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            The Message From Above

          

        

      

    

    
      The dining hall of the Sisters of Perpetual Enforcement was a monument to controlled chaos. By their collective standards, the morning repast was considered a calm affair.

      This classification required a certain generous interpretation of the word "calm."

      It meant ignoring Sister Agnes lifting her oaken chair in a steady, one-armed curl as if it were a mere dumbbell. It meant overlooking Brother O’Malley, goggles perched on his forehead, performing delicate, spark-emitting surgery on a toaster that was almost certainly a holy relic in a chrome-plated disguise. It involved politely averting one’s gaze from Dismas, the perpetually overwhelmed acolyte, whose face had just met the surface of his oatmeal with a soft, porridgey thud. It meant accepting the gentle, rhythmic murmur of Sister Lily, whispering prayers over her steaming cup of tea as if blessing each individual leaf, while a mischievous goat — whose theological status was ambiguously defined — methodically licked the inside of a nearly-empty raspberry jam jar.

      At the heart of it all sat Sister Mercy, a pool of profound and unsettling stillness. She simply was, her expression serene and inscrutable, a silent question mark at the center of their noisy world. And watching Mercy, with the coiled intensity of a guardian angel braced for the sky to crack open, stood Sister Elyse, her posture suggesting she was fully prepared to body-check a demon mid-manifestation.

      So, calm. Or at least, calm-adjacent.

      This particular morning, however, calm did not deign to make an appearance. It sent no regrets.

      Because something on the sideboard began to glow.

      It was a small, forgotten trinket — a paperweight, perhaps, or a candlestick holder — now pulsing with a light that had no business in the grey dawn. It trembled, then lifted from the woodgrain, shedding dust motes that glittered like dissenters. It began to spin, a lazy, wobbling orbit that hummed a single, pure, synthesized note. And then, with a final, aggressive thrum, it slammed back down, rattling every plate, spoon, and nervous system on the long breakfast table.

      Agnes’s chair hit the floor with a crash as she hefted it like a broadsword. “WHAT,” she boomed, each word a separate hammer blow, “IS. THAT.”

      O’Malley vanished beneath the table with a yelp, his voice muffled by wood and panic. “UNKNOWN POWER SIGNATURE! UNKNOWN POWER SIGNATURE! IT’S NOT IN THE MANIFEST!”

      Lily carefully folded her hands in her lap, her smile benign. “It’s probably fine,” she offered to the room at large.

      Dismas, roused from his oatmeal, took one look at the glowing orb and pitched sideways, his forehead landing with a soft plop in the jam jar. The goat, ever pragmatic, began to lick his hair.

      Mercy did not move. Not a muscle, not a breath.

      Elyse did. She was a blur of motion, placing herself squarely between Mercy and the anomaly, feet planted, shoulders squared — a human barricade against whatever celestial nonsense was unfolding.

      The orb flickered, steadied, and seemed to pull its own light inward, coalescing into a dense, brilliant point. From that point, a hologram erupted. It wasn't the harsh blue of common tech, but a swirling, opulent gold, like liquid gilding poured into the air. It resolved into a shimmering, corporate-logo-esque mandala.

      And then it spoke.

      Its voice was unnervingly, aggressively cheerful, the kind of upbeat, Midwestern cadence that could sell you salvation in thirty seconds or less. “HELLO, BLESSED FRIENDS!” it chirped, the sound crisp and slightly too loud. “We’ve been watching your miracles! So inspiring! We want HER. Please present HER to us for the Next Great Service™!”

      Agnes’s shriek tore through the holographic cheer like a chainsaw through satin. “OH NO. OH NO NO NO. THEY’RE TRYING TO RECRUIT MERCY AGAIN.” She brandished her chair leg at the projection. “BACK, YOU BRAND-AMBIENT HEATHENS!”

      The hologram, blissfully oblivious to her fury, continued its pitch. “We’re so excited! We love her vibe! Totally authentic, zero pretension. She’s perfect for our brand!”

