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      For the first time in weeks, the Sisters of Perpetual Enforcement were… quiet.

      Not metaphysically quiet — the realm of the unquiet soul remained, as ever, the domain of Sister Mercy — but a rare, profound, emotional quiet. It was the deep, resonant silence that settles only after the last echo of crisis has faded, a total decompression of the spirit. They had claimed a sun-dappled table in a corner of the Vatican courtyard café, a picturesque enclave of climbing ivy and ancient stone, and were indulging in the rarest of luxuries: Lunch. An uninterrupted, un-haunted, decidedly non-apocalyptic lunch.

      No spectral wails drifted from the catacombs. No hairline fractures in time leaked strange sounds from tomorrow. Not even a determined ghost-dog attempted to spirit away a sacred sfogliatella from a neighboring plate. The world, for one precious moment, was holding its breath.

      Sister Agnes was midway through demolishing a plate of carbonara with a focused intensity that suggested the pasta had personally offended her lineage. Sister Lily, a portrait of delicate contrast, stirred her chamomile tea with absent-minded grace, watching the steam curl and vanish. Brother O’Malley, for absolutely no reason at all, read the dessert menu aloud in a sonorous baritone, “Tiramisu… cannoli… panna cotta con frutti di bosco…” Brother Dismas, pale as the tablecloth, stared at the prices with the wide-eyed horror of a man witnessing a minor miracle in fiscal heresy. Sister Elyse didn’t so much sit as perch, her posture ramrod straight, her eyes performing a slow, continuous scan of the courtyard — a serene sniper assessing a peaceful field.

      And at the heart of it, Sister Mercy sat with her hands cradled around a simple cup of herbal tea, the soft, constant hum of her vow pulsing through her like a second, steadier heartbeat. Above them all, Scraps — their small, enthusiastic, and semi-divine mechanical familiar — buzzed happy, lazy circles in the sunbeams, a tiny chrome dragonfly glowing with inner light.

      It was perfect. A still-life painting of hard-won peace. Which, of course, meant it couldn’t last.

      The first sign was the light. The abundant Roman sunlight, already gilding the courtyard, suddenly intensified. It wasn’t a violent surge, but a subtle, wrong brightening, as if God had quietly turned up a divine dimmer switch.

      Lily squinted, lowering her teacup. “Huh,” she murmured, a faint line appearing between her brows. “That’s weird.”

      It brightened again. Now the shadows under the lemon trees grew sharp and shallow. Agnes dropped her fork with a clatter and raised a hand to shield her eyes. “O’Malley,” she said, her voice dropping into its pre-combat gravel. “Scan the sky. Are we about to get nuked by a holy satellite, or is this just a really aggressive tanning beam?”

      “Reading, reading…” O’Malley’s fingers flew over the interface of his tactical visor. His confident mutter faltered. “The… uh… the spectral output is off the charts. Celestial wavelengths. Non-terrestrial origin. It’s… it’s just beeping at me in Latin now. Ecclesiastical declensions. I don’t… I don’t know what principibus et potestatibus means in a tactical context!”

      The brightness didn’t so much increase as concentrate, tightening from a general glare into a white-hot, localized brilliance focused above their table. Dismas let out a short, sharp shriek and clutched the tablecloth. Lily’s hand shot out, finding Mercy’s wrist in a protective grip. Elyse was on her feet in one fluid motion, her posture coiled, one hand resting on the hilt of the blade she always wore. Agnes, with the pragmatic reflexes of a veteran brawler, simply stood and hefted her heavy wrought-iron chair like a shield-and-club hybrid.

      Scraps emitted a high-pitched, escalating BOOOOOOOP of alarm.

      And then —  WHUMMM

      A sound not heard so much as felt in the teeth and the bones. The searing light collapsed in on itself, streaming down in a perfect, silent column of solidified luminescence that struck the flagstones at the courtyard’s exact center. The effect was instantaneous and profound. The gentle breeze died. Sparrows froze in the air, becoming feathered statues. The water in the central fountain hung in glittering, motionless arcs, as if the very liquid was too polite to continue splashing during such a portentous arrival.

      Something was descending. Not crashing. Not falling. Descending. With serene, unhurried purpose. With an aura of polished, institutional radiance. And, one could not help but note, with absolutely impeccable posture.

