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​The Midnight Bell

Once, a faint, mournful bell rang through the fog like the breath of an ancient creature. Every sound carried its weight in Holomere. Everything seemed to hear that note that came every year at the same hour—the creak of the door, the sigh of the wind, the crackling of the hearth. Midnight. Twenty-five.

A mother and son sat before a blazing fire in a small house on Ashcombe Lane. 12:15 showed on the hearth clock. “Drink your tea while it’s warm, dear,” the lady advised. Wren spoke in a trembling voice, despite her attempts to soothe it. Thomas Wren, her son, twenty-five that evening, stood over the cup without lifting it. In the firelight, his eyes were dark and his face pale. “It doesn’t matter, does it?” he spoke slowly. “Tea or no tea, when the alarm goes off—” “No,” she whispered firmly. “Don’t tell yourself that.” A sharp wind rattled the windowpanes outside. The fog was thick as wool and stuck tight. A fox barked once, then stopped talking somewhere beyond the marshes. The timer chimed. 11:59.

Mrs.... for her son, Rin stretched her hand across the table. "You won't feel a thing. They claim it's like sleeping." He gave a small, indignant smile. "And Mama, where do you wake up?" The old church on the hill gave its first chime before she could reply. The sound of time breaking was purer than steel and clearer than glass. Thomas exhaled. He laced his fingers around hers and then let go. His skin was covered in an icy light. He looked up, startled, as if he'd seen something just beyond the room.

"Can you hear her?" he spoke in a small voice. "Time... it's—" He didn't finish. His voice was muffled, and his chair remained empty. The candle flame went out as the teacup fell from the table and shattered. Mrs. Rin continued to hold the table in her hands, staring at the empty seat. Then she began to cry softly, as if afraid of waking the dead. A solitary figure stood under the twisted yew trees far from home, beyond the stone walls and sleeping fields. His face was half hidden beneath the brim of his hat and dark coat. Only his pale, silvery eyes caught the moonlight and shone. He bowed his head as the last ringing died away. “Another year,” he whispered in a heavy, mournful voice. “An extra hour lost.” Mist enveloped him. Once again, the night was silent. The bell in Holomir’s heart went on forever, counting down faintly until the next soul who would not live to see the twenty-fifth hour.

​Last Year

HOLLOMIR ACTED AS IF nothing had happened the next morning after the bell rang. The market square was bustling as usual, with carts coming in from the farms, children racing across the puddles, and old women placing jars of honey on wobbly tables, though the fog still clung to the hedges and the marshes were silver with dew. Thomas Wren wasn't mentioned. Not exactly. When Eleanor Wren passed by, buttoning her coat tightly, her head held higher than she felt comfortable, she gave her a fleeting, sad look. It stood out like a scar in a place that cherished silence that morning, for she had her mother's pale eyes and her brother's stubborn jaw. "Miss Wren," Mrs. Wren called. Her large hands were busy polishing a teacup as she emerged from the doorway of the Silver Bell Inn. "My dear, you mustn't leave so soon. You'll die in this fog, and you know we've had enough of it lately." Eleanor stifled a wry smile as she paused. “It’s just fog, Mrs. Bramble. I can’t get away from it unless he wants me to.” The landlady gritted her teeth. It was best not to make fun of such things, my dear. In Holomere, words have a way of sticking. Eleanor thanked her profusely before she continued. Rain and peat smoke drifted faintly into the street. She crossed the square to reach the library, a narrow stone building that leaned slightly to one side, as if smothered by its own secrets. The air inside was warm and smelled of old paper. Like ash in the wind, the dust hung in the sun. Removing her gloves, Eleanor began the morning’s work by cataloging the brittle, yellowing parish registers from the 17th century. It was there that she first discovered the name among the records. A signature written in ink so dark it might have been recent stood out on a tattered piece of parchment sandwiched between two pages of the town’s oldest register: Thorne, Elias. Beside it, someone had written in faint script: “The Keeper shall have no rest until time is restored.” Eleanor frowned. The phrase had previously been faintly etched into the wood of the church door. The same phrases no child of Holomere was forbidden to repeat. She touched the ink with the tip of her finger. It was strangely cold. Behind her, the door creaked open. The man’s voice was soft and measured, as if coming from a London drawing room rather than the Yorkshire mists. “Pardon the intrusion,” he said. Eleanor ducked. A tall man stood in the doorway, nimbly removing his gloves. She noticed immediately that his eyes were the dull gray of winter rain, his coat was spotless despite the weather, and his hair was dark. “I’m told you’re just the right person to talk to about old records,” he said. “I’m Dr. Corwin Fell, a visitor from the Historical Society of London.” Eleanor lifted her head. “In Holomere, we rarely have visitors, Dr. Fell.” “Well, I’ve deduced,” he replied with a faint smile. “It seems the roads prefer to be lost.” He leaned closer and looked through the stacks of old books. “I’ve been researching local folklore, especially the legend of the ‘Twenty-Fifth Hour.’ Miss Wren, tell me, do you believe in curses?” Eleanor wondered. A church bell rang outside once, and a dog started howling somewhere. “I believe every story begins with the truth,” she said quietly. “The question is, how many will we remember?” The subtle change in Vail’s expression was noticeable to her. He didn’t look at her as a librarian then, but as someone who might be erudite. “Perhaps you and I will find that truth together,” he said quietly. Outside, a thick white fog began to roll in, swirling around the windows like air against glass. Eleanor Wren felt the Holomir clock tick a little louder for the first time in her life, marking the hour when no one had survived.

