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            A Visitor at Dawn

          

        

      

    

    
      Rome was quiet.

      For once — and if the city itself did not quite seem to believe it, then neither did the seven women who, by a series of violent and ridiculous chances, now called it home. Dawn had washed the Eternal City in a pale, forgiving light, the kind that softened edges and held its breath. Soft gold spilled across the stone courtyard of the convent, gilding the terracotta roof tiles where a handful of pigeons murmured and cooed. From the chapel’s slightly ajar door, the faint, sweet scent of lingering incense drifted out into the morning air, a ghost of last night’s vespers.

      It was, in a word, peaceful.

      After the chaos of Hollywood — after the explosions, the chases, the dubious miracles, and the alarming frequency with which Aiden materialized with another “minor problem”— the Sisters of Perpetual Havoc had reached an unspoken, unanimous agreement. They were owed, at the very least, one week. Seven days of absolute, catastrophic nothing. No divine interventions, no apocalyptic near-misses, no pop stars in distress. Just quiet.

      They were trying.

      They truly were.

      Agnes was trying. She stood in the center of the courtyard, muscles corded, hefting a dumbbell that looked less like exercise equipment and more like a personal affront. Sunlight caught the sweat on her brow as she muttered low, creative threats at the iron in her hands, promises of grievous bodily harm should it dare to slip.

      Nearby, under the dappled shade of an old olive tree, Lily hummed a tuneless, contented melody. A basket of mending sat beside her, and in her hands, a nun’s habit was slowly being restored under the careful dance of her needle and thread. The pile included Aiden’s — left behind, “accidentally,” with a note in flamboyant script tucked into the fold: IF YOU NEED ME I’M JUST A TEXT AWAY – AIDEN [image: dizzy]. Lily smiled, a small, private thing, as she stitched.

      On the low wall surrounding the herb garden, Elyse sat with a whetstone and a blade. Her movements were a study in serene, liquid focus: the soft, rhythmic shhh-shhh-shhh of steel on stone was the only sound she made. Her expression was placid, but an aura of profound intent radiated from her — a silent, palpable declaration that if a certain pop star were to appear unannounced again, her next vow would involve significantly more sharp edges.

      O’Malley had claimed the broad stone steps of the chapel. He cradled a mug of coffee so dark and strong it seemed to absorb the light around it. With his free hand, he tinkered with Scraps, the small mechanical… creature… that whirred and clicked on his knee. It kept toggling unpredictably between what O’Malley had labeled “Cute Mode”— a soft whir and blinking blue lights — and “Unholy Mode,” which involved a low, atonal grinding and the emission of a faint smell of sulfur and burnt wiring.

      Echo, the ghostly canine, spotted a pigeon strutting on the cobblestones. With a burst of spectral enthusiasm, she launched herself after it — only to pass straight through the bird, which burst into flight with an indignant flutter. Echo skidded to a halt, corporeal for just a moment, and stared at her own paws in profound, ethereal confusion.

      And then there was Mercy.

      She moved through the chapel’s nave, a broom in her hands, sweeping old flagstones with a slow, deliberate cadence. Each stroke was precise, each movement economical and steady. The dust motes, stirred into the sunbeams slicing through the high windows, danced around her like slow-motion fireflies. Her face was a mask of calm, features smooth and composed. It was almost peaceful.

      Almost.

      Then —

      Knock. Knock. Knock.

      Three measured, polite taps on the chapel’s great oak door. They were not timid, not tentative. Nor were they demanding or imperious. They were simply… courteous. A respectful request for attention.

      The effect was instantaneous, a freeze-frame of sudden, shared tension.

      Agnes’s dumbbell hovered, then was lowered to the ground without a sound. Lily’s needle froze, a stitch half-pulled. O’Malley’s coffee met its end in a single, convulsive swallow. The shhh-shhh-shhh of Elyse’s whetstone ceased, leaving a ringing silence. Echo’s confusion crystallized into a low growl that seemed to emanate from three different metaphysical planes at once. Scraps whirred and promptly hid behind Mercy’s ankle, its lights flickering to a terrified mauve. Mercy herself did not startle. She simply stopped sweeping and turned her head, her gaze settling on the heavy doors.

