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Chapter 1
The Forester’s House
Late on the afternoon of November 1, Markus Bender turned the ignition key in his aging Volvo wagon and sat there a moment longer. Four weeks of work. A job with a fixed fee. He picked up the printed inventory from the passenger seat and smoothed down its folded corner.
The engine died. The silence that descended on the forest road was not an absence of sound. It was pressure. A solid, ice-cold wall of damp air, conifers, and rotting leaves pressing against the windows.
Markus got out. His knees cracked audibly.
The old forester’s house crouched in a hollow three kilometers outside Kummersreuth. A two-story box of weathered granite and black-stained spruce beams, its roof pulled low like the brow of a bitter old man. Thick wooden shutters covered the ground-floor windows. No light. No smoke from the brick chimney.
Only the forest.
It did not simply stand there. It surrounded the clearing. Hundred-year-old spruces merged their crowns against the leaden November sky, so dense that even the rain reached the ground as nothing more than a fine, greasy mist.
Markus exhaled. His breath made a white pennant in the cold.
A fresh start, he thought, and the words tasted like ash.
There was nothing left for him in Regensburg. His divorce from Sarah was final, sealed with two signatures on cold legal paper. The antiques gallery in the old town had been liquidated, the creditors paid off with a fraction of what they were owed. All he had left was this assignment: appraising and cataloging the estate of a deceased collector of eighteenth-century Bohemian glass. Four weeks of seclusion. Four weeks of paid isolation, financed by a group of heirs in Munich who wanted to turn the junk in the forester’s house into cash.
He took his duffel bag from the back seat, hauled the crate of groceries after it, and stepped onto the porch. The wood flexed under his boots, softened by the relentless autumn rain. When he slid the heavy iron key into the lock, it caught. He jerked it hard. The door sprang open and released a breath into the twilight that smelled of cold smoke, turpentine, and old, damp stone.
Two hours later, Markus was sitting in the taproom of the Goldene Tanne—the Golden Fir—in Kummersreuth.
He needed something warm in his stomach, but more than anything he needed light. The forester’s house had greeted him with such cold that he had shivered even in his thick wool sweater while the old storage heaters did little more than crackle.
The taproom was its opposite: low-ceilinged, wood-paneled, overheated by a massive tiled stove with two dried stag skulls and their spreading antlers mounted on its ledge. It smelled of braised cabbage, damp wool coats, and the sharp herbal bite of Bärwurz, the local root schnapps sitting in thick shot glasses before the handful of customers.
Sepp, the innkeeper, stood behind the bar. He was built like a chopping block, with arms that looked as though someone had stuffed two tree roots into a stained white shirt. Beside him, a pimply young man rolled a small beer keg down through the open cellar hatch. He did not look at Markus as he passed.
“You’re Herr Bender,” the innkeeper said before Markus had even taken off his coat. It was not a question. His eyes—small, watery, a clouded pale blue—measured Markus from his soaked shoes to his thinning hairline. “Out at the forester’s house.”
“Word travels fast,” Markus said, taking the corner table near the stove.
“Everything travels fast here,” a voice called from the regulars’ table.
The man sitting there had set down his liter stein and was staring straight at him. He was older, perhaps in his late sixties, with thick horn-rimmed glasses and hands mapped with fine white scars. His skin was dry and ashen, his gray hair combed neatly back. Beside him sat a gaunt man in a dark green loden wool jacket, a pipe between his teeth.
“Xaver Brandl,” said the man with the scarred hands. He spoke quietly and remained seated. “Village carpenter. And this is Dr. Lang. Our doctor. District medical officer, too. We heard the state office was sending someone to look at old Weinfurtner’s glass.”
“Not the state office,” Markus said as the innkeeper set a plate of beef lung in sour gravy and a glass of dark beer before him. “A private estate. I’m a freelance restorer.”
Brandl nodded slowly. His fingers tapped a soundless rhythm on the greasy corner of the oilcloth. “Freelance. So you have time. No family waiting back home in Regensburg?”
Markus stopped with his spoon halfway to his mouth.
“Divorced,” he said curtly.
“No children?” Dr. Lang pressed. He took the pipe from his mouth. Smoke rose in thin bluish rings. “No brothers or sisters?”
“No.” Markus swallowed the mouthful. It tasted of vinegar and salt. “Just me. For four weeks.”
For a fraction of a second, the room went utterly silent. Only a spruce log cracked inside the tiled stove.
Brandl looked at the doctor. The doctor held his pipe between two fingers.
“That’s good,” Brandl said. “You need peace and quiet for glass that old. There are stories in it, Herr Bender. Some you’re better off not knowing.”
Without being asked, the innkeeper set a small, round-bellied glass of clear liquor in front of Markus.
“On the house,” Sepp grunted. “Bärwurz. Drives out the cold.”
Markus drank. The schnapps burned down his throat like denatured alcohol, leaving a bitter, earthy aftertaste of roots that had lain too long in mud.
When he left the Goldene Tanne an hour later, the fog lay so thick in the valley that he could not make out his car’s headlights until he was three paces away. The air tasted of wet peat and old iron.
And as he put the key in the ignition, he had the feeling, for the first time that evening, that someone was standing behind the fogged windows of the carpenter’s shop diagonally across from the inn.
A shadow behind the glass.
Watching him.
And checking the time.

Chapter 2
Dead Silence
The next day, Markus put the first twelve pieces of glass in order.
He laid the old numbers beside the new catalog cards, checked the rims against the window light, and became so absorbed that he forgot lunch. On the twelfth piece, he found a ground-down maker’s mark beneath the base. He noted it, satisfied with work that could be verified. Only when the windows went dark did he realize how cold his hands were.
On his second night in the forester’s house, Markus began to hate the sound of his own heartbeat.
He lay on the sagging mattress in the upstairs bedroom, the blanket pulled to his chin. The room smelled of moth powder and cold plaster. Wind seeped through the cracks in the closed shutters—not a storm, just a steady, soft brushing, as though someone were slowly dragging a rough palm along the shingled outside wall.
Sixty beats a minute.
Sixty-two.
Sixty-eight.
Markus switched on the bedside lamp. Its weak yellow light tore the darkness open without driving it away. It only pushed it into the corners, where it crouched like black animals waiting to spring. He reached for his phone.
No service.
Same as yesterday. The battery was full, but the screen showed only the little crossed-out antenna. In the middle of Germany, in the year 2026, there were still valleys where the digital pulse of the world stopped dead.
He got up. The icy floorboards made the soles of his bare feet flinch. He went downstairs to the former study, where he had arranged the crates from the estate.
The glass stood in rows on newspaper spread across the long oak table.
They were masterpieces. Late-eighteenth-century drinking glasses with thick, cut stems, gold-ruby perfume bottles, votive bowls etched with frosted images of saints. Beneath the dust lay the familiar precision of other people’s hands. Markus brought the light closer.
He picked up a magnifying glass, bent over a heavy goblet of opaque bone glass, and examined the cutting.
A knock.
