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The Newspaper Man

Elias Graves was six feet two inches tall, which made it especially embarrassing when he tripped over a trash can in front of the entire newsroom.

The crash echoed across The Black Hollow Gazette like a gunshot. Every typewriter stopped. Every phone call paused. Every reporter turned. Elias lay half on the floor, half inside yesterday's recycling bin, with his glasses crooked on his face and a cold cup of coffee dripping down the front of his shirt.

His editor, Marjorie Pike, stared at him from behind her desk. 'Mr. Graves,' she said slowly, 'are you dying?' Elias pushed his glasses up his nose. 'Not currently.' 'That is the best news you have given me all week.'

A few reporters laughed. Elias climbed out of the bin with as much dignity as a man could have while wearing coffee, paper scraps, and one old banana peel on his sleeve. He was used to this. By day, he was Elias Graves: quiet newspaper writer, professional apology machine, and the man most likely to be killed by office furniture.

No one here knew the truth. No one knew that beneath the wrinkled shirt and crooked glasses, Elias had scars from vampire claws, burns from hellfire, and three broken ribs that had healed badly because he had fought a sewer demon instead of going to the hospital.

No one knew that the same hand currently holding a bent paperclip had once fired a holy bullet into the heart of a shadow beast under Saint Augustine Bridge. And no one knew that every night, when the city lights flickered and the church bells rang midnight, Elias Graves stopped being harmless.

He became the Saint of Midnight, the hunter monsters prayed they would never meet. But at nine seventeen in the morning, he was late with his article. Again.

Marjorie slapped a folder onto his desk. 'City council meeting. Six hundred words. Clean grammar. No dramatic fog. No cursed statues. No sentence longer than a sandwich.' Elias blinked. 'A sandwich can be different lengths.' 'Elias.' 'Yes, ma'am.'

He sat at his desk, which leaned slightly to the left because something with horns had slammed him into it last month. He had told everyone he dropped a filing cabinet. Nobody believed him, but nobody wanted to ask questions either.

The newsroom returned to life around him. Reporters shouted over ringing phones. The copy boy ran between desks with ink-stained fingers. Someone argued about a missing comma like it had committed murder. Elias reached for his notes and froze.

There was a newspaper page sitting on his desk. That was not strange by itself. He worked at a newspaper. Paper appeared everywhere. But this page was different. The paper was fresh. The ink was wet. Tomorrow's date was printed at the top.

The headline read: LOCAL WOMAN FOUND DEAD OUTSIDE BELLTOWER AT MIDNIGHT. Below it was a photograph of a woman in a red coat lying at the base of the old church belltower, her hand curled around a black rose.

Elias knew that belltower. He also knew that black rose. It was not a flower. It was a demon mark.

He stood so fast his chair rolled backward and hit the wall. Marjorie looked up. 'If you broke another chair, it is coming out of your pay.' Elias folded the newspaper page and shoved it inside his jacket. 'I need to check something.'

'You need to check your deadline.' 'I will be back before lunch.' 'You said that yesterday.' 'I came back before dinner.' 'That is not the same thing!'

As he passed the photography desk, Clara Bell stepped into his path with a camera around her neck and suspicion in her eyes. Clara was sharp in every way: sharp eyes, sharp smile, sharp questions. She could look at a locked door and make it confess.

She glanced at the coffee stain on his shirt. 'Trash can again?' 'It attacked first.' 'Of course.' Elias tried to move around her. Clara moved with him. He went left. She went left. He went right. She went right. They stood in the middle of the newsroom like two people dancing badly at a funeral.

'Are you following a story?' Clara asked. 'No.' 'You are lying.' 'I am a writer. It is part of the job.' Her eyes narrowed. 'You look pale.' 'I am always pale.' 'You look scared.' 'I work for Marjorie.' 'That is fair.'

Elias forced a weak smile and stepped past her. Clara watched him go, and he felt her suspicion following him all the way to the stairs.

Outside, Black Hollow City was dressed in gray clouds and old secrets. Rain tapped against windows. Taxis splashed through puddles. Men in dark coats hurried past women with umbrellas. Nobody looked up at the old church belltower. People never looked up until something fell.

Elias crossed the street and turned into the alley beside the Gazette. He waited until he was sure no one had followed him. Then he pulled the newspaper page from his jacket. The ink moved. Not much. Just enough. The black letters shivered like tiny insects.

Elias sighed. 'I hate cursed journalism.' The headline twisted. New words appeared beneath the photograph: SHE DIES AT MIDNIGHT. YOU CANNOT STOP IT, SAINT.

