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      Rome was supposed to be peaceful.

      After the ear-splitting spectacle of the Lutheran Hymn Slam in Norway, after the claustrophobic and deeply sincere chaos of the MegaDome Hug Offensive, after the spiritual vertigo of nearly being overwritten by a sermon-activated loaf of bread, Sister Mary Mercy was more than ready for quiet.

      Not the literal silence. That she carried within her, a well-worn mantle as familiar as the wool of her cloak.

      No, what she craved was peaceful quiet: the simple, mundane stillness where people did not weep at her feet, did not attempt to envelop her in suffocating embraces, did not see her very existence as a wound to be pried open and turned into a mass confession event.

      And so, when Mercy finally stepped back into the familiar, sun-drenched courtyard of the Sisters of Perpetual Enforcement, the late afternoon sun stretching the shadows of the cloisters into long, cool fingers, she paused. She took a deep, centering breath of air that smelled of ancient stone, of incense long since burned away, of home. It was a perfect, fleeting moment of calm.

      Agnes, naturally, shattered it immediately.

      “EVERYBODY GET DOWN!” she roared, a human cannonball launching herself behind a decorative, and significantly battle-damaged, statue of Saint Sebastian. The saint was already missing two of his iconic arrows, casualties of what the convent’s incident log euphemistically termed “previous atmospheric disturbances.”

      Mercy did not flinch. She had long since calibrated her startle response to threats far more esoteric than her second-in-command’s dramatic proclamations.

      Lily and Brother O’Malley, however, flinched enough for the entire Holy See. Their twin gasps were still hanging in the air when something cut through the space above Mercy’s head — a sharp, metallic whistle, the sound of bureaucracy given flight.

      THWUNK.

      A standard-issue, steel-reinforced administrative clipboard slammed into the courtyard’s worn flagstones and embedded itself two inches deep, vibrating with officious menace.

      Lily screamed, a high, pure note of alarm. Brother O’Malley’s scream was a full octave lower and twice as loud. Dismas, their perpetually overwhelmed lay brother, took one look at the quivering clipboard and fainted so profoundly his body bounced once upon impact.

      Mercy simply closed her eyes for a beat, then exhaled a sigh that carried the weight of a thousand unsaid things.

      They were home.

      From the deep, cool shadow of the cloister archway, a voice sliced through the ensuing panic. It was crisp, cool, and carried the absolute certainty of a decimal point.

      “Unscheduled relic handling violation confirmed,” the voice announced, each word perfectly enunciated. “Emotional preparedness deficiency… likely. Please gather for assessment.”

      Agnes peeked over the shattered remains of Saint Sebastian’s marble toes, her face a mask of horrified recognition. “Oh no,” she whispered, the words dripping with dread. “No. No no no. WHY IS SHE HERE?”

      Because striding toward them across the courtyard, moving with the inexorable, grim grace of a judgment carved from granite, was their worst administrative nightmare made flesh:

      High Auditor Prudence Severe.

      Inquisitor-Legalist of the Intra-Order Compliance Inquisitors. Arch-Enemy of fun. Destroyer of vibes. Her robes were not grey, nor beige, but the precise, joyless color of unbuttered toast left to cool. Her sensible, low-heeled shoes clicked against the stone in a rhythm as regular and soulless as a metronome programmed by a particularly fastidious accountant. Her face, all sharp angles and pursed lips, held an expression so severe it could have cut marble into perfectly identical, regulation-sized cubes.

      Behind her, in terrifyingly precise formation, marched three dozen junior auditors. Each was a perfect echo of their superior, each clutching a clipboard identical to the one now serving as a courtyard feature. Their synchronized footsteps were the drumbeat of impending doom.

      Prudence Severe stopped directly in front of Mercy, close enough for Mercy to see the flawless part in her iron-grey hair. She regarded the silent sister with the detached curiosity of a scientist examining an irregular specimen. And then she frowned. It was a small movement, but it carried the force of a papal decree.