He froze. The magnifying glass stopped dead above the goblet.
It had not come from inside the house. It had come from outside.
A dry, rhythmic sound. Wood on wood.
Tock. Tock. Tock.
Three blows. Evenly spaced. Like the measured strokes of a wooden mallet.
Markus switched off the flashlight. Darkness closed over him like cold water. He felt his way to the front door, eased back the bolt with extreme care—he had oiled the hinges that afternoon—and opened it a crack.
The night air cut into his lungs.
Outside, the world was packed in gray cotton. Fog had swallowed the clearing. The spruces stood like black colossi in the haze, their outlines dissolving into ghostly giants.
Nothing. No light. No shadow.
Only the smell.
It came on the damp draft creeping down from the high forest. Not decay. It was the strong, piercing smell of fresh wood. Plane shavings. Resin. Fresh oak sap mingled with the bitter trace of stain and beeswax he knew from Brandl’s workshop.
Markus closed the door, slid the bolt home, and rested his forehead against the cold wood.
“You’re losing it, Bender,” he whispered into the blackness. “It’s the silence. Just the goddamn silence.”
He went back to the study, poured three fingers of bourbon into a dirty mustard jar, and drank it in one swallow. The burn in his stomach helped. It created an artificial warmth, an illusion of control.
But as he sat down at the table again, his eyes fell on the black landline phone on the sideboard. An old Bakelite rotary phone the owner had left behind. Yesterday the line had worked. He had briefly heard the estate administrator’s voice from Munich, metallic and distant.
Markus lifted the receiver. He wanted to hear the familiar, monotonous dial tone. Some proof that a wire existed connecting this bowl of a valley to the rest of human civilization.
He pressed the Bakelite earpiece against his ear.
No dial tone.
No static.
Instead, he heard breathing.
It was very faint, almost lost in the distance. A slow, wet breath, as though someone were drawing air through a thick, mucus-clogged throat.
He closed his eyes. Between two breaths, he thought he heard a voice:
“… Markus …”
Markus dropped the receiver. The Bakelite hit the floorboards with a hollow clatter. The sound echoed through the dead house, loud as a gunshot.
He stood in the middle of the room and listened. Nothing more came from the receiver on the floor. He could not have said whether the voice had really spoken his name.
He looked at the cord.
The gray plastic cord running from the phone to the wall jack.
It was not plugged in.
The four-pronged plug lay loose on the parquet, three handbreadths from the socket. Markus picked it up. He remembered moving the sideboard to reach a crate. Had that been before? He laid the plug beside the phone and left the light on.

Chapter 3
The Shingle Path
Morning brought no relief, only another way for the twilight to continue.
It was November 3. The sky over the Arber massif was a seamless sheet of graphite-colored lead, hanging so low that the pine tops drowned in it. No sun, no shadows, no wind. A dead world preserved in wet cold.
Markus had spent the night on the downstairs couch, a blanket around his shoulders, the old kitchen hatchet on the floor within reach. He had not slept. Every time his eyelids grew heavy, he heard the whisper from the dead receiver, the scrape of branches against the shutters, caught the phantom smell of turpentine and fresh wood.
By eight, he could no longer stand being inside those four walls.
He had to get out. He had to walk until the cold burned the poisonous thoughts out of his head.
He pulled on his lined hiking boots, shrugged into his waxed jacket, and stepped outside. The air hit him wet and bitter. It smelled of the first frost waiting to fall, of decay and dead bracken.
Behind the forester’s house, an old cart track cut into the slope.
A rotting wooden sign nailed to a crooked birch pointed the way: To the Old Glassworks—1.5 km.
Markus walked. The rhythmic crunch of his boots on the frozen bed of needles was reassuring. With every step between the tall spruce trunks, the pressure in his chest seemed to ease. Out here there were no unplugged telephones. No clocks ticking to the wrong rhythm. There was only granite, spruce, and the acidic, lime-poor water gurgling in little ditches beside the track.
After a kilometer, the trees opened out.
Ahead lay the ruins of the old glassworks.
Two hundred years ago, this place had been the beating heart of the valley. Its wood-fired furnaces had burned day and night, fed by the endless timber of the Bohemian Forest, melting the pure, clear glass shipped as far as St. Petersburg and Vienna. Now nothing remained but rough stone foundations, overgrown with tough ivy and cushions of moss that lay over the rocks like mold. The chimney of the main furnace still stood—a fractured thirty-foot stump of brick jutting into the gray sky like a hollow tooth.
Markus stopped at the edge of the old millpond.
The water was black, motionless as a slab of polished obsidian. Thin crescents of ice fringed the shore, trapping dead beech leaves like insects in amber.
Beyond the ruins, the track narrowed to a trail.
There were no signs. But the ground was worn hard—not by tourists; the track was too narrow for that. This was a path people had walked for centuries, sunk into the hillside like an old scar.
Markus followed it. He did not know why. It was the fatal curiosity of the antiques dealer who catches the scent of history and follows it, even when history smells of rot and graves.
The path rounded an outcrop of weathered granite.
And then he saw it.
The lane of the dead.
It ran for two hundred meters along a narrow ridge, lined with old, gnarled spruces whose roots clutched the damp rock like cramped fingers.
Totenbretter. Death boards. Dozens of them.
They stood driven upright into the earth or leaned against the bark of trees, each about six feet long, some narrow as fence boards, others hewn from broad planks. Many were so old the wood had turned black, furrowed by a hundred winters, their lettering almost entirely washed away by rain and snow. On some he could still make out the crude carvings: a cross, a heart pierced by a lance, a skull and crossed bones.
Markus stepped closer. The thick carpet of wet moss muffled his footsteps.
He knew these boards. The dead had been laid out on them when the frozen ground would not allow a grave to be dug.
After the burial, the board was set up beside a path, bearing the dead person’s name and a verse.
Only when the wood had rotted away, people said, could the soul find rest.
Markus ran a gloved hand over a board dated 1864.
“Here stands the death board of the virtuous maiden Maria Brandl. O traveler, pause and pray, for like the grass your days shall pass away.”
The letters had been cut deep into the wood. Markus traced the groove of the B. Brandl.
He walked slowly along the row.
Some boards were no more than rotten splinters held together by moss and lichen. Others had split, riddled with woodworm. The air smelled of cold humus and dead wood.
The newest row stood right along the ridge. Without meaning to, he counted its boards.
Seven. Eight. Nine. Ten.
At the end of the lane, where the ridge dropped sharply into a dark sinkhole overgrown with brambles, he stopped short.
There was one more.
The eleventh board.
Pale yellow, freshly planed oak. Its edges were crisply beveled, its head shaped into a baroque trefoil. Beads of mist clung to its face. The ends of a crosspiece projected from behind the broad plank. Strips of inner bark still fringed its sides. Only the surface for the lettering had been smoothed.
Fresh oak shavings. Linseed oil. Turpentine.
The same smell that had waited outside his front door last night.
Markus stepped closer. His eyes moved to the cuts.