Elias stared at the message. Then he smiled. Not the awkward newsroom smile. Not the polite smile he gave when someone insulted his articles. This smile was colder, sharper, and far more dangerous. 'You demons keep saying that,' he said softly. 'And yet I keep ruining your plans.'

A sound came from the shadows behind him. Wet breathing. Claws scraped brick. Elias did not turn around. 'Before we start,' he said, 'I should warn you. I have had a bad morning. I fell into a trash can, my editor hates me, and someone stole my emergency muffin.'

The breathing grew louder. Elias reached beneath his coat. His fingers closed around the hidden silver grip of his gun. Mercy. The weapon warmed at his touch.

A demon crawled down the alley wall behind him, its body long and thin, its skin black like burned paper. Its mouth opened too wide, full of needle teeth and newspaper ink. 'Saint,' it hissed.

Elias removed his glasses and placed them carefully in his shirt pocket. Without them, his face changed. The nervous softness vanished. The awkward man from the newsroom disappeared like a mask pulled away.

He turned. The demon paused. Elias raised the holy gun. The silver barrel glowed with blessed light. 'Deadline,' Elias said, 'has been moved.' The demon lunged. Mercy fired. The alley filled with white fire.

The shot threw the creature backward into a stack of crates that had done nothing to deserve supernatural involvement. Ink sprayed across the brick. For a second the demon flattened into words, all teeth and headlines, then snapped back into shape with a shriek that made nearby windows sweat.

Elias ducked under the next strike. The claw scraped the wall exactly where his face had been. 'Rude,' he said, and fired again. The holy round punched through the demon's shoulder, burning a clean circle in its paper-black skin.

The demon hissed the name of the woman in the red coat. Opal Monroe. Elias knew her then: a florist who left daisies at Saint Orla's every Monday for a husband lost at sea. He felt anger in his ribs, quiet and bright. Monsters loved choosing gentle people. It made him less merciful.

The demon leaped. Elias let it come. At the last second he stepped aside, hooked his foot around an old pipe, and pulled. Steam burst across the alley. The demon staggered blind. Mercy roared a third time. White fire cut through the curse and nailed the creature to its own shadow.

When it burned away, only a smear of black ink remained. The ink shaped itself into a rose, then into a door, then into a laughing mouth. Elias lowered the gun slowly. 'Malachar,' he whispered, though he had not heard that name in five years.

Behind him, someone inhaled. Elias spun, gun half raised, and found Clara Bell at the alley mouth with her camera in both hands. Rain dotted her cheeks. Her eyes were wide, but not empty with fear. They were bright with the worst possible thing. Curiosity.

'Elias?' she said. He looked down at Mercy, then at the smoking ink, then at his glasses in his shirt pocket. 'This is not what it looks like.' Clara lifted one eyebrow. 'It looks like you shot a demon in an alley with a glowing gun.' Elias winced. 'Then it is exactly what it looks like, but I would appreciate emotional privacy.'

For a breath before the shot, Elias saw the newsroom in his mind: Marjorie's red pencil, Clara's suspicious eyes, Rocco's ridiculous loyalty. He fought because the city kept handing him people who deserved another morning, and because jokes were easier than admitting how much that terrified him.

Before Clara could answer, the church bell began to ring. It was not noon. It was not midnight. The bell rang anyway, slow and sick, twelve times under a gray morning sky. Every ring shook the puddles in the alley.

The newspaper page in Elias's hand changed again. The photograph of Opal Monroe faded. A new image appeared: the Gazette building, its windows black, its presses running by themselves, and a shadow wearing a crown of ink standing behind the glass.

Clara stepped closer. 'You are going to tell me everything.' Elias put his glasses back on and felt the mask settle crookedly over his face. 'I am going to tell you some things.' 'Everything.' 'Some things with dramatic pauses.'

The bell rang one final time. Somewhere beneath the newspaper office, an old machine answered it with a thunderous turn of iron teeth. Elias looked toward the Gazette and understood that the first murder was not the beginning. It was an invitation.

And in Black Hollow, invitations from hell always came with a deadline.
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Glasses by Day

The city had a habit of pretending daylight made it innocent. At the morning crime desk and a broken coffee machine, wind rattled the delivery doors like impatient knuckles, and Elias Graves felt the day leaning toward trouble before the first phone rang.

The assignment should have been ordinary: Clara watches the clumsiest writer in the building move like a soldier when danger breathes nearby. Ordinary was the costume danger wore when it wanted to get close enough to bite.

By daylight, Elias wore the harmless version of himself carefully: crooked glasses, soft answers, careful shoulders, and the nervous habit of apologizing when someone else bumped into him.

The disguise still worked on most people. Clara Bell was no longer most people.