      The glow receded like a tide of liquid gold, pulling back into the figure it had announced. He stood in the courtyard, a study in celestial corporate aesthetics. Tall, impossibly so, with a bearing that suggested his spine had been drafted by divine architects. His wings were not the fluffy, Hallmark-card variety, but great sweeping arches of what appeared to be carved ivory, each feather tipped with a subtle shimmer, as if dipped in captured starlight. His robes flowed in impossible, gravity-defying folds, white and gold and humming with a quiet, bureaucratic authority.

      And in his hands, held with formal care, was a clipboard. A sleek, glowing, sanctified clipboard.

      The angel cleared his throat — a sound like a small, polite bell being rung. “Greetings, earthly personnel,” he began, his voice a smooth, pleasant baritone that somehow made the vast courtyard feel like a well-appointed office. “I am Serapion, Junior Acquisition Officer, Celestial Recruitment Division, Third Choir.”

      He offered a slight, precise bow, his wings rustling with a sound like distant wind chimes. “I seek one Agnes Thorne.”

      Silence, thicker than before, swallowed the courtyard. Agnes froze, her chair held mid-swing. Lily’s gasp was a tiny, breathy sound of pure awe. Dismas’s eyes rolled back, and he fainted directly backward, collapsing onto the cobblestones with a soft thud. O’Malley’s visor screen flickered wildly, then went blue before rebooting with the unmistakable, screeching melody of dial-up internet connecting. Scraps, curiosity overriding caution, zipped over and booped its nose against the angel’s faintly glowing halo, only to bounce off with a disappointed metallic tink.

      Agnes slowly lowered her chair, one leg still poised for combat. She pointed a finger at her own chest, her expression one of profound disbelief. “…Me?”

      Serapion consulted his clipboard, running a radiant finger down a list. “Yes. Candidate Agnes Thorne, Order of Perpetual Enforcement, Human Division, Earthly Subsidiary.” He looked up and offered a smile. It was dazzling, white, and bore the sterile warmth of a perfectly written “We Value Your Feedback” form. “You have been selected for Ascension to the Celestial Host. Congratulations.”

      He extended a hand, holding out a sheet of parchment that glowed with soft, internal light. The text upon it shifted and swam, written in no earthly language. “The standard probationary period is nine millennia. Please sign here, here, and initial here acknowledging receipt of the Celestial Employee Handbook.”

      Agnes stared. Her gaze traveled from the shimmering form, to Serapion’s politely expectant face, and back to the form. The words seemed to reach her brain on a significant delay. “…Ascension?” she finally asked, the word slow and heavy in her mouth.

      “Yes!” Serapion’s brightness amped up a notch, becoming almost saleslike. “A position has recently become available in the Choir Militantis — our Smiting and Strategic Blessings division. Your aptitude scores, particularly in the fields of Directed Righteous Fury and Improvised Demonic Containment, are exceptionally high. We believe you will thrive in a structured, goal-oriented celestial environment with excellent metaphysical benefits and a comprehensive eternity package —”

      That was as far as he got. Agnes’s grip on her chair tightened, her knuckles bleaching white. In one smooth, practiced motion, she flipped the heavy piece of furniture, holding it like a batter poised for a fastball. Her voice, when it came, was a low, battlefield roar that scattered the previously frozen birds.

      “ABSOLUTELY. NOT.”

      Serapion blinked, his serene expression flickering for a nanosecond. “I must remind you,” he said, his tone shifting to gentle admonishment, “that refusal of a ratified Divine Recruitment Summons constitutes a Class-C Metaphysical Irregularity. It requires a notarized Dissent Form, which I… do not currently have on my person.”

      “I DON’T CARE WHAT CLASS OF HEAVENLY HASSLE IT IS!” Agnes bellowed, taking a half-step forward. “I’M NOT JOINING YOUR GLOWING ANGEL ARMY!”

      A small, dreamy whisper came from beside her. “Angel army…?” Lily murmured, her eyes like saucers. “That sounds so incredibly cool, though. Do you get a halo? Is there a uniform?”

      Elyse, without moving her eyes from the angel, reached out and delivered a gentle but firm elbow to Lily’s ribs. “It is not ‘cool,’” she stated, her voice flat and analytical. “It is celestial bureaucracy. It is endless forms in triplicate. It is performance reviews conducted by archangels. It is the antithesis of cool.”

