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Lukas swept inside the majestic old house with a pained grimace, his uncle already several steps ahead of him. Each shook the rain off his coat and left puddles on the polished floor as the housekeeper fussed over them.

“How long?” Uncle Garrit asked, relieved of his sodden outer clothing. 

“Since lunch, sir,” Marthe Gaertner replied. “Took to bed almost immediately, all exhausted and feverish.”

“Did he sleep right away?” 

“Yes, sir. But he didn’t stay asleep for too long.” Frau Gaertner turned her attention to Lukas and took his coat. “Well—he’s sleeping, but thrashing in bed. It troubles us all when he’s caught in this fit.”

Uncle Garrit nodded and placed a reassuring hand on the housekeeper’s shoulder. Reimund Brändle was fortunate to have such a calm and steady woman heading the tiny band of servants. Even the ancient manor house was surely relieved to have a clear-headed creature looking after its day-to-day care now that its peak years were far behind it. Her quiet strength alone was enough to keep timber, mortar, and glass together when they would have collapsed under the care of a lesser being. 

“He’ll be all right, Frau Gaertner,” Uncle Garrit said. “He always recovers from these fits without trouble.”

“Your dinner will be ready for you when you’re done. One of the servants will show you to your room first once you’re done seeing the master.” The housekeeper hung the wet coats on two pegs—a more modern addition to the manor house’s spacious vestibule, specifically meant for Uncle Garrit and Lukas. 

Lukas and his uncle picked up their bags and followed her toward the heart of the ground floor. One of the rooms—previously a gentleman’s study, Lukas recalled—had been turned into Brändle’s bedroom. An adjoining room, by necessity, was also converted into the manservant’s bedroom, and from what Lukas understood, Vergil Klassen had served his employer since his late twenties. The tall, thin fellow was as strong and loyal as he was a quiet and dour presence, easily melting into the surrounding shadows when not needed. 

As they drew nearer to Brändle’s bedroom, Lukas could hear voices engaged in conversation. But he knew it was false, for the patient sometimes emerged from his fits conversing with no one. Klassen now and then was obliged to respond since unanswered questions at times upset Brändle, and the fits would start over. 

Frau Gaertner knocked firmly and entered without waiting for a response. 

The bedroom smelled of medicine and sweat, the massive bed standing against a dark wall to the right a mess of tangled bedclothes. Klassen busied himself with tidying up at his regular pace, not at all displaying signs of distress or worry as he’d been instructed. It helped the patient awaken and recover from his fits easily since his first glimpse of his waking world was of normalcy and calm. The manservant, bless him, had taken to the task without any trouble. 

Brändle was now lying still in bed, asleep and apparently finished with the nightmares that gripped him on occasion. All the same, he was a right mess, sweat-drenched and red-faced, his face pinched though he spoke in calmer tones in his sleep. 

“Is his room ready?” he asked.

“Yes, sir,” Klassen replied after a quick nod of greeting to Uncle Garrit and Lukas while Frau Gaertner withdrew. “The lady’s former bedroom is his.”

“It does have a marvelous view, does it not?”

“It does, sir. The young master will be very pleased.”

“When is he coming? When is my nephew coming? Silly little whelp’s been away for too long.”

Lukas grinned as he and his uncle set their bags down on a large table and sorted out their things. Even in sleep, Reimund Brändle was just as gruff as ever. 

“In another month, sir. Surely you remember his letter.” Klassen approached them while speaking. His attention now fully on Uncle Garrit and Lukas, he dropped his voice. “It happened almost immediately—just a few minutes after falling asleep.”

“No difference?” Uncle Garrit asked. At Klassen’s affirmative, he glanced at the bed. Brändle was now muttering in his sleep, no doubt complaining about his nephew’s errant ways. “Still calling for Armen, yes? Very well. I really doubt if there’s anything we can do to ease the distress of his memories.” 

Nothing they did would change facts, and Armen was part of a murky and unsettling past.

“He calls out to him as if he were trying to bring the dead back, sir.”

“And neither will modern medicine do the same.” Uncle Garrit sighed and approached the bed, Klassen taking his place on the other side to tidy up the small bedside table. A tray containing a glass and pitcher sat on it—along with a couple of bottles of medicine. “Anything else we need to know this time around?”