Clara found the silver dust before Elias did. It clung to the pressman's cuff in bright grains, too clean for ash and too cold for metal. When she brushed it with the corner of a photo envelope, the grains rearranged themselves into tiny letters: BELLWETHER.

Elias knew Bellwether Lane. In daylight it sold umbrellas, shoe polish, and cheap apples from wooden crates. At night, the gutters whispered names of people who had not died yet.

The investigation moved from rumor to proof when Elias and Clara questioned a florist who remembered every funeral by scent. The witness spoke in a whisper, not because they were weak, but because the walls seemed to lean closer whenever the Gazette was named.

They left with a prayer card printed on both sides with different saints. It looked harmless in Clara's evidence envelope until Elias placed it beside silver dust on a pressman's cuff. The two objects tugged toward each other, and the air between them tightened like a thread about to cut skin.

The deaths printed before midnight were not prophecies. They were invitations the curse forced reality to accept unless someone broke the line in time.

Clara's suspicion stopped being comic inconvenience and became the first real pressure on Elias's disguise.

The larger pattern was cruelly simple: the first cursed headlines are not random crimes; every mark points back to the Gazette, the old presses, and the sealed chapel below them. The personal part was worse: Elias still believes secrecy protects everyone, even as Clara begins proving that ignorance only gives Malachar cleaner targets.

Elias tried to turn that fear into a joke and failed halfway through the sentence. the city called him saint, but saints did not usually hide unpaid hospital bills and fear in a desk drawer.

Clara kept pace with him without asking permission, which made every protective instinct in Elias trip over every honest one.

He stood between a frightened intern and the door, knees knocking, voice cracking, and courage unmistakable.

Marjorie did not ask for an explanation until the wounded were moved and the coffee was rescued, which proved she had priorities.

Elias wrote the clue into his notebook in careful block letters, then added three questions he did not want Clara to read. The first concerned silver dust on a pressman's cuff; the second concerned Malachar; the third concerned how long a man could keep protecting people from a truth already standing in the room.

Clara read the questions anyway because Elias had terrible notebook discipline. She did not mock the fear behind them. She tapped the page once and said the case was done letting him pretend he was the only person with a stake in the answer.

The next witness, a police clerk who filed supernatural reports under weather, gave them a smaller piece of the pattern and a larger reason to hurry. Black Hollow was not only frightened; it was starting to obey the curse in tiny ways, stepping around headlines as if paper had become law.

That mattered because mercy was not merely a holy gun. it was part of the old bell that first sealed Malachar beneath black hollow. Elias could hear Father Mateo saying it in his head, which was inconvenient because the priest was usually right and never humble about it.

Rocco discovered a train token from a line that no longer existed tucked where no honest object belonged. He held it between two fingers and announced that he preferred mysteries that came with fewer textures. Nobody disagreed, but Clara photographed it before anyone could throw it out a window.

The object made Mercy's cylinder tick once. Not warm, not eager, only awake. Elias disliked how much the sound resembled a clock deciding whether someone deserved morning.

Marjorie turned the evidence over, squinted, and asked the practical question everyone else had avoided: who benefited if the Gazette looked crazy before it looked correct? The answer pointed toward a human helper, which somehow made the demon prince feel closer.

Elias felt the old loneliness rise with its familiar argument: send them away, carry it alone, keep the damage contained. Then each new deadline reminded him that surviving was not the same as living, and Clara was starting to notice the difference.

Clara must have seen the decision forming because she stepped into his path before he could make it noble and stupid. 'Do not protect me by making me useless,' she said. Elias had no comeback, which Rocco marked as a historic newsroom event.

So the plan changed. Not into something safe, because nothing about Bellwether Lane promised safety, but into something shared: Clara would catch the lie in light, Rocco would keep people moving, Marjorie would control the truth that reached the city, Father Mateo would hold the line, and Elias would stop mistaking help for weakness.

At the morning crime desk and a broken coffee machine, the official story remained thin enough to tear. Elias wrote one safe sentence for the paper, then crossed it out because safe sentences were how Black Hollow had hidden too many coffins.

Marjorie read the draft over his shoulder and said, "No one dies in my newsroom before final proof. It ruins scheduling." She did not smile, but she left the line about public warning in place.

Clara lifted her camera and said, "Your secret has smoke coming off it. Stop pretending I need a magnifying glass." The words were sharp enough to sting, which made them honest enough to trust.

Rocco arrived with Marjorie's war against long sentences, trying to look useful and accidental at the same time. "The van is brave, but her brakes have emotional boundaries."

