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I’ll say this: once a person steps out the door and embarks on a journey, it’s impossible to predict what might happen along the way.

In 1925, Jason Perry boarded a vessel named Moss.
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THE SKY WAS SHROUDED in black clouds; rain and gales raged.

The sea looked like paper carelessly crumpled by a mischievous child, folding into violent ninety-degree swells without warning.

The boundary between sky and ocean had dissolved into a blur; towering waves and driving rain filled every inch visible to the naked eye.

“Hard to port!”

The captain bellowed with all his strength.

But his voice failed to reach the ears of the others on deck.

Lightning split the heavens; the ship’s mainmast snapped—half charred, the other half bursting into flame before the rain doused it in an instant.

Darkness swallowed the deck, the letters spelling “Moss” on the hull consumed once more by the waves.

“Dear God!” A sailor shut his eyes in despair.

Without the mainmast, they might not survive the next monstrous surge.

“It’s the Sea God’s wrath—it’s the Sea God!”

Another old sailor, evidently of a different creed, clung desperately to the rigging, his face frozen in terror. “Never, in this season’s icy seas, has a storm like this been seen... Sea God...”

The fallen mast smashed a gaping hole into the deck.

Below, a passenger-like man moved with startling agility, diving beneath his bunk just in time to avoid being showered in splintered timber from above.

Yet that choice cost him immediately—the ship was hurled skyward by a wave, slamming his head hard against the bunk’s underside and knocking him unconscious.

His hand lay beside a suitcase, its surface engraved with its owner’s name.

“Jason Perry.”

At that moment, the hull shuddered violently.

A merciless wave swallowed it whole.

Three seconds later, the Moss staggered and, against all odds, broke through the surf once again.

Rainwater and seawater cascaded through the mast-smashed hole into the cabin; the rising flood choked the unconscious Jason awake. He struggled feebly, then crawled out from beneath the bunk.

Wait—the ship’s violent pitching seemed to have stopped.

No—had she gone under？

Jason ignored the dizziness pounding in his skull. Planting his feet on the bunk, he clawed urgently at the jagged hole above, forcing himself up toward the open air.

With powerful arms and feet braced against the cabin wall, he swiftly hauled himself up onto the deck.

“Cough, cough.”

Jason forced his eyes open, staggering as he regained his balance. To his delight, he saw that they were not surrounded by endless seas—there was no buoyant pull from the water or whirlpool from a sinking ship.

The rain still fell.

The drops were large, striking his skin with a sting.

The wind was easing; the waves gradually tamed themselves into gentle ripples.

The sodden sailors, the first mate, and the captain stood frozen on deck, their eyes vacant yet fearful as they gazed upward.

Almost instinctively, Jason followed their gaze—

The clouds had vanished without a trace, and a bright crescent moon hung at the horizon.

A new moon.

A moon visible through a storm？ Impossible—unless it wasn’t rain at all, but a giant pipe draining water onto them from above.

The world seemed split in two: one half under a clear night sky, the other lashed by torrential downpour.

Moonlight crossed that unseen border, spilling with a gentle, gauzy glow, casting every face in an eerie, pallid hue.

“...Stars.”

Someone among the sailors muttered under their breath, struggling to quash their fear.

Stranger still, the stars drifted slowly before their eyes, and their shapes matched no constellation from any season.

“We must be off course—where on earth are we？”

“No! The ship is leaking!”

A panicked cry jolted everyone back to their senses, and they rushed to patch the battered hull.

In the flurry of action, the hole refused to seal; worse, the surrounding planks seemed compromised, sending thin, constant streams of water into the vessel.

"She's going to sink!"

Chaos overtook the deck—Jason darted a few steps, then froze as if struck by lightning, staring at the waters aft of the Moss.

Through the storm’s curtain of mist, a pitch-black, darkly gleaming three-masted ship slipped forward without a sound.

Its sails were tattered; the hull bore several gaping holes.

Far more battered than the Moss, yet it skimmed the surface like a swift swallow, deft and agile, leaving only a faint trace of wake.

The black-sailed ship drew ever nearer.

Suddenly, the fog thickened; in an instant, the driving rain steamed away into mist, enclosing them in a clingy cocoon.

There was now no wind and no rain—only the slap and rush of waves against the hull.

...Wait—where were the sailors？

The dense fog closed in, blinding his sight; Jason hurried forward a few steps, only to find the deck eerily empty—no figures in view, no trace of the panicked shouts that had filled the air moments before.

It was as if Jason were the only soul left aboard the Moss.

Slowly, within the shroud of mist, a vast shadow took shape.

Then, emerging from the fog's embrace, the black-sailed ship revealed its true form.

Timeworn and weary, it looked to have drifted the seas for decades; clusters of shellfish and swathes of algae clung to its hull, while the suspended anchor bore streaks of rust, entwined in strange black seaweed of uncertain kind.

Thud.

The black-sailed vessel bumped against the Moss’s hull.

The sound was not loud, only a muted heaviness.

...Yet something had been roused from slumber.

The mysterious black-sailed ship began to “breathe.”

Its hull swelled and subsided, heaving rhythmically, accompanied by a faint, creaking groan—until the whole ship slowly twisted, distorted, and at last began to break apart.

Rotten planks were thrust aside, and from the gaps slithered lengths of uncanny black rope, climbing the ship’s frame with a disturbingly lifelike motion.

The ropes writhed, serpentine in their grace.

When they paused, they seemed to take the shape of some ancient, crooked script.

Jason stood frozen.

He could neither blink nor turn away.

Distorted, shifting lines crowded his mind; the fog surged suddenly, blotting out all sight, and he stumbled toward the far side of the deck, falling hard midway.

Just before losing all sense, Jason thought he heard his own cry of terror.

......

......

A violent pang in his skull dragged Jason back to awareness.

His lungs burned as if on fire, his throat felt choked with grit, and the sharp tang of seawater lingered at his nose; he realized someone was pounding fiercely at his chest and stomach.

Then, as though he were a leaky vessel, a torrent of seawater poured from him in a rush.

“Snakes... black snakes...”

Jason muttered, barely conscious.

A voice nearby asked in puzzlement, “What’s he saying？”

“Didn’t catch it—sounds like English？ The wrecked ship was British.”

“Quick, over here! Another one’s been washed ashore, still breathing!”

