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	Catechism
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	Q: Who made you?

	A: God made me, to know Him, to love Him, to serve Him in this life and to be happy with Him forever in the next.
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Chapter 1

	The silence in the convent corridors was absolute. It had a texture - a soft-grained press that reminded Sister Immanuela of flour sifted over a wooden board. It was an older silence, patient and high-windowed, dust dancing in the beams of morning light. She paused in the archway that led into the chapel and felt the hush settle on her skin like a thin layer of ash. Even after ten years of vows, after waking every dawn to do the same carefully measured tasks - polish, straighten, lift, fold - she wondered if one ever truly settled into such pervasive stillness.

	She brought her hands together, fingertips grazing her knuckles as if seeking warmth. A faint chill wove through the corridor despite the building’s heavy stone walls; her breath misted when she exhaled. Outside, the November air pressed down on the hilltop like a hush of its own.

	At this hour, the rest of the sisters would already be in the chapel preparing for Lauds. Immanuela could almost hear them through the wood of the heavy door: the shuffle of robes, the soft clearing of throats, the muted cough of Sister Clarisse, who was always catching chills this time of year. But the door might as well have been iron. What reached her was only a muffled susurrus, an echo behind closed lips.

	She inhaled, offered a tiny prayer for fortitude, and pulled the door open. The hinges sighed, and the chapel’s dimness met her like cool water.

	Inside, slender columns upheld the shadowed arches of the chapel ceiling. Candles flickered along the far side, half lighting the dais where the small organ stood. Sister Pauline was adjusting hymnals in the front pew, her broad shoulders outlined by the glow. Pauline’s hands were deft and practical; she had a gift for setting things “just so” and noticing when anyone else had not.

	A few others sat scattered among the pews, heads bowed: Sister Felicity, young and slight, lips moving in what might have been silent prayer; Sister Theresa, who occasionally glanced around as if seeking to catch someone’s eye. They seemed as they always were - quiet, devout, calm.

	Yet something pricked at Immanuela’s awareness the moment she entered - a lack or an excess in the air, hard to name. She pressed her palms together in a sign of devotion, then made her way to a pew near the front and knelt. The wood held the faint smell of old wax and lemon oil.

	“God made me,” she thought, recalling the morning’s catechism refrain. “To know Him, to love Him, to serve Him in this life…”

	The words rose easily - habits of mind. Her lips shaped them without effort. Still, the hush pressed in, expectant. For one fleeting instant, she thought she heard… a voice? It was almost like a whisper beneath her own recitation, threading through the cadence of her breath. But no. It was gone.

	Her gaze drifted, not to the tabernacle as it usually would, but to the tall stone crucifix above the altar. The light caught its edges at a strange angle. It seemed - could it be? - a fraction off level. She blinked and looked away, chiding herself for the thought.

	She lifted her head in time to see the chapel door open again, admitting the tall, willowy figure of the Mother Superior. “Good morning, Reverend Mother,” Immanuela began to murmur, quietly, so as not to disrupt prayer, but the words never fully formed.

	The Mother Superior glided up the aisle with an odd stiffness to her walk. Her face was pale, lit from within by a cold bulb. She paused at the front, resting a hand on the back of a pew, and for a moment, her gaze swept the kneeling sisters. From this angle, Immanuela could not quite see the older woman’s eyes, but something in her posture set the younger nun’s heart fluttering. Usually, the Abbess would pause, offer a slight nod, then proceed to lead them. This morning, she just… stood, as if she were listening for something no one else could hear.

	Eventually, she cleared her throat - a delicate, breathy sound, the kind made by someone who doesn’t want to cough in public. She moved to the lectern. Sister Pauline closed a hymnal with care and slipped away to sit with the others.

	“Good morning, Sisters,” Mother Superior said. Her voice was soft, raspy at the edges. “Let us begin.”

	And so they did. Psalms and chants filled the hush, swirling up into the rafters like half-formed clouds. The familiar cadences steadied Immanuela - yet her focus faltered, her eyes drawn repeatedly to the Mother Superior. The older woman’s pallor was striking; her lips pressed too tightly together. There had always been a certain sternness about her, a discipline that held the house together. Today it seemed thinner. Fragile, even.

	When Lauds ended and the sisters rose, the normal rustle of movement felt louder than it should. Immanuela paused, hoping to wish the Abbess a good morning, but the older woman had already slipped toward the side door, one hand trailing against the wood of the pews as she went.

	As the sisters filed out, Sister Pauline bent to collect a fallen handkerchief. “You’re early enough to steal my chores, Immanuela,” she murmured, dry amusement softening her voice. Then, more quietly, “She looks peaky.”

	“Perhaps she didn’t sleep,” Immanuela said. She meant it to sound casual and failed. Pauline’s practical mouth thinned. They exchanged a look - one that could pass for nothing at all if anyone else were watching.

	Outside the chapel, the corridor air felt colder. The rhythms resumed: broom bristles against stone, the clink of tin basins, the small coughs and blessings of a household waking into work. The convent was small - ten sisters total - and the day’s bones were familiar: Lauds at dawn, chores, Mass, a communal meal in hushed courtesy, spiritual reading in the afternoon, Vespers at dusk, Compline by the falling light.

	Immanuela took up her assigned dusting in the library off the main corridor. The library’s windows were tall and stingy with light, so the spines of the books gleamed only where the day could find them. She had always loved the smell here: vellum, glue, a trace of incense in the wood. While her cloth travelled the rows, her fingers betrayed her and lingered on certain titles - liturgy, the lives of saints. She pulled one down at random: a seventeenth-century compendium on obedience. The marginal notes were in a swirling Latin hand, long dead. “Obedimus, ut in caelo perfectius obedire discamus,” said one neat line. We obey, so that in heaven we may learn to obey more perfectly.

	She smiled despite herself at the circularity. When she closed the book, a strange flicker at the corner of her vision drew her attention. She turned her head - nothing. Just the narrow window and its weak light. The hallway beyond the open door was still. She shook off the sense that she was watched. Fancies, and too much dust.

	She reached for another volume, an old translation of the Catechismus Romanus with cracked calf binding. As she lifted it, a small rectangle of paper loosened and slid to the floor, face down. She knelt and picked it up. It was a scrap, brittle at the edges, with a single name inked in an older hand: Nol - The rest was smudged, a stray diagonal line that might have been an i or an l, then a faded flourish. She turned it over. Blank. It had the feel of something that never quite became.

	“Noli - ” she said under her breath, testing the sound. The syllable tasted odd in her mouth, like a foreign coin on the tongue.

	“Talking to the books?” Sister Theresa’s voice made her start. Theresa stood in the doorway with a modest basket of folded linens on her hip. Her cheeks were pink from the cold, a curl escaping her coif.

	“Only when they demand it,” Immanuela said, smiling. She slipped the scrap between the catechism’s pages where it had fallen from, and slid the book back into place. “You’re early with the linens.”

	“I woke before the bell and couldn’t get back.” Theresa’s eyes flicked past Immanuela, toward the library’s dim back shelves. “It’s chilly in the dormitory. I thought I’d move, or freeze solid.” A pause. “Is it my imagination, or was Mother - ”

	“Pale?” Immanuela supplied gently. “I thought so.”

	Theresa nodded, mouth tightening. “I don’t like to say it, but I thought she swayed a little at the lectern. Only for a breath.” She looked down at her basket as if the folds of cloth could answer her. “I’ll pray for her.”

	“As will we all,” Immanuela said. She watched the younger woman go. Theresa’s footsteps faded down the corridor, the hush resettling in their wake.

	By late morning, the sky had dulled to a heavy grey, threatening rain. In the refectory, steam rose from bowls of thin porridge. The sisters ate in a gentle quiet, the scrape of spoons punctuating an occasional cough. There was a small matter that needed sorting - kitchen duties for the week had been left unassigned on the chalkboard. Without the Mother Superior’s neat columns, the line of names looked uncertain, like a sentence without its verb.