      “Your vow of silence,” Prudence stated, dispensing with greetings as an inefficient use of time. “It continues.”

      Mercy met her gaze, allowing a single, dry flicker of expression to cross her own face — a look that, to anyone who knew her, translated roughly to: Your powers of observation are, as ever, staggering. No thanks to you.

      Prudence’s eyes narrowed a fraction. With a slow, deliberate motion that screamed of disapproval, she made a note on her own clipboard. The scratch of the pen was obscenely loud in the quiet.

      Agnes, having recovered her fighting spirit, shoved herself out from behind the statue and stepped into the space between Mercy and the auditor. “Alright, lady,” she growled, planting her feet. “Explain the attack-by-office-supplies before I put you six inches into the ground.”

      One of the junior auditors, a young man with the pallor of someone who spent more time with filing cabinets than sunlight, raised a trembling hand. “Technically, ma’am, clipboards are an approved non-lethal compliance enforcement tool under subsection 14-C of the —”

      Agnes merely took one heavy, threatening step forward. The junior auditor’s words died in his throat, and he scurried to hide behind Prudence as if she were a bulletproof wall of triplicate forms.

      Prudence did not acknowledge his retreat. Her gaze swept across the courtyard like a searchlight. “Your convent,” she announced, turning a slow, accusatory circle, “exhibits thirty-four outstanding violations of ecclesiastical policy.”

      Her laser-point attention flicked over each piece of evidence: the network of cracks in the ancient tiles from the “Incident of the Over-Enthusiastic Exorcism,” the faint scorch marks on the west wall from the “Unguarded Theological Debate,” the broken gargoyle on the eaves missing its wings (a loss attributed only to “Atmospheric Grief”), and finally, the non-compliant goat standing triumphantly upon the central fountain’s rim, spitting a thin arc of holy water sideways across the cobbles.

      The goat fixed Prudence with a beady eye and bleated. It was a profoundly smug sound.

      Prudence made another note.

      Mercy, sensing the tension coiling in Agnes like a spring, reached out and gently nudged her elbow.

      Don’t.

      Agnes huffed, a sound of steam being forcibly vented. “Fine,” she spat, crossing her arms. “Say what you came to say and get out.”

      Prudence Severe clasped her hands behind her back, adopting the stance of a lecturer addressing particularly dim students. “The Vatican has determined that the Sisters of Perpetual Enforcement require a comprehensive doctrinal, operational, and behavioral audit. Effective immediately, all your field operations, spiritual interventions, and unsanctioned shenanigans are suspended.”

      Brother O’Malley let out a shriek that startled a pigeon from the roof. “Suspended?! We just got BACK!”

      Dismas, stirring from his faint on the stones, groaned softly in agreement.

      Lily wrung her hands, her voice a plea. “But — we’ve saved the world! Three times!”

      “Four,” O’Malley corrected miserably. “The goat counts.”

      Prudence Severe did not blink. “Audit parameters require complete and unconditional cooperation. All relics, sacred weapons, unofficial correspondence, spare habits, incense batches, caffeinated beverages, and personal secrets of a potentially theologically compromising nature must be surrendered for examination.”

      Agnes: “ABSOLUTELY NOT.”

      Lily: “I… I can surrender my beverages, I suppose…”

      O’Malley: “MY SECRETS ARE PRIVATE AND MOSTLY ABOUT BAKING!”

      Dismas, weakly: “Do… do intense emotions count as unofficial correspondence?”

      The goat bleated a definitive and rebellious “NO.”

      Prudence Severe raised a single, terrifying eyebrow. The courtyard temperature seemed to drop several degrees. “All members of your… unit… will submit to individual, recorded interview. Without exception.”

      Agnes shifted, placing herself more squarely in front of Mercy. “Not happening. Nobody’s interrogating Mercy. End of story.”