      Scraps, sensing the shift in mood from awe to antagonism — its favorite spectrum — saw an opportunity. With a whir of eager little gears, it swooped down from above, its metallic jaws snapping open. Before Serapion could react, it snatched the glowing recruitment parchment right from his grasp.

      The angel’s composure shattered. “NO — NO, NO, NO!” he cried out, a genuine panic entering his bell-like voice. “PLEASE DO NOT CONSUME THAT! THAT IS A TRIPLE-BLESSED, ARCHIVAL-GRADE DOCUMENT! THE INK IS MADE FROM CONGEALED GRACE!”

      It was too late. Scraps, with the enthusiastic crunching sound of a very happy metal puppy eating a very important chip, crumpled half of the celestial form into its compact body. The parchment’s glow guttered and died as it passed the point of metaphysical no return, the divine ink dissolving into meaningless sparks.

      Serapion watched, hand outstretched in helpless horror, as Scraps devoured the last corner of the form with a final, satisfied gulp. The little construct hovered, buzzing contentedly.

      “…Oh,” Serapion whispered, his shoulders slumping a degree. “Oh, no. This is… this is a Form 7-B-Alt. Unauthorized consumption by a non-sanctified automaton. I’ll have to file an incident report.” He sounded genuinely crestfallen.

      A fierce, triumphant smirk spread across Agnes’s face. “Good,” she grunted.

      Serapion sighed, a sound like a gentle wind passing through sacred reeds. He straightened his robes, regaining his professional demeanor. “Very well. Procedural obstacle. I am prepared for contingencies.” He reached into the seemingly infinite folds of his robe and produced not one, but three fresh, equally glowing replacement forms, their holy script pulsing invitingly. “We can proceed with the secondary copies. Just sign here, please.”

      Agnes stared at the trio of forms. A long, raw, wordless scream of pure frustration erupted from her throat, directed not at the angel, but into the well-worn wood of her upraised chair.

      Around the tableau, the rest of the team processed the event in their own unique ways. Lily had brought a tissue to her eye, dabbing delicately. (“He’s just… so pretty. And his wings have that subtle shimmer. It’s unfair.”) O’Malley was typing frantically on his visor, sparks of holy static occasionally leaping from the screen to his fingers. (“I cannot parse this data stream! It’s all hymns and geometric proofs! Why is Heaven’s backend formatted in Wingdings 2: Celestial Edition?!”) Dismas, who had groggily come to, took one look at the angel’s wings, whispered “Wiiiings… so… fluffy…” and promptly fainted again, sliding back down the leg of the table. Elyse remained a statue of tactical assessment, her eyes cataloguing every micro-movement of Serapion’s wings, the weight distribution of his stance, the potential defensive vulnerabilities of a clipboard-based opponent. Mercy had risen and placed a steadying hand on Agnes’s trembling shoulder. Her vow hummed not with anger, but with a deep, resonant calm — a silent, immovable no woven into the fabric of her being. And Serapion, Junior Acquisition Officer, merely smiled his impeccable, patient smile, extending one of the new forms with a pen that looked to be made from solidified light. “Miss Thorne, if you will just sign here, we can complete the preliminary onboarding and schedule your orientation smiting seminar for next Tuesday.”

      Agnes’s response was not verbal. It was kinetic. She swung the heavy wrought-iron chair in a mighty, horizontal arc, aiming not for the angel, but for the clipboard, with the force of a major league hitter connecting with a fastball.

      Serapion flinched, yanking the sacred paperwork back just in time. He looked from the determined, chair-wielding nun to his slightly ruffled forms, and then to the small, ticking automaton that had eaten the first one. His brilliant smile became fixed, a touch strained.

      “…I see,” he said, his voice regaining its professional cadence, though a note of weary resignation had crept in. “This is going to require far more paperwork than I had initially anticipated.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            TWO

          

          
            The Choir Militantis Wants Their Thorne Back

          

        

      

    

    
      Serapion had barely finished brushing the last, stubborn celestial crumbs (the metaphysical equivalent of glitter, he lamented) from his clipboard when the sky above the Vatican decided to one-up itself. The serene Roman blue began to intensify once more, brightening not in a gentle wave but in abrupt, geometric patches, like a child with a heavenly highlighter marking specific coordinates.