	Sister Pauline stood by the board, chalk in hand, her jaw set. “We’ll keep it simple,” she said, more to the room than to any one person. “Theresa, you and I will take evening washing. Felicity, you can manage the pantry with Sister Clarisse if you’re steady on those steps.”

	Felicity startled, then nodded too quickly. “Yes, Sister.”

	Pauline paused, glanced at Immanuela. “And you, Sister? Library and infirmary, as usual?”

	“As usual,” Immanuela said. She kept her tone mild, though the unsettled feeling had not left her. Pauline wrote with brisk strokes and stepped back, satisfied that the world was a fraction less chaotic than it had been a moment before.

	“Excuse me, Sister,” came a quiet voice at Immanuela’s elbow. Sister Clarisse stood there, a hand pressed to her chest as if to contain her cough. “May I - ” She hesitated. “I wonder if I might speak with you later. Only a moment.”

	“Of course.” Immanuela touched her sleeve. “After we finish here.”

	When the bowls were cleared and the refectory restored to its precise lines, Immanuela found Clarisse sitting on the low bench near the corridor window that looked out on the cloister garden. The air had begun to smell like wet stone. Clarisse’s handkerchief was faintly stained; she folded it with care.

	“Forgive me,” Clarisse began, in that apologetic way of the chronically ill. “It’s nothing serious. Only - ” She glanced down the corridor, then lowered her voice. “I think I’ve been sleeping through the midnight bell. Twice this week. I don’t mean to be remiss. My cough wakes me, then exhausts me, and I miss Matins. I meant to confess to Mother, but she…” Clarisse looked away. “She hasn’t much patience for my frailties lately.”

	“She has much on her mind,” Immanuela said softly. “But your care for your duties is clear, Sister. God sees effort as well as outcome.”

	Clarisse’s shoulders eased. “You’re kind. Would you… perhaps speak a word for me if she asks?”

	“I will,” Immanuela said. “And - ” She surprised herself by adding, “Perhaps we could try to warm the dormitory a little before Compline. It might ease your cough.”

	Clarisse smiled, relief brightening her tired face. “If Sister Pauline permits it.”

	“I’ll ask her.” It was not the sort of permission that cost anything, and Pauline had a practical heart.

	They sat a moment longer. Wind licked the window glass; beyond, the garden’s winter stalks bowed under the invisible weight of cold. Clarisse broke the quiet first. “Did you notice the crucifix this morning?”

	Immanuela’s stomach tightened. “What about it?”

	“I thought - only for a moment - it looked tipped. But I suppose it’s the light. These old windows play tricks.”

	“The light,” Immanuela agreed, too quickly. Clarisse nodded and rose, tucking the handkerchief back into her sleeve. When she had gone, Immanuela stayed, watching the garden’s bare arches blur in the glass.

	The afternoon brought spiritual reading. The library was warmer now, thanks to a grudging sun pressed hard against the clouds. Immanuela took up her dusting with firmer resolve, but her eye kept sliding to the shelf where the catechism volume waited. After resisting twice, she gave in and pulled it free again, almost sheepish at her own curiosity. The scrap she had found earlier remained tucked between its pages. She slid it out.

	In better light, the inked beginning looked clearer: Nol - Then the faintest suggestion of an i, perhaps, and an e that had bled into the paper. Noliel, she thought suddenly, as if remembering rather than guessing. The name landed in her like a dropped pebble in a well. She felt foolish at once. Names lurk in old books all the time; scribes sign, novices jot, librarians misplace.

	Still. She said it once under her breath. “Noliel.” The syllables tasted like iron.

	A shadow passed across the library doorway. She turned, heart high in her throat, but it was only Sister Pauline, carrying two chipped mugs by their handles through one hand.

	“You’ll wear the titles off those old tomes if you keep staring them down,” Pauline said, wry, setting a mug by the nearest shelf. “Tea. You won’t take it hot unless you take it now.”

	“Thank you,” Immanuela said, grateful for the ordinary mercy. She wrapped her hands around the warmth. Pauline leaned a shoulder against the lintel, studying her.

	“You’ve been underweight with worry since Lauds,” Pauline observed, not unkindly. “You think what we all think: she’s ill.”

	“She’s ill,” Immanuela said, surprised at the relief of naming it aloud. “And… altered.”

	Pauline’s mouth twitched. “Old houses breed fancies with their drafts.”

	“And old houses keep secrets,” Immanuela said, regretting it as soon as it left her mouth. Pauline’s eyes sharpened. For a moment, the two women regarded each other - one held together by duty, the other by concern bent toward fear.

	“I’ll speak to her after Vespers,” Pauline said. “She is not a woman who wants pity. But she must take broth if she won’t take bread.”

	“Would you - ” Immanuela hesitated. “Would you mind if I spoke to her first? She asked for me yesterday. About… duties. I worry she means to push herself.”

	Pauline considered this with a steady, assessing look. “You are gentler than I am. She might bear gentle better today.” She lifted her mug in a mock toast and went, leaving the library’s quiet to swell back up around the shelves.

	By mid-afternoon, a low grey sky pressed down outside, threatening cold rain. In the refectory, Immanuela scrubbed the long wooden table after lunch, the swirl of soapy water around knots in the wood becoming its own prayer. She usually found these chores calming - petitions of the hands. Today, a heaviness clung.

	Footsteps in the doorway. She glanced up. The Mother Superior stood there, posture rigid, one hand braced on the jamb. Her gaze fixed on Immanuela. In that gaze: something like inquiry, something like need.

	“Reverend Mother?” Immanuela set the cloth aside, drying her hands on her apron.

	“Child,” the Mother Superior said softly, stepping into the room. A faint disorientation flashed through her expression - someone pulled from a dream. “Come. I want… I need a word with you.” Her voice rasped on the edge of breathlessness.

	“Should we sit?” Immanuela asked.

	“That won’t be necessary.” The older woman’s eyes darted around the empty room, then settled on Immanuela’s face. “Are you well today, Sister? You look pale.”

	Immanuela almost laughed at the mirror of concern. “I’m well, Reverend Mother. Though I might ask the same of you.”

	At that, the Abbess’s lips curved into a tight smile, an expression that might have said: And so you have noticed. She folded her arms with deliberation. When she spoke again, her voice was quieter than Immanuela had ever heard it. “We are called to endure many burdens,” she said. Then, as if remembering a rehearsal, “Come to my study after Vespers. We… we will talk about your duties.”

	“My duties,” Immanuela echoed. “Of course.”

	The Mother Superior inclined her head and slipped away, leaving Immanuela alone with the damp cloth, the half-clean table, and a newly buzzing mind. The older woman had looked so solemn. So intent. As if there were a secret pressing against her tongue.

	A draft walked the refectory. The window glass trembled in its frame. Instinctively, Immanuela glanced toward the chapel door across the hall. For just a heartbeat, she thought she heard another sound beneath the ordinary settling of the house - something like a heavy step taken far below the floor. Then it was quiet again. She told herself she had heard a log shift in the furnace.

	Evening came. The sisters convened for Vespers in the chapel, voices low in psalmody. The candles in their brass sconces trembled with each breath of air. The Mother Superior led the prayers as usual, though she spoke so softly that Sister Clarisse leaned forward to catch the words. The older woman’s cheeks were more sunken now in the candles’ light, the bones beneath the skin drawn into sharper planes.

	When the final psalm concluded, the sisters bowed and began to file out. Immanuela’s heart pounded at the thought of the meeting. She left more quickly than she meant to, nearly bumping shoulders with Sister Theresa in the aisle.

	“Forgive me,” she whispered.

	“Always,” Theresa said, with a small, nervous smile that died almost as soon as it was born.

	The Mother Superior’s study door stood ajar. A narrow bar of lamplight spilled onto the stone floor. Immanuela smoothed her hands down her habit and knocked.

	“Enter,” came the reply.

	Inside, the desk lamp cast a pool of gold. An embroidery hoop lay to one side, a half-finished spray of lilies paused mid-stitch. A well-worn Bible rested open, ribbon marking a psalm. Beside it sat a stack of other books. One stood out: a battered volume with no title on the spine, frayed at the corners. The cover bore a faint, blocky script that Immanuela could not parse before the Mother Superior’s voice pulled her gaze up.

