
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


THE BLACK BELL



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE BLACK BELL

    

    
      First edition. May 23, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Michael Lambert.

    

    
    
      Written by Michael Lambert.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


By Michael Lambert

Copyright Michael Lambert 2026



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


INTRODUCTION













[image: ]




Nobody remembered the final night before the bell began to ring.

The world had not collapsed in fire or plague at first. Kingdoms did not suddenly fall beneath endless hordes of corpses clawing at city gates while priests screamed prophecies from burning temples. The end had arrived quietly. So quietly that most people living through those first terrible months never even realized they were witnessing the death of civilization itself. Crops still grew in the fields then. Merchants still traveled the old roads carrying wine, furs, iron, and salt between kingdoms. Children still played in muddy streets beneath the shadows of castle walls while soldiers laughed inside crowded taverns lit by warm firelight. Men worried about wars. Taxes. Hunger during winter. Petty rivalries between nobles. Nobody feared the dead because the dead had always belonged beneath the soil where God and nature intended them to remain.

Then the bell rang.

It happened shortly after midnight across nearly every known kingdom at once. Survivors described it differently depending upon where they had been standing when the sound rolled across the earth. Some claimed it came from beneath the ground itself, a deep metallic groan like iron dragged through the bones of the world. Others swore it echoed from high above the clouds as though something vast and ancient had stirred within the heavens. Sailors far out at sea later claimed they heard it rising from below the black waters beneath their ships. Shepherds alone upon distant hillsides spoke of hearing it vibrate through stone and soil under their feet until entire flocks panicked and fled into the darkness. Yet despite the differences in their stories, all agreed upon one truth. The sound had not resembled any normal bell crafted by human hands. It had carried something unnatural within it. Something cold. Endless. Hungry.

By morning the dead had begun to rise.

At first the kingdoms believed it was merely some strange sickness spreading among isolated villages. Fresh corpses twitched inside burial shrouds before clawing free from shallow graves. Families awoke to find dead relatives standing motionless inside darkened bedrooms staring silently toward walls while black blood dripped from their mouths. In some places the risen attacked immediately, tearing into the living with animal savagery. Elsewhere they wandered aimlessly through fields and forests as though searching for something unseen beyond the horizon. Panic spread faster than truth. Entire towns vanished before neighboring settlements even understood what was happening. Rumors transformed into terror. Terror transformed into slaughter.

The old kings reacted as kings always had.

They sent soldiers.

Armies marched into infected territories carrying banners bright beneath the sun while priests blessed sharpened swords and promised frightened men that God would protect the righteous. Those armies never returned unchanged. Survivors stumbled back weeks later pale with exhaustion and horror, speaking of battlefields where fallen soldiers rose moments after death and butchered their own comrades. Entire regiments disappeared inside forests filled with corpses hanging silently from trees. Cities burned themselves from within when the dead emerged beneath streets from ancient burial tunnels forgotten centuries earlier. Every victory proved temporary because every battlefield only created more dead.

Then the bell rang again.

And more corpses rose.

Years passed. Then decades.

Civilization did not die quickly enough to be remembered with dignity. It rotted apart piece by piece beneath fear, starvation, betrayal, and endless midnight tolls. The great kingdoms shattered into isolated fortress cities ruled by desperate men willing to commit any cruelty necessary for survival. Massive walls rose around surviving settlements while refugees froze to death outside locked gates because nobody dared risk infection spreading among those still living. Public executions became common in nearly every remaining city. Suspected plague carriers were burned alive in iron cages while crowds watched in silence too exhausted to protest anymore. In some territories families murdered loved ones at the first sign of fever rather than risk allowing the dead another body to claim.

Religion twisted into something darker as hope disappeared from the world.

Many churches declared the bell divine punishment sent against mankind for generations of greed, violence, and corruption. Fanatics marched through plague lands mutilating themselves in acts of repentance while corpse-filled pyres burned day and night beyond city walls. Other faiths emerged from the ruins of older beliefs. Some worshipped the dead themselves, believing those who rose after death had been chosen for some terrible purpose beyond human understanding. Entire cults wandered abandoned roads covered in grave ash, carrying rusted bells they rang endlessly beneath moonlight. There were even settlements where children born deaf were treated as holy because they alone could never hear the midnight tolling.

Nobody ever found the source of the bell.

That became the true horror over time.