The letters had been filled with black paint. The paint still shone wet.
He read.
He had to take off his glasses and put them on again before he could go on.
Three lines had been carved into the wood:
Markus Bender
Born March 14, 1980
Died November 10

Chapter 4
The Eleventh Board
Markus took off his left glove and ran the pad of his index finger into the carved year.
1980.
March fourteenth.
His birthday.
He pulled his hand back. A fine oak splinter had lodged in the tip of his left index finger. Beside it, a drop of blood welled up.
Died November 10.
There was no year in the date of death. Just the day.
Markus read the numbers again.
Today was November 3.
Seven days.
“A joke,” he said. He looked back down the trail. “A sick joke.”
How did he know my date of birth?
He had not shown anyone his identity card. He had taken the keys to the forester’s house from the lockbox on the porch. The law firm in Munich had sent him the combination.
Unless someone had searched his things while he slept. Or someone had made inquiries. Long before he ever turned the ignition key in Regensburg.
Markus photographed the three lines. He stepped back and took another picture of the whole board. Below the ridge, wood cracked. He lifted his head.
A pale patch moved in the fog. A shirtsleeve, perhaps a sack. Then metal struck metal once. The sound lingered among the trees.
“Hello?” Markus called.
No answer. He waited until his fingers grew cold, then put his glove back on. No one stepped onto the trail.
On the way back, he stopped twice. He listened to his own footsteps die away, to water in the ditch, once to the call of a bird. In his jacket pocket, his hand gripped the car key so tightly its teeth pressed into his skin.
At the clearing, Markus quickened his pace. He would drive into the village, show them a picture of the board, and insist that someone come with him.
The old Volvo was still there. A gray, dependable box in the fog.
He snatched the key from his pocket and pressed the remote.
No click. No flash of lights.
Markus ran to the driver’s door and grabbed the handle. Locked.
He leaned forward, pressing his forehead against the cold side window.
And then he saw it:
The car was no longer standing on its four tires.
The rims sat deep in the wet clay.
All four tires had been slashed.
Not with a little puncture. A broad, clean blade had sliced through the thick rubber sidewalls from rim to tread—smoothly, expertly, as though with a master wheelwright’s drawknife.
No breath escaped the cuts now. They were dead.
And on the hood, gouged into the silver-gray paint with the merciless force of a carpenter’s nail, was a single word:
STAY.

Chapter 5
An Explanation
November 4 — Six days left
Markus had enlarged the pictures on his phone again and again. The cuts stayed sharp even when the screen swam before his eyes. He had meant to show the picture first thing when he got to the workshop. Now he kept the phone in his pocket.
The room smelled of hot linseed oil, pine shavings, and damp tobacco. Light fell through the dusty, divided windows onto the workbench. Chisels, spokeshaves, coarse files, and three drawknives hung on the wall. Markus’s eyes caught on the broad blades.
Xaver Brandl stood at the bench. He wore a leather apron and was rubbing a pumice stone over the wood of a heavy oak frame.
He looked up and smiled.
“Herr Bender. You’re shaking all over. Sit down a moment. I’ll get you some water.”
“I don’t want water.” Markus had to clear his throat. After the three-kilometer walk, the warmth of the shop made his knees weak. “Who’s been at my car?”
Brandl stopped the pumice stone and peered over his horn-rimmed glasses.
“Your car?”
“Don’t play dumb! All four tires are slashed. And the paint on the hood is ruined. Not to mention that … that sick thing up in the woods!”
Brandl slowly set the stone on the bench. He brushed the pale wood dust from his hands, methodically, finger by finger.
“You’re talking in riddles, Herr Bender. What sick thing?”
“My name!” Markus shouted. “In the clearing behind the old glassworks! There’s a death board. Freshly made. With my name on it. My birthday. And November tenth as … as …”
Brandl waited.
“Herr Bender … take a breath.” Brandl came around the bench and laid a hand on Markus’s shoulder. “You mean the lane of the dead up by the millpond?”
“Of course that’s what I mean!”
“There’s no new board up there, Herr Bender.”
“What?”
“There’s no new board,” Brandl repeated. “The last death board I made was for old Huber, the forester. Two years ago. Young people don’t carve verses in wood anymore. They put a plastic cross by the road when someone crashes a moped. You know … the isolation out at that house. Weinfurtner, the old collector, he saw things toward the end, too. Shadows at the edge of the woods. Voices in the rafters. The Bavarian Forest in November … it weighs on a man if he’s not from here. And you’ve been through a lot, haven’t you? A divorce, I heard. The shop going under …”
“How do you know that?” Markus hissed. He tore free of Brandl’s grip and stumbled back into a stack of spruce boards. “I never told you anything about my business!”
Brandl picked up the pumice stone again. “People talk. It’s a small village, Herr Bender. As for your tires, these forest roads are full of sharp slate. Drive in here on ordinary summer tires and the stones slice the sidewalls open. Happens to the holiday people all the time.”
“It was a knife! A drawknife!” With a trembling finger, Markus pointed at the wall behind the bench.
Brandl did not even turn around. He reached into his vest pocket, took out a clean white handkerchief, and offered it to Markus.
“You’re bleeding, Herr Bender.”
Markus touched his hand. The cut on his index finger—the splinter from the eleventh board—had become infected. The edges were swollen, stained blue-black, and a thin thread of pus seeped across his palm.
He smelled it at once. Turpentine. And the sweet, rotten stink of dead wood.
“Go over and see Dr. Lang,” Brandl said. “Have him look at that hand. I’ll talk to Sepp about the car. He’ll bring a phone to the fire station tomorrow morning. We’ll call you a tow truck from there.” He took an order pad and wrote Bender on it. “Eight o’clock. We’ll get it sorted out.”
Markus looked at the slip. Brandl had added his phone number from memory. He wanted to ask how he knew it. Instead, he said, “I’ll be there at eight.” Outside, he put the phone away without having shown the photograph. At last, he had an appointment for the next morning.

Chapter 6
The Cordon
November 5 — Five days left
At eight, the fire station garage was locked. Markus waited until eight thirty. He knocked at the side entrance, went to the inn, and found that door locked, too. A curtain moved behind a window.
When he returned to the garage, a slip of paper lay on the windowsill, weighted with a stone. He did not know Sepp’s handwriting. Canceled, it said. Nothing else.
Markus stood in the phone booth beside the garage—a yellow relic of the nineties, its Plexiglas panes stained green with algae.
The receiver was dead.
No dial tone. The cable emerging from the top of the casing had been neatly severed. The cut gleamed silver in the drizzle.
He had not gone to Dr. Lang the day before. He had spent the night in the car outside the forester’s house, wrapped in two sleeping bags, the kitchen hatchet beside the seat. He had told himself he could wait until eight.
He had to get out of here. On foot.
The road to Zwiesel was eight kilometers long. Five miles. Two hours of hard walking, downhill through the state forest. Once he reached the crest beyond the Teufelstisch—the Devil’s Table—he would have cell reception again. He would call the police. A tow truck. Anyone who could get him out of this collective psychosis.