	“Close the door,” the older woman said. Immanuela obeyed. She remained standing, hands folded, unsure whether to sit unbidden. The Mother Superior watched her a moment as if measuring something invisible.

	“Sit down, Sister.”

	Immanuela perched on the chair’s edge. “You wished to speak with me about my duties?”

	“Yes.” The Mother Superior exhaled softly. “I have observed you, Immanuela. You’ve been steadfast. Devout. You show genuine concern for the sisters.” A pause. “Not all have that gift.”

	“Thank you, Reverend Mother,” Immanuela said, cheeks warm.

	The Abbess’s eyes drifted to the battered book. Her fingers hovered over its cover, not quite touching it, as if the pages might burn. “I have been… unwell,” she said at last. “And yet there is much to do. Our sisters need guidance. I want you to help me… to help them remain strong in faith.”

	“I will,” Immanuela said. The word came readily, almost too readily. “But I’m not sure how - ”

	“You’ll learn,” the older woman cut in gently. “I believe you could lead certain prayers, certain… instructions, when I am unable.” The word instructions caught, as though it had another word braided through it. “Will you do that?”

	“Yes,” Immanuela said. Excitement and unease pulled against each other in her chest. This was a charge. It was also a departure from the way things had always been.

	The Mother Superior reached across the desk and rested a shaky hand on Immanuela’s wrist. Her palm was cold; the skin felt thin. “You are ready, dear child,” she whispered. “More than you know.” Her lips parted as if to add another sentence, then closed. Something withheld.

	In the quiet, Immanuela listened to the lamplight hum. A thousand questions stirred and settled. She watched the older woman withdraw her hand, the tremor that followed.

	“That will be all for tonight,” the Mother Superior said, after a moment. The dismissal felt abrupt. A reprieve or a deferral - Immanuela could not tell.

	She rose and bowed her head. “Goodnight, Reverend Mother.”

	As she reached the door, she hesitated, looking back. The Mother Superior stared at the battered book with her lips moving in the barest ghost of speech. The sound did not carry. Immanuela left quietly, shutting the door behind her.

	That night in her small cell, Immanuela lay on the narrow cot, staring at the lamplight’s flicker on the plaster ceiling until the flame guttered and went out. Fatigue weighed on her eyes, but sleep fluttered just out of reach. She kept recalling the Mother Superior’s pallid face, the rasp in her voice, the press of that cold hand. She felt a prickle of responsibility - an urge to protect the older woman, or at least name the thing that gnawed at her.

	She tried to pray. Over and over, she recited the line: “God made me, to know Him, to love Him, to serve Him…” Usually the words fit her like a well-worn habit. Tonight they slipped, thin as paper. She rolled them on her tongue, stubborn. “God made me…”

	Somewhere in the dark, a floorboard sighed. The convent breathed in its sleep.

	When sleep finally came, it did not come cleanly. She was in a narrow stone passage she did not recognize, the air damp and metallic. A tall shape, half-seen in flickering candlelight, stooped under a low arch; its hands brushed the walls as it passed. She could not see its face. Behind it: a sense of vastness, as if the corridor opened into something without edges. A whisper, almost audible: No - She woke before the word could finish, heart thudding, cheeks wet with tears she did not remember shedding.

	Morning came too soon. The sky was the colour of old pewter. The sisters gathered for Lauds; the air in the chapel felt colder, as if the night had not fully retreated. As Sister Immanuela found her pew, her gaze rose involuntarily to the crucifix. She felt the same wrongness - a tilt slight enough to deny, real enough to dread.

	The Mother Superior stood in her usual place, looking narrower than she had the day before. She lifted her gaze to meet Immanuela’s across the aisle, managed a small nod, then turned to the lectern.

	The prayers began. The call-and-response should have wrapped Immanuela like a woollen shawl against the morning chill. It didn’t. She sang the psalms, mouth obedient, eyes restless. She could almost feel a presence in the chapel’s corners, but that was foolishness - the byproduct of a dream.

	When the final Amen faded, Sister Clarisse took up the open catechism for the day’s brief recitation. It was the simplest beginning; comfort was its point.

	“Q: Who made you?”

	“A: God made me…”

	The words echoed off stone the way they had for generations. A comfort, a fact. Immanuela let the sound pass through her like warm air - yet noticed, without wanting to, that the Mother Superior’s hand had crept to her temple, massaging a point just above the eye as though a small screw inside her skull had tightened.

	After the prayers, the sisters drifted toward their tasks. Immanuela lingered, hoping to speak to the Mother Superior again, but the older woman slipped away through the sacristy with quiet urgency. The sense of something unsaid tugged at the air behind her like a thread left trailing.

	Alone, Immanuela approached the altar. The candles had burned low; the last thin flames made their own slow sacrifices into pools of wax. She clasped her hands and mouthed a silent prayer: “Lord, if she is ill, guide my steps to help her. And if it is something else… please give me grace to see it clearly.”

	The final flame sputtered. A draft moved through the chapel, as if carrying an answer in a language she did not know. In that motion, the crucifix seemed to tilt, minutely, as an old nail somewhere in stone gave or the wood swelled a fraction in the damp. She told herself she had imagined it. The mind is a trickster. The mind loves symbols.

	Then - and it could have been the settling of the building - she heard a sound like a single, heavy footfall from somewhere below. It boomed faintly in her bones and was gone.

	She drew her habit tighter around her shoulders and left the chapel, stepping into the corridor’s hush. A hush older and deeper, she thought suddenly, than any silence had a right to be.

	In the cleft of that thought, another, uninvited, arrived: Noliel. The name tasted again like iron. She did not know why she felt as if it had been whispered to her. She walked faster, as if walking could outpace a syllable.

	Behind her, in the chapel, the air corrected its own disturbances. The candles guttered into smoke. The crucifix, if it had moved at all, held its crookedness like a small, private vow.
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	Q: Who are the Angels?

	A: The Angels are created spirits, without bodies, having understanding and free will.

	 

	Q: Why did God create the Angels?

	A: God created the Angels to show forth His goodness and to share with them His everlasting happiness.
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Chapter 2

	The corridor lamps burned low in the early dawn, casting long, pale reflections on the polished stone floor. Their wan light felt oddly cold against the convent’s whitewashed walls. Sister Immanuela moved through the hall with a careful quiet, counting her steps without meaning to: twenty-three from the chapel door to the elbow in the corridor, seven more to the turn toward the administrative wing. She had not counted before. The numbers felt like pegs tapped into a sheer rock face, small holds in an invisible climb.

	From the chapel came a gentle drone of prayer: the earliest risers finishing Matins, or perhaps beginning their whispered psalmody before Lauds. The vow of silence lifted only briefly during these hours, replaced by the measured murmur of scripture. For a breath, she paused at the threshold and watched the flicker of candlelight ripple against the stone arch, then turned away. The Mother Superior had asked her to come at first light. A private lesson. Assistant. The word made a small knot in her chest, equal measures pride and dread.

	The door to the Mother Superior’s study stood ajar, lamplight pooling on the tiles. Immanuela rapped lightly and slipped inside at the soft command: “Enter.”

	The Mother Superior sat behind the desk. The battered, untitled volume - its cover stamped with blocky script - rested near her elbow. In this light, the script almost resolved into something legible before slipping back into strangeness. The older woman’s shoulders were tense. The hollows beneath her eyes were darker today, as if someone had drawn a faint charcoal crescent on each cheek.

	“Close the door, if you please,” she said.

	Immanuela obeyed and folded her hands at her waist. She made herself look at the Mother Superior rather than at the book. In proximity, the Abbess’s pallor was startling, edges of bone showing through the thinness of her face. “Reverend Mother,” Immanuela said softly, “have you rested at all? I can come later.”

	“A little.” The Mother Superior’s mouth thinned. “Not enough. There is much work to do, and hours are stingy.”

	“Then allow me to help.” Immanuela put warmth into her voice. “You mentioned I might lead certain prayers, certain instructions. I am at your disposal.”

