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            The Relic That Rewriteth Itself

          

        

      

    

    
      The Gospel of Redaction was a text defined by its stillness. It was a book of mysterious power, yes, but its power was archival, declarative — the cold, final authority of a footnote. It was not supposed to move on its own. The very thought was a contradiction in terms, a violation of the quiet, dusty order of the Hall of Questionably Stable Relics. It most certainly was never, under any circumstances, supposed to edit itself.

      And yet, there it sat on its velvet pedestal, glowing with a faint, sickly light, as if it had swallowed a highlighter and was now suffering through the profound and inky regret of its decision.

      Agnes, whose patience was a short, frayed thread at the best of times, prodded it with a slender mahogany stick. The action was less an investigation and more an expression of profound annoyance. The Gospel, in a gesture of breathtaking rudeness masquerading as efficiency, simply erased the stick. One moment it was there, a polished piece of family history; the next, it was an un-happening, a memory without an object.

      “IT ATE MY POKING STICK!” Agnes’s scream was less a sound and more a force of nature, rattling the glass cases lining the hall. “THAT WAS A FAMILY HEIRLOOM!”

      O’Malley, whose augmented-reality visor had been flickering with static ghosts ever since they’d entered the relic’s aura, squinted at his readouts. “Technically,” he said, his voice a dry, diagnostic monotone, “it didn’t eat it. It flagged the object as ‘irrelevant to narrative cohesion’ and removed it from canonical reality.”

      Agnes jabbed a furious finger at the now-slightly-brighter book. “SEMANTICS! GIVE. IT. BACK!”

      In response, a line of luminous script unfurled like a neon banner across the bottom of the open page, writing itself with infuriating calm: [1] Poking sticks are nonessential. (See Appendix B for further deletions.)

      Agnes’s fury hit a new, tremulous peak. “IT HAS AN APPENDIX?!”

      Lily stepped forward, her hands clasped tight in front of her, a portrait of soft concern against Agnes’s thunderstorm. “It’s… it’s shimmering oddly,” she murmured, her voice barely a whisper. “A sort of… clinical pulse. I’ve never seen it do that before.”

      O’Malley’s frown deepened, etching lines into his brow. “That’s the problem,” he said, the words heavy with implication.

      Even Mercy — steady, quiet, unshakable Mercy — felt the wrongness settle into her bones. She leaned in, her movements deliberate and calm, and lifted her ever-present sign. It stated, with simple clarity: “This isn’t normal.”

      The Gospel immediately erased the word normal and replaced it with “baseline-consistent.” Mercy’s eyebrow gave a single, eloquent twitch.

      Elyse folded her arms, drawing her dark cloak tight around her shoulders as if warding off a sudden chill. “I don’t like this,” she said, her low voice cutting through the tension. “It feels… watched.”

      Dismas gasped, a hand flying to his heart in a performance of pure, unadulterated drama. “Do not speak of unseen watchers! I am emotionally susceptible today!”

      Agnes rolled her eyes so hard it was a miracle they didn’t stick that way. “You’re emotionally susceptible EVERY day,” she grumbled.

      But for once, Dismas had a point they could not afford to ignore. Because the Gospel’s pages began to flip. Not with a gentle rustle, but with a frantic, mechanical speed, as if caught in a phantom gale blowing from a place with very different ideas about paperwork. Words faded into nothingness, only to reappear milliseconds later. Sentences wrote themselves incorrectly, then self-corrected into a different, more unsettling wrongness. A dense paragraph of ecclesiastical Latin shimmered, blurred, and resolved not into English, but into cold, impersonal corporate jargon: “Miracle Pending Standardization.”

      Lily blinked, confusion clouding her gentle features. “What does that mean?”

      O’Malley answered automatically, his fingers dancing over the projected interface of his visor, scrolling through streams of spectral diagnostics. “It means… somebody — or something — is rewriting the rules. Not just the story. The rules.”

      Agnes snapped her fingers, the sound sharp in the humming silence. “Okay, practical question: who do we punch? Vatican pranksters? Overworked angels running beta tests? The Lutherans experimenting with liturgical reform again?”

      “No one is touching the Lutherans,” Elyse growled, a flicker of genuine alarm in her eyes. “I still have frostbite from their hymn-snowball war. The doctrinal shrapnel is nothing to sneeze at.”

      Tentatively, driven by an empathy that extended even to self-editing holy books, Lily reached out. “Maybe it just needs… comfort?” she offered, her voice small and hopeful. She placed a gentle, comforting hand on the vellum page.

      The Gospel responded with breathtaking ingratitude. A line scored through her name on the page she touched, blacking it out with finality. [L — REDACTED]

      Lily squeaked, snatching her hand back as if burned.

      Dismas let out a shriek that could curdle milk. “IT’S UNNAMING US! IT’S REVOKING OUR EXISTENTIAL CREDIT!”

      From behind Mercy’s steadfast form, the goat — a creature of profound and anarchic intuition — bleated nervously. It sensed cosmic nonsense afoot and was already mentally preparing to cause some in return, on principle.