“No, sir. Other than irritation over the forced wait for his nephew’s homecoming. I’ll bring back more water and towels.”

Lukas and his uncle were soon alone with the patient. Brändle’s pulse was measured, signs of a fever checked, and other than the easing down of an excited heart, nothing abnormal could be seen immediately. They’d have to wait for the patient to awaken as he was now sunk further in calmer and more restorative sleep. In the meantime, Uncle Garrit took to a nearby armchair while Lukas settled down at a writing-desk with his journal. 

“This is one more thing we’re forbidden from discussing with the nephew, I gather?” 

“Quite likely, but the lad will find out in time. I’ve no doubt about it. I don’t think you’ve recorded it yet—these nightmare fits about Armen Baier.” When Lukas shook his head, Uncle Garrit continued. “I did ask you not to, so don’t feel bad, but—I’m asking you now.”

“All right. Go on.”

“This Baier was an old childhood friend of Brändle’s. They grew up very close—doted on each other. Well, Baier doted on Brändle, and Brändle worshipped the ground he walked on. They grew up, Baier got married and started a family, and as far as I know, they remained close.”

Lukas nodded, dutifully writing everything down in his journal—one more case (as he preferred to call it) to add to the growing accounts of strange misfortunes that seemed to haunt their small corner of Prussia. He’d known about this Armen fellow for a good while now, having been summoned a number of times already when Brändle got caught in these terrible memories now turned nightmares. But Brändle proved to be more closed off than expected whenever the subject of this long-dead friend was raised. It had taken Uncle Garrit a lot of time and effort squeezing bits and pieces out of Brändle and his long-serving staff—phrases dropped by a sleep-talking gentleman and even vaguer ones from worried servants. 

And now what Lukas was being ordered to record was not much more than an intelligent guess cobbled together from so many days of relentless efforts by Uncle Garrit. Lukas waited for his uncle to continue and looked up to find the man contemplating a nearby window and the rain outside. 

“And?” he prodded. 

“I think Baier heard Jaeger’s Bell,” Uncle Garrit replied, a shadow of doubt in his face as he turned to Lukas. “All guesswork, of course, but it’s the only conclusion I have given everything I’ve learned.”

Lukas frowned. “Others have heard it, and not all of them were summoned.”

“True, but here’s the thing—I suspect our patient also saw it happen to his friend.” Uncle Garrit raised a hand to silence a startled Lukas. “A guess, Lukas. Just a guess—though something tells me I’m not far off the mark. He’s too closed off on this matter, and we should know when not to push. I’m convinced I’m only risking more trouble for him over an event that’s long gone.”

“But that’s the only lead we have, isn’t it? Wouldn’t he be willing to talk about it if he’s keen on learning more about what happened?”

“I don’t think he’s keen on learning anything more. If I’m right, he’s already seen more than he can handle. Besides, Lukas, Baier’s death records have already shown the same thing as the others we’ve looked at.”

Lukas considered what his uncle said and realized it was fruitless chasing after the complete truth. They at least had enough to work with, enough puzzle pieces to use to form a rough, mottled picture and make their own conclusions from something made of ill-fitting, fantastical accounts only a folklorist would be pleased with. 

Armen Baier hearing and answering Jaeger’s Bell, if true, meant one thing: the man was a monster and had been judged accordingly. No different from others who died eerily similar deaths—all sudden, all from different places within a hundred miles of the wooded valley, all exhibiting gruesome symptoms with absolutely no prior warnings of their conditions. That is, if they’d suffered from a deadly disease not yet known to science and that continued to leave the local doctor and his assistant stumped. 

However, they all shared the same history of inflicting physical, emotional, and sexual abuse—a rage-filled contempt toward those they believed to be weaker in every way and thus deserving of pain and humiliation. Or perhaps blamed for the monsters’ ill-luck in their lives. Spouses but mostly children, whether theirs or not, were the common victims. Did Reimund Brändle know about his dear friend’s darker self? 

