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            Opening Hymns, Closing Doors

          

        

      

    

    
      A hush lay heavy over the Vatican.

      It was not the comfortable quiet of dawn prayer, nor the studious silence of monks at their administrative duties, but a brittle, expectant stillness — the kind that comes when an institution holds its breath, remembering all too vividly the last time Sister Mary Mercy had graced its halls and now braced, stone by sacred stone, for the inevitable.

      Mercy stepped into the sun-dappled courtyard, cradling a steaming cup of tea in her hands. The simple fact of its existence was nothing short of a minor miracle, brewed by her own hand without triggering any alarms, summoning any unintelligible entities, or causing structural damage. It was an achievement worthy of its own footnote in the annals of Vatican record-keeping.

      Around her, the scene was deceptively placid. Agnes sat on a bench, meticulously whittling a salvaged pew leg into a point sharp enough to give a vampire second thoughts. Across the way, Lily wrestled with a large cardboard box stamped HOLY WATER BALLOONS — FRAGILE, her face a mask of intense concentration. Father O’Malley, meanwhile, was engaged in a heated theological debate with a squirrel perched on the sacred scaffolding, admonishing it for its blatant disregard of consecrated boundaries.

      It was, Mercy reflected as she brought the porcelain cup to her lips, a rare and fragile pocket of normalcy. The tea was perfectly steeped, fragrant and calming. The Roman sun was warm. For one crystalline moment, the world was not on fire, and nothing, absolutely nothing, was chanting in a frequency known to shatter stained glass.

      Then the moment shattered.

      A door creaked open on a balcony above. There stood His Holiness, looking less like the Vicar of Christ and more like a man who had managed precisely fourteen minutes of fitful sleep and regretted every single one of them. He cleared his throat, the sound small and dry in the vast quiet.

      “Mercy,” he began, his voice gentle with foreboding. “We may have a problem.”

      Mercy closed her eyes for a heartbeat, exhaling a long, slow breath through her nose. There went the tea. There went the calm.

      Agnes’s head snapped up, her whittling pausing mid-stroke. “Big problem,” she asked, a dangerous glint in her eye, “or fun problem?”

      The Pope’s face contorted in a pained grimace. “The Lutherans.”

      The effect was immediate. O’Malley gasped with such force he accidentally inhaled the squirrel, which vanished with a startled squeak! from his robes. Lily echoed the sound, dropping her box with a soft thud. Agnes merely leaned forward, her whisper carrying like a drawn blade. “Finally…”

      Mercy said nothing. She merely arched one eloquent eyebrow — a gesture that, in the nuanced lexicon of her order, translated directly to: Explain. Now.

      The Pope obliged, tossing a sealed envelope over the balustrade. It fluttered down in a theatrical, spiraling descent, landing in Mercy’s outstretched hands with the solemn weight of a missive from a particularly disappointed archangel. She broke the wax seal with a thumbnail.

      Inside, on crisp, official stationery, in stark black ink:

      THE LUTHERANS ARE MOBILIZING.

      A second, smaller page fluttered out, landing on the cobblestones. A single sentence was underlined, not once, but three times with aggressive precision:

      THIS IS NOT A DRILL.

      O’Malley, having peeled a disoriented squirrel from his face, sputtered. “Mobilizing? What does that even mean? They’re usually so good about RSVPing to interdenominational conflicts.”

      The Pope pinched the bridge of his nose, as if fighting off a theological migraine. “It means,” he intoned with weary resignation, “that this morning, at precisely 3:17 a.m., my private security feed captured… this.”

      He handed down a slim dossier of glossy photographs. Mercy accepted them, flipping through the images with a practiced, analytical calm.

      The first showed a cluster of Lutheran tourists outside St. Peter’s Basilica, smiling with bland, inoffensive politeness, clutching maps and wearing sensible shoes.

      The second frame showed the same group, still smiling, holding a heavy oak door open for a procession of Swiss Guards. A time-stamp in the corner indicated this act of excessive courtesy had lasted for seventeen uninterrupted minutes.