	Something in the older woman eased. “Yes,” she murmured, and the word had gratitude braided through it. “I’ve been thinking how best to proceed. Devotion is like wool; it grows thin with handling. We must fortify it.” She lifted a paper from beneath the battered book and set it before her, but did not turn it. “Some of our sisters are drifting.”

	“Drifting?” Immanuela repeated, cautious.

	“In small ways at first.” The Mother Superior’s gaze flicked toward the window, where the morning was little more than a pale rectangle. “Tardiness. A yawn left uncovered. A mind elsewhere in the midst of prayer. Sister Theresa, for example - late last week for the midday office. She said she was tending the garden, but nothing under her nails. Such things are symptoms. They mean little on their own until suddenly they mean too much.”

	Immanuela pictured Theresa’s embarrassed smile, the basket of winter greens. “Perhaps an off day,” she said gently. “Our bodies set their own traps.”

	“Perhaps.” The Mother Superior’s voice went thin. “Or perhaps something tests the fences.” She lifted a trembling hand to her temple, massaged a point there, and let the hand fall. “I need eyes and ears I can trust when my own are not equal to every task.” She looked up. “Watch them. Listen. If there are doubts, bring them to me.”

	The words were simple. They lay on the table between them like ordinary work tools. Yet they made something in Immanuela recoil. She thought of Clarisse on the bench with her handkerchief, of Pauline’s steady chalk on the board. “I will listen,” she said, choosing her word. “And guide, where I can. Gently.”

	The Mother Superior’s expression did not change. “Begin with Theresa. Then Felicity. Pauline will follow or resist; she always has. Be courteous. Be thorough.” She drew a breath that sounded like it scraped her throat. “If you sense something ominous, come to me at once.”

	“Ominous,” Immanuela repeated, and the syllables tasted absurd in the quiet room. “Yes, Reverend Mother.”

	“Good.” The older woman let her gaze fall to the battered book again, as if gravity had hold of it. “Go.”

	The morning had edged into grey when Immanuela reached the cloister garden. The small beds were mostly put to sleep, the soil bowed under the damp like cloth under a weight. Theresa was there, kneeling at the end of a row of winter kale, a pruning knife lying on the ground beside her. Breath rose white from her mouth. When she saw Immanuela, she straightened, wiping her hands absently on her apron.

	“Good morning,” she said, a little breathless as if she had been running in place. “I was trimming the dead leaves. They go slick with this weather.”

	“It’s a chilly penance for early hours,” Immanuela said, and crouched to pick up the knife and set it safely on the stone edging. “You must have come out at first light.”

	Theresa smiled, sheepish. “I couldn’t sleep again. The quiet is… different at night lately. I came out to walk it off.”

	“The quiet?” Immanuela asked lightly.

	Theresa lifted one shoulder. “Just a feeling. As if the house listens back. Likely a fancy.” She hesitated, then: “I was late last week to the midday office. Mother asked you to speak to me?”

	“She asked me to… listen,” Immanuela said. “Are you well, Theresa?”

	Theresa looked at her hands, flexed them. “I am. Only… there’s a heaviness sometimes, especially in the corridor near the sacristy. And at night, footsteps. Slow. But when I look - nothing.” She forced a laugh that could not keep its own balance. “I sound like a child.”

	“You sound like a woman in an old house,” Immanuela said. “Houses have their ways. So do fears.” She touched Theresa’s sleeve, a small, anchoring pressure. “Will you try to be on time for the office? It steadies the rest of us. And if the heaviness returns… come to me.”

	Theresa nodded, some of the strain leaving her face. “I will. Thank you.”

	As she turned to go, she added in a low voice, almost as if apologizing to the air: “Does she seem - ” She stopped. “Never mind.”

	“Pale,” Immanuela supplied. “Yes.”

	Theresa crossed herself and bent back to her work.

	Back inside, the convent settled into the rhythm of tasks. Steam rose from the laundry. The iron stove coughed in the kitchen. In the refectory, Sister Pauline moved like a plumb line, correcting, adjusting, setting. Immanuela found her at the pantry door, counting tins.

	“Will you let us warm the dormitory a little before Compline?” Immanuela asked in a low voice. “It may ease Clarisse’s cough.”

	Pauline glanced up, one eyebrow lifting. “If we can do it without setting linens alight,” she said. “Yes. I’ll ration an extra scuttle.”

	“Thank you.”

	Pauline’s gaze slipped past Immanuela’s shoulder, toward the corridor’s far end. “Has Mother rung for you again this morning?”

	“She asked me earlier to attend to the sisters,” Immanuela said. “To listen.”

	Pauline shut the pantry ledger with a hand that did not quite conceal a tremor. “Listening can become a habit like any other,” she said, neither approving nor reproving. “Tell me if your listening becomes hearing things that aren’t there.”

	“I will,” Immanuela said, half smiling.

	“Good.” Pauline returned to her tins. “Clarisse needs honey if there’s any left.”

	“Two spoons,” Immanuela said. “I checked.”

	Pauline snorted softly. “Of course you did.”

	Just after breakfast, the library drew Immanuela back like a shallow tide - receding, returning. Her dust cloth did what cloths do. Her eyes slid toward the shelf where the battered catechism sat. She resisted, then yielded, pulled it down. The scrap of paper marked Nol - remained like a hangnail she could not ignore. “Noliel,” she whispered, and felt foolish. The word put a metallic smear behind her teeth.

	On an impulse she could not defend, she tugged the catechism a finger’s breadth away from the volumes beside it. Between the spines, something narrow and folded had slipped almost out of view in the gap: a page torn from some ledger, brittle, folded twice. She eased it free. The top bore the convent’s stamp from another decade, the ink a sepia that had bled into the fibres. Written in an angular hand:

	Mem. for the Novice Mistress:

	If Sister Im - (the rest smudged) shows scruple over obedience, remind her: discernment is charity to truth. (cf. Cassian, Coll. II). If she dreams names, have her write them down without fear.

	Beneath, a line in a lighter ink, likely another hand, later: N - l - (the vowels missing, as if someone had begun to write and decided against finishing).

	Something in Immanuela’s chest compressed and released. She replaced the note where she found it, as if putting it back could put back whatever it had unsettled.

	She sought Felicity next. The younger sister had a way of looking as if she wanted to be invisible and could not quite manage it. Immanuela found her in the library’s far aisle, a finger tucked as a placeholder between the pages of a missal too heavy for her hands.

	“Don’t let that one pull your shoulders out of joint,” Immanuela said softly.

	Felicity started, almost dropping the book. “Oh! Sister. I was - ” She swallowed. “I don’t know. Reading as if reading were an answer.”

	“It often is,” Immanuela said. “And sometimes it isn’t.”

	Felicity looked down, her lashes casting thin shadows on her cheeks. “I’m sorry for being… fidgety. Mother spoke to me yesterday. She said I seemed distracted. She wasn’t wrong.” Felicity’s voice lowered further. “She looked at me in a way I didn’t recognize. It felt like being measured for a garment I didn’t want.”

	“A garment,” Immanuela repeated gently. “What troubles you, Felicity?”

	The younger woman’s mouth twisted. “I wake at night and feel as if a question is hanging over my bed. Not words. Just the shape of a question. It’s foolish.”

	“Questions are not foolish,” Immanuela said. “Answers often are.”

	Felicity gave a startled laugh that turned into a near-tear. “I don’t want to displease her,” she said. “Or God.”

	“You love God,” Immanuela said. “That love will not be lost because you are tired or frightened. Try to rest. If the question returns, bring it into daylight and show it to me. Questions shrink in light.”

	Felicity nodded, cheeks hot with relief. “Thank you.”

	Later, in the laundry, Pauline found Immanuela folding damp linens and said, without preface, “She called me in.”

	“Mother?” Immanuela asked, though the answer had already reached her.

	Pauline’s expression was a composed blank. “She told me Clarisse’s cough might be a ‘contagion of spirit.’ I said contagions go hand to hand and breath to breath, and we have soap and scalding water for those. She did not laugh.” Pauline stacked the towels with fierce precision. “She asked me if I’d noticed changes in Clarisse’s behaviour. As if coughing requires a committee. I told her no. She didn’t like that, either.”

