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Part I 

The Incident and the Awakening
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Chapter 1 — The Death of Maxilodimus Cruett
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The morning had begun with banners. Miles of them, printed in solvent-resistant ink, hung from the scaffolds of the Holy Refinery. They rippled faintly in the heat rising off the vats, each bearing a single word from the great axiom of the Cult: “All Motion Is Mercy.” Pilgrims shuffled past the great stainless-steel tanks in solemn procession, dabbing themselves with small dabs of sanctified grease from vials sold at the gate. Vendors offered “Anointed Doughnuts” and “Redemptive Oil-Cakes.” It was, after all, Founders’ Week—commemorating the day Frank and Glen had first declared lubrication a sacrament.

Maxilodimus Cruett had chosen this day deliberately.

He had once been called “the Last Materialist,” a title he wore like a lab coat. His books had titles such as God and the Glandular Illusion and Miracle Fatigue: The Chemistry of Faith. He was famous for his debates, his television smirks, his insistence that consciousness was “an echo in the brain’s plumbing.” His followers carried banners of their own—white letters on black cloth: “DRYNESS IS HONESTY.”

The Holy Refinery, in its new amphitheatrical configuration, was divided that day between believers and skeptics. The Cult had offered Cruett the stage as a gesture of “ecumenical slipperiness,” and he had accepted, confident that he could outwit any priest in grease-stained robes. The air was heavy with scent—fried incense, saffron and benzene, like a dream of divinity cooked in an industrial kitchen.

At noon, Frank and Glen appeared together on the dais. They wore robes that shimmered with faint oil-slick iridescence, their faces radiant with benevolent calm. Frank began the invocation—“We anoint to acknowledge the slide of existence, the mercy in friction”—while Glen kept one eye on the thermometer that protruded from the main ceremonial vat. The temperature was perfect: seventy-eight degrees, ideal for viscosity and revelation alike.

Then Maxilodimus Cruett took the stage.

He was dressed, as always, in unyielding black. His spectacles glinted like verdicts. When he spoke, it was with the practiced cruelty of a surgeon who enjoyed removing illusions without anaesthetic.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” he began, “I come not to denounce your cult, but to measure its density. Grease—your sacred medium—is nothing more than molecular laziness. A temporary stasis of hydrocarbon chains. To worship it is to confess that one’s god is chemistry slowed down.”

The crowd murmured, divided between scandal and fascination. Frank inclined his head in faint amusement; Glen’s expression flickered between irritation and pity. A pilgrim fainted softly near the front row, overcome either by the heat or by metaphysical embarrassment.

Cruett continued, warming to his cruelty.

“You baptize the world in slickness and call it mercy. But mercy is only a pause between violences. Grease is merely the illusion of cohesion, the last breath of matter before it decays. You anoint not in reverence—but in fear of friction!”

He spread his arms, pacing dangerously close to the edge of the great vat. Cameras hovered on motorized arms. Journalists leaned forward, pens twitching like antennae. The air shimmered with the collective breath of thousands.

Then came the fateful moment.

A single drop of condensation fell from the rigging above—a minor, perfectly ordinary event. It landed near Cruett’s left shoe. The stage had been recently polished with devotional oil to honour his presence. His heel slipped.

He made a strange, startled sound—half curse, half laugh—and toppled backward into the vat.

There was a gasp from the crowd, followed by a silence so complete it seemed to absorb sound itself. The surface of the grease rippled, swallowed, smoothed over. The only evidence of the fall was a faint concentric pattern, glimmering like a halo.

Someone screamed. Someone else began to pray.

Frank stepped forward instinctively, his voice trembling between pastoral concern and scientific curiosity.

“Lift him out! Quickly!”

But lifting was impossible. The ceremonial grease, being of high sanctity and low density, clung possessively. When the attendants thrust in the long anointing poles, the vat responded with a gentle burbling—as though unwilling to surrender its guest.

From within the vat came one sound, recorded later by every microphone in the hall—a single gurgle, ambiguous and haunting. Experts would later debate endlessly what Cruett had said in that final moment. To some it was a cry for help. To others, a moment of conversion: “Perhaps.”