He zipped his waxed jacket to his chin, lowered his head against the icy wind, and set off.
The road twisted in tight switchbacks between rock faces. The asphalt was black, wet with rotting needles, bounded on either side by the endless, silent walls of spruce on the Arber massif. Not one car passed him. Not a tractor. Not a bird could be heard.
After two kilometers, he passed the district boundary. A rusting metal sign: Landkreis Regen. Regen District.
Beyond it, something blocked the road.
Two felled silver firs lay across the pavement. Their massive trunks—at least thirty inches in diameter—were wedged together so tightly there was no way through. White resin welled from the fresh saw cuts.
And in the middle of the road stood two men.
They wore fluorescent yellow forestry jackets, chainsaw-resistant pants, and heavy helmets with their face shields lowered. They held large Stihl chainsaws. The engines idled—a deep, restless growl that sounded in the damp air like the panting of fighting dogs.
As Markus approached, they stepped side by side, blocking the gap between the trunks.
One of them raised his face shield.
The innkeeper. Sepp.
Despite the cold, his face was wet with sweat. Beneath thick lashes, his eyes sat deep in fleshy hollows. He held the saw by its handle in one hand, the chain just inches above the damp road.
“Grüß Gott, Herr Bender.” Sepp’s customary Bavarian greeting carried over the clatter of the two-stroke engine.
“What the hell is this?” Markus called. His heart hammered in his throat. “I’m going to Zwiesel!”
“Can’t,” the other man said.
He took off his helmet. It was the young man who had rolled the beer keg into the cellar on Markus’s first visit to the Goldene Tanne. Korbinian. Early twenties, a smooth, pimply face, his eyes fixed on Markus’s knees rather than meeting his gaze.
“Bark beetle emergency,” Sepp said, as though reciting something he had memorized. “State forestry closed the road. Risk of windfall. Those treetops are snapping like matchsticks. Nobody in, nobody out. Forestry office orders.”
“I’ll walk around through the ditch,” Markus said, taking a step forward.
Korbinian’s hand twitched.
The chainsaw screamed under the throttle. A sharp, tearing shriek ripped through the forest’s silence. The chain raced around the bar, bit into the fallen trunk for a split second, and threw a cloud of wet white chips into the air. They blew into Markus’s face like buckshot.
Korbinian released the throttle. The engine dropped back to its menacing idle.
“Didn’t you hear, Herr Bender?” Sepp said calmly. “The woods are dangerous. Especially for strangers who don’t know their way around. Turn back.”
“This is unlawful confinement!” Markus shouted over the noise. His hands balled into fists inside his jacket pockets. He could feel the kitchen hatchet tucked into his waistband, but against two running chainsaws it was a toy. “You’re cutting me off!”
“We’re only protecting you,” Sepp said.
He took half a step closer. The smell of gasoline, chain oil, and damp pork drifted over.
“Go back to the forester’s house,” Sepp said. “We know where your car is.”
No phone. No tow truck.
Markus looked from Sepp to Korbinian. The boy looked away.
Brandl had kept him waiting.
They did not even need to tell the same story. It was enough that every door stayed closed.
“What do you want from me?” Markus gasped.
Sepp did not answer. He merely nodded to Korbinian. The boy revved the engine again. The saw howled, a hysterical metallic shriek that went straight into Markus’s spine.
Markus turned and walked away.
He did not run. His pride still refused to give way to open panic. But when he looked back after ten paces, the two men were standing in the fog. Motionless. Chainsaws rattling beside their thighs.
They did not escort him. They did not beat him forward.
They were simply making sure the livestock stayed in its pen.
Before he reached the first house, Markus left the road. On an old timber-haul map in the forester’s house, he had seen a path following the stream. Now he took the drainage ditch, stooping beneath the low spruce branches and keeping close to the water. After half an hour, he could see open sky between the trunks at the crest.
Then a radio crackled ahead of him. Two men stood at the narrow bridge over the stream. One held Markus’s red duffel bag. They had searched the house in the meantime. Markus lay in the bracken until his clothes were soaked. Only when the men stepped onto the bridge did he crawl back. He had found the way out. Someone else had simply gotten there first.

Chapter 7
The Chronicle of Hunger
November 7 — Three days left
On November 6, no one had come. That was almost worse than the men on the road. Markus sat at the window until afternoon, watching the tire tracks fill with water. Then he took out the inventories again.
He no longer ate anything that had come from the village. He poured out the milk, even though he could not detect the smell when he checked it a second time. He put the bread beside the stove and left it there. The unopened can from his grocery crate he saved for later.
He drank only the brown, iron-tasting water from the old pump well behind the house. He boiled it three times, until a thick coat of scale covered the bottom of the kettle.
His body was breaking down. His hands shook constantly. The cut on his finger throbbed with a dull, feverish rhythm that reached into his armpit. Red streaks crept up his forearm—the warning signs of sepsis. But the pain had become secondary, drowned out by the feverish, crystalline focus people develop when they are facing execution.
He searched.
He laid the collector’s old stock slips beside his own list. One number was missing. Listed among the glass from the old works was a leather-bound account book, supposedly worthless. On the back of the slip, Weinfurtner had penciled just two words: Cellar, wood. Markus took the flashlight. For the first time since finding the board, he was looking for something specific.
Around two in the morning, as the first sleet slapped against the shutters, he found it.
In the cellar, behind a stack of rotting spruce logs, a recess opened in the granite masonry. Inside sat an iron cashbox secured with a nineteenth-century padlock. Markus did not need a key. With three blows from a heavy stone, he drove the edge of the kitchen hatchet into the hasp until the rusted metal gave with a dry snap.
There were no coins in the box.
There was a book.
Bound in thick, greasy pigskin, its corners reinforced with brass caps. No lettering on the cover, only a brand: a circle crossed by two bones and a stylized bell.
It was the chronicle of Kummersreuth.
Written in the steep, faded strokes of old German Kurrent script, in the hands of various priests and glassworks masters, beginning in the year of Our Lord 1713.
Markus sat on the damp cellar floor, the flashlight clamped between his teeth, and turned the pages through centuries of horror with numb fingers.
Anno Domini 1713:
“The pestilence hath emptied the valley. Of eighty souls, sixty lie in the pit upon the Arber’s slope. The cattle starve in their stalls; the snow stands three fathoms deep. The furnace is cold. No bread, no flour. Then did the elders gather on the eve of Martini … and swear their oath upon the wood.”
Markus slid a clean sheet beneath the brittle pages. Water had washed away entire lines. He held the flashlight almost flat against the paper. Its raking light revealed the impressions left by the pen even where the ink was gone. Individual words returned. Wood. Stranger. Bells. He had to piece together their meaning from entries in different hands.
The oath.
It was not a pact with God. It was a pact with the mountain. With that ancient, pre-Christian hunger dwelling in the granite mass of the Arber, the thing the glassmakers called the Schrat.