      The third was more insidious: a Lutheran man, ostensibly kneeling to tie his shoe, while his companion, with covert grace, used a quilting tape measure to gauge the exact dimensions of the cathedral’s main doorframe.

      The fourth photograph was the clincher. It depicted a neat, perfectly aligned stack of pamphlets left on a pew. The title, in a serene, sans-serif font, read: “Administrative Reconciliation Methods  —  A Proposal for Cross-Denominational Efficiency.”

      Agnes hissed through her teeth. “Propaganda.”

      “Wait!” Lily piped up, pointing a trembling finger. “Turn it over! On the back!”

      Mercy flipped the final photo. Stamped on the reverse, in tasteful, understated gold embossing, was a seal:

      THE LUTHERAN ORDER OF RIGHTEOUS MODERATION (L.O.R.M.)

      O’Malley let out a groan that seemed to emanate from his very soul. “Oh, no. Not them. They’re the really polite ones.”

      Lily blinked. “Isn’t that… good?”

      “No,” Agnes stated flatly, hefting her newly sharpened stake. “The polite ones always hit harder. They apologize while they do it, which makes it worse.”

      The Pope clasped his hands before him, his expression funereal. “According to our admittedly flustered intelligence network, L.O.R.M. is operating under the conviction that we have… appropriated an artifact known as the Augsburg Helm.”

      Mercy’s other eyebrow joined the first. The what?

      “I know,” the Pope sighed, anticipating her disbelief. “It sounds absurd. We have no such thing. At least…” He trailed off, a flicker of bureaucratic doubt crossing his face. “Not deliberately.”

      O’Malley nodded vigorously, eager to clarify. “Or if we do, the acquisition form was almost certainly misfiled under ‘H’ for ‘Hypothetical Relics’ or ‘M’ for ‘Miscellaneous Metaphysical Items,’ which, for all official purposes, means it effectively does not exist.”

      Agnes rolled her shoulders, the bones cracking like distant gunfire. “So what’s the play, Your Holiness? Negotiations? Diplomacy?” A wicked smirk touched her lips. “A charity bake sale?”

      The Pope leaned forward, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper that somehow carried across the entire courtyard. “No. We are doing nothing.”

      A stunned silence descended.

      “Because,” he continued, the words hanging in the air, “the Lutherans have issued a formal request. They want you, Sister Mercy. Specifically.”

      Mercy went perfectly still, a statue of nunly composure. Agnes’s grin widened into something feral and delighted. Lily squeaked again, this time clapping her hands over her mouth. O’Malley’s eyes rolled back in his head, and he slid to the cobblestones in a dead faint. The squirrel, seizing the opportunity, expertly rifled through his robes, pocketed his wallet, and scampered off into the hedges.

      Before the chaos could fully settle, the Pope raised a single, silencing finger. “Before you panic — a reaction I find entirely understandable — there is one final… complication.”

      He produced one last photograph. This one was different: grainy, shot in low light, zoomed in from a great distance. It showed a woman standing before a severe Lutheran monastery, her posture ramrod straight. She was clad in black tactical robes that seemed to drink the light, her arms crossed over her chest. Her expression was not one of rage, but of cool, immovable resolve — a face carved from Scandinavian granite and glacial discipline. Behind her, rows of monks executed synchronized training strikes with unsettling, silent perfection.

      In small, efficient print at the bottom of the photo, a caption read: HIGH PRESBYTER INGRID STERNVOSS  —  L.O.R.M. COMMANDER

      Agnes let out a low, appreciative whistle. “She looks fun.”

      Lily, peering over Mercy’s shoulder, trembled. “She looks terrifying!”

      “She is,” the Pope confirmed, his voice grave. “She is both. And she has issued a formal declaration of intent.” He produced a small, cream-colored card, reading from it as if from a sacred script. “Ahem: ‘We seek the Helm. We seek Mercy. And we intend to conduct this conflict with restraint, dignity, and devastating politeness.’”

      Agnes cracked her knuckles, the sound like popping corn in the quiet. “Permission to respond… impolitely?”