	“I’m sorry,” Immanuela said.

	“Don’t be sorry. Be sensible.” Pauline paused. “How do you find her?”

	“Dwindling,” Immanuela said before she could temper it. “And… fixed on something.”

	“Something?”

	“A book,” Immanuela said, and immediately wished she had not. Pauline did not miss the hesitation.

	“A book,” Pauline repeated. “Which book?”

	“The battered one with no title. Script I can’t make out.” Immanuela folded the last towel and set it on the stack.

	Pauline lifted her chin, as if deciding whether to say what she was about to say. “I went to straighten the crucifix last night. It’s only a wedge and two nails. It should have taken me a breath.” She turned her palm upward. A thin line of dried blood crossed the fleshy base of her thumb. “The nail sheared when I tried to budge it. Old iron, maybe. Or weak wrist.” She smiled without humour. “I left it. The tilt is small. God will not fall for it.”

	“Thank you for trying,” Immanuela said, throat tight.

	That afternoon, after the chill lunch and the brief blessing, the Mother Superior beckoned from the side aisle of the chapel. Immanuela followed into the sacristy. The air there always smelled faintly of incense and wet stone, the two scents somehow married and inseparable. The light through the small stained-glass window cut the dust into coloured panes - blue, amber, a shard of red across the floor.

	“You have spoken with Theresa, with Felicity,” the Mother Superior said. “And Pauline found it convenient to inform you of her scruples.”

	“She is practical,” Immanuela said carefully.

	“Practicality is good for floors and firewood,” the Mother Superior said. Her voice rasped, each word clipped short to conserve breath. “It can strangle the spirit if given its way in all things.” She closed her eyes for a heartbeat, thumb pressing again at her temple, then reopened them. “They are anxious. Fear is a seed. Doubt its root.”

	“Or fear is a warning and doubt its wisdom,” Immanuela said before she could stop herself. The words surprised her with their shape.

	The Mother Superior’s gaze sharpened. For a breath, silence stretched taut. Then she said, evenly, “You must be my instrument, not my obstacle.” Her hand rose and fell, a tremor drawing a short arc in the air. “After Vespers you will lead a brief catechetical reflection. Remind them of angels. The goodness of their creation. The folly of superstition. I have a reference.”

	She drew from her sleeve a small slip of paper with a shaky hand and passed it over. Baltimore Catechism:

	Q. 26–27: Who are the Angels? Why did God create the Angels?

	“I’ll do it,” Immanuela said.

	The Mother Superior’s face softened by a fraction. “Good. Truth is a salve and a scalpel.” She turned away, then added without looking back, “If you hear anything you cannot name - any sound you cannot place - do not be clever. Come to me.”

	That evening, the sisters gathered for Vespers. Shadows stretched along the aisles like spilled ink. The candles atop the altar stuttered and steadied. The chant was steady but subdued, as if the whole house stepped a little softer on the edge of something. After the final psalm, the Mother Superior stood, then stepped aside and left the space at the lectern empty for a breath too long.

	Immanuela felt all the eyes before she saw them. She stepped forward. Her mouth had gone dry. She unfolded the slip and kept her gaze a fraction above the words, so that she could see the sisters’ faces in the periphery. “Sisters,” she said, voice carrying more than she expected, “Reverend Mother has asked me to remind us of what we have always known.”

	“Q: Who are the Angels?”

	“A: Created spirits, without bodies, having understanding and free will.”

	The old cadence steadied her. She heard Felicity whisper the words along with her, a half-beat behind, as if learning to walk beside a river instead of in it.

	“Q: Why did God create the Angels?”

	“A: To show forth His goodness and to share with them His everlasting happiness.”

	She lifted her head. “We need not fear what we cannot see when what we see is set on God,” she said. “The corridors are old. They carry the footsteps of those who came before. Let us add to that traffic with prayer.”

	A murmur of Amens, thin and sincere. Pauline’s expression was unreadable; Theresa’s eyes were too bright; Clarisse’s cough was mercifully quiet. In the corner of her sight, the Mother Superior’s face held stillness like a held breath.

	When the sisters filed out, Felicity brushed past with a grateful glance; Theresa touched two fingers to her lips as if sealing a secret she had not told. Pauline lingered a half-beat longer than the others, then left, her steps measured.

	Immanuela stayed. The chapel grew quieter with each departing footfall, the way a pond resumes its surface after a stone. She pinched the slip of paper between finger and thumb and stared at the crucifix. If it was crooked, it was minutely so. She had no business with nails and wedges. She breathed and waited for her breath to feel like hers again.

	Behind her, cloth whispered. The Mother Superior approached without a sound of foot on stone.

	“Well done,” she said.

	“Thank you,” Immanuela replied, not trusting herself to say more.

	“Will you choose another for Compline tomorrow?” The Mother Superior’s voice was low, and there was an odd tension in it - a string tuned a half-turn too tight. “On obedience.”

	“On obedience,” Immanuela repeated, and something in her stomach sank as if a step had not been there where she expected it. “Yes.”

	“Good.” The Mother Superior’s hand brushed the back of the pew. Her fingers had a tremor she could not quite contain. “We must be clear. Fear is sly. Clarity must be slyer.”

	That night, sleep frayed around the edges of Immanuela’s thoughts like a cloth rubbed thin. When it came, it did not come alone. She dreamt of the chapel, empty and not empty, the crucifix casting a long, slant shadow like the gnomon on a sundial set to a different sun. She stood beneath it. The floor was a map she had never been taught to read, its stones not fully attached to the earth. She knelt and pressed her palm to a seam no wider than a fingernail. She felt, with dream-certainty, a draft that moved not across but up, as if breath rose from beneath.

	She woke at the toll for Matins, the second bell not where it should have fallen in the pattern - Thirteen, she thought wildly, and then corrected herself: no, twelve. She sat up too quickly, and the room rocked once and righted. Her heart knocked at her ribs as if asking to be let out.

	By morning, a ragged cloudbank had settled on the hill. The rain it promised came in a fine, persistent mist that turned the cloister walk slick. After breakfast, as the sisters broke toward their work, a small thing happened that settled into her mind like a seed.

	Sister Clarisse, crossing the corridor, dropped her rosary. It fell in a soft clatter of wood beads against stone, then slid as if drawn a hand’s breadth toward the sacristy door, against the slight tilt of the floor. It was nothing - floors are not perfectly even in old houses. Clarisse murmured an apology to no one and bent to retrieve it. Still, the movement left a faint streak in Immanuela’s thoughts like a finger drawn along condensation.

	The day wore on. The Mother Superior did not summon her; or if she did, the summons did not reach. The papers on the desk remained unaccounted for; the battered book sat like a sleeping animal. In the early afternoon, the mail came - two circulars from a religious goods supplier, a thin letter in a pale envelope with the diocesan seal. Pauline laid the letter on the small table by the front hall and did not move it. It seemed to weigh more than paper.

	“Will you bring it to her?” Pauline asked.

	“Yes,” Immanuela said, and took the envelope. The seal stared like an eye. She knocked on the study door. No answer. She knocked again. “Reverend Mother?” Silence. She left the letter on the desk beside the embroidery hoop, resisted the urge to read the addressee’s looping hand, and left.

	By late afternoon, the sky had abandoned all pretence of light. The lamps went up early, and the house shrank inward to its own glow. On her way to the refectory, passing the library, Immanuela saw a figure in the doorway - a bent shape, still, as if examining a title. She opened her mouth to greet and found no one there when she reached the threshold. The corridor’s air held a breath of coolness as if someone had just left. She smiled at herself for seeing what was not.

	In the refectory, the sisters ate soup so thin it might have been the idea of soup thinking of itself. The talk, such as it was, skirted the shape of the thing that had no name. Pauline asked Clarisse whether the honey helped. Clarisse said it did. Felicity asked whether they might polish the brass tomorrow. Pauline said yes. The absence at the head of the table ate at the edges of every word.