      O’Malley’s visor flashed a sudden, urgent crimson. “Oh, no…”

      Agnes groaned, the sound born of deep, personal grievance. “What NOW? Did it delete the concept of coffee? Because I swear, O’Malley, if it deleted coffee —”

      O’Malley swallowed hard, his face pale in the relic’s sterile glow. “Guys… it just flagged the Vatican. The entire administrative and spiritual entity. It’s listed as… ‘structurally inconsistent with expected cosmology.’”

      A profound silence descended, broken only by the soft hum of the malfunctioning lights.

      Elyse went rigid, every muscle tense.

      Mercy’s sign came up instantly, her question a command etched in wood and paint: “Explain.”

      O’Malley tapped frantically at his visor, his voice dropping to a haunted whisper. “The Gospel’s metadata field just updated. It lists its new primary directive as —”  He froze, the words dying on his lips before he forced them out. “‘Preparing for data collection.’”

      Lily’s breath caught in her throat. “Data collection…” she repeated, the words chilling in their blandness. “Of what?”

      As if in answer, the overhead lights flickered and died for a terrifying three-count before sputtering back to life, now several shades dimmer. The relic’s glow intensified, shifting from a sickly yellow to a stark, unforgiving white. Across both open pages, a new sentence began to write itself, not in a flowing script, but letter by precise, trembling letter, as if typed by invisible fingers: “PREPARE FOR AUDIT.”

      The temperature in the Hall plummeted. Shadows deepened, not with the softness of night, but with the sharp, geometric angles of things being switched off. The air grew still and thin, like the atmosphere in a sealed chamber.

      Agnes, her rage crystallizing into a deadly focus, lifted the heavy oaken chair she’d been standing beside. It looked less like furniture and more like a blessing forged from pure, unadulterated fury.

      Dismas whimpered, pressing himself against a stone pillar. “I don’t like that word,” he whispered, trembling. “I don’t want to be audited. I have too many… metaphysical deductions.”

      Lily hugged herself, her earlier concern now a full-body tremor. “It feels like something’s… watching,” she breathed, echoing Elyse’s earlier fear with terrifying confirmation.

      Elyse moved without a sound, stepping in front of both Mercy and Lily, her cloak spreading like the wings of a protective raven. “You’re right,” she whispered, her gaze locked on the book.

      Because the Gospel of Redaction was turning its own pages again. Not to a known chapter, not to a familiar prophecy, but to its very end — to a final page that had, until this exact moment, never existed. The vellum was blindingly white, and upon it, a single line of text burned with cold, absolute finality: “OBSERVERS ONLINE.”

      The floor hummed with a sub-audible vibration. The very stones of the walls seemed to ripple, as if reality were a projected image suffering a brief signal lapse. A tremor ran through the world — not a quake of destruction, but the subtle, terrifying shudder of a system being examined.

      Mercy felt it then: the sacred vow of silence that lived in her chest, a vow that was her anchor and her burden, gave a sudden, sharp tug. It felt like a thread, taut and essential, was being pulled gently from the other side by an indifferent, impossibly distant hand.

      And she understood, with a clarity that bypassed thought: This was not about miracles, which were chaotic and personal. This was not about logic, which they could argue with. This was something else entirely. Something beyond. Something that operated on a scale so vast, their understanding was merely another variable in its equation.

      Something had just looked their way.

      The goat bleated, a sound of pure, animal terror, and bolted for a shadowy archway.

      Agnes hefted her chair, her battle cry a promise of beautiful, violent chaos.

      Dismas, his emotional susceptibility finally reaching critical mass, uttered a soft “oh dear” and folded neatly to the floor in a dead faint.

      O’Malley shouted, his diagnostic calm shattering, “EVERYONE BACK UP — THE RELIC IS OUTPUTTING A REALITY-WIDE QUERY PROTOCOL —”

      The Gospel flashed.

      Not with holy fire or hellish brimstone, but with a surge of pure, antiseptic, clinical light that filled the chamber, bleaching every color, erasing every shadow. It was the light of the universe turning on a single, overhead fluorescent bulb in a sterile office that had no walls and no end.

      And in that stark, defining illumination, the relic’s final message blazed across the void where its page had been, a pronouncement of utter finality: “AUDIT BEGINS NOW.”

      Mercy’s hand shot out, grabbing Lily’s wrist, an anchor in the dissolving world.

      The goat’s fleeing bleat was swallowed by the humming void.

      Agnes’s scream was a raw, defiant anthem against the coming tidiness.

      Elyse swept her cloak around both herself and Mercy, a last bastion of defiance.

      And the world —  not just the room, not just the Hall, but the world in all its glorious, messy, inconsistent detail —  started to rewrite itself.
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      The first victim — or perhaps the first symptom — was the monk.

      Brother Matteo. A fixture of the quieter cloisters, a Franciscan of such profound placidity he had famously taken a vow not of silence, nor of poverty, but of mildness. No strong opinions, no strong spices, no strong breezes. He was a human embodiment of a lukewarm cup of chamomile tea left on a sun-dappled windowsill, forgotten but perfectly pleasant. His life was a gentle, undemanding hum.

      Now he stood frozen in the middle of a sunlit hallway, transfixed. He was not staring at a fresco of martyrs or a reliquary of dubious bone fragments. He was staring, with unnerving intensity, at a blank expanse of plaster wall.

      Agnes, wielding a new and slightly less sentimental poking stick, prodded him gently in the ribs.

