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Prologue
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December 31, 1925...

The wind didn't just blow through the Adirondack pass; it screamed, a high, thin sound like a needle dragging across a bone. Inside the cabin—the same cedar-and-stone shell that would one day house Casey and their friends—the air was thick with the scent of pine needles and stale gin.

Arthur didn't look at the other three men sitting around the table. He couldn't. If he looked at Thomas, he would see the way his friend’s skin had begun to take on the translucent quality of wax. If he looked at Julian, he would see the tremors in the man's hands, so violent that the tea in his porcelain cup was constantly sloshing over the rim.

"It’s almost time," Julian whispered. His voice was a dry rattle. "One minute to the new year. One minute to pay the tithe."

Arthur gripped the edge of the table, his knuckles white. They had made their resolutions exactly one year ago. They had promised to be better, stronger, more prosperous men. They had written their oaths in a leather-bound ledger and sealed them with a drop of copper-tasting blood, thinking it was nothing more than a midnight lark fueled by too much bootleg whiskey.

Arthur’s resolution had been simple: I will never let another man take what is mine.

He thought of the three men he had killed in the spring—competitors in the textile trade. He thought of the way his bank account had swelled even as his heart seemed to shrivel into a hard, black walnut in his chest. He had kept his word. He had been successful.

But the cabin was a place of literal interpretations.

"The debt is due," Thomas said, his voice flat. He reached into the center of the table and opened the wooden box.

Outside, the forest went deathly silent. The local guides spoke of the "Hollow Man," a spirit that prowled the mountains on the cusp of the year, looking for those who dared to bargain with their own souls. They said he didn't want your life; he wanted the parts of you that you promised to change.

As the grandfather clock in the corner began its heavy, metallic chime—one... two... three...—Arthur felt a coldness start at the tips of his fingers. It wasn't the cold of the mountain. It was the feeling of being erased.

"I kept my promise," Arthur gasped, his lungs suddenly feeling like they were filling with wet sand. "I kept it!"

"But did you keep the spirit of it?" Julian asked, his eyes wide and terrified as he looked at Arthur’s hands.

Arthur looked down. His fingers were becoming grey, the color of ash. Where there should have been skin and fingernails, there was only a blurring, a fading into the dim light of the cabin. He tried to scream, but the sound that came out wasn't human. It was the sound of the wind through the pines.

By the twelfth chime, the chairs around the table were occupied only by three heaps of fine, grey dust and a single, blood-stained ledger.

The front door, which had been bolted from the inside, swung open with a slow, rhythmic groan. A set of footprints appeared in the fresh snow on the porch—wide, splayed marks that didn't belong to any boot. They led away from the cabin and into the dark, waiting for the next century to turn.
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Chapter 1: The Threshold of Ash
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The Adirondack mountains rose up like the jagged, broken teeth of a buried giant, white with the suffocating shroud of a December blizzard. Casey gripped the steering wheel of the SUV until their knuckles turned the color of the snow outside. The heater was blasting on high, but the air inside the cabin of the vehicle felt thin and brittle, as if the oxygen were being slowly sucked out by the vacuum of the wilderness. It was December 24, 2025—Christmas Eve—but there was no festive warmth in the silence that sat between the four passengers. They were traveling toward a New Year that felt less like a celebration and more like a deadline.

Beside Casey, Elias stared out the side window, his reflection ghostly against the glass. He had lost weight, his cheekbones sharp enough to cut, his eyes sunken into dark hollows of obsession. He clutched a small, ornate wooden box in his lap with a white-knuckled intensity. He hadn't spoken since they cleared the last town three hours ago. He was the one who had found the cabin; he was the one who had insisted that "normal" resolutions weren't enough anymore. He wanted something permanent.

"How much further?" Sloane asked from the backseat, her voice tight with a fraying patience. She was scrolling through her phone, her face illuminated by the cold, blue light of a screen that showed 'No Service.' She was a woman who lived by the validation of the lens, but out here, in the shadow of the pines, she looked small and strangely translucent. "I feel like we’ve been driving into a void for hours. This isn't exactly the luxury retreat you promised, Marcus."