      Knock. Knock. Knock.

      Again. The same gentle, patient, and somehow deeply unsettling rhythm.

      Agnes’s whisper cut through the quiet, venomous and hopeful. “If that’s Aiden, I swear on every sacred thing, I will repurpose his sequins into a —”

      But it wasn’t.

      Mercy placed the broom against a pew. She walked to the door, her steps silent on the stone. With no ceremony, she grasped the iron handle, pulled, and opened it.

      Morning light flooded in, framing the visitor in a blinding halo. It took a moment for the eyes to adjust, to resolve the silhouette into a figure.

      He was tall. Impeccably dressed in an obsidian-black suit that looked as if it had been pressed between the pages of a cosmic law book. His shoes were polished to a gleam so profound it seemed to hold reflections of distant, dying stars. His tie was a slash of darkness, knotted with a precision so sharp it looked capable of slicing through dimensions.

      His skin was a smooth, rich crimson, like the heart of a rare wine or cooled lava. From his temples, two horns curled with an elegant, almost artistic flourish, from which tendrils of faint, perfumed smoke rose lazily into the Roman air. His eyes were the most striking feature: twin wells of pure, liquid black oil, deep and endless, yet within them flickered tiny, weary pinpricks of light — the glimmers of a profound, administrative despair.

      He held a simple clipboard.

      He cleared his throat, a soft, apologetic sound.

      “Good morning,” he said. His voice was warm, cultured, and carried a weight of ancient etiquette. “Terribly sorry to intrude. I know you must be exhausted.” He offered a slight, sympathetic smile.

      The reaction behind Mercy was a symphony of controlled panic. Agnes’s preferred chair — a heavy, oak monstrosity — materialized in her grip. Elyse had moved in a blur, placing herself squarely between Lily and the open door. O’Malley made a small, choked noise that was part whimper, part half-remembered Latin exorcism rite. Echo, rallying her courage, let out a single, high-pitched yip that echoed with otherworldly bravado.

      The visitor placed a free hand over the spot where a heart might be, his expression pained. “My apologies. Allow me to introduce myself. I am Lucifer.” He said it plainly, as one might state one’s name at a dull board meeting. “And we have a… bureaucratic situation.”

      Silence stretched, thick and disbelieving.

      Lily blinked, peering around Elyse’s shoulder. Her voice was small in the vast quiet. “Oh! Like, um… paperwork?”

      Lucifer winced as if physically struck. “Please,” he murmured, “don’t say it so casually. It makes the existential dread so much more acute.”

      He took a single step forward — a careful, respectful movement, as though acutely conscious of not tracking any metaphysical soot or damnation onto the clean marble floor.

      “Our administrative infrastructure… below,” he began, choosing the word with fastidious care, “has grown catastrophically dysfunctional. We are centuries behind on Form 666-B, Damnation Intent. Souls are being misassigned with alarming frequency — several promisingly wicked barristers ended up in the Fields of Asphodel last week, a clerical nightmare. The demons have unionized. They’re demanding better benefits and longer lunch hours in the Lake of Fire.” He paused, a shiver of genuine distress running through his perfect frame. “Worse, several subsidiary torment departments have gone fully rogue. They’re improvising. One of them,” his voice dropped to a horrified whisper, “has started using smooth jazz.”

      A collective, sharp intake of breath came from the Sisters. All except Mercy. She merely looked at him, and in her steady gaze was something deeper than shock — a weary, almost empathetic understanding of systemic collapse.

      Lucifer seemed to gather himself, his oil-dark eyes fixing on Mercy. He leaned forward slightly, and when he spoke again, his warm voice had shed its professional polish, revealing something raw, vulnerable, and entirely unexpected from the Prince of Darkness.

      “The balance,” he said, the words barely more than a breath. “The essential, cosmic balance between Good and Evil is teetering on the brink of collapse. Not from war, or from glory… but from utter, soul-crushing incompetence.” He swallowed, the gesture strangely human. “We require… intervention.”

      His gaze held Mercy’s, unwavering, pleading.

      “Please.”

      The word hung in the incense-tinged air, stark and simple.

      “Help us.”