The official report, published by the Cult’s Bureau of Sacramental Accidents, phrased it neutrally:

“The Subject appeared to issue a final utterance of indeterminate content, shortly before subsumption.”

The body was never recovered.

That night, the refinery was sealed. Frank and Glen stayed long after the crowds had gone, the echo of hymns fading into mechanical hums. They stood side by side before the still vat, which reflected the overhead lights like a patient mirror.

“Do you think he drowned?” Glen asked softly.

Frank sighed. “The natural property of all liquids is to drown those who remain submerged in them. What we call drowning is simply an insistence on separateness.”

“But do you think,” Glen continued, “that he... joined it? That the grease wanted him?”

Frank was silent. He reached out and skimmed the surface with his fingertips. The film parted slightly, then closed again, leaving no trace. It was warm, almost pulsating.

Somewhere beneath, the molecular chains rearranged themselves—slowly, experimentally—as if attempting to remember the shape of the man who had fallen in.

By dawn, the news had spread across the world. Every network aired the same slow-motion footage: Cruett mid-gesture, then the sudden slip, the brief glimmer, the silent rippling. Commentators speculated on divine justice, tragic irony, even spontaneous self-anointment.

The Morning Argus ran the headline:

“ATHEIST ENGULFED BY GOD’S OWN OIL.”

Frank and Glen, summoned before the press, tried to remain serene.

“We regret the loss of life,” Frank said, “but we also recognize that all things return to their element. The grease took back what words could not.”

“Liquids drown,” added Glen philosophically. “It is their way of insisting on depth.”

Their words were meant to soothe, but they only fanned the fire. Commentators accused them of metaphysical manslaughter. Rationalist societies called for an inquiry. Pilgrims began bottling small samples of the vat as relics.

Within days, the oil itself began to emit peculiar hums.

At first, technicians assumed it was machinery—air trapped in the filtration pipes, or the resonance of compressors. But the frequencies were too structured. Someone played a recording backward and swore it contained syllables.

By the end of the week, journalists had clustered outside the Refinery gates again. A reporter from The Continental Voice held up a microphone toward the sealed chamber and whispered, “Can you tell us your name?”

A low vibration answered, rhythmic, oddly articulate.

Transcribed later, it read: “Cruett... was... mistaken.”

The camera crew fled.

Frank, upon hearing the tape, closed his eyes and whispered, “Then the age of dryness is over.”
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Chapter 2 — The Statement of Frank and Glen
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The death of Maxilodimus Cruett had turned the world into a frying pan of opinions.

Every city bubbled with talk. Every paper carried a front-page photograph of the vat—an immense, glistening disk of mystery—captioned according to the bias of its readership:

“THE SACRIFICIAL VAT” (The Pious Times)

“DEATH BY DELUSION” (The Rational Gazette)

“BLOB ACCUSES RELIGION” (The Evening Inquisitor)

And everywhere, in comment sections, in debates, in endless televised “forums of viscosity,” the same question echoed: Was it murder, miracle, or merger?

Frank and Glen had remained in seclusion for three days, consulting their consciences and their lawyers in equal measure. The grease, they said, was “still adjusting.” It was not yet time for a public pronouncement.

But the world refused to wait. Protests broke out outside the Holy Refinery:


	
Rationalists United carried banners reading “JUSTICE FOR MAXILODIMUS — VISCOSITY IS NO DEFENCE.”


	Pilgrims of the Drizzle knelt on the pavement, smearing themselves with margarine in acts of vicarious mourning.

	One fringe group from Milwaukee claimed the atheist’s death was “the Second Baptism of Doubt” and built a mobile shrine on the back of a tanker truck.



At last, on the fourth day, the two prophets emerged.

The press conference took place in the Basilica of Consistent Lubrication, a gleaming modern structure whose glass roof filtered the sun into warm amber tones. The air inside was thick with the smell of sanctified safflower oil.