      Agnes froze, her chair held aloft in the final, trailing arc of her defiant swing. Her head tilted back slowly, a low, guttural groan rumbling up from her chest. “Oh, for the love of — COME ON. What part of ‘no’ requires celestial subtitles?!”

      Lily clasped her hands to her heart, her teacup forgotten. Her squeal was one of pure, unadulterated delight. “MORE angels?! Are they… sending a committee?”

      O’Malley’s visor, still struggling to reboot from the theological shockwave of Serapion’s arrival, emitted a frantic series of panicked beeps. “No, no, no, no — my spectral buffer is still at eighty-seven percent corruption! The holy compression algorithms haven’t even finished unpacking! Please, don’t overload the — !”

      It was not a single beam this time. It was a deployment.

      A second, slightly thicker column of solidified light lanced down, striking the flagstones precisely two meters to Serapion’s left. Before the first echoes of its silent impact could fade, a third and a fourth slammed down in perfect formation, boxing in the café table with corners of pure, institutional radiance. The air grew heavy with the scent of ozone and something older, like parchment and cold starlight.

      Brother Dismas, who had been propped semi-upright against the olive tree, took one bleary look at the multiplying sources of divine luminescence. His brain, a fragile vessel for earthly concerns, made an executive decision. “I refuse,” he declared with surprising finality for a man about to lose consciousness. “I categorically refuse to process this many wings per square meter.” He then executed a graceful, slow-motion slide back down the tree trunk, out for the count once more.

      Elyse didn’t even sigh this time. It was more of a controlled exhale, the sound of a professional accepting an inconvenient but predictable variable. She stepped over, hooked her hands under Dismas’s arms, and efficiently dragged him further behind the substantial cover of a potted olive tree, arranging him with the care one might afford a sack of particularly delicate potatoes.

      Scraps, however, was in paradise. The little automaton buzzed in frantic, joyous loops around the converging beams, emitting a rapid-fire series of chirps that sounded suspiciously like “beep-boop-angel-time! beep-boop-more-friends!”

      The remaining Sisters — Agnes, Lily, Elyse, and Mercy — formed a tight, defensive semi-circle. They braced themselves as the four pillars of light pulsed once, in unison, and then dissolved inward.

      From the dissipating glow, a celestial task force emerged.

      First, two six-winged Seraphim. They were not merely radiant; they were armored. Plates of what appeared to be polished mother-of-pearl and solidified dawn light covered their torsos and limbs, engraved with minute, flowing script that hummed with restrained power. Their wings — three majestic pairs each — were held in crisp, parade-rest position.

      Next, a Cherub. He looked about four feet tall, hovering a few inches off the ground on wings that were less feathery and more like curls of golden smoke. He held a binder so massive it seemed to defy several laws of physics, its cover stamped with a complex, shifting sigil.

      Beside him stood a tall, slender angel with an academic stoop. Dozens of scrolls were strapped across his back in neat leather holsters, giving him the appearance of a divine carpenter or an extremely organized bard.

      And at the forefront, a figure who exuded an aura of quiet, terrifying efficiency. His robes were simpler, sharper. His wings were folded with geometric precision. And perched on his nose were a pair of spectacles whose lenses seemed to be carved from frozen starlight, glinting with calculated intelligence.

      Agnes’s gaze swept over the newcomers, pausing on the clipboards, binders, and scrolls each one carried or clearly had ready access to. A whisper of sheer disbelief escaped her. “Why… why do they all have office supplies? Is there a celestial Staples? Do angels get performance reviews based on paperclip usage?”

      Elyse, her analytical mind already categorizing threats, murmured back without moving her lips. “They are organized. Hierarchical. They have a chain of command and, evidently, standardized forms. This is significantly more concerning than a rogue demon.”

      From behind them, Mercy’s vow hummed, not with alarm, but with a low, resonant thrum of dry, cosmic amusement.

      The more imposing of the two armored Seraphim took a single, resonant step forward. His wings unfurled with a sound like a hundred flags snapping in a divine wind — a flourish that was clearly practiced, possibly mandated by protocol. His voice, when it came, was a deep, clear baritone that vibrated in the chest.