      This time, Prudence turned her full, glacial stare directly onto Sister Mary Mercy. It was a look meant to inventory a soul. “You, Sister Mary Mercy, are a theological anomaly. Your vow is undocumented in any approved schema. Your purported abilities lack any coherent explanatory footnote. Your psychological state is —”

      Mercy stepped forward.

      It was not a large movement. She did not raise a hand or make a sound. But the sheer, focused presence of her, the weight of her profound and chosen silence, hit the space between them like a pressure wave. Prudence Severe froze, her sentence dying on her lips.

      Mercy tilted her head, just slightly. Her expression was unreadable, a calm lake surface giving nothing away. But the silence around her changed — it became denser, heavier, a tangible thing that seemed to absorb the very click of the auditors’ pens.

      Prudence’s own pen clicked once, a nervous, reflexive gesture. She adjusted her stance, a minute shift of weight from one sensible shoe to the other. “…under review,” she finished, her voice a fraction tighter than before.

      Agnes cracked her knuckles, the sound like breaking twigs in the sudden hush. “You wanna repeat that last part? I don’t think I heard you.”

      Prudence ignored her completely, a masterclass in dismissive bureaucracy. She gestured to her squad with a single, sharp chop of her hand. “Commence Phase One. Inventory everything. Everything.”

      The auditors erupted into motion. They swarmed the courtyard not like soldiers, but like a colony of highly educated, spiritually weaponized ants. Clipboards were raised like shields against chaos. Pens scribbled furiously, cataloguing the uncataloguable. Measuring tapes flicked out with a zing to evaluate the non-compliance of arches and alcoves.

      One auditor, armed with a small camera, began taking meticulously framed photographs of the defiant goat from multiple angles. Another approached Lily with a clipboard and a sympathetic, yet deeply invasive, smile, poised to evaluate her “emotional posture.” A third, bold or foolish, tapped the frame of Agnes’s personalized, heavily dented folding chair with a small tuning fork. He listened to the resulting hum for a half-second, his eyes went wide, and he promptly fainted, overcome by whatever strange and violent resonance the chair held.

      Prudence turned back to Mercy, the chaos of her team forming a buzzing backdrop to their silent standoff. “This audit is non-negotiable. By sundown, I will have your full cooperation —”  her voice dropped, becoming almost conversational, yet laced with steel, “— or your confinement.”

      She leaned in, just slightly, a breach of professional distance that felt more threatening than any shout. “And I do not believe you fully understand what confinement entails for someone… of your particular and problematic constitution.”

      Agnes lunged. It was pure, protective instinct, a fist clenched and body coiled to strike.

      But Mercy was faster. Her hand shot out, catching Agnes’s forearm in a grip that was both gentle and unbreakable. She pulled her back, held her gaze, and gave a single, firm shake of her head.

      Not like this.

      Agnes exhaled, a long, ragged breath hissing through clenched teeth. She stood down, but her fury vibrated in the air around her.

      Prudence Severe nodded, a sharp, satisfied motion. “I expected resistance. It is, after all, your default setting. But rules,” she said, turning away, “are rules.”

      She walked toward the far gate, her auditors snapping to attention as she passed. “Proceed.”

      The command hung in the air. Clipboards rose in unison. Pens clicked in a chorus that sounded eerily like the priming of firing pins.

      The goat let out a low, rumbling growl. Agnes answered with a snarl of her own. Brother O’Malley was screaming, but doing it entirely internally, his face a rigid mask of panic. Mercy’s thumb found the smooth beads of her rosary, moving over them in a silent, steady rhythm.

      A storm was incoming. Not of wind or rain, but of paper, procedure, and pitiless scrutiny.

      At the gate, Prudence Severe paused. She turned back, her silhouette framed against the darkening cloister. Her eyes found Mercy’s one last time.

      “Your silence is noted, Sister,” she said, her voice quiet yet carrying perfectly across the distance. “Soon, it will be… evaluated.”