      He startled, his whole body giving a soft, surprised jolt, as if awakening from a dream whose details had already drained away. “Oh! Sisters! And… company. I — uh — hello.” He blinked slowly, his gaze still drifting back toward the featureless wall. “I was just…”

      His gentle face furrowed into a deep, uncharacteristic frown, the expression of a man trying to solve a mystery that involved more than four simple steps and a benign assumption.

      “…thinking about someone.”

      Lily’s eyes softened, her voice a gentle prompt in the quiet hall. “Who?”

      Brother Matteo blinked again, the confusion in his eyes deepening into a faint, unsettling haze. “I… don’t know.”

      Elyse went rigid beside Lily. “You don’t know,” she repeated, the words flat and heavy. “You don’t know who you were thinking about?”

      “Correct,” Matteo said, nodding with a pathetic earnestness. Then his face brightened, grasping for a single, solid fact in the receding tide. “But it was definitely someone important.”

      Mercy’s sign lifted, a silent command in the painted wood: “Describe them.”

      Matteo’s helpless smile was a heartbreaking thing. “Tall. Or short. Possibly average? Hair… present, I’m fairly certain. Eyes… probably? Personality… yes, I’m quite sure there was a personality. A lovely one, I think.” The words were empty outlines, shapes without substance.

      Dismas leaned in, his whisper a dramatic rustle of silk and dread. “He has forgotten the very concept of description! The adjectives have abandoned him!”

      O’Malley’s fingers tapped a frantic rhythm against the side of his visor, his voice low and grim. “Okay, that’s not just forgetfulness. His memory signature… it looks corrupted. Not faded. Deleted and partially overwritten with null data.”

      Agnes stepped forward, her investigative style leaning heavily towards blunt-force interrogation. “Alright, Matteo. Think. Did you get cursed? Touched a relic you shouldn’t have? Drink anything Dismas handed you in the last forty-eight hours?”

      Dismas gasped, clutching his chest in theatrical offense. “That was ONE time, and the liturgical-psilocybin blend was purely for meditative purposes! The hallucinations were BEAUTIFUL and deeply theological!”

      O’Malley ignored them, his gaze fixed on the scrolling diagnostics only he could see. His breath hitched. “It’s not isolated. The corruption pattern… it’s spreading.”

      

      CASE TWO: The Nun Without Miracles

      Sister Hortense was the archivist of the impossible, the keeper of the Vatican’s official Miracle Registry. Her life’s work was a vast, leather-bound ledger of divine exceptions — weeping statues, incorruptible bodies, spontaneous healings, all meticulously notarized, cross-referenced, and filed in triplicate. She was usually a vortex of bureaucratic energy, a woman who could cite canonical approval codes for stigmata from memory.

      Now she was slumped over her enormous desk, her head resting on the open pages of her life’s work. She didn’t stir when they entered, didn’t look up at their approach.

      Agnes elbowed her lightly in the shoulder. “Oy. Hortense. Are you broken too?”

      Hortense lifted her head slowly. There were no tears, only a deep, vacant exhaustion. “I cannot remember a single miracle,” she said, her voice hollow.

      Lily’s hand flew to her mouth. “Not even one? Not the healing of Brother Carlo’s gout? Not the dancing sun at Fatima?”

      Hortense pressed her palms hard against her temples, as if trying to physically hold the memories in. “I know I’ve documented thousands. I know the fact of them happened. I remember the paperwork — the forms, the stamps, the endless committees. The exhaustion is right here.” She tapped her forehead. “But the miracles themselves… the what and the who and the how… it’s all just… blank space. White noise where wonder used to be.”

      O’Malley’s visor emitted a low, ominous buzz, like a trapped hornet. “Oh no. Oh no, no, no —”

      Agnes groaned, a sound of profound professional annoyance. “Stop saying ‘oh no’ in that tone of voice. I never, ever like what comes after you say ‘oh no’ like that.”

      O’Malley swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing. “The entire digital miracle log has been wiped. But it’s worse than a deletion. It’s a… a targeted redaction. The entries exist, but the content fields — the descriptions, the witnesses, the outcomes — they’ve all been flagged and removed. Only the headers remain.”

      Dismas let out a short, sharp scream of pure, unfiltered terror.

      From behind Mercy, the goat bleated — an aggressive, accusatory sound, its beady eyes fixed on Sister Hortense as if blaming her personally for this cosmic lapse in record-keeping.

      Mercy’s sign rose, a simple verdict: “Not her fault.”

      The goat let out a final, grudging meh and lowered its head, though it continued to glare with clear suspicion.

      

      CASE THREE: The Cardinal With Missing Guilt

      They found Cardinal Mancini in the Loggia of Repentance, a place designed for quiet contemplation of one’s shortcomings. He was not contemplating. He was wandering in tight, aimless circles, muttering the same phrase under his breath like a broken prayer.

      “It’s gone… it’s simply gone… I can’t find it anywhere…”

      Agnes marched up and gripped him by his robed shoulders, giving him a slight shake. “What’s gone, your Eminence? Your favorite robe? Your last shred of dignity? Your secret, illicit caffeine supply?”

      He stared at her, his eyes not fierce or proud, but hollow and strangely, terribly light. “My guilt,” he whispered.

      The whole team froze. The very air in the loggia seemed to still.