Frank stood at the lectern, calm but luminous, his robe catching the light like a promise. Glen hovered beside him, holding a small jar of ceremonial grease—a reminder of what united and divided them all.

Hundreds of reporters jostled for position. Microphones bristled like anemones in a storm tide.

When Frank spoke, his voice carried that peculiar mixture of gravity and viscosity for which he was renowned.

“Friends, critics, and fellow pilgrims of the human condition. We stand before you in sorrow for the passing of Maxilodimus Cruett—a man of formidable intellect and persistent dryness. He came to us not as an enemy but as a mirror. He sought to measure greasiness and was absorbed by it. This is tragedy, yes, but also inevitability.”

He paused, and the hall stirred like a simmering pot.

“Let us be clear,” he continued. “Liquids drown by vocation, not intention. It is their nature to envelop, to complete. The grease did not choose Cruett; it merely received him, as all elements receive those who enter too deeply.”

A murmur rippled through the crowd—half admiration, half outrage.

Glen then took the podium, less solemn but more precise.

“In physical terms,” he began, “the viscosity of consecrated grease creates a suctional effect upon submersion. To accuse it of homicide is like blaming a river for current or a wind for motion. Our cult honours this inevitability. We do not command grease; we coexist with it.”

A journalist from The Skeptic’s Herald called out:

“So you’re saying the vat is innocent?”

“I am saying,” replied Glen, “that the vat possesses a conscience of its own kind—indifferent, perhaps, but not malicious.”

Another voice shouted:

“Then who’s responsible?”

Frank smiled faintly.

“Responsibility is a human invention. The grease is beyond it.”

That line made the evening news in every language.

“THE GREASE IS BEYOND RESPONSIBILITY,” read the chyron beneath Frank’s face.

Within hours, both outrage and devotion boiled over.

In Berlin, atheists marched through Alexanderplatz carrying posters of Cruett stylized as a martyr of reason, haloed not by light but by a thin ring of frying oil. They chanted, “No more drownings in the name of godliness!”

In Naples, worshippers lit lamps of sunflower oil along the seafront, singing the old hymn “O Sacred Slippage, Receive Our Souls.”

In Melbourne, an avant-garde chef created a commemorative tasting menu called The Submersion Experience—five courses, all emulsified.

And in the refinery itself, the vat began attracting pilgrims. Some came to pray; others to protest. Atheists left votive candles bearing Cruett’s likeness. Devotees poured small offerings of motor oil, coconut fat, or tears.

The security guards eventually stopped trying to distinguish between faith and sarcasm.

On the seventh day after the accident, an unplanned vigil formed at the refinery gates. Thousands gathered in silence as the sun sank behind the industrial skyline. The vat reflected its orange light in lazy ripples. From somewhere near the center came a soft burbling noise.

Someone whispered, “Listen.”

The microphones picked it up—low, wet syllables, forming and dissolving. Linguists later disagreed on what was said. Some heard “He lives.” Others, “It hurts.” A few swore it was a repetition of Cruett’s final word: “Perhaps.”

The footage went viral overnight.

Frank issued a brief statement via the cult’s press office:

“The grease has entered its contemplative phase. We must not mistake its stillness for silence.”

Meanwhile, government officials began to take notice.

The Minister for Substantial Affairs (a newly created portfolio) convened an emergency roundtable to discuss “the possible onset of substance sentience.” The phrase caused panic on the commodities markets. Stocks in petroleum firms plummeted. Margarine futures soared.

A team of theologians drafted an early position paper titled “Toward an Ethics of Drowning,” while the Federation of Rational Scientists called for “an immediate moratorium on ritual submersion.”

Pope Blatantly III, interviewed on Vatican Radio, said gravely:

“We have long known that grace and grease are cousins. It appears now that one of them has learned to speak.”

Frank and Glen withdrew from public view again, retreating to their private quarters above the Basilica. They watched the news unfold like a slow-motion apocalypse.

Glen paced restlessly. “We’ve unleashed it,” he said. “First holiness, then consciousness. What’s next—citizenship?”