      Then she was gone, vanishing into the shadows, leaving Mercy and her squad alone in their own courtyard — a space now occupied, measured, and defined by the oppressive scent of impending bureaucracy.

      Agnes looked at Mercy, her eyes blazing. “This,” she stated, the words flat and final, “is war.”

      Mercy nodded once. A simple, unequivocal agreement.

      The goat bleated its confirmation.

      And far above the ancient roofs of Rome, deep in a place not found on any map, an ominous vibration trembled through the air — the first, faint warning tremor of the Vault that would soon, and catastrophically, explode.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            TWO

          

          
            The Vault That Shouldn’t Boom

          

        

      

    

    
      The Vatican’s Grand Reliquary Vault was not supposed to explode.

      It was not designed to rattle, or to hum a low, dissonant hymn through its foundations. It was certainly never intended to glow with the faint, worrying luminescence of a microwave oven containing overcaffeinated incense. It was, by doctrinal and architectural decree, the safest, most secure, and most solemn place in all of Christendom — a fortress of faith designed to contain the uncontainable.

      Which was why, a mere two hours into the soul-crushing tedium of the audit, Sister Mary Mercy and her disheveled squad found themselves walking in a grim, single-file procession through the cold, echoing marble halls deep beneath the Apostolic Palace. Their escort was a study in oppressive efficiency: three junior auditors with pens poised, two stone-faced Swiss Guards with halberds held just so, one intern who looked as if he might faint at the sound of his own heartbeat, and High Auditor Prudence Severe herself, a one-woman procession of judgment at their head.

      Prudence’s sensible heels clicked a martial rhythm on the polished stone. With each of Mercy’s own soft footfalls, Prudence punctuated the silence with a sharp, aggressive click of her pen, a tiny, mechanical sound that seemed to accuse with every repetition.

      “Your silence,” Prudence stated, not looking back, the words bouncing off the sterile walls, “complicates procedural matters. A proper audit requires total transparency. Silence, by its very nature, is the antithesis of transparency.”

      Mercy kept walking, her gaze fixed on the endless corridor ahead, absorbing the pronouncement as one might absorb a faint, unpleasant odor.

      Agnes walked a half-step beside her, her arms crossed so tightly they looked carved from granite. “She’s plenty transparent,” Agnes countered, her voice a low growl. “You can see exactly how close she is to rearranging your face. That’s a form of honesty, isn’t it?”

      Lily, trailing just behind, reached out and gave Agnes’s sleeve a frantic tug. “Please,” she whispered, “please don’t punch anyone until after we’ve been administratively cleared. There’s probably a subsection about pre-clearance assault.”

      Brother O’Malley, his multi-lensed visor whirring as it scanned their surroundings, reported in a hushed, technical tone. “I’m detecting enormous, condensed spiritual pressure ahead. Density readings are off the charts. Also…” He adjusted a dial. “A suspicious and liturgically incongruent amount of atmospheric humidity.”

      Dismas, already pale from the descent into the earth, gulped audibly. “Relics… relics don’t produce humidity, do they? That can’t be standard. Moisture and sanctity seem like a bad mix.”

      The goat, bringing up the rear of their party, let out a low, prolonged bleat that vibrated with ominous prophecy.

      Prudence Severe halted before a pair of elevator doors so plain they were intimidating. They bore no ornamentation, only a small, unassuming plaque stamped with a seal of absolute secrecy. “Behold,” she announced, her voice taking on a reverent, if cold, cadence, “the access point to the Grand Reliquary Vault. Every artifact deemed theologically unstable, inherently dangerous, willfully misinterpreted, or simply unfit for public contemplation is stored in the secured levels below.”

      A slow, wicked grin spread across Agnes’s face. “So,” she said, “all the fun ones.”