      “I am Principian Ithuriel, Senior Smiting Auditor for the Western Hemisphere, Third Choir Militantis.” He announced it like a title he was deeply proud of, which took up most of a business card.

      The second Seraphim brought a gauntleted fist to her chest-plate in a salute so crisp it could have sliced bread. “Seraphine Aldara, Heavenly Metrics and Operational Efficiency Division. I will be handling the quantitative evaluation.”

      The hovering Cherub gave a cheerful little wave, causing his massive binder to wobble precariously. “Hi! I’m Pip! My primary function is Form Logistics and Codicil Retrieval.” He patted the binder lovingly. “I hold the forms. All of them. Even the weird ones from the pre-Incarnation filing system.”

      The angel with the star-glass spectacles cleared his throat — a precise, clipping sound. “Darianiel, Celestial Onboarding and Personnel Integration Coordinator. I oversee the acclimatization process from terrestrial to paradisiacal operational paradigms.”

      Agnes, her patience stretched thinner than the angelic patience apparently was, thrust her chair-leg forward like a lance, pointing it directly at Darianiel. “I! DON’T! WANT! TO BE! ONBOARDED! INTEGRATED! OR PARADIGM-ED!”

      Darianiel didn’t flinch. He merely produced a stylus that glowed with soft blue light and made a neat, ticking notation on his clipboard. “Candidate resistance to transitional nomenclature noted,” he said calmly. “Emotional response category: Volatile. Resolution pathway: Possibly achievable via clarified benefits package.”

      Agnes’s subsequent scream was a raw, wordless eruption of frustration that scattered pigeons from three adjacent rooftops and caused Pip to momentarily lose his hover.

      Seraphine Aldara stepped forward, unrolling a scroll that glowed with soft, internal light. The text upon it shifted and swirled, resolving into elegant, glowing script as she prepared to read. She took a deep breath, and when she spoke, her voice boomed across the courtyard with utterly unnecessary projection, as if she were addressing a heavenly amphitheater rather than a handful of confused nuns.

      “Candidate Agnes Thorne, of the Earthly Subsidiary, Order of Perpetual Enforcement,” she intoned. “You have been evaluated by Heaven’s Predictive Valor Algorithm, the PV-7.2b ‘Saintly Aptitude and Kinetic Enforcement’ module, and have been deemed exceptionally suited for immediate service in the Choir Militantis.”

      A violent, uncontrollable twitch spasmed in Agnes’s left eye.

      “Preliminary qualifications, as extrapolated from terrestrial observation and metaphysical resonance scans, include the following.” Seraphine’s finger traced down the scroll.

      “One: Demonstrated High-Impact Smiting Initiative. Marked by a consistent preference for direct, kinetic resolution of infernal conflicts.” Agnes spluttered. “I hit things! Like a normal person with normal fists!” Elyse, without looking up from her tactical assessment of Ithuriel’s armor joints, muttered, “…No. You do not.”

      “Two: Unrighteous Enthusiasm Toward Designated Malevolent Entities. Characterized by a marked elevation in heart rate, catecholamine release, and verbal creativity upon engagement with demonic forces.” Agnes threw her hands up. “What in the seven holy hells does that even MEAN?” Pip, with the ease of a seasoned archivist, flipped open his binder to a specific tab. He peered at the text. “Oh! It means you get really, really excited about punching demons. See?” He pointed a chubby finger. “Chart 4-B shows a direct correlation between proximity to a Class-3 Fiend and your usage of… creatively compound adjectives.”

      Agnes opened her mouth to protest, replayed the last five years of her life in a flash, and slowly closed her mouth again, her expression one of grim, defeated realization.

      “Three: Chair-Based and Improvised Melee Weapon Specialization. A unique and highly effective skill set, particularly noted in the ‘Carbonara Incident’ and the ‘Haunting of the Vestment Laundry.’” Principian Ithuriel gave a slow, approving nod, his armor clinking softly. “Improvisational smiting tools are a hallmark of adaptable celestial warriors. Your work is… exemplary. Instinctive. Brutally efficient.” Agnes, for the first time, pulled her chair closer to her body, holding it almost protectively. “Don’t you compliment my furniture.”