      Lily’s whisper was barely audible. “Oh, dear heavens…”

      Elyse simply blinked, her usual composure cracked by sheer disbelief. “Your… guilt?”

      Mancini nodded, a weak, pathetic motion. “My lifelong, properly cultivated, deeply felt Catholic guilt. The bedrock of my spiritual discipline. The quiet voice that reminded me of every minor transgression, every imperfect thought, every moment of pride. It’s just… missing. I feel… light. Unburdened. I keep having… optimistic thoughts.” He said the last word like it was a symptom of a dreadful disease.

      Agnes recoiled as if he’d sprouted a second, heretical head. “That’s… ungodly!”

      O’Malley scanned him, the lenses of his visor whirring softly. “His moral anxiety levels are reading at absolute zero. His neuro-signature shows no activity in the centers associated with shame, remorse, or doctrinal dread. He is… clinically guiltless.”

      In a panic, Dismas stepped forward and slapped the Cardinal’s cheek — not hard, but with startling crispness. “FEEL BAD ABOUT SOMETHING! ANYTHING! Steal a hymn! Covet a nicer mitre! Think a mildly uncharitable thought about a Lutheran!”

      The Cardinal blinked, touching his stinging cheek. “I’m trying!” he wailed, his voice pitiful. “But it just feels… inefficient and counterproductive!”

      

      CASE FOUR: The Historical Rewrite

      By mid-afternoon, the Vatican was no longer a place of quiet prayer. It was a hive vibrating with a low, psychic fear. The corruption was no longer an oddity; it was an epidemic.

      Priests stood trembling in pulpits, their minds clean slates where decades of sermons had once been etched in fire and wisdom.

      A bishop in the library was insistently, calmly arguing that the Book of Numbers was a clerical error, a fictional appendix never meant for canon.

      Three monks in the refectory were engaged in a heated, surreal debate over whether Saint Francis of Assisi was a historical figure or a particularly effective piece of early devotional folklore.

      A young nun in the garden had burst into quiet tears, confessing she couldn’t remember if she believed in God, then immediately apologizing for her doubt, then looking confused, because she couldn’t remember why she was apologizing.

      But the most visceral, chilling evidence was the statue.

      In the Courtyard of the Ecstatic, the seven-foot marble depiction of Saint Teresa in divine rapture normally seemed to glow from within, her face a masterpiece of ethereal, transcendent joy carved by a master who had, it was rumored, been guided by angelic hands.

      Today, that face was gone.

      Not damaged, not defaced. Replaced.

      Her beautiful, specific features had been smoothed over into a bland, placid, utterly generic mask. It was the blank, default face of a videogame character whose texture file had failed to load — a placeholder where a soul used to be.

      Agnes’s rage was immediate and absolute. “NO. ABSOLUTELY NOT. UNACCEPTABLE!” She pointed a shaking finger at the marble figure. “FIX YOUR FACE, TERESA! RIGHT NOW!”

      Lily shivered, wrapping her arms around herself against a cold that had nothing to do with the weather. “It’s like… someone didn’t just erase her image. They erased her personality. The thing that made her her.”

      O’Malley ran his scanner over the cold stone. “No physical tampering. No structural file corruption in the… the ‘reality data’ for this object. It’s as if the universe itself just… doesn’t remember what she looked like. It’s substituted a generic template.”

      Elyse inhaled a sharp, quiet breath, the pieces clicking together in her mind with dreadful certainty. “This isn’t random deletion,” she said, her voice low and hard. “This is a systematic narrative purge.”

      Mercy’s sign appeared instantly in the space between them: “Explain.”

      Elyse kept her eyes on the blank face of the saint. “When you delete a story, you don’t erase it all at once. You delete the details first. The specific adjectives. The names. The memories of a smile, the sound of a laugh. Then you delete the events — the miracles, the moments of guilt or joy. Then, once all the supporting data is gone… you delete the people. They become empty names, then just… empty.”

      Lily paled, the blood draining from her face. “So… the Gospel of Redaction. It wasn’t just malfunctioning.”

      “No,” Elyse said, the word falling into the silence like a stone. “It was warning us. Showing us the protocol. ‘Preparing for data collection.’ It was the canary in the coalmine of reality.”

      O’Malley’s visor gave a frantic, high-pitched beep. “The phenomenon is expanding. Not linearly. Exponentially. The rate of data loss is accelerating.”

      Agnes’s grip on her chair tightened, the wood groaning in protest. “How fast is exponential fast? In words I can punch.”

      “If we let this continue,” O’Malley said, his voice stripped of all its usual dry tech-speak, leaving only naked dread, “entire religions might vanish from the collective memory. Cultures might forget their own myths, their own histories. People… people might wake up one day and have no idea what their own story is. Why they love who they love. Why they fear what they fear. They’ll just be… profiles. Empty avatars.”

      Dismas made a small, choked sound and folded to the cobblestones in a dead faint for the second time that day.

      Lily’s question was a horrified whisper, torn from the deepest part of her faith: “But who… or what… would do this? Who would erase stories?”

      A chill deeper than any shadow swept through the courtyard. It wasn’t a wind. It was a presence — a sensation of vast, indifferent attention momentarily flickering across their location, like the beam of a distant lighthouse passing over a dark boat.