      Prudence did not dignify this with a response. Instead, she produced a ceremonial key from within her robes. It was the length and heft of a respectable baguette, forged from a dull, non-reflective metal. Inserting it into a hidden slot, she turned it with both hands. A deep, mechanical clunk resonated through the floor, and the elevator doors slid open with a hiss of equalized pressure.

      The descent was silent and profound, a plunge into the bedrock of belief. When the gates rattled open once more, the team stepped not into another corridor, but into a cavernous, cathedral-sized hall. The air here was cool and carried a metallic tang, undercut by the faint, ozone-like scent of active faith. The walls were lined with vault doors, each thicker than a medieval fortress wall, each marked with glowing sigils and lines of miniscule, dense script.

      Behind panels of reinforced, presumably blast-proof glass, holy relics rested in individualized containment fields. Some hummed with a quiet, potent energy. Others glowed with a soft, interior light. A few — floating icons, pages of unstable scripture, a disturbingly animate tooth — drifted lazily in their bubbles of stabilized reality, like sleepy fireflies trapped in jars of amber.

      Dominating the far wall was a giant, illuminated sign etched in stern, block letters:

      ABSOLUTELY NO TOUCHING (THIS MEANS YOU, AGNES)

      Agnes scoffed, loud enough to echo. “You permanently un-create one theoretically indestructible chalice during a minor disagreement with a principality, and you get your own personalized warning sign for eternity. The bureaucracy never forgets.”

      The goat, in what might have been agreement or admonishment, gave her shin a solid, pointed headbutt.

      Mercy’s eyes, calm and neutral as ever, swept across the immense hall. She took in the scale, the security, the profound stillness. Her gaze was focused, analytical, mapping the space not with wonder, but with the practiced assessment of someone who understands that where there is great power, there is invariably the potential for great, messy problems.

      Prudence Severe strode ahead, her path a straight line that cut through the awe-inspiring space without a hint of awe. “At 2100 hours tonight,” she announced crisply, the sound bouncing off the distant ceiling, “we will complete our preliminary inventory of this sector. If any relic shows signs of compromise, destabilization, or unsanctioned affection, your squad’s status will be… reevaluated.”

      Agnes’s glare could have melted the containment glass. “You mean arrested. You can say it. ‘Arrested.’ It’s a word. We’re familiar with it.”

      Prudence Severe did not blink. She did not need to.

      They reached the heart of the complex: the central vault. Its door was a masterpiece of paranoid engineering — a circular slab of burnished titanium twice the height of a man, adorned with twelve intricate locking sigils that pulsed with a slow, sequential light. A large, mechanical incense fan rotated slowly before it, dispersing a thin, sanctified smoke meant to detect any impure presence.

      Prudence gestured with a sharp, impatient flick of her wrist. “Open it.”

      The guards moved with synchronized precision. One began chanting the Litany of Unsealing in a low monotone, while the other manipulated a series of physical levers set into the wall. With a deep, grinding sound of ancient mechanisms agreeing to disagree, the first sigil dimmed and unlocked. Then the second. Then the third.

      A corresponding hum rose from the very walls, a deep bass note of dormant power stirring. The incense fan rotated a fraction faster.

      On the eighth lock —

      Mercy stiffened.

      It was a minute transformation. A slight tightening across her shoulders, a nearly imperceptible arrest of her breath. It was the subtle shift of a statue sensing a tremor deep within the earth.

      Agnes, whose entire being was calibrated to the frequencies of Mercy’s silence, noticed instantly. “What?” she hissed, her voice dropping, her body coiling. “What is it? Mercy, what did you sense?”

      Mercy raised her hand, palm out. A universal, silent command: Stop.

      Everyone froze. The guards’ chanting faltered. The lever-puller’s hand hovered in mid-air. The junior auditors held their breath.

      Prudence Severe frowned, a crease of profound irritation appearing between her brows. “This is not the time for theatrics or intuitive —”

      BOOM.

      The door didn’t merely unlock or swing open.

      It burst.