The joke loosened the room without weakening the danger. That was Rocco's gift: he reminded them they were still people before the night tried to turn them into symbols.

A small sign of Malachar's influence appeared before sunset: the ink on Elias's notes crawled away from the word hope and gathered around the word midnight.

Elias wanted to pocket the evidence and send everyone home. Instead, he looked at Clara, Rocco, and Marjorie and gave them the cleanest version of the truth he could bear to say.

Nobody thanked him for trusting them. That made it feel real. Trust, in the Gazette, came with questions, arguments, and at least one demand for better coffee.

Saint Augustine's smelled of candle wax, old stone, and rain brought in on tired coats.

The priest's sarcasm was dry enough to scrape paint, but his hands were gentle when he checked Elias's wound.

Father Mateo listened to the new evidence, then said, "Do not confuse bravery with noise. Rocco has made that mistake professionally." He set the next cartridge down with two fingers, as if even blessed metal deserved respect.

The silver grip of Mercy pressed into his palm with the patience of a bell waiting to be rung. Elias checked the cylinder anyway, because routine was what fear held onto when faith asked harder questions.

Clara stood close enough to see his hands. She did not ask how many scars he carried. She asked who had bandaged the ones no one saw.

Elias almost answered. The almost mattered. Clara heard it, and for once she did not push. She let the silence become an invitation instead of a trap.

Then black ink opened on the church floor and formed Malachar's crown. The message beneath it read: "Every secret you hide from her belongs to me a little more."

Night gathered over Bellwether Lane with the deliberate patience of something choosing its victim.

Elias removed his glasses and placed them in his inner pocket. The newsroom mask did not vanish; it became part of him, a reminder that the man who wrote careful sentences and the hunter who fired holy bullets were finally the same person.

A whispering obituary moth appeared where the clue pointed, dragging the streetlamps hummed as if hiding prayers behind it. It was not only a beast. It was a command wrapped in teeth.

Elias said, "I would like one enemy with manners. Just one." The monster answered by tearing a newspaper stand in half. "Still taking that as no."

Clara's flash cracked across the room before Mercy spoke; the burst showed the monster's true bones, and Elias put the bullet through the brightest lie.

Clara did not wait to be rescued. Her flash caught the thing's hidden shape and held it still long enough for Elias to see the sentence Malachar had written into its spine.

Rocco helped exactly when he was most terrified, which made his help look chaotic and feel sacred.

The monster struck hard enough to drive Elias into brick. Pain emptied his lungs. Marjorie barked orders like armor, but even she had begun watching Elias as if the newsroom had adopted another wound.

Then Elias fears Clara is too brave to stay alive. The thought did not make him fearless. It made fear useful.

Mercy fired once. White light moved through the curse instead of the air, burning the lie that held the creature together.

When the monster fell apart, the ground showed silver dust on a pressman's cuff again, but now the mark pointed somewhere deeper than the street: toward the old chapel, the press room, and the part of Black Hollow Malachar had been teaching to open.

The aftermath did not flatten into victory. It left shaking hands, wet coats, broken glass, and the strange quiet of people realizing they were still alive.

Elias put his glasses back on because daylight would need him again. Clara saw the tremor in his hand and did not embarrass him by naming it.

Back at the Gazette, the presses moved once without power. A single page slid out, marked with Malachar's crown and a time closer than any of them wanted.

By the time the bells stopped, the next deadline had already begun counting down.

Elias folded the page, tucked it beside Mercy, and did not walk toward the next deadline alone.
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The First Body

By breakfast, the newsroom smelled of ink, coffee, and lies pretending to be facts. At a police line under a church bell, the floorboards pulsed with a faint mechanical heartbeat, and Elias Graves felt the day leaning toward trouble before the first phone rang.

The assignment should have been ordinary: The predicted victim is found at the old belltower with the demon mark in her hand. Ordinary was the costume danger wore when it wanted to get close enough to bite.

By daylight, Elias wore the harmless version of himself carefully: crooked glasses, soft answers, careful shoulders, and the nervous habit of apologizing when someone else bumped into him. In a police line under a church bell, that truth cost more than before.

The disguise still worked on most people. Clara Bell was no longer most people. This time, the black rose is not a flower but a seal made the danger sharper.

Opal Monroe's red coat lay bright against the wet stone beneath Saint Orla's belltower. The police saw tragedy. Elias saw geometry: the black rose in her palm, the bell rope cut twice, the dead pigeons arranged in a circle that only looked accidental to people who had never been threatened by punctuation.

He promised Opal silently that the next headline would have to fight him first.