	After Lauds the next morning, the Mother Superior called for Immanuela in the chapel aisle with a slight tilt of her head. Her voice, when she spoke, was lower, as if it had dropped into a well and was speaking back up.

	“You will read tonight,” she said. “Not from Baltimore. From a different source.” She reached into the inner pocket of her habit and drew out a strip of paper. The writing on it was in her hand, but irregular, as if the letters pulled away from themselves.

	“Q: What is our duty to God?”

	“A: We must believe in Him, trust in Him, and obey His commandments, that we may attain eternal life.”

	Beneath, a second line, the pen-strokes heavier:

	“Q: What shall be the fate of those who neglect obedience?”

	“A: They forsake the narrow path of truth and shall wander in darkness, unguarded by angels, until they repent or perish.”

	“Read these,” she said. “Plainly.”

	“This is not - ” Immanuela began. The word Baltimore hung unsaid.

	“The doctrine is true,” the Mother Superior said. “The phrasing is mine. Sometimes we must say the implied as if it were explicit.”

	“It will frighten them,” Immanuela said, and could not tell whether she meant the sisters or herself.

	“Better frightened than lax,” the Mother Superior replied. The light from the candles cut a thin gleam across the plane of her cheekbone. “Do as I ask.”

	“I will,” Immanuela said, because the shape of obedience still fit her tongue.

	That night, after Compline, the chapel’s air gathered like a cloak around their shoulders. The candles’ flames leaned, then corrected, then leaned again, as if a draft argued with itself along the aisle. Immanuela stood at the lectern and felt the sisters’ attention lay its small, warm weight against her face.

	She read the first question. The old answer fit the wood of the pews, the grain, the stone. When she read the second, the words fell with a different specific gravity.

	“Unguarded by angels,” she said, and the phrase seemed to scuff the air. Felicity went very still; Theresa bowed her head as if to take some impact squarely on the crown; Pauline’s mouth drew a fraction tighter. The Mother Superior stood half in shadow, eyes not leaving Immanuela’s face.

	“Let us remember,” Immanuela said, throat dry, “obedience is a shield against evil.”

	Amens answered that belonged to the house they had lived in and to another house she did not yet have a map for.

	After, the sisters drifted out, thinner lines than usual drawn around their mouths. Felicity touched the lectern with a forefinger as she passed, as if to bless it or be blessed by it. Theresa met Immanuela’s eyes and whispered, “We never said it quite like that before,” and did not wait for an answer.

	When the chapel had emptied, the Mother Superior approached. “You did well,” she said.

	“The phrasing - ” Immanuela began.

	“Necessary,” the older woman said, as if closing a cupboard door. “There are dangers you do not see yet. You will. Be patient.”

	She moved away then, her steps so soft that Immanuela found herself listening for the absence of sound to know where she had gotten to. When the door closed, a quiet like a lowered hand settled over the pews.

	In her cell, later, the wind pressed its palm against the iron-framed glass and left gritty damp. Immanuela lay on her narrow bed and looked at the seam between ceiling and wall. The seam looked like a line that did not belong in the geometry of the room, as if the corner had been sketched in afterward by a different hand. She was not a woman given to such fancies. She blamed the thin soup.

	When sleep took her, it dragged in its net the corridor again, and the chapel, and the not-quite-rightness of the floor. This time, in the dream, she counted the steps from the chapel door to the sacristy: twenty-three to the elbow, seven to the turn, three to the narrow door set flush into the wall where there should have been only stone. She touched it. The wood was colder than the stone around it. A name lifted in her like a sparrow deriving shape from air: Noliel. She woke with her hand reaching for a latch that did not exist in the waking wall, her palm cold as if the dream had left its weather behind.

	At Matins, the bell tolled twelve. She counted them without deciding to. The twelfth fell, and then - perhaps the sound had rebounded from the far hills, perhaps the wind had knocked something metal in the courtyard - there was a thirteenth, softer, like a thought of a bell rather than a bell itself. She glanced at Pauline. Pauline’s expression flickered - heard, not heard - and resettled.

	The next morning, just after Prime, the Mother Superior asked for her again. The light in the study was different at that hour, angled low through the window, a flat gold that made the dust visible like breath in winter air. The battered book lay open this time. Its pages were lined with cramped Latin letters. Marginal notes ran in a different hand, ink faded to the colour of old bruises. Immanuela caught a word as if by accident: Vigilantibus. For the watchful. Another: Magistri. Teachers. A third, half obliterated by a water stain: Azaz - , the remainder drowned in brown.

	“This is an old commentary,” the Mother Superior said, and her voice had softened, not with kindness but with the reverence of someone touching a relic. “On Enoch. Put aside by men who believed that forgetting is the same as safety. It is not.”

	“Enoch is not canon,” Immanuela said, because the catechism still lived in her mouth, and the catechism was not ashamed.

	“Not here,” the Mother Superior agreed, and touched the left-hand page with the back of a finger, as if not to risk her skin on the ink. “Canon has its own history and its own wounds. There is wisdom in what is left out, sometimes.” She looked up, not quite at Immanuela, not quite over her. “Fear is not the same as discernment.”

	Immanuela thought of the novice mistress’s note tucked between the catechism’s pages in the library. Discernment is charity to truth. “No,” she said. “It is not.”

	“I will not ask you to read it yet,” the Mother Superior said, as if she had not asked already, and closed the book with a motion almost tender. “But I will ask you to hold one thing in your mind: knowledge was given to men by watchers once. Not all gifts come with warranty stamps. Some come with responsibility only. Do you understand me?”

	“I understand that you believe this,” Immanuela said, and flinched at how close that came to disobedience in the mouth of a woman set to assist.

	“It will be enough, for now,” the Mother Superior replied. “After Vespers, we will pray a little differently.”

	“A little,” Immanuela said, and the word fell like a bead on a string already taut with the weight of others.

	The day drew itself out like thread from a spindle: even, even, then a snag. A letter from the diocese sat unopened on the study table. Pauline moved around it as if it were a glass cloche she mustn’t bump. Clarisse slept after dinner, blessedly without coughing. Felicity came to the library and stood before the shelf where the catechism sat and did not take it down. Theresa stood alone a long time in the cloister with her eyes closed, face lifted like a plant seeking light.

	At Vespers, when the last psalm thinned, the Mother Superior did not move to dismiss. She stepped forward. Her pallor was worse. Her eyes shone in a way that reminded Immanuela of fever. “We have learned much from our catechism,” she said, each word picked up and set down with care. “Tonight, a deeper question.”

	She beckoned, and Immanuela, before she understood what she was doing, rose and went to the small bulletin board near the side altar. A square of paper had been pinned there, the pin angled a fraction to one side, as if the hand that had set it had not obeyed its owner fully. The handwriting was the Mother Superior’s, but altered - firmer, and then not, as if two forces had taken turns.

	“Q: What is the truth of Heaven and Earth?”

	“A: God’s watchers saw us… and we were changed.”

	Silence opened like a well in the chapel. Immanuela felt all the waiting in it, like a hand between her shoulders pressing slightly forward. She read, and the words tasted of iron, and the taste lingered.

	The sisters’ faces were very still. Theresa’s expression was something like serenity worn thin enough to show the cloth beneath. Felicity’s lips moved again, not in prayer but as if tasting the answer too. Pauline did not look at anyone. She looked at the crucifix, and her jaw worked once.

	When the dismissal finally came, it was simple and clean, like a lintel stone set into place. The line of nuns slipped out into the corridor’s hush. Immanuela remained. The Mother Superior approached and laid a cold hand on her wrist.

	“This is only the beginning,” she said.

	“Of what,” Immanuela asked. The question sounded like a child’s.

	“Of remembering,” the Mother Superior said, and coughed until she had to hold the desk with her free hand to keep her balance. “You are ready, child. More than you know.”

	Noliel, whispered a voice that might have been a memory or a draft warming as it moved along a seam in stone. The syllables struck the inside of her skull and rang there once, softly.