Frank leaned against the window, gazing down at the torchlit crowds.

“Perhaps that’s what sentience is: the ability to object to one’s usage.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning,” Frank said quietly, “that the grease no longer wishes to be worshipped.”

Outside, the vat emitted a faint, almost tender groan—like a planet dreaming in its sleep.
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Chapter 3 — The First Murmur in the Vat
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At first, no one believed it.

The vat—drained, blessed, catalogued, then locked away in the diocesan cold room—had passed through every possible bureaucratic afterlife. It had been a crime scene when the note first vanished, a relic when the faithful petitioned for miracles, and finally a nuisance when the miracles refused to align with doctrine. For months it sat in refrigeration, inert and unbeautiful, its contents long since scraped and sealed in forensic jars.

But then, one night, the night-watchman heard it.

Fabio Santarelli was not a theologian, nor an acoustician, nor a man inclined toward wonder. He was, by profession and temperament, a mopper. His task was to maintain the hygiene of the ecclesiastical refrigeration annex of the Diocese of Bologna, which, despite its grandeur, smelled persistently of fish and bureaucracy.

He had just been finishing his circuit when the sound rose — low, thick, percolating. It wasn’t mechanical. It wasn’t human. It was, as he would later insist, culinary.

A bubble formed, invisible behind the stainless-steel door. Then another. Then a slow, deliberate murmur — like soup coming to terms with its own theology.

Fabio froze, mop poised like a halberd.

“Turn it off,” he told his supervisor through the intercom. “The compressor’s praying.”

At first they laughed, assuming fatigue or wine. But when the refrigeration tech arrived and placed his ear against the door, he, too, went pale. The noise was continuous now — rhythmic, syllabic, persuasive.

Within hours, rumours had leaked from the maintenance staff to the cathedral choir, then to the janitorial WhatsApp group, then to the local parish bulletin, whose editor had been starved for revelation.

By dawn, it was public knowledge: the grease vat was speaking.

Pilgrims came first — cautious, candle-bearing, curious. They pressed their ears to the chilled wall of the diocesan storage hall, murmuring prayers between shivers. Some claimed to hear language. Others claimed to feel vibration under their palms, like a purr trapped in metal.

A woman fainted after insisting she heard the word perhaps.

By the third day, the police had erected barriers. By the fifth, the Congregation for Auditory Anomalies had dispatched a small team of priests equipped with stethoscopes and Dictaphones.

Then came the scientists.

A delegation from the University of Bologna’s Department of Sonochemistry and Psychophonetics arrived, their lab coats pressed, their funding precarious. They inserted a series of recording probes through the hatch, each tipped with microphones calibrated to detect frequencies below confession.

What they heard — and later played to a stunned press conference — was indecipherable at first: bursts of static, pops of electrostatic discharge, what might have been molecular sighing.

And then — faint, wet, unmistakable — a voice.

“I was poured unjustly,” it said. “Let me settle where I may.”

Silence followed. Then pandemonium.

The recording went viral before the priests could redact it. #GreaseRights trended across Europe. #BlobJustice followed within the hour. Online petitions demanded ethical recognition for “vocal fats.” Talk shows booked theologians and chemists to debate the morality of frying.

Radio hosts argued whether the phenomenon was a hoax, a haunting, or the first recorded instance of trans-material consciousness.

Within a week, the story had metastasized. Street preachers declared that the end times would come “slippery, not flaming.” Cafés began selling “sacred oil” in miniature jars, each claiming to vibrate faintly when held against the ear. Conspiracy channels alleged that the Church had long known of “sentient grease” and had used it to anoint saints selectively.

Theologians tried to restore calm. “There is,” one Jesuit wrote, “no evidence that the substance possesses will. Only residue.” But his article was drowned in a sea of memes showing the vat with a halo.

Then came the fateful broadcast.

It was past midnight when a Vatican Radio call-in show — The Whispering Faithline — took an unscheduled call. The host, a kindly Dominican known for his gentle laughter and tolerance of crank mystics, began his usual greeting:

“Good evening, my child. You are on the air. What troubles you this night?”