To spare the village from extinction, plague, and endless winter, the wood demanded its due:
Every ten years. On November 10, the eve of St. Martin’s Day. The night of the Wolfauslassen, the old wolf-driving rite. The earliest entries had gaps. The regular sequence began only on a page sewn in later.
One soul.
Not from the village. The blood of their own kin must not be spilled, or the blessing would be broken. It had to be a stranger. Someone with no roots in the valley. Someone no one would look for. A traveling journeyman. An itinerant peddler. A deserter.
Markus’s eyes raced over the entries from the twentieth century onward:
November 10, 1986:
Franz V., student from Berlin. Found in the bog. Official report: froze to death after becoming lost in a blizzard.
November 10, 1996:
Tibor K., seasonal farmworker from Hungary. Official report: heart failure in the woods.
November 10, 2006:
Michael S., hiker from Nuremberg. Official report: fell into the Arber gorge.
November 10, 2016:
Jonas B., geology student from Leipzig. Official report: missing in the border forest. Search called off after fourteen days.
Markus felt the air freeze in his throat.
Every ten years.
2026.
This year.
And then he read the condition of the pact. The rule that explained why they had not simply strangled him in his sleep, why they had not beaten him to death at the roadblock:
“In the final hour before Martini, the bells shall drive the stranger. While they sound, his bare skin must touch the wood upon which his full name stands. No man may carry him to the board, nor thrust him against it. He must come upon his own feet, though fear and fire pursue him. Only after he hath touched it may they bind him. Before midnight strikes, his blood shall be in the wood.”
Markus read the passage again. He had already touched the wood with bare skin. But in broad daylight, without bells. The touch would count only in the last hour before St. Martin’s Day, while the bells were ringing. They could chase him and block every other path, but they could not take that final step for him.
His full name.
He pictured the clean cuts. The lettering lay only a few millimeters deep in the wood. One broad shaving lifted along the grain would be enough. He took the leather gloves from his toolbox and laid the hatchet beside them. If he could not avoid the board, he would take his name away from it.
They were not allowed to murder him in the house.
They had to drive him.
Like the wolves in the Middle Ages, driven from the forests into trapping pits with torches and clanging bells. The Wolfauslassen was no harmless custom for banishing evil spirits. It was a driven hunt.
And he was the quarry.
He photographed the legible pages and the sheet of names. With no service, the messages to the estate administrator stayed stuck in his outbox. He was not going to rely on that. There was also a narrow envelope in the cashbox, meant for old receipts. Markus wrote the location of the board on it and slipped the most recent lists of victims inside.
Before dawn, he pushed the envelope into the hollow, silver-plated base of a glass goblet. He loosened the bottom plate with his tools, then fitted it back flush. On the inventory card he wrote: Open base. Records inside. He carried the goblet to the stone pump chamber behind the house. If they found it, they would see glass. For the next appraiser, he had left a trail.
Then he took the hatchet and climbed through the undergrowth toward the old works. At the pond, he already saw the glow of a cigarette. Two men sat beneath a tarp beside the rocky outcrop. Farther up, someone was striking wood against wood. They were guarding the board. Markus backed away. If he tried working on it in front of them, they could drag him off. The prohibition did not apply yet. Only during the hunt would they have to keep their distance.

Chapter 8
The Doctor Calls
November 9 — The eve of the hunt
Time ceased to be a measure. It became a noose tightening around Markus’s neck with every tick of the wall clock.
He had turned the forester’s house into a fortress.
He had pushed the heavy oak cabinets against the shuttered ground-floor windows, wedged the kitchen door shut with timbers from the woodshed, and scattered glass from Weinfurtner’s crates across the hallway floor. He had sharpened the kitchen hatchet on a whetstone until its edge sliced paper.
Outside, dusk had fallen on November 9. The eve of the ritual.
The sleet had turned to thick, silent snow. White flakes fell straight from the black sky, burying the clearing beneath a soundless blanket, muffling every noise into a padded, suffocating hush.
At five in the afternoon, someone knocked on the front door.
Three short, firm blows.
Markus flinched. He sat on the stair landing, the hatchet across his thighs. His fingers closed around the wooden handle. It was sticky with the sweat of his fear.
“Herr Bender?”
Muffled, but unmistakable. Dr. Lang.
“Herr Bender, open the door. I know you’re in there. I’m worried about you.”
Markus did not move. He breathed through his open mouth to keep from making a sound.
“I spoke to Master Carpenter Brandl,” the doctor continued. His voice was calm, matter-of-fact, steeped in the professional empathy doctors adopt at the bedsides of the dying. “He told me about your hand. An infected finger is no joke, Herr Bender. If it’s streptococcus, you could be in multiple organ failure by morning. I’ve brought penicillin. And a strong sedative. You’re having a severe post-traumatic episode.”
Markus crept down the stairs. His bare feet avoided the glass. He went to the door and pressed his ear against the cold wood.
He could smell him through the cracks.
Stale tobacco smoke. Peppermint. Beneath them, the sharp, biting trace of surgical solvent and formalin.
“Go away,” Markus whispered.
A brief silence on the other side. Then a sigh.
“Markus … listen to me. I know what you’re going through. The divorce. Financial ruin. You feel persecuted. You project your helplessness onto the world around you. You believe everyone has conspired against you. We call that persecutory delusions with a systematic pattern of ideas of reference. A textbook psychosis.”
“I found the book, Lang,” Markus said coldly. His voice no longer shook. Shock had turned into an icy, lethal clarity that left no room for doubt. “The chronicle from 1713. Jonas B., 2016. Michael S., 2006. I know about the pact.”
For five long heartbeats, there was absolute silence behind the door.
The wind drove snow against the wooden shingles. Hush. Hush.
When Lang spoke again, the gentle tone was gone.
His voice had not grown louder, but the warmth had drained from it like blood from a severed vein. It was cold. Factual. Primitive.
“That book doesn’t belong to you, Markus.”
“Get off my porch.”
“Do you know what happens when the pact is broken?” the doctor asked quietly. “In 1946, the village was under American occupation. They forbade us to go out for St. Martin’s. Curfew from eight in the evening. We weren’t allowed to ring the bells. We weren’t allowed to raise the wood.”
A pause. Boots crunched on frozen snow.
“That winter, eleven children in Kummersreuth died of diphtheria. The wells froze solid, all the way to the bottom. The cows rubbed their udders against the stall walls until they bled to death. The mountain doesn’t forget, Markus. It asks for only one soul in ten years. Just one. To give three hundred people their lives. That isn’t cruelty. It’s arithmetic.”
“Find someone else for your arithmetic,” Markus hissed.
A soft metallic scrape at the door.
Lang was not trying to force the lock. He was pushing something through the narrow mail slot beneath the bolt.
A folded sheet of paper fell onto the boards.
“The bells start at eleven tomorrow night,” the doctor said. His footsteps were already retreating across the creaking porch. “Save your strength, Herr Bender. Don’t lock yourself in. The house will burn. The mountain wants you in the woods.”