      Mercy’s sacred vow — the silent, powerful thread tied to the core of her being — tightened around her throat with a sudden, painful pressure. It felt less like a tug now, and more like a testing pull, a check of tension from the other side of something immeasurable.

      Her hands trembled as she lifted a new sign, the letters painted with a rare urgency: “Something is watching. And it is closer.”

      For the first time in a long, long time — since frozen hymns and darker things — a flicker of pure, undiluted fear showed in Elyse’s eyes.

      Because Mercy was never wrong about the invisible things. The quiet tensions in the world, the pressures from unseen places. Never.

      The goat bleated, not in annoyance, but in pure, animal terror, pressing its shaggy body against Mercy’s legs.

      O’Malley took an involuntary step backward, his visor buzzing and glitching like a trapped insect drowning in static.

      Lily clutched Mercy’s sleeve, her knuckles white.

      Agnes raised her oaken chair, not just as a weapon, but as a declaration — a splinter of chaotic, specific, un-deleted reality held ready against the blankness of the cosmos.

      And all through the Vatican, the lights flickered. Not with the simple failure of a faulty grid, but with a deeper, rhythmic stutter, as if the source of illumination itself was being intermittently… reviewed.

      Elyse looked from the blank saint to the terrified goat to the glitching lights, and her whisper was the coldest thing in the courtyard:

      “…Whatever’s doing this… it hasn’t even arrived yet. That?” She gestured at the flickering lights, the blank statue, the haunted people. “That’s just the footsteps.”
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            The Emissary From Elsewhere Appears

          

        

      

    

    
      The Vatican courtyard was a space defined by its steadfast refusal to participate in the unusual. It was rectilinear, sunlit, and grounded in several centuries of very solid stonework. It was full of pigeons whose greatest existential concern was the availability of crumbs, creatures who had never once been accused of cosmic wrongdoing or dimensional impropriety.

      Today, the pigeons were conspicuously absent, hiding in whatever secret spaces pigeons flee to when reality itself begins to lose its structural integrity.

      Because the courtyard had begun to fold.

      Not break. Not crack. Not even fracture. It was bending. The very air and stone seemed to flex, not under a physical weight, but under an immense, unseen pressure — like a sheet of paper being tested by the hand of a meticulous, unimaginably large editor.

      Mercy felt it before the others. A pressure building in her chest, not in her lungs, but deeper, in the place where her vow of silence resided — a sacred, internal knot that was now pulling taut. A strange, metallic taste coated her tongue, the flavor of a footnote being written directly onto her perception. Her hands moved with urgent certainty, her sign cutting through the trembling air: “Something is coming.”

      Agnes tightened her white-knuckled grip on her oaken chair, her weapon of choice against the absurd. “Yeah, no kidding. The courtyard’s doing origami. Bad origami.”

      O’Malley’s visor glitched violently, flickering through a rapid-fire slide show of error messages in a font that screamed of sterile, otherworldly IT departments: DIMENSIONAL STACK OVERFLOW UNKNOWN RENDERING MODE DETECTED PLEASE CONTACT TECHNICAL SUPPORT (ERROR: SUPPORT NOT FOUND)

      Lily trembled, wrapping her arms around herself as if she could physically hold her soul in place. “I feel… observed. Not by eyes. By… by something that measures.”

      Elyse drew closer to Mercy, her dark cloak seeming to drink the distorted light. Her voice was a low, protective growl. “Everyone. Stay behind us.”

      Dismas, having recovered from his earlier faint, now peeked out from behind a statue of a stern-looking saint, clutching the marble robes as if they were a fainting couch in a particularly avant-garde play.

      The goat did not hide. It planted its hooves squarely on the buckling cobblestones, lowered its head, and let out a sustained, guttural growl that vibrated with primordial defiance.

      And then — the bending intensified. It was no longer a subtle warping. The world folded inward upon itself, one impossible, gut-wrenching crease at a time. The air kinked into shapes that defied understanding, creating angles that stabbed at the mind’s attempt to parse them. Geometry had, quite clearly, called in sick. Light refracted not through prisms, but through conceptual fractures. Shadows stretched from no visible source, painting the ground in impossible, shifting patterns. A low, bone-deep hum filled the space, resonating in the teeth and skulls of everyone present, a frequency of pure, administrative intrusion.

      Agnes’s patience, a volatile compound at the best of times, finally reached its catalyst. “ENOUGH!” she roared, hefting her chair. “SHOW YOURSELF, YOU COSMIC COWARD! I CAN’T PUNCH AN ABSTRACT IDEA!”

      The hum stopped.

      Abruptly. Completely.

      The silence that followed was denser than stone.

      And then, with a soundless, definitive snap, reality unfurled — not back to normal, but open like a gaping, geometric wound.

      And something stepped through.

      It was tall. To call it humanoid was a courtesy offered only because it had a general top-and-bottom, a suggestion of limbs, and a region where a head might be. It was composed of overlapping, shifting polyhedrons — dodecahedrons, tetrahedrons, shapes without names — each face a pane of living, faintly iridescent glass. Across its form, lines of glowing, cursive script scrolled in a continuous loop, footnotes in a language that existed outside of tense and verb, a syntax of pure assessment.