      Mercy said nothing. She simply took the card from the Pope’s hand. She folded it once, then again, the motions slow and deliberate, transforming the declaration into a sharp, compact square. Then, with a magician’s sleight of hand, she slid it into the sleeve of her habit. When she looked up, her expression had hardened. The softness was gone, replaced by a carved, flinty resolve that her sisters knew all too well.

      Seeing it, the Pope sagged against the balustrade, a wave of relief washing over him. “Good. Because while we’ve been talking, they’ve already infiltrated three minor basilicas, two confessionals, and one artisanal gelato kiosk.”

      As if on cue, a distant, muffled thump echoed across the Vatican gardens, followed by the faint, sugary scent of exploded pistachio.

      Agnes, Lily, and the groggily reviving O’Malley all turned as one toward the sound.

      The Pope sighed, the sound carrying the weight of two millennia of unexpected paperwork. “That,” he said, “was the kiosk.”

      Mercy placed her untouched cup of tea on the bench beside her. The porcelain made a soft, final click against the stone. She smoothed the front of her habit with calm, practiced hands, straightening an invisible wrinkle. She looked at her team — at Agnes’s eager violence, Lily’s nervous courage, O’Malley’s bewildered faith.

      She gave a single, definitive nod.

      It was time.

      The Lutherans were mobilizing.

      And Sister Mary Mercy was done running.
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      The ancient stones of the Vatican had witnessed countless sieges. They had felt the pounding boots of barbarian hordes, weathered the cannon fire of French regiments, and withstood the relentless siege engines of overly enthusiastic film crews. Yet, for the Sisters of Perpetual Enforcement, none of these historical incursions inspired the particular, chilling dread now settling in their bones as they gazed down from an observation balcony.

      Tourists.

      But not just any tourists.

      Below, St. Peter’s Square was being methodically colonized by a tide of bright polo shirts, crisscrossing camera straps, and cargo shorts cut to a degree of modesty that felt almost militant. Mercy, flanked by Agnes, Lily, and a visibly perspiring Father O’Malley, watched the swarm with analytical detachment. From this vantage point, the chaos resolved into a pattern — a disturbingly orderly one.

      “Look,” Lily whispered, her finger tracing the flow of bodies below. “They’re moving in formation. Like geese, but with more sunscreen.”

      Agnes squinted, her eyes narrowing to slits. “I’ve seen special forces units that couldn’t hold spacing that tight. It’s unnatural.”

      O’Malley adjusted a small, high-tech visor perched on his forehead. It emitted a soft, concerned beep, and a holographic readout blinked to life before his eye: THREAT LEVEL: NICELY ORGANIZED.

      The “tourists” fanned out with choreographed grace. Smiles were deployed like weapons — warm, unassuming, and utterly disarming. One cluster offered to take photographs for genuine, bewildered visitors, their framing so perfectly composed it bordered on the artistic. Another group distributed pamphlets with cheerful efficiency. The title, in a serene, approachable font, read: “A Friendly Guide to Site Optimization.” Flipping it open revealed detailed diagrams suggesting more efficient foot-traffic flows around the Pietà and superior queue-management strategies for the necropolis.

      The Pope materialized behind them as if summoned by collective anxiety, wringing his hands. “They’re everywhere,” he murmured, his voice the ghost of a whisper. “And they keep apologizing. They bypassed three checkpoints while saying ‘So sorry, we must have taken a wrong turn’ and ‘Our apologies, is this not the public lavatory?’ It’s… disorienting.”

      Mercy’s focus sharpened. Her eyes locked onto a pair of agents stationed at the periphery of the square. They wore matching navy windbreakers and smiles of identical, benign pleasantry. One held a single, unfolded map. The other held a stack of fourteen, each folded into a different, efficient geometric shape.

      Agnes’s frown deepened. “That’s not tourism,” she grunted. “That’s cartographic over-preparation. It’s suspicious.”

      Then, the performance began in earnest.

      A Swiss Guard, his halberd gleaming, approached the duo. “Excuse me, sirs, this area is restricted for —”

      The two Lutherans turned as one, a single fluid motion of impeccable courtesy. “Oh!” they exclaimed in harmonious unison. “Our most sincere apologies.” They bowed, a deep, respectful dip from the waist.