Jason forced his eyes open, glimpsing a massive plank lying in the shallows at his feet—something he realized he had clung to with grim resolve.

It bore the nameplate of the Moss.

This stretch of coastline was jagged with uneven reefs, and above it the sun hung like a cheap bulb in a dilapidated room, swaying and flickering in Jason’s faltering gaze.

With each sway and flicker, darkness claimed him once again.

*
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WHEN JASON REGAINED consciousness, the same flickering, cheap light bulb greeted his eyes.

He lay still on the bed for a full three minutes before he could confirm—it really was a light bulb.

It was a spacious yet rather low-ceilinged room, resembling a storage chamber. The ceiling above was likely beneath a staircase or a street; whenever footsteps passed overhead, the bulb swayed in rhythm.

“Awake？”

A broad, towering figure appeared in the doorway—a face covered in gray-brown stubble, a bald crown gleaming under the light, and a wooden bucket in one hand with a fish flapping inside.

“The doctor said you’d wake today. Good! Get up now—you’ve slept an entire day and night. You must be starving.”

The bearded man wore knee-high rubber boots. When he looked into the room at Jason, he had to stoop to show his face; when he straightened, the door frame scarcely reached his chest.

This, of course, wasn’t a giant’s home—only a room with an unusually low roof.

In Jason’s mind, a hospital should have a cross, nurses in nun-like uniforms, gray walls, and patients moaning in pain nearby—not piles of carrots, cabbages, and salted fish hanging from beams.

“...These are clothes. Yours looked like seaweed gutted from a fish—wrinkled, slimy, and stinking. You couldn’t possibly wear them again.”

The man’s English carried a thick accent. Jason struggled to catch every word and could only stammer a reply in the local tongue: “Thank you. The ship I was on—it sank, didn’t it？”

“Yes. We pulled you from the sea, same as we’d haul in a stranded fish... Thank heavens you speak our language!”

The bearded man let out a breath of relief.

“There’s vegetable soup and toasted bread on the counter outside.”

With that, he turned, the bucket clanking against his leg as he walked heavily away.

Jason struggled into the clothes and, with his head lowered, made his way to the doorway—only then did he understand what “counter” meant.

It was a tavern.

He passed through a narrow passage lined with towering oak barrels and emerged where the counter stood.

A copper kettle filled with water hung above the hearth on an iron rack, beside it a pot of steaming vegetable soup, and on the shelf lay several loaves of freshly toasted bread.

Gazing down at the neatly stacked wooden bowls, plates, ladles, and a bread knife, Jason realized the tavern keeper expected him to help himself.

“Hello.”

The sudden voice startled him so badly that he nearly cut his own hand.

He turned his head and discovered that, in the shadows beyond the reach of the firelight, there was someone sitting there. Had the stranger not spoken first, he might never have noticed the presence.

The man pushed aside the tin tankard before him; his fingers were long and deft.

Clearly not the hands of one accustomed to manual labor.

“I’m Dr. Rodriguez—pleased to see you looking rather well.”

The man rose and stepped forward into the circle cast by the hearth, his features emerging from the gloom.

A long black coat, a well-tailored waistcoat, and a face both pale and striking—appearing in this weathered old tavern was no more incongruous than if he were seated in a London café; no one would fault such a gentleman’s attire.

In Dr. Rodriguez’s right hand was a gold pocket watch, its slender chain disappearing into the pocket of his shirt.

“You’ve woken half an hour earlier than I expected. I’d planned to finish dinner before checking on you.” The doctor was young—perhaps only in his twenties—with neatly groomed, slightly wavy black hair, light blue eyes, and a single monocle perched in place. Though he smiled, there was no trace of feeling in his gaze.

This was not the sort of man Jason liked to deal with.

Yet, in circumstances like these, anyone who observed the courtesies of conversation was preferable to the Icelanders.

Otherwise, even offering thanks would be awkward, to say nothing of asking questions.

Jason had not a single penny to his name. Stifling his hunger, he extended his hand. “Hello, Dr. Rodriguez. You may call me Jason. Are you English？”

“Yes, I run a clinic here in town.”

Dr. Rodriguez did not take Jason’s hand. Instead, he turned naturally toward the counter, sliced two pieces of bread, and handed the plate to Jason.

“You should regain your strength.”

Jason could only accept the plate, then ladle himself a bowl of vegetable soup.

“I’m sorry—my clinic is far too small. Yesterday we pulled seven people from the sea; you were the only one without obvious injuries or a persistent high fever. So I asked old Larry, the innkeeper, to help look after you.”

Dr. Rodriguez seated himself on a nearby chair and in a few words explained why Jason had been lying in the storeroom. Then, watching Jason eat in silence for several minutes, he suddenly asked without preamble, “What happened to you at sea？”
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Jason slowed his chewing on the bread, keeping his head lowered as he drank the soup, looking every bit the famished man.

When he set the bowl down, Jason’s face held only the mingled fury and lingering terror of what he had endured.

“It was that damned storm—sudden and fierce! I’ve never seen anything so violent... The boat was as fragile as Christmas cookies from a shop, easily overturned into the sea, breaking apart into several pieces. I should never have gone for cheap and fast, taking a converted fishing vessel like the Moss.”

“The Moss？”

“Yes, that’s the name of the ship.” Jason’s fingers twitched slightly as he looked in surprise at Dr. Rodriguez. “You didn’t inform the patrol？ I mean, the town police or the harbor guards？”

A ship sinking in a storm is no trivial matter.

Normally, as Jason mentioned, the patrol would receive the report and hurry over for a detailed inquiry, then issue a public notice. The Fisheries and Port Authority would verify the incident, notify the ship’s owner, and express condolences to the families of the lost sailors and passengers.

Dr. Rodriguez removed his monocle and placed it into a tortoiseshell case he carried. Beneath the dim yellow lamplight, his blue eyes took on a strangely cold and sinister glint.

Then he smiled, and that unsettling aura vanished so quickly one could doubt it was ever there—before you stood merely a doctor concerned for his patient’s well-being.

“The storm you spoke of has destroyed every road and bridge out of town. Perhaps the local police sent a telegram, but I don’t know. I’ve been in the clinic all day... The survivors pulled from the sea are in dire condition—fevered, muttering, their minds adrift, repeating the same word: crescent.”

