something more random? Was the list about morality or vengeance? The journal hadn’t said. It had only spoken in generalities, in dread and warnings and resignation. Whoever wrote it had stopped trying to understand long before the final entry. They’d accepted the killings as inevitable, like snowstorms or ice in the pipes. But Thomas couldn’t. He wouldn’t.

	He shoved the list under his mattress and stood, pacing. He needed answers. Real ones. The journal had been a start, but it wasn’t enough. If this thing came every year—if it had returned year after year to a town that buried its memory—then someone else had to know. Someone had to have seen something. Someone who hadn’t forgotten or moved away.

	He remembered the name scribbled in the back of the journal. It wasn’t signed like the rest. It was added later, in shaking hands: Eli Wren.

	There was no date. No context. Just the name, written like an afterthought, or a warning. Thomas hadn’t thought much of it at the time. But now, it stood out like blood on snow. He flipped open his Chromebook and typed the name into the town registry, not expecting much. Brimstone Hollow didn’t have a real database, just a community website with a list of local businesses, old newsletters, and phone numbers. But there it was, buried three pages deep: Eli Wren, Brimstone Hollow Public Works Department (Retired) — Address: 17 Mallory Street.

	Thomas jotted the address on a notepad and stuffed it into his pocket. He didn’t tell his parents. He knew they wouldn’t let him go, especially not after dark, especially not to visit some stranger who lived on the edge of town. But something in his chest burned with urgency. If he waited, Parker might be next. And who would follow? How many names before Christmas Eve?

	He pulled on his coat, grabbed his flashlight, and crept out the back door just after 8:30 p.m. The cold hit him like a slap. The air had turned sharper, the wind slicing through his coat despite the layers. He zipped it to his chin and tucked his chin into the collar. The streets were quiet. Streetlamps flickered. Snow crunched beneath his boots as he walked the half-mile to Mallory Street, each step heavier than the last.

	Eli Wren’s house stood at the end of a cul-de-sac, its porch lights off and the front window dark. The yard was overgrown, the fence sagging, and the mailbox leaned at an angle. Thomas hesitated before approaching the door. He stepped onto the porch and knocked. No answer. He knocked again, louder. Still nothing. He was about to turn away when he saw the curtain shift in the front window.

	The door opened an inch. A face appeared behind the chain lock—lined, grizzled, eyes bloodshot and wary.

	“Go away,” the man said.

	“Are you Eli Wren?” Thomas asked, his breath fogging in the cold. “I need to ask you something.”

	Eli narrowed his eyes. “I don’t talk to people. Especially not kids.”

	“It’s about the list,” Thomas said. “And Santa.”

	The chain rattled. The door opened.

	Eli Wren stood in the doorway wearing a faded wool sweater, a flannel shirt beneath it, and pants tucked into old army boots. His beard was gray and uneven, and his face bore the map of someone who had seen too much and spoken too little. He stared at Thomas in silence for several seconds, then stepped aside.

	“Inside,” he said. “Before someone sees you.”

	Thomas entered. The house smelled of old wood, oil, and something metallic. The walls were lined with books, tools, and newspaper clippings. A fire burned low in the stove, casting shadows across a rug that had once been red. Eli closed the door, locked it, then bolted it with two separate chains.

	“You saw him, didn’t you?” Eli said without turning around. “That’s why you’re here.”

	Thomas nodded. “He left me the list.”

	Eli exhaled slowly, his breath hissing through his teeth. “It’s started again.”

	“What is he?” Thomas asked. “What does he want?”

	Eli turned. His eyes were sunken, hollowed out not by age, but by something far colder. “He’s not a what. He’s a who. That thing out there… that’s Santa. The real one. Not the one from books and cartoons. The original. Old as dirt. Older than gods. He used to reward children, long ago. But something broke him. Something in the list.”

	Thomas swallowed hard. “What do you mean?”

