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"Report...Skeletal Find #07-22, Olympic Peninsula Survey." Click.

The recorder's activation echoed in the forest's unnatural silence. No birds calling. No insects buzzing. No leaves rustling despite the October breeze that should have stirred the branches overhead. Just the dead hush of a place holding its breath...waiting.

"Dr. Evelyn Blackwood. October 13th, 2022, 4:37 p.m. Grid Sector Seven, Olympic National Forest."

Her voice maintained the steady, clinical detachment she'd perfected over twelve years of forensic testimony... The same tone she'd used last spring when explaining to a Seattle jury how bone fracture patterns could distinguish between an accident and deliberate homicide. But the digital recorder caught what she wouldn't admit aloud: the slight tremor in her exhale. The too-quick swallow. The barely perceptible catch in her throat that betrayed genuine fear beneath professional composure.

"Specifically, a restricted Pope & Talbot logging tract, approximately three kilometers from the abandoned mill site." Her fingers tightened around the device. "This is my fourth attempt to record this. The batteries keep dying..."

A pause. The soft skritch of her titanium trowel scraping soil from calcified bone.

"...or something's draining them."

The late afternoon sunlight filtered through the dense cedar canopy, casting the clearing in a sickly amber glow that made the excavation pit look like an open wound in the forest floor. Evelyn pushed a strand of chestnut hair back under her University of Washington cap, leaving a smudge of dirt across her freckled forehead. Sweat darkened the collar of her field shirt despite the season...a detail that would bother her later when reviewing the documentation. She was always meticulous about her appearance, even in the field. Details matter, DD, she'd reminded her husband just yesterday morning. The smallest inconsistency can crack a case wide open.

The specimen lay half-unearthed at her knees. Not just bones...she'd documented hundreds of those...but something that defied classification in any forensic textbook she'd ever studied. A human rib cage, its bones woven with cedar roots... not entangled as with normal decomposition, but fused at the cellular level. The xylem vessels branched through bone marrow like capillaries, pulsing faintly with black sap that seemed to absorb rather than reflect the dying light.

She leaned closer, scientific curiosity temporarily overriding her instinctive revulsion. "Caucasian male, mid-to-late 30s. Muscular attachments suggest habitual heavy lifting. Compression fractures on T7 through T9 consistent with industrial trauma, except..."

Her latex-gloved finger brushed the exposed third rib. The bone was warm...not sun-warmed or fever-warm. Living warm. Like touching the skin of someone sleeping.

"The growth rings in the wood date to 1923." Her voice now barely above a whisper as she documented the impossible. "But his dental work...porcelain fillings, stainless steel crowns consistent with mid-century dental practices...puts him in the 1950s."

A drop of sweat hit the recorder's microphone with an audible plink. The forest was too hot for October in the Pacific Northwest. Too damp. The air clung like wet wool, thick enough to chew, carrying the cloying sweetness of cedar sap and something underneath it...metallic, like old pennies left in the rain. Like blood.

She thought of David at home. Probably warming leftover salmon chowder for dinner. Waiting for her call. She should have told him more about this site. About Joseph Crow Feather's warnings. About the mill's ledgers she'd found in the county archives with their cryptic entries. Next time, she promised herself, knowing with growing certainty there wouldn't be a next time.

"This isn't an accident."

Her voice dropped to a whisper. Her breath fogging unnaturally in the too-warm air.

"It's a harvest."

Then...

A sound like a redwood shedding its bark. Slow. Deliberate. Ancient.

Something stepped into the clearing...something tall that bent the light around it. Something that moved with the patient certainty of geological processes rather than biological ones.

The Hum hit before she saw it clearly... A subsonic thrum that vibrated her teeth. Her ribs. The fillings in her molars. The recorder's digital display flickered, numbers scrolling wildly before settling on a reading: 18.86 Hz. The exact frequency that causes human eyeballs to resonate, distorting vision. The exact frequency that induces feelings of unease, dread, and the conviction of supernatural presence.