      “Four: Righteous Temper. Sustained, high-output moral indignation, frequently channeled into actionable outcomes.” Lily, peeking out from behind Mercy, whispered, “Okay, that one’s just fair.”

      “And Five,” Seraphine concluded, her booming voice dropping to a slightly more confidential tone, as if sharing a trade secret. “Low Patience for Bureaucratic Process and Extraneous Documentation. This trait is, per Choir Militantis psychometric profiles, strongly correlated with high-risk, high-initiative leadership potential in front-line celestial combat units.”

      Agnes nearly threw the chair. Not at an angel, but straight up into the air in pure, unadulterated vexation. “HOW?!” she bellowed. “How is being annoyed by paperwork a QUALIFICATION FOR HEAVEN?!”

      Darianiel adjusted his starlight glasses, the lenses flickering with rapid calculations. “In the Choir Militantis, strategic impatience with administrative delay is a key predictor of operational decisiveness. We value angels who would rather smote a problem than file a Form 9-G about it. It indicates… executive spirit.”

      Throughout this, O’Malley had been desperately trying to take notes, his fingers a blur on his visor’s interface. The screen flickered, whined, and then with a pathetic fzzzt, shorted out entirely. When the display flickered back on, all tactical data was gone. In its place was a single, crude, childlike doodle of a lopsided wing.

      Agnes took a staggering step back, the weight of the celestial recruitment drive finally pressing down on her. “No,” she whispered, then louder. “No. No, no, no, no.” She gestured wildly at herself, then at her Sisters, then at the ancient Vatican stones. “You have the wrong person! I am a nun! A very specific, very grounded, very chair-oriented nun! I punch demons! And occasionally Lutherans when they get doctrinal about garden gnomes! And ghosts with poor hygiene! I don’t — I don’t do angel things! I don’t want to glow! I don’t want more wings! I certainly don’t want a performance review from a seraph!”

      Ithuriel looked genuinely offended, his majestic wings giving a slight, ruffled shake. “The Choir Militantis also engages in the… ‘punching’ of demons. It is a core competency.”

      Pip flipped a page in his binder with a rustle. “Primarily in accordance with Section J-34, Subsection 2B, Paragraph 12: ‘Authorized Smiting Protocols and Post-Smiting Debriefing Requirements.’ There’s a checklist. Mostly about feather displacement and grace expenditure.”

      Agnes grabbed two fistfuls of her own hair, as if trying to physically hold her sanity in place. “I CAN’T EVEN READ HALF OF THE WORDS IN THAT SENTENCE! ‘POST-SMITING DEBRIEFING’?!”

      Serapion, the original and seemingly most sympathetic of the angels, floated over to stand slightly beside her, his expression one of gentle encouragement. “It’s perfectly alright, Candidate Thorne. We have a comprehensive orientation program. We will teach you. There are seminars. Interactive scrolls. A mentorship program with a senior smiting auditor.” He gestured to Ithuriel, who gave another firm, proud nod.

      Agnes’s response was another long, despairing scream, directed at the now-angel-polluted sky.

      While Agnes descended into panic, Sister Lily had ascended into a state of rapturous delight. Her eyes sparkled with unshed tears of joy, tracking the gentle, subtle flutter of Aldara’s secondary wings, the way the light caught on Ithuriel’s armor seams, the soft glow of Darianiel’s glasses. “They’re just so… so pretty,” she breathed, her voice trembling. “And organized! Look at their formation! And the wings… oh, the wings, they don’t just exist, they flutter. So gently! Like they’re breathing holy light!”

      Seraphine Aldara, overhearing, turned and offered a courteous, slightly stiff bow in Lily’s direction. “We are most pleased to be adjudged aesthetically pleasing. Harmony of form is considered a secondary reflection of celestial order.”

      This was the final straw for Lily’s overwhelmed emotions. A single, perfect tear traced a path down her cheek, followed by another. Then she burst into quiet, happy sobs.

      The angelic task force descended into immediate, protocol-flustered panic. Serapion fluttered his wings anxiously. “She’s leaking again! The small, fragile one!” Pip fumbled with his binder. “Is this a blessing deficiency? Do we need to administer a topical benediction?” Darianiel’s stylus was a blur. “Emotional Overflow Incident! Someone initiate an EOI-3 report! I need approximate tear volume and spiritual causation codes!” Ithuriel looked around, his martial confidence vanishing. “Does anyone have… tissues? Do celestial units carry tissues? Is there a provision for this in the Field Manual?!” Lily, trying to wave them off through her tears, managed, “It’s okay — I’m just — I’m so moved — by the beauty —”  This only confused them further. “MOVED?” several angels chorused in alarm. “MOVED WHERE? Is she being spatially translocated by emotion?!”

