
Luna

AND THE

Hollow Hour


Table of Contents

Title Page

Luna and the Hollow Hour (The Puddlebrook Tales, #3)

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

✦  ◯  ✦

A story in ten chapters

(Book Three of the Puddlebrook Tales)

For the children who notice

the things that aren’t quite there.
––––––––
[image: ]

✦  ◯  ✦
For Michelle, Harlan, Dalton
and Moria (My Mum)
Never stop dreaming

Copyright Notice

First published in 2026 by Stoneheart Press

Copyright © 2026 by Stoneheart Press, Steve Melaney

All rights reserved. No part of this publication or the others in this 3 book [Luna and the star thief  & Luna and the Sun's Promise] set may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

For permission requests, please contact the publisher at: Stoneheart Press

Contents

✦  ◯  ✦

Chapter One  The Thirteenth Chime

Chapter Two  Mum Sets the Table for Four

Chapter Three  The Door Between Twelve and One

Chapter Four  The Long-Stopped Children

Chapter Five  The Clockmaker

Chapter Six  The Other Luna

Chapter Seven  What She Wanted

Chapter Eight  The Bargain Nobody Wins

Chapter Nine  What Stayed Behind

Chapter Ten  An Older Morning

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One

[image: ]


✦  ◯  ✦

The Thirteenth Chime

It started, as strange things in Puddlebrook usually started, on a Tuesday.

Not a special Tuesday. Not the Tuesday of the missing sun. Not the Tuesday of the missing stars. Just an ordinary, end-of-October, frost-on-the-windows Tuesday, where the trees in the lane were the colour of marmalade and the air outside had that thin sharpness that means winter is coming, but not yet.

It was the sort of Tuesday, in short, that nobody would have remembered, if nothing had happened on it. And so, of course, something did. Strange things in Puddlebrook had a habit of choosing the unremembered days, the way a cat chooses the one chair you would rather it didn’t.

Puddlebrook itself was the sort of village that didn’t bother with being on any map. The cartographers who made maps in the cities had got bored, somewhere around 1873, of putting it on; and Puddlebrook, on the whole, had been politely relieved. It sat in a fold of green hills, with a stone bridge, and a church with a leaning steeple, and a duck pond that froze over twice every winter, and a baker, and a postmaster, and a bench by the war memorial where Mrs Knot did her knitting. It had thirty-eight houses, two pubs, a long lane, and one girl in particular who was just then dreaming.

Luna Finch was in bed.

Her room, if you’d like to picture it, was small and full of careful things. A window with curtains the colour of porridge. A desk piled with notebooks, green ones, brown ones, blue ones, each labelled in Luna’s neat hand. A jar of beach pebbles. A jar of feathers. A jar of nothing in particular, which was Luna’s favourite jar. On the wall, a calendar with the days crossed off; on the windowsill, a row of small bright things that caught the moon when the moon was out. Luna was a noticer, and noticers tend to keep little museums.

She was not, properly speaking, asleep. She was in that drifty bit between sleeping and waking, where you can hear the world, but you can’t quite remember which house you’re in or how old you are. Waffles was a small warm weight on her pillow. Pocket Prickle, who had moved indoors for the cold months and was sleeping in his shoebox under her bed, was making the tiny, contented snoring sounds of a hedgehog who had eaten too many mealworms before bed.

And the church clock began to chime at midnight.

✦  ◯  ✦

Luna had heard the church clock chime midnight before. Lots of times. It was a comfortable sound.

It went, bong—bong—bong, twelve slow bongs, soft and round, drifting across the rooftops like a kindly old voice saying go to sleep, dears, go to sleep.

Some sounds, Luna thought, were like people you’d known all your life. The church clock was one of those. It had been chiming midnight over the rooftops of Puddlebrook since long before Luna was born, and would, she hoped, go on doing so long after she was old. It was the sound of safe.

Luna counted them, the way she counted everything, without meaning to. Luna never miscounted. It was one of the small private facts about herself that she carried about, the way other children carried a lucky stone in a pocket.

She had counted things since she was very small. The eggs in a robin’s nest. The petals on a daisy. The number of times her mother stirred the porridge. She had once, on a bored afternoon in the schoolroom, counted every single dot on Mr Gruff the maths teacher’s tie, and got the same number twice without trying. Counting was, to Luna, what humming was to other children: a thing you did to feel at home.

One.

Two.

Three. Four. Five.

Six. Seven.

She felt herself drifting deeper. The chimes were lulling her down.

Eight. Nine.

Ten.

Eleven.

Twelve.

✦  ◯  ✦

Luna was nearly asleep.

And then, very softly, almost as if it didn’t want to be heard, almost as if it were ashamed of itself —

— the clock chimed again.

Bong.

One small thirteenth chime.

Luna’s eyes opened in the dark.

✦  ◯  ✦

She lay perfectly still.