Markus waited until the sound of the car faded down the forest road.
Then he knelt and unfolded the paper.
It was not a threatening letter.
It was a death certificate.
Issued by the municipality of Kummersreuth, Regen District.
Name of the deceased: Markus Bender.
Date of death: November 10, 2026.
Cause of death: Acute cardiovascular failure due to hypothermia after becoming lost in a blizzard.
At the bottom, signed in neat, flowing ink:
Dr. Heinrich Lang, District Medical Officer.
The date of issue was tomorrow.
Markus laid the sheet beside the lists of victims he had photographed. The same sentence about getting lost, the same cause. Only his name was new.
He smoothed the folded paper with his good hand. Then he picked up the hatchet and tested its edge against the corner of an inventory card.

Chapter 9
A Wedge of Sound
November 10 — 10:45 p.m.
Markus Bender crouched in the ground-floor hallway, his back pressed against the brick side of the chimney. The forester’s house had been pitch-black since he extinguished the last kerosene lamp two hours earlier. He held the kitchen hatchet between his knees with both hands. His knuckles showed white beneath the taut, dirt-crusted skin. The red streak of infection on his left arm had crept past the bend of his elbow, a poisonous, pulsing thread burning in time with his racing heartbeat.
He stared at the luminous numbers on his watch.
10:58 p.m.
Outside, the world had frozen to death. The snow had stopped. At twenty-five degrees Fahrenheit, the air hung over the valley like a sheet of ice. Not a breath of wind. Not a creak from the rafters.
10:59 p.m.
Markus closed his eyes. He thought of Sarah. The little apartment in the old building on the cathedral square in Regensburg. The smell of freshly ground coffee on Sunday mornings. The sound of her voice before suspicion and debt had poisoned everything. He tried to cling to her face like a drowning man to a plank.
11:00 p.m.
A sound.
Not loud. A single, deep note, miles away in the dense spruce forest on the Arber.
BONG.
The note was so low his ears barely registered it as sound. It was a pressure wave creeping through the frozen earth, striking the granite foundation of the forester’s house and echoing as a faint rattle in the windows of the room holding the estate.
Five seconds of silence.
Then the answer.
From the other side of the slope, from the old glassworks:
BONG.
And suddenly the inferno broke loose.
It was not a chorus. It was an avalanche of forged metal.
Dozens of cattle bells—twenty, thirty, forty enormous bells of cast bronze and hammered sheet brass, made for cattle on the mountain pastures—started all at once. They did not strike to the rhythm of music. They struck to the rhythm of a ritual march: two steps, one blow of the clapper.
CLANG-BONG. CLANG-BONG.
Within seconds, the noise filled the entire valley. Echoes from the Arber’s bare rock faces made it impossible to tell where the bells were coming from. They seemed to thunder from everywhere at once: the treetops, the gravel underfoot, the cracks between the shingles. The infrasound from those enormous resonating bodies reached straight into Markus’s guts. His stomach clenched, sending a sour wash of acid up his throat.
Markus pressed the heels of his hands against his ears.
It did no good.
The vibration passed through the bones of his skull, rattled his teeth in their sockets, and turned his thoughts into a blinding white roar.
They were coming up the forest road.
He crawled to the door on all fours, raised his head, and peered through the narrow gap in the closed shutter.
In the pale glow of the snow, he saw them.
Forty men.
They wore no masks. They did not need them. Their faces were bare and rigid in the yellow light of the torches they carried. They wore thick loden coats, coarse wool caps, and broad leather belts buckled around their hips and bellies. Each belt carried one of the enormous bells—some the size of suitcases, so heavy that the men had to bend their knees and thrust their hips forward with every step to throw the clapper against the metal.
Xaver Brandl led them.
The master carpenter wore no loden jacket. He wore his black work apron, his sleeves rolled up, a wooden mallet in his right hand and a burning pitch torch in his left.
The pack did not hurry. It advanced into the clearing with the dreadful, inexorable slowness of a glacier.
CLANG-BONG.
They surrounded the house.
Not in a circle. In a semicircle.
They blocked the way down into the valley, the way to the road, the way to the fire station.
The only gap in their ranks faced north.
Into the pitch-black, trackless high forest.
Up to the lane of the dead.

Chapter 10
Driven by Fire
11:15 p.m.
Markus stood behind the barricaded door. His hands gripped the hatchet handle so tightly his fingernails cut into his palms.
The ringing outside the porch had swelled into a single physical pressure. The walls seemed to bend. Dust sifted from the joints of the ceiling beams. A framed photograph of old Weinfurtner fell from the wall and shattered on the floorboards.
They did not pound on the door.
They did not call his name.
Through the roar of the bells, Markus heard another sound. A faint, hissing glug.
Liquid.
He looked down. Something was flowing beneath the door. A dark, oily puddle spreading across the wooden hallway floor.
It did not smell like water.
It smelled like kerosene. Sharp, piercing, mixed with the sweet stink of chainsaw oil.
They don’t want to come in.
The words of the chronicle flashed through his head: “No man may carry him to the board, nor thrust him against it.” Fire was allowed. For generations, the men had kept that loophole open.
The burning end of a torch came through the study window.
The sound of breaking glass vanished in the bells, but the flash of light was harsh and immediate. In a fraction of a second, flame shot up the curtains. Weinfurtner’s glass crates—packed with dry newspaper and wood wool—caught at once.
A pressure wave tore the kitchen door open.
Smoke. Pitch-black, biting, laden with poisonous carbon monoxide from the burning varnish.
Markus coughed, nearly choked, and threw himself to the floor. The heat was there at once—not the comfort of a stove but a dry wall that singed his eyelashes and sucked the oxygen from his lungs. The kerosene by the door ignited with a dull whump. The hallway paneling blazed. Burning pitch dripped from the ceiling.
He had no choice.
Anyone who stayed in the house would suffocate within three minutes. His corpse would burn. But the pact would not accept charred flesh on the floorboards. The pact demanded the run.
Markus pulled on the leather gloves, tucked the hatchet under his arm, and yanked open the back door into the wood store.
No kerosene had been poured there. Brandl’s workshop had calculated the escape route precisely.
He hurled his shoulder against the shed’s rotten rear door. The wood splintered outward. Cold, cutting night air struck his face, mixing with the smoke in an acrid cloud.
Markus stumbled into the meadow behind the house. He fell in deep snow, scraped his knees on frozen molehills, and struggled up again with the hatchet clenched in his right hand. His leather gloves were wet. The seam stretched tight over his infected left index finger.
Behind him, the bells screamed.
The men had seen that the quarry had been flushed from its den.
The rhythm of the bells did not quicken. It deepened. The forty men began to move. Not running. They marched in step behind him, torches raised, the massive bells at their hips swinging once a second.
BONG. BONG. BONG.
To his right, a harsh cone of light sliced through the fog. Korbinian. The boy held a heavy halogen lamp. The beam blinded Markus and cut off his way back to the road.