      Mercy stared back.

      Utterly still. Perfectly silent. Unblinking.

      The quiet became so profound that even Lucifer, who had faced the fury of archangels and the void before creation, seemed to falter. He flinched, just a fraction. His polished, welcoming smile thinned, grew strained at the edges, touched with a flicker of ancient anxiety.

      He ventured a whisper into the void of her response.

      “…Is that a yes? Or —”
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      Lucifer sat at the convent’s long, scarred wooden table as though he had always belonged there, as if the chair had been waiting centuries for the precise curve of his spine. His hands were folded with ceremonial neatness over a leather-bound dossier that lay before him. The leather was unnaturally dark, and if one listened closely — as O’Malley was, with mounting horror — it emitted a faint, papery whisper, like the rustle of forgotten confessions or the sigh of trapped souls.

      Arrayed across from him, the Sisters presented a spectrum of vigilance. Agnes leaned back, arms crossed over her chest, her expression a monument of aggressive skepticism. Elyse was a statue of poised concern, her body angled subtly forward, ready. Lily’s face was an open book of worried curiosity, her hands fluttering slightly in her lap. O’Malley looked simply nauseated. And Mercy… Mercy merely sat, her hands resting flat on the table. Her calm was not passive, but gravitational, a still center around which the room’s tension orbited. She was, as ever, perfectly unreadable.

      Seeking normalcy in the surreal, Lily rose. “Would you… like some tea?” she asked, her voice cutting through the thick silence.

      Lucifer turned his oil-black eyes toward her, and his smile was one of genuine, touched surprise. “That is remarkably kind. I would be delighted.”

      He accepted the simple clay mug with a grace that spoke of ancient courts. As his crimson fingers curled around the warm ceramic, a hiss, quiet and forlorn, rose from the surface. The tea within — a gentle chamomile — shivered, darkened, and evaporated into a wisp of steam that smelled faintly of ozone and regret. A drop of moisture beaded and fled the side of the mug, leaving a sad, quick track down the glaze.

      Lucifer stared at the empty cup. The sigh that escaped him was not one of anger, but of a profound, timeless fatigue. “My apologies,” he murmured. “It’s been a long century.”

      With the resigned air of a coroner opening an inconvenient autopsy report, Lucifer flipped open the dossier. A small, defeated plume of grey ash puffed into the air. Inside, the pages were meticulously organized, the chaos of the cosmos rendered into neat, terrifying bullet points. He slid the open folder toward the center of the table.

      “Allow me to illustrate the scale of the problem,” he said, his voice assuming the tone of a management consultant addressing a doomed board.

      O’Malley leaned in, his glasses slipping down his nose, his entire body trembling with a scholar’s dread.

      1. Hell’s queues stretch for metaphysical miles.

      Lucifer’s manicured nail tapped a photograph. It showed a line of disgruntled, translucent figures that stretched back into a foggy, red-hazed distance. The line didn’t just curve; it twisted back on itself in a Möbius strip of bureaucratic purgatory, a cosmic pretzel of damned patience. “Wait times for initial processing have exceeded six hundred earthly years,” Lucifer stated. “We’ve had… complaints.”

      Agnes squinted, leaning forward. “Complaints?” she echoed, the word feeling absurd in her mouth. “In Hell?”

      “Yes,” Lucifer replied, his voice flat and dry as a desert tomb. “It is, frankly, demoralizing for all parties. The recently deceased arrive with a certain expectation of immediate, personalized torment. Standing in a line that doubles back on itself for eons tends to dilute the experience.”

      2. Souls are misfiled.

      He flipped a page. A flowchart greeted them, a Rube Goldberg machine of damnation drawn in stark ink. Arrows sprouted from arrows, looping back, crossing out, and spiraling into frantic, maddening knots. “Our filing system has suffered critical decay,” Lucifer explained. “Last Tuesday, we accidentally sent a genocidal warlord to a two-week workshop on ‘Mild Discomfort and Personal Accountability,’ while a children’s puppeteer with a minor tax fraud issue was routed directly to the Seventh Lava Pits.”

      Lily’s hands flew to her mouth. “Oh, the poor puppeteer!”