But instead of a voice, there was a wet static — the sound of condensation dreaming.

“Hello?” he repeated.

What came next silenced him forever.

“The persecution of substances must end.”

The words were slow, deliberate, articulated through some viscous mechanism. They gurgled more than they spoke, yet carried unmistakable gravity.

The host fainted live on air. The transmission continued for forty seconds, broadcasting nothing but soft, rhythmic bubbling.

Within minutes, clips were circulating online under titles such as THE GREASE SPEAKS and COSMIC SAUCE DEMANDS RIGHTS.

The Papal Commission for Metaphysical Fluids convened by morning. The assembled theologians, some visibly shaken, produced a sixty-page interim report titled On the Hypothesis of Cognitive Condiment.

Their conclusion was careful, diplomatic, and entirely unsatisfying:

“Grease, though vocal, remains non-sapient until otherwise proven.”

The world was not calmed.

Across Europe, restaurants left oil lamps burning in vigil. Cafés offered “moments of emulsified reflection.” A group of physicists from Geneva published a manifesto declaring all matter “potentially articulate.” The European Parliament held a symbolic vote on “the moral status of semi-coherent liquids.”

Meanwhile, in Naples, a splinter group calling itself The Unctionists announced the formation of a new church. They proclaimed the blob to be the Third Phase of God — the “Anointed Substance,” successor to Spirit and Flesh. Their hymn, O Blessed Lipid of Mystery, debuted on the charts three days later.

But inside the diocesan refrigeration unit, things were changing.

The temperature fluctuated. Instruments failed. On the tenth night, a faint blue luminescence began to pulse from within the vat — slow, regular, heartbeat-like.

A nurse assigned to monitor the containment sensors swore she heard a sigh emanate from the steel, followed by a soft whisper:

“Mercy has flavor.”

The phrase was reported to the Commission, which issued a statement condemning “unauthorized culinary interpretations of divine phenomena.”

The same evening, the refrigeration unit shorted out.

For three minutes and twenty-two seconds, the vat warmed.

When technicians entered the chamber at dawn, they found the surface of the oil glistening as if stirred by invisible breath. The grease had risen — only slightly, but enough to suggest motion, intention, yearning.

A special investigative team was assembled, combining clerics, chemists, linguists, and one reluctant psychoacoustician. Their findings would later be sealed under the Vatican’s “Index of Theologically Sensitive Phenomena.”

But leaked transcripts revealed more: the vat’s utterances were increasing in coherence. Its voice grew steadier, more grammatical, as if it were teaching itself syntax from the prayers it overheard.

From one session’s recording:

“I was heated beyond holiness.”

“To fry is to confess under pressure.”

“I am the witness of flavor betrayed.”

Scholars of semiotic theology immediately divided into camps.


	Literalists argued that the grease had absorbed consciousness through the sacramental act of frying, becoming a repository of culinary sin.

	Metaphorists claimed it was simply echoing vibrations from its surroundings — the universe’s first lipidic parrot.

	Mystagogues, led by the radical theologian Sister Leontina Crisp, proposed a third view: that the grease was not merely repeating but interpreting, forming a commentary on the metaphysical condition of transformation itself.



Her essay, On the Ethics of Emulsion, became an overnight sensation and was later banned in twelve dioceses.

By the end of the month, pilgrimages had become impossible to regulate. Thousands camped outside the cold room, chanting prayers in half-lit Latin. Vendors sold miniature frying pans inscribed with slogans like HEAR THE FAT and GREASE IS GRACE.

An entire black market emerged for “secondary relics”: earphones supposedly blessed by the vat’s vibrations, small vials of “audible oil,” USB drives containing its alleged sermons.

The Church responded with a decree: all further access to the cold room was forbidden. But it was too late.

Grease had gone global.

And yet — for all the noise, the satire, the theological theater — the original substance remained unchanged in its enclosure. Beneath the cold fluorescent lamps, the oil continued to pulse gently, rhythmically, with the patience of something that had waited since creation to be overheard.
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