The cedar roots around the skeleton twitched...not from wind or disturbance, but with purposeful motion. They reached toward her with the slow deliberation of time-lapse photography showing plant growth.

"David..."

Her warning died as the shadow fell over her. She wanted to say more... About the ledgers, about the S'Klallam elder's warnings. About how much she loved him...but there wasn't time.

The last thing the recorder captured: The crack of her sternum (not breaking...splintering, like green wood). A wet, gasping syllable ("Ledger..."). The punch of a root through the recorder's casing. The plastic yielding with obscene ease. 

Then...

Silence.

Five seconds of dead air, marked only by the recorder's steadily blinking light.

Until:

"Welcome to the payroll, Doctor."

Samuel Hadlock's voice, slick with sap and static despite being dead for over a century.

Click.
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CHAPTER 1: "THE AJAX INCIDENT"
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I. THE UNOPENED BOX

The house smelled of drowned things.

Salt-rotten timber that had absorbed decades of Pacific Northwest rain. Mildew gnawing at the Sheetrock with patient persistence. The sour tang of a refrigerator left unplugged for months, its contents transformed into something that belonged in a forensic evidence locker rather than a kitchen. Beneath it all lay a deeper scent... Something mineral and ancient, like wet stones pulled from the bottom of a glacial lake.

Retired FBI Agent D.D. Blackwood stood in the center of the rental's hollow-boned living room, a glass of Macallan 18 dangling forgotten from his fingers. His investigator's instincts automatically cataloged details: moisture damage consistent with three years of minimal maintenance. Poor air circulation from windows that hadn't been opened in months. Basic security that remained undisturbed with no signs of forced entry. And minimal personal effects suggesting a hurried departure.

At fifty-three, David Dawson Blackwood carried his six-foot frame with the tired precision of a man who had spent his life measuring the distance between what people said and what evidence revealed. The Pacific Northwest rain had plastered his salt-and-pepper hair to his skull. His beard...grown more from neglect than intention since retirement... failed to hide the hollows grief had carved beneath his cheekbones.

But this wasn't a crime scene. This was just the aftermath of grief...the practical debris that accumulated when someone's life was interrupted by forces beyond their control. His life. Their life together.

He stared at the last unopened box.

Its label was written in Evelyn's precise, unhurried script. The same handwriting that had annotated thousands of bone samples during her twelve-year career as a forensic anthropologist:

OFFICE - EVIDENCE

Not "Evelyn's Office." Not "Personal Effects." Just "Evidence," as if his wife of fourteen years had reduced herself to another case file in the final weeks before her disappearance.

The memory struck without warning...Evelyn at their Seattle kitchen table three years ago. Surrounded by case files spread in a semicircle that reflected her methodical mind. Her chestnut hair pulled into a messy bun, red ink staining her fingertips, tongue poking out slightly as she concentrated. The half-eaten toast beside her growing cold as she lost herself in her work.

"You're staring again, DD," she'd said without looking up, a smile playing at the corner of her lips.

"Just appreciating the view," he'd replied, sliding a fresh cup of coffee beside her notes.

She'd looked up then, green eyes bright despite the early hour. "Details matter, DD. The smallest inconsistency can crack a case wide open." Tapping her pen against a dental X-ray. "See here? This molar. It doesn't match the rest of the dentition. Someone tried to hide this victim's identity."

He'd nodded, recognizing her tone...the one that meant she'd found something important, something that would matter to people who'd lost someone they loved.

Three years of searching had led him here. To this water-logged rental in Hadlock where Evelyn had spent her final months researching tribal histories and mill records. Three years of following cold leads and bureaucratic dead ends. Three years of nightmares where she called his name from places he couldn't reach. Three years of retirement forms and pension discussions that had finally given him the freedom to investigate without federal oversight or supervisors who spoke of his wife in the past tense.