      Lucifer leaned in, lowering his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “It was,” he confessed, “immensely awkward. The warlord found the group therapy sessions ‘insipid,’ and the puppeteer… well, his scream had a peculiar, squeaky quality.”

      3. Demons have unionized.

      From within the dossier, he produced a tri-fold pamphlet, its paper warm to the touch. He handed it to Lily. The title, in bold, no-nonsense font, read:

      INFERNAL LABORERS LOCAL 666 DEMANDING DIGNITY AND/OR BETTER SNACKS

      Beneath were bullet points about guaranteed sulfur-break lengths and scalable torment quotas. “They went on a wildcat strike last month,” Lucifer said, massaging the space between his horns. “Picket lines around the Lake of Fire. They’re currently negotiating hazard pay for Minotaur labyrinth duty and a grievance procedure for soul-splatter.”

      A slow, approving grin spread across Agnes’s face. “I like them.”

      4. The Ledger of Moral Accounting is years behind.

      The next image was a photograph of breathtaking sacrilege. It showed a massive, leather-bound tome, its cover glowing with a soft, cosmic purple light, intricate silver sigils swimming across its surface. Propped on it, leaving a faint ring-stain on the divine leather, was a mug that read ‘#1 DAMNER’. A bored-looking imp was using the ancient, universe-weighting Ledger of All Moral Deeds as a footstool.

      O’Malley shot to his feet, his chair screeching back. “THAT’S THE COSMIC LEDGER?!” he shrieked, pointing a shaking finger. “THE PRIMARY RECORD THAT TRACKS THE BALANCE OF EVERY VIRTUE AND SIN FROM THE DAWN OF CONSCIOUSNESS?!”

      Lucifer did not look at the photo, as if the sight pained him. He simply rubbed his temples in slow, concentric circles. “It did,” he corrected softly. “Now it’s a demonic coffee table. The last entry is from the French Revolution. We’ve been using sticky notes.”

      Agnes shook her head, her voice a low, scandalized rumble. “That’s worse than Hollywood.”

      5. Infernal HR has staged a coup.

      As if the dossier itself might rebel, Lucifer snapped it shut with a conclusive thud, cutting off a faint, emerging screech. “This is the core of the crisis,” he said, his voice dropping into a grave register. “The Department of Infernal Resources, led by the Arch-Deputy Censurelle, has seized operational control. They claim the realm has grown ‘too chaotic’ and ‘inefficient.’ They seek to enforce universal corporate standards.”

      Elyse, who had been following with razor focus, finally spoke. “What does that include?”

      Lucifer exhaled a breath that smelled of cold marble and regret. “A formal dress code — ties for imps, it’s inhumane. Mandatory emotional neutrality protocols, which would ban creative lamentation. Productivity quotas for soul-corruption, measured in damned units per hour.” He paused, the final horror needing its own space. “And — may whatever grace remains help us all — mandatory monthly wellness audits.”

      A unified gasp swept the table. Lily clutched at the fabric over her heart. “Not wellness audits!”

      Agnes spat neatly and decisively on the stone floor beside her. “HR,” she declared, her voice thick with the conviction of a warrior who has finally seen the true face of the enemy, “is the REAL evil.”

      Lucifer nodded, a gesture of solemn, absolute agreement. “Yes. Obviously.”

      Lucifer steepled his fingers, the crimson points forming a steeple that cast a long, forked shadow on the table. “I cannot rectify this alone. Censurelle — the Arch-Deputy leading this insurrection — knows every bylaw, every sub-clause, every triplicate form I have ever signed in a moment of administrative weakness.” A genuine grimace of professional distaste twisted his features. “She outranks me in paperwork. No one outranks me in paperwork.”

      The sheer, blasphemous concept was too much. O’Malley’s eyes rolled back, and he fainted sideways, slumping into Scraps, who beeped in alarm and began fanning him with a small, metallic flap.

      Lily held her breath. Agnes’s right eye began to twitch, a tiny spasm that promised magnificent violence. Elyse’s fingertips drifted silently to rest on the hilt of her blade.