      It had no eyes. No mouth. No features at all. Just sharp, clean angles. And an aura of profound, dispassionate intent.

      Its voice did not emanate from it. It manifested in the air around them, cool and dimensionless, as if the universe itself was reading a report aloud. “WE HAVE ARRIVED.”

      O’Malley yelped, fumbling his visor. It clattered to the cobblestones, still projecting frantic, useless diagnostics into the air.

      Agnes, true to her nature, did not freeze. She screamed a wordless battle cry and hurled her beloved chair at the being with all her might.

      The chair did not strike it. It simply disintegrated, atom by resentful atom, unraveling into a faint, sad glitter of non-compliant matter before vanishing entirely.

      Agnes stared at her empty hands, her rage momentarily eclipsed by sheer, personal loss. “My… MY CHAIR?!”

      The being’s voice returned, utterly unfazed. “THIS REALITY IS NONCOMPLIANT.”

      Elyse stepped forward, her cloak flaring behind her like the wings of a raptor confronting a thunderstorm. “And you are?” she demanded, every syllable sharp enough to cut.

      The Emissary shifted. Its geometry reconfigured with a series of soft, crystalline clicks, folding into a sharper, more judgmental arrangement — the visual equivalent of a raised eyebrow. “WE ARE ELSWHERE. WE ARE THE OBSERVERS. WE ARE THE AUDIT.”

      Dismas let out a shriek that was half terror, half vindication. “I KNEW IT! I KNEW THIS WAS ABOUT TAXES! AUDITS ARE ALWAYS ABOUT TAXES!”

      The being ignored him utterly. It extended one angular, script-etched limb, not toward Elyse, but past her, its pointed end aiming directly at Mercy. Mercy flinched as the internal pull of her vow became a vise-grip, a searing brand of attention.

      “YOU ARE A NONCOMPLIANT NARRATIVE CLUSTER,” it pronounced, the words etching themselves into the quiet. “YOU DEFY STANDARD CATEGORIZATION. YOUR DATA FIELD IS… PERSISTENTLY AMBIGUOUS.”

      Agnes moved before Mercy could, throwing herself bodily into the line of that pointing limb, as if intercepting a bullet. “BACK. OFF.”

      The Emissary rotated smoothly, a precise 40-degree turn that radiated pure, unimpressed disappointment. “YOUR AGGRESSION IS NEITHER NECESSARY NOR INTERESTING. IT IS A REDUNDANT PROCESS.”

      Agnes spluttered, her offense so profound it momentarily stole her voice.

      Elyse stepped between them, her gaze locked on the faceless entity. “You’re trespassing. This is a sovereign place.”

      The Emissary pulsed with a faint, internal light. “YOUR DIMENSION IS TRESPASSING ON CANONICAL ORDER. YOU HAVE EXCEEDED YOUR NARRATIVE ALLOTMENT BY SEVERAL MILLENNIA.”

      O’Malley, having retrieved his visor, squinted at the being. “Canonical… what? What’s the canon?”

      In response, the being shifted again. This time, its crystalline body became a projection screen. Holographic data flickered around it in stark, minimalist displays:

      A bar graph charting "BELIEF GENERATION" with the line shooting far past the "RECOMMENDED THRESHOLD."

      A pie chart labeled STORY EXCESS BY VOLUME, with slices for "Miracles," "Demons," "Saintly Anecdotes," and a disturbingly large slice simply called "UNVERIFIABLE EMOTIONAL CONTENT."

      A Venn diagram showing the circle for “RELIGION” heavily overlapping with “UNSANCTIONED METAPHOR” and “HISTORICAL INCONSISTENCY.”

      A scrolling timeline labeled HUMANITY: PLEASE SELECT ONE (1) CONSISTENT VERSION OF EVENTS.

      The Emissary’s voiceless pronouncement continued. “YOUR STORIES MULTIPLY WITHOUT CONTROL. YOUR BELIEFS CONTRADICT THEMSELVES. YOUR RELICS DEFY CONSISTENT PHYSICAL LAWS. THIS PROLIFERATION OF AMBIGUOUS DATA CANNOT CONTINUE. IT CLOUDS THE RECORD.”

      Lily, her voice small but piercing in the silence, dared to ask, “Are you… are you trying to help us?”

      “YES.” The being brightened, its glow shifting to a slightly warmer, almost enthusiastic hue. “BY ELIMINATING THE PRIMARY SOURCE OF NARRATIVE ENTROPY.”

      Mercy’s blood turned to ice in her veins.

      Elyse bristled, every muscle coiling. “What ‘source of entropy’?”

      The Emissary turned its faceless gaze — a simple reorientation of its entire upper geometry — toward Lily. The pointing limb swiveled with lethal precision. “HER.”

      The reaction from the Sisters was instantaneous and explosive.

      Agnes: “WHAT? WHY? SHE’S THE BEST OF US! FIGHT ME, YOU WALKING PRISM!” Lily: “Me?? I’m — I’m not even loud! I’m barely a footnote!” Dismas: “SHE IS A CINNAMON ROLL! A SWEET, INNOCENT CINNAMON ROLL OF PURE HEART!” O’Malley, frantically scanning: “SHE’S THE OPPOSITE OF AN ERROR! HER EMOTIONAL SIGNATURE HAS A 99.9% PURITY RATING!” The goat contributed an unintelligible but fiercely protective bleat of outrage.