      The guard blinked, his scripted authority faltering. “I — well — thank you for your understanding?”

      “We insist,” said the first Lutheran, his voice a model of contrite warmth. He proffered a small, tastefully wrapped gift bag.

      Bewildered, the guard accepted it. Inside, nestled in tissue paper, was a tin of shortbread cookies, each one perfectly uniform, and a handwritten note on heavy cardstock. In flawless, swirling calligraphy, it read: Thank You for Your Service. The guard’s stern expression melted. A genuine mist clouded his eyes. “That’s… incredibly kind of you.”

      “Our pleasure,” the Lutherans chimed, bowing again.

      And while the guard was momentarily disarmed by the onslaught of civility, his emotional guard down, two other Lutherans — previously unnoticed — slid soundlessly behind him. With a murmured “Pardon us,” one placed a large, unfolded tourist map directly over the lens of a security camera. The other, whispering “So sorry for the intrusion,” produced a set of minimalist, ergonomic tools and, with three precise clicks, dismantled the antique lock on the entrance to the sacred catacombs.

      All of this was accompanied by a gentle patter of polite phrases: “Just a moment, if you please,” and “We’ll be quick, we promise.”

      Agnes’s hand came down on the marble railing with a slap that echoed like a gunshot. “I told you! The polite ones are a tactical nightmare!”

      Mercy did not speak. She simply moved. In one silent, fluid motion, she vaulted over the balcony railing, her habit flaring like the wings of a descending raptor. She landed with a soft thud on the cobblestones of the square, placing herself squarely between the now-open catacomb entrance and the retreating Lutherans.

      The Lutheran agents froze, their polite smiles never wavering. One raised his hands, palms outward in a universal gesture of harmless intent. “We’re so terribly sorry if we startled you, Sister.”

      The other reached into his windbreaker and produced, not a weapon, but a pamphlet. The cover declared: “Conflict Resolution for the Modern Christian: A Seven-Step Guide to Mutual Understanding.”

      Mercy held up a single hand, her fingers straight. It was a simple, eloquent gesture in the silent language of her order. It meant: Try me.

      Agnes, Lily, and O’Malley scrambled down the nearest staircase, arriving in a breathless clatter behind her. O’Malley pointed a trembling finger at the Lutherans’ map-holders. “They’re concealing something behind those cartographic displays! I can sense it! The vibe is all wrong!”

      Lily peeked around Mercy’s shoulder. “Maybe it’s just snacks? For a long tour?”

      Agnes shook her head grimly. “No one who achieves that level of map-folding origami carries mere snacks. They carry schematics.”

      Mercy took one deliberate step forward.

      And the Lutheran on the left struck.

      It was breathtakingly fast, a blur of motion expertly camouflaged as a simple adjustment of his spectacles. His palm shot out in a knife-hand strike aimed for Mercy’s shoulder.

      WHAP.

      The sound of the block was crisp and final in the sunlit square. Mercy had not even blinked.

      The Lutheran bowed deeply, his smile turning appreciative. “Ah,” he said, his voice filled with genuine respect. “Sister Mary Mercy. An honor, truly.”

      His partner bowed in concert. “We are instructed to delay you. Our apologies for the presumption.”

      Mercy arched one eyebrow.

      The second Lutheran’s face brightened, as if remembering a pleasant social duty. “Oh! And we are also to give you this.” He handed her a small, cream-colored envelope, the paper thick and expensive, sealed with a tasteful drop of wax.

      Mercy broke the seal. Inside, on a card of impeccable linen stock, in elegant, looping handwriting, it read:

      A Cordial Warning: The matter of the Augsburg Helm requires resolution. Its retrieval is non-negotiable. We apologize most sincerely for the inconvenience. Signed, High Presbyter Ingrid Sternvoss

      Agnes let out a low hiss. “She sent a formal invitation to her own ambush. The audacity.”

      Lily clasped her hands together, momentarily dazzled. “That’s actually really classy!”

      O’Malley simply shrieked, his voice cracking with existential horror, “IT’S A THREAT WRITTEN IN NICE PENMANSHIP! THE WORST KIND!”