Her room was exactly as it had been. The curtains. The wardrobe. The sliver of moonlight on her desk. Her clock with the faintly glowing green hands, which now read twelve o’clock exactly.

Nothing was moving.

Nothing at all.

And it was that, more than the extra chime, that made Luna’s spine go cold. Because at midnight in a house there are always tiny sounds, a board creaking, a tap dripping, a cat shifting somewhere two doors down. There were always sounds, and Luna was used to them, the way you’re used to your own breathing.

There were no sounds.

None.

Even Pocket’s snoring under the bed had stopped.

Even her own breath had gone quiet.

She wasn’t even sure, for a moment, that her heart was beating. She listened for it, the way you might listen for somebody calling your name from another room, and she couldn’t quite find it. It was there. She thought it was there. It was just that everything that ought to have been moving inside her had, by some quiet agreement, agreed to wait.

It was as if the world had paused, mid-tick, mid-thought, mid-blink.

✦  ◯  ✦

And then —

— a girl spoke, very close to her ear.

“Luna,” the girl whispered, “it’s very nice in here.”

Luna did not breathe.

Luna did not move.

Luna did not, though every nerve in her body wanted to, turn her head.

Because the girl had not been in her bedroom a moment ago, and her voice had been very, very near. Pillow-near. Closer than a sister sharing a bed. And the voice had sounded, this was the strange thing, exactly like Luna’s own.

Only quieter. And older. And so, so tired.

It was the kind of tired that didn’t come from running about. It was the kind of tired that came from waiting. From waiting a long time. From waiting longer than anyone, perhaps, ought to have to.

✦  ◯  ✦

Then the world started up again.

It was instant. A board creaked. Pocket’s snoring hiccupped and resumed. A breath of frost-cold wind sighed past the window. Outside, a fox barked twice in the lane and went on its way.

Luna sat up. Slowly.

Her room was empty.

Of course it was empty. Waffles was on the pillow with one eye open now, blinking. Pocket was snoring. The clock said twelve oh one. There was nobody else in the room.

There never had been.

Except that, very faintly, the pillow beside hers had a small soft hollow in it. A dent the shape of a head that had not been her head. Luna saw it. Luna pretended not to. She turned the pillow over, briskly, the way her mum turned scones in the pan; and she lay down on the smoothed side; and she stared at the ceiling.

The ceiling had a long crack in it, which Luna had named the River. She had been following the River with her eyes for as long as she’d had this bedroom. Tonight the River seemed, very faintly, to flow the other way.

She told herself she was imagining that, too.

Luna told herself that, very firmly, three times in a row.

There was nobody else in the room. There was nobody else in the room. There was nobody else in the room.

She lay back down.

She did not sleep.

✦  ◯  ✦

In the morning, when the proper light came through the curtains and the rooks were arguing in the apple tree and the world was stuffed full of solid Wednesday, the thirteenth chime felt like a dream.

Luna almost, almost, convinced herself it had been one.

She got dressed. She brushed her teeth. She came downstairs, and her mum gave her porridge with a swirl of golden syrup. Her dad read the paper and grumbled at it, the way he always did. The kitchen window had a perfect lace of frost on the inside corners, the way it did every late October.

The kitchen was just as it should be. Just as it always was. Just as Luna’s mum, who was a great believer in always, liked it to be. The kettle was on. The wireless was murmuring something about the weather in Yorkshire. The cat from next door was sitting on the windowsill staring inwards with the deep, complaining expression of a cat who is waiting to be let in even though there is nowhere he is meant to be let in to.

Luna got up and fetched the milk jug. She got down four glasses from the dresser. She set them out, one, two, three, four, in a neat row on the table, and she had poured a little milk into the fourth before her hand stopped, hovering.

She looked at the four glasses.

She looked at her mum, who was buttering toast and not looking. She looked at her dad, who was reading and not looking.

“Why did I do that?” she said, very quietly, mostly to herself.

She put the fourth glass back on the dresser. She tipped the little splash of milk into her own. Nobody had seen. The morning went on.

But her hand was, for a small breath, cold.

Cold the way her hand had been cold at the pillow, where the dent had been. Cold the way the bedroom had been cold when no sound was in it. Cold, Luna thought, the way a thing gets cold when somebody you can’t quite see has just touched it.

Everything was ordinary.

Everything was very, very ordinary.

That should have been comforting. Somehow, Luna thought, it wasn’t.

✦  ◯  ✦

She finished her porridge. She put her bowl in the sink. She gave her mum a kiss on the cheek and her dad a peck on the top of his bald spot.

“Mum,” she said, on her way to the door, “did the church clock sound funny last night?”

Mrs Finch turned from the toast rack. She was a tidy, gentle, slightly distracted person who had taken last year’s events, the Star Thief; the Sun’s three-day lie-in, with remarkable composure, mostly by deciding very firmly that she was going to think about other things.
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