

    
        
          The Hollow Hour

        

        
        
          Brinda Phokeerdass

        

        
          Published by Keshav Kumar Phokeerdass, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      While every precaution has been taken in the preparation of this book, the publisher assumes no responsibility for errors or omissions, or for damages resulting from the use of the information contained herein.

    
    

    
      THE HOLLOW HOUR

    

    
      First edition. July 16, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Brinda Phokeerdass.

    

    
    
      Written by Brinda Phokeerdass.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

Epigraph

Prologue: The First Sacrifice

CHAPTER ONE: The Hour of Empty Streets

CHAPTER TWO: The House That Remembered

CHAPTER THREE: The Forgotten Names

CHAPTER FOUR: Beneath the Ninth Bell

CHAPTER FIVE: Saint Agatha's Academy

CHAPTER SIX: The Keeper of Names

CHAPTER SEVEN: The Hollow King

Sign up for Brinda Phokeerdass's Mailing List

Further Reading: Ashwood Hollow

Also By Brinda Phokeerdass

About the Author



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    For the remembered.
For every name carried softly through years,For every photograph stained with tears,For voices that linger when daylight is gone,For hearts that keep singing forgotten songs.
May no love vanish.May no story fade.May every soul leave an echothat darkness cannot unmake.

      

    



  	
        
            
            Memory is the last light in any darkness.
Forgetting ends a story.
Remembering begins it again.
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Prologue: The First Sacrifice
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Before the bells, there was silence.



The child lay still beneath the shattered stone.

Her silver hair fanned across the broken flagstones like spilled moonlight. Her eyes—those eyes that had once laughed at everything, that had seen wonder in the ordinary, that had made even the dust of the bell-maker's workshop seem enchanted—were open. Fixed. Empty.

Kaelen had been holding her hand when the tower fell.

Now he held only cold.



The city of Aurelis burned around him.

He could hear it. The screams. The crash of collapsing buildings. The terrible thunder of armies that had come not to conquer, but to annihilate. They had come for the bells. For the bells that could make men weep, that could make armies falter, that could make even gods listen.

They had not come for his daughter.

But they had taken her anyway.

Kaelen knelt in the rubble, his hands shaking as he brushed dust from her cheeks. Her face was perfect, unmarked by the falling stone. Her small hands still clutched the bell she had been polishing—the one she had been so proud of, the one she had insisted was "special."

It was still warm.

He pressed it into her palm. Her fingers, already stiff, did not close around it.

"No."

The word came out as barely a whisper.

"No, no, no—"

He gathered her into his arms. She was so light. So impossibly light. Had she always been this light? When had the weight of her laughter, the force of her presence, the sheer density of her existence become so fragile?

He had built bells that could shake mountains. He had forged bronze that could hold the sound of hope itself.

He could not save his own daughter.



The days that followed were a blur of ash and grief.

Kaelen did not remember the burial. He did not remember the words spoken over her small grave. He did not remember the faces of those who offered condolences, who spoke of time healing wounds, who said she was in a better place.

What he remembered was the silence.

The terrible, screaming silence where her laughter had been.

The workshop, once filled with the ring of hammer on bronze, became a tomb. He would stand at the workbench, his hands reaching for tools that no longer mattered. He would walk through the empty rooms of their home, still hearing her footsteps on the stairs. He would sit at the dinner table, setting a place for her, speaking to her as if she were still there.

The city rebuilt itself around him.

He did not.



On the forty-third night after the burial, Kaelen descended into the catacombs beneath the city.

He did not know why he had come. Perhaps it was the dreams—the same dream every night, of his daughter standing at the edge of a vast darkness, her face turning toward him, her lips forming words he could not hear.

Perhaps it was simply that the silence above ground had become unbearable, and he thought the silence below might be different.

It was not.

The catacombs stretched beneath Aurelis like the bones of a forgotten giant. Ancient passages, carved long before the city's founding, wound through the earth in patterns that no living architect could explain. The walls were covered in symbols that predated language itself. The air was thick with the smell of damp stone and something else—something that might have been fear, left behind by those who had walked these corridors before.

Kaelen carried a single candle. Its flame flickered in the still air, casting shadows that moved in ways that had nothing to do with the light.

He walked for hours. Days. Time had lost meaning above ground; here, it had never existed.

And then, at the heart of the catacombs, he found the door.



It was not a door in any conventional sense. It was an absence of stone. A space where the walls simply stopped, and beyond that space, there was only darkness. A darkness so complete that even his candle could not penetrate it. The flame leaned toward the void, as if hungry for something it could not consume.

Kaelen should have turned back. Every instinct honed by decades of survival screamed at him to leave, to seal this passage forever, to forget he had ever found it.

But grief had burned away his instincts.

He stepped forward.

The darkness did not resist. It welcomed him. It wrapped around him like water, like sleep, like death. He could not see, could not feel, could not hear anything except the sound of his own heartbeat, which had become unnaturally loud in the silence.

And then he heard the voice.

"You are searching."

It did not come from outside him. It came from inside. From the hollow space where his daughter's memory had once lived. From the wound that would not heal.

"Yes," he whispered.

"What do you seek?"

"Her."

"She is gone."

"I know."

"Then why are you here?"

Kaelen did not answer. Because he did not know. Because he had lost the ability to articulate what he wanted. He only knew that the absence of her was a physical weight, a gravity that pulled him toward the impossible.