As Dr. Rodriguez spoke, he studied Jason closely.

Jason’s expression betrayed genuine surprise. “Crescent？ What does that mean？”

“I don’t know.” The smile faded from Dr. Rodriguez’s face. He sighed. “In fact, you were muttering when we found you, too—only what you said was different from the others.”

“Was I？”

Jason arched one eyebrow high, looking utterly shocked.

Dr. Rodriguez met his gaze and slowly nodded. “You mentioned a snake.”

The tavern door suddenly slammed open under a gust of wind, striking the wall with a loud bang.

The bulb swung on its cord; the fire in the hearth, as if drained by the cold wind, shrank steadily.

The chill crept upward from Jason’s calves; once again his head began to pound.

In truth, ever since waking, his head had felt strange—his vision doubled at times, a common symptom of concussion.

But now the doubling... had become visions？

The warm and cozy old tavern was pierced by an unseen darkness, whirling into shadowed vortices before them. Even the once roaring fireplace was swallowed into the spinning void, its flames dimming by the moment.

Jason gripped the bread in his hands with unyielding force, his shoulders taut.

He fought desperately to quell the impulse to spring to his feet and flee these uncanny whirlpools—how could a cold draft possibly create such an effect？ This must be nothing more than an illusion!

How could he be seeing illusions at all？

In Jason’s mind, that bright new moon rose again, and the ghostly ship loomed in the thick fog—drawing near with slow inevitability before suddenly disintegrating into nothingness...

The pain in his head surged sharply, as though it might split apart.

Just as Jason was on the verge of losing consciousness, the shadowy vortices ebbed away like a receding tide.

The bearded tavern keeper strode out from the kitchen, hoisting the door upon one shoulder, and with a resounding “bang,” set it back into its frame.

Light once again filled the room.

The tavern keeper tossed a few fresh logs onto the fire.

Jason let his tense arms relax, pressed a palm to his forehead, and said, “Sorry, my head hurts a bit.”

His vision still doubled; the bread crumbs on the plate seemed to be dancing the cha-cha—which was absurd, of course. Bread crumbs weren’t supposed to hop about like that.

“Once you’ve finished, go get some rest.” The tavern keeper came over and promptly cleared away the plate and soup bowl.

“I’m sorry, Doctor...”

Jason instinctively looked up, ready to bid farewell to Dr. Rodriguez, who had been sitting to his right—then froze.

There was no one beside him.

The tavern itself was empty, too.

Though Dr. Rodriguez was young, he didn’t look like the agile sort. The floorboards in this old tavern creaked at every step; unless he’d leapt out the window, it was impossible for him to vanish without a trace.

It made no sense!

Jason’s gaze swept swiftly over the floor and the windows.

He sprang to his feet and strode to the table where Dr. Rodriguez had been sitting, drinking earlier.

Sure enough, an empty tin cup sat there, with a little liquid still at the bottom.

He bent down to sniff it carefully—it was rye beer, carrying the same scent as the casks stacked outside the storeroom.

“No, you can’t drink that.”

The tavern keeper misunderstood Jason’s intention as he walked over holding the empty cup, and with an emphatic wave of his hand, made it clear Jason shouldn’t even think about it.

—Sailors, once ashore, always liked to drink; surviving a brush with death was all the more reason for a celebratory pint.

Jason didn’t bother explaining that he was a passenger, not a sailor. He set the cup down on the wooden bar counter and called out tentatively, “Old Larry？”

“How do you know my name？” The tavern owner looked puzzled.

It was the name Jason had heard earlier from Dr. Rodriguez. Before he could catch his breath, the bearded tavern keeper frowned and said, “Dr. Trujillo gave strict orders—you’re to stay here, no wandering about.”

Jason jerked his head around sharply.

“Trujillo？ How many doctors are in your town？”

“Just one. Why？”

The tavern keeper shot back, displeased.

Jason sank heavily onto the stool before the wooden counter, burying his face in his hands.

Only then did he notice the rain drumming outside the tavern.

Silent, Jason rose and stepped into the storage room.

“Odd Englishman,” the tavern keeper muttered, lowering his head to rinse a glass.

*
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JASON LAY BACK ON THE bed.

Now, he was a foreigner shipwrecked on a strange shore.

Penniless, without papers, with all his belongings lost—including his gun.

He remembered the crescent moon at sea, the ghost ship looming through the dense fog, yet he would never speak of it. At least not so easily—not to a stranger.

The reason was simple. If the doctor judged him unstable, claiming he had seen things that did not exist, he would be sent into an asylum by force.

Such institutions were common across Europe, often called madhouses.

Once admitted—especially if poor—a man could easily become a “research specimen.”

For years, European medicine had pursued breakthroughs in treating mental illness, convinced that madness came from something festering in the brain—and that cutting away certain parts could return a patient to calm.

Newspapers praised these operations lavishly, but Jason had seen the patients himself.

They drooled, their eyes vacant, unable even to tell one thing from another, lying motionless in their beds.

They were indeed “quiet,” yet stripped of everything that made them human.

That was why Jason concealed what he’d seen at sea—pure instinct for self-preservation. After all, who would believe tales of a moon glimpsed through a storm, or a phantom ship crawling with serpents born of fog？

But now, something even stranger had occurred.

The enigmatic Dr. Rodriguez had vanished into the cold wind and shadows.

“...It wasn’t a hallucination.”

Jason murmured to himself.

Hallucinations were never so real.

*
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BY NOON THE NEXT DAY, the rain had ceased.

The tavern keeper knocked on the storage room door, waking Jason.

“Officer Crane is waiting for you.”

With that, he casually grabbed two cabbages from the room and walked out.

As though he’d simply come for the vegetables—and happened to call Jason up at the same time.

Jason rubbed his forehead; after a night’s rest, the double vision that had plagued him had eased considerably.

If not for the storeroom reeking of vegetables and turnips, and the rough, makeshift bed, one might almost believe the shipwreck and the storm had been nothing more than a nightmare.

Stepping onto the creaking floorboards, Jason walked out of the storeroom; the layout of the entire tavern sprang into his mind like a quick sketch.

This daylight sketch of the tavern was sharper and clearer.