      A single, elegant eyebrow arched on Mercy’s otherwise placid face.

      Lily blinked, tilting her head. “Oh my. Are they… talking about her vow of eternal silence? That is rather soft-spoken of her.”

      Elyse’s growl was low and feral. “They’re not getting within ten meters of her.”

      More script unfurled from the mandala in a dramatic cascade of golden light, as if announcing a holy product launch.

      “THE ONE WE SEEK HAS:  — A RADIANT AURA  — AN AESTHETIC PRESENCE  — A SOFT SPIRITUAL ENERGY  — THE SWEETNESS OF PURE DEVOTION”

      Agnes puffed up, her face flushing the color of a furious robin’s breast. “YEP. THAT’S MERCY. WORD FOR WORD. THEY KNOW. THEY KNOW AND THEY’RE COMING FOR THE QUIET ONE!”

      The hologram flickered one final time, its message stark and deadline-driven.

      “PLEASE DELIVER HER WITHIN 48 HOURS. WE ARE READY FOR THE SOFT ONE.”

      Agnes threw her chair. It sailed past the hologram and embedded itself in the far wall with a satisfying crunch. “THEY WANT MERCY’S SILENCE! THEY WANT HER POWER! THEY WANT HER MYSTIQUE TO SELL OVERPRICED CANDLES AND AFFIRMATION CARDS!”

      Lily cleared her throat, a delicate sound like a teacup settling on a saucer. She was pointing, not in alarm, but with a sort of polite confusion. The hologram, in its final moments, had drifted and was now hovering directly above her bowed head.

      The golden script shimmered, dissolved, and re-formed into one succinct, earth-shattering line.

      “SISTER LILY OF THE ROSARIES: YOU ARE SUMMONED.”

      Silence.

      Absolute, profound, and utterly baffled.

      Elyse’s jaw went slack. Agnes’s furious tirade died in her throat, leaving her blinking rapidly. Dismas, who had been stirring, took in the new development and promptly fainted again, sliding off the bench. The goat, seeing the glowing words begin to fade, took an experimental bite of the light, chewing on nothing with apparent satisfaction.

      O’Malley crawled out from under the table, his diagnostic visor askew. “…wait,” he mumbled, data streams reflecting in his wide eyes. “Lily? The projection is… recalibrating its target parameters to… Lily?”

      Lily pointed a finger at her own chest, her expression one of pure, unadulterated bewilderment. “Me? They meant… me?”

      Agnes sputtered, gesturing wildly between Lily and the now-vacant space where the hologram had been. “WHAT? NO. WHY? YOU’RE — YOU’RE — YOU’RE THE NORMAL ONE!” It was the greatest insult she could currently conceive.

      A soft pink blush crept into Lily’s cheeks. “I don’t think I’m normal, Agnes. I talk to my plants. And the stained-glass windows sometimes talk back.”

      “BUT — BUT —” Agnes flailed, pointing a dramatic finger at the unmoved Mercy. “THEY SAID SOFT AND GLOWY AND RADIANT! THOSE ARE MERCY WORDS! That’s her whole… thing!”

      Mercy, anticipating precisely this flavor of clerical ridiculousness, reached into the folds of her habit and produced a small, neatly lettered sign. It read: “Let’s not assume things.”

      Elyse snatched the sign, produced a charcoal pencil from her own sleeve, and scrawled a fierce addendum beneath it: “BUT BE ON GUARD.”

      O’Malley was tapping frantically at his wrist-mounted scanner, its quiet beeps the only sound in the stunned room. “Guys… this signature… it’s not Vatican, not Lutheran, not Methodist, not even Free-Will Baptist…” His voice dropped to a horrified whisper. “The spectral resonance is all… uplifted acoustic guitar and ethically-sourced coffee.”

      The hologram pulsed a final, fond farewell. “WE CAN’T WAIT TO MEET YOU, LILY! kisses emoji. God bless and stay aesthetic!”

      With a gloriously artificial pop and a shower of holographic glitter that somehow, impossibly, left behind the distinct olfactory ghost of vanilla latte foam, it vanished.