Lukas reviewed his notes while his uncle left to speak with the housekeeper about dinner. He and his uncle were believers in science, not superstition, and nothing about this region’s bizarre history made any sense. Nothing could be accounted for by science. Only heaven knew they’d tried everything in their power to make it all work as learned men. 

Jaeger’s Bell—supposedly named after someone, also a figure of the distant past who’d left a dark mark on the land upon vanishing—couldn’t be proven. There was no physical bell that existed though its ghostly clanging broke the late night hours with no clear pattern, either. The hours of its activity varied, from nine o’clock to midnight and even beyond. 

Some claimed to have heard it but weren’t summoned by what felt like a call to prayer. And those who were meant to heed it ended up dead on a road somewhere, struck down in the middle of a nocturnal trek toward a very strange yet very specific destination. Nothing made any sense, but Lukas and his uncle were still determined to record everything they knew.

He sighed and set his pen down. It had been a long day for him and Uncle Garrit, having just returned from a medical visit to a wealthy—and very trying—hypochondriac twenty or so miles away. 

“Herr Geiger, dinner’s ready, sir,” one of the younger servants cheerfully announced, her sudden entrance nearly making Lukas jump.

“Thank you, I’ll be there presently.” 

The girl grinned and withdrew, and as Lukas stood up, he gave a start, his gaze flying to one of the windows. He stared and blinked for a moment and then left the room. His exhaustion must be dreadful if he’d begun to see things that weren’t there—like a face peering through the glass. Murky and inchoate and far too illogical to be worth further consideration. 
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Bright sun, clear skies, and a lush, rolling countryside greeted Herrick when the coach finally cleared the last cluster of trees in one of the countless woods scattered all over the region. Squirming in his cramped space beside two fellow-travelers who’d been filling the coach interior with their loud snoring, he leaned as close as he could to the open window and peered out. 

Home, at last! After spending so many years of his baby adulthood (as he’d always referred to his sixteenth through eighteenth years) stuck within university walls and drowning in lectures in the distant shores of England, he was finally coming home. Once he finished university, he’d spent half a year in France for the sheer pleasure of it and thought that to be enough worldly exposure to last him a lifetime. Herrick Shriver, at twenty, was an old man in a young man’s body, he’d always thought with a wry chuckle. Now he wondered if it was a blessing that his next step after graduating university was to be groomed as Uncle Reimund’s successor. 

The coach reached the inn, and there Herrick gratefully disembarked, prying himself out of the coach and damn near tumbling head-first onto the ground. He could swear he heard a literal pop when he did as though pressure were finally released, and air flowed generously among long-compressed bodies in a tight container. It was either that or one of the snoring passengers let out another putrid fart. 

“Have a care, young master!” a jovial and familiar voice cried. “We just got you back, and we really can’t afford you breaking your neck before we even started!”

Herrick brushed off his rumpled clothes and replaced his hat, grinning brightly despite his embarrassment. And there, moving through the crowd, was Bertram Specht, Uncle Reimund’s weather-resistant groom and occasional errand-man. They shook hands and exchanged hearty greetings while Herrick’s trunks were brought down. In another moment, Specht’s sturdy cart was rumbling down the quiet country road, the two men chatting amiably with Herrick marveling at his uncle’s turn to almost desperate seclusion.

“Two horses to a cart are rather excessive, aren’t they?” Herrick asked, eyeing the magnificent animals before him.

“Ah, yes, but Herr Brändle’s always insisted upon speed, sir. Best to take care of business in town as quickly as possible, he tells me, and I know better than to argue otherwise. Besides, I like keeping an eye on my gentlemen,” Specht replied with a nod at the horses, whom he fondly called his “gentlemen” for as long as Herrick remembered. “I never liked leaving one of them behind while keeping the other busy.”

Herrick laughed and relaxed despite the rough ride, and he fell silent while blissfully taking in the glorious scene of Nature untouched. Distant forested mountains, nearby woodlands, untamed bushes lining the dirt road—Herrick didn’t realize till then just how much of a welcome balm his home was after years of feeling entombed alive behind moss-choked stone walls. 