The investigation moved from rumor to proof when Elias and Clara questioned a cab driver with holy medals wired to the dashboard. The witness spoke in a whisper, not because they were weak, but because the walls seemed to lean closer whenever the Gazette was named.

They left with a ribbon stiff with frost despite the warm room. It looked harmless in Clara's evidence envelope until Elias placed it beside the black rose is not a flower but a seal. The two objects tugged toward each other, and the air between them tightened like a thread about to cut skin.

Malachar could not open the gate with power alone. He needed readers, fear, and a city trained to believe the printed word before its own eyes.

The dead woman's black rose showed that Malachar could schedule murder, not merely predict it.

The larger pattern was cruelly simple: the first cursed headlines are not random crimes; every mark points back to the Gazette, the old presses, and the sealed chapel below them. The personal part was worse: Elias still believes secrecy protects everyone, even as Clara begins proving that ignorance only gives Malachar cleaner targets. Even Rocco parking the van on a priest's herb garden could not make the room forget it.

Elias tried to turn that fear into a joke and failed halfway through the sentence. he could face teeth, claws, and fire; he still flinched at the idea of Clara knowing how tired he was.

The look she gave him was not pity. It was a demand to stop confusing solitude with strength.

Rocco's joke landed badly. His timing in pulling Clara away from falling glass landed perfectly.

She looked at the demon mark as if it had submitted a weak headline and deserved rejection.

Elias wrote the clue into his notebook in careful block letters, then added three questions he did not want Clara to read. The first concerned the black rose is not a flower but a seal; the second concerned Malachar; the third concerned how long a man could keep protecting people from a truth already standing in the room.

Clara read the questions anyway because Elias had terrible notebook discipline. She did not mock the fear behind them. She tapped the page once and said the case was done letting him pretend he was the only person with a stake in the answer. The old fear stayed, but the danger around the black rose is not a flower but a seal took a different shape.

The next witness, a widow who fed pigeons that knew too much, gave them a smaller piece of the pattern and a larger reason to hurry. Black Hollow was not only frightened; it was starting to obey the curse in tiny ways, stepping around headlines as if paper had become law.

That mattered because the demon prince did not possess bodies first. he possessed narratives, turning fear into instructions people obeyed before they noticed. Elias could hear Father Mateo saying it in his head, which was inconvenient because the priest was usually right and never humble about it.

Rocco discovered a candle stub that burned downward into the table tucked where no honest object belonged. He held it between two fingers and announced that he preferred mysteries that came with fewer textures. Nobody disagreed, but Clara photographed it before anyone could throw it out a window.

The object made Mercy's cylinder tick once. Not warm, not eager, only awake. Elias disliked how much the sound resembled a clock deciding whether someone deserved morning. Even Rocco parking the van on a priest's herb garden could not make the room forget it.

Marjorie turned the evidence over, squinted, and asked the practical question everyone else had avoided: who benefited if the Gazette looked crazy before it looked correct? The answer pointed toward a human helper, which somehow made the demon prince feel closer. The old fear stayed, but the danger around the black rose is not a flower but a seal took a different shape.

Elias felt the old loneliness rise with its familiar argument: send them away, carry it alone, keep the damage contained. Then the mask of the simple newspaper man protected his secret, but it also kept every comfort at arm's length.

Clara must have seen the decision forming because she stepped into his path before he could make it noble and stupid. 'Do not protect me by making me useless,' she said. Elias had no comeback, which Rocco marked as a historic newsroom event. This time, the black rose is not a flower but a seal made the danger sharper.

So the plan changed. Not into something safe, because nothing about Saint Orla's belltower promised safety, but into something shared: Clara would catch the lie in light, Rocco would keep people moving, Marjorie would control the truth that reached the city, Father Mateo would hold the line, and Elias would stop mistaking help for weakness.

At a police line under a church bell, the official story remained thin enough to tear. Elias wrote one safe sentence for the paper, then crossed it out because safe sentences were how Black Hollow had hidden too many coffins.

Marjorie read the draft over his shoulder and said, "Graves, if you are investigating hell, bring me names and correct spelling." She did not smile, but she left the line about public warning in place.

Clara lifted her camera and said, "If you tell me to stay safe one more time, I am developing that sentence into a dartboard." The words were sharp enough to sting, which made them honest enough to trust.

Rocco arrived with Rocco parking the van on a priest's herb garden, trying to look useful and accidental at the same time. "I brought rope, muffins, and a resignation letter I may use as a shield."

The joke loosened the room without weakening the danger. That was Rocco's gift: he reminded them they were still people before the night tried to turn them into symbols. Near Saint Orlas belltower, Elias would feel the difference again.