      Lily blinked slowly. “Oh my,” she murmured, sniffing the air. “That was… sweet?”

      Agnes seized Lily by the shoulders, her face a mask of apocalyptic seriousness. “LILY. LISTEN TO ME. NOTHING GOOD EVER SMELLS LIKE VANILLA LATTE FOAM. NOTHING. NOT CELESTIAL VISITATIONS, NOT DIVINE FAVOR, NOTHING. IT IS THE SCENT OF SUBLIMINAL MESSAGING AND GENTLE OBLIGATION!”

      Lily only grew more confused, her eyes wide and innocent.

      Elyse turned to Mercy, her voice a low, strategic rumble. “We need to figure out who these people are. Now. Before they try a doorstep follow-up.”

      Mercy gave a single, slow nod. The goat, having digested the last of the glitter, let out a small, sparkling burp.

      O’Malley ran a final, full-spectrum scan of the residual energy, his face pale in its glow. “It’s…” he began, then swallowed hard. “It’s American.”

      A collective groan of weary understanding rolled through the room.

      He looked up, his expression grim. “Midwest American.”

      The groans deepened into a chorus of profound dread.

      “Specifically,” he finished, the words heavy with doom, “the emanations are consistent with a… a megachurch media department.”

      Pandemonium. A symphony of screams, chair-scrapes, and one final thud from Dismas.

      Agnes cracked her knuckles, the sound like snapping tinder in the sudden quiet that followed. “Alright. Gear up. Everyone. We’re going to save Lily from the smiling, well-funded jaws of capitalist Christianity.”

      Lily raised a timid hand, as if requesting permission to speak in her own defense. “Um… I haven’t actually been taken yet.”

      Agnes grabbed her arm, already pulling her towards the armory. “THEY’RE ALREADY STARTING. THE GLITTER WAS PHASE ONE. THE VANILLA SCENT WAS PHASE TWO. TRUST ME, THE BROCHURES ARE NEXT!”

      Mercy stood, her movement so fluid it seemed to calm the very air. She glided over, gently pried Agnes’s hand from Lily’s arm, and took Lily’s trembling fingers in her own. Lily brightened visibly at the touch.

      Mercy gave her fingers a reassuring squeeze — a promise — then produced her second prepared sign of the morning. The letters were calm and sure:

      “Don’t worry. We choose you.”

      A visible wave of relief washed over Lily. She exhaled, a small, shaky sound that was almost a laugh.

      And then —

      The roar of a massive engine shattered the moment. Not a demonic roar, but something arguably worse: the clean, turbo-diesel hum of impeccable logistics.

      A bus pulled up outside the ancient monastery gates. It was blindingly, antiseptically white, its surface a blank canvas for sweeping, multi-colored LED light strips that pulsed in time to a beat no one in the monastery could yet hear. Then the sound hit them — a thumping, synth-heavy worship remix, played at a volume that verged on a physical assault.

      From inside the immaculate vehicle, a chorus of ecstatic, perfectly harmonized teen voices rose in a feverish chant:

      “LILYYYYYY! COME OUTSIDE! WE LOVE YOUUUUU! YOUR VIBE IS IMMACULATE!”

      Agnes’s scream was pure, unadulterated horror. “OH HELL. THEY’RE HERE. THEY’VE BROUGHT THE YOUTH GROUP.”

      Lily let out a small, mouse-like squeak.

      Mercy quietly stepped forward, placing herself at the forefront, a serene shield.

      Elyse moved to the doorway, blocking it with the formidable presence of a bodyguard assigned to a small, deeply perplexed saint.

      O’Malley checked the charge on his sanctified taser and his wifi-jamming device.

      Dismas, in a final act of coherent response, fainted headfirst into the patient, glitter-digesting goat.

      And thus, amidst the scent of artificial vanilla and the throb of a kick-drum beat, began the Sisters of Perpetual Enforcement’s newest and most terrifying mission:

      Rescue Lily. From Teenagers. With a branded bus.