The earlier sketch from the night remained, for it held the image of a man—black hair, blue eyes, a monocle over one eye, shadows swirling about him like vortices, half demon, half wraith: Dr. Rodriguez.

Jason closed his eyes, brushing that mental sketch aside, and arranged his face into one of humility mixed with a faint trace of unease as he looked toward the man seated by the tavern’s wooden counter.

The man wore a leather holster at his waist, with two pistols tucked inside; two comically gray moustaches adorned his face. Slightly stout, his police uniform strained against the curve of his belly.

“Good day, Officer, I am...”

Officer Crane cut him off impatiently: “Listen, I know you sailors tend to pick up bad habits once ashore—drinking, gambling, thieving, or chasing women. I expect you to behave yourself until you leave this town!”

“Officer, I’m not a sailor. I was simply a passenger aboard the Moss, visiting a relative in Iceland, when we ran into the storm.”

Crane fixed his eyes on Jason, as though weighing the truth of his words.

Pretending not to notice, Jason went on, “I hope to contact my family as soon as possible. I’ve lost my luggage, and I’ll need to reach the bank to have a new money order issued before I can continue my journey.”

In a tone as hard as stone, the officer replied, “The bridges and roads leading out of town have been washed away in the flood. If you want to send a telegram, you’ll have to go to the post office—but that district is under waist-deep water and the staff aren’t working. You’ll have to wait two more days.”

“There’s no telephone here？” Jason asked quickly.

“No, we’re just a small town.” At that moment, the tavern owner set a bowl of boiled beans on the counter, adding, “The storm has caused us a great deal of trouble. Officer Crane hasn’t slept in two days.”

Officer Crane accepted the spoon and ladled up some beans, speaking irritably, “Outlander, I hope you won’t give me any more trouble...”

He hadn’t finished the sentence before the tavern’s wooden door crashed loudly to the floor.

Jason’s pupils contracted.

The scene was so familiar it instantly brought back memories of last night’s events.

But the one who rushed in from outside was a stranger—a fisherman.

The fisherman’s face was contorted with panic, his features twisted, and his voice rang sharp and shrill enough to be heard from two streets away—

“Something’s wrong! That reef—Strange Reef—has risen from the sea!”
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Chapter 3 The Town
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With a dark expression, the officer followed the fisherman out of the tavern.

The plate tipped over, leaving the leftover beans rolling down the wooden counter.

The tavern owner did not move to clean them up; he stood frozen like a stone statue. From the moment he heard the words “Strange Reef,” his face remained locked in terror, unmoving, until a piercing gust of cold wind swept in through the open doorway.

Startled, the tavern owner shivered violently, grabbed a rag to wipe his hands, then strode out from behind the counter, snatched a rubber raincoat from the wall, and made to go out.

“Wait.”

Jason called out at once.

The tavern owner suddenly remembered there was still someone in his “home.” His brows furrowed deeply—he clearly didn’t feel comfortable leaving a stranger alone in the shop.

Jason spoke quickly: “I’d like to visit Dr. Trujillo—or perhaps the fisherman who saved me yesterday. I want to look for the things that washed ashore; my personal belongings might be among them.”

“Be back before dark,” the tavern owner said gruffly.

He picked up a pair of rubber boots by the door and tossed them to Jason, then tugged a black felt apron from the kitchen, nearly covering Jason’s head with it.

“Put it on!”

His tone was brusque, yet in truth he was worried Jason might catch cold in the biting wind.

Being familiar with the Nordic brand of cold, “unfriendly” courtesy, Jason understood—and sincerely thanked him while clutching the pile of clothes.

It was the tavern owner, in turn, who seemed uneasy with the outsider’s polite gratitude.

“...Dr. Trujillo’s clinic is on the hillside behind town—it’s easy to find, right beside the church.”

Watching Jason awkwardly pull on the coat and boots, the tavern owner hoisted up the fallen door panel, wedged it back into its frame, and went on as he locked up: “I’d recommend you see Dr. Trujillo. He’ll tell you who found you on the shore yesterday.”

With that, he strode off down the street.

Jason stood where he was.

In front of him lay two paths: one was to take the advice and visit Dr. Trujillo; the other, to follow the tavern owner to the coast—to see for himself the Strange Reef that had risen from the depths.

In fact, the two choices weren’t in conflict. Jason could easily trail the tavern owner first, then go look for the doctor.

But...

Jason was not here to solve a case. No client, no bank check behind him demanding that he clarify these anomalies. Though the shipwreck was peculiar, and Dr. Rodriguez’s appearance last night even more bizarre, Jason could smell danger in the air.

An eerie, chilling presence.

In the past, Jason’s keen intuition had allowed him to evade troublesome commissions and escape a whirlpool of Misfortune.

One of his colleagues once took on a case that Jason had declined—and vanished mysteriously three months later. To this day, no one knows whether he is alive or dead. His rented lodgings were swiftly reclaimed by the landlord, and his family and friends never saw him again.

That was in London.

One of the busiest cities in the world.

And now？ A seaside town with only a single doctor？

Jason rubbed his aching forehead and quickly began setting objectives and drafting plans.

“First, find someone of standing in this town—a priest or a doctor. They’re usually easier to talk to than mayors or policemen.

“Next, ask him to write a letter confirming I survived the shipwreck; that would allow me to send a telegram from a port or post office in another town.

“Finally, gather supplies, survey the surroundings, and get out of here as soon as possible.”

Jason believed the real challenge lay in that last step. Both Dr. Rodriguez and Officer Crane had mentioned that the storm had washed away the bridges and roads leading out of town.

Would he have to borrow a fishing boat and row himself to safety？

No, no—next time he would make sure to sail from a major port, aboard a large and sturdy vessel.

“Crack.”

His thoughts were broken; Jason looked up.

A strong gust whipped at the tavern’s sign.

It was a barrel-shaped plaque hung by thin iron chains, with a ring of letters encircling the barrel.

“Old Larry’s Tavern.”

The wind rattled the sign fiercely. A yellow leaf drenched in rainwater, once stuck behind the sign, was torn loose and whirled skyward, carried northward by the gale.

Following its path, Jason lifted his gaze—and spotted several buildings perched on the higher slope.

One of them was a church, with gray-white walls and a black cross rising from its spire.
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THE SKY WAS HEAVY AND dim; though it wasn’t raining, the gloom was suffocatingly dark.