A small sign of Malachar's influence appeared before sunset: the ink on Elias's notes crawled away from the word hope and gathered around the word midnight. Even Rocco parking the van on a priest's herb garden could not make the room forget it.

Elias wanted to pocket the evidence and send everyone home. Instead, he looked at Clara, Rocco, and Marjorie and gave them the cleanest version of the truth he could bear to say. The old fear stayed, but the danger around the black rose is not a flower but a seal took a different shape.

Nobody thanked him for trusting them. That made it feel real. Trust, in the Gazette, came with questions, arguments, and at least one demand for better coffee. In a police line under a church bell, that truth cost more than before.

Saint Augustine's smelled of candle wax, old stone, and rain brought in on tired coats. This time, the black rose is not a flower but a seal made the danger sharper.

He spoke quietly because old evil loved speeches and honest faith rarely needed one.

Father Mateo listened to the new evidence, then said, "Demons hate clean truth. They prefer flattery and loopholes." He set the next cartridge down with two fingers, as if even blessed metal deserved respect.

Mercy answered with a low thrum, not eager, never hungry, only awake. Elias checked the cylinder anyway, because routine was what fear held onto when faith asked harder questions.

Clara stood close enough to see his hands. She did not ask how many scars he carried. She asked who had bandaged the ones no one saw. In a police line under a church bell, that truth cost more than before.

Elias almost answered. The almost mattered. Clara heard it, and for once she did not push. She let the silence become an invitation instead of a trap. This time, the black rose is not a flower but a seal made the danger sharper.

Then black ink opened on the church floor and formed Malachar's crown. The message beneath it read: "Ink remembers the hand that trembles. Yours trembles beautifully."

Night gathered over Saint Orla's belltower with the deliberate patience of something choosing its victim.

Elias removed his glasses and placed them in his inner pocket. The newsroom mask did not vanish; it became part of him, a reminder that the man who wrote careful sentences and the hunter who fired holy bullets were finally the same person. The old fear stayed, but the danger around the black rose is not a flower but a seal took a different shape.

A bell-ghoul stitched from newspaper strips appeared where the clue pointed, dragging thunder muttered behind the courthouse dome behind it. It was not only a beast. It was a command wrapped in teeth.

Elias said, "I would like one enemy with manners. Just one." The monster answered by tearing a newspaper stand in half. "Still taking that as no." This time, the black rose is not a flower but a seal made the danger sharper.

Rocco slammed a rolling chair into the thing's knees, shouted an apology to office furniture everywhere, and gave Elias one clean second to aim.

Clara did not wait to be rescued. Her flash caught the thing's hidden shape and held it still long enough for Elias to see the sentence Malachar had written into its spine. Even Rocco parking the van on a priest's herb garden could not make the room forget it.

Rocco helped exactly when he was most terrified, which made his help look chaotic and feel sacred. The old fear stayed, but the danger around the black rose is not a flower but a seal took a different shape.

The monster struck hard enough to drive Elias into brick. Pain emptied his lungs. Father Mateo could bless bullets all night, but he could not bless the lonely way Elias kept choosing to bleed quietly.

Then Elias promises the dead woman he will stop the next headline. The thought did not make him fearless. It made fear useful.

Mercy fired once. White light moved through the curse instead of the air, burning the lie that held the creature together. Near Saint Orlas belltower, Elias would feel the difference again.

When the monster fell apart, the ground showed the black rose is not a flower but a seal again, but now the mark pointed somewhere deeper than the street: toward the old chapel, the press room, and the part of Black Hollow Malachar had been teaching to open.

The aftermath did not flatten into victory. It left shaking hands, wet coats, broken glass, and the strange quiet of people realizing they were still alive. The old fear stayed, but the danger around the black rose is not a flower but a seal took a different shape.

Elias put his glasses back on because daylight would need him again. Clara saw the tremor in his hand and did not embarrass him by naming it. In a police line under a church bell, that truth cost more than before.

Back at the Gazette, the presses moved once without power. A single page slid out, marked with Malachar's crown and a time closer than any of them wanted. This time, the black rose is not a flower but a seal made the danger sharper.

They left with smoke in their coats and one more truth nobody could safely print.

Elias folded the page, tucked it beside Mercy, and did not walk toward the next deadline alone. Even Rocco parking the van on a priest's herb garden could not make the room forget it.
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Chapter 4

[image: ]


Holy Gun at Night

Elias had survived monsters with fewer teeth than the morning meeting. At a lonely walk through fog-bright streets, the air tasted of copper and wet newsprint, and Elias Graves felt the day leaning toward trouble before the first phone rang.

