
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Sanctum

        

        
        
          BernsPen

        

        
          Published by BernsPen, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      SANCTUM

    

    
      First edition. November 18, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 BernsPen.

    

    
    
      Written by BernsPen.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    To all those who have found the courage to trade certainty for integrity, and who understand that the hardest walls to leave are the ones we build around our own belief.

And to the simple, everyday act of choosing love, unbound by mandate or reward.



    



  	
        
            
            We are here to add what we can to life, not to get what we can from life.

— William Osler

Why can't we just be a loving person instead?"

— Paolo Santiago 
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Chapter 1: The Weight of the Keys
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Paolo Santiago was a man built for belief. At thirty-two, his commitment was evident in the careful press of his perfectly starched collar, the patient cadence of his speech, and the quiet, almost reverent way he moved through the marble halls of the Curia Ecclesiae, the administrative heart of the archdiocese. He was an assistant to the Chancellor, Monsignor Reyes, a position that, to Paolo, meant serving the very machinery of God’s work on earth.

For the first four years, the work was a profound privilege, a calling that allowed him daily access to the Sanctum—the inner world of sacred planning and spiritual governance. Every sealed document, every strategic meeting, every quiet conversation with a visiting bishop felt like another stone laid in the foundation of his soul. His faith was not a passive inheritance; it was an active, breathing commitment sustained by the constant proximity to what he believed was Goodness Incarnate.

The change began subtly, like a hairline crack in a vast cathedral wall, starting not with heresy, but with numbers.

He was tasked with reconciling year-end financials. The raw data showed hundreds of thousands diverted to a line item labeled only "Capital Maintenance." When he cross-referenced this with the archdiocese’s publicly advertised campaigns, he noted a sharp disparity. Funds solicited for the ‘Hope for the Children’ program—vividly promoted with pictures of impoverished families—were consistently undercut by the actual expenditures. The promised $1.5 million was often closer to $900,000. The remaining half million seemed to vanish into the untraceable Capital Maintenance Abyss.

Paolo tried to rationalize it. Perhaps it’s necessary overhead. Maybe God's work needs discretion.

Then came the conflicts. One rain-soaked evening, working late to digitize old archives, he discovered a decade-old file detailing a painful, predatory scandal involving a beloved parish priest. The file contained clear, desperate pleas from the victims and their families, full of raw, verifiable testimony. But the final page contained only a one-sentence letter from the former Chancellor: “Father Miguel has been reassigned to a remote pastoral post for an extended sabbatical, pending spiritual recovery.”

Paolo’s breath caught. He wasn't seeing justice. He wasn't seeing healing. He saw a calculated, meticulous cover-up, sealed and forgotten. The Church, the institution he had sworn his life to, had prioritized its image over the innocent.

He leaned back in his leather chair, the heavy silence of the empty Curia pressing down on him. He was seeing, for the first time, the business of God—and it was ugly, transactional, and shockingly secular.

The Question That Echoed

The final, shattering blow arrived during a closed-door meeting a week later. It involved a high-profile political figure who was about to vote on controversial legislation concerning land use. The bill would directly benefit a church-owned real estate holding, netting the Curia tens of millions.

Paolo was there only to minute the conversation. It was never about the moral implications of the bill, the welfare of the constituents, or the principles of the faith. It was a cold, calculated negotiation of public endorsement in exchange for discreet "community development" funding. Monsignor Reyes smiled warmly, but his eyes were hard.

As Paolo typed the minutes, the words on the screen seemed to mock him, laying bare the transaction: Quid pro quo.

That night, alone in his small apartment, Paolo did not pray. He looked at the crucifix above his desk, an image of a man who preached radical, selfless love, and then back at the memory of the Curia’s polished hypocrisy.

He felt the heavy weight of the keys—the keys not to the Kingdom, but to the Curia’s filing cabinets and ledgers—and found the burden unbearable.

If the men who hold the keys to the Kingdom are driven by power, money, and self-preservation, what does that say about the Kingdom they claim to represent?

His thoughts coalesced into a fundamental, terrifying question: Why can't we just be a loving person instead?

His faith was fracturing, and the man who once moved with quiet certainty now felt utterly lost in the vast, empty space the Curia had carved out in his soul.
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Chapter 2: The Typist's Vigil
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The mornings after the resignation meeting were the hardest. Paolo would wake before dawn, the silence in his small apartment thick and accusatory. For years, the first moments of his day had been dedicated to prayer—a silent recitation of the Psalms, a meditation on the Gospel, a feeling of being filled by the divine light he was soon to carry into the Sanctum.

Now, there was only a hollow echo. He still moved through the motions of his life at the Curia, arriving early to prepare Monsignor Reyes’ agenda, his hands drafting polite, efficient memos about parish funds and canonical procedures. But his mind was a battlefield.

He was the perfect typist: precise, swift, and utterly silent. He transformed the ugly truth of Curia’s politics into clean, official records, giving the deception the sheen of legitimacy. During the day, he was the Institution. But the moment he returned home, the Man began his quiet, desperate rebellion.

The Secret Library 

Paolo could no longer face his own extensive theological library. The heavy volumes—Aquinas, Augustine, Newman—felt like witnesses to his failing faith, their spines rigid with certainty he no longer possessed.

Instead, he began frequenting a small, non-descript public library across town. He would check out books late in the evening, carefully selecting titles that had been strictly discouraged, if not outright forbidden, during his seminary training: secular ethics, existential philosophy, and humanist manifestos.

He devoured them under the glow of a cheap desk lamp, treating them with the same reverence he once reserved for the Bible. He read Camus on the absurdity of existence and found a strange, bleak comfort in the notion that there was no inherent divine meaning. He read Kant on the Categorical Imperative—the idea that moral actions must be pursued as an end in themselves, universally, regardless of personal gain or divine reward.

This was the core of his new, dangerous inquiry: Could good exist purely for its own sake? Could he, Paolo Santiago, simply be a loving person, without the mandate of God, without the promise of heaven, without the fear of damnation? Curia had shown him that faith did not guarantee goodness; perhaps goodness didn't require faith.
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