The hillside lay barren, covered in ashen-brown rocks, with only occasional tufts of wild grass sprouting from the cracks.

Now all that grass drooped lifelessly, its leaves glazed with a thin layer of frost.

The frost stretched across the windward slope, all the way down to the stony road before the church.

A pair of finely crafted British patent-leather shoes appeared incongruously on the rough gravel path. Their owner was draped in a long gray travel cloak and held a black umbrella in his hand.

The umbrella concealed his face.

He walked toward the church at an unhurried, measured pace.

With each step he took, the white frost quietly spread, creeping up the gray-white walls of the church.

The church was not lofty; its plaster walls had long since flaked away, exposing the brown-black stones beneath. Yet, when veiled by frost, those stones seemed to glow with a strange vitality, as though time itself had turned backward.

The wind from the sea blew stronger.

A yellow leaf—fallen from the tavern’s sign—drifted through the air and landed squarely on the black umbrella.

The umbrella tilted slightly, revealing a handsome and striking face.

Had Jason been there, he would have instantly recognized the man as “Dr. Rodriguez,” whom he had encountered in the tavern the night before.

Rodriguez stepped into the church.
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ON THE STREETS OF THE town.

Jason pulled the black felt cloth given to him by the tavern keeper tightly around himself.

Strange—when he left earlier, it hadn’t been nearly this cold.

Though this was Iceland, the temperature shouldn’t have dropped so low; after all, it was September.

Jason advanced while keeping a close eye on his surroundings.

The town was full of puddles; its houses were old, and most of the shops had their doors shut.

The district near the hillside, being higher in elevation, had water only up to one’s calves at its deepest. The water was murky and bitingly cold.

Not a single soul could be seen on the streets.

Several times, Jason sensed someone spying on him from behind the curtains.

Yet whenever he looked toward the windows, the people inside made no effort to hide—instead, they stared straight at him.

“......”

It was peculiar.

From Jason’s understanding of Icelanders, they cared little about who you were or where you came from; a stranger to them was no different than a passing breeze.

Though they weren’t fond of outsiders, they seldom displayed hostility—except, of course, the policemen who kept order.

Thus, this kind of furtive observation from inside their homes struck him as most unusual.

Under ordinary circumstances, they had no interest whatsoever in strangers.

Jason walked on, deep in thought.

Those eyes clung to him; from the faces behind the windows he could read curiosity, vigilance, and scrutiny. He felt like an uninvited guest who had burst into the wrong place at the wrong hour, stirring the occupants’ unease and displeasure.

Since those gazes held no malice, Jason decided it best to ignore them altogether.

This town seemed lively in the past, with all kinds of shops and numerous warehouses.

The streets were broad enough for two carriages to travel side by side—something rare among towns of this size.

That bustling prosperity was now history. The storefronts along the streets were either abandoned or converted into dwellings; their once-glass display windows nailed over with wooden boards, their signboards removed, leaving only bare poles at the door.

Jason suddenly turned his head, stepped over a puddle, and walked up to the entrance of a shop that was still in business.

A hand-written poster was pasted on the glass window:

“Black Reef Town’s finest grilled meat patties—limited supply.”

Jason wasn’t hungry, and there was no money in his pocket. What caught his attention was the writing on that poster.

Black Reef Town.

Jason’s expression darkened considerably.

He hurried on, scanning every signboard and poster that bore writing.

Yet, in this town, half the shops had no name at all, marking their trade only by hanging icons such as a barrel, a loaf of bread, a pair of scissors, or a hammer at the door. The other half, though named, rarely displayed the town’s name.

After running for quite some distance, Jason finally came upon a large sheet-metal sign in front of an old warehouse, clearly stamped with the words, “Black Reef Town Fishery Trade Committee.”

Jason stared at the sign as though doubting his own eyes.

Drawing a deep breath, he instinctively patted his pocket, wishing for a cigarette—only to find it empty.

In his original overcoat pockets, Jason had carried a box of roll-ups, a pocketknife, a length of wire, and a letter from a client addressed to Mr. Evan. That letter’s recipient lived here, in Black Reef Town.

Yes—this remote little seaside town, almost invisible on a map, was where Jason had been meant to come all along.

And yet, he had only just realized it.

Ever since he had awoken, no one had mentioned it to him.

Old Larry, the tavern-keeper, hadn’t even bothered to introduce himself. He had accepted Dr. Trujillo’s request to care for Jason, and had done just that—without small talk.

Officer Crane was no more hospitable; he would never treat Jason to a description of the local customs, only warn an outsider to mind his behavior.

As for the mysterious visitor, Dr. Rodriguez... better not even bring him up.

“This is impossible. When I accepted the commission, I felt no danger.”

Jason’s head throbbed.

Could it be that Iceland was simply too far away, and when he had taken the commission back in London, his instincts failed to sound the alarm？

The Moss was supposed to dock at High Lantern Port, fifty nautical miles from Black Reef Town, from where Jason would need to take a public carriage to reach this secluded coastal town.

So the storm tore the entire ship apart, and the waves simply carried Jason straight to his destination？

Jason: “......”

He saved the fare for the public carriage, only to lose all his luggage and almost drown at sea.

Definitely not worth it.

And this was no ordinary town—from the mysterious visitor at the tavern last night to the strange atmosphere that hung over the streets today, and that ominous “Strange Reef” murmured about by the fishermen—all of it sent a chill down his spine.

Should he abandon the commission？

Grimacing, Jason thought, No. He needed the money.
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Chapter 4 Pastor Evan
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Jason was a detective from London.

There were far too many detectives in London—especially in the past decade.

Any self-respecting English detective dreamed of renting a little place of his own in the city, puffing on a pipe, and receiving clients before a crackling fireplace.

But in reality, most had to trudge through London’s dreary rain, hustling down alleyways, competing fiercely for work, and barely managing to make ends meet.

Jason was no exception.

His income over the past six months had been dismal, and if things kept on this way, he might not even be able to pay his rent by year’s end.

So when a commission arrived that required a forty-day round trip between Britain and Iceland, Jason was immediately drawn by the size of the check.

He had still investigated carefully before accepting it.

It was a case concerning an inheritance dispute, and by the time Jason took it on, the main details were already clear.