      The holiest, and most aesthetically coordinated, threat yet.
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      The vehicle that came to a halt before the ancient stone gates of the monastery did so with a squeal of brakes so exuberantly pitched it felt theological. It was less a mechanical sound and more an auditory proclamation — as if even the friction pads were crying out in unison, “PRAISE BE!” The echoes bounced off the mossy walls, a jarring fanfare in the quiet morning.

      It was enormous. A behemoth of polished white enamel that gleamed like a bleached whale under the weak sun. Its surface was so flawless, so aggressively clean, it seemed to repulse the very dust of the earthly road. Worse than its size or its color, however, were its sides — vast, seamless LED screens that cycled through a silent, hypnotic slideshow. Inspirational quotes in gentle serif fonts melted into animated, minimalist depictions of loaves, fishes, and water into wine, all set to an invisible, upbeat tempo.

      Emblazoned above the pneumatic door in a font that managed to be both futuristic and cozy was the legend: H•A•L•O EXPRESS Beneath it, in smaller, perpetually winking letters: (Youth of the Limitlessly Online) And beneath that, as a final, cheerful imperative: “Hop In and Ascend™”

      Agnes read the words aloud, her voice dripping with a contempt so profound it twisted into a physical sound — a kind of theological gagging, a noise born of equal parts disgust and holy outrage.

      O’Malley adjusted his diagnostic visor, the lenses flickering as they tried and failed to categorize the energy signatures. “Oh no,” he breathed, the color draining from his face. “They’re running a full, multi-platform branding package. Integrated audiovisual proselytization. That’s… that’s not just evangelism. That’s expensive evangelism.”

      Dismas, who had been propped against the gatepost, took in the shimmering, silent spectacle and accomplished a novel form of collapse: he fainted perfectly upright, sliding down the stone like a slowly deflating sack of vestments.

      The goat, less analytically inclined but possessing strong opinions on intrusive machinery, lowered its head and charged the nearest massive tire, rebounding with a hollow thonk and a look of deep personal offense.

      From within the sealed, climate-controlled interior of the bus, the chanting swelled, muffled but unnervingly clear through the soundproofing. “LILYYYYY! WE LOVE YOUR ENERGY! YOU’RE PERFECT FOR THE AESTHETIC! WELCOME TO HALOOOOOOOO!”

      Lily blinked rapidly, a delicate pink flush blooming on her cheeks. “Oh my,” she murmured, her hands clasped at her chest. “They sound… very enthusiastic.”

      Agnes whirled on her, eyes wide with apocalyptic alarm. “THAT IS NOT ENTHUSIASM, LILY. THAT IS THE SOUND OF WEAPONIZED TEEN SPIRIT. IT IS A PSYCHOLOGICAL BLITZKRIEG SET TO AN UPLIFTING BEAT.”

      Elyse didn't speak. She simply moved, a shadow detaching itself from the monastery wall to plant itself squarely between Lily and the open gateway, her stance that of a fortress gate sliding shut.

      Mercy, ever the calm in the storm, reached out and tapped Elyse’s tense forearm. When Elyse glanced down, Mercy presented a small, neatly lettered sign: “Let’s see what they want first.”

      Agnes snatched the placard from Mercy’s hands as if it were a live grenade. “NO. WE NEVER SEE WHAT THEY WANT. SEEING WHAT THEY WANT IS HOW YOU GET SOLD A TIMESHARE IN THE KINGDOM OF HEAVEN. WE PUNCH WHAT THEY WANT. IT’S SIMPLER. MORE HOLY.”

      But Lily, her brow furrowed with gentle concern, hesitantly tugged on Agnes’s sleeve. “Agnes… they’re just children. Maybe they… maybe they just want to talk? To share the good news?”

      Agnes froze, her rage momentarily supplanted by sheer, unadulterated horror. She looked at Lily as if she’d just suggested petting a landmine. “YOU SWEET SUMMER CHILD. CHILDREN ARE THE MOST LETHAL ENEMY. THEY FEEL NO PAIN, THEY HAVE NO CONCEPT OF MERCY, AND THEY CAN SMELL UNCERTAINTY LIKE A SHARK SMELLS BLOOD.”