	Later, in her cell, Immanuela watched the lamplight slip along the plaster and thought of the novice mistress’s note: If she dreams names, have her write them down without fear. She found a scrap and a stub of pencil and wrote a single word: Noliel. The lines of the letters wavered slightly where her hand trembled. She looked at it until the word lost shape and became only marks. Then she blew the lamp out and lay in the dark and listened, and between the wind and the house settling and her own blood in her ears, she thought she heard - just once - the faintest dry shift of dust from far below, as if something had breathed and found no need to breathe again yet.

	The house slept on its old foundations. The old foundations did what old foundations do: remembered.
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	Q: What is mortal sin?

	A: Mortal sin is a grievous offense against the law of God.

	 

	Q: What is the effect of mortal sin?

	A: Mortal sin deprives us of sanctifying grace, the friendship of God, and makes us the children of wrath and slaves of Satan.
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Chapter 3

	A damp chill clung to the convent walls that morning, the grey clouds overhead pressing low against the slate roofs. Sister Immanuela walked briskly toward the chapel, hands folded in front of her habit, trying to quiet the echoes of a night that had not rested. Her dreams had ended in the same half-remembered glimpse: tall, pale outlines moving behind a scrim of rain, their shapes more sensed than seen, a pull in the pit of her stomach as if gravity had learned a new direction.

	At the chapel door, the heavy wood sighed on its hinges. Candlelight held warm in the nave, yet the sanctuary felt… off. She paused halfway up the aisle. The tall stone crucifix above the altar seemed a fraction more tilted than yesterday. It could have been the damp, the swelling of old wood, the play of light on stone not laid true when the abbey was young. It could have been.

	She slipped into a pew behind Sister Clarisse. The older woman stifled a cough into a handkerchief, eyes closed in prayer. Clarisse glanced back; their gaze met, and the smallest hopeful smile travelled across Clarisse’s tired face and died at the corners. Immanuela followed it with her own, steadier one, then lifted her eyes to the crucifix again and felt the prickle creep along her nape. Askew faith, she thought, and immediately scolded herself for the thought’s cleverness.

	Lauds passed with the familiar cadences, but the chant seemed to sit lower in the air, as if sung into a room hung with wet linen. When the final note dissolved, Sister Pauline leaned toward the aisle to let the others pass. Immanuela caught her sleeve with a touch. “Did you try again?” she whispered, tilting her head toward the cross.

	Pauline’s mouth thinned. “Old nails have their minds,” she said. “And the wall takes orders from no one.”

	“Your hand?” Immanuela glanced down. Pauline’s palm showed the faint brown trace of yesterday’s cut, a clean line, already closing. Pauline drew it back into her sleeve.

	“Nothing,” she said. “Heat the dormitory a little before Compline.”

	“I asked already,” Immanuela replied. “Thank you.”

	They separated into the corridor. The day shook itself into motion: clatter, steam, the soft thunder of water loosed from a pump into a basin. The sky threatened worse weather as if it had tired of promising without delivering.

	By mid-morning, the Mother Superior sent for her. The summons was a single rapped knuckle on the study door as she passed, the Abbess’s voice from inside: “Sister.” The word fell like a pin tapped on glass.

	Inside, a single lamp threw disciplined light. The battered book lay open now, its spine surrendered to someone’s haste years ago. The pages were close-set black letters in Latin of a clean, narrow hand. Marginalia in a different ink crowded the edges: translations, cross-references, arguments with the text that were themselves another text.

	Immanuela felt a small thrill that was not curiosity and not fear but more like recognition, as if coming upon a path worn faintly into full grass.

	“Reverend Mother,” she began, “shall I - ”

	“Sit,” the Mother Superior said. Her voice packed more in fewer syllables each day. She pushed the book a fraction away from her, toward the desk’s centre, not quite offering it but not quite guarding it either. “This is an Enoch commentary. Fragments sewn to fragments, preserved where they had no business surviving, then carried across small seas of bad weather.” The faintest edges of a smile touched her pale mouth and were gone. “The Church set such things aside for good reasons and for poor ones. We may be the last house that remembers both.”

	“The catechism teaches - ” Immanuela began, and stopped. The catechism taught many things; it did not teach her what to say now.

	“That angels fell,” the Mother Superior finished. “Yes. Some did. The text is a warning, and a wound dressed too tight is also a warning. We are not children. We can read without touching the fire and calling it good.”

	She turned the book with careful, flat-palmed hands and laid it before Immanuela. “Read a passage.”

	The Latin was close enough to the classroom and far enough from the pew to wake muscles she had not used in years. She traced the first line with a finger that did not touch the page.

	‘Et viderunt vigiles filias hominum quod pulchrae essent, et acceperunt sibi uxores…’

	“And the watchers beheld the daughters of men that they were fair, and took to themselves wives…”

	She read on, breath finding rhythm, the language unfolding its bristles to let her pass. ‘Et docuerunt eos secretum ferri - ’ and they taught them the secret of iron - ‘et incantationem - ’ and enchantment - ‘et ornatu oculorum - ’ and the beautifying of the eyes. The litany of knowledge went on, practical and disquieting: metal and root, star and hour, remedies and ruins. The script’s neatness persuaded even as the content urged wariness. For a moment, she thought wildly of Pauline’s clean ledger columns, of soap and scalding water, of knowledge that serves and knowledge that alters.

	She reached a line suffused through with a different, smaller hand’s gloss. It had a slant to it, the angle of a person writing from a bad chair or with poor light: Vigilantibus docuerunt - They taught those who watch. Beside that, in Latin cramped small and needful, a note: Non tantum periculum - non tantum - Not only danger - not only -

	She lifted her eyes. The Mother Superior watched her with the attentiveness of a person listening to the inside of a wall.

	“It is frightening,” Immanuela said finally, and heard the trueness of the word. “And persuasive. That is what frightens me the most.”

	“Good,” the Mother Superior said. “You are at least not dull.” She closed the book with a tenderness that made the word feel like reverence or like pity. “You see the blade. Now see the handle.”

	“How did you come by it?” Immanuela asked. She could not help herself.

	“In our archive where the list says it is not,” the Mother Superior replied. “I am not sure whether to bless or curse the hand that mislabelled it two superiors ago. It mislabels many things.” A sliver of wryness cut through her tone, and then was gone. “I will not require you to copy it yet. But I will ask you to keep your mind open where your reflex would be to close it. Reflexes are for falling, not for thinking.”

	“Of course,” Immanuela said. Reflex. Falling. The words made an uneasy pair in her ear.

	That evening at Vespers, the air was thick with the small heat of many bodies and a larger cold that no lamp could reconcile. The chant gathered and let go, gathered and let go. After the final psalm thinned to silence, the Mother Superior gestured; Immanuela stepped forward to the lectern as if answering to her own name.

	“Sisters,” she said, or meant to; the word came out thinner, carrying only as far as it needed to. “A brief reflection,” she said. Her hands did not tremble until she set the slip of paper on the wood.

	“Q: What is our duty to God?

	A: We must believe in Him, trust in Him, and obey His commandments, that we may attain eternal life.”

	The old words fit the room like furniture that had stood there for a century: worn, good, patient.

	She read the next lines.

	“Q: What shall be the fate of those who neglect obedience?

	A: They forsake the narrow path of truth and shall wander in darkness, unguarded by angels, until they repent or perish.”

	The sentence landed with a thud that might have been inside her ribcage or outside among the pews. Unguarded by angels. The phrase tugged at the day’s edges. Felicity’s lips formed it silently, as if to try it on. Theresa’s shoulders stilled. Pauline’s gaze did not leave the crucifix; her mouth flattened a fraction more. The Mother Superior’s profile was carved and still.

	“Let us remember that obedience is a shield against evil,” Immanuela said when her mouth could find the words, and the amens came, and some of them were sincere, and some were frightened, and some did not know the difference.

	After, in the aisle, Theresa touched Immanuela’s sleeve. “We never said it that way,” she whispered, as if reporting weather. “But perhaps it’s what we always meant.”

	“Perhaps,” Immanuela said. The word was a bridge built partway across a river.