Armies marched north searching for it and vanished among snow-covered mountains where only frozen corpses remained. Ships sailed westward chasing stories carried by terrified sailors and were never seen again. Explorers descended into ancient ruins beneath collapsed cities claiming they had heard the ringing somewhere deep below the earth, only for those expeditions to disappear into darkness without trace. Every theory eventually collapsed into madness because no explanation ever survived contact with reality. The bell could be heard everywhere and nowhere at once. Sometimes distant. Sometimes deafeningly close. Sometimes so deep and powerful that people collapsed bleeding from their ears after hearing it.

Worst of all were those who truly listened.

The sleepwalkers began appearing during the second decade after the first ringing. At first they seemed no different from ordinary plague victims. Men and women would rise silently from their beds after midnight and wander into the darkness barefoot and half conscious. Families chained doors shut to stop loved ones from leaving. Some tied themselves to bedposts before sleeping. Others stuffed wax into their ears believing it might block the sound. Nothing worked. By dawn more people vanished from every settlement. Their tracks often led toward forests, abandoned roads, or ancient ruins where nobody dared follow.

Occasionally the missing returned.

Those who came back alive were never truly alive for long.

They returned pale and hollow eyed with frostbitten feet and ruined fingernails caked in dirt as though they had clawed through soil for days. Most could no longer speak properly. Some muttered fragments of strange phrases over and over in dead voices while staring toward distant mountains or darkened horizons. Others simply sat motionless for hours listening to sounds nobody else could hear. Then eventually they died. Quietly. Sometimes standing upright where they happened to be.

Hours later they rose again.

Stories spread across the remaining kingdoms of stranger horrors beyond civilized lands. Travelers spoke of entire villages discovered abandoned without signs of violence where every inhabitant had simply vanished overnight. Soldiers reported seeing enormous gatherings of corpses standing silently in frozen valleys beneath moonlight, thousands upon thousands of dead facing the same direction as though awaiting orders from something hidden beyond the mountains. In the east wandering merchants discovered giant circles of stone appearing overnight in plague territories where no structures had existed before. Corpses gathered around them endlessly. Some knelt. Some dug at the earth with shattered hands. Some merely stood unmoving while snow and rain slowly rotted flesh from their bones.

The world itself seemed to be changing beneath the endless tolling.

Forests spread across abandoned kingdoms swallowing roads and castles beneath tangled roots. Rivers became clogged with bloated corpses drifting slowly toward the sea. Entire battlefields from ancient wars awakened whenever midnight approached as skeletons in rusted armor dragged themselves from the dirt carrying broken weapons fused into dead hands. Wolves grew fearless feeding upon plague victims while crows blackened the skies over ruined cities where bells no longer rang because nobody remained alive to ring them.

Yet humanity endured.

Not through courage or hope, but through stubbornness.

People still baked bread from mold-ridden grain. Blacksmiths still hammered iron beneath fortress walls while guards watched endless fog beyond torchlight. Children were still born into this dying world and raised among execution cages, plague pits, and corpse fires as though such horrors had always existed. Men still drank themselves senseless in taverns lit by guttering candles while women traded stories about vanished kingdoms no younger generation fully believed had ever truly existed.

Life continued because life was cruel enough to continue.

And every midnight the bell reminded mankind that the world no longer belonged to the living.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER ONE










[image: ]




The bell rang shortly after midnight.

The sound rolled across the mountains like distant thunder buried beneath stone, deep enough to vibrate through the walls of Black Hollow Fortress and rattle dust from the ceiling beams overhead. Every fire inside the stronghold seemed to dim for a brief moment as though the darkness itself had drawn breath. Men froze where they stood. Tankards stopped halfway toward mouths. Dice lay forgotten across tavern tables while conversations died instantly beneath the weight of the tolling.

Then silence returned.

No man inside the fortress spoke for several seconds afterward.

Silas Vane remained seated alone near the tavern hearth with one hand wrapped around a half-empty cup of stale ale while rain battered the narrow windows beside him. The scar running along his jaw twitched slightly as the echoes faded into the night beyond the walls. Around him the other patrons slowly returned to life again, though nobody resumed speaking at full volume. They never did after the bell. Every toll left fear hanging in the air like smoke no matter how many years passed.