​Secret Documents

HOLLOMIRE SLEPT SOUNDLY that night. By dusk, the fog had settled in and would not lift, blanketing the church tower and the cobblestone streets so that the moon looked dim and pale. From the window of Wren's cottage upstairs, Eleanor watched the lanterns gradually fade along the courtyard. Her mother was reclining in a chair in the fireplace below, still holding a rosary. The house was silent except for the slow ticking of the fireplace clock, which seemed to have grown louder since Thomas's departure. Eleanor closed the curtains. It had been a week since her brother's disappearance, but no one had ever mentioned his name. The implicit rule of the curse Holomire had always followed was: "Remember no one after their hour." She planned to ignore it. Eleanor returned to the library before sunrise the next day. She turned on the lights, locked the door, and placed the stack of records she had discovered yesterday on the center table. She seemed to be looking at Elias Thorne's signature over and over again. She began to piece together fragments of forgotten entries as she traced her path through the archives: according to the parish records, “Thorne of Holomere, scholar and alchemist, expelled 1643.” “Experimenting with celestial clocks—the council petitioned him to cease.” “The first disappearances followed.” Toward the end, the writing became more jagged, as if scribbled quickly. Finally, a note: to atone for his sin, he chained himself to the bell. Time would never forgive him, so pray to the Lord. Heart pounding, Eleanor leaned back. Imprisoned by the ringing of the bell. A man trapped inside a metallic, intact object seemed absurd. Still, she felt a shudder, like a half-remembered fact, at the statement. A knock surprised her. She swerved to find an unfamiliar Dr. Vail standing in the doorway, his hat in his hand. “Keep to the early hours,” he said quietly. “So does Holomere,” Eleanor tried to maintain her composure. “Everyone is woken by the fog at some point.” His shoes settled silently on the wooden floor as he entered. I wondered if it would be possible to consult the parish books. If you like, some of the old records. She was reluctant. She was restrictive. The Reverend Alden forbids— “Well, then, it’s lucky I don’t have to ask his permission,” she thought. His smile was polite, gentle, and lacked any warmth. “You haven’t looked yet, have you?” Eleanor felt numb. The name glimmered dimly in the lamplight as he gestured toward the open book on the table. “Elias Thorne,” he whispered. “I had the same thought.” “Does he know you?” she asked. “I know him,” Val spoke quietly, lowering his voice. “He was one of us—an Oxford scholar banished for... unfavorable discoveries. According to the records, he disappeared in Holomere, here. Her heart rate increased. What about the curse?” He gave her careful attention. “Miss Wren, tell me what you’ve found. And I’ll share what I’ve lost.” She felt uneasy, not afraid, but standing on the edge of deep water, at his tone. She nodded. They leafed through the pages until the light began to dim. The lights flickered again when she lifted her head, but there was no movement in the air. Her lungs seemed to be straining against the heavy air. Then she heard a faint, distant ringing that sounded like a bell jingling beneath the floorboards. Dr. Vile stood bolt upright, her eyes focused. “Did you hear—” The sound stopped, leaving only silence and a faint scent of sarcasm. Eleanor closed the book with trembling hands. “It’s too early for the bell,” she whispered. “Yes,” Vile said slowly. “Too early.” Though neither of them dared say it, they both knew that something beneath Holomir was beginning to stir prematurely.
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​The Truth about the Curse
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​The last hour
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