	Eli sat in an old leather armchair that cracked beneath him. “The list was his duty. His judgment. He was made to see the hearts of children, to decide who deserved gifts and who didn’t. But the more he saw… the worse it got. He started to hate what he saw. He saw greed. Cruelty. Violence. The magic twisted. The joy turned to rage. Now he punishes. He doesn’t give. He takes.”

	Thomas’s voice shook. “Why does he stop on Christmas Eve?”

	Eli leaned forward, his hands clasped. “That’s when the original magic reasserts itself. It forces him to remember what he was. It softens him. He becomes docile—harmless. But before that? He’s free. He kills. And no one remembers. Not fully. Not unless they lived through it.”

	“You did,” Thomas said.

	Eli looked down. “I did. I was ten. I saw him kill my brother. Ripped straight from the bed. The next morning, they said it was wolves. But I saw the boots. The list. I never forgot.”

	Thomas was silent for a moment, the words settling in like frost. “Then it can’t be stopped?”

	Eli’s eyes met his. “You shouldn’t have come here. Now you’re part of it.”

	“I already was.”

	Eli nodded slowly. “Then I’ll help. But understand this—he can’t be stopped. Not truly. But maybe, if we understand the rules… maybe someone can survive.”

	Thomas exhaled, trembling. He didn’t feel safer. He just felt seen.

	Chapter 4: The Naughty Ones

	Far beneath the northern frost, buried under ancient ice and layers of volcanic stone, there exists a place no map marks and no explorer has ever found. It is not hidden because of distance or camouflage, but because it is cloaked in something deeper: willful forgetting. The lair, if it could even be called that, was carved by hand—or claw—long before men built cities or told stories of a jolly old elf. It was deep, dark, and pulsing with a kind of malevolent sentience that seemed to exhale through its walls. Veins of frozen red crystal webbed the ceilings like capillaries frozen in glass, and at the center of it all stood a long, crooked table hewn from a blackened pine long extinct on the surface.

	Santa Claus—or what remained of him—sat hunched over the table, shoulders draped in fur that once gleamed white but had long since yellowed with age, soot, and the splatter of things best left undescribed. His hands, long and gnarled, no longer bore the plumpness of cheer but the thin rigidity of tools made for tearing. They shook not with age, but anticipation. Laid out before him, stretched across the ancient wood like a tapestry of fate, was the scroll.

	The Naughty List.

	It was no longer the quaint parchment described in old tales, with swirling calligraphy and innocent tallies of mischief. This one bled ink. Its edges were charred as though scorched by the very names written on it. The list whispered constantly. It changed when no one touched it. It showed not just names, but faces, dreams, sins, and moments of guilt too small for the human eye but large enough for judgment.

	The creature that had once been Santa dipped a long, bone-handled quill into a basin of dark ink that hissed when disturbed. With each stroke, he carved into the list a new name, the letters curling and twitching as if alive. His breath came slow and deliberate. Behind him, chained to the wall by sinew-wrapped shackles, hunched the remains of what had once been elves. They were not merry or industrious. Their eyes were stitched shut with black thread, and their mouths had been cut wider, jawlines broken and reset to stretch into grotesque smiles. They twitched occasionally, laughing softly, but their laughter sounded like insects crawling through glass.

	With a twisted joy, Santa completed a name—Sophie Withers—and sat back, fingers twitching. The ink bled into the scroll like oil into cloth. He let out a low grunt of satisfaction. Above him, icicles shivered against the cavern roof, reacting to something unspoken. He sniffed the air like a wolf catching scent. Another innocent on the cusp of judgment. Another gift to unwrap in flesh.

	Back in Brimstone Hollow, Thomas Withers bolted upright in bed, heart hammering. He had dreamt of the lair again—or maybe he hadn’t. Maybe it was something else. He never really saw it, not in full. He just felt it, as if some dark root was growing beneath the town and had started to tangle around his bones while he slept. His hands trembled as he reached under the bed, pulling out the parchment scroll. It was warm. Always warm. It shouldn’t be.