Marcus, sitting next to her, didn't look up from the leather-bound ledger he was flipping through. He was the architect of their group’s success, the one who moved pieces on a board most people didn't know existed. "Luxury is a distraction, Sloane," he said, his voice a low, rhythmic drone. "We didn't come here to be comfortable. We came here to be better. The cabin is isolated for a reason. You can't change who you are if you’re still listening to the noise of who you were."

The SUV hit a deep rut in the unpaved road, jarring them all. The headlights swept across the treeline, catching the eyes of something standing deep in the brush—a flash of yellow reflection that vanished as quickly as it appeared. Casey felt a cold shiver crawl up their spine. The woods here felt crowded, as if the trees were leaning in to listen to their conversation.

"There," Elias said, pointing a trembling finger toward a dark shape looming at the end of the road.

The cabin was a sprawling, two-story structure of blackened cedar and river stone. It sat on a ridge overlooking a lake that was frozen into a grey, scarred mirror. It didn't look like a vacation home; it looked like a fortress designed to keep things in rather than out. As Casey killed the engine, the silence of the mountains rushed in, heavy and absolute. The heat died instantly, and the cold began its slow, methodical crawl through the door seals.

"We’re here," Casey whispered, though the words felt like a confession.

They climbed out of the vehicle, the snow crunching under their boots with the sound of breaking bone. The wind whipped around the corners of the cabin, a high-pitched keening that sounded like a woman's voice calling from a great distance. As they hauled their bags toward the porch, Casey noticed a row of iron spikes driven into the railing, each one topped with a small, weathered bundle of dried sage and what looked like bird bones.

"Old mountain charms," Marcus remarked, noticing Casey’s hesitation. He pushed the heavy oak front door open. The hinges didn't creak; they groaned, a deep, guttural sound that vibrated in Casey’s chest. "The locals are big on protection. It’s flavor, Casey. Nothing more."

Inside, the air was stagnant and smelled of ancient dust and something metallic, like a penny held under the tongue. The living room was dominated by a fireplace large enough to stand in, its hearth stained with soot that seemed to have soaked into the stone itself. There were no photos on the walls, no signs of previous life, only the heavy, dark furniture that looked like it had been carved from the very trees that surrounded the house.

Elias walked straight to the center of the room and placed the wooden box on a low table. He looked at the others, his face pale in the dying twilight. "The year is almost over," he said, his voice devoid of emotion. "The failures of 2025 stay outside that door. Tomorrow, we begin the work. We make the pact."

Casey looked at the door they had just closed. The deadbolt sat heavy in its socket. For a moment, the shadows in the corner of the room seemed to shift, coalescing into a shape that was gone the moment Casey blinked. They tried to shake the feeling of being watched, but as they looked at the frost forming on the inside of the windows, they realized the ice was blooming in the shape of screaming faces.

The ritual hadn't even begun, but the cabin had already opened its mouth to swallow them whole.
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Chapter 2: The Weight of the Ledger
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The fire Marcus eventually coaxed to life offered plenty of light, but no real heat. It was a hungry, snapping thing that consumed the dry logs with a frantic energy, throwing jagged, dancing shadows against the cedar-planked walls. Despite the roar of the flames, Casey could still see their own breath misting in the air, a white ghost that vanished as soon as it was born. The group had gathered around the heavy oak table in the dining area, the wood so old it felt as hard as iron beneath their palms.

Marcus placed the leather-bound ledger in the center of the table. It was a thick, oppressive book with a cover of dark, pebbled hide that felt uncomfortably warm to the touch. He opened it to the first blank page. The paper wasn't white; it was the color of a bruised tooth, thick and fibrous. Beside it, he laid out the obsidian-handled knife. The blade was a sliver of solidified night, polished to a mirror finish that reflected the flickering firelight in a way that made it look like the edge was dripping with liquid shadow.