A serving girl hurried around the tavern relighting candles that had flickered dangerously low during the ringing while several soldiers muttered nervous prayers beneath their breath. One old miner sitting closest to the hearth crossed himself three times before draining his drink with shaking hands. Near the doorway another man quietly began stuffing wax into his ears despite knowing it would change nothing. Fear had become ritual long ago.

Outside, thunder growled across the distant mountains.

Silas stared into the fire without expression.

He had heard the bell more times than he cared to remember. Twenty years of it. Twenty years of watching kingdoms rot apart piece by piece while the dead spread across the world like mold consuming old meat. He had marched beside armies that no longer existed through plague-ridden valleys filled with corpses hanging from trees. He had watched entire cities burn beneath black smoke while screaming echoed behind locked gates. Once, during the starvation winter in Vaelor, he had seen mothers cut flesh from their own dead children to survive another week. Nothing shocked him anymore. Not the dead. Not the cruelty of the living. Not even the bell itself.

But he still hated hearing it.

Because every toll meant more corpses rising somewhere in the darkness.

The tavern door suddenly burst open beneath a blast of cold rain and wind. Several men cursed as freezing air swept across the room carrying the smell of wet earth and mud with it. A young guard stumbled inside soaked nearly to the bone, breathing hard from exertion. His face had gone pale beneath his rain-covered hood.

“The eastern watchtower,” he said between breaths. “Movement below the ridge.”

Nobody answered immediately.

The room had gone silent again.

The guard swallowed hard before continuing. “Dozens of them. Maybe more. Coming through the lower pass.”

Chairs scraped against wooden floors as soldiers rose at once. Several men grabbed axes and rusted spears leaning beside nearby tables while others hurried toward the weapon racks mounted near the tavern entrance. Nobody panicked. Panic belonged to earlier years when men still believed fear changed anything. Now people merely prepared themselves.

Silas remained seated for another moment before finishing his drink.

The ale tasted sour.

He stood slowly, towering slightly above most men nearby, his heavy black coat hanging damp around scarred armor that had once belonged to another kingdom entirely. Time had worn the steel almost grey. Deep scratches marked the chestplate while dried blood remained trapped inside cracks no amount of cleaning had ever removed completely. A longsword rested across his back beside a broad hunting axe hooked at his waist.

One of the soldiers near the doorway glanced toward him nervously. “Captain Mercer wants every fighter on the eastern wall.”

Silas grunted quietly before moving toward the exit.

Rain hammered the fortress courtyard outside with relentless force. Mud covered the ground ankle deep between stone buildings crowded tightly behind the massive inner walls. Torches burned along the battlements overhead casting orange light across wet stone while alarm bells began ringing somewhere farther up the eastern tower. Men hurried through the storm carrying bows, spears, and bundles of arrows wrapped beneath oilcloth. Somewhere nearby horses screamed in panic from the stables.

Black Hollow Fortress sat high within the northern mountains overlooking one of the last surviving trade roads still connecting scattered human settlements across the region. Once it had protected merchants transporting silver and iron through the passes. Now it protected whatever survivors managed to flee south ahead of the dead. Thousands had passed through its gates during the last decade. Most continued onward. Many never survived the roads afterward.

The fortress itself looked less like a military stronghold now and more like a wounded animal desperately refusing to die. Fires blackened sections of the outer wall from previous sieges. Wooden barricades reinforced broken stonework near the eastern towers where the dead had breached the gates three winters earlier. Execution cages hung beside the entrance tunnel containing corpses left deliberately unburied as warnings against infection. Rainwater dripped steadily from their rotting feet into the mud below.

Silas climbed the eastern stairwell two steps at a time while cold wind howled across the battlements above.

Captain Aldren Mercer already stood upon the wall when Silas emerged from the stairwell. The older man leaned heavily against the rain-soaked stone parapet while staring down toward the lower mountain pass disappearing into darkness below. Grey streaks filled his beard now, though his broad shoulders still carried the remains of the strength that had once made him feared across half the northern kingdoms.

“You heard it too,” Mercer muttered without looking away from the darkness.

Silas moved beside him. “Hard not to.”

Torches flickered violently in the wind around them. Archers lined the battlements nearby with arrows already drawn while nervous soldiers peered into the storm below searching for movement through sheets of rain.

Then lightning flashed across the mountains.

The dead stood scattered across the lower ridge perhaps two hundred yards beneath the fortress walls.

Dozens of them.

Maybe closer to a hundred.