The assignment should have been ordinary: Elias removes his glasses, draws Mercy, and hunts the thing that wrote the death. Ordinary was the costume danger wore when it wanted to get close enough to bite.

By daylight, Elias wore the harmless version of himself carefully: crooked glasses, soft answers, careful shoulders, and the nervous habit of apologizing when someone else bumped into him. This time, the word SAINT carved into wet brick made the danger sharper.

The disguise still worked on most people. Clara Bell was no longer most people. Near the catacomb stairs below the station, Elias would feel the difference again.

The fog below the station carried voices from trains that had not run in forty years. Elias followed them down the catacomb stairs, one hand on the wall, the other near Mercy, every step echoing like someone counting backward.

By the third landing, the brick spelled SAINT in letters wet enough to be fresh. By the fourth, the letters added LIAR.

The investigation moved from rumor to proof when Elias and Clara questioned a newsboy who swore the papers whispered before dawn. The witness spoke in a whisper, not because they were weak, but because the walls seemed to lean closer whenever the Gazette was named.

They left with a brass key that clicked when anyone lied. It looked harmless in Clara's evidence envelope until Elias placed it beside the word SAINT carved into wet brick. The two objects tugged toward each other, and the air between them tightened like a thread about to cut skin.

Every cursed article stole something small from the person who read it aloud: warmth, memory, courage, or the simple faith that morning would arrive.

The catacomb hunt taught Elias that the curse knew his hunter name and wanted him to feel chosen for failure.

The larger pattern was cruelly simple: the first cursed headlines are not random crimes; every mark points back to the Gazette, the old presses, and the sealed chapel below them. The personal part was worse: Elias still believes secrecy protects everyone, even as Clara begins proving that ignorance only gives Malachar cleaner targets. The old fear stayed, but the danger around the word SAINT carved into wet brick took a different shape.

Elias tried to turn that fear into a joke and failed halfway through the sentence. Rocco trusted him with the reckless courage of a friend who did not know enough to stop, and that trust cut deeper than accusation.

She smiled only with one corner of her mouth. 'Try lying badly one more time,' she said, 'and I will photograph it for posterity.'

Nobody mistook him for fearless. That made it matter more when he stayed.

The city had mayors, bishops, and police chiefs, but inside the Gazette Marjorie Pike remained the highest court.

Elias wrote the clue into his notebook in careful block letters, then added three questions he did not want Clara to read. The first concerned the word SAINT carved into wet brick; the second concerned Malachar; the third concerned how long a man could keep protecting people from a truth already standing in the room.

Clara read the questions anyway because Elias had terrible notebook discipline. She did not mock the fear behind them. She tapped the page once and said the case was done letting him pretend he was the only person with a stake in the answer. In a lonely walk through fog-bright streets, that truth cost more than before.

The next witness, a locksmith with three keys that opened no human door, gave them a smaller piece of the pattern and a larger reason to hurry. Black Hollow was not only frightened; it was starting to obey the curse in tiny ways, stepping around headlines as if paper had become law.

That mattered because Clara's photographs mattered because light interrupted the curse; a true image could freeze a lie long enough for mercy to break it. Elias could hear Father Mateo saying it in his head, which was inconvenient because the priest was usually right and never humble about it.

Rocco discovered a tooth made of folded newsprint tucked where no honest object belonged. He held it between two fingers and announced that he preferred mysteries that came with fewer textures. Nobody disagreed, but Clara photographed it before anyone could throw it out a window.

The object made Mercy's cylinder tick once. Not warm, not eager, only awake. Elias disliked how much the sound resembled a clock deciding whether someone deserved morning. The old fear stayed, but the danger around the word SAINT carved into wet brick took a different shape.

Marjorie turned the evidence over, squinted, and asked the practical question everyone else had avoided: who benefited if the Gazette looked crazy before it looked correct? The answer pointed toward a human helper, which somehow made the demon prince feel closer. In a lonely walk through fog-bright streets, that truth cost more than before.

Elias felt the old loneliness rise with its familiar argument: send them away, carry it alone, keep the damage contained. Then the scars under his sleeves had stopped aching until Clara looked at him like she could see every one.

Clara must have seen the decision forming because she stepped into his path before he could make it noble and stupid. 'Do not protect me by making me useless,' she said. Elias had no comeback, which Rocco marked as a historic newsroom event. Near the catacomb stairs below the station, Elias would feel the difference again.

So the plan changed. Not into something safe, because nothing about the catacomb stairs below the station promised safety, but into something shared: Clara would catch the lie in light, Rocco would keep people moving, Marjorie would control the truth that reached the city, Father Mateo would hold the line, and Elias would stop mistaking help for weakness.