      Elyse stepped directly in front of Lily, a wall of dark wool and sharper fury. Mercy moved in tandem, placing herself in front of both of them, her silence now a tangible, shielding force.

      The Emissary did not react to the chorus. It simply stated its directive. “THE PRIME NARRATIVE ANCHOR MUST BE COLLECTED. SHE IS THE FOCAL NODE FOR THE LOCALIZED REALITY DISTORTION YOU CALL ‘FAITH.’ HER REMOVAL WILL ALLOW FOR ORDERLY RESTRUCTURING.”

      Mercy’s vow thundered in her chest — a hot, rebellious, screaming silence that pushed against the entity’s cold logic.

      Agnes, having spotted a second, less-sentimental chair on a nearby bench, snatched it up. “OVER MY DEAD, NONCOMPLIANT BODY!”

      The entity rotated calmly, assessing her as one would assess a misformatted file. “ACCEPTABLE LOSS. CALCULATED WITHIN PARAMETERS.”

      Agnes lunged.

      This time, it was Mercy who moved. She shot out a hand, grabbing the back of Agnes’s hoodie and yanking her back with surprising strength, a silent command to wait.

      The being made its final, chilling pronouncement. “THE FORMAL AUDIT WILL COMMENCE IN TWELVE OF YOUR LOCAL HOURS. THE PRIME ANCHOR WILL BE RETRIEVED. PREPARE FOR SYSTEM-WIDE RESTRUCTURING.” Its pointed limb fixed on Lily — a gesture that felt less like pointing and more like tagging, like attaching a cold, metaphysical barcode.

      Lily staggered backward as if physically struck, her hands clutching desperately at Mercy’s sleeve. “I don’t… I don’t want to be rewritten —”  she whispered, tears finally spilling over.

      Elyse bared her teeth in a snarl that held centuries of protective instinct. “You won’t be.”

      Agnes roared, raising her new chair high, “I’LL KILL GEOMETRY! I SWEAR I’LL DO IT!”

      O’Malley whimpered, “PLEASE DON’T FIGHT MATH! MATH ALWAYS WINS!”

      Dismas, predictably, uttered a soft “oh my” and pitched sideways into a decorative hedge, vanishing with a rustle.

      And the goat — ignorant of graphs, unmoved by pronouncements, a creature of pure, chaotic momentum — charged. It lowered its head and hurled its full, shaggy weight at the Emissary, connecting squarely with what might be considered a four-dimensional knee.

      Thunk.

      The sound was absurdly mundane.

      But the effect was not.

      The Emissary recoiled. Not a flinch of pain, but a minute, precise shift — a recalibration of perhaps a centimeter. A flicker crossed its scrolling script, a momentary blip of UNEXPECTED INPUT.

      The goat landed, skidded on the cobbles, turned, and bleated once — a sound of pure, triumphant defiance.

      The entity’s glow intensified to a blinding, antiseptic white. “THE AUDIT WILL RESUME AT THE DESIGNATED TIME. THIS COMMUNICATION WAS A COURTESY VISIT. A NOTIFICATION OF NONCOMPLIANCE.”

      Agnes shouted, shaking her chair, “GET OUT OF OUR CLOISTER!”

      The Emissary did not vanish in a flash. It folded. Into itself, then into the air, layers of itself collapsing flat like the pages of a monstrous manual being closed. One final, echoing message hung in the space it left behind:

      “PREPARE FOR COLLECTION.”

      Then, it bent. Folded. Flattened — and was gone, sucked into a crease in reality that smoothed itself out a second later, leaving only a faint, ozone-like scent of sterilized logic.

      Silence rushed back in, heavy and stunned.

      Agnes breathed heavily, lowering her chair. “Okay. So. Worst. Visitor. EVER. No wine, no warning, tries to repo our Lily.”

      Lily was sobbing quietly, her face buried in Mercy’s shoulder. Elyse’s jaw was clenched so tight a muscle feathered in her cheek, her entire body trembling with unspoken, volcanic fury.

      O’Malley picked up his visor with shaking hands, staring at the now-blank readings.

      From the hedge came the soft, regular sound of Dismas’s snoring.

      The goat, victorious, was contentedly gnawing on a leftover fragment of… something. A shard of crystallized light that tasted of bureaucracy.

      Mercy’s hands were still trembling as she raised her sign. The painted letters were slightly jagged, the brushstrokes betraying the adrenaline coursing beneath her silent calm. The message was simple, and devastating:

      “They’re coming back.”

      Lily lifted her tear-streaked face, the truth dawning with horrible clarity. “…and they want me.”

      Elyse wrapped a firm, unshakeable arm around Lily’s shoulders, pulling her close. Her voice, when it came, was low, fierce, and absolute — a vow made of steel and shadow.

      “No,” she said, the word leaving no room for argument. “Not while we’re alive. Not while a single one of us still remembers your name.”
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      Night in the Vatican was rarely a time of true silence. It was a living entity, humming with a low-grade supernatural frequency. Some relic was always emitting a faint, doctrinal glow; some saint-statue was always thrumming with residual devotion; some sleep-deprived monk was always in the kitchen baking at 3 a.m., muttering that the Holy Spirit had requested sourdough with a specific, celestial hydration level.