      Elyse gave a single, grave nod, her eyes never leaving the bus. “And disrespect.”

      “And weakness,” Agnes added, ticking off points on her fingers.

      “And fear,” O’Malley whispered, his scanner emitting a worried beep.

      From his heap on the ground, Dismas’s voice floated up, tremulous and despairing. “And… authenticity.”

      The bus doors chose that moment to slide open. They didn’t hiss; they sighed — a soft, hydraulic exhalation that wafted out a complex scent: vanilla bean, lavender essential oil, and the unmistakable, sterile aroma of corporate sponsorship.

      A ramp extended from the doorway with a gentle whir, its edge lined with soft, amber-guarded LED lights.

      And onto it marched —  The Praise Squad.

      Six teenagers, three of each vaguely defined gender, clad in flawlessly matching pastel hoodies the color of cloud banks and baby birds. They moved with a terrifying, synchronized precision, their smiles fixed and beatific, like a cult of aggressively supportive department-store mannequins.

      “HI LILY!!!” they chorused, their voices blended into a single, chirping entity.

      Lily jumped, a small, startled motion. “Oh! Hello!”

      “WE ARE SO HAPPY YOU’RE HERE!” the chorus responded, their enthusiasm a tangible force.

      Lily blinked, her politeness warring with logic. “I… uh… didn’t say I was here yet.”

      The leader of the squad stepped forward — a tall girl with hair so glossy it seemed to generate its own light source, a slender headset mic curving around her cheek. “I’m Kinsley!” she announced, her smile never dimming. “This is Reya, Jourdyn, Brayvyn, MaKynna, and —” She paused, consulting a tablet that had materialized in her hand. “— the other MaKynna.”

      Both MaKynnas waved in perfect unison.

      “We’re here to escort you to your Ascension Orientation!” Kinsley beamed, the words rolling out as if from a well-rehearsed, focus-group-tested script.

      Elyse stepped forward, her voice a flat, lethal blade cutting through the sugary air. “She’s not going anywhere.”

      Kinsley tilted her head, her smile somehow intensifying, becoming an act of benevolent correction. “Oh! Um! We didn’t ask you, goth ma’am.”

      The air left Agnes’s lungs in a shocked whoosh, as if she’d been physically struck by the sheer, audacious disrespect. “YOU DO NOT,” she roared, her voice shaking the ivy on the gate, “TALK TO ELYSE LIKE SHE’S A DISCOUNT HOT TOPIC MANNEQUIN. SHE IS A CONSECRATED BLADE IN HUMAN FORM.”

      Kinsley blinked, the picture of innocent confusion. “Oh! My mistake! Are you all her… chaperones?” She said the word as if it were quaint, slightly archaic.

      Agnes choked, sputtering. “CHA — CHA — CHAPERONES?! WE ARE HER SISTERS-IN-ARMS! HER FELLOW SOLDIERS OF THE ETERNAL —”

      Lily placed a calming, feather-light hand on Agnes’s heaving arm. “Please,” she whispered, “let’s all be polite. They’re just… very organized.”

      Kinsley clapped her hands together, a sound like two expensive ceramics meeting. “THAT’S EXACTLY the energy we’re looking for!” she trilled. “Kindness! Gentleness! Feminine servanthood! Passive radiance! That soft-girl spirit that just glows!”

      Agnes’s jaw hung slack. She stared, utterly bereft of words, before managing a strangled whisper to Elyse. “I’m gonna punt that child into next liturgical week.”

      Without a visible signal, the Praise Squad shifted. They formed two perfect lines, a corridor of smiling, pastel-clad teens, all gesturing with synchronized, open-palmed waves for Lily to step forward onto the ramp.

      Elyse shifted her weight, blocking the entrance to the corridor with the immovable presence of a monolith. “She. Is not. Going. With you.”