At a lonely walk through fog-bright streets, the official story remained thin enough to tear. Elias wrote one safe sentence for the paper, then crossed it out because safe sentences were how Black Hollow had hidden too many coffins.

Marjorie read the draft over his shoulder and said, "I have survived corrupt mayors, cheap ink, and poets. A demon can wait." She did not smile, but she left the line about public warning in place.

Clara lifted her camera and said, "I followed the facts. Unfortunately, the facts brought teeth." The words were sharp enough to sting, which made them honest enough to trust.

Rocco arrived with a demon insulting Elias's shoes, trying to look useful and accidental at the same time. "If I get possessed again, please make the demon pay rent."

The joke loosened the room without weakening the danger. That was Rocco's gift: he reminded them they were still people before the night tried to turn them into symbols. Even a demon insulting Elias's shoes could not make the room forget it.

A small sign of Malachar's influence appeared before sunset: the ink on Elias's notes crawled away from the word hope and gathered around the word midnight. The old fear stayed, but the danger around the word SAINT carved into wet brick took a different shape.

Elias wanted to pocket the evidence and send everyone home. Instead, he looked at Clara, Rocco, and Marjorie and gave them the cleanest version of the truth he could bear to say. In a lonely walk through fog-bright streets, that truth cost more than before.

Nobody thanked him for trusting them. That made it feel real. Trust, in the Gazette, came with questions, arguments, and at least one demand for better coffee. This time, the word SAINT carved into wet brick made the danger sharper.

Saint Augustine's smelled of candle wax, old stone, and rain brought in on tired coats. Near the catacomb stairs below the station, Elias would feel the difference again.

Mateo listened until the silence had done its work, then handed Elias a cartridge and a truth he did not want.

Father Mateo listened to the new evidence, then said, "Mercy fires for protection, not pride. Remember that before you aim." He set the next cartridge down with two fingers, as if even blessed metal deserved respect.

The holy gun stayed still, and that silence frightened Elias more than recoil. Elias checked the cylinder anyway, because routine was what fear held onto when faith asked harder questions.

Clara stood close enough to see his hands. She did not ask how many scars he carried. She asked who had bandaged the ones no one saw. This time, the word SAINT carved into wet brick made the danger sharper.

Elias almost answered. The almost mattered. Clara heard it, and for once she did not push. She let the silence become an invitation instead of a trap. Near the catacomb stairs below the station, Elias would feel the difference again.

Then black ink opened on the church floor and formed Malachar's crown. The message beneath it read: "The first edition failed. The midnight edition will not."

Night gathered over the catacomb stairs below the station with the deliberate patience of something choosing its victim.

Elias removed his glasses and placed them in his inner pocket. The newsroom mask did not vanish; it became part of him, a reminder that the man who wrote careful sentences and the hunter who fired holy bullets were finally the same person. In a lonely walk through fog-bright streets, that truth cost more than before.

A marrow-jawed tunnel demon appeared where the clue pointed, dragging ash-like dust sifted from a perfectly clear sky behind it. It was not only a beast. It was a command wrapped in teeth.

Elias said, "I would like one enemy with manners. Just one." The monster answered by tearing a newspaper stand in half. "Still taking that as no." Near the catacomb stairs below the station, Elias would feel the difference again.

The demon came low and fast; Elias stepped aside, caught the torn newspaper tail around his wrist, and yanked the curse into the line of fire.

Clara did not wait to be rescued. Her flash caught the thing's hidden shape and held it still long enough for Elias to see the sentence Malachar had written into its spine. The old fear stayed, but the danger around the word SAINT carved into wet brick took a different shape.

Rocco helped exactly when he was most terrified, which made his help look chaotic and feel sacred. In a lonely walk through fog-bright streets, that truth cost more than before.

The monster struck hard enough to drive Elias into brick. Pain emptied his lungs. each new deadline reminded him that surviving was not the same as living, and Clara was starting to notice the difference.

Then the hunter inside Elias feels older than his own heart. The thought did not make him fearless. It made fear useful.

Mercy fired once. White light moved through the curse instead of the air, burning the lie that held the creature together. Even a demon insulting Elias's shoes could not make the room forget it.

When the monster fell apart, the ground showed the word SAINT carved into wet brick again, but now the mark pointed somewhere deeper than the street: toward the old chapel, the press room, and the part of Black Hollow Malachar had been teaching to open.

The aftermath did not flatten into victory. It left shaking hands, wet coats, broken glass, and the strange quiet of people realizing they were still alive. In a lonely walk through fog-bright streets, that truth cost more than before.

Elias put his glasses back on because daylight would need him again. Clara saw the tremor in his
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