      A shockwave of pure, concussive force blasted outward from the sealed chamber. It was not fire or shrapnel, but holy force made tangible — a roaring, bright, white-hot detonation of uncontained relic energy that hit like a physical wall. Swiss Guards were lifted off their feet and flung backwards like dolls. Auditors were swept sideways, smacking into the reinforced glass cases with dull thuds. Prudence Severe’s sensible shoes were blown clean off her feet, skidding two meters across the polished floor.

      Lily’s scream was lost in the roar. O’Malley became a blur of brown robes diving behind the nearest structural pillar. Dismas, with a shrill cry, attached himself to Mercy’s side like a terrified koala. The goat, displaying preternatural balance, surfed the leading edge of the shockwave and landed on all four hooves with a triumphant, gritty stance.

      For a moment, the vault’s inner chamber was a maelstrom of crackling, runaway power. Jagged bolts of relic-light, colors for which there were no names, lanced upward, scorching the ceiling. Then, as suddenly as it began, it ceased.

      Silence rushed in to fill the void. It was thick, heavy, and electric, broken only by the faint sizzle of overloaded sigils and the groans of the stunned.

      Prudence Severe was the first to move. She staggered upright, one hand clutching the wall for support. Her previously impeccable bun was unraveled, several iron-grey strands escaping to frame her face — the most disheveled she had ever been in recorded ecclesiastical history. She stared past the smoking, mangled edges of the titanium door into the vault’s interior.

      Her face, usually the color of unbuttered toast, went pale. Then ashen grey. Then, finally, settled into a shade of furious crimson.

      “NO.”

      The word was not a shout, but a strangled, disbelieving exhalation.

      Agnes and Lily rushed forward to peer inside.

      The central chamber was a scene of devastating, impossible emptiness. The reinforced crystal cases were not just open; they were blown apart from the inside, their fragments glittering like malignant snow across the floor. The containment field generators were dark, dead husks, their sigils melted into unrecognizable slag. And the velvet-lined pedestals, where the Vatican’s most volatile, forbidden treasures had rested for centuries, were bare.

      Only their engraved labels remained, tiny plaques of brass clinging to empty space:

      The Teaspoon of Transubstantiation

      The Crozier of Unwanted Authority

      The Gospel of Unapproved Footnotes

      The Chalice of Infinite Tithing

      The Mitre of Premature Enlightenment

      The Shroud of Unspoken Names

      The Fifth Toe of St. Ignatius (Unlabeled Accidentally)

      All gone. Vanished. Stolen from the most secure location on the planet.

      But the vault’s surveillance system, hardened against spiritual interference, had endured. A single monitor glowed stubbornly atop a heavily fortified console.

      Prudence stormed toward it, her lopsided gait vibrating with rage. She slammed her palm onto the console, stabbing at the playback controls with a finger that had become a weapon.

      The screen flickered, swam with static, then resolved.

      Black-and-white footage, timestamped for mere minutes before their arrival. The empty vault, peaceful and intact. Then a flicker at the edge of the frame. A figure appeared.

      A silhouette, small and nimble, shrouded in a dark cloak. It moved through the vault with a fluid, silent grace that spoke of intimate familiarity, bypassing sigils and security fields with an ease that was both beautiful and terrifying.

      Mercy’s brow furrowed, just slightly.

      Agnes squinted at the grainy image. “Who is that? They move like they’ve done this before. Like a —”

      The figure turned, momentarily facing the hidden camera.

      Hooded. Masked. Featureless.

      But the cut of the habit, the drape of the scapular, the unmistakable silhouette was undeniable.

      A nun.

      Prudence Severe’s face contorted, not in despair now, but in a blaze of vindictive triumph. “There,” she declared, the word slicing through the tense air. She jabbed a rigid finger at the frozen image on the screen. “There is your culprit.”

      She turned, her eyes like chips of flint, and leveled that finger directly at Sister Mary Mercy.