      Kinsley’s smile didn’t falter. But something in her eyes shifted, the warmth cooling into something polished and procedural. “Oh! She absolutely is.” Her voice was still sweet, but now it held the ironclad certainty of a calendar notification. “We’re on a schedule. Synchronicity is a form of worship!”

      O’Malley whimpered, tapping frantically at his wrist-computer. “They’re… logistics-based. They have flow-charts for salvation. We’re doomed.”

      The Praise Squad leader smoothly produced a laminated card from her hoodie pocket. It was titled, in cheerful font: "DEALING WITH IRRATIONAL ADULTS (Protocol 7-B)." She read aloud, her voice a model of empathetic customer service. “When confronted with resistance, respond with: ‘We’re so sorry you feel that way.’”

      In perfect, chilling harmony, all six teens repeated the phrase, their heads tilting at the same sympathetic angle. “We’re so sorry you feel that way.”

      Agnes screamed, a raw, wordless sound of fury, and buried her face in her hands.

      Lily, overwhelmed by the sheer, concentrated positivity, took a half-step backward, a retreat into the familiar shadows of the gate.

      But Kinsley was faster. With a fluid, practiced motion, she stepped forward, closing the distance. Her movements were not aggressive, but disarmingly gentle. She took both of Lily’s hands in her own, her touch warm and firm.

      “You are SO perfect for the movement,” she said, her voice dropping to a warm, confidential register. Her eyes were wide and sincere. “You’re everything we’ve been praying for.”

      Lily froze.

      The world narrowed to those words, to the earnest pressure of Kinsley’s grasp. No one, in all her years of quiet prayer and gentle service, had ever said anything like that to her. Not with such certain, shining conviction. Her breath caught in her throat, a small, trapped thing.

      And in that heartbeat of stunned vulnerability —  the Praise Squad moved.

      It wasn’t violent. It wasn’t forceful. It was a masterpiece of benign efficiency.

      They flowed around Lily like a pastel tide. A soft, heather-grey hoodie (embroidered with a tiny, tasteful halo) was swept over her shoulders. A glowing LED halo headband, set to a gentle pulse, was placed upon her head with reverent care. A gift bag, filled with devotional bath bombs labeled “Graceful Soak” and “Prayerful Exfoliation,” was pressed into her hands.

      And before Agnes could finish drawing breath for a new roar, before Elyse could unsheathe the short sword she kept strapped to her thigh, before anyone could even process the sequence of events —  they swept her onto the bus.

      The doors closed with a soft, definitive shush.

      From inside, a wave of cheering erupted, clean and deafening. “WELCOME LILY!!!”

      Agnes sprinted forward, a battering ram of rage and habit. “NOOOOOO — !”

      The bus gave a cheerful, melodic honk — a digital snippet of “This Little Light of Mine”— and pulled away with a smooth, electric hum, its LED sides now flashing a looping animation of a dove ascending.

      Lily, her face pressed to the large back window, looked out at her receding family. She wasn’t screaming. She wasn’t pounding on the glass. She simply looked profoundly, utterly confused. And then, slowly, as if by instinct, she raised one hand. And waved. Sweetly.

      Agnes collapsed to her knees on the cobblestones, as if the hope had been physically punched from her lungs.

      Elyse stared after the vanishing bus, her whisper carrying a horror deeper than any she’d felt facing hellspawn. “…they took her with hospitality.”

      O’Malley’s visor flickered, tracking the vehicle’s trajectory through satellite and traffic-cam data. “They’re moving fast. Already crossing state lines. Algorithm predicts destination is… let me check the devotional branding and coffee-shop density…” His voice faltered. “Oh, God.”

      Agnes leapt to her feet, her face a mask of frantic dread. “WHAT?! WHERE ARE THEY TAKING HER?!”

      O’Malley swallowed hard, the word tasting of artificial sweetener and despair. “…the American Midwest.”

      A collective gasp swept through the group, colder than any winter wind.

      Dismas, who had been struggling upright, took one look at the shared despair and fainted again, this time into a rosemary bush.