      With the long-suffering air of a zookeeper herding a particularly delicate animal, Elyse stepped in. She gently but firmly took Lily by the shoulders, guided her away from the panicking angels, and deposited her safely behind the immovable, silent bulk of Sister Mercy, who placed a steadying hand on Lily’s shoulder, her vow humming a frequency of pure, grounding calm.

      Brother O’Malley, having performed a hard reset on his visor, watched in horror as the system booted up, immediately tried to process the five concentrated sources of celestial energy, and began to fail catastrophically. The display beeped once in protest. Then beeped faster, a frantic, rising tempo. Then it emitted a single, sustained, digital scream that sounded suspiciously like a choirboy hitting a note two octaves too high. Finally, the screen flashed, fizzled, and displayed a single, stark message in glowing, judgmental text:

      ERROR: TOO MUCH ANGEL. CELESTIAL SIGNATURE OVERLOAD. PLEASE RESTART REALITY AND TRY AGAIN.

      Then, with a soft pop, the visor powered down completely, leaving only the dim reflection of O’Malley’s bewildered face in the dark glass. He looked up, blinking at the assembled heavenly host. “I… I think I just witnessed the login screen for Heaven’s WiFi,” he whispered, dazed. “And it asked for a password that was literally a fragment of the Song of Creation.”

      Once the Lily-induced panic had subsided (Pip had eventually produced a Form 7-C “Unexpected Aesthetic Appreciation Report” to be filed later), Principian Ithuriel regained his composure. He stepped forward once more, his six wings unfurling to their full, awe-inspiring span, casting complex, shifting shadows across the courtyard. His voice dropped into its most formal, declamatory register.

      “Candidate Agnes Thorne. By the authority vested in the Office of Celestial Recruitment and the Strategic Command of the Choir Militantis, this tribunal formally requests — and pursuant to Divine Ordinance 42.11-alpha, requires — your immediate transfer to active Heavenly Service. Your probationary term begins upon signature.”

      As if on a cue written into the fabric of existence, Serapion smoothly produced yet another glowing parchment form from within his robes, holding it out alongside a pen that gleamed like a captured sunbeam. “The official Transfer of Service Agreement,” he said warmly. “Just sign here, here, initial here acknowledging the eternity clause, and here waiving your right to terrestrial dental. It’s mostly ceremonial.”

      Agnes looked at the form. She looked at the five angels, a full heavenly subcommittee. She looked at her chair, her faithful, uncomplicated, non-bureaucratic chair. She raised it high, holding it like the standard of a doomed but defiant army.

      “I swear,” she growled, her voice low and deadly serious, “on every sacred relic in this courtyard. On every bone of every saint in the catacombs. On the Holy Father’s favorite slippers. If you do not take your glowing clipboards and your metrics and your ‘post-smiting debriefing’ and leave me the hell alone, I will find a way. I will learn to fly. I will borrow Scraps. I will build a ladder out of these chairs. And I will punch Heaven itself right in its pearly, bureaucratic gates.”

      A moment of stunned silence followed. Then the angels huddled briefly, a whisper of wings and rustling parchment. Pip emerged from the huddle, his stylus scratching eagerly across his binder page. He looked up at Agnes with an admiring smile. “Ooh, adding a new line to the evaluation: ‘Demonstrates proactive, goal-oriented hostility towards celestial authority. Shows initiative.’ Very promising!”

      Serapion beamed, his earlier setbacks forgotten. “Excellent! Defiant problem-solving is a key performance indicator. This clearly indicates readiness for Phase Two of the recruitment protocol: The Persuasive Paradigm Shift.”

      Agnes didn’t scream this time. She simply tilted her head back, closed her eyes, and let out a long, slow, soul-deep sigh that seemed to stretch into eternity, a silent prayer for a meteor, a sudden plague of locusts, or any other simple, straightforward biblical plague that didn’t involve triplicate forms.
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