A vibration buzzed in his molars...not sound, but pressure. Like the world's slowest dentist's drill grinding against nerve endings. It started subtly, almost imperceptible, then gradually intensified until it became impossible to ignore. His fillings resonated with a frequency that made his jawbone ache. The locals called it the Hadlock Hum.

David's FBI training offered rational explanations: infrasound from tidal erosion as the Juan de Fuca Plate ground against the North American Plate. Substation feedback from aging electrical infrastructure. Or industrial resonance from abandoned mill machinery left to rust when Pope & Talbot ceased operations in 2001 due to "financial restructuring"... The corporate euphemism for closing operations after federal inquiries into its business practices.

He'd read all the scientific papers. Consulted with geologists from the University of Washington. Interviewed electrical engineers who maintained the peninsula's power grid. None of their explanations satisfied him. None explained why the Hum was strongest at precisely 3:17 AM each night...the exact time Evelyn's field recorder had transmitted its final signal.

D.D. set his whiskey glass on the cardboard surface, watching the amber liquid tremble and send concentric rings across its surface. His phone's accelerometer app detected the vibration immediately: 18.86 Hz.

The same frequency as human eyeballs, close enough to cause visual disturbances. The same frequency as high-voltage power lines under load. And coincidentally, the exact year Samuel Hadlock founded the Washington Mill Company: 1886.

But there was a fourth correlation David's rational mind tried to ignore. According to the S'Klallam tribal histories Evelyn had researched, 1886 was also the year the forest "began to sing the hunger song"...the first recorded mention of a subsonic vibration that made children disappear and loggers refuse to work certain groves. Samuel Hadlock hadn't founded his mill company on virgin land. He'd built it on a site that local tribes had avoided for generations. Where the forest itself was said to have developed an appetite.

As the vibration intensified, making his dental fillings ache like biting aluminum foil deep in the jawbone and causing the framed photograph of Mount Olympus to rattle against the generic white walls, David admitted the darker truth: it felt like the house was humming in anticipation.

His hand hovered over the packing tape that sealed Evelyn's final box. One pull. That's all it would take to open the last chapter of a story that had ended three years ago in a cedar grove where search teams had found equipment but no body.

The wedding band on his left hand caught the light...platinum, scratched from years of field work, tarnished from months of neglect. Unlike the Bureau-issued SIG Sauer he'd surrendered at retirement, this was the one piece of equipment he'd never taken off. Evelyn's matching ring was... where? Still on her finger wherever search teams had failed to find her?

Three years ago, he'd have reasoned through this methodically. He'd have documented the Hum with scientific instruments. Correlated its patterns with environmental factors. Followed evidence to logical conclusions. Now logic felt like a luxury he could no longer afford. Not when dealing with something that could lift box lids without leaving fingerprints. Not when his wife's voice haunted his dreams with warnings he couldn't quite remember upon waking.

He couldn't open the box. Not tonight.

Not until he understood what the Hadlock Hum was trying to tell him.

II. THE TOWN THAT PRETENDS TO SLEEP

Hadlock clung to the shoreline like a drowning man to driftwood...desperate and determined but ultimately doomed by forces larger than individual will.

David drove his aging Bronco past the marina. Its wipers struggling against the persistent October drizzle. Rain in the Pacific Northwest wasn't just weather... It was a psychological state. A constant reminder that nature here maintained the upper hand. The Bronco's heater wheezed asthmatically, fogging the windows and forcing him to wipe condensation from the glass with the sleeve of his weatherproof jacket...the same one he'd worn during evidence collection in a dozen states, now faded from Bureau-blue to the indeterminate gray of retirement.

His investigator's eye automatically noted anomalies that civilian observers would dismiss as routine maintenance. The pier pilings were too new...fresh Douglas fir, pressure-treated and unstained, recently replaced though adjacent structures showed no storm damage. The work would have required permits, environmental impact assessments, Corps of Engineers approval. Yet Port Hadlock public records showed no applications, no approvals, no paper trail.