His client had been accused of being illegitimate—his baptismal certificate and date of birth both called into question—and thus he needed testimony from the pastor who had performed the baptism.

The court, considering the pastor’s advanced age, allowed him to submit only a handwritten, sealed letter in lieu of a personal appearance.

The trouble was that this pastor had left Britain forty years ago and had since lived in Iceland’s remote Black Reef Town—a place most people had never even heard of.

Jason, relying on his former reputation and his ability to speak Icelandic, managed to win his client’s trust.

The commission presented two main challenges: first, Jason had to return to London before the hearing began; second, the opposing side might hire another detective to obstruct him and steal the letter.

Without that crucial letter, Jason’s client could lose his right of inheritance—and Jason would forfeit his final payment as well.

He needed that money.

But more important than the money were his reputation and the recognition of his skill.

Inheritance disputes were serious matters in Britain’s upper and middle classes. Failure here would all but expel him from the detective trade, for new commissions would surely cease to come.

That was the dilemma Jason now faced.

To leave Black Reef Town, Jason first had to obtain a handwritten letter from Pastor Evan.

He could only hope that the elderly minister was still serving in the church, so that he could find him there directly.

Indeed, things hadn’t yet taken a turn for the absolute worst.

Jason still had time!

All it required was a slight change of plan—abandon the search for Dr. Trujillo, and instead ask Pastor Evan to write a statement confirming the Moss shipwreck, along with the letter his client needed. That way, two tasks would merge neatly into one, and he could depart from Black Reef Town without delay.

His spirits lifted, Jason quickened his pace.

Black Reef Town wasn’t large; within minutes Jason had climbed the hillside, the icy sea wind cutting him to the bone and numbing his nose.

A thick layer of white frost blanketed the ground, even creeping up onto the black cross at the church’s peak.

It was most peculiar.

Jason lowered his gaze, his expression growing grave.

It had rained last night, and today’s weather was poor—under such conditions, frost should have been unlikely.

What’s more, the frost lay pristine, without a single footprint. Frost usually formed in the dead of night or before dawn—how could this be？ It was already midday; had no one walked this path all morning？

“Ah! Pastor Evan!”

A piercing cry rang out from the direction of the church.

Jason felt his heart sink.

He saw a nun stumbling out of the church, slipping on the frost at the doorway. Without rising, she shouted toward a building behind the church:

“Dr. Trujillo! Help!”

“What’s happened？” Jason asked urgently.

The nun glanced at Jason, recognized him as a stranger, and instinctively shrank back, her terror plain as she kept calling frantically for Dr. Trujillo.

Clearly, trouble had struck within the church.

And if a doctor was needed, the situation must be grave.

Jason didn’t stop to think—he dashed into the church.

Frost was everywhere.

On the walls, the ceiling, the holy water font, the pews, and the altar at the front.

It was so thick, it might as well have snowed indoors.

The nave was empty—the incident was likely in the clergy’s private quarters at the back.

Following the line of frost deeper inside, Jason spotted an open door at the end of a corridor. The doorframe seemed encased in ice and snow, the wall’s original color completely obscured.

Inside, there was a fireplace—but its fire was long extinguished, and frost coated the logs.

The rest of the furniture was no different—the room was a chilling expanse of white.

An elderly man in a black clerical robe lay sprawled on the carpet. Icicles clung to his brows and hair, and his pupils were a ghostly white—no living eyes should ever bear that color.

His face was contorted in a grotesque grimace, as though he had glimpsed something unspeakably dreadful. He looked frozen stiff, literally turned to ice.

Jason suddenly noticed a photograph lying on the floor.

It was untouched by frost, perfectly intact—so out of place in this room drowned in white.

“This is...”

Jason drew in a sharp breath.

It was an old, yellowed photograph; the background showed a manor house, and two men stood in the picture—one of them dressed as a priest.

On the back, written in black ink, were the words: “1872, Flores Manor.”

Flores—the same surname as the client in the inheritance dispute.

It was a photograph of Mr. Flores Sr., the client’s father, together with Mr. Evan.

How could that be？ How did Jason recognize a young Reverend Evan in this photo？

Because he had brought that very photograph from London!

The scratches on the back, the tiny chips along the edge—Jason swore on his memory it was the same one!

The client had handed it to him personally.

To invite Mr. Evan to testify, one naturally needed something credible to stir decades-old memories.

Jason had kept the photo close, tucked safely in his shirt pocket for fear of losing it.

The handwritten letter from Mr. Flores he placed in his coat pocket, both carefully wrapped in a layer of waterproof oilcloth.

When the Moss was torn apart by the storm and Jason washed ashore, the fishermen who rescued him found his belongings scattered—he never knew where they ended up.

He had planned to ask Dr. Trujillo about them, but before they even met, the photograph turned up.

And it appeared here—at the eerie scene of the crime.

What about the letter？

Jason searched the room frantically.

But aside from the photograph, everything else was locked in frost.

On the desk lay a stack of letters and documents. Jason tried to make out the writing when hurried footsteps and the flustered voice of a nun echoed from the corridor:

“...I felt an awful chill. When I stepped out of the prayer room, I saw this strange frost everywhere. I ran to find Reverend Evan... yes, just a few steps away—to his resting room—and the door was open. Reverend Evan was lying on the floor, he—he looked terrible, oh Lord!”

Jason quickly hid the photograph inside his clothes, then straightened and gave a polite nod to Dr. Trujillo, who had just appeared at the doorway.

Dr. Trujillo was short but sturdily built, a man in his fifties with graying hair. A stethoscope hung around his neck, and a medical case swung from his hand.

“Doctor, he is...？”

The nun fixed her gaze on Jason, her expression tense.

“Oh, that’s the man who was pulled from the sea two days ago. No fractures, no fever. I asked old Larry from the tavern to look after him.”

Dr. Trujillo gave Jason a polite nod, then hurried into the room to examine the priest.

“My God.” Dr. Trujillo quickly bent down to check the old priest’s breathing and listen to his heartbeat.

At that simple touch, the priest’s rigid body seemed to absorb the warmth—and suddenly he came back to life. The white haze in his eyes vanished, revealing a pair of terrified eyes. With a violent jerk he threw Dr. Trujillo aside and screamed hoarsely:

“He’s here!”

Jason caught Dr. Trujillo and rushed to restrain the frantic priest.