"We don't just say the words," Marcus said, his voice dropping into a professional, clinical register. "We’ve all tried that. Every January first, we make promises to the air, and by February, we’ve inhaled them back in. To change, you have to excise the part of yourself that is failing. You have to make a contract with the year itself."

"You're talking like this is a business merger," Sloane said, though she had put her phone face down on the table. She looked at the knife, then at her own manicured hands. "What exactly are we writing? And why the blade, Marcus? This is getting a bit theatrical, even for you."

"The blade is for the seal," Elias interrupted. He was leaning forward, his eyes fixed on the blank page with a frightening intensity. "Blood is the only thing that has any value in a world full of lies. It’s the only thing you can’t fake. If you aren't willing to bleed for your resolution, you don't actually want to change. You’re just playing dress-up."

Casey looked from Elias to the ledger. The silence of the cabin seemed to push against their eardrums. Outside, the wind had picked up, slamming a loose branch against the siding with a rhythmic thud-thud-thud that sounded like someone knocking to be let in. The shadows in the corners of the room seemed to have grown thicker, more three-dimensional, as if the darkness were a physical weight settling into the rafters.

"I’ll go first," Elias whispered. He picked up the fountain pen. He didn't hesitate. He began to write with ink so black it seemed to swallow the light.

I, Elias, will purge every ounce of weakness from my body. I will be pure.

As he finished the sentence, the fire in the hearth gave a violent pop, sending a spray of sparks onto the rug. Elias gasped, his hand flying to his throat. For a second, his face contorted as if he were choking on something dry and abrasive. He clutched his stomach, his knuckles turning white, and then he slowly exhaled. When he looked up, his eyes were clear, but his skin looked paper-thin, stretched tight over his skull.

"Your turn, Sloane," Elias said, his voice sounding hollow, as if he were speaking from the bottom of a well.

Sloane hesitated, her lip trembling. She looked at the pen, then at Elias’s resolution on the page. She seemed to realize, perhaps for the first first time, that this wasn't a game. But the social pressure of the group, the years of shared history and the desperate need to be seen as strong, pushed her forward. She took the pen, her hand shaking, and began to write.

I, Sloane, will stop at nothing to make sure everyone sees the real me.

As she finished writing, a low, vibrating hum began to emanate from the walls of the cabin. It was a sound below the threshold of hearing, a frequency that made Casey’s teeth ache and their stomach turn. Sloane didn't scream, but she blinked rapidly, her eyes darting around the room as if she were seeing things the others couldn't.

"Do you hear that?" she asked, her voice a frantic whisper. "The whispering? It sounds like... thousands of people. All of them talking at once."

"It’s just the wind, Sloane," Marcus said firmly, though he took the pen with a calculated speed that suggested he wanted to get his turn over with. He wrote his resolution in a bold, sweeping script.

I, Marcus, will cut out all the dead weight in my life. I will let nothing hold me back.

The moment the pen lifted from the paper, the front door of the cabin blew open. The heavy deadbolt didn't just slide; the wood around the lock splintered as if hit by a battering ram. A swirl of ice and snow roared into the living room, extinguishing the fire instantly and plunging them into a freezing, starlit gloom.

Casey stood up, chair screeching against the floor. In the sudden darkness, they looked toward the open door. Framed against the white chaos of the blizzard was a figure. It was tall, impossibly thin, and dressed in tatters of grey cloth that moved even when the wind didn't. It didn't have a face—only a smooth, pale surface where features should be, like a sculpture that had been left out in the rain until it washed away.

The figure didn't step inside. It simply stood on the threshold, pointing a long, multi-jointed finger toward the ledger on the table.

Then, as quickly as the wind had arrived, the door slammed shut. The fire roared back to life, burning a brilliant, chemical blue.

Casey looked down at the ledger. There was one spot left.

"Your turn, Casey," Marcus said, his voice flat and devoid of warmth. "The circle has to be closed. Write it, or we don't make it to midnight."
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