Bertram Specht carried the conversation by and large, prattling on and on about local gossip as well as the current state of affairs in the great house—manor house, really—that Herrick would someday take over. With any luck, Herrick thought, not for many, many years to come since he dearly loved his uncle and couldn’t wait to spend as many years as he could with the cheerful old fellow. Uncle Reimund kept the same servants through the years by and large, their loyalty unequaled mainly because of the generosity and kindness of their employer—a rare combination of virtues among the moneyed class nowadays. The housekeeper, the cook, the valet, and the groom had been around for as long as Herrick had been alive (even longer in some cases), the younger servants who kept the house clean and tidy being the ones who didn’t stick around. 

“We had day servants for a time, but when Frau Gaertner’s grandson turned ten, she’d all but begged Herr Brändle to take the boy in to help around the house with light tasks.” Specht’s sunburnt face darkened a bit. “For his own safety, mind.”

“Safety? What do you mean?”

“Ah—his father was a violent drunk, wasn’t he? Used to beat the poor lad and his sister, and when the girl succumbed from illness, Frau Gaertner’s own daughter died not long after of a broken heart, and young Poldi was left all alone. No one knew just how bad things were until the mother’s burial, when Poldi told his grandmother everything.” Specht shook his head sadly. 

“And the father?”

“Dead, I heard. Found outside the town church down in the valley, rotting away even before his body turned cold if rumors are to be believed.”

Herrick stared at his companion, baffled. “Rotting away? You mean literally?” At Specht’s nod, he said, “That doesn’t make any sense. Human bodies don’t rot until after death.”

“Yes, sir, but not so in this man’s case. From what I’ve heard, his body looked as though it’d started decomposing while he was alive.”

Herrick grimaced at that and turned his attention back to the pretty scene around him. “That’s awful. What did the local officials say about it?”

“The officials—if you were to call them that. A mayor, half a dozen night watchmen—they blame drink and the blackened soul of an unrepentant sinner. Anyway, good riddance to one more monster.”

Herrick frowned in thought. What a bizarre story, though some of the rumored bits surely must have some logical explanation for them. The early onset decomposition, for instance—absolutely impossible but perhaps it was the effect of blood poisoned by too much alcohol and organs being nearly pickled by the stuff. Anyone with little knowledge of science might mistake his condition for putrefaction before death. All the same, Herrick barely held back a shudder of disgust at the thought and especially at the suffering of an innocent in his own parent’s hands. 

“How long ago did this happen?”

“Quite recently—two years ago.” When Specht cast a side glance at Herrick, he quickly added, “I assure you, sir, nothing else that’s so dark has happened since to anyone in my master’s house. And everything I just said, I heard second-hand and third-hand or something like. Frau Gaertner’s pretty protective of the child, naturally, and won’t talk much about his past.”

Marthe Gaertner, from what Herrick knew of the woman, was as proud as she was strong. No doubt her son-in-law’s appalling treatment of her daughter and grandchildren was a wound in her conscience she’d rather not lay bare. Herrick found he couldn’t blame her for holding back and putting on a brave face, especially if she blamed herself in some way for not knowing anything until it was all too late. 

“And how’s Poldi coming along?”

“Very well, sir. Very well, thank you. He’s become good friends with two other young servants, and the three practically tear down the walls with their screeching and laughing while cleaning the rooms. Gives the master a headache when they get too energetic, I tell you.” 

The rest of the ride back was spent on other subjects, the unexpectedly dark and morbid turn of their conversation quickly evaporating with the return of Specht’s good humor and the colorful ways with which he told stories. Herrick was soon laughing himself sick, and when the cart turned down the side road that led to the drive of Uncle Reimund’s manor house, he could barely breathe from the weight of so much emotion. 

A light scattering of oaks and elms momentarily cast thin shadows on the dirt road before they cleared away to reveal the weathered stone pillars of the property’s entrance. Herrick’s breath caught, and it had nothing to do with bouts of hysterical laughter. Familiarity and comfort washed over him in a heavy wave, tears suddenly prickling his eyes at the sight of his dearest uncle waiting for him at the end of the drive. 

The manor house loomed behind him, easily dwarfing the solitary figure with the weight of history and family members long gone. 