The nun cried out Evan’s name again and again, her voice trembling with fear.

The aged Evan’s face twisted; the strength in his frail body was astonishing. Jason and Dr. Trujillo each grabbed an arm, struggling to hold him back, yet the priest broke free and surged toward the doorway.

“Run! He’s coming! He’s coming!”

The shrill cry pierced the hall, brimming with unending terror.

The priest charged ahead blindly, unable even to turn—straight toward the wall.

Seeing the danger, the nun lunged forward and wrapped her arms around his legs from behind.

The three strained together, until Evan wavered and collapsed in the corridor, panting heavily.

“Quick! Hold him down!”

Dr. Trujillo dashed back for his medicine box, snatched a syringe and a vial, and ran forward again.

One shot of morphine later, the chaos finally ebbed away.

The old priest’s eyes were glassy; his lips kept repeating the same words:

“He’s here... he’s truly here...”

“Who is he？” Jason asked despite himself.

The nun and Dr. Trujillo shared the same question; all three turned their eyes to the priest.

The old priest’s mouth curved downward into a grotesque smile. “Rodriguez.”

Jason started—the name rang alarms through his mind like sirens.

Beside him, Dr. Trujillo frowned in puzzlement. “Rodriguez？ Who’s that？ There’s no one by that name in Black Reef Town.”

The nun shook her head; she had clearly never heard it before.

“We need to strap Father Evan to the bed. When he wakes again, he may relapse.” Dr. Trujillo turned and gestured for Jason’s help.

Jason was still staring at the priest when he suddenly snapped to attention. “The frost is everywhere—until it’s cleared, we can’t use the bed. Shall we take him to the clinic？”

“No empty beds left at the clinic,” Dr. Trujillo replied wearily.

The nun was left restless by the string of upheavals, murmuring anxiously, “This is not normal, Doctor, this is not normal. Even the church could not withstand the demon’s advance—surely it’s a demon, or how else could such a thing happen？”

“A demon,” the old pastor suddenly opened his eyes, fear contorting his features, “The ghost ship has come. He’s here! He’s come for revenge!”
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Chapter 5 The Detective’s Prowess
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The doctor could not determine what had suddenly driven Pastor Evan into madness.

Perhaps the medical knowledge humanity now possesses could lead one to conclude that the pastor’s outburst was born of poor health and age-induced decline of the brain—but that did not explain how the white frost had formed inside the church.

“It’s a rare weather phenomenon.”

Dr. Trujillo, a staunch proponent of scientific thought, busied himself preparing medicines as he offered his explanation. “I’ve heard that in regions near the Arctic Circle, it is not uncommon for an entire village to be blanketed in ice overnight... Why was the nearby clinic untouched？ Ah, perhaps it was a stream of air with an exceptionally low core temperature. I suspect it may have been spherical in shape, like ball lightning, rolling across walls, furniture, and other objects, freezing everything in its path.”

The nun clasped her small cross bracelet tightly, murmuring verses from Scripture as she sprinkled salt and washed the walls and floor with holy water, convinced this would drive out evil.

“It was certainly a demon,” she insisted, pointing to the fact that the white frost quickly melted as proof.

Dr. Trujillo: “...”

Frost, ice, and snow always melt when they come into contact with salt.

The scientific and theological views could not be reconciled. Dr. Trujillo instinctively went looking for that outsider—though they had not known each other long, the doctor sensed something remarkable about him.

Jason was standing in the center of the chapel, a magnifying glass in hand, scrutinizing the frost on the floor.

Dr. Trujillo recognized the magnifying glass at once; it looked very much like the old pastor’s.

“Sorry, I took it from the desk. I’ll return it when I’m done,” Jason said, unwilling to be mistaken for a thief.

The old pastor’s magnifying glass was a finely crafted piece: a gilded handle, with a ring of strange symbols and letters engraved along the frame, their meaning unknown.

At a glance, one might mistake it for an antique rather than a magnifying glass.

The object itself was frozen solid; Jason pried it out intact, owing in no small part to the nun’s salt-and-holy-water exorcism remedy.

“Are you studying the trajectory of frozen snowballs？” Dr. Trujillo asked.

“What？”

Jason didn’t understand.

Dr. Trujillo repeated the inspiration he had gleaned from the ball lightning and declared that he intended to turn this new discovery into a paper for publication in a European scientific journal.

Seeing the doctor’s enthusiasm, Jason decided not to interrupt his speech.

Jason lowered his head again to study the white frost.

A floor plan of the church took shape in his mind.

On this mental map, he marked where the frost was thickest; when the marks connected, they formed a clear trail.

“...Its origin—it came from something, or someone, that walked among us.”

That explained why the frost was thicker on the floor and near the base of the walls, and thinnest toward the ceiling.

“It—or rather, he—passed through the front chapel, entered the side door into the corridor... then stopped at the door of Pastor Evan’s study. He placed a hand on it？ No, it was more like an announcement of his presence, letting the chill seep through the cracks into the room.”

Jason could almost picture it—

The old pastor bent over his desk, working through papers, a magnifying glass in his left hand, a fountain pen in his right. Suddenly, a piercing cold crept over him; shivering, he pulled the coat draped over his chair around his shoulders. Then, rubbing his eyes, he noticed—with faint disbelief—that the fire in the hearth had gone out.

The old pastor, puzzled, rose to his feet and headed for the door, intending to call out to a nun to ask whether it was snowing outside.

But halfway there, he saw frost spreading rapidly across the wall.

The thick carpet covering the floor had masked it at first, and the pastor failed to notice in time.

Just as he grasped that something uncanny was afoot and opened his mouth to shout, the door swung open in utter silence.

There he stood, framed in the doorway.

Dressed like a traditional English gentleman—perhaps even wearing a black bowler hat and a flowing cape—with the faint gleam of a slender gold watch chain visible beneath his coat. His handsome, severe features looked as though carved from ice.

Twisted shadows coiled around him; a chill wind carried a piercing cold, while invisible black whirlpools began to seep through the hallway and into the room.

Terror contorted the pastor’s face, and he began to scream.

Yet no one heard the cry—or perhaps no sound escaped his lips at all—for the nun in the room down the hall heard nothing.

And then—then what did the pastor say？

Before that photograph fell to the floor, whose hand held it？

The photograph was untouched by frost, so it could not have been the pastor’s.

