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​Chapter 1: The First Snow
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The snow began three hours before Miriam reached Grayhollow. It came down in thick, silent curtains that erased the forest road behind her. By the time she parked her Subaru outside St. Jude's Chapel, the world had turned into a white void—no sky, no horizon, only falling whiteness and the dark shapes of pines leaning in from all sides.

The chapel was smaller than she expected. A rough wooden structure, Gothic Revival in ambition but frontier in execution. Its steeple listed slightly to the left, as if tired of standing for a hundred and fifty winters. The painted boards were gray with age, the windows dark except for one amber glow near the entrance.

Father Emmett Cross met her on the porch. He was a thin man in his sixties, his Irish face creased like old leather, his hair white and thinning. He wore a black sweater under a worn wool coat. His eyes had the hollow look of someone who had not slept well for months—maybe years.

"You drove through that?" he said, gesturing at the snow with a trembling hand.

"I've driven through worse," Miriam said, brushing the wet from her coat. "Your email said something about paper figures."

He nodded once and turned without another word. She followed him inside.

The chapel's interior was cold and smelled of damp wood, old wax, and something else—something dry and faintly sweet, like old paper stored in a forgotten attic. The pews were dusty. The altar was bare, stripped of ornaments. The only light came from a single kerosene lamp on a side table.

But on a long oak table in the side aisle, nine figures stood in a neat row. They were paper. Hand-cut and hand-folded, about two feet tall, dressed in crude paper garments—farm dresses, work shirts, bonnets and flat caps. Nineteenth-century rural clothing, the kind Miriam had seen in archive photographs of Ontario frontier settlements. All of them were white-faced, featureless. No eyes. No mouths. No expressions.

Miriam stepped closer. She pulled off her right glove and touched the smallest figure—a child's shape in a plain dress with a frayed paper hem. The paper was warm. Not room-temperature warm. Skin-warm. Like something alive had just stepped out of it, leaving its warmth behind.

She pulled her hand back sharply.

"Who made these?" she asked, her voice quieter than she intended.

Father Cross shook his head slowly. "Nobody in this town made them. I've asked everyone. The old families, the new ones, even the kids. Nobody claims them. They appear every winter—first snow of the year. Been happening since 1973."

She looked at the seam running down the figure's back—a thin line of dark thread stitched from the crown of its head to the soles of its feet. The stitching was careful. Deliberate. Each stitch spaced evenly, about three millimeters apart. It looked like it was sealing something in.

"Dr. Hale," Father Cross said quietly, from somewhere behind her. "I didn't make them. And neither did God."

She did not turn around. She was still looking at the seam.

[image: 1a]

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 2: The Seam
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That night, Father Cross showed her the diary.

It belonged to the priest who had served St. Jude's in 1973—a man named Father Paulus. The diary was bound in cracked brown leather, the pages soft with age and handling. The handwriting was small and neat at the beginning, but it grew shakier as the pages went on, the letters tilting like fence posts in a storm.

"November 15, 1973. The first figure appeared on a pew in the back row. A child's shape in a paper dress. I assumed it was a prank. I threw it in the stove."

"November 16. It was back. Same pew. Same dress."

"November 17. I burned it again. I watched it turn to ash. The next morning, it was on the altar."

"December 1. I have stopped burning them. They return faster than I can destroy them. I have begun to notice that they do not move when watched—but when I returned after midnight, they had turned toward the crypt."

Miriam read the passage twice. Her eyes stayed on the last line.

"Father Cross," she said, "what's in the crypt?"

He hesitated for a long moment. His hands gripped the edge of the table, knuckles white. Then he reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a rusted iron key, large and heavy, its surface pitted with age.

"I'll show you," he said. "But you won't thank me for it."

The crypt entrance was behind the altar—a low oak door that blended almost invisibly into the stone wall. The lock groaned when Cross turned the key, as if it had not been opened in years. The stairs descended into dry, cold air that smelled of earth and old stone and something metallic, like coins left too long in a damp drawer.

The crypt was small, perhaps ten feet by eight, with a low ceiling of rough limestone that forced Cross to stoop. The walls were pitted with moisture stains, dark patterns like maps of unknown countries. Along the walls were twelve niches, arched and shallow. Eleven were empty, their surfaces coated in fine gray dust.

The twelfth held a small coffin. No more than four feet long. Made of unmarked oak, darkened by age. No cross. No name. No inscription of any kind.

Miriam raised her flashlight and swept the beam across the coffin—and stopped.

The nine paper figures were standing in the shadows behind the coffin. They had not been there when she entered. She had closed the crypt door herself. She had locked it.

Father Cross's voice came from behind her, barely a whisper, dry as the air itself: "They followed us down."

But Miriam knew. She had locked the door. The key was still in her hand. And the figures were standing in absolute stillness—nine white faces without eyes—all facing her.
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​Chapter 3: The First Dream
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The Pines Inn was cold and quiet. Miriam lay in bed for two hours before sleep finally pulled her under. The sheets smelled faintly of mothballs and lavender, a combination that should have been comforting but felt wrong, like the smell of a room that had not seen real warmth in decades.

She dreamed of a cabin she had never seen. It was small and dark, the log walls blackened by years of soot from a stone fireplace that burned low and stubborn. The fire threw jagged shadows across the ceiling. A man lay on a narrow bed against the far wall. He was thirty-something, his face unshaven, his dirty work clothes stained with sweat and something darker. His chest was torn open from the inside—not a wound from a knife or a claw, but something that had come out of him, forcing its way through his ribcage and leaving the edges of flesh folded outward like the petals of a terrible flower.

He was breathing in shallow gasps. His eyes were open, fixed on the ceiling. He was waiting for something. Or someone.

The door opened. A woman entered. She carried a basin of water and a cloth. She was made of paper. Her dress was paper. Her hands were paper. Her face was a blank white oval with no features—no eyes, no nose, no mouth.

She bent over him. Her paper face began to weep blood—dark, slow drops that fell into his open chest, hissing faintly as they touched his skin. The man screamed. A long, ragged sound that seemed to come from somewhere deeper than his lungs.

Miriam tried to run. Her feet would not move. She tried to close her eyes. Her eyelids would not obey. She watched the man die. His eyes found her direction one last time—and the dream shattered like glass.

She woke gasping. The room was dark. The window showed only blackness and falling snow. Her phone screen glowed on the nightstand—three missed calls from a number she didn't recognize.

The voicemail was from a man's voice. Young. Urgent. Slightly breathless.

"Dr. Hale—this is Cole Derrick. I'm a journalist. Father Cross gave me your name. I've been tracking these paper figures for two years. I think they're connected to a missing person case from 1973. And I think you just saw what I saw last night."

The message ended. Miriam looked down at her right palm. A thin red line had appeared—running from the base of her wrist to the middle of her palm, ending exactly at the base of her middle finger. It was not a cut. It was not a bruise. It looked like a vein had been traced from the inside, bright and distinct against her dark skin.

It did not hurt. But it was warm. Unnaturally warm.
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