	The list unfurled as though it had been waiting. Sophie’s name was still there, second from the top now, just beneath his. He stared at it, bile rising in his throat. She was only six. She liked coloring books and singing in the bath. She had no idea that something ancient had written her name in a ledger that never made mistakes.

	He knew he couldn’t wait. He had to see Eli again.

	The house on Mallory Street was darker than before, the porch light blown out and the snow on the steps untouched. Thomas knocked hard, harder than he should have, ignoring the sting in his knuckles. After a long silence, the door creaked open an inch.

	“You again,” Eli said, eyes red-rimmed and suspicious.

	“My sister’s on the list,” Thomas whispered.

	The older man didn’t respond. He simply stepped aside.

	Inside, the fire had burned down to embers, and the air smelled of woodsmoke and sweat. Eli moved slowly, as if the weight of what he knew had begun to bend his spine inward. He gestured to the couch. “Sit.”

	Thomas obeyed, pulling the parchment from his coat. Eli didn’t reach for it. He stared at it like someone might stare at a viper coiled and ready to strike.

	“He’s building something,” Thomas said. “Or already built it. I can feel it. When I sleep, it’s like I’m there.”

	“You are,” Eli replied. “That’s part of it. That’s the tether.”

	“The tether?” Thomas’s voice cracked.

	“The list connects you to him,” Eli said, finally walking over to the small liquor cabinet and pouring something into a chipped glass. “Names bind. Old magic. That’s why the elves kept written records in the beginning. The names give him access. Once you're on it, he knows you. He dreams you.”

	Thomas stared at him, horror turning cold. “So he’s watching us? While we sleep?”

	Eli drank and wiped his mouth. “He does more than watch. He studies. He chooses how you’ll go. He... designs it.”

	“Like a hunter,” Thomas whispered.

	“Worse. A craftsman.”

	The room fell into silence. Only the low crackle of the fire broke it, each snap sounding like bones. Thomas pulled the list tighter, his grip white-knuckled.

	“He marked Sophie,” he said.

	“I know,” Eli said. “And that means you’ve got maybe two days. Maybe less.”

	“Can we stop it?” Thomas asked, his voice rising with urgency. “Can we hide her? Burn the list?”

	Eli shook his head. “You can hide the list, but it won’t change what he’s already written. And hiding her will only delay the inevitable. He always finds them. He’s not bound by doors or locks. Chimneys, they say, but that’s just metaphor. He comes however he pleases.”

	Thomas swallowed the lump in his throat. “Then how do we fight him?”

	Eli hesitated. “You don’t fight. You interfere.”

	“What does that mean?”

	“It means,” Eli said slowly, “that if he’s a craftsman, you ruin the craft. He doesn’t just kill—he performs. If you can interrupt the ritual, disturb the pieces, the satisfaction is broken. Sometimes that’s enough to stall him. Sometimes, he moves on.”

	“Has anyone ever survived?” Thomas asked.

	“Few,” Eli replied. “Those he doesn’t finish properly.”

	Thomas stood. “Then we’ll ruin it. Whatever plan he’s making for her, I’ll stop it.”

	“You’re a child,” Eli said, but there was no malice in it. Only sorrow. “And you’re braver than anyone else in this town.”

	Thomas turned toward the door. “I have to try.”

	“Be ready,” Eli warned. “Because once you interfere, you become more than a name. You become a threat.”

	Thomas nodded and left, the scroll pulsing in his coat like a second heartbeat.

	That night, he locked every window in Sophie’s room. He scattered salt along the windowsill, not because he believed in it, but because the act of doing something helped. He tucked her into bed himself, brushing her hair back and reading the same bedtime story he always did. She smiled, unaware. And as he sat in the hallway outside her room, the list tucked into his lap and a flashlight gripped in his hand, he waited.

	And when the bells came—slow, dragging, metallic—he did not run.

	He stepped forward.

	Chapter 5: Blood in the Snow

	Brimstone Hollow sat buried beneath a fresh coat of snow
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