Rain poured over pale rotting figures slowly climbing through mud and broken stone toward the narrow mountain road leading directly to Black Hollow Fortress. Some wore rusted armor from wars fought decades earlier. Others looked fresher. Farmers. Travelers. Refugees. One corpse still dragged an iron chain around its ankle while another stumbled forward carrying half its own jaw hanging loose against its throat.

None moved quickly.

They never needed to.

Mercer cursed quietly beneath his breath. “That many this far north means another settlement fell.”

Silas said nothing.

His eyes remained fixed farther down the ridge.

Movement shifted within the darkness beyond the dead.

At first he thought the storm itself was distorting shapes between the trees below. Then lightning flashed again.

People.

Living people.

A small group struggled desperately up the mountain pass behind the advancing corpses. Silas counted maybe six survivors altogether stumbling through rain and mud while carrying torches nearly extinguished by the storm. One figure kept falling repeatedly before being dragged upright again by another.

Mercer saw them too. “Open the outer gate?”

Silas stared silently for several seconds.

That question had become dangerous over the years.

Too many fortresses had fallen because desperate survivors carried infection through locked gates. Sometimes bitten refugees hid wounds hoping only to survive another night. Sometimes exhaustion blinded guards to symptoms until corpses began rising inside supposedly safe walls. Entire strongholds had vanished because someone showed mercy at the wrong moment.

The figures below continued climbing.

One collapsed entirely.

The dead behind them kept coming. Slow. Endless. Patient.

Mercer looked toward Silas again. “Decision needs making now.”

Silas watched the storm swallowing the lower ridge beneath darkness and rain.

Then the bell rang again.

Not distant this time.

Closer.

Much closer.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER TWO












[image: ]




The second toll shook the mountain.

Stone dust drifted from the battlements overhead while several soldiers staggered instinctively away from the parapet clutching their ears in pain. The sound no longer resembled a distant bell echoing harmlessly across valleys. This was deeper. Violent. It rolled through the fortress itself like something enormous moving beneath the earth below Black Hollow.

One archer dropped his bow entirely and collapsed to his knees vomiting across the rain-soaked stone.

Another began screaming.

Not from fear.

From pain.

Blood streamed from beneath the young soldier’s hood as he clawed desperately at his own ears while the bell continued tolling through the storm. Men nearby backed away from him immediately. Nobody touched him. Nobody dared.

Then the ringing stopped.

Silence crashed down over the battlements so suddenly it felt unnatural.

Rain hammered the fortress walls.

The screaming soldier remained on his knees trembling violently with blood running through his fingers. Captain Mercer stared at him with an expression Silas recognized too well. Not pity. Calculation. Every commander left alive in the world carried that same expression now whenever weakness appeared nearby.

“How close?” Mercer muttered quietly.

Silas looked toward the mountains beyond the lower pass. Darkness swallowed most of the ridge again now that the lightning had faded, but he could still see movement below. The dead continued climbing slowly toward the fortress while the surviving refugees stumbled through mud ahead of them.

“Too close,” Silas answered.

The words settled heavily between them.

Mercer’s jaw tightened. “I’ve never heard it like that before.”

Neither had Silas.

During twenty years of plague and midnight tolls, the bell had always remained distant no matter where he traveled. Sometimes louder. Sometimes faint enough to resemble imagination. But never close. Never near enough to shake stone beneath his boots.

The screaming soldier suddenly stopped moving.

Every man nearby froze.

The young guard slowly lifted his head. Rain poured down his pale face while blood continued dripping from his ears and nose. His expression had become strangely calm. Empty almost.

Then he stood.

One of the older soldiers immediately raised a spear toward him. “Stay where you are.”

The young guard did not react.

His eyes stared past everyone gathered upon the wall toward the northern mountains hidden behind rain and darkness. Slowly he began walking in that direction along the battlements.

Mercer stepped forward. “Tomas.”

No response.

“Tomas.”

The guard continued walking.

Silas moved instantly.

He crossed the distance between them before anyone else reacted and slammed the pommel of his sword into the back of Tomas’s skull hard enough to drop the younger man unconscious into the rainwater flooding the stones. Several nearby soldiers flinched backward.

Mercer stared down at the unmoving guard grimly. “Lock him below.”

Nobody moved at first.

One man near the stairwell swallowed hard. “Captain... what if he heard it?”
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