The darkness shifted. And in the shifting, something appeared.



She was standing at the edge of the darkness, just as she had in his dreams. Her silver hair was tangled, her dress torn. Her face was the same face he had seen beneath the rubble, but now her eyes held something they had not held then.

Recognition.

"Father."

The word struck him like a blow.

"Lyra."

She smiled. It was her smile, the one she had used when she knew she had done something wrong but hoped he would forgive her anyway. The one that had always, always worked.

"You came," she said.

"How—"

"I've been waiting."

He stepped toward her, his hands reaching out. She was so close. He could almost feel the warmth of her skin. He could almost hear the rhythm of her breathing. He could almost—

She flickered.

Like a candle flame caught in a draft.

"The darkness," she said, and now her voice was different. Thinner. More distant. "It doesn't let go easily."

"What darkness?"

Her eyes moved to something behind him. Kaelen turned.

The darkness had become something else. A shape. A vast, formless shape that occupied the space where the door had been. It was not a creature. It was not a being. It was something older than either, something that had existed before the world had words to describe it.

"You want her back."

The voice was everywhere. Inside him. Around him. In the space between his thoughts.

"Yes."

"There is a price."

"Anything."

"The word 'anything' has undone many men, bell-maker."

"I don't care."

The darkness shifted again. The shape became clearer, and Kaelen understood, with a sick certainty, that what he was seeing was not a form but an idea. The idea of absence. The idea of loss. The idea of everything that could have been but never would be.

"Your daughter exists in a place between life and death. Between memory and forgetting. She is not gone. She is waiting."

"For what?"

"For someone to remember her."

Kaelen felt the hope—foolish, desperate, impossible hope—flood through him.

"I remember her. I will always remember her."

"Memory is not enough."

"Then what is?"

The darkness seemed to consider this. The void between them pulsed with something that might have been amusement. Or pity.

"A name."

"What?"

"Give me another child's name. A child who is loved, who is remembered, who is present in the world. Give me that name, and your daughter will return."

Kaelen stared into the void.

"You want me to trade—"

"I want you to understand the cost of love."

"No."

"Then she remains where she is. Half-alive. Half-dead. Existing only in the space between heartbeats."

The darkness showed him visions. Lyra trapped in a gray world, reaching for him, calling for him, fading a little more with each passing moment. The images were not cruel. They were simply true.

"You can save her," the darkness whispered. "One name. One small sacrifice. She will breathe again. She will laugh again. She will be yours again."

Kaelen looked at his daughter. At her eyes, which held the same desperation he felt. At her hands, reaching for him through the void.

She had been so afraid, that last moment before the tower fell. He had seen it in her face. He had been too far away to reach her, to pull her from the path of the falling stone.

He was not too far now.

"Whose name?"

The darkness asked, and the voice was almost gentle, almost tender, "Whose name would you trade for hers?"

Kaelen closed his eyes.

He thought of the city above. Of the families he had seen in the aftermath of the attack. Of the children, so many children, who had also been lost. Of the mothers weeping over small graves. Of the fathers who had carried their young away from the ruins.

He thought of Lyra. Her laugh. Her kindness. Her brilliant, impossible heart.

He did not think about who he was trading.

"You decide."

The darkness responded.

"It is done."



When Kaelen opened his eyes, Lyra was standing before him.

Solid.

Breathing.

Alive.

She looked around the catacombs, confused, her brow furrowed. "Father? Where are we?"

He gathered her into his arms and wept.



The price was not immediately apparent.

The weeks that followed were the happiest of Kaelen's life. Lyra had returned to him, whole and unharmed. Her laughter filled their home once more. She helped him in the workshop, polishing bells, singing as she worked. The city of Aurelis, rebuilt and renewed, seemed brighter somehow.

And then, slowly, the forgetting began.

At first, it was small things. A neighbor's name that Lyra could not quite remember. A friend's face that she no longer recognized. A story that she had once loved but now claimed she had never heard.

Kaelen told himself it was normal. The trauma of the collapse had affected her memory. It would return.

It did not.

And then the forgetting spread.

Not from Lyra. From the world.

A family in the next street woke one morning to discover their youngest son's room was empty. No toys. No clothes. No sign that a child had ever lived there. They searched for him for three days, then stopped. As if he had never existed.

A teacher at the school called attendance, only to find that a student she had taught for years was no longer on the roll. The girl's desk was gone. Her work was gone. Her name was gone.

A mother looked at a photograph of her children and wondered why there was a gap between them. A gap where someone should have been. She stared at it for hours, feeling a profound sadness she could not explain, before setting the photograph aside and forgetting she had ever questioned it.

Kaelen noticed. He could not help it. He was a bell-maker, attuned to vibrations, to echoes, to the subtle patterns that shaped the world. He could feel the absence growing like a crack in metal, spreading through the city's consciousness.

The darkness had taken a name.

Not just any name.

It had taken a child who was loved, remembered, present in the world. And in taking that child, it had undone them from existence. Not death. Not disappearance. Erasure. As if they had never been.

Kaelen confronted the darkness again. He descended into the catacombs, the same path, the same impossible door.

"You took a child."

"You offered a child."

"Not—not like this. I thought—"

"You thought what?" The voice was almost amused. "That the cost would be small? That the universe would simply forget a life, a soul, a person's entire existence, and that nothing would change?"

"I
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