      Mercy moved. The fight that ensued was less a brawl and more a bizarre, hyper-polite ballet of controlled violence.

      The Lutherans defended themselves with smooth, almost graceful efficiency, employing only open-hand techniques. Each block was followed by a soft, “Our apologies.” Each evasion came with a respectful nod. When Agnes lunged with a haymaker, a Lutheran sidestepped and murmured, “Oh dear,” as she collided with a marble statue of a somewhat surprised-looking saint.

      One agent aimed a gentle, almost paternal kick at Lily, who tumbled backward with a yelp, landing in the basin of a decorative fountain with a splash.

      He immediately bowed. “My deepest regrets, Sister.”

      Lily, sputtering and sitting in a foot of water, waved cheerfully. “It’s okay! It’s a hot day! I needed to cool off!”

      O’Malley, fumbling with a complex-looking device from his robes, tripped over his own feet. Before he could hit the ground, a Lutheran caught his elbow, steadied him, and said, “Allow me to assist you, Father,” before attempting a precise pressure-point strike to his wrist.

      Through this whirlwind of courteous combat, Mercy moved like the eye of a silent storm. She was a study in focused economy — a strike here, a parry there, her movements clean and relentless. She advanced; they retreated, bowing as they gave ground, their politeness an unbreachable, maddening shield.

      Finally, seeing some unseen signal, the two Lutherans disengaged in perfect unison. They leaped backward, landing with feather-light grace on the slow-moving, open-air tour tram that was circling the square.

      One of them raised a hand in a friendly wave. “Our sincerest apologies! We really must be going now! Lovely to chat!”

      The tram driver, oblivious, maintained a stately, sightseeing-approved pace as it carried them away from the square, the agents’ windbreakers flapping gently in the breeze.

      Lily sloshed out of the fountain, running to Mercy’s side. “They got away!”

      A slow, predatory grin spread across Agnes’s face. “No,” she rumbled. “They didn’t.”

      She pointed to the cobblestones where the scuffle had taken place. Amidst the scattered pamphlets, one item had been left behind — deliberately placed, not dropped.

      Mercy bent and retrieved it. It was another pamphlet, this one titled “Efficient Travel Itineraries for the Discerning Pilgrim.” On the back, a single address in Bavaria was circled, not once, not twice, but three times with assertive, confident strokes of a pen.

      THE BEER CATHEDRAL.

      Mercy exhaled, a long, slow release of breath that seemed to lower the temperature around her by several degrees.

      The Pope approached, his steps hesitant, a well-worn stress rosary clenched in his fist. “Mercy,” he said, his voice soft with a mixture of dread and hope. “We need you on a train. The next one leaves in an hour.”

      Mercy gave a single, curt nod, her gaze still fixed on the now-empty street where the tram had vanished.

      The Lutherans were mobilizing.

      And Sister Mary Mercy was preparing to mobilize harder.
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      The Vatican’s subterranean archives smelled of dust, decay, and the faint, lingering scent of ink made from substances best left unexamined. It was a space that seemed to defy architectural logic — a vast, shadowy cavern that was the lovechild of a Cold War-era bunker and a monastery that had taken its vows of preservation a little too literally. Metal shelves, groaning under the weight of centuries, stretched up into darkness so profound it felt like a physical presence. Scrolls shifted in unseen drafts, whispering secrets to one another. The only illumination came from a single, ancient fluorescent light, which flickered with a persistent, urgent rhythm, as if trying to signal in morse code: Leave. Now. Leave.

      Sister Superior Marjorie led the way, her steps echoing sharply on the stone floor, her habit swishing with the fury of a woman whose entire sense of order had been personally offended. “Touching things without signing the logbook,” she muttered to the stale air, her voice a low, dangerous growl. “Asking to ‘borrow’ restricted indices. It’s not just heresy, it’s… bad filing.”

      Agnes, striding beside her, snorted. “Forget the paperwork. What’s this ‘Augsburg Helm’ they’re so worked up about? Some kind of holy crown? A fancy battle hat?”
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