To his left, an engine rattled. Sepp walked along the edge of the forest with the running chainsaw at his hip, its bar held low to the ground, ready to cut off any attempt to escape into the undergrowth with a single sweep.
They left him only one direction.
Up the steep trail.
Past the ruins of the glassworks.
Straight into the jaws of the lane of the dead.

Chapter 11
Hunted Through the Infrasound
11:35 p.m.
Markus gasped. He could no longer close his mouth. With every breath, cold air burned his throat.
He ran through the snow.
His boots sank past his ankles with every step. The climb was brutal. Slate slabs studded the trail to the old works, frozen glass-smooth beneath the snow. Three times he fell, struck his chest against granite blocks, felt his ribs grind, and hauled himself up again, driven by the infernal noise at his back.
BONG. BONG.
The rock walls of the Arber gorge focused the vibrations of the forty bells so unpredictably that Markus lost his bearings. One moment the clanging seemed to come from directly behind his neck; the next it thundered down from high in the treetops. His eyes began to water. His field of vision narrowed into the tunnel he had dreaded. All he could see was the white trail ahead and the black spruce trunks whipping past him like prison bars.
He reached the ruins of the glassworks.
The crumbling furnace rose like a gallows in the blowing snow. The millpond had frozen solid, a smooth black sheet of ice dusted with fresh snow like powdered sugar.
Markus stopped, panting, at the edge of the stone wall.
He turned around.
A hundred meters below him, a wall of light moved through the forest.
Torches danced in the swirling snow like will-o’-the-wisps. Smoke from the burning forester’s house rose into the night in a thick red column of fire. Showers of sparks drifted over the treetops. The bells did not stop. They came closer. Step by step. The ground beneath his soles trembled to the rhythm of the march.
“Why?” Markus screamed into the darkness. The force of his voice died in the noise of the bells. “Why me?”
A figure stepped from the shadow of the old glassworks wall.
Not Brandl.
Dr. Lang.
The doctor wore a heavy fur coat, his hands in the pockets. He had not followed Markus. He had taken the old logging road and cut across the slope ahead of him. He stood quietly, his breath a white cloud before his lips, his face motionless in the shadow of the spruces.
“Because you’re left over, Markus,” Lang said. His voice was almost lost beneath the bells, but Markus read the words on his lips. “Look at yourself. Nobody calls you. Nobody waits for you. If you don’t wake up tomorrow, no one’s world changes by so much as a fraction of an inch. But for us … for this valley … your death means ten years of bread. Ten years of health. That’s the bargain.”
“You’re murderers!” Markus spat. His hand clenched the hatchet. “This whole goddamn village is a madhouse!”
“We’re survivors,” Lang corrected gently.
He took one hand from his coat pocket.
He held no weapon. He held a syringe. A heavy glass syringe with a four-inch steel needle, filled with clear, oily liquid.
“Don’t make this harder than it has to be. Go up to the ridge. The wood is waiting.”
Markus screamed.
It was no longer a sound made by reason. It was the primal explosion of a cornered animal.
He did not wait for the doctor to approach. He charged.
He swung the hatchet from the side. Lang jerked his head back. The edge grazed his temple, then the flat of the iron struck him. The doctor staggered backward, throwing up his hands. The glass syringe shattered on the granite.
Lang crumpled into a snowdrift. Dark, thick blood welled over his ear, but he made no sound of pain. He only looked at Markus with eyes that, even in shock, still radiated that unbearable, cold certainty.
“Run … Markus …” the doctor whispered from the snow. “It’s already … there …”
Markus turned away. There was no other branch in the trail between the ruined glassworks and the ridge. Behind him, the bells drew closer. He pulled his gloves tight and ran toward the rocky outcrop. He knew what stood there. He also knew how to remove an inscription from wood.
Behind him, the first wave of bell ringers reached the pond. Against the stone walls of the old furnace, their clanging exploded into a single grinding crescendo.
He rounded the outcrop.
And ran into the lane of the dead.

Chapter 12
The Lane of the Dead
11:55 p.m.
It was no longer a clearing. It was an altar.
The ridge lay in the ghostly light of the moon, which had broken through the snow clouds for a few minutes. Untouched snow rested on the weathered death boards of two centuries. They stood in ranks like a silent, frozen firing squad.
And at the very end, on the lip of the sinkhole, stood the eleventh board.
The fresh oak glowed like white bone in the moonlight. The carved letters—his name, the dates of his life—were filled with congealed black pitch.
Markus ran past the old boards until his own stood before him. He stopped an arm’s length away, held his left hand behind his back, and set the hatchet’s edge flat beneath the M of his name. The blade bit into the grain. A pale shaving sprang free.
Another stroke.
They emerged from the thicket behind the old boards.
Korbinian. Sepp. Eight more men from the village. They had taken the side logging track from the glassworks while Markus worked at the board. Now they had unbuckled their bell belts and stood ready with thick hemp ropes and forged carpenter’s nails. As Markus set the blade again, Korbinian stepped toward him. Brandl caught his sleeve and held him back.
Behind Markus, the other thirty men closed the circle.
The bells kept ringing. Markus felt the blows through the hatchet handle. He set the blade deeper, slid its edge beneath the grooves, and pried upward. The top stroke of the M broke away with the shaving. The letter was still legible.
The grain ran at an angle. Markus saw it too late: a knot diverted the split sideways, out of the lettered surface. The hatchet sprang loose. His right foot slipped on the packed snow, and he pitched forward. He flung up his left hand to keep his head from striking the wood.
The splinter left standing tore through the strained seam of his glove. He felt its sharp edge precisely in the sore fingertip. Beneath his hand, his full name still stood.
Deep inside the board, something gave. Not a crack. A pull that held his skin for an instant.
The bells stopped.
Xaver Brandl stepped out from among the men.
The master carpenter held the wooden mallet in both hands.
“No one touched you,” Brandl said softly. His eyes rested on the tear in the glove. “You came to the wood yourself.”
“You drove me here!” Markus screamed. He backed away from the board, swayed, and raised the hatchet before his chest. “Come on! Come on, you cowardly bastards!”
Brandl shook his head.
“Now we may,” he said.
Brandl raised a hand.
Markus drew back to strike. He meant to drive the blade straight into the old man’s skull, to put the full weight of his desperation into that one blow.
But his body refused.
His infected left index finger would no longer close around the handle. For days he had spared that hand. Now he needed it.
He tried to deliver the blow with his right hand alone. The wet handle twisted in his fist. His exhausted legs found no purchase in the snow.
The hatchet fell.
It struck the snow with a dull, feeble thud.
At that same instant, four men lunged forward.
Not like attackers in a brawl. They seized him with the practiced efficiency of butchers tying an ox to a post.
Sepp threw his full weight onto Markus’s back. Korbinian swept his legs out from under him. Markus hit the frozen forest floor face-first. He bit his tongue. Warm blood filled his mouth. He kicked, screamed, writhed like a worm in mud, but his starving, feverish body had no chance against the brute strength of four mountain farmers. Korbinian ripped the gloves from his fingers and threw them behind the board.