      “Sister Mary Mercy.”

      The collective gasp from the squad was a small explosion of its own.

      Lily: “WHAT?!”

      O’Malley: “NO!! IT CAN’T BE!!”

      Dismas: “IMPOSSIBLE! SHE WAS WITH US!”

      Agnes, stepping forward, her voice a roar: “Do I look stupid? That’s CLEARLY not her! The height is wrong, the shoulders are wrong — that’s a frame-job! Bad, lazy fakery!”

      Prudence ignored the outburst, her gaze locked onto Mercy. “The temporal metadata is authenticated. The visual evidence is conclusive. The figure entered and departed within a three-minute window preceding the detonation, which was clearly timed to cover the theft.” Her voice dropped, becoming dangerously quiet. “You were the distraction.”

      Agnes moved to stand bodily between them. “She. Was. With. Us. Every second. Unless she’s developed spontaneous, undocumented teleportation — which, newsflash, she hasn’t — this is a setup. Someone’s playing dress-up and you’re falling for it!”

      Prudence Severe’s attention didn’t waver from Mercy for a second. She looked directly into the silent sister’s eyes, delivering the verdict. “Sister Mary Mercy, you are hereby placed under arrest. By the sacred authority of the Intra-Order Compliance Inquisitors, you will be remanded for doctrinal interrogation and —”

      Mercy moved.

      It was not an attack. It was a motion of pure, decisive clarity — quick as a spoken prayer, silent as a falling shadow. She didn’t strike at Prudence. Instead, she dropped low, her hand snapping out to snatch the loose strap of Dismas’s cassock where he still clung, wide-eyed, beside her.

      And then she ran.

      Agnes didn’t need a signal. “GO GO GO!” she bellowed, becoming a force of nature herself.

      Lily, with surprising strength, grabbed a dazed O’Malley by the back of his collar and yanked him into motion. The goat, with a gleeful bleat, bolted down the hall as if its entire life had been dedicated to sprinting away from Vatican authority.

      Prudence Severe’s composure shattered completely. “SEAL THE VAULT!” she screamed, her voice raw. “SEAL THE HALL! SEIZE THE SILENT ONE! ALL OF THEM!”

      Chaosis erupted. Junior auditors raised their clipboards as if they were shields. Swiss Guards shook off their daze and leveled their relic-powered halberds. A deafening, pulsing alarm blared through the subterranean complex, its synthesized voice intoning with panic:

      THEOLOGICAL BREACH DETECTED. UNAUTHORIZED NUN IN MOTION. CONTAIN. CONTAIN. CONTAIN.

      Mercy led the desperate sprint back through the labyrinthine reliquary halls, her team a ragged comet tail behind her. As they ran, security responded with chilling efficiency. Sigils along the walls flashed crimson, and heavy bulkhead doors began sliding down from the ceiling with grinding finality. They ducked, slid, and dove, the goat squeezing through a closing gap at the last possible second.

      The chase thundered upward — through auxiliary storage crypts, up narrow service staircases, into the vast, echoing corridors of the Vatican proper. Prudence Severe’s furious shouts echoed behind them, spurring on the growing pursuit. Guards converged from side passages. An auditor, in a moment of misguided bravery, threw his clipboard like a discus; it spun past Mercy’s head and embedded itself in a priceless tapestry depicting the Council of Nicea.

      As the squad burst through a final set of doors and out onto a moonlit loggia, the cool Roman night air hitting them like a blessing, Mercy allowed herself one glance back.

      It was not a look of fear, or panic, or even anger.

      It was pure, cold resolve.

      Someone had framed her. Someone had stolen the church’s most dangerous artifacts. Someone had unleashed this chaos not just upon the Vatican, but upon the world.

      And Mercy, clutching her rosary, her silent heart a steady drumbeat against the cacophony, knew one thing with absolute certainty:

      She was going to get them back.

      Every last, chaotic, world-bending one of them.
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Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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