Dark basalt gravel had been piled too evenly over the abandoned mill's northeast parking lot, the imported material lacking any tire marks from delivery trucks. The distribution pattern suggested mechanical placement but no vehicle tracks...implying nighttime operations using equipment that didn't leave the standard compression patterns in soft surfaces.

Most telling were the seagulls' behavioral patterns...a perfect ten-foot radius around the northwest dock where no birds would land, avoiding some invisible deterrent despite the unnaturally still water surface that contrasted with choppy conditions throughout the rest of Liberty Bay. In his FBI years, he'd attended seminars on environmental anomalies as evidence; animals often detected dangers human senses couldn't perceive.

A blue heron stood motionless at the water's edge, its reflection perfectly mirrored in the unnatural stillness. As David watched, it took three precise steps to the left, positioning itself exactly at the boundary of the no-bird zone. It turned its head, fixing him with an eye that seemed to hold impossible recognition.

Retirement hadn't erased David's investigative instincts. Fifteen years with the Bureau's Evidence Response Team had permanently rewired his perception. While other visitors would see a quaint fishing town, he saw a population with movement patterns that suggested collective awareness...residents who never lingered near certain buildings, who chose specific routes to avoid particular sections of shoreline, who maintained cheerful conversation with an intensity that felt rehearsed rather than natural.

Every town had its eccentricities. Its local customs. Its unspoken rules. But Hadlock's patterns suggested something more deliberate. The casual way shopkeepers kept watch on strangers while pretending to arrange displays. The timing of shift changes at the local sheriff's substation, always coordinated with the arrival of boat traffic. The precision with which certain streets remained under-lit despite functioning streetlights on adjacent blocks.

In his years with the Bureau, David had investigated towns with secrets...communities hiding everything from drug manufacturing to cult activity. But those secrets created distinctive patterns: nervousness, inconsistent stories, financial anomalies, population fluctuations. Hadlock displayed none of these. Instead, it maintained a perfect facade of normalcy that was itself the anomaly.

His years analyzing behavioral patterns in criminal investigations had taught him that details mattered, that anomalies were almost always significant, and that coincidences were usually evidence of patterns that hadn't been recognized yet.

Now those skills were turning against him. The town wasn't just hiding secrets.

It was watching him back.

III. SANCTUARY OF LIES

The Ajax Cafe's warm glow was a carefully constructed lie... theatrical lighting that stage managers used to create false intimacy in spaces designed for deception. 

David parked across the street, the Bronco's engine ticking as it cooled in the evening chill. For ten minutes he simply observed through the rain-streaked windshield, letting the cafe's patterns reveal themselves. The building dated to the 1890s...old enough to have witnessed the mill town's rise, fall, and reinvention as a tourist destination. Its cedar siding had weathered to a silver-gray that absorbed rather than reflected the weak autumn light, making the windows seem unnaturally bright in contrast.

The entire waterfront felt like a stage set of normalcy draped over something older and hungrier. Customer flow was light but consistent, locals rather than tourists. Security remained minimal but strategically positioned...no cameras visible from the street, but sight lines arranged to give staff clear views of approaching visitors. The building was well-kept but not obsessively clean, suggesting maintenance that prioritized function over appearance.

David pulled the collar of his jacket higher, less against the rain than against the feeling of being observed. The Hum was stronger near the water, vibrating through the Bronco's frame and into his bones with a frequency that made his eyes water.

The cafe's door opened with a jingling bell that sounded too cheerful for the weather. Interior reconnaissance revealed fishing nets hanging from exposed beams, cradling glass floats that looked like authentic pre-1950s Japanese fishing buoys rather than mass-produced replicas. Black-and-white photographs showed mill workers with crosscut saws and steam equipment, their faces blurred by decades of cigarette smoke and industrial haze. No digital prints, no recently framed images...as if the cafe's history had stopped accumulating visual evidence sometime in the 1970s.

A stag's head mounted above the bar watched with glass eyes that caught the light at impossible angles, seeming to track movement despite being taxidermied decades ago. Its antlers cast shadows on the ceiling that moved independently of the lighting, stretching and contracting like living things. Business cards stuck eerily to the ceiling.