      Mercy closed her eyes, drawing in a long, steadying breath, centering herself in the eye of the storm.

      Elyse’s hands curled into fists so tight her knuckles cracked like pistol shots.

      Agnes drew herself up to her full, formidable height. She pointed a trembling finger down the empty road where the white speck of the bus had vanished. Her voice, when it came, was a low, thunderous roll of holy fury.

      “GEAR UP. WE’RE GOING TO SAVE LILY…” She paused, the magnitude of the threat settling upon her like a mantle. “…FROM THE POWER OF POSITIVE PEER PRESSURE.”

      And with a shared, grim nod, the Sisters of Perpetual Enforcement turned and charged back through the gates, not to a battlefield of fire and brimstone, but to pack their gear for a far more insidious war. Their crusade against curated teen culture had begun.
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      The aftermath of Lily’s abduction settled over the monastery like a silence of a different quality — not peaceful, but stunned, charged with the hum of impending and utterly unfamiliar warfare. For the Sisters of Perpetual Enforcement, packing for a rescue mission was a honed sacrament. Under normal circumstances — a demonic incursion, a heretical outbreak, a bureaucratic audit from the Vatican — they could be geared, blessed, and out the door in six minutes flat.

      This time, it took forty-two minutes. Because before they could choose between holy water or hellfire, they first had to collectively stare at O’Malley’s search screen, the cursor blinking accusingly in the blank field of a browser. The question they had to answer, a query that felt as blasphemous as it was necessary, hung in the air: What do teenagers like now?

      The descent into confusion was immediate, profound, and total.

      The war room was usually a place of grim purpose, its walls lined with maps of infernal geomancies and shelves holding reliquaries that hummed with contained power. Now, it felt awkward, like a library hosting a rave.

      Agnes slammed her reinforced oak chair onto the heavy table, the impact echoing like a gavel calling a court of mythical beings to order. “ALRIGHT!” she boomed, her voice straining to fill the new, weird void Lily had left behind. “We have a saint-in-distress! We need strategy! We need intelligence! We need to understand the enemy’s terrain, their tactics, their — their weaknesses!”

      O’Malley, pale and jittery from digital deep-dives, held up a glowing tablet as if presenting evidence of a new plague. “We need,” he corrected softly, his voice full of dread, “research. Into modern teen culture. It’s the ecosystem she’s been taken into.”

      A collective wince moved through the room. Dismas, propped in a corner with a cold compress, whimpered. “I-I’m mentally and spiritually unprepared for this,” he whispered. “My soul still uses parchment.”

      Elyse stood by the door, a statue of coiled violence. She uncrossed her arms, a gesture of supreme practicality. “What are they into? Clearly some form of organized fervor. Is it prayer? Chanting? Some sort of… devotional rite involving synchronized movement?”

      O’Malley shook his head slowly, his eyes wide behind his visor. “No. It’s worse. It’s… participatory media.” With a tap that felt like the sealing of a doom, he hit ‘play.’

      A sound erupted from the tablet’s speakers — a sonic artifact so alien it seemed to warp the very air. It was a voice, teenage and surgically optimized for confidence, layered over a pulsing, innocuous beat. “HEY BESTIES!” it chirped, aggressively intimate. “DON’T FORGET TO SMASH THAT LIKE BUTTON, SUBSCRIBE FOR MORE BLESSINGS, AND HIT THE NOTIFICATION BELL FOR JESUS! HE SEES YOUR ENGAGEMENT!”

      Agnes moved with the speed of a person swatting a philosophical hornet. She slapped the tablet from O’Malley’s hands. It clattered to the stone floor. “TURN IT OFF! TURN IT OFF!” she roared, covering her ears. “THAT IS NOT OF GOD! THAT IS OF ALGORITHMS! IT’S THE SAME THING BUT WITH WORSE GRAPHICS!”

      The goat, sharing Agnes’s sentiment if not her theology, trotted over and stomped on the tablet twice with a decisive crunch, just to be sure.
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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.
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