      “You, however,” Lucifer continued, his gaze sweeping over them, lingering finally on the silent figure at the table’s head, “are gloriously, magnificently unpredictable. You operate on a logic that bypasses forms, a morality that defies ledgers.” His eyes locked with Mercy’s. Her silence seemed to press against him, a physical weight, a truth so blunt it was uncomfortable. He was the Father of Lies, and in her quiet, he found nothing to twist, nothing to negotiate. He looked away first.

      Lucifer cleared his throat, the sound like stones shifting in a deep well. “If Hell collapses under the weight of its own incompetence,” he said, each word precise, “the cosmic balance collapses with it. It is not a metaphor.”

      Lily’s whisper was a fragile thing in the quiet room. “So… the world ends?”

      “No,” Lucifer said, shaking his head slowly. A strange, grim smile touched his lips. “Worse.”

      He leaned forward, the ambient light in the room seeming to dim and concentrate around him. “If Hell goes non-operational, Heaven must expand to fill the metaphysical vacuum. It is a universal law. A cosmic bailout.”

      Silence, heavier than before, settled over the table. O’Malley blinked back to consciousness, groaning. Agnes scowled, confusion battling her anger. “Why is a Heaven-expansion worse? Fluffy clouds, harps, peace?” Lucifer’s face darkened, not with malice, but with the weary dread of someone who has seen the other side of perfect order. “You have never seen an immortal, all-powerful bureaucracy attempt to ‘fix’ human problems. They mean well. But meaning well, with infinite power and no nuance, is a special kind of terror.” The Sisters exchanged a glance — a silent, shared memory of divinely-sourced inconveniences. Lily nodded slowly, understanding dawning. “…Angels are very bad at subtlety.” “Precisely,” Lucifer said. “They once attempted to resolve a regional conflict of ‘petty grievances and land disputes’ filed under ‘Community Feedback.’ The solution was a forty-day flood. Very efficient. Terribly damp.” Agnes muttered, “Not reassuring.” “It is not meant to be reassuring,” Lucifer replied. “It is meant to be true.” With finality, he placed the whispering dossier directly in front of Mercy. He did not push it closer, did not let his fingers so much as brush the wood of the table near her hand — a gesture of respect that bordered on fear. “Help me restore the balance,” he said, and his voice shed its last layer of polished presentation, becoming simple, weary, and stark. “Fix Hell’s mess. Do it quietly, do it quickly, before Heaven’s auditors notice the discrepancy. You are the only ones who can.” Mercy stared at him. The room held its breath. Lucifer’s administrative poise finally cracked at the edges. He swallowed, the Adam’s apple moving in his crimson throat. “…Is that a yes? Or —” Mercy blinked. Once. Slow. Deliberate. It was not a gesture of confusion. It was a period at the end of a sentence.

      Lucifer exhaled. It was the sound of a mountain easing after an epoch, the release of a breath held for six thousand years. “Wonderful.” In one fluid motion, he stood, his hands smoothing down the impeccable lines of his suit jacket. “Pack light. Bring whatever you require to navigate a broken bureaucracy and pacify a demonic union. We depart at dusk.” He offered a bow that was both archaic and elegant, the curls of his horns catching the fading light for a moment with a faint, infernal glow. Then, with a soft pop of displaced air and the scent of distant sulfur and expensive cologne, he vanished. The space where he had stood felt abruptly hollow. The Sisters stared at the emptiness. A slow, wild grin split Agnes’s face. “This,” she declared, cracking her knuckles, “is gonna be fun.” Elyse closed her eyes, a long-suffering prophet. “It absolutely will not be.” Lily wrung her hands, her mind already racing through logistical and ethical implications. “Oh dear. Oh dear, oh dear.” O’Malley, pale but upright, whispered to the room at large, a statement of surreal fact: “We’re going to Hell. For real.” Mercy said nothing. She simply rose from the table, her movements as deliberate as ever. She was already preparing.
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      The convent’s common room held an atmosphere of surreal collision. It felt like a war council convened in a library, a crisis therapy session held in a chapel’s vestry, and a very, very anxious sewing circle, all occupying the same space at once. The air still carried the faint, acrid-sweet tang of distant sulfur and something like old parchment — Lucifer’s calling card.
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