“Like a proud king, he is,” Specht observed with a distinct fondness in his tone. “If I were a betting man, Master Herrick, he must have fought poor old Klassen off to get his way in meeting you without his manservant.”

Herrick couldn’t respond, his throat too tight now as they drew nearer and then eventually stopped. He leapt off the cart with a cry of joy and hurried to his uncle, all but throwing himself at the gentleman as though he were five years old and not twenty. He did, however, take great care not to be so energetic in his embrace given Uncle Reimund’s physical restrictions that consigned him to the rolling chair all his life. They embraced each other tightly with Herrick ignoring the awkward position of his body. 

Uncle Reimund greeted him as he always did—with a deep and heartfelt warmth and sincere joy that never failed to reduce Herrick to a weeping mess. 

“Why, it’s quite all right to shed tears, dear boy!” Uncle Reimund cried while holding Herrick equally tightly. “At least you’re here to stay and no longer shut up in those dull lecture halls and duller student cells. Why, have those inconsiderate English bastards been feeding you? I feel like I’m embracing a reed! To the dining-room with you, by God!” 

And so on and so forth, Uncle Reimund’s hearty bellowing despite his fragile condition a welcome noise to Herrick’s ears. It was also uncle’s way of helping Herrick recover from his crying fit. As uncle talked, Herrick wiped his face and gathered himself and was soon grinning again.

“May I push your chair, uncle?” 

“Of course not! Insolent pup!” 

Herrick stifled his laughter even as his uncle slapped his arm for his pains. 

“I meant no offense, Uncle Reimund.” Herrick paused and looked around. “What, still no pets? You do know keeping pets is good for you, don’t you?”

“I hear nobody speaking right now. I’m completely alone and not in the company of my famously ill-bred nephew who’s not just wet around the ears, but soaking in it. How the devil did you survive England and France on your own, I’d like to know?” 

Uncle Reimund could maneuver himself anywhere in the house without anyone’s help, thank you very much. Then he proved just that while Herrick followed in his wake, laughing at his uncle’s pretend-petulance. 

Of course, Herrick had always known it, but he couldn’t help himself in his uncle’s company. Pushing the rolling chair around had been one of his greatest pleasures as an older child and even as a younger adolescent before heading off to university. Uncle Reimund had allowed him, of course, because he could never deny Herrick anything, but having been born crippled in both legs, he’d learned early on how to be far cleverer than able-bodied sorts like Herrick when moving around. 
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The summons arrived when Uncle Garrit was out gathering supplies from Schattenberg. The housekeeper knocked, entered, gave Lukas’s study a withering look (it was far too messy for that time of day), and surrendered the letter with a disapproving scowl.

“The little one’s taken ill, sir,” she said in her clipped and slightly hoarse voice. “Your room’s in need a thorough tidying up as well.”

“Indeed. Apologies, Frau Krawczyk. I’m afraid my tasks got the better of me, and I turned my room inside out.” Lukas grinned, hoping a playful display would help ease the housekeeper’s irritation. Not that he could blame her, anyway, as he’d always been a slovenly sort even as a child. Uncle Garrit, however, often defended his messy habits as the sign of a true genius. 

The effort at charming failed quite badly. Teresia Krawczyk merely rolled her eyes—an impertinent move in the eyes of some, but very motherly in Lukas’s. And well-deserved. 

“If you were to leave now and see to the poor little thing, Herr Geiger, I’ll be able to sort your room out in no time, and you’ve the rest of the day to undo all my hard work,” she replied, punctuating her sarcasm with a loud huff. 

Lukas, stifling his amusement, rose to his feet and put on a very humbled act—appropriately chastised, that is—and gathered his things. Frau Krawczyk had already begun to tidy up the room before he withdrew, and before long he was striding out of the large and comfortable cottage he shared with Uncle Garrit. 

It was the polar opposite of Herr Brändle’s immense manor house, which was infused with so much history the walls and ceilings seemed to groan from the weight of countless lives that had come before the present master. And, indeed, the future master as well, who was supposed to be returning from England sometime this week. It might have been today for all Lukas knew, but his mind had been preoccupied as of late—in fact, for a few years now since Uncle Garrit took him in and helped him recover from his ordeal in university. 
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