—Pale, slender fingers lifted the photograph and flicked it before Evan’s eyes; the mysterious visitor was like a harbinger of death from the depths of hell, searching for this old pastor—perhaps for many years.

The image faltered, for imagination could carry it no further.

Jason pressed a hand to his aching forehead.

This was neither illusion nor idle fancy.

There was tangible proof—the chair pulled aside in the lounge, the old pastor’s collapse in a certain direction—and Jason’s own experience in the tavern.

Jason had never imagined that hearing the name Rodriguez again would come from the lips of Pastor Evan.

Regrettably, he hadn’t been able to gather any more clues—only a few words that sounded crucial, heavy with implication.

He has come, vengeance, and the ghost ship...

Evidently, Pastor Evan knew Rodriguez, or at least had met Rodriguez at sea; otherwise, he would never have mentioned the ghost ship.

Jason recalled the black-sailed ship shrouded in thick fog, and at once, the uncanny scene surfaced—the vessel collapsing for no reason, countless black, threadlike shadows shooting outward in every direction.

“Mm.”

Jason winced in pain; he couldn’t allow himself to recall that vision.

Whenever he tried, the headache would flare up abruptly, and double images would cloud his sight.

Could the aftermath of a concussion truly be this severe？

Jason staggered along the wall for support when a blurred face emerged—its features all misplaced, a sight both eerie and grotesque.

“Sir？ Are you all right, sir？”

Good, the voice sounded normal. Jason closed his eyes.

When he opened them again, the surroundings had returned to normal, and before him stood a nun, her face filled with concern.

“I’m fine. I just... haven’t eaten.”

Jason pressed a hand to his stomach, improvising an excuse.

Trujillo, the doctor who had just finished giving medicine to the old priest, heard the nun’s call and hurried over, stethoscope in hand.

Jason’s scalp prickled; he dreaded the doctor finding signs of a mental disorder, but he couldn’t very well turn down his goodwill.

“It’s all right. A piece of bread will do.”

Jason did his best to appear strong and sturdy.

After listening to his heart and lungs, Dr. Trujillo found nothing abnormal. The dizziness and weakness were likely from hunger, and Jason was indeed more robust than most grown men. That fact was indirectly proven by the six others lying feverish in the clinic—out of the whole ship’s crew, Jason alone remained full of life.

“Old Larry didn’t make breakfast or lunch？” Dr. Trujillo asked in surprise.

“I slept till noon, and then... something happened.”

Jason felt this was a good opportunity to test the waters, so he recounted how he had met Officer Crane, how Strange Reef had risen from the sea, and how both Officer Crane and the tavern owner had turned pale and rushed outside.

“Clack.”

The crucifix slipped from the nun’s trembling hand and fell to the floor.

Her face drained of color; her lips quivered.

Trujillo’s expression darkened slightly, though he forced a faint smile. “A reef rising from the seabed？ That could be due to volcanic activity—rare, but not unheard of. I once read about such an occurrence in an academic journal, somewhere in the Atlantic.”

The nun picked up the fallen crucifix without a word, walked to the altar to pray, then rose to continue cleansing the church with salt and holy water.

Trujillo could only leave a bottle of medicine and, addressing the nun’s back, instructed, “If Pastor Evan wakes, inform me immediately.”

With that, he lifted his medical case and motioned for Jason to accompany him to the nearby clinic.

“I’ve still got a few roasted potatoes left from lunch. By the way, you are...？”

“Please call me Jason—a detective from London.”

“A detective？”

“Yes. One of my clients has run into some trouble and wrote to Pastor Evan seeking his assistance.”

Jason chose honesty; he needed someone to help substantiate the shipwreck incident. Over-attention to the old pastor might arouse suspicion, so he divulged part of his commission, hoping it might yield useful information.

As expected, Trujillo responded at once, “Is your client a theology enthusiast or perhaps an explorer？”

“Theology... well, it is theology-related. But what makes you think explorer？”

Jason deliberately kept his words vague. Birth dates were written on baptismal certificates—was baptism tied to theology？ Yes. And that made it no lie.

“Ah, I heard Pastor Evan, in his younger days, joined an expedition, traveling through the Atlantic and the icy seas around here. His knowledge is vast, and I greatly respect him,” Trujillo said earnestly. “He is a man of honor. While other pastors were reluctant to preach long-term in this remote place, he has lived here for decades.”

Jason nodded, then asked casually, “Walking here from the tavern, I couldn’t help but feel the town’s atmosphere is... unusual.”

“Well...” Trujillo hesitated.

“Does it have to do with Strange Reef？ Forgive me, but I’ve noticed how concerned everyone seems. I imagine there must be explanations beyond volcanic activity？” Jason feigned curiosity—this was where the advantage of his profession emerged. A detective never ignores a potential clue.

Dr. Trujillo drew a deep breath, then gave a wry smile. “It’s an old legend. Many years ago, a massive reef suddenly rose from the sea floor near Black Reef Town. Torrential rains flooded the town, and many people vanished... Rumor has it this was the wrath of the Sea God, said to slumber in the bay nearby. If anyone were to awaken the Sea God, disaster would strike again. People are nervous now because events seem to mirror the legend. First came three days of heavy rain, then the appearance of Strange Reef. If someone were to go missing next, the panic would only deepen.”

Clearly unwilling to discuss Strange Reef, Dr. Trujillo gave the subject a quick pass and instead asked Jason, "I thought you’d be more interested in Reverend Evan’s talk of revenge and the ghost ship."

“Mr. Evan is suffering from mental troubles—symptoms of delirium, isn’t that so？”

Jason, sounding more committed to science than Dr. Trujillo himself, said calmly, “When a patient experiences hallucinations and sees strange things, that’s perfectly normal.”

“...” Dr. Trujillo fell silent.

The detective’s unspoken implication was that the other residents of Black Reef Town were the ones behaving abnormally.

After all, it’s impossible for an entire town to be collectively insane, spouting nonsense and acting erratically—right？

Yes, the logic was sound, without a single flaw.

Dr. Trujillo’s eyes flickered. He followed the thread of the conversation into the topic of mental illness.

As he turned away, Jason studied the doctor’s demeanor.

He was certain Dr. Trujillo
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