David chose the corner booth...back to the wall, clear sight-lines, optimal position for observing other patrons. He positioned himself so the stag's head remained in his peripheral vision. He'd developed the habit during fifteen years of interviewing suspects in unfamiliar locations...always maintain awareness of the entire space, never focus exclusively on a single point.

Evelyn would have rolled her eyes at his tactical positioning. He could almost hear her voice: Paranoid, David. Not everyone's a suspect. Sometimes a diner is just a diner.

The memory carried her scent...freesia shampoo and the faint chemical tang of the bone preservative she used in her lab. For a moment it was so vivid he had to resist the urge to turn, expecting to find her sliding into the booth beside him with that half-smile that had first caught his attention at the forensic conference where they'd met.

The knife-twist of memory made him order Macallan 18 without thinking...their anniversary whiskey. The bottle they shared every October 13th to commemorate the night they met. It had been an interdisciplinary conference in Seattle; he'd been presenting on evidence collection protocols. She on distinguishing perimortem from postmortem trauma. They'd argued over methodology during the Q&A, continued the debate over drinks, and somehow ended up walking along the waterfront until dawn. Their professional disagreement evolving into something far more interesting.

The bartender approached his table...a grizzled man in his late sixties with hands weathered to the texture of oak bark. Deep creases radiated from the corners of his eyes, the permanent squint of someone who had spent decades working outdoors. His shoulders carried the slight asymmetry of repetitive labor...right side lower than left, suggesting years of operating heavy equipment. A faded Pope & Talbot Logging Co. tattoo peeked from his left sleeve, the design partly obscured by what looked like burn scarring. His name-tag read "George."

"New in town?" George asked as he poured two fingers of Macallan with practiced efficiency, the amber liquid catching the light like liquid topaz.

David noted the man's casual stance...weight distributed evenly. His body angled for maximum peripheral vision of both the entrance and the kitchen door. Left hand remaining free while he poured with his right. Not the posture of a career bartender, but of someone with tactical training. Military, perhaps, or security.

"Retired," David replied, keeping his tone conversational. "Personal business. My wife used to work in the area. Research project. I'm trying to understand what happened to her."

The change in George's demeanor was subtle but unmistakable to someone trained in behavioral analysis... A slight stiffening of shoulders, a pause in his glass-wiping rhythm, a micro-expression of calculation that flickered across his face before being replaced with practiced neutrality. His pupils contracted slightly, an involuntary response to stress.

"Lot of researchers come through here," George said carefully, the casual tone now carrying the deliberate lightness of someone selecting words with extreme care. "University types, government surveys. Most finish their projects.... One way or another."

David caught the emphasis on the last phrase...not a threat, but a warning. He maintained eye contact, watching for the involuntary movements that often revealed more than words. George's eyes flickered briefly toward the hearth at the far wall, then back. The message was clear: This conversation has boundaries. Don't cross them.

The hearth dominated the cafe's far wall...a gaping brick mouth filled with birch logs stacked too perfectly, like a funeral pyre waiting for a match that would never come. The fireplace was massive for a building this size, suggesting it had once served a more industrial purpose than ambiance. No soot stains on the firebrick. No evidence of recent use. The stone looked older than the surrounding wall, as if the entire building had been constructed around this single feature.

Or never used at all.

IV. THE FIRE THAT BURNED COLD

David found himself staring into the fireplace's dark throat, his whiskey forgotten as his attention focused on details his conscious mind couldn't quite process.

The hearth stone was wrong... Not just aesthetically out of place, but wrong in a way that registered subconsciously. The pattern of the stonework created subtle geometries that led the eye inward rather than outward. The spacing between logs followed mathematical relationships that felt deliberate rather than decorative. The black iron grate curved in ways that suggested function beyond supporting














V. THE INVESTIGATOR'S METHODOLOGY

















VI. THE SURVEILLANCE REVELATION
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