They lifted him.
Not gently. With the merciless roughness of men loading dead weight onto a trestle.
They pressed his back against the eleventh board.
The wood was ice-cold. It burned like liquid nitrogen against his shoulder blades. Markus turned his head. His cheek scraped across fresh shavings. He smelled turpentine and the cold linseed oil matting his hair.
“No …” Markus said. “Brandl … please … I don’t have anyone …”
“Exactly, Markus,” the carpenter whispered, his face inches away. His hands closed on Markus’s right wrist. “Because no one asks after you. You’re the purest sacrifice we’ve ever had.”
Brandl pulled Markus’s arm out to the side and laid his wrist flat against the oak’s upper crosspiece.
Korbinian stepped closer. He held the first forged nail.
Its shaft was square, forged from rough, high-carbon iron, its point ground into a blunt wedge.
Markus saw the nail. He saw the wooden mallet in Brandl’s right hand.
“Look at me!” Markus screamed with the last strength in his lungs. “You have to look me in the face, you murderers! You have to—”
Brandl drew back the mallet.

Chapter 13
Of His Own Free Will
November 10 — 11:59 p.m.
Pain was no longer a feeling. It was a color.
Brilliant white magnesium light exploding behind Markus’s forehead as the square iron point tore through the tendons of his wrist.
The nail did not enter cleanly. Its blunt wedge split the radius, crushed the small bones of the wrist with a wet, grinding sound, and drove two inches into the fresh oak.
A sound ripped from Markus’s throat that was no longer human. A high, animal howl echoing in the spruce crowns.
THUD.
The mallet hit the nailhead a second time. The iron ate into the wood as far as it would go, pinning the torn flesh of his wrist so tightly against the oak that blood spurted in thick, dark jets across the carved year 1980.
“Hold him, Sepp,” Brandl said. “The left arm.”
Markus no longer fought. His nervous system shut down. Shock flooded his bloodstream with such force that the world around him broke apart into a silent, grainy film.
He felt the second nail.
He heard the dull, heavy clunk of the mallet.
He felt the iron punch through his left ulna, felt the oak fibers close around the metal with a thick, sucking creak.
They did not nail his feet.
The ritual followed the old rules. The soul had to hang. The weight of the body had to pull at the hands until the lungs collapsed beneath the burden of the chest. The crucifixion of the poor. The tribute of Kummersreuth.
They stepped back.
All forty men.
They stood in a circle around the upright board, their torches lowered, their heads bare. None spoke. None looked away. They stood in the solemn, abyssal accord of farmers bringing in a good harvest.
Xaver Brandl stepped before the board. He looked up at Markus, whose head had fallen limply onto his chest. Markus breathed only in short, shallow bursts. With each inhalation, the nails tugged at the shredded tendons of his wrists.
Brandl raised his hand and crossed himself.
“Terra devoret,” the master carpenter murmured. Let the earth devour.
The forty men repeated the words as though from a single throat:
“Terra devoret.”
Then they turned.
They left.
They did not leave him in noise. They left him in the perfect, untouched silence of the high forest. Their boots crunched through the snow. The torches danced slowly down the slope toward the glassworks until the last yellow glow drowned in the fog.
Markus was alone.
He hung from the wood.
The blood flowing from his hands was hot, but where it ran over the edges of the oak, it froze within minutes into hard black icicles.
He lifted his head. One last time.
The moon stood directly above the clearing now. Its light bathed the lane of the dead in an unreal silver glow. Before him stood the dozens of old boards—the ancestors of Kummersreuth, witnesses to three hundred years of tribute.
And then he felt it.
It did not come from the air. It came from the wood.
The fresh oak board behind his back began to move.
It was no longer cold. It was suction.
The wood was drinking his blood. The oak’s pores sucked up the hot red life with the greed of a sponge. Beneath his shoulder blades, the growth rings seemed to stretch, to pulse.
Deep beneath the snow, in the frozen granite of the Arber, something struck once.
A dull sound, infinitely far away.
Tock.
The mountain accepted its due.
Markus’s eyes glazed over. The cold closed like a fist around his battered heart. Before his failing eyes, the spruce crowns wheeled, merging with the eternal black of the sky.
His head tipped to one side.
His forehead touched the cold wood.
And November tenth was over.

Epilogue
St. Martin’s Day
November 11 — 10:00 a.m.
The sun shone over Kummersreuth with an almost obscene clarity.
Snow glittered on the rooftops like crushed glass. Smoke rose straight from the chimneys into an azure sky. The market square outside St. Martin’s Church bustled with preparations for the feast day. Women in clean aprons swept snow from the steps. Children threw snowballs at the war memorial, their bright laughter echoing peacefully down the lane.
In the taproom of the Goldene Tanne, the village dignitaries had gathered for their morning beers.
The air smelled of fresh Weisswurst, the pale Bavarian sausages, sweet mustard, and the warm, yeasty breath of wheat beer.
Xaver Brandl sat at the regulars’ table. He wore his Sunday best: a gray loden vest with genuine stag-antler buttons. His hands rested clean and washed on the tabletop, the nails scrubbed. Beside him sat Dr. Lang. The doctor wore an inconspicuous white bandage on his temple. He smiled and smoothed his newspaper.
The door opened.
A young senior patrol officer from the Zwiesel station came in, his cap tucked under his arm, his cheeks flushed with cold.
“Grüß Gott, everyone,” the policeman said.
“Grüß Gott, Officer,” Sepp answered from behind the bar, drawing a beer. “What can we do for you?”
The policeman took a clipboard from his bag.
“The forester’s house is burned out,” he said. “The fire investigators are coming today. Until then, the grounds are closed off.”
Dr. Lang nodded regretfully, took a sip of beer, and sighed.
“A tragedy. I was with the poor man just the afternoon before yesterday. A nervous wreck. Severely depressed. I advised him to admit himself to a hospital, but he wouldn’t listen.”
“When did you last see Herr Bender alive?” the policeman asked.
“During that visit,” Lang replied. “Not since.” He drew a folded sheet from his breast pocket, paused, and slid it back. “I can give you my assessment in writing.”
The policeman looked at Lang’s pocket, then at the bandage on his temple. He wrote something down.
“For now, we’re treating him as a missing person. The estate administrator has been notified. My colleagues found a goblet in the pump chamber, with an inventory card beside it. We have both at the station. She says Herr Bender was always very precise on those cards about what needed to be done next.”
Brandl’s hand stopped against his glass. Only when the policeman lowered his eyes did he lift it. “To peace in the valley.”
“To peace,” the men at the table repeated.
The policeman said goodbye. The door clicked shut. The children’s laughter in the market square filtered through the bull’s-eye windowpanes. Dr. Lang reached for the phone. Brandl looked at his hands. They were clean, but they were shaking.
Three kilometers farther up the mountain, snow fell on the eleventh board. The oak was dark red.
Beneath the dried blood, it was beginning to rot.
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