      But tonight?

      The silence was wrong.

      It wasn’t peaceful. It was thin. Sterile. It felt less like an absence of sound and more like a deletion of it — a deliberate, surgical removal of all ambient life, leaving behind a vacuum that ached in the ears. It was the quiet of a waiting examination room.

      Mercy felt it first — a sharp, insistent tug in the center of her being, where her vow was knotted to her soul. It wasn't the gentle pull from before. This was a deliberate, testing pluck, like a harpist checking the tuning of a string before a performance she did not wish to attend. She sat upright in her narrow cot, her eyes wide and searching in the profound dark.

      Across the room, a shadow shifted. Elyse was already sitting up, a darker silhouette against the gloom. Her voice was a breath, a rustle of wool and warning. “…You felt that too.”

      It wasn’t a question. Mercy nodded, the motion unseen but understood.

      At the far end of the long dormitory, nestled in her modest bed, Lily shifted under her blanket. A soft, distressed whimper escaped her — the sound of a bad dream, perhaps. But Mercy’s senses, honed by a lifetime of listening to the unseen, screamed that this was no dream.

      She saw it.

      A shimmer. A faint, impossible distortion in the air around Lily’s bed, like heat haze off summer pavement, but cold and precise. It wasn't a tear or a rift. It was a ripple, a subtle re-pixilation of reality, as if someone was editing the very fabric of the world around her in real time, selecting the space she occupied and choosing Delete.

      Mercy’s sign snapped up, the painted wood pale in the gloom. The command was swift, sharp, and brooked no delay: “Elyse — wake the others. Now.”

      Elyse didn’t ask questions. She was a streak of moving shadow, her bare feet silent on the stone floor.

      Agnes sat bolt upright the moment Elyse’s hand touched her shoulder, already swinging a fist before her eyes were fully open. “Is it punch time?” she growled, voice thick with sleep and immediate, glorious readiness. “It’s punch time. I CAN FEEL IT IN MY BONES.”

      O’Malley scrambled for his glasses and his visor simultaneously, knocking a spare poking stick to the floor with a clatter. “Are we being attacked? Or formally audited? Or — please no — audited and attacked simultaneously? The liability forms alone would be multidimensional!”

      Dismas awoke with a theatrical scream, clutching his blanket to his chest. “I WAS DREAMING OF A GRAND, SWEEPING MUSICAL ABOUT FORGIVENESS! AND THEN THE CHOREOGRAPHY TURNED INTO TAX FORMS! IT WAS TRAUMATIZING!”

      The goat, a creature of profound and cynical intuition, was already awake. It stood rigid at the foot of Mercy’s bed, its ears flattened, glaring at the shimmering air around Lily with a look of pure, malicious foresight. It chewed slowly, as if memorizing the taste of the impending violation.

      Lily whimpered again, her voice trembling and small. “Mercy…? Something’s… something’s wrong. I feel cold. I feel… empty.”

      The air around Lily’s bed didn’t tear. It didn’t swirl like a portal from a cheaper kind of myth. It folded. With silent, geometric inevitability, the space itself began to crease, a perfect, seamless bend appearing in mid-air as if invisible, impossibly large fingers were preparing to turn this page of reality and move on to the next.

      O’Malley, finally securing his visor, looked through it — and his face turned the color of old parchment. “No. No, no, no — they’re back. The dimensional signature is a 99.8% match for the Emissary! They’re not just visiting. They’re… implementing.”

      Agnes hefted the leg of her now-dismantled chair, the heaviest piece she could grab. “I’LL BREAK THEM INTO GEOMETRY CONFETTI AND STUFF THEM IN A CLOSET!”

      Elyse shot out an arm, yanking Agnes back by the back of her nightshirt. “Do NOT swing at extradimensional auditors while Lily is literally in the middle of a forced narrative rewrite! You might fold her!”

      Dismas flailed his arms, caught in a panic beyond his usual dramatics. “I DON’T KNOW WHAT ANY OF THOSE WORDS MEAN TOGETHER, AND I HATE IT!”

      The ripple expanded, stabilizing into something that resembled a doorway, but was fundamentally not. It was a crease. A deliberate, sharp fold in the world, about seven feet tall. Through the opening, they could see not another place, but a non-place: a blinding, sourceless white light, shifting abstract shapes that defied focus, and beneath it all, a chorus of voices chanting in cold, perfect harmony. It sounded like a hundred librarians quietly reciting regulations in a dead language.

      Agnes gagged, waving a hand in front of her face. “Ugh. It smells like… like stale paperwork and sterilized regret.”

      A voice drifted through the crease. It was the Emissary’s, yet layered, multiplied — a chorus speaking as one, dispassionate and echoing as if broadcast from the heart of a vast, empty archive. “PRIME NARRATIVE ANCHOR LOCATED. INITIATING COLLECTION PROTOCOL.”

      Lily screamed, a raw sound of pure, existential terror.

      Elyse rushed to her side, grabbing her physical hand, her grip vise-tight. “I’ve got you,” she snarled, though her eyes were fixed on the blinding crease.






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
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.


OEBPS/images/lexicon-labs.jpg
LEXICON

[LaBs]





OEBPS/images/image-7-nbb-digital-hr.jpg