	That night, the wind hunted around the corners of the old house like a creature nosing for a gap. Sleep came with strings attached. The chapel again. The crucifix in its small defiance of gravity. The floor stones under her soles as she walked counted themselves, helpful as the rungs of a ladder. Twenty-three from door to elbow, seven to the turn, then three - and where a plain wall should lie solid, her dream-hand found the narrow promise of a door that was flush with stone and colder than the stone around it. She put her dream-ear to it and heard - not words, not breath - but a shape of sound, like a syllable without its vowels. She woke with her hand curled against the wall beside her bed, her palm cold as if she had pressed it to winter iron.

	At Matins, the bell tolled its gathered midnight. She counted without permission. Eleven, twelve - then, very softly, a thirteenth. It could have been the echo from the courtyard, a peal rebounding from wet stone. Pauline’s head tilted a hair; she stilled it back, as if scolding it.

	After Prime, Pauline intercepted Immanuela near the laundry. “I straightened the ledger,” she said, too brisk to be casual. “The crucifix will not be touched today. The wall resents it.”

	“The wall resents soap some days,” Immanuela said, smiling despite herself.

	“And some days soap is the only thing that loves us,” Pauline returned, deadpan. She hesitated. “Mother called for me last night. She wanted to know if I heard - her word - ‘shifts’ in the house. I said the house shifts the way old trees do. She said that was not what she meant.”

	“What did she mean?” Immanuela asked.

	“She did not say,” Pauline replied. “She told me to be vigilant. I decided to count as obedience my refusal to make vigilance my only meal.”

	“Vigilance goes poorly with soup,” Immanuela said. Pauline’s mouth made a shape that might have been agreement.

	By midday, a fine rain had set itself to persistence. The refectory felt like a ship’s galley: small, bright in its own way, the rest of the world a grey thought beyond the windows. The Mother Superior did not come to table. A plate was set aside and not claimed. Sister Clarisse ate slowly, eyes on her spoon. Felicity scarcely tasted her bread. Theresa smoothed the cloth beside her bowl with the blunted attention of someone who needed the movement to think. Pauline asked Clara - the lay sister who baked - to cut tomorrow’s ration thinner so the flour would last the week. Clara nodded without comment and went to add a note to the slate in the pantry.

	After the meal, the mail. Pauline carried in three circulars and one letter with the diocesan seal, the same thin pale envelope yesterday had delivered and left unanswered. She set it on the Mother Superior’s desk with the respect due to both the sender and the absence of reply. “Shall I…?” she began.

	“I’ll bring it,” Immanuela said. She did not add: She will not read it. She knocked and entered without waiting for the answer that did not come. The study smelled faintly of lamp oil, wool, a ghost of incense caught in the wood the way a childhood scent catches in a scarf. She placed the envelope beside the book. The seal’s red wax made a small round insistence.

	On the desk lay a single sheet of paper in the Mother Superior’s hand. A stanza, or the draft of one:

	O Lightless One,

	who watched as Heaven turned its face - 

	She did not read further. The lines refused to be not read. Her eye snatched up another phrase against her will: teach us the catechism that came before. She turned her face away as if from a bright thing and left.

	That afternoon, Immanuela found herself back in the library with her dust cloth and her restless attention. The catechism volume had drawn to it a small halo of small slips: notes from novice mistresses past, a receipt for two loaves from a winter thirty years ago, a page from a missal too worn to mend. She resisted the urge to reorder them into something like a file. The scrap with Noliel written in ghost-ink lay where she had left it, safer there than in a pocket, safer in view than hidden. She slid another volume aside. A narrow ledger leaf, brittle as a leaf on a November tree, fell into her hand. The header read: Sick List, 19 - . Below, a name she did not know: Sister M. Aurelia: fever; dreams. A note in a different hand, angled and quick: “Spoke a name in sleep. Nol - . Mother forbade repetition.” Someone had drawn a firm line through the note as if to scratch it out of history; ink had bled and left the words more legible for the attempt.

	She replaced the leaf where it had slipped and let the shelf hide it again. She stood a long time and looked at nothing.

	As evening leaked into the corridors, the Mother Superior beckoned her into the sacristy. The small space held its usual union of scents, incense married to wet stone, the marriage so old it could not be traced to its ceremony. The stained-glass window cut narrow colours like strips of flag left in rain. The Mother Superior’s voice was an edge dulled by use.

	“You have spoken with Theresa. With Felicity. With Pauline. You have read the commentary.” It was not a question.

	“I have,” Immanuela said.

	“What do you see?”

	“Anxiety,” she said. “And care. And - ” She stopped. “And something like listening in the corridors.”

	The Mother Superior’s eyes glinted. “Listening is catching.”

	“Fear is catching,” Immanuela said, and then, because obedience did not forbid charity: “So is calm.”

	“Calm is a surface,” the Mother Superior replied. “Under it, anything can swim.” She lifted a hand; the tremor was more visible now, the fingers drawing a small circle as if remembering how to write. “We will tell them again tonight what the catechism says and what the catechism implies.”

	“Reverend Mother - ” The title tried to carry the weight of her concern and failed. “Your strength - ”

	“My strength,” the Mother Superior said, with a short breath that might have been laughter in a healthier throat, “does not concern you.” Then, less sharp: “I asked you to be my voice when mine will not carry. If you love me, obey me.”

	The sentence worked some lever inside Immanuela; love and obedience had been trained to move together in her. “Yes,” she said. The word tasted like iron.

	That night after Compline, the chapel gathered itself around the sisters’ bodies like a cloak laid on a group of children ready to be carried from one room to another. The lamps threw light that made more of the dark, not less. The candles trembled in their cups though no door moved.

	Immanuela read the familiar and the newly phrased. Fear is sly; clarity must be slyer. She felt the sentence in her throat. When they finished, the sisters were slower to rise. Pauline touched the pew back as if testing whether wood could be relied upon, then let her hand fall. Felicity’s eyes shone in a way that looked like fever and might have been devotion. Theresa smiled at no one as she left, the way a person smiles when a pain has stopped for an hour.

	After the others went, the Mother Superior approached. Up close, she looked like a person wearing her own bones from the wrong side - edges where there had been planes. “You have done what I asked,” she said. “You will do more.”

	“What more?” Immanuela asked. The question felt small in her mouth.

	“Come to me after Prime,” the Mother Superior replied. “Bring a lamp.” She released the pew and steadied herself on the wall. “There is something I can no longer carry without you.”

	In her cell, the lamplight trembled on the plaster. Immanuela took out the scrap of paper and the stub of pencil and wrote again the name she had written last night: Noliel. The letters seemed to move as she looked at them, a trick of tired eyes or the way flame lives. She set the paper under her pillow as if it could warm there and could not, and lay down and listened.

	She did not know whether she dreamed or only remembered a dream from some other time. A corridor sloping down. Damp that tasted in the mouth like pennies. The narrow door flush with stone. Her hand on iron. Steps. The counting that had taught itself to her counted and counted and ran out of numbers and kept going with the human equivalent: one more, one more.

	She woke at the seam between bells. The house breathed. The old foundation remembered in the way stone remembers: without words.

	In the morning, the chapel held a heavier cold, as if it had absorbed the weather and decided not to give it back. Clarisse’s cough did not sound; either the honey had done its patient work or she did not want to be heard. Pauline’s lips moved around words that might have been the Salve Regina, the old comfort; the melody died in her mouth as if she had met someone around a corner and stepped aside.

	After Prime, lamp in hand, Immanuela stood at the Mother Superior’s study door. The Abbess opened it before she could knock, pale hand already closing on the lamp’s handle with a possessiveness that was almost relief. “Come,” she said. “There is a passage.”

	They moved through a corridor that did not welcome feet at that hour. The lamps along the walls still burned, their light sliding along whitewash and catching at the unevenness. They turned down a lesser-used hall where even the air differented itself, a quality like breath held. At the end of it, a stout wooden door sat half behind a Console table that no one had noticed as a console before because it had always been a table and had always held a vase that had always held winter boughs. The vase had been moved aside. The table nudged. The door looked back at them, its wood the colour of sleep.
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